
Introduction
During the June 19 – 20, 2008, General Assembly of the Cooperative Baptist Fellowship held in Memphis, Tennessee, John Killinger
 conducted a workshop on the topic, “A Dramatic New Interpretation of the Gospel of Mark.” It is Killinger’s belief that the Gospel of Mark was probably a Gnostic gospel that made it into the canon of orthodox Christian Scripture because either the early church leaders failed to recognize it as Gnostic or because it was too popular to suppress.

Is Killinger correct in his belief of the historicity of the Gospel of Mark? If he is correct, then what about the other Gospels? What about the other writings of the New Testament? Are the writings of the New Testament reliable? The reliability of the New Testament is crucial for Christians. The acceptance of the central claims of Christianity that Jesus was the incarnate Son of God who died on the cross to atone for the sins of humanity and rose bodily from the dead depends on it.

THE RELIABILITY OF THE NEW TESTAMENT

Accurate Translations

The first question to be answered in validating the reliability of the New Testament is, “Are the New Testament translations of today accurate or have they been biased by the church?” In other words, how can it be known for certain that the New Testament translations available today are free of errors, intentional or not? 

The documents which make up what we call the New Testament were written in Greek probably between 50 and 100 A.D. With the spread of Christianity came the need for these documents to be copied. This was an enormous task because, until the development of the printing press in 1450 A.D., all copying was done by hand which created numerous opportunities for error. For example, there could be the possibility of accidental omissions due to similar beginnings and endings of words; lines could accidentally be skipped by a scribe who momentarily takes his eyes off the manuscript; and/or there is also the possibility that words could be misread or misunderstood. 

Late in the second century, as Christianity spread throughout the Mediterranean region, the need arose for the books contained with the New Testament to be translated into other languages. This added to the potential for errors to creep into the text. There is evidence that some of the scribes deliberately altered texts. Some of those alterations were theologically motivated. Other intentional changes were for purposes of improving grammar or diction, harmonizing parallel passages, and clearing up difficulties.

With that said, can the New Testament translations of today be trusted? Are they reliable? The science of textual criticism, a science that compares and classifies the manuscript evidence for ancient documents, can help answer these questions.
 Currently there are over 5,000 Greek New Testament manuscripts that range from the whole testament to scraps of papyri which contain as little as part of one verse. All kinds of minor variations distinguish these manuscripts from one another but only about 400 (less than one per page of the English translation) have any significant bearing on the meaning of a passage, and most of those are noted in the footnotes and margins of modern translations and editions of Scripture.

The Gospel of Mark, which was declared by Killinger to be a Gnostic gospel, can serve as a good example of how textual criticism can be used to help determine the reliability of the books of the New Testament. According to Douglass Moo, “Most Marcan scholars would date the writing of the Gospel of Mark around 60 A.D.”
 The earliest manuscript possessed of the Gospel of Mark is dated at 200 A.D., which is the Chester Beatty Papyrus, #P45, and contains everything from Mark 4:36 to 9:31. This is only 140 years from the writing of the original manuscript. By 1300 A.D. thousands of copies of Mark had been made. The science of textual criticism can compare these later manuscripts with the earlier ones to determine how close they are to one another and therefore determine their reliability. Joe Hellerman states, “When this science is applied to the manuscripts of the Gospel of Mark it can be determined with 99 percent accuracy that the original writings of Mark have been preserved.”

Applying the science of textual criticism to the entire New Testament, textual scholars have generally concluded that 99.99 percent of the original writings have been reclaimed, and of the remaining one hundredth of one percent, there are no variants substantially affecting any Christian doctrine.
 Dr. James Leo Garrett believes, “Christians can have a very high level of certitude that the text of the New Testament now available to biblical scholars and from which contemporary translations are being made into various languages are dependably accurate reproductions of the originals or autographs.”
 This should provide the confidence that the Bible translations of today can be trusted as reliable. 
With this information in mind, how does the New Testament compare with other works from the ancient world? There were several historians of the ancient world whose works are read today and are accepted as historically reliable. Thucydides, who wrote History of the Peloponnesian War, lived from 460 BC to 400 BC. Virtually everything we know about the war comes from this writing of Thucydides. The earliest copy of any manuscripts of Thucydides' work dates around 900 AD, making a time gap of 1,300 years. The Roman historian Suetonius lived around AD 70 to AD 140. The earliest copy of his work The Twelve Caesars dates around AD 950, making a time gap of about 800 years. In the chart below the time gaps of other works from the ancient world are displayed.

