Pastor Jeff Williams: March 29, 2009

Looking Under the Hood, Part IX: “How Did the New Testament Come to Be?” 
We are going to head down a new road this morning. We’re going to be talking about the credibility of the New Testament. How do we know we can trust what we have is the Word of God? Now I want to say this is a little bit of a disclaimer this morning as we get started. This is not going to be a typical sermon. Normally whether we’re talking about evolution or evil and suffering in the world, I’ve been trying to take those ideas and make a message out of them and give you illustrations. We told some jokes, good stories and things like that. This isn’t one of those weeks. This really is about information. There is so much information to give you, I couldn’t think of any other way to do it than just make this really a class. What this is going to be this morning is a class. I’m your professor; you are my students. If you all listen, you’ll all get As, and there are no tests. I’m a good professor. It’s not going to be your typical weekend message.

A lot of times you take notes-some of you do. If you’re not inclined to take notes and you want to capture any of this, this is a week you really should write things down because if you don’t, it’s going to be hard to [remember]-like if I tell an illustration, you remember that. That’s a hook that you can hang truth on and go, “Yeah, I remember that.” This isn’t like that. This is a lot of information, so I would recommend that you write some of these down. The goal of this is not so that you can go out and have a debate. I don’t expect you to remember everything we’re sharing today. This is primarily to educate us on how the New Testament came to be-why it came to be, so we are not led astray by some of the fallacies that are being circulated in the media, in movies and novels and in publications today. We’re going to show some clips from recent films, and we’re going to discuss them as well and talk about history; so this is a very unique kind of a week. I really can’t think of any other way to do it than the way we’re doing it right now, so there is a lot of information. Are you ready to go? Okay.
If you’re Satan, and you want to attack the church, would it not make sense to attack the credibility of this Book? It would, wouldn’t it? Because if you can get believers to mistrust the Bible, or you can get seekers to not trust the Bible, they’re less inclined to follow its teachings. If I don’t know that these are truly the words Christ spoke and I didn’t have the confidence that when He said, “I’m the way, the truth and the life,” He really said that-we [would] have problems, right? We have issues if we can’t trust the Bible because so much of our faith comes from what we can read. What we read in the Gospels about the life of Christ-what we read about the teachings of Christ-we have to know we can trust the Sermon on the Mount. We have to know we can trust the “Passion narrative,” what happened on the cross and His burial and resurrection. We have to know that we can trust the history of the early church in the Book of Acts-that the letters that Paul wrote were written by Paul and that this is what he said. We have to know that. It is no question the enemy always seeks to attack the credibility of the Scriptures. Movies like the “Da Vinci Code,” the bestselling book and a movie… I’m not sure what the new one “Angels and Demons” is about, but that really attacked the Scriptures. I was amazed at the number of people I ran into whose faith was shaken or were all the more convinced that Christianity was not true because of things they read in that book. Things that come on the Discovery Channel sometimes might attack the credibility of the Word of God. We’re going to begin by showing you a clip from a movie or documentary called “Religulous.” This was done by Bill Maher who is a TV talk show host and a comedian. He was raised in a Jewish Christian home. His father was Jewish; his mother, I think, was Catholic. I think he’s basically an atheist-certainly an agnostic with a capital A, but probably an atheist. He pretty much comes out and says he’s an evangelist for doubt. That’s his goal-to get people to not believe, so he went on this quest to interview different people, get their thoughts to try to get answers to questions he had of a spiritual nature. Sometimes he tended to ask the wrong group of people. They were good questions; he just asked them to the wrong people. Like he asked theological questions to a group of truckers with questions on theology? Not that truckers can’t understand theology, it’s just that wouldn’t you go to a theologian? If you have questions on evolution and science, you should go to a scientist. He does that in his clip, but he’s asking the scientist about the historicity of Jesus in the Bible. This man is the head of the Human Genome Research Project. He would have been a great one to talk to about DNA. He’s a molecular scientist. He’d be outstanding to talk to about the existence of God and the code of DNA like we talked about last week. Instead he asked him a question that was out of his field, and we’re going to talk about the question and his response to that question and then Bill’s response to the doctor. Let’s watch that clip from “Religulous.” 
(Here’s a link to that interview: http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=fyWYpdCpF6M) 

