
How did we get the Bible? 
 
 

 
 

  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

What is the Bible? 
 

• The Bible is not a book. 
 

• Instead, the Bible is a library of ancient literature written over the span of over 
1500 years. 
 

• It is written by both God and man. 
 

• How did we get what we now accept today as the biblical canon? 
 

o Canon = books recognized as authoritative. 
 

• This ancient library is separated into two sections: 
 

o Old Testament 
o New Testament 

 
The Old Testament 

 
Who wrote the Old Testament? 

 
• The best way to look at the process of canonization is to split the Old Testament 

into two parts: 
 



o The Writings of Moses  
§ Law (Torah) 

 
o The Writings after Moses  

§ Prophets (Nevi’im)  
§ Writings (Ketuvim)  

 
The Writings of Moses 
 

• The first 5 books of the Old Testament are basically the work of one man: 
Moses. 

• The idea of a canon goes back to Moses writing of God's law in the wilderness. 
 

The Lord then said to Moses, “Write this down on a scroll as a reminder and 
recite it to Joshua: I will completely blot out the memory of Amalek under 

heaven.” 
                 Exodus 17:14 

 
• The Bible says that God spoke to Moses directly.  

 
“Listen to what I say: 

If there is a prophet among you from the Lord, 
I make Myself known to him in a vision; 

I speak with him in a dream. 
Not so with My servant Moses; 

he is faithful in all My household. 
I speak with him directly, 
openly, and not in riddles; 

he sees the form of the Lord.” 
Numbers 12:6-8 

 
• Moses had a unique relationship with the Lord. 

 
No prophet has arisen again in Israel like Moses, whom the Lord knew face to face. He 
was unparalleled for all the signs and wonders the Lord sent him to do against the land 
of Egypt—to Pharaoh, to all his officials, and to all his land, and for all the mighty acts of 

power and terrifying deeds that Moses performed in the sight of all Israel. 
Deuteronomy 34:10-12 

 
o Moses spoke God’s Word to God’s people 

 
o In addition, God caused Moses to write down authoritative Scripture. 

 
The Writings of Moses were written under God’s authority 
 

 



The Lord also said to Moses, “Write down these words, for I have made a 
covenant with you and with Israel based on these words.” 

              Exodus 34:27 
 

o These writings were categorized into 5 books known as the Torah (the 
Law) or Pentateuch (5 books) 
 

§ Genesis 
§ Exodus 
§ Leviticus 
§ Numbers  
§ Deuteronomy  

 
o These 5 books served as a standard of belief and practice for the Hebrew 

people. 
 

o The Writings were accepted as authoritative after Moses’ death. 
 

This book of instruction must not depart from your mouth; you are to 
recite it day and night so that you may carefully observe everything 

written in it. For then you will prosper and succeed in whatever you do. 
Joshua 1:8 

 
…just as Moses the Lord’s servant had commanded the Israelites. He 
built it according to what is written in the book of the law of Moses: an 
altar of uncut stones on which no iron tool has been used. Then they 

offered burnt offerings to the Lord and sacrificed fellowship offerings on 
it. 

Joshua 8:31 
 

“Be very strong and continue obeying all that is written in the book of the 
Law of Moses, so that you do not turn from it to the right or left…” 

Joshua 23:6 
 

o Even later generations accepted Moses’ Writings as authoritative 
 
…and keep your obligation to the Lord your God to walk in His ways and to keep 

His statutes, commands, ordinances, and decrees. This is written in the law of 
Moses, so that you will have success in everything you do and wherever you 

turn… 
1 Kings 2:3 

 
However, he did not put the children of the murderers to death, as it is written in 
the book of the law of Moses where the Lord commanded, “Fathers must not be 
put to death because of children, and children must not be put to death because 

of fathers; instead, each one will be put to death for his own sin.” 
2 Kings 14:6 



 
• The Writings of Moses were to be preserved 

 
o The king was to have a copy of Scripture. 

 
When he is seated on his royal throne, he is to write a copy of this instruction for 

himself on a scroll in the presence of the Levitical priests. It is to remain with 
him, and he is to read from it all the days of his life, so that he may learn to fear 
the Lord his God, to observe all the words of this instruction, and to do these 

statutes. Then his heart will not be exalted above his countrymen, he will not turn 
from this command to the right or the left, and he and his sons will continue 

ruling many years over Israel. 
Deuteronomy 17:18-20 

 
o The writings were also to be a witness to the people. 

 
When Moses had finished writing down on a scroll every single word of this law, 

he commanded the Levites who carried the ark of the Lord’s covenant, “Take 
this book of the law and place it beside the ark of the covenant of the Lord your 

God so that it may remain there as a witness against you. 
Deuteronomy 31:24-26 

 
• The Writings of Moses were to be obeyed 

 
o The Law assigned specific responsibilities to various Old Covenant 

groups  
 

Moses wrote down this law and gave it to the priests, the sons of Levi, who 
carried the ark of the Lord’s covenant, and to all the elders of Israel. 

Deuteronomy 31:9 
 

o The Kings of Israel were judged according to the Law. 
 

§ Jeroboam was judged for disobeying the Law of Moses. 
 

Go tell Jeroboam, ‘This is what the Lord God of Israel says: I raised you 
up from among the people, appointed you ruler over My people 

Israel, tore the kingdom away from the house of David, and gave it to 
you. But you were not like My servant David, who kept My commands 

and followed Me with all of his heart, doing only what is right in My eyes. 
1 Kings 14:7-8 

 
§ Jehoshaphat was blessed for obeying God’s Law 

 
 



They taught throughout Judah, having the book of the Lord’s instruction 
with them. They went throughout the towns of Judah and taught the 

people. 
2 Chronicles 17:9 

 
§ Hezekiah was blessed for keeping God’s commandments. 

 
He remained faithful to Yahweh and did not turn from following Him but 

kept the commands the Lord had commanded Moses. 
2 Kings 18:6 

 
o The Babylonian Captivity was based upon disobedience to the Law of 

Moses  
 

This disaster happened because the people of Israel had sinned against 
the Lord their God who had brought them out of the land of Egypt from 
the power of Pharaoh king of Egypt and because they had worshiped 

other gods. They had lived according to the customs of the nations that 
the Lord had dispossessed before the Israelites and the customs the 

kings of Israel had introduced. 
2 Kings 17:7-8 

 
All Israel has broken Your law and turned away, refusing to obey You. 

