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Christian Apologetics Study Series: Lesson #4 (Student key) 

The Reliability of the Bible 
Craig B. Esvelt, D.Min 

 
 
Introduction:  It is not uncommon, when Christians share their faith with 
unbelievers and quote scripture, that an unbeliever will respond with 
something like, "You're using the Bible to make a point, and that's fine for 
you, but I don't believe the Bible." Much of the criticism that is leveled at 
Christianity is based on the assumption that a book as old as the Bible is 
bound to be unreliable, having undergone countless changes, losses, or 
additions over time. Can believers really know that what they hold in their 
hands today is what the writers of the Bible actually penned thousands of 
years ago? In this lesson that focuses on the reliability of the Bible, four 
witnesses that testify to the remarkable accuracy, transmission, uniqueness, 
and supernatural imprint of the Scriptures will be investigated. 
 
 

The Testimony of Archaeology 
Archaeology--the study of prehistoric culture by excavation and 
the interpretation of its remains--is a fairly recent field of study, 
having only been seriously begun in the 20th century. This is 
significant, because most of the criticism of the Bible's reliability 
began a few hundred years ago with the so-called "higher 
critics" of the Bible, prior to any means of really checking out 
their critical claims. 
 
- The Faulty Foundation of Biblical Criticism - 
The biblical skepticism of the higher critics was derived originally 
not from facts but from two subjective beliefs: 

1. The philosophy of social evolution. The German 
philosopher Hegel originally argued that everything--
including societies and ideas--moves in stages from 
simple to complex. Theologians surmised that religious 
ideas also evolved,* and this gave birth to a "cut and 
paste" method of biblical interpretation known as the 
Documentary Hypothesis, where passages of the Bible 
were dated and assigned authorship according to subject 
matter and supposed stylistic differences. 

2. A bias against the supernatural. Since miracles did not fit 
into their worldview, they must therefore not have 
happened (this will be dealt with in Lesson 6). 
Interestingly, such critics generally display a gross 
inconsistency when they vehemently deny the Bible's 
reliability on issues such as miracles, the deity and 
lordship of Jesus Christ, etc., yet accept the Bible's 
testimony when it states what they like to hear, such as 
the lofty principles of Jesus in the Sermon on the Mount. 

 
 

Additional Notes 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
*The problem for the critics is that the 
Bible does not show any such progression 
from "primitive" forms of animism or 
polytheism to "advanced" ideas like 
monotheism. From its opening pages of 
Genesis it reflects a high ethical 
monotheism, but guided by evolutionary 
presuppositions, higher critics assigned 
different authors and time periods in order 
to try to force the Scriptures into their 
mold. Indeed, the bias of some critics was 
so strong that the very fact that the Bible 
did not fit their assumed evolutionary 
format proved to them that it was 
unreliable! 
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- The Limitations of Archaeology - 
While it is beyond the realm of archaeology to "prove" the Bible, 
it can either verify or cast doubt on the historicity of Scripture 
and shed light on various biblical passages. Although biblical 
miracles cannot be scientifically investigated due to their 
unrepeatable nature, persons, places, and certain events from 
the past can often be investigated by archaeological discoveries. 
If the parts of Scripture which can be so tested, verified, or 
falsified are shown to be accurate, this will lend greater 
credibility to those portions (i.e., spiritual and supernatural) 
which cannot. 
 
- The Confirmation of Archaeology - 
The following are some substantiated claims and facts (a few 
examples from hundreds that are available): 

 The existence of the Hittite civilization, mentioned over 
60 times in Scripture (e.g., Gen. 15:20), was attacked by 
critics as a historical "goof" in the Bible until validated by 
excavations in Turkey in 1906 by Hugh Winckler. 

 Proponents of the Documentary Hypothesis maintained 
that Moses did not write the Pentateuch (the first five 
books of the Bible), and proposed that it was, instead, 
the jumbled compilation of at least four different writers. 
This was despite the fact that ancient Jewish scholars 
unanimously credited Moses with the authorship. Among 
other reasons, it was claimed that, a) Moses could not 
have written the Pentateuch since writing was not 
developed until after his time, and b) the priestly codes 
and moral legislation were far too developed to have 
been written in his era. But tablets unearthed at Ebla in 
Northern Syria in the 1970's revealed: 

o Writing pre-dated Moses by at least 1,000 years. 
o Other civilizations which existed at the time of 

Moses also had detailed priestly and law codes, 
many of which were similar to the Deuteronomic 
code of Moses. 

