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May 24, 2009

“Can We Trust the New Testament Canon?

Part Two:  Looking at Its Contents”

FCF:  Need for understanding the NT canon
PROPOSITION:  (magnet) God has provided abundant evidence for the NT canon
(anchor) which easily stands up to its critics – if we would but have eyes to see.
TOPIC INTRODUCTION:
Ask anyone in the real estate business and they’ll tell you of the need for a good home inspection before you purchase a house.  And what should an inspector look for?  Health and safety issues, a roof with a short life expectancy, any furnace or A/C malfunctions, moisture or drainage issues, and, obviously, cracks in the foundation.  Now, you might ask, “Why is the foundation such a big deal?  Who’s going to see that?”  Well, everything you do see rests on the foundation.  If it’s bad, the whole thing is bad.
Here’s the question before us this morning.  Do we have a bad foundation for our faith?  Christianity has nothing to stand on if the Scriptures aren’t true.  Can we trust them?  Specifically, following up from last week, can we trust the New Testament canon?
PRAYER FOR ILLUMINATION

SERMON INTRODUCTION:

There are no shortages of conspiracy theories out there – tales told of sinister schemes crafted by a mysterious elite behind closed doors.  Here are a few (READ Slate):  

NASA faked the moon landings.  The U.S. government was behind 9/11.  Princess Diana was murdered.  Jews run Hollywood and Wall Street.  Scientologists run Hollywood.  Paul McCartney is dead.  AIDS is a man-made disease.  Church’s Fried Chicken sterilizes black men.  Lizard-people run the world.  The Illuminati run the world.
Perhaps you know people who’ve bought into some of these ideas.  I hope you haven’t.

Here’s the thing.  Some would say that the message of Christianity – the idea of the life, death, resurrection, and ascension of Jesus and the implications of all that – is little more than another conspiracy theory, really the mother of all conspiracy theories.  Well, how about it?  Was the New Testament written by leaders of the early church simply to build their movement, promote their policies, and consolidate their power?  Is Christianity, the claims of the New Testament, just the mother of all conspiracy theories?
“Can we trust the New Testament canon?”  That was the question before us last week.  We answered it from a historical perspective, looking at the archeology, the manuscripts, and the formation of the canon itself.  This week, we’re going to look at the contents of the canon – an approach which blows any of these conspiracy theories out of the water.  An approach which, as we said last week, shows that God has provided abundant evidence for the New Testament canon which easily stands up to its critics – if we would but have eyes to see.  And we’re going to do this in two parts.  First, in what is included, what’s left in the canon, and then what is excluded, what’s left out of the canon.
I. WHAT IT LEAVES IN

Okay, what’s included, what’s left in that causes problems for these conspiracy theories and shows the historicity and reliability of the New Testament?  A few things.
A) Details of the Accounts

First, the details of the accounts.  That is, the literary form of the gospels.
1. What one would expect
If the gospels were written as fiction, one would think they would conform to the style of the fiction of the times.  Ancient fiction – romances, epics, legends – was not like fiction of today.  Ancient fiction did not have the details and dialogue we are used to seeing.
2. What one actually finds
But that’s exactly what we see in the gospels.  They read like eye-witness accounts.  
B) Women as the First Witnesses
Why?  That’s what they are – eye-witness accounts of historical events.  So that’s the first surprising thing left in – the details.  Now the second has to do with women.
1. What one would expect

Given the fact that women in that society were assigned such a low status that their testimony was not admissible evidence in court, one would think that, if you’re going to make all this up, you would have men as the first witnesses of Jesus’ resurrection.
2. What one actually finds 

Effective lies need credible sources.  But that’s not at all what we see.  Peter and John only arrive at the tomb after they’ve been told by the women that the stone has been rolled away and it’s empty.  Why make this up?  That’s the point.  It wasn’t made up.
C) Weakness of Jesus

We see something similar with what could be described as the weakness of Jesus.
1. What one would expect
One would expect, if you’re making this up, that Jesus, as the founder of this movement, would be cast as a strong, stoic, perhaps even defiant character, taking it all in stride.
2. What one actually finds
a) His words of despair

But what does one find?  His prayer in the garden of Gethsemane asking God if He could get out of His mission.  His crying out while on the cross that God had abandoned Him.
b) The cross itself

