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Can we trust the Bible to give 
us a true knowledge of God?

Rev. Brian So

Dec 28, 2011

Brian, Annette, Ming, Iain

Why am I telling you about myself?

• I was for many years a skeptic like you, 
esp. my science background! 

Why are we here today?

• Big Q: 
– Who is God and what does he want of me?

• This workshop:
– Can we trust the Bible to give us a true 

knowledge of God?

– Can I know God by reading the Bible? Is it 
trustworthy? 

Christianity: A revealed religion

• Creator/Creation distinction

• General vs Special Revelation

General Revelation

Psalm 19:1-2

The heavens declare the glory of God; the 
skies proclaim the work of his hands. 

Day after day they pour forth speech; night 
after night they display knowledge.
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General Revelation

Romans 1:20

For since the creation of the world God's 
invisible qualities--his eternal power and 
divine nature--have been clearly seen, 
being understood from what has been 
made, so that men are without excuse.

Special Revelation

• “Who is God? What does he want of me? 
Sin and salvation in Christ?”

• Theophanies and prophets

• Jesus

• Necessity of the Bible: what does it mean 
to you?

The Bible

• What is it?

• Who wrote it?

• How it came to be?

Old & New Testament

• Testament (Covenant)

• OT: 39 books

• NT: 27 books

• Written by many people (~40) over many 
years (~1500 years)

Old Testament
• Torah (Moses ca. 1400BC)

– Genesis, Exodus, Leviticus, Numbers, Deuteronomy

• Historical Books
– Joshua, Judges, Ruth, 1&2 Samuel, 1&2 Kings, 1&2 

Chronicles, Ezra, Nehemiah, Esther

• Poetry and Wisdom
– Job, Psalms, Proverbs, Ecclesiates, Songs

• Prophets
– Isaiah, Jeremiah, Lamentations, Ezekiel, Daniel, 

Hosea, Joel, Amos, Obadiah, Jonah, Micah, Nahum, 
Habakkuk, Zephaniah, Haggai, Zechariah, Malachi 
(ca. 430BC)

New Testament

• Narratives
– Gospels: Matthew, Mark, Luke, John
– Acts of the Apostles

• Epistles (letters)
– Pauline: Romans, 1&2 Corinthians, Galatians (49-55 

AD), Ephesians, Philippians, Colossians, 1&2 
Thessalonians, 1&2 Timothy, Titus, Philemon

– General: Hebrews, James, 1&2 Peter, 1,2&3 John, 
Jude

• Apocalypse
– Revelation (ca. 95AD)
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Canon

• How did we end up with these 66 books?

Can the Bible be trusted?

• Critical historiography

• Is a document historically reliable?

• Tests of historicity
– Internal (own claims, coherency)

– External (archaeological data, other writings)

– Bibliographical (transmission, extant mss)

Fulfilled Prophecies

• 2000 explicit prophecies fulfilled
• Book of Daniel (~539 BC): Succession of 

Kingdoms---Babylon, Medo-Persia, 
Greece (Alexander the Great and the 4 
divided kingdoms) (330BC), Rome (63BC)

• Jeremiah 25 (605BC): return from exile 
(538 BC)

• Isaiah 53 (~650BC): suffering of Christ 
(AD 30)

Archeaology & OT: Jericho
Excavations 1930s, 50s, 97. Joshua 6 (red/geometric patterned pottary

15th C, walls fell outward, city burnt, houses found on the upper wall)

Tel Dan Stele (d. 1993), ca. 840 BC, 
The Israel Museum, “House of David” Archaelogy & NT: early historians

• Josephus (37 – c.100 AD)

• Tacitus (56 – 117 AD)

• Suetonius (c.69 – 130 AD)

• Pliny the Younger (61 – c. 112 AD)
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Josephus (37-100), Antiquities of the Jews 18:63

"At this time there was a wise man called Jesus, 
and his conduct was good, and he was known to 
be virtuous. Many people among the Jews and 
the other nations became his disciples. Pilate 
condemned him to be crucified and to die. But 
those who had become his disciples did not 
abandon his discipleship. They reported that he 
had appeared to them three days after his 
crucifixion and that he was alive. Accordingly, 
he was perhaps the Messiah, concerning whom 
the prophets have reported wonders. And the 
tribe of the Christians, so named after him, has 
not disappeared to this day." 