The promised curse written in the law of Moses, the servant of God, has 
been poured out on us because we have sinned against Him. 

Daniel 9:11 
 

• The Law of Moses can clearly be seen as an authoritative work. 
 

• The entire history of the nation of Israel is based upon its obedience & 
disobedience to the Law of Moses. However, the Writings of Moses were not 
the end of God’s revelation to Israel. 

 
The Writings After Moses 

 
• Other Divine Writings were to be expected. 

 
o There is no hint in the Law that it was to be the only written revelation 

from God. 
 

o The Lord promised to raise up prophets after Moses who he would use to 
continue revealing Himself to His people. 

 
“The Lord your God will raise up for you a prophet like me from among your 
own brothers. You must listen to him. This is what you requested from the 
Lord your God at Horeb on the day of the assembly when you said, ‘Let us 



not continue to hear the voice of the Lord our God or see this great fire any 
longer, so that we will not die!’ Then the Lord said to me, ‘They have spoken 
well. I will raise up for them a prophet like you from among their brothers. I 
will put My words in his mouth, and he will tell them everything I command 
him. I will hold accountable whoever does not listen to My words that he 

speaks in My name. 
Deuteronomy 18:15-19 

 
• While divine revelation did not end with Moses, the process of acceptance of 

canonical works after Moses is not quite as obvious.  
 

• However, we can gain a great deal of information about the canonization of the 
other 34 books of the Old Testament from the books themselves. 

 
• Joshua 

 
o Joshua, who was the successor of Moses, continued to receive and 

record authoritative truth from the  
Lord. 
 
On that day Joshua made a covenant for the people at Shechem and established 

a statute and ordinance for them. Joshua recorded these things in the book of 
the law of God; he also took a large stone and set it up there under the oak next 

to the sanctuary of the Lord. 
Joshua 24:25-26 

 
o Joshua's writings were placed in the very Book of the Law that Moses 

wrote. His work would have been immediately accepted with the same 
authority as Moses' writings. 

 
o Furthermore, these sacred writings were kept at the sanctuary at 

Shechem. This practice, of placing holy records in the sanctuary, is a 
direct indication that Joshua’s writing was regarded as authoritative. 

 
• 1 & 2 Samuel 

 
o We are told that Samuel wrote down the regulations, put them on a scroll, 

and kept it in the sanctuary. 
 

Samuel proclaimed to the people the rights of kingship. He wrote them on a 
scroll, which he placed in the presence of the Lord. Then Samuel sent all the 

people away, each to his home. 
1 Samuel 10:25 

 
o Since his writings would have been placed with those of Moses and 

Joshua, they would have immediately been accepted as authoritative.  



 
• 1 & 2 Kings 

 
o The Chronicle mentions that the annals of Jehu were written in the Book 

of 1 Kings. 
 
The rest of the events of Jehoshaphat’s reign from beginning to end are written 
in the Events of Jehu son of Hanani, which is recorded in the Book of Israel’s 

Kings. 
2 Chronicles 20:34 

 
o The book of 1 Kings says that Jehu was a prophet 

 
Through the prophet Jehu son of Hanani the word of the Lord also came against 
Baasha and against his house because of all the evil he had done in the Lord’s 

sight, provoking Him with the work of his hands and being like the house of 
Jeroboam, and because Baasha had struck down the house of Jeroboam. 

1 Kings 16:7 
 

o Therefore, we can conclude that at least someone who had the prophetic 
gift wrote half of the book of Kings. 

 
• Isaiah 

 
o Isaiah was told by the Lord to write God’s Words on a scroll. 

 
Then the Lord said to me, “Take a large piece of parchment and write on it with 

an ordinary pen: Maher-shalal-hash-baz (speeding to the plunder, hurrying to the 
spoil). 

Isaiah 8:1 
 

o Furthermore, these words were to be preserved as a memorial for the 
future. 
 

Go now, write it on a tablet in their presence 
and inscribe it on a scroll; 

it will be for the future, 
forever and ever. 

Isaiah 30:8 
 

• Ezekiel 
 

o God tells Ezekiel to write down certain things 
 

…and they will be ashamed of all that they have done. Reveal the design of 
the temple to them—its layout with its exits and entrances—its complete 



design along with all its statutes, design specifications, and laws. Write it 
down in their sight so that they may observe its complete design and all its 

statutes and may carry them out. 
Ezekiel 43:11 

• Jeremiah 
 

o God told Jeremiah to write down word in a book. 
 

This is the word that came to Jeremiah from the Lord. This is what the Lord, 
the God of Israel, says: “Write down on a scroll all the words that I have 

spoken to you… 
Jeremiah 30:1-2 

 
• The Earlier Prophets were quoted as authoritative by the Later Prophets 

 
Some of the elders of the land stood up and said to all the assembled 

people, “Micah the Moreshite prophesied in the days of Hezekiah king of 
Judah and said to all the people of Judah, ‘This is what the Lord of Hosts 

says: 
Zion will be plowed like a field, 
Jerusalem will become ruins, 

and the temple mount a forested hill.’ 
Jeremiah 26:17-18, 20 

 
Do not be like your ancestors; the earlier prophets proclaimed to them: This 
is what the Lord of Hosts says: Turn from your evil ways and your evil deeds. 
But they did not listen or pay attention to Me”—this is the Lord’s declaration. 
“Where are your ancestors now? And do the prophets live forever? But didn’t 

My words and My statutes that I commanded My servants the prophets 
overtake your ancestors? They repented and said: As the Lord of Hosts 

purposed to deal with us for our ways and deeds, so He has dealt with us.” 
Zechariah 1:4-6 

 
Aren’t these the words that the Lord proclaimed through the earlier prophets 
when Jerusalem was inhabited and secure, along with its surrounding cities, 

and when the southern region and the Judean foothills were inhabited?” 
Zechariah 7:7 

 
They made their hearts like a rock so as not to obey the law or the words that 

the Lord of Hosts had sent by His Spirit through the earlier prophets. 
Therefore great anger came from the Lord of Hosts. 

