Lesson 2
OLD TESTAMENT PRESERVATION
Is what we have now what they wrote then?
SOLA SCRIPTURA: The Bible is the supreme authority over
what Christians believe & how Christians behave.
Definitions
• Autographs: Hand written originals; no originals of any writing in this time era exist.
• Manuscripts: Hand written copies of Scriptures before the invention of the printing press
(Gutenberg’s invention put to commercial use in 1454 printing a 42-line Bible in 1455).1

• Variants: Differences between manuscripts
spelling, word order, additions, subtractions,
ink smears or not legible.
Question #1: WHY were the Scriptures written?
Eye witnesses of events eventually die. Memories fade & myths multiply. Written history has
long been the long term option for preserving history with precision. Further, written documents allow the message to be portable, carried to other people in other places and times.
Question #2: HOW were the Scriptures written?
The Scriptures were written on Papyrus and Parchment.
Papyrus was fairly cheap & reliable, but was fragile and susceptible to both moisture and
excessively dry conditions.
Parchment: specially prepared animal skins - scraped and soaked in lime, lasting much
longer than papyrus, but also more expensive & time consuming to produce.2
* Note: We have NO ORIGINAL autographs of any of the Old nor New Testament documents…nor any other ancient manuscripts written on these materials during this time.
Question #3: How do we know the Scriptures weren’t corrupted?
How do we know that writings we have today haven’t been changed after being copied
over the centuries? Is what we have now what they wrote then?
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Old Testament Preservation
Jewish scribes had a long tradition of copying the Hebrew Scriptures with precision. This
continued until long after the earthly ministry of Jesus.
Scribes followed detailed disciplines for copying a manuscript.
• Dr. Kenneth Barker, a professor of the Old Testament, notes that Jewish scribes “regarded the copying of any error as a sin. No imperfection, no matter how small, was
tolerated.”3 If the mistake could not be fixed, the entire project was trashed & restarted. 4
• Everything was prescribed - the numbers of words allowed per column (no more than 30
letters) 5, the type of writing material used, the kind of ink, and the spacing of words were
all prescribed.6
• The scribe was NOT ALLOWED to copy anything from memory—not even the shortest
word. Instead, it had to be copied letter by letter while verbalizing the letter.
• Later scribes known as the Masoretes counted the number of times each letter of the
Hebrew alphabet occurred in each copy and compare it to the original. Further, he was
familiar with the middle letter of the middle word of the writing as a reference point by
which to make certain that no letters were missing.7
• Further, they recorded the middle letter on each page and the number of letters and words
in each column.8
• When the scribe came to the Hebrew name of God (YHWH), he would not stop or allow
himself to be distracted. Even if a king was to enter the room, the scribe was obligated to
continue without interruption until he finished penning the holy name of the one true God.
• When copies of the Scripture started to wear, they were quickly removed from the collection and placed in a receptacle to separate them from the other, newer scrolls.9
• The new copy was considered to have the equal authority to that text it was copied from an exact duplicate of the information. 10 If you were to ask, “Is what we have now what
they wrote then?” They would have answered, “Absolutely.”
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Limited & Late Copies
The original autographs & early copies of the Hebrew Scriptures disappeared over time, due
to wear and tear and persecution by oppressors who destroyed the Hebrew writings.
• 586-587 B.C. Destruction of the 1st temple and scattering of the Jewish people
• 167 B.C. Antiochus Epiphanies took over the 2nd Temple and outlawed the Hebrew
Scriptures, destroying many of them.
• A.D. 70: 2nd temple destroyed. The Romans scattered & enslaved many Jews, once
again meaning the Hebrew Scriptures were in danger.
Until 1947, the oldest Hebrew texts available dated from A.D. 600 to A.D. 1000. 11

Dead Sea Scrolls
In 1947 a shepherd boy found jars of scrolls in caves while searching for a lost goat, some
dating as far back as 250 B.C. The Hebrew scrolls contain all OT writings except for Esther.
Some are dated over 800-1000 years older than any previously discovered scroll.12
One leather scroll wrapped in linen cloth was a complete Hebrew text of Isaiah, believed to be
from 100-250 B.C. It was compared to the Hebrew text of Isaiah from around A.D. 1000.
95% of the Isaiah text proved to be word-for-word identical with our standard Hebrew Bible. The 5% variation were obvious slips of a pen or variations in spelling, none of
which changes the meaning of any of the passages!13
The Most Important Reason to Trust the OT
Luke 4:16–21 (NET)
16 Now Jesus came to Nazareth, where he had been brought up, and went into the synagogue on the Sabbath day, as was his custom. He stood up to read,17 and the scroll of
the prophet Isaiah was given to him. He unrolled the scroll and found the place where it
was written, 18 “The Spirit of the Lord is upon me, because he has anointed me to
proclaim good news to the poor. He has sent me to proclaim release to the captives and the regaining of sight to the blind, to set free those who are oppressed,
19 to proclaim the year of the Lord’s favor.” 20 Then he rolled up the scroll, gave it back
to the attendant, and sat down. The eyes of everyone in the synagogue were fixed on him.
21 Then he began to tell them, “Today this scripture has been fulfilled even as you heard it
being read.”
How did Jesus react to this COPY? He treated it as Scripture, the Inspired words of God
through Isaiah.
BIG TRUTH: Examine the evidence & go where it leads
!

If the Scriptures are reliable…how will you treat them?
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The Jews didn’t take the Old Testament lightly...and neither should we.
The Old Testament:
•
•
•
•

teaches of creation, original sin, & how God deals with those who obey & disobey Him.
shows God’s plan to redeem mankind through the Jewish Messiah.
demonstrates us the ugliness and seriousness of sin.
proves God’s righteous judgment & spotlights His compassion and quickness to forgive.

FAI T H

Read Genesis 1-24 (3 chapters a day)

DISCUSSION QUESTIONS
These open-ended questions are designed to help you LIVE what you LEARN with your
Family, Friends, or Small Group.
1. Someone you know makes the claim, “You can’t trust the Bible because it has been
changed so many times, translated & retranslated.” How would you respond? What are 2
simple questions you could ask? (Hint: clarify change & ask for an example)
2. Give an example of a time when you examined the evidence rather than just listened to
another person, and it brought you to a conclusion you were more confident to defend.
3. Why were the Scriptures written down & what were they written on? With that in mind,
what is the importance of making copies of these writings?
4. How does the preservation process of the Hebrew scribes & the evidence from the Dead
Sea Scrolls help you answer the question, “Is what we have now what they wrote then?
Share some of what impacted you about the preservation of the Old Testament (Hebrew
Scriptures).
5. Read Luke 4:16–21. Knowing that what Jesus read from in the 1st century was a copy
(possibly a copy of a copy of a copy) of Isaiah’s writing in 700 B.C., how does Jesus’ response impact how you respond to whether this text should be trusted?
6. Although many people opt to read the New Testament over the Old Testament, what are
some good reasons to read both?
7. FEET2FAITH CHALLENGES.
• Read Gen. 1-24. (3 chapters a day for 7 days) Write down what you learn or questions
you have. Talk about that throughout the week & next week with your small group.
8. Share prayer thanks & needs. Then pray for one another.

