Session 2

EYEWIT NESS
EVIDENCE
But all I had ever really given the evidence was a cursory look. I had read
just enough philosophy and history to find support for my skepticism — a fact
here, a scientific theory there, a pithy quote, a clever argument. . . Setting
aside my self-interest and prejudices as best I could, I read books, interviewed experts, asked questions, analyzed history, explored archaeology,
studied ancient literature, and for the first time in my life picked apart the
Bible verse by verse.
Lee Strobel, The Case for Christ

READTHIS!
If possible, read the following content in preparation for your group meeting.
Otherwise, read it as follow-up.
The Case for Christ, chapter 1: The Eyewitness Evidence
The Case for Christ, chapter 2: Testing the Eyewitness Evidence
The Case for Christ, chapter 3: The Documentary Evidence
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WATCHTHIS!
DVD Teaching Segment #1
For every DVD clip, space is provided to take notes on anything that stands out
to you.

DISCUSSTHIS!
1. What’s your assessment of the Bible? Is it mostly accurate, partly accurate, or mostly inaccurate? Give reasons for your response.

“All Bibles are
man-made.”
Thomas Edison
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Eyewitness Evidence

Think About This!
“If we can have confidence that the Gospels were written by the disciples Matthew and John, by Mark, the companion of the disciple Peter, and by Luke, the
historian, companion of Paul, and a first-century journalist, we can be assured
that the events they record are based on either direct or indirect eyewitness
testimony.”
Lee Strobel

“Few intelligent Christians can still hold to the idea that the Bible is an infallible book, that it contains no linguistic errors, no historical discrepancies, no
antiquated scientific assumptions, not even bad ethical standards. Historical investigation and literary criticism have taken the magic out of the Bible and have
made it a composite human book, written by many hands in different ages. The
existence of thousands of variations of texts makes it impossible to hold the doctrine of a book verbally infallible.”
Elmer Homrighausen, former dean of Princeton Theological Seminary

2. Do you think it’s really possible to be an intelligent, critically thinking
person and believe that the four gospels were written within a generation
of Jesus by the actual people whose names have been attached to them?
Why or why not?

3. Do you agree that the Bible is a set of ancient historical documents to
which historians can apply the same criteria for determining whether or
not any historical record is accurate? Elaborate.
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Think About This!
“But what eyewitness accounts do we possess? Do we have the testimony of
anyone who personally interacted with Jesus, who listened to his teachings, who
saw his miracles, who witnessed his death, and who perhaps even encountered
him after his alleged resurrection? Do we have any records from first-century
‘ journalists’ who interviewed eyewitnesses, asked tough questions, and faithfully
recorded what they scrupulously determined to be true? Equally important, how
well would these accounts withstand the scrutiny of skeptics?”
Lee Strobel

“We have actually very early attestation of the authorship of the Gospels. The
early church father Papias, for example, as recorded by the church historian
Eusebius, identifies Mark’s gospel as essentially the eyewitness account of Peter.
Papias was a disciple of the apostle John, so we are only one generation removed
from Jesus himself. Now that is a pretty close testimony and strongly suggesting
that the Gospels are based on eyewitness accounts.”
New Testament scholar Mark Strauss

“It has become evident to scholars of the first century that the Gospels were actually attempts to write biographies of Jesus. They are very clearly attempts by
eyewitnesses to describe exactly what Jesus said and did, and the consensus of
New Testament scholarship has moved in that direction.”
Theologian and apologist J. P. Moreland

4. Do you believe the author Luke intended to record the truth concerning
Jesus? What about the other first-century writers of the New Testament?
What motives might cause these writers to distort the historical record?
Explain your opinion.
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Think About This!
“Luke’s gospel begins with a prologue; it is actually one of the finest Greek sections in the whole New Testament. Luke was clearly a literary artist, but in that
prologue he points out that he has carefully investigated the material that he
presents in the Gospels, that he has checked with eyewitness accounts, those
who were actually present. If you read that prologue, you see that this is the work
of a historian. This was someone who has done his research.”
Mark Strauss

