
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

13 Now when Jesus came into the district of Caesarea Philippi, he asked his disciples, “Who do people say that the Son of Man is?” 14 And 

they said, “Some say John the Baptist, others say Elijah, and others Jeremiah or one of the prophets.” 15 He said to them, “But who do you 

say that I am?” 16 Simon Peter replied, “You are the Christ, the Son of the living God.” 17 And Jesus answered him, “Blessed are you, Simon 

Bar-Jonah! For flesh and blood has not revealed this to you, but my Father who is in heaven. 18 And I tell you, you are Peter, and on this rock 

I will build my church, and the gates of hell shall not prevail against it. 19 I will give you the keys of the kingdom of heaven, and whatever you 

bind on earth shall be bound in heaven, and whatever you loose on earth shall be loosed in heaven.” 20 Then he strictly charged the disciples 

to tell no one that he was the Christ. - Matthew 16:13-20 

DID JESUS EVEN CLAIM TO BE GOD? 

1. Was Jesus just a man?  

 

2. Was Jesus just a maniac?  

 

3. Was Jesus just a myth?  

ARE THE NEW TESTAMENT DOCUMENTS RELIABLE? (Do they pass the historical test?)  

 

 

 

 

 

Where do the New Testament documents fall on the timeline? 

 

• EYEWITNESS CLAIMS IN THE BIBLE 

o Acts 2:32 

o Acts 3:15 

o Acts 4:18-20 

o Acts 5:30-32 

o Acts 10:39-40 

o 1 Cor. 15:3-8 

o 1 Pet. 5:1 

o 2 Pet. 1:16 

o John 19:33-35 

o John 20:24-30 

o John 1:1-2 

o Luke 1:1-2 

o Heb. 2:3-4 

SESSION # 1 



o Acts 26:24-28 

o Acts 5:27-32 

  

• BUT ARE THESE ACCOUNTS TRUE? Were they really eyewitnesses?  

 

o Colin Hemer chronicles Luke’s accuracy in the book of Acts verse by verse. He uncovers 84 facts in the last 16 chapters of 

Acts alone that have been confirmed by historical and archaeological research.  

  

▪ 1. the natural crossing between correctly named ports (Acts 13:4-5) 

▪ 2. the proper port (Perga) along the direct destination of a ship crossing from Cyprus (13:13) 

▪ 3. the proper location of Lycaonia (14:6) 

▪ 4. the unusual but correct declension of the name Lystra (14:6) 

▪ 5. the correct language spoken in Lystra—Lycaonian (14:11) 

▪ 6. two gods known to be so associated—Zeus and Hermes (14:12) 

▪ 7. the proper port, Attalia, which returning travelers would use (14:25) 

▪ 8. the correct order of approach to Derbe and then Lystra from the Cilician Gates (16:1; cf. 15:41) 

▪ 9. the proper form of the name Troas (16:8) 

▪ 10. the place of a conspicuous sailors’ landmark, Samothrace (16:11) 

▪ 11. the proper description of Philippi as a Roman colony (16:12) 

▪ 12. the right location for the river (Gangites) near Philippi (16:13) 

▪ 13. the proper association of Thyatira as a center of dyeing (16:14) 

▪ 14. correct designations for the magistrates of the colony (16:22) 

▪ 15. the proper locations (Amphipolis and Apollonia) where travelers would spend successive nights on this 

journey (17:1) 

▪ 16. the presence of a synagogue in Thessalonica (17:1) 

▪ 17. the proper term (“politarchs”) used of the magistrates there (17:6) 

▪ 18. the correct implication that sea travel is the most convenient way of reaching Athens, with the favoring east 

winds of summer sailing (17:14-15) 

▪ 19. the abundant presence of images in Athens (17:16) 

▪ 20. the reference to a synagogue in Athens (17:17) 

▪ 21. the depiction of the Athenian life of philosophical debate in the Agora (17:17) 

▪ 22. the use of the correct Athenian slang word for Paul (spermologos, 17:18) as well as for the court (Areios 

pagos, 17:19) 

▪ 23. the proper characterization of the Athenian character (17:21) 

▪ 24. an altar to an “unknown god” (17:23) 

▪ 25. the proper reaction of Greek philosophers, who denied the bodily resurrection (17:32) 

▪ 26. Areopagites as the correct title for a member of the court (17:34) 

▪ 27. a Corinthian synagogue (18:4) 

▪ 28. the correct designation of Gallio as proconsul, resident in Corinth (18:12) 

▪ 29. the bema (judgment seat), which overlooks Corinth’s forum (18:16ff.) 

