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Sunday, 13 September 2020 – Is The Bible Historically Accurate? 
 
 
Good morning.  It’s now a rather different world to that which thought I’d be in when I 
was booked to speak today!  I’d expected to be standing here speaking to a sea of 
smiling faces, not to an impersonal camera.  But my environment doesn’t change the 
message I’ve been asked to address today - which is – “Is the Bible historically 
accurate?”. 
 
When I was a boy my dad taught me to play chess.  Looking back, it was probably so 
he had someone to play with, and beat!  So he showed me the basic moves, and we 
started to play.   That’s how I started to learn the moves I could and should not do.  It 
was only as I grew older and joined a chess club I realised there existed more 
structured instructions on how to do it properly.  The rules of the game.   
 
Now you might not be into chess... perhaps today - and maybe according to your age 
or inclination - you might be into the computer gaming phenomena.  But then you will 
also be aware that this activity has its rule books as well.  In fact, for almost 
everything we do in life someone’s produced an instruction manual.   And I’ve got to 
realise that if I’ve got some maintenance job to do at home, then someone’s probably 
produced a ‘how to do it’ YouTube video on it.  But before there was YouTube, there 
were self-help books.  One variety called a ‘Haynes manual’ must be very familiar to 
anyone who’s ever done their own car maintenance. But with any of these sources, 
you’ve got to decide if you’re going to trust the accuracy of the information in it. 
 
In this place, we believe in, and therefore teach about, an omnipotent, omnipresent, 
living God, who, with the Son, the Lord Jesus Christ and the Holy Spirit is co-equally 
and indivisibly... God.  We believe this one and only God is creator, sustainer and 
eternal.  And we also believe that we have eternal life if we believe in Him and have 
accepted Jesus as our Saviour.  And we do that because He’s said it’s so.  But how do 
we know He’s said it? 
 
Well to start with... we’ve got a book from which we derive this information!  It’s called 
‘The Bible’.  Now some of you may remember a talk I gave back in June 2019 on the 
way the Bible’s been put together and recall me telling you then that the word ‘Bible’ 
just means ‘book’ or ‘books’.  Which is why my well-used working copy of the Bible is 
just called ‘the book’. 
 
But can we trust this book?  Is it reliable?  Well I could just say that many, many 
people over nearly two thousand years have trusted it’s content and have found what 
it says is reliable and can testify to its truthfulness.  Or alternatively I could tell you 
what Paul told Timothy about the Scripture that he had available to him in his day 
(which was mainly the first part of our Bible called the OT) when he say, “All Scripture 
is God-breathed and is useful for teaching, rebuking, correcting and training in 
righteousness, so that the servant of God may be thoroughly equipped for every good 
work.” 
 
Please do remember that statement.  It underpins the whole of our use of the Bible as 
God’s instruction manual for us. 
 
But you might want to come back to me and ask, “Yes - but... is it historically accurate 
in what it says?  Or is it maybe just ideas written down a long time ago that some 
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people believe?”  And that question is basically the one we’re addressing this 
morning – “Is the Bible historically accurate?”  Because it’s also the question you’re 
likely to get asked in a workplace or family and by the many who live in today society 
by the mantra, “if it feels good do it” - and therein reject the concept of an eternal 
‘higher being’ with any right to say how we a supposed to live. 
 
And so - to answer the question about the Bible’s accuracy I see myself this morning 
with the task of explaining - first - what the Bible is (rather than taking it for granted 
you know) and then giving some of the evidence for its reliability. 
 
So let’s start with what the Bible is - and also - importantly - what it isn’t.   

Well, the Bible is not just one book, but in 
fact sixty-six books written over getting 
on for two thousand years.  And it forms 
its own library - which is split into two 
main sections; the Old Testament of 39 
books, and the New Testament of 27 
books.  So much you probably know 
already.  Originally the OT was written 
mainly in Hebrew, but by the time that 
Jesus walked this earth, there was also a 
significant Greek translation of the OT 
Scriptures in existence.  And the NT was 
almost entirely written in Greek. 
 

