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Is the Bible Reliable?
By Craig Keener, Ph.D.

Scholars devote entire books to the question of the Bible’s historical reliability. For the sake of space and time, this essay 
will merely sample some work on three parts of the Bible: the time of the patriarchs; Israel’s history as recorded in 1 and 2 
Kings; and Jesus’ time.1 

Comparing Biblical Accounts with Their World

The question of historical reliability is relevant only to particular kinds of writings in the Bible. For example, one does  
not ordinarily speak of letters or parables as historically reliable. Clearly, however, many books of the Bible recount 
historical information. 

The practice of history-writing developed over time, and some periods exercised more flexibility than others. For example, 
audiences in the day of the gospel writer Luke had clearer expectations for what history-writing would involve than did 
audiences in King David’s era. Likewise, ancient writers did not use footnotes. Nevertheless, by definition, history-writing 
involved the arrangement of information. 

Modern historians depend in great measure on ancient historical reports in order to reconstruct ancient history. When 
modern historians evaluate the degree of an ancient work’s historical reliability, one approach is to compare the work in 
question with information available to us from other sources. This approach is easier for some periods than for others. For 
example, far more information exists about the United States in 1960 CE than about Assyria in 720 BCE. 

Several variables factor in to the ability to corroborate biblical information with historical records. For instance, Assyrian 
annals confirm many details of the Bible during the Assyrian period, but the same approach is not possible for the later 
Persian period, because Persia’s annals were lost. We have considerable information about the time of the biblical figure 
Paul, who preached in urban areas, but comparatively little about the time of Abraham, who wandered about and settled 
in the ancient Near East nearly four thousand years ago. 

Where less direct information is available, scholars compare the reports of biblical or other ancient authors with what can 
be known of the era about which they wrote. Traditional cultures often preserve and pass on core elements of stories over 
centuries. The stories about Abraham may have been passed on for centuries as oral sagas. Yet they reflect not merely the 
period in which they were written down—though some updating of language over time is to be expected—but also some 
clear elements of the period they claim to describe.

The evidence available for historical examination often increases as we move forward in time, and we will notice this 
pattern as we examine three eras of biblical history.  

Abraham and the Patriarchs

Scholars generally date the biblical patriarchs to the early second millennium BCE—and we have far less information  
about this time period than about later eras. Most evidence from the second millennium BCE has not survived the past 
four thousand years. Moreover, of what has survived, only a small portion has been excavated; of what has been  
excavated, only some has been published; and of what has been published, only some has been sifted through and 
applied to the Bible. 

Regarding antiquity more generally, one scholar has estimated that as little as 1 piece of evidence in 60,000 is available 
to us.2 With such odds, we cannot expect to find records of particular ordinary individuals from the period—especially 
when those individuals were nomadic shepherds. And we could not expect to have direct extra-biblical information about 
Abraham any more than we have about other leaders of nomadic tribes or clans. 

The best that one can do with these very early biblical accounts is check whether they are consistent with what is known 
about the period in general. Happily, some information about this does still remain.3
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A legitimate example to which scholars point is the fact that biblical names are consistent with their period. Name 
preferences changed from one era to the next, just as they do today. In the United States, for example, Beatrice and 
Mildred usually belong to a different generation than Shamika or Kelly. In the same way, many sorts of names in the Bible’s 
patriarchal narratives—Abraham, Nahor, Terah, Jacob—fit records of the second millennium BCE much better than other 
periods, such as the years when the narratives were first written down. 

More significantly, Abraham’s journey to Canaan also fits the second millennium better than it does the later era 
during which the narratives were recorded. Abraham’s era was fairly peaceful, with plenty of travel between northwest 
Mesopotamia and Canaan. Although no massive migration existed, many Amorites traveled from Syria to Palestine. Most 
of the cities that the biblical accounts mention—even in passing (Harran, Bethel, Dothan, Gerar, Hebron, and Shechem)—
were inhabited by this period, though some were abandoned for centuries afterward. Politically, tribal confederacies 
predominated in this period; city kings rarely appear in the narratives except on the Jordan plain (the king of Gerar and 
Melchizedek). Moreover, the warfare depicted in Genesis 14—including the routes taken and the description of the eastern 
kings’ alliance—best fits Abraham’s general era.

