
 
 

Answers 315 

Session 3 – Reliability of the New Testament 

Daniel Wallace PhD. 

 

Importance of being able to trust the reliability of the New Testament text. 

Some contest the view that the Bible is reliable in it’s text. 

 Dan Brown – “The DaVinci Code” 

 C J Werleman – “Jesus Lied” 

o “We don’t have the originals of the New Testament” –  Correct 

o “We only have copies of copies” – Correct 

o “In some instances we only have 20th generation copies of copies” – ???? 

 Muslims – MML Osami. 

o “The dominant Orthodox Christian church deliberately corrupted the 

originals” 

o “The Deity of Christ was not taught in the early church.” 

o Not scholarly in basis. 

 Bart Ehrman 

o Former Christian who is a specialist in the New Testament. 

o “If there is a God, it is definitely not the God of the Bible”. 

o “We don’t have the first few generations of the New Testament 

documents.” – Partially true. 

 

Two Attitudes to Avoid regarding the reliability of the New Testament 

1. Radical Skepticism 

 “We can’t know what the New Testament documents originally said, so we might as 

well give up.” 

2. Absolute Certainty 

 We don’t know for sure that EVERYTHING we have in the latest versions of the New 

Testament is EXACTLY as was originally written. 

  



 
 
Four Questions to Answer 

1. How many textual variants are there? 

2. What kinds of variations are there? 

3. What theological beliefs depend on textually suspect passages? 

4. Is what we have now what they wrote then? 

Do we have the original New Testament now? 

 No. The originals wore out and turned to dust by the end of the second century. 

Do the copies of the original texts that we have today all say the same thing? 

 Textual criticism is the science of trying to determine exactly what the original text was. 

 The two closest earliest texts we have, have over 2,000 differences. 

 There are about 400,000 variants of ANY kind between the various documents. 

o THE VAST MAJORITY are very MINOR variations (spelling, missing letters or words 

etc.) 

o NONE affect any significant doctrine of Christianity. 

 The reason we have so many textual variants is because we have so many manuscripts. 

An Embarrassment of Riches. 

 Enormous quantity of ancient manuscripts of the New Testament documents. 

o This is why we have so many variants. 

 Greek manuscripts – 5,824 – Most are complete or almost complete manuscripts. 

 More manuscripts coming to light every year. 

 Latin manuscripts - 10,000 

 Other ancient versions – 5,000 to 10,000 

 Total manuscripts written by hand – 20,000 to 25,000. 

 Even if all manuscripts were lost we would be able to reconstruct the entire New Testament 

from the quotations of the early Church Fathers. 

o More than 1,000,000!! 

Comparison of numbers of manuscripts of the New Testament texts with other ancient texts. 

 The average classical Greek works have less than 20 ancient copies still in existence. 

o The stack would be about 4 feet (1.2metres) 

o The New Testament stack would reach about a mile high (1.6km). 

 Vastly more evidence for the existence of Jesus than for any other ancient figure.  

o Julius Caesar, Augustus Caesar, Alexander the Great etc. have vastly less 

documentary evidence for their existence. 

 Not just the number of the manuscripts. It is also the closeness of the earliest manuscripts to 

the originals. 

o Ancient manuscripts average no earlier than 500 years after the original events. 

o The New Testament has manuscripts going back to within a few decades from the 

originals. 

o Document P52 is dated as close as AD 90. 

 Has the Bible been translated and retranslated so many times that we don’t know what it 

originally said? 

o 1611 King James Version based on 7 manuscripts dating back to the 11th century. 

o 2013 Modern translations have 5,800 manuscripts to draw from, dating back to at 

least the 2nd century. 

o We are getting closer and closer to the original text. 



 
 

 What KINDS of variants are there? 

o 99% make virtually no difference at all. 

 Mostly spelling, punctuation, transposition of words or letters. 

 Less than 1% are meaningful and viable. (probably .25%) 

 No essential Christian doctrine or confession affected. 

 May affect some aspects of practice. 

 Revelation 13:18 – Number of the “Beast” is 616 instead of 666. 

o Challenges are made that Constantine invented the deity of Christ in AD327 

 John’s gospel found dating back to AD175. 

 Bart Ehrman concedes that no essential Christian doctrine is affected by any 

textual variant. 

 

Do we have EXACTLY word for word what was originally written? 

 Maybe not. 

 BUT in all essential particulars, YES we do! 

 Scholarship is progressing and improving our confidence in the accuracy and completeness 

of the New Testament. 

READ the Bible! 

Let it AFFECT your life! 

GROW in Christ as you do! 

  



 
 

Resources for Further Study: 

Books: 

 The New Testament Documents – Are they Reliable? – F. F. Bruce. 

 Can we Still Believe the Bible – Graig L. Blomberg. 

 The New Evidence that Demands a Verdict – Josh McDowell. 

 

 

Questions: 

Have any of your thoughts or ideas been changed, strengthened or challenged by this presentation 

by Daniel Wallace? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
What impressed you most about the presentation? 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
How do you think this evidence and information will affect your ability to give a confident reply 
to skeptics who doubt that the New Testament is reliable or accurate? 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