Tacitus (56-117), Annals 15:44

"...Christus, from whom they got their name, 
had been executed by sentence of the 
procurator Pontius Pilate when Tiberias was 
emperor; and the pernicious superstition was 
checked for a short time only to break out 
afresh, not only in Judea, the home of the 
plague, but in Rome itself, .. " 

Suetonius (69-130), Life of Claudius

"As the Jews were making disturbances at 
the instigation of Chrestus, he expelled 
them from Rome." 

Pliny the Younger (61-112), Epistulae X.96

“They were accustomed to meet on a fixed day 
before dawn and sing responsively a hymn to 
Christ as to a god, and bound themselves to a 
solemn oath, not to any wicked deeds, but never 
to commit any fraud, theft, adultery, never to 
falsify their word, not to deny a trust when they 
should be called upon to deliver it up. When this 
was over, it was their custom to depart and to 
assemble again to partake of a meal--but 
ordinary and innocent food.”

Can the Bible be trusted to give us 
a true knowledge of God?

• How does the Bible look at itself?

• Transmission process: do we today have 
an accurate, reliable copy of the Bible?

How does the Bible look at itself?

• Inspiration

• Authority

• Sufficiency

• Reliability

• Clarity
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Inspiration

2Timothy 3:16-17
All Scripture is God-breathed and is useful 

for teaching, rebuking, correcting and 
training in righteousness, so that the man 
of God may be thoroughly equipped for 
every good work.

• “All Scripture” pa/sa grafh. 
• “God-breathed” qeo,pneustoj

Inspiration

2Peter 1:20-21
Above all, you must understand that no prophecy 

of Scripture came about by the prophet's own 
interpretation. 

For prophecy never had its origin in the will of 
man, but men spoke from God as they were 
carried along by the Holy Spirit.

• “carried along” avlla. ùpo. pneu,matoj àgi,ou
fero,menoi evla,lhsan avpo. qeou/ a;nqrwpoi

• verbal inspiration

Authority

• Divine origin → authority

• “It is written”

• Not exhaustive textbook

• Focus – 2Timothy 3:16-17
All Scripture is God-breathed and is useful for 

teaching, rebuking, correcting and training in 
righteousness, so that the man of God may 
be thoroughly equipped for every good work.

Sufficiency

• Sola Scriptura

Reliability

• John 10:35 The scriptures “cannot be broken”
ouv du,natai luqh/nai h` grafh,

• Infallible, inerrant reliability

• Hebrews 6:18 “it is impossible for God to lie”
avdu,naton yeu,sasqai qeo,n

• The Bible gives us “a correct statement of 
facts or principles intended to be affirmed…
Every statement accurately corresponds to 
truth just as far forth as affirmed.”
B. B. Warfield, The Inspiration and Authority of the Bible, pp. 28-29.

Clarity

Westminster Confession of Faith 1:7
All things in Scripture are not alike plain in 

themselves, nor alike clear unto all; 

2Peter 3:16
He [i.e. Paul] writes the same way in all his letters, 

speaking in them of these matters. His letters 
contain some things that are hard to understand, 
which ignorant and unstable people distort, as 
they do the other Scriptures, to their own 
destruction.
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Clarity

Westminster Confession of Faith 1:7
…yet those things which are necessary to be known, 

believed, and observed for salvation, are so clearly 
propounded, and opened in some place of Scripture or 
other, that not only the learned, but the unlearned, in a 
due use of the ordinary means, may attain unto a 
sufficient understanding of them. 

Psalm 119:105, 130
Your word is a lamp to my feet and a light for my path. 
The unfolding of your words gives light; it gives 

understanding to the simple.

Transmission

• But those things were written long time 
ago and there was no printing machine…

• Telephone game

History of Writing

• Sumerian (from c. 3100 B.C.)
• Egyptian (from c. 3000 B.C.)
• Akkadian (from c. 2500 B.C.)

