
The Historical Reliability of the Gospels 
 

Good morning.  
Self-Introduction 
Prayer. 
 
Several weeks ago, Jeff asked me to preach on the historical reliability of the Gospels in light of 
his upcoming message concerning the evidence for the resurrection of Christ.  
 
This morning I want to take some head knowledge, some historical facts, and practically apply 
them to our lives the way John does here in John 20.  
 
But before jumping headlong into the topic, I want to give you my primary purpose for this 
message, which is ultimately that you may believe Jesus is the Christ the Son of God, so that in 
your believing you may have eternal life.  
 
Therefore, my purpose is the same as John’s in 20:30-31.  
 
So to the non-believer this morning, I beckon you to listen to what I am about to walk through, 
that you may come to a place that you are forced to recognize that the events of the gospel 
writers really did happen. 
 
Now to the believer, do not just tune me out. Listen so that your faith will be encouraged and so 
that you may be equipped to better proclaim your faith in the risen Christ.  
 
Let's get going because I have a lot of information and very little time.  
 
What are the Gospels? 
 First, what are the Gospels? The Gospels are four different recordings of the life, death, 
and resurrection of Jesus Christ. Ultimately, the Gospels are biographical accounts from 
Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John. Scholars call these works Greco-Roman biographies. Which is 
an early form of biographical account that focuses on what the author specifically sees and 
experiences with Christ.  
 
 This understanding is important because it helps us understand why there may be slight 
differences in the stories being told and helps us understand why some gospel writers include 
stories that others do not.  
 
 It is also important for us to note that this type of biography is very different from our 
own style today. Today if you go and pick up a biography of an individual, you'll get every detail 
of their life. For the gospel writers, though, the majority of the content takes place within the last 
three years of Jesus's life.  
 
So why is this important? 
 We need to understand this because it helps us put into context what Matthew, Mark, 
Luke, and John are doing. Which is seeking to describe the real accounts that they experienced 



with Jesus so that others may come to a saving faith in Jesus and know the complete joy and 
satisfaction that comes from knowing the Lord Jesus Christ. 
 
 In 1 John 1:1-4 
  That which was from the beginning, which we have heard, which we have seen  
  with our eyes, which we looked upon and have touched with our hands,   
  concerning the Word of life— 2 the life was made manifest, and we have seen it,  
  and testify to it and proclaim to you the eternal life, which was with the Father  
  and was made manifest to us— 3 that which we have seen and heard we proclaim  
  also to you, so that you too may have fellowship with us; and indeed our   
  fellowship is with the Father and with his Son Jesus Christ. 4 And we are writing  
  these things so that our joy may be complete. 
 
 Therefore, the Gospels are Greco-Roman biographies meant to record the life, death, and 
resurrection of Jesus by Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John, so that we may have joy in knowing 
Jesus Christ, the Son of God. 
 
Why can we trust them? 
 That right there is a pretty big deal. In the Gospels, Jesus is recorded saying some pretty 
radical things such as "No one can come to the Father, except through me." or ““If anyone would 
come after me, let him deny himself and take up his cross and follow me. 25 For whoever would 
save his life will lose it, but whoever loses his life for my sake will find it. 

 The accounts ultimately tell us the implications of following Christ and of not following 
Christ. Thus, we should seek to know whether or not we can trust these books. I remember when 
I really started investigating the Christian faith. I was a history major and found quite a bit of 
interest in this subject. And I remember someone quoting 2 Timothy 3:16 to me when I was 
asking some questions about the Bible, and they said, "16 All Scripture is breathed out by God 
and profitable for teaching, for reproof, for correction, and for training in righteousness.” 

 And I remember coming to the conclusion that if the Bible was breathed out by God or 
inspired, and since God was all-powerful and could not lie, then what was recorded in the Bible 
had to be true historically. And at that time, I didn't really care if 1 Corinthians was historically 
true; what mattered to me and what matters to us for the sake of this sermon this morning is 
whether or not the Gospel writers recorded the true historical events pertaining to the life, death, 
and resurrection of Christ. 

 Obviously, I would not be here today if I did not come to realize the truth of the gospel, 
so I want to provide you with three pieces of evidence that should encourage us to trust in the 
reliability of the Gospels.  

1. There are four completed volumes concerning the life of Jesus from with-in 300 years of his 
life. 

 This number is unlike any other for its time. Obviously, today we have multiple people 
writing about individuals. Winston Churchill has more biographies written about him than 



anyone in history, but Jesus Christ has more written about him in antiquity than any other man, 
woman, or event. And on top of that, we have full written copies of the Gospels that can be dated 
within three centuries of the originals and incomplete copies that can be dated within 150 years 
after the resurrection of Christ.  

 That may not resonate right away, so I want to provide a few examples for you: 

  Velleius Paterculus wrote his Roman History around 30 A.D. Similar time to the  
  life of Jesus, and it is believed that some of the Gospel authors would have  
  already put pen to paper around the same time of his writing. The biggest   
  difference between Velleius Paterculus and the Gospel writers is the earliest  
  complete manuscript of his work is from the 16th century. That’s the 1500s 

  Suetonius is most famous for his work the 12 Caesars with his work on Tiberius  
  being written around 110 A.D. However, like Paterculus the earliest complete  
  copy of this particular work can be dated in the 9th century 

  Cassius Dio another Roman historian wrote a history of Roman that was around  
  14,000 words. This is good comparison for us for it is longer than Mark, but just  
  shorter than John. Cassius Dio wrote in the early parts of 200 A.D. and the first  
  complete copy of his work is also from the 9th century. 

