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Well thank you for that welcome.  It’s wonderful to be with you and to fellowship with you this 
morning.  And it has been great to see blue sky and sunshine, your lovely Canadian weather.  So 
thank you for that. 
 
This morning we are going to be looking at this subject, this question “Can we trust the Bible?”  
Can we really trust the Bible? 
 
Luke’s Gospel Chapter 1 begins with these words: 
 

“Many have undertaken to draw up an account of the things that have been fulfilled 
among us, just as they were handed down to us by those who from the first were 
eyewitnesses and servants of the word. 
 
“With this in mind, since I myself have carefully investigated everything from the 
beginning, I too decided to write an orderly account for you, most excellent Theophilus, 
so that you may know the certainty of the things you have been taught.” 

 
Now I don’t know why you first ever picked up a Bible, if indeed you have, to read it.  But one 
of my colleagues at the Oxford Center, a guy called Tom Price, became a Christian while 
studying philosophy at Reading University. 
 
And he put it like this – what intrigued him about the Bible was this:  it was the person of Jesus. 
He said,  
 

“One person in sixty billion who stands out deserves a second look.” 
 
H.G. Wells famously called Jesus “the most dominant person in human history.” 
 
The historian Philip Schaff, describing the overwhelming influence of Jesus on the subsequent 
history and culture of the world put it like this – he said,  
 

“This Jesus of Nazareth, without money and arms, conquered more millions than 
Alexander, Caesar, Muhamad and Napoleon; without science he has shed more light on 
things human and divine than all philosophers and scholars combined; without the 
eloquence of schools, he spoke such words of life as were never spoken before or since, 
and he produced effects on people which lie beyond the reach of the orator or the poet; 
without writing a single line he set more pens in motion and furnished the themes for 
more sermons, orations, discussions, learned volumes, works of art and songs of praise 
than the whole army of great men of ancient and modern times.” 

 
Jesus and His extraordinary influence on the world ought to cause us to stop in our tracks and 
consider whether there is something there worthy of our attention. 
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Now the accounts of Jesus’ life recorded for us by eyewitnesses and by those who took the 
witness of eyewitnesses, as Luke himself did, still exist today and they are contained in the Bible 
for us to read today. 
 
But lots of people are pre-disposed to disbelieve them, to not read them.  In fact in my own 
family, my father grew up and was born in East Germany.  My grandfather was an atomic 
scientist.  And after the Russian occupation came, after the Second World War, he realized that 
he didn’t want to stay in East Germany anymore since all the scientists were moving to Siberia.  
And he ended up coming to Britain. 
 
But he was a very committed atheist and as such, he forbade his family from reading the Bible or 
from having a Bible in the house. 
 
So even though my father grew up in Britain, he didn’t ever read the Bible growing up.  There 
was no God talk in the house whatsoever.  He was told religion is wish fulfillment, religion is 
culture, religion is for unintelligent, uneducated people. 
 
It was only when he himself was an adult and a professional academic that he encountered some 
of the evidences for the Christian faith and that he met the person of Jesus Christ Himself.  It was 
only then that the Bible came into the horizon of our family.  And I am so glad that it did. 
 
But this morning we are going to ask some questions of the Bible.  Whatever our family 
background, whatever our pre-disposition is with regard to the Bible, can we really trust what it 
says?  Can we really, in the 21st Century take it, read it and learn anything from it that is worth 
our attention? 
 
And what about the miracles?  I mean, should intelligent, educated people today believe in a 
book that includes miracles? 
 
So let’s begin by asking the question, what is the Bible?  Now lots of us in this room today will 
know that. 
 
It’s a collection of 66 books divided into two sections – 39 in the larger section, the Old 
Testament; 27 in the New Testament. 
 
The Bible is written over a period of 1600 years by more than 40 authors.  And they are people 
from different backgrounds.  We have kings writing, we have diplomats writing, but we also 
have poor people – a man like Amos, a dresser of sycamore fig trees, the dirtiest job in his 
culture. 
 
The Bible is written in three languages – Hebrew, Aramaic and Greek – on three continents, 
Asia, Africa and Europe. 
 
