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BIBLE  TRANSLATIONS ●  7

American Standard
Version (asv)

Revised Standard
Version (rsv)

Amplified Bible
(amp)

M
et

ho
d Word-for-word

Reading Grade Level:
Unstated

Word-for-word
Reading Grade Level: 
10.0

Word-for-word, plus
amplification of meaning
Reading Grade Level: 11.0

Ye
ar 1901 1952 1965

Tra
nsl

ato
rs 30 American scholars 

who were part of the English Revised 
Version project in 1885

32 translators Frances E. Siewert and 
12 others

Sp
on

so
r British scholars from a variety  

of denominations
International Council of  
Religious Education

The Lockman Foundation/Zondervan

Te
xt

ua
l B

as
is

Derived from the English Revised 
Version (ERV) and the King James 
Version (KJV)
Old Testament: Hebrew Masoretic
Text, and Septuagint
New Testament: Westcott-Hort 
Greek New Testament

Based on the American Standard 
Version (ASV)
Old Testament: Masoretic Text, 
Dead Sea Scrolls, Septuagint
New Testament: Nestle-Aland text

Derived from the American Standard
Version (ASV)
Old Testament: Rudolf Kittel’s Biblia
Hebraica, Dead Sea Scrolls, Septuagint
New Testament: Westcott-Hort Greek 
New Testament Nestle-Aland Novum 
Testamentum Graece (26th Edition)

Pu
rp

os
e

To address approximately 300 
suggestions from American 
translators to change the English 
Revised Version to acceptable 
American word use

To preserve the best of the English 
Bible versions that preceded it

To allow the reader to better 
understand the meaning of words 
as they were used in their original 
context

No
ta

bl
e

ASV has earned the reputation as 
being very true to the Greek and 
Hebrew texts. Very formal. Used for 
serious Bible study.

Because the translation changed 
words such as “virgin” to “young 
woman,” this version was criticized 
by conservatives.

Unique system of punctuation, 
typefaces, and synonyms (in 
parentheses) to more fully explain 
words. Used for devotional study.

Sa
m

pl
e 

Ve
rs

e

And he saith unto them, Come ye 
after me, and I will make you fishers 
of men.
	 —Matthew 4:19

For God so loved the world, that 
he gave his only begotten Son, that 
whosoever believeth on him should 
not perish, but have eternal life. For 
God sent not the Son into the world 
to judge the world; but that the 
world should be saved  
through him.
	 —John 3:16, 17

And he said to them, “Follow me, 
and I will make you fishers of men.”
	 —Matthew 4:19

For God so loved the world that he 
gave his only Son, that whoever 
believes in him should not perish but 
have eternal life. For God sent the 
Son into the world, not to condemn 
the world, but that the world might 
be saved through him.
	 —John 3:16, 17

And He said to them, Come after Me  
[as disciples-letting Me be your Guide], 
follow Me, and I will make you fishers  
of men!   
	 —Matthew  4:19

For God so greatly loved and dearly prized 
the world that He [even] gave up His only 
begotten (unique) Son, so that whoever 
believes in (trusts in, clings to, relies on) 
Him shall not perish (come to destruction, 
be lost) but have eternal (everlasting) 
life. For God did not send the Son into 
the world in order to judge (to reject, to 
condemn, to pass sentence on) the world, 
but that the world might find salvation and 
be made safe and sound through Him.
	 —John 3:16, 17
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8 ● BIBLE  TRANSLATIONS

New Jerusalem 
Bible (njb)

New American 
Bible (nab)

New American
Standard Bible (nasb)

M
et

ho
d Word-for-word

Reading Grade Level: 9.0
Word-for-word
Reading Grade Level: 6.6

Word-for-word
Reading Grade Level: 11.0

Ye
ar

1966, updated in 1985 1970, NT revised 1986;  
Psalms revised 1991

1971, revised in 1995

Tra
nsl

ato
rs 36 translators 55 translators 54 translators

Sp
on

so
r Roman Catholic Church Catholic Biblical Association

of America
The Lockman Foundation

Te
xt

ua
l B

as
is

Based upon a 1961 French 
translation La Bible de Jérusalem
Old Testament: Masoretic Text,
Septuagint
New Testament: Eclectic  
Greek Texts

Old Testament: Masoretic Text,
Septuagint, Vulgate, Dead Sea 
Scrolls, Hebrew text behind the  
Liber Psalmorum
New Testament: Nestle-Aland 
Novum Testamentum Graece (26th 
Edition) and United Bible Societies’ 
Greek New Testament (3rd Edition)

Old Testament: Rudolf Kittel’s Biblia
Hebraica (3rd Edition)  
Dead Sea Scrolls
New Testament: Nestle-Aland 
Novum Testamentum Graece 
(26th Edition)

Pu
rp

os
e

A response to Pope Pius XII’s request 
for a more clear, skilled translation 
by Dominicans and others at École 
Biblique in Jerusalem

A response to Pope Pius XII’s request 
for a more clear, skilled translation 
by the Catholic Biblical Association 
of America

To remove antiquated phrases 
and words, and to add modern 
punctuation

No
ta

bl
e

J.R.R. Tolkien, author of The Lord 
of the Rings, was one of the 
contributing translators. Includes  
the Apocrypha. Typically used by 
adult Roman Catholics for serious 
Bible study.

The official translation used in U.S. 
Catholic Church Mass. Includes 
the Apocrypha. Widely used by 
Roman Catholics of all ages for daily 
devotional reading and Bible study.

If the literal definition for an 
expression was determined to be 
unclear for contemporary readers, an 
equivalent modern expression was 
used. The more literal expression is 
described more fully in the footnotes. 
Used by adults for serious Bible study.

Sa
m

pl
e 

Ve
rs

e

And he said to them, “Come after 
me, and I will make you fishers  
of people.”
	 —Matthew 4:19

For this is how God loved the  
world: he gave his only Son, so  
that everyone who believes in him 
may not perish but may have eternal 
life. For God sent his Son into the 
world not to judge the world, but  
so that through him the world  
might be saved.
	 —John 3:16, 17

He said to them, “Come after me, 
and I will make you fishers of men.”
	 —Matthew 4:19

For God so loved the world that he 
gave his only Son, so that everyone 
who believes in him might not 
perish but might have eternal life. 
For God did not send his Son into 
the world to condemn the world, 
but that the world might be saved 
through him.	
                                —John 3:16, 17

And He said to them, “Follow Me, 
and I will make you fishers of men.”
	  —Matthew 4:19

For God so loved the world, that He 
gave His only begotten Son, that 
whoever believes in Him shall not 
perish, but have eternal life. For God 
did not send the Son into the world 
to judge the world, but that the 
world might be saved through Him.
	 —John 3:16, 17
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Good News
Translation (gnt)

New International
Version (niv)

New King James
Version (nkjv)

