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Cracking the DaVinci Code, Part 4

Can the Bible be Trusted?

June 11th, 2006

Back around ten years ago, Mel Gibson and Julia Roberts starred in a great movie called the Conspiracy Theory.  It was a movie about a taxi driver named Jerry Fletcher who’s got a conspiracy theory for just about everything… from aliens to political assassinations.

· But he doesn’t just keep them in his head… he publishes them in a newsletter… whose subscribers are getting killed one after another.

· Even he can’t believe it… that after all the theories he’s tossed around in his head over the years… one turns out to be real… and so he finds himself being hunted down himself by the man behind the whole cover-up.

· I remember when the movie came out… there was this whole new buzz on all the old conspiracy theories… from NASAs Moon Landing being a hoax to who killed JFK, RFK, Martin Luther King, and John Lennon.

But obviously, the DaVinci Code proves that people still love a good conspiracy theory… from Aliens landing in Area 51 in Roswell, New Mexico… to the governments use of bar codes on grocery products to keep tabs on us… 

· To Jesus’ secret marriage to Mary Magdalene and the church’s attempt to cover up this secret for 2000 years.

· For certain, people like Dan Brown have been coming up with conspiracy theories relating to the Bible for a long time now.  

· In fact, I did a Google search on Time Magazine front covers… and you can’t believe how many cover articles they’ve done spouting all kinds of new theories about Mary, Jesus, Moses, or Abraham. [slide]
· Just about any idea out there that tries to challenge the traditional views of Christianity is given a front cover! 

· So, don’t be surprised to see a cover article entitled, "Bob: The Untold Story of the Missing 13th Disciple."  Don’t laugh… just last month there was all this hype about the Gospel of Judas which claims that Jesus nearly begged Judas to betray him.

For many of its nearly fifty million readers, the DaVinci Code is the ultimate conspiracy theory… because if Dan Brown’s assertions are correct, then we’ve been lied to… by the church, by history, and by the Bible.

· We’re told on page 235, for example, “almost everything our fathers taught us about Christ is false.”
· In fact, Brown reveals his conspiracy through the book’s expert, the British royal historian Sir Leigh Teabing who explains that the Roman Emperor Constantine suppressed all the early church documents about Jesus that didn’t fit his own political agenda.

And so, out of the 80 or more gospels Teabing claims to have existed at the time, Constantine chose only the four we have in our New Testament today… the only four gospels, which clearly made Jesus out to be God.

· All those so-called “other gospels,” which he claims were accepted at the time, “were then outlawed, gathered up, and burned” (DVC, p.234)

· Except that, with the Coptic Scrolls discovered in the 40s and the Dead Sea Scrolls discovered in the 50s we now have copies of what Constantine and 1700 years of church history have tried to cover up. 
· Well… at least that’s Dan Brown’s theory!  But is it true? Is the DaVinci Code right in saying that, in 325AD, Constantine picked which books to include in the NT and which ones to suppress?

Well, first of all, by the end of the first century, all 27 books of our New Testament today had been written and received by the churches… and within a generation of their deaths, every book of the NT had been cited as authoritative by some church father.

· Even Marcion, who’s teachings were considered heretical by the early church, referenced 11 of the 27 New Testament books as being the authentic writings of the apostles… and that was 200 years before Constantine.
· In fact, one of the most famous Gnostic writers, named Valentinus, references a huge portion of NT books… as being the accepted writings of the church.
· So, if the New Testament was already widely in use 200 years before Constantine, how could the emperor have invented or altered it? 

But what about those other 80 so-called “gospels” Constantine was supposed to have destroyed? Well, according the Brown, these documents were discovered in two different archeological finds… 

· The first was the 1947 discovery of the Dead Sea Scrolls… probably the most awesome Biblical archeological discovery in history, where over 850 different scrolls were uncovered including every book of the OT except Esther… 

· Not to mention 19 copies of the Book of Isaiah, 25 copies of Deuteronomy, 30 copies of the Psalms… all dating back to around 200 BC.

· The funny thing is that Brown tells us that the Dead Sea Scrolls contain some of the earliest Christian gospels… even earlier than Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John.  Truth is, these documents were written 200 years before Jesus was born!

The second archeological find was the 1945 discovery of 52 Coptic documents found at Nag Hammadi in Upper Egypt… known as the Gnostic Gospels.

