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The following article briefly describes some missteps in narrating the Bible’s 
history. Biblical scholars have expended great energy in researching the Bible’s 
textual and canonical histories.1 Popular accounts have also multiplied (see 
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literature in notes below). These works attempt to answer questions like: 
How has the Bible’s wording come down to the present day? How did Jews, 
Catholic, Eastern Orthodox, and Protestants arrive at different books for 
the Bible? We intend to show some unhelpful and even misleading ways in 
which these questions have been engaged and then offer brief suggestions of 
ways forward. If there is a common thread, it is the temptation to exaggerate 
the evidence or put it in a context that leads to exaggerated conclusions. The 
antidote is an increased commitment to methodical, careful research into all 
of the evidence. This should be complemented with clarity about the level 
of certainty the evidence allows.

Briefly, we will address issues concerning the Old Testament (OT) text, 
the New Testament (NT) text, and the biblical canon before proposing 
some ways forward.

The OT Text

We cannot retrace the full history of the Hebrew text here.2 We only need 
to examine how some authors have reported and evaluated the manuscript 
evidence relevant to the history of the Hebrew text.

The discovery of the Dead Sea Scrolls has gradually changed the way 
scholars view the textual transmission of the OT. At first, the discoveries 
from Cave 1, such as the Great Isaiah Scroll, were thought only to confirm 
the textual authenticity of the later Masoretic Text. In 1955, Millar Burrows 
commented on the Great Isaiah Scroll, “It is a matter for wonder that through 
something like a thousand years the text underwent so little alteration. 
As I said in my first article on the scroll, ‘Herein lies its chief importance, 
supporting the fidelity of the Masoretic tradition.’”3 And indeed this early 
fact made its way into Bible handbooks. After quoting Burrows approvingly 
(in both their 1986 revised edition and their original 1968 publication), 
Norman Geisler and William Nix conclude their discussion of the Dead 
Sea Scrolls as follows:

This [differences from MT] should by no means be construed as a uniform picture, 

since there are not many deviants in the Dead Sea Scrolls from the Masoretic 

Text to begin with, and in some cases the variants do not consistently agree with 

the LXX, whereas in a few cases they do not agree at all.4
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Geisler and Nix concluded that the Scrolls had very few variants from the 
MT. This conclusion is understandable since many of the editiones principes 
of the Scrolls would not be published till the 1990s and early 2000s. But the 
manner with which they present the evidence gives the false impression that 
the Scrolls have very few variants from MT (only 6 examples were given) 
and they do not note the large-scale variants between these manuscripts.

As more editions of the Scrolls were published, commentators continued 
to emphasize their similarity to the MT, while mentioning some disagree-
ments. In 1999, Paul Wegner commented on the Scrolls:

Careful study of these manuscripts has helped to confirm that the Hebrew text 

we possess is very accurate; differences are minimal between a good number 

of the Dead Sea Scroll manuscripts and manuscripts from about A.D. 800 to 

1000. However, even the Dead Sea Scrolls reveal a certain amount of diversity 

in the text of the Old Testament in the centuries right before Christ. Some texts 

found near Qumran appear to follow more closely the Samaritan Pentateuch 

(4QpaleoExodm; 4QNumb), others tend toward the Septuagint (4QJerb), and 

still others reflect the Masoretic Text.5

From this passage, one receives the impression that the Scrolls basically 
confirm the MT and in a few places agree with the Samaritan Pentateuch 
(SP) and Septuagint (LXX). The problem here is not in what Wegner 
writes but in what he omits. Earlier in his book, he noted the debate over 
the origin of the scribes’ text and cited a number of works which would 
contradict this description of the Scrolls.6 By this time, textual critics and 
Scrolls’ scholars had identified texts that did not neatly agree with the 
MT, SP, or LXX, and had not clearly derived from them.7 Based on the 
new evidence, that conclusion was clear, even though debate persisted 
then and today over the interpretation of what the Scrolls tell us about 
the textual history.