 Critics dismissed certain customs in the Bible--such as 
Sarah giving her handmaid to Abraham as a surrogate 
mother--as myth, since such customs are alien to modern 
readers. But in recent decades, clay tablets have been 
dug up from Middle Eastern deserts that describe the 
same customs--customs, in fact, that are unique to the 
patriarchal period, since there is no record of them in 
later periods. So it is ridiculous to assert, as critics have, 
that Genesis was written later than the Mosaic period,  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Another example: Typically, the walls of 
ancient cities collapsed inward due to the 
battering of invading armies. However, an 
archaeologist in the 1920's (John Garstang) 
excavating at the site of ancient Jericho 
discovered its walls had fallen down and 
outward, a remarkable confirmation of the 
biblical account in Joshua 6:20. His findings 
were confirmed by Kathleen Kenyon 
(1950's) and Bryant Wood (1990's). Not 
only so, but a layer of charcoal and ash at 
the same strata confirmed the city had 
been put to fire (v. 24) 
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 because a later writer would have had to invent customs 
then long forgotten. 

Time and again, instead of weakening the Bible's position, 
archaeological findings have verified the Bible's accuracy. Dr. 
Nelson Glueck, late renown Middle Eastern archaeologist, said, 
"It may be stated categorically that no archaeological discovery 
has ever controverted a biblical reference." ("Rivers In the Desert," 

New York: Farrar, Strous ad Cudahy, 1959), p. 136. 
 

The Testimony of the  Manuscripts 
The actual, original documents of the Bible writers no longer 
exist. However, many manuscripts do exist. Manuscripts (MSS) 
are hand copies of an original (as opposed to a printed copy). 
Critics have often asserted that any book which has been 
transmitted by hand copying over centuries of time must 
necessarily have lost its original message through human error. 
How reliable are the biblical manuscripts? 
 
- The Authenticity of the Old Testament - 
The Jewish scribes who hand-copied the manuscripts were 
painstakingly careful to avoid errors and used many cross-
checking devices to maintain accuracy. For example, the 
Masoretes (7th to 11th cent. A.D.) who edited and standardized 
the Hebrew text, followed such guidelines as these: 

 Copied not sentences or even words, but letter by letter 

 Counted the number of times that each letter of the 
alphabet occurred in each book 

 If more than three discrepancies existed, they destroyed 
the manuscript 

Until 1947, the oldest complete copy of the Old Testament in 
Hebrew was Codex* Babylonicus Petropalitanus, dated at 1008 
A.D., more than 1400 years after the Old Testament was 
completed. Had the text been transmitted accurately over that 
time? Then came the astounding discovery of the Dead Sea 
Scrolls by a shepherd boy in caves near the Dead Sea. 

 They were written down by a community of Jewish 
Essenes before the time of Christ and hidden around 70 
B.C., and they contained complete copies or parts of 
every Old Testament book except Esther. 

 Variations in the texts after a thousand years of hand-
copying were minimal; the complete book of Isaiah was  
very nearly identical with modern manuscripts (most 
discrepancies were spelling). 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Ancient writing materials were much 
inferior to those that are used today. 
Instead of paper, the ancients used 
parchment (animal skins), clay tablets, and 
papyri (made from reeds). Writing utensils 
were usually quill pens. Manuscripts are 
therefore dated by such things as the type 
of writing material, size and style of letters, 
the color of the ink or parchment, and 
ornamentation on the manuscript. 
 
 
*Codex refers to an ancient document that 
was bound like a book, in sequential pages, 
as opposed to earlier documents that were 
contained on scrolls (parchment rolls) or 
clay tablets. 
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- The Authenticity of the New Testament - 
The New Testament was originally written in the Greek language 
between about 50 A.D. and 90 A.D. In fact, one liberal scholar 
(John A.T. Robertson) argued that the entire New Testament 
could have been completed before 70 A.D. Two very significant 
factors in judging the reliability of ancient works of literature are 
the number of manuscript copies of the original in existence and 
the length of time that elapsed from the original work to the first 
available manuscript. Obviously, the more the manuscripts and 
the smaller the time elapsed, the more reliable the work. 

 One early fragment of a manuscript copy (from John's 
gospel) dates from 120 A.D., with about 50 other 
fragments dating from 150-200 years from the time of 
composition. Two major manuscripts, Codex Vaticanus 
(325 A.D.) and Codex Sinaiticus (350 A.D.) date within 
250 years of composition. Otherwise, there are over 
5,000 Greek manuscripts dated to within a few hundred 
years of the originals. 

 By contrast, other works of antiquity--and the accepted 
historical knowledge derived from them--are contained 
on a few manuscript copies written hundreds of years 
after the original work! As shown by the following table, 
the evidence for the reliability of the accuracy of the New 
Testament compared to other ancient works is 
astounding--the New Testament is unrivaled among 
ancient literature! 

