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In examining the evidence of the Christian religion, it is essential to the discovery of truth that
we bring to the investigation a mind freed, as far as possible, from existing prejudice, and open to
conviction. There should be a readiness, on our part, to investigate with candor, to follow the
truth wherever it may lead us, and to submit, without reserve or objection, to all the teachings of
this religion, if it be found to be of divine origin.

...

The genuineness of these writings really admits of as little doubt, and is susceptible of as ready
proof, as that of any ancient writings whatever. The rule of municipal law on this subject is
familiar, and applies with equal force to all ancient writings, whether documentary or otherwise
.... [Here, then, are some of the standard rules of evidence that may be applied to the testimony of
the Evangelists.] 

Every document, apparently ancient, coming from the proper repository or 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. 

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. 

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

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

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. 

This rule serves to show the injustice with which the writers of the Gospels have ever been
treated by infidels; an injustice silently acquiesced in even by Christians; [i.e., in not accepting
any historic Christian or biblical claim as valid unless it has external, non-Christian
confirmation], and in permitting the testimony of a single profane writer, alone and
uncorroborated, to outweigh that of any single Christian. ... [Thus] the Christian writer seems, by
the usual course of the argument, to have been deprived of the common presumption of charity in
his favor; and reversing the ordinary rule of administering justice in human tribunals, his
testimony is unjustly presumed to be false, until it is proved to be true. 



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. 

Let the evangelists be tried by these tests. 

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 before 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 teaching of his
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. Propagating 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 propagate; 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 rose 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. 

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. 



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 deliberated 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 inculcating 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 witnesses, 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. 

Simon Greenleaf [1793-1853] was one of the founders of Harvard Law
School and the 19  century’s greatest living expert on what counted asth

valid evidence in a court of law. He began examining the NT in order to
disprove its validity and show that it was all fabrication and mythology.
He ended by becoming a believer and writing the book from which these
excerpts are taken: a treatise that is well worth reading in its entirety.