When Neil Lightfoot turns to the Text of the OT, he first presents the 
scribal activity of the Masoretes, rightly detailing the careful copying of 
the manuscripts that occurred around 500-1000 AD.8 His description of 
the Scrolls includes a brief history of their discovery, some numbers of the 
fragments for each book, and then a brief summary of some prominent 
examples. The first two examples constitute evidence of the closeness of the 
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Scrolls to the MT, while the latter three show agreements with other sources 
(e.g., SP) and at times provide better readings than those of the MT. The 
Scrolls that do not agree with MT provide a positive outcome since they 
can be used to clarify or supplement occasional obscurities in the MT. In 
the end, Lightfoot concludes that although not all the Scrolls agree with 
the MT, “The vast majority of the manuscripts found near the Dead Sea are 
closely akin to or virtually identical with the Masoretic Text.”9 He closes 
the chapter with two (dated) quotes from Roberts (1969) and Weingreen 
(1982) on the remarkable textual history and transmission of the Hebrew 
Bible. Although Lightfoot does highlight some significant disagreements 
between the Scrolls and MT, most of the description overstates the matter. 
This does not serve Christians well because there are in fact very different 
reckonings of the evidence which we possess.

In more recent examples of the how-we-got-the-Bible genre, we see the 
same elements: description of the very careful copying of the MT, the his-
tory of the discovery of the Dead Sea Scrolls including the number of their 
remains, and a concluding evaluation. In 2018, Ryan Reeves and Charles 
Hill say, “There are slight differences in the texts of Qumran—not unlike 
when scholars find slight differences between copies of the NT—but those 
differences amount to roughly one percent discrepancy between the Mas-
oretic text and these ancient texts.”10 The authors do not explain how they 
arrived at this number, but the present authors have not encountered it in 
the scholarly literature on the subject. The authors conclude, “In the end, 
the best way to understand the Qumran texts is to realize how remarkably 
well the Old Testament has been preserved over the centuries.”11

These presentations of the evidence share a common tendency to exag-
gerate when it comes to the state of the history of the OT text. All of them 
note the strong continuities between the Scrolls and the MT noting the very 
conservative way scribes copied the MT. But patterns of variants observed 
across whole books (e.g., 4QJerb-LXX and 4QJera-MT Jeremiah) or large 
sections within books (e.g., LXX and MT-4QSama 1 Sam 17–1812) do exist 
between the witnesses which resulted in variant literary editions. Among 
the works surveyed for this article, Greg Lanier’s treatment of the matter is 
exemplary, for he notes several of the large-scale differences in textual form 
( Jeremiah, Ezekiel, 1 Sam 16–18, Job and Proverbs, Psalms, Judges, Daniel), 
and rightly acknowledges the real difficulties presented by the evidence 
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and confesses that “the best course is to continue doing the hard work” of 
textual criticism.13

But the problem also ails descriptions of textual pluriformity. Timothy 
Michael Law says:

From the perspective of an ancient Jewish or Christian reader there was no 

certainty about which of the traditions would eventually become the dominant 

scriptural tradition. It was simply not a question that would have entered their 

minds. We have seen repeatedly that the Septuagint and especially the Dead Sea 

Scrolls offer proof that the Hebrew Bible was not fixed before the second century 

CE and, perhaps more surprisingly, that many readers and users of scriptural 

texts before then were not bothered about it.14

Elsewhere in the book, Law emphasizes the textual pluriformity from the 
Second Temple Period—a reality to be sure—but we cannot find a discussion 
of the other scribal tendency to copy the text conservatively, letter by letter, 
long before the second century AD. Furthermore, Law also paints the picture 
that pluriformity did not bother ancient readers and copiers, who might have 
been indifferent to the situation. But evidence shows that Qumran scribes 
did correct their manuscripts and were most probably aware of the textual 
pluriformity they produced. It is worth citing David Andrew Teeter at length:

Just as it is highly questionable to assume that the Jewish tradents of this period 

were oblivious to textual difference, so also it is dubious to assume that the main 

difference the cognoscenti likely observed would have been that between the 

“new” and “old” version (in Ulrich’s diachronic terms), or that between the 

proto-Masoretic texts and everything else (in Tov’s synchronic terms). It is 

highly implausible to posit that a society capable of cultivating and sustaining 

both types of manuscript production, with relatively limited cross-contamina-

tion; and communities capable of producing and processing literature of such 

interpretive sophistication, and with such minute textual awareness as is attested 

throughout this period—that such a society of interpreters could have been 

simply unaware of, or indifferent to, the profound (interpretive!) pluriformity of 

the scriptural text … So much is often declared on the basis of, e.g., a lack of 

explicit justification for selecting between one textual reading and another. This 

argument from silence cannot explain the evidence we do have.15



The Southern Baptist Journal of Theology 24.3 (2020)

18

In concluding this section, Christians should avoid the triumphalist tone, 
present a clear account of the evidence, and offer an interpretation. There 
should not be contradictory accounts of the evidence, while good and sound 
debate over the interpretation of that evidence should be welcomed and even 
considered to push us to better and more true conclusions.

