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JB: And today our conversation topic is: ‘Can We Trust the Story of Jesus?’ 
– we’re looking at the historical reliability of the Gospels. And the Big 
Conversation partners I’m sitting down with today are Bart Ehrman and 
Peter J Williams. Bart Ehrman is a professor of religious studies at the 
University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill. He’s the author of bestselling 
books on the New Testament, such as Misquoting Jesus, and his most recent 
title, The Triumph of Christianity: How a Forbidden Religion Swept the World. 
Now while Bart has vigorously defended the existence of Jesus, he has 
nevertheless been a significant voice casting doubt on whether the Gospels’ 
portrayal of him is a historically accurate one. Peter J Williams is principle 
of Tyndale House, Cambridge, and a scholar of both the Old and the New 
Testament. His most recent book Can We Trust the Gospels?, makes the case 
for the historical reliability of the gospel accounts of Jesus, and that they 
reflect the eyewitness testimony of those who knew Jesus and followed 
him. Now there is no doubt that the person of Christ has influenced history 
perhaps more than any other individual. But in today’s sceptical age, can we 

Can We Trust  
the Story of Jesus?

Justin  
Brierley 

(JB)

Peter J 
Williams  

(PJW)

Bart  
Ehrman  

(BE)



5

Can We Trust the Story of Jesus? 

Bart Ehrman, Peter J Williams & Justin Brierley

trust that those who first told it gave us the true story of Jesus? 

Bart and Peter, welcome along to the show, it’s great to have you both 
with me. Now believe it or not it was over 10 years ago that you were both 
with me in person to discuss the Gospels, talking on that occasion about 
the textual criticism and transmission of the Gospels. Today we’re really 
looking at their historical reliability, and for those who aren’t familiar with 
you both, let’s have some quick introductions. Bart, welcome back to the 
show. You’ve been engaged with the Bible since you were a Christian and 
since you haven’t been a Christian as well, because your story of faith, as it 
were, goes side by side with your academic journey, doesn’t it.

BE: That’s right. I got interested in the Bible as teenager, when I had a 
born-again experience in high school. And went off to Moody Bible Institute 
to study the Bible and continue my education, and went off to Princeton 
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Theological Seminary eventually to study Greek manuscripts of the New 
Testament. And while I was there I took all sorts of courses, and started 
studying the Bible intensely in Greek and the Old Testament in Hebrew, 
and started realising that my earlier belief that the Bible was without any 
mistakes in it was just wrong; there are mistakes. And it took me a long time 
to get to that point; I went reluctantly, but it finally got to a point where I 
just said, “the evidence is here; this is a contraction of that, and they both 
can’t be true”, and so it changed my understanding of the Bible. I remained 
a Christian for many years after that, but one who with not as high of a view 
of Scripture. And it wasn’t until maybe 25 years ago or so that I ended up 
leaving Christianity altogether, for reasons unrelated to my scholarship. 

JB: And we’ve actually talked to you about that as well on a different show 
back in the archives of Unbelievable? But we’re coming back again today to 
the story of the reliability of the gospels… I mean, you’re so interesting Bart, 
because on the one hand you obviously are a critic at some level of some 
Evangelical views of Scripture. But at the same time, you’ve got your critics 
on the so-called Jesus-Mythicist side, because you fully endorse obviously 
that Jesus existed, and you’ve written books obviously in defence of that as 
well.

BE: Yes, I get it from both sides, and I suppose that’s a good thing.

JB: If you’re criticised on both sides in equal measure!

BE: Yes! But no that’s right, but you know the thing is I don’t believe in 
toting a party line one way or the other. It’s not that, ok if you’re an atheist 
you have to believe this, or if you’re a Christian you have to believe that. 
I think you have to decide what appears to be right, based on whatever 
evidence you’re looking at.
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JB: And why does the person of Jesus continue to inspire such interest on 
both sides in that sense; by people who are both dogmatically against, as it 
were, his existence, and those who obviously want to affirm his existence 
down to the smallest detail?

BE: Yes, it’s an interesting phenomenon, and it’s more interesting 
depending which country you happen to live in. I mean, in the United 
States, most people are interested in Jesus on one level, and a lot of places 
in Europe they’re not. But those who recognise the importance of Jesus 
historically – whether they’re Christian or not – they have to realise… I 
mean, as you said, he’s the most important figure in the history of our 
civilisation. And so of course people should be interested, it’s just that 
some are firm believers and think that Jesus is the only way to salvation and 
you have to believe in him – along with believing everything in the Bible – 
or you won’t be saved. And other people don’t look at it like that at all, they 
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think that Jesus is just this amazing cultural figure that we need to know 
more about.

JB: Well I’m looking forward to getting into the historical aspects of 
the Gospels, which obviously you’ve written extensively on, and Peter J 
Williams has as well. Peter, welcome back to the show – it’s round two 
isn’t it, with Bart opposite you! But you’ve in a sense been engaged with 
Scripture in a similar way as Bart; you’re aware of all the arguments and the 
issues that he’s come across, yet you as a Christian have retained your faith 
and indeed have quite a strong faith. So what’s been different would you say 
about your journey?

PJW: Well I mean we’ve had very different experiences growing up, 
different countries and so on. I grew up in a Christian family and was able 
to go to a high school where you could learn Greek and Latin. I think – I’m 
not sure of this – but I think I’d read the entire Greek New Testament 
before going to university. And then I went to university, because I wanted 
to be a Bible translator, and studied Hebrew and Aramaic and Greek and 
Latin as my undergraduate degree. And when I was there I encountered 
a lot of the same scholarship that we’re going to be talking about today; 
many people who knew the Bible very well, but did not believe it to be 
authoritative, and that sent me through a lot of internal questioning and 
doubt. 

And looking through that over time, what I’d say is my journey in 
scholarship has been a firming up in my faith, because I also would say that 
through my experience I now believe I have arguments for the truthfulness 
of Scripture, which are not generally known by lay people. So on one side 
you can say that there can be problems with scholarship that aren’t known 
by lay people, but I think there can also be arguments for truthfulness that 
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aren’t generally known by lay people. So I think it has been a very positive 
experience for me.

JB: To what extent, as a scholar, does what you know of the Scripture 
impact the way you approach it as a Christian, you know in a devotional 
kind of way?

PJW: Well I mean I think that Scripture is God’s word; one of the things 
about that is it makes me want to study it harder. But of course, what that 
does do – I think everyone’s got bias and so I’m going to be quite open 
about my bias – but it does mean that I’ve got to test myself and think: how 
is someone else from another perspective going to see this? I want to make 
sure that any argument I use in public is something that’s able to be looked 
at from a number of different angles, and make sense. But you know, I do 
think we all have ways of trying to make sense of the world, and so for me 
Christianity makes the most sense of the world, and obviously by that I 
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mean a Christianity which fully embraces the Bible as from God. So that to 
me makes more sense than any other system, we can talk about that…

JB: I mean, it might be interesting to touch in some point in our discussion 
on the intersection of those who are treating the Bible both as a historical 
document and obviously a document from which they draw their faith. But 
we’re going to really talk about the historical aspect to the Gospels; we’re 
going to be looking at them as historians, in that sense – well I won’t be, but 
you guys will be, as people who have dug into this.

PJW: Well I might question that a little bit…

JB: Go ahead…

PJW: Because we’re going to have to sometime talk about miracles and the 
relationship between miracles and history and the discipline of history…

JB: That may well come into it… 

BE: It may, but it doesn’t need to as far as I’m concerned, because the 
miracles are not the reason I think the Bible’s not reliable…

PJW: Yes. We can talk about other things…

JB: Sure. Well look, we’re going to try and cover things like: how did we 
get these accounts in the first place? When do we think they were written 
down? By whom? What are some of the things within them that give us 
pause for thought, casting doubt upon their veracity or maybe give us tell-
tale clues that they are historically reliable? So let’s first of all just simply 
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ask that opening question: how did we get these accounts – Matthew, Mark, 
Luke and John – that we typically have in our New Testament. Where do 
you think these essentially came from Bart, and was it a case of ‘the winners 
write history’, as it were, because that’s often the point that’s often put 
across, that these are the accounts we have; perhaps these weren’t the only 
accounts that were circulated?

BE: Well they certainly weren’t the only accounts, so there’s no controversy 
about that. The Gospel of Luke begins… the author says there were many 
people who before him had written an account of the things Jesus said and 
did, and I think he’s probably right. And he says that these accounts came 
down from eyewitnesses and ministers of the word. And so in other words, 
they were accounts based on stories that people had passed along orally to 
somebody who wrote them down, and Luke at least is acknowledging that 
there were people before him, and presumably before the others as well. So 
the ultimate answer is that the stories go back to something that happened 
in the life of Jesus; people told the stories for a number of years – there’s 
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nothing controversial about that. In the book of Acts people are telling 
stories the whole time without writing them down; they’re just telling the 
stories. 

And so my view is a fairly standard view, which is that the stories were 
in circulation for many years before the gospel writers produced their 
accounts. Jesus and his disciples of course were Aramaic speakers in Galilee 
– were all part of Galilee – and the Gospels are written in Greek. And so 
these are accounts that were originally passed around probably in the 
native language of Palestine, but then they are later written some decades 
later by Greek-speaking Christians. And so ultimately, they go back to oral 
traditions, and before the oral traditions there were events that happened 
that these traditions are based on.

JB: Ok. And when it comes to the four that we typically have in our New 
Testaments, which would you say is the first – how long after the events of 
Jesus’ life would you estimate it was written? And what do we make of…

BE: Well I don’t have an unusual dating of this. I mean, I basically follow 
the mainstream scholarly line, which is that Mark was probably the first 
Gospel written, probably around the year 70 or so, probably. 

JB: Which would put it about 40 years or so after the life of Jesus.

BE: And it’s our first account that we have. There were probably ones 
earlier, but we don’t have them. Matthew and Luke both appear to have 
used Mark as one of their sources – I can’t remember if Peter actually 
agrees with that or not – but there are word for word agreements in Greek 
that are sustained over a long period of time; it’s hard to explain that 
unless somebody is copying somebody else, or copying a common source. 
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So Matthew and Luke have those similarities between each other and with 
Mark, and so it’s usually thought that Matthew and Luke came later than 
Mark, and they’re normally dated to the 80s, 80-85, something like that, so 
50-55 years after Jesus’ death. And John is almost always seen as the last 
Gospel, and usually dated towards the end of the 1st century – say 90 or 
95, so maybe 60-65 years after Jesus’ death. So the time gap between Jesus’ 
death and the first accounts of his life are between 40-65 years.

JB: Ok. We’ll come to talking about the actual authorship of those Gospels 
in a moment, but where do you stand on the dating of the Gospels? I know 
this is a big area in New Testament scholarship that we’re talking about 
here.

PJW: Well I’m deliberately non-committal on the subject of dating. 
Because the way I put it, is the Gospels don’t come with dates on, but they 
do come with names on. So if we just start with Matthew, Mark, Luke and 
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John – and there aren’t early manuscripts without those names on. And I 
don’t think it’s likely that four Gospels were each composed anonymously 
and then got these names on – we can have some discussion about that, 
because I think we’re going to differ. So then you ask yourself the question, 
say with Mark and Luke, if it weren’t for the Gospels of Mark and Luke, the 
names Mark and Luke would be sort of nobodies. So I can’t see a reason for 
people to stick those names on unless those are authentic. 

And then the timescale for the Gospels has to be the timescale of people 
who can do the things that Mark and Luke did. Luke is portrayed as a 
companion of Paul, so I’m not going to be putting it late in the 1st century; 
I’m going to be putting it somewhat earlier. With Matthew and John, again, 
we can’t say the dates, but if these are people who were disciples of Jesus, 
then it’s going to have to be plausibly within the lifetime of people who 
could be disciples of Jesus around year 30. Those are the way I would look 
at it. But then I’d also say let’s look at the internal signs within the Gospels. 
And you start saying: what’s the level of familiarity that these people have 
with the time and place they’re writing about? Do they know the geography? 
When they write about Valley of Kidron say in the Gospel of John, you say 
ok, check, you know – they know certain amounts about where things are. 
When they’re starting to use Aramaic words or specialist terms – so the way 
Luke will use dry measures and liquid measures, which are very Palestinian: 
the Se’ah, the Kor and the Bath, you know, which he uses in chapters 13 and 
16. What sort of knowledge does that presuppose? And I think from that 
you build up a sense of these people either came from the land, therefore 
they knew this sort of stuff, or they had had very detailed conversations 
with people who were in the land, or they had followed details sources that 
had been in the land – that’s the sort of way I’d look at it. 
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So in other words, I’ve got a different story from the way Bart puts it, where 
I think Bart has rural, peasant, Aramaic-speakers – big sort of gap through 
some time of transmission – to Greek-speaking writers. And I would want 
to explore the very stages of that, because although I would say rural in one 
sense, I would say well if they’re hanging around Capernaum, it’s one of the 
most densely populated areas; Josephus says – he may be exaggerating – 
that every village had at least 15,000 people and so on. 

BE: You know the archaeological reports on Capernaum. So what does the 
archaeology tell us about the population?

PJW: Well one of the things is people do tend to ignore…

BE: What does the archaeology actually tell us?

PJW: I’m answering that. It tells you there were 40x40 blocks that people 
have found, but it doesn’t tell you how far things go when you’ve had two 
massive Roman wars, the second one in the 2nd century which wipes out 
900+ settlements. I mean, every stone is going to be reused as people are 
trying to fortify things. I think there’s a lot – I mean we could talk about 
this more…

BE: You do know that the stones that are pre-used in another place 
can be located to the original place. I mean, this happens all the time in 
archaeology. So is there any evidence that Capernaum was larger than the 
archaeologists say it was?

PJW: Well I would say that Josephus is the evidence. Josephus says…
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BE: And how reliable is Josephus when it comes to population statistics?

PJW: Well this is the really interesting thing, because Josephus, I would 
say, is a written source who gives quite good numbers. Now people doubt 
this, but I’d say there is a major tension between archaeological numbers 
generally, and literary numbers. The literary numbers as you’d know, 
are generally far higher, aren’t they. As in when you have people who are 
writing, who say they were there at the time, you get different numbers 
from what you get when you ask material archaeologists today. Now isn’t 
that fair?

BE: So in terms of population size, if you want to evaluate that, all you have 
to do is look at newspapers that report events that happen in our own day, 
where you have photographs of the crowds. Trump for example during his 
inauguration, claimed that there were ‘x’ number of people – millions of 
people – and the photographs showed it wasn’t true. Now he was there. 



17

Can We Trust the Story of Jesus? 

Bart Ehrman, Peter J Williams & Justin Brierley

So the fact that he was there doesn’t show that he is right. And ancient 
authors are notorious for getting the population statistics… So if anybody is 
really interested in looking this up – don’t take any of my words for it – just 
read the archaeological… and the easiest place to do it is simply the book 
by Jonathan Reed and John Dominic Crossan, where they talk about the 
archaeology of Palestine and they lay out the information at a very simple 
level – it’s based on scholars, it’s not for scholars – and you can see how 
populated these places were.

PJW: But you’ve just said it – ancient authors are notorious for getting it 
wrong. In other words…

BE: They’re basing this on archaeology, they’re not basing it on what 
authors say.

PJW: So it’s a question of methods. So in other words, they tend to set 
aside what the literary authors of the time say about their land. They then 
in the 20th and 21st century develop material methods which they say are 
more reliable than the ancient authors. 

BE: May I just say one thing about… The reason they do that is because 
different authors give different estimates that are off by unbelievable 
amounts in the antiquity. If you simply look at, for example, what Tertullian 
says about the population of Christians in the Roman Empire – he claims 
that if the Romans wipe out the Christians, there would be nobody left to 
rule; that there are more Christians than pagans. This is in the year 200.

