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INTRODUCTION

John Haley (1834–1927) wrote this book in response to those who doubt-
ed the Bible’s infallibility by referencing so-called “self-contradictions of 

the Bible.” He saw the abundance of pamphlets and discussions on discrep-
ancies in the Bible compared to the lack of consideration they were given by 
evangelical authors and resolved to strive for a better balance. Of the lack of 
Christian guidance on the subject, he said, “I know of no work, ancient or 
modern, which covers the whole ground, treating the subject comprehensively 
yet concisely, and which is, at the same time, adapted to general circulation.” 

The view with which he undertook the writing of this text was one of hon-
est outlaying of the truth. He acknowledged the hesitancy of some regarding 
his project by saying, “Some persons may, perchance, question the wisdom of 
publishing a work in which the difficulties of Scripture are brought together 
and set forth so plainly. They may think it better to suppress, as far as may 
be, the knowledge of these things. The author does not sympathize with any 
such timid policy. He counts it the duty of the Christian scholar to look diffi-
culties and objections squarely in the face.” Haley felt that there was nothing 
to be gained from merely overlooking or evading any apparent contradictions 
in the Bible. Besides, the enemies of the Bible would not remain silent, so why 
should he? “The poison demands an antidote,” he wrote. “The remedy should 
be carried wherever the disease has made its blighting way.” 

Haley, however, did not take on so large a task as to attempt to refute all 
objections to Scripture. Instead, he left those difficulties dealing with secular 
history and science in the hands of more able persons, concerning himself only 
with those Scripture passages that seemed to be in conflict with one another. 
He sought to explain those places where the Bible appears to be inconsistent 
with itself.

Haley’s first action was to read a large number of texts that pointed out 
discrepancies in the Bible, making a collection of the false arguments so that 
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he might refute them. He then classified them and addressed each one. He 
also included numerous quotations and references to other biblical scholars 
with an aim to express the unanimity of scholarly biblical thought on certain 
points. Though unconcerned that the many quotations might make his book 
look more like a compilation than an individual scholar’s work, Haley was 
concerned about retaining all pertinent information in the quotations while 
still keeping them short. For this reason, you may notice that some quota-
tions have been abridged by eliminating subordinate clauses or other material 
deemed unnecessary to the readers’ understanding.

In addition, the alphabetical organization of the text has resulted in some 
of the chapters appearing disconnected and fragmentary. However, it was 
thought that any other method of classification would probably have differ-
ent, although equally challenging, problems. And since it was very likely that 
a reader would use this text as a reference book instead of reading through it 
consecutively, alphabetical organization was deemed best.

Sometimes several solutions to a difficulty are given, leaving the reader 
to choose for himself. Of course not all possible solutions are presented, but 
merely those that seem most reasonable.

Haley believed concessions by the Bible’s adversaries to be weighty argu-
ments in the Bible’s favor. For this reason, he made use of those concessions 
from time to time throughout the text as the opportunity presented itself.

As to works originally published in foreign languages, whenever approved 
English versions existed, Halley used them instead of attempting his own 
translation. Though he could not predict the efficacy of his book and whether 
his audience would be persuaded, Haley maintained his conviction “that ev-
ery difficulty and discrepancy in the Scriptures is, and will yet be seen to be, 
capable of a fair and reasonable solution.”

Whatever reception his book received and however fallible it was prov-
en to be, Halley rested on his trust in the Bible’s infallibility, saying, “Let it 
be remembered that the Bible is neither dependent upon nor affected by the 
success or failure of my book. Whatever may become of the latter, whatever 
may be the verdict passed upon it by an intelligent public, the Bible will stand. 
In ages yet to be, when its present assailants and defenders are moldering in 
the dust, and when their very names are forgotten, the sacred volume will be, 
as it has been during the centuries past, the guide and solace of unnumbered 
millions of our race.”
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Part I: 
ORIGIN OF THE DISCREPANCIES 

God reveals himself in his word, as he does in his works. In both we see 
a self-revealing, self-concealing God, who makes himself known only 

to those who earnestly seek him; in both we find stimulants to faith and oc-
casions for unbelief; in both we find contradictions whose higher harmony is 
hidden except from him who gives up his whole mind in reverence; in both, 
in a word, it is the law of revelation that the heart of man should be tested in 
receiving it; and that, in the spiritual life as well as in the bodily, man must eat 
his bread in the sweat of his brow.”1

In these significant words of the sainted Neander are brought to view the 
existence and the remedy of certain difficulties encountered by the student of 
Scripture.