M
et

ho
d Thought-for-thought

Reading Grade 
Level: 6.0

Balance between word-for-word
and thought-for-thought
Reading Grade Level: 7.0

Word-for-word
Reading Grade 
Level: 9.0

Ye
ar 1976, revised 1992 1978, revised 1984, 2011 1982

Tra
nsl

ato
rs R. Bratcher (New Testament)

plus six others (Old Testament)
115 translators 119 translators

Sp
on

so
r American Bible Society New York Bible Society (now known  

as Biblica)
Conceived by Arthur Farstad,
commissioned by Thomas Nelson
Publishers

Te
xt

ua
l B

as
is

Old Testament: Biblia Hebraica
New Testament: United Bible 
Societies’Greek New Testament

Old Testament: Biblia Hebraica, 
Dead Sea Scrolls, Septuagint, Aquila, 
Symmachus and Theodotian, Vulgate, 
and other ancient manuscripts
New Testament: Eclectic text

Derived from the King James 
Version (KJV)
Old Testament: Masoretic Text
New Testament: Textus Receptus
Footnotes: Nestle-Aland text

Pu
rp

os
e

To provide a Bible for non-native 
English speakers

To provide a modern translation 
acceptable to many denominations. The 
2011 revision brought the translation 
into line with contemporary biblical 
scholarship and shifts  in English usage.

To produce a modern language 
translation that would maintain the 
structure and beauty of the KJV

No
ta

bl
e

Endorsed by many evangelistic and
denominational groups. Used by 
children and believers for whom 
English is not their first language.

Currently the best-selling Bible version.  
The 2011 revision uses more inclusive 
language; five percent of the text 
affected by word changes.

Indicates where other Greek and 
Hebrew manuscripts differ. Used 
for devotional reading and Bible 
study by adults who prefer the 
English found in older versions.

Sa
m

pl
e 

Ve
rs

e

Jesus said to them, “Come with 
me, and I will teach you to catch 
people.”
	 —Matthew 4:19

For God loved the world so much 
that he gave his only Son, so that 
everyone who believes in him may 
not die but have eternal life. For 
God did not send his Son into the 
world to be its judge, but to be  
its savior.
	 —John 3:16, 17

“Come, follow me,” Jesus said, “and  
I will send you out to fish for people.”
	 —Matthew 4:19

For God so loved the world that he  
gave his one and only Son, that 
whoever believes in him shall not perish 
but have eternal life. For God did not 
send his Son into the world to condemn 
the world, but to save the world 
through him.
	 —John 3:16, 17

Then He said to them, “Follow  
Me, and I will make you fishers  
of men.”
                              —Matthew 4:19

For God so loved the world that He 
gave His only begotten Son, that 
whoever believes in Him should not 
perish but have everlasting life. For 
God did not send His Son into the 
world to condemn the world, but  
that the world through Him  
might be saved.	
                              —John 3:16, 17
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10 ● BIBLE  TRANSLATIONS

New Century
Version (ncv)

New Revised
Standard Version (nrsv)

Contemporary 
English Version (cev)

M
et

ho
d Thought-for-thought

Reading Grade Level: 5.6
Word-for-word
Reading Grade Level: 8.0

Thought-for-thought
Reading Grade Level: 5.4

Ye
ar

1987 1989 1995

Tra
nsl

ato
rs 50+ translators 30 translators 100+ translators

(including reviewers)

Sp
on

so
r World Bible Translation Center Division of Christian Education and 

National Council of Churches
American Bible Society

Te
xt

ua
l B

as
is

Old Testament: Biblia Hebraica and
the Septuagint
New Testament: United Bible 
Societies’ Greek New Testament 
(3rd Edition)

Derived from the Revised Standard 
Version and used the latest discovered 
texts
Old Testament: Biblia Hebraica 
Stuttgartensia (1st Edition), Dead Sea 
Scrolls, Septuagint, Vulgate, Syriac 
Peshitta, Aramaic Targums
New Testament: United Bible Societies’ 
Greek New Testament (3rd Edition)

Old Testament: Biblia Hebraica
Stuttgartensia (4th Edition), the 
Septuagint
New Testament: United Bible
Societies’ Greek New Testament 
(3rd Edition)

Pu
rp

os
e

To make a readable version that uses 
modern terms such as measurements 
and geographic names

To revise the Revised Standard Version 
using information gathered from 
newly discovered Hebrew and Greek 
manuscripts

To translate the Bible into the 
speech patterns found in modern 
communication

No
ta

bl
e

Use of footnotes to clarify ancient 
customs and other concepts requiring 
special explanation. Widely used by 
children and teenagers for personal 
devotional reading.

Despite concerns by some Protestant 
groups about inclusive language, 
the NRSV was officially accepted by 
Episcopal, Presbyterian and U.S. and 
Canadian Catholic Bishops. “Gender 
neutral” in references on the human level 
(changing “mankind” to “humankind”), 
while maintaining masculine references 
to God.

Recommended for children and 
people who do not speak English 
as a first language.

Sa
m

pl
e 

Ve
rs

e

Jesus said, “Come follow me, and I 
will make you fish for people.”
	 —Matthew 4:19

God loved the world so much that 
he gave his one and only Son so that 
whoever believes in him may not be 
lost, but have eternal life. God did not 
send his Son into the world to judge 
the world guilty, but to save the world 
through him.
	 —John 3:16, 17

And he said to them, “Follow me, and I 
will make you fish for people.”
	 —Matthew 4:19

For God so loved the world that he 
gave his only Son, so that everyone 
who believes in him may not perish 
but may have eternal life. Indeed, God 
did not send the Son into the world to 
condemn the world, but in order that 
the world might be saved through him.
	 —John 3:16, 17

Jesus said to them, “Come with 
me! I will teach you how to bring in 
people instead of fish.”
	 —Matthew 4:19

God loved the people of this world 
so much that he gave his only Son, 
so that everyone who has faith in him 
will have eternal life and never really 
die. God did not send his Son into the 
world to condemn its people. He sent 
him to save them!
	 —John 3:16, 17
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God’s Word
(gw)

New International
Reader’s Version (nirv)

New Living
Translation (nlt)

M
et

ho
d

Balance between word- 
for-word and thought- 
for-thought 
Reading Grade Level: 5.1

Thought-for-thought
Reading Grade Level: 2.9

Thought-for-thought
Reading Grade Level: 6.3

Ye
ar 1995 1996, revised in 1998 1996, revised in 2004

Tra
nsl

ato
rs 84 translators 40 scholars (including some of the 

original NIV translators)
90 translators

Sp
on

so
r God’s Word to the Nations Bible 

Society
International Bible Society and
Zondervan Publishing House

Tyndale House Publishers

Te
xt

ua
l B

as
is

Old Testament: Biblia Hebraica 
Stuttgartensia
New Testament:  Nestle-Aland 
Novum Testamentum Graece  
(27th edition)

New International Version The Living Bible (1971)
Old Testament: Biblia Hebraica
Stuttgartensia (1977 Edition), Dead 
Sea Scrolls, the Septuagint, Vulgate, 
Syriac Peshitta, Samaritan Pentateuch
New Testament: United Bible 
Societies’ Greek New Testament 
(1977 Edition) Nestle-Aland  
(27th Edition)

Pu
rp

os
e To accurately translate the meaning 

of the original texts into clear, 
everyday language.