Author         When Written     
Earliest Copy   
Time Span     
# of copies
Caesar         
100 - 44 BC        
900 AD       

1,000 years        
10

Tacitus        
100 AD            
1,100 AD       
1,000 years        
20

Pliny          
61 – 113 AD         
850 AD         
750 years         
7

  (History)

Herodotus      
480 - 425 BC        
900 AD       

1,300 years         
8

  (History)


Aristotle      
384 - 322 BC      
1,100 AD       
1,400 years         
5

This information gives validity to the statement made by historian F. F. Bruce, “The evidence for our New Testament writings is ever so much greater than the evidence for many writings of classical authors, the authenticity of which no one dreams of questioning. And if the New Testament were a collection of secular writings, their authenticity would generally be regarded as beyond all doubt.”

The Issue of Time

The issue of time is another important factor in determining the historical reliability of the New Testament. By “time” is meant how long was the period of time between the death of Christ and the writings of the New Testament. According to Dr. Larry Hurtado, “Conservative New Testament scholarship is confronted with the view that the canonical Gospels are mainly fictitious creations of second or third generation Christianity.”
 He goes on to say, “It is held that the earliest Christians were apocalyptically minded, looking for the Messiah to come speedily but placing no emphasis upon the earthly Jesus. Later, when the Parousia did not immediately happen it became necessary to find Messianic significance in the earthly life of Jesus.”
 In other words, to develop a legend from the life of Jesus that would give validity to their new religion.

The dating of the writing of the Gospels and other New Testament books can prove this claim to be false and help substantiate the historical reliability of the New Testament. The starting place would be determining the date of the crucifixion. According to Harold Hoehner, most biblical scholars would place this date somewhere between 26 and 36 A.D.
 Using the date already established for the writing of the Gospel of Mark, that would leave only 24 – 34 years between the end of Jesus’ earthly life and Mark’s writing; in the view of Hellerman, too short a period of time for legend to have developed.
 Legends in the ancient world seldom grew quickly. For example, the two relatively reliable biographers of Alexander the Great (Arrian and Plutarch) wrote more than four hundred years after his death in 323 B.C. Yet it was only in centuries after these two writers that most of the more fictitious stories about Alexander developed.
 
The dates for the writing of the other two Synoptic Gospels, Matthew and Luke, should be placed in the years prior to the fall of Jerusalem in 70 A.D.
 It is generally accepted that Matthew uses Mark as a source for his Gospel so it should be dated after Mark. Irenaeus asserts that Matthew wrote his Gospel while Peter and Paul were preaching and founding the church in Rome which would require a date of early to mid-sixties A.D.
 
