Lesson 3
NEW TESTAMENT PRESERVATION Is what we have now what they wrote then?
In this day of political positioning, there are a lot of claims being made.
Proverbs 18:17 (NET)
17 The first to state his case seems right, until his opponent begins to
cross-examine him.
Our Goal during the Sola Scriptura series is to challenge you to…
BIG TRUTH: Examine the evidence & go where it leads
!

SOLA SCRIPTURA:
The Bible is the supreme authority over what Christians believe & how Christians behave.
Definitions
• Autographs: Ancient hand written originals, none of which are known to exist today. None
of the autographs of any documents from the time of the Old & New Testament writings
exists because the materials they were written on disintegrated over time. This is why copies
had to be made. We call those copies…
• Manuscripts: Hand written copies of the Scriptures before the invention of the
printing press in 1440. We have manuscripts that include the small fragments to
the entire New Testament. Some NT examples:
Oldest New Testament fragment p52 - John Ryland’s Papyrus (A.D. 125).
This copy is about 60 years from the original, found in Egypt, about the
size of a credit card, with parts of John 18 on both sides.
Chester Beatty Papyri: (A.D. 200-250) These Greek writings were in
book form & contain several fragments OT writings: (portions
of Genesis, Numbers, Deuteronomy, Isaiah, Jeremiah, Ezekiel,
Daniel, Esther, Ecclesiastes.) The NT fragments include both
small & large portions of: Gospels (Matthew, Mark, Luke,
John), Acts, writings of Paul, & Hebrews.1
Codex Sinaiticus & Codex Vaticanus. Codex means
‘book’. Vaticanus has long been held at the Vatican. Sinaiticus was discovered in a
monastery on Mt. Sinai and is the oldest complete copy of the New Testament
(Greek). Both were written on parchment near or before A.D. 350 (only 300 years
after originals). 2
• Variants: Differences between manuscripts including spelling, word order, or other changes
(e.g. additions, subtractions, ink smears or places where the words are not legible).
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Question #1: WHY were the Scriptures written?
Answer: Preservation, Precision, & Portability. Eye witnesses eventually die. Memories
fade & myths multiply. Written documents preserve the message with precision well after
the eyewitnesses are gone. These writings can be portable - carried to other people.
As of Jan. 2016, there are 5,856 catalogued Greek manuscripts of the New Testament3 , around 20,000 more exist in other ancient languages including: Latin (over
10,000), Coptic, Syriac, Armenian, Old Church Slavonic, & Arabic, & more. The gospel
message was quickly being carried across boarders & into different cultures.
• Compared to other ancient manuscripts, the New Testament is the most well attested
document of all time.
• If all the manuscripts had been destroyed. The early church fathers quoted so often from the
New Testament we could put much of the New Testament back together from their quotes.

Writing

Original

Earliest Copy

Gap

Copies

Homer’s Illiad

800 B.C.

400 B.C.

400 yrs

647

Caesar’s Gallic Wars

100-44 B.C.

A.D. 900

1,000
yrs

10

Tacitus - Annals

A.D. 100

A.D. 1100

1,000
yrs

20

Suetonius

A.D. 100

A.D. 950

850 yrs

8

50-70 A.D.

A.D. 125 (Fragments)
A.D. 200 (Individual Books)
A.D. 250 (Most NT)
A.D. 350 (Complete NT)

+ 55 yrs
130 yrs
180 yrs
280 yrs

5,856
Over
25,000
including
other languages

New Testament
Greek Copies

Of 5,856 New Testament manuscripts, 61 that are complete New Testaments & the average
size of these manuscripts is over 450 pages long. 4
That doesn’t prove the manuscripts to be true, but it DOES demonstrate that the New Testament is the most well attested document of all time.
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Question #2: HOW were the Scriptures written?
Scriptures were on several surfaces but we primarily have Papyrus and Parchment.
Papyrus was fairly cheap & reliable, yet fragile and susceptible to both moisture and excessively dry conditions.
Parchment, specially prepared animal skins - scraped and soaked in lime,5 was more
expensive and yet more durable.
Because papyrus & parchment break down over time, fresh copies were necessary for
future preservation of the documents.
Question #3: How do we know the Scriptures weren’t corrupted?
• Last week we saw the incredible precision which professional Jewish scribes took in
copying the Hebrew Scriptures. If we had to lean one way or the other, the evidence
demonstrates that they were more focused on precision than portability.
• The early New Testament scribes, many whom were not professionals, were much more
focused on portability than precision.

New Testament Portability
• We have many, many more New Testament manuscripts than Old Testament Manuscripts.
• The earliest New Testament manuscripts also date much closer to the autographs (originals) than do the earliest Old Testament manuscripts.
• There are many more variants (differences between the copies) in the New Testament
manuscripts compared to the Old Testament.
It is these variants that skeptics like Bart Ehrman are quick to point out. They make statements like this: “There are only 139,000 words in the NT, yet there are 400,000 variants of
differences between the manuscripts we have.”
Notes from Dan Wallace
Variants
• No two manuscripts of the Greek New Testament that completely agree. estimated 400,000 variants in the Greek New Testament manuscripts. The more manuscripts, the more variations. (Only
1 copy with nothing to compare to would have no variants)
• 99% of the variants make no difference at all:
spelling differences
movable nu [like ‘a’ apple or ‘an’ apple]
alterations that cannot be translated Greek to English [e.g. ‘the Jesus’ & ‘the Mary’]
• Less than 1% of variants are meaningful (affect the meaning) & viable (good chance of being
authentic). * Example: number of the beast ‘666’ or ‘616’ (Rev. 13:18)
Deity of Jesus
• Skeptics claim that the deity of Christ was invented at the Council of Nicea (A.D. 325), but that is not
true. P66 (dated A.D. 175) that has John 1 as we have it today, in every manuscript of John’s gospel,
existing long before Council of Nicea affirmed the deity of Jesus.
Dr. Dan Wallace: “No essential Christian belief is jeopardized by any viable variant.”
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FAI T H

Read the Gospel of Mark
* read & note variant in 16:9-20 [Some of the earliest manuscripts do not include 16:9–20.]

DISCUSSION QUESTIONS
These open-ended questions are designed to help you LIVE what you LEARN with your
Family, Friends, or Small Group.
1. How is this studying helping or stretching you so far?
2. Before today’s teaching, if you heard Dr. Bart Ehrman or another skeptic of the Scriptures
say, “There are only 139,000 words in the NT, yet there are 400,000 variants of differences
between the manuscripts we have” - how might that have impacted you?
3. Read Proverbs 18:17. Why is it important to hear both sides before making a decision?
4. How did Dr. Dan Wallace impact you? Name some things he said that seemed to help
you grasp why many skeptical claims of the Scriptures being unreliable are like hearing
“man attacked by polar bear” only to find out it was a baby polar bear.
5. At this point of our study, how would you answer this question: “Why do you believe what
we have now is what they wrote then?” (e.g. manuscript evidence - quantity & quality,
types of variants)
6. FEET2FAITH CHALLENGES.
• Read the Gospel of Mark. (4 chapters a day for 4 days) Write down what you learn or questions you have. Talk about that throughout the week & next week with your small group.
7. Share prayer thanks & needs. Then pray for one another.

