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Introduction 

 
 

The doctrines we have studied in this course (inspiration, inerrancy, authority, sufficiency, perspicuity, and the 

canon) all pertain to the Scripture as God originally gave it. But the Bible we hold in our hands today is not the 

autograph of Isaiah or Paul. It is a translation of a translation, in some respects, resting on a chain of manuscript 

copies that stretches back across two millennia to the original Spirit-breathed text. This raises a question that 

thoughtful believers and persistent skeptics alike cannot avoid: How well has the Bible been preserved? How 

confident can we be that the text we read today corresponds to what the original authors wrote? 

This lesson addresses those questions directly and systematically. We will examine what the original autographs 

were and why their loss is not a theological crisis. We will trace the remarkable history of the Old Testament’s 

transmission, with particular attention to the Masoretes and the stunning confirmation provided by the Dead Sea 

Scrolls. We will survey the extraordinary manuscript wealth of the New Testament (over 5,800 Greek manuscripts, 

more than any other ancient document by a wide margin) and examine the manuscript families that textual critics 

work with to recover the original wording. We will introduce the science of textual criticism and demonstrate why 

it is the friend, not the enemy, of confidence in the biblical text. And we will ground the whole discussion in the 

theological doctrine of providential preservation: the conviction that the God who breathed out His Word has 

also, in faithfulness to His character and His people, preserved it. 

By the end of this lesson, the reader should understand why the existence of variant readings in the manuscript 

tradition is not a crisis for biblical confidence, why scholars can speak with high confidence about what the original 

text said, and why the Scripture we hold today is a reliable representation of the Word God originally gave. The 

God who cannot lie did not breathe out His Word only to lose it in the process of transmission. 
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I.   THE ORIGINAL AUTOGRAPHS: WHAT THEY WERE AND 
WHY THEIR LOSS IS NOT A CRISIS 

 
 

The autographs were the original manuscripts of the biblical books: the physical parchments, papyri, or other 

writing materials on which the inspired human authors, under the Spirit’s superintendence, first set down the 

words of Scripture. Paul’s actual letter to the Romans, written to be carried by Phoebe to the church in Rome 

(Romans 16:1–2). Isaiah’s original scroll. The original Gospel of John. These are the autographs, and they no longer 

exist. 

The loss of the autographs is routinely cited by skeptics as a reason to doubt the reliability of our biblical text. 

“You don’t even have the originals,” the argument runs, “so how can you claim to know what they said?” But this 

argument, while superficially plausible, misunderstands both the nature of the autographs’ loss and the nature of 

textual transmission. 

 

A.   Why the Autographs No Longer Exist 

The autographs were lost not through negligence or suppression but through the normal physical deterioration 

of ancient writing materials. Papyrus, the most common writing material of the ancient Mediterranean world, is 

fragile and deteriorates rapidly in humid climates. The Palestine and Greco-Roman world in which the biblical 

documents were produced and initially circulated was not favorable to the long-term preservation of original 

documents. The wonder is not that the autographs are gone; it is that we have so many early copies and that 

those copies have been so well preserved. 

Furthermore, the loss of the autographs was not a failure of the canonical process; it was anticipated within the 

very logic of inscripturation. God caused His Word to be committed to writing precisely so that it could be copied, 

distributed, and transmitted across generations and cultures. The autograph of Romans fulfilled its purpose when 

it reached Rome and began to be copied for distribution. The autograph of Isaiah fulfilled its purpose when the 

Masoretes’ ancestral tradition began to transmit its content. The purpose of inscripturation was not the 

preservation of a single physical artifact but the universal distribution of a textual deposit. 

 

B.   Why This Is Not a Crisis 

The loss of the autographs is not a theological crisis for the doctrine of inerrancy because inerrancy was always a 

claim about the original text, not about every subsequent copy. The Chicago Statement explicitly acknowledges 

this: inerrancy applies to the “autographs” of Scripture. Copyists make errors; they are not inspired. But the 

science of textual criticism enables scholars to recover the content of the autographs from the manuscript 

tradition with very high confidence, a confidence sufficient to ground the church’s trust in the text it has received. 

The question is not whether we possess the physical autographs but whether we can recover their content. And 

the answer, as we shall see, is a resounding yes. The manuscript tradition of both testaments is so extensive, so 

early, and so carefully studied that the content of the autographs can be recovered with extraordinary reliability. 