Egyptian sources show that the patriarchs’ lifestyles fit that of the second millennium BCE rather than later Israel in several 
ways, including the fact that pastoral nomads were in contact with agrarian villages. Relations with Canaanites reflect the 
patriarchal period rather than the way later Israelites would likely have depicted them. Furthermore, patriarchal practices 
often depart from what later Israelites would have envisioned or approved, including, for example, Abraham marrying his 
half-sister or Jacob marrying two sisters.4

It is very possible that Joseph found favor in Egypt during the period of rule by the Asian people known as the Hyksos. 
Much land was nationalized under Pharaoh during that period, as it is in Joseph’s story (Genesis 47:20). Many elements 
of the story fit local Egyptian customs. Particularly dramatic is the preservation of a specific detail: Joseph was sold into 
slavery for twenty shekels of silver (Genesis 37:28). Slaves averaged 30–40 shekels in the fifteenth century BCE, 50 shekels 
in the early first millennium, and 100 shekels by the Persian period—but precisely 20 shekels during the period in which 
Joseph would have lived. This correlation suggests that even this minor detail was preserved accurately for centuries 
before the account was written down.

Some language in the biblical patriarchal narratives—such as the titles for local peoples or possibly the use of camels 
alongside other animals for which more evidence remains—was updated for audiences in a later period. (Still, some camels 
may have been domesticated many centuries before Abraham’s time.)5 As noted earlier, the style of writing stories about 
the past also differed in this era. What is more striking, however, is the preservation of signs of tradition from the era that is 
described. Given the limited evidence that survives from the period, such observations are significant but remain limited in 
scope. The available evidence expands, however, for more recent periods. 

Israel’s History in 1 and 2 Kings

The biblical literary sources, though composed in their final form long after most of the events, preserve accurate 
recollections of rulers and events from the corresponding periods. Egyptologist Kenneth Kitchen has elaborated on 
these recollections particularly compellingly, and I summarize some of his material in this section.6 (The accuracy of these 
accounts may be contrasted with apocryphal works such as Tobit or Judith, which confuse various details about the past.) 

For example, 1 Kings 14:25–26 reports the assault of Pharaoh Shishak against Jerusalem; inscriptions of this Libyan-
Egyptian ruler elaborate more fully on his ravaging of Palestine in 926 BCE. Assyrian records attest that Omri seized 
Israel’s throne (1 Kings 16:16–23); excavations confirm that Omri’s capital of Samaria was built in this period (1 Kings 16:24), 
and Samaria’s costly Phoenician masonry indicates trade ties with Phoenicia—fitting Omri’s marriage of his son to the 
Phoenician princess Jezebel (1 Kings 16:31).

Assyrian annals report a battle against the Aramean (Syrian) king and Israel’s King Ahab (cf. 1 Kings 16:26–30). 
Archaeologists have found much ivory in eighth-century-BCE Samaria that fits the description of ivory decorations in the 
royal palace in 1 Kings 22:39. An Assyrian inscription confirms that Hazael usurped the throne from Ben-Hadad (2 Kings 
8:15); another Assyrian source attests Israel’s king Jehu (2 Kings 9:13). Archaeologists have recovered the tomb of Judah’s 
king Uzziah, who died in 742 BCE (2 Chronicles 26:23). Assyrian annals confirm that around 739 BCE, the Israelite king 
Menahem paid tribute to Assyria (2 Kings 15:19), as did King Rezin of Aram (cf. 2 Kings 16:9). Assyrian sources also confirm 
that Tiglath-Pileser overthrew Hazor during the reign of Pekah (2 Kings 15:29), and supported a new king, Hoshea, to 
replace Pekah as Israel’s king (2 Kings 15:30).
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1Other biblical kings who are attested in archaeological sources include Jeroboam II, Jotham, Ahaz, Hezekiah, Manasseh, 
and so forth—all in the exact periods in which the Bible reports them. Even Baruch, Jeremiah’s scribe (Jeremiah 32:12), 
and various persons mentioned only peripherally (such as Jehoiachin’s son Pedaiah in 1 Chronicles 3:18) are sometimes 
confirmed in surviving inscriptions.

