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I. Introduction 

A. Right and wrong ways to approach biblical history and archaeology 

1. Wrong: History and archaeology “prove” the reliability of the Bible 

a) History and archaeology are tentative fields—new evidence is always appearing, and theories are 

always being overturned 

b) Evidence can be interpreted multiple ways, either in accordance with or contrary to the Bible 

(e.g. The Epic of Gilgamesh) 

c) More importantly, this way of framing the issue makes the Bible subservient to these academic 

disciplines 

2. Right: History and archaeology help to illuminate why the Bible is reliable 

a) These disciplines are used to give testimony to the authenticity of the biblical record 

b) But the Bible’s authenticity isn’t inseparably linked to these disciplines—to put it another way, 

the Bible didn’t have to wait until archaeologists began digging up the Ancient Near East to 

become God’s authoritative word  

3. Even better: History and archaeology provide evidence that only make sense if we looked at them a 

Biblical worldview (A presuppositional approach) 

a) Psalm 36:9 and Colossians 2:1-4 

b) C. S. Lewis: “I believe in Christianity as I believe that the sun has risen: Not only because I see 

it, but because by it I see everything else.” 

B. The role of Biblical Theology 

1. The Bible does not just give us a set of historical facts, but arranges them in such a way that they 

explain to us God’s plan of salvation 

2. The Biblical authors have theological motivations for writing their books, but this should not be 

taken to mean that they invented or exaggerated their stories 

3. If we get into archaeology, our goal as Christians is the same as with everything else—to glorify God 

(1 Corinthians 10:31) 

C. Bias in Liberal Scholarship 

1. Advocates of historical criticism take fulfilled prophecies as evidence that the prophecies must be 

written after the events: 

a) In Isaiah 44-45, the prophet predicts the Persian king Cyrus three centuries before his birth; 

therefore this prophecy must be dated to the Persian period. 

b) Jesus predicts the fall of Jerusalem (AD 70) in Matthew 24:3 and Luke 21:6; therefore Matthew 

and Luke must be written after AD 70. 

2. Gleason L. Archer on liberal scholars: “The Holy Bible is assumed to be a mere piece of religious 

literature to Liberal scholars, purely human in origin and reflective of an evolution of religious 

thought, a product of Hegelian dialectic process (thesis, antithesis, and synthesis). Far from being an 

authentic revelation of a personal God and His will for the human race, it is assumed to be a mere 

invention of human minds, devoid of any demonstrable trustworthiness or authority whatever, 

except insofar as the modern critic personally approves of it and endorses it as valid. No serious 

account is taken of the many infallible proofs of divine inspiration with which the sixty-six books of 

the Bible abound. Even to suggest an investigation of these evidences is absolutely unthinkable in 

the minds of the Liberal establishment. To propose any kind of objective examination is to invite 



ridicule and scorn from the practitioners of the Documentary Hypothesis or Form Criticism or 

Canonical Criticism who maintain a rigid control of the biblical studies department in most of our 

present-day universities and state-supported seminaries throughout the Western World.”1 

D. Primary and Secondary Sources 

1. Primary Sources 

a) Actual documents from the ancient world (e.g. the Bible) 

b) Archaeological site reports 

2. Secondary Sources 

a) Books/articles interpreting the primary sources 

b) Anything that tries to fit the primary sources into a specific theory/model 

E. Two Tendencies in Biblical Archaeology 

1. Maximalism – What the Bible says about history must be accepted as factual unless archaeological 

evidence shows otherwise. 

2. Minimalism – What the Bible says about history must be viewed with suspicion unless archaeological 

evidence corroborates it. 

3. As Christians who believe in the inspiration and inerrancy of the Bible, our view comes closer to that 

of Maximalism, but at the same time goes even beyond what Maximalists say because we deny the 

possibility that the Bible could err in reporting history. 

F. Cases In Point: The Camel Controversy 

1. The claim: “Israeli archeologists’ discovery suggests the Bible is wrong about camels” (NY Daily 

News).2 

2. Evidence for Camels: 

a) Inscriptions of camels carrying water jugs in Egypt from the 15th century B.C.3 

b) Texts from the city of Alalakh in northern Syria from the 18th century B.C. which mention 

camels as pack animals.4 

3. The point: Mainstream media is often very careless in presenting evidence that may be construed as 

disproving the Bible! 