PJW: That’s hyperbole.
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BE: There’s no way!

PJW: But we’re going to have some discussion about this later on I think, 
about the number of Christians that there were. Because I think Bart goes 
for lower numbers in the 1st century than I would.

BE: I go for pretty standard numbers actually.

JB: Anyway, what I’m establishing is that obviously you have got later 
dating for these accounts of Jesus’ life, the Gospels. You would go for a 
more optimistic earlier dating…

PJW: Yes, so I would say within the lifetimes of Matthew, Mark, Luke and 
John, and it doesn’t have to be towards the end. And I have no problem 
with Jesus predicting the fall of Jerusalem before…

JB: I was going to ask about this. So the fall of Jerusalem AD 70 – this is 
a major event in the life of Jerusalem; the destruction of the temple. And 
of course, the Gospels appear to have Jesus talking about the destruction 
of Jerusalem. Now as I understand it, that leads many scholars to think: 
well, it must have been afterwards – and this is sort of retroactively placing 
the destruction of Jerusalem on the lips of Jesus. But you actually believe 
there is evidence that the Gospels were written prior to the destruction of 
Jerusalem in 70 AD.

PJW: It depends how you’re coming at it. I’m coming at it from it trying to 
make coherent sense of everything. And so in that I think there is evidence 
that Jesus was the Son of God, based on that, I have no problem with saying 
he predicted things. Of course I don’t have copies of the Gospels from 
before the year 70, so you know, I’m coming at it from the point of view of 
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we have these documents which have all these other signs or reliability that 
I find, in that they portray Jesus as predicting the fall of Jerusalem, it seems 
to me to make sense that he predicted the fall of Jerusalem. But that’s 
where I do think one’s belief in the supernatural or not, is a factor…

JB: But this is probably a key point of difference between you when it 
comes to…

BE: No, I agree, I’ve always said that I thought Jesus predicted the fall of 
Jerusalem.

JB: As in, before it happened?

BE: Yes.

PJW: You can have a naturalistic prediction as well.
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BE: And naturally, people make predictions.

JB: So in that sense do you think it’s quite possible that that was written 
down before the fall of Jerusalem, in that sense.

BE: Yes.

JB: Well there you go! I’m glad we’ve got some agreement.

BE: But that isn’t the only reason for dating the Gospels after 70. 

JB: Ok.

BE: You don’t have to be like a secular humanist who is an atheist, to think 
that the Gospels were written after 70 – it’s got nothing to do with whether 
you believe in miracles or not. I believed that John was written in the 90s 
when I was a fundamentalist Christian.

JB: I mean, what’s at stake here? Is it simply that obviously the earlier we 
have these Gospels, the more likely it is that they are historically reliable?

PJW: We may well agree on the dating on the Gospel of John, as in the 
thought that he wrote this late on in a long life, you know, is perfectly fine 
for me. But I would be interested on the subject of Luke, because Luke 
and Acts are by the same author. The author of Acts clearly knows his way 
around the Mediterranean pretty well – has done a lot of research on the 
localities there. And wouldn’t you need almost to have that pair of writings 
– you need to have someone, if they’re writing in the 90s, replicate the 
journey that Luke is supposed to have made in the 60s to do the research, 
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in order to write the book. I mean, isn’t there a problem?

JB: Well let’s just spell this out then. So what we know is that Luke and 
Acts appear to be sort of a part one and part two of the story of Jesus and 
then the early church, and appear to have the same author, essentially 
writing it. Now obviously we attribute that to Luke traditionally, who is 
mentioned in the book of Acts and so on. Just as a starting point, do you 
have any idea yourself Bart, in your view, who wrote Luke and Acts?

BE: I don’t think we know; he doesn’t give us his name. In four places 
in Acts, he moves into the first-person narrative, where he says, “we did 
this”; “we did that”, as somebody on Paul’s journeys. And so most readers 
have thought that this was a companion of Paul, because of that. There 
are disputes about that; the disputes are very technical and complicated. I 
spend many pages talking about it in a couple of my books, and we probably 
don’t want to go there now. My view is that if it was a companion of Paul, 
that would be somebody who was not one of the companions of Jesus; 
Paul himself was not a companion of Jesus. And so the issue is where does 
Luke get his information from? He doesn’t say that he got his information 
from the disciples or from anyone else. He says that people before him 
had written accounts, and he’s done research, and now this is an accurate 
account.

JB: Ok. So what’s your take on what Bart has just described…?

PJW: So I think we agree that the writer of Luke’s Gospel is not an 
eyewitness himself. And I’m very glad to hear that Bart is open to it being a 
companion of Pauls – sounds like you’re open to it being by Luke.
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BE: Oh I don’t think it is, no. I’m just saying, even if it is, it’s not going to 
change any of my views about… My view of the historicity of the Gospel 
of Luke has no bearing on whether it was written by a companion of Paul. 
Because I have other reasons for thinking that it’s problematic, not related 
to who the author was.

PJW: But in terms of the… I would want to say from the authorship, 
clearly the person who’s done it has done a lot of research, both round 
the Mediterranean, and they happen to know everything from there being 
Sycamore trees in Jericho to the dry measures, and they know about parable 
themes in Palestine; they’ve got this sort of knowledge. 

BE: That’s right.

PJW: And so we have to credit this author with a massive amount of 
research. And given that, I would say given the consistency with which we – 
across the book of Luke – gets high levels of knowledge about the land, then 
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this works very well if you have someone like let’s say a doctor who happens 
to have visited Palestine and interviewed people, you know, that explains 
what we have most easily.

BE: No, ‘the most easily’ is the problem; it would explain it, and there are 
lots of other things that would explain it. The reason for suspecting that 
Luke isn’t accurate is nothing to do with whether he knows about Sycamore 
trees or about names of people who lived in Palestine, so those are not 
arguments that people use to say that Luke isn’t accurate. The arguments 
about him being accurate have to do with other things we haven’t gotten to 
yet.

JB: Well why don’t we aim to get to some of those in a very short 
moments time. We’re talking on the show today about the story of 
Jesus: the historical reliability of the Gospels. My guests today on the 
Big Conversation are Bart Ehrman and Peter J Williams. Having a great 
conversation here on the Big Conversation between Peter J Williams and 
Bart Ehrman today; I’m Justin Brierley, bringing you this conversation on: 
‘Can We Trust the Story of Jesus?’, looking at the historical reliability of the 
Gospels. Let’s talk about Luke and Acts first of all Peter, because obviously 
Bart feels that there are reasons why we shouldn’t necessarily trust the 
credibility and historicity of this. Just give us a little more detail first of all 
on some of the factors that you think authenticate this as being someone 
who knew the area, knew the people, and so on.

PJW: Yes, so when you look at the text, I’d say either the person has lived 
in the land, or they spent detailed conversations talking to people who 
lived in the land. And I’d say that about all four Gospels – that they know 
where the land goes up and down; between them they mention 26 town 
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names; they know travelling times and so on. When I look at Luke, I find 
that there are certain features – I can think of four verses in a row in Luke 
16, where you get a dry measure and a wet measure, and then we get “the 
sons of light” as a phrase, which is a Palestinian religious phrase, and 
then “unrighteous mammon” in the next verse. And those are four bits of 
language which I would expect really reflects the land of Palestine. And so if 
we’ve got them in a row, it’s because we actually have the wording somehow 
preserved. 

I look at a story like the story of the Prodigal Son, and I don’t think it’s 
a story that’s made by a committee. I think it’s a story which represents 
someone’s thought who’s been really very, very deeply into the Old 
Testament; they’ve rearranged bits from the Laban-Jacob narrative, from 
the Jacob-Esau narrative, they’re putting out phrases here, there and 
everywhere from the Old Testament, and it comes together. And so I 
would say, well which genius comes up with this? Am I going to have a later 
literary genius who comes up with a great story like this, or am I going 
to say no Jesus is the genius, and somehow that story has basically been 
preserved. 

I think look at say Luke 19 – he knows that there is toll collection in Jericho, 
he knows there is a Sycamore tree in Jericho, and then straight after that 
you have this story about a noble man going off to receive the kingdom 
and people revolting while that’s happening; and of course, that’s based on 
the story of Archelaus who went off many years earlier to Rome to get his 
kingdom confirmed. But the geographical setting implied by the context 
would be that you’re just coming out of Jericho and guess what, there’s 
Archelaus – the palace that Archelaus tried to build, right nearby. So I want 
to say all of these things come together. 
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Now I know there are problems – we might want to talk about the 
chronology in the beginning of Luke as well. Underlying this, I say, someone 
has done a huge amount of research, to get this together. And I think the 
most obvious interpretation is that we have a lot of tradition of Jesus 
coming through. 

JB: Ok, so for you it just strikes you, looking at the detail that’s there – the 
local knowledge, the language and everything else – that this is someone 
writing close to the time of the events, who knew the place, knew the 
people, was able to muster quite a lot of information that wouldn’t have 
been available to someone writing in a more distant or different place, 
location, at a hazier time. And in that sense, as far as you’re concerned 
from what I’m hearing, you believe the Gospel accounts should be taken as 
authoritative in the way that we might say almost beyond other historical 
accounts. I mean, people often compare and contrast different types of 
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documents from the ancient world. These, as far as you can see, are very 
reliable, when you put them side by side with others.

PJW: Yes, I think I want to distinguish two sorts of argumentation. One is 
a sort of, this is what I can show on a first pass historically, and the other is 
what I might believe, because I embrace an entire Christian system. And I 
want to distinguish those two.

JB: Yes. Bart, so quite a lot of detail there about times, places, events, 
language, that Peter feels tie the Gospel of Luke and Acts to someone 
who knew his stuff; close to the events in that way. And you say none of 
this really actually impacts the way in which you see actually there are the 
problems that exist with the narrative.

BE: That’s right. So we will have some differences on whether everything’s 
accurate in Luke and Acts in terms of geography and such, and we could 
argue those out – those tend to be kind of technical little arguments. 
I should say that Peter’s not arguing that necessarily it’s early, as you 
summarised. He’s saying he’s not committing to a date. Luke/Acts might be 
after 70, might be 40-50 years later; he’s acknowledging that. But he’s saying 
that the author has done a lot of research to come up with this information. 
I personally don’t think he did a lot of research. I mean, I think that we 
can get to my views about how it happened, but I’ll say that I think that 
the entire argument that he’s making doesn’t really relate to the issue we’ll 
want to discuss. The reason is because if Luke is accurate in terms of what 
trees were in Palestine or what customs were followed, what measurements 
were used – if he knows what cities were there and what the distances 
were between them – that has no bearing on the question of whether the 
stories he tells about Jesus are historically right. You can read an article 
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on tomorrow’s Guardian, which talks about something that happened in 
London. And the author can get everything right in terms of the geography 
and the measurements and the trees, and get everything right about that. 
But he might be completely wrong about the story he told. We’re not 
talking about whether he is accurate about the customs – we want to know 
is the article right. 

Just as an example – I’ll come up with a hypothetical example here. So 
suppose in 2000 years there is a scholar who’s heard that there is this 
story about a debate that took place on this radio show Unbelievable? 
in Westminster. And there was this American scholar – happens to be in 
England – and his name is Ehrman. And he was in Wimbledon, and he took 
an overground train to Vauxhall, and then he walked across the Vauxhall 
Bridge, and he was going to have this debate with somebody named Peter 
Williams, who actually came from Cambridge. And he’d heard this story, 
and he wants to verify it. So he goes on an archaeological dig, and he finds 
there was a place called London, and it was a big place. And there was a 
place south-west of it – Wimbledon – and there was a trainline that went 
to a place called Vauxhall. And he finds that there is somebody named 
Ehrman who actually had a place in Wimbledon. And he digs further and 
he digs in Cambridge, finds a Peter Williams. But the story – the way the 
story continued – was that before Ehrman got to the interview, there was 
big explosion in Westminster that blew up the entire neighbourhood; 
thousands of casualties because of a gas leak. And he wants to see if that’s 
true. And what he finds is that every geographical marking is right. There 
is a Wimbledon; there is a Vauxhall; there is a Westminster; there is an 
Ehrman – he can find all the facts. Is he therefore right that there was a gas 
leak that led to an explosion that levelled Westminster?
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JB: I’m glad to say he’s wrong about that, because we’re all here! But yes, 
ok…

BE: What I’m interested in… What Peter is arguing for, is that the author 
knew about the geography of Palestine. And we could have that argument, 
but it’s not the one that really matters to people, because people don’t 
really care that much whether they had Sycamore trees there. What they 
really want to know is if the New Testament says that Jesus did ‘x, y and z’ – 
did he do it, or not? If the New Testament says that Jesus said ‘this’ – did he 
say it or not? The fact that the author happens to know about the geography 
has no bearing.

JB: Let’s come back to these questions…

PJW: I would want to reply on that, because I think there are two points I’d 
want to make. One is, there is more connection, because the sort of things 
they know are non-trivial. You can’t get them through reading Pliny the 
Elder or reading Strabo or any book, you know. So if they’re from outside 
the land they have to have gone to lengths to know – I mean, Jericho’s got 
a different climate, you get different trees; they need to know that sort of 
thing. And then the other issue is in order to get the story of Jesus wrong, 
you’d have to have a different mechanism of information. So it’s like they’ve 
gone to the efforts of doing this research to get all the context right, and 
then you’re going to say but they were casual about the stories. And for that 
I think you’d need to have some sort of system of selective corruption of 
information, that corrupts the most important stuff and leaves all the trivial 
stuff in place. And I’d want to know how do you do that?

BE: Ok good, I’d like to respond on that. For one thing, I don’t think you 
have to do a lot of research if you’re living in the year 70, to report about 
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what happened in Palestine 40 years earlier – in terms of geography and 
such. The reason is because, as you yourself are saying, these authors are 
basing their accounts on things that they’ve heard. Everybody agrees the 
stories go back to Palestine – not all of the stories probably, but let’s just 
say that they all do, let’s say that all of the stories go back to Palestine – that 
means you’ve got an oral tradition about what happened, which include 
details within the stories. This is what happens in oral traditions; it’s not 
just the New Testament, every oral tradition is like this – you get these little 
details. The fact you get the details doesn’t mean that the tradition itself is 
right. 

And when you say that somebody had to do a lot of research and if they got 
all the trivial stuff they also got the big stuff, that’s ignoring what we know 
about oral tradition. We know what happens in oral traditions, and what 
happens is you save the little details that you get right, but you can get the 
entire story wrong. And so the question is, what is the evidence that the 
story is right? We haven’t got to this a bit yet: what is the evidence that in 
fact, there are problems with these stories? I think I enjoyed Peter’s book 
very much, Can We Trust the Gospels – it’s well thought out, very smart, 
intelligent, with a lot of information in it. The problem I have with it is 
that it doesn’t actually deal with the issues that scholars are pointing to as 
problems in the Gospels, to show that they’re not reliable.

JB: Ok. Let’s talk about this. I mean, so Bart’s overall criticism here is: ok, 
lots of details can come through in an oral tradition – the question is, is 
the story that’s being told true in itself, or has it obviously changed over 
time and that sort of thing. What gives you confidence that we are not only 
getting the details right, but the main thrust of the story correct?
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PJW: So I’d want to say… I mean one thing Bart himself has written 
helpfully about is quoting F C Bartlett, and one of the quotations you’ve 
got is how names usually get corrupted within one or two repetitions of 
an oral tradition. So if we got all of the geographical names plausible, all of 
the personal – I mean, we haven’t even talked about that – are right for the 
time and place, that suggests that we’ve not gone through many stages of 
tradition.

