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One of the most popular new TV shows this season is called “Once Upon A Time.”  If you’ve watched it at all you’ll probably agree, even if the show isn’t quite your cup of tea, that it’s quite creative.  One minute we’re in a modern day town called Storybrooke, Maine watching the interactions of people by the names of Emma and Henry and Regina and Mary Margaret.  And then the show shifts in time and we’re in an Enchanted Forest, and we learn that Mary Margaret is really Snow White and Regina is the Evil Queen.  All in all it’s sort of a fun way to revisit some of our favorite fairy tale characters.
Now one thing we all learned years ago is this – when a story begins with the words “once upon a time,” we know it isn’t true.  The story might have valuable life lessons, it might be scary, it might be romantic, it might be just plain fun, but one thing we know is that it isn’t true.  By contrast, the Bible claims that its stories really happened.  When we read in Genesis about Noah and the ark, we do not find these words – “once upon a time.”  The Gospel writers don’t introduce the account of Jesus’ resurrection with the words “once upon a time.”  The Bible claims to tell us the truth about who God is, about right and wrong, about sin and forgiveness, and about how we can live a happily ever after life in heaven.  
But here’s the question, and it’s an extremely important one – how do we know it’s true?  How do we know we can trust the Bible?  We’re at the beginning of a spiritual growth campaign called “40 Days in the Word.”  Our hope is that over the next 40 days we as followers of Jesus will come to learn the Word, love the Word and live the Word.  But if this book we refer to as the Word isn’t true, if it’s just another “once upon a time” story book, then there’s no reason to spend another minute reading it or talking about it.
Bart Ehrman grew up as a devoted follower of Jesus and a devoted student of the Bible.  He went to some of our finest Christian schools, including Moody Bible Institute and Wheaton College.  But during his doctoral studies at Princeton Ehrman came to the conclusion that he just couldn’t trust the Bible, that there were parts of the Bible that seemed to him to be clearly wrong or clearly made up.  In 2006 Ehrman wrote a book called “Misquoting Jesus” that spent a number of months on the New York Times bestseller list in which Ehrman set out to demonstrate that the Bible cannot be trusted.  Today Ehrman considers himself to be a “happy agnostic” who believes that when the end of life comes he will “just cease to exist, like the mosquito you swatted yesterday.”
So how do we know that Bart Ehrman isn’t right?  How do we know that the words “once upon a time” don’t rightfully belong at the start of every chapter of the Bible?  Can we trust the Bible to tell us the truth about God and Jesus and life and death?

That’s what we’re going to explore for a few minutes this morning as we begin our 40 Days in the Word spiritual growth campaign.  For those of you who want to dig deeper into this question, please see me afterwards; I have all sorts of resources I can recommend to you to look into this in as much detail as you’d like.  But since we only have a short time this morning to talk about this, let me do my best to give you an overview of the reasons millions of people around the world stake their lives and their eternal destinies on the words in this book we call the Bible.
The Bible Claims To Be Trustworthy
First, it’s important to note what the Bible claims about itself.  Unlike our favorite fairy tales, the Bible does not begin with the words “once upon a time.”  To the contrary, the Bible claims to be the inspired words of God.  For example, Paul writes this in the New Testament: “All Scripture is God-breathed and is useful for teaching, rebuking, correcting and training in righteousness.” (2 Timothy 3:16)  Peter writes this: “Above all, you must understand that no prophecy of Scripture came about by the prophet’s own interpretation.  For prophecy never had its origin in the will of man, but men spoke from God as they were carried along by the Holy Spirit.” (2 Peter 1:20-21) 
Now what do we mean when we say that the Bible is “inspired” by God?  Sometimes we read some poetry or hear some music and we say something like, “That was really inspired!”  Or we will hear a writer say that he or she was inspired to write what they wrote – they were inspired by something they saw in nature or by someone they loved.  That’s not what we mean when we talk about biblical inspiration.  The doctrine of inspiration teaches us that God so moved in the lives and minds of the authors of the Bible that the words they wrote were the words God wanted them to write.  That doesn’t mean God dictated the Bible word for word.  The Bible is in the end a divine book in that it is the Word of God, but it is also a very human book.  

