
Is The Bible 
Historically Reliable?







Key Scriptures
[Moses warns the Israelites]:

“Be careful, and watch yourselves closely so that you do not forget 

the things your eyes have seen or let them slip from your heart as 

long as you live. Teach them to your children and to their children 

after them. Remember the day you stood before the Lord your God 

at Horeb [Sinai] ... ” Deuteronomy 4:9-10

[Luke explains his historical methods]:

“Many have undertaken to draw up an account of the things that 

have been fulfilled among us, just as they were handed down to us by 

those who from the first were eyewitnesses and servants of the word.  

Therefore, since I myself have carefully investigated everything from 

the beginning, it seemed good also to me to write an orderly account 

for you, most excellent Theophilus, so that you may know the 

certainty of the things you have been taught.” Luke 1:1-4



[Paul is defending himself and the gospel before King Herod 

Agrippa II and Festus, the Roman governor, at Caesarea]:

“ ‘I am not insane, most excellent Festus,’ Paul replied. ‘What I am 

saying is true and reasonable. The king is familiar with these things, 

and I can speak freely to him. I am convinced that none of this has 

escaped his notice, because it was not done in a corner.’ “              

Acts 26:25-26

[Paul explains the foundation of his preaching]:

“For what I received I passed on to you as of first importance:  that 

Christ died for our sins according to the Scriptures, that he was 

buried, that he was raised on the third day according to the 

Scriptures, and that he appeared to Peter, and then to the Twelve. 

After that, he appeared to more than five hundred of the brothers at 

the same time, most of whom are still living, though some have fallen 

asleep. Then he appeared to James, then to all the apostles, and last 

of all he appeared to me also, as to one abnormally born.”                   

1 Corinthians 15:3-8



[Paul explains why it is important that it actually be true that Jesus 

Christ was raised from the dead]:

“ . . . If Christ has not been raised, our preaching is useless and so is 

your faith.  . . .  And if Christ has not been raised, your faith is futile; 

you are still in your sins.”

1 Corinthians 15:14, 17

[Peter explains his confidence in his message]:

“We did not follow cleverly invented stories when we told you about 

the power and coming of our Lord Jesus Christ, but we were 

eyewitnesses of his majesty.” 2 Peter 1:16



We must answer three questions to 
know whether the Bible is  

historically accurate and reliable:



1. Are the existing manuscripts of the Old 
Testament and the New Testament true to the 

original writings? (This is called the 
Bibliographical Test)



2. Do the writings of the Old Testament and 
New Testament contain contradictions or 
errors of fact? (This is called the Internal 

Evidence Test.)



3. Do archaeology and extra-Biblical 
documents support the accuracy of the Old 

Testament and New Testament? (This is called 
the External Evidence Test)



(The outline of this section draws from Josh McDowell’s book,  The 

New Evidence That Demands a Verdict)



1. The Bibliographical Test

Do the early manuscripts (copies) show that 

currently existing versions are true to the original 

document?  

2. The Internal Evidence Test

Is the document free of known contradictions? 

Did the original writers use primary sources?

3. The External Evidence Test

Do archaeology and other historical materials 

support the reliability of the document?



I. The Old Testament
A. The Bibliographical Test

1. From ancient times, Jewish 

scribal (copyist) tradition

emphasized the accurate 

transmission of the Scriptures, 

through painstaking discipline 

and careful checks and 

safeguards:



a. The Sopherim 500 B.C. – AD 200

(Ezra knew these scholars.)

b. The Talmudists  AD 100 – 500

(These scholars wrote 

commentary and civil law, as 

well as copying the Hebrew 

Bible.)



c. The Massoretes AD 500 – 950

(These scribes added the vowel points 

to the Hebrew text. The current Hebrew 

Bible and our Old Testament are based 

on their work, called the Massoretic

Text. It’s oldest manuscript , called the 

Aleppo Codex, dates from about AD 

900. This was the oldest manuscript of 

the Old Testament until the discovery 

of the Dead Sea Scrolls.)

http://www.aleppocodex.org/
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II. The New Testament
A. The Bibliographical Test

1. There are over 5600 complete or 

partial manuscripts (copies) of 

the Greek New Testament. This 

is more manuscript evidence 

than for any other ancient 

document, by far.

2. In addition, there are almost 

20,000 later versions of the NT. 

One of the most important is the 

Latin Vulgate, from ca. AD 400.