Now why is that important?  Today people often perceive the Bible as a kind of tool of cultural 
imperialism.  Perhaps it is the white man’s religion imposed on the rest of the world.  But when 
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we actually look at this text we see something totally different.  It is not culturally homogenous.  
It is not just written by one person from one perspective. 
 
And then the vast spread of the Bible’s social, geographical and culture original contexts is then 
followed by a multiplication of diversity as the Bible was translated into all kinds of different 
languages, copied and spread through the known world. 
 
And that means that when we come to examine the Bible today in our own language – whether 
that be English, Mandarin, Chinese or whatever language that is, the texts that it is based on have 
been preserved themselves in multiple languages.  The Bible is extremely well attested. 
 
Now the integrity of any ancient writing is determined by a number of things – the number of 
documented manuscripts that survive, the time distance between when those manuscripts were 
originally written and when what survived was written, when the copy was written. 
 
Now when it comes to the Bible, that question of time difference is really interesting.  If we were 
to compare the Bible with another piece of ancient writing, perhaps Plato’s writings, we would 
see that the oldest surviving copies are separated from when Plato originally wrote it and when 
the copy was written by 1400 years, and that’s considered to be a reasonable time difference. 
 
If we were to look at the writings of Sophocles, there would be 193 documents and again a 
distance of 1400 years. 
 
If we were to look at Aristophanes, there would be 10 surviving copies and a distance of 1200 
years. 
 
But when we look at the New Testament, there are upwards of 30,000 surviving documents and 
the earliest are not separated from the originals by 1400 years but only by decades. 
 
Why is that important?  Well people who want to say, “you can’t really trust what the Bible says, 
you can’t really believe what the New Testament says because, you know, it’s legendary, people 
liked the idea of this person Jesus of Nazareth and then they layered over the top of Him these 
ideas of Him being God or Him doing miracles.” 
 
That argument depends on there being time for that process having occurred.  The argument that 
legends accumulated about Jesus requires a long time period for those legends to have 
accumulated.  And when it comes to the New Testament, that time simply isn’t there. 
 
The textual attestation of the New Testament is unparalleled with any other ancient writing, both 
in terms of the time difference between the original composition and the surviving fragments that 
we have today – both in terms of that time difference, and the numbers of sources. 
 
But when it comes to the Bible and trusting it, is that enough?  Is it enough that we can say, 
okay, this manuscript, this text, if you like, is well attested; it’s been well preserved and we can 
trust that what was originally written is what we hold in our hand today? 
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Just because we can trust the text and the process of the transmission of the text, should we 
believe what it says? 
 
Many people would say no, we might be able to trust that what was originally written has been 
preserved, but that doesn’t mean we should be believe what it actually says. 
 
Now the Gospels claim to be eyewitness testimony and I want to suggest to you this morning 
that that claim is something we can examine, that claim is something that we can question. 
 
And there are a number of questions we can ask of that claim.  And these questions have been 
developed by a friend of mine at Tyndale House in Cambridge called Pete Williams and a 
scholar called Richard Bauckham, based in the U.K. as well. 
 
And these questions help us to establish whether what we are dealing with is legend or credible 
history. 
 
The first question is where were the Gospels written?  Now according to early tradition, the four 
Gospels were not all written in the land of the origin of the stories that they tell – Israel. 
 
Mark was written in Rome.  Luke was written in Antioch or possibly Rome.  John was written in 
Ephesus, in modern day Turkey.   Matthew’s Gospel was written in Judea. 
 
Now a skeptical person may say, “Okay, these records of what happened were written outside of 
the land of the origin of the things that they tell us.  Why should we trust them?  They don’t have 
a direct connection with the things that they record.” 
 
And this is exactly what Bart Ehrman argues.  He says this, “Where did these anonymous Greek-
speaking authors, living probably outside of Palestine some 35-65 years after the events they 
narrate, get their information?” 
 
Do you see the argument?  “They are disconnected by geography from the historical events; we 
can’t trust what they say.” 
 
But I want to suggest that because of that, because they were writing far away, that gives us the 
opportunity to scrutinize whether those writers did have a connection with the events. 
 
