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A Copy of a Copy of a Copy …?

1. A Parlor Game
 “A second slice of slander is that the Bible has been copied so

many times that it has changed dramatically over the 
centuries.”
 became “The second sentence of the Bible is too long.”   became “The second sentence of the Bible is too long.” 

  We don’t have King David’s sheet music. We don’t have the 
first edition of Matthew, Mark, Luke or John. We don’t have 
any of Paul’s letters on his personal stationary. All we have 
are copies. Hand copies at that, since neither the photo 
copier nor the printing press had been invented when the 
Bible was written. So how can we be sure the message of the 
Bible hasn’t been distorted like the messages in the parlor 
game?

 Well, for one thing, the rules of the game “telephone” are 
designed to breed mistakes. 

 The scribes who copied the Bible, on the other hand, made 
every effort to see to it that the message didn’t change. 

  They had the document they were copying in front of them. 
 In a “scriptorium,” count words, letters and lines.
 Devout scribes were copying sacred books and they wanted 

to preserve the message. 

2. The Story of the Scrolls
 1947, 
 about 850 scrolls in 11 nearby caves. These are the famous 

“Dead Sea Scrolls.”“Dead Sea Scrolls.”
 Why are they important?
 Every book of the Hebrew Bible except for Esther. 
 Copied between 200 years before Christ and the fall of 

Jerusalem in the year 70.
 MT 900 Christian Era
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 More than 1,300 year gap!
 The first scroll to be evaluated was a copy of Isaiah

  Instead of proving that our text of the Bible can’t be 
trusted, as some detractors had hoped, the Dead Sea Scrolls 
emphasize how reliable the Bible is.

3. An Elaborate Science
Textual Criticism or Lower Criticism. Textual Criticism or Lower Criticism.

 Super sleuths, CSI of literary scholars.
 For example, a scribe is more likely to add a couple of words 

to explain an idea than to leave words out on purpose. So the
shorter reading   is usually to be preferred . It’s probably 
original.

 Again, a scribe is more likely to try to clarify a passage than 
try to make it more confusing. So if one version of a verse is 
harder to understand than another, the   more difficult 
reading   is usually to be preferred . The easier reading is 
probably an attempt to fix the original.
 If we can see how a scribe’s eye might have slipped  and   If we can see how a scribe’s eye might have slipped  and 
he accidently copied a word from a previous line, we can be 
fairly confident that’s a mistake.

 Many of the mistakes are easy to catch: misspelled words  
(the vast majority of variants are differences in spelling 1 ), 
transposed words , a word or phrase   copied twice  , 
a word or phrase   copied twice  . 

 As I said, it’s an elaborate and impressive science. And if 
there are enough documents  to compare, textual critics 
can come up with a pretty reliable version of what an original
text said. 

4. A Gold Mine

1  Skeptical critical scholar Bart Ehrman likes to quip that the scribes couldn’t spell any 
better than his students at UNC Chapel Hill!
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 More than 5,800 documents to compare! (Was 5,600 in 
2004,) 

 Dan Wallace, who teaches at Dallas Theological Seminary 
and is the founder of the Center for the Study of New 
Testament Manuscripts 2 estimates that there are about 1,000
manuscripts yet to be found , mostly in former Soviet 
countries. 
As Wallace says, we have “an embarrassment of riches ”  As Wallace says, we have “an embarrassment of riches 3” 

 Iliad by Homer. We have about 650 .

 Thousands of ancient NT translations. Syriac, Latin, Coptic
 Early Christian authors and preachers quote the New 

Testament. 
 As a matter of fact, Bruce Metzger, who is sort of the 

Sherlock Holmes of textual scholars, says that we could 
reconstruct the entire New Testament on the basis of those 
quotations alone!
5,800 manuscripts come from all over the ancient world.  5,800 manuscripts come from all over the ancient world. 
Rome, Egypt, Syria, Palestine.

 Our earliest copies of the  Iliad are from about 900 years 
after Homer. 

 By contrast we have copies of the Gospels from the second 
and third centuries. 

 P52.
 James White, 1,100 puzzle pieces.