The church that holds a modern critical text of the Hebrew Bible or the Greek New Testament holds a text that 

reflects what the original authors wrote, with a degree of confidence that exceeds that of virtually any other 

ancient document. 
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II.   THE MANUSCRIPT TRADITION OF THE OLD 
TESTAMENT: THE MASORETES 

 
 

The transmission of the Old Testament text is one of the most remarkable stories of scribal faithfulness in the 

history of literature. For more than a millennium before the invention of printing, Jewish scribes copied the 

Hebrew Bible by hand with a care and precision that was virtually without parallel in the ancient world. 

 

A.   Pre-Masoretic Transmission 

From the time of Moses to the post-exilic period, the Old Testament was copied and transmitted by Levitical 

scribes who understood their work as a sacred responsibility. The scribal tradition that developed in Israel took 

the accuracy of transmission with the utmost seriousness. Deuteronomy 17:18 commanded the king to write for 

himself a copy of the law and to read it all the days of his life, establishing the pattern of careful copying as a royal 

and religious duty. Ezra, described as “a scribe skilled in the law of Moses” (Ezra 7:6, NASB 1995), embodied the 

scribal tradition’s highest ideals. 

 

B.   The Masoretes and Their Remarkable System 

Between approximately AD 500 and 1000, a group of Jewish scribal scholars known as the Masoretes, working 

primarily in Tiberias in northern Palestine, standardized the Hebrew text and developed an elaborate system for 

safeguarding its accurate transmission. The Masoretes made several crucial contributions to the preservation of 

the Old Testament text: 

Vocalization: Biblical Hebrew was originally written without vowels, relying on readers’ knowledge of the 

language to supply the correct pronunciation. The Masoretes developed a system of vowel points (nikkudot) and 

accent marks (teʿamim) that were added above and below the consonantal text to preserve the correct 

pronunciation and cantillation of the Hebrew text, fixing it in writing so that it could not be lost even if living 

knowledge of the language declined. 

The Masorah: The Masoretes surrounded the biblical text with extensive marginal and end-of-book notes 

(masorah) that recorded statistics about the text: the total number of letters in each book, the total number of 

words, the middle letter and middle word of each book, and other numerical data that allowed scribes to verify 

the accuracy of their copies by counting. A single mistaken letter in a book of thousands would be caught 

immediately by the masorah counts. 

Kethib and Qere: When Masoretic tradition preserved variant readings, the Masoretes preserved both, writing 

the received consonantal text (kethib, “what is written”) while indicating in the margin the preferred reading 

(qere, “what is read”). This transparent system preserved the textual history rather than silently revising it. 

The Masoretes’ meticulous care produced the Masoretic Text, the authoritative Hebrew text that underlies all 

modern Old Testament translations. The primary representative manuscript is the Leningrad Codex (AD 1008–

1009), the oldest complete manuscript of the Hebrew Bible and the basis for the critical editions of the Hebrew 

Old Testament used by scholars today. 
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III.   THE DEAD SEA SCROLLS: A THOUSAND-YEAR 
CONFIRMATION 

 
 

The most dramatic confirmation of the Old Testament text’s faithful transmission came in the winter of 1946–

1947, when a Bedouin shepherd discovered pottery jars containing ancient scrolls in a cave near Khirbet Qumran, 

on the northwest shore of the Dead Sea. The subsequent excavation of eleven caves at Qumran between 1947 

and 1956 yielded approximately 900 manuscripts, including fragments of every Old Testament book except Esther. 

 

A.   The Age and Significance of the Scrolls 

The Dead Sea Scrolls date from approximately 250 BC to AD 68, between 900 and 1,200 years before the oldest 

previously known Hebrew manuscripts. Before the discovery, the oldest complete Hebrew manuscript of the Old 

Testament was the Leningrad Codex (AD 1008–1009). The Dead Sea Scrolls suddenly provided manuscripts a 

millennium older, offering an unprecedented opportunity to assess the accuracy with which the Old Testament 

text had been transmitted across that 1,000-year span. 

 

B.   The Isaiah Scroll 

The most spectacular single discovery was the Great Isaiah Scroll from Cave 1, a complete copy of the book of 

Isaiah, 24 feet long and containing all 66 chapters, dating to approximately 125 BC. This scroll was 1,000 years 

older than the Masoretic Isaiah manuscripts previously known. 

