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May 17, 2009

“Can We Trust the New Testament?

Part One:  Consider Its History”

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:

The word “canon” is in the news.  There is a new “Star Trek” movie out – a prequel taking audiences back to the days when the original crew of the Enterprise was first being assembled.  And, as you could imagine, Star Trek fans are wondering, “Will they get it right?  Will they be true to the characters?  Will they violate the canon?”  
 “Canon,” just so you know, comes from the Greek word kanon, referring to a measuring rod or rule.  In church history, it came to refer to the closed list of authoritative writings we find in the Bible, the Holy Scriptures.  Here’s the question:  can we trust it?  In particular, stemming from the message last week, can we trust the New Testament?
PRAYER FOR ILLUMINATION

SERMON INTRODUCTION:

Some poisons are obvious and labeled.  But others are packaged as helpful and enlightened.  Some examples.  You may recall the fanfare around the publication of the Gospel of Judas a couple of years ago.  It was said to give a new understanding to Christianity.  Judas is the good guy who betrayed Jesus only at His request.  What didn’t get much press was how it was written by heretics centuries after Jesus’ life and the sensational quotations were based on horribly deficient translations.  That same year, we were also treated to the “discovery” of the tomb of Jesus and His family.  Again, little was said afterwards about how quickly experts from various fields debunked this claim.
Such things tend to seep into the wells of popular culture.  Perhaps you’ve heard of a book by Dan Brown, The Da Vinci Code.  It’s sold a copy or two.  Its prequel is in the theaters now.  Here’s one of its sterling quotes (READ The Da Vinci Code, pp.231):
“Jesus Christ was an historical figure of staggering influence, perhaps the most enigmatic and inspirational leader the world has ever seen.  As the prophesied messiah, Jesus toppled kings, inspired millions, and founded new philosophies…Understandably, his life was recorded by thousands of followers across the land.”  Teabing paused to sip his tea and then placed the cup back on the mantel.  “More than 80 gospels were considered for the New Testament, and yet only a relative few were chosen for inclusion:  Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John among them.”

“Who chose which gospels to include?” Sophie asked.

“Aha!”  Teabing burst in with enthusiasm.  “The fundamental irony of Christianity!  The Bible, as we know it today, was collated by the pagan Roman emperor Constantine the Great.”

That’s the ugly beauty of Dan Brown’s work – his talent for mixing fact with fiction and making it all so seamless.  And so wrong.  My wife has taken desperate phone calls from family flummoxed by all this.  And I’ve seen friends drift from the faith because of this.
The facts.  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.  In what ways?
I. THE ARCHEOLOGY

First of all, consider the field of archeology.  This is more than just a bunch of myth and superstition.  There are numerous examples that could be cited.  Here’s a few.
A) Enlarging Our Understanding
In some cases, archeology has enlarged our understanding of biblical times.
1. Nazareth

Case in point – Nazareth, Jesus’ hometown.  Researchers recently discovered a Roman amphitheater that seated 4,000.  The point being this was not some backwater village.
2. The disciples

And the disciples were not the ragged, rustic wanderers they’re portrayed to be.  They were small-business owners with economic savvy.  Galilee was a sophisticated region.
B) Correcting the Criticism

But more than enlarging our understanding, much criticism has been corrected.
1. Ancient places
For years, John’s Gospel was dismissed as historically inaccurate.  But his descriptions of have since been confirmed.  Samaritan worship on Mount Gerizim, the site of Jacob’s well, the pool of Bethesda, Solomon’s colonnade, the pool of Siloam – all verified.
2. Names and people
Inscriptions naming Sergius Paulus have been found – the governor of Cyprus mentioned in Acts 13.  “Caiaphus” can be read on the side of a richly decorated bone reburial box – Caiaphus being the name of the high priest who questioned Jesus at His trial.
Application:
The British historian Paul Johnson said (READ quote):  “It is not now the man of faith, it is the skeptic, who has reason to fear the course of discovery.”  God has provided abundant evidence which easily stands up to its critics – if we would but have eyes to see.  Remember that when you’re watching a documentary on National Geographic Channel.
II. THE MANUSCRIPTS

Archeology bears out what we read in the New Testament.  Ah, but that said, can we trust what we find in its pages?  What do the manuscripts themselves tell us?
A) The Overwhelming Number
The first thing that has to be noted is the overwhelming number we have.
1. Statistics for other texts of classical antiquity

The copies of the average ancient Greek or Latin author’s writings number less than 20 manuscripts.  This is embarrassingly low compared to statistics for the New Testament.
2. Statistics for the New Testament

There are over 5,000 Greek manuscripts.  In addition to that, 8,000 to 10,000 in Latin with 8,000 in other ancient languages – all told 24,000.  And they all say essentially the same thing.  The textual variants are so small, the degree of certainty is at nearly 100% with none of the variations affecting the gospel message itself or any points of doctrine.
Illustration: 

It’s the “Telephone” game with a twist.  Imagine if I started with one of you and said, “It’s all true.”  And then you told two others, each of them told two more, and so on.  You’d expect that by the end, we’d have things like “It’s all new,” “Bits of blue,” or “He spits glue.”  But not here.  At the end, all 24,000 come out with “It’s all true.”
B) The Close Proximity