The NT Text

In moving to the NT text, we encounter the same temptation. One difference 
is that the issues have trickled down farther and spread wider in popular media 
than is the case with the text of the OT. To our knowledge, no book on the 
text of the OT has cracked the bestseller lists like Bart Ehrman’s Misquoting 
Jesus.16 Ehrman’s work hits a sweet spot for many in our secularizing society. 
He is an experienced scholar with a long track record of academic output; his 
deconversion from evangelicalism appeals to a section of American society 
that increasingly finds Christian beliefs and ethics incredulous; and, finally, 
he is an excellent communicator. This combination has given him a wide 
hearing in national media. 

One of his key claims is that the degree and type of variation in our man-
uscripts makes the evangelical belief in the Bible’s inspiration untenable. As 
he puts it, “As I realized already in graduate school, even if God had inspired 
the original words, we don’t have the original words. So the doctrine of 
inspiration was in a sense irrelevant to the Bible as we have it, since the words 
God reputedly inspired had been changed and, in some cases, lost.”17 With 
this, Ehrman struck a nerve, and evangelicals have been eager to respond.18 
Unfortunately, our response has sometimes lacked needed context, been 
ill-informed, or been presented with its own exaggeration. 

Among the mistakes that could be cited, one that is especially common is 
the use of outdated data. The problem has become most acute in the so-called 
comparative argument. Christian apologists have long compared the number 
of manuscripts of the NT to the number for other ancient works like Hero-
dotus’s Histories, or Homer’s Iliad and Odyssey, to prove the comparative 
excellence of the NT documents. Too often, however, evangelicals cite the 
latest (and largest) number on the NT side while continuing to cite F. F. 
Bruce’s long outdated numbers on the classical side.19 In the case of Stanley 
Porter and Andrew Pitts, the problem is exacerbated by an inexplicable 
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inflation on the NT side of 7,227 manuscripts when the number is closer 
to 5,000.20 For classical works, they explicitly cite F. F. Bruce who tells us 
that there are only a few papyrus fragments of Herodotus’s Histories, dating 
nearly 400 years after he wrote, and a further eight complete copies from 
nearly 1,400 hundred years after he wrote. Indeed, compared to the NT, 
with about 5,000 Greek manuscripts and some dating occurring within a 
century or two of composition, the contrast is stark. But Bruce’s numbers 
are outdated and have been for decades. The online Leuven Database of 
Ancient Books (LDAB) catalogs over forty manuscripts for Herodotus, 
one of which dates as early as the second century BC. In the case of Homer, 
apologists frequently cite 643 manuscripts for the Iliad even though the 
number of known manuscripts now swells into the thousands, the majority 
of which are papyri.21 

More fundamentally, there is the question of the comparison’s real value. 
I suspect that no apologist would conclude that because Matthew’s Gospel 
is attested by about 1,800 Greek manuscripts and Revelation by just over 
300 that Matthew is therefore six times more reliable than Revelation.22 Nor 
would we conclude that because the Gospel of Thomas is attested by more 
early papyri than Mark’s Gospel that it is therefore more reliable. To be sure, 
the comparative argument can be used to expose an unfair double standard 
on the skeptics’ part, but this is only the case when the comparison is fair 
and accurate.23 When it’s not, the double standard is ours. Most importantly, 
we need to avoid giving the impression that having more (or even earlier) 
copies necessarily results in greater reliability.

Other such mistakes are encountered when dealing with the number of 
variants, the dates for manuscripts, the number of versional manuscripts, 
and more. Textual criticism is a complicated field and keeping up can be hard 
enough for NT scholars generally and even more so for apologists working 
at the popular level.24 But we must do better if we are to give a credible wit-
ness to our confidence in the Scriptures. As with our evangelism, so here: 
integrity needs to be the hallmark of our witness.

The Canon

Scholars continue to debate the biblical canon, especially whether it should be 
defined as a norm or a list of books or some hybrid concept.25 Furthermore, 
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the question about various historical communities’ role in forming the Jewish 
canon or the OT (Roman Catholic, Orthodox, and Protestant) remains a 
lively one. Putting scholarly questions aside for a moment, one also faces 
popular level sensationalism (e.g., The Da Vinci Code or Twitter) that has 
taken place on this question such as whether the creation of the biblical canon 
occurred at the Council of Nicaea or not. There is no evidence that Nicaea 
decided the biblical canon, but this is one of the most common answers to 
“How we Got the Bible” that we have encountered among the public.