We can ask how familiar were they with the land they are talking about?  Do they know the 
geography, the agriculture, the botany, the architecture, the traditions, the burial practices, the 
economics, the language, the law, the personal names, the culture of the place they describe? 
 
If you have never visited a place and you are writing far away from it, it is very difficult to get 
those kinds of details right. 
 
So the next question we are going to focus on – there is a lot of questions we could ask but we 
are just going to draw out two – the next one is, well do the authors call the characters inside the 
New Testament the right thing? 
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Now I have three children. They are all boys.  And my firstborn are twins.  So my husband and I 
decided we weren’t going to find out whether we were having boys or girls.  And the due date 
approached and we began to get into a panic about what names we were going to give our two 
babies. 
 
And unlike other parents in that situation, we had three potential outcomes:  two boys, two girls, 
or a boy and a girl. 
 
And we endlessly studied those books that tell you the most popular names and what names 
mean, and eventually we settled on the two names that our boys were going to be given. 
 
But during that process I realized how important naming someone is in a culture.  When we 
examine the time of Jesus a study has been done of 3,000 names that people were called in that 
time period in Judea, Palestine. 
 
Using archeology, using inscriptions, using all the references that the scholars could find of any 
name usage, the study of Jewish male names in Palestine was done.  And what is extraordinary is 
that it shows a different pattern from Jewish male names elsewhere. 
 
The argument all began like this:  a researcher in Germany decided to make a list of all the 
names that people were called at that time.  And it is called the Tal Ilan Lexicon of Jewish 
Names in Late Antiquity Part 1.  A very interesting book, you might think, published in 2002. 
 
(Why do academics do these studies?  Who knows?) 
 
But a gentleman called Richard Bauckham in 2006 came across this study, apparently quite a 
random study.  But he decided to take that study and compare it with the New Testament, to look 
at the study and see how it correlated with the Gospels, to see is there a tie-up between what 
people were actually called then and what the New Testament says they were called.  Fascinating 
study; taking male Jewish Palestinian names in the 1st Century, here is the order of popularity: 
 
Number one:  Simon 
Two:  Josephus 
Three: Lazarus 
Four:  Judas 
Five:  John 
Six:  Jesus 
Seven:  Ananias 
 
If you take the top nine Palestinian male names together, outside of the New Testament, they are 
41% of all name usage.  Inside the New Testament they are 40% of name usage.  That’s a pattern 
showing up over four writers, writing five books, if you take the four Gospels and the book of 
Acts that Luke also wrote. 
 
The Gospels reflect this pattern both corporately and individually. 
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Now in case that doesn’t sound that persuasive to you, we can compare Jewish male names in 
Palestine with Jewish male names in Egypt. Only a few miles away from Israel, Palestine was a 
Jewish community in Greco-Roman Egypt.  And a study was done of their names and here’s the 
list of the seven most popular names: 
 
Number One:  Aleazae 
Two:  Sabataus 
Three:  Joseph 
Four: Josephius 
Five:  Papus 
Six:  Ptolemaeus 
Seven:  Samuel 
 
Names like Sabataus, Josephius, Ptolemaeus, Papus are in the top ten in Egypt.  But we are not 
familiar with them if we have read the New Testament, and they are not in the Gospels because 
the Gospels are not written about Jewish people living in Greco-Roman Egypt; they are written 
about Jewish people living in Judea, Palestine. 
 
Now what’s amazing I think is if we begin to ask ourselves this question:  living in Canada 
today, would you know how the popularity of male names differs in Egypt from Jordan or Syria 
today? 
 
I suggest that you wouldn’t without access to the internet.   
 
Would you be able to even do that – the difference between male names in 1970 in Canada and 
America, even though you are quite close geographically?  I wonder if you would be able to do 
that. 
 
This is not something that a person without eyewitness access can get right.  The Gospel writers 
have the right proportion of name usage statistically, and these statistics have only been known 
by academics since 2002. 
 
But they also get the right features of names.  Imagine that we were to live in a world where a 
mother went out into her back garden and called her boys to come in for supper and they 
immediately came.  Let’s just imagine that’s the world that we are living in. 
 