Then there is the cross itself – a scandalous, despicable image, so much so proper people of the day didn’t even speak of it.  Why make that up?  What could you possibly gain?
D) Ineptness of the Disciples

Along those lines, we also have to consider the ineptness of the disciples.    
1. What one would expect

At the time the New Testament was written, these men were the leaders of the church.  If you’re just going to make this up, wouldn’t you cast them as pillars, examples to follow?
2. What one actually finds

So what then do we find?  Jesus refers to Peter as “Satan.”  Peter denies Jesus three times.  The disciples scatter upon Jesus’ arrest.  They fall asleep when He asks them to pray.  Not to mention the recurring pattern of their pettiness, jealousy, and dim-wittedness.
Put yourself there.  Why make these things up if they didn’t happen?  It wasn’t made up.  Listen to Luke’s prologue (READ Luke 1:1-4).  It happened, just as they said.  
Application:

So, here’s the question.  How do you read this?  As truth or fiction?  Be careful.  Don’t be too quick.  If there was a camera capturing your movements, a microphone recording your speech, a screen relaying your thoughts, what would it say?  What does the evidence of your life bear out?  God has provided abundant evidence for the New Testament canon – evidence that should press itself into our hearts and show in our lives.  
II. WHAT IT LEAVES OUT

Well, that’s the first thing to consider – how the canon stands up to its critics in what it includes, in what it leaves in.  But what of what it excludes, of what it leaves out?
A) Affirmations of Positions

Remember the theory that the New Testament was written by leaders of the early church to build their movement, promote their policies, and consolidate their power.
1. History

Now the fact of the matter is there were debates going on in the early church.  One of the earliest had to do with whether Gentile Christians were required to be circumcised.
2. Expectation

This was a huge issue.  And one would think that, if the leaders of the church were just making this up, they would have had Jesus specifically weighing in somewhere in His teachings on this.  That is, we would read of Jesus in the Gospels affirming a position.
3. Implication

But we don’t see anything like that at all.  Why?  Because the gospel writers didn’t feel free to fabricate these things, to put words into Jesus’ mouth that He didn’t speak.
B) Fall of Jerusalem

You can also go a long way in dating something by what is left out.  By what is excluded, you can establish the latest point it could have been written.  Remember the theory the gospels are legends, fiction gradually added to fact.  This presses against that.
1. History

Jerusalem was the home of the temple.  Every devout Jew viewed Jerusalem as the symbol of national pride and religious devotion.  Luke gives a lot of attention to this.  Now the Roman army sacked the city in 70 A.D.  Tens of thousands of people were killed.  And the temple was all but destroyed.  It was an event of inexpressible sorrow.

2. Expectation

Now, if the gospel of Luke and the book of Acts had been written after 70 A.D., one would expect to read about this in Acts.  Given Jesus’ predictions of Jerusalem’s fall, this would have been a golden opportunity to establish His credibility as a prophet.  But when Acts ends, Jerusalem and the temple are still standing.  So what does that tell us?

3. Implication

It tells us that Acts was written sometime before 70 A.D.  And Luke’s gospel as well.

C) Death of Paul

Another thing left out of Acts is the death of Paul.  This also shoots down the theory that the early church embellished the historical record, adding things as the years went by.  Because if not enough time went by, this theory can’t hold.  Which brings us then to Paul and Acts, the second part of Luke’s two-part work of his Gospel and Acts.  
1. History

We know from writings outside the New Testament that Paul was executed in Rome around 64 A.D.  As a Roman citizen, he was spared of crucifixion and beheaded instead.
2. Expectation

Now, one would think Luke the historian, having carefully documented such occasions as when Paul was beaten, arrested, and shipwrecked, would speak to this if it had occurred.  But Acts ends with Paul alive and under house arrest.  So what does that tell us?
3. Implication

It tells us that Paul was still alive when Luke finished Acts.  It dates the completion of Acts to sometime before 64 A.D.  Which then pushes his gospel back even earlier than that – a mere 30 years after the events of Jesus’ life, death, and resurrection.
Illustration:

Think of it this way (READ The God Conversation quote):  
In the musty back room of a museum you find an old pamphlet in a pile of Civil War documents.  The pamphlet focuses on Abraham Lincoln’s role in the American Civil War.  The pamphlet begins with Lincoln’s inauguration on March 4, 1861.  It covers Lincoln’s reaction to the bloodiest battles of the war, including Shiloh, Antietam, Fredericksburg, Chancellorsville and Gettysburg.  Special emphasis is given to his Gettysburg Address, which it describes as one of the most significant speeches in history.  The pamphlet ends with Lincoln’s last public address (April 11, 1865), in which he urges the nation to forgive and move forward.

