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Jean Jacques Rousseau was a French philosopher who was an influential voice during the 
Enlightenment.  His writings were a driving force in the French Revolution.  Though he was 
raised in the catholic tradition of his native country, he later converted to protestantism.  Until 
his death, he promoted the necessity of religion and adhered to a Calvinistic interpretation of 
Bible doctrine.  Some saw his Christian beliefs as being contrary to the tenants of the 
Enlightenment.  Regardless, the philosopher once expressed his confidence in God’s Word by 
saying, “Pursue the books of philosophers with all their pomp and diction.  How meager, how 
contemptible are they when compared with the Scriptures!  The majesty of the Scriptures 
strikes me with admiration.”

	 The Bible is indeed an incomparable book!  Part of what makes the Bible unique is its 
otherworldly nature.  From eternity past, God devised a process for delivering the thoughts of 
His mind to the minds of men and women.  He inspired men to write His words.  On top of 
inspiration, however, the Lord also devised a process to keep His Word safe.  He personally 
preserved His Word so that it might be available from generation to generation. 

	 Jesus taught on this matter in His famous Sermon on the Mount.  He made His remarks 
about preservation in the context of a discussion on God’s Law.  Because He didn’t keep the 
tradition of the religious leaders, He was regarded as a firebrand religious zealot.  Many 
believed He had no regard for the Mosaic Law.  Jesus corrected the prevailing perception of 
the Pharisees.  He was not opposed to God’s Law; instead, He was opposed to manmade 
laws.  The Pharisees had codified extra-biblical teaching in a book called the Mishnah.  They 
fervently enforced that teaching in a self-righteous and legalistic spirit.  

	 Jesus frequently rebuked His opponents for their slavish allegiance to human tradition.  
They interpreted His rebukes as a wholesale dismissal of all of God’s law.  Jesus corrected 
such assumptions by saying, “Don’t think that I came to abolish the Law or the Prophets. I did 
not come to abolish but to fulfill.  For truly I tell you, until heaven and earth pass away, not the 
smallest letter or one stroke of a letter will pass away from the law until all things are 
accomplished” (Mathew 5:18).

	 Notice two things from Jesus’ words.  First, God’s law has not passed away.  His moral 
standards are fixed and immovable forever.  Those who have an approach to God that 
emphasizes God’s love while eradicating God’s law are misguided.  Second, God has promised 
to preserve His Word.  Jesus’ reference to “the smallest letter” and “one stroke of a letter” 
referred to uncials and punctuation marks from the Hebrew alphabet.  Jesus’ point was that no 
part of God’s revealed Word will ever pass away, not even the smallest and seemingly most 
insignificant part.

	 What we have in Jesus’ word is a Bible doctrine known as the preservation of Scripture.  
The doctrine is important in explaining how we received the Scriptures as we have them today.  
Francis Turretin, a theologian in Geneva during the reformation, commented on the doctrine of 
preservation by saying, “Nor can we readily believe that God, who dictated and inspired each 
and every word to these inspired men, would not take care of their entire preservation…if men 
use the utmost care diligently to preserve their words…in order that it may not be corrupted, 
how much more…would God take care of his word.”  Sadly, little mention is made of this 
important doctrine nowadays.  It should be no wonder that many people, even some 
professing believers, have such a low view of Scripture.  Let’s consider the preservation of 
Scripture by examining six concepts.  In doing so, we can gain a greater appreciation of 
Scripture.  We can also receive more insight concerning how the Bible came to us in its 
modern form.




BIBLE PROMISES OF  PRESERVATION 
Voltaire, the famous French Philosopher, once proclaimed, “One hundred years from my day 
there will not be a Bible in the Earth except one that is looked upon by an antiquarian curiosity 
seeker.”  The eighteenth-century atheist ended up on the wrong side of history.  After his death, 
his homestead known as the “Les Délices” was actually used by the Evangelical Society of 
Geneva for distributing the Bible throughout the world.  Voltaire was either unaware or 
unimpressed with the Bible’s promises concerning the preservation.  