· But again, Brown claim that these are amongst the earliest Christian documents is way off since nearly all of the papyrus documents date back to the 3rd and 4th century… 

· And although the originals, which we don’t have, probably dated back to the late second and third centuries, they were still written nearly a century or more after the Apostles.

· Actually, of the 52 documents discovered, only five are actually listed as gospels. As we’re going to see, these so-called gospels are very different from the New Testament Gospels and letters. 

· In fact, of these 52 documents, not a single document from the Old Testament was found b/c Gnosticism rejected it as irrelevant to their beliefs. 

So what did the Gnostics believe?  Essentially, they believed in an unknowable supreme being from whom a number of inferior gods called Aeons emanated.  

· Eventually, one of the lowest Aeons named Sophia becomes pregnant and gives birth to a lesser god who created the physical world… not a Garden of Eden, but an evil place.  

· And so evil comes into the world not through human rebellion… but through a flawed creator god.  This is why they could never accept that Jesus was both fully human and fully divine… because the body, as well as all physical matter, is corrupt and evil.

· Now obviously, this is not only a rejection of what the NT teaches… but the OT as well.  In fact, Gnosticism had no use for the Old Testament, even though the NT referred to it as authoritative and inspired (2 Tim. 3:16).  

· Now… because the world was made evil than we’re not accountable for our sin… and so, there is no need for salvation let alone a savior.  

· Instead, what we need is gnosis or wisdom that will allow us to transcend the corrupt physical world… in order to enter into a higher plane of existence. 

· To the Gnostics, then, Jesus is significant not for being God in the flesh or for being a sacrifice for sin…. but because of the secret knowledge he possessed.

Just a few months ago, the translation of the Gospel of Judas was released, for example, portraying Judas Iscariot not as a betrayer of Jesus but as his favorite disciple whom he entrusted this special knowledge.
· In fact, according the Gospel of Judas, Jesus actually asks Judas to betray him.  Do you know why?  So that Jesus can finally shed his corrupt physical body.  
· He says to Judas, “You will exceed all of them. For you will sacrifice the man that clothes me.”
· The most famous of them is the Gospel of Thomas because it is the only one that is in tact. The Gospel of Thomas, which is a collection of 114 “secret sayings” of Jesus. 

· I’ve already mentioned a few stories from it… like the boy Jesus turning a clay pigeon into a real one… then killing another boy who was bugging him… though he later raised the kid from the dead.  

· Maybe some of you will like verse 14, “If you fast, you will bring sin upon yourselves, and if you pray, you will be condemned, and if you give to charity, you will harm your spirits.”  Sound like something Jesus would say? 

You see, with all of his talk of Constantine, what Brown is claiming is that there was this rich diversity of Christian belief in the first several centuries of the church… but that Constantine, for his own political reasons, tried to stamp out this Gnostic tradition.

· But understand… the early church fathers viewed the Gnostics as wrong… not only did the NT writers speak out against an early form of Gnosticism, but in the second century, two church fathers, Irenaeus and Tertullian, each wrote a book explaining how Gnosticism was fundamentally opposed to what Jesus said and did.

· No one saw the whole discussion as a “diversity” of rich and interesting opinions and traditions.  There was just no compatibility between the two.

· You see, writings like “The Gospel of Thomas” as well as the other Gnostic Gospels, were rejected because the leaders in the church found them to be completely inconsistent with everything Jesus did and said.
· And yet even if that it true, how do we know that we can really trust the New Testament we have today?  Let’s start by looking how the NT was put together in the first place.
Initially, Jesus’ life and teachings were communicated by word of mouth… by people amazed not only at what Jesus said but what Jesus did.  

· They obviously didn’t have tape recorders… the disciples didn’t pass out conference notebooks with fill-in-the-blanks when Jesus would teach.  They just passed along what they remembered.

· Now you might think… how reliable is this as a way of passing along information?  

· I understand!  I can’t even remember what three things I went to the grocery store for if they’re not written down. 

· In fact, I’ve hit an age where sometimes I’ll walk into a room in the house, and, when I get there, I can’t remember why I walked into the room. 

· So we wonder, “How could they remember things accurately when so little was actually written down?”

Well, as you can imagine, the culture in which Jesus lived was an oral culture… where people had no choice but to pass down information word of mouth. 

· So, when a family sat out on their front porch at night, rather than watch TV or listen to the radio, or even read, they basically hung out together and told stories.  