▪ 30. the name Tyrannus as attested from Ephesus in first-century inscriptions (19:9) 

▪ 31. well-known shrines and images of Artemis (19:24) 

▪ 32. the well-attested “great goddess Artemis” (19:27) 

▪ 33. that the Ephesian theater was the meeting place of the city (19:29) 

▪ 34. the correct title grammateus for the chief executive magistrate in Ephesus (19:35) 

▪ 35. the proper title of honor neokoros, authorized by the Romans (19:35) 

▪ 36. the correct name to designate the goddess (19:37) 

▪ 37. the proper term for those holding court (19:38) 

▪ 38. use of plural anthupatoi, perhaps a remarkable reference to the fact that two men were conjointly exercising 

the functions of proconsul at this time (19:38) 

▪ 39. the “regular” assembly, as the precise phrase is attested elsewhere (19:39) 

▪ 40. use of precise ethnic designation, beroiaios (20:4) 

▪ 41. employment of the ethnic term Asianos (20:4) 

▪ 42. the implied recognition of the strategic importance assigned to this city of Troas (20:7ff.) 

▪ 43. the danger of the coastal trip in this location (20:13) 44. the correct sequence of places (20:14-15) 

▪ 45. the correct name of the city as a neuter plural (Patara) (21:1) 



▪ 46. the appropriate route passing across the open sea south of Cyprus favored by persistent northwest winds 

(21:3) 

▪ 47. the suitable distance between these cities (21:8) 

▪ 48. a characteristically Jewish act of piety (21:24) 

▪ 49. the Jewish law regarding Gentile use of the temple area (21:28) (Archaeological discoveries and quotations 

from Josephus confirm that Gentiles could be executed for entering the temple area. One inscription reads: “Let 

no Gentile enter within the balustrade and enclosure surrounding the sanctuary. Whoever is caught will be 

personally responsible for his consequent death.”2 

▪ 50. the permanent stationing of a Roman cohort (chiliarch) at Antonia to suppress any disturbance at festival 

times (21:31) 

▪ 51. the flight of steps used by the guards (21:31, 35) 

▪ 52. the common way to obtain Roman citizenship at this time (22:28) 

▪ 53. the tribune being impressed with Roman rather than Tarsian citizenship (22:29) 

▪ 54. Ananias being high priest at this time (23:2) 

▪ 55. Felix being governor at this time (23:34) 

▪ 56. the natural stopping point on the way to Caesarea (23:31) 

▪ 57. whose jurisdiction Cilicia was in at the time (23:34) 

▪ 58. the provincial penal procedure of the time (24:1-9) 

▪ 59. the name Porcius Festus, which agrees precisely with that given by Josephus (24:27) 

▪ 60. the right of appeal for Roman citizens (25:11) 

▪ 61. the correct legal formula (25:18) 

▪ 62. the characteristic form of reference to the emperor at the time (25:26) 

▪ 63. the best shipping lanes at the time (27:5) 

▪ 64. the common bonding of Cilicia and Pamphylia (27:4) 

▪ 65. the principal port to find a ship sailing to Italy (27:5-6) 

▪ 66. the slow passage to Cnidus, in the face of the typical northwest wind (27:7) 

▪ 67. the right route to sail, in view of the winds (27:7) 

▪ 68. the locations of Fair Havens and the neighboring site of Lasea (27:8) 

▪ 69. Fair Havens as a poorly sheltered roadstead (27:12) 

▪ 70. a noted tendency of a south wind in these climes to back suddenly to a violent northeaster, the well-known 

gregale (27:13) 

▪ 71. the nature of a square-rigged ancient ship, having no option but to be driven before a gale (27:15) 

▪ 72. the precise place and name of this island (27:16) 

▪ 73. the appropriate maneuvers for the safety of the ship in its particular plight (27:16) 

▪ 74. the fourteenth night—a remarkable calculation, based inevitably on a compounding of estimates and 

probabilities, confirmed in the judgment of experienced Mediterranean navigators (27:27) 