To provide a translation with simple 
words and short sentences to appeal 
to a lower reading level

To provide an easy-to-read  
modern version

No
ta

bl
e

GW was translated by a committee 
of biblical scholars and English 
reviewers to ensure accurate, 
natural English. Used by teenagers 
and adults for personal devotions, 
worship, and Bible study.

The 1996 version contained gender
inclusive language, but it was removed 
from the 1998 edition. This translation 
has the lowest reading level of any 
English translation on the market.  
Used by children for devotionals  
and worship.

A translation in the style of the Living 
Bible (TLB). Removes theological 
terms such as “justification,” using 
the definition instead for clarity. Used 
by teenagers and adults for personal 
devotions, worship, and Bible study.

Sa
m

pl
e 

Ve
rs

e

Jesus said to them, “Come, follow 
me! I will teach you how to catch 
people instead of fish.”
	 —Matthew 4:19

God loved the world this way: He 
gave his only Son so that everyone 
who believes in him will not die but 
will have eternal life. God sent his 
Son into the world, not to condemn 
the world, but to save the world. 
	 —John 3:16–17

“Come. Follow me,” Jesus said. “I will
make you fishers of people.” 
	 —Matthew 4:19

God loved the world so much that 
he gave his one and only Son. 
Anyone who believes in him will not 
die but will have eternal life. God did 
not send his Son into the world to 
judge the world. He sent his Son to 
save the world through him. 	
	 —John 3:16, 17

Jesus called out to them, “Come, 
be my disciples, and I will show you 
how to fish for people!”

	 —Matthew 4:19

For God loved the world so much 
that he gave his one and only Son, 
so that everyone who believes in 
him will not perish but have eternal 
life. God sent his Son into the world 
not to judge the world, but to save 
the world through him.
	 —John 3:16, 17
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English Standard
Version (esv)

The Message
(msg)

HOlman Christian
Standard Bible (hcsb)

M
et

ho
d Word-for-word

Reading Grade  
Level: 8.0

Paraphrase
Reading Grade Level: 6.0

Balance between word-for- 
word and thought-for-thought
Reading Grade Level: 7.5

Ye
ar 2001 2002 2004

Tra
nsl

ato
rs 100+ translators Eugene Peterson 100 translators

Sp
on

so
r

Good News/Crossway Board  
of Directors

NavPress Conceived by Arthur Farstad and 
LifeWay Christian Resources of the 
Southern Baptist Convention; overseen 
by Holman Bible Publishers

Te
xt

ua
l B

as
is

Derived from Revised Standard Version
Old Testament: Biblia Hebraica 
Stuttgartensia (2nd Ed.), Dead 
Sea Scrolls, Septuagint, Samaritan 
Pentateuch, Syriac Peshitta, Vulgate 
New Testament: United Bible 
Societies’ Greek New Testament (4th 
Edition) and Nestle-Aland Novum 
Testamentum Graece (27th Edition)

Old Testament: Biblia Hebraica
New Testament: Greek New 
Testament

Old Testament: Biblia Hebraica
Stuttgartensia (5th Edition)
New Testament: Nestle-Aland Novum
Testamentum Graece (27th Edition), 
United Bible Societies’ Greek New 
Testament (4th Edition)

Pu
rp

os
e To produce a modern, readable and 

accurate translation in the tradition 
of the Tyndale Version (1535) and 
King James Version (1611)

To re-create the common language 
in which the Bible was written into 
today’s common language

To make the most readable text 
possible while maintaining the 
integrity of the translation

No
ta

bl
e

Theologically conservative. 
Inclusive language was typically 
avoided. Used by teenagers and 
adults for serious Bible study.

Intended to be used as an aid to
understanding traditional Bible 
translations. Used for devotional 
reading.

Consistent and unique use of six English 
renderings for names of God: God 
(Elohim), LORD (YHWH), Lord (Adonai), 
Lord God (Adonai YHWH), Lord of Hosts 
(YHWH Sabaoth), God Almighty (El 
Shaddai). Alternative translations included 
in footnotes. Used by teenagers and adults 
for personal devotions and Bible Study.

Sa
m

pl
e 

Ve
rs

e

And he said to them, “Follow me, 
and I will make you fishers  
of men.”
	 —Matthew 4:19

For God so loved the world, that 
he gave his only Son, that whoever 
believes in him should not perish 
but have eternal life. For God did 
not send his Son into the world to 
condemn the world, but in order 
that the world might be saved 
through him.
	 —John 3:16, 17

This is how much God loved the world: 
He gave his Son, his one and only Son. 
And this is why: so that no one need be 
destroyed; by believing in him, anyone can 
have a whole and lasting life. God didn’t 
go to all the trouble of sending his Son 
merely to point an accusing finger, telling 
the world how bad it was. He came to 
help, to put the world right again. Anyone 
who trusts in him is acquitted; anyone who 
refuses to trust him has long since been 
under the death sentence without knowing 
it. And why? Because of that person’s 
failure to believe in the one-of-a-kind Son 
of God when introduced to him. 
	  —John 3:16, 17

“Follow Me,” He told them, “and I 
will make you fish for people!”

—Matthew 4:19

For God loved the world in this way: 
He gave His One and Only Son, so 
that everyone who believes in Him 
will not perish but have eternal life. 
For God did nsot send His Son into 
the world that He might judge the 
world, but that the world might be 
saved through Him.

—John 3:16, 17
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Common English
Bible (CEB) Important Words to Know

M
et

ho
d

Balance between word- 
for-word and thought- 
for-thought
Reading Grade Level: 7.0

Ye
ar 2010 NT, 2011 OT

Tra
nsl

ato
rs 117 translators

Sp
on

so
r

Church Resources Development Corp., 
a co-op of publishers representing: 
Presbyterian Church U.S.A.; Episcopal & 
United Methodist Churches, and others. 

Te
xt

ua
l B

as
is

Old Testament: Biblia Hebraica 
Stuttgartensia (4th edition), Biblia 
Hebraica Quinta (5th edition), Gottingen 
Septuagint (in progress), Ralf’s 
Septuagint (2005)
New Testament: Nestle Aland (27th 
Edition)

Pu
rp

os
e

To make the Bible accessible to a broad 
range of people and to give readers a 
smooth and natural reading experience.

No
ta

bl
e

Diverse team of translators from 22 faith 
traditions in American, African, Asian, 
European, and Latino communities. 
Used by teenagers and adults for church 
worship and personal Bible study. 