 It is important to note that these three documents with their first complete copies being so 
far removed from the actual events of what was recorded are believed to be reliable and 
historically accurate accounts of what happened in the eras that they were writing.  

  So in comparison if these sources are deemed accurate why would the Gospels not be? 
What else might be there to affirm their accuracy? 

2. The Gospel writers knew the geography and had recorded geographically appropriate names. 

 Another area concerning this study that encouraged me to believe that the Gospel writers 
were accurate in their accounts was the use of geography and the use of the names that appear in 
the Gospels.  

 The Gospel writers all mention towns such as Bethsaida, Sidon, Tyre, and of course, 
Jerusalem. They all mention certain regions such as Galilee, Judea, and Decapolis.  

 Now you may be thinking that’s not a big deal, but then they all get the locations right of 
the river Jordan, the Sea of Galilee, and Kidron. They all accurately describe Golgatha and the 
Mount of Olives. It is clear that these men understood the travel that they experienced and 
recorded accurately. 

 On top of the locations that they went, the Gospel writers also recorded the names of 
individuals, and I won't go into detail here, but it is important to note that the names match up 
with the region and culture of 1st century Judea.  



 There is no doubt that the Gospel writers lived in and through the events that they 
described. Their travel logs, the places they visited, and the names they record all point to people 
who really experienced what they recorded.  

3. The overwhelming volume of Gospel copies 

 The last piece of evidence that sealed the deal for me was the sheer number of volumes 
that we have of the New Testament. As of today, there are over 5,700 fragments or complete 
copies of the New Testament that can be dated 150 years after the resurrection of Jesus Christ. 
Do you know how many copies we have of Velleius Paterculus’s works from 1500 years after 
his first edition? ONE. How many copies of Suetonius and Cassius Dio only have ONE work as 
well that is near the original copy.  

 Oh, friends, I hope you get the point. We have more copies of the Gospels than any other 
piece of antiquity. If we believe that what these other men recorded, then why would we not 
believe the realities of the Gospels? 
 
 So when I came across this, I like maybe some of you now was stunned. I knew that there 
was no way for me to walk away from the Bible and assume that it was an untrustworthy piece 
of history. Thus, I did the only thing that I could do at that point. I picked up, and I read about 
this Jesus that the Gospels were proclaiming.  
 
What do they tell us about Jesus?  
 Which leads me to my final point this morning, what do these Gospels tell us about the 
one whom, if we put our faith in, will give us everlasting life and complete our joy. These 
Gospels tell us his life so that we may have life in him. 
 
 John 1:1-5- tells us that Jesus was not created, but the eternal Son of God, that Jesus was 
and always has been.  
  
 Matthew 1:18-25 and Luke 2:1-27 describe his birth of the Virgin Mary. They detail the 
incarnation of God becoming man. 
 
 Luke 2:41-52- Is the only real account of the boy Jesus, and what we see is magnificent. 
Our Lord grew as a real human and grew in knowledge and wisdom. 
 
 Luke 4:1-13, Matthew 4:1-11, and Mark 1:12-13- Descibe the reality that our Lord 
overcame the temptations of the evil one, and did not succumb to sin, but remained spotless. 
 
 From there the Gospels demonstrate the miraculous workings of Christ from healing a 
blind man in John 9 to casting out demons in Mark 5. All the way through the Gospels we see 
our Lord perform signs and good works until suddenly we see him betrayed. 
 
 Luke 22, Matthew 26, Mark 14, and John 18 describe to us the betrayal of Christ as Judas 
Iscariot turned him over to the Jews whom in turn gave him to the Romans to be crucified.  
 



 Luke 22:66-24:56, Matthew 26:1-27:44, Mark 15, and John 18:28-19:42 all describe 
Jesus’s trials and death on the cross and his burial in the grave.  
 
 Luke 24:1-12, Matthew 28:1-10, Mark 16:1-8, and John 20:1-10 all record the glorious 
truth that our savior did not remain in the grave, but that he lives. Next week Jeff set up more 
these realities that Christ has risen. 
 
  
Conclusion 
 In conclusion, friends, I hope that you can see that Jesus Christ really did live, that he 
lived a sinless life, that he rose from the grave. Oh, I hope that you find your souls encouraged 
this morning to believe that what the Gospels writers wrote was true and historically accurate. I 
hope that you come to a realization that the Jesus of the Bible is not just a mythical man that 
lived thousands of years ago, but that he is truly the Son of God, and that he reigns now at the 
right hand of the Father, and that he offers eternal life freely. Oh, friends, would you seek him in 
his Word and rest in it knowing it to be trustworthy! 
 These ancient Words from Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John are powerful words that show 
the reality of the one that can complete your joy. May you run to Jesus and to his Word.  
 
 Knowing that these, 
Holy words long preserved  
for our walk in this world, 
They resound with God's own heart 
Oh, let the Ancient words impart. 
Words of Life, words of Hope 
Give us strength, help us cope 
In this world, where e'er we roam 
Ancient words will guide us Home. 
 
Oh, brothers and sisters may rest in the arms of Jesus Christ, knowing that these ancient words 
rightly tell us of the everlasting he freely offers.  