Luke also used Mark as a source for his Gospel.
 Luke writes, 
Inasmuch as many have undertaken to compile an account of the things accomplished among us, just as they were handed down to us by those who from the beginning were eyewitnesses and servants of the word, it seemed fitting for me as well, having investigated everything carefully from the beginning, to write it out for you in consecutive order, most excellent Theophilus; so that you may know the exact truth about the things you have been taught (Luke 1:1 – 4, NASB). 
Everett Harrison points out, “It has often been noted that the two-year period during which Paul was kept as a prisoner in Caesarea would have afforded Luke an opportunity to carry on such an investigation as would fit him to write his Gospel.”
  Many would place the date that Paul sailed for Rome to defend himself before Cesar between 58 and 59 A.D. which means his two-year imprisonment in Caesarea began around 57 A.D.
 This does not mean that Luke must have put his Gospel together in final form at that time. Using the information he was able to gather from his investigation and Mark’s Gospel, which he could have gained access to during his time of stay in Rome with Paul during his second imprisonment in the early 60s,
 Luke wrote his Gospel. Based upon a strong case for the dating of the Book of Acts, Luke’s second writing, at 62 – 64 A.D., it is Moreland’s opinion that Luke had to have written his Gospel prior to that, 61 – 62 A.D.;
 too short a period of time for legend to have developed.
The dating of the Book of Acts can also serve as a help in determining the historical reliability of the New Testament. In his book Scaling the Secular City: A Defense of Christianity, J. P. Moreland offers six arguments that provide a powerful case for dating Acts at 62 to 64 A.D.
 First, Acts does not mention the fall of Jerusalem which occurred in 70 A.D. This is rather odd considering that much of the activity recorded in Acts centers around Jerusalem. Second, no mention is made of Nero’s persecutions which occurred in the mid-60s. Third, the martyrdoms of James (61), Paul (64), and Peter (65) are not mentioned in Acts. This is surprising considering that these three men were key figures in Acts and that the martyrdoms of others less significant (Stephen, and James the brother of John) are mentioned. It does make sense, however, if Acts was written before they occurred. Fourth, the subject matter of Acts deals with issues of importance to the early church such as the bestowing of the Holy Spirit on different people groups (Jewish, Samaritan, Gentile), the divisions between the Palestinian Jews and the Hellenistic Jews, and the relationship of Christianity to circumcision and the Law of Moses. This would only make sense if Acts were written prior to the fall of Jerusalem in 70 A.D. because after this event Jewish Christianity was effectively wiped out. Fifth, several of the expressions found in the Book of Acts such as “the Son of man,” “the Servant of God” (as applied to Jesus), and “the first day of the week” (the resurrection) are all phrases that readers would understand without explanation prior to 70 A.D. Sixth, the Jewish war with the Romans (66 A.D. and forward) is not mentioned in Acts. Such an important event would definitely have been included in Acts considering the impact it would have on the history of the early church.

Moreland’s six arguments provide a very strong case for dating Acts between 62 and 64 A.D. The dating of Acts this early helps in establishing the historical reliability of the New Testament in that the evangelistic speeches found in chapters 1 – 12 predate the writing of the book and therefore were sources already in existence and available for Luke to incorporate into the narrative.

The evangelistic speeches found in Acts 1 and 2 indicate that the earliest preaching of the Gospel took place in Jerusalem a mere seven weeks after the crucifixion. According to Moreland this is historically probable since there is no reason for inventing a seven-week interval. In fact, he says, “such an interval would have raised doubts; people would have wondered why the disciples waited seven weeks to preach the resurrection.”
 Evidence such as this would indicate that what is recorded for us in the Book of Acts has a high probability of being accurate pieces of history.
The writings of the Apostle Paul also help in determining the historical reliability of the New Testament. His writings are a primary source for knowledge of the beginnings of Christianity because, according to F. F. Bruce, they are the earliest datable Christian documents, the most important of them having been written between eighteen and thirty years after the death of Jesus.
 This is amazing when considering the advanced Christology found in Paul’s writings at such an early period of time from the death of Christ. What is more amazing is that he had to have already developed his Christology before he began his missionary journeys which started in 48 A.D.

In Galatians 1:12, Paul affirms that he did not receive the message of the Gospel from man, neither was he taught it, but it came through a revelation of Jesus Christ within a year or two after the crucifixion.
 In I Corinthians 11:23 and 15:1 – 8, Paul employs the phrase “I have received of the Lord.” Merrill Tenney states, “It may seem that he had inherited directly from the utterances of Jesus Himself the facts of His passion and resurrection.
 In I Thessalonians 5:2 – 7, Paul’s allusion to the coming of Christ as a thief in the night bears an unmistakable resemblance to Matthew 24:43, Luke 12:39, 40, 45. Tenney believes this similarity of language indicates that Paul was familiar with the sayings of Jesus, whether or not he always chose to quote them verbatim.
 One can only infer from these writings that the picture of a fully divine, miracle-working Jesus was not one that developed several decades after His death but was present no later than 15 years after the crucifixion,
 less than a generation from Jesus’ own lifetime.
A careful look at Matthew, Mark, Luke, Acts, and the writings of Paul provide evidence that much of the understanding of the message of the Gospel was present only a few years after the ministry, death, and resurrection of Jesus. In Moreland’s opinion, “There simply was not enough time for a great deal of myth and legend to accrue and distort the historical facts in any significant way.”

