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 Reference: VARIOUS 
 

 Church: GRACE Date: 4/23/00 

The Word of God: Transmission 
 
Purpose: To show how scriptures have come to us and how God has worked in 
history to preserve them so that we may have the Word in our hands today. 
 

1. Introduction 
Have seen: 

• the inspiration of Scripture 
• its inerrancy 
• how we have the canon of scripture today 
• the authority of Scripture 
• how Scripture attests to itself 
• the sufficiency of Scripture 
• the work of the Spirit in illumination 

Now we come to transmission and preservation 
Vital subject 
What would be the point of having inspired the prophets  
If their words were not accurately conveyed through time? 
What could we then know for sure about God? 
Only what general revelation shows us 
We must know that we have based our faith upon the Truth 
Look to see whether we can know this or not 
Look at OT and NT 

2. The Old Testament 
Copied by hand over a period of 3000 years 
Plenty of scope for errors to be made humanly speaking 
Problem accentuated by Hebrew language 
Nothing written but consonants  
The reader had to supply vowels 
Correct reading only ensured by tradition 
As Jews mixed with other language groups 
Risk of mispronunciations came in 

Around 100 AD – Jewish scholars prepared consonantal standard 
text 

2.1. 400-900 AD – the work of the Masoretes 
Scripture copyists par excellence: 

• A wrong letter made text useless 
• Annotated text, counting letters – indicating middle one of 

each book 
• Aleph – 42,377 times, beth 32,218 
• Guarded against omissions and additions 
• Apparent errors were marked in the margin only – the text 

was not corrected 
• Most important, system of vowel points and accents 
• Preserved the consonantal text but indicated the vowels and 

the rhythm 
It is the Masoretic texts that we base our OT on. 

2.2. Destruction of deteriorated manuscripts 
Rather than see the name of God profaned 
Inscribed on worn out texts 
These were buried or destroyed 
We do not have many very early texts 
Sometimes find them in hiding places associated with synagogues 
They were put there prior to burial 

2.3. How do we know the Masoretic text is 
accurate? 

We have found some very old texts and have compared. 

2.3.1. The Septuagint 
Greek translation of the OT 
Based on texts 1000 years older than the Masoretes. 
Not a very good translation 
Pentateuch better than the rest 
Can help when there seem to be problems in the Masoretic text 
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2.3.2.  The Samaritan Pentateuch 
Separated from the Jews 
Constructed their own temple on Mount Gerizim 400 B.C. 
Considered only the Pentateuch canonical 
Kept very old copies 
Transmitted independently of the Masoretic text 
Comparison shows purity of Masoretic text and also its superiority 
Most of current manuscripts not older than 10th C A.D. 

2.3.3.  The Malabar Manuscript 
Discovered early 19th century 
Black Jews of Malabar in India 
Immense scroll – 37 skins 
48 feet long and 22 inches wide 
Lacks only Leviticus and part of Deuteronomy 
Comparison word for word and letter for letter 
Only about 40 slight differences from masoretic text – none change 
the meaning or interpretation 

2.3.4. Dead Sea Manuscripts 
Began to be found 1947 in caves near Dead Sea 
One of most important – almost complete Isaiah 
Dates from 2nd Century B.C. 
Perhaps a copy of the original 
Or of a copy of the original 
1000 years earlier than other MSS 
Had Masoretes introduced changes? 
No – practically 100% agreement! 
Scholars have only found 4 places where it gives a better reading.  
40:12  

Isaiah 40:12 Who has measured the waters [of the sea] in the hollow of 
His hand, And marked off the heavens by the span, And calculated the 
dust of the earth by the measure, And weighed the mountains in a 
balance And the hills in a pair of scales? 
 

From this we see that Masoretic text is amazingly well preserved 
Can have full confidence in our text 
 

2.4. Variants in the OT texts 
Scholars have spent lifetimes on this 
Trying to undermine Scripture by showing copying errors! 
Have studied up to 600 manuscripts 
In texts studied by one, 280,000,000 letters 
900,000 variants – 750,000 are insignificant changes of v and i 
One variant for every 316-1580 letters 
Add to this that most occur in relatively few of the manuscripts. 
Critics have admitted disappointment 
There just aren’t any important variants! 
Far from disproving scripture, they have added to the proof! 

2.5. Transcription of proper names 
Phenomenal accuracy – no errors can be found 
Even in names of foreign kings 
Testimony to care and exactitude of the copyists. 
 
Clear OT transmitted with wonderful accuracy for last 2000 yrs 
Reasonable to suppose it has been from the beginning. 

3. The New Testament 

3.1. Abundance of manuscripts 
We possess > 4000 manuscripts of Greek NT 
Earliest (fragment of John) dates from early 2nd century 
Chester Beatty Papyri – whole NT books – 3rd C 
These are close in time to originals 
Over 100 MSS in Greek capital letters on vellum date from 4-8th C 
Most famous and best: 
Sinaitic Codex – early 4th C 
Vatican Codex – 4th C – almost whole NT 
Alexandrian Codex – 5th C – almost all OT and NT 
Ephraem Codex – 5th C 
2400 MSS in cursive date from 9-16th C 
1600 Lectionaries contain choice texts from NT for public reading 
1000 old manuscripts of translations of the NT 
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8000 manuscripts of the Latin Vulgate 
Quotes in early church fathers 
 
In contrast, for such classics as the history of Herodotus – (480-
425 B.C.) only usable MSS are 1300 yrs later than originals – but 
authenticity not questioned by scholars! 
 

3.2. Variants of the NT text in general  
Again, scholars have devoted their lives to the task 
Westcott & Hort monumental task to compare and assembe best 
Greek text possible 
Finding the variants. 
There are 150,000 words in the Greek text 
In 4000 MSS, 200,000 variants found – most unimportant 
Often one discrepancy faithfully copied 500 times! 
Most scholars accept 7 eighths of the words without question 
The other eighth mainly comprises changes in word order 
One scholar estimated that scarcely 1/1000 part of the text in any 
sense a substantial variation 
Another: 
19/20 of variant readings “rival readings” 
19/20 of remainder of so little consequence they do not change the 
meaning 
This has led Warfield to conclude that in the Westcott and Hort 
text we have “in substance the original text” 
Schaff – out of 150,000 variants, only 400 materially alter sense 
Of these, only 50 are of any significance at all 
None of these touches an article of faith or moral command not 
clearly taught elsewhere in Scripture 
Many of the variants all group together in disputed passages 
Mark 16, John 8, where earliest MSS do not have them 
 
Scarcely 10 verses out of the 7959 in the NT contain differences 
worthy of any interest at all. 

3.3. Variants in Romans  
433 verses 
Only 4 variants seems to alter meaning at all 
e.g. “being dead to” instead of “having died to”  
 

4. Conclusions 
No book has ever been examined as minutely as this 
Yet it stands the test 
Quote from Pache page 196 
Why no originals preserved for us? 