Which brings us to our first question on whether the Bible we have in our hand is a 
historically accurate record - because someone had to understand the original text and 
then translate it into ours (and many other) languages.  How do we know for a start 
that we’ve got in translation what the original writers wrote?  And in fact, that maybe 
not even the first question we need to consider.  The first question could be - have we 
even got a good enough record of the original text available to us to be translated 
from?! 
 
Well let’s answer that question first.  Any good Bible commentary worth the name will 
tell you about the quality of the documents that a particular book in the Bible was 
translated from.  Some are of course better than others. With the NT we’re in a better 
position than with some books in the OT in this respect, purely because they are more 
recent. 
 
But for all of our Biblical books, we’re unlikely to have any of the original documents - 
only a copy of a copy of a copy.  Which has led some people who wish to discredit the 
Bible to question the accuracy of the transmission of the Bible’s content.  They would 
think, if you like, of it as written Chinese whispers.  But the people who were copyists 
were historically meticulous in their work. And that’s not just an opinion.  There’s 
evidence.  So let me tell you a story. 
 
Below is a photo of one of the caves at Qumran where the Dead Sea Scrolls started to 
be found from 1948 onwards.  One of the scrolls found amongst the Dead Sea Scrolls 
was an almost complete copy of the book of Isaiah we have in our OT.   
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Qumran, by the Dead Sea, Israel. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
And here is that scroll in its Jerusalem 
resting place inside a museum enclosure.  
Actually, this happens to be a reproduction 
of it, as they moved the original a little while 
ago to a safer controlled environment to 
preserve it. 
 
 
 
Now the prophecy of Isaiah was written around 700BC - or a bit less.  The copy found 
at Qumran is dated to about 100BC - so getting on for 600 years after the original was 
first penned. But the thing is, the copy you have right now in your Bible in its English 
translation is near enough the same as this copy found in those caves!  And that copy 
from Qumran is unlikely to ever have seen the copy from which your Bible was 
translated.  So its transmission to us over more than two thousand years has not 
changed it! 
 
I’ll talk about the other question about the accuracy of translation in a moment, 
because I want to combine it with another concern that I have some sympathy with.  
That’s because today we have so many translations of the Bible available to us.  Can 
they all be right - or does it beg the question - can any of them be right (and I’m 
ignoring of course heretical versions)? 
 
The early church in this country had available to it, in a limited way, the Bible in Latin.  
So... still in a foreign language.  Then John Wycliffe in the fourteen century and William 
Tyndale in the sixteen century translated a good part of the Bible into the language of 
the ordinary people.  Tyndale was in fact executed for doing this on 6th October 1536 - 
but eventually a lot of the King James Bible that was commissioned in 1603 - and 
published in 1611 - was based on his work. 
 
So now we had a complete Bible in the English language.  And this Bible was known as 
‘the Authorised Version’ for a very long time.  So why do we need any newer 
translations?  Why can’t we still use the KJV and eliminate any confusion from having a 
plethora of different versions? 
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I became a Christian in the late 1950's while attending a Bible class in this very 
building - and I was given a Bible. It was the KJV.  That’s because in those days there 
were very few other translations generally available, or even paraphrases (and I’ll talk 
a bit more about paraphrases in a minute).  So my early learning of Christian truth 
was via the KJV.  And I have to tell you I still remember verses in the Bible today in 
KJV English! 
 
But language changes.  
 
 

 
 
This is the first page of John’s Gospel in the 
Tydale Bible.  You can just about understand 
the wording and recognise the text, but even 
spelling hadn’t be standardised at the time this 
was written.  That had happened of course by 
the time I was given my KJV Bible - but over 
more than three and a half centuries, the use 
of language had changed. 
 