	 Scripture makes great boasts concerning these matters.  It claims it is imperishable in 
nature.  Numerous passages proclaim that the Bible will never pass away.  Through the 
prophet Isaiah, the Lord promised, “The grass withers, the flowers fade, but the word of our 
God remains forever” (Isaiah 40:8).  Isaiah’s words were uttered during a time of captivity.  The 
people of God had experienced oppression and cruel bondage.  Their hopes and dreams were 
dashed as they were carried off to a far-away land.  The Lord raised up Isaiah to proclaim His 
word.  In Isaiah 40, the prophet gave consolation to God’s people.  God told him, “Speak 
tenderly to Jerusalem, and announce to her that her time of hard service is over, her iniquity 
has been pardoned” (Isaiah 40:2).  Though the people lived in harsh servitude, they would 
return to their homeland.  

	 To emphasize the certainty of God’s promises, Isaiah said, “…the word of our God 
remains forever” (Isaiah 40:8).  The captives in Babylon could rest assured.  God had spoken 
and His word would not change.  The people could have confidence in what God said through 
His spokesperson.  They could trust that the message they heard was true.  Furthermore, they 
could trust it would certainly come to pass, because God promised to keep His Word.

	 The Lord highlighted these same realities elsewhere in Isaiah’s prophecies (Isaiah 
59:21).  In Isaiah 55:10-11, he said, “For just as rain and snow fall from heaven and do not 
return there without saturating the earth and making it germinate and sprout, and providing 
seed to sow and food to eat so my word that comes from my mouth will not return to me 
empty, but it will accomplish what I please and will prosper in what I send it to do.”  The Lord 
wanted His people to know they could trust His Word because He would keep His Word.

	 Jesus emphasized the same realities in His teaching.  After foretelling of the destruction 
of Jerusalem at the hands of the Roman military leader Titus, along with making prophecies 
concerning the end of time, Jesus said, “Heaven and earth will pass away, but my words will 
never pass away” (Mark 13:31).  He made the same proclamation in Matthew 24:35 and Luke 
21:33.  His point was to provide a guarantee that His words would be accomplished.

	 When God speaks, His words remain fixed and unmovable forever.  This is true because 
of the nature of His character.  He cannot deceive and He cannot misspeak.  He does not utter 
meaningless or deceptive words.  When He speaks, it means something.  Because of His 
character, His Word must come to pass.  It cannot be altered or changed.  It is permanent, 
fixed, and eternally abiding.  Peter referenced these things in his writings.  He said, “All flesh is 
like grass, and all its glory like a flower of the grass.  The grass withers, and the flower falls, but 
the word of the Lord endures forever” (1 Peter 1:24-25).  God’s Word is clear — the Word of 
God is to be regarded as fixed and imperishable.  

	 Maybe you have heard someone referred to as a “man of his word.” Such a title is 
deemed a compliment.  Most value someone who keeps his or her word.  It is commonly 
accepted that it is in good character for one to follow through on what he or she has said.  Our 
moral conscience makes us know that such things are true.  We can apply such realities to the 
Lord.  He is holy, just, and true.  Consequently, His spoken Word means something.  He is true 
to His Word.  Thus, we can have confidence that what He has said will never perish.  His 
character requires such.  This is what Scripture teaches and this is the foundation for the 
doctrine of the preservation of Scripture.


BIBLE WITNESS OF COPYING 
Scripture bears witness to the way in which the Lord preserved the Bible for us.  It makes clear 
reference to the way in which God’s people recorded Scripture and made copies of scriptural 



writings.  In Exodus, Moses spoke of the way in which the Lord used him to make written 
copies of the Law.  On one occasion, the Lord gave him two stone tablets containing the words 
of the Ten Commandments (Exodus 31:18).  After those tablets were destroyed in an instance 
of idolatry (Exodus 32:19), the Lord instructed Moses to make a new set of tablets (Exodus 
34:1-3).  From the earliest pages of Scripture, we see that keeping a written record of God’s 
Word was important for the people of God.  It is no wonder Hebrew scribes would later take 
the copying and transcribing of Scripture so seriously.