3. Because of the wealth of 

manuscript evidence and because 

the “variants” between manuscripts 

are minor and easily resolved, we 

can be sure that the current text of 

the Greek New Testament is the 

same as the original writings to 

within a 99% accuracy.



Dating of New Testament Accounts

Paul’s Letters

Matthew

Mark

Luke

John

AD 50-60

c. AD 70

c. AD 60

c. AD 60

c. AD 80



New Testament Documentary Timeline

Jesus’ death & 

resurrection

Codex Sinaiticus 

Entire NT

AD 33

Paul’s 
letters

35050 60 70

Mark’s 
Gospel

Luke’s 
Gospel

Matthew’s 
Gospel

80

John’s 
Gospel                 

Ryland’s 
Papyrus  (P52)

fragment of John’s gospel

200125

Bodmer Papyrus (P66) 
John’s Gospel

Chester Beatty 
Papyrus (P46) 
Paul’s letters

Codex Vaticanus 

nearly complete NT

http://www.codexsinaiticus.org/en/manuscript.aspx?=Submit Query&book=36&lid=en&side=r&zoomSlider=3
http://www.codexsinaiticus.org/en/manuscript.aspx?=Submit Query&book=36&lid=en&side=r&zoomSlider=3


Rylands Papyrus (P52) 

John 18:31-33

c. AD 125

ΟΙ ΙΟΥΔΑΙΟΙ ΗΜΙΝ ΟΥΚ ΕΞΕΣΤΙΝ 

ΑΠΟΚΤΕΙΝΑΙ

OYΔΕΝΑ ΙΝΑ Ο ΛΟΓΟΣ ΤΟΥ ΙΗΣΟΥ 

ΠΛΗΡΩΘΗ ΟΝ ΕΙ-

ΠΕΝ ΣΕΜΑΙΝΩΝ ΠΟΙΩ ΘΑΝΑΤΩ 

ΗΜΕΛΛΕΝ ΑΠΟ

ΘΝΕΣΚΕΙΝ ΕΙΣΗΛΘΕΝ ΟΥΝ ΠΑΛΙΝ ΕΙΣ ΤΟ 

ΠΡΑΙΤΩ-

ΡΙΟΝ Ο ΠΙΛΑΤΟΣ ΚΑΙ ΕΦΩΝΗΣΕΝ ΤΟΝ 

ΙΗΣΟΥΝ

ΚΑΙ ΕΙΠΕΝ ΑΥΤΩ ΣΥ ΕΙ ΒΑΣΙΛΕΥΣ ΤΩΝ 

ΙΟΥ-

ΔΑΙΩN ...

... said to him the Jews, "To us it is 

lawful to kill no one," so that the word

of Jesus might be fulfilled, which he said 

signifying by what sort of death he was 

about to die. Entered again into the 

Praetorium Pilate and called Jesus and 

said to him, "Are you king of the Jews? ..

front



Rylands Papyrus (P52) 

John 18:37-38

c. AD 125

ΒΑΣΙΛΕΥΣ ΕΙΜΙ ΕΓΩ ΕΙΣ ΤΟΥΤΟ 

ΓΕΓΕΝΝΗΜΑΙ

ΚΑΙ (ΕΙΣ ΤΟΥΤΟ) ΕΛΗΛΥΘΑ ΕΙΣ ΤΟΝ 

ΚΟΣΜΟΝ ΙΝΑ ΜΑΡΤΥ-

ΡΗΣΩ ΤΗ ΑΛΗΘΕΙΑ ΠΑΣ Ο ΩΝ ΕΚ ΤΗΣ 

ΑΛΗΘΕI-

ΑΣ ΑΚΟΥΕΙ ΜΟΥ ΤΗΣ ΦΩΝΗΣ ΛΕΓΕΙ ΑΥΤΩ

Ο ΠΙΛΑΤΟΣ ΤΙ ΕΣΤΙΝ ΑΛΗΘΕΙΑ ΚΑΙ ΤΟΥΤΟ

ΕΙΠΩΝ ΠΑΛΙΝ ΕΞΗΛΘΕΝ ΠΡΟΣ ΤΟΥΣ ΙΟΥ-

ΔΑΙΟΥΣ ΚΑΙ ΛΕΓΕΙ ΑΥΤΟΙΣ ΕΓΩ ΟΥΔΕΜΙΑΝ

ΕΥΡΙΣΚΩ ΕΝ ΑΥΤΩ ΑΙΤΙΑΝ

... a King I am. I for this have been born and (for 

this) I have come into the world so that I should 

testify to the truth. Everyone being of the truth

hears my voice. Says to him Pilate, "What is 

truth?" and this saying, again he went out to the 

Jews and says to them, "I nothing find in him a 

case."