 
 

And I’m not just talking about the “Thee” and “Thou” of the KJV not being any longer 
in common use.  Various words have changed their meaning as used in society today, 
and some are not even generally used today.  
 
And another thing - translation methodology had also changed over time.  In the past, 
and still today with some translations, ‘word for word’ translation is used and the order 
rearranged to make grammatical sense.  But today there’s also dynamic translation, 
taking a sentence or a paragraph and translating it as a whole.  Obviously the result is 
an English verse that says the same thing, but in a different way.  And today we even 
use different idioms to express ideas in ways unheard of in the past.  And not 
everybody uses the same words in the same way even in the same language!   
 
It was Winston Churchill who referred to us in Great Britain and the residents of the 
United States as two peoples separated by the same language!  So pick up a modern 
English Bible published for use here and another ‘English’ translation produced for use 
in the USA - and you might find more than just different spellings.  After all - we know 
they call things differently - like calling a car boot a trunk, and a car bonnet a hood! 
 
And then there’s our continued learning about the languages of the Bible’s original 
texts.  I’ve already mentioned the Dead Sea Scrolls.  From such discoveries scholars 
continue to improve the way they understand the Bible’s original languages.  And this 
feeds back into our re-evaluation of the nuances of the texts we translate.  It doesn’t 
mean that the Bible today says something totally contrary to a translation of a hundred 
years ago, but it does help us put its message into the common language we use 
today in a more helpful, relevant way.  That’s the intention anyway. 
 
And don’t be misled into thinking that we have all the answers on Biblical text.  For 
instance, in the Jewish songbook called Psalms, it won’t be too long before you’ve 
come across the word Selah.  For example you’ll find after Psalm 83, v8 and again 
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after Psalm 87 v6.  In fact, someone’s counted up that the word Selah occurs 
71 times in Psalms.  But if you use a New Living Translation you won’t have ‘Selah’.  
Instead you’ll have the word ‘interlude’, because we think this word means something 
like, “pause, and think about that”.  But actually, the translators are not totally sure, so 
they’ve given us their best stab at understanding the original language. 
 
And then you’ve got the paraphrase versions of the Bible.  When I was much younger 
the only one I knew around then was the J.B. Phillips’ version of the gospels and NT 
letters.  And it’s from his copy of Romans we get the now famous paraphrase of 
Romans 12:2 - ‘don’t let the world force you into its mould’. And that’s the point about 
a paraphrase.  It doesn’t set out to be a translation, but tries to put into a powerful 
everyday illustration the meaning behind the original text. 
 
Sometime later along came the Living Bible, which I like to think of as the forerunner 
to the Message.  The Message is classed as a translation from the original languages 
but is so much in today’s idioms it’s more of a paraphrase than a translation.  Or if you 
want a version that really tries to communicate with today’s youth culture - then Rob 
Lacey’s Street Bible tries to do that - even putting some of its content into rap verse. 
 
But the real value of a paraphrase for a Bible reader is to help make the text come 
alive in a way that we might miss in another version.  Let me illustrate. The gospels of 
Matthew, Mark and John all tell us that Pilate had Jesus flogged.  There’s your fact.  
But the Living Bible says – “Pilate laid open Jesus back with a leaded whip”.  Now 
you’re understanding what flogging meant. Now you start taking in more of what Jesus 
suffered for you. 
 
So far I’ve concentrated on the Bible as a document.  Now I want to change tack and 
talk about the authenticity of its content.  Can we believe what it says?  What evidence 
from outside the Bible substantiates its authenticity. 
 
Let’s start with some evidence for the authenticity of something in the NT. 
 
