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Grace OPC High School Sunday Class Teaching Notes 
Year:     1 of 4  Date:  11/30/2003 
Quarter: 2 of 4 Bible Study/Survey 
Lesson Title: The Transmission of Scriptures 
Lesson Purpose: To examine the way God preserved His Scriptures down through the ages 

so that we may have access to texts that differ little from the originals.  
 

1. Introduction 
We are beginning the second quarter of the year.  Our topic for this quarter is Bible Study and 
Bible Survey.  We will begin with Bible versions: 

q Where do they come from and are they all equally good? 
q How do people translate the Bible? 
q What manuscripts do they use? 

In the first quarter of the course, we saw 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 and the work of the Spirit in illumination. 
We mentioned the transmission and preservation of Scripture too – how God kept His word 
pure down through the ages so that we know we are using manuscripts in Greek and Hebrew 
that don’t differ significantly from the originals.  Now we are going to look at this in more 
detail. 
This is a 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.  Today we will look to see whether we can know this or not, for both OT and NT.  Then 
we will go on to look at the history of our Bible versions and some of the things we need to 
look for in a good version. 

2. The Old Testament 
The texts of the Old Testament were copied by hand over a period of 3000 years, so there was 
plenty of scope for errors to be made humanly speaking.  This problem was accentuated by the 
Hebrew language, in which nothing is written down except the consonants - the reader had to 
supply the vowels.  Thus a correct reading was only ensured by tradition.  As the Jews mixed 
with other language groups, the risk of mispronunciations came in. 
 
Around 100 AD – Jewish scholars prepared the consonantal standard text 

2.1. 400-900 AD – the work of the Masoretes 
The Masoretes were Rabbis from Tiberias and Babylon, about the 5th Century onwards who 
established the text of Scripture, choosing the best manuscripts available, copied it 
meticulously and annotated it as a precaution against errors.  They introduced several rules 
which protected the text from deterioration: 

• A wrong letter made a text useless and it was discarded 
• They annotated the text, counting the letters and indicating the middle one of each book 
• Aleph – 42,377 times, beth 32,218 
• This guarded against omissions and additions 
• Apparent errors were marked in the margin only – the actual text was not corrected 
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• Most importantly, system of vowel points and accents was introduced.  This preserved 
the consonantal text but indicated the vowels and the rhythm to standardize the reading. 

Rather than see the name of God profaned by being inscribed on worn out texts, these were 
buried or destroyed by the Jews.  Thus we do not have many very early texts.  Sometimes they 
are found in hiding places associated with synagogues, where they were put prior to burial. 
It is the Masoretic texts that we base our OT on. 

2.2. How do we know the Masoretic text is accurate? 
Most of current Masoretic manuscripts are not older than 10th C. A.D.  So how can we know 
they are accurate?  Some very old texts have been found and compared with the Masoretic text: 

2.2.1. The Septuagint 
This is a Greek translation of the OT, completed in the middle of the 2nd Century BC.  It is thus 
based on texts 800 years older than the date when the Masoretic text was established.  It tends 
not to be a very good translation, and the Pentateuch is better than the rest.  Nevertheless, it can 
help when there seem to be problems in the Masoretic text. 

2.2.2.  The Samaritan Pentateuch 
The Samaritans were separated from the Jews and constructed their own temple on Mount 
Gerizim in 400 B.C.  They considered that only the Pentateuch was canonical and kept very old 
copies of it.  Thus these texts were transmitted independently of the Masoretic text.  The oldest 
copy we possess dates back to the 10th Century.  A comparison shows the purity of Masoretic 
text and also its superiority. 

2.2.3. The Malabar Manuscript 
This text was discovered in the early 19th century in the location of the Black Jews of Malabar 
in India.  It is an immense scroll made of 37 skins (dyed red) and measuring 48 feet long and 
22 inches wide.  It’s precise age is hard to discover but it is thought to be very ancient.  
Importantly, though, this eastern manuscript was independent of those from the West.  Of the 
Old Testament, it lacks only Leviticus and part of Deuteronomy.  Comparison word for word 
and letter for letter shows only about 40 slight differences from the Masoretic text.  None of 
these change the meaning or interpretation of the passages concerned. 
 

Allusions are found in some of the classical writers to inscriptions written on the skins of goats and sheep; it has, 
indeed, been asserted by some scholars that the Books of Moses were written on such skins. Dr. Buchanan 
many years ago discovered, in the record chest of some Hebrews at Malabar, a manuscript copy of the greater 
part of the Pentateuch, written in Hebrew on goat's skins. The goat skins were thirty-seven in number, dyed red, 
and were sewn together, so as to form a roll forty-eight feet in length by twenty-two inches in width. At what date 
this was written cannot be now determined, but it is supposed to be extremely ancient. 
Forty Centuries of Ink by David N. Carvalho  
http://www.worldwideschool.org/library/books/tech/printing/FortyCenturiesofInk/chap29.html 