Sa
m

pl
e 

Ve
rs

e

“Come, follow me,” he said, “and I’ll 
show you how to fish for people.”
                                   —Matthew 4:19

“For God so loved the world that he 
gave his only Son, so that everyone who 
believes in him won’t perish but will 
have eternal life. God didn’t send his Son 
into the world to judge the world, but 
that the world might be saved through 
him.”
                                    —John 3:16–17

• Apocrypha – Several books and additions that 
were included in the early Greek and Latin 
translations of the Old Testament. However, recent 
evidence revealed that the Hebrew canon did not 
include the Apocrypha. This evidence lead to its 
removal from the Geneva Bible in ad 1640. By  
ad 1827, the Apocrypha is omitted from most 
Protestant versions of the Bible.

• Biblia Hebraica – Latin for “Hebrew Bible.” 
Contains many variances from the Masoretic Text 
based upon earlier translations and manuscript 
discoveries.

• Dead Sea Scrolls – Some of the oldest known 
copies of portions of Old Testament manuscripts, 
unearthed in the late 1940s near the Dead Sea, 
some dating as early as 125 bc.

• Eclectic text – Scholars examined every ancient 
Greek manuscript available, and then selected the 
variant that seemed best. Eclecticism practices 
textual criticism (examining external and internal 
evidence) in order to determine which variant is 
the most accurate to the original writing 
(autograph). In theory, eclecticism shows no 
favoritism for one text-type over the other. 
However, the oldest manuscripts (Alexandrian  
text-type) are typically favored.

• Greek New Testament – A general reference to 
one of many editions of the New Testament in the 
ancient Greek language of Jesus’ day, known as 
koine Greek. These each have slight variations, 
and study Bibles usually list the differences. Most 
variations are in spellings and place names, none 
affect Christian doctrines.

• Greek Text – The New Testament was written in 
the kind of Greek that was spoken by common 
people at the time of Jesus and his disciples. The 
New Testament is the most well-documented 
written material from the first century. Several 
thousand manuscript copies of the New Testament 
books exist. Because these were copied by hand, 
there are slight differences (called “variants”) 
between manuscripts. Scholars have put these 
manuscripts into groups, called text-types, based 
on the kinds of differences. 

There are several major groups of Greek 
manuscripts:

1. “Western” text-type (also called Popular text) – 
These manuscripts were grouped together 
because they were hand copied before ad 400 and 
were not copied in Alexandria, Egypt.

2. Lucianic text-type – This manuscript group was 
edited by Lucian of Antioch c. ad 300. He started 
with the Western manuscripts and edited them to 
produce a smooth, harmonized copy of the New 
Testament. This was the most popular text-type 
after Constantine legalized Christianity, and it 
influenced the Byzantine manuscripts.

3. Byzantine text-type (also called 
Constantinopolitan, Syrian, Ecclesiastical, or 
Majority) – The largest number of surviving 
manuscripts fit into this group for any of three 
possible reasons: (A) These manuscripts were 
considered superior to Alexandrian manuscripts, 
(B) the manuscripts were more readily available 
and widely circulated when Christianity became 
legal under Emperor Constantine, or (C) Byzantine 
churches were the only churches in the Roman 
Empire that continued to copy manuscripts in 
Greek after the 4th century.

4. Alexandrian text-type (also Neutral or Egyptian) – 
The oldest manuscripts available today are in this 
group. They survived due to the dry climate of 
Egypt that preserved the writing material. The best 
known Alexandrian manuscripts are Codex 
Vaticanus, Codex Sinaiticus, Codex Alexandrinus, 
and the more recently discovered Oxyrhynchus, 
Chester Beatty, and Bodmer Papyri (dated before 
AD 300).

• Inclusive language – For Bible translation, it is 
language that neither refers to male or female 
(gender neutral), adult or child (age neutral) if the 
terms do not specify a gender or age. Translators 
who strive for inclusive language emphasize the 
gender neutrality of some Greek and Hebrew 
terms that have been traditionally translated with 
a masculine orientation.

• Masoretic Text – The name given to the texts 
carefully copied by generations of Jewish scholars 
using a strict set of proofreading guidelines.

• Reading Grade Level – The number corresponds 
with the educational grade level. For example, 7.5 
means that the translation was geared for a 
person who has completed half of the seventh 
grade in school.

• Septuagint – A translation of the Old Testament 
into Greek, completed before the birth of Christ. 
Also called the LXX (the Latin numeral for 70, 
referring to the traditional belief that 70 translators 
worked on the Septuagint).

• Textus Receptus – Latin for “received text,” this 
refers to the Greek New Testament assembled by 
Erasmus in the 1500s that provides the basis for 
Tyndale’s New Testament, the King James Version, 
and the New King James Version.

• Translation – In Bible terms, the process of 
converting original language of the manuscripts 
(mainly Hebrew and Greek) into a modern 
language.

• Vulgate – A 5th-century translation of the Bible 
into Latin.

Contributors: Vincent Botticelli; Gary Burge, Ph.D.; G. Goldsmith;  
Timothy Paul Jones, Ed.D.; Shawn Vander Lugt, M.Div.
Thanks to: Scott Smith; Sam Fisher; Charles Cole; Pam McAskill; and  
Sarah Mahar.
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14 ● BIBLE  TRANSLATIONS

When translating the Bible from Greek, scholars examine one or more Greek texts of the New Testament.  Each text varies slightly. It is important 
that scholars show the text or texts they are using and how they deal with the differences. Below are the three most popular texts used.

The Three Most Popular Greek Texts

Received Text
(“Textus Receptus”)

Westcott-Hort
Nestle-Aland

United Bible Societies
Based on Majority Text, Traditional
Text, and Byzantine Text

Based on Alexandrian Text Also known as Novum Testamentum
Graece, Greek New Testament,
and “Critical Text”

1516: Several Greek New Testaments
published by various scholars
(Erasmus, Stephanus, Beza, Elzevirs)

1881: Westcott-Hort was the
standard Greek text until 1945.

Latest editions;
• 1993: Nestle-Aland, 27th Ed.
• 1983: UBS, 4th Rev. Ed.

• KJV
• NKJV

• ERV
• ASV

• ESV	 • NASB	 • AMP	 • RSV
• NRSV	 • JB	 • NCV	 • NLT
• GNT	 • NIV	 • CEB	 • CEV
• TM	 • NAB	 • HCSB	 • NIrV

• A few Byzantine text-type
manuscripts dating from
AD 1100 – AD 1300.
• Some of the book of Revelation
was translated back into Greek
from the Latin Vulgate because
there were no Greek manuscripts of
Revelation available to the
translators at that time.

Alexandrian text-type manuscripts:
• Codex Vaticanus (dated around AD 325, 
it had been in the Vatican library since at 
least 1478, but not released until the 
mid-19th century.)
• Codex Sinaiticus (dated around AD 350, 
found in 1859)
• Codex Alexandrinus (dated around 
AD 425 was discovered and locked away 
in Alexandria for several centuries and 
then made available to western scholars 
in 1629.)

