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How Can You Believe in a Bible Full of 

Contradictions? 

 
Dan Barker, former pastor, now atheist marvels at how trained theologians can 

believe the Bible and teach it as divinely inspired by an omniscient and 

omnipotent deity when it contains hundreds of discrepancies and contradictions; 

in chapter 23 of his book, Losing Faith in Faith: From Preacher to Atheist, Barker 

lists hundreds of what he calls “biblical contradictions.” 

 

Jonah David Conner, Bible fundamentalist turned atheist and graduate of Liberty 

University wrote: All That’s Wrong With the Bible: Contradictions, Absurdities, 

and More; he stated, “The great irony is that the Bible is the biggest reason why I 

stopped believing the Bible.” 

 

 

The Clarification of a Contradiction 

 

The difficulty of contradictions in the Bible… Josh McDowell in A Ready Defense 

writes: “If the Bible does contain demonstrable errors, it would show at least 

those parts could not have come from a perfect all-knowing God…. Certain 

passages at first appear contradictory, but further investigation will show this is 

not the case.” 

 

Randall Price, professor at Liberty University wrote: “If this revelation can be 

claimed to be errant… it cannot maintain its status as divine revelation and 

becomes simply a man made message….” 

 

Bob Wilkin, Executive Director of Grace Evangelical Society wrote: “The Bible is 

God’s Word and is absolutely true in every detail. God never errs and neither 

does His Word. God’s Word is 100% true from Genesis to Revelation.” 
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The definition of a contradiction… Josh McDowell states:  “The law of 

noncontradiction, which is the basis of all logical thinking, states that ‘a thing 

cannot be both a and non at the same time, in the same place, and in the same 

manner.’ In other words, it cannot be both raining and not raining at the same 

time  in the same location….” 

 

McDowell illustrates this in the case of two blind men at Jericho; Matthew relates 

how two blind men met Jesus (20:29-30), while Luke and Mark mention only one 

(Mark 10:46; Luke 18:35-43); neither of these statements deny the other; Mark and 

Luke did not say there was only one, they just mentioned one. 

 

Neither Mark and Luke were eyewitnesses to the miracles while Matthew was; 

Mark was a student of Peter who may in one of his sermons mentioned only one; 

Mark was the first gospel written and 50% of Mark’s gospel is in the gospel of 

Luke; this is the kind of freedom the Holy Spirit allowed in inspiring the gospel 

writers to tell their story; the details, as long as they are not contradictory were 

less important than the miracles Christ performed.   

 

The Complications from Apparent Contradictions 

 

We will look at three different categories: names and numbers, events and ideas, 

the life, death and resurrection of Christ. 

 

Contradictions of names and numbers 

 

How old was Abraham when he left Haran?... Genesis 11:26-32 implies that Terah, 

the father of Abraham was 70 years old when Abraham was born; Genesis 12:4 

says that Abraham was 75 when he left Haran; Acts 7:4 says Abraham did not 

leave Haran until his father died at 205 (Genesis 11:32); that would make him 135 

when he left Haran; was Abraham 75 or 135? 

 

Gleason Archer in Bible Difficulties resolves the problem by saying that Terah 

was 70 before having the first of three sons--- Abram, Nahor, Haran; generally the 

oldest is listed first, however that is not always the case; sometimes the most 

important is listed first; that would be Abraham as his story goes forward in 

Genesis; Archer argues at 70 Terah had his first son Haran, based on the fact that 

he was the first to die (Genesis 11:28); Abraham could have been the youngest 

and was not born until his father was 130; that would make Abraham 75 when he 

left Haran as Genesis records. 
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Did David or Elhanan kill Goliath?...  David killed Goliath in 1 Samuel 17; in 2 

Samuel 21:19, the Masoretic Text translates Elhanan as killing Goliath; translators 

have added “the brother of” Goliath the Gittite; the most authoritative Hebrew text 

does not include those words; it has both David and Elhanan killing Goliath; the 

clarification is in 1 Chronicles 20:5: “... Elhanan the son of Jair killed Lahmi the 

brother of Goliath the Gittite…” there are times when translators have had to add 

to the Hebrew text for clarification and accuracy; in this case the Chronicles 

passage supports the added words of 2 Samuel 21:19; David killed Goliath, 

Elhanan killed Lahmi the brother of Goliath.  

 

Who moved David to number his people, God or Satan?... 2 Samuel 24:1 says that 

God tempted David to take a military census; 1 Chronicles 21:1 reads that Satan 

tempted David to take the census; later God punishes David for taking the 

census. 

 

How do we resolve this? Could both be true? It is difficult to know what was in 

David’s heart but there is reason to believe he was thinking more of armaments 

and troops than in terms of faithfulness to God; when he slew Goliath he was 

dependent on God, but as time went on he began to rely more on material 

resources; he began to measure success in terms of numbers and wealth; he 

wanted to take the census to see how strong his army was without the help of 

God; the census was not evil, but the motive was: to inflate David’s already large 

ego. 