Let’s talk about some of those claims. First of all, I am disappointed the doctor conceded the eye witness point, and we’ll get back to that, but he is talking here, “Can you prove this in a laboratory?” That is not the kind of testing you do for historical evidence. We can’t prove from a laboratory that Julius Caesar existed, yet there is nobody in this room that would question the existence of Julius Caesar because of the historical record. I think what the doctor is referring to here when he talks about the overwhelming evidence of the history of Christ is a point something along these lines. I’m going to give an example, and the examples I’m going to give you are not anomalies; this is pretty much representative of historians and historical figures that we are aware of in surviving text. If a text is an ancient document and it still exists, it’s called extant-extant documents. 
We’re going to take a look at Aristotle. Does anybody doubt that Aristotle existed or Plato or Socrates? No. Not at all. Aristotle lived; he wasn’t a philosopher. He lived in 450 B.C. to 385 B.C. He writes his philosophy. He talks about the Uncaused Cause, the reasons why he believed in a Supreme Being. The oldest document we have from Aristotle is from 900 A.D. Even though he wrote in 400 B.C., the oldest document that’s surviving-that’s extant-is 900 A.D. So there is a gap of 1,200 years from when he wrote to the oldest surviving manuscript, and we have ten copies of those manuscripts. 

Let’s go on to the next one, Sophocles. He is a playwright. He’s a poet. He is very influential in Greek culture. He writes again in the 400s. His oldest surviving manuscript is 1100 or 1000. That is a gap of 1400 years from the time he wrote to the oldest surviving copy. We have 100 copies.

One more: This is the father of modern history-Herodotus. Herodotus is the first guy to record history the way that he did [using] research. He tried to present it in an unbiased manor. He investigated facts and organized them. Herodotus writes again in the 400s. He’s a friend of Sophocles. The oldest manuscript we have is from 900 A.D. There is a 1,300 year gap, and there are 8 copies. Nobody questions whether or not these men exist. These men are historical figures. We learn much about history from Herodotus. We understand much about the Greek culture from him. We don’t question his histories, his accounts, his existence. It’s not something we can prove in a scientific lab, but that is not how the burden of proof works in historical records. 

Now let’s look at the Gospel. Let’s look at the New Testament. The Bible-the Book of James-is written from 45 all the way till some say 90. Some say 70 for Revelation. We’re not going to get into that debate this morning; however, that’s when the New Testament was written. The first copies of the New Testament-the oldest surviving copies-are from 120 A.D. They are fragments of the Book of John. By 200 A.D. we have complete new testaments, copies of new testaments. Instead of a gap of 1200 years, 1400 years, now we’re only talking about a gap of five decades, and we have 25,000 manuscripts. Compare that to Sophocles; compare that to Aristotle; compare it to Julius Caesar or some of these others. You can bring in any number of things-25,000 manuscripts. That’s what the doctor means when he says the evidence is overwhelming. 
Now let’s address this eyewitness argument. I’ve heard it said and discussed that the Bible was written in the second century, the third century. It’s not written by eyewitnesses. That is udder nonsense. The Bible as we know it was written-the Gospels in particular-Matthew, who was an Apostle; Mark, who was a scribe for Peter… I don’t know if you knew that or not, but Peter is the one who was the source material for the Gospel of Mark. Mark is the first Gospel that was written; Matthew, eyewitness Luke, an associate of the Apostle Paul; John, of course, is an Apostle eyewitness of the life of Christ, the sufferings of Christ. Jude is the half-brother of Jesus. James is the half-brother of Jesus. These people write from 45 to 90. The Book of Acts is a good example. The Book of Acts, scholars believe, is written in 61 A.D., so we’re talking less than 30 years after Christ was crucified. If Acts was written later than that-and it’s a history of the early church-the persecutions, the sufferings, it tells us about Peter; it tells us about Paul and what happened after Christ ascended to Heaven; then there are some key dates that are missing. Why would Luke not write about the death of Peter and Paul? He wrote about the other persecutions and martyrdoms. He didn’t write about Peter’s and Paul’s death. He didn’t write about the great persecution of the church under Nero in 65 A.D., the burning of Rome. He didn’t write about the great Jewish wars in 66, when the Jews began to rebel against Rome. He didn’t write about the fall of Jerusalem in 70 A.D.; the temple was destroyed. The sacrificial system seizes to exist. This is a huge date in the history of Jerusalem and in the church. So much of what happens in the Book of Acts happens around Jerusalem. The life of the church centers at Jerusalem. Why would that not have been recorded in the Book of Acts if the Book of Acts was written at a later time? The Book of Acts was written in 61. Luke was written before that. The other Gospels were written before that. Paul was written in the 50s. In fact, the Book of Galatians was written in 49, so it is a total misnomer to say that these Books were written not by eyewitnesses but by men who didn’t even know Jesus. That is not supported by the facts. 