The comparison of the Dead Sea Isaiah Scroll with the Masoretic Text was a landmark moment in the history of 

biblical scholarship. The result was a vindication of extraordinary proportions: the two texts were remarkably 

similar. Of the approximately 166 Hebrew words in Isaiah 53 alone, only 17 letters differ between the Dead Sea 

Scroll and the Masoretic Text, and most of those are minor spelling variations or obvious scribal slips. The meaning 

of the text is identical. The 1,000-year transmission had preserved the text with a fidelity that astonished even 

those scholars who had expected a reliable tradition. 

The Old Testament scholar Millar Burrows’ assessment is representative: “The general result of this study confirms 

the reliability of the Masoretic text. In the light of the great age of some of the Qumran manuscripts, this is striking 

evidence of the careful transmission of the text.” The Dead Sea Scrolls did not discover a different Bible; they 

confirmed the Bible the church had always had. 

 

IV.   THE MANUSCRIPT TRADITION OF THE NEW 
TESTAMENT: OVER 5,800 GREEK MANUSCRIPTS 

 
 

The manuscript tradition of the New Testament is without parallel in the ancient world. No other document from 

antiquity comes close to the New Testament in the number of surviving manuscripts, the earliness of those 

manuscripts relative to the original composition, or the geographical breadth of the manuscript tradition. 
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Understanding this tradition is essential for appreciating both the extraordinary richness of the evidence for the 

New Testament text and the nature of the textual variants that textual criticism works to resolve. 

 

A.   The Quantity and Antiquity of New Testament Manuscripts 

As of current scholarship, over 5,800 Greek manuscripts of the New Testament have been identified and 

catalogued, ranging in size from tiny papyrus fragments to complete Bibles. This number does not include the 

thousands of manuscripts in early translations (the Latin Vulgate alone is represented by over 10,000 manuscripts) 

or the extensive quotation of the New Testament in the writings of the church fathers. 

The earliest New Testament manuscripts date to within decades of the original compositions. The John Rylands 

Papyrus (P52), a small fragment of John 18:31–33, 37–38, is dated to approximately AD 125, within thirty years of 

the probable date of the Gospel of John’s composition. The Bodmer Papyri include substantial portions of John 

and Luke dating to the late second and early third centuries. The Chester Beatty Papyri contain large portions of 

Paul’s letters and the Gospels, dating to approximately AD 200–250. 

To appreciate the significance of this manuscript wealth, compare it to other ancient documents. We possess 

approximately 650 manuscripts of Homer’s Iliad, the best-attested classical text after the New Testament. The 

earliest complete manuscripts of Julius Caesar’s Gallic Wars date to approximately 900 years after Caesar wrote 

them. For most classical authors, the gap between composition and the earliest surviving manuscript is 700 to 

1,400 years, and the number of surviving manuscripts is in the dozens. The New Testament, by contrast, has 

manuscripts dating within decades of composition and over 5,800 Greek copies. It is, in Daniel Wallace’s phrase, 

“a textual critic’s nightmare.” The sheer abundance of evidence creates the challenge of evaluating thousands of 

variants, but the abundance also provides the basis for extraordinary confidence in recovering the original text. 

 

B.   The Manuscript Families 

The 5,800+ Greek New Testament manuscripts are not a uniform collection; they represent different textual 

traditions that developed as Christianity spread across the Mediterranean world. Textual critics group these 

manuscripts into families based on shared textual characteristics: 

• Alexandrian: Associated with the Egyptian city of Alexandria, this family is generally considered the most 

carefully preserved textual tradition. Its manuscripts tend to be earlier and more reliable, and most modern 

critical editions of the Greek New Testament give it the most weight. Key manuscripts include Codex 

Vaticanus (B) and Codex Sinaiticus (ס), both dating to the fourth century. 

• Byzantine: Also called the Majority Text because it represents the majority of surviving manuscripts. The 

Byzantine tradition became dominant in the Greek-speaking church from approximately the fifth century 

onward and was the basis for the Textus Receptus (the “received text”) used in the King James Version. It is 

generally considered a later, conflated tradition, though some scholars argue for its antiquity. 

• Western:A geographically widespread and often paraphrastic tradition, represented in some early papyri 

and in the Old Latin translations. The Western text is characterized by expansions and harmonizations not 

found in other families. Codex Bezae (D) is a notable representative. 

