
“From Manuscript to Me”

Various passages

On July 17 in the year 180 AD, twelve Christians from the North African village of 

Scillium were dragged into the presence of the Roman proconsul.  Christian faith 

was a capital crime at this time, and the Roman emperor Marcus Aurelius had 

recently launched a new wave of persecution.  The proconsul begged the 

Christians to save themselves from death: “You can gain the pardon of our lord 

the emperor, if you will only return with a sound mind!  Our religion is simple: we 

swear by the genius o our lord the emperor and pray for his welfare.  So should 

you.”  

A Christian by the name of Speratus replied: “I do not recognize the empire of 

this world.  I serve the God whom no human being has seen.  I’ve committed no 

theft; I pay taxes on all that I purchase.  I do all this because I know my Lord; he 

alone is the King of all kings and the Emperor over every nation.”

The proconsul pressed Speratus further: “What do you have in your capsa?”  It 

was an ancient satchel made to carry books.  Even in this early era of church 

history, Christians cherished and carried particular written texts.  The books in his 

satchel most likely included the four Gospels and perhaps Acts.  If so, then 

Speratus was carrying most of the New Testament with him.  Despite repeated 

opportunities to recant, Speratus and his companions refused and were 

sentenced to death.1

Later on, when the emperor Diocletian wanted to wipe our Christianity completely 

he issued an edict not only to seek out Christian leaders but also to confiscate 

and burn the Scriptures.  Why such animosity?
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The Scriptures were crucial for the survival and spread of the faith, and the 

leaders of the empire knew it.  The church cannot survive without the Scriptures 

much in the same way that a flame cannot survive without oxygen.

Dr. Timothy Jones points out how one of the consequences of the church being 

grounded in the written Word is that “increased literacy has also closely followed 

the spread of Christianity.”   It was ancient Christian missionaries who introduced 2

reading and writing to the oral cultures of Europe.  And so, when men such as 

John Wycliff and William Tyndale worked to make the Scriptures accessible to 

every English speaking person, they were continuing a long line of Christian 

literacy.3

It was William Tyndale in the 1500’s who said that he would see to it that the boy 

who worked behind a plow would know more of the scriptures than the pope 

himself!

I want us to spend the next couple of weeks looking at how the Bible came all the 

way from manuscript to me, to this nice English translation that I hold in my hand.  

The processes that we will consider are known as transmission and translation.  

These words describe the process by which various scribes and copyists were 

able to reproduce the text of Scripture in a reliable manner.  Then, the process 

involved monks and scholars and Christian leaders who worked hard, many of 

whom paid with their lives, to translate the Scriptures into the English language.

1.  The TRANSMISSION of Scripture

This seeks to answer the question, “How was the Scripture copied?”  There are a 

number of issues that for the sake of time we will not get into. (text criticism, etc.)
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Norman Geisler—“Up until this point, our study has centered around the first two 

links in the chain from God to us.  The first, inspiration, involved the giving and 

recording of God’s revelation to man by the prophets.  The second, canonization, 

involved the recognition and collection of the prophetic records by the people of 

God.  In order to share these records with new believers and with future 

generations, it was necessary to copy, translate, recopy, and retranslate them.  

This procedure is the third link in the chain of communication, and it is now as the 

transmission of the Bible.”  4

The Bible has went through some two thousand years of transmission!  From the 

original languages—Hebrew and Greek—the process has continued all the way 

to our modern English.  This leads some to ask the question, “How much of the 

Bible has suffered in the process of transmission?”  The copy of the Scriptures 

that you have in front of you has been translated from manuscripts, which in turn 

were transmitted from one manuscript to another down through the centuries.

Let’s suppose you own a Bible, but it is translated in a style that is difficult to 

understand.  Or maybe your Bible has worn out from years of usage.  If that is 

the case, you can drive to the nearest LifeWay store and pick up a new copy.  

The earliest Christians didn’t have that luxury!

Timothy Paul Jones—“Early Christians read the Scriptures from codexes and 

scrolls.  These copies of the Scriptures were hand-written from whatever 

manuscripts the copyists happened to possess when a copy was needed.  And 

so, it was crucial for copyists to reproduce these texts accurately.”  5

This is what we’re talking about when we use that term ‘transmission.’
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Sometimes, skeptics of the faith will use as their argument the fact that we don’t 

have the original autographs of Scripture, but surviving copies.  While that is true, 

it doesn’t take into consideration the intricate, detailed process of transmission.  

We don’t know what happened to the original manuscripts, but it’s a moot point.  

