THE RELIABILITY OF THE WRITERS OF
THE FOUR GOSPELS

Dr. Simon Greenleaf, then Professor of Law in Harvard University and the author of
several legal works, in his book, The Testimony of the Evangelists, evaluated the
testimony of the four Gospels as one evaluates documents in court. His conclusions are
in striking contrast to those who would assert that the gospel accounts are unreliable;
that if the testimony of the authors were taken in court, they would be indicted for

perjury.
The Nature of the Inquiry

"Every document, apparently ancient, coming from the proper repository of custody,
and bearing on its face no evident marks of forgery, the law presumes to be genuine,
and devolves on the opposing party the burden of proving it to be otherwise. p. 7

"In matters of public and general interest, all persons must be presumed to be
conversant, on the principle that individuals are presumed to be conversant with their
own affairs. p. 9

"In trials of fact, by oral testimony, the proper inquiry is not whether it is possible that
the testimony may be false, but whether there is sufficient probability that it is true. p.
23

"A proposition of fact is proved, when its truth is established by competent and
satisfactory evidence. p. 24

"In the absence of circumstances which generate suspicion, every witness is to be
presumed credible, until the contrary is shown; the burden of impeaching his credibility
lying on the objector. p. 25

"The credit due to the testimony of witnesses depends upon, firstly, their honesty;
secondly, their ability; thirdly, their number and the consistency of their testimony;

fourthly, the conformity of their testimony with experience; and fifthly, the coincidence
of their testimony with collateral circumstances. p. 28

The Tests to Be Applied
"Let the evangelists be tried by these tests. p. 28
1. Their Honesty

"And first, as to their honesty. Here they are entitled to the benefit of the general



course of human experience, that men ordinarily speak the truth, when they have no
prevailing motive or inducement to the contrary. This presumption, to which we have
alluded, is applied in courts of justice, even to witnesses whose integrity is not wholly
free from suspicion; much more is it applicable to the evangelists, whose testimony
went against all their worldly interests. The great truths which the apostles declared,
were that Christ had risen from the dead, and that only through repentance from sin,
and faith in him, could men hope for salvation. This doctrine they asserted with one
voice, everywhere, not only under the greatest discouragements, but in the face of the
most appalling terrors that can be presented to the mind of man. Their master had
recently perished as a malefactor by the sentence of a public tribunal. His religion
sought to overthrow the religions of the whole world. The laws of every country were
against the teachings of the disciples. The interests and passions of all the rulers and
great men in the world were against them. The fashion of the world was against them.
Propagation this new faith even in the most inoffensive and peaceful manner, they
could expect nothing but contempt, opposition, revilings, bitter persecutions, stripes,
imprisonments, torments and cruel deaths. Yet this faith they zealously did propogate;
and all these miseries they endured undismayed, nay, rejoicing. As one after another
was put to a miserable death, the survivors only prosecuted their work with increased
vigor and resolution. The annals of military warfare afford scarcely an example of the
like heroic constancy, patience and unblenching courage. They had every possible
motive to review carefully the grounds of their faith, and the evidences of the great
facts and truths which they asserted; and these motives were pressed upon their
attention with the most melancholy and terrific frequency. It was therefore impossible
that they could have persisted in affirming the truths they have narrated, had not Jesus
actually risen from the dead, and had they not known this fact as certainly as they knew
any other fact. If it were morally possible for them to have been deceived in this
matter, every human motive operated to lead them to discover and avow their error. To
have persisted in so gross a falsehood, after it was known to them, was not only to
encounter, for life, all the evils which man could inflict, from without, but to endure also
the pangs of inward and conscious guilt; with no hope of future peace, no testimony of
a good conscience, no expectation of honor or esteem among men, no hope of
happiness in this life, or in the world to come. pp. 28-30

"Such conduct in the apostles would moreover have been utterly irreconcilable with the
fact, that they possessed the ordinary constitution of our common nature. Yet their lives
do show them to have been men like all others of our race; swayed by the same
motives, animated by the same hopes, affected by the same joys, subdued by the same
sorrows, agitated by the same fears, and subject to the same passions, temptations and
infirmities, as ourselves. And their writings show them to have been men of vigorous
understandings. If then their testimony was not true, there was no possible motive for
this fabrication. p. 30