Zechariah 7:12 
 

In the first year of his reign, I, Daniel, understood from the books according 
to the word of the Lord to Jeremiah the prophet that the number of years for 

the desolation of Jerusalem would be 70. 
Daniel 9:2 

 



After the Writing: How did 1st Century Jews regard the Old Testament? 
 

• The clearest testimony of the extent of the Hebrew canon comes from the first 
century writer and Jewish historian Flavius Josephus (A.D. 37-100). 
 

o He said that the Jews held as sacred only 22 books; which include 
exactly the same as our present thirty-nine books of the Old Testament, 
just with some combined into one book (ie. 1 + 2 Kings). 

 
For we have not an innumerable multitude of books among us, disagreeing from 
and contradicting one another, [as the Greeks have,] but twenty-two containing 
the history of all time, books that are justly believed in; and of these, five are the 
books of Moses, which comprise the law and earliest traditions from the creation 

of mankind down to his death. From the death of Moses to the reign of 
Artaxerxes, King of Persia, the successor of Xerxes, the prophets who 

succeeded Moses wrote the history of the events that occurred in their own 
time, in thirteen books. The remaining four documents comprise hymns to God 

and practical precepts to men.  
Josephus (Against Apion, 1:40) 

 
o Josephus also declared the willingness of the Jewish people to die for 

their sacred writings: 
 
And how firmly we have given credit to those books of our own nation is evident 

by what we do; for during so many ages as have already passed, no one has 
been so bold as either to add anything to them or take anything from them, or to 
make any change in them; but it becomes natural to all Jews, immediately and 
from their very birth, to esteem those books to contain divine doctrines, and to 

persist in them, and, if occasion be, willing to die for them. For it is no new thing 
for our captives, many of them in numbers, and frequently in time, to be seen to 

endure racks and deaths of all kinds upon the theatres, that they may not be 
obliged to say one word against our laws, and the records that contain them 

Josephus (Against Apion, 1:40) 
 

o Josephus also wrote concerning books that were composed after the 
completion of the sacred books. 
 

It is true, our history has been written since Artaxerxes, but has not been 
deemed worthy of equal credit, with the earlier records, because of the failure of 

the exact succession of the prophets  
Josephus (Against Apion 1:41) 

 
• What does Josephus teach us? 

 
o Josephus identifies the same 22 books of the current Hebrew Old 

Testament as authoritative. 



 
§ Ruth is attached to Judges. 
 
§ Lamentations is attached to Jeremiah 

 
§ 1 & 2 Samuel, 1 & 2 Kings, 1 & 2 Chronicles are each individually 

combined to make only 3 books and not 6 
 

§ All the Minor Prophets are combined to form one book.  
 

o There were no more authoritative writings since the reign of Artaxerxes 
 

§ We know that Artaxerxes ruled for 40 years (464-424 B.C.) 
 

§ Ezra came to Jerusalem in the 7th  year of his rule. 
 

Ezra arrived in Jerusalem in the fifth month of the seventh year of the 
king… 

Ezra 7:8 
 

§ Nehemiah came in his 20th  
 
In the month of Nisan in the twentieth year of King Artaxerxes, when wine 

was brought for him, I took the wine and gave it to the king. I had not 
been sad in his presence before… 

Nehemiah 2:1 
 

§ Therefore, the last canonical books of the Old Testament were 
composed during this time period (approx. 444 B.C.) 
 

o No additional material was added to the canon of Scripture between the 
time of Malachi & Josephus’ writing (425 B.C. to A.D. 90) 
 

§ Consequently, there was also the notion of a long period of time 
without a divinely authoritative Word from God. 

 
 
So, how did we get the Old Testament? 
 

• Over time, the various books began to be recognized individually as 
authoritative. 
 

o The books written after Moses were written by a number of different 
people during a 1,000 year period.  
 



o These writings were put into more clearly defined divisions when God’s 
people realized that God was no longer speaking to His people through 
prophets. 

 
o The post-Moses writings that we now possess were most likely first put 

together as one library of documents by the prophet Ezra.  
 

So during the forty days, ninety-four books were written. And when the 
forty days were ended, the Most High spoke to me, saying, "Make public 

the twenty-four books that you wrote first, and let the worthy and the 
unworthy read them; but keep the seventy that were written last, in order 
to give them to the wise among your people. For in them is the spring of 
understanding, the fountain of wisdom, and the river of knowledge." And 

I did so. Five thousand years and three months and twelve days after 
creation. At that time Ezra was caught up, and taken to the place of those 
who are like him, after he had written all these things. And he was called 

the scribe of the knowledge of the Most High for ever and ever. 
2 Esdras 14:44-48 

 
o The 24 books that 2 Esdras mentions are the Hebrew Scriptures. 

 
• In the 2nd Century BC, Antiochus IV destroyed many copies of Scripture. 

 
The books of the law that they found they tore to pieces and burned with fire. 

Anyone found possessing the book of the covenant, or anyone who adhered to 
the law, was condemned to death by decree of the king.  

1 Maccabees 1:56-57 
 

o After defeating Antiochus IV, Judas Maccabaeus collected the remainder 
of the sacred books. 
 

The same things are reported in the records and in the memoirs of Nehemiah, 
and also that he founded a library and collected the books about the kings and 
prophets, and the writings of David, and letters of kings about votive offerings. 

In the same way Judas also collected all the books that had been lost on 
account of the war that had come upon us, and they are in our possession. 

2 Maccabees 2:13-14 
 

§ Among the books collected by Judas Maccbaeus, Nehemiah, 1 & 
2 Kings, all of the prophets, all of the writings of David (Psalms), 
and all of the letters of the kings (Proverbs, Song of Solomon) are 
specifically mentioned. 

 
2 Facts: 

 
1. We do not know who produces the final editions of the Old Testament. 



 
2. No originals (autographs) exist today. 

 
 
The $1,000,000 Question: 
 
 Q: If we do not have the originals, what do we have? 
 
 A: We do have three important manuscripts. 
 
 
1. The Masoretic Text (MT), 500 – 1000 A.D. 

 
• The Masoretes are Jewish Scholars who preserved the Hebrew Bible. 

