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Introduction

 In this study we will examine how the books of the Bible were first written, how they were 
collected and transmitted through the centuries, and how they  were finally  translated and produced in 
their current form.  We will examine what the scriptures themselves say about these matters, and we 
will also look at historical information about the preservation and transmission of the Biblical text.
 When we pick up our Bibles we take for granted that we have a faithful record of what was 
written by  inspired men in ancient times.  We hardly give a thought to the thousands of men who 
labored over the intervening centuries to copy, preserve, and translate the scriptures so that we might 
have them today.  We assume that these anonymous legions of scribes and scholars did their jobs well.  
But upon what do we base this confidence?  In most cases we simply  take the word of our teachers that 
the scriptures have been transmitted accurately through the years.  We may naturally assume that  these 
students of the Bible have looked into the matter and have assured themselves on the point, so we need 
not worry ourselves about it.  We may also reasonably assume that the same God who saw fit to reveal 
His word to mankind would also utilize His power and oversight to make sure that His revelation was 
adequately preserved.  
 Even so, it is good for every believer to learn some of the facts concerning how the scriptures 
have been handed down to us.  This will not only reassure us, but it will also help us to answer those 
who cast doubt upon the reliability of the Bible.   This understanding may also help us to appreciate 
how blessed we are to have our Bibles.  Knowing more about the labors and sacrifices that went into to 
preserving God’s word will perhaps cause us to read it  with more devotion.  Finally, one can not come 
away from such a study without realizing how special the Bible truly is.  Of all the books that have 
come down to us from the ancient world, the Bible is by far the most well attested and faithfully 
preserved.   Its mere existence may be put forward as evidence of the providence of God.

In Matt. 24:35 Jesus said, “Heaven and earth will pass away, but My words shall not pass 
away.”  Our Lord was probably  not talking specifically  about the preservation of the Bible, but I 
believe that we may  make an indirect application to our subject.  In order for the word of God to have 
its intended impact upon the world, the scriptures must  survive.  In this sense the words of our Lord are 
well illustrated by the study of how we got the Bible.  Much has happened in the world since the day 
that God’s word was completed nearly 2,000 years ago.  Kingdoms have come and gone, man has 
destroyed and altered vast regions of the earth, and much of the literature of man has been lost or 
forgotten.  But the words of God have survived, carefully  preserved through the centuries, so that you 
and I may read them and know them today.  May this study  bring us to a deeper appreciation of all that 
has been done through those years to bring about this wonderful result. 

One word of caution.  Much of the language that  is used in this book should be understood in 
the context of a scholastic study.   When we study history, we must often use the standard terminology 
of history.  For this reason, when we speak of  “early church fathers”, “Christians”, or “the church”, we 
very often are not using these words in the strict  Biblical sense that  we understand them within our 
fellowship.  That which the world would call the church or a Christian is not necessarily what we 
would recognize as the church or a Christian.   

Finally, do not imagine that I expect you to commit all of this material to memory.  The point of 
this effort is to learn in broad terms the history  of the Bible, and to reaffirm our confidence in God’s 
word.  Part of the reason I have worked to produce this booklet  is to provide something to which you 
may refer in the future if you should ever find yourself in need of detailed information.  I hope that you 
find it useful.            - Doug Raymer
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Lesson 1

The Claim for Inspiration

This series of lessons is primarily a study of how the Bible was written and passed down 
through the years until it achieved its current form.  It  is not our intention to dwell at length upon the 
subject of the inspiration of the scriptures.  However, it  is because we believe the Bible to be the word 
of God that the history of its transmission becomes important. 

Our main purpose in studying the history of the Bible is to assure ourselves that we have a 
faithful copy of what was originally  written by the prophets in ancient times.  If the Bible were merely 
the product of human imagination, it would hardly matter whether or not it has been faithfully 
preserved.  On the other hand, if it is, as we believe, the very  word of God, then we must make certain 
that it has not been corrupted by the failure of men to accurately preserve it.    

The Bible Claims to be the Word of God

The Bible offers itself as the word of God.  It is a book which purports to have been written by 
prophets, men who were guided by  the Spirit of God to record revelations which they received directly 
from God.  The following passages are just some of the many statements found in the Bible where this 
claim is made:

- Exodus 24:3-4
- Exodus 34:27-28
- Deuteronomy 30:10, 31:24-26
- Jeremiah. 36:2,32
- I Corinthians 14:37
- Ephesians 3:3-4
- II Timothy 3:14-17
- II Peter 1:19-21

 - Revelation 22:18-19

 Along with direct statements such as these, there are hundreds of passages in the Bible where 
the prophets quote verbatim statements made to them by God, or record in detail actions taken by God. 

Some people attempt to modify this claim by arguing that the authors of the Bible were nothing 
more than exceptionally religious men who had deep insights into the spiritual dimension of our 
human experience.  For this reason we are told that their claims for divine inspiration should not be 
taken literally.  Others will accept that  the authors of the Bible had some communication with God, but 
they  insist that their writings are only a reflection of their imperfect understanding of what God had 
revealed to them.  We do not accept these assertions.  The authors of the Bible do not say that they had 
deep  insights, inspired moments, or vague impressions of what God meant to them.  They say that God 
spoke to them and they wrote down what God said.  They claim that the words they spoke and wrote 
were the very words that God had given to them, I Cor. 2:6-13.  

There is no question but that the Bible claims to be the word of God.  The only  question left for 
the reader is to decide whether or not he will accept or reject this claim. Some people do, I Thess. 2:13, 
and some do not, Jeremiah 36:23-25.  We could produce many arguments to support our belief in the 
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divine inspiration of the scriptures, and we could counter the many arguments made by skeptics against 
the Biblical claim of inspiration, but that would take us beyond the scope of this series of lessons.  

For now, consider the significance of our conviction that  the Bible is God’s word.  When we 
pick up a Bible we hold a book that contains a verbal message from our Creator.  This fact should 
instill within us a deep  reverence for the Bible.  It  is also what makes the subject of Bible transmission 
so important.  We must be certain that God’s divine message has not been spoiled by human error.

Fortunately, it has been the common acceptance of the Bible’s inspiration which has led men 
through the years to not only  revere and vigorously  study the Bible, but to also copy, keep, and 
preserve it with the utmost care.  As we shall see, it is because of this devotion and vigilance that it is 
possible for us to have complete confidence that the Bible we read today is, for all practical purposes, 
the very same Bible that was written by the prophets so long ago.

Questions

1. Briefly enumerate the reasons why you personally believe the Bible to be inspired?

2. What difference does what a person believes about the inspiration of the scriptures make when it 
comes to such matters as doctrine, moral issues, religious observance, etc.?

3. What do we mean by plenary (full), verbal, inspiration?  What do we mean when we say that we    
believe in the inerrancy of the scriptures?

4. Does the belief in full verbal inspiration mean that God operated the authors of the Bible like 
puppets and that none of the character or qualities of the individual human authors are observable 
in the text of their books?  

5. Can you think of any  passages where Biblical authors relied upon the precise wording of an earlier 
scripture in order to establish the divine authority for a point they were making?  
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6. How is it possible to express divine, eternal truths in the crude languages of man?

7. Name some of the techniques and provisions that God makes in the Bible to overcome our limited 
capacity to understand Him.

8. If God is able to put His will for us into human language, and has done so, what does this say about 
our ability, and responsibility, to understand what He has said?     

9. Do all the books of the Bible contain a claim that  the author was inspired?  How might we know 
that a book was inspired in spite of the absence of such a direct claim?
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Lesson 2

Methods and Materials of Writing in the Ancient World
 
 To understand how the Bible was written, collected, and copied, it is helpful to learn something 
about the techniques that were used to make books in the ancient world.   
 Large scale printing with movable type was not invented until the 15th century.  Before this all 
literary  documents had to be written by hand.  Such documents are called “manuscripts” from the Latin 
words “manus” and “scriptus” which mean “hand” and “writing” respectively.   Moses first began to 
write the Bible sometime around 1450 BC.  The first printing of the Bible using a press was made in 
the year AD 1456 by Johann Gutenberg.  This means that for a period lasting approximately 3,000 
years the Bible had to be copied by hand.   As you can imagine, the methods of writing and the 
materials used to copy the Bible varied through the years.  Our knowledge of how the Bible was 
transmitted comes from Biblical statements, extra-biblical literature, existing manuscripts, and 
archaeology.  From these sources we learn that the history  of the Bible follows closely the evolution of 
the art of writing in the ancient world.  Following is a summary of these various writing methods.

Writing Surfaces

 Stone:  Men first began carving words or symbols in stone during the earliest days of 
civilization.  Using a chisel or a metal stylus letters could be etched onto a prepared surface.  This kind 
of writing was naturally  slow and cumbersome, so it was only done to preserve important documents, 
such as law codes, or to adorn important buildings.  Writing in stone had the one advantage of being 
practically permanent, and some of the oldest surviving human records are preserved in stone.  
 The Bible makes a few references to this type of record keeping.   The ten commandments were 
carved on tablets of stone, Ex. 31:18, 34:1, 28.  The law of Moses also required that Israel set up stones 
in the promised land and write the law on them, Deut. 27:2-3, Josh. 8:30-32.  See Job 19:24.
 Clay:  In the regions of the Bible lands, and especially  to the east, it was customary  from 
ancient times to write on small tablets of soft clay which could then be dried and kept as a permanent 
record.  Literally thousands of documents of this type have been discovered in “archives” that  have 
been dug up  by archaeologists in the Middle East.  There may be a reference to this type of writing in 
the Bible, Ezek. 4:1, but it is doubtful if the scriptures were ever preserved in this fashion. 
 Pottery:  Sometimes brief messages would be written with ink and pen on the smooth surface 
of a broken piece of pottery.  These fragile documents are called ostraca.   Ostraca were like the “note 
pads” of the ancient world.  Dozens of Hebrew ostraca have been found in Palestine, some of which 
corroborate specific events in Biblical history.  They also help  us to date the development of Biblical 
language. Some ancient ostraca have even been found which contain short fragments of NT scripture.   
 Wax Tablets:  Small flat boards covered with a thick wax surface were used for note taking 
and school work.  A metal stylus was used to scratch words into the wax ,which could then be 
smoothed out for reuse.  Zechariah may have written on such a tablet in Lk. 1:63.  
 Wood Tablets:   Sometimes a prepared wood tablet with a smooth surface was used to make a 
permanent record.  This type of tablet may be referred to in Isaiah 30:8 and Habakkuk 2:2.  
 Leather:  It is was probably on animal skins that much of the OT was first written and then 
copied.  Several lines of evidence point to this conclusion.  In the early period of the OT scrolls were 
made of tanned sheets of animal skins.  After tanning the skins would be cut into rectangular “pages” 
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and then sown together into long strips.  These long strips would then be rolled onto a wooden cylinder 
to make a scroll.  We will give a further description of scrolls a little later.
 The reference to a “scribe’s knife” in Jer. 36:23 gives a hint as to the writing material that was 
used by Jeremiah.  A scribe’s knife was a sharp  knife that was used by scribes who wrote on leather.  
The knife was used to scrape ink off of the leather when a mistake had been made.  This type of device 
was not generally used with other types of writing material.  The fact that Jehoiakim had to use a knife 
to cut Jeremiah’s scroll also points to leather.  Some scholars take the opposite view and doubt that 
Jehoiakim would have burned leather indoors, given the smoke and odor this would have produced. 
  Finally, the Talmud, the Jewish book of oral law and tradition, gives specific rules for the 
preparation of animal skins for the purpose of making copies of the scriptures.  These rules date back 
to the time of Christ, and probably earlier. 
 Papyrus:  By the time of the NT the use of papyrus for writing had become widespread in the 
ancient world, and it is likely that the NT was first written and copied on this medium.  
 Papyrus was a crude form of paper which the ancient Egyptians perfected very early in their 
history.  To make sheets of papyri they would cut strips of vegetable fiber from stalks of the papyrus 
plant which grew along the Nile.  These strips would be laid together side by side, a natural glue would 
be applied, and then a second layer of strips would be put down running crossways to the first.  These 
layers would be then pressed or pounded together and allowed to dry.  The sheets would then be 
rubbed smooth with pumice.  The result was a fairly even writing surface forming a “page” that varied 
in size between 7 by 11 to 9 by  13 inches.  At some point the Egyptians began to export this cheap and 
useful paper throughout the Mediterranean world.  It was in widespread use in Greece and Rome by 
500 BC. 
 For documents of several pages the individual sheets of papyri would be glued together to 
make a scroll.  Scrolls averaged between 20 and 30 feet  in length, but they  could be longer or shorter 
according to the need,  and some scrolls were over 100 feet long.  Often they would be stored inside a 
protective sheath made of leather.  Up until the first century AD nearly all long documents were written 
on scrolls.  But from AD 100 to 300 people started binding the sheets of papyri into codices.  A codex 
is what we would call a book.  In a codex the pages are bound together along one edge so that you can 
flip through them.   We will discuss this change in more detail a little later.
 The NT does not say what material was used by its writers, but the evidence points to papyrus.  
The “paper” mentioned in II John 12 was almost certainly  papyrus.  Most documents and letters 
written during the first century were written on papyrus.  The oldest NT manuscripts that have been 
found,  those dating from AD 120 to AD 330, are all written on papyri.  The Dead Sea scrolls throw 
some light on this question.  These scrolls contain copies of OT scripture that were made between 150 
BC and AD 50.  Some of the scrolls are written on leather, and some are on papyri.  This tells us that 
both materials were available to the writers of the NT.  However, leather scrolls were probably more 
expensive, and it is likely that the early Christians would have used papyri.  
 It is interesting to note that the Greek word for papyrus was “biblos”, from which the word for 
book, “biblion”, was derived, and hence the name “Bible.”
 Vellum and Parchment:  Vellum and parchment were very fine writing surfaces made from 
leather.  These materials differed from the earlier leather documents we have already discussed by  the 
manner in which they were prepared.  Instead of being tanned they  were stretched, dried, and scraped 
clean.  Then they were then rubbed very smooth with stones or pumice.  Sometimes they were rubbed 
with chalk, presumably to lighten the surface.  The end result was a flexible, smooth, and durable 
writing surface. Technically, vellum was made from the skin of calves and parchment was made from 
the skin of sheep, but the words are often used interchangeably.  Beginning around AD 300 vellum and 
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parchment began to displace the use of papyri for writing.  This happened because papyri became 
increasingly  more difficult to obtain.  For this reason, manuscripts of the Bible that date from the 
fourth century until the middle ages are usually written on vellum or parchment. The oldest complete 
Bibles we have date from AD 300 to 350 and are written on vellum.  Vellum manuscripts of the Bible 
are all bound as codices, the use of scrolls having been phased out during the first three centuries. 

Writing Devices and Ink

 To write on these surfaces people in the ancient world used various types of crude pens.  Job 
refers to an iron stylus used for engraving stone, Job 19:24, (See also Jer. 17:1). For writing on 
impressionable material such as clay or wax a stylus made of metal, bone, or ivory was used.   Ink pens 
during Bible times were normally made out of reeds.  A small length of reed would be sharpened to 
form a narrow wedge at the tip, like a chisel.  A slit  or groove was sometimes cut into the tip  to hold a 
small amount of ink that could be drawn out as the writing was done.  The word for “pen” in Jer. 8:8 
and III John 1:13 almost certainly  refers to this type of instrument.  Quill pens were not generally  used 
until the advent of vellum, because papyri was too fragile to handle the hardness of a quill pen.
 Ink was made from charcoal or soot mixed with vegetable gums in a water base.  This ink was 
quite durable and effective, as evidenced by the survival of writing on manuscripts thousands of years 
old.  Ink is referred to in the Bible in Jer. 36:18, II Cor. 3:3, II John 1:12, and III John 1:13.
 To us it sounds impossible to write legible documents using such crude materials, but if you 
look at examples of writing on ancient documents you realize that the scribes of old were truly artisans 
and craftsmen.  Their writing is usually clear and precise.  

Scrolls 

 Scrolls were made by  attaching several sheets of writing material into one long continuous 
strip.  This long sheet of material would then be attached at both ends to wooden rollers and wound 
around the roller at the end of the scroll.  As the scroll was unwound for reading, the uncovered portion 
would be wound around the roller at the beginning of the scroll.  When writing on scrolls the words 
would be written in narrow columns, about three inches wide, usually  with two columns to a page.  
The columns were written in such a way that the length of the column was parallel to the wooden 
roller.  You could then stretch the scroll out horizontally, with your arms to your sides, and expose one 
or two columns at a time, Jer. 36:23.
 It is likely that all of the books of the Bible were originally written on scrolls, except for 
perhaps the smaller NT letters which would have easily  fit  on one page of papyrus.  The OT refers to 
scrolls as being the devices upon which the scriptures were written, Deut. 17:18, Psalm 40:7, Jer. 36:2.  
The analogy used in Is. 34:4 which says “the sky will be rolled up  like a scroll” confirms our 
understanding of what a scroll was.   Also, one of the words for “scroll” was a word derived from the 
Hebrew word meaning “to roll”.  In latter years this was obviously the form in which the scriptures 
were copied.  The scriptures found among the Dead Sea scrolls are, of course, scrolls.  The Jews 
continued to copy the Hebrew scriptures on leather scrolls throughout their history.  Believe it or not, 
many Jewish groups still do it today.  I once saw a television program about a rabbi preparing such a 
scroll for a synagogue. 
 The writers of the NT probably also wrote on scrolls, but these were probably of the papyrus 
variety.  The word “biblion” that  occurs several times in the NT is probably best understood as a 
reference to the scroll form of book, see Lk. 4:17, Gal. 3:10, II Tim. 4:13, Heb. 9:19.  This word is 
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obviously used of a scroll in Rev. 6:14.   John uses this word to refer to the book he had written, John 
20:30.  It is estimated that  the longer books of the NT, such as Luke and Acts, would have fit onto a 
scroll thirty five feet in length, which was considered at the outside edge of a standard scroll. 

The Codex Form of Book
 
 During the first century people began to make what  we would call “books”.  These were 
fashioned by  putting pages of papyrus together and binding them along one edge.  This made a long 
document a lot easier to “leaf through”, and in this way more rapidly find what you were looking for.  
It also had the advantage of allowing you to use both sides of the paper, since scrolls were usually only 
written on one side.  This practice was apparently  adopted first  by businessmen for keeping records, 
but it may have been the early  Christians who pioneered its use in the publication of literary works.   
Most of the early “literary” codices that have been found are of Christian literature.  Pagan literature 
did not adopt the codex until a century or two later.  There may have been several reasons for this.  One 
is that codices were more frugal, making the most use of the paper that one had.  Another reason was 
that Christians were probably  more interested in constantly referring to their scriptures than pagans 
who simply read books for leisure.  Finally, the codex form allowed several books to be put together, 
thus forming a single volume of all one’s important letters.  A collection of the gospels or of Paul’s 
letters on scrolls would have been quite cumbersome, but a codex made such a collection very 
manageable.  The fact that most of the early  papyri manuscripts of the NT are the first examples of 
such a literary innovation is a testament to the fact that early Christians saw their scriptures as a body 
of sacred literature.   They wanted to put them all together into one book, one “Testament” if you will. 

Writing Styles

 The method or style of writing is very  important to the history of the transmission of the Bible.  
For one thing, there is the consideration of the languages into which the scriptures were originally 
written: Hebrew for the OT and Greek for the NT.  Writing form is also important in the dating of 
ancient manuscripts.   Scholars are able to tell when a copy of the Bible was made by such things as 
the size, shape, and style of the letters used.  Other matters such as method of punctuation, 
ornamentation, and text divisions also allow us to sort out the manuscripts into different periods. 
 The OT was written in Hebrew, although some small portions, particularly in Daniel, were 
written in the related language of Aramaic.  Ancient Hebrew was written with an alphabet of 22 
consonants.  There were no vowels.  The vowel sounds were simply “understood” by the reader 
familiar with the Hebrew vocabulary. Vowel points were added later in order to make reading and 
pronunciation easier for those who did not know Hebrew well.  Hebrew is written backwards, that is, 
from right to left.  The books start in the back, and then they run to the front.   
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 The NT was written in Greek.  The original letters or books may have been written in a less 
formal running script, but the oldest manuscripts we have are in the formal “Uncial” style which uses 
all capital letters.  At the end of some of his letters, Paul says, “I write this greeting in my  own hand.” 
It is possible that the bulk of these letters was written in the Uncial style by a professional scribe, but 
that Paul’s greeting was written in a cursive hand.  There are papyri documents of a secular nature that 
have this very  feature.  In the Uncial script the letters all “run together,” meaning that there is no break 
between words.  If we wrote this way it would look something like this:  

  INTHEBEGINNINGWASTHEWORDANDTHEWORDWASWITHGOD
  ANDTHEWORDWASGODHEWASINTHEBEGINNINGWITHGOD

 While this may seem very confusing to us, the people at that time were quite used to it. 

 Questions

1. If God’s people could know His law when books and copies were so hard to come by, how much 
more do you suppose God expects us to be students of His word?

2. Would making your personal hand written copy of the Bible make it more special to you?

Rhind Papyrus, 1650 BC, Egyptian Math Text
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Lesson 3

Who Wrote The Books Of The Old Testament?

 The OT is a collection of 39 books. These books were written by about 30 different men who 
lived at various times between 1500 BC and 400 BC.  In this lesson we will look at information from 
both the scriptures and tradition concerning the authorship of each book of the Old Testament. 

5 Books of Moses, Genesis - Deuteronomy 

 The universal testimony of the scriptures and of Jewish tradition is that Moses wrote the first 
five books of the Bible.  The Lord instructed Moses to write a book of memory, Ex. 17:14, and we are 
told that Moses wrote in a book all the words of the covenant made at  mount Sinai, Ex. 24:7.  Moses 
refers to this book of the law in his speech recorded in Deuteronomy, Deut. 28:58, 29:20-21.  It would 
also appear that Moses continued to write in the book until the time of his departure, Deut. 31:24-26.  
The Lord spoke to Joshua and referred to the book of law given by Moses, Jos. 1:8.  Throughout the 
OT the law of God is spoken of as being in a book written by Moses, Jos. 8:31,34-35, 23:6, I Kings 
2:3, etc.  This book included Deuteronomy, referred to as the book of the law of Moses, II Kings 14:6.

This book of Moses was apparently  stored in the tabernacle and then the temple.  It was 
neglected for many years, but it was found in the temple during the reign of Josiah sometime around 
640 BC, II Chron. 34:14.  It  was then used to institute extensive reforms, II Chron. 34:29-31.  This 
book did not simply  contain the law of Moses, but it was called the book of Moses, II Chron. 35:12.  In 
the days of Ezra the “book of the law of Moses” was read before the people, Neh. 8:1.  What did this 
book contain?  Instructions from the books of Numbers and Leviticus were carried out, and these were 
said to be according to what was written in the book of Moses, Ezra 3:2, 6:18.  Instructions in 
Leviticus were carried out  by Nehemiah according to what was written in the book of the law of 
Moses, Neh. 8:1,14, and a passage from Deuteronomy was said to be from the book of Moses, Neh. 
13:1.   

The NT also testifies that it was Moses who wrote the first five books of the OT.  In Mark 
12:19 the book of Deuteronomy is quoted and it  is said that “Moses wrote for us a law…”, and in Mark 
12:26 Jesus quotes a passage in Genesis and refers to it as being in the book of Moses.  Jesus said of 
Moses, “he wrote of Me”, John 5:46.  The OT is referred to in summary  as “Moses and the prophets” 
in places such as Lk. 24:27, John 1:45,   According to the official Jewish canon of OT scriptures that 
was recognized at the time, the “Moses” part of “Moses and the prophets” was understood to include 
the books of Genesis through Deuteronomy.   Moses was read in the synagogues every  Sabbath, Acts 
15:21.  Paul cites Leviticus and says, “Moses writes…”, Rom. 10:5.  

There are other similar passages, but these are sufficient to demonstrate that all of the people in 
Bible times believed that Moses wrote the material now covered by the first  five books of the Bible.  
Through the years many  scholars have disputed this claim.  For a long time it was asserted that writing 
had not been invented by the time of Moses.  However subsequent finds in archaeology conclusively 
demonstrated that writing in many forms had been around long before Moses.  Having been raised as a 
prince in Pharaoh’s court, Moses would have been a very literate man.  Numerous literary theories 
have been proposed which presumably demonstrate that the books of Moses were pieced together from 
many sources written by different  men, but these amount to sheer speculation.   Other scholarly 
research has demonstrated that there is a remarkable unity across the writings of Moses, and that 



13

whoever wrote these books must have had firsthand knowledge of the times and places described in the 
books.  Only someone living close to the time of Moses and who was well educated in the political 
affairs of the ancient world could have been familiar with such matters.  Consider these summaries:
Genesis.  Genesis means “the beginning.” It explains the beginning of the world, sin, death, the 
languages, the nations, and the people of Israel. Moses wrote this book so that Israel would know how 
all things began and where they came from as a nation.  Jesus says that Moses wrote this book, Mark 
12:26, Luke 20:37. 

Exodus.  Exodus means “a going out.”  It tells how God led Israel out of Egyptian bondage and made 
a covenant with them at Mt. Sinai.  Moses wrote this book so that Israel would have a record of their 
beginning as a nation, and a record of the covenant they made with God.  Moses was told by God to 
write in a book a record of some of the things that happened to Israel at  the time of the Exodus, Ex. 
17:14.  Moses wrote in a book all the words of the covenant recorded in Exodus 20-23, Ex. 24:4-7.  

