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Why should we bother to read the Bible?

Half a million words recounting the history of two million people who, 
three thousand years ago, occupied a small plot of land measuring around 
one hundred and thirty miles by forty, in a seemingly unremarkable part 
of the world: it sounds as if it is hardly the stuff to fascinate the twenty-
first-century reader.

On the other hand, there is something about the Bible that immediately 
strikes us as significant. 

The Bible was written by approximately forty different writers over a 
period of at least fifteen hundred years; some lived during the mysterious 
Egyptian civilizations and others under the cruel Assyrians, the powerful 
Babylonians, the staggeringly wealthy Persians or the well ordered 
Romans. Some writers were kings or courtiers, others were priests or 
prophets, farmers or fishermen, civil servants or soldiers. These facts alone 
are sufficient for us to make the claim that the Bible is a unique book. 
However, being unique does not make it necessarily important. 

What is even more amazing to discover is that, given the long period 
of time over which it was written and the longer period of history that it 
covers, the Bible is not a random collection of ancient books about God, 
but there is a plan—a big story—that is clearly progressing as you read on. 
One of the exciting things about reading the Bible is to watch how each 
book and chapter fits together into the great overall theme.

Unlike all other sacred texts of the world religions, the Christian Bible is 
embedded in history, and this history is found in almost every book. The 
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narrative of Israel throughout the Old Testament, the life of Jesus Christ 
in the four Gospels, the record of the early Christian church in the book of 
Acts, and the letters of the apostles to the Christian congregations across 
the widespread Roman Empire all contain details, references and allusions 
to actual events, places and people. 

The Bible is packed with specifics of what actually happened, and these 
frequently fit times, places, events and people known to us from sources 
outside the Bible. This means that we can check out the record and verify 
its claims. While the Christian accepts the accuracy of the Bible by faith, 
it is not faith at the expense of intelligent understanding. The more we 
discover of the Bible in its context, the more we become aware of just how 
accurate its historical record is.

The eminent Ulster literary critic C. S. Lewis once wrote, ‘The first 
qualification for judging any piece of workmanship, from a corkscrew to 
a cathedral, is to know what it is—what it was intended to do and how it 
is meant to be used.’ 1 If we apply that to the Bible, we will not judge it by 
what we think it is meant to be, but by what it claims to be. 

God’s big story

A few years ago, Professor Richard Dawkins at the University of Oxford 
published his assessment of the Bible:

To be fair, the Bible is not systematically evil but just plain weird, as you would expect 
of a chaotically cobbled-together anthology of disjointed documents, composed, 
revised, translated, distorted and ‘improved’ by hundreds of anonymous authors, 
editors and copyists, unknown to us and mostly unknown to each other, spanning 
nine centuries. 2 

It is difficult to imagine a more thoughtless and superficial statement 
than this. It is admittedly a catchy sound bite, for which Dawkins is fairly 
accomplished, but it reveals a shallow reading of the text of the Bible, an 

1 C. S. Lewis, A Preface to Paradise Lost (Oxford / New York: Oxford University Press, 1942), p. 1.
2 Richard Dawkins, The God Delusion (London, Transworld Publishers (Bantam Press), 2006), 

p. 237.
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unawareness of the formation and transmission of the Bible, and a total 
ignorance of its message. If half of his assessment was true, it is astounding 
that millions of ordinary readers and Christian scholars over the past 
two thousand years have found such a coherent and unfolding message 
throughout its pages.

The Bible is unique among all books ever written over the course 
of human history, whether sacred or secular, not only because of the 
composite of authors over such a long period, but because it has a consistent 
message throughout. Far from being ‘chaotically cobbled-together’ it is a 
perfect mosaic revealing God’s purposes and plans for the human race—
something that most junior-grade children can grasp.

The narrative of the Bible goes like this:
It begins with the account of God’s creation of the universe, including 

Planet Earth and the human race. Then follows the tragic episode of 
rebellion against God’s perfect commands, and the inevitable downward 
spiral of suffering and violence that followed. However, at the outset, in 
Genesis 3:15, God gave a promise that one day a deliverer would come 
who would crush the great enemy and deceiver of the human race, the 
devil. This was God’s great promise, the fulfilment of which runs as an 
unbroken thread throughout the remainder of the Old Testament.

God chose a nation, Israel, through which he would eventually carry 
out his promise. The first five books of the Bible trace the emergence of this 
nation and the constant, underlying focus on the family line that would 
lead to this rescuer, known as the Messiah. Much of the history of Israel 
throughout the remainder of the Old Testament, and written against the 
background of the pagan nations surrounding it, reveals God protecting 
his chosen people in order to guard the family line of the Messiah. Some 
of the narratives—such as the escape from Egypt recorded in the book of 
Exodus, the story of a refugee in a foreign land in the tiny book of Ruth, 
and the account of a Jewish queen in the Persian court in the book of 
Esther—all reinforce the fact that God can and will look after his people 
whenever and wherever they are.