It’s an overwhelming number of manuscripts with an astonishing correlation between them.  Which then takes us to their close proximity to the actual events.
1. The dates 
Consider the dates of the manuscripts.  A papyrus fragment of John’s Gospel is dated to A.D. 125.  This is barely a generation after the A.D. 90’s, when many scholars think that Gospel was first written.  A recent study dates a copy of Matthew’s Gospel to about A.D. 60.  Again, this is a copy, which means the original must have been written even earlier.
Then there are the early citations, the quotes from church fathers taken from the New Testament.  We see John’s Gospel quoted by Ignatius of Antioch (A. D. 110).  Around that same time, Papias wrote of the origins of Matthew and Mark.  See how close this is.
2. The impossibility it was myth

Which speaks to the assumption that “Jesus may have been an historical figure but the Gospel accounts are highly embellished if not wholly imagined.  You can’t trust them.  They’re myths.”  That’s the myth!  There was no time for that.  There were too few years.  The four Gospels were all written within 60 years of the events.  Paul’s letters 15-25 years.  No time for a myth to develop.  And no allowance for it either.  There were too many witnesses.  Supporters, bystanders, officials, opponents – many were still around.  You couldn’t just make this up and get away with it.  Someone would call you out.
Illustration:

Remember the VT shootings.  Suppose I said there was an incident in April 1989, the year I graduated.  Before the gunman could hurt anyone, I stopped him and wrestled him to the ground.  I give you places, names.  But you’re skeptical.  You can check it out.  It was only 20 years ago.  There are records, witnesses.  You can call me out on this.  Now think.  The time frame between my little story and today is less than the timeframe between when the earliest New Testament books were written and Jesus’ lifetime.
Application:

It could be checked out.  This is not the stuff of legend or myth.  These things happened.  This is history.  And we stand in the flow of that history.  God has provided abundant evidence which easily stands up to its critics – if we would but have eyes to see.  
III. THE CANON

Now, at this point though, you may be wondering, “But how did we get the New Testament?  Where did the canon come from?  What’s the story on that?”
A) Background
1. Theological 

First, we need some background.  God is the God who is there and who has spoken.  
2. Historical

Throughout the course of His dealings with humanity, word-revelation has accompanied His redemptive acts in history.  And when the promised Messiah came to redeem His people, a new outpouring of divine revelation followed.  This Messiah was to be the light of the nations.  This Messiah, Jesus, came and chose apostles, whom He commissioned and empowered as authorized representatives (READ John 14:25-26; 16:13-14).  This witness would be spoken.  And, as in the days before, it would be written down as well.
B) Development

That’s the backdrop to the canon.  How did it develop?  What was the process?
1. The steps of the process

In the early decades of the church, there were a number of documents circulating.  Some were expected to be read in public gatherings and so congregations began sharing copies.  Over time, collections began to be made.  We have references to collections of Paul’s letters around A.D. 100 and the four Gospels A.D. 115-125.  What then took shape was a solid recognized core of material, taking its place alongside the Old Testament Scriptures.  
In time, the rise of heretical views forced the church to declare herself.  “What were the books God had given?”  By the end of the 2nd century, it was no longer a question of whether there was a canon; only the extent – 21 of the 27 books we know were listed.  The 3rd century saw some debate as to the place of  James, Jude, 2 and 3 John, 2 Peter, Hebrews, and Revelation.  By the mid-4th century, the questions had died down and those disputed books were accepted.  Then, in the late-4th century, we see Jerome, Augustine, and two church councils formally listing what we have today.  Along the way, the marks being that of apostolicity, antiquity, orthodoxy, liturgical use, and church consensus.
2. The timing of the process

That’s an overview of the steps.  But what of its timing?  “Why did it take so long?”  Here we need to keep some things in mind.  Over two dozen books were written over a span of roughly 50 years.  The origins of these writings was often far flung and they were at times sent to specific places and individuals.  And then there were the technological realities.  There was no e-mail or electronic media.  Not even pencil and paper.
We question this at times far too hastily.  Remember that until Constantine’s edict in A.D. 313, being a professing Christian could bring persecution and death.  “Why’d it take so long for a church council to decide this?”  Up until then, there were no such councils!

The remarkable thing is how the church spread abroad came to recognize the same 27 books as canonical.  This wasn’t something contrived.  It was God’s hand.  This is so vital.  The canon wasn’t crafted or created.  It was recognized and received.
Application:
Remember that next time you hear claims regarding the “Lost Gospels.”  They weren’t “lost” at all.  The church read them, weighed them and recognized they were much later than Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John.  And much different as well.  And so, they were not received but rejected instead.  There wasn’t anything “lost” at all.
CONCLUSION:

The cynic might still say, “To accept this is to put yourself under the authority of 2nd-4th century bishops.”  In response, it needs to be said, “To reject this is to put yourself under the authority of the modern spirit of disbelief in Jesus and His authority.”

Some of you may be familiar with Anne Rice.  She is mostly known as the author of Interview with a Vampire and other such works.  Raised as a Catholic, she later lost her faith, married an atheist, and gained fame and fortune writing horror stories.  Then she shocked the world when she declared that she had come back to Christianity.  Why?  She’d done extensive research, reading the works of the more publicized Jesus scholars.  She explains in the afterword to her novel, Christ the Lord:  Out of Egypt (READ quote):
Some books were no more than assumptions piled on assumptions…Conclusions were reached on the basis of little or no data at all…The whole case for the nondivine Jesus who stumbled into Jerusalem and somehow got crucified…that whole picture which had floated around the liberal circles I frequented as an atheist for thirty years – that case was not made.  Not only was it not made, I discovered in this field some of the worst and most biased scholarship I’d ever read.

Skip Dan Brown.  Read Anne Rice.  She’s the one who’s done her homework.

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.