• An eclectic text based on Byzantine
text-type and Alexandrian text-type
manuscripts depending upon which
ones are the most reliable. Text reliability 
was assessed by examining external 
evidence (date, source, amount, 
relationship to other manuscripts) and 
internal evidence (the text itself).
• Several newly discovered manuscripts 
such as the Oxyrhynchus Papyri (1898), 
the Chester Beatty Papyri (1930), and 
the Bodmer Papyri (1955).

• Based on the Majority Text, the only
manuscripts available prior to AD 1516.
• Appears to agree with early copies of 
the New Testament dating before AD 200.
• A large number of Byzantine text-type 
manuscripts exists, however, only a 
few are ancient (before AD 600). Some 
suggest that humid climates caused the 
manuscripts to deteriorate.

• Based on the earliest manuscripts 
available by AD 1881.
• Alexandrian text-type manuscripts 
were a result of scribes using reliable 
texts and careful copying.
• Alexandrian text-type manuscripts 
are older, but only a few have been 
discovered.
Some suggest that this is related to 
the decline of the Greek language and 
culture in Egypt after the 4th century.

• Scholars believe they have used the
most reliable portions from all of the
manuscripts (Byzantine, Alexandrian,
and “Western”), including the most
recently discovered papyri (e.g., 
Bodmer Papyri in 1955).

• Erasmus did not have the Greek manuscripts 
discovered after 1518.
• Consulted no more than six Greek 
manuscripts.
• Includes variants found in only one
13th-century manuscript. (Erasmus
doubted this manuscript’s authenticity
in his Annotations.)
• Erasmus had to use portions of the
Vulgate to create the Textus Receptus,
making it a translation of a translation.
• Byzantine text-type derives from the
Lucianic text, which went through
substantive editing in order to create a
harmonious and smooth text.
• Some scholars argue that Byzantine text-
type manuscripts have been influenced by 
Arian teachings.

• The translators did not consider 
the majority texts (Byzantine text-
type manuscripts).
• Was not able to use manuscripts
discovered after 1881 such as
Oxyrhynchus, Chester Beatty, and
Bodmer Papyri. These papyri are
dated earlier than previous
manuscripts and some scholars
consider them to be the most 
reliable manuscripts available 
today.
• A few scholars argue that 
Alexandrian text-type manuscripts 
have been influenced by Egyptian 
pagan and Gnostic teachings.

• A few scholars argue that Alexandrian 
text-type manuscripts have been 
influenced by Egyptian pagan and 
Gnostic teachings. However, the majority 
of scholars disagree and prefer this 
Greek text.

How to choose a Bible

1)  �Use what your church,  
pastor, or Bible Study  
leader recommends.

2)  �Use the Bible with the 
readability you prefer.  
Understanding the  
Bible is important.
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How?How Were the Stories Passed Down?
n What the skeptics claim:

“[The Gospels] were written thirty-five to sixty-five years after Jesus’ death, . . .  not by people who were eyewitnesses, but by 
people living later.”2 

n What history actually tells us:
Yes and no. While it’s true that the Gospels were probably written between thirty-five and sixty-five years after the death of Jesus, 
historical evidence strongly suggests that the sources of the New Testament Gospels were eyewitnesses of the events of Jesus’ life. 
Mark’s Gospel emerged around ad 65; the Gospels According to Matthew and Luke began to circulate a decade or so later. John’s 
Gospel seems to have been penned around ad 90. Even with these dates, it is at least possible that the sources of these books were 
eyewitnesses of Jesus. The emergence of Mark’s Gospel only thirty years or so after Jesus’ death makes it unreasonable to deny 
that the Gospels, at the very least, could have been written by eyewitnesses.3 

What matters most, though, isn’t when the Gospels were written. What matters most is whether the Gospels accurately represent eyewitness 
accounts of the life and ministry of Jesus. According to ancient recollections from such early Christian leaders as Papias of Hierapolis, 
Polycarp of Smyrna, and Irenaeus of Lyons, each of the four New Testament Gospels represents eyewitness testimony about Jesus 
Christ. According to these recollections—recollections that bear every mark of originating in the first century ad—

• The anecdotes recorded in the Gospel According to Mark are the testimony of Peter, preserved in written form by his 
translator Mark. 

• Luke’s Gospel integrates written and oral sources gathered from eyewitnesses by Paul’s personal physician, Luke. 
• The materials that are unique to the Gospel According to Matthew came from Matthew, a tax collector who deserted a 

profitable profession to follow Jesus. 
• The accounts in the Gospel According to John find their source in the apostle John.4

Trust?Can the Bible Be Trusted?

What if these scribes got it wrong?
Some recent bestselling books—such as Bart Ehrman’s Misquoting Jesus—argue that the scribes did get it wrong. Here’s a 
summary of recent claims about the surviving manuscripts of the Bible: “Not only do we not have the originals [of the biblical 
manuscripts], we don’t have the first copies of the originals. We have only error-ridden copies, and the vast majority of these 
are centuries removed from the originals and different from them in thousands of ways. Mistakes multiply and get repeated; 
sometimes they get corrected and sometimes they get compounded. And so it goes. For centuries. In some places, we simply 
cannot be sure that we have reconstructed the text accurately. It’s a bit hard to know what the words of the Bible mean if we 
don’t even know what the words are.”1

Thousands of people read and believe these attacks on the Bible. Still, millions of people continue to trust the Bible as an 
authoritative, written record that conveys consistent and reliable truth about God. So which is it?

Does the Bible still convey the truths that the original authors intended? Or were the ancient texts changed with such reckless 
abandon that contemporary biblical scholars are left with manuscripts so “error-ridden” they can’t even be certain what the 
texts originally meant? 

With these questions in mind, let’s look at the history of the biblical texts to see what the 
historical record actually tells us! 

Gospel Date 
(APPROXIMATE)

Source

Mark ad 65 Peter, written 
by Mark

Matthew ad 75 Matthew

Luke ad 75 Luke, 
a companion 

of Paul

John ad 90 John

WHY TRUST THE BIBLE

Here’s what we’ll find: 
u The Bible can be trusted. 
u We can know what the Bible says. 

u We can be confident that our Bible 
today is faithful to the original 
manuscripts, despite differences 
that exist in ancient copies. 