· They would recite passages from the Old Testament… they would even recite their families genealogies so that their history as a family would never get lost.  

· Now that’s not too hard to believe… because, as humans, we obviously have the capacity to memorize… we’re just not trained in our culture to do it. 

And yet, through shear repetition, even we can remember things… even things that aren’t that important.

· For example, see if you can finish these sentences… “Just sit right back and you’ll hear a tale…” (a tale of a fateful ship);  “Here’s the story…” (Of a lovely lady).

· Just look at a little kid with their favorite book. You can read that book to them every night … read it to them a hundred times. You get sick of it after a while! 

· So one night you’re in a hurry, or you’re just tired of it, and you decide you’re going to skip a page or a paragraph, and what do they do? They revolt! “No! You’ve got to read every word, every page.” They know the story. 

· That’s just the way people were in Jesus’ day with all the stories from the Torah, for example, which they stored in their memories. The same was true with all the stories they had seen and heard about all that Jesus said and did. 

Well, after several decades of this, the eyewitnesses to Jesus’ life began to see the need to write down Jesus’ story—his life and teachings—so that in a uniform way, the Gospel could be spread to churches around the world.

· Look at what Luke writes in Luke 1:1, “Many people have set out to write accounts about the events that have been fulfilled among us. They used the eyewitness reports circulating among us from the early disciples. Having carefully investigated everything from the beginning, I also have decided to write a careful account for you, most honorable Theophilus, so you can be certain of the truth of everything you were taught.”
· God began to stir other men like Peter and Paul to write to different leaders and churches… passing down to them what God had put in their hearts to write. 

· Their writings were circulated among the first churches, and people who read them recognized the fact that these words were not the words of man but of God.  Even Peter spoke of the wisdom and authority of Paul’s letters in 2 Peter 3:15.

· But how did the early church leaders decide which books/letter should be included? With the guidance of the Holy Spirit, they used several criteria…

A. First, it had to be connected to one of the apostles. It had to be written by an apostle or by a student or associate of one of the apostles.

The four gospels we have in the New Testament meet this requirement. Matthew was one of Jesus' first twelve followers, also known as Levi, a tax collector. 

· Mark was written by Jon Mark a student of the Apostle Peter and missionary companion of Paul and Barnabas… 

· Luke was known as the "beloved physician," a disciple of the apostle Paul. And John was written by John the disciple… whom Jesus trusted with the care of his mother.

· Other books in the New Testament such as the letters of Paul or the letters of John, meet this same criteria. They were written by actual eye-witnesses of Jesus' life and ministry or by people who were close associated to these eye-witnesses. 

· This is what Peter was referring to when He wrote in his epistle, "We did not follow cleverly invented stories when we told you about the power and coming of our Lord Jesus Christ, but we were eyewitnesses of His majesty."(2 Peter 1:16)
B. Another criteria was that the writings had to have been written while there were still eyewitnesses around who could actually challenge what was written in them.

· So when these books were written and circulated, they were read by people who were alive when Jesus was… 

· They were circulated around people who would have been able to say, "No. It didn't happen that way…. I was there!" if something was inaccurate. 

· For example… look at how the Gospel of Thomas, written well over a hundred years after the death of Peter, describes a conversation between Peter and Jesus: 

· "Simon Peter said, 'Let Mary leave us, for women are not worthy of life.' Jesus said, 'I myself shall lead her in order to make her male so that she too may become a living spirit resembling you males. For every woman who will make herself male will enter the kingdom of heaven.'" 

· Countless people would have reacted and made sure people knew that Jesus would never have said anything like that.

· And so, it’s important to understand that most scholars agree that all the books in our New Testament were written within 30 to 60 years after Jesus died… during this period of the Apostles and eyewitnesses.

C. And last, in order for a book to be included in the canon of Scripture, it had to have widespread influence in churches all over the world, and had to have continuous acceptance and use by the church at large.

For example, one early church father named Origen wrote in the second century that, "The four gospels Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John, are the only undisputed [gospels] in the whole church of God throughout the whole world."

· The Gospels and the other books that we include in the New Testament today are the only ones that fit these three standards. 

· One historian puts it like this; "None of the non-canonical gospels comes close to these criterion in date of composition, breadth of distribution or proportion of acceptance." None of them comes close! 

· But there are other “tests” that we can use today to determine the reliability of the Bible over and against the Gnostic Gospels...