There are also men called the Apostolic fathers or the early church fathers. I’m going to talk about a few of them. The first one I want to talk about is Ignatius. You may or may not have heard of these men, but they’re very important in the history of our church. If you were to take citations from the early church fathers, you could assemble the entire New Testament just from their quotes. There are 32,000 citations of the New Testament by the early church fathers. We could literally reassemble the New Testament from their quotes. Ignatius is important because he was born in the lifetime of Jesus. In fact, legend has it-and we can’t say this is true necessarily-but legend is he is the young man who Jesus brought out as a little boy and said, “Unless you have the faith of a child…” and used him as an example. He grew up to be Ignatius the Bishop of Antioch.  Ignatius knew the Apostles firsthand. He was actually mentored by the Apostles, so he would have known Peter. He would have known these men of God, these Apostles and Disciples of Christ. 
There are two more I want you to know about: Papius and Polycarp. These two are friends, but more importantly they are actually friends of the Apostle John. These men were born late in the first century. John of course is the youngest Apostle, and he lives by far the longest. He’s the only one who was not martyred. He died in exile on Patmos where he writes Revelation, so he lived to be an old man. These men were mentored by him; they knew him. They listened to his teaching directly. So these men wrote in the first century, and they quote also the teachings of the New Testament. We know when these men were born; we know when they wrote in the first century and early in the second century, so to say the Books are written by people who are not connected to eyewitnesses or not written by eyewitnesses is a phallic that is not supported by the historical record.  

Now I want to go to the “Da Vinci Code.” I want to talk about some of the things that are brought up in that book, and I think we need to address it because so many people read that book. I was amazed because it went to the top of the best-selling list and stayed there. As a pastor, people would come up to me and go, “Hey, what do you think about the ‘Da Vinci Code’? Have you read that? Do you know that the ‘Da Vinci Code’ says this side of the Bible came to be…” and so on and so forth. It was like, “Wow!” I went and got the book, and it said in the beginning that this was based upon historical fact. It was a fictional story, but it was based on historical fact. Then of course the movie came out, and people flocked to see the movie. They really got a skewed vision of Christianity. The sad thing is so many of them believed what they read in the book or saw in the movie. Then of course there were specials and articles written in various magazines that have attacked the credibility of the New Testament and said things that were simply outright false. They’re not subjective opinion. They are writing revisionist history. This particular quote that we’re going to see is from a character named Leigh Teabing, Professor X, Gandalf the Grey. If you’re watching other movies, he is supposed to be an expert in the field of linguistics and in the early church history. They are on this quest for the Holy Grail, so Tom Hank’s character comes to him, Robert Langdon, and his friend Sophie, and they’re trying to get information. Understand this character, Leigh Teabing, is the kind of guy who thinks that if you were to ask him, “Did we land on the moon?” he’s probably going to tell you, “No, that was a hoax.” His character is that kind of a skeptic. He’s very much a conspiracy theorist. 
Let’s watch this film. It’s going to start off with him saying the Bible did not arrive as facsimile from Heaven. That's what he’s going to start out saying, so let’s watch these quotes from the movie, “The Da Vinci Code.” (To listen along, go to http://faithcommunitychurch.net/faith_media and fast forward to 18:56.) My first response is “Ahh!” Frustrated! And then my second response is talking about what we just heard. I want to address the main question about the New Testament came to be, but before I do that, I want to talk about some inaccuracies in the quotes that were given. 