Although Assyrian records usually verify the accounts in 2 Kings, for a time some scholars believed that the limited 
evidence exposed a minor error in the book. Historically speaking, Sargon II claimed credit for conquering Samaria, but 2 
Kings 17:3–6 appears to credit the previous Assyrian king, Shalmaneser V (727–722 BCE) with this victory. Further study, 
however, revealed that Shalmaneser did not die until December 722—after the city fell. Thus Shalmaneser did indeed 
conquer the city; his next-in-command successor, Sargon, just tried to take the credit. Sargon’s inscriptions do confirm 
Israel’s deportation (2 Kings 17:6) and that his field marshal conquered Ashdod in 712 BCE (Isaiah 20:1).

In 701 BCE, the new Assyrian king Sennacherib campaigned against Jerusalem. Assyrian sources confirm that, as reported 
in 2 Kings 18:19–25, Assyrians began with psychological warfare against their enemies, seeking their surrender. The 
possibility that the Nubian royal official Tirhakah—who eleven years later became king of Egypt—might support Judah’s 
King Hezekiah against the Assyrians (2 Kings 19:9) fits the period. Assyrian records boast of the fall of Lachish (2 Kings 
19:8), and excavations show remains of Assyrian weapons there.

Like the inscriptions of most ancient kings, Assyrian rulers’ inscriptions focused on their victories. Thus the Assyrian king 
reports that he captured forty-six walled cities of Judah and then besieged Hezekiah in Jerusalem “like a bird within a 
cage.” But Assyrians usually did not settle for merely humiliating their opponents; they often continued their siege until 
they prevailed. 

However, Sennacherib cannot boast of capturing Jerusalem, and no archaeological evidence indicates its destruction in 
this time. Instead, some scholars argue, Sennacherib may have been the one humiliated. Assyrians obviously did not boast 
about defeats in their inscriptions, but they did stay away from Jerusalem for a number of years—behavior that normally 
characterized the Assyrians only when they experienced significant setbacks. A later oral tradition in the region attributes 
the Assyrian army’s demise to a plague; the Bible attributes it to the angel of God striking it (2 Kings 19:35). Archaeology 
also confirms Hezekiah’s conduit (2 Kings 20:20), and the visit of messengers from the Babylonian rebel Marduk-Baladan 
to King Hezekiah (2 Kings 20:12) fits the period.

One could continue. Babylonian records, archaeology, and even some Judahite pottery fragments confirm many of the 
subsequent events surrounding Judah’s Babylonian exile. However, the examples above should be sufficient to show that, 
where external evidence remains to test them, these historical Israelite sources clearly depended on a significant body of 
genuine historical information (often mentioned as annals in the books of Kings and Chronicles) rather than representing 
mere tales or fantasies. 

Accounts about Jesus

The second half of the book of Acts abounds with correlations with information from other sources, because it addresses 
the wider Mediterranean world.7 Stories about Jesus, by contrast, involve Galilee, a region of relatively little interest to 
other ancient writers. (However, Jesus does appear more than most Jewish religious and political figures of the period, 
indicating that he was particularly intriguing.)8 Nevertheless, what we know of the period offers strong evidence for 
confidence in the New Testament gospels.9

The genre of the gospels is one reason to expect significant historical information to be contained within them. The 
preface of one of the gospels explains its purpose as confirming matters about Jesus that his disciple already knew (Luke 
1:3–4). Such statements of purpose normally characterized ancient historical prefaces.10

The majority of scholars recognize the first-century gospels as biographies,11 a type of historical genre.12 One may  
readily test this theory by comparing multiple ancient biographies about a person who lived within a generation or  
two before the biographers. Biographers often tried to teach moral or political lessons through their narratives, but they 
sought to do so based on genuine prior information. They varied in their accuracy in details (for example, Suetonius 
appears more careful than Josephus), but those who wrote about recent ancient figures normally preserved large 
amounts of accurate information.

For example, when the information in a brief biography of some twenty-eight paragraphs was tested, roughly fifty points 
could be verified as existing before the biographer wrote it. That count includes only cases where the biography could 
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be tested, but such cases are certainly enough to show that the writer depended heavily on prior information.13 If this is 
the result when we can test it, we can safely assume roughly the same degree of reliability where we cannot. An ancient 
biographer had no way of knowing which sources would survive.