back



Chester Beatty Papyri P46 
AD 200

2 Corinthians 11:33-12:9



Bodmer Papyri P66      

AD 200

A nearly complete 

codex of John’s 

Gospel



Codex Sinaiticus   AD 350

Complete New Testament in uncial (capital) letters



Codex Vaticanus  AD 350

Nearly complete New Testament

This page 
shows the 

end of Luke’s 
gospel and 

the beginning 
of John’s 

gospel



Comparison of the NT and Other Ancient Documents

Document Original

Writing

Earliest 

Copies

Time 

Gap

No. of 

Copies

New

Testament

AD 50 -

100

AD 125

(fragments) 

AD 350

c. 250 yrs 5600

Homer – Illiad 800 BC 400 BC 400 yrs 643

Caesar –

Gallic Wars

c. 44 B.C. AD 900 950 yrs 10

Tacitus -

Annals

AD 100 AD 1100 1000 yrs 20



B. The Internal Evidence Test

1. There are no explicit, unresolvable 

contradictions in the New Testament. 

While there are passages that are 

difficult to interpret and differing 

perspectives recorded of the same 

events, most apparent 

“contradictions” can be easily 

resolved. Those few that are more 

difficult are better understood as 

limits to our knowledge, rather than as 

errors in the text.

(See Strobel, Case for Christ, . p. 46; 

McDowell, Evidence, p. 46)



2. The primary sources for the writers 

of the New Testament - especially the 

gospels - were eyewitnesses to the 

events being recorded (see Luke 

1:1-4; 2 Peter 1:16; 1 John 1:3; Acts 

26:24-26). The accounts of these 

events were written down during the 

lifetimes of those involved in the 

events themselves. Accounts that 

were initially part of oral tradition (e.g. 

sayings of Jesus & eyewitness 

accounts of the apostles) could be 

trusted because of the high regard for, 

and care taken with oral tradition.



C. The External Evidence Test

1. Archaeological Evidence

a. In general, archaeology has 

shown that the New Testament 

record clearly reflects the 

conditions and culture of the 

Roman empire during the 

second half of the first century 

AD and no later.



b. Archaeological artifacts and 

excavations have repeatedly shown 

the historical accuracy of the New 

Testament accounts, especially 

Luke’s gospel and Acts. Luke has 

been described as a “careful 

historian who was substantially 

accurate in his use of sources” and 

ranked “along with the very greatest 

of historians”.





The theater of Ephesus, where Luke 

writes of a riot during a civic 

assembly over Paul’s supposed 

disrespect of “Artemis of the 

Ephesians” (Acts 19:23-41).



The Pilate inscription at Caesarea Maritima, 

discovered in 1961, was the first, and so far only, 

archaeological evidence of Pilate’s name and title.

TIBERIEUM

[PON]TIUS PILATUS

[PRAEF]ECTUSIUD..E

Rough translation:   Tiberium (a temple for the worship 
of the emperor Tiberius)

Pontius Pilate

Prefect of Judea



The “Erastus” inscription



Part of a pavement which mentions "Erastus“, who was 
the “aedile” - the director of public works - of the city of 
Corinth. The pavement was laid about AD 50.

The book of Romans was written by Paul from Corinth to 
the church in Rome in the spring of AD 57. In Romans 
16:23 Paul writes "Erastus, ... the director of public 
works,” sends greetings. It is likely that the "Erastus" 
mentioned in Romans is the same person mentioned in this 
inscription.

The two lines of the inscription -

ERASTVS PRO AEDILIT E

S P STRAVIT

- can be translated:  "Erastus in return for his aedileship 
laid (the pavement) at his own expense."



The “Gallio” inscription



The “Gallio” inscription - detail



A reconstruction of the nine fragments of the Gallio

inscription discovered at Delphi. Gallio was the proconsul 

of Achaia while Paul was in Corinth (Acts 18:12).

The inscription is written in Greek and is a copy of a 

decree of the Roman Emperor Claudius (AD 41–54) who 

commanded L. Iunius Gallio, the governor, to assist in 

settling additional elite persons in Delphi—in an effort to 

revitalize it.

