IS CHRISTIANITY TRUE BEYOND A REASONABLE DOUBT?

Lesson #9: The Truth That God Has Come (Jesus Christ): The Reliability of the NT Documents (cont’d)

III. Archaeological and Historical Confirmations

A. Non-Christian Historical Confirmations
Although the Gospels are our fullest and most detailed sources for the identity and career of Jesus, there are some additional non-Christian notices that, in general, confirm the Gospels and the New Testament.  Chief among these are:

1.  The Jewish historian, Josephus (37-100 A.D.).  

Josephus was a contemporary of the first century Christian movement.  He confirms the existence of many New Testament personages and events, secular and Christian.  He confirms the existence of Jesus, his death, and his alleged resurrection, with a comment about the possibility of his being the Messiah.  This latter is usually rejected as due to Christian tampering in the process of transmitting his writings, since they are preserved to us by Christian scribal activity. But most of his testimony is clearly authentic.  

2. The Jewish Talmud 

The Talmud confirms the Gospels saying that the Jews “hanged Yeshu” on the eve of Passover for practicing “sorcery and leading Israel astray” (Sanhedrin 43a).  Echoes of the Gospels may be heard in the Talmud’s assertion that Jesus was a bastard son of an adulteress (Yeb. IV 3; 49a).  

3. The Roman historian Tacitus (55?-117 A.D.) 

Tacitus confirms that Christians in Rome were falsely charged with Rome’s burning by Nero and that one “Christus” was put to death by Pontius Pilate under the reign of Emperor Tiberius; but that Christianity (a “pernicious superstition”) spread from Judea to Rome itself. 

4. The Roman historian, Suetonius (ca. 120 A.D.)

He refers to a “Chrestus” (a misspelling of Christus or Christ) whom he believed (wrongly) “instigated” disturbances in the Jewish quarter of Rome under the reign of emperor Claudius (50 A.D.), leading to the expulsion of all Jews from the city.  These “disturbances” were most likely a result of Jewish Christian gospel-preaching in the Jewish quarter. 

5.  Pliny, the Younger (ca. 112 A.D.), 

Pliny was a governor of Bithynia in Asia Minor, who writes to the emperor for direction about what to do with Christians who are being brought before him and charged with sedition.  He describes his attempt to get the Christians to curse Christ, which, he assures the emperor, “a genuine Christian cannot be induced to do.”  He describes a Christian worship service in which a “hymn to Christ” is sung “as to a god.”  He details other interesting features as well.    

6. Other non-Christian historical notices are from Lucian, the Greek satirist of the second century; Thallus, a Samaritan-born historian (ca. 52 A.D.); and Mara Bar Serapion (after 73 A.D.).

When these secular testimonies are combined, the following picture emerges which is perfectly congruent with the New Testament: 

1. Jesus was crucified under Pontius Pilate at Passover time.

2. Jesus’ disciples believed he rose from the dead three days later. 

3. Jewish leaders charged Jesus with sorcery and believed he was born of adultery [perversion of the virginal conception story?] 

4. The Judean sect of Christianity could not be contained but spread to Rome.

5. Nero and other Roman rulers bitterly persecuted and martyred early Christians.

6. The early Christians denied polytheism, lived dedicated lives according to Jesus’ teachings and worshiped Jesus as God [Pliny’s testimony]. 

B. Archaeological Confirmations

There are countless archaeological finds (inscriptions, documents, artifacts, etc.) that confirm the NT history in broad outline and also, in many cases, to the very minutest of details. Some examples: 

1. Ossuari graffiti from Jerusalem dating from ca. 50 A.D. have been found with prayers to Jesus and a prayer for resurrection.  Four crosses were also found with the assemblage. 

2. The “Pavement” (John 19:13) which had been doubted as mythical, has been discovered under Hadrian’s rebuilt city of Jerusalem.  It was indeed part of the court of the fortress Tower of Antonia, the Roman military headquarters in Jerusalem.

3. The Pool of Bethesda, for which there had been no record other than in the NT, has been discovered in the course of excavating the nearby Church of St. Anne in 1888. 

4. Archaeology has confirmed Luke’s correct use of official Roman titles, accuracy respecting chronological references, place names, the names of historical persons, etc., etc.

5. Luke has been confirmed that Quirinius functioned as military governor of Syria, with brief interruptions, from 12 B.C. to A.D. 16 and that beginning with Caesar Augustus the Romans had a regular taxpaying census every 14 years.  A papyrus document found in Egypt details an edict of G. Vibius Maximus requiring taxpayers to return to their ancestral towns to register.

6. A monument found in 1910 has confirmed Acts 14:6 that Iconium was located in the province of Phrygia rather than Lycaonia. 

7. An inscription found in Damascus and dating from 14-29 A.D. confirms Lk. 3:1 that Lysanius was Tetrarch of Abilene at the time Luke indicates.  

8. Excavation of Corinth in 1929 unearthed an inscription confirming Rom 16:23 that “Erastus, curator of public buildings, laid this pavement at his own expense.” 

9. An inscription was found at Corinth reading, “Synagogue of the Hebrews,” confirming Acts 18:4-7 that the Jews had a synagogue in the city.  