– Earliest attested Semitic language

• Proto-Sinaitic (c. 1550-1450 B.C.)
– Early stage of alphabet development

• Ugaritic (c. 14th century B.C.)
• Phoenician (c. 12th century B.C.)

Source: Ellis R. Brotzman, Old Testament Textual Criticism, p.35
[Legend: Chinese invented 2500 B.C. Found earliest oracle bone script c.1100 B.C.]

I.J. Gelb, Old Akkadian Inscriptions in Chicago Natural History Museum, pp. 270-71

Ancient Paleography

• Writing materials

• Writing utensils

• Book forms

Source: J. H. Greenlee, Introduction to New Testament Textual Criticism, pp.8-23

Early Writing Materials: stone, clay, etc…

Enuma Elish, Babylonian “Epic of Creation,”

Baked clay,

late 2nd millenium BC,

British Museum
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Papyrus

Bill of sale of a donkey, AD 126, 
Houghton Library, Harvard University

Egypt: 2500BC; common in Greece 500BC

Parchment (vellum)

Tehillim, 11QPs, parchment (grain side, prob. calfskin), copied ca. 30 - 50 C.E.
Height 18.5 cm (7 1/4 in.), length 86 cm (33 3/4 in.)
Courtesy of the Israel Antiquities Authority 

Parchment: earliest known leather scroll about 1500BC. 

Most Bible mss are parchment.

Stylus

USCARC 6631

Reed Pen

Le Louvre

Quill Pen From Roll to Codex (book form)

• Development credited to Christianity

• Most Bibles

• Advantages
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Transmission of the Old Testament
• Prior to 300 BC

– Individual books written, copied on scrolls
– Revision of Hebrew grammar (after 1350 BC)
– From archaic script to square script

• 300 BC to AD 135
– Development of local texts: Egypt, Palestine, Babylon
– Adoption of proto-Masoretic text (Torah/Former prophets: Babylon, 

Latter prophets/writings: Palestine?)
• AD 135 to AD 1000

– Talmudic period: codices (private), scrolls (synagogues), verse,
paragraphs, liturgical divisions

– Masoretic period: vowel/accents, notes, kethiv-qere
• AD 1000 to AD 1450

– Transmission of the Masoretic Text (minor changes)
• AD 1450 to present

– Invention of printing press, printed editions, modern critical editions

Source: Brotzman, Old Textament Textual Criticism, p.61

Extant OT MSS
• 1700s

– Benjamin Kennicott published 615 OT mss
– Giovani de Rossi published 731 OT mss

• 1890
– ~10,000 mss discovered in Cairo Geniza. 

• 1947-56
– 154 OT mss discovered in the caves by the Dead Sea at 

Qumran 

• Today
– The largest collection of mss in the world, the Second Firkowitch

Collection in Leningrad, contains 1,582 items of Bible and 
Masora (mss from the 6th–9th century AD) text, plus 1200 
Hebrew fragments.

Sources: Norman Geisler, Systematic Theology, vol. 1, p.439; Patrick W. Skehan, “The Biblical Scrolls from Qumran 
and the Text of the Old Testament,” in Qumran and the History of the Biblical Text, ed. Frank M. Cross and 
Shemaryahu Talmon (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1975), 265.

Important Masoretic Manuscripts

• Aleppo Codex (A)

• Leningrad Codex (L)

• Cairo Codex (C)

Aleppo Codex, AD 925, 

Joshua 1:1ff

Leningrad Codex, AD 1008 Cairo Codex, AD 896
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How bad is the transmission?

• 284,000,000 letters in Kennicott’s over 600 
mss

• 900,000 variants,  750,000 are trivial 
variation of w and y

• 1 variant for every 316 letters (0.3%)

• Ignore variation of w and y, 1 variant for 
every 1893 letters (0.05%)

Source: Robert D. Wilson, “The Textual Criticism of the Old Testament,” The Princeton Theological Review, XXVII 
(1929), pp. 40f.

