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VII. Reliability of the Bible

A. Textual Criticism and Reliability
1. The previous section, with its emphasis on the types of errors that are demonstrably a

part of the history of the transmission of the biblical text, might lead some to assume
that the text of the Bible has been hopelessly corrupted in the course of its
transmission over the centuries.

2. In fact, the opposite is true. The work of textual critics has allowed us to determine to
a great extent not only where errors crept into the text, but what the original text was.

3. Estimates of the accuracy of the critical edition of the Greek text of the New
Testament vary somewhat, but most New Testament scholars agree that the current
best edition of the Greek text of the New Testament (the twenty-eighth edition of the
Nestle-Aland text [NA 28]) represents the original text better than 97-98% of the
time.1 

4. Further, scholars are convinced that the original readings are contained somewhere
among the known variants. Thus, even in instances where questions remain as to the
correct reading, we are reasonably certain that one of the variant readings represents
the original text of the New Testament. 

5. The situation is admittedly more difficult in the case of the Old Testament, where
many questions still remain, often due to the paucity of ancient manuscripts from
which to make comparisons and to the existence of readings which have clearly
suffered in the transmission of the text.2

B. Indications of Reliability
1. The sheer number of manuscripts available, especially for the New Testament, and the

early date for so many of these manuscripts gives biblical scholars a great advantage
when compared to similar ancient documents.3

a. There are over 5,000 manuscripts of the New Testament, in whole or in part,
including manuscripts of the 4th-5th centuries that contain all or most of the New
Testament, and fragments that date from the early second century.

b. Contrast that with what we have for many other ancient documents–which
classical scholars regularly cite authoritatively as sources for ancient history.
(1) Julius Caesar’s Gallic Wars, composed between 58-50 B.C.E., depends upon

nine or ten good manuscripts, the oldest of which is some nine hundred years
later than the original text.

(2) Of Livy’s Roman History, written between 59 B.C.E and 17 C.E. and
containing 142 books, only thirty-five books remain. These are known to us
from less than twenty manuscripts, some of which are fragmentary, only one
of which is as old as the fourth century.
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(3) The text of the extant portions of Tacitus’ Histories and Annals,4 written ca.
100, all depend upon two manuscripts, one from the ninth century and one
from the eleventh century.

(4) The History of Thucydides (ca. 460-400 B.C.E) is known from eight
manuscripts, the earliest of which dates from ca. 900 C.E., and from a few
papyrus fragments from the early Christian era. Herodotus’ History (ca. 488-
428 B.C.E.) is similarly attested.

2. Recall that the first century church quickly recognized the authority of the apostles’
teaching and valued their writings.
a. By about 75 C.E., Paul’s letters were collected and copied and distributed, at least

among the churches he had founded. An important witness to this is the letter
from Clement of Rome to the Corinthian church.5

(1) Clement refers to Paul’s first letter to the Corinthians and cites specific things
Paul said in that letter.6

(2) This demonstrates that he–and the Roman church–were not only aware of
Paul’s letters, but had access to them.

(3) That the Roman church would have a copy of Paul’s letter to the Corinthians
(and would be familiar with its contents and could use it as an authoritative
source for admonishing the Corinthian church) strongly suggests that they
regarded Paul’s letters as sacred Scripture.

b. Clement’s letter also includes quotations from Jesus.7

(1) It is possible that the quotations were known through a shared oral tradition of
the teaching of Jesus.