• Caesarean:A smaller, mixed family associated with the city of Caesarea, represented in manuscripts like 

Codex Koridethi (Θ) and some papyri. Its exact character and independence as a distinct family are debated 

among scholars. 



Faithful to the Word  |  Systematic Theology: Bibliology  |  Lesson 17  |  © 2026  

Dr. Joshua Nichols faithfultotheword.com Page 7 

The existence of these families does not mean that the New Testament text is hopelessly uncertain. Rather, it 

means that the process of comparing manuscripts across families provides a powerful tool for identifying variants 

and recovering the original reading, because variants that appear in only one family are less likely to represent 

the original than readings shared across multiple families with independent manuscript traditions. 

 

V.   THE SCIENCE OF TEXTUAL CRITICISM: RECOVERING 
THE ORIGINAL TEXT 

 
 

Textual criticism is the academic discipline that compares the manuscript tradition and applies established 

principles to recover the original wording of an ancient document. For the biblical texts, textual criticism is the 

tool by which scholars move from the manuscript tradition to a reconstructed critical text that represents, with 

high confidence, what the original authors wrote. 

 

A.   The Goal and Method of Textual Criticism 

The goal of textual criticism is to identify, among the variant readings in the manuscript tradition, the reading 

most likely to represent the original autograph. Where manuscripts differ in a word, a phrase, or a longer passage, 

the textual critic asks: Which of these variant readings is more likely to have given rise to the others? Which 

reading is better supported by the earliest and most reliable manuscripts? Which reading is more consistent with 

the author’s known style and vocabulary? Which reading is less likely to have been introduced by a copyist? 

Textual criticism works with two categories of evidence. External evidence concerns the manuscripts themselves: 

How old are the manuscripts supporting each reading? How geographically widespread is their distribution? How 

reliable are the manuscript families they represent? Internal evidence concerns the reading itself: Which reading 

is more difficult and therefore more likely to have been “simplified” by a copyist? Which reading is shorter 

(copyists tend to add rather than subtract)? Which reading is more consistent with the author’s style? 

 

B.   The Nature and Significance of Textual Variants 

The approximately 400,000 variants in the New Testament manuscript tradition sound alarming until their nature 

is understood. Scholars estimate the distribution of variants roughly as follows: 

∼75%: Spelling differences and nonsense readings (scribal slips) that affect no translation and carry no theological 

significance. 

∼24%: Minor variations (word order, synonyms, addition or omission of articles) that affect translation marginally 

but alter meaning minimally. 

∼1%: Meaningful variants that affect translation in some degree, but none of which touch any essential doctrine 

of the Christian faith. 

Daniel Wallace, one of the foremost New Testament textual critics, has summarized the situation precisely: “What 

I am comfortable saying is that not one essential doctrine of the Christian faith is affected by any textual variant.” 

None of the central doctrines depend on any textually disputed passage: the resurrection, the atonement, the 

deity of Christ, justification by faith, the Trinity, the return of Christ. The textual variants are, in the vast majority 
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of cases, the kind of trivial variations one would expect in a text copied by hand across 1,400 years and thousands 

of manuscripts. 

 

C.   The Result: Extraordinary Confidence in the Text 

The result of two centuries of rigorous New Testament textual criticism is a reconstructed Greek text (represented 

in critical editions like the Nestle-Aland text and the United Bible Societies text) that scholars are extraordinarily 

confident represents what the original authors wrote. The percentage of the New Testament text that is virtually 

undisputed is estimated at approximately 99%. The remaining 1% does not involve any essential doctrine and is 

the subject of ongoing but not destabilizing scholarly discussion. 

F. F. Bruce’s assessment remains as accurate today as when he wrote it: “The evidence for our New Testament 

writings is ever so much greater than the evidence for many writings of classical authors, the authenticity of which 

no one dreams of questioning. And if the New Testament were a collection of secular writings, their authenticity 

would generally be regarded as beyond all doubt.” The confidence we can place in the New Testament text is not 

a matter of faith despite the evidence; it is a matter of faith confirmed by the evidence. 

 

VI.   THE DOCTRINE OF PROVIDENTIAL PRESERVATION 

 
 

The remarkable history of the Old and New Testament manuscript traditions (the Masoretes’ meticulous scribal 

care, the Dead Sea Scrolls’ thousand-year confirmation, the extraordinary manuscript wealth of the New 

Testament, and the results of textual criticism) points to a theological reality that undergirds the entire discussion: 

God has not merely inspired His Word; He has preserved it. 