Leviticus.  Leviticus means “pertaining to the Levites.”  It is a record of the duties of the Levites and 
priests.  It was given to Moses by  God at Mt. Sinai. The first two verses, Lev. 1:1-2, state the premise 
of the book, that its contents are a record of what God said to Moses.  Sections of Leviticus cover the 
revelations made to Moses on Mt. Sinai, Lev. 7:37-38, 26:46, 27:34.  Jesus refers to its rules as being 
prescribed by Moses, Matt. 8:4.  Paul quoted Leviticus as having been written by Moses, Rom. 10:5.

Numbers.  Numbers contains a record of how Israel crossed the wilderness on their way to the 
promise land. The first and last verses say that the book records God’s communication with Moses.  
Numb. 33:2 says that Moses recorded the details of Israel’s journeys.  The organization of the Levites 
given in Numbers is said to be “written in the book of Moses” in Ezra 6:18.  

Deuteronomy.  Deuteronomy means “second giving of the Law.”  As a new generation was about to 
enter the promised land, Moses delivered a speech in which he repeated the covenant that Israel must 
keep  with God.  Since the whole book is presented as a speech given by Moses, Deut. 1:1-5, it is 
reasonable to ascribe the book to him.  Deut. 31:9, 24-26 says that he did in fact  write out the words of 
the book, including the song of Deut. 32, Deut. 31:22.   Matt. 19:7-8 confirms that Deuteronomy was 
written by Moses.  The fact that the death and burial of Moses are recorded in the last chapter of 
Deuteronomy can easily be explained as an end notation written later, most likely by  Joshua, to whom 
the book of the law was entrusted, Joshua 1:8.  

12 Books of History, Joshua -Esther

 The twelve books of the OT beginning with Joshua and ending with Esther record the history of 
Israel from the time the nation entered the promised land until the return from Babylonian captivity.  
These books say little or nothing about who wrote them.  In some cases we may assume that the book 
is named after the author, such as with Joshua, Ezra, and Nehemiah.  But this was probably not the 
case for such books as Ruth or II Samuel.   When these books are referred to in the NT they are 
included among that group of scripture known as “the prophets”.  The books Joshua - II Kings, 
excluding Ruth,  are labeled under the title “Former Prophets” in the Jewish arrangement of the OT. It 
was the view of later inspired men, and Jewish tradition, that these books were written by the prophets.  

We know that some of the prophets wrote records of Israelite History. Note the following 
passages which mention these records: I Chron. 29:29 ( Samuel, Nathan, Gad), II Chron. 9:29 (Iddo), 
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12:15 (Shemiah, Iddo), 13:22 (Iddo), 20:34 (Jehu), 26:22 (Isaiah), 32:32 (Isaiah), 33:19 (Hozai).  It is 
likely that the books of history were written by these men and their successors among the prophets. It 
would seem that some prophets wrote “inspired histories” instead of a record of their own speeches 
and revelations as other prophets did.  These books complement the other prophetic books of the OT, 
by setting the historical background for the messages recorded in the individual books of the prophets.   

The OT occasionally refers to other books that we do not have.  Some of these appear to be 
records, poems, or official documents that have been lost.  See: Joshua 10:13, II Sam. 1:18, II Chron. 
24:27, II Chron. 33:18, II Chron. 35:4.  How much of this material was incorporated into the historical 
books of the OT is unknown. 

Joshua.  Joshua tells the story of how Joshua took the place of Moses and led Israel into military 
victory over the Canaanites.  It then records how they  settled into the promised land. At the end of the 
book we are told that  Joshua “wrote these words in the book of the law of God,” Joshua 24:26.  There 
are also some other references to records that were kept at the time, Joshua 10:13, 18:9.  Jewish 
tradition always attributed the book to Joshua.  A successor to Joshua, such as Eleazar the priest and his 
son Phinehas, probably wrote the last verses of the book, Joshua 24:29-33.  

Judges. This book is called judges because it refers to a series of leaders over Israel who were called 
judges.  It  covers a period of a few hundred years during which Israel went through several cycles of 
disobedience, punishment, and deliverance.  There is no statement of authorship.  Jewish tradition held 
that Samuel wrote it.  It was written sometime during the monarchy, Judges 17:6, 18:1, 19:1, etc.  One 
of the other prophets of the early monarchy, such as Nathan or Gad, might also be the author.  

Ruth.  Ruth was a Moabite woman who lived during the time of the judges. She married another 
Israelite and became the great grandmother of King David.  There is no statement of authorship.  This 
book was perhaps written to defend or explain why Kind David had a Moabite great grandmother, 
Ruth 4:18-22.  This points to a time when such an issue would have mattered, during the lifetime of  
David.  Samuel or Nathan may have written this book as part of their chronicle about David, I Chron. 
29:29. 

I & II Samuel.  While these appear as two books in our Bible, they were originally joined together 
into one book. I Samuel covers the rule of the last judge, Samuel, and the rule of the first king of Israel, 
Saul.  II Samuel then gives a record of the rule of king David.   There is no statement of authorship.   
The book may have gotten the name Samuel simply because Samuel is the first prominent character in 
the book.  Samuel dies in chapter 25, so he certainly  did not  write the remaining material.  However, 
we know that Samuel did some writing.  According to I Sam. 10:25 he wrote a book of regulations for 
the kingdom, and I Chron. 29:29 refers to certain chronicles.  It  is possible that the early material in the 
book was written by Samuel, and the rest by Nathan, Gad or one of the other succeeding prophets.    

I & II Kings.  I Kings picks up were II Samuel ended and covers the rest of the history of the kings of 
Israel down to the time of the Babylonian captivity.  As with the two books of Samuel, I and II Kings 
originally  formed one book. There is no statement of authorship. As noted earlier, Samuel, Nathan, and 
Gad kept some sort of record of the kings, I Chron. 29:29. The two books of Chronicles make frequent 
mention to a “book of the Kings of Judah and Israel”, see I Chron. 9:1, II Chron. 16:11, 20:34, etc., and 
Kings refers to other records:  I Kings 11:41, and the Chronicles of the kings of Judah, 14:29, etc.    
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It would appear that an ongoing and contemporary record of the rule of the various kings was 
kept by the prophets of God, and these were collected into one book.  The work of the prophets as they 
communicated with the various kings forms a major portion of these books. II Kings ends with the 
Babylonian captivity.  The final addition to this record of the kings was probably  made at that time by 
one of the prophets of the captivity who compiled all of the previous records into one book.  According 
to Jewish tradition Jeremiah wrote or compiled the book of the Kings.  However, the last reference in 
the book is to the restoration of Jehoiachin in Babylon.  This section may have been added by  a later 
prophet, since Jeremiah was exiled in Egypt and probably did not live long enough to have known of 
this event.  Ezekiel, Daniel, or some other prophet of the exile may have been the final author. 
I Chronicles & II Chronicles.  Here again we have two books that were originally  joined into one. 
These books go back and cover again the history of king David, the rule of Solomon, and all of the 
descendants of David that ruled in the southern kingdom of Judah.  They  end with Judah carried away 
into Babylonian captivity.  There is no statement of authorship.  Numerous references are made to the 
book of kings: I Kings 11:41, 14:19, 15:7, etc.  Other passages refer to the writings of various 
prophets: II Chron. 9:29, 12:15, 13:22, 20:34, 26:22, 32:32, 33:19.  Again, this leads us to believe that 
the books of Chronicles are a compilation of the records kept  by the prophets.  These records were 
possibly collected and completed by Ezra.  Jewish tradition names Ezra as the author. The similarity  of 
the last few verses of II Chronicles with the first few verses of Ezra points to this conclusion. 
According to early Jewish historical records, Nehemiah “collected the books about the kings and 
prophets, and the writings of David,” 2 Maccabees 2:13.  Ezra, a contemporary of Nehemiah, may 
have used these records to write the history of the Chronicles.

Ezra.  This book tells how two different groups of Jews returned to Judah after several years of living 
in captivity in Babylon.  The first group was led by Zerubbabel.  The second group was led by Ezra.  
There is no statement of authorship, but there are several verses where the author speaks in the first 
person, and it is clear that Ezra is doing the speaking, see Ezra 7:28, 8:15-17, 8:21.  Jewish tradition 
ascribed the book to Ezra.  

Nehemiah.  This book tells about the third group to return from captivity led by Nehemiah.  Nehemiah 
also led the people to rebuild the wall around Jerusalem and to restore their observance of the law of 
Moses. The first  verse tells us that the book was written by Nehemiah.  Nehemiah speaks in the first 
person in numerous places throughout the book.  

Esther.  This book tells the story of Esther.  She was a Jewess who married the king of Persia and was 
able to save the Jews still living in captivity from a severe persecution.  There is no statement of 
authorship.  Esther 9:20 states that Mordecai “recorded these events”  and along with Esther sent out 
letters concerning what had happened, Esther 9:29-30, and on this basis it has often been argued that 
Mordecai wrote the book.  However, the context of this statement points to an author writing years 
later. Josephus and other ancient Jewish sources credit  Mordecai as the author.  The story  of Esther 
occurred a few years before the work of Ezra and Nehemiah, and these men would have been 
contemporaries of Queen Esther.  It is possible that one of them recorded the book of Esther.  
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5 Books of Wisdom and Poetry, Job - Song of Solomon

 It is generally believed that the five books of wisdom in the OT were written during the period 
of the monarchy in Israelite history.  David and Solomon were probably responsible for the bulk of the 
material.  These men had the time and ability necessary to write these reflective pieces of literature.  

Job.  This book records the story of a man who apparently lived during the age of the Patriarchs.  Job 
was a righteous man who lost everything.  Through a series of dialogues between Job and his friends, 
and then between Job and God, the book explores the question of suffering.  There is no statement of 
authorship.  Jewish tradition held that it was written in the days of the patriarchs.  It is interesting that 
Job expresses a wish for his story to be recorded, Job 19:23. Perhaps Job himself wrote of his 
experience. The ancient setting of the book has led some to suggest Moses as the author.  Given the 
similarities in style and content with some of the other wisdom literature, Solomon also seems a likely 
candidate.  Perhaps using an ancient record Solomon was moved by God to write the tale in Hebrew.    

Psalms. This book contains 150 songs of worship written by the following men: 

David , the main contributor:
73 psalms are assigned to David, based on the titles. The titles are present in the oldest 

manuscripts, so we don’t know how far back they go, but statements in the NT appear to support their 
inspiration, Mk 12:35-37, Acts 2:25, 34, 13:34-37.  The character and history of David would naturally 
qualify him for the composition of many of the psalms.  He was taken into the house of Saul as a 
skilled musician, I Sam. 16:14-19.  He is mentioned as having invented instruments of music (probably 
introduced them) in Amos 6:5.  He composed a dirge at the death of Saul, 2 Sam. 1:17-27.  He is 
referred to as “the sweet psalmist of Israel”, and he said of himself, “The Spirit  of the Lord spoke by 
me, and his word was in my tongue,” 2 Sam. 23:1-2.  David was among those directed by God to 
employ musical instruments, II Chron. 29:25-28.

II Samuel 22:1 says, “And David spoke unto the Lord the words of this song...,”  This song is 
repeated in Ps. 18.  In I Chron. 16:8-36 we find a song which David delivered into the hands of Asaph 
and his brethren.  It is found in Ps. 105.  Jesus ascribes Psalm 110 to David, Lk. 20:42.  Ps. 16 and 110 
are credited to David by  Peter in the sermon at Pentecost, Acts 2:25-30.  Acts 4:24-26 & Acts 13:33-36 
refer to Ps. 2 as having been written by David. 

Asaph, one of the Levites:
12 psalms are assigned to Asaph.  He was one of the chief musicians appointed by  David for 

the temple service, I Chron. 6:31-32, 39.  He is mentioned along with David as having furnished the 
song which was sung in the temple service during the reign of king Hezekiah, II Chron. 29:30.

Sons Of Korah, Levites: 
12 psalms are associated with the sons of Korah. The Korahite Levites held a position of high 

honor under David. They are mentioned as being over “the work of the service, keepers of the gates of 
the tabernacle...,” I Chain. 9:19.  In II Chron. 20:14-19, when king Jehosaphat and the people of Judah 
worshipped Jehovah, the Korahites stood up and sang praises to God. 
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Others:
Solomon is credited with two psalms, Ps. 72 & 127.  Moses wrote Ps. 90.  Heman wrote Ps. 88.  

Ethan wrote Ps. 89   This leaves us with 48 Psalms whose authors are not identified.  We know that 
David wrote at least some of these “anonymous” psalms.  (See Psalm 2 and Acts 4:25, Psalm 105 and  
I Chron. 16:7-22, Psalm 96 and I Chron. 16:23-36.)  

Proverbs. This book contains wise sayings written by  Solomon and other prophets.  The first verse 
says, “The proverbs of Solomon, the son of David, king of Israel.”  Solomon was certainly qualified to 
be the author.  He is credited with great wisdom, and with having written 3,000 proverbs and 1,005 
songs, I Kings 4:29-34.  That Solomon wrote a great deal may also be surmised from Eccl. 12:12.  

These wise sayings of Solomon were apparently  not all put into one book originally, but were 
collected later from different writings of Solomon.  We gather this from the apparent addition of more 
material to the book, beginning with Proverbs 10:1, and again with Prov. 25:1.  This last verse sates 
“These also are proverbs of Solomon which the men of Hezekiah, king of Judah, transcribed.”  These 
“men of Hezekiah” may have included the prophets Isaiah and Micah who were contemporaries of 
Hezekiah.  This practice of adding more inspired material to an inspired book explains why some of 
the latter parts of Proverbs were written by other “wise men,”  Prov. 22:17, 24:23.  Solomon may have 
simply  included these sayings which he had learned from others.  Finally  chapter 30 is ascribed to a 
prophet by the name of Agur, and chapter 31 was written by a king named Lemuel.  
Ecclesiastes.  This book asks questions about the meaning of life and whether there is any point to 
man’s activities.  The author identifies himself in Eccl. 1:1 with the words, “The words of the preacher, 
the son of David, king in Jerusalem.”  Eccl. 1:12 says that he is king over Israel.  This could only refer 
to Solomon, as he was the only  son of David to rule over all of Israel from Jerusalem.  This is also 
similar to the direct reference to Solomon in Proverbs 1:1.  The context and content of the book also 
point to Solomon.  The author speaks of his great wealth, wisdom, building activities, etc., and this fits 
Solomon exactly.  See also Eccl. 12:9-10.  Jewish tradition also ascribes the book to Solomon.

Song of Solomon.  This book is also called “Canticles”.  It is a love song that describes the courtship 
and marriage of a man and a Shulammite woman.  Interpreters differ as to the identity of the man.  It is 
probably  Solomon.  Solomon certainly is involved in some way in the story, see 1:5, 3:7, 9, 11, 8:11, 
12.  The title of the book derived from the first verse points to Solomon as the author.  Solomon is said 
to have written 1,005 songs, I Kings 4:32.  The vocabulary and writing style is said to be very similar 
to that  of Ecclesiastes.  The writers interest in nature accords well with Solomon’s reputation, I Kings 
4:33.  The wealth and opulence described also matches the age of Solomon.

5 Major Prophets

 The books of the prophets nearly  all state their authors, usually in the first few verses of the 
book.  They are usually  written in the first person, the prophet recording his personal testimony of what 
was said to him or by him, what happened in his presence, or what God revealed to him.  

Isaiah. God sent Isaiah to predict calamity for northern Israel and the surrounding nations and to warn 
Judah to repent.  The first verse declares Isaiah to be the author, and the contents of the book are 
offered as the total sum of the vision he saw over the course of his whole career.  Is. 30:8 tells us that 
God ordered Isaiah to record at  least some portion of his message.  II Chron. 26:22 tells us hat Isaiah 
was responsible for writing a record of the acts of Uzziah.  II Chron. 32:32  says that the acts and deeds 
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of Hezekiah are “written in the vision of Isaiah the prophet,”.  This perhaps refers to the historical 
interlude in chapters 36-39 of Isaiah which relate to Hezekiah.  Jewish tradition from as early as 180 
BC names Isaiah as the author.  The book of Isaiah is quoted in the NT and the words are attributed to 
Isaiah in places such as Lk. 3:4, 4:17.  The oldest manuscript of a complete book of the Bible is the 
Isaiah scroll found among the Dead Sea scrolls.  It dates from around 150 BC.  

Jeremiah. God sent Jeremiah to predict the Babylonian captivity and to warn Judah to repent. The first 
three verses of the book declare that it is a record of the words of Jeremiah to whom the word of the 
Lord had come.  This statement is followed by a synopsis of Jeremiah’s entire career.  Since this is also 
the same period covered by the book, it  is easy to conclude that we are to understand the entire book as 
a record of Jeremiah’s career as a prophet.    Again, most of the book is written in the first person.  In 
one place it is specifically  mentioned by Jeremiah that he is recording his words in a book, Jer. 25:13.  
In Jer. 30:2 God orders Jeremiah to “Write all the words which I have spoken to you in a book.”  Again 
in Jer. 36:2-4, God instructs the prophet to write everything in a book that God had said from the 
beginning of his career.  This book was dictated by  Jeremiah to a scribe named Baruch, Jer. 36:18.  
This first book was destroyed by  the wicked king Jehoiakim, 36:23.  But God ordered Jeremiah to 
write the book again, and this was done, with the remark that “many similar words were added to 
them,” Jer. 36:32.  Reference to this book is made again in Jer. 45:1, and again in 51:60.  70 years later, 
Daniel refers to the book written by Jeremiah, Dan. 9:2.  Jer. 31:15 is quoted in Matt. 2:17-18 and 
attributed to Jeremiah the prophet.  Needless to say, Jewish tradition names Jeremiah as the author.   

Lamentations.  This “book of sorrows” is a lament over the destruction of Jerusalem by the 
Babylonians.  There is no statement of authorship.  Jewish tradition from the earliest times uniformly 
ascribed the work to Jeremiah.  The oldest copies that we have of the book, such as the one found in 
the Septuagint version of the OT, also name Jeremiah as the author.  The author lived at the time of the 
captivity and felt deep anguish over the fallen fortunes of his people.  This certainly fits Jeremiah well. 

Ezekiel.  Ezekiel was a prophet who lived with the Jewish captives in Babylon.  God sent him to warn 
the captives that they would not return home again soon, and that they  should repent.  Ezekiel is named 
as the prophet of the book in the first three verses, Ezek. 1:1-3.  The whole book is written from the 
first person.  Ezekiel is again named as being the person speaking in Ezek. 24:24.  

Daniel. This book tells the story of Daniel, a Jewish captive living in Babylon who remained true to 
God in the midst of a pagan society.  Daniel also prophesied about future events leading up  to the 
coming of the Messiah.  While the first half of the book is written from an historical, third person, 
point of view, the second half is written in the first person and presented as a record of visions seen by 
Daniel, Dan. 7:1-2, 9:1-2, 10:1-2, etc.  Daniel was told to write the things he had seen and seal them in 
a book, Dan. 12:4.  The existence of the man Daniel is corroborated by references to him by the 
contemporary  prophet, Ezekiel, Ezek. 14:14, 20, 28:3.  Many terms and facts recorded in Daniel are so 
accurate in their depiction of Persian governmental affairs that whoever wrote the book was certainly 
familiar with the period and background described.  Daniel fits this requirement.  Finally, Jesus refers 
to Daniel as the author of the book in Matt. 24:15.
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12 Minor Prophets, Hosea - Malachi

 These twelve books written by  various prophets were joined together as one book in the ancient 
Hebrew Bible.  This single book was called “The Twelve”, and it was included among the writings 
referred to as “The Latter Prophets”.   Each of these books begins with roughly the same formula, 
naming the prophet and offering the following material as the oracle or message that the prophet had 
received from God.  On this basis we may assume that the author in each case is the prophet named at 
the beginning.  This was the view of Jewish tradition. 

Hosea.  God sent Hosea to warn the northern kingdom of Israel that they  were about to be destroyed 
because of their wickedness.  See Hosea 1:1-2.  The prophet speaks in the first person in Hosea 3:1-5. 

Joel.  God sent  Joel to warn Judah that the calamities they were experiencing were God’s punishment 
for their sinfulness and that they should repent.   See Joel 1:1.  Joel is named as the author in Acts 2:16.

Amos. God sent Amos to warn the northern kingdom of Israel that they were about to be carried away 
because of their wickedness.  See Amos 1:1.  The prophet uses the first person in Amos 7:1-8, 8:1, etc.

Obadiah.  God sent Obadiah to pronounce God’s wrath upon Edom because of that nation’s 
mistreatment of Judah.  See Obad. 1:1.  

Jonah.  God sent Jonah to warn the Assyrians to repent or He would destroy them.  They did repent 
and God spared them.  See Jonah 1:1.  This book differs from most of the other prophets in that it  is 
primarily  an historical narrative and not  simply a record of God’s words revealed to the prophet.  The 
book is also written entirely  in the third person.  The existence and work of Jonah the prophet  is 
confirmed in II Kings 14:25 and Matt. 12:39-41.  Jewish tradition held that Jonah was the author.
Micah.  God sent Micah to warn the people of Judah to repent.  See Micah 1:1.  The first  person is 
used in Micah 3:1, 7:1-20.  The prophet Micah is mentioned in Jer. 26:18.  

Nahum. God sent Nahum to predict the fall of Assyria. See Nah. 1:1.  

Habakkuk.  God sent Habakkuk to warn Judah that they were about to be conquered by Babylon 
because of her sins, Hab. 1:1, 2:2. He speaks in the first person in chapter 3 where he composes a song.

Zephaniah.  God sent Zephaniah to warn the people of Judah to repent. See Zeph. 1:1, 2:10-11.

Haggai.  God sent Haggai to encourage the Jews to rebuild the temple after the had returned from 
captivity.  See Haggai 1:1, 13, 2:1, 10, 20.  The prophet Haggai is mentioned in Ezra 5:1, 6:14.   

Zechariah.  God also sent Zechariah to encourage the Jews to rebuild the temple. See Zech. 1:1,7, 7:1. 
Zechariah speaks in the first person in numerous places in the book. Zechariah is also mentioned in 
Ezra 5:1, 6:14.  

Malachi.  God sent Malachi as the last  OT prophet to warn the Jews to repent and to wait for the 
Messiah. See Malachi 1:1.  Malachi 3:16 refers to the recording of a “book of remembrance.”
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Questions

1. Do we have to know for certain who wrote a book in the Bible in order to accept its inspiration?  

2. How did Jesus and the apostles of the NT regard the authors of the OT?

3. If some of the books of history in the OT were compiled from separate records kept  by  the 
prophets, an so had several authors, does this take anything away from their inspiration?

4. Why would the prophets be interested in writing histories and keeping historical records?  Why 
would the priests be interested in keeping records?  

5. What pieces of evidence found within the books themselves can we point to as proof that they were 
written close to the times that they describe?

6. Why is it important to believe that a book in the Bible was written by  the person the Bible says 
wrote it?

7. Why would the prophets think it was important for them to personally write a record of their 
visions, revelations, and speeches?
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Lesson 4

The Formation of the Old Testament 

 In this lesson we will consider how the books of the OT were first collected, copied, and 
received by the Jews into the canon of scripture.  We will follow the history of the OT up until the end 
first century.  

The Gradual Collection of the Books of the OT

There are some statements in the Bible which tell us how the books of the OT were collected 
and copied at  the very  beginning.  We know that Moses gave the book of law which he wrote to the 
priests and Levites.  He commanded them to store it in the tabernacle next to the ark of the covenant, 
Deut. 31:26.  The priests were to read the law before the whole nation at  least once every seven years, 
Deut. 31:9-13.  Apparently Joshua either had his own copy, or he made frequent  reference to the copy 
kept in the tabernacle, Jos. 1:8.   Joshua saw to it that the rules concerning the display of the law and its 
public reading were followed, Jos. 8:30-35. Joshua added his book to that of Moses, Jos. 24:26.  We 
may assume that the book of Joshua was kept along with those of Moses in the tabernacle.  

We do not know how often copies were made of these first books.  The law commanded that 
each king of Israel write out his own personal copy of the law, Deut. 17:18-19.  Many of the kings 
probably  did not keep this command, but David may very well have.  In his psalms David often refers 
to the delight he takes in learning God’s law, Psalm 19:7-8.  As we have noted, the early prophets such 
as Samuel, Nathan, and Gad wrote records, I Chron. 29:29.  The books of history written by the 
prophets may have immediately  been added to the collection of sacred books kept in the tabernacle, or 
they  may have been kept separately for a time.  It  is also likely that  men like Samuel who were both 
prophet and priest took care to preserve the sacred books already written, those of Moses and Joshua.

David wrote the majority of the Psalms.  Several notations in the Psalms indicate that these 
songs were recorded in some form and given to the priests and Levites to use in the tabernacle service, 
see the title notes of Psalms 4-9, 11-14, 18-22, etc.   David was the one who organized the use of 
musical worship in the tabernacle by  appointing certain groups of Levites to perform the psalms he had 
written, I Chron. 15:16.  We may assume the priests and Levites, having been charged with preserving 
the other sacred books, at some point collected the psalms of David and preserved them as well.   