Before the invention of the 
printing press, scribes copied the 
Scriptures by hand for more 
than one thousand years—

u without eyeglasses
u by the light of candles

u using quill pens and ground 
charcoal mixed with gum and 
water to scratch the sacred 
words of Scripture on rough 
papyrus and vellum
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16 ● WHY  TRUST  THE  BIBLE
n What the skeptics claim:
“Stories based on eyewitness accounts are not necessarily reliable, and the same is true a hundredfold for 
accounts that . . .  have been in oral circulation long after the fact.”5

n What history actually tells us:
In a culture that passed on information orally—such as the biblical world—it was possible for oral 
histories to remain reliable for remarkably long periods of time. People in today’s world—surrounded  
by high levels of literacy and easy access to writing materials—are accustomed to recording 
important information in written form. But, especially among the ancient Jews, important teachings 
were told and retold in rhythmic, repetitive patterns so that students could memorize key truths.6 
These teachings were known as oral histories. In these forms, it was possible for teachings and 
accounts of historical events to remain amazingly consistent from one generation to the next.7  
Much of the Old Testament and some portions of the New Testament—for example, the eyewitness 
accounts mentioned in Luke 1:2—may have been passed down as reliable oral histories before they 
were written.

n What the skeptics claim:
Stories in the New Testament “were changed with what would strike us today as reckless abandon. 
They were modified, amplified, and embellished. And sometimes they were made up.”8

n What history actually tells us:
The New Testament accounts of Jesus were not made up or changed with “reckless abandon.” Consistent 
oral histories about the life of Jesus and the early church emerged among eyewitnesses shortly after the 
events occurred; these oral histories remained consistent as they spread across the Roman Empire. 

As an example, let’s take a look at one of these segments of oral history, recorded in written form in  
1 Corinthians 15:3-7.9 How do we know that these words from the apostle Paul represent part of the oral 
tradition about Jesus? Paul introduced this summation with two Greek words—paradidomi (“handed over” 
or “delivered”) and paralambano (“received”)—that indicated it was oral tradition. Ancient readers 
understood these two words, when used together, to imply that the writer was citing oral history.10 

A quick examination of these verses demonstrates how quickly oral histories emerged among the 
eyewitnesses of Jesus and how consistent these traditions remained. Even though Paul wrote in Greek, he 
called the apostle Peter by his Aramaic name, “Cephas.” Then, there’s the repeated phrase “and that.” The 
phrase rendered “and that” is the Greek translation of an Aramaic method for joining clauses.11 Based on 
the grammatical patterns in these verses, it’s clear that this oral history originally circulated in Aramaic. 
And where did people speak Aramaic? In Galilee and Judea, the places where Jesus walked and talked, 
died and rose from the dead! And when could Paul have received an oral history of the death and 
resurrection of Jesus in Aramaic? The point at which Paul seems to have learned this version of the 
historical account was around ad 35 when he visited Jerusalem and heard the story of Jesus from an 
eyewitness (Galatians 1:18). For Paul to have received a consistent oral history in Aramaic at this time, 
scholars estimate that this account—a tradition that clearly affirms the essential facts of Jesus’ 
resurrection—first surfaced near Jerusalem shortly after Jesus was crucified.12

From this bit of oral history, it’s clear that the earliest Christians did not recklessly alter their traditions. 
Otherwise, how could Paul—writing three years after he first visited Corinth—have said to the Corinthians 
immediately before he quoted this oral history, “I am reminding you, brothers, about the good proclamation 
that I proclaimed to you,” suggesting that Paul proclaimed similar words in each place that he visited? (1 
Corinthians 15:1). Clearly, this example from the oral accounts of Jesus’ life was not “made up” long after 
the events or “changed with . . . reckless abandon,” as the skeptics claim. To the contrary, this oral tradition 
about Jesus emerged soon after his resurrection and remained relatively unchanged as it spread across the 
Roman Empire.

n What the skeptics claim:
“There is not a sentence concerning Jesus in the entire New Testament composed by anyone who had ever met the unwilling King of the 
Jews.”13 “Jesus’ own followers . . . were mainly lower-class peasants—fishermen and artisans, for example—and . . . they spoke Aramaic 
rather than Greek. . . .  In the end, it seems unlikely that the uneducated, lower-class, illiterate disciples of Jesus played the decisive role 
in the literary compositions that have come down through history under their names.”14

The word “canon” 
comes from the Greek 
word kanon, which meant 
“measuring stick.” In the 
fourth century ad, the 
writings that Christians 
accepted as authoritative 
began to be known as a 
“canon” because these 
witnesses measured the 
church’s faithfulness to Jesus 
Christ. Christians embraced 
the Jewish canon—the 
books known to us as “the 
Old Testament”—because 
they believed that the God 
of the Jewish Scriptures 
was also the Father of 
Jesus Christ. Each writing 
in the New Testament was 
expected to be connected 
to an eyewitness of the 
risen Lord, to be recognized 
in churches throughout the 
known world, and not to 
contradict other writings 
about Jesus.

(Courtesy of CSNTM.org)

In ancient epistles, the author’s 
name appeared at the beginning 
of the letter, as in this copy of 
Paul’s letter to the Romans. In 

ancient historical writings—such 
as the Gospels—the author’s 
name was sometimes omitted.
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How?

	

n What history actually tells us:
Not all of Jesus’ first followers were illiterate; even if some followers were illiterate, professional scribes—
people who were capable of turning oral histories into polished Greek—were readily available even to 
working-class persons.

In the book that bears the name “Matthew,” the apostle Matthew is presented as a tax collector 
(Matthew 10:3). It’s unlikely that any early Christian would have fabricated this bit of vocational 

trivia. Since Roman governors expected tax collectors to stockpile personal wealth by cheating people,  
tax collectors rarely made it to the top of anyone’s list of most-loved citizens. But there was one skill 
that tax collectors did possess. They could read and write. Tax collectors carried pinakes, hinged wooden 
tablets with beeswax coating on each panel.15 Tax collectors etched notes in the wax using styluses; 
these notes could be translated later and rewritten on papyrus.16 Papyri from Egypt prove that tax 
collectors also wrote receipts for citizens in their villages.17 So, a tax collector such as Matthew could 
not have been illiterate. The daily tasks of a Galilean tax collector required him to copy and record 
information in multiple languages.

What about another character whose name is ascribed to a Gospel, the companion of Paul named “Luke”? 
Compared to other people in the New Testament, Luke is a quite obscure character. He’s mentioned only 
three times in letters attributed to Paul (Colossians 4:14; Philemon 1:24; 2 Timothy 4:11). Considering how 
many of Paul’s partners enjoy far greater prominence in the New Testament—Timothy, for example, or 
Barnabas or Silas—it’s difficult to explain why anyone would ascribe the third Gospel to Luke…unless, of 
course, Luke actually was responsible for the book that bears his name. 

According to Colossians 4:14, Luke was Paul’s “beloved physician.” Ancient physicians seem to have 
possessed, at least, the capacity to read the summaries of medical knowledge that flourished in the first 
century. Papyri from Egypt prove that many physicians also wrote reports for law-enforcement officials 
regarding suspicious injuries, as well as statements for slave-masters certifying the health of slaves.18 So, 
it’s unlikely that Luke was completely “illiterate.” What’s more, many physicians could pull together 
various eyewitness accounts into coherent reports, just as the preface of Luke’s Gospel suggests that the 
author has done (Luke 1:1-4).