The doctrine of providential preservation is the conviction that the God who breathed out Scripture has also, in 

faithfulness to His character and His covenant promises, governed the historical processes of copying, 

transmission, and recognition by which the original text has been maintained in the church’s possession. This is 

not a claim that every copy is perfect or that the transmission process was free from all human error. It is the 

claim that God’s providential governance of the process has ensured that His Word has remained available and 

accessible to His people in every generation. 

 

A.   The Biblical Basis 

The biblical testimony to the permanence of God’s Word provides the theological warrant for the doctrine of 

providential preservation. Our key texts speak with singular clarity: 

 

“Forever, O LORD, Your word is settled in heaven.” 

Psalm 119:89, NASB 1995 

 

“The grass withers, the flower fades, but the word of our God stands forever.” 

Isaiah 40:8, NASB 1995 
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“Heaven and earth will pass away, but My words will not pass away.” 

Matthew 24:35, NASB 1995 

 

“For, ‘All flesh is like grass, and all its glory like the flower of grass. The grass withers, and the 
flower falls off, but the word of the Lord endures forever.’ And this is the word which was 

preached to you.” 

1 Peter 1:24–25, NASB 1995 

 

The word that stands forever, the word that does not pass away, the word that endures forever: these are not 

abstract declarations about the eternal truth of God’s propositions; they are claims about the actual, concrete, 

textual Word that God has given to His church. The God who says His Word endures forever has committed 

Himself to ensuring that His people can, in every generation, hear and receive that Word. And the manuscript 

tradition, with all its human messiness and all its divine guidance, is the historical form that the providential 

fulfillment of that promise has taken. 

 

B.   Providence and Process 

Providential preservation does not require the miraculous preservation of the autographs or the production of a 

single, perfectly transmitted text. It works through the ordinary means of scribal care, widespread copying, 

geographical distribution, and scholarly comparison. The very abundance of manuscripts is itself a form of 

providential preservation: because the New Testament was copied and distributed so widely so quickly, no single 

copyist’s errors or any single community’s textual tradition could corrupt the whole. The diversity of the 

manuscript tradition, which creates the textual variants that criticism works to resolve, is simultaneously the 

mechanism by which God preserved the text. The variants are the evidence that many hands in many places were 

faithfully copying the same apostolic deposit, and their comparison provides the means to recover the original. 

The Masoretes’ scribal system, the Dead Sea Scrolls community’s careful preservation, the widespread copying of 

New Testament manuscripts by early Christian communities across the Mediterranean, and the patristic citation 

of the New Testament in thousands of early Christian writings were all human activities, employing ordinary 

human care and skill. And all of them were, under the providential governance of the God who had promised His 

Word would endure, the means by which that promise was kept. 
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Key Texts (NASB 1995) 

 
  

“Forever, O LORD, Your word is settled in heaven.” 

Psalm 119:89 

 

“The grass withers, the flower fades, but the word of our God stands forever.” 

Isaiah 40:8 

 

“Heaven and earth will pass away, but My words will not pass away.” 

Matthew 24:35 

 

“For, ‘All flesh is like grass, and all its glory like the flower of grass. The grass withers, and the 
flower falls off, but the word of the Lord endures forever.’ And this is the word which was 

preached to you.” 

1 Peter 1:24–25 
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Theological Terms and Definitions 

 
 

Autographs The original manuscripts of the biblical books as produced by the inspired human authors 
under the superintendence of the Holy Spirit. The doctrine of inerrancy applies specifically to 
the autographs. While the autographs no longer exist in physical form, the manuscript 
tradition has preserved their content with extraordinary reliability, and textual criticism 
provides the tools for recovering that content from the extant copies. 

Manuscript 
Tradition 

The body of handwritten copies of a biblical text, produced across many centuries by scribes 
and copyists. The manuscript tradition of the Old Testament spans approximately 1,000 years 
of copying; that of the New Testament spans 1,400 years. The comparison and study of these 
manuscripts through the science of textual criticism enables scholars to reconstruct the 
original wording of the biblical text with high confidence. 