▪ 75. the proper term of the time for the Adriatic (27:27) 

▪ 76. the precise term (Bolisantes) for taking soundings, and the correct depth of the water near Malta (27:28) 

▪ 77. a position that suits the probable line of approach of a ship released to run before an easterly wind (27:39) 

▪ 78. the severe liability on guards who permitted a prisoner to escape (27:42) 

▪ 79. the local people and superstitions of the day (28:4-6) 

▪ 80. the proper title protos tÓs nÓsou (28:7) 

▪ 81. Rhegium as a refuge to await a southerly wind to carry them through the strait (28:13)  

▪ 82. Appii Forum and Tres Tabernae as correctly placed stopping places on the Appian Way (28:15) 

▪ 83. appropriate means of custody with Roman soldiers (28:16)  

▪ 84. the conditions of imprisonment, living “at his own expense” (8:30-31) 

 

• Craig Blomberg has done a detailed study of the Gospel of John. Blomberg’s The Historical Reliability of John’s Gospel examines 

John’s Gospel verse by verse and identifies numerous historical details. 

  

• 1. Archaeology confirms the use of stone water jars in New Testament times (John 2:6). 

• 2. Given the early Christian tendency towards asceticism, the wine miracle is an unlikely invention (2:8). 

• 3. Archaeology confirms the proper place of Jacob’s Well (4:6). 

• 4. Josephus (Wars of the Jews 2.232) confirms there was significant hostility between Jews and Samaritans during Jesus’ time 

(4:9). 



• 5. “Come down” accurately describes the topography of western Galilee. (There’s a significant elevation drop from Cana to 

Capernaum.) (4:46, 49, 51).11 

• 6. “Went up” accurately describes the ascent to Jerusalem (5:1). 

• 7. Archaeology confirms the proper location and description of the five colonnades at the pool of Bethesda (5:2). (Excavations 

between 1914 and 1938 uncovered that pool and found it to be just as John described it. Since that structure did not exist 

after the Romans destroyed the city in A.D. 70, it’s unlikely any later non-eyewitness could have described it in such vivid 

detail. Moreover, John says that this structure “is in Jerusalem,” implying that he’s writing before 70.) 

• 8. Jesus’ own testimony being invalid without the Father is an unlikely Christian invention (5:31); a later redactor would be 

eager to highlight Jesus’ divinity and would probably make his witness self-authenticating. 

• 9. The crowds wanting to make Jesus king reflects the well-known nationalist fervor of early first-century Israel (6:15). 

• 10. Sudden and severe squalls are common on the Sea of Galilee (6:18). 

• 11. Christ’s command to eat his flesh and drink his blood would not be made up (6:53). 

• 12. The rejection of Jesus by many of his disciples is also an unlikely invention (6:66). 

• 13. The two predominant opinions of Jesus, one that Jesus was a “good man” and the other that he “deceives people,” would 

not be the two choices John would have made up (7:12); a later Christian writer would have probably inserted the opinion 

that Jesus was God. 

• 14. The charge of Jesus being demon-possessed is an unlikely invention (7:20). 

• 15. The use of “Samaritan” to slander Jesus befits the hostility between Jews and Samaritans (8:48). 

• 16. Jewish believers wanting to stone Jesus is an unlikely invention (8:31, 59). 

• 17. Archaeology confirms the existence and location of the Pool of Siloam (9:7). 

• 18. Expulsion from the synagogue by the Pharisees was a legitimate fear of the Jews; notice that the healed man professes his 

faith in Jesus only after he is expelled from the synagogue by the Pharisees (9:13-39), at which point he has nothing to lose. 

This rings of authenticity. 

• 19. The healed man calling Jesus a “prophet” rather than anything more lofty suggests the incident is unembellished history 

(9:17). 

• 20. During a winter feast, Jesus walked in Solomon’s Colonnade, which was the only side of the temple area shielded from the 

cold winter east wind (10:22-23); this area is mentioned several times by Josephus. 

• 21. Fifteen stadia (less than two miles) is precisely the distance from Bethany to Jerusalem (11:18). 

• 22. Given the later animosity between Christians and Jews, the positive depiction of Jews comforting Martha and Mary is an 

unlikely invention (11:19). 

• 23. The burial wrappings of Lazarus were common for first-century Jewish burials (11:44); it is unlikely that a fiction writer 

would have included this theologically irrelevant detail. 