(2) But it is more likely that Clement’s quotations come from a written source,
indicating that he has knowledge of at least one of the gospels in written
form.8

c. We can also find in Clement’s letter phrases, ideas, and titles (e.g. Jesus as our
High Priest), even the structure of his exhortation in places, that echo the wording
in Paul’s other letters, as well as wording from the letters of James and Hebrews,
and possibly Revelation.9 

d. Clement’s letter quotes extensively from the Old Testament. Much of the material
he quotes is also quoted by New Testament authors, and is used similarly in his
argument as in theirs.
(1) He might therefore be actually citing from the New Testament authors’ texts.
(2) Or, he might be citing familiar passages that were widely used in the early

church to exhort and instruct the disciples.
e. Clement clearly sees the Old Testament Scriptures as authoritative and inspired by

the Holy Spirit, and considers the words of Jesus to be at least equally inspired
and authoritative.
(1) He repeatedly uses the common formula “what is written,” or, “it is written” to

refer to the Old Testament Scriptures.
(2) He points frequently to the Holy Spirit as the author of the passages he cites

from the Old Testament. 
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(3) In 13:1-2, he refers to both a quote from Jeremiah 9:23-24 and a quote from
the gospels (Luke 6, or Matthew 6-7) as “what is written,” and implies that
what Jesus said was divinely inspired, and on a par with the prophet’s words,
if not superior to them.10

f. His repeated appeals to the words (and examples) of the apostles as authoritative,
when compared to what he is saying on the basis of the authority of the Old
Testament Scriptures, point to Clement’s understanding of the inspiration and
authority of their letters. 

g. The fact that he can cite their letters and the words of Jesus in a letter to other
Christians presupposes that those documents must be known and regarded by the
churches as authoritative.

3. Historical practices in the first few centuries of the Christian era support the
conclusion that there were highly scrupulous scribes, especially in Alexandria, who
copied the Christian scriptures with great care, reverence, and fidelity. Philip Comfort
offers the following arguments for this conclusion.11

a. Jewish Christian scribes would have emulated the practices of Jewish scribes,
who were extraordinarily careful when copying sacred texts.

b. The recognition of the inspired and authoritative nature of the documents,
especially the Gospels, Acts, and Paul’s letters, would have led scribes in the early
centuries to be especially careful when copying the text.

c. Several of the books of the New Testament show evidence that they were
consciously composed as literary works for widespread publication, rather than as
occasional documents (simple letters). This would have been recognized by
readers and would have led to more careful handling by those who were copying
the documents.

d. All of the early papyri show that Christian copyists made use of standardized
abbreviations for the nomina sacra–the sacred names (e.g., God, Christ, Jesus,
Son, Spirit). 
(1) The consistency of this usage across a variety of manuscripts in various text

families points to a shared understanding about what the texts were, what the
abbreviations signified, and why these abbreviations were permitted, when
others were not.

(2) The standardization of these abbreviations presupposes a complex system of
publication that required a measure of control and organization. 

(3) Such a system argues in favor of careful transmission of the text.
e. The adoption of the codex by the Christian communities in the middle of the

second century was a break with the practice of both the Jews and the rest of the
ancient world, all of whom used scrolls almost exclusively. 
(1) The use of the codex as the form for their books was exclusively the practice

of Christians until the end of the second century. 
(2) That the Christians would uniquely adopt this form for their written Scriptures

argues for an element of uniformity in the production and dissemination of the
early text.
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1. The text of NA27 is identical to that of the United Bible Societies Greek New Testament, 4th ed.
(UBS4). A current revision of both editions is underway (NA28/UBS5). To date, there have only been a
few changes (33) to the text of the Catholic Epistles in NA28, though the critical apparatus has been
significantly modified throughout. The new edition is based upon the work of the Editio Critica Maior of
the Greek New Testament, which includes readings from newly published papyri. See
http://www.nestle-aland.com/en/the-28-edition/ and
https://www.academic-bible.com/en/bible-society-and-biblical-studies/scholarly-editions/greek-new-testa
ment/. For a comparison of the differences between NA28 and UBS5 (which are mostly matters of
presentation, in addition to the differences in the critical apparatus).