 

II. Old Testament Discoveries 

A. The Hittite and Neo-Hittite Civilisations 

B. Suzerain-Vassal Treaties 

1. Historical Prologue - Deut. 1-3 

2. Stipulations - Deut. 4-26 

3. Deposition Clause - Deut. 27 

4. Divine Witnesses - N/A 

5. Curses Deut. 28:15-68 

6. Blessings Deut. 28:1-14 
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7. Significance 

a) Hittite Vassal Treaties were only used during the 16th-13th centuries B.C. 

b) Vassal treaties occurring later display a significantly different structure (e.g. Neo-Assyrian 

treaties). 

c) The fact that Deuteronomy adheres to the Hittite treaty structure indicates that it was written 

during the same time period. G. E. Mendenhall writes: “[This] covenant type is even more 

important as a starting point, because it cannot be proven to have survived the downfall of the 

great empires of the second millennium B.C. The older form of the covenant was no longer 

widely known after the United Monarchy.”5 

d) This goes against modern liberal scholarship that tends to date Deuteronomy to the middle of 

the 1st millennium B.C., and is strong evidence for the traditional belief that Moses wrote the 

Pentateuch 

C. The Price of a Slave6 

1. Late 3rd millennium B.C. – 8-10 shekels (3rd dynasty of Ur) 

2. Early 2nd millennium B.C. – 15-30 shekels (Genesis 37:28, confirmed in the Code of Hammurabi) 

3. Mid-Late 2nd millennium B.C. – +30 shekels (Exodus 21:32, confirmed in the Nuzi Tablets) 

4. Early 1st millennium B.C. – 50-60 shekels (2 Kings 15:20, confirmed in Neo-Assyrian documents) 

5. Mid-Late 1st millennium B.C. – 90-120 shekels (Achaemenid (Persian) Empire) 

D. Tel Hazor and the Conquest of Canaan 

1. Destruction is mentioned Joshua 11:10-15 

2. Date of conquest may be inferred from Judges 11:26 and 1 Kings 6:1 

3. The 2001 Excavation Report by the Hebrew University of Jerusalem states, “The ceramic 

assemblage associated with this earlier phase, albeit meagre, seems to place the date of this earlier 

destruction somewhere in the Late Bronze Age I (fifteenth century B.C.E.)”7 

4. This is corroborated by the recent discovery published by Noah Wiener in the Biblical Archaeological 

Review of large jars in one of the palaces containing scorched wheat, as well as “burnt cedar beams, a 

collapsed ceiling, bricks cemented from heat exposure, and soot on the walls”8 

5. Ammon Ben-Tor most recently wrote on article on Hazor in 2013, also in the Biblical Archaeological 

Review. His report is interesting because he shows conclusively that the destruction could not be 

attributed to an Egyptian invasion, since the Egyptians did not pass by the area during their 

campaign. Also, several facts militate against the hypothesis that it was an internal revolt, such as the 

fact that private houses were also destroyed and the fact that the area was left uninhabited for 200 

years. He concludes that the conflagration could only have been caused by an incursion from an 

external force, which he identifies with the early Israelites.9 

E. The Merneptah Stele 

1. Speaks of the Philistine invasion recorded in the book of Judges (13th century BC) 

2. Earliest extra-biblical reference to Israel 

                                                           
5 Cited by Archer in A Survey of Old Testament Introduction, 228. 
6 Kenneth A. Kitchen, On the Reliability of the Old Testament (Grand Rapids, MI: Wm. B. Eerdmans, 2006), 344-345, 639. 
7 “Excavation Report,” The Hebrew University of Jerusalem, http://unixware.mscc.huji.ac.il/~hatsor/hazor.html 
8 Noah Wiener, “Scorched Wheat May Provide Answers on the Destruction of Canaanite Tel Hazor,” Biblical Archaeology,  
http://www.biblicalarchaeology.org/daily/news/scorched-wheat-may-provide-answers-on-the-destruction-of-canaanite-
tel-hazor 
9 Ammon Ben-Tor, “Who Destroyed Canaanite Hazor?,” Biblical Archaeological Review, 39.4 (July/August 2013): 32-36. 

http://unixware.mscc.huji.ac.il/~hatsor/hazor.html
http://www.biblicalarchaeology.org/daily/news/scorched-wheat-may-provide-answers-on-the-destruction-of-canaanite-tel-hazor
http://www.biblicalarchaeology.org/daily/news/scorched-wheat-may-provide-answers-on-the-destruction-of-canaanite-tel-hazor


3. “Israel is laid waste; his seed is not…”10 

F. Belshazzar and the Nabonidus Cylinder 

1. It was long believed that Belshazzar in the book of Daniel was a fictional character, since 

Nebuchadnezzar’s song was Nabonidus, and it was believed that the Neo-Babylonian empire fell 

during the time of Nabonidus. 