Throughout the whole of the Old Testament God sent his prophets, who 
encouraged or challenged the chosen nation. Those prophets who have 
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books named after them, such as Isaiah, Jeremiah, Ezekiel and Daniel—
there are seventeen in all—fit perfectly into the historical narrative. But at 
the same time each of them was pointing ever more clearly to the coming 
of the Messiah. Even the casual reader of the Bible can discover many 
passages where the promise is of someone who will come to deliver God’s 
people from the power of the devil (see the ‘Outline of the Old Testament’ 
in Part 3, page 103).

Finally, as Paul in the New Testament expressed it so simply, ‘When 
the time had fully come, God sent his Son, born of a woman, born under 
law, to redeem those under law, that we might receive the full rights of 
sons’ (Gal. 4:4). The birth, life, death and resurrection of Jesus Christ 
were the fulfilment of the great promise given by God when the human 
race rebelled against his authority and brought misery upon itself. In other 
words, the entire narrative of the Old Testament is a preparation for the 
coming of Jesus Christ into the world. By his perfect life, and his death and 
resurrection, he destroyed the ultimate power of the devil and promised 
all who will trust in him reconciliation with God and eternal life in new 
heavens and a new earth.

That is God’s big story. And the evidence that all the New Testament 
writers understood the Old Testament as a preparation for the coming of 
Christ is seen in the fact that in 528 verses of the New Testament there are 
419 exact quotations from the Old. In addition there are hundreds more 
allusions to passages in the Old Testament.

Of course there are parts of the Bible that are hard to understand, 
and there are severe judgements upon people and nations that need to 
be understood against the background of the unbelievable brutality and 
immorality of Israel’s surrounding nations; but God’s big story unfolds 
progressively and with more clarity as the history of Israel develops.

However, the Bible is much more than just a preparation for the coming 
of Christ; it is a revelation of the character of God himself. In contrast to 
all the false idols of the nations surrounding Israel, God revealed himself 
as a moral God who expected a high standard of morality from his people. 
By his life and teaching, and expounded further by the apostles in the New 
Testament letters, Jesus Christ has given us the highest moral standard 
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this world will ever see. For two millennia Christians who have been 
reading their Bible and conforming their lives according to its teaching 
have set the world an example of honesty, integrity, diligent hard work, 
and a charitable care of those in need. The legacy of those who follow 
the example of Christ far outweighs anything that can be offered by the 
combined contributions of the world religions and atheism.

The purpose of all that follows here is to show that God’s big story is 
revealed to us within a book that is reliable, and that this is evidenced by 
the authentic nature of the writing. It is not the purpose here to resolve 
all the ‘hard parts’ of the Bible—many commentators have adequately 
tackled these over the years—but to show that the Bible reveals itself as 
true and accurate, reliable and trustworthy.

The evidence of witnesses

Simon Greenleaf (1783–1853), one of the founders of Harvard Law 
School, set out to disprove the resurrection of Jesus Christ. In the event, 
like others after him, he was persuaded that the Gospel records were 
authentic eyewitness accounts of the most momentous life, death and 
resurrection in human history. This led him to expand his approach 
and set down a number of qualifications for any honest study of the 
Scriptures.3

Greenleaf insisted that approaching the Bible does not mean ‘the 
surrender of the reason and judgement’, but it does mean a willingness 
to pursue impartially and to weigh the arguments and evidence as far as 
possible without prejudice or hostility. Our approach to the Bible is, he 
continued, ‘a subject fraught with such momentous consequences to man’. 
If the Bible is what it claims to be—the wholly reliable word of God—
and if Jesus Christ is who he claims to be—the perfect and eternal Son of 
God—then any study of the Bible must be undertaken with humility and 
a sincere desire to come to a knowledge of the truth.

3 Simon Greenleaf, Testimony of the Evangelists (1846; repr. of 1874 edition: Grand Rapids: 
Baker, 1984). This was the result of his three-volume Treatise on the Law of Evidence, 1842–
1853.
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The lawyer set out what our starting position on the Bible should be. 
He summarized it like this:

That the books of the Old Testament, as we now have them, are genuine; that they 
existed in the time of our Saviour, and were commonly received and referred to among 
the Jews as the sacred books of their religion; and that the text of the Four Evangelists 
has been handed down to us in the state in which it was originally written, that is, 
without having been materially corrupted or falsified, either by heretics or Christians. 
These are facts which we are entitled to assume as true until the contrary is shown.

He then followed this with a number of universally accepted legal 
principles which, he claimed, ought always to be applied to the biblical 
record. The following is a summary:

• Documents, ancient or modern, have the right to be taken as a true and 
correct record unless and until proven otherwise: ‘In trials of fact, by 
oral testimony, the proper inquiry is not whether it is possible that the 
testimony may be false, but whether there is sufficient probability that 
it is true.’

• The character of the author of a document is to be considered 
trustworthy unless or until it is proven otherwise. A witness is presumed 
credible until the contrary is shown.

• The number of independent witnesses confirms the greater likelihood 
of the accuracy of their report. And the agreement of their evidence 
significantly enhances the truth of their record.

• The reliability of a report is confirmed by the degree to which details 
match known events and circumstances.

