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Abstract
This essay argues that a thoughtful person has good reason to trust the Bible, and it builds that case in the order a careful skeptic would want to test it. It begins with claims open to public evidence and moves toward the theological claim that rests on them. First, the manuscript record suggests that the text we read today preserves what the biblical authors wrote with remarkable fidelity; once their character is understood, the large number of textual variants rarely affects meaning and touches no central doctrine. Second, historical and archaeological evidence suggests that the biblical writers, especially the authors of the Gospels and Acts, carefully reported people, places, and events. Third, the canon appears to have formed through recognition by early churches rather than a late imposition of authority. Fourth, if these first three lines hold, the claim that Scripture is "God-breathed" (2 Tim 3:16) becomes a reasonable conclusion rather than an assumption. The essay draws on William D. Mounce's Why I Trust the Bible and on peer-reviewed scholarship, and it closes by inviting readers to test the Gospels for themselves.

Introduction: What Would It Mean to Trust the Bible?
Many people today assume that trusting the Bible requires setting evidence aside. People often ask, "Why should I trust the Bible?" as though no good answer were possible. Yet the question is a fair one, and it deserves a careful answer rather than a slogan.
We trust a wide variety of sources of information every day. We trust a history textbook, a news report, or a friend's account of an event when we have reasons to think the source is in a position to know and is telling us what happened. This kind of trust is not blind. It responds to evidence and can be lost when the evidence turns against it.
Philosophers have distinguished between what truth is and how we test for it. On the correspondence view, a statement is true when it matches the way things are: the claim that Jerusalem had a pool called Siloam is true if there was such a pool.¹ Correspondence tells us what we are looking for. To find it, we usually rely on coherence, the test of whether a body of claims fits together with itself and with everything else we know.² A historical source earns trust when its claims can be checked against independent evidence, and when the picture it gives hangs together.
That is the approach this essay takes. It asks four questions, in an order a careful skeptic might choose:
1. Transmission. Do we have what the biblical authors wrote?
2. Accuracy. Were those authors reliable reporters of what they described?
3. Canon. Why these books and not others?
4. Inspiration. Is there reason to think the Bible is more than a reliable human book?
The first three questions can be examined with the ordinary tools of history. The fourth is theological, but it is not independent of the first three. If the Bible's text is well preserved, its writers trustworthy, and its contents recognized on principled grounds, then its own claim to be the word of God deserves a serious hearing.
1. Transmission: Do We Have What Was Written?
No original manuscript survives for any book of the Bible. The same is true of Plato, Caesar, and Tacitus. For every ancient author, the question is not whether we have the originals but how well the surviving copies let us recover them. On that question, the Bible stands in an unusually strong position.
The New Testament
The Institute for New Testament Textual Research in Münster catalogs roughly 5,800 Greek manuscripts of the New Testament, though its staff caution that the count is complex, since some entries are fragments and some numbers have been merged or retired.³ To these we can add thousands of early translations into Latin, Syriac, and Coptic, and an enormous body of quotations in early Christian writers.⁴ No other ancient text comes close to this volume of evidence.
The copies are also early. The John Rylands fragment (P52), containing part of John 18, has often been dated to the first half of the second century. Brent Nongbri has argued that the handwriting allows a wider range, possibly into the third century, and that caution is fair.⁵ Even so, papyri such as P66 and P75, usually dated around AD 200, preserve large portions of John and Luke. Gordon Fee's detailed study of P66 shows how closely scholars can trace a scribe's habits and corrections.⁶ Lonnie Bell's study of the earliest manuscripts of John challenges the common claim that copying in the second and third centuries was markedly freer and less careful than in later centuries.⁷
What About All Those Variants?
Critics sometimes note that the manuscripts contain hundreds of thousands of differences. That figure is real, but it needs context. It is large because the number of manuscripts is large; every copy adds its own spelling slips. Most variants are differences in spelling, word order (which rarely changes meaning in Greek), or the presence of an article. Daniel Wallace estimates that only a small fraction, on the order of one percent, are both meaningful and plausibly original.⁸
The two longest disputed passages, the longer ending of Mark (16:9–20) and the account of the woman caught in adultery (John 7:53–8:11), are flagged in nearly every modern English Bible. The reader is told where the evidence is uncertain. Even Bart Ehrman, a prominent critic of the traditional view, has acknowledged that essential Christian beliefs are not affected by the textual variants.⁹ G. D. Kilpatrick, after weighing the evidence, concluded that the New Testament has come down to us substantially sound.¹⁰ William Mounce, who served as New Testament chair for the English Standard Version, makes the same case for a general reader in Why I Trust the Bible.¹¹
The Old Testament
Before 1947, the oldest complete Hebrew manuscript of the Old Testament, the Leningrad Codex, dated to about AD 1008. The Dead Sea Scrolls pushed the evidence back roughly a thousand years. The Great Isaiah Scroll (1QIsaᵃ), copied around the second century BC, agrees closely with the later Masoretic text, with most differences in spelling and minor wording.¹² The scrolls also show that some books, such as Jeremiah, circulated in more than one edition. That finding does not undermine the text; it shows us how the text was handled and lets scholars compare the evidence openly.