5. Read the introduction to the gospel of Luke, below. Would you agree or
disagree that this appears to be the work of a biographer who has done
his research? Elaborate.
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.
Luke 1:1 – 4

“If God wanted to send us a message,
and ancient writings were the only way
he could think of doing it, he could
have done a better job.”
Dr. Arroway in Carl Sagan’s film Contact
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6. Mark Strauss suggests that the four New Testament Gospels or biographies of Jesus (Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John), all written in the first
century, are our earliest and most reliable records of Jesus. Since they
were written remarkably close to the actual occurrence of the events
themselves, eyewitnesses still living and present would have objected to
any inaccuracies, making the Gospels unlikely to be corrupted by legend and wishful thinking. Do you agree or disagree with Strauss’s logic?
Why?

Think About This!
“Consider the way the Gospels are written — in a sober and responsible fashion,
with accurate incidental details, with obvious care and exactitude. You don’t find
the outlandish flourishes and blatant mythologizing that you see in a lot of other
ancient writings.”
New Testament scholar Craig Blomberg

7. How does the fact that the four Gospels are rooted in eyewitness testimony, and written in a sober fashion with accurate incidental details
that can be confirmed by archaeology, influence your assessment of the
reliability of their records?
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Optional Discussion Questions
• How much of the related chapters in The Case for Christ were you able
to read? Was there anything from these chapters that influenced your
opinion of the authenticity of the biographies of Jesus?
• Short of seeing it with your own eyes, how can you ever really know
for sure that an event actually occurred? How are you able to verify
everyday occurrences without actually observing them?
• What are the pros and cons of “eyewitness testimony”? How trustworthy do you think it can ever really be? How important is it in
determining the facts of any case? What factors might help you weigh
whether any particular eyewitness account is accurate?
• Can the testimony of ancient eyewitnesses be trusted to be historically accurate? Why or why not? To what extent do you think it is
possible to verify the truth of the Bible at this late date?

WATCHTHIS!
DVD Teaching Segment #2

“If one were to take the Bible
seriously, one would go mad.
But to take the Bible seriously,
one must be already mad.”
British writer Aleister Crowley
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DISCUSSTHIS!
8. Put yourself into the ancient world — a world without modern media
and where the standard way of preserving information was through oral
tradition that people memorized. How would you “improve” on the oral
tradition in this ancient world scenario? What types of measures would
you take to ensure that the story you told remained intact and accurately
preserved? How do you think oral history and written history differ? Is
one method necessarily more accurate than the other? Explain.

“In our day of instant media . . . everything has to be on film or tape
recorded. We are more skeptical of oral tradition, but we don’t really
understand the nature of oral tradition. Oral tradition is a community
event. A story is passed down by individuals within that community. . . .
Well, if they get it wrong, you’ve got an entire community that is going
to correct them. So it is self-correcting all the way.”
Mark Strauss
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9. How is your view of the level of accuracy behind the oral tradition influenced by the fact that in the tradition of the Jews — the culture in which
Jesus lived — information was painstakingly and accurately preserved to
the point that young rabbis were often forbidden to comment on a passage of Scripture until they had memorized it perfectly? In what ways
does this approach differ from the game of “telephone” mentioned in the
DVD clip? Elaborate.
“Some scholars say the Gospels
were written so far after the
events that legend developed
and distorted what was finally
written down, turning Jesus
from merely a wise teacher into
the mythological Son of God.”
Lee Strobel

Think About This!
“One of the arguments I’d often heard against believing what the Gospels say is
that they contradict one another. How can two Gospels both be accurate if they
give different accounts of the same event? A surprising discovery is that many
historians consider minor variations to be evidence in favor of the truth of an
account. The idea is that if the writers were lying, they’d make sure to get their
stories straight — and they’d agree in every detail. What seems to be a contradiction is often just the same event viewed from a different perspective.”
Lee Strobel

10. To what extent have you heard or do you believe that the Bible is full of
contradictions? Describe one or two contradictions you know are found
in the Bible. Do you think there are any irreconcilable discrepancies
among the four gospel accounts? Why or why not? How does your answer
impact your view of the accuracy and reliability of the Bible?
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Contradictory Evidence?
The four biographies of Jesus — Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John — don’t always
tell the same story in exactly the same way. Following are two examples and
possible explanations.
Story

Contradiction?