It is the object of the present volume to follow out the line of thought 
indicated by the learned German divine—to survey somewhat in detail the 
discrepancies of Scripture, and to suggest, in the several cases, fair and rea-
sonable solutions.

That no candid and intelligent student of the Bible will deny that it contains 
numerous “discrepancies,” that its statements, taken prima facie, not infrequent-
ly conflict with or contradict one another, may safely be presumed. This fact has 
been more or less recognized by Christian scholars in all ages.

Of the early writers, Origen declares that if anyone should carefully ex-
amine the Gospels in respect to their historic disagreement, he would grow 
dizzy-headed, and, attaching himself to one of them, he would desist from the 
attempt to establish all as true, or else he would regard the four as true, yet not 
in their external forms.2

1. Augustus Johann Neander, Life of Jesus Christ and Its Historical Connexion and Historical Development, from the 
Prefece.
2. Origen, Evangelium Joannis Commentatariorum, Vol. I, 279, Lommatzsch’s edition.
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Chrysostom regards the discrepancies as really valuable as proofs of inde-
pendence on the part of the sacred writers.3

Augustine often recurs, in his writings, to the discrepancies, and handles 
many cases with great skill and felicity.4

Some twenty-five years since, that eminent biblical critic, Moses Stuart, 
whose candor was commensurate with his erudition, acknowledged that “in 
our present copies of the scriptures there are some discrepancies between dif-
ferent portions of them, which no learning nor ingenuity can reconcile.”5 

To much the same effect, Archbishop Whately observes, “That the appar-
ent contradictions of scripture are numerous—that the instruction conveyed 
by them, if they be indeed designed for such a purpose, is furnished in abun-
dance—is too notorious to need being much insisted on.”6

Similarly says Dr. Charles Hodge, “It would require not a volume, but 
volumes, to discuss all the cases of alleged discrepancies.” 7

Such being the concessions made by Christian scholars, it can occasion 
no surprise to find skeptical authors expatiating upon the “glaring inconsis-
tencies,” “self-contradictions,” and “manifest discrepancies” of the Bible, and 
incessantly urging these as so many proofs of its untrustworthiness and of 
its merely human origin. The pages of the German rationalists, and of their 
English and American disciples and copyists, abound with arguments of this 
character.

Of the importance of our theme, little need be said. Clearly, it bears a 
close and vital relation to the doctrine of inspiration. God, who is wisdom 
and truth, can neither lie nor contradict Himself. Hence, should it be discov-
ered that falsehoods or actual contradictions exist in the Bible, our conclusion 
must be, that, at any rate, these things do not come from God; that so far 
the Bible is not divinely inspired. We see, therefore, the need of a patient and 
impartial examination of alleged false hoods and contradictions, in order that 
our theory of inspiration may be made to conform to the facts of the case.

Yet we must guard against the conclusion that, since we cannot solve cer-
tain difficulties, they are therefore insoluble. This inference—to which minds 

3. George Warington, The Inspiration of Scripture, 36.
4. Ludwig Robe, Conciliatones locorum S. Scripturae in specie pugnantium. 1527. 
5. Moses Stuart, Critical History and Defence of Old Testament Canon, 193. (When we consider the marked progress 
of sacred philology and allied sciences during the last quarter of a century, we cannot doubt that the Professor would, 
were he now living, essentially modify this opinion.)
6. Richard Whately, Essays on Some of the Difficulties in the Writings of St. Paul, and in Other Parts of the New 
Testament, essay 7, section 4.
7. Charles Hodge, Systematic Theology, Vol. I, 169.
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of a certain temper are peculiarly liable—savors so strongly of egotism and 
dogmatism as to be utterly repugnant to the spirit of true scholarship. 

As in all other departments of sacred criticism, so in the treatment of the 
discrepancies, there is a demand for reverent, yet unflinching thoroughness 
and fidelity.

