
SHOW US THE FATHER

Deep-Dive: Can I Trust the Bible and the Church?
A stand-alone session; usable in any order after the core study

Part 1: Leader Preparation Guide

SESSION OVERVIEW

Discovery Aim: The group discovers that the New Testament presents itself as checkable testimony 
from the eyewitness generation, that the earliest preaching invited verification while witnesses still 
lived, and that the alleged circularity (the Church vouches for the Bible which vouches for the Church) 
dissolves into a historical sequence: Christ founded a community, the community wrote, and the 
community recognized its own book.

Catholic Touchstone: The books of Scripture firmly, faithfully, and without error teach the truth God 
wished put into them for the sake of our salvation; the Church discerned the canon by the apostolic 
Tradition; and Scripture, Tradition, and the Magisterium are so connected that none stands without the 
others (CCC 107, 120, 95).

HOSTING YOUR SEEKER FRIEND

Two commitments:

• Your seeker friend's objections may arrive in internet-video form: telephone games, Constantine 
inventing the canon, lost gospels. Do not mock the sources; take the strongest version of each 
claim seriously, because underneath the memes are real questions with real answers.

• Do not overclaim. Tonight offers grounds for reasonable trust, not a geometry proof; 
overclaiming loses a thoughtful seeker faster than any objection. Invite checking; the material 
survives it.

WHAT YOU NEED TO KNOW

The objection comes in three linked forms. Telephone game: the texts were copied by hand for centuries, 
so the originals are unrecoverable. Winners' history: the Church edited the story and suppressed rivals. 
Circularity: you trust the Bible because the Church says so, and the Church because the Bible says so, 
which is no ground at all. State each at full strength.

On transmission, the honest headline: the New Testament writings enjoy exceptionally abundant and 
early manuscript evidence relative to other ancient works, with thousands of Greek manuscripts, 
fragments reaching back to within about a century of composition, and early translations and 
quotations so extensive that the text's transmission can be checked from multiple independent 
directions. Copying introduced variants, and scholars catalog them openly; the overwhelming majority 
are spelling and word-order trivia, and no article of faith rests on a disputed reading. This is public, 
checkable scholarship, not a claim the group must take on authority.

On earliness, the sharpest single exhibit is 1 Corinthians 15:3-8: Paul, writing within roughly a quarter 
century of the crucifixion, quotes a creed he says he himself received, which many scholars across a 
wide spectrum date very early, often within a few years of the events (precise dating is debated), and he 
appeals to more than five hundred witnesses, most of whom are still alive: an audit invitation, in print, 
while the witnesses could be interviewed. Early tradition like this sharply limits the time available for 
legendary development. On circularity, replace the loop with the sequence: first a person, Jesus; then a 



community he founded and commissioned, decades before a line of the New Testament existed; then 
that community's members wrote; then the community, over time and in regional synods of the late 
fourth century (Hippo, Carthage), witnessed and ratified a broadly received recognition of the apostolic 
deposit, definitively defined for Catholics at Trent. Approach the documents first simply as historical 
sources (Luke invites exactly that), conclude to Christ and his commissioned community, and the 
community's book arrives with the community's credentials. The Bible is the Church's book in the plain 
historical sense that inspired authors within the apostolic Church wrote it, and the Church preserved 
and discerned it, God himself being its author (CCC 105); 1 Timothy 3:15 says as much from inside the 
text: the pillar and bulwark of the truth is the Church.

OLD TESTAMENT ROOTS AND FULFILLMENT

Israel's Scriptures already model testimony culture: covenant deeds publicly witnessed, memorial 
stones and feasts commanded so children would ask and be told (Exodus 12:26-27; Joshua 4:6-7), and a 
legal standard of two or three witnesses (Deuteronomy 19:15) that the New Testament writers 
consciously invoke. The apostles present the Resurrection in that inherited register: not private 
illumination but attested public event, of which we are witnesses is Acts's refrain. The New Testament's 
manner of self-presentation is itself an Old Testament inheritance.

VOICES OF THE CHURCH: ST. IGNATIUS OF ANTIOCH

Writing around the year 107, within living memory of the apostles, St. Ignatius already describes in 
his Letter to the Smyrnaeans a Church ordered around its bishop, and gives us the earliest surviving 
use of the phrase the Catholic Church: wherever Jesus Christ is, there is the Catholic Church. Strong 
early evidence that a structured, visible community is no late invention: it is on paper one lifetime 
from the Crucifixion, with legitimate development still to come, as in any living body.