Dead Sea Scrolls (1947-56): Qumran

Qumran

Cave 4

Cave 1

Dead Sea Scrolls: 1QIsaa

The Great Isaiah Scroll, ca. 125 B.C. The Israel Museum, Jerusalem 53:5 But he was pierced for our transgressions, he was crushed for our iniquities; the 
punishment that brought us peace was upon him, and by his wounds we are healed.

Isa 53:5 (col 44, lines 10-11)
Isaiah 53:5 over 1000 years

rs:ÜWmw Wnytye_nOwO[]me aK'ÞdUm.w Wn[eêv'P.mi ll'äxom. ‘aWhw> Q

`Wnl'(-aP'r>nI Aytàr"bux]b;W wyl'ê[' ‘Wnme’Alv.

rs:ÜWm Wnyte_nOwO[]me aK'ÞdUm. Wn[eêv'P.mi ll'äxom. ‘aWhw> LC

`Wnl'(-aP'r>nI Atàr"bux]b;W wyl'ê[' ‘Wnme’Alv.

Qumran: But he was pierced for our transgressions, and he was 
crushed for our iniquities; and the punishment that brought us peace 
was upon him, and by his wounds we are healed.

Leningrad Codex: But he was pierced for our transgressions, [] he was 
crushed for our iniquity; [] the punishment that brought us peace was 
upon him, and by his wound we are healed.
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Isaiah 53 over 1000 years

“Of the 166 words in Isaiah 53 [>400 letters], there are only 
seventeen letters in question. Ten of these letters are 
simply a matter of spelling, which does not affect the 
sense. Four more letters are minor stylistic changes, 
such as conjunctions. The remaining three letters 
comprise the word 'light,' which is added in verse 11, and 
does not affect the meaning greatly. Furthermore, this 
word is supported by the LXX… Thus, in one chapter of 
166 words, there is only one word (three letters) in 
question after a thousand years of transmission-and this 
word does not significantly change the meaning of the 
passage.”

Norman L. Geisler, and William E. Nix, A General Introduction to the Bible, 1968

Transmission of the NT
• Divergence of mss (to A.D. 325)

– Private writings; persecution—no official texts
– Development of local texts: Rome, Alexandria, Caesarea, Constantinople

• Convergence of mss (4th to 8th century)
– Constantine ordered 50 copies; professional scribes

• Standardized text (8th to 15th century)
– Byzantine text

• Textus Receptus (1516-1633)
– Bonaventure and Abraham Elzevir 2nd edition 1633
– “You have therefore the text now received by all: in which we give nothing altered 

or corrupt”
– Stephanus 3rd edition of 1550 (15 mss)

• Accumulation of textual evidence (1633-1830)
– John Mill, Johannes Albrecht Bengel, Johann Jakob Wettstein, Johann Jakob

Griesbach

• Struggle for a critical text (1830-82)
– Karl Lachmann, Constantin von Tischendorf, B. F. Westcott, F. J. A. Hort

• Modern critical texts (1882-present)
– Von Soden, H.C. Hoskier, UBS (Nestle-Aland), Catholic (Merk, Bover, Vogels), 

BFBS (Kilpatrick)

Source: Greenlee, Introduction to New Textament Textual Criticism, chapters 4-6

Extant NT MSS

• 5800 Greek mss
• 10000 Latin mss
• 9300 other versions (Syriac, Coptic, 

Armenian, Ethiopic, etc…)
• Total >25000.
• 2400 lectionaries
• 86000 quotations from early Church 

Fathers (entire NT can be constructed 
from these except 11 verses)

Important NT manuscripts

• Papyri: Chester Beaty, P52, Bodmer

• Uncials: Codex Sinaiticus, Codex 
Alexandrinus

• Minuscules: Codex 1, 13, 33, 565

Chester Beatty I, P45

Gospel of Luke, Chester Beatty Library, Dublin, Ireland. c. 250.