2. It was confirmed by the Nabonidus Cylinder that Belshazzar existed, that he was the son of 

Nabonidus, and co-ruled with his father during the final years of the empire. 

3. The fact that Belshazzar was a co-regent (and hence second-in-command) explains why he could 

only offer Daniel the position of “ַֽט א יְִשַל ָ֖ י ְבַמְלכּות   ,or “third ruler in the kingdom” (Daniel 5:7, 16 ”,ַתְלִתִּ֥

ESV). 

 

III. New Testament Discoveries 

A. W.F. Albright on the New Testament 

1. Albright was one of the leading Biblical archaeologists of the 20th century 

2. He was initially skeptical of the historical accuracy of the Gospels and Acts, but changed his mind 

when find after find corroborated the places and events recorded in those writings 

3. He stated: “The excessive skepticism shown toward the Bible [by certain schools of thought] has 

been progressively discredited. Discovery after discovery has established the accuracy of numerous 

details.”11 

B. Pilate Inscription 

1. Discovered in 1961 at the coastal city Caesarea Maritima (northwestern Judaea) 

2. Corroborates the biblical account of Pontius Pilate as prefect of Judaea 

C. Pool of Bethesda 

1. Found in the Muslim quarter of the Old City of Jerusalem 

2. Mentioned in John 5 

D. Jewish names in 1st century Palestine 

1. Information contained in chapter 4 of Richard Bauckham’s book, Jesus and the Eyewitnesses 

2. Bauckham’s conclusion: “Onomastics (the study of names) is a significant resource for assessing the 

origins of Gospel traditions. The evidence . . . shows that the relative frequency of the various 

personal names in the Gospels corresponds well to the relative frequency in the full database of 

three thousand individual instances of names in the Palestinian Jewish sources of the period. This 

correspondence is very unlikely to have resulted from addition of names to the traditions, even 

within Palestinian Jewish Christianity, and could not possibly have resulted from the addition of 

names to the traditions outside Jewish Palestine, since the pattern of Jewish name usage in the 

Diaspora was very different. The usages of the Gospels also correspond closely to the variety of 

ways in which persons bearing the same very popular names could be distinguished in Palestinian 

Jewish usage. Again these features of the New Testament data would be difficult to explain as the 

result of random invention of names within Palestinian Jewish Christianity and impossible to explain 

as the result of such invention outside Jewish Palestine. All the evidence indicates the general 

authenticity of the personal names in the Gospels. This underlines the plausibility of the suggestion 
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made in chapter 3 as to the significance of many of these names: that they indicate the eyewitness 

sources of the individual stories in which they occur.”12 

 

IV. Textual Criticism 

A. Definition 

1. The science of determining the original text of a document via the extant manuscripts of that 

document 

2. Virtually all modern Bible versions are the product of this discipline 

a) Textual critics collate all the manuscript evidence 

b) “Critical Editions” of the Old and New Testaments are produced based on this evidence 

c) These critical texts are translated into our modern Bibles (NASB, ESV, NIV, etc.) 

3. This is only a brief survey; to do full justice to this topic, it would need a discussion on its own 

4. In fact, it’s worth two discussions, as OT textual criticism and NT textual criticism are virtually 

separate fields 

B. Old Testament Textual Criticism 

1. Modern critical text: The Biblia Hebraica Stuttgartensia 

2. The Masoretic Text (8th and 9th centuries) 

3. The Samaritan Pentateuch (10th century onwards) 

a) Extant manuscripts are later than all the other text types 

b) Variants are theologically motivated (e.g. insertion of references to Mt. Gerizim) 

4. Aramaic Targums (1st century onwards) 

a) More paraphrases than translations (think The Message) 

b) Significant for understanding early Jewish interpretations of the Old Testament 

c) Passages such as Isaiah 9:6 and 52:13-53:12 are explicitly identified as Messianic 

d) For example, see Targum Jonathan’s rendering of Isaiah 52:13: “Behold, my servant the Messiah 

shall prosper; he shall be exalted and great and very powerful.”13 

5. The Greek Septuagint (LXX) (3rd century B.C.—earliest extant copies 2nd century B.C.) 

6. The Nash Papyrus (ca. 150-200) 

a) Contains Deuteronomy 5 & 6 

b) Not really significant, but due to its age it’s worth mentioning 

7. The Dead Sea Scrolls (3rd century BC to 1st Century) 

a) “Some date as far back as 250 BCE, while others date to the final years of the province of Judea 

in the 6th decade CE, not long before the Romans laid waste to Qumran and Jerusalem.”14 