"It would also have been irreconcilable with the fact that they were good men. But it is
impossible to read their writings, and not feel that we are conversing with men



eminently holy, and of tender consciences, with men acting under an abiding sense of
the presence and omniscience of God, and of their accountability to Him, living in His
fear and walking in His ways. Now though, in a single instance, a good man may fall
when under strong temptations, yet he is not found persisting, for years, in deliberate
falsehood, asserted with the most solemn appeals to God, without the slightest
temptation or motive, and against all the opposing interests which reign in the human
breast. If, on the contrary, they are supposed to have been bad men, it is incredible
that such men should have chosen this form of imposture; enjoining, as it does
unfeigned repentance, the utter forsaking and abhorrence of all falsehood and of every
other sin, the practice of daily self-denial, self-abasement and self-sacrifice, the
crucifixion of the flesh with all its earthly appetites and desires, indifference to the
honors, and hearty contempt of the vanities of the world; and inculating perfect purity
of heart and life, and intercourse of the soul with heaven. It is incredible, that bad men
should invent falsehoods to promote the religion of the God of truth. The supposition is
suicidal. If they did believe in a future state of retribution, a heaven and a hell
hereafter, they took the most certain course, if false wittiesses, to secure the latter for
their portion. And if, still being bad men, they did not believe in future punishment, how
came they to invent falsehoods the direct and certain tendency of which was to destroy
all their prospects of worldly honor and happiness, and to insure their misery in this
life? From these absurdities there is no escape, but in the perfect conviction and
admission that they were good men, testifying to that which they had carefully
observed and considered, and well knew to be true. pp. 30-31

2. Their Ability

“In the second place, as to their ability. The text writer before cited observes, that the
ability of a witness to speak the truth, depends on the opportunities which he has had
for observing the fact, the accuracy of his powers of discerning, and the faithfulness of
his memory in retaining the facts, once observed and known. Of the latter trait, in these
witnesses, we of course know nothing; nor have we any traditionary information in
regard to the accuracy of their powers of discerning. But we may well suppose that in
these respects they were like the generality of their countrymen, until the contrary is
shown by an objector. It is always to be presumed that men are honest, and of sound
mind, and of the average and ordinary degree of intelligence. This is not the judgment
of mere charity; it is also the uniform presumption of the law of the land; a presumption
which is always, allowed freely and fully to operate, until the fact is shown to be
otherwise, by the party who denies the applicability of this presumption to the particular
case in question. Whenever an objection is raised in opposition to ordinary
presumptions of law, or to the ordinary experience of mankind, the burden of proof is
devolved on the objector, by the common and ordinary rules of evidence, and of
practice in courts. No lawyer is permitted to argue in disparagement of the intelligence
or integrity of a witness, against whom the case itself afforded no particle of testimony.
This is sufficient for our purpose, in regard to these witnesses. But more than this is
evident, from the minuteness of their narratives, and from their history. Matthew was



trained, by his calling, to habits of severe investigation and suspicious scrutiny; and
Luke's profession demanded an exactness of observation equally close and searching.
The other two evangelists, it has been well remarked, were as much too unlearned to
forge the story of their Master's life, as these were too learned and acute to be
deceived by any imposture. pp. 31-32

3. Their Number and Consistency

"In the third place, as to their number and the consistency of their testimony; The
character of their narratives is like that of all other true witnesses, containing, as Dr.
Paley observes, substantial truth, under circumstantial variety. There is enough of
discrepancy to show that there could have been no previous concert among them; and
at the same time such substantial agreement as to show that they all were independent
narrators of the same great transaction, as the events actually occurred. That they
conspired to impose falsehood upon the world is, moreover, utterly inconsistent with
the supposition that they were honest men; a fact, to the proofs of which we have
already adverted. But if they were bad men, still the idea of any conspiracy among
them is negatived, not only by the discrepancies alluded to, but by many other
circumstances which will be mentioned hereafter; from all which, it is manifest that if
they concerted a false story, they sought its accomplishment by a mode quite the
opposite to that which all others are found to pursue, to attain the same end. On this
point the profound remark of an eminent writer is to our purpose; that 'in a number of
concurrent testimonies, where there has been no previous concert, there is a probability
distinct from that which may be termed the sum of the probabilities resulting from the
testimonies of the witnesses; a probability which would remain, even though the
witnesses were of such a character as to merit no faith at all. This probability arises
from the concurrence itself. That such a concurrence should spring from chance, is as
one to infinite; that is, in other words, morally impossible. If therefore concert be
excluded, there remains no cause but the reality of the fact." pp. 32-33