2. For more on the reliability of the New Testament documents, see Philip W. Comfort, “Texts and
Manuscripts of the New Testament,” in idem, ed., The Origin of the Bible, 185-214; and F. F. Bruce, The
New Testament Documents: Are They Reliable?, 6th ed, with a new foreword by N. T. Wright (Downers
Grove: InterVarsity Press, 1981). On the reliability of the Old Testament documents, see Mark R.
Norton, “ Texts and Manuscripts of the Old Testament,” in Comfort, The Origin of the Bible, 155-183.

f. Many of the earliest papyri of the New Testament show evidence of having been
copied with great care by educated, professional scribes, who were either
employed in connection with a Christian scriptorium in Alexandria, or influenced
by the practices of that scriptorium. Such practices imply that there existed a high
standard for scribal production among those influenced by the Alexandrian
Christians beginning in the latter part of the second century.

4. Bruce’s conclusion remains a trustworthy foundation when considering the question
of the reliability of the Scriptures in the light of textual criticism: “The variant
readings about which any doubt remains among textual critics of the New Testament
affect no material question of historical fact or of Christian faith or practice.”12

5. Clint Arnold gives an example of the kind of consistency we find in the textual
tradition when he compares the papyrus fragment known as P90, which dates from
the second century and contains text from John 18:36-19:7, with the same passage as
published in the United Bible Society’s fourth edition of the Greek New Testament
(UBS4, identical to NA27 in the text, though not in the critical apparatus). 
a. The text is exactly the same except for the following: 

(1)  two instances of a word being spelled differently; 
(2)  two instances of two words in a different order (which does not affect the

sense in Greek syntax); 
(3)  two instances of the same word occurring with a different grammatical form; 
(4)  two instances where there is a different in emphasis without a change in the

meaning; and 
(5) one instance where a particle is inserted to indicate a purpose clause. 

b. His conclusion is that in this example, the degree of identity is extraordinary; not
one of the differences affects the meaning of the text in any way (How We Got the
Bible: A Visual Journey [Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2008], 89).

Endnotes
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3. Bruce, NT Documents, 10-12.

4. Of the sixteen books of the Histories, only four and one-half are extant; of the fourteen books of the
Annals, ten are extant in full and two in part (Bruce, NT Documents, 11).

5. Clement’s first letter to the Corinthians is traditionally dated ca. 95-96 C.E. Recent critical scholarship
would date it within a wider range (80-140 C.E.). In either case, we have a very early witness to the
church’s belief that the gospels and the letters from the apostles were considered sacred Scripture. 

6. See 1 Clement 47:1-3.

7. See 1 Clement 13:2; 24:5.

8. The citation in 1 Clement 13:2 does not follow the written gospels of Matthew or Luke precisely. But
it clearly refers to passages from Matthew 6-7 (or Luke 6, plus Matthew 7:1). The various phrases are re-
arranged from the order in the written gospels, but do show a dependence upon the written gospels for
the wording used.

9. 1 Clement 9-12 bears a striking resemblance to Hebrews 11. Chapter 37 is reminiscent of Paul’s
presentation on the body in 1 Corinthians 12.

10. From the translation by Roberts and Donaldson
(http://www.earlychristianwritings.com/text/1clement-roberts.html):

“Let us therefore, brethren, be of humble mind, laying aside all haughtiness, and pride,
and foolishness, and angry feelings; and let us act according to that which is written (for
the Holy Spirit says, “Let not the wise man glory in his wisdom, neither let the mighty
man glory in his might, neither let the rich man Story [sic; should be ‘glory’] in his
riches; but let him that glories glory in the Lord, in diligently seeking Him, and doing
judgment and righteousness” ), being especially mindful of the words of the Lord Jesus
which He spoke, teaching us meekness and long-suffering. For thus He spoke: “Be
merciful, that you may obtain mercy; forgive, that it may be forgiven to you; as you do,
so shall it be done to you; as you judge, so shall you be judged; as you are kind, so shall
kindness be shown to you; with what measure you measure, with the same it shall be
measured to you.”” (Accessed, December 3, 2020).

11. Comfort, “Texts and Manuscripts,” 206-211.

12. Bruce, NT Documents, 14-15.
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