JB: Just before we come to that, can you just explain the personal names 
side – because this is another significant area, and it’s worth just spelling it 
out...

PJW: So the basic argument is that when you look at the four Gospels as a 
whole and you look at the proportions of names that they have – the sort of 
different persons, you know – Simon is the most popular name for Jewish 
men in Palestine at the time, as shown from bone boxes and other things; 
it’s also the popular in the Gospels. Mary is the most popular female name; 
it’s also the most popular in the Gospels. And then what you get with all of 
the most popular names is you tend to get to disambiguate, so something 
added like Simon Peter or Mary Magdalene – and that’s happening with the 
most popular names and not with the less popular names. 

So it’s all of these things together that I think add up to something of 
more substance about the nature of the tradition that we’ve got, that it’s 
not come through lots of steps. Or the telephone analogy/game analogy is 
sometimes used, you know; I don’t think that analogy is compatible with 
what we get.

JB: So essentially, because you feel like you’ve got these names which 
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accord very well with historically what we’d expect in that time and place, 
it feels like it’s all coming to this point where everything seems right about 
it – why wouldn’t they get the words and the story right as well?

PJW: I’d maybe add one more thing, which is I’m not trying to prove – I 
don’t think I can prove that the things go back to Jesus. Rather I am saying, 
the simplest hypothesis – the thing that explains the data – is positing that 
Jesus said these things, and that they’ve come through. That will beautifully 
and simply explain things. Obviously often we’ve only got the single witness 
on these things, so by some history department criteria, I haven’t proven it; 
you know, it’s not historical. I’m asking a question rather about is it rational 
and rationally responsible to trust something – which is sometimes slightly 
different from history department criteria, if that makes sense.

JB: Well that’s the question we’re asking: Can We Trust the Story of Jesus? 
And in that sense, we ultimately come to this significant question: do we 
have the words of Jesus? Do we have the story as it happened, or are we 
getting a sort of interpreted, changed version of the story, even if we have 
historical details and settings?

BE: And my view is that names have nothing to do with the question. I 
mean, you can have a Donald Trump talking about Bill and Hilary Clinton, 
and about Joe Biden, members of the administration – he can name all the 
names.

JB: But he can tell a very false story.

BE: Yes. And so the fact that he’s got the names has no bearing on the 
question.
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JB: Do you agree at least in principle that there is good archaeological, 
historical evidence for the accuracy of, for instance, the names matching up 
and that kind of…

BE: Yes.

JB: So on that you guys have a broad amount of agreement, but the 
question is, is it true?

BE: He’s using a counter-argument to an argument that doesn’t exist. So 
Peter is saying, “yes, but they’re wrong because of this”, but nobody is 
saying that – that isn’t why anybody thinks the Gospels are inaccurate.

JB: All right. Tell us why you think they are then?

BE: Well ok. So first I’ll say… I’ll do it first in general terms, then I’ll really 
hit… But, in general terms, I mean Peter mentioned the scholar of oral 
traditioning – Bartlett. So there is massive research done on oral traditions 
and how they work, by people who are interested in antiquity; people who 
are interested in the modern world – very famous names, British scholars, 
American scholars: Milman Perry, Albert Lord, Walter Ong, Jack Goody, Jan 
Vansina. All of these people have written big books on them, and they all 
agree that when traditions get passed along orally – even in oral cultures 
where you would think they’d keep everything right, because there’s no 
way to check it because there’s no writing, so you think well they must 
memorize everything, they don’t change it – and all of these studies showed 
that that’s wrong; they do change the stories, often quite significantly. So if 
the Gospels are written 40, 50 years later, at least – I mean, Peter’s agreeing 
that Luke and Mark are not eyewitnesses, they’ve heard these stories – what 
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happens to the stories? 

So the question is, that’s what happens in every oral culture that’s ever 
been studied, so is it true with the early Christians? And there is only one 
way to find out, which is to compare their stories with each other. When 
two authors tell us the same story, do they tell the same story or not? Or are 
there contradictions? Are there discrepancies? Now Peter deals with this in 
his book, he has a chapter on contradictions. But I didn’t quite understand 
it, because he’d listed – I forget what it was – six or seven possible 
contradictions, and then showed they weren’t contradictions. But they 
weren’t six or seven things that everybody points out to as contradictions. 
And so the ones that people do point out as contradictions, he didn’t deal 
with. So I’d like to…

JB: Well I mean, I know you’re well known in debates and talks for rattling 
off, for instance, differences and discrepancies between the resurrection 
accounts and those sorts of things. And you’ll say: was it two women or 
was it one woman, or was there an angel or wasn’t there an angel, and so 
on. And so for you, does simply the fact that the different accounts have 
different details in them about the same general story, if you like, is that if 
you like enough to say it didn’t happen? 

BE: No.

JB: What’s going on then?

BE: No, the question is: if somebody tells a story, is the story right or not? 
And if two people tell stories that are at odds with each other – not just 
different, I mean of course everybody tells a story differently, but it doesn’t 



34

Can We Trust the Story of Jesus? 

Bart Ehrman, Peter J Williams & Justin Brierley

mean they’re both wrong. You know, four people can tell the same story – 
tell it very differently – and they’re just… one person’s telling one part of 
it, another’s emphasising one thing – and so of course, that kind of thing 
happens all the time, and that doesn’t mean… But if you’ve got stories that 
have differences that cannot be reconciled with one another – one says 
one thing, one says the other thing; not whether there’s two women or one 
woman – if two women go to the tomb, and one woman goes to the tomb 
in another, you say, well ok this person’s only mentioning the one, but 
there were two – so there are ways to reconcile… there are other things that 
simply can’t be reconciled.

JB: Ok, give us a couple of examples and we’ll see what Peter has to say…

BE: Well what I would suggest that people listening to this do is not take 
my word for it or Peter’s word for it, because what people are going to do 
is people on my side are going to agree with me, people on Peter’s side are 
going to agree with him. And so I’m going to suggest, don’t just to that – 
just do it for yourself. Get two stories in the Gospels and go through them 
word for word, line for line – write down everything that happens and 
compare your lists. And it doesn’t matter: do it with the birth stories, do it 
with the crucifixion stories, do it with the resurrection – just do it yourself 
and find out, are there differences there or not? 

Just one example, one example: it involves Luke – the death of Judas 
Iscariot. So Judas – in Mark, Luke and John – nothing happens to him 
afterwards, he just disappears. In Matthew’s Gospel, Judas hangs himself. 
And what happens is he feels remorse about what he’s done; he’s betrayed 
Jesus for 30 pieces of silver, he tries to return the 30 pieces, the high priest 
won’t take it, so he throws them down in the temple and goes off and hangs 
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himself. And the priests then say: ah, we’ve got these 30 pieces of silver, we 
can’t put them back in the treasury because it’s blood money – it was used 
to betray blood. So they go off and they buy a field, and it’s called The Field 
of Blood, because it’s purchased with blood money after Judas has hanged 
himself. 

Luke also wrote the book of Acts, as we were saying, and in chapter 1 there 
is a second account of Judas’ death. In this account what happens is, there’s 
nothing about Judas hanging himself, nothing about the priests buying the 
field. In this account, Judas goes and buys the field before he dies, and he 
doesn’t hang himself, he somehow falls headfirst and his intestines break 
open and bleed all over the ground. And so the people in Jerusalem start 
calling this The Field of Blood, because Judas bled all over it. Those two 
accounts cannot be reconciled.

JB: Ok, so before we hear Peter’s response to that, is the issue then that we 
don’t know what happened to Judas at all because these accounts are as far 
as you can see…

BE: I think that we can know something. I think there really was a Judas, 
I think that he really did betray Jesus to the authorities and I think 
he probably came to some kind of untimely death that was somehow 
connected with the field in Jerusalem.

JB: But as to reconciling these two stories, they’re just different as far as 
you see.

BE: But if you want to read Matthew and say: yes, that’s really happened; or 
if you want to read Acts: that’s what really happened…?
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JB: It’s helpful to drill done on a specific example sometimes. So how do 
you read these two accounts of Judas’ death?

PJW: Sure, I’d like to come to that first, but I hope also to come back on 
the whole question of oral tradition at some stage. So I think it’s really 
interesting that we’ve got these two accounts, and Bart mentioned two 
things as he went through the account in Acts. One is he used the word 
“somehow” – that Judas somehow – and the phrase is “became headlong”. 
Well that to me is just crying out for some more details. We need to explain, 
we need some sort of like vertical elevation – oh, Matthew has vertical 
elevation, because he has to hang himself. So I’d want to say that the 
account in Acts is crying out for a bit more. And the other issue we’ve got is 
his intestines – how on earth do his intestines start bursting forth? I mean, 
that wouldn’t normally happen if you just fall. So in other words, I’d want 
to say that makes a lot of sense. 

BE: So how did it happen?

PJW: So how did it happen? I’d want to say I think you can put the two 
together, probably the data are underdetermined, as in there would be 
multiple scenarios that would fit those…

BE: Give me one…

PJW: Let’s say someone hangs and then the rope snaps after their dead, 
and their entrails burst out – I’m not a medic on that, but you know…
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BE: Yes, ok. So let me ask this: if somebody’s hanging and the rope snaps – 
that’s happened before – how do they fall?

PJW: Down.

BE: Do they fall head first?

PJW: Well it depends what their feet hit.

BE: Does it depend?

PJW: Yes it does, it depends what they’re hanging over. 

BE: What do you mean?

PJW: Well I mean if you’re hanging over something and there’s a rock ford 
and you’re going to trip on it and go head forward – these things happen, I 
don’t know.

JB: It sounds like we’re doing CSI here – crime scene investigation!

PJW: I just think the data’s underdetermined. 

BE: Let me just say this. Yes, it’s underdetermined. So to reconcile it, you 
have to come up with a completely implausible scenario to reconcile it. 
You can reconcile anything. Let me give you an example of how you can 
reconcile anything. Right now in America they’re celebrating the moon 
landing. One out of six Americans don’t think there was a moon landing. So 
you have people say there was not a moon landing and people say there was 
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a moon landing – so how do those two… and most human beings would say, 
you know, it either is this or it’s not that. If you really want to, you could 
say: oh no, you can reconcile that, because actually they first didn’t get 
there and so they didn’t land, but then they circled around the earth again 
and went back and they landed the second time; so there wasn’t and there 
was. Now you could do that, but like is it really the best explanation?

JB: But I mean firstly, I’d want to ask: a) how important is it that we know 
the exact way in which Judas met his fate? And secondly, are you essentially 
trying to come up with some theory that matches two impossible matching 
stories?

PJW: I’m not trying to say we know exactly how things happened, I think 
there are multiple ways; I’m trying to use charity. And the same charity 
I’d want to use on Bart. You see, Bart a few minutes ago said that some 
things cannot be reconciled, then a few minutes later said you can reconcile 
anything. And I’d want to say I have the charity to say that there’s a 
coherence behind Bart’s thinking; he’d want to qualify one in the light of 
the other. And the way we should deal with these things is we should do the 
same with ancient sources, as I would do with Bart.

BE: It’s fairly easy to reconcile what I said. I would like to know a single 
case in history where somebody was hanged and he died by going headfirst 
and his guts opened up.

PJW: I don’t have one.

BE: Of course you don’t, nobody does! So either they are irreconcilable, or 
they’re not.
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JB: I mean, you obviously feel that there’s… you say that it’s 
underdetermined. So we’ve got two accounts, both of which involve a 
field, both of which involve Judas killing himself because he feels… But 
essentially, I suppose a lot of people might sort of sit back and say: well 
look guys, we know he died, we know that he betrayed Jesus, does it matter 
exactly that the mode…

BE: I’m not arguing that the Gospels are completely unreliable. I’m not 
saying that – the Gospels have historical information in them. Can you 
trust that what they say about what happened in the life of Jesus actually 
happened or not? I’m saying, in many cases, no you cannot trust that. If 
Peter wants to say that in every case they are trustworthy, that would be 
worth talking about – do you think that there are any mistakes?

PJW: I don’t.

BE: Can you explain how your view would be different from a 
fundamentalist view?

PJW: Well I think that’s not a very helpful analytical term.

BE: No, I just want to know where you stand – do you think it’s completely 
inerrant? 

PJW: I think that the traditional Christian view is that all Scripture is true; 
that does not mean that the copy that somehow has in front of them – the 
copy of the manuscript is necessarily valid… 
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BE: No I’m not talking about copies… 

PJW: But do I follow the belief that when God speaks words of Scripture 
they are his own character of truthfulness – yes. 

BE: So you think everything in the Bible is true – there are no mistakes of 
any kind.

PJW: The word Bible has multiple values – a physical value – and I prefer 
the word Scripture: do I believe all Scripture is true? Yes.

BE: With no mistakes of any kind anywhere?

PJW: Yes, I believe that God didn’t make any mistakes of any kind.

BE: I don’t think God makes mistakes either. But I’m not talking about God 
– I’m talking about…

JB: But you don’t believe in God…

BE: Exactly!

PJW: But I do need to be able to express what I do believe, and not have 
words put in my mouth. So I believe that all Scripture is true, yes.

JB: I mean, from that point of view you’re willing to look for ways in which 
there can be a reconciling of what Bart obviously believes are irreconcilable 
stories?
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PJW: Yes. Not that I’m necessarily that interested in following them up 
because again, there are multiple alternatives. I mean, you could look at the 
word “he hanged himself” in Matthew – is just one word in Greek – so you 
ask yourself how much detail is that actually telling you about what actually 
went on.

BE: Yes ok, but you should explain to people how lexicography works, I 
mean, how do we know what it means?

PJW: Well we’d need to look at surrounding contexts and so on, but often 
things are underdetermined. 

BE: Is that word underdetermined?

PJW: Ah, I’d need to have a greater look at it! But you can visualise 
something from that, and we need to ask ourselves the question: is this 
really a defeater? And I don’t think it is.

BE: I just wonder what it would take… I mean, if you are already committed 
to the idea that there can’t be any mistakes, then how would you be open to 
the idea that there might be a mistake?

PJW: So I think the way I’d look at it is like this: it’s to do with having a 
coherent world-view. So I think you’d be pretty sceptical if I proposed a 
miracle to you, because it would be inconsistent with your world-view. In 
the same way, I would say I’ve got lots of positive reasons for thinking that 
Scripture is miraculous and it all builds up to this climax with Jesus, and 
there’s prophesy beforehand and he seems to do lots of remarkable things. 
And so I’m trying to make sense of things together, as I think you would do.
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BE: I have no problem with that. But what I’d like is it to be acknowledged 
that’s doing theology; it’s not doing history. History is not done by coming 
at it with a theological presupposition about what had to happen. You look 
at the evidence, and then you see does the evidence move me that way or 
not. You don’t approach it by saying: this has to be right, because God said 
it.

JB: Are you saying that no-one that holds to a theological view let’s say of 
the authority of Scripture can therefore do proper history?

BE: I’m saying that if you’re going to do proper history, you cannot allow 
your presuppositions about God to affect the outcome.

JB: Right.

PJW: And I would say I’ve never tried to claim that I am ‘doing history’; I 
often would like to make a distinction between the sorts of things that go 
on in history departments, and what I believe rationally you should trust. I 
mean, all sorts of male-on-female violence that happened, for which there 
is only one witness, and you probably can’t prove it to a history department, 
but you should jolly well believe the victim when she says this has 
happened. There are all sorts of things in life that we believe on the basis 
on one testimony, but which won’t rise to the criteria – the fairly artificial 
criteria – of a history department, which is also going to take on the overall 
world-view that tends to be around in academia at the time. 