2  http://www.csntm.org  CSNTM travels around the world taking photographs of 
ancient copies of the Greek New Testament. In the process they frequently discover 
valuable, forgotten manuscripts.

3  https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=u0v6JItV5-w  
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 When we compare all this data, it’s usually pretty easy to see 
what variants are mistakes, additions or deletions.

     
  Frank Sinatra “Mistakes, there’ve been a few, but then again 

too few to mention.” 4  But we have enough material to see 
what the mistakes are and to correct them, usually with 
confidence.

5. Meaningful and Viable
 Spelling errors – Movable nu

- An honest man. A heavenly being.
- A humble person or an humble person?
- Doesn’t change the meeting.

 Other spelling errors. In Matthew 22:42 “Son of Dabid,” 
 We call such variants “meaningless.”

 Meaningful but not viable.
  Genealogy of Jesus in Luke 3  (Codex 109) 

God is the son of Aram and Pares is the father of the whole  God is the son of Aram and Pares is the father of the whole 
human race! 5 

  “We, the people of the United States, in order to form a 
more perfect onion …” 

  
TR.   Some variants, however, are both meaningful and viable. 
Let’s turn our attention to a few of these.

6. The Kingdom, the Power, the Glory
 “The Lord’s Prayer” in Matthew 6:9-13. 
 Not debts and debtors. All the manuscripts say “debts” and 

“debtors.” 

4 “My Way” lyrics by Paul Anka 1969

5 See The Text of the New Testament; Its Transmission, Corruption and Restoration  
Second Edition by Bruce Metzger © Oxford University Press 1968 p.194-195
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 “ For yours is the kingdom and the power and the 
glory forever. Amen .” 

 I Chronicles 29:11. “… Yours, O Lord, is the greatness 
and the power and the glory and the victory and 
the majesty, for all that is in the heavens and on the
earth is yours. Yours is the kingdom, O L ORD , and 
you are exalted as head above all.”
A note in the margin? A note in the margin?

 Those words are still scriptural.
 We are right to continually declare those words, “for the 

kingdom and the power and the glory are Yours. Amen!” 
 The teaching of Scripture is not changed.

7. Blessed Trinity
 I John 5:7 says, “For there are three that bear witness

in heaven; the Father, the Word and the Holy 
Spirit; and these three are one.” NKJV 

 ESV  “ 7For there are three that testify: 8 the Spirit, 
the water and the blood; and these three agree.”the water and the blood; and these three agree.”

 Why leave it out?
 It was probably added.

 Does that mean, then, that the Bible doesn’t tell us about the 
Trinity? Not at all. 

    
  Clearly the Bible tells us that the Father is God . The 

Apostle Paul frequently says things like “ the God and 
Father of our Lord Jesus Christ.”  (Romans 15:6. II 
Corinthians 1:3, 11:31, Ephesians 1:3, 17, 5:20, Colossians 1:3 
etc.).

 The Bible also teaches that Jesus Christ is God  incarnate. 
Calling Him “the Word,” 
- John 1:1 says “In the beginning was the Word, and 

the Word was with God, and the Word was God.”  
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(ESV) Then in verse 14 we find, “And the Word 
became flesh and dwelt among us, and we have 
seen his glory, glory as of the only Son from the 
Father, full of grace and truth.”  (ESV) 

- Jesus Himself said, “I and the Father are one”  (John 
10:30 ESV) and 

- “Whoever has seen me has seen the Father.”  (John
14:9 ESV) 14:9 ESV) 

- Philippians 2:6 speaks of Jesus, “who, though he was 
in the form of God, did not count equality with 
God a thing to be grasped.” (RSV) 

- And after the Apostle Thomas dropped his doubts he 
called Jesus, “My Lord and my God!”  (John 20:28) 
---   Without doubt the New Testament teaches that 
Jesus is God.  He is God the Son.

 And what about the Holy Spirit? 
- He is called the Spirit of God  too many times to count . 