THE MARKS OF HISTORICITY OF THE NEW TESTAMENT

Before looking at the marks of the historicity of the Gospels an understanding of the definition of “historicity” as it applies to this study would be helpful. According to Mirriam-Webster’s Collegiate Dictionary (Eleventh Edition) “historicity” is defined as “historical actuality.”
 In applying this definition to a study of the historicity of the Gospels, several marks will be looked at that will be helpful in determining the extent to which the Gospels can be labeled as historically accurate.
Reliable Witnesses

One of the marks for determining the historicity of the New Testament is the reliability of the witnesses to the life of Jesus Christ. A careful analysis of the Gospels will reveal that they were written in a sober and responsible fashion, with accurate incidental details, and with obvious care and exactitude;
 their purpose being to provide an accurate record of the life, ministry, death, and resurrection of Jesus Christ. Three of the four Gospels, Luke being the exception, were written by eyewitnesses of the events, but can these eyewitnesses be trusted as historically reliable? 
Henry Clarence Thiessen states in reference to the reliability of the authors of the Bible, “The moral tone of their writings, their evident regard for the truth, and the circumstantiality of their accounts indicate that they were not deliberate deceivers, but honest men.
 However, several arguments have been offered by people questioning the reliability of these witnesses and their willingness to tell the truth about Jesus Christ. One argument that has been raised is that when people testify about events they sometimes have the tendency to protect themselves or others by not mentioning details that are embarrassing or hard to explain. This is not the case with the Gospels. In Mark 6:5, for example, it is recorded that Jesus could do few miracles in Nazareth because the people there had little faith. This would seem, on the surface, to deny or limit Jesus’ omnipotence. Another example can be found in Mark 13:32 when Jesus says that He doesn’t know the day or the hour of His return. This would seem to deny or limit His omniscience. An example of an event that can be hard to explain is Jesus’ baptism. If He was sinless then why did He need to be baptized? This question could have been avoided by leaving the event out altogether. Something else that could be hard to explain is Jesus’ words on the cross, “My God, My God, why hast thou forsaken Me?” It would have been in the self-interest of the writers to omit these words because of their difficulty to explain.
 
It seems clear that the Gospel writers were able and willing to tell the truth. They had nothing to gain but much to lose by accurately reporting on the events of the life of Christ. For all but Luke, the writers were going against the traditions of their Jewish faith which could mean loss of family, friends, homes, jobs, and even their own lives. In Dr. Moreland’s view there is no adequate motive for their writing other than a sincere desire to proclaim what they believed to be the truth.

A second argument that has been raised as it relates to the reliability of the witnesses in recording the events of the life of Christ is do the people, places, and events that are mentioned check out to be correct? Can they be verified? Dr. Craig Blomberg believes they can; he states, “Within the last hundred years archaeology has repeatedly unearthed discoveries that have confirmed specific references in the Gospels.”
 
John McRay presents a good example of this from Luke 3:1 when Luke refers to Lysanias being the tetrarch of Abilene in about 27 A.D. This, for many years, was considered an error on Luke’s part because Lysanias was not a tetrarch but the ruler of Chalcis half a century earlier. This was evidence that the Gospels, specifically the Gospel of Luke, were not historically reliable. Archaeology, however, came to Luke’s defense when, as McRay reports, an inscription was found from the time of Tiberias (14 – 37 A.D.) which names Lysanias as tetrarch in Abila near Damascus.

One of the greatest biblical archaeologists was Sir William Ramsay. He studied under the famous liberal German historical schools in the mid-nineteenth century. Known for its scholarship, this school taught that the New Testament was not a historical document. With this premise, Ramsay investigated biblical claims as he searched through Asia Minor. What he discovered caused him to reverse his initial view. He wrote: 
I began with a mind unfavorable to it [Acts], for the ingenuity and apparent completeness of the Tubingen theory had at one time quite convinced me. It did not then in my line of life to investigate the subject minutely; but more recently I found myself often brought into contact with the Book of Acts as an authority for the topography, antiquities, and society of Asia Minor. It was gradually borne in upon me that in various details the narrative showed marvelous truth.
 