BE: What Peter is saying though is that Christian history isn’t the same 
as history. In other words, if you go to a history department, there are 
criteria – just as if there’s a crime committed. If there is a crime committed, 
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the way you solve the crime is not by asking the victim what happened; 
you have a trial and you look at evidence, and you want to go where the 
evidence goes. You don’t want to go with what your gut tells you: “this has 
to be right because I’m just going to trust this person”.

JB: Is there a sense though in which for you Peter the… if you like, the 
secular standards, if you like, of history, are enough to affirm and confirm, 
if you like, the theological stance that you take regarding the Bible and 
history?

PJW: I think you’ve got several different things going on here. One is, 
a history department will never lose out… well, it tends to be weighted 
towards not believing something. So when Sir Godfrey Driver – a great 
Hebrew professor – first heard the dead sea scrolls had been discovered, 
he said: “probably not genuine”, and it turned out to be genuine – but his 
reputation didn’t suffer damage. When Hugh Trevor Roper said the Hitler 
Diaries are probably genuine and they turned out not to be, his reputation 
really took a hit. There is a way in which I think it’s a bit like hedge fund 
managing, you know – that history departments can stack things so that 
scepticism is more favoured. That again is different from what you do as a 
jury when you’re looking at someone; that’s also different from what you 
do as a friend if someone comes to you and says that they’re a victim and 
you say: “I trust you”. So I think these are all different thing. My argument 
is not about whether I can prove something to a history department; my 
argument is about whether I can show that this is rationally able to be 
trusted.

BE: But the problem is when you get down to the details, because when you 
start looking at detailed contradictions – of which there are hundreds – the 
only way to reconcile them is to come up with implausible scenarios that 
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never happened. And so do you really want to go that route and say that 
in fact, it’s like this is so implausible, but it’s got to be right because the 
Scripture cannot be wrong.

PJW: So I don’t feel a burden to come up with particular reconciliations 
and harmonies and answers – you know, the sort of Christian-answer-
man-style thing – because I don’t think that’s really necessary. Because I 
think that life is full of things that have, on their own, 1% probability or 
2% – whatever it is – and often what I’m looking at is the overall pattern. 
And I recognise that I have some difficulties on my view, in terms of 
how I take Scripture, but I think others who are more sceptical have far 
more difficulties on their view. Because you know, they have to come to 
implausible views about – maybe we’ll talk about this some time – about 
the resurrection or something like that, and I’d find them less plausible, you 
know.

JB: We’re going to go to a quick break, and fascinating – I’m sorry to 
interrupt what is a great dialogue at this point. But we will talk about oral 
tradition as well, because I think this is significant, and the words of Jesus, 
because if you like, if there is anything that Christians need to rely on, it’s 
whether Jesus really said the things that he’s ascribed to have been said in 
the Gospels. So we’ll continue this conversation in a very short moments 
time.

So continuing our conversation on: Can We Trust the Story of Jesus?, we’re 
looking at the historical reliability of the Gospels. Bart Ehrman and Peter 
Williams with me, it’s been a fantastic discussion so far, and we’re into 
part three now. And why don’t we talk about the words of Jesus, because 
that’s what it often comes down to in the end. Just in that last segment 
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Bart, you were saying that: “hey Peter, are you doing theology or are you 
doing history?” And many people who are critical let’s say of the historical 
reliability of the Gospels, would say: well this is more someone doing 
theology; someone kind of wanting to give Jesus a certain supernatural 
Son of God look, and we can’t trust that this was actually the words of 
Jesus that have been put in his mouth and so on. Is that your view, that the 
Gospels in that sense are more a work of theology than history?

BE: So, I don’t think I’d put it that way. Because I know that there are 
critics who say it’s all just made up and it’s just putting people’s own 
theological beliefs onto Jesus, and I don’t think that. I mean, I think that 
there is a lot of material in the Gospels that absolutely goes back to a 
historical Jesus; I think some of the sayings in the Gospels actually go 
back to the historical Jesus. So I don’t think that they are just theology; I 
also don’t think that they are just history. I think it’s quite clear that the 
authors of the New Testament have shifted their stories in line with their 
theological views, and that the storytellers before them did the same thing. 
These stories have been passed along for 30, 40, 50 years, and one person 
tells it to the next, to the next – everybody’s telling it in their own way, just 
as we all tell stories in our own way. And when you tell it in your own way, 
you put your own framing on it. And these are people who are believers 
in Jesus, so of course they’ve got certain ideas about Jesus and so they’re 
framing it. 

And so the task of the historian is to decide which of these sayings of Jesus 
and which of these activities of Jesus – which of these experiences of Jesus 
– probably actually happened, and which ones have been either modified or 
made up in the process of the retelling. And so I think that it isn’t a simple 
matter of are they theology or are they history; I think they’re both. And 
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anybody who thinks that they’re pure history I think would have to bear the 
burden of proof.

JB: I mean, you wrote a book called How Jesus Became God, and of course 
one of the key claims of the Gospels is Jesus claiming divinity – claiming to 
be God – and that takes different manifestations in different Gospels. But 
what is your view – is your view that anything that looks like Jesus claiming 
some kind of divine status is more likely an amendment of the Jesus story, 
than an original part?

BE: So I wouldn’t put it quite that simply. I mean, there are people today 
who claim to be God, and so I don’t say they didn’t say that because you 
know, somebody wouldn’t say that – people do say that. And so the issue 
is always how do you know what Jesus said. When it comes to the New 
Testament Gospels, we of course have Matthew, Mark, Luke and John, and 
as I was saying earlier, it looks like Matthew and Luke have both used Mark; 
Mark is probably our earliest account. Matthew and Luke are later, and 
Matthew and Luke appear to have used some other source that we don’t 
have any more for a number of their sayings of Jesus. And scholars have 
called the source ‘Q’, and it doesn’t matter to my argument whether you 
think Q existed or not. But Luke does say he had earlier sources, so it’s not 
implausible they had a source that was some of Jesus’ sayings. 

And so what scholars do when trying to figure out what Jesus really said, 
once they acknowledge that maybe he didn’t say everything – because 
we know Jesus didn’t say everything that’s attributed to him in the early 
church, because we have other gospels that everybody agrees Jesus didn’t 
say these things. So somebody’s making up stories, and people are changing 
stories, and so we have absolute evidence of this – no question about it. 
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And so the question is whether that happens in the four Gospels or not, or 
whether somehow they were protected from ever recording anything that 
Jesus actually didn’t ever say – were they protected from that? 

And what is striking to most scholars, is that when you lay out the sources 
chronologically, over time Jesus starts changing the sorts of things that he 
says. And so, for example, in Mark and in Q – which would be the sayings 
in Matthew and Luke not found in Mark; those would probably be our 
earliest sources – Jesus principally talks about the kingdom of God that’s 
coming: there is a kingdom of God that’s coming; you need to prepare and 
repent for it, because if you don’t you’re going to be destroyed. If you are on 
the side of God you’ll enter into this kingdom and there will be a glorious 
existence – and so Jesus is preaching about the coming kingdom of God, in 
Mark and Q. When you get to the Gospel of John, Jesus no longer preaches 
about the kingdom of God. He doesn’t tell people to repent in preparation 
for the coming kingdom of God; he doesn’t say that you will be destroyed 
when the kingdom of God comes. The way he talks is different now, and 
rather than talking principally about God and the coming kingdom, he talks 
about himself – who he is. And so you get some of the most famous sayings 
of Jesus…

JB: “I am the way, the truth and the life:…

EB: “I am the way, the truth and the life, no one comes to the Father but by 
me”; “I am the light of the world”; “I am the bread of life”; “before Abraham 
was, I am”; “I and the Father are one” – you get all of these claims, many 
of which have a component of divine identity connected with him. He is 
claiming to be a divine being – that’s crystal clear in the narrative of John – 
Jesus will say, “I and the Father are one”, and the Jews will pick up stones to 
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stone him to death for committing blasphemy. You don’t have those stories 
in the earliest Gospels. 

And it’s striking, and you have to explain: if Jesus did go around calling 
himself a divine being – if that really happened, as John says it happened, 
and it’s the major teaching of Jesus in John – if that’s what happened, why 
isn’t it in Mark or Q” Is it that they didn’t think it was important to report 
that part of Jesus’ teachings? Or – a more plausible explanation for more 
people, for most critical scholars – a more plausible explanation is that 
over time, the Christians understanding of Jesus changed, and they started 
seeing him as less of just a human messiah and more as some kind of divine 
being, over time. And as they saw him that way, they recorded his words 
in those ways. And so the later sayings of John are later representations of 
what later Christians said about Jesus, rather than what the earliest… and 
if you think the earliest Christians thought this about Jesus, why don’t they 
record him as saying so?

JB: So the developmental idea in the Gospels and the early Christian later 
traditions around Jesus are developing the idea in the words?

PJW: Yes. I mean I think this is a great example of showing how so 
much scholarship, while claiming to be historically neutral, is basically 
very philosophically driven. Because I think even as you tease out your 
chronology in your development, I mean it’s really interesting how it’s all 
stacking up towards a system in which you don’t get Jesus claiming as much 
early on. And I think that it’s been developing for a couple of hundred years 
within scholarship, and it’s so intertwined – the historical argumentation 
and the sort of slight philosophical nudges here and there – that it’s really 
really hard to unpick. 
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But I would just say let’s take Mark’s Gospel, for example. Mark begins with 
this opening: “I’m going to send my messenger before your face”, and it’s 
all about quoting the Old Testament, but with John the Baptist going before 
the face of Jesus, when you know, it’s about in Malachi, that it’s from the 
messenger going before the face of God. And so it’s presenting Jesus as in 
that place of God. Next chapter he’s forgiving sins. Couple of chapters later 
he’s stilling the storm, like only God does – and it’s calling on themes from 
Jonah. Couple of chapters later, chapter 6, he’s walking on the water like 
only God does in Job chapter 9, and then he gets to the boat and he says, 
“be of courage, I am” – it’s a pretty dramatic “I am” there in Mark 6:50. So 
it’s not just John’s “I am” sayings, slightly different, but there is precedent 
for them. 

And I’d want to say a lot of people see this as a systematic presentation of 
Jesus’ very very exalted status, such that people are wondering: who is this? 
They’re asking this question, and the fact that it’s doing it through a sort of 
more Socratic method of getting you to think who this is, it’s not… I mean, 
God is the only one who opens the eyes of the blind, and that is something 
Jesus does uniquely in the Gospels. So I’d want to say that all of these 
things come together to give you a very exalted portrait of Jesus.

JB: So there is a consistency as far as you’re concerned between those 
earlier, if you like, accounts in Mark…

PJW: The whole question of development, you know, you’ve got to say 
when we lay out sources and we see: “this comes before this and this” – 
what actually are we basing that on? How much is historically verifiable, 
how much of it is philosophical system, how much of it is literary system, 
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and what’s fed into that? And I think all of those things have to be laid on 
the table, so that you can be very clear about when you’re saying: “this is a 
fact”, you know. What is it actually based on?

BE: Yes, so I’d love to respond to that. I mean, Peter, when you start out by 
saying that the development is based on a chronologically that’s driven by 
scepticism…

PJW: I didn’t say driven by scepticism, but yes, ok.

BE: What did you say?

PJW: I think it’s got an input of that.

BE: Because I was just going on your chronology. I mean, you said earlier 
that you think Mark was the first Gospel.

PJW: I haven’t said that.

BE: Oh, ok. You said that John was the last Gospel.

PJW: Yes, I have said that.

BE: Which one do you think is first?

PJW: I don’t have a view.

BE: Would you agree that John is later than the others?
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PJW: Yes.

BE: Ok, that’s the only development I need. I don’t see why scepticism has 
anything to do with that, I mean, I believed this when I was an Evangelical 
Christian. But then you want to say that it’s wrong to say that Jesus isn’t 
portrayed as divine in Mark, because of all these other things. 

JB: And I know you can go through them one by one.

BE: No, no, I mean, there are things you say that aren’t true. I mean, it’s 
not true that only God can heal the blind – prophets do it all the time; faith 
healers do it, with the power of God.

JB: In the Old Testament?

BE: Yes. So well, and in the New Testament.

PJW: Where in the Old Testament do people heal the blind?

BE: Well in Jewish tradition it’s all over the place.

PJW: Yes but not in the Old Testament?

BE: Yes. But why would you say that only God can heal the blind, I mean, I 
know people who say they were blind that have been healed.

PJW: I’m trying to think, in the Old Testament, where are there people who 
healed the blind? 
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BE: I don’t know that.

PJW: There aren’t any.

BE: But I didn’t say anything about…

PJW: So I was saying, sorry.

JB: Go ahead…

PJW: I’m just saying in the Old Testament portrayal only God heals the 
blind, and then Jesus comes along and does it.

BE: Yes but so do other Jewish healers.

PJW: I think it’s significant the way Jesus is portrayed. If you think about 
the classic…

BE: It doesn’t make somebody divine to be able to heal somebody; you have 
healers throughout history, they aren’t God – they’re empowered by God.

PJW: But I think that the signs in the message to John the Baptist, is one of 
the reasons we know…

BE: That’s just a side point, I still don’t think it’s true, but it doesn’t really 
matter. You’re saying that Mark portrays Jesus as divine, and that has no 
bearing on what I was saying; I didn’t deny that, I think that Mark does 
see Jesus as divine. What I’m asking is: what did Jesus himself say about 
himself? Now, you pointed out things like John the Baptist looking to Jesus, 



53

Can We Trust the Story of Jesus? 

Bart Ehrman, Peter J Williams & Justin Brierley

Jesus walking on the water, Jesus healing the blind – I mean, we could talk 
about each of all those. But I’m agreeing that Mark portrays Jesus as divine. 

My question is, did Jesus go around Palestine, Galilee and then Judea, 
saying: “I and the Father are one”; “before Abraham was, I am”; “I am the 
way the truth and the life, no one comes to the Father but by me”. These 
are sayings found in the Gospel of John, which you agree is the last of the 
Gospels; those sayings are not found in Mark, which you agree is an earlier 
Gospel. And they’re not only found not in Mark, they’re not found in Luke; 
they’re not found in Matthew; they’re not from Q – they’re not in any of the 
early sources, where Jesus says these things. When you pointed out that in 
Mark’s Gospel people continually are asking: “who is this?” – the answer is 
never: “he is God”. And Jesus himself never says: “I am God”, in Matthew, 
Mark, Luke or in other sources.

PJW: I totally agree on that, and there could be all sorts of reasons not to 
say that. But what I want to say is there is precedent for all of the “I am” 
sayings. So for instance – “I am the bread of life”, he says in the synoptics: 
“this is my body, take this bread”. He says: “I am the Good Shepherd” in 
John, and then he’s portraying himself in stories as basically fulfilling the 
role of the shepherd. He says: “I am the light of the world” in John; in 
Matthew he says: “you are the light of the world” – to his disciples; if he 
is prepared to accept that they are the light of the world, I don’t see why 
he can’t say that he is as well. So I think all of these things, we can make 
connections, and I don’t think… Yes, the Gospels are about nine hours long, 
when you read them in English. So in this two hour section of John, there 
are things which aren’t in the others. But don’t build a massive castle out 
of that – I mean, it seems to me of course there are going to be some things 
that are in one that aren’t in the others.
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BE: No, I agree with that. And I’m not trying to build a castle out of it, I’m 
just responding to Justin’s question; this wouldn’t be a point that I would 
have raised. I mean, this is not why I think the Gospels are unreliable, so for 
me this isn’t even the point. But I will say the whole idea of development 
is that there are things earlier that get developed later, and so the fact 
that you see things earlier that could lead to John’s proclamations, that’s 
what the developmental view is. What you don’t get is in Matthew, Mark, 
and Luke, is Jesus saying that he is God. And my point is if the historical 
Jesus really did go around saying those things, it is inconceivable to me 
that our earliest sources fail to mention it. They didn’t think that part was 
important? This would be the most significant thing to say, and yet none of 
them – not just Mark – but Matthew and their sources by the way, I mean 
– I don’t know what you think, but virtually every scholar I know thinks 
that you’ve got Mark and you’ve got Q and you’ve got M and you’ve got L 
and then you’ve got Matthew and you’ve got Luke themselves. You’ve got 
six sources before John – none of them has these sayings. And so are we 
supposed to think: “well, yes, yes, that was just a minor detail they decided 
not to get into” – I just find it completely implausible.