When Solomon built the temple as a replacement for the tabernacle, the sacred books were 
transferred to the new structure.  We know this because the book of the law was found there in later 
years when the temple was refurbished, II Chron. 34:14.  Like his father before him, Solomon was a 
writer of psalms, Psalm 72, 127.  He also wrote and collected proverbs, I Kings 4:32.  He had a 
tremendous thirst  for learning and knowledge, to know what went before him, Eccl. 1:12-13.  Eccl. 
11:12 says that Solomon wrote books, and was guilty of “excessive devotion” to books.  Given these 
qualities we may  assume that Solomon had his own copies of the sacred books made, and he would 
certainly have seen to it that  the texts of the earlier books of the OT were preserved.  We concluded in 
an earlier lesson that  Solomon himself wrote the books of Proverbs, Ecclesiastes, and Song of 
Solomon.  He may also have written the book of Job.  We can not be sure at what point these books 
were included with the rest  and considered sacred or inspired, but they were probably  also kept and 
copied by the prophets and priests.
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That the books of law, and perhaps others, continued to be kept  by  the priests in the temple is 
verified by the story of the rediscovery  of the book of Moses in II Kings 22:8-13.  The books of God 
may have been neglected during the reigns of such evil men as Manasseh, but they were still there. 

Isaiah was a prophet and a priest during the middle years of the kingdom.  We know that he had 
access to these sacred books, Is. 34:16.   The other prophets also refer to the laws of Moses which were 
being broken by  Israel.  We may assume that they also had some means of reading the law and 
becoming familiar with its requirements.  As each of the prophets wrote their books, their disciples or 
the prophets who followed them probably collected and preserved them.  Daniel refers to things which 
he had read in the book written by Jeremiah the prophet, Dan. 9:2.  This tells us that copies of the 
sacred books had been taken by the Jews who went into Babylonian captivity.  

The Final Collection of the Books of the OT

 When the Jews returned from captivity under the leadership  of men such a Zerubabel, Ezra, and 
Nehemiah, an effort was made to reacquaint the people with the law of Moses.  Ezra and the priests 
read the law to the people in a public gathering, Neh. 8:2-14.   It is interesting to note the reference to 
Ezra opening the book in the sight of all the people, Neh. 8:5.  Also note that the priests had to explain 
what was read to the people, Neh. 8:8. This may have been necessary because the Jews had grown 
accustom to speaking Aramaic, while the law of Moses was written in Hebrew.  The two languages are 
similar, but many of the words and expressions may have been unfamiliar to the people.  
 It is at this point, somewhere around 430 BC, that the OT scriptures may have been collected 
into a single body of literature.  According to the apocryphal book of II Maccabees, (written around 
100 BC), Nehemiah “founded a library and collected the books about the kings and prophets, and the 
writings of David, and letters of kings about votive offerings,” II Maccabees 2:13.  Jewish tradition 
records that Ezra the priest, who worked along side of Nehemiah, was also involved in the collection 
of the OT canon.  Another Jewish apocryphal book, II Esdras, (written around AD 100), records the 
legend that Ezra wrote out all the books of the OT while being led by God’s spirit, see II Esdras 
14:37-48, esp. v. 45.   The Talmud refers to “The Great Synagogue” as a body of men who settled the 
corpus of the OT.  This group was led by Ezra, Nehemiah, Haggai, Zechariah, and Malachi.  

While we can not be certain as to the accuracy of these extra-biblical traditions, the Bible does 
lend some support to these conclusions.  Ezra 7:6 tells us that Ezra was a “scribe skilled in the law of 
Moses.” See also Ezra 7:11.  We also know from the books of Ezra and Nehemiah that Ezra was an 
ardent reformer who set himself the task of reconnecting the people of Judah back to their religious 
past.  It  would have been remarkable if Ezra had not made an effort to collect and preserve all of the 
sacred books.  We have also surmised that Ezra may have completed the book of Chronicles.  Since 
Ezra lived at the same time as the last prophet of the OT, Malachi, it may very well have been Ezra 
who collected all of the sacred books and put the OT into its present form. 

From the time of Ezra until the coming of Christ the scriptures were kept by the Jews in the 
second temple in Jerusalem.  We learn from I Maccabees 1:56 that Antiochus IV,  the Seleucid King 
who reigned around 170 BC, tried to have all the Jewish scriptures destroyed.  But according to II 
Maccabees 2:14-15, the success of the Maccabean revolt allowed the Jews to once again collect the 
books and preserve them.  This passage says, “In the same way  Judas also collected all the books that 
had been lost on account of the war which had come upon us, and they are in our possession.”  
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The Canon of the OT   

 We use the word “canon” to refer to the list of books which are recognized as being part of holy 
scripture.  This word comes from the ancient Greek word “kanon,” meaning “Straight rod, rule, or 
standard.”.   Many books were written in the ancient world by religious men.  However, we do not 
recognize all of these books as being part of God’s word.  How have we established that the current 39 
books in our OT are part  of scripture, while other books are not?  Certain criteria or standards have 
been applied to make this determination.  The books that “measure up” to this standard are accepted 
into the canon (measure) of scripture.   We will now look at how the canon of the OT was settled.
 To summarize the process by which the canon of the OT is determined, we may simply  say that 
we recognize as scripture those OT books which the Jews themselves have always accepted as 
scripture.   The 39 books found in the OT portion of our Bibles represent the material that the Jews 
have always recognized as being holy scripture.  Since these books were originally written for the 
Jews, they  as a people were best qualified to determine which ones were of God.  Rom. 3:2 says that 
the Jews were “entrusted with the oracles of God.” According to numerous ancient sources of tradition 
among the Jews, the canon of the OT was closed during the days of Ezra.  There are several other 
religious books which were written after the time of Ezra which some groups include in the Bible and 
we do not.  These books are called the Apocrypha.  We will consider these books in our next lesson.  
For now we will examine several of the ancient sources which we use to confirm the canon of the 
Hebrew scriptures.  First let’s look at the arrangement of the books of the OT in the Hebrew Bible.

The Hebrew Bible
 Our Old Testament contains the same books as the Hebrew Bible, but the books are arranged 
differently.  Following is a list of the books in the Hebrew Bible and an outline of their arrangement:

The Law      The Writings                                  
 
  Genesis      Psalms
  Exodus      Proverbs
  Leviticus      Job
  Numbers      Song of Solomon
  Deuteronomy      Ruth
         Lamentations

The Prophets      Ecclesiastes
         Esther
  (Former Prophets)     Daniel
  Joshua       Ezra-Nehemiah (one book)
  Judges       I & II Chronicles (one book)
  I & II Samuel (one book)    
  I & II Kings (one book)
  
  (Latter Prophets)
  Isaiah
  Jeremiah
  Ezekiel
  The Twelve (Hosea - Malachi)
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 Notice that  the Hebrew Bible is divided into three main categories.  These are: The Law, The 
Prophets, and The Writings.  We shall see the significance of this three-fold arrangement later when we 
consider the canon of the OT as it  was recognized by Jesus.  You will also notice that because several 
books are “lumped together” this makes the count of books 24 instead of 39.  This may seem odd to us, 
but only because we are so familiar with the arrangement found in our own Bibles.  The material is 
exactly  the same.  Now we will look at several early sources of tradition which verify  that this is the 
canon of scripture accepted by the Jews from ancient times. 

Early Sources For OT Canon

Septuagint:  The Septuagint was a translation of the Hebrew OT into the Greek language that 
was made in stages in Alexandria, Egypt.  This project  was begun around 250 BC, and it  was probably 
completed sometime around 150 BC.  While we do not have any copies of the Septuagint older than 
AD 350, several lines of evidence indicate that it originally included all of the books of the current 
Jewish canon and none of the apocryphal books.   See ISBE (rev.), “Canon of the OT”, Vol. 1, pg. 595.  

Ecclesiasticus:  The prologue to this apocryphal book, written around 130 BC, makes the first 
reference to the three-fold division of the OT outlined above.  It mentions “The Law, and the prophets 
and the other books of the fathers.”   The book itself, written around 180 BC, mentions some of the 
books of the OT, including the book of the 12 prophets, which we know as the minor prophets.

I Maccabees: This apocryphal book written around 120 BC refers to material from the books 
of Daniel and the Psalms in such a way that indicates that they had been received into the canon.  

Philo:  Philo was a Jewish philosopher who lived and wrote at the time of Christ.  In his works 
he directly quotes at least 16 of the 24 books of the Jewish OT.  He never quotes from the apocrypha.

Jesus and the NT:  One obvious source that we can use to settle the question of the OT canon 
is the NT.  Jesus and the inspired writers of the NT often quoted and referred to the OT scriptures.  
Their many references to “scripture”, “holy scripture”, “the law and the prophets”, etc., are a clear 
indication that they  believed that there was a closed body of writing that  was inspired and 
authoritative. By piecing together their testimony as to what they regarded as scripture we can 
determine what the canon of the OT was in their day.  

One important passage in this regard is the reference Jesus makes to the whole body of 
scriptures in Lk. 24:27,44.  Here Jesus uses the three-fold division of scriptures recognized by  the Jews 
to embody the whole OT: “the law of Moses and the prophets and the Psalms…”.   Another very 
important reference is made by Jesus in Luke 11:51.  Here Jesus says that the blood of all the past 
prophets would be brought upon the Jews.  Jesus lists these prophets with the words “from the blood of 
Abel to the blood of Zechariah.”  The record of Abel’s martyrdom is found in Genesis 4:8 and the 
murder of Zechariah is found in II Chron. 24:21.  In the Hebrew canon of scripture Genesis is the first 
book and II Chronicles is the last book.  In this way Jesus included all the martyrs from the beginning 
to the end of the OT.  This is viewed by  many  scholars as a strong indication that Jesus recognized the 
traditional Jewish canon of the OT. 

In the entire NT nearly every book of the OT is quoted as scripture.  The only exceptions are 
the books of Esther, Ecclesiastes, and Song of Solomon.  In the case of these books it is reasonable to 
assume that  they are not quoted simply  because their subject matter was not pertinent to the things 
discussed in the NT.  Meanwhile, none of the Apocrypha are quoted or referred to as scripture.   

Josephus:  Josephus was a Jew who wrote several books around AD 100 in which he gave a 
history of the Jews and tried to explain and defend the Jewish religion.  Josephus claimed to have 
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received the sacred books that were looted out of the temple when it  was destroyed in AD 70.  In his 
book “Against Apion” Josephus gives the following account of the sacred books among the Jews:

“For we have not an innumerable multitude of books among us,…but only twenty-two books, 
which contain the records of all the past times; which are justly believed to be divine; and of them five 
belong to Moses, which contain his laws and the traditions of the origin of mankind until his death.…
the prophets, who were after Moses, wrote down what was done in their times in thirteen books.  The 
remaining four books contain hymns to God, and precepts for the conduct of human life.  It is true that 
our history has been written since Artaxerxes very particularly, but hath not been esteemed of the like 
authority with the former by our forefathers, because there hath not been an exact succession of 
prophets since that time;”    (Against Apion, 1.8) 

First, we note that Josephus makes a distinction between the sacred books and the later non-
inspired books which we know as the Apocrypha.  He marks the reign of Artaxerxes, king of Persia, as 
the time when the succession of prophets and their inspired writing ceased.  Artaxerxes reigned until 
423 BC.  This corresponds with the date of the last book of the OT, Malachi, which was written around 
430 BC.  We also notice that Josephus only lists 22 books instead of the traditional 24 held to be 
inspired by the Jews.  This may have been a result of certain OT books being combined.  It is believed 
that in some ancient scroll collections of the OT Judges and Ruth were combined, as well as Jeremiah 
and Lamentations.  This was the view of Origin who wrote around AD 200.  

 II Esdras:  This apocryphal book written by a Jew around AD 100 gives the number of books 
in the OT canon as 24, (II Esdras 14:45).   
 The Council of Jamnia:  According to Jewish tradition, a council of Jewish rabbis met in 
Jamnia around AD 90 and discussed the canon of scripture.  The books of Ecclesistes and Song of 
Solomon were discussed and it  was agreed that they were to be considered part of scripture along with 
the other traditional books.  Some people give this date as the official closing of the OT canon.  
  The Talmud:  The Talmud is a book of Jewish tradition and a commentary on the law of 
Moses that was written from AD 200 to 500.  It confirms the canon of OT scripture as we have it  today.  
Some books were questioned at various times, such as Esther, Ecclesiastes, and Song of Solomon.  
This was not because of any tradition or record calling these books into doubt, but the questions arose 
from things in these books which some found to be difficult.  The decision was always made to 
continue to consider them to be part of scripture.  

Conclusion

 We can see that the history  of how the OT scriptures came together is long and involved.  While 
there are scholars today who may question when and how the books of the OT came to be written and 
regarded as scripture, we can see that those who lived at the time, the people of God themselves, had 
no such difficulty.  When Jesus referred to the things written about Him in “the Law of Moses and he 
Prophets and the Psalms” He had a definite list of books in mind.  When Paul wrote that “all scripture 
is inspired of God, and profitable…”, he knew exactly what books he was talking about.  The same 
goes for Peter with regard to his statement in II Peter 1: 19-21.  All of the evidence we have points to 
the conclusion that the books they were talking about are the very same 39 books that  we currently 
possess in our Old Testament.  
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Questions

1.  Why is it important that we verify the canon of the Bible?

2.  Why is it important that we have the same books in our OT that the Jews had in theirs?

3.  How do you think the Jews originally determined which books were inspired?

4.  What was the attitude of Jesus and the apostles towards the books of the OT?

5.  What other criteria could we employ to determine whether or not a book belongs in the Bible?

6. Are there any books in the OT that seem odd or troubling to you?  Please list any questions that 
you have about any of the books in the OT.  
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Lesson 5

The Apocrypha 

 The Apocrypha are a group of religious books that were written by  Jewish authors sometime 
between 200 BC and AD 100.   Though the Jews themselves never considered these books to be 
inspired, various “Christian” groups through the centuries have embraced them.  Most notably, the 
Catholic church has ruled that most of the books of the Apocrypha are to be considered part of 
scripture.   For this reason it is necessary that we know something about the Apocrypha and understand 
why we do not receive them into the canon of scripture.

Hidden Writings

 The word “apocrypha” is a Greek word which means “hidden”.  This term was applied to the 
books from ancient times.  Some have argued that this term was used because these books speak of 
mysterious or hidden matters.  The conventional and more likely explanation is that they were called 
“hidden” because they were not used in public reading like the scriptures.  Instead they were kept 
tucked away and only read by scholars.  This distinction between sacred writings that were for public 
use and human writings for private use is apparently made in II Esdras 12:37-38:
 “Therefore write all these things that you have seen in a book, and put it in a hidden place; and 
you shall teach them to the wise among your people, whose hearts you know are able to comprehend 
and keep these secrets,…”.   See also II Esdras 14:44-46.  

 The books or material of the Apocrypha are as follows: 

1st Book of Esdras 
2nd Book of Esdras 
Book of Tobit 
Book of Judith 
Additions to Esther 
Wisdom of Solomon 
Book of Sirach (or Ecclesiasticus) 
Book of Baruch 
The Letter of Jeremiah 
The Prayer of Azariah and the Song of the Three Young Men
Susanna (in Daniel) 
Bel and the Dragon (in Daniel)
The Prayer of Manasseh 
1st Book of the Maccabees 
2nd Book of the Maccabees
3rd Book of the Maccabees
4th Book of the Maccabees 
Psalm 151
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 Of these books the Catholic Bible includes the following: Tobit, Judith, Additions to Esther, 
Wisdom of Solomon, Sirach (Ecclesiasticus), Baruch, The Letter of Jeremiah, The Prayer of Azariah 
and the Song of the Three Young Men, Susanna, Bel and the Dragon, I Maccabees, II Maccabees. 

What Are the Apocrypha Like?

 The books of the Apocrypha run the gambit of religious literature.  Some, such as I Esdras and 
the books of the Maccabees, are written as historical narrative.  They cover the events of the Jewish 
return from captivity and the Maccabean revolt  against the Greek control of Palestine.  Some are 
written as interesting additional stories that are tacked on to the Biblical books of Esther and Daniel.  
Some are songs or prayers.  The book of II Esdras purports to be a vision received by the Biblical Ezra.  
The book of Judith is a dramatic novel.  The books of Wisdom and Ecclesiasticus are wisdom literature 
much like Proverbs or Ecclesiastes.  All of the books are written from the perspective of devout 
Judaism.  Most of them deal with the issues and problems faced by  the Jews living in Palestine during 
the intertestemental period.  They  encourage the people of God to remain faithful in spite of the 
pressures to submit to paganism or to incorporate Gentile culture into Jewish life.  

How did these Books Come To Be Viewed As Scripture By Some People?

 As we have noted, the books of the Apocrypha were written between 200 BC and AD 100.  
About this time the books of the Hebrew Bible were being translated into Greek in Alexandria, Egypt.  
You will recall that this translation was called the Septuagint.  Some of this work was being done for 
Greek speaking Jews who wanted a copy of the Bible in their common language, while some of it was 
done for non-Jews who simply wanted a copy of the books used by the Hebrews.  It would seem that at 
some point some of the books of the Apocrypha were also translated into Greek, and these were kept 
with or added to the Septuagint.  It is hard to say how this process occurred.  All we know for certain is 
that the oldest copies of the Septuagint we have date from AD 350, and these have some of the books 
of the Apocrypha with them.  While, so far as we know, the Hebrew speaking Jews never made copies 
of the Hebrew Bible with the apocryphal additions, it would seem that either Greek speaking Jews or 
early Christians made copies of the Septuagint with some of the Apocrypha attached.    
 Now we fast forward to the time of the early church.  Very early  in its history  the church 
became predominantly a Gentile body.  The copy of the OT scriptures most widely  used by these 
Gentile Christians was the Septuagint.  Since many  copies of the Septuagint had some of the books of 
the Apocrypha in them, these early  Christians were somewhat confused about whether they belonged 
in the Bible, or if they should be used as scripture.  While neither Jesus nor the writers of the NT ever 
quoted or used the Apocrypha, some of the early  church fathers who lived later did use them. The 
problem was that, though it was known by many  that the Apocrypha were not scripture, they were so 
often referred to that in time they came to be regarded by many to be authoritative.  
 Some scholars in the early church recognized that the Apocrypha did not belong in the Bible.  
Jerome was a Roman scholar who made the Latin Vulgate translation of the Bible around AD 400.  He 
studied and translated directly from Hebrew copies of the OT.  He recognized that the Apocrypha were 
not part of canon and tried to exclude them from his translation, but the tradition of their inclusion was 
already too far along, and they were generally adopted in the Catholic church anyway.  
 Through the years various scholars spoke out in opposition to the inclusion of the Apocrypha, 
but to no avail.   During the Reformation there was a reconsideration of the issue, and nearly all 
Protestant churches decided to remove the Apocrypha from their Bibles.  This led the Catholic church 
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to issue an official edict in AD 1546 at the Council of Trent which declared for the first time that the 
books of the Apocrypha were to be considered part of canon. 

Why the Apocrypha Should be Rejected from the Canon of Scripture

1.  The most important reason to exclude the Apocrypha is that  the Jews themselves never considered 
any of these books to be part  of the canon of holy  scripture.   The Talmud (written AD 200-500) has 
this to say about the matter:  “the books of Ben Sira (Ecclesiasticus) and whatever books have been 
written since his time are not canonical.”, “After the latter prophets Haggai, Zechariah, and Malachi, 
the Holy Spirit departed from Israel.”  

2.  Jesus and the apostles did not quote from the apocrypha in the New Testament.  It is almost  a 
certainty that they would have been familiar with these books.  They were widely read and available in 
Jewish culture at the time.  As extensively as the OT is used in the NT it would be odd indeed for there 
not to be one quote from any of the apocryphal books if they were truly  considered to be part  of 
scripture.  

3. Philo, a Jewish philosopher of Alexandria who wrote around AD 50, quoted extensively from the 
Old Testament, yet he never quoted, or even mentioned, the Apocrypha.

4. Josephus, the Jewish historian who wrote around AD 100,  specifically excludes the Apocrypha from 
the list of sacred scripture.  He says that the apocryphal books “hath not been esteemed of the like 
authority with the former by our forefathers, because there hath not been an exact succession of 
prophets since that time;”  Nowhere does Josephus quote from these books as scripture.

5. No canon or list of sacred books from the first four centuries of the church include any of the 
Apocrypha as being part of scripture. 

6. Several scholars of the early  church either specifically reject the Apocrypha from the canon or do 
not include them.  Among these are Justin Martyr (AD 160), Tertullian (AD 200), Origin (AD 220), 
and Jerome (AD 400).   

7.  None of the authors of the books of the Apocrypha make a direct  claim to be inspired.  In fact, there 
are some references in the books themselves which acknowledge that the spirit of prophecy was no 
longer present in Israel.  The book of I Maccabees records that when the Jews drove the forces of 
Antiochus out of the land they cleansed the temple in Jerusalem.  Since the altar had been profaned by 
the Greeks they decided to tear it down and rebuild it.  When it came time to dispose of the stones from 
the old altar the record says that  they “stored the stones in a convenient place on the temple hill until 
there should come a prophet to tell what to do with them.” (I Maccabees 4:46).   When there is no 
prophet there is no scripture.  Every ancient Jewish source that addresses the issue is in agreement that 
there was no spirit of prophecy during the inter-testamental period when the Apocrypha were written.

8. Several of the books contain errors in matters of geography  and history. Sometimes they contradict 
each other, and sometimes they are at variance with the Bible.  See Judith 1:1 for an example.  
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9. They teach doctrines which contradict the teaching of the inspired books of he Bible. Some of the 
things which are encouraged in parts of the Apocrypha are: the use of magic spells, lying, 
assassination, getting saved by giving alms , prayers for the dead, suicide, etc.  See Tobit 6:4-8, 16-17.

10.  For some it  is easy  to detect a difference in the style and character of the writing in the Apocrypha 
from the inspired books of the OT.  This is a subjective point, but it is a matter worth consideration.

11.  The Dead Sea Scrolls also mark a distinction between the Apocrypha and the truly canonical books 
of the OT.  The Dead Sea scrolls are a large collection of scrolls and documents that were hidden by 
Jews in caves near the Dead Sea shortly before the Roman conquest of Palestine in AD 70.  These 
scrolls contain all types of religious material.  Parts of every  book of the OT except for Esther are 
found among these documents.  There are also portions of some of the Apocrypha.  However, several 
commentaries on the books of the OT are found, while no commentaries are found on the books of the 
Apocrypha.  This gives us at least a hint that the apocryphal books were not regarded with the same 
degree of respect that was reserved for scripture.

The Value of the Apocrypha

 While we can not in any way  consider the Apocrypha to be inspired or use them as a rule of 
faith in the church, still they offer us something of value.  Since they were written by Jews who lived 
during the time between the Testaments, they tell us a great deal about the political and religious 
circumstances of this time period.  They help us to understand how the conditions we find in the New 
Testament arose.  They  also help us to understand the mindset of the multitudes to whom Jesus and the 
apostles preached, and so indirectly they help us to better understand the message of the NT.  
 In an odd sort of way  the Apocrypha also help us to confirm the legitimate claims for 
inspiration made by  the true scriptures.   The fact that the Jews rejected from their canon these books 
which were widely read and admired shows the high degree of care they  took in defining what  was 
inspired of God. If the books of the Bible were merely  the work of men, then why were the Jews so 
scrupulous about excluding these other books?  
 The rather obvious differences between the OT scriptures and the Apocrypha also serve to 
demonstrate the superior quality  and integrity of God’s word.  Unlike the fanciful and inaccurate 
material found in the Apocrypha, the scriptures shine forth as serious and credible.  For these reasons I 
would encourage everyone to read through the Apocrypha at least once. 

The Pseudopigrapha

 The name Pseudopigrapha means “false writing.”  It is a word used to describe a book or letter 
that presents itself as the work of some famous person, but is in fact written by  someone else.  In the 
context of our discussion this word is used to refer to a collection of about two dozen books written by 
Jews during the inter-testamental period.  These works are distinguished from the Apocrypha by the 
fact that they were never considered by anybody to be part of scripture.  Most of these works are 
highly  fanciful and obviously  fictitious.  While these books shed light upon the legends and traditional 
speculations that were common in Jewish culture at the time of Christ, they are otherwise of little 
value.  
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Questions

1. Do you know what doctrine of the Catholic church finds support in one of the books of the 
Apocrypha?

2. Why would someone write a book falsely under the name of a famous Bible character?

3. What questions do you have about what happened between the Testaments that we might find the 
answers for in the Apocrypha?



32

Lesson 6

Who Wrote the Books of the New Testament?

The NT is a collection of 27 books. These books were written by  about 9 different men 
somewhere between AD 40 and AD 100.  In this lesson we will look at information from both the 
scriptures and tradition concerning the authorship of each book of the New Testament. 

4 Gospels, Matthew - John

 With the possible exception of John, the gospels do not say who wrote them.  However our 
earliest copies of the gospels bear the same names in their headings that we now have in ours. Early 
church tradition also confirms that each gospel is named after its author.  There are also a few other 
hints in the scriptures themselves that we will examine..  

Matthew.  The gospel of Matthew tells the story of the birth and ministry of Jesus Christ in a way  that 
is meant to appeal to a Jewish audience.  He emphasizes Jesus as the Messiah of OT prophecy.  The 
earliest copies of Matthew bear the title, “According to Matthew”.  From the earliest  days of the 
church the author was identified as the apostle Matthew, Matt. 9:9, Acts 1:13.   Matthew is named as 
the author by Papias (AD 130), Tatian (AD170),  Irenaeus (AD 180), and many others.  