Let me explain that.  One of the things they have us do in seminary is to learn to read the New Testament in the language in which it was written, which was Greek.  So when we study the Gospel of Mark, we study it in the Greek; when we study Acts, we study it in Greek; and so on.  And one of the things seminary students notice pretty quickly is that each of the different authors of the New Testament write very differently and very distinctly.  Paul’s Greek can be pretty complicated, and his sentences tend to be pretty long.  Mark’s Greek is much choppier, even a little bit sloppy.  When you read the Gospel of John and then the Book of Revelation, it is very clear that both books were written by the same person, because the Greek syntax and the Greek words he uses over and over are the same in both books.  In other words, it’s very clear that different persons wrote the Bible, with very different personalities and very different ways of looking at things and describing things.  
Here’s how one well-known seminary professor explains the doctrine of inspiration: “Without violating the authors’ personalities, they wrote with their own feelings, literary abilities, and concerns.  But in the end, God could say, ‘That’s exactly what I wanted to have written.’” (Lewis Sperry Chafer)  So that’s where we start, with the Bible’s claim that it is the inspired Word of God.  That doesn’t prove that it is the Word of God; I understand that.  But let’s understand that when we pick this book up, we’re picking up a book that claims to be different from every other book ever written; we are handling a book that claims to be telling us the truth straight from God himself.

The Bible Has A Uniquely Unified Message
Second, we need to appreciate that the Bible has a uniquely unified message.  In fact, the Bible isn’t simply a book; it’s actually a library.  The Bible is made up of 66 books, written by about 40 different authors over a period of about 1600 years.  The OT is made up of 39 books written between the years 1400 – 400 B.C., and the NT is made up of 27 books written between 40 – 90 A.D.  And if you’ve ever read through the Bible, you’ve observed the remarkable harmony between all 40 authors in what they say about God’s character, the nature of humankind, right and wrong, and the person of Jesus.

If you don’t think that’s remarkable, just for fun, go read a Supreme Court opinion.  Just the fact that a case gets to the Supreme Court means that the lower court judges disagree about the right outcome of this case.  For example, the issue of whether it’s constitutional for the federal government to require individuals to buy health insurance is an issue that has divided the lower courts and is now in front of the Supreme Court.  The Supreme Court has nine justices who are required to reach a consensus on the issue before them.  But it is a rare day when all nine justices agree.  More typically the Court votes 5-4 or 6-3 on how the case should come out, and often as many as 5 or 6 different justices will write portions of the opinions – which they call the majority opinion, the concurrence in the majority, the dissenting opinion, and so on.

By contrast, in the Bible you have 40 different authors writing over a period of 1600 years, and when it comes to all of the biggest issues facing humanity, they all agree.  All 40 would be willing to sign off on a single majority opinion covering all of the main issues of who God is, of right and wrong, of the meaning of life, and of the life that is to come.  Have you watched any of the 120 Republican debates?  The candidates all belong to the same party, but there doesn’t seem to be a whole lot they agree on.  But if you got all 40 authors of the Bible up on the debate stage and asked them about the biggest questions we have about reality and existence and truth and justice, they would all agree.  And that’s pretty remarkable.