PJW: But I think, you know, John doesn’t have Jesus going around saying, 
“I am God”, either. 

BE: “I and the Father are one”; “before Abraham was, I am”.

PJW: Yes, these are big things. But you know, I mean ok you may not 
believe it happened, but when it’s portrayed as someone walking up 
to people on the water and then saying, “I am”, you know, it’s a pretty 
dramatic thing, isn’t it. 
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BE: In the Gospel of John, the man born blind is asked, “were you the one 
who was born blind?”, and he replies, “ego eimi” – “I am”; saying, “I am”, is 
just a way of saying, “yes”.

PJW: Yes, but it’s not just that; when you’ve just walked across the water 
it’s something different; it’s something more.

BE: Well Peter walked on the water too. Did that make him God?

PJW: No, again there is a difference.

JB: He was the one who fell down of course!

BE: Exactly, within the story. But Peter doesn’t go around saying: “I am”.

PJW: But what do you think Mark 6 is about when Jesus walks on the 
water. I mean, isn’t this portraying…

BE: I think Mark understands Jesus as a divine being.

JB: If we drill down a little bit on the synoptics, because obviously in a way 
there are lots of detailed arguments about exactly what John represents in 
terms of the Jesus story. But I suppose your argument is that there is an 
oral tradition before you get to these synoptic Gospels – Matthew, Mark 
and Luke especially. And already in that process we’re getting a different 
story of Jesus; different sayings of Jesus and things changing before they get 
written down in that way Bart.
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BE: It’s just not a hypothetical based on what we know about oral tradition; 
it’s based on the fact that you can compare what the Gospels say to each 
other and see that there are differences.

JB: Why for you Peter are you satisfied that we’ve got, if you like, a 
historically reliable set of sayings and stories and words of Jesus, that 
haven’t really changed a great deal from what he would have actually said to 
people?

PJW: So I think it’s really the simplest hypothesis. So if we look at things 
that are only in Matthew or only in Luke, for this sake, and what you find is 
these things fit very well with their early context. I mean, whoever comes 
up with the story of The Good Samaritan, The Rich Man and Lazarus, The 
Prodigal Son – I mean, there’s some genius at an early stage. And it makes 
far more sense to me to say this is Jesus. These stories also have huge 
integrity, they have very deep Old Testament references, they fit Palestinian 
Judaism; so the simplest hypothesis is to say they come with integrity.

Now one of the things which you hear about oral tradition is, I think 
sometimes what Bart is talking about it is more like actuaries, you know. 
Actuaries study how long people tend to live, and gravestones tell you 
how long a particular person actually lived. And I think you can have this 
actuarial approach to the Gospels where you say: well how likely is it stuff 
got through? And I’d want to say well look at the actual text of the Gospels, 
to see whether stuff got through – not start with this sort Apriori system 
of how much can get through based on oral tradition. And I think I’d also 
want to say – and I’d love Bart to answer – does he really believe that when 
people are doing history of Jesus in universities, that there is no input 
from naturalistic world-views, as they work in mainstream universities. I 
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think there is, as I know obviously I know there are Christians working in 
universities, but I think it does affect things.

JB: So for instance that would mean well any story or saying that involves 
the miraculous is automatically going to be assumed to have been invented?

PJW: Not automatically; it’s a question of subtle bias that will actually 
show up cumulatively within an academic sociology.

JB: So a couple of issues there then. Firstly, the oral tradition itself, is it 
really as flawed potentially in Jesus’ case as you think it would be?

BE: Yes, no that’s great, that’s great. So what I would say is that I do not 
approach the Gospels with an Apriori view of how oral tradition works. I 
didn’t start studying oral tradition until about five or six years ago, and I 
knew years before that that there were problems in the Gospels, because 
when you compare two accounts with each other, they’re at odds in ways 
that can’t be reconciled. And so the only reason to look at oral tradition for 
me was to see well why is that. And so I didn’t approach it with any kind of 
Apriori sense of it, I just started reading the scholarship. 

And if anyone thinks that the stories about Jesus were preserved in tact 
– without change – over 40-50 years, then I would say two things. One is, 
how do you demonstrate that from the fact that you’ve got Gospels that 
have differences in them that are irreconcilable? Secondly, what do you 
say about all the scholarship? I mean, I listed a bunch of names earlier, 
of scholars who are not interested in showing whether Jesus existed or 
whether… they’re just trying to figure out how oral tradition works, and 
every one of them comes to the same conclusion. So if you don’t agree 
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with that scholarship, I would like to know what are the flaws in that 
scholarship, because it’s not just one methodology – it’s literary scholars 
and anthropologists – and they all come to the same conclusion. But I don’t 
know about the other bit, because the other bit was even more important! 
The question of the naturalistic side.

JB: Well let’s come to that, but maybe respond first…

PJW: I’m not saying that the studies of oral tradition are not correct; I’m 
just saying they may not be very germane. We have the four Gospels, and 
you start with the text and say, you know, we don’t know that this comes 
through a long line of oral tradition – we simply don’t know that. You 
have the texts of the Gospels; the Gospels don’t come with dates on. The 
question is, when we look at the text itself, are there signs of reliability? 
And what I’d want to say is because of the consistent pattern of getting 
Palestinian culture, geography, culture, religion and so on right, it doesn’t 
make a lot of sense to say that what we have in these Gospels is coming 
through a very long chain of tradition.

JB: So are you saying then that you don’t think there’s a sort of, as you say, 
‘telephone game’ here, where it’s changing over time?

PJW: That’s what I’m saying. So it’s not a question particularly about time 
– I’m agnostic on the question of time; it’s about the quality of the actual 
text, when you look at it.

BE: Are you saying that Luke is not correct, that he got these things from 
orals sources?
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PJW: It depends what you mean by oral source. Of course, yes, he spoke to 
people.

BE: That’s what an oral source is.

PJW: Yes, exactly. But then you can’t apply a whole load of scholarship 
about oral traditions to a question of when Luke has gone around and 
potentially interviewed several people about the same event. You know, 
what quality of information…

BE: Does Luke say he did that?

PJW: No, but he doesn’t say he doesn’t. And again, I’m saying start with the 
material within the text.

BE: I completely agree, you start with the text – that’s why I start with the 
text. You look at these two texts and you compare them to one another. 
And you don’t seem to be wanting to do that, because…

PJW: Well go on, give me an example…

BE: The death of Judas, we already did. 

PJW: Yes, but I’m saying I don’t see any reason why these can’t have come 
from people having detailed conversations.

BE: But in terms of oral tradition, let me just say, if these Gospels are 
written 40 or 50 years later, and Luke tells you not only that he’s basing this 
on things that he’s heard and read and that this is how it happens in the 
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book of Acts, then it’s not a stretch to think that people are telling stories 
for 40 or 50 years – this is what we know.

PJW: But it’s not what you know, because the Gospels don’t come with 
dates saying “written 40 or 50 years after”.

BE: Right, when do you think Luke was written.

PJW: I don’t have a… during Luke’s life time.

JB: Is it your view that Luke did interview people who were eyewitnesses of 
the events?

PJW: Yes, yes.

JB: So in that sense, you don’t see that there’s this 40 or 50 year gap; you 
see him talking to people who obviously are sometime after the events, but 
they’re still a first-hand witness…

PJW: It has to be during the lifetime of someone who can be a companion 
of Paul in the 50s and 60s.

BE: Ok, so when would it be written.

PJW: Sometime in the lifetime of someone who can be a companion of 
Paul in the 50s and 60s.

BE: The 60s at the earliest.
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PJW: Let’s say, ok, 60s at the earliest.

BE: Ok, so 30-35 years later.

PJW: But then when’s he doing the interviews; he’s talking to people and 
you know…

BE: Where did you get this idea that he interviewed people?

PJW: No, I’m saying he says that he has talked to those who are…

BE: No, it doesn’t say that.

JB: What does he say? Give us the introduction to Luke and Acts?

PJW: As we received them, from those who were eyewitnesses of the word.

BE: He said that many before him wrote an account of these things, and 
they have come down to us by eyewitnesses and ministers of the word. 
In other words, the other people are basing it on… and so he may have 
interviewed people; he doesn’t say he did. But even if he did interview 
people, how does that make him accurate, because the only way we know if 
he’s accurate…

PJW: Well he’s followed everything closely, he says; that’s a phrase.

BE: So if he says he followed closely, then he must be getting it right? Why 
don’t you see whether he contradicts another source or not? Why don’t you 
do that?
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PJW: Sure, I’m very happy to do that. But I mean, as you know…

BE: But then you just reconcile them by saying that…

PJW: I’m just saying the burden of proof is on you to show that they can’t 
be correct.

BE: That’s exactly why I used the Judas example, and as you know I could 
come up with a hundred other examples. 

PJW: You can come up with other examples.

BE: But you never deal with these in your book.

PJW: Well it’s a short book. 

BE: Well you have a whole chapter on contradictions, but you don’t deal 
with any of the contradictions; you don’t deal with a single contradiction.

PJW: What I do show is that Jesus deliberately used formal contradictions 
as part of his teaching device. 

BE: Yes, but nobody denies that.

PJW: And I think somehow people think that because they find this text 
and this text and they are in tension with each other, somehow they falsify 
the view that the texts are trustworthy.
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BE: But that’s not my view at all. Nobody argues that Jesus couldn’t argue 
paradox, so I don’t know who you’re arguing against.

JB: But I mean what’s interesting to me is, going back to the Judas example, 
you’re not saying Judas didn’t kill himself potentially, you’re not saying he 
didn’t betray Jesus…

BE: Look, I’m arguing against a fundamentalist view of the Bible that there 
are no mistakes of any kind. I’m not arguing against Christianity; I’m not 
arguing against believers; I’m not arguing against people who want to think 
the Bible has a lot of historical information in it. I’m saying that if you have 
a fundamentalist view of the Bible – there can be no mistakes – I just think 
you’re wrong on that.

JB: Do you have a fundamentalist view of the Bible, Peter? That seems to 
be the accusation?

PJW: That’s not a term/self-designation I’d want to use, because I’d want to 
say I’m doing the sort of thing that Augustine would talk about and others 
with a long tradition and cultural knowledge – Jerome would do the same. 
And so I see myself as in a tradition of catholic (with a small ‘c’) scholarship 
down the ages.

BE: So I wouldn’t call Peter a fundamentalist. But the reality is, a 
fundamentalist is always the guy that’s at the right of you. Even people 
who are hardcore fundamentalists very rarely admit that they’re 
fundamentalists, because it’s become a bad word. 

JB: Of course, it’s a loaded term now.
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BE: It used to be a positive word. When I was in college in the 1970s, we 
saw it as a positive word – we were fundamentalists – because it meant 
we subscribed to the fundamentals, one of which was: the Bible has no 
mistakes of any kind whatsoever. 

JB: Obviously you came to shed that view and indeed your faith altogether. 
Obviously Peter feels that there is enough there at, if you like, a secular 
historical standard, that gives him cause to trust that the faith beliefs are to 
be taken seriously.

BE: Yes, can I just say about that, I mean the point he keeps coming back to 
is the one we talked about earlier and people need to pay attention to that, 
is if somebody gets the geography right, does that mean the stories are true? 
But the second thing I’ll say is that – I don’t know if we’re finishing up – 

JB: We are finishing up now. Why not use this as your final thoughts, as we 
start to wrap this up.

BE: All right. So I think there are different reasons that people engage 
in this kind of scholarship on the Bible. Most very firm believers are 
interested in this subject because they want to be confirmed in their beliefs. 
They think something, they’re convinced it’s true, and they want to hear 
somebody who gives them some reason to think that…

JB: Well they may have run into a Bart Ehrman who’s caused them to doubt 
some of these things…

BE: They might. But they want to know why he’s wrong and why they’re 
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right. So it’s called confirmation-bias, and we all have it. We agree with the 
people that agree with us – we don’t care whether it’s a plausible argument, 
we just want to agree with someone who’s smart and he says this and, “that 
guy’s smart, I’m going to believe it too!” So that’s how I was for my early 
life – absolutely I studied apologetics, I studied the Bible – the reason I 
went in the first place was to confirm what I believed so I could convince 
other people and convert them to faith in Jesus; that’s why I was doing it. 

The other reason to do this kind of study is to decide what you think 
is right, rather than simply confirm that you’re already right, and that 
means having an open mind to possibly changing. It is very difficult and 
emotionally stressful to change what you believe about something as 
fundamental as who Jesus is and what the Bible is; it is highly traumatic. 
Most people who approach scholarship of the Bible simply aren’t willing to 
do it, because they don’t want to be proved wrong. And they aren’t going 
to believe someone else, but they might believe themselves, when they find 
out actually I was wrong about this.

When I went through this at one point in my life, I finally just said: look 
I’m just going to go wherever I think the truth leads me. Because Augustine 
said – I paraphrase – all truth is God’s truth. If it’s true, it comes from God, 
and so you shouldn’t be afraid of it. It may cause emotional trouble, but you 
shouldn’t be afraid of the truth. And I was willing to change my mind if it 
went that way. And I just think people ought to do that. I think it’s better to 
see what the evidence is, rather than simply find things that confirm what 
you’ve thought since you were 14 years old. 

JB: Ok. Final thoughts, Peter…
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PJW: Well, enjoyed our conversation. I suppose what I would say is in my 
own experience, you know, working in scholarship – not as long as Bart, but 
still for a few decades… 

BE: Easy!

PJW: Is that I have found that I’m at a stage where perhaps I’m just very, 
very guilty of confirmation-bias, but I think I’m finding more and more 
reasons to believe. And I see a convergence of things on the person of Jesus 
– we haven’t talked a lot about the miraculous – but you know, this guy who 
just happens to die by the capital of this remarkable people group the Jews, 
in ways that seem to fit with books that have been written beforehand in 
prophesy, and that happens to die around Passover time – all these sorts 
of things come together, plus happens to be the first guy credited with the 
golden rule, plus happens to…

BE: In your book you said he’s not.

PJW: The positive golden rule, sorry…

BE: No, no, in your footnote you said he’s not; you pointed to a Chinese 
scholar, 200 hundred years earlier…
 
PJW: I think that’s negative…

BE: No it’s positive…

PJW: Ok well I’ll look at my book again! You know, there are all these 
things that are just remarkable in terms of the stories credited to Jesus. And 



67

Can We Trust the Story of Jesus? 

Bart Ehrman, Peter J Williams & Justin Brierley

so I think there is a pattern of convergence of things that tell you: yes, this 
is a person who can be trusted, and books about him that can be trusted. So 
I’m very positive, but very delighted to have this engagement.

JB: Thank you both, it’s been great to have you both. Shall we shake hands!

BE: Let’s shake hands, why not!

PJW: Absolutely!