	 Deuteronomy speaks of the way the Lord instructed the Hebrews to write and copy 
God’s Word.  In once place we read, “Listen, Israel: The Lord our God, the Lord is one, Love 
the Lord your God with all your heart, with all your soul, and with all your strength” 
(Deuteronomy 6:4).  That passage became known as the Shema.  It was regarded as one of the 
most important teachings in all of Hebrew Scripture.  Immediately after that verse, the Lord 
said:


These words that I am giving you today are to be in your heart.  Repeat them to your 
children.  Talk about them when you sit in your house and when you walk along the road, 
when you lie down and when you get up.  Bind them as a sign on your hand and let them 
be a symbol on your forehead.  Write them on the doorposts of your house and on your city 
gates” (Deuteronomy 6:8-9).


Notice that the act of copying Scripture was an integral part of life and faith in the Jewish 
community.  From the earliest days of the nation, God’s people were accustomed to writing 
and recording God’s Word.  Eventually, the Lord used the people’s commitment to copying to 
ensure the preservation of Scripture.

	 Jeremiah detailed his efforts in making copies of God’s Word (Jeremiah 36:1-32).  On 
one occasion, the Lord told him, “Take a scroll, and write on it all the words I have spoken to 
you concerning Israel, Judah, and all the nations from the time I first spoke to you during 
Josiah’s reign until today” (Jeremiah 36:2).  Shortly after the prophet recorded the words of the 
Lord in a scroll, Jehoiakim, the king of Judah, destroyed it (Jeremiah 36:19-26).  Afterwards, 
the Lord visited Jeremiah again, instructing the prophet to produce another scroll (Jeremiah 
36:27-32).  Though an evil king sought to wipe out the words of God, the Lord kept them safe 
from all harm.  Such events give testimony to the Lord’s faithfulness to safeguard Scripture.

	 In the New Testament, Paul made explicit mention of his labor in dictating Holy Writ.  He 
told the Galatians, “Look at what large letters I use as I write to you in my own handwriting” 
(Galatians 6:11).  To the Colossians, he said, “I, Paul, am writing this greeting with my own 
hand” (Colossians 4:18).  In 2 Thessalonians 3:17, “I, Paul, am writing this greeting with my 
own hand, which is an authenticating mark in every letter; this is how I write.”  Such concluding 
remarks in Paul’s letters were intended as a stamp of authenticity, proving that he really wrote 
the letters his readers received.  Such validation was necessary in a first-century world in which 
heretics often sent counterfeit letters in order to propagate false teaching.  However, Paul’s 
mention of his writing also set a precedent for the way in which the epistles of the New 
Testament were dutifully copied and sent amongst churches.

	 Paul also encouraged churches to publicly distribute his writings.  He told the church at 
Colassae, “After this letter has been read at your gathering, have it read also in the church of 
the Laodiceans; and see that you also read the letter from Laodicea” (Colossians 4:16).  His 
mention of such things bears witness to the way in which Scripture was dutifully copied by the 
early church.  Much of what we have in the New Testament was reproduced into countless 
manuscripts as circulatory letters were passed from congregation to congregation.  Through 
such activity, the Lord spread His Word, making it more prevalent and available for others.  
However, the Lord also used such things to preserve His word, keeping it safe for believers in 
subsequent generations.  Today, we are blessed to hold Bibles in our hands that are the result 
of a heavenly promise to preserve God’s Word forever!




COPYING METHODS 
Amongst the Jewish people, there was a reverence for God’s Word.  This led to detailed 
customs for making copies of it.  Such copying methods are an evidence of the Lord’s 
providence in preserving Scripture.  From the time of the initial writing of Scripture, up until the 
invention of the printing press, the Jewish people took special care to keep it safe. 	 	 

	 At different times in Hebrew history, there were special classes of people entrusted with 
the preservation and copying of Hebrew Scriptures.   From about 500 B.C. to 100 A.D., a 
special caste known as the Soferim was responsible for safeguarding sacred texts.  They were 
followed by a second group known as the Tannaim who worked from about 200 to 500 A.D.  	 