Mark.  The gospel of Mark is written for a Roman audience and emphasizes the actions and power of 
Jesus as the Servant of God.  The earliest existing manuscripts of Mark have the heading “According 
to Mark.”  Tradition identified this Mark as the John Mark who assisted Paul and Barnabas from the 
early days of the church, Acts 13:5, 15:37-39, Col. 4:10, II Tim. 4:11.  According to Papias (AD 120) 
Mark served as the Apostle Peter’s interpreter and his gospel is a record of the things Peter taught 
about Christ.  See I Peter 5:13 in this connection.  The Muratoian canon (AD 170), Irenaeus (AD 180), 
and Clement of Alexandria (AD 180) all name Mark as the author. The curious reference in Mark 
14:51-52 may be a personal remembrance by the author, for it would be difficult to explain otherwise.  

Luke.  The gospel of Luke was written for the benefit of someone named “Theophilus”, who seems to 
be a new convert and perhaps a Roman official.   Luke’s gospel emphasizes the charity and 
compassion of Christ as the Son of Man.  The author does not name himself.  In Lk. 1:1-4 the author 
implies that he was not an eyewitness of Christ’s ministry, but that he had contact with those who were, 
and that he had access to records written by others.  The author says that  he investigated everything 
carefully, and this would seem to indicate that he had used many sources to corroborate his account.  

When we read the opening of the book of Acts it  becomes clear that the same author composed 
both Luke and Acts, Acts 1:1-2.  The author reveals himself to be a companion of the apostle Paul 
when he suddenly begins to use the first person at various points in the narrative, Acts 16:10-17, 
20:6-28:16.  Those named in the book in the third person may possibly be eliminated from 
consideration, certainly those who were not present on the “we” occasions, and this narrows down the 
list considerably.  For instance, we may eliminate Barnabas, Silas, Timothy, Titus, Mark, and most 
others.    

The words “According to Luke” appear at the heading of our oldest copies of the gospel of 
Luke.  The tradition of the early  church uniformly ascribed the books of Luke and Acts to Luke, a 
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physician and traveling companion of Paul: Marcion (AD 140), the Muratoian canon (AD 170), 
Irenaeus (AD 180), etc. 

Luke is mentioned by  Paul in Col. 4:14, II Timothy 4:11, and Philemon 24.  His presence with 
Paul in Rome as mentioned in Colossians corresponds to the presence of the author of Acts mentioned 
in Acts 28:16. Luke apparently  stayed in Palestine during the two years of Paul’s imprisonment in 
Caesarea, since the “we” passages continue throughout.  This certainly  would have given him the time 
and access to witnesses necessary to compose his record of the ministry of Christ and the events of the 
early church. It is also interesting to note that the vocabulary and writing style of both Luke and Acts 
points to someone well educated in the Greek language.  A Greek doctor certainly fits the bill. 

John. The gospel of John was written to appeal to prospective or new converts, John 20:30-31. It 
emphasizes the Deity  of Christ  and the proof of His miracles.  The author presents himself as an 
eyewitness of the events described, and is certainly one of the disciples of Jesus, John 1:14, 19:35.   

The most clear indication of the author’s identity is found in the last words of the book, John 
21:24-25.  In the context of this passage the author is identified as “the disciple whom Jesus loved,” 
John 21:20.  We may narrow the list of candidates to those present on this occasion, 21:1-2, (the sons 
of Zebedee being James and John, Matt. 4:21).   The closest companions of Jesus were Peter, James, 
and John, Matt. 17:1.  Peter is excluded by  the narrative of John 21.  James the son of Zebedee was 
martyred early in the history of the church, Acts 12:2.  This leaves us with the apostle John as the most 
likely candidate.  The early  church named John as the author of the fourth gospel.  This according to 
Justin Martyr (AD 150), the Muratoian canon (AD 170), Irenaeus (AD 180), Tatian (AD 170), etc.   

1 Book of History, Acts

Acts. The book of Acts tells the story of the history  of the church from its beginning in Jerusalem up 
until the time of Paul’s imprisonment in Rome; a period of roughly 30 years.  It chiefly centers upon 
the early  ministry of Peter and the ministry of Paul.  It takes the form of a legal defense of Christianity, 
showing that the new religion is not a threat to the Roman government.  

We have already established in our consideration of the gospel of Luke that Luke also wrote the 
book of Acts, Luke 1:1-4, Acts 1:1-2, etc.  Whoever wrote the book was a companion of Paul, Acts 
16:10, etc.  It seems fairly obvious that, since the book ends with Paul still in prison, the author must 
have completed the book at that time.  We surmise from Paul’s letters to Timothy  and Titus that he was 
eventually acquitted and released from his first  imprisonment.  If Acts had been written after Paul’s 
release, it would certainly be odd for the writer to leave out  this detail, since the whole book led up to 
this climactic decision.  As noted earlier, the tradition of the early church supports Luke’s authorship.   

13 Epistles of Paul, Romans - Philemon

 The next thirteen books of the NT are letters written by the apostle Paul to various churches and 
individuals during his career as an evangelist.  Each of these books begin by  naming Paul as the author. 
All of them were universally accepted by the early church as genuine Pauline epistles.  They were 
often bound together into a single book even before single book New Testaments were made.  It is a 
mark of their incontrovertible authenticity that even many liberal scholars accept most of them as 
genuine.  
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Romans.  Paul wrote this letter to the Christians in Rome in order to explain that salvation comes 
through faith in Christ and not through the works of the old law.  Paul is named as the author, Rom. 
1:1.  The personal details given in the last two chapters of Romans fit precisely  with the movements 
and plans of Paul as described in the book of Acts.  Apparently Paul used a scribe named Tertius to 
whom he dictated the letter, Rom. 16:22.   Paul is mentioned as the author by  Marcion (AD 140), the 
Muratorian Canon (AD 170), Irenaeus (AD 180), Clement of Alexandria (AD 180), etc.   
I & II Corinthians.  Paul wrote these letters to the church in Corinth to correct several problems and 
answer several questions.  Paul is named as the author, I Cor. 1:1, II Cor. 1:1.  I Cor. 16:21 says “The 
greeting is in my own hand - Paul.”  This indicates Paul used a scribe to whom he dictated most of the 
letter.  The author says several times that he had established the church in Corinth, I Cor. 1:14-16, 
2:1-5, II Cor. 11:1-4, etc. He refers to himself as an apostle, I Cor. 15:9, II Cor. 12:11-12, etc.  In 
numerous points of comparison with the narrative of Acts the author shows himself to be the apostle 
Paul.  See for instance II Cor. 11:22-33.  Paul is named as the author by Marcion (AD 140), the 
Muratorian Canon (AD 170), Irenaeus (AD 180), Clement of Alexandria (AD 180), etc.  We also have 
a citation from Clement of Rome who wrote around AD 96 and referred to Paul’s letter to the 
Corinthians.  

Galatians.  Paul wrote to the churches of Galatia to correct the false notion that  Gentile Christians had 
to be circumcised and keep the law of Moses.  Paul is named in Gal. 1:1 and 5:2. The writer describes 
a lengthy period of his life that fits no one but Paul.  Paul is named as the author by  Marcion (AD 140), 
the Muratorian Canon (AD 170), Irenaeus (AD 180), Clement of Alexandria (AD 180), etc.

Ephesians.  Paul wrote this letter to the Christians of Asia while he was in prison in Rome. The letter 
stresses the role of Christ as our savor, and the role of the church as the body of Christ.  Paul is named 
as the author in Eph. 1:1 and 3:1.  The personal references in the last  few verses tie in with the book of 
Colossians and Philemon and correspond to Paul’s activities. Paul is named as the author by Marcion 
(AD 140), the Muratorian Canon (AD 170), Irenaeus (AD 180), etc.

Philippians.  Paul wrote this letter to the church in Philippi in order to encourage the saints and thank 
them for their support.  Paul is named as the author in Phil. 1:1. The personal references in the book 
accord precisely with Paul’s circumstances. Paul is named as the author by  Marcion (AD 140), the 
Muratorian Canon (AD 170), Irenaeus (AD 180), Clement of Alexandria (AD 180), etc. 

Colossians.  Paul wrote this letter to the Colossians in order to counter some false teaching that had 
arisen in that church and to encourage the brethren to live properly. Paul is named in Col. 1:1 and 4:18.  
Col. 4:18 says, “I, Paul, write this greeting with my own hand,” thus implying that the rest of the letter 
had been dictated to a scribe.  The close connection between this letter and Paul’s letter to Philemon is 
obvious, both of them being sent  to the same community by the same messenger and mentioning the 
same people.   The personal details of both these letters mutually  support Paul’s authorship, and it  is 
hard to imagine that  anyone would bother writing the letter to Philemon as a forgery.  Paul is named as 
the author by Marcion (AD 140), the Muratorian Canon (AD 170), Irenaeus (AD 180), etc.

I &II Thessalonians.  Paul wrote these two letters to shore up his ties with the church in Thessalonica 
and to correct some false ideas the brethren had gotten about the second coming of Christ.  Paul is 
named as the author in I Thess. 1:1, II Thess. 1:1, 3:17.  In II Thess. 3:17 Paul writes, “I, Paul, write 
this greeting with my own hand, and this is a distinguishing mark in every  letter, this is the way I 
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write.”  The many historical and personal references in the letter fit exactly with Paul’s actions as 
described in the book of Acts. Paul is named as the author by Marcion (AD 140), the Muratorian 
Canon (AD 170), Irenaeus (AD 180), etc. 

I Timothy.  Paul writes to Timothy to encourage the young evangelist to teach various members within 
the church how they ought to behave themselves.  Paul names himself as the author in I Tim. 1:1.  At 
several points the author refers to the personal relationship that he has with Timothy, an association 
that fits what we know of Paul and Timothy from other passages.    Paul is named as the author by the 
Muratorian Canon (AD 170), Clement of Alexandria (AD 180), and later historians.
II Timothy.  Paul wrote from prison before his death to further encourage Timothy  to carry on the 
work of preaching the gospel and teaching sound doctrine.  Paul names himself in II Tim. 1:1.  Again, 
the personal references fit Paul, his associations, etc.  The implications in the last chapter concerning 
the writer’s imminent martyrdom also fit with what we know concerning Paul’s death from early 
church tradition. Paul is named as the author by the old Latin translations (AD150), the Muratorian 
Canon (AD 170), and later historians. 

Titus.  Paul wrote to Titus who was on the island of Crete and directed him to finish appointing elders 
and instructing the brethren in the churches there.  He names himself as the author in Titus 1:1.  His 
associations as described in Titus 3:12-13 fit the apostle Paul. Paul is named as the author by the old 
Latin translations (AD150), the Muratorian Canon (AD 170), Clement of Alexandria (AD 180), etc.

Philemon.  A personal note from Paul to a Christian named Philemon concerning a run-away slave 
whom Paul had met and converted.  Paul names himself in verses 1 and 19.  In verse 19 he writes, “I, 
Paul, am writing this with my own hand, …”.  As we noted earlier the close connection between this 
letter and the letter to the Colossians is evident.  The circumstances fit no one but Paul, and there is no 
good reason why anyone would want to forge such a mundane letter. Paul is named as the author by 
Marcion (AD 140), the Muratorian Canon (AD 170), the old Latin translations (AD150), etc.

8 General Epistles, James - Jude

 The eight general epistles were written by various authors.  They are as follows:

Hebrews.  This letter was written to Jewish Christians, probably  in Palestine, in order to persuade 
them not to abandon Christ  and return to the exclusive practice of Judaism. We do not know who wrote 
the book of Hebrews.  Unlike most of the other epistles of the NT the author does not name himself.  

Paul is usually the suggested author, but this choice presents us with some problems.  In all of 
his other letters Paul names himself and refers to his apostolic authority, so it would be difficult  to 
explain why he would not do so in this letter.  The literary style and language of Hebrews appears to be 
different from the other Pauline epistles.  Furthermore, it is questionable whether Paul would have 
described himself as the author does in Heb. 2:3-4.  The personal reference in Hebrews 13:23-24 
would indicate that the author was a companion of Timothy and that he was perhaps writing from Italy.  
The passages in the letter which speak of the sacrifices being offered in the Temple lead us to conclude 
that the letter was written prior to the destruction of the Temple in AD 70.  The author was almost 
certainly a Jewish Christian, for his knowledge of the OT and his familiarity with the ritual of Jewish 
worship  is evident.  He also appears to know something firsthand about the early experiences of the 



36

Christians to whom he is writing, Heb. 10:32-24.  Other names that have been suggested are: Barnabas, 
Apollos, Luke, and Philip. 

Some early church sources such as Clement of Alexandria (AD 180) name Paul as the author, 
but there was no general agreement on this point.  In some of our most ancient manuscripts Hebrews is 
included with the writings of Paul, (the Chester Beatty Papyrus dated around the early 200’s).  The 
book of Hebrews was accepted as part of NT canon from the earliest days of the church, so we may 
conclude that whoever wrote it was a prophet of God. 
 
James.  This letter to Jewish Christians was written as a general encouragement to godly living and 
proper conduct.  James 1:1 names the author as “James, a bond-servant of God and of the Lord Jesus 
Christ,”.  There are three candidates. Two of the twelve apostles were named James, Mark 3:17-18, and 
Jesus had a brother named James who became a leader in the Jerusalem church, Gal. 1:18-19, 2:9.
 James the brother of John was martyred early in the history of the church, Acts 12:1-2.  James 
the less does not seem to have figured prominently in the affairs of he church.  This leads most people 
to conclude that the author of the epistle of James is James the brother of Jesus.   This was the 
conclusion of Origen (AD 200), Eusebius (AD 320), Jerome (AD 385), etc.    

I & II Peter.  Peter wrote these letters to Christians living throughout Asia Minor.  He encourages the 
saints to remain faithful in the face of persecution, to grow in the faith, and to be wary of false 
teachers.   Peter is named as the author in I Peter 1:1 and II Peter 1:1.  Peter is named as the author by: 
possibly the  Muratorian Canon (AD 170), Irenaeus (AD 180), and Clement of Alexandria (AD 180).  

I, II, & III John.  John wrote his first letter to counter an early form of gnosticism. He wrote a second 
time to warn against false teachers.  He wrote a third letter to a Christian named Gaius concerning 
problems caused by  a certain man named Diotrephes.  The author is not specifically named in these 
letters, although in the second and third epistles the author refers to himself as “the elder”, II John 1, 
and III John 1. The writer is obviously an apostle as may be gathered from I John 1:1-4.  The 
vocabulary and writing style of these epistles resembles very closely the writing of the gospel of John. 
 The record from the early  church writers on these books, particularly II and III John is sketchy.  
Irenaeus (AD 180) and Clement of Alexandria (AD 180) support  John’s authorship of the first  epistle.  
The Muratorian Canon (AD 170) lists two books as being by John.  
 
Jude.  This letter also warns against the work of false teachers in the church.  The first verse identifies 
the author as “Jude, a bond-servant of Jesus Christ, and brother of James,”.  We have already 
mentioned that the James who figured prominently in the early years of the church was James the 
brother of Jesus.  Jesus also had a brother named Jude, Matt. 13:55.  These brothers of the Lord 
apparently  became leading evangelists in the church, Acts 1:14, I Cor. 9:5.  It is believed that it was 
Jude the brother of Jesus who wrote this epistle bearing his name.  Jude is named as the author by  the 
Muratorian Canon (AD 170), Clement of Alexandria (AD 180), and later historians.
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1 Book of Prophecy, Revelation

Revelation. The apostle John wrote this letter to seven churches which were in Asia.  In the book John 
describes a vision he experienced in which Christ  revealed to him messages for each of the churches.  
Then John was taken up into heaven were he saw scenes which depicted events that were about to take 
place in the future.  John’s vision portrays a struggle between the church and her enemies in which the 
church is eventually triumphant and her enemies vanquished. 

John is named as the author in Rev. 1:1.  The apostle John is named as the author by Papias 
(AD 130), Irenaeus (AD 170), the Muratorian Canon (AD 170), and Clement of Alexandria (AD 180).  

Questions

1. Many  passages in the gospels are quite similar.  If Matthew and Luke used Mark’s account as a 
starting point for their own accounts, does this take anything away from their inspiration?

2. Could a second generation disciple forge a letter in an apostle’s name and still be considered “honest 
and well-meaning”?  

3. Why would the early church take the task of preserving genuine apostolic writings very seriously? 
What indications does Paul give that he wanted to verify his authorship to his readers?
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Lesson 7

The Formation of the New Testament

 How did the NT achieve its current form of 27 books?  We do not have all the answers, but we 
have enough information to piece together in general terms the process by which the NT was formed.  

The Early Days

 As soon as the books of the NT were written and delivered, they were most likely copied with 
fervor.  Each church probably wanted as many of the books as they could get.  There are indications in the 
New Testament that already during the first century the writings of the apostles and prophets were 
considered sacred scripture.  Peter refers to Paul’s writings as scripture, II Peter 3:15-16.  The fact that 
Peter uses the words “as also in all his letters” is a very good indication that several of Paul’s letters were 
already widely  circulated throughout the churches.  Peter himself says that he wrote his letters so that the 
saints would be able to continue to call to mind his teaching, II Peter 1:13-15.  The implication is that 
apostolic writings were to be preserved.   Paul refers to certain parchments, II Timothy 4:13, and he 
recommends the distribution of his writings, Col. 4:16, I Thess. 5:27.  It  is only  logical to assume that 
churches were collecting these letters and books as readily as they could., for they were the “Lord’s 
commandment,” I Cor. 14:37, and they were regarded as divinely authoritative, II Thess. 2:15, 3:14.   
 All of these early copies were made by hand, either by professional scribes or eager amateurs.  
These copies would proliferate as copies were made of copies.  At some point the original autographs 
were lost, perhaps during the many  persecutions that were common in the first three centuries of the 
church.  It is possible that there were other apostolic letters that were lost.  Many people infer from a 
handful of statements in the NT that there were apostolic letters that we do not have.  Consider the 
following passages:  I Cor. 5:9, Eph. 3:3-4, Col. 4:16, III John 9.  However, these passages are not 
conclusive, and we have no other evidence that there were “lost”  letters.   If there were indeed other 
letters that were known to the churches of the first century, it seems rather odd that there is no mention of 
them in any of the writings of the early church fathers. 
 

The Early Church Fathers

 The first extra-biblical indication that there were collections of the NT circulating in the early 
church are the numerous quotations of the NT that are to be found in the writings of the early  church 
fathers.  These men were elders or ministers who lived at  the close of the apostolic age and thereafter.  
They wrote letters and treatises on various subjects of concern to the churches in the period from AD 100 
to 300.   The fact that  from the earliest days these men who lived at widely dispersed points in the 
Mediterranean world could quote so extensively  from all the books of the NT is a clear indication that 
these books had been aggressively copied and collected by the churches from the very beginning.  
 The attitude that these men showed toward the books of the NT indicates that  they believed them 
to be scripture, bearing the authority of God.  Men such as Clement of Rome and Polycarp who lived 
around AD 100 quote from both the OT and NT with the words “as it is said in these scriptures”.   Justin 
Martyr gives a description of an early  church assembly  where “the memoirs of the apostles or the writings 
of the prophets are read, as long as time permits.  Then when the reader has ceased the president presents 
admonition and invitation to the imitation of these good things.”  These statements show that there was at 
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this early  date a collection of writings by the apostles and prophets which were regarded as scripture.  
What books were in this collection?  The writings of these early Christians give us a clue:
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Quotations and Allusions From NT Books Found In The Writings Of The 
Earliest Church Fathers

     Matt  Mk  Lk  Jn  Ac  Ro  Cor  Gal  Eph  Php  Col  Thess.  Tim  Ti  
Phm  Heb  Jm  Pet  Jn  Jd  Rev

Clement (AD 95)                                   x         x      x           x            x                                                                x               
x      x      x                   x
Barnabas (AD 100)                               x                       x            x                                                                                                        
x                   x
Didache (AD 100)                                x         x     x           x     x    x                                                                              
x                    x    x      
Ignatius (AD 107)                                x                x    x     x     x    x       x     x       x      x       x           x                               
x
Polycarp (AD 107)                               x         x                  x     x    x       x     x       x                x          x                                      
x     x   
Shepherd of Hermas (AD 140)           x         x           x                  x                                                                               
x     x     x     x           x

Numerous Quotations Of The NT In The Writings of the Church Fathers

 Several scholars of the NT Text have estimated that nearly  the entire NT could be assembled from 
the quotations of the NT made in the writings of the early church fathers.  Sir David Dabrymple was able 
in this manner to reconstitute all of the NT except for eleven verses.   Here is a chart listing the number of 
NT quotations made by an assortment of early  writers.  This information was complied by Geisler and 
Nix in their book, A General Introduction to the Bible.  

W r i t e r    G o s p e l s  A c t s  P a u l ’ s 
 General  Rev.  Totals
          Letters  Letters
J u s t i n M a r t y r ( A D 1 5 0 )  2 6 8   1 0  4 3  
 6   3  330
I r e n a e u s ( A D 1 8 0 )   1 , 0 3 8   1 9 4  4 9 9  
 23   65  1,819
C l e m e n t o f A . ( A D 1 8 0 )  1 , 0 1 7   4 4  1 , 1 2 7  
 207   11  2,406
T e r t u l l i a n ( A D 2 0 0 )   3 , 8 2 2   5 0 2  2 , 6 0 9  
 120   205  7,258
H i p p o l y t u s ( A D 2 0 0 )   7 3 4   4 2  3 8 7  
 27   188  1,378
O r i g e n ( A D 2 2 0 )   9 , 2 3 1   3 4 9  7 , 7 7 8  
 399   165  17,922
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E u s e b i u s ( A D 3 0 0 )   3 , 2 5 8   2 1 1  1 , 5 9 2  
 88   27  5,176

G r a n d T o t a l s :   1 9 , 3 6 8   1 , 3 5 2  1 4 , 0 3 5  
 870   664  36,289
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Early Manuscripts

 There is a third line of evidence that points to the conclusion that there were early  “New 
Testaments”, that is, collections of the apostolic letters into a definite body of scripture.  I refer to the 
oldest manuscripts of the NT that have been found.   These most ancient copies of the Greek NT are 
written on papyrus and they  date from around AD 120 to AD 300.  Many of these papyri documents 
are only fragments of one or two pages containing portions of various NT books, but some of them are 
folios or codices which contain several books put together.    At least three of these collections date 
toward the close of the second century. The sparse and fragmentary  nature of this evidence does not 
allow us to conclude what books would have been included in these collections, but this does show that 
during the second century Christians were collecting the individual books of the NT into a corpus.

Early Efforts to Define a Canon of the NT

 For the first 50 to 100 years after the last of the books of the NT were written, there does not 
appear to have been any effort  made to state an “official” view as to what books were to be regarded as 
having apostolic authority.  In other words, there was no “canon of the NT” as we speak of it.  This 
does not mean that the early Christians had no such list of books in mind.  As we have seen with regard 
to their writings the early  Christians apparently had a definite collection of apostolic writing which 
they  read and used as “scripture”.  What we mean when we say there was no official canon is that they 
apparently  felt  no need to make any  proclamations about it.  This may have been because it  simply 
wasn’t an issue in the early  days of the church.  It was only during the middle of the second century 
that a need developed for the church to declare a canon for the NT.  This was because of a number of 
factors that arose after the age of the apostles had  come to an end.  
 For one thing, the second generation disciples who had known the apostles were dying out.  
These men could pass on information orally  which they had received from the apostles, but once they 
were gone more and more emphasis had to be placed on the writings of the apostles.  This necessitated 
a more definite understanding on what letters were truly of apostolic origin.  
 Secondly, the continued growth of false teaching, especially of a Gnostic nature, also prompted 
the Christians to adopt an official line.  One heretic in particular named Marcion (AD 140) began to 
promote his own list of  “accepted”  books in which he excluded several books of the NT which he 
regarded as hurtful to his teaching.   Marcion was a Gnostic who rejected the OT and the god of the 
OT as being inferior to the God of the gospel.  Because of this view he also rejected any NT book that 
he regarded as too “Jewish”.   His canon was therefore limited to the Gospel of Luke and ten of Paul’s 
epistles.  In response to this attempt to pervert the scriptures, the orthodox churches began to think 
more carefully about what books were to be accepted into the canon. 
 A third factor which gave rise to the publication of canon lists was the appearance of several 
spurious writings purporting to be written by apostles or prophets.  Some of the churches began to read 
these books in the public service and blur the distinction between them and the original books of the 
NT.  There was also a lack of universal agreement on the canonicity  of some books in the NT.  While 
some books were universally  recognized, such as the four Gospels, Acts, and most of Paul’s letters, 
other books were received in some places, but questioned in others.  
 As a result of all these circumstances, the churches felt a need to be more explicit about what 
was part of canon and what was not.  But it must be noted that these early canons were not an attempt 
to include or exclude certain books.  As we have seen, the early  writings of the saints indicate that they 
already had a basic body of apostolic literature in mind.  They were instead simply making an official 
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declaration of what had been the long established understanding of the churches.  While these efforts 
produced slightly different lists, depending on the location, they eventually led to our current canon.
 The first canon of the NT for which we have a record is the one contained in the Muratorian 
Fragment.  Written around AD 170 in Rome, it  lists the books which were to be used in the public 
reading of the church.  Included in this canon are the four Gospels, Acts, Paul’s thirteen letters, 
possibly I Peter, Jude, I John, II John, and Revelation.  The document does not appear to include the 
books of Hebrews, James, II Peter, and III John.  We only have a portion of the original, so we can not 
be certain on this point.  It does exclude the Shepherd of Hermas and certain other apocryphal books. 
 One line of evidence about the books which were considered to be part of the NT in the second 
century is that of the old translations.  In the years AD 150 to 170 the Greek NT was translated into 
Latin.  This early  Latin translation is known as the Old Latin NT as distinguished from the later Latin 
translation made by Jerome in AD 400.  It is interesting to note that his Old Latin version contained all 
the books of our current NT except for Hebrews, James, I Peter, and II Peter. 
 The writers of the period AD 200 to 300 draw a fairly  good picture of the status of the NT 
canon during these years.  In AD 200 Tertullian was the first to speak of the writings of the apostles as 
a “New Testament” to be joined together with the “law and the prophets” of the Old Testament.  
Writers such as Clement of Alexandria, Origin, and Eusebius described three categories of books under 
consideration for inclusion in the canon.  The first category included those books which were received 
without question: the four Gospels, Acts, Paul’s thirteen letters, I Peter, I John, and Revelation.  The 
second group included those books which were disputed by some.  These were: II Peter, II and III 
John, Hebrews, James, and Jude.  The third group was made up  of apocryphal books that  were 
excluded. 