JB: Great! Thank you both, Bart and Peter, for being with me on the show 
today.
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Following his debate on The Big Conversation, Dr Peter J Williams 
explains why we can be confident in the story of Jesus’ birth

As Christmas draws near, Christians across the world will be spending 
time reading and thinking about the narratives of Jesus’ birth. The events 
in Bethlehem are possibly the best-known of all the Bible stories, and yet 
how much attention do we pay to the fact that they are spread across two 
different accounts in the Gospels of Matthew and Luke?

It’s easy for these two perspectives to blend in our minds into the one story 
we know so well. In part this is because there is much that is common to 
both. Both Matthew and Luke highlight where Jesus was born, that his 
mother was a virgin called Mary and that she was betrothed to a man called 
Joseph. Both versions agree that Joseph was descended from King David, 
that Jesus was named as directed by an angel, that his birth was a fulfilment 
of prophecy and that it happened during the reign of Herod. Following his 

https://www.thebigconversation.show/episode-3-the-story-of-jesus
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birth, Matthew and Luke both report that Mary and Joseph received visitors 
keen to see Jesus (the Magi in Matthew, shepherds in Luke).

While there is consistency on these central points, there are also many 
differences between the two narratives. This means that scholars have often 
been sceptical of the historicity of the accounts. It also means they have 
tended to view Matthew and Luke as independently composed and written, 
without knowledge of each other.

In the prevailing scholarly view, Mark was written first, with no birth 
narrative, and Matthew and Luke were written later, using Mark, but 
adding their respective birth narratives. For sceptical scholars this creates 
a difficult position. If Matthew and Luke were written independently, then 
it’s difficult to explain why their birth narratives are so similar, unless of 
course they are based on fact. Those who claim that one account borrowed 
from the other and that the inconsistencies mean they can’t be trusted 
as accurate historical records are, in effect, insisting that while they used 
the other as a source of information, they wrote incompatibly with the 
narrative from which they borrowed.

Despite this being highly unlikely, controversy has persisted around the 
birth accounts. Debate has tended to focus on two main points of difference 
between Matthew and Luke, which we will examine in more detail. What 
does the evidence reveal, and how should Christians approach it?

Objections from omission
One way that people see tension between the narratives of Matthew and 
Luke is through what is left out. Matthew records the Magi, who are not 
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in Luke, but Luke includes the shepherds, who are absent from Matthew. 
Matthew also doesn’t mention that Mary and Joseph were in Nazareth 
before being in Bethlehem. Even more significantly, Luke has no record of 
the slaughter of the children in Bethlehem or of the flight to Egypt. If these 
things are true, why does the other narrative omit them?

Omissions can be made to seem bigger problems than they actually are. At 
the conclusion of his Gospel, John observes: “Jesus did many other things 
as well. If every one of them were written down, I suppose that even the 
whole world would not have room for the books that would be written” 
(John 21:25). As any biographer will affirm, it simply isn’t possible to record 
every detail of a person’s life. Inevitably, editorial decisions have to be made 
about what is included and what is left out, and the biographer’s job is to 
identify what is most important for their particular purpose and audience.

To make the case that not including episodes such as the flight to Egypt, 
the Magi or the shepherds casts doubt on the Gospels’ historical reliability, 
the sceptic needs to demonstrate both that it is wholly unreasonable for the 
writers not to have known about certain aspects of the story and, if they did 
know, that omitting them was not a legitimate editorial choice.

Every historical document is written with a readership and a purpose. Luke, 
for example, records both of these in the introduction to his Gospel: “With 
this in mind, since I myself have carefully investigated everything from the 
beginning, I too decided to write an orderly account for you, most excellent 
Theophilus, so that you may know the certainty of the things you have been 
taught” (Luke 1:3-4). There is no particular reason to believe that Luke’s 
omission of the visit of the Magi was because he was an unreliable historian. 
It is more likely that he didn’t believe these details to be as helpful and/or 

https://www.esv.org/verses/John%2021%3A25/
https://www.esv.org/verses/Luke%201%3A3-4/
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interesting to Theophilus as the details he chose to include. The argument 
for scepticism based on omissions rests on modern-day commentators being 
able to assess with some confidence a) what information would have been 
available to each Gospel writer and b) what information it would be wholly 
unreasonable to leave out of an account intended for each particular audience.

Ultimately there is no way fora modern reader to know why Luke does not 
mention the visit of the Magi, or the flight to Egypt or the slaughter of the 
children in Bethlehem, which we read about in Matthew 2:13-18. However, 
there area number of factors that lend weight to the argument that it was a 
perfectly plausible editorial decision to leave these events out.

First, it’s important to note that the flight to Egypt need not have been for 
long. The key thing would have been to get outside Herod’s jurisdiction. To 
do this they might have gone 200 miles to Pelusium or merely to Ostracine, 
which was 65 miles closer. Luke’s description of Mary and Joseph’s return 
to Nazareth after Jesus’ birth in 2:39 reads: “When they had finished 
everything according to the law of the Lord, they returned to Galilee, to 
their town of Nazareth” (NTE). While it doesn’t mention the events of 
Matthew 2:13-18, it doesn’t contradict these verses either.

What if we were to consider a hypothetically rewritten version, as follows? 
“And when they had finished everything according to the law of the Lord, 
they went down to Egypt and then returned to Galilee, to their town of 
Nazareth.” Automatically our attention would be focused on the question 
of why they went to Egypt. In fact, Luke would have to refocus his narrative 
in major ways even to make sense of this additional journey. In other words, 
the objection to Luke’s omission of Egypt is really an insistence that there 
can be no such thing as précis or authorial selectivity, and that Luke must 

https://www.esv.org/verses/Matthew%202%3A13-18/
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mention everything significant from Matthew. It’s an approach that is in 
tension with having multiple accounts in the first place.

Differing genealogies
A second point of tension is found in the differences between Matthew and 
Luke’s genealogies of Jesus. Matthew’s genealogy runs from Abraham down 
to Jesus in three groups of 14 generations. Luke’s genealogy goes from Jesus 
all the way back up to Adam, and indeed God before him.

While the two genealogies are similar between Abraham and David, they 
diverge dramatically between David and the exile, meeting for Shealtiel 
and Zerubbabel, before diverging again and only meeting with Jesus’ legal 
father, Joseph. Consequently, Joseph is presented as having two different 
fathers: Jacobin Matthew and Heli in Luke. Often people seek to harmonise 
these two genealogies by saying that one of them is actually the genealogy 
of Mary, though there’s nothing in the text to support that.
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The different genealogies are confusing to modern readers, most of whom 
have some sense of what they expect a genealogy to be. Our culture loves 
the idea of tracing our family line. We have television programmes devoted 
to ancestral research, websites for filling out your family tree, and in just 
a few clicks you can have a genetic testing kit delivered to your door. To 
us, genealogies record faithfully and accurately our lineage, step-by-step, 
through the generations, without missing anyone.

But what if that’s not what a genealogy was in the ancient world? What if 
genealogies were used in a different way, to present different information? 
To assess the historicity of the Gospel genealogies, we need to recognise 
that our modern-day notions may not translate to the ancient world.

The two Gospel genealogies make different points. Matthew traces from 
Abraham through the royal line to Jesus, and strikingly mentions four 
women who were either non-Israelite (Tamar, Rahab, Ruth) or at least had 
foreign connections (Uriah’s wife). Among other things this prepares us for 
the end of the book, which shows the Gospel going to all nations.

Luke’s genealogy connects Jesus with the first man and helps us to think of 
the contrasts between Jesus and Adam (and all other humans generally). 
It’s a perfect prelude to the temptation narrative in Luke 4:1–13in which 
Jesus refuses food in the barren desert in contrast to Adam, who took the 
forbidden fruit in a garden full of other fruit.

Repeated names
In terms of the different accounts of Joseph’s father, it’s not difficult either 
today or back then to imagine that someone might have a legal father other 
than his biological one, especially if Joseph’s biological father disowned 
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him over the shame of Mary’s irregular pregnancy. But there are a few other 
interesting things to notice about the genealogies. First, though they give 
different grandfathers for Jesus, the name of his great-grandfather in both 
genealogies is almost identical: Matthan in Matthew and Matthat in Luke. 
The only difference is in the final consonant, and this is of a kind that is 
readily explicable: these names reflect two Hebrew words –mattan and 
mattat– both of which mean “gift”.

Secondly, taking our cue from this name, we see that a number of the 
names in Luke’s genealogy share a single root. The name “Matthat” along 
with five other names in the genealogy after David come from the Hebrew 
three-consonant root NTN which means “give”. (Sometimes the Ns are 
hidden by turning into Ts.) These are Mattathias (3:25), Mattathias (3:26), 
Matthat (3:29), Mattatha (3:31) and Nathan (3:31). This makes some sense 
as this is the genealogy through David’s son Nathan. The root for “give” was 
used to form some of the most popular names of Nathan’s descendants. As 
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is common in families, names are repeated. There are three Josephs, two 
Levis, two Melkis and the name Er (3:28), which is only ever attested for 
the tribe of Judah (see Genesis 38:3). These are features we might expect 
in a true narrative. We may also note that the genealogy doesn’t blunder 
by having any of the popular Greek names, such as Philip or Herod, for the 
period before Alexander the Great.

Thirdly, in both Matthew and Mark we’re told the names of Jesus’ brothers: 
James, Joseph, Simon and Judas (Matthew 13:55) or James, Joses, Judas and 
Simon (Mark 6:3).These differ only in the order of the final two names and 
in the adaptation of the Hebrew name “Joseph” to a Greek ending in the 
form “Joses” in Mark. However, these names also link with the genealogy in 
Matthew. Boys were often called after their grandfathers (a practice known 
as papponymy) and sometimes after their father (patronymy). If Jesus’ 
name was indeed given by the angel as stated in Matthew 1:21, then neither 
the father’s nor the grandfather’s name was an option. However, we see 
both these names used in the family. James is usually understood to be the 
first son born to Joseph and Mary after Jesus’ birth. He was therefore called 
James, or strictly Jakobos, ie his grandfather’s name “Jacob” with the Greek 
noun ending -os. Jakobos evolved into English as James through centuries 
of sound changes. The next son after Jakobos was named after his father, 
Joseph. Thus we can see in the names of Jesus’ brothers a tiny coincidence 
which supports Matthew’s genealogy.

Four enriching perspectives
For all the scholarly discussion around the two birth narratives, it remains 
the case that they agree on the main points and they disagree on nothing. 
While there are undoubtedly differences of emphasis, the accounts don’t 
directly contradict each other. In fact, both the obvious and less obvious 

https://www.esv.org/verses/Genesis%2038%3A3/
https://www.esv.org/verses/Matthew%2013%3A55/
https://www.esv.org/verses/Mark%206%3A3/
https://www.esv.org/verses/Matthew%201%3A21/
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agreements between these accounts are what we would expect if they are 
based on good testimony.

Perhaps this is one of the reasons why the Christmas story is believed by 
millions of Christians across the world and has been widely believed by the 
Church for millennia. Having four biblical accounts of Jesus’ life, including 
two of his birth, is incredibly enriching to our understanding of what 
happened and what it means. People notice different elements of a scene 
and recount it in their own way. If nothing were omitted, the Gospels would 
be poorer for it. However, different accounts are going to be different — if 
the events recorded were identical there wouldn’t really be much point in 
having more than one.

Watch The Big Conversation between Peter J Williams and Bart Ehrman on 
Jesus and the Gospels

Dr Peter J Williams is principal of Tyndale House, an independent 

biblical studies library

https://www.thebigconversation.show/episode-3-the-story-of-jesus
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Good-natured discussions between well-informed individuals 
are in short supply.  For that reason, Peter Williams’ discussion 
of his most recent book (‘Can We Trust the Gospels?’) with New 
Testament scholar Bart Ehrman is a must-watch.  Much was 
claimed on both sides in a wide-ranging debate. Here I parse 
some of the key arguments.

Peter J Williams’ argument

First up, an overview of each man’s position.

Williams says that the Gospels contain numerous indicators of 
trustworthiness.  They are predicated on an accurate knowledge of non-
trivial facts such as:
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•	 The lay of the land in 1st century AD Israel (e.g., the climate, contours, 
and environs of Israel’s cities)

•	 The vocabulary employed at the time (e.g., ?? = ????? = ‘bath’—a measure 
of liquid mentioned in Luke 16.6)

•	 The manner in which Rabbis typically taught (e.g., in parables)

•	 Which personal names were popular

That does not, of course, prove the Gospels’ claims are true, but it does give 
us a good reason to trust them, especially in light of how hard to come by 
some of the above facts would have been in the 1st century.

Williams later frames his argument as an inference to the best explanation.  
Simple explanations, he says, are preferable to complex ones. The level and 
kind of knowledge contained in the Gospels is most simply explained by the 
hypothesis they are accurately preserved accounts of historical events.

Granted, other explanations can always be proffered. However, such 
explanations typically require a number of independent and co-ordinated 
elements. For example, a selective corruption mechanism (which corrupts 
a story’s core yet accurately preserves its details) and a committee ready to 
credit Jesus with ingenious parables. All of which soon becomes excessively 
convoluted.
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Bart Ehrman’s response

Ehrman’s case/response consists of three main components.

The first is an undercutter of Williams’ central argument. The accuracy of 
a story’s details, Ehrman says, is irrelevant to its general trustworthiness. 
Stories can be accurate in their details yet ahistorical at their core. Indeed, 
oral traditions are known to produce precisely such ‘selectively corrupted’ 
stories. In oral transmission, the details of a story are (accurately) 
preserved while the core of the story morphs and evolves. Hence, what 
Williams proffers as a reason to trust the Gospels is nothing of the sort.

The second component of Ehrman’s case is an argument in its own right 
- specifically, an argument against the reliability of the Gospels. Many of 
the NT’s narratives, Ehrman says, contradict one another.  Take the death 
of Judas.  Matthew has Judas hang himself in a field purchased by the chief 
priests, while Luke’s account ends with Judas’s body burst open in a field 
purchased by Judas himself (cp. Matt. 27.3–8, Acts 1.18–19). These accounts 
can’t both be true says Ehrman. In at least some cases, then, the Gospels 
clearly can’t be trusted (or the book of Acts can’t).

The final component of Ehrman’s response is a generic undercutter of 
Williams’ methodology. In Ehrman’s view, theology and history don’t mix.  
When you come to the Gospels already convinced of their accuracy, you’re 
not engaged in history, you’re engaged in theology.  If you want to do history, 
you have to be prepared to change your mind. As traumatic as it might be, 
you have to commit to go ‘wherever the truth/evidence leads you’, which 
people who are committed to Biblical inerrancy have chosen not to do.
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Does Ehrman undercut Williams?

So then. What are we to make of the above arguments and undercutters?

I don’t pretend to be a neutral observer in the matter (I’m a committed 
Christian.)  But, while I was initially impressed with Ehrman’s case, I 
ultimately found it to be quite weak.

Consider Ehrman’s undercutter of Williams’ central argument.  The premise 
of Ehrman’s undercutter is unobjectionable.  An author could, in theory, get 
the details of a story right and yet get its core very wrong. But what could 
happen (insofar as it’s logically possible) isn’t the important issue here.

All sorts of things could transpire in the preservation of a story. For 
instance, the exact opposite of the scenario proposed by Ehrman could 
transpire;  that is to say, an author could get the details of a story wrong 
and yet get its core 100% right. But would Ehrman, on that basis, dismiss an 
author’s lack of accuracy in matters of detail as irrelevant? I doubt it.

Suppose Luke had the Passover celebrated in the 4th month of the Jewish 
calendar. And suppose Mark had etrogim (the Jewish citron fruit) brought 
to Jerusalem at the time of Jesus’ crucifixion. And suppose Matthew had 
Jesus buried half a mile north of Jerusalem in a city named Be’er-Sheva. 
All these would constitute inconsistent historical details. Would Ehrman 
dismiss these implausibilities as irrelevant to the question of whether the 
Gospels’ accounts of Jesus’ resurrection can be trusted? I doubt it. And I 
wouldn’t expect him to.