Constantine is one of those figures that is extremely controversial to this day. He was off to fight a battle against another arrival emperor to unify Rome. He receives a vision from Heaven, and it has the “Chi” and the “Ro,” the first two Greek letters for Christ. It says in this name conquer. So he puts those symbols on his shield, and they win. They all put that on their shield, and they win the conquest; so really what Constantine does is he has great reverence and respect for the Christian God. We can’t say he was fully a Christian. That’s true because he also worshipped the sun god during his lifetime, so he definitely practiced Paganism as well. It is true that he was baptized on his death bed. It’s a little bit up in the air as to the faith of Constantine, but to say that the Christians began a holy war against the Pagans is outrageous. If you studied Roman history, and you studied the emperors, you’d know that the early 300s was the greatest persecution in the history of the church. There was an emperor by the name of Diocletian. Diocletian persecuted the Christians. It’s unbelievable the atrocities that he committed. He had Christians killed who would not sacrifice to the Pagan gods. So if you would sacrifice to the Pagan gods and burned incense and stayed allegiant to them, you could live; but if you would not renounce them, you would be killed. Churches were burned down; buildings were burned down of all the Christians. The historical documents, the scrolls and so forth, were burned up. Many Christians ran for their lives with historical documents to other countries to flea not only their lives but to protect these scrolls. We have no idea all of the material we lost in this persecution. We just know it was great. Christians by the thousands lost their lives. They had no power. They were not allowed to hold public office. They were not allowed to be in any position of authority in the defense of the police system. They had no power, so how in the world would they stage a revote against the Pagans? That doesn’t make any sense at all. They were a persecuted group. Then in 311, there is the Edict of Tolerance. Then in 312, the Edict of Milan was passed-which meant they were going to extend peace to Christians. They were not going to persecute you for being a Christian anymore. Rome does not actually say, “Christianity is the official religion of everybody” until the year 380 with Emperor Theodosius. What he said about Constantine requiring everybody to be a Christian, that did not happen until decades later under a different emperor. 
Let’s get back to the question of how the New Testament came to be. He says, “The Bible is the product of one man, Constantine;” so in essence he made it sound like Constantine created or somehow manufactured the Bible that we have. That is an outright law and fallacy. The New Testament came to be as a result of… I’m not talking about the writing of the New Testament; I’m talking about the assembling of the New Testament. We know that the Holy Spirit moved upon these men to write the Bible, but how did they come together as a canon? The canon of the New Testament-not a canon that goes “Boom!” but the canon stands for the “standard” or the “rule.” What was the standard or the rule? How did they come to be? How was it formed? Have you ever wondered that question? Have you ever thought maybe like he said, “Did it come from facsimile from Heaven?” or “Did FedEx arrive one day in Jerusalem and say, ‘Here’s the Bible. It’s from Heaven. It’s a delivery from God. Here it is!’” How did it come to be? How was it assembled? There was a man by the name of Mercian the Heretic, and he lived in the middle of the second century. He had amassed quite a following, but he was a dangerous man. He believed that the God of the Old Testament was not the god of the New Testament. The God of the Old Testament was a lesser god, Jehovah, who created the world with evil in it. That was wrong; that was a mistake. The supreme God, the Father of Jesus, decides He’s going to fix it. He’s the God of love and grace. He’s the God of forgiveness, and He sends His Son to the world as a Savior. Jesus does not come through Mary. Jesus is not born in Bethlehem. Jesus arrives in the world as a full-grown God-man. He takes the Bible and He removes the entire Old Testament. He removes Matthew, Mark and John. He removes all the epistles except some of the epistles from Paul. Even in the Books He keeps, which are Luke and some of the writings of Paul, He takes out any references to the Jewish God because the Jewish God is evil. Jehovah is evil, and he believes the God of the New Testament is good and is the one true and supreme god. He starts to just decimate the Bible, and he gets a following. If he had just been a nut job that nobody thought about or worried about, who cares? But he is gaining in prominence, and the church says, “Uh-oh. We have to do something about this.” 

What’s more, there are some Gnostic writers. Gnosticism was a belief system that taught we were saved by our knowledge. We’re saved by knowledge. There are keepers of the knowledge, and you have to acquire this knowledge. Gnostics began to write Gospels as well: Gospels of Thomas, Gospels of Peter. They weren’t Peter’s. It wasn’t Thomas. It wasn’t Mary Magdalene. It wasn’t Judas.  They’re what we call pseudopigrapha, a false name. They put their names in the document. Do you notice that Matthew, Mark, Luke and John do not have the names of the authors anywhere in the letter, anywhere in the Gospel? Did you notice that? I know it’s in big letters at the start of the Book, but Luke did not start his book by saying “LUKE” in big letters.
The person who printed your Bible put Luke there. The reason Luke doesn’t say it’s Luke and John doesn’t say it’s written by John is because those Books were written in the first century. They immediately began to be circulated in the church. The church knows that Luke wrote it. The church knows that Matthew wrote the Books. These are first-century Christians. That is a proof of their authenticity. They don’t even need to put their names. The churches understand who wrote those Gospels. So they began to be circulated early on. The church in the first century w read from the Old Testament; they read some from the Prophets; some from the law; some from the poetic Books like the Psalms or the Proverbs; they’d read some from Paul’s letters, and they’d read one of the Gospels. That would be typical in a worship service. They’d sing, and the bishop would give a sermon. They’d pray together; they’d have communion; all this baptism-all the things we do today.  They’d read from those scrolls. They’d read from Paul; they’d read from the Gospels, so they were circulated in the church. 

Well, when Mercian comes along and the Gnostics come along, the church goes, “Oh, wait a second. We’re under attack! We have to do something to prevent this from happening! We are going to assemble our book! We’re going to gather our books together” in what is called the “canon.” 