Possible Explanation

Jesus heals a Roman
centurion’s servant
(described in Matthew
8:5 – 13 and Luke 7:1 – 10).

• Matthew says that the
centurion asked Jesus
to heal his servant.
• Lukes says that the
centurion sent others
to ask Jesus to heal the
servant.

Just as we might
say, “The President
announced a new
foreign policy today,”
when actually the
announcement
was written by a
speechwriter and
delivered by the press
secretary, so in New
Testament times
people would say
that an official (like
the centurion) did
something, even though
he did it through others.

Jesus’ genealogies
Different people
(found in Matthew 1:1 – 16 are listed in the two
and Luke 3:23 – 38)
genealogies.

Matthew gives Joseph’s
side of the family tree;
Luke gives Mary’s side
of the family tree.

If you’re interested in studying other apparent contradictions in the New
Testament for yourself, consider either The Encyclopedia of Biblical Difficulties
by Gleason L. Archer or When Critics Ask by Norman Geisler and Thomas
Howe.

“There is enough of a discrepancy to show that there could have been
no previous concert among the [Gospel writers]; and at the same time
such substantial agreement as to show that they all were independent
narrators of the same great transaction.”
Simon Greenleaf, Harvard Law School
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Think About This!
“When I hold a Bible in my hands, essentially I’m holding copies of ancient historical records. The original manuscripts of the biographies of Jesus — Matthew,
Mark, Luke, and John — and all the other books of the Old and New Testaments
have long ago crumbled into dust. So how can I be sure that these modern-day
versions — the end product of countless copying throughout the ages — bear any
resemblance to what the authors originally wrote? When I first found out that
there are no surviving originals of the New Testament, I was really skeptical. I
thought, if all we have are copies of copies of copies, how can I have any confidence that the New Testament we have today bears any resemblance whatsoever to what was originally written?”
Lee Strobel

11. To what extent do you think the information contained in the original
Bible manuscripts has been reliably copied and accurately translated into
our current Bible? How much do you trust that the Bible you read today
is an accurate reflection of the original writings?

Think About This!
“The more often you have copies that agree with each other, especially if they
emerge from different geographical areas, the more you can cross-check them
to figure out what the original document was like. The only way they’d agree
would be where they went back genealogically in a family tree that represents
the descent of the manuscripts. The quantity of New Testament material is almost
embarrassing in comparison with other works of antiquity.”
Bruce Metzger, professor emeritus, Princeton Theological Seminary
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Plato’s writings

Homer’s Iliad

New Testament

“There is no comparison: the manuscript evidence for the New Testament is overwhelming when juxtaposed against other revered writings of antiquity — works
that modern scholars have absolutely no reluctance treating as authentic. The
grand total of Greek manuscripts is at 5,664. In addition to the Greek documents
there are thousands of other ancient New Testament manuscripts in other languages. There are 8,000 to 10,000 Latin Vulgate manuscripts, plus a total of
8,000 in Ethiopic, Slavic, and Armenian. In all, there are about 24,000 manuscripts in existence.”
Lee Strobel

0310282829_case_christ_pg.indd 32

6/2/08 3:21:47 PM

33

Eyewitness Evidence

12. How does the fact that there are virtually 24,000 copies of New Testament manuscripts affect your opinion about whether the texts we have
are accurate?

Think About This!
“Books — or actually, scrolls of papyrus — were relatively rare. Therefore education, learning, worship, teaching in religious communities — all this was done by
word of mouth. Rabbis became famous for having the entire Old Testament committed to memory. So it would have been well within the capability of Jesus’ disciples to have committed much more to memory than appears in all four Gospels
put together — and to have passed it along accurately.”
New Testament scholar Craig Blomberg

“The New Testament, then, has not only survived in more manuscripts than any
other book from antiquity, but it has survived in a purer form than any other great
book — a form that is 99.5 percent pure.”
Norman Geisler and William Nix