Okay, now let’s put ourselves in the 1st Century.  A 1st Century mother opens her door and she 
cries out into the street for supper, “Simon!”  Lots of “Simon’s” would come running, wouldn’t 
they?   Because it was the most popular name; there would have been hundreds of Simon’s.   
 
So that person living at that time with familiarity with the culture would know that when they 
use the name Simon, they would need to distinguish which Simon they were calling.  And this is 
precisely what the Gospels do.   
 
Jesus had two Simon disciples.  One was Simon Cephas; the other was Simon the zealot.   
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He had dinner with Simon the leper.  Simon of Cyrene carried the cross.  And Simon Peter 
stayed in the book of Acts with Simon the tanner. 
 
You see, this popular name is dis-ambiguous, it is distinguished which one we are talking about. 
 
Now what’s even more amazing is that the Gospel writers know when to do this and when not to 
do this. 
 
And we can see this in lists.  If you look at Matthew’s Gospel Chapter 10 - if you have a Bible, 
you may want to open it – it’s a list of disciples, Verses 2-4. 
 
Simon – he’s number one on the list – is called Peter and Andrew, his brother.  In other words it 
is distinguished which Simon we are talking about. 
 
James – he’s number eleven on the list – that’s quite a high ranking name; he’s the son of 
Zebedee.  John – he’s number five – again a high ranking name – he’s his brother. 
 
Philip – he’s only number 61 on the list of most popular names – no distinguishing – just plain 
old Philip. 
 
Bartholomew – he’s number 50 – again, quite low ranking – no qualifier. 
 
Thomas – he doesn’t even make it into the top one hundredth – no qualifier of which Thomas – 
it’s just Thomas. 
 
Matthew – he’s number nine – he’s a high-ranking name – he’s a tax collector. 
 
James – number eleven – the son of Alphaeus. 
 
Thaddaeus – only number 39 on the list of popularity – no qualifier. 
 
Simon – number one – the Cananaean. 
 
Judas – number four on the list – “Judas Iscariot, who also betrayed him.” 
 
These statistics have only been known for a relatively short time and yet there is this 
extraordinary correlation between lists of ancient names and the statistics of Gospel writers’ 
usage of names and qualifiers of popular names. 
 
It shows us beyond a shadow of a doubt that this is a document with close connection to people 
who lived in Judea in the 1st Century.  This list is a list from that location at that time. 
 
These documents which name people so accurately must have been formed by people who had 
an intimate, precise knowledge of the events and the land that they described. 
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If they had been writing far away they would not have had that kind of information. 
 
The third question we can ask is the question of geography.  Do the authors know the places they 
are describing?  Remember they are writing miles away without the internet. 
 
Now I have just been in Chicago for a few days giving some talks there, and my knowledge of 
Chicago is extremely limited geographically even though I have been there at least five times 
and I have watched two TV shows that are based in Chicago, and I have driven in Chicago on a 
number of occasions with a GPS and I have translated through the airport probably more than 
twenty times. 
 
So I know Chicago really well, right?  Wrong. 
 
Think about your knowledge of places.  It’s actually extremely difficult to have an intimate 
knowledge of a place where you haven’t spent substantial time and investigated. 
 
If the Gospel writers had not lived and ministered and scrutinized the eyewitness testimony of 
people who were actually there in 1st Century Judea when Jesus was there, would their 
knowledge be what it is in the Gospels? 
 
I suggest to you that it would not.  The most commonly mentioned place in the Gospels is 
Jerusalem.  There are 66 references to it; it is the capital city.  We would expect people to know 
about it. 
 
The next is Nazareth; there are 21 references to it.  That’s the place Jesus grew up. 
 
The next is Capernaum; there are 16 references to that.   
 
But on top of those rather, slightly larger places, other places are mentioned.  Places like 
Bethany, Bethsaida, Bethphage, Caesarea, Philippi, Cana, Chorazin, Nain – tiny villages, some 
of them. 
 
How would someone writing in Syria, Egypt, Greece or Turkey in the ancient world; how would 
they know the names of these places?  Even a map from Rome wouldn’t have had some of the 
really tiny villages on it. 
 