 
• They are renowned for their meticulous care of the text, counting letters and 

paragraphs to make sure the copies were correct (see the word “belly” in 
Leviticus 11:42) 

 
“My son, what is your occupation”? I answered, “I am a scribe”. He told me, 

“son, be careful because our work is the work of heaven; should you omit (even) 
one letter or add (even) one letter, the whole world would be destroyed.” 

Babylonian Talmud, b. Sota 2a 
 

• Culminated in the Leningrad Codex (1008 AD). 
 

• More than 6,000 manuscripts come from this tradition. 
 
2. The Septuagint Text (LXX), 200 B.C. – 100 B.C. 

 
• A Greek translation of the Hebrew Bible. 

 
• It was one of the bibles of pre-Christian Judaism, and it was the Bible of 

early Christianity for hundreds of years. 
 

o Not a Hebrew manuscript but used Hebrew manuscripts and 
translated them into Greek. 

 
• Any differences between the LXX and the MT? 

 
o Genesis 4:8 in the MT 

 
Cain told Abel his brother. And it came about when they were in 
the field, that Cain rose up against Abel his brother and killed him. 



 
o Genesis 4:8 in the LXX 

 
Cain told Abel his brother “Let’s go into the field.”. And it came 
about when they were in the field, that Cain rose up against Abel 
his brother and killed him. 

 
3. The Dead Sea Scrolls (LXX), 200 B.C. – 100 A.D. 

 
• In 1947-56 eleven caves were found near the Dead Sea in Israel that 

contained thousands of pieces of text – the remains of more than 200 
Biblical scrolls. 

 
• Manuscripts of every book of the Hebrew Bible except Esther. 

 
• Most popular books were Deuteronomy (30 copies), Isaiah (21), and Psalms 

(36). 
 
 
Conclusions about the Old Testament 

 
• We have everything we need to recover the biblical text – nothing is missing. 

 
• Protestantism (in particular) has a long tradition of scholars seeking to recover 

the originals. 
 

• Throughout history, both Judaism and Christianity have consistently recognized 
the Hebrew Bible as Scripture.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



The New Testament 
 

 “What if the New Testament contained not Jesus’ Sermon on the Mount but the Gnostic 
teachings Jesus delivered to his disciples after his resurrection? What if it contained not the 

letters of Paul and Peter but the letters of Ptolemy and Barnabas? What if it contained not the 
Gospels of Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John but the Gospels of Thomas, Philip, Mary, and 

Nicodemus? 
Bart Ehrman  

 
• There are a few questions that we must answer: 

 
o How did the early Church determine which books would be included in 

the New Testament? 
o Was the New Testament “created” in 325 AD at the Council of Nicea? 
o How did the writings from over 2,000 years ago come to us?  
o Can we trust that we have what they had? 
o What about the other books that are not included in our NT canon? 

 
Who Chose New Testament Canon?  

 
• Canon: a group of texts that are recognized as authoritative. 

 
What Scripture reveals: 

 
• 3 examples in the New Testament point to early knowledge among believers 

that inspired Scripture was being written amongst them. 
 

 Also, regard the patience of our Lord as an opportunity for salvation, just 
as our dear brother Paul has written to you according to the wisdom given 

to him. He speaks about these things in all his letters in which there are 
some matters that are hard to understand. The untaught and unstable twist 

them to their own destruction, as they also do with the rest of the 
Scriptures. 

             1 Peter 3:15-16 
 

• Peter’s comments about Paul’s writing was in passing, as if no one should be 
surprised to hear him mention Paul’s letters on par with the Old Testament 
Scriptures 

 
For the Scripture says: 
Do not muzzle an ox 

while it is treading out the grain, and, 
the worker is worthy of his wages. 

1 Timothy 5:18 
 



• The phrase “do not muzzle an ox while it is treading out the grain” is a direct 
quote from Deuteronomy 25:4 

 
• The phrase “the worker is worthy of his wages” is a direct quote from Luke 10:7 

 
• This indicates that 1st century Christians were already viewing Luke’s Gospel in 

the same vein as Old Testament Scripture. 
 

Dear friends, this is now the second letter I have written to you; in both letters, I 
want to develop a genuine understanding with a reminder, so that you can 

remember the words previously spoken by the holy prophets and the command 
of our Lord and Savior given through your apostles. 

2 Peter 3:1-2 
 

• Peter seems to indicate here that the writings of the apostles were on par with 
the writings of the prophets in the Old Testament. 

 
What History reveals: 

 
• It is important to note that the early Church did not create the canon but rather 

came to recognize it. 
 

The Church did not create the canon, but came to recognize, accept, affirm, 
and confirm the self-authenticating quality of certain documents that imposed 

themselves as such upon the Church. 
Bruce Metzger 

 
It is simple truth to say that the New Testament books became canonical 

because no one could stop them from doing so. 
William Barclay 

 
• There were 3 criteria the early church used to assess the authority of these 

books: 
 

o Apostolicity 
 

o Orthodoxy 
 

o Catholicity 
 

• Although the early church wrestles with a few of the books in the New 
Testament, considering these criteria, a substantial core was accepted quickly 
and without dispute. 

 
 
 
 



Evidence from Church Fathers 
 

• Irenaeus utilized a set of authoritative apostolic writings comprised of twenty of 
the eventual twenty-seven books of the New Testament. 
 

o This lists includes all 4 Gospels. 
 

We have learned from none others the plan of our salvation, than from those 
through whom the Gospel has come down to us, which they did at one time 

proclaim in public, and, at a later period, by the will of God, handed down to us 
in the Scriptures, to be the ground and pillar of our faith. For it is unlawful to 

assert that they preached before they possessed "perfect knowledge," as some 
do even venture to say, boasting themselves as improvers of the apostles. For, 
after our Lord rose from the dead, [the apostles] were invested with power from 
on high when the Holy Spirit came down [upon them], were filled from all [His 

gifts], and had perfect knowledge: they departed to the ends of the earth, 
preaching the glad tidings of the good things [sent] from God to us, and 
proclaiming the peace of heaven to men, who indeed do all equally and 

individually possess the Gospel of God. Matthew also issued a written Gospel 
among the Hebrews in their own dialect, while Peter and Paul were preaching at 
Rome, and laying the foundations of the Church. After their departure, Mark, the 
disciple and interpreter of Peter, did also hand down to us in writing what had 
been preached by Peter. Luke also, the companion of Paul, recorded in a book 
the Gospel preached by him. Afterwards, John, the disciple of the Lord, who 

also had leaned upon His breast, did himself publish a Gospel during his 
residence at Ephesus in Asia. 

