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Dan Brown makes some not so new
 but very controversial-sensational claims in his best-selling and breath-taking novel The Da Vinci Code (DVC) about Jesus, Mary Magdalene, Constantine, the formation of the New Testament (NT) canon (list of authoritative books), Gnostic gospels, and so on. He attacks the very foundations of the Christian faith. Christians have for centuries held that Jesus was and is precisely who the Bible, particularly the NT and the Church, following the Bible, said he was: the incarnate Son of God, fully divine and fully human, uniquely holy, and the savior of all mankind. But in DVC Brown contradicts these foundational Christian truth-claims and says that Jesus was just a man and the NT gospels are not reliable sources of history, because the Bible, as we know it today, was collated by emperor Constantine in the 4th century (p. 231) and the gospels were edited to support the false claims of later Christians, including the claim that Jesus was divine. So in this article we will focus on the reliability of the NT gospels as source of historical information and also deal briefly with related issues like the transmission of the material we find in the NT gospels, the canon of the NT, and the ultimate origin of the NT. 

Are the NT Gospels Historically Reliable Sources of Information about Jesus?

The Bible, particularly the NT (having within it the four gospels, narratives of what Jesus said and did) is the only source of detailed information about Jesus. If the NT gospels are not historically reliable, then we cannot trust the portrait of Jesus they paint, and we cannot really know who Jesus was. Thus the historical reliability of the gospels is absolutely crucial for Christianity or Christians and any one who is interested in Jesus Christ. James Sire summarizes the skepticism regarding this issue that has been building up for two centuries by way of giving six common reasons given by skeptics for suspecting the reliability of the gospels: 

1. We do not have the original manuscripts of the NT; many errors were introduced in the process of copying.

2. Translators have introduced errors into the Bible and how can we know which of the many translations to rely on?

3. The gospels present Jesus as performing miracles and we know that miracles cannot happen. So the gospel writers or their sources must have made up the stories and hence we cannot trust the narratives of other events in Jesus’ life.

4. The gospels are full of contradictions.

5. The gospels were written many years after the events they record and we cannot trust the accuracy of the writers’ or translators’ memory.

6. The gospels tell the story of Jesus from the perspective of the leaders of the 

early Church, who were writing to buttress their own authority.

We see the same skepticism coming through in DVC both explicitly and implicitly and Brown claims that his descriptions of documents and other things are accurate (p. 1). The questions we have to face head on are these: What is the best way to reconstruct the past, especially distant past? Is Brown’s description of documents truly accurate? 

What is the best way to approach the past? Ehrman, a secular expert suggests that the best way to reconstruct past is by using sources critically or by doing critical history, describes how critical history gets done, and also lists ten factual errors in DVC. 
 Apart from the sources (like eye witnesses, written documents - either of eye witnesses or those that knew them, etc.) we have no access to the past people and events and we cannot simply take them at face value, because they might contradict one another or because of the possibility of the authors’ biases or preferences or personalities, prejudices, etc., causing them to put their own spin on the things they record. So critical historians (or anyone who is serious about finding the truth) have to take all the available sources (either NT gospels or Gnostic gospels or others), evaluate them critically and without prejudices, compare them carefully, all on the basis of evidence and thus determine which ones are trust-worthy and reliable and which ones need to be taken with a pinch or pound of salt. For it is the reliability of the source that determines whether we can believe a thing about past with certainty or high or moderate or low or almost no probability. For example, we can be certain about many things concerning Mahatma Gandhi and about when and how India got independence (although it is possible to have different interpretations of some things) and reasonably confident about the coming of Islam to India, but not very sure about certain things concerning the Aryans. But what is it that determines the level of reliability of sources? How do we evaluate the relative reliability of different ancient sources, particularly documents?

What Criteria or Tests are there to evaluate the Relative Reliability of Ancient Documents? We know pretty well that the only source of information about past people and events in and around their lives is the testimony of eyewitnesses ultimately. In ancient times writing was not very common and so at first information was generally passed on to other contemporaries and later generations through oral transmission and then through few written documents. Written documents (not easily alterable) are more reliable than oral traditions (easily alterable – additions, deletions, and other modifications, particularly with the passing of time). It is a known fact that most of the records of the past – many records, of every period of the past, including the records about Jesus and many others around, before and after him – no longer survive but remain lost to posterity.
 By Jesus’ time writing became more common, but the writing materials
 were either papyrus or parchment
 and there were no preservation techniques like we have now and the materials themselves didn’t have durability (one reason why most records didn’t survive!). 

Keeping all the above in view, secular historians who study ancient documents in the best of universities all agree on three basic tests and Christians, quite unlike all others have welcomed others to and they themselves subjected their Scriptures to these tests for many decades now.
 This makes perfect sense, because the claims of the NT place the people and events squarely in the continuum of secular history (again quite uniquely), as Luke 2: 1-3 and 3: 1-2 show:

· Bibliographical Test: Given that the original documents (autographs) are not available, how reliable and accurate are the copies we have in terms of the number of manuscripts (MSS), and what is the time interval between the original and the copy or the extant copies? Also what is the time gap between the happening of events and the first recording/writing about them? The less the time intervals, the more reliable the autographs and the MSS, because this rules out or at least minimizes all possible corruptions in transmission. Also the more the number of MSS, the more accurately can the original be restored. 