Author When 
Written 

Earliest Copy Time Span to 
First MSS 

No. of MSS 
Copies 

Caesar 100-44 B.C. 900 A.D. 1000 yrs. 10 

Plato 427-347 B.C. 900 A.D. 1200 yrs. 7 

Aristotle 384-322 B.C. 1100 A.D. 1400 yrs. 49 

Sophocles 496-406 B.C. 1000 A.D. 1400 yrs. 193 

Tacitus 100 A.D. 1100 A.D. 1000 yrs. 20 

New 
Testament 

50-90 A.D. 130 A.D. 
(Mark) 

80 yrs. 5000+ 

 Besides this, the new Testament documents were also 
translated into several other languages within a few 
centuries A.D. The number of copies of such versions is in 
excess of 18,000. In addition to this, the New Testament 
could virtually be reconstructed by the quotations given 
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 from it from early church fathers who lived within 300 
years after Christ. Origen (200-250 A.D.) quoted so 
extensively from the New Testament that fully two thirds 
of it could be reconstructed from him alone! 

Conclusion: If one finds the New Testament manuscript 
evidence unacceptable, there would be greater cause to throw 
out nearly all other ancient history! 

 
"It cannot be too strongly asserted that in substance the text of the 
Bible is certain; especially this is the case with the New Testament. 
The number of manuscripts of the New Testament, of early 
translations from it, and of quotations from it in the oldest writers of 
the church, is so large that it is practically certain that the true 
reading of every doubtful passage is preserved in some one or other 
of these ancient authorities. This can be said of no other ancient 
book in the world. . . it is reassuring at the end to find that the 
general result of all these discoveries and all this study is to 
strengthened the proof of the authenticity of the Scriptures, and our 
conviction that we have in our hands, in substantial integrity, the 
veritable Word of God." - Sir Frederick Kenyon, past director of the 
British Museum and authority on New Testament textual criticism. 

 

The Testimony of the Supernatural 
The Bible contains hundreds of prophecies concerning people, 
nations, and events. These prophetic claims and subsequent 
archaeological or historical examination to verify or falsify those 
claims not only 1) test the accuracy of Scripture, but also 2) 
indicate divine foreknowledge. This supernatural aspect of the 
Scriptures is unique to the Bible alone among world religions. 
 
- Tests of Prophecy - 

 The number of fulfilled prophecies and their detail should 
rule out coincidence. 

 The time span from prediction to fulfillment should rule 
out conspiracy or fraud. 

- Prophecies of Nations and Persons - 

 The destruction of the city of Tyre in Ezekiel 26, written 
down around 592-570 B.C., spelled out the following 
details: 

o Many nations would come against her in succession 
o The city would be destroyed and the people killed 
o The city's debris would be pushed into the sea, leaving 

a bare place to spread and dry fishing nets 
o The city would never be rebuilt on the original site 

 History shows fulfillment in every detail! 
o Babylon, then Persia, and finally Greece (under 

Alexander the Great) came against Tyre 
o Alexander took the rubble left by the previous armies 

to build a causeway to the remaining inhabitants on 

 
 
Some of the early church fathers (e.g., 
Irenaeus) were disciples of men who had 
been mentored by the apostles of Jesus 
themselves, and they substantiated the 
accuracy of the gospel accounts. 
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an island and conquered them (332 B.C.) 
o Today, Middle Eastern fishermen dry their nets on the 

site; the city was never built there despite the 
existence of freshwater springs! 

 The dispersion and restoration of Israel 
o Israel's destruction and the dispersion of the Jews, 

prophesied in Ezekiel 6, Hosea 9, and Luke 21 was 
fulfilled in 70 A.D. by the Romans 

o The restoration of the Nation of Israel and regathering 
of the Jews, prophesied in Isaiah 11, Jeremiah 33, and 
Ezekiel 36 was fulfilled in 1948 by a United Nations 
decree 

 The naming of Cyrus the Great prior to his existence 
o This Medo-Persian king was mentioned in Isaiah 44 by 

name as the one who would give the exiled Jews 
permission to return and rebuild Jerusalem 

o This prediction (745-695 B.C.) was given 150 years 
before a king named Cyrus gave the actual edict (539-
529 B.C.) and almost 100 years before the destruction 
of Jerusalem by the Babylonians and the Jewish exile 

- Messianic Prophecies - 
The Old Testament contains over 300 references to the Messiah 
that were fulfilled in the life of Jesus Christ. The following are 
some (critic's) objections to these prophecies and a response. 

 Objection: The prophecies were actually written after the 
time of Christ (i.e., it is all a fraud) 
Answer: The same messianic prophecies are found in the 
Septuagint, a Greek translation of the Hebrew Old 
Testament completed during the reign of Ptolemy 
Philadelphus about 250 B.C.! 