Now the four Gospels mention between 12 and 14 towns each and a total of 23 places.   
 
If we look at some of the so-called Gospels that were written hundreds of years after the events, 
the Apocryphal or Gnostic Gospels, something like the Gospel of Philip; it only mentions two 
places – Jerusalem and Nazareth.  But it doesn’t even realize Nazareth is a place; it just thinks 
Nazareth is Jesus’ middle name.  
 
(Thank you, sir.) 
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The Gospel of Peter mentions only one place – Jerusalem.  And the other 2nd, 3rd and 4th 
Century so-called Gospels don’t mention any specific places at all.  They talk in vague 
generalities. 
 
That’s what happens when people are disconnected from the reality of the history they are trying 
to write. 
 
What if the Gospel writers are telling us things as they actually happened?  What if their 
eyewitness testimony can be trusted, having been rigorously scrutinized? 
 
What if today we have the opportunity when we pick up the Bible and we read the New 
Testament; what if we actually have the opportunity to access narratives that are historically 
rigorous? 
 
The New Testament itself contains compelling evidence that it is not legend but eyewitness 
testimony. 
 
Well, I hear you say, “Okay, the personal names, maybe the places, you know, these kind of 
incidental details; maybe we can trust them but surely you are not asking me to believe in the 
miraculous content of the Bible.  And surely you are not asking me to conclude that a miracle 
occurred from a set of kind of historical data.” 
 
Now if we have an in-advance and an a priori commitment to the impossibility of the 
supernatural, when we read the Bible we are going to immediately discount any of the 
miraculous content. 
 
But I want to suggest to you this morning that that itself is an ideological commitment.  It is not a 
scientific commitment; it is an ideological commitment that needs to be challenged. 
 
And the C.S. Lewis, the brilliant writer and thinker did this I think really rather well in his book 
on miracles.  He pointed out this:  he said,  
 

“If on each of two nights I put ten pounds in my bedside drawer, the laws of arithmetic 
tell me that now I have a total of twenty pounds.  If however, on waking up, I find only 
five pounds in the drawer, I don’t conclude that the laws of arithmetic have been broken 
but possibly the laws of England.” 

 
John Lennox puts it like this:  he says, 
 

“The laws of nature describe to us the regularities on which the universe normally runs 
but God, who created the universe with those laws, is no more their prisoner than the 
thief is a prisoner of the laws of arithmetic.” 

 
What’s he saying there?  He’s saying that the laws of nature cannot in and of themselves rule out 
the possibility of the miraculous since the miraculous is not claiming to be a defiance of the law 
of nature. 
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The miraculous is God intervening, God who created those laws and set them in motion, 
intervening.   
 
Now it is important at this point to remember that it is my knowledge of those laws that enables 
me to recognize an intervention.  It is my knowledge of maths that tells me that I have been 
robbed.   
 
And in the same way the Christian would say it is our knowledge of the laws of nature, the laws 
of science that warn us that a miracle has occurred when we see evidence of it.   
 
A resurrection, for example – and Jesus’ resurrection, Christians don’t claim happen naturally 
but by supernatural power.  The laws of nature can’t rule out that possibility; in fact they enable 
us to recognize it. 
 
Now you may say, “Okay, I might have to accept that it is possible, but it is extraordinarily 
unlikely that such a resurrection occurred.” 
 
And then I would suggest to you that you investigate a biblical miracle claim like the 
resurrection of Jesus.  And when you do, you may be surprised by what you discover. 
 
Professor Richard Swinburne, professor of philosophy at the University of Oxford for years and 
now retired but still teaching, came and taught at the Oxford Centre a few weeks ago.  It was a 
privilege to meet him and talk with him. 
 
But he did a piece of research into Jesus’ resurrection using probability theory, using in 
particular Bayes’s Theorem.   
 
And he investigated the probability of Jesus Christ having risen from the dead.  And in his book 
he publishes that research, “The Resurrection of God Incarnate.”  And using that mathematical 
formula, Richard Swinburne, one of the world’s greatest philosophers, concluded that the 
probability of the resurrection of Christ having actually occurred is 97%. 
 