“I’ve made a hobby of collecting alleged discrepancies, inaccuracies, and conflicting statements in the Bible. I have a list of about eight hundred of them. A few
years ago I coauthored a book called When Critics Ask, which devotes nearly six
hundred pages to setting the record straight. All I can tell you is that in my experience when critics raise these objections, they invariably violate one of seventeen
principles for interpreting Scripture.”
Norman Geisler, founder, Southern Evangelical Seminary

“It ain’t the parts of the Bible that I can’t understand that bother me; it is the parts
that I do understand.”
Mark Twain
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Optional Discussion Questions
• Given your understanding of the oral tradition, how likely is it that
the information and events recorded in the New Testament have
been reliably preserved between the time they occurred and the time
they were actually written down?
• Scholar J. P. Moreland points out that we have virtually the entire
New Testament preserved in the historical quotations of the church
fathers of the first four centuries, so that even if we had no copies of
the New Testament, we could reconstruct it from just these quotes.
How does this additional fact affect your opinion of the reliability of
the New Testament document we do have today?
• When you compare three or four different newspaper accounts of a
national story, how similar or dissimilar are the details of the story?
How accurate an image of the event do you get? What happens when
three or four different witnesses view the same car accident from
slightly different angles? To what extent would the details of the report differ with each person’s testimony? Explain how and why this
happens.
• If the biblical authors were in collusion to create a false testimony,
why do you think they didn’t plan more carefully and make the incidental details of their accounts more similar? Do you agree with the
supposition that if the Gospels were too consistent, that fact would
invalidate them as independent witnesses? Why or why not?

“In no other case is the interval of time between
the composition of the book and the date of the
earliest manuscripts so short as in that of the
New Testament.”
British classical scholar Sir Frederic Kenyon
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WATCHTHIS!
DVD Wrap-up/Lee’s Perspective

“The last foundation for any
doubt that the Scriptures have
come down to us substantially
as they were written has now
been removed.”
Sir Frederic Kenyon

BETWEENSESSIONS
Personal Reflection
In my former book, Theophilus, I wrote about all that Jesus began to do and
to teach until the day he was taken up to heaven, after giving instructions
through the Holy Spirit to the apostles he had chosen. After his suffering,
he presented himself to them and gave many convincing proofs that he was
alive. He appeared to them over a period of forty days and spoke about the
kingdom of God.
Acts 1:1 – 3

• Read the above introduction to the book of Acts, written by Luke. In it,
he refers to his “former book,” which, like Acts, was also written as a letter.
Does Luke seem to be sincere in his explanation for writing these letters to
Theophilus? What kind of information does Luke report? Does he appear
to believe his account himself? What do you suppose might be his level of
concern for accuracy? Do you believe he intended to be truthful?
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• The second chapter of Luke begins:
In those days Caesar Augustus issued a decree that a census should be
taken of the entire Roman world. (This was the first census that took place
while Quirinius was governor of Syria.) And everyone went to their own
town to register. So Joseph also went up from the town of Nazareth in
Galilee to Judea, to Bethlehem the town of David, because he belonged
to the house and line of David.
Luke 2:1 – 4

Does Luke include any specific details that might be verifiable two thousand years later? If so, which ones? Why do you suppose he includes this
information? Are you surprised to learn that the Bible is full of such verifiable historical details? What do you think it would take for you to believe
that the Bible is a reliable historical document that was handed down
with accuracy? What implications would result if you learned that corroborative evidence exists to support the detailed information that the
Bible contains?
• Consider which questions and doubts about the accuracy of the Bible have
been addressed so far. What questions still remain or have arisen for you?
Are you interested in further pursuing the answers to your questions and
doubts? What additional steps could you take to resolve these issues?
• Be honest with yourself, and consider how your confidence in the Bible
has been affected by this session. Are your heart and mind more or less
open to the possibilities? What would it take to convince you that the
Bible is a trustworthy historical document? And further, what would it
take to convince you that the Bible is a trustworthy spiritual document?
Have you ever considered reading it? Why not start now, beginning with
the book of Luke? Would you at this moment say a short prayer and ask
God to open your heart and mind to the truth about the Bible?
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