The Masoretes Jewish scribal scholars who, between approximately AD 500 and 1000, produced the standard 
vocalized text of the Hebrew Bible known as the Masoretic Text (MT). The Masoretes 
developed an elaborate system of marginal notes (masorah) to safeguard the accurate 
transmission of the text, including word and letter counts that enabled scribes to verify the 
accuracy of their copies. Their meticulous care produced the authoritative Hebrew text that 
underlies all modern Old Testament translations. 

The Masoretic Text 
(MT) 

The authoritative Hebrew and Aramaic text of the Old Testament as standardized by the 
Masoretes. The MT is the textual basis for virtually all modern Old Testament translations and 
is represented primarily by the Leningrad Codex (AD 1008–1009), the oldest complete 
manuscript of the Hebrew Bible. The Dead Sea Scrolls demonstrated that the MT represents 
a text type that had been faithfully transmitted for at least 1,000 years before the Masoretes. 

The Dead Sea 
Scrolls 

A collection of approximately 900 manuscripts discovered between 1947 and 1956 in caves 
near Qumran, near the Dead Sea. The scrolls include copies of every Old Testament book 
except Esther, dating from approximately 250 BC to AD 68. The discovery provided 
manuscripts 1,000 years older than the previously known Hebrew manuscripts and confirmed 
the remarkable fidelity with which the Masoretic text tradition had preserved the Old 
Testament text. 

Textual Criticism The academic discipline concerned with recovering the original wording of an ancient 
document from its manuscript tradition. Textual criticism compares extant manuscripts, 
evaluates variant readings using established principles of internal and external evidence, and 
reconstructs the text most likely to represent the original autograph. For the New Testament, 
textual critics have access to over 5,800 Greek manuscripts, making the New Testament the 
best-attested document in all of ancient literature. 

Manuscript 
Families 

Groups of manuscripts that share common textual characteristics, typically because they 
derive from the same geographical scribal tradition or common ancestor. The primary New 
Testament manuscript families are: Alexandrian (generally considered the most reliable, 
originating in Egypt); Byzantine (the majority text tradition, dominant from the fifth century 
onward); Western (an early and wide-ranging tradition, often paraphrastic); and Caesarean (a 
smaller, mixed family). Textual critics use family relationships to evaluate variant readings. 

Textual Variants Differences in wording among manuscripts of the same biblical document, arising from scribal 
errors, intentional corrections, or regional scribal traditions. The New Testament manuscript 
tradition contains an estimated 400,000 variants across its 5,800+ manuscripts, but the vast 
majority are trivial (spelling, word order). Scholars estimate that approximately 99% of the 
New Testament text is undisputed, and no essential Christian doctrine depends on any 
textually uncertain passage. 
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Providential 
Preservation 

The theological doctrine that God, who inspired the original Scripture, has also providentially 
governed the transmission, copying, and preservation of that Scripture so that the essential 
content of the autographs has been reliably maintained in the manuscript tradition and is 
recoverable through the science of textual criticism. Providential preservation does not 
require that every copy is perfect; it requires that God has kept His Word available and 
accessible to His church in every generation. 

The Great Isaiah 
Scroll 

One of the most significant of the Dead Sea Scrolls, discovered in Cave 1 at Qumran in 1947. 
The scroll contains the complete text of Isaiah and dates to approximately 125 BC, making it 
1,000 years older than the previously known Isaiah manuscripts. Comparison with the 
Masoretic Text demonstrated that the Isaiah text had been transmitted with extraordinary 
faithfulness across that millennium, with only minor variants, none of which affect the 
meaning of the text. 
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Practical Application 

 
 

A.   For the Mind: What Must We Believe? 

We must believe that the Bible we hold in our English translations, resting on the Hebrew Masoretic Text and the 

Greek critical editions, is a faithful and reliable representation of what God originally breathed out. This confidence 

is not a leap of blind faith; it is the reasoned conclusion of an examination of the manuscript evidence, the history 

of transmission, and the results of textual criticism. The text we have is extraordinarily well preserved. The variants 

that exist are overwhelmingly trivial. No essential doctrine depends on any textually disputed passage. The Word 

that God breathed out has, through the faithful providence of His governing care, been kept for us. 

We must also be able to explain why the existence of textual variants is not a crisis. The variants are the natural 

and expected result of hand-copying a text across 1,400 years and thousands of manuscripts. Their existence is 

precisely what gives us the material from which to recover the original text. A text with only one manuscript could 

not be critiqued; the variants in many manuscripts give us the comparative evidence needed to identify the 

original reading. The “problem” of variants is simultaneously the “solution” of abundant manuscript evidence. 