See you make think it extremely improbable to have occurred but if you that is you and you are 
sitting here today, I encourage you to investigate, look into this, question it. 
 
N.T. Wright writes that  
 

“No other explanations have been offered in 2000 years of sneering skepticism against 
the Christian witness that can satisfactorily account for how the tomb became to be 
empty, how the disciples came to see Jesus and how their lives and world views were 
transformed.” 

 
It may be interesting if we are skeptical about miracles to look at the context of New Testament 
miracles.  Many of the men and women involved were fishermen, tax collectors, down-to-earth 
working people.   
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Now I don’t know how many people you know who work for what we call the Inland Revenue, 
the Americans call the IRS; what’s your tax office called but, how many tax collectors do you 
know that are given to flights of fancy?   
 
When we read that Jesus walked on water, we also read that people were terrified.  In other 
words, the Gospel is not written to say, “Enter into this mythological weird LSD-induced bubble 
where strange things happen like in dreams.  Yes, Jesus walked on water – of course He did.” 
 
No, when people saw it they were terrified, a reaction that rings true.  The reader is told of these 
events with the acknowledgement that they are unusual.  We are expected to be surprised.   
 
We read that when Joseph discovered that Mary was pregnant, he wanted to put her away.  
Again, a genuine reaction – Joseph understood how babies are made.  He knew he hadn’t slept 
with his girlfriend and he assumed when she was pregnant, a natural reason for the pregnancy.  
He was only convinced otherwise by a supernatural experience himself. 
 
What if what the Gospel writers claimed happened is actually true?  It would make a massive 
difference to everything.   You see, the Christian claim is that God has made Himself known to 
us in real time and space for a purpose so that we can come to know Him, so that we can be 
forgiven by Him, so that we can spend eternity with Him. 
 
And the miracles of the Bible are not about a fantasy delusional world.  They reflect the Divine, 
breaking into the world that you and I actually know and experience, the world of pain, the world 
of dysfunction, the world where good people are violated, the world of disappointment. 
 
And we are not introduced to a God who is distant, who observes our reality and orders us 
around arbitrarily, but to a God who is willing to identify with us to such an extent that He will 
come and take flesh and live on this earth and take upon Himself the consequences of our 
darkness, our sin, our disobedience, the violation of our freedom, and welcome us into a 
relationship with Him. 
 
I wonder what you think about that today.  I suggest to you that the sources upon which our 
knowledge of who God is and who Jesus is can be trusted, need to be read, need to be 
scrutinized. 
 
But I want to suggest more than that this morning: that the Jesus who they describe, who they 
talk about is alive, that He is real and that He invites us into a relationship with a living God 
today.  He offers us forgiveness.  He offers us a new start. 
 
Whoever we are, that’s available to us today. 
 
We are going to have a moment of prayer now so if you would like to just close your eyes for a 
moment and reflect on what we have heard.  I am sure that around this room there will be 
different ones of us; some of us and perhaps have no experience of God and no predisposition to 
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believe in Him.  But maybe we might be willing to take a step to pray an agnostic’s prayer, 
“God, if You are there, reveal Yourself to me.” 
 
There might be some of us wanting to go further than that.  Perhaps the realization has dawned 
that God is real and that He is for you and that He is inviting you home today.  And if that’s you, 
why don’t you just echo in your heart a short prayer that I am going to pray along the lines of, 
“sorry, thank you and please.” 
 
Sorry for the dysfunction in my life, the violations that I have perpetrated against others, the 
distance between me and God.  Thank You to Jesus for coming and dying on the cross.  And 
please come into my life.” 
 
Why don’t you echo that prayer in your heart if you would like to? 
 
Lord Jesus, today in this church I want to say that I am sorry that the world of pain, the world of 
dysfunction, the world of violation is something that I have contributed to.  And I recognize that 
today and I say sorry. 
 
Thank You Jesus for coming into the world.  Thank You for dying on the cross. 
 
Please come into my life; let me begin that relationship with You.  Please fill me with Your Holy 
Spirit. 