After reading the pamphlet, when would you guess it was written?  Obviously, the omission of Lincoln’s assassination would strongly suggest it was written before April 14, 1865, when Lincoln was shot and killed in Ford’s Theatre.  No history of the Civil War would be complete without a detailed account of the first assassination of an American president.

The same is true of Luke’s omission of Paul’s death.  Paul was the central leader of church in the mid-1st century.  Had his death taken place by the time Luke had written, it surely would have been recorded.  It wasn’t.  Which places Luke-Acts in the mid-1st century, meaning that there was too little time for this to be made up, meaning that what we have in the New Testament record is historically reliable.  Think of it!
Application:

So, here’s the question.  How do you speak of this?  As truth or as fiction?  Be careful how you answer that.  Again, don’t be too quick.  If someone started talking to you about how the Holocaust wasn’t real or that the Earth was flat or that cancer is just a figment of our imagination, what would you say?  “Get your facts straight!”  Well, what about here?  Are we convinced enough, courageous enough, bold enough to say the same when it comes to the Scriptures?  God has provided abundant evidence for the New Testament canon which easily stands up to the critics – if we would but have eyes to see.
CONCLUSION:

Let me conclude with two challenges.  First, to those convinced of these things, confused why others aren’t.  The Westminster Confession of Faith (READ WCF I:5):

We may be moved and induced by the testimony of the Church to an high and reverent esteem of the Holy Scripture.   And the heavenliness of the matter, the efficacy of the doctrine, the majesty of the style, the consent of all the parts, the scope of the whole (which is, to give all glory to God), the full discovery it makes of the only way of man's salvation, the many other incomparable excellencies, and the entire perfection thereof, are arguments whereby it does abundantly evidence itself to be the Word of God: yet notwithstanding, our full persuasion and assurance of the infallible truth and divine authority thereof, is from the inward work of the Holy Spirit bearing witness by and with the Word in our hearts.
The reason why any of us would read the Bible, be confronted with this overpowering evidence, and then still not agree to it is not because the evidence isn’t overpowering.  It’s because we’re unable and thus unwilling to admit it.  Which then points to our need for its message all the more.  And to the work of the Spirit of God in our hearts.

Now the second challenge is to those not convinced by these things, confused as to why anyone could be.  Let me suggest something.  Your hesitation may not be so much intellectual as it is personal.  You see the points I’ve made as to how trustworthy the New Testament is but you can’t bring yourself to entrust yourself to it.  Why?  You don’t want it to challenge or correct your way of thinking.  But think with me.  Isn’t that what a healthy relationship demands?  This is something Tim Keller points out in his insightful book, The Reason for God.  If a wife is not allowed to contradict her husband, there will be no intimacy to their relationship.  It’s something like “The Stepford Wives” where the husbands of this little town decide to have their wives turned into robots who always agree with their husbands.  What’s the problem?  They’re always compliant and beautiful but there’s no life, reality, warmth to the relationship (READ Keller quote):
Now, what happens if you eliminate anything from the Bible that offends your sensibility and crosses your will?  If you pick and choose what you want to believe and reject the rest, how will you ever have a God who can contradict you?  You won’t!  You’ll have a Stepford God!  A God, essentially, of your own making, and not a God with whom you can have a relationship and genuine interaction.  Only if your God can say things that outrage you and make you struggle (as in a real friendship or marriage!) will you know that you have gotten hold of a real God and not a figment of your imagination.
Let me urge you not only then to see how trustworthy the New Testament is but to entrust yourself to its author, to God Himself, the One who has revealed Himself truly through His Word and even more dramatically through His Son, Jesus Christ – who came to live and to die in our place that we might have the relationship with God we all long for.
PROPOSITION:  (magnet) God has provided abundant evidence for the NT canon

(anchor) which easily stands up to its critics – if we would but have eyes to see.