· Internal Evidence Test: What is in the text? Are the contents of the text or document internally consistent? If anything said or written has internal contradictions or inconsistencies, it cannot be trusted as reliable. 

· External Evidence Test: What is outside the text? What pieces of literature or other data (e. g., archaeological) are available, apart from the one being studied, that confirm the accuracy of the inner testimony of the document? In other words, are there external evidences – literary and other data that confirm the contents of the document? This too is critical because it is possible some times for some account of something or some one from the past to be internally consistent and yet not true. So we should look for confirming and corroborating evidences. 

The tests are in place and have been applied to various ancient documents, including the NT documents, particularly the Gospels. What are the results showing? Are Dan Brown’s claims true or are the traditional Christian claims true? 

What is the out come of the Application of the Reliability Tests to the NT Documents or 

Gospels? The results are overwhelmingly in favor of the long-held Christian belief that the NT or Gospels, in fact the entire Bible is a historically reliable source of information not only about Jesus but also about everything/one else that it talks about. Let us here summarize the empirical evidence in support of the reliability of the NT documents: The sum total of Greek MSS alone is 5, 686. In addition there are 10, 000+ MSS in Latin, 4, 000 in Slavic, 2, 500+ in Armenian, 2, 000+ in Ethiopic, etc. The total is 24, 286 and hundreds more in other languages.
 With so many MSS it is easy to reconstruct the original and the degree of accuracy is greater for the NT than for other documents that can be compared – approximately 99 to 99.5% accurately copied.
 The time gap between a) the happening of events in Jesus’ life and the autographs is between twenty to fifty years, and b) the original composition of the gospels and the earliest extant copies is thirty years or less. This shows that there was absolutely no chance for any ‘spin’ to be put or any ‘myths’ and ‘twists’ to develop, because eyewitnesses or writers or those that knew them were still around. Here is what Sire says on this: “The upshot is that the Gospels began to circulate during the lifetime of people who were living at the time of the events of Jesus’ life. The Gospels would never have achieved their status as authoritative documents in the church had they been challenged by such eyewitnesses.”
 The contents of 97 to 99% of the text of the gospels are certain beyond any reasonable doubt – far better than for any other documents of the same stage.
 There is no other ancient text that can come anywhere close to the NT on any of these considerations. The only one that can even try to compare to the massive MSS evidence for the NT is Homer’s Illiad, which merely has 643 copies. So there is no other ancient literature that enjoys such a wealth of good textual attestation as the NT. The average time span between the original and earliest copy of the other ancient texts is over 1000 years. The NT and the entire Bible pass the internal and external evidence tests also in a similarly overwhelming fashion. The external literary and archaeological confirmation of the historicity of the NT is such that rejecting it is tantamount rejecting all history. Therefore, we have to conclude that the NT portrait of Jesus is trust-worthy or factual whereas DVC’s portrait is inaccurate and fictional. It is not true that “the modern Bible was compiled and edited by men who possessed a political agenda . . . to solidify their own power base” as Brown says (p. 234). Nor is it true that “the New Testament is false testimony” (p. 342). The writers were all people of high integrity and hence trust-worthy that they even were willing to admit/record their own follies and shortcomings. So the reliability issue is addressed. But what about the formation of the canon of the NT?

Why, When, and How was the NT Canon Formalized or Formulated?

According to Ehrman, Brown’s claim in this regard is completely wrong, because the formulation of the NT canon was a long, drawn-out process that began centuries before Constantine and was not completed until well after his death. Constantine in fact had nothing to do with it and the four gospels wee already firmly ensconced well before his conversion, and the ‘other’ gospels had already long been proscribed by Christian leaders as heretical productions.
 Christianity came out of Judaism, the only religion in ancient world that had a sacred canon, which was accepted and used by Jesus (Matt. 5: 17; 12: 3-5; Mark 10: 3; Luke 10: 26; John 8: 17 and 10: 34) and his followers. NT writers hailed the OT as the uniquely and divinely inspired (God-breathed) written authority for everything they held dear (Acts 2; 2 Peter 1: 19-21; 2 Tim. 3: 16-17; Acts 17: 11) and 

they cited OT texts very frequently.