• 24. The precise description of the composition of the Sanhedrin (11:47): it was composed primarily of chief priests (largely 

Sadducees) and Pharisees during Jesus’ ministry. 

• 25. Caiaphas was indeed the high priest that year (11:49); we learn from Josephus that Caiaphas held the office from A.D. 18–

37. 

• 26. The obscure and tiny village of Ephraim (11:54) near Jerusalem is mentioned by Josephus. 

• 27. Ceremonial cleansing was common in preparation for the Passover (11:55). 

• 28. Anointing of a guest’s feet with perfume or oil was sometimes performed for special guests in the Jewish culture (12:3); 

Mary’s wiping of Jesus’ feet with her hair is an unlikely invention (it easily could have been perceived as a sexual advance). 

• 29. Waving of palm branches was a common Jewish practice for celebrating military victories and welcoming national rulers 

(12:13). 

• 30. Foot washing in first-century Palestine was necessary because of dust and open footwear; Jesus performing this menial 

task is an unlikely invention (it was a task not even Jewish slaves were required to do) (13:4); Peter’s insistence that he get a 

complete bath also fits with his impulsive personality (there’s certainly no purpose for inventing this request). 

• 31. Peter asks John to ask Jesus a question (13:24); there’s no reason to insert this detail if this is fiction; Peter could have 

asked Jesus himself. 

• 32. “The Father is greater than I” is an unlikely invention (14:28), especially if John wanted to make up the deity of Christ (as 

the critics claim he did). 

• 33. Use of the vine as a metaphor makes good sense in Jerusalem (15:1); vineyards were in the vicinity of the temple, and, 

according to Josephus, the temple gates had a golden vine carved on them. 

• 34. Use of the childbirth metaphor (16:21) is thoroughly Jewish; it has been found in the Dead Sea Scrolls (1QH 11:9-10). 

• 35. The standard Jewish posture for prayers was looking “toward heaven” (17:1). 

• 36. Jesus’ admission that he has gotten his words from the Father (17:7-8) would not be included if John were inventing the 

idea that Christ was God. 



• 37. No specific reference to fulfilled Scripture is given regarding the predicted betrayal by Judas; a fiction writer or later 

Christian redactor probably would have identified the Old Testament Scripture to which Jesus was referring (17:12). 

• 38. The name of the high priest’s servant (Malchus), who had his ear cut off, is an unlikely invention (18:10). 

• 39. Proper identification of Caiaphas’s father-in-law, Annas, who was the high priest from A.D. 6–15 (18:13)—the appearance 

before Annas is believable because of the family connection and the fact that former high priests maintained great influence. 

• 40. John’s claim that the high priest knew him (18:15) seems historical; invention of this claim serves no purpose and would 

expose John to being discredited by the Jewish authorities. 

• 41. Annas’s questions regarding Jesus’ teachings and disciples make good historical sense; Annas would be concerned about 

potential civil unrest and the undermining of Jewish religious authority (18:19). 

• 42. Identification of a relative of Malchus (the high priest’s servant who had his ear cut off) is a detail that John would not 

have made up (18:26); it has no theological significance and could only hurt John’s credibility if he were trying to pass off 

fiction as the truth. 

• 43. There are good historical reasons to believe Pilate’s reluctance to deal with Jesus (18:28ff.): Pilate had to walk a fine line 

between keeping the Jews happy and keeping Rome happy; any civil unrest could mean his job (the Jews knew of his 

competing concerns when they taunted him with, “If you let this man go, you are no friend of Caesar. Anyone who claims to 

be a king opposes Caesar,” 19:12); the Jewish philosopher Philo records the Jews successfully pressuring Pilate in a similar way 

to get their demands met (To Gaius 38.301-302). 

• 44. A surface similar to the Stone Pavement has been identified near the Antonia Fortress (19:13) with markings that may 

indicate soldiers played games there (as in the gambling for his clothes in 19:24). 

• 45. The Jews exclaiming “We have no king but Caesar!” (19:15) would not be invented given the Jewish hatred for the 

Romans, especially if John had been written after A.D. 70. (This would be like New Yorkers today proclaiming “We have no 

king but Osama Bin Laden!”) 