The most reliable ancient biographies by modern standards are those written within a generation or two of their subject’s 
life and those that make careful use of their sources. The gospels fare well by these standards. They are works about a 
person active within one to two generations before their writing. Mark, for example, is most often dated to about forty 
years after Jesus’ ministry, give or take a few years (many scholars date it about thirty-four years after his ministry). And 
Mark is by no means the only early source. By the time that Luke writes, he knows of “many” written accounts about Jesus 
(Luke 1:1).14 Unfortunately, most of these accounts have not survived, though Luke himself did have access to them.

Moreover, when we compare the gospels, we can test how carefully they used their sources. According to the most widely 
accepted theory, Matthew and Luke both used Mark as a source. Comparison shows that they usually followed Mark 
closely, sometimes supplementing with information from another shared source.15 This overlap in material resembles what 
we find among other ancient biographers. And just as those biographers tried to depend on sources that they believed 
were trustworthy, Matthew and Luke undoubtedly deemed Mark an accurate source. Because they wrote relatively soon 
after Mark did, they were in a good position to know how precisely Mark had followed his sources (according to early 
tradition, his primary source was Peter).

Today we obviously lack the means to interview the original witnesses or confirm their sources. Luke, however, had that 
opportunity. When Luke claims to have thorough knowledge of the events about which he writes (in Luke 1:3, many 
translations say he “investigated”), referring to oral tradition from the eyewitnesses (Luke 1:2), there is good reason to 
believe him. Luke spent up to two years with Paul in Judea (Acts 24:27). In Acts, Luke occasionally notes his presence with 
Paul when traveling (he uses first person plural [“we”] in Acts 16:10–17; 20:5–28:16). Scholars have proposed various other 
explanations for the “we,” but the majority recognizes that Luke undoubtedly intended it to function the way that other 
ancient historical writers did—to claim his own presence.16 

Two years was certainly ample time for Luke to do what he claimed he did—confirm many of the widely circulated 
accounts about Jesus (Luke 1:4). That Luke claims to confirm the stories about Jesus makes clear that he is not simply 
making them up; the bulk of what he had to say was already circulating by his day. That is clear because one does not 
normally appeal to an audience’s fairly extensive knowledge of events if, in fact, one’s audience has no such knowledge.17

But how accurately would the information have been transmitted before it was written down?18 Some cultures are better 
at orally passing on information than others. Dependent on media resources, Western culture today does not value 
memory skills very highly, but they were esteemed in earlier eras, even in the West. In Mediterranean antiquity, some 
proved particularly skilled. Exceptional persons, such as Seneca the Elder, could memorize hundreds of names in quick 
succession and could recall the substance of speeches he had heard years earlier. 

Even ordinary people, however, could train their memories. Public speakers might memorize their speeches, which  
could easily be up to two hours in length. Traveling storytellers could recite entire books from memory. This skill was not 
limited to the literate—most of these storytellers were considered uneducated and memorized by recitation rather than  
by reading.19

Memorization was common in education, starting from the most basic level. A major duty of disciples at more advanced 
levels was learning by careful repetition the views of their teachers, so as to be able to promote those views in the future. 
(Even when some disciples came to disagree with their teachers, they continued to owe them respect and would seek to 
represent their views accurately and fairly.) 

Advanced disciplines for Greeks included especially philosophy and rhetoric (focused on public speaking); more common 
among Jews was studying Torah (the law) under teachers (later called rabbis). All sources that survive indicate that 
ancient teachers expected their students to learn and remember their teachings, and it is more reasonable to base our 
views on all surviving sources than to contradict those sources without evidence. Our sources about Jewish teachers are 
more limited, but those that survive also emphasize oral memory. 

Nearly everyone recognizes that Jesus was a teacher who had disciples. It is also clear that these disciples continued 
to lead the church for probably some three decades (Galatians 2:9; cf. 1 Corinthians 15:5, 7). Not everyone realizes the 
implications of this situation: in the period between Jesus’ death and the writing of the gospels, the leading voices in the 
church were disciples of Jesus. Like other disciples, they would have passed on his teachings. Because they would have 
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2repeated Jesus’ behavior and teachings over and over, they would have remembered key events and teachings very well. 
To argue otherwise is to ignore what ancient disciples were or to treat Jesus’ disciples as different from other disciples. 
Arguing otherwise is not ordinarily how one studies history; it is instead how one tries to explain away evidence in order to 
maintain one’s skepticism.