VOICES OF THE CHURCH: ST. IRENAEUS OF LYONS

St. Irenaeus, in Against Heresies (Book III), argues against the secret-gospel sects of his own day 
with a public test: the apostolic tradition is manifest in the whole world, preserved in the churches 
the apostles founded, through successions of bishops anyone could name and check. His answer to 
conspiracy claims was transparency: the true tradition is the one with the paper trail.

VOICES OF THE CHURCH: ST. AUGUSTINE OF HIPPO

St. Augustine's famous sentence from Against the Fundamental Letter of Mani: I should not believe 
the Gospel, except as moved by the authority of the Catholic Church. He is not demeaning Scripture; 
he is naming the Catholic Church's authority as the motive that moved him to believe the Gospel: the 
community's credibility carries the book. The historical order of knowing, community before canon, 
runs the same way for the Church as a whole.

CATECHISM CONNECTION

• CCC 105 to 107: God is the author of Sacred Scripture, which firmly, faithfully, and without error 
teaches the truth God wished put into it for the sake of our salvation. Note the careful scope: 
Scripture asserts without error what God wanted asserted through the sacred authors, read 
according to their literary forms and intention (Dei Verbum 11).

• CCC 120: It was by the apostolic Tradition that the Church discerned which writings belong to the 
canon. The table of contents is itself an act of the Church.



• CCC 126: The Gospels formed in three stages: the life and teaching of Jesus, the oral tradition, and 
the written Gospels, whose historicity the Church unhesitatingly affirms.

• CCC 80 to 82: Scripture and Tradition flow from the same divine wellspring: one deposit, two modes 
of transmission.

• CCC 95: Scripture, Tradition, and the Magisterium are so linked and joined together that one cannot 
stand without the others.

SESSION GOALS

1. State all three objection forms, telephone, winners' history, and circularity, at full strength.

2. Let the group discover the New Testament's own self-presentation: investigated, eyewitness, 
checkable testimony.

3. Replace the circularity loop with the historical sequence: Christ, community, writings, canon.

4. Keep claims inside honest bounds: grounds for reasonable trust, invitations to check, no 
overclaiming.

TIME NOTE

Runs 75 to 90 minutes as written. If short: cut the 2 Thessalonians 2:15 discovery, folding tradition into 
the 1 Timothy 3:15 answer, then trim the Dig Deeper. Do not cut 1 Corinthians 15 or the sequence 
discussion.



Part 2: Discussion Guide

OPENING PRAYER

Leader prays: God of truth, you are not afraid of our checking; you wrote the invitation to check into the 
book itself. Give us tonight the honesty of good historians and the humility to follow the evidence where 
it goes. Amen.

WIN

5. What is the oldest piece of family history you trust: a story, a recipe, a photograph? How did it reach 
you, and why do you believe it?

6. When you hear, you can't trust the Bible, which version have you heard most: bad copying, church 
editing, or circular reasoning?

BUILD

Leader, present the objection at full strength, all three forms. Read slowly: The texts were hand-
copied for centuries: a two-thousand-year telephone game. What survived is what the winners chose to 
keep; the rivals were burned. And the whole thing rests on a circle: trust the Bible because the Church 
says so, trust the Church because the Bible says so. That is not a foundation; it is a loop.

• 3. Which of the three lands hardest for you, and what would count as a serious answer to it?

ANSWER. SHARE AFTER THE DISCUSSION.

Let each be owned by someone before answering any. Then set the method: the claims are historical, 
so the answers must be historical: manuscripts that can be counted, dates that can be checked, a 
sequence that can be reconstructed. Tonight nothing is asked on authority.

Live discovery. Find 1 Corinthians 15:3-8. Explain first: Paul is writing about twenty-five years after the 
crucifixion, and says he is passing on what he himself received, a formula many scholars date very early, 
often within a few years of the events. Read it aloud.

• 4. What is in this earliest layer of the message? And what does Paul do in verse 6 that a legend could 
never afford to do?

ANSWER. SHARE AFTER THE DISCUSSION.

The core is already complete: died for our sins, buried, raised on the third day, appeared, with a 
witness list. And verse 6: “he appeared to more than five hundred brethren at one time, most of 
whom are still alive” (1 Corinthians 15:6). That is an audit invitation published while the witnesses 
could be cross-examined: go ask them. Legendary growth is easiest once the eyewitness generation 
is gone; this creed circulated while the witnesses could be cross-examined, and invited exactly that. 
Whatever one concludes about the Resurrection, the claim is not a late accretion. It is the founding 
announcement.

Live discovery. Find Luke 1:1-4 and 2 Peter 1:16. Read both aloud.

• 5. How do these writers describe their own method and material?

ANSWER. SHARE AFTER THE DISCUSSION.