• 46. The crucifixion of Jesus (19:17-30) is attested to by non-Christian sources such as Josephus, Tacitus, Lucian, and the Jewish 

Talmud. 

• 47. Crucifixion victims normally carried their own crossbeams (19:17). 

• 48. Josephus confirms that crucifixion was an execution technique employed by the Romans (Wars of the Jews 1.97; 2.305; 

7.203); moreover, a nail-spiked anklebone of a crucified man was found in Jerusalem in 1968 (more on this in chapter 12). 

• 49. The execution site was likely outside ancient Jerusalem, as John says (19:17); this would ensure that the sacred Jewish city 

would not be profaned by the presence of a dead body (Deut. 21:23). 

• 50. After the spear was thrust into Jesus’ side, out came what appeared to be blood and water (19:34). Today we know that a 

crucified person might have a watery fluid gather in the sac around the heart called the pericardium.12 John would not have 

known of this medical condition, and could not have recorded this phenomenon unless he was an eyewitness or had access to 

eyewitness testimony.13 

• 51. Joseph of Arimathea (19:38), a member of the Sanhedrin who buries Jesus, is an unlikely invention (more on this in the 

next chapter). 

• 52. Josephus (Antiquities 17.199) confirms that spices (19:39) were used for royal burials; this detail shows that Nicodemus 

was not expecting Jesus to rise from the dead, and it also demonstrates that John was not inserting later Christian faith into 

the text. 

• 53. Mary Magdalene (20:1), a formerly demon-possessed woman (Luke 8:2), would not be invented as the empty tomb’s first 

witness; in fact, women in general would not be presented as witnesses in a made-up story (more on this later as well). 

• 54. Mary mistaking Jesus for the gardener (20:15) is not a detail that a later writer would have made up (especially a writer 

seeking to exalt Jesus). 

• 55. “Rabboni” (20:16), the Aramaic for “teacher,” seems an authentic detail because it’s another unlikely invention for a writer 

trying to exalt the risen Jesus. 

• 56. Jesus stating that he is returning to “my God and your God” (20:17) does not fit with a later writer bent on creating the 

idea that Jesus was God. 

• 57. One hundred fifty-three fish (21:11) is a theologically irrelevant detail, but perfectly consistent with the tendency of 

fisherman to want to record and then brag about large catches. 

• 58. The fear of the disciples to ask Jesus who he was (21:12) is an unlikely concoction; it demonstrates natural human 

amazement at the risen Jesus and perhaps the fact that there was something different about the resurrection body. 

• 59. The cryptic statement from Jesus about the fate of Peter is not clear enough to draw certain theological conclusions 

(21:18); so why would John make it up? It’s another unlikely invention. 

 

 



BUT THERE IS MORE 

o But there’s even more evidence of historicity. The New Testament writers put historical crosshairs into their accounts by 

referencing real historical figures and their doings. All in all, there are at least thirty characters in the New Testament who have 

been confirmed as historical by archaeology or non-Christian sources14 (see table 10.1 on the next page). 

o For example, Matthew mentions independently confirmed historical figures including Herod the Great (2:3) and his three sons: 

Herod Archelaus (2:22), Herod Philip (14:3), and Herod Antipas (14:1-11). Matthew also describes the man Herod Antipas killed, 

John the Baptist (chapter 14, introduced in chapter 3) along with the two women who instigated the killing, Herodias and her 

daughter. Mark tells the same story about Herod Antipas and John the Baptist (6:14ff.). And Luke extends the biblical citations of 

the Herodian bloodline by mentioning Herod the Great’s grandson, Agrippa I, the king who killed James, John’s brother (Acts 12); 

and his great-grandson, Agrippa II, the king before whom Paul testified (Acts 25:13–26:32). 

o Pilate is a prominent figure in all four Gospels and is cited by Paul. This same Pilate appears on several occasions in two of 

Josephus’s works (Antiquities and The Wars of the Jews), and is identified in an ancient inscription as the prefect (governor) of 

Judea. This archaeological discovery was made in the Israeli costal town of Caesarea in 1961. 

o In addition to Pilate, Matthew, Luke, and John specifically name another leader who figured prominently in Jesus’ death—the high 

priest Caiaphas, who sentenced Jesus to die.16 Caiaphas is not only mentioned by Josephus, but his actual bones were discovered 

in a fantastic archaeological discovery in 1990. This discovery was made possible by an ancient burial practice of the Jews. 

o As table 10.1 illustrates, there are several other New Testament figures confirmed outside the New Testament. These include 

Quirinius, Sergius Paulus, Gallio, Felix, Festus, Augustus Caesar, Tiberius Caesar, and Claudius.20 What else could the New 

Testament writers have done to prove that they were eyewitnesses who were not making up a story? 