1. The Manuscript Test:

The Manuscript test is a way in which historians evaluate the textual reliability of ancient literature.  And they do this according to two standards: 1. What is the time interval between the original document and the earliest copy, and 2. How many manuscripts are available.

· For example, 643 manuscripts of Homer’s Iliad have been discovered over the years… with a gap of 500 years between the original and the earliest copy.  And because of that, the Iliad is the most substantiated book of antiquity.
· The Gallic Wars, written by Julius Caesar, is certainly an undisputed ancient work… documented in probably every history book of Ancient Rome.  

· And yet, we only have 10 copies of the book, the earliest of which was written over 1000 years after Caesar.  But again, nobody disputes its credibility.

· We have five copies of Aristotle’s writings… the earliest of which was written 1400 years after the original.

Now, why is all of this important?  Because we have 24,633 copies and portions of the NT… with some parts dating back to less than 50 years after they were written.

· There are simply no other works of antiquity that come even remotely close to the number of copies we have of the NT and to the short span between the originals and the earliest copies.

2.  Archeological Test 

The simple truth is that there has never been an archeological find that did anything but verify what is written in both the Old and the New Testaments. In fact, archeology has always been a powerful witness to the authority of God’s Word.

· There are literally scores of exciting archeological discoveries I could share with you… but let me just mention a few.

· In Joshua 6, we read that after Israel marched around the walls of Jericho, God knocked the walls down and they collapsed outward.

· Liberal scholars always scoffed at this… because it doesn’t really make sense that a wall would fall outward.

· But in the early 1930s, excavations of Jericho showed that this was exactly what had happened… even convincing those liberal scholars.

In John 5 we read of a pool called Bethesda with five porticoes.  For years critics discounted this b/c there was no evidence for its existence.  That is, until it was found forty feet below ground… complete with five porticoes.

· Critics used to laugh about a completely undocumented people called the Hittites… mentioned in the Bible about 40 times. But archeologists discovered writings in Turkey list them as a powerful nation that once attacked Egypt. 

· Over 25,000 sites have been discovered that support the Bible’s claims… and, even Nelson Glueck, the renowned Jewish archeologist has said, “It may be stated categorically that no archaeological discovery has ever controverted a biblical reference.”

3. Fulfilled Prophesy Test

Another powerful way of measuring the reliability of the Bible is by looking at the hundreds of fulfilled prophesies within its pages.

· For example, there are over 300 prophecies fulfilled in the person of Jesus Christ alone. Precise, detailed prophecies such as; 

· Where He would be born (Micah 5:2), 

· How He would be born, (Isaiah 7:14) 

· How He would die (Psalm 34:20), 

· That he’d be betrayed for 30 pieces of silver (Ps 55:12,13; Zech 11:12,13), 

· That he’d be denied by his disciples (Zech. 13:78)

· The he’d be crucified with thieves (Is. 53:12)

· That His side would be pierced, but he wouldn’t have broken bones (Ps 22, 34), 

· Soldiers would gamble for his coat (Ps 22:18) and Resurrected (Ps 16:10). 

· That He’d be buried in a rich man’s tomb (Is. 53:9)

· That Darkness would cover the land (Amos 8:9)

· That He’d ride into Jerusalem on the back of colt (Zech)

· Just these prophecies alone make it nearly impossible to chalk it up to chance. But the truth is that there are 300 Old Testament prophecies that were fulfilled with precision by Jesus alone… 

· not to mention the hundreds of other prophesies relating to cities or people or events that we can verify. 

Guys, there is just so much more evidence I could share… but the bottom-line is that the Bible is just what it claims to be… trustworthy and true.

· Over the centuries people have tried to discredit it, ban it, burn it, along with just about everything else you can imagine.  But it’s still here… just as it was several hundred years before Constantine.

· The 18th century French author and atheist, Voltaire, once held up the Bible and arrogantly declared, “In 100 years this book will be forgotten and eliminated.”  

· Well, shortly after his death, his own house became the headquarters for the Geneva Bible Society, which began to publish and distribute bibles.

· Psalm 119:89 says, “Your Word, O Lord, is eternal.” 

· Isaiah 40:8 says, “The grass withers and the flowers fall, but the word of our God stands forever.”
· Matthew 24:35 says, “Heaven and earth will pass away, but my words will never pass away.”
· It may be fun to read about conspiracy theories… but nothings better than knowing that what is in your hands truly is God’s Word… and that it is trustworthy and true.