The co-founder of Harvard Law School claimed that these principles, 
accepted in any impartial court of law, should always be applied when we 
approach the books of the Bible: ‘To follow the truth wherever it may lead 
us.’ He then applied this to the four Gospel writers.

If Matthew was the author of the first Gospel, he was employed in the 
highly complex Roman taxation system; he would have been well educated 
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and ‘an experienced and intelligent observer’ needing to be familiar with 
all forms of ‘fraud, imposture, cunning and deception’, and therefore 
would have been careful to scrutinize all the information that came to 
him to make up his Gospel record. Apart from this he was an eyewitness 
of all that he wrote.

According to the earliest evidence, Mark wrote his Gospel under the 
direction of Peter, and was himself well acquainted with the apostles.4 
Luke, a clinical physician by profession, has been shown (and even more 
since Greenleaf’s day) to have been a remarkably accurate historian.5 
John, like Matthew, was one of the twelve disciples of Christ and one of 
the three in the inner circle of his companions. 

We have every right to accept that these were men of integrity and 
honesty unless the contrary is proven. Their wide agreement of detail adds 
to the authenticity of their work, and the ‘apparent’ discrepancies give us 
confidence in the independency of their accounts.

The conclusion is that our business is that of a lawyer ‘examining 
the testimony of witnesses by the rules of his profession, in order to 
ascertain whether, if they had thus testified on oath, in a court of law, 
they would be entitled to credit, and whether their narratives, as we now 
have them, would be received as ancient documents coming from the 
proper custody’.

It is interesting how often historians are willing to accept the 
trustworthiness of writers from the ancient world and yet assume 
the inaccuracy of the biblical records. For example, Manetho and his 
Aegyptiaca, Caesar and his Gallic Wars and Josephus and his History of 
the Jews are each allowed the presumption of truth until they are found to 
be in error. The default position is always to allow them accuracy unless 
proved inaccurate. This default is frequently reversed when it comes to 
the biblical writers.

4 The church leader Papias (ad 69–135) made this claim in From the Exposition of the Oracles of 
the Lord, ch. 6, and quoted by Eusebius in Ecclesiastical History 16.

5 See especially the work of Sir William Mitchell Ramsay in The Bearing of Recent Discovery on 
the Trustworthiness of the New Testament (London: Hodder & Stoughton, 1914). And below 
on page 38.
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In our own day, Professor Alan Millard is as well qualified as any 
to make a positive judgement regarding the Old Testament.6 Millard 
underlines the importance of understanding the care with which ancient 
scribes, both pagan and Jewish, copied and re-copied the material in front 
of them. While it is always possible that some errors of transcription have 
crept into the text, Millard rightly concludes, ‘The text we receive from 
antiquity has primacy over our ideas of what it ought to say.’

Millard draws a parallel between the transmission of the Hebrew text of 
the Old Testament and that of Babylonian texts of the same period. While 
we do not have many ancient copies of the Hebrew text to compare with 
the later copies, we do have evidence of the transmission of Babylonian 
texts. A prayer to the goddess Ishtar found in a Neo-Babylonian copy 
dated to around 600 bc was found to be an exact copy of one dated around 
1400 bc and ‘other works written out about 1600 bc were still being copied 
in the seventh century with little change’. While this careful accuracy is 
not always adhered to, it is evident that when scribes in the ancient world 
were motivated by the significance of their text, they were careful to copy 
without error.

Commenting on the text of the book of Esther, Professor Edwin 
Yamauchi notes the care of the Hebrew scribes even in the detail of the 
accurate spelling of foreign names, which can be paralleled to Persian texts 
of the same period. 7

We know for certain that the Jewish scribes considered their Scriptures 
to be a most sacred text and that transcribing them was not only a hallowed 
duty but an awesome responsibility. The idea of the scribes copying in a 
careless manner and allowing numerous errors and changes to creep into 
the text is contrary to everything we know of the scrupulous care of Jewish 
scribes.

Millard wisely comments that ‘in reading any text it is a grave matter to 
state the presence of an error without positive proof. Frequently the text 
in question will be the only source of evidence and so if it is “corrected” 

6 Alan R. Millard, ‘Approaching the Old Testament’, Themelios (January 1977), pp. 34–39..
7 Edwin M. Yamauchi, Persia and the Bible (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1996), p. 238.
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or treated with suspicion, the evidence is destroyed or adulterated with 
speculation.’ In other words, as Greenleaf had demanded for the New 
Testament, a statement has the right to be accepted as true unless or until 
positive evidence can disprove it.

A simple example of this is seen when two scholars suggest that the 
details of ‘Josiah’s teenage religious awakening’ recorded in 2 Chronicles 
34:3 ‘are almost certainly biographical idealizations after-the-fact’. They 
are simply imposing upon the text their own preconceived ideas without a 
shadow of evidence and then presenting them as ‘almost certainly’.8 

8 Israel Finkelstein and Neil Asher Silberman, The Bible Unearthed: Archaeology’s New Vision of 
Ancient Israel and the Origin of Its Sacred Text (New York: Touchstone, 2002), p. 275.
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