How Did We Get Our Bible?

Part Three: Transmission of the Text
Autograph - The original manuscript penned by the original author. No autographs exist of the books of the Bible, nor of any ancient documents. All manuscripts that we have from antiquity are copies of copies of copies.
The New Testament
The New Testament is the best documented and preserved text from antiquity. There are over 24,000 ancient manuscripts that have been discovered and archived so far. At least 5,600 are copies and fragments of the original Greek text. Some manuscript texts date back to the third and second centuries. This would place some of the fragments we have now within 40-60 years of the original autograph being written.

Compared to other ancient texts, the evidence for the New Testament far exceeds any other. For example: Julius Caesar's The Gallic Wars (10 manuscripts remain, with the earliest one dating to 1,000 years after the original autograph); Pliny the Younger's Natural History (7 manuscripts; 750 years elapsed); Thucydides' History (8 manuscripts; 1,300 years elapsed); Herodotus' History (8 manuscripts; 1,350 years elapsed); Plato (7 manuscripts; 1,300 years); and Tacitus' Annals (20 manuscripts; 1,000 years).

Renowned Bible scholar F.F. Bruce put it this way: "There is no body of ancient literature in the world which enjoys such a wealth of good textual attestation as the New Testament."

Homer's Iliad, the most renowned book of ancient Greece, is the second best-preserved literary work of all antiquity, with 643 copies of manuscript support discovered to date. In those copies, there are 764 disputed lines of text which accounts for 5% of the entire text. Even so, Homer's Illiad is considered to be well preserved for us today. Compare that to only 40 lines in which there is some dispute (which account for 0.5% of the text) in all the New Testament manuscripts. In fact, many people are unaware that there are no surviving manuscripts of any of William Shakespeare's 37 plays (written in the 1600's), and scholars have been forced to fill some gaps in his works. This pales in textual comparison with the over 5,600 copies and fragments of the New Testament in the original Greek that, together, assure us that nothing's been lost.

Even if we did not have any of the thousands of manuscripts that we do, the entirety of the New Testament except for eleven minor verses could be reconstructed using only the quotations of early Christian writers from the second and third centuries.
Manuscripts of Various Ancient Texts

	Author
	Date Written
	Earliest Copy
	Approximate Time Span Between Original and Copy
	Number of Copies

	Lucretius

(Roman poet/philosopher)
	died 55 or 53 B.C.
	
	1100 yrs
	2

	Pliny the Younger
(Roman author/governor)
	61-113 A.D.
	850 A.D.
	750 yrs
	7

	Plato

(Greek philosopher)
	427-347 B.C.
	900 A.D.
	1200 yrs
	7

	Herodotus

(Ionian historian)
	480-425 B.C.
	900 A.D.
	1300 yrs
	8

	Suetonius

(Roman historian)
	75-160 A.D.
	950 A.D.
	800 yrs
	8

	Thucydides

(Greek historian)
	460-400 B.C.
	900 A.D.
	1300 yrs
	8

	Euripides

(Athenian playwright)
	480-406 B.C.
	1100 A.D.
	1500 yrs
	9

	Aristophanes

(Greek playwright)
	450-385 B.C.
	900 A.D.
	1200
	10

	Caesar
(Roman Emperor)
	100-44 B.C.
	900 A.D.
	1000
	10

	Tacitus
(Roman historian)
	circa 100 A.D.
	1100 A.D.
	1000 yrs
	20

	Aristotle
(Greek philosopher)
	384-322 B.C.
	1100 A.D.
	1400
	49

	Sophocles
(Greek playwright)
	496-406 B.C.
	1000 A.D.
	1400 yrs
	193

	Homer (Iliad)
(Greek poet)
	900 B.C.
	400 B.C.
	500 yrs
	643

	New

Testament
	1st Cent. A.D. (50-100 A.D.
	2nd Cent. A.D.

(c. 130 A.D. f.)
	less than 100 years
	5600


(Total New Testament manuscripts = 5,600 Greek MSS, 10,000 Latin Vulgates, 9,300 others = 24,000 copies)

(Total MSS compiled prior to 600 AD = 230)

The Old Testament
Until the 20th century, the manuscripts for the Old Testament in the original Hebrew text did not have much better statistics than some of the other ancient documents we have looked at. The Hebrew Bible is a much older document, having been finished some 500 years before Christ. The oldest Hebrew manuscript that existed for a long time was dated to 916 A.D.

Beginning in 1946 a series of caves were discovered near the Dead Sea that contained manuscripts of several Jewish writings dated between third century B.C. and the early first century A.D. which included many of the books of the Old Testament including two entire scrolls of Isaiah. The Dead Sea Scrolls were important pieces of corroborating evidence that showed that over 1000 years, the Hebrew text was virtually unchanged excepting minor scholarly errors.

Textual Criticism
Textual criticism is the science of examining several old manuscripts and determining the text of the original autograph.

Even though the Dead Sea Scrolls show that the Jews were careful in transmitting their Hebrew texts, and the amount of manuscripts with little differences over the centuries show too the Christian's same care in their Scriptures, scholars are human beings and make mistakes in copying texts.
Copying mistakes can occur in many ways. Sometimes a similar looking letter might replace another, making for a different word.

Example: 2 Peter 2:4 may have angels that sinned in chains or in pits of darkness depending on the source believed more accurate.

Sometimes a word or phrase might be skipped or doubled, especially in the cases where the reading is repetitive. (For example: the Beatitudes in Matthew)
Sometimes a commentary written in the margin of an older manuscript might accidentally be included in a copy later on.

Example: Most scholars believe that the "and fasting" in Mark 9:29 may be something like that. Most modern translations leave it out or in the footnotes.
Essentially in textual criticism, scholars take various manuscripts, order them by age and what section of the world they came from, and identify where copying mistakes may have been made and determine what the original text was.
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As stated earlier, there are only a relatively few number of  passages in the entire New Testament that suffer from problems arising from this, but in all these passages, no point of doctrine is called into question. 99.5% of the New Testament is textually pure. That means between all the thousands of manuscripts we have available, they all agree except for the occasional mishap as illustrated above.

� F.F. Bruce, The Books and the Parchments: How We Got Our English Bible, Fleming H. Revell Co., 1950, 178.


� Textual criticism chart borrowed from http://carm.org/illustration-bible-text-manuscript-tree-and-variant-readings
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