 

Satan tempted David to demonstrate such pridefulness and God in His anger 

finally said, “Alright, go ahead and do it. Then you will find out how much good it 

will do you.”  Sometimes God gives in to our sinful desires so He can humble us 

and bring us back to His grace; that is what happened; as soon as the census 

was complete God brought a plague that cost the lives of 70,000 Israelites which 

decreased the military; in the end David confessed, “I have sinned greatly, 

because I have done this thing; but now I pray, take away the iniquity of Your 

servant, for I have done very foolishly” (1 Chronicles 21:8); sometimes God 

encourages us to submit to Satan’s temptations and our prideful desires so He 

can humble us and bring us back to Him. 

 

 

Did David’s wife Michal, daughter of King Saul have children?... 2 Samuel 6:23 

says she had no children to the day of her death; 2 Samuel 21:8 says she had 5 

sons; this translation comes from the Masoretic text which added vowel markings 
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to the Hebrew alphabet; sometimes these vowel markings mixed with the 

consonants made translation difficult; once the error was discovered scribes 

changed the name to Merab, Michal’s sister; Michal was childless, her sister was 

not; this difficulty came from misreading the Masoretic text with its newly added 

vowel markings. 

 

The contradictions of events and ideas 

 

What are the Ten Commandments?… In Exodus 20 you have the typical 10 

commandments; in Exodus 34 seven of the ten are entirely different including 

keeping the Festival of Weeks, not sacrificing anything with yeast, and not boiling 

baby goats in their mother’s milk among others; Exodus 34 opens saying, “God 

will write on these tablets the words that were written on the first tablets that you 

broke;” since they were already given in chapter 20, Moses felt no need of 

repeating them; all that was important was they were identical to the 

commandments written on the first two tablets; outside of mentioning God 

wanted no other gods before Him, no graven images made of Him or any other 

god, and the need to observe the Sabbath, then other teachings in the chapter 

were ceremonial laws and unique to Jewish life; they were not written in stone 

nor part of the 10 Commandments. 

 

Did the men accompanying Saul of Tarsus on the road to Damascus hear the 

voice of the Lord speaking to Saul or not?... Acts 9:7 says they heard a voice but 

saw no man; Acts 22:9 they heard no voice; it is possible to hear a voice but not 

understand; I find myself with less than perfect hearing say: “I did not hear you” 

when I heard you but did not understand what you said. 

 

When the ruler of the synagogue came to Jesus on behalf of her daughter, had 

she already died, or was she near death?...  Matthew 9:18 says that Jairus told 

Jesus, “my daughter has just died;” in Mark 5:23,25 and Luke 8:42 he tells Jesus 

his daughter was sick and dying; a possible explanation is that when Jairus first 

arrived to speak to Jesus his daughter was still alive but very close to death; 

during the short conversation someone came to inform Jairus that his daughter 

had just died; Matthew gives the abbreviated form of the story while Mark and 

Luke reveal the initial conversation that she was still alive when Jairus first 

approached Jesus. 

 

 

Can someone see God’s face and live?...  Jacob said, “I have seen God face to 

face” (Genesis 32:30); God told Moses, “You cannot see My face, for no man shall 
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see Me and live” (Exodus 33:20); John writes “No one has seen God at any 

time…” (John 1:18); Isaiah said, “My eyes have seen the King, the LORD 

Almighty” (Isaiah 6:5). 

 

Isaiah had a vision of God’s glory, but he did not see the essence of God; God is 

invisible (1 Timothy 1:17); God is Spirit (John 4:24); Paul said of God, He is One 

“whom no man has seen or can see” (1 Timothy 6:16). 

 

In Jacob’s case he was wrestling with a Man when he saw God face to face; that 

Man was the Angel of the LORD or the pre-incarnate Christ who came to earth to 

reveal God (John 1:18); God may be seen in Jesus, but no man has seen God’s 

essential nature. 

 

How did Judas die?...  Matthew 5:17 says he hung himself; Acts 1:18 says he fell 

headlong and “burst open in the middle and his entrails gushed out;” both are 

true; he hung himself, the rope rotted, he fell headlong and burst open. 

 

 

Contradictions regarding the life, death, and resurrection of Christ 

 

What did Jesus do after His baptism?... Matthew and Mark’s gospels says Jesus 

went into the wilderness for 40 days to be tempted by the devil (Matthew 4:1,2; 

Mark 1:12-13);John seems to indicate that three days after His baptism He went to 

a wedding in Cana (John 2:1); John does not mention the temptation scene. 

 

The third day which John mentioned is not a reference to Jesus’ baptism, but to 

His calling of Philip and Nathanael. 