The point is modest but important. Textual criticism is not a reason to doubt the Bible. It is the discipline that lets us say, with good reason, that the text we read is very close to what the authors wrote.
2. Accuracy: Were the Writers Reliable?
A well-preserved text could still be a well-preserved fiction. The next question is whether the biblical writers told the truth about what they reported. Here the correspondence test does real work: where their claims touch people, places, and customs we can check independently, how do they fare?
The Gospels and Acts Fit Their World
Luke presents himself as a careful investigator who consulted eyewitnesses (Luke 1:1–4). His details can often be tested. Acts uses the correct local titles for officials, such as the "politarchs" of Thessalonica (Acts 17:6), and places Gallio as proconsul of Achaia (Acts 18:12) in a period confirmed by an inscription from Delphi. Colin Hemer catalogued scores of such details and found Luke consistently accurate.¹³
Archaeology has also confirmed sites named in the Gospel of John. The Pool of Bethesda, with its porticoes (John 5:2), and the Pool of Siloam (John 9:7) have both been excavated in Jerusalem. An inscription bearing Pontius Pilate's name was found at Caesarea in 1961, and an ossuary inscribed with the name of Caiaphas was discovered in 1990.¹⁴ None of these finds proves a miracle. They do show that the writers knew the world they described.
Peter J. Williams points to a subtler kind of evidence. The personal names in the Gospels match the frequencies of names among Palestinian Jews of the period, as recorded in other ancient sources. Simon and Joseph are the most common in both. A writer far from the events would have had difficulty producing that pattern.¹⁵ Richard Bauckham builds on the same data to argue that the Gospels rest on the testimony of named eyewitnesses.¹⁶
What Kind of Writing Are the Gospels?
Richard Burridge has shown that the Gospels share the features of ancient Greco-Roman biography (bios).¹⁷ Ancient biographers aimed to portray a real person truthfully, though they arranged material by theme, condensed speeches, and selected episodes to make a point. Reading the Gospels by their own conventions removes many apparent problems that arise from expecting a modern transcript.
The timing matters as well. Paul passes on a summary of the gospel in 1 Corinthians 15:3–7 that he says he "received" earlier, and most scholars date that letter to the mid-50s AD. The core claims about Jesus' death, burial, and appearances were circulating while many witnesses were still alive, and Paul invites his readers to ask them (1 Cor 15:6).
What About Contradictions?
The Gospels do differ in wording, order, and detail. That is what we should expect from independent accounts. Testimony that agreed word for word would suggest collusion rather than independence. Michael Licona has shown that many of these differences match compositional techniques taught in ancient rhetoric, such as compressing two events into one or shifting a saying to a new setting.¹⁸ Mounce works through the frequently cited examples and argues that most dissolve once the writer's purpose is considered.¹⁹ A careful reader will not claim every difficulty is solved. It is fair to say that the differences are the kind found in reliable ancient history.
The Old Testament
The evidence for the Old Testament is more uneven, as one would expect from texts reaching back much further. Still, finds such as the Tel Dan inscription (ninth century BC), which refers to the "house of David," anchor biblical figures in the historical record. K. A. Kitchen surveys the evidence period by period and argues that the Old Testament's portrayal of its world is consistently plausible where it can be tested.²⁰
3. Canon: Why These Books?
A common claim holds that powerful church leaders chose the books of the Bible centuries later and suppressed the rest. The historical evidence suggests a different picture: the churches recognized an authority they believed was already present in certain writings.
The Greek word κανών (kanōn, Strong's G2583) meant a measuring rod or rule. The canonical books were treated as the measure, not as the thing being measured. Bruce Metzger's history of the New Testament canon traces this process in detail.²¹
How the Books Were Recognized
Three tests appear again and again in early Christian discussion:
1. Apostolic connection. A book needed to come from an apostle or a close associate (Mark with Peter, Luke with Paul) and to belong to the apostolic era. The Muratorian Fragment, usually dated to the late second century, rejects The Shepherd of Hermas for public reading because it was written "very recently, in our times."²²
2. Consistency with earlier revelation. New writings had to agree with the Old Testament and with the apostolic teaching already received. Serapion, bishop of Antioch, first allowed the Gospel of Peter and later rejected it when he found it implied that Christ only appeared to suffer.²³
3. Wide and early use. Books read in worship across distant churches carried weight, because that convergence pointed to early, shared recognition rather than local preference.