 

I’m told that some years ago people 
doubted that Pontius Pilate was the 
Roman governor in Israel.  That’s because 
there’d been no documentation found for 
this fact contemporary with his lifetime.  
And of course if his existence in Palestine 
in Jesus time wasn’t true, then the story 
about Jesus couldn’t be either.  Another 
nail the coffin of the accuracy of the Bible. 
 Then in 1961 archaeologists working on 
a site at Caesarea on the Mediterranean 
coast of Israel turned over a limestone 
block - now in a museum in Jerusalem.  
The inscription’s partly damaged, but you 

can read, ‘Pontius Pilate... Prefect of Judea’ - and it is contemporary with his life - 
AD30.  In the ancient world stonework tended to get reused - and wherever this block 
started life, it had ended up recycled in the construction of an amphitheatre.  And it 
document’s in stone what the Bible has been saying all along, Pilate was governor in 
Roman Palestine! 
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Not all archaeological evidence is so dramatic. 
 But can be equally telling. So this is a part of 
the ancient walls of Jerusalem dating from 
just before the exile to Babylon.  I took the 
picture myself in Jerusalem.  And in Isaiah 
Ch.22 we read, “You counted the buildings in 
Jerusalem and tore down houses to 
strengthen the wall” which actually refers to 
the futile actions of the inhabitants to protect 
themselves.  And here - at this portion of that 
widened wall - we can see a demolished 
building whose outline overlaps the widened 
wall’s foundations and whose materials were 

more than likely used in the process.  A minor detail confirming an almost throwaway 
comment in an OT book of the Bible. 
 
 

Just one more.   This is the temple 
platform in Jerusalem today bereft of 
any construction from the first century 
and with only much later Islamic 
structures erected on it.  But you can 
read in Matthew Ch.22 that Jesus 
disciples were open mouthed at the 
magnificence of the massive structure 
built on this site over a period of 46 
years by Herod.  Jesus comment; “not 
one stone will be left on another”.  But... 
what did happened to that magnificent 
structure?   
 

 
Well the Romans overran Jerusalem in AD70, and then demolished it so thoroughly 
that not one stone remained on another.   
 
 

 
And only in recent history have these 
massive stones come to light showing the 
task they undertook - all pushed off the 
Temple platform high above into an area just 
along from the Wailing Wall.  But the thing is 
- Jesus said this would happen - and He said 
it about 40 years before it did!  Testimony 
not only to the Bible’s authenticity but also 
to Jesus prophetic knowledge. 
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But when we talk about Biblical accuracy, we do need to define a little more 
what we mean by that phrase by looking at what sort of a book (and that should be 
‘books’) the Bible is.  In other words - what sort of genre is it?  Well the answer is, 
many different genres, but not all.  Let me explain. 
 
If I wanted to understand Quantum Physics I would seek out a book on that subject so 
I could (try!) to understand it.  But the Bible is not a science textbook.  It does point to 
the AWho” behind the science, but not the Ahow” of the detail construction of the 

universe, and where it does refer to creation it’s most often in the form of poetry.  
We’ll come back to that in a moment. 
 
Similarly, you can find lots of books today specialising in genre such as history, Law, 
poetry, or moral and relational subjects.  And the Bible has all of these types of 
literature sandwiched between its outer covers - even having several genre within a 
single book.  Some are obvious - so for instance the Psalms major on poetry, and in 
some English versions are even set out in verse, although of course much of the poetic 
nuance of the original has been lost in translation.  And things, like groups of verses all 
beginning with the same Hebrew letter as in Psalm 119, are also lost to us. 
 
But... why have I gone to all this trouble to tell you about the different types of writing 
in the Bible?  It’s because you can make a really big mistake when trying to 
understand the Bible if you don’t recognise what type of text you’re reading.  And in 
the context of this morning’s talk it will affect your understanding of the Bible’s 
accuracy. 
 