If we test the details of an author’s story and find them to be implausible, 
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then we have reason to be sceptical of the rest of his story.  We lose 
confidence in our author as a witness/source. On pain of consistency, then, 
if we find the details of our author’s story to be credible, it should (ceteris 
paribus) increase our confidence in him as a source, especially if those 
details are non-trivial.

The same logic is routinely applied in legal matters. Suppose a witness 
claims to have seen an accident take place. And suppose the witness is 
questioned in order to determine if the details of his story stack up, i.e. to 
determine if he saw what he would have seen had he been where he claimed 
to be. If the details of the witness’s testimony are found to be implausible, 
it will do little good for a lawyer to stand up and say, “well, okay, my 
star witness might not look like very reliable as far as the details of his 
testimony are concerned, but he could nevertheless be right about the main 
substance of it!”

It’s a matter of credibility. Witnesses need to demonstrate they can be 
trusted.

Consider the issue in probabilistic terms. Suppose we have assigned an 
author’s claim a prior probability of 0.5. And suppose we then find the 
author to have been untrustworthy in a related matter. What should we do? 
We should revise our probability downwards, right?  On pain of consistency, 
then, we should revise our probability upwards if we find our author to have 
been trustworthy in a related matter.
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Oral tradition

We therefore come to the matter of oral tradition.

The oral transmission of stories, Ehrman says, has been shown to preserve 
their details yet (simultaneously) morph their core. So, while the accuracy 
of the Gospels’ details might be quite impressive, that doesn’t tell us 
very much. It’s what we’d expect if the Gospels are the products of oral 
traditions.

What can be said by way of assessment of Ehrman’s argument?  Much in 
every respect.  For the moment, however, let me simply highlight three brief 
points:

First, as Williams points out, the premise of Ehrman’s argument can’t be 
taken for granted.  We don’t know the Gospels are the products of oral 
traditions, nor do we know how long after Jesus’ death they were composed. 
These are assumptions, which may or may not be correct. And, if they are 
incorrect, Ehrman’s argument fails.

Second, it’s not entirely clear what Ehrman means by the term ‘oral 
tradition’. At one point in the discussion, Ehrman raises the issue of how 
Luke compiled his gospel. Williams says Luke could have interviewed 
people, which Ehrman classes as a reliance on ‘oral sources’.  But does 
Ehrman think Luke should be seen as the recipient of an ‘oral tradition’ 
simply because he’s interviewed people?

If conclusions are to be drawn from it, the term ‘oral tradition’ needs to 
be carefully defined.  If I hear a reporter on Sky News cite an eyewitness 
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statement, have I received information by means of an oral tradition? And 
can that information be assumed to have been affected/corrupted by the 
processes standardly observed in oral traditions? It’s therefore unclear 
whether the studies cited by Ehrman are relevant to the Gospels.

Third, while oral traditions have been shown to corrupt personal names, 
the Gospels have been shown to preserve personal names (a point by 
Williams that Ehrman was happy to admit). We therefore have reason to 
think the Gospels are not in fact the product of oral traditions (or at least 
were ‘protected’ from the normal effects of oral transmission).

In sum, then, I take Williams’ central argument to stand. The Gospels 
contain numerous indicators of trustworthiness.

The death of Judas contradiction

That brings us on to the issue of contradictions. Ehrman considers the NT’s 
narratives to contradict one another on a regular basis, and cites as a case 
in point the NT’s accounts of Judas’s death.
 
Needless to say, no shortage of literature has been devoted to the subject 
of Judas’ death. Indeed, Ehrman has blogged about it here. Williams has 
tweeted about it here. And I have shared my own thoughts on the matter 
here.

To cut a long story short: while the Biblical accounts of Judas’s death can be 
read in a contradictory manner, I cannot see any requirement to read them 
in such a way. To my mind, Matthew and Luke’s accounts fit together quite 

https://ehrmanblog.org/the-death-of-judas-in-the-nt/
https://twitter.com/DrPJWilliams/status/1189664253877374979
https://www.academia.edu/40801768/
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neatly, since each one ties up (or at least expands on) a loose end in the 
other.

Consider Matthew’s discussion of the Field of Blood. If it wasn’t 
permissible for the chief priests to bank Judas’ blood money, then why was 
it permissible for them to possess a field bought with it? Implicit in Luke’s 
account is a possible answer: it wasn’t permissible, which is why the priests 
bought the relevant field in Judas’s name.

Meanwhile, Luke’s account includes a loose end of its own. To find a body 
burst open in the middle of a field was not (one would assume) an everyday 
occurrence in 1st century Israel. Luke’s account requires Judas’ body to have 
fallen from a height.  Yet why would that have happened? Why would Judas’ 
body have been raised up from the ground in the middle of a field? Matthew 
provides the answer: because Judas hung himself, presumably from a tree.

While, therefore, the Biblical accounts of Judas’ death exhibit a superficial 
tension, they are underpinned by a harmony/coherence.

If Matt. 27 and Acts 1 are among the most awkward passages in the NT to 
reconcile, then the Gospels and Acts are in pretty good shape.

Presuppositions and Biblical inerrancy

Finally then, we come to Ehrman’s generic undercutter of Williams’ 
position. If you want to do history, Ehrman says, you have to commit to go 
‘wherever the truth/evidence leads’.  You can’t approach the issue with your 
mind already made up.
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As Williams points out, however, life is not so simple. We all believe what 
we believe for a whole range of different reasons; we all try to synthesise 
what we believe into a coherent worldview; and we all interpret the 
evidence we encounter in light of that worldview.

Consequently, none of us come to the Bible ready to change our worldview. 
Just as the Christian has a natural predisposition when confronted with, 
say, an apparent contradiction in Scripture (i.e. to reconcile it away), so the 
sceptic has a natural predisposition when confronted with, say, an account 
of a miracle in Scripture (i.e. to explain it as a fabrication).

Even in highly evidence-driven fields of enquiry (such as science and 
economics), it’s very unusual for a new data-point to overturn an 
established theory.

In sum then, Ehrman’s claim to ‘follow the evidence wherever it leads’ is 
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too simplistic. We all evaluate evidence in light of what we already believe. 
And, ironically, many Christians may be in a better position to evaluate 
evidence than many sceptics. Why? Because many Christians do not claim 
(or think it wise) to follow the evidence wherever it leads in each and every 
situation.

Take, for instance, the chronology implied by Luke 2. Given my present 
knowledge of the relevant extra-Biblical evidence, Luke’s chronology 
strikes me as mistaken. But, given my Christian commitment/worldview, I 
nevertheless affirm the accuracy of Luke’s chronology (which means I must 
have misinterpreted either Luke’s chronology or the relevant extra-Biblical 
evidence or both).

I wonder, however, whether many sceptics would be prepared to make 
similar concessions.  Consider, by way of illustration, the discussion 
presently under consideration. Like me, Williams seems happy to admit the 
difficulties implied by Luke’s chronology. In terms of the Gospels’ accuracy 
of detail, however, Ehrman seems loath to make a similar concession.  
Rather than accept the Gospels’ details as a point in their favour, Ehrman 
dismisses the entire issue as ‘irrelevant’. Why? Might Ehrman’s view of the 
Gospels be more influenced by his presuppositions than he realises?

At the end of the day, we all have our biases and pre-commitments. The 
best thing we can do is lay them on the table so people are aware of how we 
have arrived at what we believe.  As the physicist David Bohm says,

‘Everybody has got some kind of metaphysics, even if he thinks he hasn’t. 
Indeed, the practical ‘hard-headed’ individual who ‘only goes by what he 
sees’ generally has a very dangerous kind of metaphysics, i.e. the kind 
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of which he is unaware. Such metaphysics is dangerous because, in it, 
assumptions and inferences are mistaken for directly observed facts and 
are riveted to the structure of thought. What is called for, therefore, is an 
awareness of our metaphysical assumptions.’

While my evaluation of Ehrman’s arguments has not been favourable, I 
have enjoyed and benefitted from his engagement with Williams’ work.  In 
conclusion, then, it only remains for me to thank Bart Ehrman and Peter 
Williams for their participation in the above discussion, and Justin Brierley 
and Premier Christian Radio for its broadcast.  Sustained consideration of 
the Gospels in all their glorious detail can only ultimately be a good thing.

James Bejon studies at Tyndale House in Cambridge, whose aim 

is to make high-quality biblical scholarship available as widely as 

possible.

https://twitter.com/JamesBejon
https://academic.tyndalehouse.com/
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The Big Conversation from Unbelievable? recently aired a debate 
between New Testament scholars Peter Williams and Bart Ehrman 
on “The Story of Jesus: Are the Gospels Historically Reliable?” 
Williams was taking the “yes” side of that question and Ehrman 
the “no” side. The skeptical Ehrman is a well-known, seasoned 
debater, likely to make any opponent nervous, but Williams 
handled him with a rare combination of nuance and boldness.

The hallmark of Williams’ responses to Ehrman was his use of common 
sense, both in presenting his own case and in responding to Ehrman’s 
objections. Williams’ case for the reliability of the Gospels in this debate 
is based in part upon a compendium of fascinating external confirmations, 
such as name statistics, measurements, and topography. Pace Ehrman, 
these small details do constitute evidence that, as Williams says in his 
book Can We Trust the Gospels?, the authors knew their stuff. The small, 
difficult things that the evangelists get right are all the more impressive 

https://www.thebigconversation.show/episode-3-the-story-of-jesus
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given the major upheavals in social customs and culture in Palestine, and 
the dispersal of the inhabitants, after the destruction of Jerusalem in AD 70. 
(See here for more on that point.)

This emphasis on details is highly relevant to Ehrman’s attempts to 
characterize the Gospels as unreliable because they were, he says, written 
at multiple removes from the events they describe and hence corrupted 
over time by a “telephone game” process of transmission. In making this 
argument Ehrman repeatedly tries to emphasize the fact that the Gospels 
were written down several decades after their events. Williams rightly 
counters by pointing out that the Gospels do not have specific dates on 
them and that we should look at the evidences within them of their coming 
from those close to the events. Even though Luke, for example, was not an 
eyewitness of Jesus’ ministry, it does not follow that Luke recorded stories 
that had been repeated many times as in the telephone game—a point 
Ehrman repeatedly ignores.

Williams’ interaction with Ehrman is marked by not making unnecessary 
concessions to Ehrman’s skepticism. For example, when Ehrman alleges 
contradictions in the Gospels, Williams applies a real-world imagination 
to show how various accounts could reasonably all be true. For some 
reason, Ehrman chooses to take his stand on the references to Judas’s death 
in Matthew 27:5 and Acts 1:18, alleging an irreconcilable contradiction. 
Williams sensibly points out that Acts 1:18 itself is clearly incomplete, 
since one’s intestines would not normally burst out merely from falling. 
This point leaves open the real possibility that a rope burst and that 
Judas’ partially decayed body fell from a height, perhaps striking some 
object on the way down and hence falling prone. In this sense we can 
regard Matthew’s reference to hanging as explaining the reference in 

http://lydiaswebpage.blogspot.com/2015/04/the-annotated-rawlinson.html
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Acts to the unpleasant bursting of Judas’s body, and the two accounts 
are complementary. Williams does not insist on this particular scenario 
but points out that the data clearly underdetermine the precise nature 
of the events; hence, some conjecture is inevitable if we want to make 
a reasonable suggestion about what happened. Though Ehrman tries to 
portray this as a desperate measure undertaken under the grip of religious 
commitment, it should be obvious to the impartial viewer that it is instead 
a responsible approach to historical reconstruction.

What Williams does not do in debating Ehrman is as noteworthy as what 
he does do. Unlike evangelical scholars whom I examine in my own work, 
Williams does not suggest that the Gospel authors engaged in creative fact-
changing as (allegedly) permitted by the literary and historical standards 
of their time. Confronted by Ehrman’s signature argument from silence 
against the historicity of Jesus’ self-descriptions in the Gospel of John, 
Williams does not suggest that Jesus never recognizably said those things 
in history and that they are John’s creative extrapolations based on entirely 
different scenes and sayings in the Synoptic Gospels. (I encourage readers 
interested in evaluating these other approaches to have a look at my new 
book, The Mirror or the Mask: Liberating the Gospels From Literary 
Devices, currently available for pre-order.) What this debate shows is that 
such hyper-complex theorizing is unnecessary and in fact a bad idea in 
responding sensibly and strongly to Ehrman’s attempted challenges.
 
Get access to exclusive bonus content & updates: register & sign up to the 
Premier Unbelievable? newsletter!

 

https://www.amazon.com/Mirror-Mask-Liberating-Gospels-Literary/dp/1947929070
https://www.amazon.com/Mirror-Mask-Liberating-Gospels-Literary/dp/1947929070
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History vs. ‘history’

I was glad to see Williams emphasizing that what is admitted to be true 
by history departments is often skewed by criteria that tend towards false 
negatives—judgements that something is not historical or authentic when 
it really is. Williams shrewdly points out that this skeptical bent in the 
discipline tends to punish false negatives lightly while punishing false 
positives heavily, and he even pointed out that this is true in areas other 
than Gospels scholarship. Hence, the reputation of a scholar who hastily 
judged the Dead Sea Scrolls to be inauthentic suffered very little, though 
a scholar who incorrectly accepted the Hitler diaries as authentic suffered 
much more heavily. 

Here I would use some slightly different terminology from Williams’. 
Williams identifies history as what history departments do and hence says 
that he is not “doing history.” At the same time, he rejects the insinuation 
that he is relying on arational considerations. Instead, he argues that he 
is trying to discover what is rational to believe. I would word this point 
slightly differently. I would say that good history is rational history. Hence, 
Williams is doing the kind of thing that history departments should be doing 
even if they don’t do it, and in that sense he is doing history.

Williams also points out that the biases in historical Jesus scholarship are 
subtle but consistent. It is not, he emphasizes, so much a blatant anti-
supernatural bias but rather a set of preferences and faulty standards 
that tend toward skepticism. This is an important point, since Ehrman 
and others will often imply that only a clear bias against the supernatural 
can be called a bias at all. I have said for some time that historical Jesus 
scholarship has baked in a set of anti-standards, including a preference for 
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complex redactive or literary theories over commonsense theories. These 
biases also include the prejudicial treatment of harmonization as a religious 
practice—a characteristic Ehrman shares in full. Countering these faulty 
standards means doing better history.

Ehrman’s ‘overcalls’

Ehrman has a tendency in debate to overcall the blow, and that is on display 
here in at least two places. First, he makes the following astonishingly 
incorrect statement: “We know what happens in oral traditions, and what 
happens is you save the little details that you get right, but you can get the 
entire story wrong.” Notice that Ehrman is not only claiming that in oral 
tradition the big story is sometimes significantly warped. He’s implying that 
it is common to find in oral tradition that small, difficult details are correctly 
retained while the big-picture story is wrong. Set aside for the moment the 
fact that Ehrman is ignoring a point Williams made frequently—that the 
Gospels may well not represent “oral tradition” in the sense that their 
stories are at many removes from the events. Ehrman’s claim here is 
unsupportable even on its own terms.