 Objection: The prophecies are vague (i.e., with biased 
interpretations) 
Answer: Many of the prophecies are so specific that they 
rule out multiple interpretations 

o The Messiah would come from the tribe of Judah and 
house of David (Gen. 49:10, Jer. 23:5, fulfilled in Luke 
3:23-33, Matt. 1:1) 

o He would be born in Bethlehem (Micah 5:2, fulfilled in 
Luke 2:4-7) 

o He would be betrayed for 30 pieces of silver (Zech. 
11:12, fulfilled in Matt. 26:15) 

o He would suffer and die by crucifixion (Psalm 22:12-
18, fulfilled in Luke 23:32-34) 

Note that these prophecies rule out another objection--
that Jesus might have deliberately arranged to fulfill the 
prophecies (e.g., family lineage, birthplace) since many 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Skeptics have tried to get around this (and 
other) prophecies by proposing that there 
were at least two "Isaiah's," and that the 
writer of this prophecy penned it after 
Cyrus lived. Supposedly his writings were 
combined with the original Isaiah's to form 
one book. This is again despite the fact that 
Jewish scholars through the centuries have 
always maintained that one Isaiah wrote 
the book, and that it was written before 
the fulfillment of the prophecy. Isn't it 
remarkable that scholars who live 2700 
years after Isaiah purport to know more 
about actual Jewish history than Jewish 
scholars who lived shortly after the writing 
of the actual events?! the positions of 
modern critics, of course, are not based so 
much on fact as on subjective opinion, due 
to a strong bias against the supernatural. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
It is fascinating to note that this description 
of crucifixion was given nearly 700 years 
before it was devised as a tool of capital 
punishment and nearly 1000 before the 
Romans began using it as a means of 
execution. 
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were beyond his control 

 Objection: Fulfilled prophecy by Jesus was coincidence 
Answer: British mathematician Peter Stoner showed how 
coincidence is ruled out by conservatively applying the 
science of probability to just eight messianic prophecies 
(Science Speaks, Moody Press, 1963): 

"We find that the chance that any man might have 
lived down to the present time and fulfilled all (eight) 
prophecies is 1 in 100,000,000,000,000,000." 

 

The Testimony of the Bible's Uniqueness 

The fact that something is unique does not prove that it is true. 
However, it is reasonable to assume that if God were to give His 
revelation in written form, it would be uniquely set apart from 
all other human philosophical, religious, and ethical writings. 

 Unique in its origin and continuity 
o The Bible is a collection of 66 independent 

writings by 40 different authors who wrote over a 
1600 year period. It was written in three 
languages on three continents by men of widely 
varying backgrounds on hundreds of topics. 

o Few of the writers were acquainted with any 
other writer, most were separated by vast 
periods of time, and none knew that his writing 
would be combined one day into a single book--
yet they all agree! 

 Unique in its unmatched accuracy 
Although the Scriptures contain hundreds of detailed 
observations of history, geography, and science, not one 
has ever been falsified by modern discoveries. 

 Unique in its durability and distribution 
o Against all odds, persecutions, and attacks of 

skeptics, the Bible has survived over 1700 years 
and is healthier than ever! Available to over 95% 
of the world's population, it has been written in 
more than 2,000 languages. 

o Skeptics who have undertaken a serious study of 
the Scriptures have had their lives altered! 

 Simon Greenleaf - Harvard lawyer 
 Sir William Ramsey - authority on Near 

East history 
 Lew Wallace - author of Ben Hur 
 Frank Morison - English attorney and 

author of Who Moved the Stone? 

 Unique as to its supernatural aspect (fulfilled prophecy) 

 
 
Stoner illustrates this by supposing that 
"we take (that many) silver dollars and lay 
them on the face of Texas. They would 
cover all of the state two feet deep. Now 
mark one of these silver dollars and stir the 
whole mass thoroughly, all over the state. 
Blindfold a man and tell him that he can 
travel as far as he wished, but he must pick 
up one silver dollar and say that this is the 
right one. What chance would he have of 
getting the right one? Just the same chance 
that the prophets would have had of 
writing these eight prophecies and having 
them all come true in any one man, from 
their day to the present time, providing 
they wrote them in their own wisdom." 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The 18th century French skeptic Voltaire 
predicted that within 100 years of his death 
Christianity would be swept from existence 
and what few Bibles that remained would 
be seen in museums. Shortly after his 
death, his house was purchased by the 
Geneva Bible Society which used his 
printing press to produce and distribute 
Bibles worldwide. Voltaire passed into 
history; the Bible didn't! 