That leaves Mark and John. Though it is by no means certain, these men may have been illiterate. Still, in 
the first century ad, professional scribes were readily available to render messages from other languages, 
including Aramaic, into polished Greek. Complex legal titles, epistles to family members, and simple 
commercial receipts all required secretarial skills—and provided livelihoods for a multitude of scribes.19 Even though Paul was 
completely capable of writing in Greek (Galatians 6:11; Philemon 1:19-21), scribes penned Paul’s letters for him (Romans 
16:22; see also 1 Peter 5:12).20 It’s entirely possible that Mark and John employed professional scribes to render their oral 
accounts of Jesus’ life into Greek documents. If so, they would still have been the sources of these Gospels.21

How Can We Know that the Bible was Copied Accurately?
n What the skeptics claim:

“The [Old Testament] is filled with lots of textual problems—as we have come to realize, for example, with the 
discovery of the Dead Sea Scrolls.”22

n What history actually tells us:
In truth, the Dead Sea Scrolls proved the precise opposite. The Dead Sea Scrolls demonstrated how carefully 
the Old Testament had been copied through the centuries. Around ad 900—nearly a millennium after the time 
of Jesus—groups of Jewish scribes known as Masoretes began to copy the Old Testament texts according to 
strict guidelines. The Masoretes maintained nearly perfect accuracy in their copies. Until the discovery of the 
Dead Sea Scrolls, these Masoretic texts were the oldest available manuscripts of the Old Testament. When 
the Dead Sea Scrolls were unearthed in the mid-twentieth century, scholars compared the text of Isaiah 
from the Dead Sea Scrolls with the text of Isaiah preserved by the Masoretes. What these scholars 
discovered was that—even though more than 1,000 years separated the Dead Sea Scrolls from the Masoretic 
texts—the Dead Sea Scrolls and the Masoretic texts agreed word-for-word more than 95% of the time!23 
The remaining differences stemmed primarily from minor spelling variations. Even the scrolls that differ a 
bit more than the Isaiah scrolls—for example, the copies of 1 and 2 Samuel and Deuteronomy—do not 
differ in any way that affects any crucial Jewish or Christian belief. 

(Courtesy of the Schøyen Collection, Oslo and London) 

This summary from a medical 
manual, copied shortly 

before the time of Jesus, 
demonstrates some level of 
literacy among first-century 
physicians such as Luke.
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This painting from the ruins 
of Pompeii shows how 
widely wax tablets and 

styluses were used to record 
thoughts in written form.

John Rylands Papyrus 52 
records portions of John 18. 

The writing style and material 
suggest that this fragment was 

copied around ad 110.
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n What the skeptics claim:

“There are more differences among our manuscripts than there are words in the 
New Testament.… We have only error-ridden copies, and the vast majority of 
these are centuries removed from the originals and different from them…in 
thousands of ways.”24

n What history actually tells us:
More than ninety-nine percent of the variants in the New Testament are not 
even noticeable when the text is translated; of the remaining differences, none 
affects any vital aspect of Christian faith.25 

Scholars have 5,700 or so ancient biblical manuscripts available to them. 
Although many of these manuscripts include the entire New Testament, most 
are partial copies, found in fragmented form in the sands of Egypt or in the monasteries of Europe and western Asia. 
All totaled, these manuscripts include more than two million pages of text. In these two-million-plus pages of biblical 
text, there are between 200,000 and 400,000 variations in wording or spelling. In a complete Greek New Testament, 
there are approximately 138,000 words. So, yes, there are more differences among the total manuscripts than there 
are words in one complete Greek New Testament. What the skeptics don’t clearly communicate to their readers, 
though, is the sheer insignificance of these variants.  

Most of these 400,000 variations stem from differences in spelling, word order, or the relationships between nouns 
and definite articles—slight variants that are easily recognizable. After minor spelling errors and slight variations in 
word order are factored out, there is more than 99% agreement between all of the known manuscripts of the 
Bible! Of the remaining variants, none affects any crucial element of the Christian faith.  

n What the skeptics claim:

“Scribes who were not altogether satisfied with what the New Testament books said 
modified their words to make them … more vigorously oppose heretics, women, 
Jews, and pagans.”26

n What history actually tells us:
With more than 5,700 manuscripts and fragments of the New Testament available to us, 
it would be impossible for anyone to have modified major portions the New Testament 
without their changes being quite easily noticed. In the few cases when changes were 
attempted, the original text can—in all but the tiniest handful of instances—be easily 
restored by examining the most ancient New Testament manuscripts.27

Some scribes after the New Testament era may have altered texts that placed women in 
prominent positions. For example, in Romans 16:7, someone named Junia—a name that appears 
to be feminine—is said to be “significant among the apostles,” but a later scribe seems to have 
turned “Junia” into “Junias,” a man’s name.28 In the most ancient manuscripts of Acts 18:26, a woman named 
Priscilla is the primary teacher of Apollos. Centuries later, a copyist switched the order of names, placing the name of 
Priscilla’s husband first. These kinds of changes are, however, obvious and easy to identify.

Even in the very few cases that remain 
uncertain, the problem is not with the texts 
themselves. The difficulty is with the 
choices of individuals to twist biblical texts 
to sanction negative attitudes toward 
women, Jews, or non-believers. In any 
case, the claim that the Bible as we have it 
today has been modified for the purpose of 
opposing women, Jews, and pagans has no 
substantive foundation in the actual texts.

Sir Frederic Kenyon, former 

director of the British Museum, 

commented concerning the Gospels, 

“The interval between the dates 

of the original composition and 

the earliest extant evidence [is] so 

small as to be negligible, and the last 

foundation for any doubt that the 

Scriptures have come down to us 

substantially as they were written 

has now been removed.”37
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WORKS OF PLATO NEW TESTAMENT

• Written around 400 bc

• Only seven copies have  
   survived
• The earliest surviving  
   manuscript was copied  
   between ad 800 and 900— 
   more than 1,200 years 
   after the original    
   documents were written

• Written between ad 60 and 100
• More than 5,700 portions have survived
• Complete manuscripts of the New Testament      
   have survived from the late third or early 
   fourth centuries—less than three centuries 
   after the original documents were written
• Hundreds of fragments and manuscripts          
   have survived from the second, third, and  
   fourth centuries
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Who?

n What the skeptics claim:
“Many of our cherished biblical stories and widely held beliefs concerning the divinity of Jesus, the Trinity, and the divine 
origins of the Bible itself stem from both intentional and accidental alterations by scribes.”29

n What history actually tells us:
This claim is simply not true. Firm belief in the divinity of the Jesus, the threefold nature of God, and the divine origins 
of the Bible emerged among Christians before the New Testament was even completed. None of these beliefs depends on 
disputed or altered passages in the Bible. It is true that one verse that mentions the Trinity was not originally present in 
the biblical text: The last half of 1 John 5:7—a text that, in some later manuscripts, reads, “There are three that testify in 
heaven, the Father, the Word, and the Spirit, and these three are one”—doesn’t appear in the most ancient New 
Testament manuscripts. But the doctrine of the Trinity does not depend on this verse. God’s nature as three-yet-one is 
affirmed just as clearly in Matthew 28:19, where Jesus commanded his followers to baptize in the name (singular) of the 
Father, Son, and Spirit. Similarly, the most ancient copies of 1 Timothy 3:16 declare, “Great is the mystery of godliness; 
he was manifested in the flesh,” while a few later texts read, “God was manifested in the flesh.” But, again, the doctrine of 
the deity of Jesus does not depend on this text; the deity of Jesus is clearly affirmed in several undisputed texts, 
including John 20:28, where Thomas recognized Jesus as Lord and God. No essential Christian belief is affected by any 
variant in the biblical manuscripts.