Luke: many prior accounts, eyewitness sources, careful investigation, an orderly account written so 
the reader may know the truth. Peter: “we did not follow cleverly devised myths... but we were 



eyewitnesses of his majesty” (2 Peter 1:16). The documents claim the genre of testimony, not the 
genre of myth, and they invite the standards testimony invites. On transmission, give the honest 
headline: thousands of manuscripts, fragments within about a century of composition, variants 
openly cataloged, a few of them text-critically significant, none establishing or overturning doctrine. 
The telephone game had one line; this text survives in manuscripts from differing textual families 
and regions that can be compared against one another, copying relationships and all. Copying at 
scale, checkable across lines, is not corruption's friend; it is correction's.

Reason: replace the loop with the sequence. Now the circularity charge, which deserves its full 
weight, because the answer rewrote how converts think. Lay out the timeline: first, Jesus, a figure in 
history. Second, a community he gathered and commissioned, which existed, preached, baptized, and 
celebrated the Eucharist for decades before a line of the New Testament was written. Third, members of 
that community wrote: letters first, Gospels after. Fourth, over generations, the community recognized 
which writings carried the apostolic deposit, with regional synods of the late fourth century witnessing 
and ratifying a broadly received canon, definitively defined at Trent. There is no loop in that sequence. 
One can approach the documents purely as ancient historical sources, as any historian must, conclude to 
Jesus and the community he founded, and then receive the book on the credit of the community that 
wrote and preserved it. The Bible did not fall from the sky with a table of contents; the table of contents 
is the Church's handwriting.

• 6. Find 1 Timothy 3:15. What does the Bible itself call the pillar and bulwark of the truth, and what 
does that do to the loop?

ANSWER. SHARE AFTER THE DISCUSSION.

“the church of the living God, the pillar and bulwark of the truth” (1 Timothy 3:15). The text assigns 
the load-bearing role to the Church, which matches the historical order exactly: the community 
came first and carries the book. That is why the winners-wrote-history charge also inverts: the 
writings later styled rival gospels are, in general, later compositions without traceable apostolic 
communities, while the canonical four are earlier and were received and read publicly in the 
churches, a contrast that is documented rather than asserted. St. Irenaeus's answer still stands: the 
true tradition is the one with the public paper trail.

DIG DEEPER

If time allows: 2 Thessalonians 2:15, “hold to the traditions which you were taught by us, either by 
word of mouth or by letter,” the apostolic deposit already traveling in two modes, exactly as CCC 80 
to 82 describes; and 1 Thessalonians 2:13, the earliest Christians receiving the preached message not 
as the word of men but as what it really is, the word of God, before most of the New Testament 
existed.

SEND

7. What is one claim from tonight you intend to check for yourself this month: a manuscript fact, the 
dating of the 1 Corinthians 15 creed, the canon's history? Name it aloud; checking is the biblical 
posture.

8. If the book reached you on the credit of a community: what would it look like to get to know the 
community, and not just the book?

LIVE IT THIS WEEK



• Actually run one check: look up how scholars date the creed in 1 Corinthians 15, from any serious 
source you choose, skeptical ones included.

• Read Luke 1:1-4 once more, slowly, and then read anything else in Luke this week as what it claims 
to be: an investigated account addressed to a person who wanted the truth.

SCRIPTURE MEMORY VERSE

“For we did not follow cleverly devised myths... but we were eyewitnesses of his majesty.”  2 Peter 1:16

CLOSING PRAYER

Leader prays: Lord, you entrusted your Gospel to witnesses and your book to a community, and you have 
never asked anyone to close their eyes to receive it. Bless every honest check anyone in this room runs 
this month, and let the evidence do what you built it to do: invite. Amen.



Part 3: Leader Reference Card

Every passage used in this deep-dive, in order of appearance. All quotations RSV2CE.

• 1 Corinthians 15:3-8  the earliest creed and the five hundred witnesses (live discovery; do not cut)

• Luke 1:1-4  the historian's preface (live discovery)

• 2 Peter 1:16  not cleverly devised myths; eyewitnesses (live discovery; memory verse)

• 1 Timothy 3:15  the Church, pillar and bulwark of the truth (live discovery; do not cut)

• 2 Thessalonians 2:15  traditions by word of mouth or by letter (Dig Deeper; first cut)

• 1 Thessalonians 2:13  received as the word of God (Dig Deeper)

• Exodus 12:26-27; Joshua 4:6-7; Deuteronomy 19:15  Israel's testimony culture (leader 
background)

 

Catechism: CCC 105 to 107; 120; 126; 80 to 82; 95.

Voices: St. Ignatius of Antioch, Letter to the Smyrnaeans; St. Irenaeus, Against Heresies, Book III 
(summary); St. Augustine, Against the Fundamental Letter of Mani.