It is certainly contrary to common sense that difficult, small details of a 
setting would be preserved correctly by oral repetition while the central 
story is quite wrong. It is also contrary to Ehrman’s own practice in this 
debate and to his statements elsewhere. For example, in this debate he 
fully admits that Judas did betray Jesus and “came to an untimely end” 
connected with the field in Jerusalem. In other words, he believes that the 
authors did not get the whole story wrong while getting small details right. 
In Jesus Before the Gospels, p. 185, Ehrman also agrees that repeated oral 

http://lydiaswebpage.blogspot.com/2015/07/on-bart-ehrman-and-authorship-of-gospels.html
http://lydiaswebpage.blogspot.com/2015/07/follow-up-to-part-ii-of-ehrman-mcgrew.html
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tradition is more likely to retain a larger “gist” than smaller details. This is 
also consonant with research cited by, e.g., Richard Bauckham (Jesus and the 
Eyewitnesses, 2nd edition, p. 333).

While Ehrman and his preferred sources are likely to be more pessimistic 
about whether or not memory and repeated tradition will sometimes get 
the big picture wrong, what Ehrman himself has never cited any support for 
is a claim that it is common for smaller details rather than the big picture 
to be retained correctly. That improbable assertion in this debate also 
seems to assume a feedback loop whereby tellers know which little details 
to save (“save the little details that you get right”). But elsewhere in this 
same debate Ehrman states that, in oral cultures, there’s “no way to check 
it because there’s no writing.” And if one did (improbably) have a way to 
know which details were right and to save them, why would one warp the 
main story instead?

The unsupported claim that details are more likely than the big picture 
to be preserved looks like an opportunistic overcall on Ehrman’s part to 
try to deflect Williams’ argument about the accuracy of small details in 
the Gospels. But as the saying goes, that which can be asserted without 
evidence (and in this case, contrary to evidence) can be summarily 
dismissed. In fact, as Williams implies, if the Gospels are accurate on small 
matters of weights and measures, social customs, name statistics (which 
would be difficult to get right deliberately), and more, they are all the more 
likely to be right about larger aspects of their stories.

Ehrman also overcalls when he makes a developmental claim. Though he often 
emphasizes the fact that Jesus makes more explicit claims to deity in John 
than the Synoptics record, and though he is very fond of a (poor) argument 
from silence based on that fact, in this debate he also goes farther. He claims 
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that Jesus in the Synoptics is focused on warning about the kingdom of God 
and the danger of destruction rather than on his own identity. On this reading, 
Jesus in the Synoptics is a second version of John the Baptist, warning people 
to flee from the wrath to come and enter the kingdom but telling us little 
about who he is, while Jesus in John is entirely self-absorbed.

I sometimes worry that claims about high Christology in the Synoptics are 
exaggerated. In some scholars (though not in Williams) this is intended to 
be a substitute for defending John’s accuracy. The idea for those scholars 
is that we can ignore Johannine Christology, since it is controversial with 
someone like Ehrman, and get everything we want about Jesus’ deity out of 
the Synoptics—a strategy I strongly disagree with. But here, Ehrman makes 
a wider variety of evidence relevant by his own overstatement. Williams 
answers this with a number of relevant points, including Jesus’ claim to the 
authority to forgive sins, his presenting himself as the Good Shepherd, and 
his inducing others to ask who he is, all in the Synoptics.

I would not agree with every single one of Williams’ instances; for example, 
I am inclined to think that when Jesus says, “It is I” in Mark 6:50 he is 
merely trying to calm the disciples’ fears, not to make an “I am” claim 
to deity. But on the other hand, there are even more Synoptic passages 
that support Williams’ overall point about Jesus’ exalted self-concept: 
Among others, Jesus’ focus on his own identity in Mark 8:27-30, the so-
called Johannine Thunderbolt (Matt. 11:25-27), where he says that no one 
knows the Father except through himself, and his self-portrayal as the 
king who determines people’s final destinies based on their treatment of 
his followers (Matt. 25:31-46). Contra Ehrman, in all four Gospels Jesus is 
strongly focused on his own identity. This developmental claim, like others, 
turns out to be based upon cherry-picked data.

http://lydiaswebpage.blogspot.com/2015/03/debunking-claim-of-development-in.html
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Ehrman’s probabilistic switch

At one point in the debate, Ehrman brings up a hypothetical scenario in 
which an investigator 2,000 years from now comes upon a story about two 
men, Bart Ehrman and Peter Williams, who travel through London to a 
debate that never happens. Archaeology confirms the existence of specific 
train lines and minor locations mentioned in the account. (The existence of 
London is hardly relevant. Williams is not claiming to confirm the Gospels 
by a big, easy fact like the mere existence of Jerusalem.) In the scenario, 
the story continues falsely by claiming that a gas leak caused an explosion 
that destroyed Westminster, preventing the debate. It’s unclear what point 
this hypothetical is supposed to make. If it is supposed to show merely that 
it is possible for there to be a false big-picture story attached to correct 
small details, no one disputes that. But for a story that presents itself as 
historical, as the Gospels certainly do, that is not the best way to bet. Would 
the later researcher be rational to think that the gas leak explosion took 
place? He very well might be. And we are trying to be rational.

The ironic thing is that, while Ehrman himself brings up bare possibilities 
to justify skepticism, he thinks that that is what others are doing. When, 
for example, Williams suggests that perhaps Judas’s body fell prone from 
a height and burst open, Ehrman calls this an “implausible scenario that 
never happened.” But why think that? A hanging body would never fall 
forward on its face? A body could never be found in such a position that 
others would say that it fell “headlong”? (Acts does not say or imply that 
Judas literally flipped upside down and landed right on the top of his 
head.) The implausible scenario is the one in which a hoaxer, for unknown 
reasons, makes up a story of a massive gas explosion, complete with perfect 
details about the train line and bridge from Wimbledon to Vauxhall, to the 
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confounding of historians 2,000 years later. Someone here is trying to save 
a theory by suggesting scenarios that would probably never happen, but it 
isn’t Williams.

Ehrman is a formidable debate opponent for many reasons, not least the 
aggressive rudeness that causes him to interrupt Williams not once but 
three times during Williams’ designated time for closing remarks. But 
those who confront him should not be afraid to push back with reason and 
common sense. Peter Williams’ fact-based method gives us an example of 
the right way to debate Bart Ehrman.

 
Watch The Big Conversation between Bart Ehrman & Peter J Williams
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In the most recent episode of Justin Brierley’s fantastic series 
The Big Conversation, biblical scholars on opposing sides of the 
spectrum debated and discussed the reliability of the Gospels.

It was the famous agnostic and former evangelical Bible scholar Bart 
Ehrman in conversation with Christian New Testament expert Peter J. 
Williams and, if you haven’t heard it yet, it’s definitely worth a watch.

A lot was said—a lot wasn’t said—and in an hour long conversation 
there’s only so much ground that can be covered but the ending of the 
conversation, Ehrman’s closing remarks, summed up quite well how I felt 
when the whole thing was said and done.

Ehrman remarked that what we’re often running up against when we talk 
about things like the Bible is a confirmation bias.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ZuZPPGvF_2I
https://www.thebigconversation.show/
https://www.thebigconversation.show/episode-3-the-story-of-jesus
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When talking about the Gospels, when reflecting on their nature or 
historicity or reliability, we’re often seeking out experts who simply confirm 
what we already believe. And he’s not wrong. As Christian believers, we 
foist up sources and scholars who affirm that the Bible can be proven 
historically accurate and reliable and we tend to diminish or dismiss experts 
who say otherwise.

It’s the nature of the beast: it’s too psychologically straining to hold too 
many views in contradiction so we give less weight to those with which we 
disagree. It’s a well-known phenomenon and I’ve even spoken to guests 
before, on my podcast, when unpacking why some evangelical Christians 
become Catholic. It’s a piling up of evidence which eventually leads to a 
complete paradigm shift, and it’s certainly no easy thing. When I converted 
to Catholicism, as an evangelical, it was a difficult and confusing process.

Ehrman is not wrong about evidence and bias; he had a paradigm shift of 
his own and his challenge, in his closing remarks, is that we consider more 
deeply the evidence for the reliability of the Gospels and not simply believe 
something we first learned when we were “fourteen.”

And, of course, it’s a worthy challenge but it doesn’t make Ehrman right.

As a Catholic Christian, I believe firmly in the ability of reason to prove 
God as much as faith buoys that up. I’d wager this is in stark contrast to the 
fundamentalist camp which Ehrman left as a former evangelical. I know this 
type of believer; where God and His Son and the reliability of the Scriptures 
must be believed in faith. And that, I think, can be very dangerous.

Even more as a Catholic convert, I’ve come to deeply appreciate, love even, 

https://www.buzzsprout.com/268742/1043367-004-why-do-evangelicals-become-catholic-w-dr-doug-beaumont
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the historic approach of the Church which delineates a clear place for 
reason alongside of faith going all the way back from Thomas Aquinas in 
the Middle Ages to Augustine in the Early Church.

So when Ehrman says we must look at the evidence—in other words, use our 
reason—I think he’s on good grounds and flying in the face (and rightly so) 
of those who would suggest that we must take the Bible on faith alone.

But does a reasonable look at the Gospels prove that they’re unreliable? He 
seems to think so.

Obviously, I do not.

Get access to exclusive bonus content & updates: register & sign up to the 
Premier Unbelievable? newsletter!
 

Gospel writers got details right but their stories are wrong

Ehrman starts his critical analysis by explaining that just because 
someone—the Gospel writers—got their geography right doesn’t mean that 
their stories were true.

In an admittedly brilliant example, Ehrman brings up the number of 
attendees at President Trump’s inauguration. Despite the high numbers 
claimed by Trump, actual photographic analysis showed a much smaller 
number of people were actually present. Yes, there certainly was an 
inauguration but what one witness, President Trump, says about it isn’t 
true. Just because he was there, knew the inauguration happened, and 
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experienced the events, doesn’t mean he could speak about it reliably.

In other words, just because scholars contend that the Gospel writers got 
their facts of the locations and many minute details right about Palestine at 
the time of Jesus, it doesn’t mean that the stories they tell were true as well.

But why are we to disbelieve the Gospel writers?

To further draw out Ehrman’s example, skeptics of President Trump 
analyzed pictures of the inauguration and used these to demonstrate that 
he was exaggerating precisely because he was known to exaggerate. Because 
experience and outside sources indicated that, in the past, President 
Trump was known to employ hyperbole. As a result, his claims were under 
particular scrutiny.

But no such precedent exists for the Gospels.

In fact, I’m reminded of something historian and author Steve Weidenkopf 
said when I spoke to him about this exact topic. There are no sources 
which contradict the narratives of the Gospels. If the content of the 
Gospels weren’t true and were easily proved otherwise then we should find 
sources to say so. But we don’t. We don’t have, as in the example of the 
inauguration, past experience and outside knowledge to point in a skeptical 
direction.

No one else is writing at the time of the Gospels to say, “Hey, Jesus lived 
but what these guys are saying about him is wrong.” No Roman sources, no 
Jewish sources, no sources whatsoever.

https://admin.patheos.com/blogs/albertlittle/was-jesus-a-myth-how-to-answer-in-one-sentence-or-less/
https://admin.patheos.com/blogs/albertlittle/was-jesus-a-myth-how-to-answer-in-one-sentence-or-less/
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To put it another way, we don’t have reasons to suspect that the Gospel 
writers weren’t writing what was true in the same way that we have reasons 
to suspect a claim made by Donald Trump.

In fact, to extend our example even further, Paul in his epistles tells us that 
hundreds have seen the risen Jesus and that these stories—the stories of 
his life and death and resurrection—can be heard from hundreds of other 
witnesses. Paul points to outside sources to say the equivalent of, “Go, go 
and ask them if you don’t believe me!”

A claim that President Trump could not make because a review of the 
evidence would’ve proven him wrong.

With this in mind, I don’t believe for a minute that Ehrman has successfully 
brushed this evidence in favour of the Gospels’ reliability off the table.

It follows that because the Gospel writers got their facts and details right 
that they may have also been telling the truth. In fact, precisely because their 
facts and minute details about life in first century Palestine are correct it 
lends significant credence to their claims, especially because we have no 
reason, past experience, or outside sources to make us question otherwise.

 
Don’t internal inconsistencies lead us to doubt the gospels’ 
reliability?
Of course, one reason why Ehrman could cite for questioning the reliability 
of the Gospels, even though their facts are right, is that they are internally 
inconsistent. That is, the accounts of Jesus’ life, death, and resurrection 
do not match up in the four Gospel accounts. But, here, Ehrman points 
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to inconsistencies which are reconcilable. Granted, some of these 
reconciliations are challenging, they are far from impossible.

For example, the one irreconcilable difference which Ehrman cites in the 
course of the conversation is the death of Judas. In Matthew’s Gospel 
account, Judas died by hanging (Matt. 27:5). In the account by Luke, written 
in Acts, Judas fell headlong into a field, burst open in the middle, and all his 
entrails gushed out (Acts 1:18). Graphic, to say the least.

But despite Ehrman’s assertion that these accounts can’t be reconciled, that 
they are too radically different, simply isn’t the case.

For one thing, it is accepted by scholars that Luke was a doctor and 
would’ve had, by profession, greater access to both medical knowledge 
and terminology. While Matthew records that Judas hung himself, Luke 
could simply be expanding on what happened following the hanging. 
It’s not implausible, for example, to think that Judas hung himself and 
was left to rot for a period of time in the hot sun—the next day was the 
Sabbath, we know—and when he was finally taken down from wherever 
he hung himself, after he was found, his body may have been significantly 
decomposed and may have “burst open.”

After all, how does one fall headlong into a field and burst open 
spontaneously?

This should demonstrate, at the very least, that the differences cited by 
Ehrman—even the example he chose to bring up in the discussion—are not 
as irreconcilable as he suggests.
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At any rate, a study of the evidence for the reliability of the Gospels 
does not, de facto, lead someone to lose their faith or change their 
opinion of their historical nature. And while it isn’t always the case that 
just because someone got their facts right about an event they also got 
the event right, in the case of the Gospels—although not in the case of 
Trump’s inauguration—we have no good reasons to doubt the events. In 
fact, the true account of the details serves to bolster the accounts of the 
events themselves. And, finally, just because one can point to supposed 
contradictions in the Gospel accounts does not automatically undermine 
the stories that they tell. Instead, it can be demonstrated that these 
apparent contradictions can be explained.

With all of this in mind, do the Gospels demand a close, critical and 
historical look? Most certainly. But where Ehrman says that they will bend 
and break under such scrutiny I am not at all convinced.

 
K. Albert Little blogs as The Cordial Catholic at Patheos.  

First published here

Listen to his podcast here

https://www.patheos.com/blogs/albertlittle/the-gospels-are-reliable-and-ehrman-is-wrong/
 http://podcast.thecordialcatholic.com/



The Big Conversation is a unique video series from Premier Unbelievable?

Each season consists of 6 special shows featuring video conversations 
between leading religious and non-religious voices, exploring science,  
faith, philosophy and what it means to be human.

Watch all the videos in the series at thebigconversation.show.

https://www.thebigconversation.show/


We believe there is too much heat and not enough light when we discuss 
faith online. That we won’t make progress until we can learn to discuss and 
disagree well.

Premier Unbelievable? creates a unique meeting place that brings together 
people of radically different views. It seeks to build bridges and create a 
space for understanding where hard questions can be asked and discussed.

Ultimately, we believe that the truth of the Christian faith has nothing to 
fear, and that by being generous with those who don’t share our faith we 
make that truth attractive and show it to be compelling.

Premier Unbelievable? produces weekly podcast, blog and video series, 
hosted by Justin Brierley, and many other resources. It is a ministry that 
seeks to inform and equip Christians to understand, defend and share their 
faith confidently and convincingly in our increasingly secular world.

PremierUnbelievable.com

http://www.PremierUnbelievable.com


The Big Conversation is produced in Partnership 
with the John Templeton Foundation



Chapter title

Author or subs