The canon was not decided by any person or group but discovered – it was believed that God supernaturally superintend the writing of the Scriptures by chosen servants of God. Kurt Aland says, “[The canon] was not imposed from the top, be it by bishops or synods, and then accepted by the communities . . . The organized church did not create the canon; it recognized the canon that had been created.”
 Canonization was necessitated by the diversities of teachings-views and disagreements about which were authoritative and which were not, right after the death of Jesus Christ (even during Jesus’ time there were disputes, but Jesus was the final authority and arbiter for his follower). Then the issue was decided on the basis of the teachings and writings of the apostles. But once the apostles began to die, their own writings needed to be collected as a repository of true teachings to be followed. The process began in the first century itself, early second half when the apostles or those that were close to them began to write – we can see this in the writings of the apostles (2 Pet. 3: 16). By the end of the first century and the beginning of the second (much before Constantine) Christians were already accepting some books as canonical. So it was the dispute(s) over Christian belief and practice that necessitated the listing of canonical books and the disputes became more intense in the second century. For example, in the second half of the second century (150 years before Constantine) it was decided that the so-called Gospel of Peter was docetic (hence heretical) because it had “unorthodox” teachings or interpretations and hence that Peter could not have written it. Marcion (AD 90-160) raised the issue of canon by rejecting and modifying some of the authoritative books and creating his own Bible. Church fathers Polycarp (AD 69-155), who knew the apostle John personally and Tertullian (AD 160-255) spoke/wrote strongly against him. This shows that a canon very close to our NT was already circulating in the later part of the second century and Marcion’s error was one of the reasons why the process of formulating the Canon was triggered off.
 The writings of Justin Martyr (around 150 AD) and then Irenaeus (around 180 AD) show that the four NT gospels were already recognized as authoritative. By the end of the second century there was a Canon list called the Muratorian Canon. 

Careful study reveals that the criteria
 used during the second and third centuries were mainly four: 1) Nearness to the time of Jesus (Ancient), 2) Apostolic authorship – an apostle or at least a companion of the apostles, like Luke must have written (Apostolic), 3) Widespread acceptance and continuous usage among established churches (Catholic or Universal), and 4) Nature of the views set forth in the book – confirming to the teachings of Jesus or of the OT (Orthodox) as interpreted by Jesus. This was the most important criterion.

The first list of only the 27 NT books is found in the 39th letter of the Bishop of 

Alexandria, Athanasius in 367 AD (some 50 years after Constantine’s death). Blomberg

says, “Already by the mid-second century there was wide agreement that there were four and only four narratives that accurately portrayed the life of Jesus. All the existing lists for the next three hundred years, until the various councils that finalized the New Testament canon once and for all, agreed that Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John were the Gospels to be included, . . . No existing record ever suggests that any apocryphal Gospel was put forward for inclusion alongside the other four in any multivolume collection of “Scripture.””
 

Once again the conclusion is clear: It is not true that the chief player in this political move was Constantine, who supposedly “commissioned and financed a new Bible, which omitted those gospels that spoke of Christ’s human traits and embellished those gospels that made Him Godlike (DVC, 234). The canonical books do speak of Jesus’ humanity in unmistakable terms in addition to his divinity. So the truth is, as Saucy observes, “The establishment of the canon of the Old and New Testament Scriptures was the work of God in first revealing Himself and then enabling His people, by means of attesting signs and the witness of the Spirit in their hearts, to recognize His revelatory Word.”
 Now the issue of canonization is also addressed and the inescapable conclusion is that there is something divine about this book. But is it truly divine in its ultimate origin? To this we will turn our attention briefly now.

What is the Ultimate Origin of the Bible - Human or Divine?

Brown says, “The Bible is a product of man, . . . Not of God” (p. 241) and this contradicts what the Bible claims for itself, that it is ultimately from God but given through men (2 Tim. 3: 16; 2 Peter 1: 19-20) and what Christians believe. Scholars have written much about the ultimate divine origin (inspiration) of the Bible and we will only present some major points here. If we have to accept a book to be of divine origin, we would expect it to 1) be free from any type of contradictions and errors, 2) be united in all that it affirms, 3) give us supernatural knowledge that was not available to mankind when the revelation was given, and 4) possess supernatural power to transform lives. The Bible uniquely passes these tests and can be seen to be divine in its ultimate origin. It is free from errors and contradictions of any kinds.
 It is a miracle that although the Bible was written by over 40 authors (from different backgrounds, geographical locations, professions, etc.) over a long period of time (1500 years), it is internally consistent and united – there is unity in all that it affirms and teaches about different subjects. For example, the OT looks forward to Jesus and the NT looks back to Jesus and the theme of redemption through Jesus, the Saviour of the world runs like a sliver thread from Genesis to Revelation, the first to the last book. Scientific accuracy and foreknowledge and fulfilled prophecies (probability calculations by experts show that biblical prophecies could not have been merely human predictions)
 too show that the Bible could not have come ultimately from humans. Finally, the Bible has touched and transformed the lives of vast numbers of people all over the world throughout history like no other book has and secular historians and sociologists too document the impact of the Bible on human history and civilizations.


In conclusion we wish to reaffirm that Brown’s claims are totally baseless and false, as evidences reveal and that the Christian claims are supported strongly by evidences and hence are true. So Christ is what the Bible says He is – God in human flesh, the only God-man and the savior of the world. We are free to believe whatever we want to believe, but it is better and ultimately safer to believe that which is true.

� Many books, movies, and other productions, over the past two centuries or so have been painting many different portraits of Jesus and pictures of Christianity and Dan Brown presents many of the old ideas in a new way. For example, just think of the Jesus Seminar (1985), books – Holy Blood, Holy Grail (1982) and The Woman with the Alabaster Jar: Mary Magdalene and the Holy Grail (1993), the movie The Last Temptation of Jesus Christ, and the latest documentary The God Who Wasn’t There (2005). 
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