Chester Beatty II, P46

2 Corinthians 11:33-12:9 

Ann Arbor, Univ. of Michigan, Inv. 
6238 

Ca. 175-225

Alexandrian text type
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P52, c.117-138, John 18:31-37; 37-38, 
John Rylands University Library, Manchester, UK P66, Bodmer Papyrus II,

John 7:52; 8:12-16 

Bodmer Library, Geneva

c. 200

Codex Sinaiticus, c.330-360, British Library, complete NT, 
part OT, discovered by Tischendorf in the Monastry of St. 

Catherine at Mt. Sinai, 1859. Codex Alexandrinus

c.400-440

British Library

Virtually all of NT, OT

Folio 65v, end of Luke

Minuscule: Codex 1, 12th Century, Basel University Library, 
Caesarean text

one of the MSS Erasmus used in the 1st published Greek 
NT (1516)

Minuscule: Codex 13,

13th century

National Library of 
Paris

Family 13
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Codex 565, “Empress Theodora’s Codex,” 10th century, gold on purple vellum, 
Public Library of St. Petersburg

What do these textual variants look like?

• Unintentional changes
– Errors of sight

• Wrong division of words, confusion of letters, homoioteleuton
“similar ending,” haplography “single writing,” dittography, 
metathesis “change of place”

– Errors of writing
– Errors of hearing
– Errors of memory
– Errors of judgment

• Intentional changes
– Grammatical and linguistic changes
– Liturgical changes
– Elimination of apparent discrepancies
– Harmonization
– Conflation

1Thessalonians 2:7

avlla. evgenh,qhmen nh,pioi evn me,sw| u`mw/n( w`j eva.n
trofo.j qa,lph| ta. e`auth/j te,kna(

But we were gentle among you, like a nursing 
mother taking care of her own children.

avlla. evgenh,qhmen h,pioi evn me,sw| u`mw/n( w`j eva.n
trofo.j qa,lph| ta. e`auth/j te,kna(

But we were infants among you, like a nursing 
mother taking care of her own children.

Mark 14:65

kai. oi` u`phre,tai r`api,smasin auvto.n e;labon

and the guards received him with blows

kai. oi` u`phre,tai r`api,smasin auvto.n e;balon
and the guards gave him blows

Luke 24:53

1 kai. h=san dia. panto.j evn tw/| i`erw/| euvlogou/ntej to.n qeo,n

2 kai. h=san dia. panto.j evn tw/| i`erw/| aivvvvvvvvvnou/ntej to.n qeo,n

3 kai. h=san dia. panto.j evn tw/| i`erw/| aivvvvvvvvvnou/ntej kai. euvlogou/ntej
to.n qeo,n

1 and they stayed continually at the temple, blessing God.

2 and they stayed continually at the temple, praising God.

3 and they stayed continually at the temple, blessing and praising God.

Luke 11:2

1 o[tan proseu,chsqe le,gete\ Pa,ter( a`giasqh,tw
to. o;noma, sou\

2 o[tan proseu,chsqe le,gete\ Pa,ter h`mw/n o` evn
toi/j ouvranoi/j( a`giasqh,tw to. o;noma, sou\

1 When you pray, say: "Father, hallowed be your name”

2 When you pray, say: “Our Father in heaven, hallowed be 
your name” [cf. Matthew 6:9]
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Too many variants!?

Book Total#    Variant-Free  Percentage  Variants per
verses     verses page

Matthew 1071 642 59.9% 6.8
Mark 678 306 45.1% 10.3
Luke 1151 658 57.2% 6.9
John 869 450 51.8% 8.5
Acts 1006 677 67.3% 4.2
Romans 433 327 75.5% 2.9
1 Corinthians 437 331 75.7% 3.5
2 Corinthians 256 200 78.1% 2.8
…

Total 7947 4999 62.9 %

Source:K. Aland and B. Aland, The Text of the New Testament: An Introduction to the Critical Editions 
& to the Theory & Practice of Modern Textual Criticism, 1995, p. 29-30.

Too many variants!?