The inscription dates between April and July AD 52, and 

from it, it can be deduced that Gallio was the proconsul of 

Achaia in the previous year. Thus Paul’s eighteenth month 

stay in Corinth (Acts 18:1–18) included the year 51. This 

inscription helps to establish the chronology of Paul as 

presented in the book of Acts.



The “Sergius Paulus” inscription –

Antioch



This Sergius Paulus inscription is a stone monument from 

the 1st century AD discovered in 1912 at Antioch in Asia 

Minor (modern  Turkey). A Latin inscription on the stone 

references “L. Sergius Paulus”. This is either the Roman 

proconsul of Cyprus (just off the coast from Antioch) 

whom Paul converted to Christ, as recorded in Acts 13:4-

12, or a member of his family.



The “Sergius Paulus” inscription –

Cyprus



This Sergius Paulus inscription is a stone monument 

dating from the middle of the 1st century AD, discovered 

on Cyprus, now at the Metropolitan Museum of Art in 

New York, which describes the inscription, as “part of a 

decree regulating sacrifices and offerings at a temple site”. 

The inscription also mentions a “Quintus Sergius”, who 

was likely the proconsul that Paul knew (Acts 13:4-12). 



2. There is confirmation of the factuality of 

the events surrounding the life and death 

of Christ recorded in the New Testament, 

and of the practices of early Christians, 

by many non-Christian writers, including:

Josephus - Jewish historian (AD 37 - 97)

Tacitus - Roman historian (ca AD 56-120)

Pliny the Younger - Roman administrator 

and writer (AD 61 -113)

Suetonius – Secretary to the Roman 

emperor Hadrian, Roman 

historian (AD 69 - 122)



Flavius Josephus – Jewish historian

(AD 37 – 97)

“Now there was about this time, 

Jesus, a wise man for he was a 

doer of wonderful works. A 

teacher of such men as received 

the truth with pleasure. He drew 

over to him both many of the 

Jews and many of the gentiles. 

When Pilate, at the suggestion of 

the principal men amongst us, 

had condemned him to the cross, 

those that loved him first did not 

forsake him. And the tribe of 

Christians, so named for him, are 

not extinct to this day.”

from The Antiquities of the Jews



Josephus

“Convening the judges of the 

Sanhedrin, he [Ananus] brought 

before them the brother of 

Jesus who was called the 

Christ, whose name was James, 

and certain others. He accused 

them of having transgressed 

the law and delivered them up 

to be stoned.”

from The Antiquities of the Jews



Gaius Cornelius Tacitus – Roman historian 

(AD 56 – 120)

“Nero . . . inflicted the most exquisite 

tortures on a class hated for their 

abominations, called Christians by 

the populace. Christus, from whom 

the name had its origins, suffered the 

extreme penalty at the hands of one 

of our procurators, Pontius Pilate, 

and a most mischievous superstition, 

thus checked for the moment again 

broke out not only in Judea, but even 

in Rome.”

from The Annals of Imperial Rome



Pliny the Younger – Roman lawyer, 

administrator, and writer (AD 61 – 113)

Pliny was a Roman governor in Asia 

Minor (modern Turkey). He wrote a 

letter to (Epistulae X.96) Emperor 

Trajan ca. AD 112 seeking direction 

on how to proceed in legal actions 

against accused Christians. The 

letter explains how Pliny conducted 

trials of those anonymously 

accused of being Christians and 

describes the life and worship 

practices of early Christians.



Pliny the Younger

“They were in the habit of 

meeting on a certain fixed day 

before it was light, when they 

sang  … a hymn to Christ, as to 

a god, and bound themselves by 

a solemn oath, not to do any 

wicked deeds, but never to 

commit any fraud, theft or 

adultery, never to falsify their 

word, nor deny a trust … ; after 

which it was their custom to 

separate, and then reassemble 

to partake of food—but food of 

an ordinary and innocent kind.”

from Letter 10:96



Suetonius – Secretary to the Roman 

emperor Hadrian (AD 61 – 113)

In his account of the Roman 

emperor Claudius in The Twelve 

Caesars, Suetonius wrote that “He 

[Claudius] expelled the Jews from 

Rome, since they were always 

making disturbances because of 

the instigator Chrestus.” Most 

classical and biblical schoalrs

believe that “Chrestus” is a 

reference to Christ.



Suetonius

In his account of the Roman 

emperor Nero, concerning the great 

fire during Nero‘s reign, Suetonius 

wrote that, “Punishment was 

inflicted on the Christians, a body of 

people addicted to a novel and 

mischievous superstition.”


