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IS THE BIBLE RELIABLE? 
Texts: Psalm 119:97-105; 2 Timothy 3:16-17 

 
 

One of the convictions that unites Christians worldwide and across history is the belief 
that this BOOK I am holding is worth our time. It is worth reading. It is worth reflecting 
upon. It is worth applying to and following in our daily lives. The Psalmist puts it this 
way: Oh, how I love your law! I meditate on it all day long. Your commands 
make me wiser than my enemies, for they are ever with me. I have more 
insight than all my teachers, for I meditate on your statutes. I have more 
understanding than the elders, for I obey your precepts. I have kept my feet 
from every evil path so that I might obey your word. I have not departed 
from your laws, for you yourself have taught me. How sweet are your words 
to my taste, sweeter than honey to my mouth! I gain understanding from 
your precepts; therefore I hate every wrong path. Your word is a lamp to my 
feet and a light for my path. (Psalm 119:97-105) 
 
Wow. That’s high praise indeed, isn’t it? The Psalmist is really committed to God’s 
Word, isn’t he? The question I want to pose today is WHY?  Why be so devoted to 
reading and meditating on and obeying what the Scriptures say? Is the Bible even 
reliable?  That’s a question that a lot of thinking people ask today and their queries 
often come down to one or more of three even more fundamental questions.  
 

Is the Bible’s Text Dependable? 
 
The first is: Is the Bible’s text itself dependable? Every year there appear sensational 
articles and television shows that seem to suggest that scholars are now suddenly 
questioning the reliability of the Bible or even the sayings attributed to Jesus.  The 
implication is that we can’t trust the accuracy of the biblical texts because they were 
either made up or suffered from so many distortions in translation that we have little 
idea what was originally said.  
 
But this is patently untrue. Scholars have known for hundreds of years that the 
Scriptures were originally compiled from a variety of oral traditions. Contemporary 
studies of cultures where oral tradition still plays a large role in transmitting truth 
consistently demonstrate how accurate the passing on of such stories and sayings can 
be. That reality was demonstrated decisively when the Dead Sea Scrolls were 
discovered several decades ago. When these fragments of the Scriptures dating back to 
the time of Jesus and before were compared with modern manuscripts, many skeptics 
were shocked to discover not the “telephone game” distortions they expected, but a 
remarkable alignment of versions. What few differences in translation there were had to 
do with minor spelling and grammatical changes and nothing that altered the 
fundamental meaning of the texts. 
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It is also interesting how skeptical people are about the accuracy of the information the 
Bible gives us about Jesus. How can we trust these histories? When I was a student at 
Yale, I studied the histories of ancient Greece written by Herodotus and Thucydides. 
These histories are widely accepted as reliable, though they were written more than 
1,000 years after the events they purport to describe and there are only eight copies of 
either history to compare with each other. Historians have little problem trusting the 
narrative of Caesar’s Gallic War, written 950 years after the actual war, and for which 
we have only ten comparison copies. Yet the stories of the New Testament were written 
starting a mere thirty years from the events and we still have more than 20,000 copies 
of the documents that support the accounts with remarkable consistency. It’s 
interesting how different people come to define “reliability.” 
 
There’s even more evidence for the trustworthiness of the biblical texts. Last week, I 
shared how more than 300 of the Bible’s prophecies about the coming Messiah had 
born themselves out in the details of Jesus’ life alone. I didn’t get around to the 
hundreds of other biblical prophecies that have proved true or the vast and continuing 
wealth of archaeological finds that confirm the historicity of Biblical accounts – cities 
that the Bible said existed, players and events the Scriptures describe. Some time ago, 
in an ossuary unearthed near Jerusalem, researchers found the skeletal remains of a 
Second Century man who had been executed. Study of the remains confirmed that the 
methodology of his demise precisely conformed to the act of crucifixion described in the 
Gospels. 
 
For Christians, however, perhaps the most meaningful evidence of biblical reliability 
comes from an approach to Biblical studies that involves scrutinizing the language 
syntax and rhetorical forms of scriptural passages. One of the world’s foremost scholars 
in this area, Dr. Joachim Jeremias, has identified in the words attributed to Jesus 
dozens of patterns of speaking (the parables, are but one example) which are markedly 
different from the story-telling and teaching forms of First Century Judaism and are not 
found anywhere else in the ancient world at that time. Jeremias calls these parables 
and language constructs -- “the Ipsissima Vox” – literally, “the Very Voice” of Jesus. It 
is as if in Jesus we are meeting someone who comes from outside of that place and 
time; yet who speaks in a way that touches the heart of people in every age.  
 