 

 

 

 



THERE IS EVEN MORE EVIDENCE THAT MOVES OUR TIMELINE FOR THE NEW TESTAMENT DOCUMENTS CLOSER TO THE LIFE OF JESUS.  

▪ THE NEW TESTAMENT FAILS TO DESCRIBE THE DESTRUCTION OF THE TEMPLE 

o The most significant Jewish historical event of the first century was the destruction of the Jerusalem temple in AD 70. 

Rome dispatched an army to Jerusalem in response to the Jewish rebellion of AD 66. But no gospel account records the 

destruction of the temple. In fact, no New Testament document mentions it at all, even though there are many occasions 

when a description of the temple’s destruction might have assisted in establishing a theological or historical point. 

 

▪ THE NEW TESTAMENT FAILS TO DESCRIBE THE SIEGE OF JERUSALEM 

 

▪ LUKE SAID NOTHING ABOUT THE DEATHS OF PAUL AND PETER 

 

▪ LUKE SAID NOTHING ABOUT THE DEATH OF JAMES 

 

▪ LUKE’S GOSPEL PREDATES THE BOOK OF ACTS 

 

▪ PAUL QUOTED LUKE’S GOSPEL IN HIS LETTER TO TIMOTHY 

o Paul appeared to be aware of Luke’s gospel and wrote as though it was common knowledge in about AD 63–64, when 

Paul penned his first letter to Timothy. Note the following passage:  

▪ The elders who rule well are to be considered worthy of double honor, especially those who work hard at 

preaching and teaching. For the Scripture says, “You shall not muzzle the ox while he is threshing,” and “The 

laborer is worthy of his wages.” (1 Tim. 5:17–18)  

▪ Paul quoted two passages as “scripture” here—one in the Old Testament and one in the New Testament. “You 

shall not muzzle the ox while he is threshing” refers to Deuteronomy 25:4, and “The laborer is worthy of his 

wages” refers to Luke 10:7. It’s clear that Luke’s gospel was already common knowledge and accepted as 

scripture by the time this letter was written. To be fair, a number of critics (like Bart Ehrman) have argued that 

Paul was not actually the author of 1 Timothy and maintain that this letter was written much later in history. The 

majority of scholars, however, recognize the fact that the earliest leaders of the church were familiar with 1 

Timothy at a very early date. 

 

▪ PAUL ECHOED THE CLAIMS OF THE GOSPEL WRITERS 

 

▪ PAUL QUOTED LUKE’S GOSPEL IN HIS LETTER TO THE CORINTHIANS 

o Paul also seems to have been familiar with the gospel of Luke when he wrote to the Corinthian church (nearly ten years 

earlier than his letter to Timothy). Notice the similarity between Paul’s description of the Lord’s Supper and Luke’s gospel:  

o For I received from the Lord that which I also delivered to you, that the Lord Jesus in the night in which He was betrayed 

took bread; and when He had given thanks, He broke it and said, “This is My body, which is for you; do this in 

remembrance of Me.” In the same way He took the cup also after supper, saying, “This cup is the new covenant in My 

blood.” (1 Cor. 11:23–25) 

o And when He had taken some bread and given thanks, He broke it and gave it to them, saying, “This is My body which is 

given for you; do this in remembrance of Me.” And in the same way He took the cup after they had eaten, saying, “This 

cup which is poured out for you is the new covenant in My blood.” (Luke 22:19–20) 

o Paul appears to be quoting Luke’s gospel—the only gospel that has Jesus saying that the disciples are to “do this in 

remembrance of Me.” If Paul is trying to use a description of the meal that was already well known at the time, this 

account must have been circulating for a period of time prior to Paul’s letter. 

 

▪ LUKE QUOTED MARK (AND MATTHEW) REPEATEDLY 

 

*** Many resources were compiled to produce the notes, illustrations, and talking points for the class. I will provide an exhaustive list at 

our next session.  

 