The Bible Is Historically Accurate  
Third, and now we’re getting, as they say, to the crux of the matter, the Bible is historically accurate.  Look, for example, at how Luke begins his Gospel; Luke tells his readers right out of the gate that this is not a “once upon a time” story he’s telling us – this is carefully researched and meticulously recorded history:
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.  Therefore, since I myself have carefully investigated everything from the beginning, it seemed good also to me 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)
There are a number of significant words in that introduction, but let’s focus on just one for a moment – “eyewitnesses.”  In large part the Bible is a written record of events passed along to us by eyewitnesses.  For example, the first five books of the Bible were written by Moses.  Those books contain all sorts of historical information – miracles that took place, like the ten plagues and the parting of the Red Sea; the giving of the Ten Commandments; battles between Israel and pagan countries.  And who was an eyewitness to all those events?  Who was actually there when God parted the Red Sea?  Moses, the author of those accounts.
The New Testament authors make a big deal about this; they want us to understand that they saw the things they’re writing about with their own eyes.  Peter wrote this: “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)  And here’s how John begins one of his letters: “That which was from the beginning, which we have heard, which we have seen with our eyes, which we have looked at and our hands have touched – this we proclaim concerning the Word of life.” (1 John 1:1)  The Bible was written by people who saw what they were writing about with their own eyes and who touched what they were writing about with their own hands. 
Let me give you something to compare that to so it is a bit more meaningful.  Buddhism, of course, is a religion based on the life and teachings of Buddha.  The first written record of Buddha’s life and the first written record of his teachings was not compiled by eyewitnesses.  Can you guess how long after Buddha’s death the first biography was recorded?  Not 50 years, not 100 years, not 200 years – over 400 years.  By contrast, the Gospel accounts of Jesus were written down by people who lived with Jesus, who saw his miracles, who witnessed his crucifixion, who saw his resurrected body.  And they wrote those accounts within 30 years or so after they happened.
Now to back up our contention that the Bible is historically accurate, we need some facts.  Something you surely notice as you read through the Bible is the constant reference to historical facts – names of kings, names of places where battles took place, names of rivers, names of cities and countries and bodies of water and mountains.  And that allows the historian to verify the claims of the authors.  For example, the Bible claims the people of Israel crossed into the Promised Land when the crossed the Jordan River and then conquered the city of Jericho.  You can go to Israel today and see for yourself that there is a Jordan River and that nearby is the city of Jericho, along with the ruins of Jericho that are thousands of years old.  You can go to the valley where David fought Goliath.  You can go to the Sea of Galilee, where Jesus walked on the water.  You can climb the mountain where the transfiguration took place.
Contrast that for a moment with the Book of Mormon.  The Book of Mormon describes in great detail a civilization of people who lived in the Americas between 600 B.C. and 400 A.D.  It lists the names of tribes, rivers, cities and mountains at some length, much like the Bible does.  But here’s the difference.  Archeologists have yet to find even a single piece of evidence to substantiate any of the historical references in the Book of Mormon.  There is no evidence that any of the cities, rivers or mountains mentioned in the Book of Mormon ever existed, much less exists today.  The conclusion of historians is that all those references were made up.  That’s not what we have in the Bible.  Take just the New Testament Book of Acts as an example.  In the second half of that book Luke makes 84 historical references – references to cities, temples, the names of rulers, the names of ports, the location of synagogues, references to specific Roman laws, money and so on.  Historians have confirmed that all 84 references are spot on; he got them all right. (See I Don’t Have Enough Faith To Be An Atheist, pp. 256-259)
This is where our friends the archeologists come in.  Time and again they have dug up evidence verifying the accuracy of what the Bible tells us.  For many years critics contended that Pontius Pilate didn’t exist, or at least that he didn’t rule at the place and time the Bible said he did.  Then they found Pilate’s name and his title engraved in some ruins in Caesarea, among other places – I’ve seen some of those engravings myself – and in time the critics came to concede that when it came to Pilate the Bible had it right.
Here’s one of the most recent discoveries.  The first two times I went to Israel I saw lots of fascinating sites in Jerusalem, but one site I did not see was the Pool of Siloam, the pool that is described in John 9 as the site where Jesus healed a blind man.  They dug and dug and dug, but no one could find this site.  Then one day in June of 2004 they were doing some sewage work in an older part of Jerusalem and the workers accidentally stumbled on these steps that led down to what had clearly been a pool of water.  The experts came in, and were able to confirm that it was, without doubt, the Pool of Siloam.
Here’s something else to consider – many of the facts of the Bible are confirmed by secular writers of those times.  Have you ever heard anyone say, “How do we know Jesus even existed?  All we have are the writings of his followers; how do we know they didn’t just make all this stuff up?”  Well the fact is that we have much more than the writings of Jesus’ followers.  In fact Jesus is discussed in eleven secular writings from antiquity.  For example, Tacitus is considered to be the greatest of the ancient Roman historians.  If you know anything about many of the emperors of Rome – Nero, Caligula, Vespasian, etc. – you know it because of what Tacitus wrote.  Well, Tacitus also writes about a Jewish prophet by the name of Jesus who was executed by the Romans.  Another Roman historian named Josephus mentions Jesus on two occasions.  Josephus tells us that Jesus was a famous teacher, a healer, was known by the name Christ, had a brother named James, and was executed by the Romans.  
The big point is this – you can feel very confident that the Bible is historically accurate.  I’m not going to tell you that we aren’t still looking for certain things, because we are.  For example, we’re still not sure where the people of Israel crossed the Red Sea; there are at least three good theories, but we can’t say for certain.  But you can be very confident that the authors of the Bible didn’t just make this stuff up.  They didn’t just invent the names of cities and countries and people.  None of the 66 books of the Bible begin with the words, “Once upon a time.”  The events described in the Bible really happened, and the people who saw them happen wrote it down so we would know about them.  The Bible is historically accurate.
The Bible Is Prophetically Accurate
Fourth, we can trust the Bible because the Bible is prophetically accurate.  I can point you to a score of examples, but let’s just focus briefly on what we call the messianic prophecies, the prophecies of the Old Testament concerning the Messiah that were fulfilled in Jesus.  By the way, the first two people in history to get an education in this were the two guys Jesus walked with on the road to Emmaus following Jesus’ resurrection.  Do you remember them?  They were depressed because Jesus had been crucified, and they were confused because they had heard that Jesus’ tomb was empty.  Here’s what Jesus said to them: “How foolish you are, and how slow of heart to believe all the prophets have spoken! Did not the Christ have to suffer these things and then enter his glory?’ And beginning with Moses and all the Prophets he explained to them what was said in all the Scriptures concerning himself.” (Luke 24:25-27)  
What an amazing conversation that must have been!  Scholars tell us that there are over 300 messianic prophecies in the Old Testament that find their fulfillment in Jesus.  For example, the Old Testament predicts that the Messiah would be born of a virgin; he would be a descendant of Abraham; from the tribe of Judah; from the household of David; he would be born in Bethlehem; his way would be prepared by a forerunner; he would be betrayed for 30 pieces of silver; he would be abandoned by his disciples; he would be silent before his accusers; his hands and feet would be pierced; lots would be cast for his garments; none of his bones would be broken; he would be pierced in his side; he would be buried with the rich; he would be resurrected; and he would ascend into heaven. (See I’m Glad You Asked, pp. 105 – 106)  All those prophecies were fulfilled by Jesus.
The Bible Has Been Preserved Accurately
Very quickly let me make one more point – we can trust the Bible because the Bible has been preserved accurately.  Let me tell you just a little bit about how the Bible was copied before the printing press came along and made things so much easier to preserve.  There was a long list of rules that the scribes who copied the Scriptures had to follow.  The Scriptures were contained in scrolls, and the number of columns in the scrolls always had to be the same.  The columns always had to be 30 letters wide.  To make sure they got it right, the rule was that they copied letter by letter and not word by word.  They knew how many letters of the alphabet were in each book.  They would know, let’s say, that there were 1,654 “a’s” in the book, and if in their copy they counted 1,653 “a’s” they would throw the whole copy out and start over.  They knew the middle letter of each book and the middle letter of the Old Testament.  And if the middle letter of their copy didn’t match, they would throw the whole copy out and start over.