In his quest to point out inconsistencies of the Bible through archaeology, he discovered archaeological evidence to support the Bible as historically accurate.

Middle Eastern archaeological investigations have proven the Bible to be true and unerringly accurate in its historical descriptions. Nelson Glueck, a renowned Jewish archaeologist, states, "No archaeological discovery has ever controverted a biblical reference.''
 William Albright, who was not a friend of Christianity and was probably the foremost authority in Middle East archaeology in his time, said this about the Bible: "There can be no doubt that archaeology has confirmed the substantial historicity of the Old Testament."

A third argument used to question the reliability of the witnesses to the life of Christ is were others present who could have contradicted or corrected the accounts if they were distorted or false? According to Dr. Bloomberg there were, and “there were many people who had reasons for wanting to discredit this movement and would have done so if they could have simply told history better.”

The presence of adverse witnesses to counter the writers would have hampered the spread of Christianity. Christianity began, and remained for some time, in the same geographical area where Jesus ministered. Dr. Moreland asks, “If the early portrait of Him was untrue, how could the apostles have succeeded there? Why would they have begun there in the first place?”
 Could this Christian movement have taken root right there in Jerusalem if people who knew Him were aware that the disciples were exaggerating or distorting the truth?
The Presence of Irrelevant Material
A second mark of the historicity of the Gospels is the presence of irrelevant material
, material which is irrelevant to the issues facing the early church and the development of a new religion. In other words, if the Gospels were fabricated by the early church, what would be the purpose of including material that did not directly relate to the deity, ministry, or sacrifice of Jesus Christ? For example, why include Peter’s denial of Christ, or the story of the rich young ruler? Neither of these events would aid in the development of a Christology that would be of benefit in the establishment of a new religious movement.
The same could be said for the other writings of the New Testament. For example, why would Paul’s defense of his ministry be included in his epistles to the Corinthians and the Galatians? What relevance would that have for the early church in establishing a new religious movement?
It would be very difficult to attribute the creation of the examples shown to the early church. These writings were preserved by the church because they came from those who walked with Jesus, who had a personal encounter with Him after His resurrection, or who gained the information first-hand from people who had. 

The Lack of Relevant Material

There is much the early church could have placed in the Gospels and epistles that would have helped them during the beginning stages of Christianity if they were writing the New Testament to advance their own cause and not for the purpose of proclaiming the message of Jesus Christ. During the early stages of the development of the church there were many needs that arose and it would have been very easy to create sayings of Jesus to meet those pressing needs.
According to Moreland, some examples of the needs facing the early church that could have been dealt with by creating sayings of Jesus were issues related to circumcision, charismatic gifts, baptism, food laws, Gentile missions, ministries of the Holy Spirit, rules governing assembly meetings, and church-state relations.
 These needs could have been resolved by including directives in the writings of the New Testament that were directly attributed to Jesus. The absence of this relevant material helps in supporting the historicity of the New Testament.

CONCLUSION

From the information that has been presented the conclusion can be made that the texts of the New Testament have been preserved in far greater number and with much more care than any other ancient documents. All of the Gospels (except John), the Book of Acts, and all the other writings of the New Testament (with the exception of Jude, the Epistles of John, and the Book of Revelation) were written prior to 70 A.D. In Dr. Bloomberg’s opinion, “All of this makes it inherently probable that these writers were able to record reliable history.”

Is the historical reliability absolutely certain? Yes, for it is the Word of God Himself and therefore deserves to be presupposed with the highest standard of reliability. How can we be persuaded of that certainty?  Dr. John M. Frame answers this question, “By the Holy Spirit’s witness to us, reinforcing the credibility inherent in the text itself (I Corinthians 2:4; I Thessalonians 1:5).”

This writer believes that the research and time spent in the development of this paper will prove to be of great value in the discipleship training program of his church. It is currently planned to develop a six-week discipleship training class from this paper that can be used within a home group setting. 
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