Let me tell you another story to explain. I was driving to work many years ago and 
listening to Premier radio as I went.  And some preacher was speaking about Psalm 91 
v4, which talks about God protecting us under His wings, etc.  And he said, “...so we 
know that God has wings, and God has feathers”.  I felt like I wanted to throw my 
radio out of the car window.  No, God hasn’t got wings, and He hasn’t got feathers!   
For a start, the Bible tells us that God is Spirit.  And anyway the psalm he quoted is a 
picture of a mother hen gathering her chicks under her wings for protection.  It’s 
poetry!  And he was quoting it like it was a scientific textbook.  And also misleading 
thousands of listeners on a Christian radio station!  The lesson for today is - 
understand your Bible - what it is - and - what it isn’t!  And also check out what you 
hear people say about it - and that means by me as well. 
 
But now I need to say something particularly important.  I’ve given you some 
illustrations this morning of how things said in the Bible, and about the Bible itself, can 
illustrate it to be accurate.  But what I’ve told you, and many other cameos of detail I 
haven’t mentioned, are all a bit like a vast connect-the-dots picture - but one where 
we haven’t got anything like the number of dots that we would like.   And that is not 
an accident! 
 
Hebrews 11:3 starts, “By faith we know...”  It doesn’t say, “By proof we know...”  
Similarly, that well known verse sometimes called ‘the gospel in a nutshell’ says, “For 
God so loved the world that He gave His one and only Son that whoever believes in 
Him shall not perish, but have eternal life.” 
 
I started my Christian journey in the back room of this building aged fourteen and a 
half.  I was listening to someone saying that Jesus died on the cross to take the 
punishment for my sin.  Now I’d been here in a boys’ Bible class for a year already, so 
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I must of heard about Jesus and His death on the cross before.  But it was at 
that moment I said to myself, “I believe that”.  And I meant it. 
 
Interestingly, there were twenty plus boys in the room at the time, but as we rushed 
out to a bun fight in the hall here, the speaker only stopped one boy to ask him, “Do 
you believe that?”  That boy was me.  So I said “yes”.  His next question was - had I 
told Jesus I believed it?  No was of course the answer - because I’d only just told 
myself!  So he said, “Let’s do that now”. And that’s why I said that was the start of my 
Christian journey.  
 
But it started with me believing that it was true what the Bible said about Jesus being 
the only one who could step in and die to take my punishment.  And this is the only 
way anyone can enter God’s family.  Check that out in the Bible for yourself.  And you 
can then also answer the question, ADo you believe that?”. 

 
In Hebews 11:6 it says “without faith it is impossible to please God, because anyone 
who comes to him must believe that he exists and that he rewards those who 
earnestly seek him”. 
 
You know, there’s one thing I always have difficulty understanding in the Gospels.  The 
Pharisees had all the answers to ‘fact’ at their disposal. They were a learned class.  
They knew the OT part of our Bible like the back of their hand, and probably 
understood some of its context better than we do.   And then... they had Jesus there - 
right in front of them.  And in Nazareth Jesus read from the scroll of Isaiah about the 
coming of the Messiah - and then basically said - ‘here I am’.   
 
Well, OK, anyone can make those sorts of claims - but when you see a stone rolled 
away from a tomb and a man called Lazarus who’d been dead for four days walk out 
alive because this guy, who claims to be the Messiah, called him out - I mean - proof - 
what more proof do you want?!  Well - perhaps blind people made to see, paralysed 
people made to walk, Lepers cleansed of their fearful leprosy.  Yes all that as well.  So 
what I don’t understand is the Pharisees reaction to all this proof.  It was... ‘Let’s kill 
Jesus, and while we’re about it, kill Lazarus as well to destroy the proof!’ 
 
Discoveries that are made that help substantiate things said in the Bible are great.  I 
love them.  You’ve probably picked that up.  But all the proof in the world won’t 
replace our need to individually answer that simply question, “Do you believe that?”.  
Which is why this morning I finish with that question.  Not how much more confident 
are you in the accuracy of the Bible - but do you believe what it says?  Because facts 
will never replace our need for faith. 
 
 
Granville Richards 
 
 
 
 
 
 