Irenaeus, “Against Heresies 3.1.1” (175-185 A.D.) 
 

• Dionysius was a pastor of the church in Corinth during the mid-2nd century.  
 

o He was the writer of certain pastoral letters, which gained so much 
authority in his lifetime that heretics found it worthwhile to circulate 
copies falsified by interpolations & omissions. 
 
We passed this holy Lord's day, in which we read your letter, from the constant 
reading of which we shall be able to draw admonition, even as from the reading 

of the former one you sent us written through Clement… 
 

Therefore you also have by such admonition joined in close union the churches 
that were planted by Peter and Paul, that of the Romans and that of the 

Corinthians: for both of them went to our Corinth, and taught us in the same way 
as they taught you when they went to Italy; and having taught you, they suffered 

martyrdom at the same time… 
 

No marvel, then, that some have attempted to tamper with the Scriptures of the 
Lord, since they have attempted it on writings not comparable to them… 

Dionysius of Corinth (Letter to the Romans) 
 



o We learn from Dionysius’ letter that: 
 

1. It was then customary to read sacred books in the Christian 
assemblies 
 

2. Attempts were made by men regarded as heretics to corrupt these 
writings. 

 
3. The preeminent authority enjoyed by certain books, called “the 

Scriptures of the Lord”, which we cannot be wrong in identifying 
with some of the writings of our New Testament. 

 
• The Muratorian Fragment, which was written in the latter part of the 2nd Century, 

contains evidence of a universally accepted New Testament canon nearly 100 
years before the Council of Nicea. 
 

. . at which nevertheless he was present, and so he placed [them in his narrative]. The 
third book of the Gospel is that according to Luke. Luke, the well-known physician, 

after the ascension of Christ, when Paul had taken with him as one zealous for the law, 
composed it in his own name, according to [the general] belief. Yet he himself had not 
seen the Lord in the flesh; and therefore, as he was able to ascertain events, so indeed 

he begins to tell the story from the birth of John. The fourth of the Gospels is that of 
John, [one] of the disciples. To his fellow disciples and bishops, who had been urging 

him [to write], he said, 'Fast with me from today to three days, and what will be 
revealed to each one let us tell it to one another.' In the same night it was revealed to 
Andrew, [one] of the apostles, that John should write down all things in his own name 
while all of them should review it. And so, though various elements may be taught in 

the individual books of the Gospels, nevertheless this makes no difference to the faith 
of believers, since by the one sovereign Spirit all things have been declared in all [the 

Gospels]: concerning the nativity, concerning the passion, concerning the 
resurrection, concerning life with his disciples, and concerning his twofold coming; the 
first in lowliness when he was despised, which has taken place, the second glorious in 
royal power, which is still in the future. What marvel is it then, if John so consistently 
mentions these particular points also in his Epistles, saying about himself, 'What we 
have seen with our eyes and heard with our ears and our hands have handled, these 

things we have written to you? For in this way he professes [himself] to be not only an 
eye-witness and hearer, but also a writer of all the marvelous deeds of the Lord, in 

their order. Moreover, the acts of all the apostles were written in one book. For 'most 
excellent Theophilus' Luke compiled the individual events that took place in his 

presence — as he plainly shows by omitting the martyrdom of Peter as well as the 
departure of Paul from the city [of Rome] when he journeyed to Spain. As for the 

Epistles Paul, they themselves make clear to those desiring to understand, which ones 
[they are], from what place, or for what reason they were sent. First of all, to the 
Corinthians, prohibiting their heretical schisms; next, to the Galatians, against 

circumcision; then to the Romans he wrote at length, explaining the order (or, plan) of 
the Scriptures, and also that Christ is their principle (or, main theme). It is necessary 
for us to discuss these one by one, since the blessed apostle Paul himself, following 



the example of his predecessor John, writes by name to only seven churches in the 
following sequence: To the Corinthians first, to the Ephesians second, to the 

Philippians third, to the Colossians fourth, to the Galatians fifth, to the Thessalonians 
sixth, to the Romans seventh. It is true that he writes once more to the Corinthians 

and to the Thessalonians for the sake of admonition, yet it is clearly recognizable that 
there is one Church spread throughout the whole extent of the earth. For John also in 
the Apocalypse, though he writes to seven churches, nevertheless speaks to all. [Paul 

also wrote] out of affection and love one to Philemon, one to Titus, and two to 
Timothy; and these are held sacred in the esteem of the Church catholic for the 

regulation of ecclesiastical discipline. There is current also [an epistle] to the 
Laodiceans, [and] another to the Alexandrians, [both] forged in Paul's name to [further] 
the heresy of Marcion, and several others which cannot be received into the catholic 
Church — for it is not fitting that gall be mixed with honey. Moreover, the epistle of 

Jude and two of the above-mentioned (or, bearing the name of) John are counted (or, 
used) in the catholic [Church]; and [the book of] Wisdom, written by the friends of 
Solomon in his honor. We receive only the apocalypses of John and Peter, though 

some of us are not willing that the latter be read in church. But Hermas wrote 
the Shepherd very recently, in our times, in the city of Rome, while bishop Pius, his 
brother, was occupying the [episcopal] chair of the church of the city of Rome.  And 
therefore it ought indeed to be read; but it cannot be read publicly to the people in 

church either among the Prophets, whose number is complete, or among the 
Apostles, for it is after [their] time. But we accept nothing whatever of Arsinous or 
Valentinus or Miltiades, who also composed a new book of psalms for Marcion, 

together with Basilides, the Asian founder of the Cataphrygians… 
 

• Origen listed all 27 New Testament books in an early 3rd century sermon. 
 