By 170 A.D., something called the Muratorian Fragment was found. That is the first listing that we have, so contrary to what he said about 325, in 170 A.D., we have a list which contains all… Hebrews is not on the list; Revelation is not on the list; 2 Peter is not on the list; 2 John and 3 John are not on the list. The other Books are there on the list. It is true that some of these other Books took a while before they gained recognition as part of the official canon. In fact, in 367 A.D., a man by the name of Athanasius published the first 27 Books and officially said, “This is the New Testament.” However, almost 200 years before that, the list already existed- this Muratorian canon-the first listing of the New Testament Books. The criterion of the church was number one. 

What qualified to be in this Book? Number one, Apostolicity or Apostolic authority. Is this written by an Apostle or is it written by a close associate of an Apostle? We’ve talked about all of those authors already in the message this morning, so you know they were either eyewitnesses, Apostles or close associates of Apostles. That was the number one test to be accepted into the Old Testament. “Were you written by…? Do you have Apostolic authority?” 

Number two, are they inspirational? In other words, we read from 2 Timothy 3:16 (page 1179), and it said, “The Word of God teaches us. It rebukes us. It corrects us. It trains us in righteousness.” When you read the Word of God, you’re convicted. When you read the Word of God, you’re instructed. When you read the Word of God, you’re inspired.” 

If you want to read some of the Gnostic Gospels, some of the things that were written in the second and third centuries that did not make it in the canon, go ahead; but get ready for a snoozer. You better read them in bed because they are extremely boring. They don’t make a lot of sense. They are a bunch of sayings that are not connected-that are strung together, and the sayings don’t even make sense. 

You know how you read the Words of Christ, and you go, “Oh, wow! That’s deep! Wow, that’s significant! That has meaning!” When you read the things that are attributed to Christ in the Gnostic Gospels, you go, “Huh? That doesn’t even make sense. What does that have to do with…?” Jesus said that? I’m embarrassed for Him then because that… Now there is no historical narrative. There is no context. We see in the Gospels Him moving from place to place. We see historical figures, historical places, geographic locations that we can go to. These Gnostic Gospels are just these sayings that are strung together with no context, no continuity, and they don’t make a whole lot of sense. 

So the church obviously rejects them. They didn’t have apostolic authority; they weren’t inspirational, and they weren’t part of antiquity. They had not been circulated in the church since its inception, so these books are circulated. Creeds are circulated. We’re going to look at creeds a little bit more next week-some of the creeds like in 1 Corinthians 15, Philippians 2 and other places-some of the creeds of the early church which go back really to the mid-30s, all the way to the beginning of the church. 

Next week we’re going to hear some more from Leigh Teabing and the Da Vinci Code, and we’re going to talk about the scandal of Jesus. As we come into Good Friday and Easter (next weekend is Palm Sunday), we’ll talk about the scandal of Jesus. For the church to tease that He was God was an absolute scandal and still is today for many. It’s a scandalous thing to say. If you are a follower of Islam-if you are an orthodox Jew-to say that Christ was God is a scandalous thing. When Jesus makes those proclamations, stones are thrown at Him; robes are torn, so we’re going to be looking at the scandal of Jesus next week as we continue on in our series. 
I hope today you haven’t been bored. I hope today maybe you’ve been challenged to learn some more. If anything if somebody comes and challenges you-you’re reading an article, some magazine or something comes on the television and somebody makes these erroneous claims which contradict objective history, no one questions the persecutions of Christians in the early 300s. That’s audacious to say things like that. 

[I hope that] you can have a confidence in the credibility and the authenticity of your Bible. I may never give a message like this for another decade; I don’t know, but really as I stop to think about it, I don’t know if I’ve ever given a message like this in the history of our church. As I’ve talked to various ones, they’ve sat in a church many times for years and years and have never heard a message on how the Bible came to be. It’s never addressed, so I thought let’s do that. Let’s talk about it so we can have an understanding of the historicity, of the authenticity and the credibility of our Bibles. I hope that it’s been helpful for you for that end. 

Let’s stand together as we close in prayer:

Father, we come before You today with just a thankfulness and a confidence for those who sacrificed to get this Word to us today. Those Christians survived fires and persecutions. Some of them even gave up their lives so that we could have the Word of God. Many of them ran for their lives and left their homes, so we could have this book. Might we not take it for granted; might we not just keep it on our shelves but help us recognize it is the Word of God. It is a historical record of your visitation to this planet. If we read the words that are contained within, we hear the Words of God. We are inspired; we are changed; and we are the recipients of eternal life; so, Lord, help us to have a greater appreciation and understanding for this Bible that we have-that we would cherish it and treasure it. In Jesus’ name we pray, Amen.  