One criticism you might hear sometime is this: “We don’t have any of the originals of any of the biblical texts.  So there’s no way we can know what Matthew, Mark, Luke, John and the others actually wrote.”  And it’s true that we don’t have any of the originals.  But there is an entire academic discipline called textual criticism that is devoted to determining the accuracy of the biblical texts, and the experts tell us that they are quite certain that the Bible you and I read today is the Bible the authors wrote.  Now that might sound hard to believe, so let me just remind you of some facts we’ve talked about before.
Have any of you ever read anything of Plato over the years?  Plato’s writings come from around the year 400 B.C.  The earliest copy we have of any of Plato’s works is from the year 900 A.D.; that’s a gap of 1300 years.  And how many copies do we have of Plato?  We have 7 copies; that’s it.  And yet scholars are wholly confident that we have in our hands today the words Plato wrote 2400 years ago.

Now let’s compare that to the New Testament.  The New Testament was written in Greek between the years 40 and 90 A.D.  We have a complete copy of the Greek New Testament from the year 325 A.D. – 235 years after the last book was written.  And we have portions of the New Testament from much earlier.  For example, we have a portion of the Gospel of John that is dated between 98 A.D. and 125 A.D., meaning that we may have a copy that is only about 8 years removed from the original.  

Oh, and guess how many Greek copies of the New Testament we have?  We have 7 copies of Plato, but we have over 5,700 copies of the Greek New Testament.  And remarkably 98% of those copies are in complete agreement with each other, and most of the 2% of the differences are simply differences in spelling.  Scholars today tell us that of the 20,000 lines of text in the New Testament, only 40 are in doubt, and none of them concern any significant doctrine.  One scholar has written that “to be skeptical of the resultant text of the New Testament books is to allow all of classical antiquity to slip away into obscurity, for no documents of the ancient period are as well attested bibliographically as the New Testament.” (John Warwick Montgomery, quoted in The New Evidence That Demands A Verdict by Josh McDowell) 

Yes, you can trust the Bible.  There is compelling evidence to support our claim that the Bible is accurate and worthy of our trust.  So here’s the issue – will we?  Will we trust it enough to read it and to learn it and most importantly to live it?  I hope you are able to fully enter in to all we’re doing in this series we call 40 Days in the Word.  I hope you get in a small group, I hope you watch the daily devotionals, I hope you memorize the weekly verses with us.  And I hope that through all this you fall more and more in love with the Word himself, the one we call Jesus.  He’s the one you can trust above everyone and everything else.
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