Why Were Some NT Books Disputed?

 You may  have noticed that some of the General epistles consistently  show up in the “disputed” 
category during these early years.  Why was this?  We know that they must have been around very 
early in the church, because the earliest church fathers quote from them, (see the chart given above).  
Also, some sources support them, while others do not, so there must have been some evidence for their 
inclusion.  There is also little “negative” evidence.  That is, none of our sources say that these books do 
not belong, as they do for some of the apocryphal books.  Still, the fact that there was any  doubt at all 
may be disconcerting to some Christians.  Let me make the following observations:
 First, we should stress that the great majority  of the NT was accepted into the canon very early  
and without dispute. Secondly, it is a reassuring sign that the early Christians were very  careful and 
deliberate in their consideration of what was scripture and what was not.  Thirdly, I think that  it  is best 
to view the uncertainty about some books to be the result of the geographical limitations of the time.  
Not all of the churches got copies of all of the apostolic books at once.  It took time for all of the 
churches to receive each letter and consider their weight and merit.  It is interesting to note that  some 
of the disputed books were originally written to places in the eastern part of the Roman Empire. It  is 
possible that the relative lack of communication between the churches of these regions and those in 
Egypt and the West may have caused a delay in the circulation of these letters.  Hebrews and James 
were probably written to Palestinian Jews.  Jude may have had a similar address.  These books were in 
fact received in the east more quickly than they were in the west. 
 It is also a fact that most of these letters are short (II and III John, Jude, and Philemon) and 
contain very little information of universal interest.   This alone may have limited their distribution.  
There are also aspects of some of the books which naturally  drew questions about them.  Hebrews was 
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disputed simply because the author does not name himself.  The unique apocalyptic style of Revelation 
may have caused it to be questioned by later saints, even though it is strongly affirmed from the earliest 
days of the church.   We may conclude by saying that there are perfectly  understandable reasons why 
all of the apostolic letters were not immediately and universally embraced.  Therefore, we should not 
think less of the strong and convincing evidence we have for their authenticity and authority. 

The Final Recognition of the NT Canon

 The first official recorded canon which sets forth the current 27 books of the NT without noting 
any disputed books is the list given by  Athanasius of Alexandria in AD 367.  About this same time we 
have confirming testimony by such diverse authors as Jerome and Augustine that the NT canon 
consists of our current 27 books.  From this point on the canon of the NT was fixed.  
 A series of official edicts were made by various church councils in the fourth century  which 
settled on our current 27 books as the true canon of the NT.  Theses were: the Council of Nicea in AD 
325, the Council of Laodicea in AD 363, the Council of Hippo in AD 393, and the Council of Carthage 
in AD 397.   

Books Excluded From the NT Canon

 There are two categories of early Christian literature which were excluded from the canon of 
the NT that we should mention.  
 The first category includes some of the writings of the very early  church fathers.   Writings 
such as the letter of Barnabas, the Shepherd of Hermas, the Didacahe, and a few other books were 
considered for inclusion in the NT by some Christians in the period when the canon of the NT was in 
question.  This is indicated by the fact that early  writers sometimes used the word “scripture” when 
quoting these works.  Also, the fact that some canon lists felt the need to specifically exclude them 
must be taken as an indication that there were others who wanted to include them.  It is also true that 
some of the early Uncial manuscripts of the whole NT include some of these books.  The Sinaiticus 
Codex of the NT dating from AD 350 includes the books of Barnabas and the Shepherd of Hermas, 
though this does not prove they were regarded as scripture by the copyist.  
 Should these works be placed in the NT and regarded as scripture?  We would say no, for 
several reasons.  First of all, this was the determination of the early church.  While it is easy to second 
guess the motives and logic of early  Christians, the truth is that they were in a better position to know 
the background and merit  of these books, and in the end they decided to exclude them from the canon.  
Secondly, they were not written during the apostolic age, but afterward.  Though they are very close to 
that time, they are nevertheless of another generation.  It seems pretty clear from the way these books 
were written, and the way that they are mentioned by  later writers, that it was always understood that 
they  were not of the same caliber as the writings of the apostles.   None of these works, with the 
possible exception of the Shepherd of Hermas, make a claim of inspiration, and the tone in which they 
speak lacks the authoritative voice of the NT.   Thirdly, while they agree with the doctrine of the NT in 
nearly every  way, there are some points made in these books which we would regard to be in error, and 
some things said in them are quite fanciful.  The book of Barnabas incorrectly  allegorizes the laws of 
the OT.  The Shepherd of Hermas contains a series of visions and revelations which in some cases are 
rather sensational and lacking in merit.  This book also teaches a few unscriptural ideas, such as the 
need for a period of suffering following repentance in order to be forgiven.  
 The second category of literature that  comes under consideration in a discussion of the canon of 
the NT is a group of apocryphal books written in the second and third centuries.  Many of these books 
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are peudopigrapha, having been written falsely  under the names of one of the apostles.  These books 
are filled with fanciful legend and speculation.  Many of them were written to promote various heresies 
such as Gnosticism.  They  were never seriously considered for inclusion in the canon of the NT by the 
early church. However, modern revisionist historians like to portray  these books as being valid 
examples of early Christian thinking which were quashed by dogmatic orthodoxy.  The truth is that 
these books were spurious and heretical from the moment they were written.  Their content is ludicrous 
and they have no support in the earliest church fathers.  

Lesson 8 

The Early History of the Transmission of the Scriptures

 We have so far studied how the Bible was written, compiled, and preserved up until the time of 
its completion in the first century.  We now turn our attention to how the scriptures were copied and 
preserved since that time.  We have already  touched on some of this information as we discussed the 
formation of the NT canon.  We will now focus primarily on the history of how the Bible was copied 
through the years, and the manuscript evidence which we now possess.  
 Actually, we have two separate stories to tell.  First, there is the history of how the Christians 
copied and preserved the whole Bible in the languages of Greek and Latin.  Then there is the story of 
how the Jews continued to preserve the OT in the original Hebrew.  To eliminate confusion we will 
consider these stories separately.    

How the Early Church Preserved the Scriptures

 As we noted in our last lesson, the early Christians copied the scriptures vigorously from the 
first days of the church.  They  used the Greek version of the OT, the Septuagint, and to this they added 
the books of the NT, also written in Greek.  At first they  probably copied these books in scroll form, 
but sometime during the second century  they started using the new codex or book form.  It is likely 
that for the first two hundred years most of these copies of the Bible were made on papyri, the writing 
material of choice at the time.  We may imagine that hundreds of copies of the books of the Bible were 
made during this period, but only a handful of these most ancient manuscripts have survived.  Given 
the fact that Christianity was illegal, and that the Roman Government actively persecuted the church 
and burned those scriptures which were confiscated, it is a remarkable testament to the industry and 
devotion of the early saints that any manuscripts of the NT have survived from this period. 

The Papyri  

 The oldest  manuscripts of the NT that we now possess are written on papyri paper.  Most of the 
papyri manuscripts of the NT date from the second through fourth centuries.  Some of them are only 
scraps of paper, but several contain large sections of the NT.  They are all written in the Uncial script.  
This means the letters are all capitals which run together without spaces or punctuation.  Over 80 papyrus 
manuscripts have been found.   Some of these documents were stored away in ancient libraries and simply 
rediscovered in modern times, but most have been found in Egypt were the dry  climate helped to preserve 
them.  Some were actually found in ancient rubbish heaps buried in the sand.  Here is a list of some of the 
oldest papyri, their estimated dates, and the material they contain:
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 P52 - This small fragment dates from AD 120 and it contains portions of John 18:31-33, 37-38.  It  
is the oldest manuscript  of the NT which we possess.  It was possibly  made within 40 years of the time 
that John wrote his Gospel.  Since the book of John was most likely written in Ephesus, it is interesting to 
consider how quickly  it  must have been copied and  transported in order for a copy to have gotten to a 
small village in Egypt within 40 years.   We might also note that there was a time when some “scholars” 
of the Bible declared with confidence that the gospel of John was not written until AD 160.   This 
embarrassing error should give all liberal theologians pause for thought.

 P75 - This codex of the gospels of Luke and John dates from AD 175.  
 P46 - This manuscript is a codex containing 86 pages of a book which originally had 104.  It dates 
from AD 200.  It contains Romans, Hebrews, I and II Corinthians, Ephesians, Galatians, Philippians, 
Colossians, and I Thessalonians.  It appears to have originally also contained II Thessalonians.  

 P66 - This codex contains most of the gospel of John and dates from AD 200.  

 P45 - This document is made up  of thirty pages of a codex which once had 220 pages.  It  contains 
portions of the four Gospels, and Acts.   It dates from around AD 220.  

 P47 - This codex of the book of Revelation dates from around AD 250.

 P72 - This codex contains an assortment of religious material, but it includes I and II Peter and the 
book of Jude.  It dates from AD 250.

 Though the papyri are old, most of them appear to be “private copies” of the scriptures which were 
not made with the same meticulous care that was taken with some of the later manuscripts which were 
“official” publications.  We know that  Paul and Peter employed scribes to whom they dictated their letters.  
It is likely  that the early  church also employed the services of scribes to make good copies of their 
apostolic letters.  But the papyri documents that have survived from these early days seem to be of the 
type made by individual Christians for their own use.  They  contain more obvious errors, such as poor 
spelling, than do some of the later manuscripts which we will discuss next.  
 The most important contribution made by the papyri is their testimony to the early existence of the 
books of the NT.  They prove that the NT scriptures were written, copied, and widely distributed very 
early in the history  of the church.  They also prove that the text of the NT was not greatly  altered by the 
developing Catholic church as some have claimed. There is no material difference between the text of the 
later manuscripts and these early ones.  

 The Uncials  

 Beginning in the fourth century  the churches began making copies of the Bible using leather 
parchment instead of papyri.  For a description of these materials see the lesson on ancient writing 
methods.  The copies of the Greek Bible that were made during this period are called Uncials after the 
Uncial script which was used to write them.  Though the earlier papyri were also written in Uncial script, 
the documents of this later period have large precise Uncial letters, so this name is used to distinguish 
them from the papyri.  Uncial manuscripts date from the fourth to the tenth century, and about 250 
examples have survived.  These manuscripts are bound in book form, and some of them contain nearly  the 
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entire NT.  They were expensive books to produce, so in most instances they would have been made by 
professional scribes who took care to make accurate copies.   
 We are now entering the period of church history when the Roman persecution came to an end and 
Christianity was becoming the dominate religion of the Mediterranean world.  The Catholic church with 
its distinctive doctrines and hierarchy was consolidating its form at this time.  The churches now had the 
resources and freedom to make very good copies of the scriptures.  They could send to other churches for 
good masters from which to copy, and they could employ professional scribes.  Eusebius tells us that in 
AD 331 the Emperor Constantine ordered the making of “fifty  copies of the Sacred scriptures…to be 
written on fine parchment in a legible manner, and in a convenient portable form, by professional scribes.”  
The Uncial manuscripts that have survived reflect this development.  Some of the earliest Uncials are fine, 
well made books, that were carefully  copied, and hence are very  reliable witnesses to the original text.  
Below is a summary of the three oldest and most important Uncial manuscripts:
Codex B, (Vaticanus) - This is the oldest, and in some ways the best ancient copy of the Greek Bible.  It is 
a very  finely made codex dating from around AD 300.  It originally  contained all the books of the Bible, 
but unfortunately many of the front and back pages have been lost.  It  currently contains all of the books 
of the NT except for I and II Timothy, Titus, Philemon, and Revelation.  

Codex a, (Sinaiticus) - This finely made codex of the Greek Bible dates from AD 350, and is considered 
by some to be the best  and most reliable witness to the original text of the NT.  It once contained the 
whole Bible, but portions of the OT have been lost.  It still contains all the books of the NT, and so it is the 
oldest copy of the complete NT that we possess. 

Codex A, (Alexandrinus) - This Uncial codex dates from AD 450 and it contains all of the Bible in Greek, 
with some pages missing.   

Early Church Fathers

 Another way that the Bible was preserved during these early years was through the writings of the 
early church fathers.  As we noted in our discussion on the canon of the NT, we have several copies of 
letters and documents written by  early  Christians, many of which were written close to the first century.  
In these writings the Bible is referred to or quoted extensively.  Most of these early writers wrote in Greek, 
and they had access to extremely ancient copies of the Bible.  For this reason their quotations serve as 
testimony to the reading of the Greek Bible as it existed in the second century.  As we noted in an earlier 
lesson, nearly the entire NT can be reconstructed from these writings alone.

Versions

 Beginning around AD 150 Christians in different areas began to translate the Bible from Greek 
and Hebrew into other languages.   This was done to facilitate the spread of the gospel into non-Greek 
speaking areas.   These translations, or versions, were also widely copied over the centuries, and many 
thousands of these manuscripts have survived.  The oldest ones are translations into the ancient languages 
of Latin, Coptic, and Syriac.  Theses ancient versions are not as useful as Greek and Hebrew manuscripts 
in ascertaining the original text.  Often the translators who wrote them were not very skillful, and they had 
a tendency to paraphrase the scriptures rather than give an accurate translation.  Those who later copied 
these works often felt the need to refine them.  Though the ancient versions can not give us detailed 
information, they do provide some evidence that is helpful.  Some of these translations were made from 
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Greek manuscripts that were very  old and very close to the time of the apostles.  One thing they can tell us 
is whether the very ancient manuscripts used by the translators had a particular verse in it or not. 

The Latin Vulgate

 One of the most important early translations of the Bible is the Latin Vulgate.  Toward the end of 
the fourth century the churches in the west recognized the need for a good Latin translation of the Bible.  
Most churches in the west were already using various Latin translations because Latin was the common 
language in these areas.   But some of these early  Latin translations had been poorly  done, and there were 
marked differences between them.  In AD 382 Damasus, bishop of Rome, commissioned a young scholar 
named Jerome to produce a careful Latin translation of the Greek Bible.  Jerome revised the current Latin 
translation using the best Greek manuscripts that he could find.  After two years he had finished the 
gospels, and it  took him several more years to complete the whole Bible.  For his translation of the OT 
Jerome translated from Hebrew manuscripts and did not rely exclusively on the Septuagint version.  
 At  first there was some resistance to Jerome’s translation because he had corrected errors in the 
text which had become familiar to the people.  However, the quality of his work was eventually 
recognized, and Jerome’s translation was adopted universally in the west.   His translation is called the 
Latin Vulgate from the word “vulgus” meaning “the common people”.  It was a translation of the Bible 
into the common language of the day.  One can not fail to notice the irony  of the fact  that in later centuries 
the Catholic church would forbid the translation of the “Vulgate” into the common languages of later 
generations.  
 From this time on the Greek Bible was little read or copied in the western half of the old Roman 
empire.  In Italy, Spain, and most of Europe the Bible was a book written in Latin, and for over a thousand 
years Jerome’s Latin translation predominated in the west.  Several revisions were made through the 
years, but these did not make any great alteration in the work.  Over 8,000 ancient copies of the Latin 
Vulgate made throughout this period have survived. 

In The East

 Meanwhile, the churches in the east continued to copy the Bible in Greek. There seems to have 
been little effort made by Christians to learn Hebrew or to preserve the OT in its original language.  By “in 
the east” we mean those areas including Greece, Asia Minor, Palestine, and the eastern portion of North 
Africa.   For several centuries the remnants of the Roman empire held on in these areas, and the Catholic 
church predominated.  The chief seat of power over this area was the city  of Constantinople, known at that 
time as Byzantium.  The Roman emperors in the east ruled from Byzantium, and the Bishop of Byzantium 
came to be seen as the head of the Greek churches.  This trend toward the centralization of religious 
authority led to important developments in the preservation of the Greek Bible.  Just as the church in the 
west sought to have a single, universally  adopted, Latin text, the church in the east sought to produce a 
standard text for the Greek Bible.  To accomplish this goal, during the fourth and fifth centuries the text of 
the Greek Bible was slowly standardized.  By this we mean that an effort was made to correct those 
variations and errors which had crept into the text in the early years of copying.  From this effort there 
arose a type of text for the Bible that is known as the Byzantine text.  
 Apparently  it was decided that the various local texts with all their discrepancies should be sorted 
out.  A conscious effort was made to harmonize and smooth out the text of the Greek Bible.  The different 
readings that existed were sometimes compiled into compromise readings, and some doctrinally 
questionable elements were erased or modified to reflect church teaching.  This may sound like the text of 
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the Bible was drastically altered, but  actually  the changes were few and mostly insignificant.  These slight 
alterations can be easily detected by comparison with the older manuscripts dating from the second 
through fourth centuries.  The result  was a “standard” Greek text that became widely used and accepted.   
From this point on most manuscripts of the Greek Bible were copied from this Byzantine text.  No 
manuscript before the 5th century completely supports this text because it  was a text created by  conscious 
editing.  However, the great majority of manuscripts that have survived were made after the 5th century, 
so they are mostly in the Byzantine family.  Consequently, the text of this family is often called the 
“Majority Text.”  We will consider this development further when we study textual criticism.  

The Jews and the Hebrew OT

 While Christians preserved the Bible in Latin and Greek, the Jews continued to copy the OT in 
Hebrew.  The story of how the Hebrew scriptures were preserved must begin with the calamity of the 
Roman-Jewish wars.  In AD 66-70, and again in AD 132-135, the Jews of Palestine rose up in rebellion 
against Roman domination.  They lost both times.  This development is the overriding event which 
effected the subsequent history of the Jews as a people, and of the preservation of the Hebrew Bible.

 We know that before the wars there must have been large collections of the Hebrew scriptures both 
in Jerusalem and in the synagogues throughout Palestine. Each synagogue had its own copy of the 
Hebrew Bible written on several scrolls.  You may recall the time when Jesus visited the synagogue in his 
home town and read from the scroll of Isaiah, Luke 4:16-20.  But the Jews were largely driven out of 
Palestine by the wars which they fought with the Romans., and  it would appear that many of these works 
were destroyed or lost at this time.  Josephus says that he asked for and got the collection of scriptures 
kept in the Temple, but whether this is so, or what became of these writings we do not know.  This loss 
may seem to be a great catastrophe, but in keeping with the irony  that  so often pervades history, it may 
instead have been the best thing that could have happened to preserve the Hebrew Bible.  I say this for two 
reasons:
 First of all, at the end of the first Roman-Jewish war in AD 70 someone buried large portions of 
the Hebrew OT in caves near the Dead Sea.  This was probably  done to save them from capture or 
destruction by the Romans.   These scrolls were found  in our own generation and they have provided us 
with the oldest manuscripts of the OT that we now possess.  Portions and scraps of nearly every  OT book 
have been found among the Dead Sea scrolls, including a complete copy of Isaiah that dates from 100 BC.  
If it had not been for the Roman Jewish war, we would probably not have these precious scrolls.  
 Secondly, as the Jews were scattered about the ancient world they gathered mostly  in urban centers 
and made an effort to preserve their religious and national identity by  a fierce attachment to the Hebrew 
scriptures.  Where once they had focused their faith upon the temple, now it was focused upon the sacred 
books.  They built and attended synagogues where the scriptures were read and studied intensely.  Schools 
of rabbis were formed in those areas where there were large Jewish populations.  Babylon and other 
eastern cities had such schools.  As you might imagine, the Jews were very  careful to copy and preserve 
the scriptures.  From the time of the last dispersion until the invention of the printing press, a period 
spanning 1300 years, untold thousands of Jewish men devoted themselves to the honored craft of copying 
the scriptures with the utmost accuracy.  In our next lesson we will consider the extraordinary  measures 
that were taken by the Jewish scribes to insure the accurate copying of God’s word.  Because of this 
devotion to the Hebrew scriptures, we can have even greater certainty about the accuracy  of the text  of the 
OT.  
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 Unfortunately, few manuscripts of the Hebrew OT that were made during these middle centuries 
has survived.  This is mainly  due to the fact that the Jews had a rule that once a copy of the Bible became 
old and worn it had to be buried.  They did this out of respect for the scriptures.  They feared that worn 
Bibles would be abused or neglected.  Because they took such care to copy their Bibles accurately, they 
saw no difference in value between an old Bible and a new one.  For this reason, the oldest  copies of the 
complete Hebrew Bible that we now possess date from around AD 900 to 1000. 
 However, we do have another witness to the ancient Hebrew text that does date from these 
“middle years”.  From AD 200 to 500 the Jewish rabbis in Galilee and Babylon wrote a series of books in 
which they recorded the oral traditions of their fathers.  This collection is known as the Mishnah, or in its 
fuller form, the Talmud.  They also wrote commentaries on the law of Moses and other parts of the 
scriptures, known as the Midrashim.  In these works the Hebrew scriptures are quoted extensively, so the 
copies of these works which we now possess serve as witnesses to the reading of the ancient Hebrew 
Bibles that existed at that time.  
 It is interesting to note the very strict rules given in the Talmud for the making of copies of the 
Bible.  The scroll had to be prepared by  a Jew from the skin of clean animals.  A Jew had to make the 
copy.  Before starting he had to wash his whole body  and dress in traditional garb.  The number and size 
of the columns in the scroll were specified.  The ink had to be black.  An official master must be used and 
no deviation from it was allowed.   Not one letter could be written from memory.  The distances between 
letters, words, and sections were regulated.   There were even rules for the writing of the name of God.   
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Lesson 9 

The Latter History of the Transmission of the Scriptures

 So far we have described how the Bible was preserved by Christians and Jews up through the 
fifth century, and we have also enumerated the manuscript evidence that has survived from this early 
period of Biblical transmission.  In this lesson we will describe how the Bible was copied from the 
fifth century until the invention of printing and the publication of the first printed Bibles.    

The Bible Preserved by the Catholic Church

 From the fifth century  until the Reformation the history of the transmission of the Bible follows 
closely the history of the Catholic church.  In the west the old Roman Empire slowly fell apart, while 
religious authority  became increasingly centralized under the Bishop of Rome.  Here the Latin Vulgate 
version of the Bible held sway.  In the east the Roman empire was able to survive through the middle 
ages, and the Bishop of Constantinople gained ascendancy over the Greek churches.  Here the Greek 
form of the Bible predominated.  This distinction became even more permanent in AD 1054 when the 
division between the Roman Catholic church and the Eastern Orthodox church was finalized.  
 During this time the general population became less literate, and the church became more 
authoritarian.   As a result Bible study  was gradually restricted to the clergy.  The clergy kept physical 
possession of the Bible, and while they  read the scriptures in the public assembly, they retained the sole 
authority to explain them. The church also arranged for the copying of the scriptures.   Monks trained 
as scribes continued the arduous task of making copies of the Bible by hand, but these copies were for 
the use of the church, not for private individuals. These copies were kept in the sanctuaries and in 
church libraries.  In some cases they were literally chained to the pulpit.

The Change From Uncial Script To Cursive Script

 From the fifth through the eighth centuries most copies of the Bible made by  the churches were 
Uncial Codices written on parchment or vellum.   As we noted in our last lesson, around 250 copies of 
the Greek Bible and hundreds of copies of the Latin Bible have survived from this time period.  The 
early Uncials are plain and simple, but later Uncials show an increasing degree of ornamentation.  
Eventually copies of the Bible were made with lavish amounts of graphic artistry and material expense.  
In some cases the parchment is dyed purple and the lettering is embossed with gold or silver. 
 Beginning in the ninth century there was a change in the way that Greek was written.  Instead 
of using the large block capital letters known as Uncial script, the copyists began to use a more free-
running cursive script.  Cursive script was probably adopted because it was easier and quicker to write.  
During this time many copies of the Bible were made in scriptoriums were one man would read the 
master text and several scribes would write down what  was dictated.  Cursive script probably  lent itself 
to the faster pace of this process.  This change occurred over the course of the ninth and tenth 
centuries, so that nearly all copies of the Greek Bible made after the tenth century  are written in the 
cursive script. These manuscripts are called “Cursives” or “Miniscules” to distinguish them from the 
earlier Uncials.  Around 2,800 Cursive manuscripts of the Greek Bible have survived, and they  form 
the great bulk of the ancient Greek manuscripts that we now possess. The cursive manuscripts also 
display  an increasing amount of ornamentation.   While most Cursives are of a late date, and not as 
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useful as the older Uncial manuscripts in determining the exact text of the Greek NT, some of them 
appear to have been copied from very old Uncial manuscripts and are considered to be very close in 
content to the original text.  

Lectionaries

 Sometime very  early  in the history of the church it became customary to read in the assembly 
certain passages from the NT at specified times of the year.  This tradition developed into a definite 
sequence of readings that started at  Easter and continued throughout the year.  At first, regular Bibles 
were used with notations in the margin telling the reader what passages were to be read on what day.  
In order to make this task easier, special Bibles were produced in which the text was arranged 
according to the traditional sequence of readings.  These “out of order” Bibles are called Lectionaries.  
We are not sure when manuscripts of this type were first made.  The earliest example we have was 
made in the fifth century, but most of them date from the ninth to the sixteenth centuries.  Altogether, 
2,100 ancient Lectionaries have survived.  The oldest ones are written in the Uncial script, but most are 
written in the cursive script.  Because they were meant for public reading, great care was taken to make 
sure these books were copied accurately.  

