Where to start

Unbelievers will not admit or believe the Bible is the inspired, inerrant word of God, just as you don’t believe that the Koran or the Vedas are scripture

It is simpler and more effective to simply try to convince them that the NT books are historically reliable

This can be done by considering:

The internal evidence, i.e., the content of the books

The amount and type of documentary evidence

The agreement with non-Christian sources

Confirmation by archaeology

Internal evidence

The difference between the scientific method and the historical method

Experimental science can be repeated.  History and origin science cannot be repeated

History requires that evidence be judged to discover what probably happened

Judging witnesses

Biased people, like the Christian writers of the NT, can still be objective

The authors of the four gospels were either eyewitnesses of Jesus’ life themselves, or were closely associated with eyewitnesses

The NT writers included embarrassing details about themselves

The Gospel writers included embarrassing details about, and difficult sayings of, Jesus

The NT writers left in the demanding sayings of Jesus

The NT writers carefully distinguished Jesus’ words from their own

The Gospel writers wrote divergent details, demonstrating they didn’t collude

The Resurrection story includes details unlikely to be fabricated

Saying Jesus was buried by and in the tomb of a member of the group who sentenced him to death and who would be particularly motivated to deny it if it were a lie

Uniformly naming as first witnesses women, one of whom they admitted had been demon-possessed

Claiming converts to Christianity from among the priests and Pharisees, an adversarial group who would be particularly motivated to deny such lies

Referencing the “apostles stole the body while we slept” explanation of the Jews and claiming it was widely known

The apostles’ credibility as truth-tellers is greatly strengthened when one recognizes they had little to gain and almost everything to lose in proclaiming Jesus as Lord and Savior.  They:

Abandoned their long held beliefs

Animal sacrifice system

Binding supremacy of the Law of Moses

Strict monotheism

The Sabbath

Belief in a Messiah who conquers when he first comes

Adopted new beliefs

Christ’s once-for-all sacrifice

Freedom from OT ceremonial/dietary law

Belief in three persons in one God

Worship on Sunday

Belief in a suffering servant Messiah

Did not deny their testimony under persecution of threat of death.  This is very significant.  People, e.g., suicide bombers, can and do die for what they hope and believe is true.  People do not die for what they know is a lie.

If the Gospel writers had departed from historical fact (either by exaggeration or outright invention), hostile witnesses familiar with the events of Jesus’ life could have and would have exposed them

Assessing the supernatural content

The mere fact that a document contains miracle accounts does not mean that it is legend.  It must be judged on how well it agrees with other known facts and how reasonable the alternative explanations of those events are

Because of the early emergence of the gospels and the sources behind them, myths and legends did not have sufficient time to develop and be recorded in their accounts

The theory that the Gospels are myth is only plausible if several generations existed over which mythology concerning Jesus could grow

The apostles of Jesus recognized the difference between myth and factual eyewitness, and they solemnly asserted that they were eyewitnesses of historical events

The Gospel stories do not correspond in style or in content with other known mythical writings

“All I am in private life is a literary critic and historian, that’s my job,” said C. S. Lewis. “And I’m prepared to say on that basis if anyone thinks the Gospels are either legends or novels, then that person is simply showing his incompetence as a literary critic. I’ve read a great many novels and I know a fair amount about the legends that grew up among early people, and I know perfectly well the Gospels are not that kind of stuff” (Christian Reflections, p. 209)

The argument for rejecting the Gospels as history are circular

Jesus is not divine because the Gospel text is rejected

The Gospel text is rejected because it is based on myth

The Gospels are myth because they contain miraculous events that speak of Jesus being divine

Documentary evidence

The documents discovered so far

Over 5000 Greek manuscripts (handwritten documents), falling into three categories, one named for the writing material and the other two for the writing style

Papyri

Papyrus is a reed plant that was made into early writing material, documents written on papyrus

Specific NT papyrus documents are designated with P numbers (P1, P2, P3 …)

There are at least 88 papyri, the earliest undisputed one being the John Rylands Fragment (P52), a two-by-three-inch papyrus fragment of the Gospel of John, dating from the first half of the second century, probably 117–38

Since it was found in Egypt, far from Turkey where the Gospel of John was traditionally composed, it indicates that the Gospel was written before the end of the first century
There are also disputed papyri which, if they are part of the NT, date from AD 50

519+ uncials, which used rounded, cursive capital letters (papyri were also written in uncial script)

4760+ miniscules, named for their small, plain, cursive script, which did not develop until medieval times, between the 9th and 15th centuries 
Over 9000 translations into Syriac, Coptic, Arabic, Latin and other languages

Over 36,000 quotations from church fathers of the 2nd to 4th centuries, together containing all but 11 verses of the NT

The dates of these manuscripts

Generally, the older the copy, the closer to the original composition and the fewer copyist errors.  Most ancient books survive in manuscripts that were copied about 1000 years after they were composed (see table)
By contrast, most of the New Testament is preserved in manuscripts less than two hundred years from the original (P45, P46, P47), some books of the New Testament dating from little over one hundred years after their composition (P66), and one fragment (P52) comes within a generation of the first century 
New Testament scholar Bruce Metzger estimated that the Mahabharata, a huge epic poem of Hinduism, is copied with only about 90 percent accuracy and Homer’s Iliad with about 95 percent. By comparison, he estimated the New Testament is about 99.5 percent accurate 
Variation among documents

Some have estimated 200,000 NT textual variations

Most are spelling or punctuation variations which have nothing to do with meaning

How can you tell what is correct? (white board example)

Only about 1 in 3000 are very significant, but none “affect an article of faith or a precept of duty which is not abundantly sustained by other and undoubted passages, or by the whole tenor of Scripture teaching”

You should be aware of some of the more significant:

Mark 16:9-20

John 7:53-8:11

1 John 5:7

Agreement with secular sources, which state that Jesus:

 was from Nazareth

 lived a wise and virtuous life
 was crucified in Palestine under Pontius Pilate during the reign of Tiberius Caesar at Passover time, being considered the Jewish king
was believed by his disciples to have been raised from the dead three days later
was acknowledged by his enemies to have performed unusual feats they called “sorcery”
left a small band of disciples, whose numbers multiplied rapidly, spreading even as far as Rome
left disciples who denied polytheism, lived moral lives, and worshiped Christ as divine 

Archaeological confirmation

Studies have been done by Colin Hemer of Acts 13-28 and Craig Blomberg of the Gospel of John

Hemer lists 84 historical, geographical, and cultural details from Acts that have been confirmed by historical research and archaeology

Blomberg lists 59 details in John’s gospel which illustrate that it is likely to be eyewitness history, rather than legend

Norman Geisler and Frank Turek compiled a list of 30 NT characters confirmed by archaeology or non-Christian sources

The above are just some of the archaeological confirmation of the NT.  The OT also has much confirmation.  One glaring example is the Hittite civilization, which was denied by some scholars as late as 1902 before the Hittite national library was discovered in 1906