"The discrepancies between the narratives of the several evangelists, when carefully
examined, will not be found sufficient to invalidate their testimony. Many seeming
contradictions will prove, upon closer scrutiny to be in substantial agreement; and it
may be confidently asserted that there are none that will not yield, under fair and just
criticism. If these different accounts of the same transactions were in strict verbal
conformity with each other, the argument against their credibility would be much
stronger. All that is asked for these witnesses is, that their testimony may be regarded
as we regard the testimony of men in the ordinary affairs of life. This they are justly
entitled to; and this no honorable adversary can refuse. We might, indeed, take higher
ground than this, and confidently claim for them the severest scrutiny; but our present
purpose is merely to try their veracity by the ordinary tests of truth, admitted in human
tribunals. p. 33

"If the evidence of the evangelists is to be rejected because of a few discrepancies



among them, we shall be obliged to discard that of many of the contemperaneous
histories on which we are accustomed to rely. p. 34

5. The Coincidence of Their Testimony with Collateral Circumstance

"In the fifth place, as to the coincidence of their testimony with collateral and
contemporaneous facts and circumstances. After a witness is dead, and his moral
character is forgotten, we can ascertain it only by a close inspection of his narrative,
comparing its details with each other, and with contemporary accounts and collateral
facts. This test is much more accurate than may at first be supposed. Every event which
actually transpires, has its appropriate relation and place in the vast complication of
circumstances, of which the affairs of men consist; it owes its origin to the events which
have preceded it, is intimately connected with all others which occur at the same time
and place, and often with those of remote regions, and in its turn gives birth to
numberless others which succeed. In all this almost inconceivable contexture, and
seeming discord, there is perfect harmony; and while the fact, which really happened
tallies exactly with every other contemporaneous incident related to it in the remotest
degreeg, it is not possible for the wit of man to invent a story, which, if closely compared
with the actual occurrences of the same time and place, may not be shown to be false.
Hence it is, that a false witness will not willingly detail any circumstances, in which his
testimony will be open to contradiction, nor multiply them where there is danger of his
being detected by a comparison of them with other accounts, equally circumstantial. He
will rather deal in general statements and broad assertions; and if he finds it necessary
for his purpose to employ names and particular circumstances in his story, he will
endeavor to invent such as shall be out of the reach of all opposing proof; and he will
be the most forward and minute in details, where he knows that any danger of
contradiction is least to be apprehended. Therefore it is, that variety and minuteness of
detail are usually regarded as certain tests of sincerity, if the story, in the circumstances
related, is of a nature capable of easy refutation if it were false. p. 43

"The difference, in the detail of circumstances, between artful or false witnesses and
those who testify the truth, is worthy of especial observation. The former are often
copious and even profuse in their statements, as far as these may have been previously
fabricated, and in relation to the principal matter; but beyond this, all will be reserved
and meagre, from the fear of detection. Every lawyer knows how lightly the evidence
of a non-mi-recordo witness is esteemed. The testimony of false witnesses will not be
uniform in its texture, but will be unequal, unnatural, and inconsistent. On the contrary,
in the testimony of true witnesses there is a visible and striking naturalness of manner,
and an unaffected readiness and copiousness in the detail of circumstances, as well in
one part bf the narrative as another, and evidently without the least regard either to the
facility or difficulty of verification or detection. It is easier, therefore, to make out the
proof of any fact, if proof it may be called, by suborning one or more false witnesses, to