So too our Lord, whose advent was typified by the son of Nun, when he came sent 
his apostles as priests bearing well-wrought trumpets. Matthew first sounded the 
priestly trumpet in his Gospel. Mark also, Luke and John, each gave forth a strain 

on their priestly trumpets. Peter moreover sounds loudly on the twofold trumpet of 
his epistles; and so also James and Jude. Still the number is incomplete, and John 

gives forth the trumpet-sound in his epistles and Apocalypse; 4 and Luke while 
describing the acts of the apostles. Lastly however came he who said, I think that 

God has set forth us Apostles last of all, [1 Cor. 4:9] and thundering on the fourteen 
trumpets of his epistles threw down even to the ground the walls of Jericho, that is 

to say all the instruments of idolatry and the doctrines of philosophers. 
Origen, Holmilies on Joshua 

 
• Eusebius of Caesarea, the early 4th century church historian offers a lengthy 

discussion of the canon of the New Testament as it was perceived within 
Christianity.  

 
Since we are dealing with this subject it is proper to sum up the writings of the New 

Testament which have been already mentioned. First then must be put the holy 
quaternion of the Gospels; following them the Acts of the Apostles. After this must 
be reckoned the epistles of Paul; next in order the extant former epistle of John and 

likewise the epistle of Peter, must be maintained. After them is to be placed, if it 



really seems proper, the apocalypse of John, arguments concerning which we will 
expound at the proper time. These belong among the accepted writings. Among 
the disputed writings, which are nevertheless recognized by most are the Epistle 

called of James, that of Jude, the second Epistle of Peter, and the so-called 
second and third Epistles of John which may be the work of the evangelist or of 

some other with the same name.  
 

Among the rejected writings must be reckoned also the Acts of Paul, the so-called 
Shepherd, the Apocalypse of Peter, and in addition to the Epistle of Barnabas, and 
the so-called Teachings of the Apostles; and besides, as I said, the Apocalypse of 
John, if it seem proper, which some, as I said, reject, but which others class with 

the accepted books. And among these some have placed also the Gospel 
according to the Hebrews, with which those of the Hebrews that have accepted 

Christ are especially delighted. 
 

 And all these may be reckoned among the disputed books. But we have 
nevertheless felt compelled to give a catalogue of these also, distinguishing those 

works which according to ecclesiastical tradition are true and genuine and 
commonly accepted, from those others which, although not canonical but 

disputed, are yet at the same time known to most ecclesiastical writers, we have 
felt compelled to give this catalogue in order that we might be able to know both 

these works and those that are cited by the heretics under the name of the 
apostles, including, for instance, such books as the Gospels of Peter, of Thomas, of 
Matthias, or of any others besides them, and the Acts of Andrew and John and the 
other apostles, which no one belonging to the succession of ecclesiastical writers 

has deemed worthy of mention in his writings. And further, the character of the 
style is at variance with apostolic usage, and both the thoughts and the purpose of 

the things that are related in them are so completely out of accord with true 
orthodoxy that they clearly show themselves to be the fictions of heretics. 

Wherefore they are not to be placed even among the rejected writings, but are all of 
them to be cast aside as absurd and impious. 

Origen, Ecclesiastical History 3:25 
 

• History shows us that the early Church began recognizing certain documents as 
authoritative early as AD 175  
 

• This means that an informal New Testament canon began to circulate 
throughout Christianity nearly 200 years before the Council of Nicea. 

 
• Therefore, the Council of Nicea did not pick which books would be included in 

the New Testament canon.  
 

• Instead they recognized, officially, the books that had already been universally 
accepted as authoritative by the early Church. 

 
 
 
 



“The New Testament was not self-consciously created by the church, either as a 
response to external stimuli or as a means to some end, but arose naturally and 

spontaneously from the inner life of early Christianity, above all in contexts of 
worship and instruction. 

Henry Gamble, “The New Testament Canon in Recent Research,” in The 
Canon Debate 

 
“The Church no more gave us the New Testament canon than Sir Isaac Newton 

gave us the force of gravity. Newton did not create gravity but recognized it.” 
J.I. Packer, God Has Spoken, Revelation and the Bible 

 
How did the New Testament books get to us? 
 
Oral Tradition 
 

• The Gospels were written, at the earliest, a few decades after Jesus lived.  
 

• Oral Proclamation of the gospel was of most importance to the apostles. 
 

• The stories about Jesus and the sayings of Jesus would have been repeated 
100s, perhaps 1000s, of times by dozens of eyewitnesses before the first 
Gospel was ever penned. 

 
• The early church’s memory of Jesus was not individual but collective 

 
• It was common practice during the 1st century to commit the teachings of a 

Jewish Rabbi to memory.  
 

A well-known saying of Hillel is reproduced in b. Hag. 9b (bar.): “The man who repeats 
his chapter…one hundred times is not to be compared with the man who repeats it on 

hundred and one times.” And when the question of the Rabbis’ repetition for their pupils 
is taken up, it is the tireless Rabbi who is praised. 

Birger Gerhardsson 
 

• As oral tradition spread, the written accounts of the traditions were needed. 
 

•  Furthermore, as certain documents began to be understood as authoritative, 
they would be copied by scripes 

 
o These copies are known to day as “manuscripts” 

 
o These manuscripts make up the Greek New Testament 

 
 

 
 



Manuscript Evidence 
 

• Textual Criticism is the study of the copies of any written document whose 
original is unknown or nonexistent in order to determine the exact wording of 
the original. 
 

• Textual criticism is needed for the New Testament for two reasons: 
 

o The original documents of the New Testament, known as autographs, no 
longer exist. 
 

o No two copies agree completely 
 
 The Greek New Testament 
 

• Greek manuscripts are the primary documents used to determine the wording of 
the Greek New Testament. 

 
• The Greek New Testament as we have it today consists of approximately 138k 

words. 
 

• Greek manuscripts can be broken down into groups denoting:  
 

o Papyri: manuscripts identified by the material they are made of 
 

o Uncials & Minuscules; refer to writing style (either capital letters or 
cursive) 

 
o Lectionaries: manuscripts that do not contain continuous texts from the 

Gospels, or Epistles, but rather are texts arranged for daily study and 
meditation. 

 
• As of 2022, the statistics on the Greek manuscripts of the New Testament are as 

follows: 
 

§ 118  Papyri 
 

§ 318 Uncials 
 

§ 2880 Minuscules 
 

§ 2436 Lectionaries 
 

§ 5752 Total 



 
• Within the manuscripts that make up the Greek New Testament, there are 

thousands upon thousands of textual variants. 
 