10. Another inscription found at Corinth bears the words “meat market” confirming 1 Cor 10:25. 

11. Most of the ancient cities mentioned in Acts have been found by archaeology.

12. Discovery the theater at Ephesus confirms Acts 19:23ff.  An inscription there speaks of silver statues of Artemis to be placed in “the theater during a full session of the ecclesia [the secular political gathering].”

13. An inscription found in Jerusalem in Greek and Latin bearing the words: “No foreigner may enter within the barrier which surrounds the temple and enclosure.  Anyone who is caught doing so will be personally responsible for his ensuing death,” confirms the plausibility of a riot in Jerusalem over Paul’s supposed bringing of a Gentile into the temple (Acts 21:28).

14. The political terms employed in the NT are the correct ones for the time and place where they are used.  Thus, Philippi is indeed a “district” (meris) of Macedonia; Philippian rulers indeed are called Praetors as Luke says; the title “proconsul” for Gallio (Acts 18:12) is indeed correct as confirmed by an inscription from Delphi: “As Lucius Junius Gallio, my friend, and the proconsul of Achaia...”

15. The Delphic inscription dates Gallio’s tenure to 52 A.D.  Since Gallio took office on July first and his tenure lasted only one year, a year overlapping Paul’s stay in Corinth, the inscription helps us to determine the length of Paul’s stay in Corinth to a period of 11/2 years and to date the Corinthian correspondence. 

16. The reference to Publius as the “First man of the island” in Acts 28:7 has had this title confirmed by an inscription unearthed there. 

17. The title “Politarch” (not found in classical literature) used of the political rulers of Thessalonica (Acts 17:6) has been confirmed by 19 inscriptions using this title, 5 of which refer to Thessalonica.  

Etc., etc., etc. 

For additional evidence, see the works of A. N. Sherwin-White (Roman historian), G. D. Williamson (classical historian), Sir William Ramsay (Biblical archaeologist and paleographer of an earlier generation), J.A. Thompson, Archeology and the NT and E.M. Blaiklock, Out of the Earth: The Witness of Archeology to the NT, and his Cities of the NT.  For a convenient summary, see Jack Finegan, Light From the Ancient Past; Also, his The Archeology of the NT: The Life of Jesus and the Beginning of the Early Church, 1992.  See also the journals, The Biblical Archaeologist and the Biblical Archaeological Review. 

Conclusion Regarding the Biblical Records

No body of writings has been subjected to more scrutiny and intensive analysis than the New Testament writings—especially the four Gospels.  On account of this critique, not in spite of it, a credible historical accounting of Jesus has been possible. In the light of this evidence, the burden of proof regarding a claim that the Gospels are historically unreliable would seem to lie with the skeptic rather than with the believer.  Once a historian has proved reliable where his narrative can be verified, it would seem that the appropriate approach would be to give that writer the benefit of the doubt in areas where his work is not testable.  In the case of the Gospels, there are many places where history and archaeology have shown their narrative to be faithful to historical fact.  The coherence and consistency of the materials that cannot be tested with that which has been verified, goes a long way toward inspiring confidence in the remaining unverifiable material and shifts the burden of proof to the skeptic.  We believe the Gospels are historically reliable. 

Moreover, the Bible as a whole shows an amazing internal coherence.  It was written in 66 installments by over 40 authors, and these authors were from every strata of society.  Some were rich  and some were poor. Some were renowned and others were unknown.  Some were kings, others were peasants.  Among the authors of Scripture were fishermen, scholars, politicians, philosophers, theologians, shepherds, farmers, and rabbis.  

These 66 installments were written in many places—deserts and mountains, prisons and palaces, islands and tents.  They were written under various emotional conditions.  Some of the writings reflect great joy and others, dismal despair.  The Bible was written in 3 languages, Hebrew, Aramaic, and Greek, on 3 different continents, Europe, Asia, and Africa. 

Moreover, these 66 installments written over 1600 years cover hundreds of controversial subjects.  And yet these writings fit marvelously together into one cohesive, never-ending story, with an appropriate beginning, a logical ending, a consistent theme, and a central character around which every part revolves.  There is an organizing theme and an obvious scheme.  The issues and dilemmas raised in Genesis 1-3 are addressed and resolved in Revelation 20-22.  And between this beginning and ending there is a cohesive thread that tells the story of redemption in an unfolding drama of redemptive acts.  This story has one master-theme: God loves us, we disobeyed him, and he has redeemed us through the blood of his Son. This book gives all the marks of having been composed by a master Author transcending the 40 human authors.  When compared with the Scriptures of other religions, the Bible has no real competitors.

Some more helpful books:

1. On texts and versions

Gordon Fee3 and Mark Strauss, How to Choose a Translation for All Its Worth: A Guide to Understanding and Using Bible Versions (Zondervan, 2007)

2. On Inspiration and Canonicity

R. Laird Harris, The Inspiration and Canonicity of the Bible (Zondervan, 1969).  See also his technical updated version The Inspiration and Canonicity of the Scriputres (Greenville, SC: A Press, 1995).
3. On Archaeology and History

James H. Charlesworth, ed., Jesus and Archaeology (Eerdmans, 2006)

Bargil Pixner, With Jesus Through Galilee According to the Fifth Gospel (Liturgical Press, 1996). 
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