The Dawn of the Age of Printing

 Through the long middle ages and up  until the fifteenth century, the history  of the transmission 
of the Bible among Christians is relatively unaltered.  Monks and scribes of the clergy laboriously 
copied out by hand one edition of the Bible after another.  In the west most Bibles were of the Latin 
Vulgate version, in the east most were of the Greek Bible.  Since the text of these two versions had 
long ago been standardized, there was little alteration in the text for over a thousand years.  Wars came 
and went, kingdoms rose and fell, and the political face of Europe changed countless times.   All the 
while clerical scribes toiled away in their isolated libraries making copies of the Bible, copies which 
were then tucked away, only to be read and admired by  other clerics.  In most places the general 
populace could not even read the Bibles that were made.  Most people were illiterate, and they would 
not have understood the archaic languages of old Latin and Greek anyway.  Even those who were rich 
enough to possess something so expensive as a Bible had little reason to be interested in such things.  
Religion was the business of priests.   It  is no wonder that many thousands of these documents have 
survived.  They were precious treasures locked up in cathedral vaults, handled by few people, and 
understood by no one.   
 But then things started to change.  In the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries lots of things 
happened in Europe to shake up the status quo.  The plague wiped out a third of the population. 
Increasing trade extended lines of communication between east and west which led to a renewal of 
interest in classical literature.  A growing middle class led to higher levels of literacy.  The old Roman 
empire in the east finally  fell to the Muslims with the sacking of Constantinople.  The early stirrings of 
the Reformation saw isolated brave souls looking into the scriptures with a new vigor.  But along with 
all of these developments came one event which perhaps added the most fuel to the fires of change: the 
invention of printing.  Communication and the transference of knowledge are always major factors in 
the transformation of society.  With the invention of printing European society  took a great leap 
forward in the distribution of information.  That a copy  of the Bible was one of the first books to be 
printed was a telling sign of the changes that were about to occur. 
 Using movable type and a press books could be reproduced over and over in a short space of 
time.  Before the printing press it took weeks to produce one book.  Now hundreds of books could be 
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produced in the same amount of time.  This greatly  reduced the price of Bibles, and made Bibles 
available to a much larger audience.  It  also reduced the occurrence of variations and errors that were a 
common problem of hand made copies.  While every hand made copy has its own unique set of errors, 
printed books all have the same errors.  These can be noted, the pages reset, and the errors 
corrected. 

The First Printed Bibles

 The first Bible to be printed was the Gutenberg Bible, printed in 1456 by  Johann Gutenberg in 
Mainz, Germany.  This Bible was the Latin Vulgate version, and over forty examples of this first 
edition are still in existence.  Since people of western Europe were primarily interested in the Latin 
Bible, it would be another fifty years until the Bible was published in Greek or Hebrew.  The 
Complutensian Polyglot was the first Bible printed in the original languages of the Bible.  This book 
was first made public in 1522, and it  contained the Old Testament in the languages of Hebrew, Greek, 
and Latin written in parallel columns.  The New Testament had the original Greek and the Latin 
translation side by side.  
 Credit for the first published Greek NT goes to an edition produced in 1516 by a Swiss printer 
named Froben.  The text of this Bible was prepared rather hastily by a scholar named Erasmus who had 
access to only  six incomplete manuscripts of the Greek NT.  These manuscripts were all rather late, 
and not a very good basis for producing a definitive Greek text.  To illustrate the haphazard nature of 
this effort we should note that parts of Revelation were missing from the manuscripts used by Erasmus, 
so to fill in these sections he translated back from the Latin Vulgate into Greek.   While not a good 
edition, this publication had the good fortune of being the first, which in the vagaries of history is often 
enough to win widespread acceptance, and this is exactly what happened.  Several editions of this work 
by Erasmus were produced over the years.  
 In 1546 a printer named Stephanus printed a Greek NT using the text of Erasmus, the 
Complutensian Polyglot, and 15 assorted Greek manuscripts as his sources.  Stephanus produced four 
editions of this Greek text.  The fourth edition was the first published Greek NT to contain both the 
chapter and verse divisions that now appear in our Bibles.  These divisions had been around for a long 
time but were not well known.  The chapter divisions had been worked out in the thirteenth century  by 
Stephen Langton, Archbishop of Cantebury.  The verse divisions had been around in various forms 
since the tenth century.   But it was the publication and widespread acceptance of the text published by 
Stephanus that led to their universal adoption. On the basis of this text all of the early English 
translations were made, including the King James version.   Unfortunately, it was not a very good text.  
It was produced by a handful of men using some twenty relatively  late manuscripts, and was never 
critically  reviewed or corrected.   While it certainly was “good enough” to make fairly reliable 
translations of the Bible, it certainly could be improved upon, and as we shall see, in later years it was.
 The Elzevir brothers of Holland used the Stephanus text  to publish seven editions of the Greek 
NT between 1624 and 1678.  These Bibles were well received and sold across Europe.  Beginning with  
the second edition of this series the printers inserted in their introduction the claim, written in Latin, 
that “You have therefore the text now received by all: in which we give nothing altered or corrupt.”  
From the Latin words of this sentence the name “Textus Receptus” was given to this particular version 
of the Greek text, meaning that it was declared to be the “received text”.   And indeed, it was the 
received text for the next two hundred years. 

The Hebrew Bible Preserved by the Jews



55

 While the Catholic church preserved the “Christian” Bible through the middle ages, the Jews 
followed a different path in the transmission of the OT.  While the church showed little interest  in 
copying the OT in its original Hebrew, the Jewish scribes continued to learn their ancient language and 
preserve their scriptures in their original form.  
 The Jews were chased about quite a bit.  For several hundred years they flourished in Babylon, 
northern Palestine, and elsewhere in the east.  During the Muslim domination of Spain the Jews 
prospered there.  Eventually, many Jews moved into northern Europe. There they were often 
persecuted, being blamed for the plague and other catastrophes.  Many then migrated into eastern 
Europe, Poland, and Russia.  Wherever they went they  carried the scriptures, built synagogues, and 
established schools for the training of rabbis.  Always the scriptures were copied with great care.  Each 
synagogue required perfect copies of the Law and the prophets.  
 Unfortunately, we have few manuscripts of the Hebrew OT made by Jews from the period 
between the first century and the tenth century.  There are some fragments that  have been discovered in 
an ancient synagogue in Egypt, but these are far from complete.  As we noted earlier, the Jews did not 
generally  store old or worn copies of the Bible for very long.  They ceremonially buried them out of 
respect.  But it is a mark of the care that they took to make exact copies that they  did not fear a loss of 
the quality of the text.  Before they disposed of an old copy they made sure that the new copy was 
exactly right.  How could they be so sure that their new copies were just as reliable as the older ones?  

The Massoretes 

 The Massoretes were a school or class of Jewish rabbis especially trained for the work of 
copying the Hebrew scriptures.  Their name comes from the Hebrew word “messora” which means 
“tradition”.   The Massoretes originally lived in Galilee and Babylon.  They spanned the middle history 
of the transmission of the Bible, from the fifth through the thirteenth centuries, though their practices 
may go back further still.  The special function of the school of Massoretes was to insure that accurate 
copies of the Bible were made.  They did this by following a rigid set of guidelines.  First they selected 
the very best and most reliable copies of the Bible that they could find, which they would then copy 
with great care.  Then they  would “measure” or test the new copy by a series of calculations that had 
been established as the standard for a correct  copy.  They counted the letters, the number of certain 
words, the number of times certain expressions were used, the exact middle letter of each book, etc.  
For instance, it was calculated that in a correct copy of the Hebrew Bible the letter Aleph would occur 
42,377 times.  The policy  was that if the new copy did not match exactly  the established criteria for 
these calculations it was discarded and the process was begun again.  It was this extraordinary 
obsession with accuracy which allowed the Jews to manually copy the scriptures for over a thousand 
years with little or no variation.  
 The Massoretes also added the vowel point system that indicated how the Hebrew words of the 
Bible were to be pronounced.  Until the time of the Massoretes the Hebrew Bible was written with the 
consonants only.  The vowel parts of each word had to be filled in by the reader who was supposed to 
know Hebrew well enough to “understand” how the word was to be pronounced.  As fewer and fewer 
Jews were well versed in Hebrew, the Massoretes thought it necessary to put in notations for each word 
indicating how it was to be pronounced. 

Existing Manuscripts of the Hebrew Bible

 The most important manuscripts of the Hebrew Bible that have survived are as follows:
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The Cairo Codex, which includes the Former and Latter Prophets and dates from AD 895.
The Leningrad Codex of the Prophets, which dates from AD 916.
The British Museum Codex, containing the Pentateuch and dating from around AD 850.
The Leningrad Codex of the whole OT dating from AD 1008. 
The Aleppo Codex,  containing most of the OT and dating from around AD 900.  
Assorted books and fragments of the OT among the Dead Sea scrolls dating from 220 BC to AD 70.
Assorted fragments from the Cairo Genizah, some possibly dating back to AD 550   

The Reliability of the Text of the OT

 The great space of time between the completion of the OT and the oldest surviving Hebrew 
Bibles may lead some to question the reliability of the text of the OT.  The oldest complete Hebrew 
Bible now in existence is the Leningrad Codex dating from AD 1008.  That leaves a gap  of at least 
1400 years across which we must believe that  the words of the prophets have been faithfully preserved.  
How can we know that the Hebrew text we now possess is the same that was written so long ago?
 There are several resources we can use to “check” the reliability of the text.  First, there is the 
Septuagint translation of the OT.  This translation was made around 200 BC.  The oldest copy of it that 
we possess goes back to AD 350.  Though we can not use it to check the precise wording of the 
Hebrew text, it  certainly can tell us that there have been no major changes in the text since then.  There 
are also the quotations of the Hebrew Bible in the Talmud that date back to AD 200 to 500.   Some 
fragments of the Hebrew Bible prepared by  Origin have survived.  These take us back to AD 220.  The 
Latin Vulgate translation of the Hebrew Bible made by  Jerome around AD 400 also serves as a 
checking reference.  The Samaritan Pentateuch is a separate witness of the first  five books of the 
Hebrew Bible.  The small sect  of Samaritans continued to copy the Pentateuch in a separate tradition 
from that of the Jews.  It is believed that the Samaritan Bible goes back to a copy made around 200 
BC, so it also serves as an ancient “check” on the text of the Hebrew Bible. 
 But perhaps the most encouraging testament to the reliability  of the Hebrew Bible is to be 
found in the Dead Sea scrolls.  Here we have manuscripts of the Hebrew Bible dating back to 150 BC, 
over a thousand years older than the oldest Hebrew Bibles.  Even though these do not contain the 
whole OT, they  contain enough of it to check whether or not the text of the Hebrew Bible has been 
changed in any appreciable way through the centuries.  The result is a complete vindication of the text 
of the OT.  Though there are minor variations in some passages, the overwhelming majority of the 
scriptures found among the Dead Sea scrolls reads exactly the same way as our current Hebrew text.   
Lightfoot gives as an example a comparison of the text of Isaiah chapter six.  When compared with the 
standard Hebrew text we possess, the text of the ancient Isaiah scroll has only  three variations in the 
sixth chapter which make any difference in translation.    In verse 3 it  has “they were calling” instead 
of “one called to another”, and it  has “holy,holy” instead of “holy, holy, holy”.  In verse 7 it has “sins” 
instead of “sin”.  Gleason Archer’s assessment of the Dead Sea Isaiah scroll was that it “proved to be 
word for word identical with our standard Hebrew Bible in more than 95% of the text.  The 5% 
variation consisted chiefly  of obvious slips of the pen and variations in spelling.”  When you consider 
the countless copies that separate these two versions of the text, this insignificant level of variation 
testifies to the remarkable care that was taken by the Jews to preserve the word of God.
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The Conclusion of the Age of Manuscripts

 Within a hundred years of the first  printed Bibles, most people stopped copying the Bible by 
hand.  Both the Hebrew OT and the Greek NT were rapidly standardized by the publication of several 
editions.  Unfortunately  these early printed texts were largely based on the work of two or three men 
who had access to only  a handful of ancient documents.   While thousands of ancient manuscripts lay 
in libraries and storerooms across the old world, it  was the few that were possessed by the printers that 
got published and put forward as “the” text of the Bible.   This was the result of mere happenstance, 
and it would take scholars of a later generation to address this shortcoming.   
 Meanwhile, thanks to the printing press, followers of the rapidly  spreading Reformation had 
plenty of Bibles written in the original languages of Hebrew and Greek which they  could study.  This 
takes us to the next stage in the history of how we got the Bible in its current form.  The period when 
men began to translate the scriptures into the common languages of the people of Europe.  
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Lesson 10 

The Early Translations of the Scriptures Into English

 So far we have covered the history of the transmission of the scriptures in their original 
languages of Greek and Hebrew.  We will now consider how the Bible was first translated into the 
English language, and the events the led to the creation of the King James version.    

The Barrier to Translation into the Common Tongue

In the first  few centuries of the history  of the church the Bible was translated into the common 
languages of various nations.  It  was understood that the scriptures were for everyone to know and 
understand.  This philosophy was promoted in the NT church by the Apostles who wrote and spoke in 
the more familiar Greek language, even though the church began among the Hebrews and the Apostles 
were themselves Jewish.  They  also used the Septuagint Greek translation of the OT, knowing that 
most of the new Christians could not read Hebrew.  

For the first few centuries the leaders of the church continued this tradition. Translations of the 
scriptures were made into the languages of the common people wherever the gospel was taken.  In the 
west several Latin translations were made, culminating in the Latin Vulgate translation made by 
Jerome around AD 400.  In the east the more common Greek prevailed, while some of the more 
isolated nations continued to use Bibles in their local tongues. 

As time past  the use of Latin and Greek as common languages began to decline in the remnant 
nations of the old Roman empire.  But instead of making new translations for the people to use, the 
Catholic church, both in the east and in the west, kept the Bible in its ancient languages.  This was 
done for two reasons.  First of all, the Latin and Greek versions had come to be venerated by the 
hierarchy of the churches, so that they  were viewed as being somehow sacred.  It was also felt that 
nothing but harm could come from the ignorant masses studying the scriptures for themselves.  The 
church would explain things to them, and that kept them from getting any wrong ideas.  So, Bibles 
which had originally  been produced for the purpose of making God’s word accessible to the masses 
were now used to shroud the scriptures in a veil of linguistic mystery.  

Early Efforts at Translation

 In spite of this official discouragement, many efforts were made through the years to put some 
of the scriptures into the common languages of Europe.  Usually  these were private efforts without 
much circulation or impact.  Some early translations were made into French and German during the 
Middle ages, but these were not widely available.  It  was not  until the dawn of the Reformation that 
real interest in producing common translations was sparked.
 The first translation of the whole Bible into English was made by John Wycliffe in 1382.   
Wycliffe was an early  reformer who sought to amend some of the more egregious errors of the 
Catholic church.  He felt that this would be made easier if the people could read the scriptures for 
themselves.  He made his translation from the Latin Vulgate.  Since this was before the invention of 
printing, all copies had to be made by hand.  His effort  stirred up a great  deal of controversy  and 
Church officials and opponents sought to destroy  all copies of his work.  Such was the hatred of the 
Roman church for Wycliffe that after his death his body was exhumed and burned in 1428. 
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 William Tyndale was the first to make a translation of the Bible into English from the original 
languages of Greek and Hebrew.  Due to opposition in England he had to travel to Europe to publish 
his work.  Using the first printed copy of the NT in Greek, the one published by Erasmus in 1516, 
Tyndale translated the NT into English, and in 1526 it was published.  With the aid of the printing press 
thousands of copies were made and smuggled into England.  Tyndale continued to translate the OT 
from the Hebrew, but he was arrested and eventually burned as a heretic in 1536.  Before Tyndale’s 
death, Miles Coverdale was able to publish a complete Bible in English using most of Tyndale’s work.  
Great efforts were made to suppress these works, but due to the technology of printing and the great 
demand for these Bibles, it was impossible to stop their spread.  

It is difficult to overestimate the importance of Tyndale’s translation.  All of the English Bibles 
that came after Tyndale made heavy use of his wording.  It has been estimated that  90 % of the 
wording of the KJV was based on the work of William Tyndale.   
 In 1537 a revised edition of Tyndale’s Bible, known as the Thomas Matthew Bible, was 
published.  Mile’s Coverdale again revised the Matthew Bible and printed it in a large edition known 
as the Great Bible in 1539.  By  then Henry VIII had broken the church of England away from the 
Roman Catholic church, and English Bibles were being printed in England itself.   During the reign of 
Queen Mary (1553 - 1558) English Bibles were again suppressed.  Some English Protestant refugees 
fled to Geneva, where in 1560 they  produced their own English translation, known as the Geneva 
Bible. This Bible became quite popular and it was the most common English Bible in use for over a 
hundred years.  This is the Bible quoted so often in Shakespeare, and it  was the Bible that the pilgrims 
brought to America.   It contained numerous anti-Catholic notes in the margin, so in 1568 a less 
offensive English Bible was produced from a revision of the Great Bible.  This “Bishops Bible” was 
used in the churches, but was not popular among the people.  It was this competition between the 
Bishops Bible and the Geneva Bible that gave rise to the King James version.

The King James Version

 In 1604 King James I of England called together a gathering of English religious leaders in 
order to discuss religious tolerance.   The dispute over the different Bibles was discussed and it was 
decided that a new translation should be made.  King James laid down certain guidelines for this new 
translation, including the requirement that no notes should appear in it except those necessary to the 
translation.  A group of around 50 scholars were selected, and these were divided into six working 
groups.  They began their work in 1607 and finished with the publication in 1611.  The new Bible was 
dedicated to King James, and a notice was placed in the dedication stating that it was appointed to be 
read in the churches.  From this it came to be called the “authorized version”, but there never was an 
official decree to this effect.  
 The King James version was not, strictly speaking, a completely new translation.  Though the 
translators were charged with making a translation “as consonant as can be to the original Hebrew and 
Greek”, they were careful to follow in the tradition of earlier works, and, as we have noted, much of 
their work can be traced back to Tyndale’s translation. 

The KJV Preface

 It is interesting to read the original preface of the KJV that  the translators wrote in defense of 
their new work.  This preface is usually not included in editions of the KJV printed today.  It is long 
and difficult to understand at times, but it gives us a wonderful insight into the philosophy of the 
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translators.  In the preface the translators stress that anytime an old established work is revised it will 
meet with undue criticism, and they ask the reader to consider carefully the reasons behind their 
choices before passing harsh judgment.  Below are some selected passages from this original preface:
   
About the need for translations into the common language of the day:

 “But how shall men meditate in that, which they cannot understand? How shall they understand 
that which is kept close in an unknown tongue?… so lest the Church be driven to the like exigent, it is 
necessary  to have translations in a readiness…Indeed without translation into the vulgar tongue, the 
unlearned are but like children at Jacob’s well (which is deep) [John 4:11] without  a bucket or 
something to draw with;…Now what can be more available thereto, than to deliver God’s book unto 
God’s people in a tongue which they understand?”

On improving on past efforts:

“Yet for all that, as nothing is begun and perfected at the same time, and the later thoughts are 
thought to be the wiser:  so, if we building upon their foundation that went before us, and being holpen 
by their labours, do endeavor to make that better which they left  so good; no man, we are sure, hath 
cause to mislike us;… How many books of profane learning have been gone over again and again, by 
the same translators, by others?  Of one and the same book of Aristotle's Ethics, there are extant not  so 
few as six or seven several translations.  Now if this cost may be bestowed upon the gourd, which 
affordeth us a little shade, and which today flourisheth, but tomorrow is cut down; what may  we 
bestow, nay what ought we not to bestow upon the Vine, the fruit whereof maketh glad the conscience 
of man, and the stem whereof abideth forever?  And this is the word of God, which we translate…. let 
us rather bless God from the ground of our heart, for working this religious care in him, to have the 
translations of the Bible maturely considered of and examined.”

That imperfections do not spoil a translation:

“Now to the latter we answer; that we do not deny, nay we affirm and avow, that the very 
meanest translation of the Bible in English, set forth by men of our profession…containeth the word of 
God, nay, is the word of God…..A man may be counted a virtuous man, though he have made many 
slips in his life, (else, there were none virtuous, for in many things we offend all)…also a comely man 
and lovely, though he have some warts upon his hand, yea, not only freckles upon his face, but also 
scars.  No cause therefore why the word translated should be denied to be the word, or forbidden to be 
current, notwithstanding that  some imperfections and blemishes may  be noted in the setting forth of 
it….The translation of the Seventy (the Septuagint, DR) dissenteth from the Original in many places, 
neither doth it come near it, for perspicuity, gravity, majesty; yet which of the Apostles did condemn it?  
Condemn it? Nay, they used it,…”

In defense of making corrections:

“Yet before we end, we must  answer a third cavil and objection of theirs against us, for altering 
and amending our Translations so oft; wherein truly they deal hardly, and strangely  with us. For to 
whomever was it imputed for a fault (by such as were wise) to go over that which he had done, and to 
amend it where he saw cause?”
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Their stated goals and intentions:

“Truly  (good Christian Reader) we never thought from the beginning, that we should need to make a 
new Translation, nor yet to make of a bad one a good one, …but to make a good one better, or out of 
many good ones, one principal good one,…If you ask what they had before them, truly it  was the 
Hebrew text of the Old Testament, the Greek of the New…. These tongues therefore, the Scriptures we 
say in those tongues, we set before us to translate, being the tongues wherein God was pleased to speak 
to his Church by the Prophets and Apostles…. neither did we disdain to revise that which we had done, 
and to bring back to the anvil that which we had hammered:..”

In defense of marginal notes and the uncertainty of the translators at certain points:

“Some peradventure would have no variety of senses to be set in the margin, lest the authority 
of the Scriptures for deciding of controversies by that show of uncertainty, should somewhat be 
shaken.  But we hold their judgment not to be sound in this point….it hath pleased God in his divine 
providence, here and there to scatter words and sentences of that  difficulty  and doubtfulness, not in 
doctrinal points that concern salvation, (for in such it hath been vouched that the Scriptures are plain) 
but in matters of less moment, that  fearfulness would better beseem us than confidence,…it is better to 
make doubt of those things which are secret, than to strive about those things that are uncertain.  There 
be many words in the Scriptures, which be never found there but  once, (having neither brother or 
neighbor, as the Hebrews speak) so that we cannot be holpen by conference of places.  Again, there be 
many rare names of certain birds, beasts and precious stones, etc. concerning the Hebrews themselves 
are so divided among themselves for judgment, that  they may seem to have defined this or that, rather 
because they would say  something, than because they were sure of that which they  said, as S. Jerome 
somewhere saith of the Septuagint.  Now in such a case, doth not a margin do well to admonish the 
Reader to seek further, and not to conclude or dogmatize upon this or that peremptorily?”

On “word for word” translating:

“Another things we think good to admonish thee of (gentle Reader) that we have not tied 
ourselves to an uniformity of phrasing, or to an identity of words, as some peradventure would wish 
that we had done,…”

On the need for more than one translation, or an improvement:

“Therefore as S. Augustine saith, that variety of Translations is profitable for the finding out of 
the sense of the Scriptures:… They that are wise, had rather have their judgments at liberty in 
differences of readings, than to be captivated to one, when it may be the other.”

 We would commend the translators of the KJV for their wisdom and perceptive understanding 
of the principles that should guide our view of translations.  They  knew full well that the work of 
translating was an imperfect art that could never be truly finished.  There is always room for 
improvement.  I imagine that if they were alive today they would be he first to recognize the need to 
revise or update their original work.  More on this in a moment.
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The Popularity of the King James Version

 As with all new translations, the King James version met with a good deal of initial resistance. 
But in time the quality of the work was widely  recognized.  Not only was it a good translation, it was 
clearly  superior to the other choices available.  It immediately  replaced the Bishops Bible in the 
churches, because it had been “authorized”, and it slowly  displaced the Geneva Bible in private use. 
Within a hundred years the KJV was “the” English Bible, and it  was without rival until the beginning 
of our own century.  Still used by millions today, it is one of the great works of English literature.

Shortcomings of the KJV

 While undoubtedly the best English version of its day, the KJV was not without its faults.  As 
the years passed these shortcomings became more obvious and the KJV underwent several revisions.  
In 1613 a new addition was produced with over 400 changes.  A comprehensive revision was produced 
in 1769 by  Benjamin Blayney.  Over the years hundreds of changes in spelling, punctuation, and 
grammar were made.  It  would probably  amaze the average student to read the original 1611 edition 
and see how different it is from the current editions.  Perhaps the most startling difference is that the 
original KJV included the books of the Apocrypha which are found in the Catholic Bible.  As the 
Protestant churches came to reject these books they were removed from the KJV.  
 But some of the shortcomings of the original work could not  be overcome by a limited revision 
of the old text, and toward the close of the 19th  century it  had become increasingly obvious that an 
extensive revision was needed.  The shortcomings of the KJV fell into four areas:
 1. The Greek and Hebrew text that had been originally used to make the KJV translation was 
recognized to be inferior.  At the time the KJV was made in 1611 the only texts available were 
essentially  those produced by Erasmus for the Greek NT and the Hebrew text of the Complutensian 
Polyglot.  As we learned in an earlier lesson, these first printed texts were based on a mere handful of 
late manuscripts.  The translators of the KJV had these and only a few other manuscripts to go by, and 
their knowledge in this area was extremely limited.  They did the best they  could with what they had, 
but since that time literally  thousands of ancient manuscripts have been found, published, and studied.  
A comparison and study of all these manuscripts revealed that many  passages translated in the KJV 
were based upon readings that were poorly  supported or non-existent in the most ancient and reliable 
manuscripts.   During the 19th century efforts were made to put together a definitive text of the Greek 
and Hebrew scriptures.  By this time it was thought that the KJV needed to be revised in order to 
reflect these improvements in our knowledge of the original text. 
Examples of textual problems in the KJV may be found in places such as:
 II Kings 7:13; Matt. 17:21, 18:11, 23:14; Mark 7:16, 9:44,46, 11:26, 15:28; Luke 17:36,

23:17; John 5:4; Acts 8:37, 9:6, 15:34, 24:7, 28:29; Romans 16:24; I John 5:7; and Rev. 22:19. 
  