An important preliminary question relates to the Origin of the 
Discrepancies. To what causes are they to be referred? From what sources do 
they arise?

1. Difference of Dates of Passages
Many of the so-called discrepancies are obviously attributable to a differ-

ence in the dates of the discordant passages. Nothing is more common than 
that a description or statement, true and pertinent at one time, should at a 
later period, and in a different state of affairs, be found irrelevant or inaccurate. 
Change of circumstances necessitates a change of phraseology. Numerous il-
lustrations of this principle will be found in the following pages.

A certain infidel, bent upon making the Bible contradict itself, contrasts 
the two passages: “God saw every thing that he had made, and, behold, it was 
very good”; and “It repented the Lord that he had made man on the earth, and it 
grieved him at his heart.”8 Taking these texts out of their connection, and, with 
characteristic fairness, making no mention of the interval of time that divided 
them, he thus seeks to make it appear that the Bible represents God as, at the 
same time, satisfied and dissatisfied with his works. Had the unscrupulous 
pamphleteer told his readers that the fall of man and a period of some fifteen 
hundred years intervened between the two epochs respectively referred to in 
these texts, his “discrepancy” would have become too transparent to serve his 
purpose.

Obviously, after man had fallen, God could no longer be “satisfied” with 
him, unless a corresponding change had taken place in himself. We thus see 
that differences of date and circumstances may perfectly explain apparent dis-
crepancies, and remove every vestige of contradiction.

May not these differences also furnish a hint toward the solution of cer-
tain moral difficulties in the scriptures? We find some of the patriarchs rep-
resented as good men, yet occasionally practicing deceit, polygamy, and oth-
er sins which are discountenanced in the later books of the Bible. Is not the 

8. Genesis 1:31; 6:6.
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rule of human conduct, to some extent, a relative one, graduated according to 
man’s knowledge, circumstances, and ability? Did not He who revealed him-
self “at sundry times and in divers manners”9 make the revelation of human duty 
in much the same way—not as with the lightning’s blinding flash, but like the 
morning upon the mountains, with a slow and gradual illumination?10

In the comparatively unenlightened times in which many of the Old 
Testament saints lived, any faults and errors of theirs may have been merciful-
ly and wisely passed by. Those “times of ignorance” God “winked at”11—”over-
looked.” Acts committed in that twilight of the world, in the childhood of 
the race, must be looked at in the light of that period. Nothing could be more 
unjust or unreasonable than to try the patriarchs by the ethical standard of a 
later age.

Dr. Thomas Arnold deems that the truest and most faithful representa-
tion of the lives of the patriarchs which leads us to think of “a state of society 
very little advanced in its knowledge of the duties of man to man, and even, in 
some respects, of the duties of man to God—a state of society in which slav-
ery, polygamy, and private revenge were held to be perfectly lawful, and which 
was accustomed to make a very wide distinction between fake speaking and 
false swearing.”12 He deprecates the fear that we are “lowering the early scrip-
ture history, if we speak of the actors in it as men possessing far less than a 
Christian’s knowledge of right and wrong.” Professor Stuart likewise, repudi-
ates the notion of the absolute perfection of the earlier dispensation, and adds: 
“It is only a relative perfection that the Old Testament can claim; and this is 
comprised in the fact that it answered the end for which it was given. It was 
given to the world, or to the Jewish nation, in its minority.”13 The professor’s 
conclusion is, that in the early ages, “with the exception of such sins as were 
highly dishonorable to God and injurious to the welfare of men, the rules of 
duty were not in all cases strictly drawn.”

Now, since our virtue must be judged of in relation to the amount of 
knowledge we possess, it is easy to see how men are styled “good” who live 
according to the light they have, even though that light may be comparatively 
feeble. Therefore, previous to pronouncing upon the moral character of a man 
or an act, we must take into consideration the date of the act, or the time when 

9. Hebrews 1:1.
10. See Bernard in The Progress of Doctrine of the New Testament, “passim.”
11. “In this word lie treasures of mercy for those who lived in the times of ignorance.”—Alford on Acts 17:30.
12. Thomas Arnold, The Miscellaneous Works of Thomas Arnold (New York edition), 149–150.
13. Moses Stuart, Critical History and Defence of the Old Testament Canon, (revised ed.), 387–388.


