Q&A 12: How were the books of the Bible copied and preserved?
A: This question continues what we began last week, as the third of four links in the ‘chain’ of the Holy Spirit’s involvement in bringing us the word of God:

1) inspiration of the original writings of Scripture, 
2) the recognition of what was inspired by the Holy Spirit (canon), and what was not, 
3) the copying and preservation of Scripture, and 
4) the explaining and translation of Scripture such that those with other language and cultural backgrounds could understand what had been inspired, recognized, copied and preserved as Scripture.
So we now have the Bible as a result of the Holy Spirit’s faithfulness in these four links in the chain.  

Preservation from decay

Since almost all of the materials on which the Scriptures were copied were subject to decay (usually papyrus or parchment), preservation meant making new copies from the older copies that were still in good enough condition to copy from.  This required continuous copying from the originals and from copies of the originals, and from copies of copies of the originals, etc.       
Preservation through the persecutions  

In addition to the hazard from decay, there was a hazard from persecutions, including:

Ten waves of persecution by the Roman Empire, up to about 312 AD.


Waves of persecution by what became the Roman Catholic Church, which forbade that the Bible be translated into the common languages of the people by decree of Pope Innocent  III (1199), and the Council Of Toulouse (1229) and the Counsel of Tarragona (1234).  The 1229 Council of Toulouse, Canon 14 read as follows:

We prohibit also that the laity should be permitted to have the books of the Old or New Testament; unless anyone from motive of devotion should wish to have the Psalter or the Breviary for divine offices or the hours of the blessed Virgin; but we most strictly forbid their having any translation of these books [other than the Latin Vulgate].
Hand copying

Until the invention of the printing press about 1440, all copying had to be done by hand.  As a generalization, the Jews copied the Old Testament with great attention to detail and accuracy, while the New Testament was copied generally with less attention to detail and accuracy, but in far greater numbers and also translating into more languages.    
[image: image1.png]In the copying of
the Old & New Testaments,
there are really two different stories to tell

The Old Testament ¢ The New Testament

(OT) was copied (NT) was copied by
almost entirely by the Christians, &
the Jews, except increasingly those
for later copies of were Christians of
the Greek version Gentile background,
of the OT, called who also began to

the Septuagint. copy the Septuagint.



[image: image2.png]The OT Documents

» The OT, written in Hebrew, except for
portions of Daniel & Ezra, has come to
us from the Talmudic & Masoretic textual
copying tradition, & from the Dead Sea
Scrolls; these OT texts number in the
tens of thousands.

» Until the discovery of the Dead Sea Scrolls,
stretching from 1947 into the 1950s, the
earliest copies of the OT were dated about
900 AD, with the exception of a fragment
dating to around NT times.
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» There are at least 5309* surviving hand
copied Greek manuscripts that contain all or
parts of the NT (*the number keeps growing).

« There are more than 19,000 ancient NT
manuscripts in Latin (about 8000), Syriac,
Armenian, & other languages.

» The oldest copies of the NT known to exist
are the Syriac & Old Latin versions.

« All totaled, more than 24,000 handwritten
copies of the NT have survived.
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» Copyists forthe NT
documents did not
have a consistent
tradition like the
copyists of the OT.

* NT copying quality,
therefore was more
variable from one
to the next than OT
copying quality, but
there are a great
many copies.
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categorizing the type
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the inks, reading
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some other ancient
languages, document
preservation &
cataloguing, etc.
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» The King James
Version (KJV) used a
Majority Text tradition
— about 16 printings
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made from about a
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most of those being
more recent in origin.

The New International
Version (NIV) using
the Critical Text,
makes minimal note
of variant readings.

The New American
Standard Bible
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between the Majority
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» Variant readings at
odds with the usual
teaching & style of
the biblical author
are suspect .

Not that | have
already obtained it or
have already become

perfect...
- Philippians 3:12a

* In Philippians 3:12,

one variant reads,
“or have already
been justified”
instead of “already
been made perfect”.

It would be very
unlike Paul to say
that he is not
already justified, so
this variant should
be set aside.
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* In Philippians 3:12,

for example, Paul
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in 1:6 & will use it
again in 3:15, but
“justified” is not used
anywhere else in
Philippians, though
it is a theme word in
Romans & Galatians.
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» The NT contains approximately 20,000
lines, of which only about 40 lines are in
question because of variants.

» Only one in eight NT variants amount to
anything more than a stylistic difference
or evident misspelling.

» Though the details of interpretation of a
specific passage might be at issue in a few
places, not one essential point of Christian
doctrine rests upon a disputed reading,
since we have the whole of Scripture from
which to arrive at the teaching of Scripture.
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late Director of the British Museum
writing in The Bible and Archaeology:

“The interval between the dates of the original
composition and the earliest extant evidence
becomes so small as to be in fact negligible,
and the last foundation for any doubt that the
Scriptures have come down to us substantially
as they were written has now been removed.
Both the authenticity and the general integrity
of the books of the New Testament may be
regarded as finally established.”
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