Who Chose the Books in My Bible?
n What the skeptics claim:
“Many Christians today may think that the canon of the New Testament simply appeared on the scene one day, soon after 
the death of Jesus, but nothing could be farther from the truth. As it turns out, we are able to pinpoint the first time that 
any Christian of record listed the twenty-seven books of our New Testament as the books of the New Testament—neither 
more nor fewer. . . . In the year 367, Athanasius wrote his annual pastoral letter to the Egyptian churches under his 
jurisdiction, and in it he . . . lists our twenty-seven books, excluding all others.”30

  n What history actually tells us:
This statement leaves out several key facts about the selection of the New Testament books. It is true that Athanasius was 
the first author to list the exact same twenty-seven books that we find in the New Testament today. Yet, from the beginning, 
Christians unanimously accepted the four Gospels, Acts, Paul’s letters, and the first epistle of John. Although disputes 
about a few New Testament books lasted into the fourth century, widespread agreement about which writings were 
authoritative existed among Christians from the first century onward. The primary standard for deciding which books were 
authoritative emerged long before the fourth century—and the standard wasn’t the word of a powerful bishop. Hints of this 
standard can, in fact, be found in Christian writings of the first century ad. The basic idea was this: Testimony that could be 
connected to eyewitnesses of the risen Lord was uniquely authoritative among early Christians.31 From the beginning, authoritative 
testimony about Jesus Christ had to have its source in eyewitnesses of the risen Lord. Even while the New Testament 
books were being written, the words of people who saw and followed the risen Lord carried special weight in the churches 
(see Acts 1:21-26; 15:6—16:5; 1 Corinthians 4—5; 9:1-12; Galatians 1:1-12; 1 Thessalonians 5:26-27). The logic of this 
standard was simple: The people most likely to know the truth about Jesus were eyewitnesses who had encountered Jesus 
personally or their close associates.

Although debates continued into the fourth century about a few writings—including the letters of Peter, John’s second and 
third letters, and the letters of James and Jude—Christians universally agreed at least as early as the second century on the 
authority of no fewer than nineteen of the books in the New Testament—and these are the writings that reflect some of the 
most essential truths about Jesus. Even if this score or so of books had been the only documents that represented 
eyewitness testimony about Jesus, every vital truth of Christian faith would remain completely intact. What directed this 
process was the conviction that these writings must be rooted in reliable, eyewitness testimony about Jesus Christ.

When deciding which Old Testament writings to accept, Christians embraced the same listing of books as the Jewish people. 
When the Septuagint—a popular Greek-language version of the Jewish holy writings—was translated around 200 bc, the 
translators had included some Jewish writings which never appeared in the Hebrew Scriptures and which Jewish rabbis 
rejected around ad 90 at the Council of Jamnia (Yavneh). The Roman Catholic and Eastern Orthodox Churches recognize 
these additional books from the Septuagint as authoritative; these writings appear in the Roman Catholic and Eastern 
Orthodox Bibles as “deuterocanonical” or “apocryphal” books.
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How?

n What the skeptics claim:
Among the earliest Christians, “there was no agreed-upon canon—and no agreed-upon theology. 
Instead, there was a wide range of diversity: diverse groups asserting diverse theologies based on 
diverse written texts, all claiming to be written by apostles of Jesus.”32

n What history actually tells us:
Among the people who walked and talked with Jesus, a consensus emerged very early regarding 
both the identity of Jesus and all but a few biblical books. It’s true that there were several 
divergent sets of beliefs that circulated within the earliest churches. It’s also true that debates 
about a few biblical books lasted beyond the first and second centuries. Yet the persons who 
actually walked and talked with Jesus agreed about the nature of Jesus even before the New 
Testament was completed. Consensus about all but a few New Testament books was reached by 
the mid-second century, probably earlier. According to the records found in the New 
Testament—the only writings about Jesus that were written early enough to be connected to 
eyewitnesses of Jesus—Jesus was human and yet divine, he was the messianic king predicted in 
the Hebrew Scriptures, he was physically raised from the dead, and it is only by trusting in him 
that anyone can enjoy the life that God created humanity to live, both now and in eternity (see 
John 20:28-31; 1 Corinthians 15:1-7; 1 John 2:22; 4:1-3). According to the eyewitnesses of Jesus, 
to deny such truths as these was to exclude oneself from fellowship with Jesus Christ and 
with his followers (see 1 John 4:1-6).

How Reliable is My Bible?
n What the skeptics claim:

“Not only do we not have the originals [of the biblical manuscripts], we don’t have the first 
copies of the originals. . . .  What we have are copies made later—much later.”33

n What history actually tells us:
Although the original manuscripts from the biblical authors have been lost–probably 
forever–the copies that we possess today reliably reflect the inspired message of the 
original authors. Ancient people saw no reason to revere original manuscripts from 
important people, and—once documents became too worn to read easily—they did not 
retain the original manuscripts.34 Instead, they made reliable copies and burned or 
buried the originals. Occasionally, the ink was scraped from the original, and the 
parchment was reused. 

Despite the critics’ claims, it is possible that we possess first-generation copies of the 
original New Testament manuscripts. In ad 200, churches in Corinth, Philippi, 
Thessalonica, Ephesus, and Rome still possessed original manuscripts from the apostolic 
authors.35 Many portions of the New Testament that were copied between ad 100 and 
200 have been found in Egypt; it is entirely possible that scribes copied at least a few of these documents from the  
original manuscripts.

What matters most, however, is not the age of the existing manuscripts but their reliability. When the manuscripts are 
compared, they completely agree with one another more than 99% of the time. Of the differences that remain, not even one 
difference decisively affects any aspect of Christian faith.

A Final Word
So will there be more sensational new findings about the Gospels—findings that supposedly demonstrate that 
these writings don’t contain the gospel truth after all? Of course! The Holy Bible has withstood thousands of 
attempts to destroy its truth and to discredit its authority, and yet no one has succeeded. The truth and the 
authority of the Scriptures stand strong, regardless of every attempt to render them ineffective. So can the Bible 
be trusted? In a word, yes.

(Courtesy of the Schøyen Collection, Oslo and London) 

The sermons of the third-century 
theologian Origen of Alexandria 

clearly recognized the authority of 
the New Testament writings.

(Courtesy of CSNTM.org)

This painting of the apostle John appears 
at the beginning of John’s Gospel in a 

thirteenth-century manuscript.
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