In the Greek world, disciples often took notes and even published books recounting their teachers’ views. Jesus’ original 
disciples may have actually taken notes when Jesus was teaching or right after. If so, someone early in the process would 
have begun writing down the stories—most likely well before Mark’s gospel.

Given the standard dating of the gospel of Mark, the exclusively oral period for the perpetuation of Jesus’ teachings 
was at most a generation; as we have noted, it was probably less. Even today, we would not simply dismiss eyewitness 
testimonies about events that occurred four decades before. Most of us know people who were alive during, say, the 
Vietnam War (and some of us were alive then ourselves). This is roughly the same historical distance between Jesus’ 
ministry and the earliest written accounts of Jesus’ life. 

Still less should we dismiss memories of those who viewed passing on memories as their job, whose recollections were 
sharpened by telling and retelling the stories. Of course, the process of retelling stories standardizes them and shapes 
memory, but the basic stories that were retold would be remembered in those forms and available to subsequent writers.

That Jesus’ audiences passed on his teachings can be confirmed from our sources. Although they were written down a 
generation later, outside the Holy Land, and in Greek, they retain many traits of a Galilean Jewish setting and Aramaic 
figures of speech. Of course, sayings would be translated and edited to make them more comprehensible for hearers 
outside the land, so it is surprising how many signs of early tradition remain. At the least, these features show that these 
traditions go back to the earliest followers of Jesus, those who had the most direct experience with his ministry.

Here are just a handful of examples: “Son of Man” is an Aramaic figure of speech that made no sense to later Greek 
readers. Jesus’ response to some Pharisees’ question about divorce fits a debate among Pharisees that was occurring 
in exactly Jesus’ generation. The first half of the Lord’s Prayer is very similar to the Kaddish, which Jewish people prayed 
regularly. Some of Jesus’ parables resemble the parables told by other Jewish teachers of his day, but were unknown 
elsewhere in the Mediterranean world. The gospels abound with such examples.

Critics today sometimes echo a challenge raised against the gospels’ reliability by nineteenth-century critic David Strauss. 
Strauss asserted that the miracle stories in the gospels must reflect a period of legendary development; he did not believe 
that eyewitnesses would offer such claims. Yet most scholars today recognize that Jesus’ contemporaries considered him 
a miracle-worker. This picture of Jesus appears in every form of early Christian tradition. Even Jesus’ enemies viewed  
him as a worker of wonders, although they attributed his success to evil spirits or sorcery.20 The earliest version of a 
passage in the book Antiquities, written by first-century Jewish historian Josephus, also acknowledges Jesus as a worker 
of wonders.21

Moreover, research shows that hundreds of millions of people today claim to have witnessed miracles.22 The point here 
is not how many of these experiences are obvious divine actions; people recover from injuries and illnesses for various 
reasons and observers explain these recoveries in various ways. Some of the accounts are indeed particularly dramatic 
(e.g., curing of blindness), but the point here is not how we explain these events. The point is that these accounts come 
from eyewitnesses who believe they have experienced or witnessed miracles. No one supposes that these accounts arose 
only by legend. Neither is there any reason to dismiss eyewitness tradition in the gospels simply because they recount 
people’s experience with Jesus as a miracle worker.23 

Conclusion

The kinds of evidence for biblical history vary from one era to another. When we examine the evidence available, however, 
the biblical documents fit our expectations for historical sources from their time. In some cases—such as where we can 
compare biblical reports with contemporary Assyrian annals—the evidence is substantial. In the case of the gospels, the 
history was written soon after the events, drawing on the accounts told repeatedly by key eyewitnesses. The gospels 
provide better access to information about Jesus than we have for the majority of figures in antiquity who interest us. 

Today some critics complain that we are biased if we heed works such as the gospels. Yet few critics would so readily 
dismiss the information in ancient biographies about other persons. One must wonder, then, in which direction is the bias 
really working? 
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