 2.  The KJV also needed to be improved in the area of translation.  As was noted above in 
excerpts from the original preface to the KJV, the translators were somewhat limited in their 
knowledge of Greek and Hebrew.  They  were the best scholars of the day, but at that time there was 
much about these ancient languages that was not understood.  This was particularly  true with regard to 
certain obscure words.  Since the KJV was made there has been extensive research into these 
languages.  Thousands of ancient documents have been discovered and studied which shed light on the 
meaning of words and grammatical constructions.  By the turn of our century it was understood that 
many passages in the KJV had simply “gotten it wrong”.  
Examples of erroneous translations in the KJV:
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 Gen. 12:19, “I might have taken her to wife” should be “I took her”
 Num. 11:25, “did not cease” should be “did so no more”

Num. 13:17, Instead of “southward” the spies went “into the south country”
 Psalm 77:2, “My sore ran in the night” should be “may hand was stretched out”
 John 20:17, “Touch me not” should be “Stop clinging to me”
 Mark 6:20, “observed him” should be “kept him safe”
 Luke 18:12, “of all that I possess” should be “of all that I get” 

The KJV refers to mythical creatures such as unicorns, satyrs, cockatrices, and arrowsnakes
 The KJV confuses Hades and Hell
 3. Changes in the English language had rendered many passages incomprehensible to the 
modern reader.  While some of the archaic language in the KJV had been updated in earlier revisions, 
many confusing passages still remained.  
 Examples of confusing language in the KJV:
 Gen. 25:29, “And Jacob sod pottage,”

Job 36:33, “The noise thereof sheweth concerning it, the cattle also concerning the vapour”
 Job 26:5, “Dead things are formed from under the waters, and the inhabitants thereof.”

Psalm 5:6, “Thou shalt destroy them that speak leasing:”
Prov. 22:29, “he shall not stand before mean men.”
Eccl. 2:25, “For who can eat, or who else can hasten hereunto, more than I?” 
Luke 17:9, “I trow not.”
I Cor. 4:4, “For I know nothing by myself; yet am I not hereby justified.”
II Cor. 6:12, “Ye are not straitened in us, but ye are straitened in your own bowels.”

 II Cor. 8:1, “We do you to wit of the grace of God.”
II Cor. 10:16, “…not to boast in another man’s line of things made ready to our hand.”

 II Thess. 2:7, “only he who now letteth will let, until he be taken out of the way.”
 

The KJV uses words such as peradventure, concupiscence, churl, almug, artificer, bondman, 
chode, gat, harbergeon, ligure, pate, strake, trode, wimples, tatches, purtenance, bruit, cracknels, wot, 
breach, broidered, draught, eschew, forbear, husbandman, innocency, jangling, lucre, etc.  
  
 4.  It has also been argued through the years that some passages in the KJV reflect a doctrinal or 
theological bias on the part of the translators.  Such charges should be greeted with caution.  All 
translations are charged with theological bias by somebody.  It would be impossible to make the 
thousands of choices involved in a translation without running afoul of someone’s sensibilities 
somewhere along the line.  Many  passages in the original text  are ambiguous, they  can be understood 
in different ways.  But often there is no way to express the same thought in English in a way that 
preserves the ambiguity.  The translator must put it one way  or another in English, and this requires 
that he base his decision on his understanding of what the passage is saying.  For this reason it is 
simply  not possible to make a translation that is not affected to some degree by prior theological 
assumptions.  The Bible reader must be aware of this fact  and study his Bible carefully, comparing 
translations when a bias is suspected.  Having said this, there do seem to be some poor readings in the 
KJV which are difficult to explain except as a reflection of the doctrinal views of the translators. 
 A bias toward Calvinism may be detected in the following readings:  “such as should be saved” 
in Acts 2:47, “ye cannot do the things that ye would” in Gal. 5:17, “if they shall fall away” in Heb. 6:6, 
“any  man” in Heb. 10:38, perhaps the rendering “be converted” in places such as Matt. 18:3.  The 
retention of ecclesiastical words in the KJV instead of translating them into their English equivalent is 
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sometimes marked as the result of theological bias.  Examples of this are:  the use of “bishop” instead 
of “overseer,” “baptism” instead of “immersion,” and “church” instead of “congregation”.  
 Because of some of these shortcomings many new versions of the Bible  have appeared in the 
last 100 years.  We will discuss some of these in the next lesson.  We may conclude by saying, 
however, that in spite of the above stated problems the KJV is still a good translation.  Many people 
have grown up with it, learned the gospel from it, and taught from it for years.  They have grown 
accustomed to its archaic language, and made adjustments for its flaws.  For many brethren it has not 
yet outlived its usefulness. I would not discourage anyone from continuing to use this faithful sword of 
the faith if they so chose.  But our choices should be based upon good reason and a careful 
consideration of the facts.   There are other acceptable translations of the Bible, and these also have 
their merits and detractions.   Let us now turn our attention to some of these.  
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Lesson 11
 

Modern Translations of the Scriptures Into English

 We now turn our attention to the modern English translations.  With the decision of the church 
of England to thoroughly  revise the KJV in 1870 the age of modern translations began.  From this 
point forward responsible translators of the NT would be able to base their work on the best possible 
Hebrew and Greek text  compiled from all of the manuscript evidence that has survived.  They would 
also be able to take full advantage of the accumulated knowledge of the ancient languages contained in 
the most thoroughly researched lexicons and grammars.  We will now look at some of the major 
translations that have been made in the last hundred years, along with a consideration of their strengths 
and weaknesses.  

The English Revised Version and the American Standard Version

             Once the decision had been made to revise the KJV, two committees were appointed to make the 
translation, one for the OT and one for the NT.  These committees were made up of scholars from 
different  denominations in England.   The revised NT was published in 1881 and the complete Bible was 
published in 1885.  Though this effort  was technically a revision of the KJV, it was in many  ways a new 
translation.  For example 5,788 changes had been made in the underlying Greek text of the NT to bring 
the text up to the standards of modern scholarship  regarding textual criticism.  Most of these changes were 
slight, but it  shows that in many ways the revisers had “gone back to square one.”  While the intent was to 
make the language of the new revision easily understandable by the common man, only the more difficult 
archaic language of the KJV was changed, and the revisers attempted to keep the style or character of the 
old  KJV.  Even with this limited goal there were 36,191 alterations in the reading of the NT alone.  The 
new work was called the Revised Version or the English Revised Version.  
            In the middle of this effort the decision was made to allow two committees of American scholars to 
join the work and make suggestions concerning the wording of the revision.  This was done because of the 
differences between the way English is spoken in England and in America.  As it turned out, many of the 
suggestions of the American committees were not incorporated into the revision, but were instead posted 
at the back of the Bible in an appendix.  This difference led the American committees to continue their 
work and eventually  publish an American version of the new Bible.  Along with some other changes the 
American product incorporated all of the suggestions which had been placed in the appendix of the 
English publication.  This new American publication was called the American Standard Version.  It  was 
published in 1901.  This new version met with some degree of success in America, and some people still 
use it today, but it did not succeed in replacing the KJV as the common Bible used by most people.  

Characteristics of the ASV 

         The American Standard Version is a very literal translation, in that it follows closely, where possible, 
the word order and exact word for word meaning of the original language of the Biblical text.  While it 
attempts to retain some of the character of the KJV, it also attempts to be more exact in its renderings.  The 
result  is a stilted kind of English which is understandable, but not the kind of English that we normally 
speak or write.  Other innovations of this version were: 1) the use of the most up to date knowledge of 
textual criticism and more extensive use of marginal notes on passages with important textual variants.  2)  
the grouping of verses into whole paragraphs instead of making each verse a separate paragraph as the 
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KJV had done.  3) the attempt to use the same English word to translate the same Greek or Hebrew word 
whenever possible. 
          The ASV was a considerable improvement over the KJV in several areas.  It  was based on a better 
underlying text, it was easier to understand, it was more exact in its translation, and it had a better 
arrangement of material with the inclusion of more informative marginal notes.  But it also had its 
weaknesses.   Its English was unnatural and not very  readable, and it  failed to go far enough in correcting 
poor or archaic readings that were carried over from the KJV.  As the years passed by, even more 
discoveries were made in the area of textual criticism and scholarship, and the ASV gradually lost its chief 
advantage of reflecting the most up to date information in Biblical studies.  As a result, the twentieth 
century saw increasing interest in the production of another revision. 

The Revised Standard Version

          In 1928 an inter-denominational organization called the International Council of Religious 
Education bought the rights to the ASV.  This group eventually  determined to make a new revision of the 
Bible based upon the KJV tradition while incorporating modern knowledge of the original text.  The 
stated goal of this new version was to retain “those qualities which had given the King James Version a 
supreme place in the English literature.”   Instead of simply making a translation that  put the original Bible 
into common English, the goal was to approximate the perceived dignity and refinement of the KJV.  The 
NT was completed and published in 1946, and the whole Bible was published in 1952.  The new work 
was called the Revised Standard Version.  
          The translation of the RSV was based on the original Hebrew and Greek texts as worked out  by  the 
process of textual criticism.  It reflected the most up to date knowledge in this field, being the first major 
translation to incorporate changes in the text brought about by  the discovery of the Dead Sea Scrolls.   
While even more modern translations have been made since the RSV which include further refinements in 
the state of the underlying text, these changes have been few, so it may be said that the RSV 
approximately reflects our best understanding of the original text of the Bible.
          The RSV updated the language of the KJV even more extensively  than the ASV had done.  It  also 
made further use of advances in our understanding of the meaning of the original languages, making clear 
many passages which had been poorly understood before.  The discovery and study of large amounts of 
secular literature from the time period of the Bible writers enabled the translators to refine the translation 
of certain words and concepts.  The ASV practice of incorporating the verses within whole paragraphs 
was retained.  However, instead trying to use the same English word for each use of the same Greek or 
Hebrew word as the ASV had done, the RSV used a greater variety  of renderings for the same underlying 
word.  The RSV also did not attempt to be as literal a translation as the ASV.  Instead of striving for a 
word for word translation, the RSV attempted to make a translation which used “good English”.  The 
purpose was to make a translation which had the beauty and majesty that is conveyed in the KJV.  While 
both the KJV and the ASV had placed in italics those words which were “added” by the translators to 
smooth out the reading of the text, the RSV abandoned this practice.  
          While being a good translation in general, the RSV has some flaws which kept it from being well 
received by many people.  It was thought to reflect  a liberal view of theology in some passages, and this 
caused many conservative religious groups to criticize and condemn the RSV.  The most often cited 
example of this perceived bias is the translation of “maiden” instead of “virgin” in Is. 7:14, but there were 
also other passages were the RSV appeared to “back away” from the traditional rendering of prophetic 
passages which encouraged application to Christ.  The original RSV removed from the text passages such 
as Mark 16:9-16 and John 7:53-8:11 and placed them in a footnote, and the reaction to this choice was 
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decidedly negative in many quarters.  While the RSV gained a measure of success and continues to be 
used in many circles, the fact that it was deemed unsuitable by many conservatives limited its potential.   
For whatever reason, the RSV did not replace the KJV as the most widely  used Bible, and as a modern 
translation it has been eclipsed in recent years by other translations.  

More Translations

         Through the fifties and sixties there continued to be interest in producing a translation of the Bible in 
modern English using the most up to date scholarship.  The failure of the RSV to fulfill this need in the 
minds of many people left  an opening for further publications.  Several translations were produced which 
were the work of individual translators, but these had little backing, and many of them were either 
paraphrases or the work of individual denominations which sought to produce versions of the Bible which 
reflected their unique doctrine.  The “Jehovah’s Witness” denomination produced their New World 
Translation in 1955, a version which alters the text of the Bible in several places in order to support their 
unorthodox doctrines.   The Roman Catholic church produced the Jerusalem Bible in 1966.  It  includes the 
Apocrypha at  the close of the OT which most Protestant churches have rejected from the canon of 
scripture.  The churches of England once again produced a translation called the New English Bible, the 
complete version of which was published in 1970.   Some of these Bibles sold well among certain groups, 
but none of them offered any challenge to the KJV as the predominate Bible used in the United States.
   

Paraphrases

         There have also been a handful of paraphrase versions of the Bible which have been published 
within the last generation.  A paraphrase of the Bible is not a translation.  It  is rather a version of the Bible 
which  restates in different words what  the text of the Bible is thought to mean.  In this way  a paraphrase 
attempts to make clear exactly what is being said in the text.  It is really like a simple commentary, 
explaining the verse rather than translating it.   Of course, the wording of a paraphrase depends completely 
on the religious views and interpretations of the author.  For this reason a paraphrase should not  be used as 
a replacement for a proper translation.  However, a paraphrase may be used as a study aid like any other 
commentary.  We will mention two popular paraphrases:  The Amplified Bible was published in its 
complete form in 1965.  This is a Bible which includes many alternate ways of rendering each passage in 
the Bible.  For each verse it  says the same thing several different ways, and so we may  classify it as a kind 
of expanded paraphrase.  A very popular paraphrase of the Bible is a book called the Living Bible.  It was 
first published in 1971 and has had a wide distribution.   

The New American Standard Bible

          One of the more important translations produced in recent years is the New American Standard 
Bible.  This new translation was produced by the Lockman foundation which published the first  complete 
copies in 1970.  The NASB was the work of a large number of scholars from a wide variety of 
denominational backgrounds who were reported to have been experts in the field of Biblical Languages.  
The Foreward states the goal of the translators was “to adhere as closely  as possible to the original 
languages of the Holy Scriptures, and to make the translation in a fluent  and readable style according to 
current English usage.”   Though the impression was given by  the producers of the NASB that it was 
intended as a revision of the ASV, it was in fact a completely new translation.   
          For its underlying text the NASB used an eclectic Greek and Hebrew text worked out by the process 
of textual criticism.  The producers of the NASB stated that they followed the standard texts of the day, 
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the 3rd edition of Kittel’s Hebrew OT and the 23 edition of Nestle’s Greek NT.  However, the translators 
used their own discretion to select other readings in several places.  The NASB makes extensive use of 
marginal notes to point out places where there are variants in the text, but for some reason this is more true 
in the OT than it is in the NT.   Following the lead of the ASV many  of the poorly supported verses found 
in the KJV are removed to the marginal notes, but with some of the longer variants the doubtful passage 
remains in the text enclosed in brackets. 
          With regard to its language, the NASB is a very literal translation of the Bible, perhaps the most 
literal of all the now popular translations.  It follows closely the word order of the original, except when 
this would result  in a confused translation.  It  uses very little paraphrasing, and, with some exceptions, it 
comes about as close to a word for word translation as is reasonably possible.  The NASB also uses 
modern standard English and removes practically all of the archaic language of the KJV, some of which 
was still retained in the ASV.  One exception to this rule is the continued use of archaic pronouns such as 
“Thee” and “Thou” when God is addressed.   The NASB makes no attempt to achieve the perceived style 
or majesty of the KJV.   The result  is a very simple, though sometimes odd sounding, translation.  The 
NASB is easy  to understand, but  it does not read the way we speak or write English.  By following the 
Greek and Hebrew so closely, the grammatical structure of the translation is not very smooth or elegant.  
Some people prefer this kind of precision, but others see it differently.   If we adopt the definition of a 
translation as something that answers the question “how would I say that in my own language?”, then the 
NASB is not an exceptional translation.
          The NASB reverts to the practice of printing each verse as a distinct paragraph, which helps when 
you are searching for a particular verse, but some people feel that this hinders the reader from perceiving 
the unity of thought conveyed in each passage.  One helpful aspect of the NASB is that it  sets off elements 
of poetry  in verse form, and it  indents quotations from elsewhere in the Bible.  This alerts the reader to the 
unique properties of this type of material.  The NASB also makes extensive use of quotation marks to alert 
the reader when different people are speaking.  
           I personally  use the NASB because I like its precision and its clear language.  It is not a very 
smooth translation, and its awkward wording is sometimes a nuisance, but it  makes a good study Bible. 
Because it sticks so closely to the original language it assumes less and it leaves more for the reader to 
interpret for himself.   The marginal notes often supply an even more literal translation, and this can prove 
helpful when trying to distinguish between alternative interpretations.  There are, however, some passages 
in the NASB which I feel are poorly  translated and give an incorrect meaning to the text.  Some examples 
would be: “so that she has a miscarriage” in Exodus 21:22, “God causes all things to work together for 
good” in Rom. 8:28, “faith is reckoned as righteousness” in Rom. 4:5, “the law has become our tutor” in 
Gal. 3:24, “keep house” in I Tim. 5:14, “Thou hast deceived me” in Jer. 20:7, “usury” in Neh. 5:7, 
“covenant” in Heb. 9:16, and “you will persuade me to become a Christian” in Acts 26:28. 

The New International Version

           As work was being done on the NASB another translation was in the making.  It was felt  at the time 
that there was not a good contemporary English translation which was acceptable to theologically 
conservative Christians, so a committee was formed in 1965 to undertake the preparation of a new 
translation.  This effort was sponsored by the New York Bible Society. Over 110 scholars representing 
over thirty different denominational backgrounds were selected to work on the project.  The work was 
divided up among several groups, with an extensive process of review and approval put into place. 
             For its underlying text the NIV followed an eclectic text as was done with the ASV, RSV, and the 
NASB.  For the OT the latest edition of the Biblia Hebraica was used, the standard text of the day.  
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However, use was also made of all other manuscript  evidence, and sometimes choices were made that 
vary from the Biblia Hebraica.  This was also the case in the NT.  The translators of the NIV went back to 
the original documents and made their own choices for the readings of the underlying text.  This makes 
for an interesting phenomenon.  Though most modern translations use an eclectic text formed by 
following the principles of textual criticism, they do not always reach the same conclusions, so there are 
minor differences between the readings of all the modern translations.  Marginal notes usually point out 
the variants that are the cause of these differences.  The NIV offers extensive marginal notes on variants 
and alternative translations, but they are not as extensive as those in the NASB.
          The stated goal of the translators was to produce “an accurate translation and one that would have 
clarity  and literary quality and so prove suitable for public and private reading,…”.  The translators state 
that they were “united in their commitment to the authority and infallibility of the Bible as God’s Word in 
written form.”  Rather than try  to follow the same strict literal rendering as found in the NASB, the 
translators of the NIV state that  they have “striven for more than a word-for-word translation. Because 
thought patterns and syntax differ from language to language, faithful communication of the meaning of 
the writers of the Bible demands frequent modifications in sentence structure and constant regard for the 
contextual meanings of words.”   It is also stated that “concern for clear and natural English…motivated 
the translators and consultants.”   As in all other translations, words not  in the original text were added 
when required by the context to convey the same meaning in English.  
           The archaic use of Elizabethan English pronouns such as “thee” and “thou” in reference to God 
were dropped.  The argument being that there were no special “reverent” pronouns in the Hebrew and 
Greek original, so it  would be a misrepresentation of the original text to suggest that the tradition of using 
special forms of address for God are somehow supported by scripture.    When poetic passages and 
quotations of other scriptures occur in the text these are marked by  printing them in verse form indented  
from the rest of the passage.  The NIV continues the practice of the ASV and RSV of putting all verses 
within whole paragraphs as the context dictates.  In order to distinguish different  speakers in a dialogue, 
the words of each speaker are placed in separate paragraphs.
 

Assessment of the NIV

           The NIV has been a fairly successful translation.  It has sold well among Protestant denominations 
in America and today it gets a large portion of the “Bible market.”  Because it  is easy  to read and 
understand it has been well received by the average Bible reader, and it has been found to be helpful for 
children and those who are reading the Bible for the first time.  However, some criticisms have been 
leveled against  the NIV.  These criticisms fall into two categories.  It has been charged that the NIV is too 
much like a paraphrase and is not an accurate translation.  It  has also been argued that the translation of 
certain passages reflect a theological bias.  Let’s consider these points.
            Because the goal of the NIV was to achieve “more than a word for word translation”, and to 
produce a Bible that made for “clear and natural English”, the NIV reads more smoothly  and sounds much 
more like standard English than does the NASB or the ASV.  It follows the most common philosophy  of 
translating languages, which is to answer the question, “How would I say that in my own language?”  This 
has led some to accuse the NIV of being a paraphrase.  But this is a highly  inaccurate description.  While 
the NIV does make greater use of paraphrase than do some other translations, it is still a translation which 
follows with a fair degree of closeness the wording of the original text.  In most passages it is difficult to 
tell much difference between the NIV and the other modern translations.  
              The complaint against the NIV often arises because of a misunderstanding about the process of 
translation.  Many  people assume that the best kind of translation would be one that simply  follows “word 
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for word” the original Greek and Hebrew, plugging the equivalent English word in for each original word.  
The problem with this theory is that it is completely  unworkable.  No standard translation of the Bible 
follows this approach.  The closest thing to it is the ASV or the NASB, and even these are not true “word 
for word” translations.  Such a translation would often be incomprehensible, or it would convey thoughts 
very much different from those of the original writer.  This is because Greek and Hebrew word order and 
sentence structure are not like those of English grammar.   One need only  read an interlinear to appreciate 
this point.  Also, words alter their meaning depending on the context in which they are used. Translators 
must take these different factors into account and render a given passage in such a way that it is the closest 
thing in English to the original statement.  The NIV may use a little more lee-way than other translations 
to accomplish this task, but the degree of difference is small.  
             One aspect of this same principle is revealed in how the NIV handles the idiomatic expressions of 
the original Hebrew and Greek languages.  An idiom is a figure of speech which a given culture uses to 
express certain ideas.  An idiom can not be understood literally, because as a literal statement an idiom 
usually  does not make sense.  In our culture examples of idioms would be: “go fly  a kite”, “I need to go to 
the bath-room”, “Its raining cats and dogs”, etc.  When translating idioms from one language to another, it 
is always difficult to know how to treat them.  If we were to translate them literally  word for word, the 
idea would often be lost completely, because the new culture does not use those same words in a similar 
way.  One solution is to simply make a word for word translation and hope that the reader figures out what 
the expression means.  Another solution is to paraphrase the idiom, that is, to express the same thought 
using other words which more closely approximate how we would say the same thing in English.  Each 
time an idiom is paraphrased it may be debated as to whether or not the paraphrase is necessary, but it 
would be misleading to imply  that any use of paraphrase is wrong.  All translations find it necessary to use 
paraphrase in order to handle idioms.  Some simply do it more often than do others.  While the NIV does 
use a bit more freedom in translating idiomatic expressions, it could be argued that this actually makes it a 
more accurate translation.
              To illustrate my point that all translations use paraphrase, let me cite the following examples of 
the use of paraphrase in the  KJV: the Hebrew idiom “let the king live” is rendered “God save the king” in 
I Kings 1:31;  the Greek idiom “may it not be” is translated as “God forbid” in Rom. 6:2; “expired” was 
turned into “gave up the ghost” in Gen. 25:8;  “gods” is made “angels”, Psalm 8:5;  “insulted Him” is 
translated “cast the same in his teeth” in Matt. 27:44. 

Bias in the NIV?

             The second category  of criticism against the NIV has to do with its perceived theological bias.  As 
we noted in our discussion on the KJV, all translations are accused of theological bias, and to a certain 
degree all translations are guilty  of the charge.  This is because it is impossible to make a translation 
without having to make some decisions which will be affected by one’s interpretation of the scriptures. 
For this reason we should ask a few simple questions about a translation before we condemn it out of 
hand.  First  of all, is the translation rife with examples of theological bias, or does it only manifest this 
weakness in a few passages?   Secondly, in those places where we perceive the bias, is the translation 
completely without justification, or is it  a possible rendering that would be accepted as legitimate by 
disinterested parties?    Thirdly, are there other places in the translation in which the bias seems to be 
missing?  If it  is found that the number of questionable readings is small, and there is at least some 
measure of support for the readings chosen, and there are times when the bias is missing, then it would be 
overly critical to condemn the entire translation.  
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               Based upon this approach I can find no justification for condemning the NIV.  While there are a 
handful of places in the NIV where I believe that a theological bias has caused the translators to give a 
reading with which I would disagree, the number and severity of these instances are so limited that I find 
it difficult to dismiss the entire work.  I find just as many objectionable readings in the KJV, ASV, NASB, 
and the NKJV.  If I were to apply  the same critical standards to all translations that some of my  brethren 
do to the NIV, I would find myself without a Bible.   In this regard I will call your attention to that passage 
in the preface of the 1611 KJV which cited the example of the Septuagint.  The Septuagint translation of 
the Hebrew OT was a rather poor translation.  In many places it misses the idea of the original, and in 
some places it  is nothing more than a rough paraphrase.  Yet, Jesus and the apostles had no qualms about 
using the Septuagint and quoting it  as scripture.  In comparison to the quality of the Septuagint  the NIV is 
a much better work of translation. I have personally translated many Greek passages and compared my 
results with the reading of the NIV.  I have found that it is usually quite accurate, and in some cases it 
gives a reading that I prefer over all other translations.
          Given the above qualifications, there are some places in the NIV where I believe a theological bias 
is reflected:  The doctrine of Premillenialism finds support in the reading of Eph. 1:10.  However, the 
NIV passes up a chance to support Premillenialism in Gal. 6:16.  The doctrine of Calvinism is reflected in 
the inclusion of the words “that were” in Matt. 24:24, the translation of the word “flesh” as “sinful nature” 
in Rom. 7:18 and elsewhere, and the way Psalm 51:5 is translated.   
             