Is the Bible’s God a Cruel Tyrant? 
 
For all of these reasons, I’ve been convinced that the testimony of the Scriptures and 
particularly the voice of Jesus we find there is clear and dependable.  But I’ve also 
come to see that what troubles some of us is not the reliability of the text itself so much 
as the reliability of the God the Bible’s text seems to describe. Famous atheist, Richard 
Dawkins, argues that the Bible presents a picture of a God who is “arguably the most 
unpleasant character in all fiction: jealous and proud of it… petty… unjust, [an] 
unforgiving control-freak… misogynistic, homophobic, racist, infanticidal, and 
genocidal.”  In his book, Letter to a Christian Nation, fellow skeptic, Sam Harris, goes 
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on to quote extensive passages from the Bible that, taken in one light, seem to suggest 
that God delights in dashing Babylonian baby heads on rocks, in putting whole 
Canaanite villages to the torch and slaughtering innocents for the sake of his prideful 
tribe. This depiction leads Victor Stenger to admit that he does not simply disbelieve in 
God; he actively dislikes the biblical God. “If he exists, I want nothing to do with him.”1 
 
So, what do Christians say to this?  It seems to me that we have to grant that there are 
passages in the Bible that strike us, in Dawkins’ own words, as “just plain weird.” I’ve 
sometimes struggled personally with that period during Israel’s conquest of the Land of 
Canaan when God, speaking through Moses in Deuteronomy 7, apparently gave the 
Israelites the command to destroy the Canaanites totally.   
 
It is difficult for me to imagine a people so utterly wicked that they merited this kind of 
treatment, but apparently that was indeed the case. As Deuteronomy 12:31 reports, it 
was routine practice for the Canaanites to “burn their sons and daughters in the 
fire to their gods” over interests as commonplace as the dedication of a new building. 
There are moments in biblical history when God takes harsh and costly action to spare 
the world the expansion of a much harsher and more insidious evil.  I’m sure that few 
atheists would regard wiping out the scourge of Isis or Nazism a pretty affair.  I doubt 
too many who walked through Dachau or watched the videos of Isis atrocities, 
however, would question that extreme force was necessary to prevent those particular 
tribes from spreading like a cancer on the world. 
 
When reading the Bible in its entirety, however, you will be struck far more often by 
God’s patience and mercy than by his wrath. The New Atheists say that the God of the 
Bible is jealous, vindictive and mean; then why does he both spare and clothe Adam 
and Eve even after they wantonly stole the one thing he asked them not to take? Why 
does the Bible picture him as the one who continues to send the nourishing rains and 
the warming sun on the just and the unjust alike?  Some skeptics say that the God of 
the Bible is just another xenophobic tribal deity; why then does he establish Israel to be 
a light and blessing to all the nations?  Why does he send the reluctant prophet Jonah 
to save the barbarous nation of Assyria?  Why has Christianity found a home among 
more tribes on more continents than any other world religion?  Some critics say that the 
story of Abraham and Isaac illustrates that the God of the Bible demands that we give 
our own precious sons to Him; then why is the central message of Christianity that God 
has in fact, given his own Son for our sakes?    
 
It is hard to read the scriptures in their entirety, or understand passages in their 
cultural context, and conclude that the God of the Bible is a cruel tyrant. He is certainly 
not a push over. He is holy. He is committed to the progress of his kingdom.  He cares 
deeply for justice. God is not Santa Claus. But if there is a greater example of patience, 
kindness, forgiveness, perseverance, generosity, and compassion than the God we 
meet in the Bible, I’ve just not been privileged to meet that being yet. 
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One of the errors people frequently make as they interpret Scripture is to assume that 
because a behavior is ascribed to a character in the Bible, then God or Christianity 
endorses it. In the Book of Judges, for example – the book from which critics take some 
of their most colorful illustrations -- the actual attitude of God toward many of the 
atrocities described there can be summed up in the book’s final verse: “In those days, 
there was no king in Israel and everyone did what was right in his own eyes” 
(Judges 21:25).   
 