 

Was Jesus testimony about Himself valid?... In John 5:31 Jesus said, “If I bear 

witness of Myself, My witness is not true;”in John 8:14 Jesus said to the 

Pharisees, “Even if I bear witness of Myself, My witness is true, for I know where I 

came from and I know where I am going, but you do not know where I came from 

and where I am going” 

 

It is context that is important; in John 5:31, if Jesus bore witness of Himself, it 

would not have been accepted by the Jewish authorities; they would accuse Him 

of self-exaltation, but further more they would have required outside witnesses; 

yet in John 8:14 Jesus could say His witness is true because He knows His life— 

where He came from and where He is going; in one case, Jesus is willing to let 
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the Father authenticate Him; in the other case He did not need a witness to affirm 

where He came from and where He is going. 

 

What time of day was Jesus crucified?... Mark 15:25, Jesus was crucified at the 

third hour; John 19:13,14 it was after the sixth hour since He was before Pilate at 

“about the sixth hour;” Mark is using the Jewish system for telling time which 

began at 6:00 AM; John is using the Roman system which would begin at 

midnight; the 6th hour would be 6:00 AM when Jesus was still on trial before 

Pilate; Christ was crucified at 9:00 AM which is consistent with the other gospel 

writers (Matthew 27:45; Mark 15:33; Luke 23:44). 

 

 

How many women went to the tomb after His death?... John 20:1, Mary Magdalene 

went alone; Matthew 28:1, Mary Magdalene and another Mary; Mark 16:1, Mary 

Magdalene, another Mary, and Salome; Luke 24:1, Mary Magdalene, another Mary, 

Joanna and other women. 

 

Mary Magdalene is the only one common to all; she first came to the tomb and 

went back to spread the news and at various times the other women came with 

her; John chooses to focus only on Mary Magdalene as the first one to arrive at 

the tomb; the most important fact is that God used women to first bear witness of 

the resurrection; their testimony was not as credible; if the resurrection story was 

fabricated why would the story use women as the first to report the resurrection? 

 

Who was at the tomb when Mary Magdalene arrived?... Matthew 28:2, an angel 

rolled away the stone and sat on it; Mark 16:5, one young man clothed in a long 

white robe was sitting in the tomb; Luke 24:4, two men stood by in shining 

garments; John 20:11, 12, two angels were sitting in the tomb, one at the head 

and the other at the feet of where Jesus had laid. 

 

There is no contradiction as all can be true; when Mary Magdalene arrived there 

were 6 angels; each gospel writer speaks of different locations of the angels. 

 

 

The Criteria for Explaining Apparent Contradictions 

 

1. Be fully persuaded that an adequate explanation exists; there are difficult 

passages but an explanation exists; there are no contradictions in Scripture. 
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2. Avoid the fallacy of calling some Scripture inspired of God and some difficult 

passage you cannot harmonize as uninspired (2 Peter 1:21). 

 

3. Make a careful study of the context and the framework which creates the 

problem; what is the author trying to teach; Paul and James are said to contradict 

one another; no contradiction: Paul focuses on God’s part of faith— justification 

(Romans 5:1; Ephesians 2:8); James on man’s part of faith— validation; Paul saw 

the necessity of works as evidence of salvation (Ephesians 2:10). 

 

4. Many Bible difficulties result from minor errors on the part of copyists 

especially when vowel markings were added to the Hebrew text.  

 

5. When parallel passages give different information about an event, the rule is try 

to harmonize them; they may all be true. 

 

6. When scientists and historians teach that which contradicts Scripture, don’t 

give up on Scripture; God is the author of Scripture as well as science and 

history. 

 

7.The translations we have are not perfect; only the original autographs; the most 

difficult passages are in the OT and have nothing to do with the overall 

understanding of the text; 2 Chronicles 22:2 says that Ahaziah was 42 years old; 

2 Kings 8:26 says he was 22; he could not have been 42 for that would make him 

older than his father; 2 Chronicles 9:25 says Solomon had 4,000 horse stalls; 1 

Kings 4:26 says he had 40,000 horse stalls. 

 

As far as the NT, Dr. Bruce Metzger of Princeton, the utmost authority on textual 

criticism says it is 99.5% pure. 

 

 

The question of the skeptic: If God can inspire the original authors of Scripture to 

write an inerrant text, why didn’t he guide the hand of the copyists to do the 

same? That is the $64,000 question; copyists and translators are human and 

make mistakes; parts of the OT are 3,500 years old and the NT 2,000 years old; 

none of the original manuscripts exist; yet there are thousands of copies that can 

be compared and what we have is incredibly accurate with nothing essential 

being lost; as Isaiah wrote: “The grass withers, the flowers fade, but the word of 

our God stands forever” (Isaiah 40:8). 