“Thus in nearly two-thirds of the New Testament text, the 
seven editions of the Greek New Testament which we 
have reviewed are in complete accord, with no 
differences other than in orthographical details (e.g., the 
spelling of names, etc.). Verses in which any one of the 
seven editions differs by a single word are not counted. 
This result is quite amazing, demonstrating a far greater 
agreement among the Greek texts of the New Testament 
during the past century than textual scholars would have 
suspected […]. In the Gospels, Acts, and Revelation the 
agreement is less, while in the letters it is much greater”

Source:K. Aland and B. Aland, The Text of the New Testament: An Introduction to the Critical Editions 
& to the Theory & Practice of Modern Textual Criticism, 1995, p. 29-30.

Too many variants!?

• NT critics’ scholarly consensus: available 
data has allowed certain or sufficiently 
certain reconstructions for 95%-99.5% of 
the text.

• None of the variants affect any of the 
Christian doctrines

Comparison: ancient writings
Author When Earliest Time No. of

Written Copy Span Copies

Homer (Iliad) 900 BC 400 BC 500 years           643
Ceasar (The Gallic Wars) 100 - 44 BC    900 AD 1,000 years 10
Plato (Tetralogies) 427 - 347 BC  900 AD 1,200 years 7
Aristotle 384 - 322 BC  1,100 AD 1,400 years 49
Herodotus (History) 480 - 425 BC  900 AD 1,300 years 8
Thucydides (History) 460 – 400 BC  900 AD 1,300 years 8

New Testament 50 - 90 A.D.    120AD 30 years 25,000

Source: adapted from charts in Evidence that Demands a Verdict, by Josh McDowell, 1979, pages 42 
and 43; 

Comparison: ancient writings

F. F. Bruce in The New Testament Documents

"Perhaps we can appreciate how wealthy the New 
Testament is in manuscript attestation if we compare the 
textual material for other ancient historical works. For 
Caesar's Gallic Wars (composed between 58 and 50 
BC) there are several extant MSS, but only nine or ten 
are good, and the oldest is some 900 years later than 
Caesar's day…

The History of Thucydides (ca. 460-400 BC) is known to us 
from scraps, belonging to about the beginning of the 
Christian era. The same is true of the History of 
Herodotus (BC 488-428). Yet no classical scholar would 
listen to an argument that the authenticity of Herodotus 
or Thucydides is in doubt because the earliest MSS of 
their works which are of any use to us are over 1,300 
years later than the originals." 

Comparison: ancient writings
"The works of several ancient authors are preserved to us 

by the thinnest possible thread of transmission... In 
contrast with these figures, the textual critic of the New 
Testament is embarrassed by the wealth of his material".

Bruce Metzger, The Text of the New Testament

"...the number of available MSS of the New Testament is 
overwhelmingly greater than those of any other work of 
ancient literature…

the earliest extant MSS of the New Testament were written 
much closer to the date of the original writing than is the 
case in almost any other piece of ancient literature…

Since scholars accept as generally trustworthy the writings 
of the ancient classics even though the earliest MSS 
were written so long after the original writings and the 
number of extant MSS is in many instances so small, it is 
clear that the reliability of the text of the N.T. is likewise 
assured.”

J. Harold Greenlee, Introduction to New Testament Textual Criticism, pp.5-6.
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Can we trust the Bible to give us a 
true knowledge of God?

WCF 1.8  The Old Testament in Hebrew (which was the 
native language of the people of God of old), and the 
New Testament in Greek (which, at the time of the 
writing of it was most generally known to the nations), 
being immediately inspired by God, and, by His singular 
care and providence, kept pure in all ages, are therefore 
authentical; so as, in all controversies of religion, the 
Church is finally to appeal unto them.

But, because these original tongues are not known to all 
the people of God, who have right unto and interest in 
the Scriptures, and are commanded… to read and 
search them, therefore they are to be translated into the 
vulgar language of every nation unto which they come, 
that the Word of God dwelling plentifully in all, they may 
worship Him in an acceptable manner; and, through 
patience and comfort of the Scriptures, may have hope.

Concluding remarks

• Why only these 66 books?
– Canon

• What’s the main story of the Bible?
– Creation, Fall, Redemption, Glory

• How I became a Christian

Q & A