He is also called the Spirit of Jesus  (Acts 16:7). - He is also called the Spirit of Jesus  (Acts 16:7). 
- II Corinthians 3:18 talks about “ the Lord, who is the 

Spirit”  (ESV, NIV, RSV and others) 
  So God’s Word says that the Holy Spirit is God .

 The Father is God. The Son is God. The Spirit is God. 
But there are not 3 Gods!

 “Hear, O Israel: the L ORD  our God, the L ORD  is one.”  
(Deuteronomy 6:4 ESV)

 How is God three and yet one? The reality of the Trinity is 
impossible to grasp with our finite minds. Ultimately it’s a 
great mystery of our faith. Nevertheless, it is what the Bible 
teaches. 
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 At the Baptism of Jesus , the Father called Jesus His Son 
and the Spirit descended on Him. (Matthew 3:16-17, Mark 
1:10-11, Luke 3:21-22) 

 We see the Father, Son and Spirit in heaven’s throne 
room  in Revelation 4 and 5, and 

 the risen Jesus commissioned us to make disciples and 
baptize them in the name of the Father, Son and Holy Spirit. 
(Matthew 28:19)(Matthew 28:19)

     So even when we take the shorter reading of I John 5:7, the 
Bible still tells us about the Father, the Word and the Holy Spirit, 
and these three are one.

 There are other important examples. 
 Woman taken in adultery – I’ll make a video.
 The ascension of Jesus in Mark. Next Sunday.

8. A Classic Example
 Further, the vast majority of variants, even the meaningful 

and viable ones, aren’t nearly as significant as the ones we and viable ones, aren’t nearly as significant as the ones we 
just examined. 

 One of my favorites is I Timothy 3:16. 
“Great indeed, we confess, is the mystery of godliness:

He was manifested in the flesh,
vindicated by the Spirit,

seen by angels,
proclaimed among the nations,

believed on in the world,
taken up in glory.” (ESV)

 
 Here’s the important question. To Whom does the word “He”

refer? 
 Why, to God, of course! You and I have flesh, but we are not 

“manifested in the flesh.” 
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 So regardless of the variant you chose you get the same 
verity, the same great truth. In Jesus Christ, God became a 
human being.

 Most of the variants that are both meaningful and viable are 
like I Timothy 3:16. They’re interesting. I even think they’re 
fun. 
But in the final analysis it doesn’t matter much which variant But in the final analysis it doesn’t matter much which variant
you choose. The great truths of the Bible are still intact. 

 As Dan Wallace says, “Almost anyone who has spent time 
with the textual apparatus is amazed at how little the vast 
majority of variants affect the meaning of the text.” 6

 Yes, the Bible was copied again and again because it has been
so powerful and treasured in the lives of so many people. 
And no, we don’t have the original manuscripts or 
“autographs.”
And yes, it is true that there are places where a word or 
sentence or even a passage has been changed. sentence or even a passage has been changed. 

  But let me leave you with something that hasn’t changed.
“Great indeed, we confess, is the mystery of godliness:

     He was manifested in the flesh , In Jesus Christ God 
became a human being, with a body of flesh and blood just like 
yours and mine. And because of His amazing love, He offered His 
body as a sacrifice to take away our sins. That’s why He died on 
the cross. But that’s only the beginning of the story.

     He was also vindicated by the Spirit . Three days after 
Jesus was crucified, God raised Him from the dead. Thus He 
declared once and for all that His Son is Savior and Lord.   
6  Daniel B. Wallace in a blog review of Can We Still Believe the Bible  by Craig L. 
Bloomberg
https://danielbwallace.com/2014/03/24/can-we-still-believe-the-bible/  
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     Even the heavenly beings know this, because He was seen by
the angels.

     He was proclaimed among the nations.  He is still being 
proclaimed. Even as you hear these words He is being proclaimed.

     He has been believed on in the world , and everyone who      He has been believed on in the world , and everyone who 
believes on Him receives the forgiveness of sins. Everyone who 
believes on Him becomes a beloved child of God. Everyone who 
believes on Him shall not perish but have eternal life.

     For He was taken up in glory.  And someday He will come 
for us, and we will be with Him forever.

     That’s what the Bible teaches, and that message has never been
changed.
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