 
Some Bible manuscripts have been brought from China. They are partly synagogue rolls, partly private copies, 
whose text does not differ from the Masoretic Bibles. A Pentateuch of the Malabar Jews is now in England. It 
resembles, on the whole, the usual synagogue rolls, except that it is written on red skin.  
http://www.jewishencyclopedia.com/view.jsp?artid=1031&letter=B 

2.2.4. Dead Sea Manuscripts 
These began to be found 1947 in caves at Qumran near the Dead Sea.  One of most important 
scrolls is an almost complete copy of Isaiah, dating from the 2nd Century B.C.  At this age, it is 
perhaps a copy of the original or of a copy of the original.  It is 1000 years earlier than other 
MSS.  When it is compared with the Masoretic text, there is practically 100% agreement! 
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Scholars have only found 4 places where it gives a better reading.  One example is in Isaiah 
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 and we can have full 
confidence in our text 

2.3. Variants in the OT texts 
Scholars have spent lifetimes on this subject, trying to undermine Scripture by showing 
copying errors!  They have studied up to 600 manuscripts. 
In texts studied by one scholar, there are 280,000,000 letters and 900,000 variants – 750,000 of 
which are insignificant changes of v and i.  This amounts to one variant for every 300-1800 
letters.  Most variants occur in relatively few of the manuscripts. 
The scholars have admitted disappointment – there just aren’t any important variants!  Far from 
disproving scripture, they have added to the proof! 

2.4. Transcription of proper names 
Phenomenal accuracy has been found in the transcription of proper names in the texts – no 
errors can be found, even in names of foreign kings.  This is a testimony to care and exactitude 
of the copyists. 
 
It is clear that the OT has been transmitted with wonderful accuracy and the oldest manuscripts 
we have indicate that it is reasonable to suppose this has been the case from the beginning. 

3. The New Testament 

3.1. Abundance of manuscripts 
We possess more than 4000 manuscripts of Greek NT.  The earliest (a fragment of John) dates 
from the early 2nd century.  The Chester Beatty Papyri contains whole NT books and dates from 
the 3rd Century. These MSS are close in time to the original texts. 
 
Over 100 MSS in Greek capital letters on vellum date from 4-8th Century.  The most famous 
and the best are : 

q Sinaitic Codex – early 4th C 
q Vatican Codex – 4th C – almost whole NT 
q Alexandrian Codex – 5th C – almost all OT and NT 
q Ephraem Codex – 5th C 

We also have 2400 MSS in cursive dating from 9-16th C, 1600 Lectionaries containing choice 
texts from NT for public reading, 1000 old manuscripts of translations of the NT, 8000 
manuscripts of the Latin Vulgate and quotes of Scripture found in the early church fathers. 
 
In contrast, for such classics as the history of Herodotus – (480-425 B.C.) the only usable MSS 
are 1300 years later than originals – but their authenticity is not questioned by the scholars! 

3.2. Variants of the NT text 
Again, scholars have devoted their lives to the task.  Westcott & Hort undertook a monumental 
task to compare and assemble the best Greek text possible.   
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There are 150,000 words in the Greek text. In 4000 MSS, 200,000 variants have been found – 
most of which are unimportant - often one discrepancy faithfully copied 500 times! 
 
Most scholars accept 7 eighths of the words without question; the variants in the other eighth 
mainly comprise changes in word order. One scholar estimated that scarcely 1/1000 part of the 
text contains in any sense a substantial variation.  Another estimated that 19/20 of variant 
readings were “rival readings” and 19/20 of the remainder were of so little consequence that 
they do not change the meaning.  This led Warfield to conclude that in the Westcott and Hort 
text we have “in substance the original text” 
Schaff concluded that out of 150,000 variants, only 400 materially alter the 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 such as 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! 
 

4. Conclusions 
No book has ever been examined as minutely as this, yet it stands the test: 

When one thinks that the Bible has been copied during thirty centuries, as no book of man has ever been, or 
ever will be; that it was subjected to all the catastrophes and all the captivities of Israel; that it was transported 
seventy years to Babylon; that it has seen itself so often persecuted, or forgotten, or interdicted, or burnt, from 
the days of the Philistines to those of the Seleucidae; when one thinks that, since the time of Jesus Christ, it has 
had to traverse the first three centuries of the imperial persecutions, when persons found in possession of the 
holy books were thrown to the wild beasts; next the seventh, eighth, and ninth centuries, when false decretals 
were everywhere multiplied; the tenth century, when so few could read, even among the princes; the twelfth, 
thirteenth, and fourteenth centuries, when the use of the Scriptures in the vulgar tongue was punished with 
death, and when the books of the ancient fathers were mutilated, when so many ancient traditions were garbled 
and falsified, even to the very acts of the emperors and to those of the councils-then we can perceive how 
necessary it was that the providence of God should have always put forth its mighty power, in order that the 
Jews……and the Christian Church [especially during the Middle Ages]……should transmit to us, in all their 
purity, those Scriptures. 
Louis Gaussen – The Inspiration of the Holy Scriptures 