8. Comparison of OT Texts 

a) Psalm 22:16 

b) 1 Samuel 13:1 

C. New Testament Textual Criticism 

1. Bart D. Ehrman 

a) Wrote Misquoting Jesus (2006), which is one of the most popular books on textual criticism 

b) Often cited by skeptics as evidence for textual corruption of the New Testament 
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c) “It is probably safe to say that the copying of early Christian texts was by and large a 

‘conservative’ process. The scribes—whether non-professional scribes in the early centuries or 

professional scribes of the Middle Ages—were intent on ‘conserving’ the textual tradition they 

were passing on. Their ultimate concern was not to modify the tradition, but to preserve it for 

themselves and for those who would follow them. Most scribes, no doubt, tried to do a faithful 

job in making sure that the text they reproduced was the same text they inherited.”15 

d) Another quote by Ehrman, after discussing problems in NT textual criticism (quote if you have 

time; if not just leave it out): “These are questions that plague textual critics, and that have led 

some to argue that we should abandon any quest for the original text—since we can’t even agree 

on what it might mean to talk about the “original” of, say, Galatians or John. For my part 

however, I continue to think that even if we cannot be 100 percent certain about what we can 

attain to, we can at least be certain that all surviving manuscripts were copied from other 

manuscripts, which were themselves copied from other manuscripts, and that it is at least 

possible to get back to the oldest and earliest stage of the manuscript tradition for each of the 

books of the New Testament. All our manuscripts of Galatians, for example, evidently go back 

to some text that was copied; all our manuscripts of John evidently go back to a version of John 

that included the prologue and chapter 21. And so we must rest content knowing that getting 

back to the earliest attainable version is the best we can do, whether or not we have reached 

back to the ‘original’ text. This oldest form of the text is no doubt closely (very closely) related 

to what the author originally wrote, and so it is the basis for our interpretation of his teaching.”16 

e) On the importance of variants, he writes: “If there were only one manuscript of a work, there 

would be no textual variants. Once a manuscript is located, however, it will differ from the first 

in a number of places. This is not a bad thing, however, as a number of these variant readings 

will show where the first manuscript has preserved an error. Add a third manuscript, and you 

will find additional variant readings, but also additional places, as a result, where the original text 

is preserved (i.e., where the first two manuscripts agree in an error). And so it goes—the more 

manuscripts one discovers, the more the variant readings; but also the more the likelihood that 

somewhere among those variant readings one will be able to uncover the original text. 

Therefore, the thirty thousand variants uncovered by Mill do not detract from the integrity of 

the New Testament; they simply provide the data scholars need to work on to establish the text, 

a text that is more documented than any other in the ancient world.”17 

2. Modern critical text: The United Bible Societies’ Greek New Testament  

3. Infographic—the Bible vs. other ancient texts of antiquity 

4. The John Rylands Papyrus (ca. 117-125) 

5. The Chester Beatty Papyrii (3rd century) 

6. The Great Uncials (Codexes Vaticanus, Sinaiticus, and Alexandrinus) (4th century) 

7. Citations from the early church fathers (2nd century onwards) 

8. Comparison of NT Texts 

a) Acts 8:36-38 

b) 1 John 5:7-8 

D. About These Variants 

1. They concern minute details, not touching the core of the text. 
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2. They are the exceptions, not the rule. The rule is that the text has remained relatively stable 

throughout its history. 

3. No doctrine of the Christian faith is dependent upon a text with variants in it. 

 

V. Conclusion 

A. Implications 

1. We cannot understand history and archaeology apart from the Biblical worldview 

2. While archaeology doesn’t “prove” the Bible, it does bear witness to its truthfulness 

3. We must not be daunted by skeptical appropriations of these disciplines—either the evidence is 

misinterpreted, or new evidence is still waiting to be discovered 

B. Recommended Reading 

1. The Archaeological Study Bible by Zondervan 

2. How We Got the Bible by Neil R. Lightfoot 

3. A Survey of Old Testament Introduction by Gleason L. Archer 

4. The Biblical Archaeological Review (a bi-monthly magazine) 

C. Recommended Websites 

1. The Biblical Archaeological Society (http://www.biblicalarchaeology.org) 

2. Tekton Education and Apologetics Ministries (http://www.tektonics.org) 

3. NET Bible Online (https://net.bible.org) 
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