B.   For the Heart: What Must We Feel and Desire? 

The history of textual transmission should produce in us a profound gratitude, not merely for the Bible as a book 

but for the faithfulness of the God who kept it. The Masoretes who counted every letter of every book of the 

Hebrew Bible. The desert community at Qumran who stored their scrolls in clay jars in caves, preserving them for 

two millennia. The early Christian scribes who copied the apostolic writings in homes and churches across the 

Mediterranean. The scholars of Alexandrian, Antioch, and Constantinople who preserved and compared 

manuscripts. Each of these human actors was, knowingly or unknowingly, the instrument of the God who had 

promised that His Word would endure forever. 

Let that history kindle in you a renewed reverence for the physical text of Scripture, for the words on the page, 

which are the product of an extraordinary chain of human care and divine providence stretching back to the 

moments when the Spirit moved upon the original authors. You hold in your hands something that the faithfulness 

of God has preserved for exactly you. 

C.   For the Hands: What Must We Do? 

1. Engage the evidence. When the objection is raised (“you can’t trust the Bible because we don’t have the 

originals” or “there are 400,000 variants”), engage it with the actual evidence rather than retreating into 

apologetic defensiveness. Explain what the autographs were and why their loss is not a crisis. Explain what the 

variants actually are and what percentage are trivially insignificant. Point to the Dead Sea Scrolls. Point to the 

unparalleled manuscript wealth of the New Testament. The evidence is on your side. 

2. Value textual criticism as the friend of faith. Textual criticism is sometimes presented as a threat to biblical 

confidence. In reality, it is the discipline that gives us our highest confidence in the text we have. Without textual 

criticism, we would have no principled basis for choosing among variant readings or for recovering the original 

text from the manuscript tradition. With it, we can say with confidence: this is what Paul wrote, this is what Isaiah 

wrote, this is what God breathed out. 



Faithful to the Word  |  Systematic Theology: Bibliology  |  Lesson 17  |  © 2026  

Dr. Joshua Nichols faithfultotheword.com Page 14 

3. Use good study tools. The results of textual criticism are accessible to ordinary believers through the footnotes 

and marginal notes of good study Bibles, through tools like the NET Bible with its extensive textual notes, and 

through accessible introductions to the subject (such as Bruce Metzger’s The Text of the New Testament). You do 

not need a PhD in textual criticism to understand the basic landscape. Invest in the tools that help you read the 

text intelligently. 

4. Receive the preserved Word with gratitude and confidence. The word that is settled in heaven, that stands 

forever, that will not pass away, is in your hands. Read it with the confidence that God has kept it faithfully. Submit 

to it with the reverence that its preservation warrants. Let the history of its transmission deepen your conviction 

that you are handling the Word of the God who cannot lie and who has been faithful to His people across twenty 

centuries of copying, scholarship, and providential care. 

5. Teach the next generation about textual transmission. The questions that skeptics raise about the text of the 

Bible are among the most common challenges that young believers encounter in university settings. Equip the 

young people in your church with a basic understanding of the manuscript tradition, the results of textual criticism, 

and the doctrine of providential preservation. A Christian who understands why she can trust the text she has will 

not be destabilized by Bart Ehrman’s popular arguments or by documentary claims about “the real Bible.” 

D.   For Every Season of Life 

For the student encountering textual criticism for the first time in a secular academic context: The field of textual 

criticism is not your enemy. It is the discipline that gives us our best evidence for what the original authors wrote. 

The scholars who developed textual criticism, including many devout Christians like Westcott and Hort, Metzger, 

and Wallace, did not use it to destroy confidence in the Bible; they used it to recover the text with the greatest 

possible accuracy. Engage the field seriously, read its results carefully, and you will find that the evidence 

consistently supports a high confidence in the reliability of the biblical text. 

For the believer troubled by the news that there are “hundreds of thousands” of variants in the New Testament: 

The number sounds alarming, but context transforms it. The variants exist across 5,800+ manuscripts representing 

1,400 years of copying. Most are trivially insignificant. None affect any essential doctrine. The very abundance of 

variants is the product of the very abundance of manuscripts, which is itself the clearest possible evidence of the 

diligent transmission of the apostolic deposit across the centuries. The more you understand about what the 

variants actually are, the more confidence, not less, you will have in the text you hold. 