• A textual variant is any place among the manuscripts of the New Testament 
where there is not uniformity of wording.  

 
o These manuscripts date from between the 2nd and 17th centuries.  

 
o In a period of over 1400 years, the New Testament grew in size from the 

earliest copies to the latest copies by about 2% 
 

o If the progression of difference between 2nd century manuscripts and 16th 
century manuscripts only differs by 2%, then it is not too much to 
assume that the difference between 1st century and 2nd century 
manuscripts is miniscule. 

 
• Despite the difference being small, there is still a difference of 2%. 

 
• The question that must now be answered is whether these textual variants are 

sufficient enough to discredit the New Testament.  
 

• Textual variants can be broken down into the following categories: 
 

o Spelling differences and nonsense errors 
 

o Minor differences that do not affect the translation/that involve synonyms.  
 

o Differences that affect the meaning of the text but are not influential. 
 

o Differences that affect both the meaning of the text and are influential. 
 
Differences that do not affect the translation/that involve synonyms 
 

• Greek sometimes uses the definite article with proper names, while English does 
not. 
 

o “the Mary” 
o “the Jesus” 
o “the Paul” 

 
• Another frequent variant of this sort is known as transposition 

 
o Unlike English, the meaning of the sentence in Greek is more dependent 



on the inflection of the words than on word order. 
 

o Word order changes are frequent in the manuscripts, yet these 
transpositions do not affect the basic syntax of what is being said. 

 
Differences that affect the meaning of a text but are not influential. 
 

• There are variants found sometimes in a single manuscript or group of 
manuscripts that, by themselves, have little likelihood of going back to the 
wording of the original text. 

 
o For example, in 1 Thessalonians 2:9, instead of “the gospel of God” 

(which is found in almost all manuscripts), a late medieval manuscript has 
“the gospel of Christ” 
 

o This is meaningful because it is a completely different word 
choice…however, this does not influence the meaning of the text itself.  

 
 

Differences that affect the meaning of a text but are influential  
 

• By “influential”, we mean that the variant changes the meaning of the text to 
some degree 
 

• A notorious textual problem is found in Romans 5:1. 
 

o Does Paul say, “We have peace” (ἔχωμεν) or “let us have peace” 
(ἔχομεν)? 
 

o The differences between these two meanings is a single letter…however, 
they both communicate a different meaning to the text. 

 
o Regardless, neither variant is a contradiction of the teaching of Scripture.  

 
• One of the most significant variants to the New Testament is found at the end of 

Mark’s Gospel. 
 

o The earliest and best manuscripts end the book at verse 8. 
 

o Scholars debate whether Mark intended to end his Gospel at this point, 
whether he wrote more but his real ending was lost, or whether the twelve 
verses found in the majority of manuscripts are the original ending to the 
Gospel. 

 



Quality of Variants Among NT Manuscripts

Spelling Errors

Differences that do not affect
translation

Meaniningful but not influential

Meaningful and influential

o For our purposes though, it is important to point out that whether these 
verses are authentic or not, no fundamental doctrine is gained or lost by 
them. 

 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
http://www.uni-muenster.de/NTTextforschung/KgL_Aktualisierung.pdf 
 

• Although the quantity of textual variants among the New Testament manuscripts 
numbers in the hundreds of thousands, the quality of these variants as changes 
in meaning pales in comparison. 
 

• Only about 1 percent of the variants are both meaningful and influential.  
 

• Further, none of them affect the foundational doctrines of Christianity. 
 

 
References to the Deity of Christ in New Testament Manuscripts Before the 4th 

Century 
 

 John 1:1 John 20:28 Romans 9:5 Hebrews 1:8 
P46 (AD 200)   X X 
P66 (AD 175-
225) 

X X   



P75 (early 3rd 
century) 

X    

 
 
The Story of Biblical Preservation 
 

• New Testament manuscripts were copied in urban areas where the church was 
well established – these were known as Copy Centers. 
 

o Italy à Rome 
o Syria à Antioch 
o Asia Minor à Ephesus 
o Egypt à Alexandria 

 
• Around 300-310 AD the persecution of Christians by the emperor Diocletian 

lead to the dominance of the Asia Minor manuscript family. 
 

• This manuscript group became the New Testament text of the medieval period. 
 

• Jerome – Early Church Scholar 
 

o 405 AD: Translated the entire Bible (both Old and New Testaments) from 
the original languages into Latin – known as the Vulgate. 
 

o Took him 23 years to complete. 
 

• Erasmus – Renaissance Scholar 
 

o Sought reform through the deep study of Scripture in the original 
language. 

 
o 1516: Produced the first scholarly edition of the New Testament. 

 
o Compiled all Greek manuscripts into one document: Textus Receptus. 

 
o Based entirely on the “Majority Text”. 

 
§ Method of determining the original reading of a Scripture by 

discovering what reading occurs in a majority of the manuscripts. 
 

§ Each Greek manuscript has one vote, all the variants are voted on 
by all the manuscripts, and whichever variant has the most votes 
wins.  

 



§ At first glance, the Majority Text method would seem to be the 
most likely to result in the correct original reading. 

 
§  The problem is that the Majority Text method does not take into 

account two very important factors:  
 

• The age of the manuscripts. 
• The location of the manuscripts. 

 
• William Tyndale – Protestant Reformer 

 
o 1530: Produced the first complete English translation of the Bible 

(illegally!). 
 

o The NT translation was based on Erasmus’ edition = The Majority Text 
 

• The 1611 King James Translation: The “Authorized Version”  
 

o The NT translation was based on Erasmus’ edition = The Majority Text. 
 

o Drew much from the Tyndale’s English translation. 
 

• New Discoveries: 1800-1900 
 

o Thousands of New Testament manuscript were discovered that were 
older and from different regions than the Majority Text. 

 
• Modern Day Editions of the New Testament: 1900-1960 

 
o Erwin Nestle/Kurt Aland head an international team of scholars to 

establish the earliest possible text from all available manuscripts.  
 

o All modern English translations are based on this edition of the Greek 
text. 

 
Conclusions about the New Testament 

 
• We have everything we need to recover the biblical text – nothing is missing. 