	 Eventually, these two castes were replaced by the Masoretes.  A work known as the 
Talmud gave special instructions for the copying of Scriptures.  One could only use skins from 
ceremonially clean animals for making copies.  A special type of ink was utilized.  No copyist 
was allowed to work from memory at all.  He was required to slavishly follow what he saw in 
the original text, not making any deviation in the least.  It was required that he wear full, 
ceremonial Jewish dress.  No one was allowed to talk to a Masorete while he worked.  A 
ritualistic bath was a prerequisite to the act of copying.  Any time he wrote the name of God, he 
had to freshen his pen with new ink.  If he made the smallest mistake, he was instructed to 
either burn his work or bury it in the ground.  There were precise requirements for font sizes 
and line spacing.   
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	 On top of all of this, Masoretes kept detailed lists, notes, and statistics concerning their 
work.  One has commented, “These scribes made meticulous notes regarding the text, from 
recording the number of letters used in a book, to indicating the middle letter of a book. They 
also made careful notations along the sides of the Hebrew text in multiple other volumes 
concerning the reading and pointing of these texts.”  These things testify to the precision and 
care the Masoretes took in preserving God’s Word for subsequent generations.  Concerning 
the Old Testament, one scholar has correctly said, “…it may safely be said that no other work 
of antiquity has been so accurately transmitted.” 
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	 During the church age, Christians did not use the techniques employed by the 
Masoretes.  However, there is evidence that early congregations had a practice of making 
copies of the gospels and the letters of the apostles.  Some have proposed that a popular 
Roman technique for producing books might have been used by some of God’s people.  
Romans were famous for utilizing a “scriptorium,” or “writing room.”  In such a room, one 
individual would read a text aloud as others copied what they heard.  There is evidence that 
Origen, an early Christian scholar, used such a practice in the third century.  Perhaps the early 
church used similar techniques.  Whatever the case, Scripture has been preserved for us 
through the care of copyists throughout the centuries.  Praise be to God that He has graciously 
and lovingly worked to keep the Bible safe for us!


PREVALENCE OF MANUSCRIPTS 
Nowadays, we don’t posses any of the original copies of New Testament writings. The earliest 
available is a fragment from John’s gospel that is believed to be from 117-139 A.D.  We only 
have copies of the original writings.  However, the manuscripts we do have are great in number.   
One has said, “By comparison to any other ancient texts, the sheer number of New Testament 
manuscripts is overwhelmingly large.  Furthermore, the time interval between the composition 
of these books and our earliest extant copies is relatively brief by ancient history standards.  In 
fact, several papyrus manuscripts and numerous citations in the writings of the early church 
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fathers date to within a century or so of the composition of the original texts.”   These things 3

give evidence to the early church’s commitment to diligently copying and disseminating 
Scripture.  It also supports the Biblical doctrine of preservation.

	  To date we have around 5,700 handwritten Greek manuscripts available for our 
observation.  This number is staggering when compared to the number of ancient copies for 
other popular works.  Seven manuscripts of Plato’s writings are available.  There are ten 
documents backing Caesar’s works.  There are eight manuscripts to support the works of the 
celebrated Greek historian Herodotus. Twenty manuscripts are available of the writings of 
Tacitus, the famous Roman historian.  
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	 When I was in high school and college, I had to regularly read the works of a man 
named Homer.  He is famous for two of his epoch works — “The Iliad” and “The Odyssey.”  
Few doubt the authenticity of his writings.  They are held up as seminal works of literature to be 
celebrated and studied.  It is startling to compare the manuscript support for Homer’s writings 
in comparison to the manuscript support for the New Testament.  While there are nearly 6,000 
fragments and documents backing what we have in the New Testament, there are 643 
manuscripts to back Homer’s works.  Six-hundred isn’t a shabby number, but it is small when 
compared to the number of New Testament manuscripts we have.  When we compare apples 
to apples, one of the most-celebrated works of the ancient world only has ten percent of the 
manuscript support that the New Testament has. One has rightly remarked, “…the New 
Testament is without doubt the best-attested book from the ancient world.”   
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	 What makes all of this even more amazing is the fact that some deliberately attempted 
to destroy Christian manuscripts at different times in history. One has commented on such an 
instance, saying, “Beginning in February of A.D. 303, the Roman emperor Diocletian ordered 
three edicts of persecution upon Christians because he believed that the existence of 
Christianity was breaking the covenant between Rome and her gods.  The edicts called for the 
destruction of churches, manuscripts, and books and the killing of Christians.  Hundreds if not 
thousands of manuscripts were destroyed across the Roman Empire during this persecution, 
which lasted until A.D. 311.”   
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	 When it comes to the Old Testament, we do not have as many ancient manuscripts as 
we do with the New Testament.  Obviously, the span of thousands of years make keeping and 
preserving such manuscripts very difficult.  However, we do indeed have a great number of Old 
Testament manuscripts at our disposal.   The aforementioned facts related to manuscripts 7