Whenever the manuscripts were sufficiently copied, they would retire the old 

manuscript and put the new one into circulation.  Again, remember what we said 

that early writing materials consisted of!  

The early writers of Scripture wrote on tablets and papyrus and parchments.  

That’s what they wrote on.  Well, what did they write with?  When etching words 

in stone or wax, they would have used a stylus or sharp pointed instrument.  

When writing on the parchment paper, they used a thin reed that was frayed at 

the end so that it would form a stiff, tiny brush.  They would dip it in ink and then 

begin to write.

Obviously, these materials would wear out the longer they were in circulation, 

which explains why they needed to be transmitted by meticulous copyists.  These 

copyists were ever so careful to transmit the Scriptures from one manuscript to 

the next.  Jones states:

“The New Testament has not changed significantly over the centuries, and 

nothing essential to the message of Jesus has been lost in transmission.  In the 

first place, manuscripts weren’t copied a single time and then tossed aside…

manuscripts were kept, repeatedly copied, and sometimes used to check later 

copies.”6

The Greek text that stands behind our NT is the result of careful transmission!
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John Frame—“This is not to say, however, that copies are always worse than the 

originals.  When the copy agrees with the original, without any additions or 

subtractions, then it is just as true as the original, indeed just as authoritative.”7

A good illustration would be me sitting down to type the Gettysburg Address into 

my word processor, and then printing five copies.  There is an original autograph 

and five copies, but only one text.  And that same text could be reproduced in a 

variety of ways—clay tablet, papyrus, paper, or digital media.  As long as there is 

no change, all these copies present a single text.

Frame goes on to say:

“Similarly with Scripture.  By divine inspiration its text is found in the autograph, 

and when the copy is perfect, the text is sound in the copy as well.  It is therefore 

not important whether or not the autographic document is preserved.  It is 

important that the autographic text be available to us, even though that text may 

be found only in copies of the original.”8

Are there variations in some of the copies of manuscripts we have?  Yes.  But the 

majority of these differences have to do with words that are spelled differently or 

rearranged.  They have no impact on the meaning of the text whatsoever!

This means that the text of the New Testament has been sufficiently preserved 

for us to recover the words that God intended and originally inspired.  Couple this 

with the fact that several portions of the New Testament survive from the second 

century—within a few decades after the time when God inspired eyewitnesses of 

the resurrection to write.
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There are more copies of ancient manuscripts of the New Testament than any 

other text from the ancient world.  The NT has been preserved better than the 

writings of Homer, Herodotus, and Plato.

Compare the works of Plato to the copies of the New Testament:

 Author and Bible scholar Daniel Wallace has concluded:

“The wealth of material that is available for determining the wording of the 

original New Testament is staggering: more than fifty-seven hundred Greek New 

Testament manuscripts, as many as twenty thousand versions, and more than 

one million quotations by patristic writers.  In comparison with the average Greek 

author, the New Testament copies are well over a thousand times more plentiful.  

If the average-sized manuscript were two and one-half inches thick, all the copies 

of the works of an average Greek author would stack up four feet high, while the 

copies of the New Testament would stack up to over a mile high!  This is indeed 

an embarrassment of riches.”9

To sum it up, the bottom line is that God has preserved His Word and the process 

of transmission shows this to be the case.

Plato NT

Written around 400 BC Written between AD 49 and 96

Only 210 copies have survived More than 5,000 copies/portions have survived

The earliest surviving manuscript was copied in 
AD 895, more than 1,200 years after the original 
documents were written

Fragments survive from a few decades after the 
texts were first written

Complete books survive from the 2nd century, less 
than a century after the books were written

Complete manuscripts of the NT survive from the 
early 4th century, less than three centuries after 
the original documents were written
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2.  The TRANSLATION of Scripture

I know that we won’t get much farther tonight, but translation deals with how we 

have come to have the Bible in our own language.  Unless you know Greek and 

Hebrew yourself, then you are dependent upon someone who has done the work 

of translation.

The goal of translation is to transfer the meaning of a text from one language 

(source) to another language (receptor).

The Bible wasn’t originally written in English; when it was originally written, the 

English language didn’t even exist!  The original languages of the Bible were 

Hebrew and Greek.  Thus, if you own a Bible in English, it is because someone 

translated the text of Scripture for you.

Two things to remember:

• Transmission means that God’s Word has been sufficiently preserved for 

future generations.

• Translation means that God’s Word can be sufficiently understood by future 

generations.