testify directly to the matter in question, than to procure an equal humber to testify
falsely to such collateral and separate circumstances as will, without greater danger of
detection, lead to the same false result. The increased number of witnesses to
circumstances, and the increased number of the circumstances themselves, all tend to
increase the probability of detection if the witnesses are false, because thereby the
points are multiplied in which their statements may be compared with each other, as
well as with the truth itself, and in the same proportion is increased the danger of
variance and inconsistency. Thus the force of circumstantial evidence is found to
depend on the number of particulars involved in the narrative; the difficulty of
fabricating them all, if false, and the great facility of detection; the nature of the
circumstances to be compared, and from which the dates and other facts are to be
collected; the intricacy of the comparison; the humber of the intermediate steps in the
process of deduction, and the circuity of the investigation. The more largely the
narrative partakes of these characters, the further it will be found removed from all
suspicion of contrivance or design, and the more profoundly the mind will repose on the
conviction of its truth. pp. 44-45

"There is also a striking naturalness in the characters exhibited in the sacred historians,
rarely if ever found in works of fiction, and probably nowhere else to be collected in a
similar manner from fragmentary and incidental allusions and expressions, in the
writings of different persons. Take, for example, that of Peter, as it may be gathered
from the evangelists, and it will be hardly possible to conceive that four persons, writing
at different times, could have concurred in the delineation of such a character, if it were
not real; a character too, we must observe, which is nowhere correctly drawn, but is
shown only here and there casually, in the subordinate parts of the main narrative. p.
50

"There are other internal marks of truth in the narratives of the evangelists, which,
however, need here be only alluded to, as they have been treated with great fullness
and force by able writers, whose works are familiar to all. Among these may be
mentioned the nakedness of the narratives; the absence of all parade by the writers
about their own integrity, of all anxiety to be believed, or to impress others with a good
opinion of themselves or their cause, of all marks of wonder, or of desire to excite
astonishment at the greatness of the events they record, and of all appearance of
design to exalt their Master. On the contrary, there is apparently the most perfect
indifference on their part, whether they are believed or not; or rather, the evident
consciousness that they are recording events well known to all, in their own country
and times, and undoubtedly to be believed, like any other matter of public history, by
readers in all other countries and ages. It is worthy, too, of especial observation, that
though the evangelists record the unparalleled sufferings and cruel death of their
beloved Lord, and this too, by hands and with the consenting voices of those on whom
he had conferred the greatest benefits, and their own persecutions and dangers, yet
they have bestowed no epithets of harshness or even of just censure on the authors of
all this wickedness, but have everywhere left the plain and unincumbered narrative like



true witnesses, who have nothing to gain or to lose by the event of the cause, they
state the facts, and leave them to their fate. Their simplicity and artlessness, also,
should not pass unnoticed, in readily stating even those things most disparaging to
themselves. Their want of faith in their master, their dullness of apprehension of his
teachings, their strifes for pre-eminence; their inclination to call fire from heaven upon
their enemies, their desertion of their Lord in his hour of extreme peril; these and many
other incidents tending directly to their own dishonor, are nevertheless set down with
all the directness and sincerity of truth, as by men writing under the deepest sense of
responsibility to God. Some of the more prominent instances of this class of proofs will
be noticed hereafter, in their proper places, in the narratives themselves. p. 52

The Portrayal of a Perfect Character

"Lastly, the great character they have portrayed is perfect. It is the character of a
sinless Being; of one supremely wise and supremely good. It exhibits no error, no
sinister intention, no imprudence, no ignorance, no evil passion, no impatience; in a
word, no fault; but all is perfect uprightness, innocence, wisdom, goodness and truth.
The mind of man has never conceived the idea of such a character, even for his gods;
nor has history or poetry shadowed it forth. The doctrines and precepts of Jesus are in
strict accordance with the attributes of God, agreeably to the most exalted idea which
we can form of them, either from reason or from revelation. They are strikingly adapted
to the capacity of mankind, and yet are delivered with a simplicity and majesty wholly
divine." pp. 52-53

— Simon Greenleaf, Testimony of the Evangelists,

Newark, New Jersey, Soney & Sage, 1903
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