
Date      :  18 Oct 2020       
Theme :  Back to the Basics 
Topic  :  Discerning the Truth of God’s Word (Part 2) 
Key verse :  And do not be conformed to this world but be transformed by the 

renewing of your mind, that you may prove what is good and 
acceptable and perfect will of God.  Romans 12:2 (NKJV) 

 
Introduction 
Last Sunday, we learned to P.R.O.V.E to help us ascertain the reliability of God’s Word.  
 The Presence test means the time span between the date of eye-witness accounts 

and the earliest existing copies available to us.  
 The Renewed mindset – But weren’t the first copies of the gospels made, not by 

professional scribes, but by literate lay copyists? (Especially in the first centuries AD, there 
was a pressing need for the 3,000 converts, then 5,000 converts, to have copies of authoritative 
Christians document, include Matthew, Mark, Luke and John).  Scholars, like Neil Lightfoot, 
explained that the earliest copies of Christian writings were probably made for the 
local church by some members of the congregation.  However, the copyists had a 
strong conviction that they were copying the very Word of God.  As time passed, the 
job of copying was entrusted to trained scribes in monasteries. 

 The Opinionated / Bias Test – neither the gospel writers nor the copyists gained 
personally from the tedious work of hand-copying Scripture.  It is difficult for us or 
textual criticism professors today (who are surrounded by technology aids) to appreciate 
what went into the preservation of Scripture. 

 The Verifiability Test – how well may the reliability of the Scripture be verified or 
substantiated by sources outside the Bible text, like Jewish / non-biblical historians, 
archaeology, studies of personal names, geographical locations, etc. 

 The Evidences of Change Test examines the changes in the course of transmission.  
Objections have been raised by skeptics, in particular, with regards to what are 
called variants (when a manuscript differs in wording from the base text, the result is known as 
a variant reading).  
 

Greek scholar and skeptic, Bert Ehrman, has made a sweeping statement that there 
are more variants than there are words in the Greek New Testament text (The Greek 

New Testament has 138,000 words, the variants number more than 400,000).  But does he 
imply the New Testament is unreliable?  Our purpose today is to unpack the issues 
involved. 

 
1. What are variants? 
 Until the Gutenberg Press in 1450, the original text is preserved in a multiplicity of 

hand copied texts for almost 1,500 years.  In this length of time, it would be natural 
to detect scribal slips and mistakes, called scribal variations, all of which were hand-
written (manuscript = manual script). 

- about 5,800 Greek New Testament manuscripts 
- more than 5,000 translated into other languages of the time 
 The more manuscripts we have, the more variants there will be. 
 
 
 
 



 
 What is the nature of these variants? 
- When it comes to the New Testament, it is not the quantity, but the quality of the 

differences. 
 To evaluate a variant, we examine : 
 Is it viable? Does this have a good possibility of being part of the original text. 
 Is it meaningful? Does it affect the meaning of the text. 
 

a. Spelling variants - most variants (70%) fall in this category; they do not alter the 
meaning of the text. 

 
b. Order of words - such variants do not make meaningful changes to the text; where 

example, Jesus Christ or Christ Jesus or when John’s name is spelt in 2 different ways 
in Greek; as well as John 7:6 …My time has not come… or My time has not yet come. 

 
c. Additional / deleted word / sentences (such variants are meaningful, but not viable). 
i) example : Found in earliest manuscripts :  

 Luke 6:22 says …blessed are you when people hate you… on account of the Son of man. 
  

 Found late in a 11th century manuscript (codex 2882): The phrase on 
 account of the Son of man, has been deleted.   
 

ii) Is there a reason for copyists to add sentences? Examples : 
 Luke 22:43-44 … and there appeared an angel from heaven … 
 John 5:4 For an angel went down at a certain season into the pool …  
 1 John 5:7  For there are three that bear record in heaven … 
 Acts 15:34  Not withstanding if pleased Silas to abide there still 
 John 7:53 - 8:11 … woman caught in adultery … 
- Not present in Papyri 66 (AD200) 
- Not present in Papyri 75 (3rd century) 

- Not present in Codex Sinaiticus (4th century) 

- Present in a set of ancient Greek manuscripts known as Family 1 (12th century) 

 Some examples of additions (which scholars believe were not in the original writings). A 
closer examination of the context provides some clues as to why the copyist had 
added the sentence. Most of the time, the copyist must have believed that it 
clarified the meaning or the copyist may have made the notes for his own use.   
(See Cold Case Christianity by J. Warner Wallace Pg 102, 103 for more examples) 

 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
2. Why are there variants in these manuscripts? 
a. The background of these hand-written copies.  
  2000 years ago, the church of Jesus of Christ was launched by the Spirit of God in 

Jerusalem.  The first group of 3000 that responded in faith were made up of people 
who spoke different languages.  The number of new believers exploded in terms of 
many thousands.  Many of them would need a copy of the Word of God and the 
only way to get one is to have it copied (manual scripts). 

 
b. Were the early copyists highly competent?  
  When manuscripts are hand-copied, mistakes in copying would be made.  Majority 

of the scribes are conscientious and meticulous and have other scribes check their 
work.  It is well known now that the early Christians’ use of the codex as well as the 
abbreviations of sacred names (latin : nomina sacra) are so uniform and consistent  
how do you get that without scribal network that is fairly well-developed?  So we 
have good reasons to trust our Bible text. 

 
c. But can the original message be recovered? 
  The advantage of having multiple copies available to bible scholars means they are 

able to recover the original text.  Obviously to expect the original copies to survive 
would be slim; papyrus or paper turn to dust over time.  Recovered versions are 
corrected in new printings. 

 
3. What other ways can we verify the original message? 
   We can employ the principle of the ‘chain of custody’.  For example, the Apostle 

John had disciples named Ignatius and Polycarp who left behind writings which 
contain the same teachings as John’s.  All these confirm the doctrines taught by the 
Apostles. 

 

  Do the variants affect the inspiration of the Bible? 
Inspiration has to do with truth. Variants, as the result of textual criticism, surface 
the differences in ancient manuscript and ask the question : do I still have the words 
that God said?  
The core truths of the gospel message have not in anyway been affected by the 
variants.  To keep in perspective, no other ancient book can boast of the volume of 
manuscripts available to confirm its accuracy as the bible as.  With such a high level 
of certainty we can hold our Bibles up with all confidence and say : Yes! This is 100% 
inspired Word of God.   
 

Critics are confusing the original autographs as a physical object. We have access to 
the original text not because we have the physical, original autographs, but because 
the original text is recovered from the multiplicity of manuscripts.  We should not 
confuse the original autographs with the original text.  We can have the original text 
without having the physical autographs. 

 
 
 
 
 



 
 
  If the accuracy of the message is not compromised, why do atheistic scholars still 

reject the Bible’s reliability? 
The heart of the matter is the matter of the heart. It is not about whether there is 
adequate proof, it is about the choices they make. 
Take the example of Bart Ehrman whose mentor was Bruce Metzger, biblical scholar, 
translator and textual critic. Both look at the same facts.  Professor Bruce was an 
ardent believer of Jesus but Bart, who started his research as a Christian, now 
rejects the reliability of the Bible.  Bart’s reason? Where is the original? we don’t 
know what was in the original.  Since there is no original, he concluded we cannot 
know the original text.  
 

Application 
  So much effort has been expanded by scribes and translators scholars to get the 

Word of God into our hands, surely we can do our part to read and study the Word 
of God. 

  

  How do you intend to master today’s lesson to be prepared with an answer to the 
  question : How can I trust the New Testament in view of the variants? 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 