John Peckham argues that these criteria are best understood as ways of recognizing what God had already commissioned, rather than as the community's grant of authority.²⁴ Michael Kruger adds that the books bear marks of divine qualities, apostolic origin, and broad reception together, and that these three lines of evidence support one another.²⁵
The Timeline
By the late second century, the four Gospels, Acts, and the letters of Paul were widely received. Clement of Alexandria, writing around AD 198, accepted only the four Gospels we have.²⁶ Athanasius's Festal Letter of AD 367 is the first surviving list that matches our 27 New Testament books exactly, but it records a settled practice more than it creates one. Councils at Hippo (393) and Carthage (397) affirmed what the churches were already reading.
It is fair to concede the edges. Hebrews, James, 2 Peter, 2 and 3 John, Jude, and Revelation were questioned for a time, and Protestants and Catholics still differ on certain Old Testament books. Disagreement at the margins, however, did not touch the core.
What About the "Lost Gospels"?
Writings such as the Gospel of Thomas are usually dated to the second century or later, well after the apostolic generation. Thomas is a collection of sayings without a narrative of Jesus' life, death, or resurrection, and several of its sayings reflect later Gnostic ideas. These books were not suppressed so much as passed over, because they failed the same tests that the canonical books met.
For the Old Testament, Jesus refers to "the Law of Moses and the Prophets and the Psalms" (Luke 24:44), the threefold Jewish division of Scripture. The first-century Jewish historian Josephus also describes a fixed and closed collection of sacred books.²⁷
4. Inspiration: More Than a Reliable Book?
The first three sections argue that the Bible is a well-preserved, historically careful, and principled collection. Many readers who accept all of that still ask whether it is anything more. The Bible claims that it is.
What the Bible Claims
Paul writes that "all Scripture is God-breathed" (2 Tim 3:16). The Greek word is θεόπνευστος (theopneustos, Strong's G2315), which appears nowhere else in the New Testament. B. B. Warfield argued that it means "breathed out by God": Scripture is the product of God's breath, not a human writing God later breathed into.²⁸ Peter adds that the prophets spoke as they were "carried along" by the Holy Spirit (2 Pet 1:21). The verb φέρω (pherō, Strong's G5342) is the same one Luke uses for a ship driven by the wind (Acts 27:15, 17). The writers moved and worked, but toward a destination another had set.
What Inspiration Does and Does Not Mean
Inspiration is often misunderstood as dictation, as though the authors were passive secretaries. The Bible itself suggests otherwise. Its books show distinct vocabularies and styles. Luke researched his sources (Luke 1:1–4). Paul asked Timothy to bring his cloak and books (2 Tim 4:13). The Chicago Statement on Biblical Inerrancy (1978), Article VIII, explicitly denies that God overrode the writers' personalities.²⁹
The historic view is better described as concursive: God and the human author both act fully in producing one text. Warfield used this language, and Herman Bavinck spoke of "organic" inspiration, in which God worked through the authors' minds, histories, and circumstances.³⁰ William Lane Craig suggests one way this could work: God, knowing what Paul would freely write in any set of circumstances, brought about the circumstances in which Paul freely wrote what God intended. The result is a text that is fully Paul's and fully God's word.³¹
This view also explains features critics sometimes treat as problems. Varied genres, personal details, and differing emphases among the Gospels are what one would expect if God spoke through real people rather than around them.
Why Believe It?
The claim of inspiration is not established by the Bible's saying so. It becomes reasonable through a chain of evidence:
1. The Gospels are reliable sources for the life of Jesus (sections 1 and 2).
2. Those sources report that Jesus claimed divine authority and that God vindicated him by raising him from the dead. The historical case for the resurrection is beyond this essay, but it has been made at length by scholars such as William Lane Craig.³²
3. Jesus treated the Old Testament as the speech of God. He introduced Psalm 110 as David speaking "in the Holy Spirit" (Mark 12:36), attributed the narrator's words in Genesis 2:24 to the Creator (Matt 19:4–5), and said that "Scripture cannot be broken" (John 10:35).
4. Jesus commissioned his apostles to bear witness and promised that the Spirit would guide them into truth (John 14:26; 16:13).
If Jesus is who the evidence suggests he is, his view of Scripture carries more weight than ours. On this approach, trust in the Bible's inspiration rests on trust in Jesus, and trust in Jesus rests on evidence anyone can examine.
Conclusion: Test It for Yourself
The case presented here is cumulative. No single argument settles the question, but the lines of evidence point the same way. The text has been preserved with remarkable care. Its writers show the marks of people who knew their world and reported it truthfully. Its books were recognized on principled grounds by churches spread across the Roman world. And the one figure at its center, whose life is well attested, treated Scripture as the word of God.
Trust of this kind is not a leap away from evidence. It is a reasonable response to it. The best next step is not to take anyone's word for it, including the word of this essay. Read one of the Gospels from beginning to end. Mark can be read in an afternoon. Ask whether it reads like legend or like testimony, and whether the person it describes is someone you can set aside.
For further reading: William D. Mounce, Why I Trust the Bible (Zondervan, 2021), written for a general reader, covers each of these questions in more depth.
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