Yes, the Bible is weird and cruel in places, because life and people are weird and cruel 
in places. The Bible gives us a window into the dysfunction of families and the 
corruptions of the powerful. It shows us the selfishness of the rich, the superficiality of 
the religious, and the shallowness of the mob. But the God we meet in the Bible is not 
responsible for or endorsing of this behavior. When a journalist, novelist, or historian in 
our day accurately depicts the atrocities of war or the abuse of children, or the rape of 
the environment, we don’t say what a cruel, tyrannical person that AUTHOR is. No, we 
give such people prizes for telling it like it is. In the Bible, God tells it like it is. The Bible 
shows us a world in need of saving and a God qualified to do the job.  
 

Does the Bible Have Anything to Teach Modern People? 
 
Which brings me to the THIRD and last question people often have about the reliability 
of the Bible. Does the Bible have anything to teach modern people? Do we still need to 
rely on it? Haven’t we evolved far enough as a species to recognize what’s good for us 
and pursue it on our own?  Aren’t God and this Book just a fuzzy, antiquated projection 
of social values we’d naturally come up with on our own? What do you think?  
 
I’m not so sure. Personally, if I were projecting a God or an ethical system for my own 
evolutionary advantage, these would be the Ten Commandments: 1. Feel good about 
yourself; you can be your own god. 2. Be sure to watch American Idol or other 
celebrities I want to be like. 3. Drop God’s name casually; it makes you sound cool.  4. 
Remember the Sabbath; it’s a good day to get the shopping done.  5. Honor your father 
and mother, except when they’re a pain.  6. Don’t murder, except in your mind. 7. Have 
sex with a lot of partners; it’s the way you play gene pool. 8. Don’t steal, except from 
the government or God. 9. Don’t bear false witness, unless, you know, you need to. 
And 10. Covet whatever you want; it keeps the economy strong. How is crafting our 
own personal ethical system working out for us? 
 
We can make our way through life relying on our own conscience and it will help us in 
some ways. There is this certain Natural Law sown into the human mind that can help 
us discern right and wrong at a certain level. But our evolutionary instincts will probably 
never tell us that the way of hope and healing for our world is to love our enemies and 
do good to those who persecute us.  It won’t tell us that life in itself is sacred and that 
we ought to protect the weak, even if they are inconvenient or not part of our tribe.  
Natural law doesn’t tell us that male and female and people of every race are of equal 
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standing. It doesn’t make clear that freedom is not only America’s gift, but God’s 
intention for all humanity.  But, if we look closely and listen carefully the Bible will. The 
Bible will tell us that these aren’t just ideas to be entertained but commitments of life 
for which we will one day be accountable before our Creator. 
 
I’m a slow learner, but I’ve figured out that I need the God who meets me in this 
BOOK, even though I don’t like everything He says to me here.  I sometimes feel about 
God and the Scriptures the way I felt about a writing teacher I had in the eighth grade 
and a rowing coach I had my freshman year in college: You don’t understand me. You 
are asking too much. But I’m a decent writer today because of that teacher; and 
because of that coach, I got to row on the best crew team in the country.   
 
On a vastly more important level, this is what the Psalmist felt when he said: Oh, how 
I love your law and meditate on it all day long… For your word is a lamp to 
my feet and a light for my path. (Psalm 119:97, 105). It was what the Apostle 
Paul understood when he wrote: All Scripture is God-breathed and is useful for 
teaching, rebuking, correcting and training in righteousness, so that the man 
[or woman] of God – that is you and me -- may be thoroughly equipped for 
every good work. (2 Timothy 3:16-17) Is the Bible reliable? Yes it is. But the only 
way to truly know that is to read it, meditate on it, and obey it yourself. 
 
 
TRUST THE BIBLE BECAUSE OF THE: 
1. Reliability of the oral traditions and translations 
2. Recency and multitude of its manuscripts 
3. Accuracy of its prophecies 
4. Corroborating discoveries of archaeology 
5. Very Voice (ipsissima vox) of Jesus 
6. Goodness of God it shows us 
7. Light and life it brings us 
 
 

 
 
                                                 
1 Victor Stenger, God: The Failed Hypothesis (Amherst, NY: Prometheus Books, 2007), 240. 