For the pastor or teacher preparing to address the transmission of Scripture: This is rich material for preaching 

and teaching precisely because it demonstrates the fulfillment of God’s promises. The word that was settled in 

heaven is settled in the manuscript tradition. The word that stands forever has been transmitted across twenty 

centuries of human copying. The word that will not pass away has not passed away. Preach the doctrine of 

providential preservation as the fulfillment of the promises you have studied in this lesson, and let the history of 

faithful transmission be the evidence that God means what He says about His Word. 
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Study and Discussion Questions 

 
 

Opening Question 

1. Have you ever encountered the argument that we can’t trust the Bible because we don’t have the original 

manuscripts? How did you respond? What evidence from this lesson would you draw on in a future 

encounter with this objection? 

Observation Questions (What Do the Texts Say?) 

2. Read Psalm 119:89 and Isaiah 40:8. What does each passage claim about the permanence of God’s word? 

How do these promises relate to the physical transmission of the text through the manuscript tradition? 

3. Read Matthew 24:35 and 1 Peter 1:23–25. In what contexts do Jesus and Peter each make their claims about 

the endurance of the Word? How does the context of each passage enrich the claim about the Word’s 

permanence? 

4. Read Isaiah 53:1–12. This is the passage most significantly represented in the Dead Sea Scrolls discovery. 

What does this chapter say about the suffering servant, and why is the textual reliability of this passage 

particularly significant for Christian proclamation? 

Interpretation Questions (What Does It Mean?) 

5. Explain the difference between the loss of the autographs and a crisis for the doctrine of inerrancy. Why is 

inerrancy a claim about the autographs specifically, and why does the science of textual criticism make the 

loss of the autographs manageable rather than devastating? 

6. What was the theological and practical significance of the Dead Sea Scrolls discovery for the question of Old 

Testament textual reliability? What would the discovery of a completely different Isaiah text have meant 

for biblical confidence? And what does the discovery of a remarkably similar text mean? 

7. The lesson argues that the existence of 400,000 textual variants in the New Testament manuscript tradition 

is the product of the very abundance of manuscripts that gives us our highest confidence in the text. Explain 

this argument. Why are more manuscripts with more variants actually better evidence for the reliability of 

the text than fewer manuscripts with fewer variants? 

8. What is the doctrine of providential preservation, and how does it relate to the historical processes of scribal 

transmission? Does the doctrine require miraculous preservation, or does it work through ordinary means? 

What is the biblical basis for the doctrine? 

Application Questions (What Does It Demand of Us?) 

9. The lesson presents the Masoretes’ meticulous scribal system as an instrument of providential preservation. 

What does their example of careful, detail-oriented faithfulness to the text say about the relationship 

between human diligence and divine providence? Are there implications for how you handle the Word in 

your own study and teaching? 

10. Bart Ehrman’s popular books have led many people to conclude that the New Testament text is 

fundamentally unreliable. Based on what you have learned in this lesson, what is the most important single 

point you would make in response to Ehrman’s popular argument? How would you make it in a way that is 

both intellectually honest and pastorally constructive? 
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11. The lesson argues that textual criticism is the friend of biblical confidence rather than its enemy. How would 

you explain this to a believer who has encountered textual criticism only in skeptical contexts and regards 

it as a threat to biblical reliability? 

12. Reflect on 1 Peter 1:23–25. Peter says that believers have “been born again… through the living and 

enduring word of God” and that this word “endures forever.” How does the history of the text’s transmission 

confirm Peter’s claim? What does the providential preservation of the text mean for the ongoing mission of 

the church to proclaim it? 
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Prayer Focus 

 
 

Spend time in prayer as a group, thanking God for the faithfulness with which He has kept His Word through 

twenty centuries of copying, transmission, scholarship, and providential care. Thank Him for the Masoretes who 

counted every letter; for the scribes who copied the New Testament in dangerous times; for the scholars who 

preserved, compared, and studied the manuscripts; and for the God who said His Word would endure forever and 

has been faithful to that promise. Ask the Lord to deepen your confidence in the preserved Word, to give you 

wisdom when you encounter challenges to its textual reliability, and to fill you with gratitude for the privilege of 

holding in your hands the faithfully preserved deposit of everything He has spoken for your salvation, your 

sanctification, and your eternal life. 

 

Soli Deo Gloria 

To God Alone Be the Glory 
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