But our popular books on the topic do not help. In his chapter on the 
Canon of the Scriptures, Neil Lightfoot rightly says, “No church council by 
its decrees can make the books of the Bible authoritative. The books of the 
Bible possess their own authority and, indeed, had this authority long before 
there were any councils of the church.”26 In trying to avoid the conclusion 
that a council created the OT, Lightfoot then engages in an extremely select 
presentation of the evidence, avoiding any of the messiness that history has 
actually left behind.27 For the OT canon, Lightfoot concludes that it had 
been fixed by the time of Jesus, presenting (1) references to ambiguous NT 
passages putatively demonstrating the canon in the Jewish tripartite structure 
was closed (e.g., Luke 24:44; 11:51), (2) Josephus had only 22 books, (3) 
and later Christians like Origen and Jerome confirmed this basic twenty-two 
book OT canon. The clear implication is that the OT canon was formed in 
three clean steps. But not all early Christians agreed on the boundaries of 
the OT canon and that is where the matter becomes messier.

Commenting on the adoption of the Apocrypha, Reeves and Hill say, “In 
terms of when Christians began to adopt the Apocrypha, there is no smoking 
gun. No single individual foisted the Apocrypha on others. What seems 
more likely is that the church over time lost touch with the early approach 
[adhering to the Hebrew canon].”28 But we can actually document when 
some Christians began to list the Apocrypha among the canonical books 
(see below). We need to widen the cast of characters for the story and include 
the material that does not neatly conform to the narrative we want to tell.

The situation is more complicated than the above authors present, since 
the fact is that many early Christians included the books what would be later 
called apocryphal and deuterocanonical (Augustine On Christian Teach-
ing 2.8.12; Breviarum Hipponense; Pope Innocent I; some earlier lists that 
include many of these books are the Mommsen Catalogue and the list in 
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Codex Claromontanus). Important, early Greek MSS (e.g., Codex Vaticanus) 
included many of these books alongside the other canonical books, a point 
Reeves and Hill mention. Some Christian Fathers and the Jewish Talmud 
cited some of these books as scripture, though they probably did not intend 
to make them equal to the canonical books.29 Scholars and teachers would 
do better to acknowledge more of the facts and evidence when narrating 
the history of the Bible so that their readers and hearers are not shocked 
when they do learn about them. Cataloguing the evidence and giving the 
simplest explanation for it strengthens the case. The different Christian Old 
Testaments have roots in the church’s early history. Researchers and teachers 
will continue to argue for which canon is more legitimate, but Christians 
and seekers are helped by at least having knowledge of the historical facts 
in the first place. Some of our introductions do not provide an adequate 
entre into the discussion.

Similar missteps have been made in the case of the NT canon into which 
we cannot delve in this brief space.30 

Ways Forward and Concluding Reflections

There is no doubt that we live in the post-Da Vinci Code world in which 
many people breathe misinformed ideas about the Bible’s history without 
even knowing it. Furthermore, scholars and professors need to be careful 
that our presentations of the evidence are balanced and fair, being careful 
to avoid undue triumphalism. How should we pursue this task? We suggest 
a few paths.

First, Christian scholars and authors need to make sure their research 
is above reproach. By this we mean that descriptions and narratives of the 
Bible’s history need to present the evidence and sound interpretations of 
that evidence. We do not serve the church and wider culture in these areas 
if they find us ignoring evidence or skewing unfairly it in our own favor. Our 
scholarship must be responsible. In the Internet Age, not only are people 
finding their answers on Google, but they are also viewing a massive amount 
of video content on channels like YouTube.31 People will get “answers” to 
their questions one way or another. We would prefer they get their answers 
from trusted scholars. 

Second, pastors need access to good, accessible resources on these 
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questions so they can help their sheep navigate the media morass. Seminaries 
can help by offering good courses on these subjects, but it is an unrealistic 
expectation for each and every seminary to have experts on these issues. 

Third, laypeople need not only to read good material on these questions, 
but they need to see experts who have looked at the evidence and still affirm 
the reliability and trustworthiness of the Scriptures. The “Text & Canon 
Institute” at Phoenix Seminary strives to hit at each of these levels with 
academic publications, student scholarships, and conferences and resources 
aimed directly at laypeople. The papers in this issue of SBTJ are the result of 
that effort, specifically; they are the output from our “Sacred Words” con-
ference held in Phoenix in 2020.32 In the near future, we also hope to host 
an academic conference on the role of Origen in the Bible’s history and to 
launch a new website at textandcanon.org to provide informed, accessible 
answers for laypeople. The Bible’s history is incredible, and Christians have 
good reason for trusting it. We hope these essays go some way to show why 
we believe that is the case.
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