reveal that the Bible is a book unlike any other book.  The Lord not only inspired it, He also 
preserved it!


HISTORICAL FINDS 
Archaeological discoveries confirm the way in which Scripture has been kept from all harm.  In 
1947, there was an amazing find in caves near the Dead Sea.  A haul of ancient documents 
were found within various different jars.  They were marvelously preserved.  All in all, about 175 
copies of biblical texts were found.  Fragments from every Old Testament book were found, 
except for the book of Esther.  The manuscripts were likely the handiwork of copyists living in 
the Qumran community.
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	 What’s amazing about the Dead Sea Scrolls is this — prior to their discovery, the oldest 
copies of Old Testament books we had were from the tenth century after Christ.  The 
documents found in 1947 were from 100 B.C. to A.D. 100.  In comparing the older with the 
newer, scholars found that the documents were very similar!  One has commented, “…one of 
the first scrolls to be discovered in the Qumran caves near the Dead Sea was a complete scroll 
of Isaiah.  It is approximately one foot wide and twenty-four feet in length.  Even though it is 
older than the medieval manuscript of Isaiah by one thousand years, a comparison of these 
two ancient manuscripts reveals the accuracy with which God’s Word was copied during those 
one thousand years.”   
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	 Prior to this amazing discovery, scholars were left to wonder whether or not more 
modern manuscripts of the Old Testament were faithful to more ancient manuscripts.  
Unfortunately, there were no ancient manuscripts available prior to 1947.  We only had 
Masoretic texts.  One could only assume what he had was congruent with what Jews in Jesus’ 
day, or before His day, actually had.  One has explained the situation by saying, “If you had 
asked any biblical scholar, before the discovery of the Dead Sea Scrolls, what would constitute 
his dream for a discovery that would greatly verify the reliability of the Old Testament, he or she 
would have said, ‘Older witnesses to the original Old Testament manuscripts.’”   
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	 The Dead Sea Scrolls settled such issues.  From them, one can see that the Word of 
God remained in tact from the time of the Soferim to the Masoretes.  Copyists’ care had 
ensured that the Word of God was passed down throughout the ages.  The Lord’s promise is 
true!  His Word will endure forever.


CONFIDENCE IN SCRIPTURE 
Balthasar Hubmaier, an influential anabaptist, famously said, “Truth is immortal.”  The reformer 
was undoubtedly well acquainted with God’s promises concerning the preservation of 
Scripture.  He poignantly summed up the un-killable nature of the Bible.  All of the things we 
have mentioned above provide support for the doctrine of preservation.  God has promised to 
preserve His revelation of Himself from all corruption.  The Good Book has existed since before 
time began, and it will continue to exist forever.  The Psalmist said, “Lord, your word is forever; 
it is firmly fixed in heaven” (Psalm 119:89).  He also said, “I have seen a limit to all perfection, 
but your command is without limit” (Psalm 119:96).

	 Such things should give us a hearty confidence in Scripture.  We should realize that 
when we hold the Bible in our hands, we don’t hold just any book.  We hold the eternal Word of 
God.  Make sure you develop a health reverence and regard for God’s Word!  Read it, 
memorize it, study it, obey it, and talk about it!  J.C. Ryle rightly said, “Happy is that man who 
possesses a Bible! Happier still is he who reads it! Happiest of all is he who not only reads it, 
but obeys it, and makes it the rule of his faith and practice!"10
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