 
• Protestantism (in particular) has a long tradition of scholars seeking to recover 

the originals. 
 

• Throughout history, Orthodox Christianity has consistently recognized the these 
books as Scripture. 



What about the other books? 
 

• There are three categories of books that are rejected as not having any authority 
from God. 
 

o Pseudepigrapha  
 

o Apocrypha 
 

o Later Religious Writings 
 
 
Pseudepigrapha  
 

• Pseudepigrapha means “false writings” 
 

• Many Pseudepigraphal writings found their origin in the ancient heresy of 
“Gnosticism” 

 
• Gnosticism is based on two false premises: 

 
1. The spirit and matter are separate, therefore anything done in the body 

(even sin) has no meaning because real life exists in the spirit realm only. 
2. Claims to possess “elevated knowledge” 

 
• Many Gnostics wrote under the guise of former Apostles in order to establish 

the credibility of their teachings within the early Church. 
 

§ Gospel of Philip 
 

• Likely written in the 3rd century. 
• Structured like a theological catechism for Gnosticism rather than a 

historical narrative. 
 

§ Gospel of Barnabas 
 

• Written in the 16th century. 
• Only copies we have are in Italian and Spanish. 

 
§ Gospel of Judas 

 
But you will exceed all of them. For you will sacrifice the man that clothes me. 

Gospel of Judas, 56 
 



• The Gospel of Judas denies the humanity of Jesus. 
 

§ Gospel of Mary 
 

• Of Gnostic origin, this book appears to be a development of New 
Testament material to match the author’s own beliefs and has no claim of 
being based on eye witness testimony. 

 
• Written no earlier than the 3rd century. 

 
§ Gospel of Thomas 

 
Simon Peter said to them: Mary should leave us because women are not worthy of 
the life. Jesus responded, Look, I'll lead her in order to make her male so that she 
can become a living spirit like you males are. For each woman who makes herself 

male will enter into the kingdom of heaven. 
Gospel of Thomas, 114 

 
• This is not written in the pattern of any of the other gospels –it has no 

storyline and contains only 114 sayings of Jesus. 
 

• As noted earlier, many leaders in the early church condemned this book. 
 

§ Infancy Gospel of Thomas 
 

Another time Jesus went forth into the street, and a boy running  
by, brushed upon his shoulder; At which Jesus being angry, said  
to him, you go no farther. And he instantly fell dead. 

The Infancy Gospel of Thomas 2:7-9 
 

 Besides this, the son of Anna the scribe was standing there with Joseph, and 
took a limb of a willow tree, and scattered the waters which Jesus had gathered 
into lakes. But the boy Jesus seeing what he had done, became angry, and said 
to him, You fool, what harm did the lake do to you, that you should scatter the 
water? Behold, now you shall wither as a tree, and shalt not bring forth either 
leaves, or branches, or fruit. And immediately he became withered all over.  

The Infancy Gospel of Thomas 2:1-4 
 

Now after certain days Jesus was playing in the upper story of a certain house, 
and one of the young children that played with him fell down from the house and 

died. And the other children when they saw it fled, and Jesus remained alone. 
And the parents of the boy that died came and accused Jesus that he had cast 
him down. (And Jesus said: I did not cast him down) but they reviled him still. 
Then Jesus leaped down from the roof and stood by the body of the child and 

cried with a loud voice and said: Zeno (for so was his name called), arise and tell 
me, did I cast you down? And straightway he arose and said: Nay, Lord, you did 

not cast me down, but you did raise me up. And when they saw it they were 



amazed: and the parents of the child glorified God for the sign which had come to 
pass, and worshipped Jesus. 

The Infancy Gospel of Thomas 9:1-3 
 
Apocrypha 
 

• The Apocrypha are the Jewish documents that were written between the Old 
and New Testaments. 
 

o The Apocrypha was never considered a part of the original Hebrew Bible. 
 

o Never quoted in the New Testament. 
 

o 1st Century Jews did not accept the Apocrypha as Scripture. 
 

It is true, our history has been written since Artaxerxes, but has not been 
deemed worthy of equal credit, with the earlier records, because of the failure of 

the exact succession of the prophets. 
Josephus (Against Apion 1:41) 

 
After the latter prophets Haggai, Zechariah and Malachi had died, the Holy Spirit 

departed from Israel. 
Babylonian Talmud, Yoma 98 

 
o The Apocrypha has historical, geographical, and theological errors. 

 
§ Judith  claims Nebuchadnezzar is king of Assyria. 

 
§ Tobit: Justification by works, especially alms giving 

 
§ Wisdom of Solomon: God made earth out of pre-existant matter. 

 
§ Sirac: 

 
A man's wickedness is better than a woman's goodness; women 

bring shame and disgrace. 
Sirac 42:14 

 
o The Apocrypha was added to the Roman Catholic Canon at the Council 

of Trent in 1546 
 

§ This was done in reaction to the Reformation. 
 

Later Religious Writings 
 



• Quran 
 

o An angel came to Muhammad in the 7th century and brings him a new 
revelation because the former revelation has become corrupt. 
 

• Book of Mormon 
 

o An angel comes to Joseph Smith in September of 1823 claiming to have 
a new revelation from God. 
 

• Watchtower Bible and Tract Society/New World Translation  
 

o Begun at the start of the 20th century. 
 

o Removes every reference to the deity of Jesus. 
 

Long ago God spoke to the fathers by the prophets at different times and in different ways. In 
these last days, He has spoken to us by His Son. God has appointed Him heir of all things and 

made the universe through Him. 
Hebrews 1:1-2 

 
But even if we or an angel from heaven should preach to you a gospel other than what we have 

preached to you, a curse be on him! 
Galatians 1:8 

 
But I will continue to do what I am doing, in order to deny the opportunity of those who want an 

opportunity to be regarded just as our equals in what they boast about. For such people are 
false apostles, deceitful workers, disguising themselves as apostles of Christ. And no wonder! 

For Satan disguises himself as an angel of light. So it is no great thing if his servants also 
disguise themselves as servants of righteousness. Their destiny will be according to their works. 

2 Corinthians 11:12-15 
 

Conclusions 
 

• You can trust the Bible you have! 
 

• You can ask hard questions of the Bible you have! 
 

• You should use the Bible you have! 