The New King James Version
 
            The last modern translation that we will consider is the New King James Version.  This translation 
was produced by the Thomas Nelson Publishers of Nashville, Tennessee, and was first  published in its 
entirety  in 1982.  It  was promoted by the company as being a revision of the KJV in the same tradition as 
the earlier revisions of the 17th and 18th centuries.  Over 130 evangelical scholars were involved in the 
project.  The motivation behind this revision was a desire to provide a Bible in modern English that retains 
many aspects of the original King James Version. 
               In keeping with this goal the underlying text used to make the NKJV translation was essentially  
the same text that was used to make the original King James translation in 1611.  While the preface makes 
the claim that all known manuscripts were consulted, the truth is that the translators largely ignored all of 
the advances in textual studies that have occurred in the last 300 years.  Their goal was to have a text as 
close to that of the original KJV as possible, and in this they succeeded.  The preface states hat every verse 
of the original 1611 edition is to be found in the NKJV.  Rejecting the principles of textual criticism, the 
translators make the assumption that the best possible Greek and Hebrew Text was the one available to the 
original translators of the KJV.  Rather than choose an eclectic text from all available manuscripts, the 
translators use a text  which was selected from a handful of late manuscripts by men living in the 17th 
century.  Though the authors of this project try  to justify this decision  by claiming that this text is 
represented by the majority of ancient manuscripts, the truth is that they follow the text behind the original 
KJV even when it differs from the Majority Text.  The result is that there are readings in the New 
Testament of the NKJV which are not supported by a single existing Greek manuscript.  
             The potential user of the NKJV needs to be aware of this unique aspect of the translation.   Those 
who adopt the NKJV are buying into a textual theory that is only supported by a small segment of scholars 
in the field of textual studies.  While the NKJV does contain extensive marginal notes alerting the reader 
when a  passage is not supported by  the earliest manuscripts, not everyone will understand the 
significance of these statements.  While I do not agree with the textual theory that  is followed by the 
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NKJV, neither do I seek to dissuade anyone from using it.  As long as a person is aware of the textual 
philosophy that it is based upon, it may be put to constructive use.    
              In the area of language the NKJV is a marked improvement over the KJV.  Most of the archaic  
vocabulary and spelling of the KJV have been updated into forms that would easily be recognized by the 
modern reader  However, an effort has been made to “maintain that lyrical quality  which is so highly 
regarded in the Authorized Version.”  This means that much of the style and method of expression is still 
in the Elizabethan mode of speech.  The translators apparently only made changes when it was thought 
that the meaning was unclear.  The result is that the English of the NKJV is not modern English, it is a 
combination of modern words structured in outmoded sentence patterns.  While the NKJV makes a claim 
to being a very literal translation, it  is much more devoted to mimicking the style and reading of the KJV 
than it is the languages of the original text.  It uses paraphrase as often as did the KJV, and it certainly  is 
not as literal as the ASV or the NASB. 
            The NKJV follows the layout of the old KJV using separate paragraphs for each verse.  Quotation 
marks are used for people speaking, and quotations and poetry are inset.  Some faults in the NKJV would 
be as follows:  The uses of  “and” in Gal. 6:16 to suggest that the church and Israel are two separate 
entities, “be converted” in Acts 3:19 implies passive conversion.

How to use Translations

 Now that we have examined all of the major English translations, we will conclude with a 
discussion of their use.  Whether a person chooses to use the KJV, ASV, NASB, NIV, or the NKJV as his 
personal Bible, it is important that we understand that all translations have their flaws.  It is a mistake to 
think that we can find one perfect translation and rely  on it uncritically.  The fact that there are problem 
areas in all translations should help us to appreciate the value of occasionally using more than one 
translation.  One of the easiest and most effective ways to study the Bible is to read each passage using 
two or more versions.  By comparing the different translations of the same verse you can accomplish 
several things: 
 First of all, the real meaning of the text often becomes more clear when you see the different ways 
that the idea of the verse is expressed.  Shades of meaning may  be brought out more clearly in one text 
than in another.  In my experience no single translation gets it exactly right every time, but by using 
several of them you can have the best of all worlds.
 Secondly, a confusing sentence in one translation is usually clarified by comparison with the 
others.  Without the comparison, it is possible to miss the meaning entirely.  I don't know how often I have 
seen people get the wrong idea from a passage simply because they used a confusing translation. 
 Thirdly, differences in the interpretation of a passage are sometimes brought out by  a comparison 
of the various ways it  is translated.  Often, a certain amount of interpretation must occur when one 
language is translated into another.  How one understands a statement will effect how one expresses it in 
another language.  By comparing the different ways a verse is rendered, you may find there is a subtle 
shift in meaning between two versions.  This does not mean that one of the translators has altered the text. 
These slight differences almost always occur because the underlying language is itself ambiguous and can 
be taken either way.  Reading from different translations can alert  you to these possibilities, and this gives 
you a chance to examine the passage more closely.  If you use one version exclusively, you seldom 
become aware of such things. 
 Fourthly, a comparison of the different translations of a verse will often indicate the presence of 
textual variants, questions of grammatical structure, and different possibilities for how the verse should be 
punctuated.  In the very least this method of study will point the way to further inquiry.  
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           I can not give enough emphasis to the value of this practice.  Much of what can be learned from 
reading the original language of the Bible can just as easily be learned by using several English texts at 
once.  There is no harm in using various translations, and much helpful information comes out of their 
comparison.  To aid in this kind of study there are several comparative study Bibles on the market which 
contain several versions printed side by side. 

Exercises for Lesson 11

1.  Read the preface (or translator's note) at the beginning of the major translations that are available to 
you.  Note down any questions that you have so that we can discuss them in class.    

2.  Compare the following passages in as many translations as you can.  Make a note of those that seem to 
be distinct or unusual in their reading.  If you learn something that you were unaware of, then note that 
down.     Gen. 37:3, Job 36:33, Matt. 18:18, John 1:14,18, Acts 26:28, Rom. 8:28, Rom. 12:11, Gal. 6:16, 
II Tim. 2:15, Heb. 12:23

3.  If there is some passage or verse that you have a question about because of the different ways it  is 
translated, please note this down for discussion.     
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Lesson 12

 Textual Criticism, Confirming the Original Text

 So far, we have covered the history  of how the Bible was written, preserved, and handed down 
to us.  In our final lesson we will turn our attention to the how the text of the Bible is put together and 
confirmed by using all of the evidence from the past.

Textual Criticism

 Textual criticism is the science of reconstructing the original wording of ancient manuscripts by 
using the documents and evidence that has survived.  In our case, we are interested in the original wording 
of the Bible as it was first written by the prophets of God over 2000 years ago.  This process of using 
textual criticism to reconstruct the text  of the Bible is necessary for two reasons.  1) We do not have the 
original manuscripts written by  the apostles and prophets themselves.  2) The ancient copies of the Bible 
that we have do not agree completely  among themselves with regard to the exact reading of the text.  
Therefore, translators must try to figure out as best they can which of the readings among the ancient 
manuscripts ought to be adopted in each verse of the Bible.  In order to do this without being arbitrary, 
scholars follow a set of guidelines which impose order and logic on the choices that they make.  These 
guidelines are the principles of textual criticism.  “Criticism” is here used in the positive sense of using 
analytical judgment to determine how the text originally  read.   It does not mean that someone is 
“criticizing” the text.   In this lesson we will briefly  cover this process, but in order to appreciate it 
properly, I suggest you read one of the excellent books on the subject that are available. 
 

Understanding the Need for Textual Criticism

 This subject is perhaps the most obscure part of Bible study for the average Christian.  Most of us 
know very little about it.  Consequently, the above statements come as a surprise to many who hear them 
for the first time.  Though they  have never studied the subject, many people seem to look upon the text of 
their English Bible as if every word of it  were carved on a granite cliff in Palestine.  As a result of this 
attitude, people often respond in irrational ways when they are exposed to the concept of textual criticism.  
Sometimes they simply deny  that there is any question as to the reading of any  verse in the Bible and bury 
their heads in the proverbial sand.  Sometimes they  react by losing confidence in the scriptures.  Let us try 
to do better.  When we properly  understand the nature of the problem and appreciate the process, a 
knowledge of textual criticism can increase our confidence in the scriptures as well as our understanding 
of them.   Most of the great textual critics of history have been firm Bible believers, so do not despair.   At 
any rate, we should be aware that the translations that we use are based upon Greek and Hebrew texts that 
have been compiled through the process of textual criticism.  First we will review the evidence that textual 
critics have to work with, then we will summarize the methods they use. 

Manuscripts

 Today we have something like 5000 different manuscripts of the Greek NT and hundreds of 
manuscripts of the Hebrew Bible which are copies of the scriptures that were made in ancient times.  They 
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range in date from 200 BC up to the 16th century.  Most of these documents consist of only a page or a 
single book.  There are, however, complete copies of the N.T dating back to the early fourth century, and 
complete Hebrew Bibles dating from the 10th century. 

Versions

 For the OT we have the Septuagint and other Greek translations, the Latin Vulgate, and certain 
other Aramaic Targums.  Very early in the history of the church, the Greek and Hebrew Bible was 
translated by Christians into other languages.   These translations, or versions, were also widely copied, 
and many thousands of these manuscripts have also survived.  The oldest ones are translations into Latin, 
Coptic, and Syriac.  Something like 10,000 version manuscripts have survived.  They are not as useful as 
Greek and Hebrew manuscripts in ascertaining the original text, but  they  can tell us whether the very 
ancient manuscript used by the translator had a particular verse in it or not. 

Early Writers

 For the OT we have the Hebrew writings of the Talmud and Midrashim with its quotations of 
scripture.  For the NT we have several copies of letters and documents written by early Christians, many 
of which were written close to the first century.  In these writings the NT is referred to or quoted 
extensively.  It has been estimated that a good portion of the NT could be reconstructed from these 
writings alone.  Most of these early writings were also in Greek.  These men had access to extremely 
ancient copies of the Bible, so their quotations serve as testimony to the reading of those manuscripts even 
if we don't have them today.  

Variations

 You can see that we have several thousand documents which have survived from ancient times, all 
of which provide various amounts of information on the reading of the Biblical text.  If every single one of 
them agreed with all the others in every  detail, then textual criticism would not be needed.  Alas, this is not 
the case.  Whenever a document is copied by hand, some mistakes are inevitably made.  The longer the 
document, the greater the number of mistakes that will occur.  By  “mistakes” we mean changes in 
spelling, the loss of some words, the repetition of others, the loss of a line, the repetition of others, etc. 
  If you take a document and have someone copy it by hand, and then have someone else make a 
copy of the first copy, and so on 99 times in succession, in the end you will have one hundred documents 
that are nearly identical, but with dozens of minor variations.   This is precisely what has happened to the 
Bible over the centuries.  However, this is not a matter of great concern.  Even after one hundred copies, 
the original wording of the text in our example would still be more or less the same.  There would be no 
great alterations in the wording of the text, and a majority of the mistakes could be easily corrected, 
especially  if you could go back and look at a few dozen of the earlier documents in the succession of 
copies.  The earliest ones would be the most helpful.  This is exactly what a textual critic attempts to do.  
His job is made easier by the fact that the people who transcribed the Bible were constantly checking their 
work and trying very hard to keep the text pure.  When someone says there are thousands of variations in 
the Biblical text, they are referring to every single minor variant in every single manuscript.  In the entire 
NT there are actually only a few hundred which give us any trouble at all.  
 The more serious variations resulted from such things as the omission of a passage, the inclusion 
of comments by a copyist, the attempt by a copyist to include words from a parallel passage that he 
thought were helpful, the attempt by a copyist to smooth out what he perceived to be a mistake in the 
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grammar, or the attempt by a copyist to correct  what he perceived to be a difficult statement.  Now these 
seem like foolish things for a copyist to do, and they  were.  Most trained copyists would not do this sort of 
thing.  But often a copyist would suspect that the manuscript he was following had been altered by  some 
earlier copyist, and so he would try to “put it right”.  Sometimes a copyist  would be following two master 
copies, and when they disagreed he would simply adopt a compromise.  There are numerous footnotes in 
ancient manuscripts where a copyist would try to explain an anomaly in his master instead of including it 
in the text.  The next person who copied this text would not know what to do with the footnote, and 
sometimes he would include it in the text.  However, such cases are relatively  rare, and since we have 
thousands of documents it is possible by cross checking to work out how most of these errors occurred.   

Witnesses

 Each ancient manuscript of the Bible is a witness to the original text.  Actually, each one is a 
witness to the text it was copied from.  What a textual critic tries to do is sort through these and confirm 
what is the accurate reading in each verse.  To do this, certain principles are applied which allow him to 
sift through the evidence.  Some of these principles are as follows:
 1. Generally, the older a document is, the more reliable it is.  It  is closer to the original and has had 
less chance to be altered by the process of copying.  
 2. If a manuscript appears to be carefully and accurately  copied, then more weight will be given to 
it than one which appears to be sloppily done. 
 3.  If a variant reading appears in only a few later manuscripts, it is easy to postulate that it  was 
added at some point.  
 4. A lot of the process involves explaining how a variant might have arisen.  If a variant appears to 
smooth over or “explain” a more difficult reading, it is logical to assume that the smooth reading is 
spurious because no one would add a difficult statement or leave out a good explanation if there was one.  
 5. If a phrase seems to introduce some liturgical wording to a passage which many manuscripts do 
not have, it is likely that it was added at some point for the purpose of supporting church ritual.  
 6. If a word occurs twice in a passage and some manuscripts omit the words in between, it  is likely 
that the eye of a careless scribe moved from the first word to the second, inadvertently skipping over the 
intervening words. 
 You see that much of the work of a textual critic has to do with explaining discrepancies in 
testimony, much as a trial lawyer must do.  You compare the testimony of all the manuscripts, and when 
they don’t agree, you try to figure out  how the discrepancies arose.  One way of accomplishing this task is 
by studying how the manuscripts may be grouped into “families”.

Families of Witnesses

 In order to sort  through and weigh the reliability of the various manuscripts and witnesses, a 
textual critic must try  to ascertain the relationship of each witness to all the others.  Each ancient 
manuscript of the Bible has its own unique variations, but most manuscripts can be grouped into 
“families” of texts.  A manuscript family is a group of manuscripts that have many variations in common.  
They all have the same unique reading in several passages, whereas manuscripts outside this family do not 
have these distinctive readings.  This phenomenon is the result  of the fact that  manuscripts inside a family 
are “related” to one another by lineage.  By this we mean that they are all copied from the same 
manuscript, or they represent a series of manuscripts copied from one another through several generations.  
A family of this type began with an early text which we call the Patriarch of the family.  This “father” was 
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copied, and then copies were made of that copy, and so on.  All the copies in the family are descended 
from the original early  manuscript, and so they all resemble each other more closely  than manuscripts 
outside the family.  
 There are a handful of these families that can be discerned among the existing manuscripts.  In the 
OT there is the text of the Massoretes, that of the Septuagint, the Samaritan text, and others.  With the text 
of the Greek NT there are families of manuscripts which bear such names as Alexandrian, Western, 
Caesarean, and Byzantine.  You will notice these names have geographical significance.  This is because 
these families arose due to the geographical isolation of documents in the earliest years of transmission.  
All of the documents in a certain area of the ancient world tended to be copied from the ones that stayed in 
that area.  There was little movement of these manuscripts because they were “church bound.”  If a new 
copy of the Bible were to be made, it would be made from another local copy.  Each manuscript in the 
family reflects the characteristics of the documents that became established early on in that locality.  

Byzantine Family

 This family arose in the 5th and 6th centuries.  By this time the hierarchy  of the Catholic church 
had developed extensive control over church affairs.  Apparently it was decided that the various local texts 
with all their discrepancies should be sorted out.  A conscious effort was made to harmonize and smooth 
out the text of the NT.  The different readings that existed were often compiled into compromise readings, 
and some doctrinally questionable elements were erased or modified to reflect church teaching.  This 
sounds like they  really messed up the text, but the alterations were few and mostly  insignificant.  The 
result  was a text that became widely used and accepted.  This text gave rise to the Byzantine family, so 
called because it  became predominate in Byzantium, which was a major seat of Catholic power at the 
time.  From this point on most manuscripts of the NT were copied from the text of this family.  No 
manuscript before the 5th century completely supports this text because it  was a text created by  conscious 
editing.  The great  majority of manuscripts that have survived were made after the 5th century, so they  are 
mostly in the Byzantine family.  Consequently, the text of this family is often called the Majority  Text.  
 When a resurgence of interest in the Bible occurred in the reformation movement, the Greek text 
widely available was the Byzantine, and it was this text that was used to make the first translations of the 
Bible into English, including the King James Version.  Actually, the translators of the KJV had access to 
only a few Greek manuscripts which did not even accurately convey the diversity of variations within the 
Byzantine family.  This narrow cross section of the Majority text became known as the Textus Receptus, 
which is Latin for “received text”. 

Modern Eclectic Greek Texts

 Eventually, as knowledge of the existing Greek manuscripts spread and many  ancient ones were 
found, it was discovered that the Greek text reflected by the Byzantine family  was relatively late and 
somewhat corrupt.  Scholars began to compare the very earliest manuscripts and discovered that there 
were many variations in the Byzantine family  that were not well supported.  Furthermore, some of the 
readings of the Textus Receptus weren’t even well supported by the Majority Text.  This lead to an effort 
to reconstruct, as closely as possible, the original text of the NT through the process of textual criticism.  
By comparing all the families and manuscripts an “eclectic” text was formed.  Eclectic means “selected 
from various sources”.  Most modern translations have used these corrected Greek texts as the basis for 
their translations of the NT.  This is why you see some textual discrepancies between the reading of the 
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KJV and the modern translations.  This also explains the occasional footnote regarding textual variations 
which you will find in modern translations.  

Textus Receptus vs. an Eclectic Text

 Unfortunately, there are many who have resisted the move to an eclectic text.  Even in the church 
there are some people who are alarmed by the “changes” that have been made in the text of the modern 
translations.  This has caused some to condemn the modern translations as being the work of unprincipled 
innovators who wish to pervert the Bible.   In the opinion of these people we should stick with the “good 
old Textus Receptus” that was used to make the KJV. 
 Though there are a handful of informed men who have argued for the continued use of the 
traditional Byzantine text, and by extension the Textus Receptus, by  far the majority of scholars have 
made the move to an eclectic text put together by comparing all of the ancient documents.  Rather than 
operating from nefarious motives, textual critics have attempted to honestly and fairly  determine the 
original wording of the Bible using all of the evidence available. Many of these men are quite 
conservative Bible believers, and the furthest thing from their mind is a desire to “monkey  with the 
scriptures.” In my opinion there are no good arguments to support the continued use of the Textus 
Receptus when it  is obviously the result  of a haphazard collection of late documents with several readings 
not supported by early manuscripts, and in some cases it has readings not supported by the majority of 
manuscripts.  Those who dislike the modern translations because of textual differences have little to 
support their contentions.   While those who continue to champion the Textus Receptus have a right to 
their opinion, we would hope that they would grant the same right to others.  

Should We Be Concerned?

    By studying this subject you will learn that the variations in the text of the Bible are not as great as 
might appear from the above discussion.  The debate over textual variants often makes it sound like there 
are great issues or doctrines at stake, or that whole sections of the Bible are in doubt.  This is not the case.  
Of the hundreds of variants in the text of the NT that give the textual critic pause for thought, only a few 
make a big difference in the interpretation of the text.  Even the disputes about the textual differences 
between the KJV and the modern translations are over a handful of passages.  So far as I know, no 
doctrinal issue hinges on the reading of a textual variant.  So, a knowledge of textual criticism will 
actually increase your confidence in the reliability of the text of the Bible, and you will  also be better 
equipped to examine those particular textual variants that you discover when you study the Bible.  
 In order to reassure us about the reliability of the text  of the Bible, it is customary to cite examples 
and quote well known textual scholars who may  speak with more authority on the question.  Below I 
include a sampling of this kind of material:

Sir Frederic Kenyon, “The number of manuscripts of the New Testament, of early  translations from it, and 
of quotations from it in the oldest writers of the Church, is so large that it is practically  certain that the true 
reading of every doubtful passage is preserved in some one or other of these ancient authorities.  This can 
be said of no other ancient book in the world.”   --- “ The Christian can take the whole Bible in his hand 
and say without fear or hesitation that he holds in it  the true word of God, handed down without essential 
loss from generation to generation throughout the centuries.”   --- “No fundamental doctrine of the 
Christian faith rests on a disputed reading.”
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Ezra Abbot, “The true state of the case is something like this.  Of the one hundred and fifty thousand 
various readings, more or less, of the text of the Greek New Testament, we may…dismiss nineteen-
twentieths from consideration at once, as being obviously  of such character, or supported by  so little 
authority, that no critic would regard them as having any claim to reception.  This leaves, we will say, 
seven thousand five hundred.  But of these, again, it  will appear on examination, that nineteen out of 
twenty are of no sort of consequence as affecting the sense; they relate to questions of orthography, or 
grammatical construction, or the order of words,…They concern only the form of expression, not  the 
essential meaning. This reduces the number to perhaps four hundred which involve a difference of 
meaning, often very slight, or the omission or addition of a few words, sufficient to render them objects of 
interest, while a few exceptional cases among them may relatively  be called important.  But our critical 
helps are now so abundant that in a large majority of these important questions of reading we are able to 
determine the true text with a good degree of confidence.”
F. J. A. Hort, “The proportion of words virtually accepted on all hands as raised above doubt is very  great, 
not less, on a rough computation, than seven eighths of the whole.  The remaining eighth therefore, 
formed in great part by changes in order and other comparative trivialities, constitutes the whole area of 
criticism…the amount of what can in any sense be called substantial variation is but a small fraction of the 
whole residuary variation, and can hardly form more than a thousandth part of the entire text.”

Geisler and Nix, “There is an ambiguity in saying that there are some 200,000 variants in the existing 
manuscripts of the New Testament, since these represent only 10,000 places in the New Testament.  If one 
single word is misspelled in 3,000 different manuscripts, this is counted as 3,000 variant readings,”  --“…
only about one eighth of all the variants had any weight, as most of them are merely mechanical matters 
such as spelling or style.  Of the whole, then, only  about one sixtieth rise above ‘trivialities,’ or can in any 
sense be called ‘substantial variations.’…”  

How Many Variants Really Matter?    

 My  first hand knowledge of the facts with regard to this question are limited to the Greek NT, so I 
will restrict  my observations to this area.  The text of the Greek New Testament published by the United 
Bible Societies lists in its footnotes variant readings that appear in the ancient manuscripts.  It was the 
stated policy of the editors of this text to include notations on only  those variants which are “meaningful 
for translators.”  In other words, they only cite variations in the text which might alter how the text  is 
translated, no matter how insignificantly.  By this criteria they simply  ignore all variations in word spelling 
and word order that do not alter how the text would be translated.  By this measure there are 1,440 variant 
readings in the entire text of the NT.  As I have studied these through the years, it  has become apparent to 
me that these variants fall into at least five categories.  These are as follows
 1. A good portion are variants which are poorly supported.  They occur in so few manuscripts or in 
such late manuscripts, that there is no need to give them serious consideration.  
 2. Another sizable group is made up of variations that would make only  slight changes in the 
translation, so slight  that they would hardly  even be noticed.   Examples of these kinds of variants would 
be, for example, the difference between “the Lord Jesus” and “the Lord Jesus Christ”.   
 3. A third category  is made up of sizable changes that  do not alter in any way  the meaning of the 
text.  In these cases words or phrases are included or excluded that either say  the same thing as the 
adopted text, or they say something in addition which is irrelevant.  
 4. Another category  includes those handful of passages in the NT which have to do with a 
substantial portion of scripture.  These are sections of the NT where the variant has to do with whole 
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verses, or even a number of verses.  Examples of variants in this category would be: the end of the gospel 
of Mark, John 7:53-8:11, Acts 8:37, etc.  While the status of these passages do not  bear upon any point of 
doctrine, the careful Bible student will take a keen interest in how these variants are resolved.
 5. The last category has to do with variants which touch upon sensitive areas which some people 
may see as affecting how a passage is taught or applied.  There are only a few of these.  Examples of this 
kind of variant may be found in Matt. 18:15, Matt. 19:9, etc.
 The first three categories of variants hold little interest for the average Bible student.  However, the 
last two categories include perhaps a dozen passages which require some study of the underlying textual 
support.  But this is only a dozen passages out of the entire NT, and in my opinion they are easily resolved 
by a consideration of the textual evidence and the teaching of the scriptures from other passages which 
have no textual ambiguities.    

Exercise for Lesson 12:      Read any marginal comments in your Bible on the following verses: Acts 8:37, 
John 7:53-8:11, Mark 16:9-20
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