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Transcriptional errors and the Importance of Doctrine 
 

The New Testament is the Christians authority.  It is where they get their 

information about God, Jesus, the cross, the resurrection, heaven, hell, and how to be 

saved.  But if the Bible has been changed, or is not trustworthy, all the above doctrines 

now come into question.  The source of Christian doctrine has eternal benefits or 

consequences if found to be true or corrupted.  Basically, is the New Testament true?  

And, can a person base their eternal destination on the teachings of the New Testament? 

 The popular view today is that the New Testament has been copied so many 

times, it is no longer trustworthy.  Conservative scholars have taken up this challenge for 

many years now and the verdict is in.  The announcement is both good and bad news. 

The Good News about the New Testament 

 The New Testament has the greatest number of handwritten copies (known as manuscripts) of 
any ancient book. We have 5,644 Greek manuscripts and a total of over 24,000 when you 
include manuscripts from other languages.1 The second greatest number of handwritten copies 
is The Iliad by Homer, numbering 650.2 To date, there are only 10 works left of Caesar and 
seven of Plato.3 This is important because the more copies of the New Testament there are, 
the more scholars can check for errors and restore the original texts. 

 

 Because of manuscripts wearing out, ancient works were frequently copied to preserve them. 
The time interval between the writing of The Iliad by Homer and the oldest preserved copy 
(800 B.C. to 2-3 centuries) is one thousand years.4 The works of Caesar have a 950-year gap 
and Plato has a 1,250-year gap.5 The oldest manuscript of the New Testament is a piece of 
John 18 dating 117-138 A.D. If the Gospel of John is dated at 80 A.D, this puts the gap of time 
at only 37 years from the original. Large portions of the Gospels and Epistles have also been 
found that date to the second and third centuries.6 A shorter time gap means copying mistakes 
are less likely. The New Testament has the most manuscripts closest to the original of any 
ancient work. The Old Testament has tens of thousands of manuscripts that have been 
amazingly preserved, due to the Jews' high view of the Scriptures.7 
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 Writings of church fathers show that all of the New Testament books were generally accepted 
as Scripture by the middle of the second century.8 The church at large formally accepted the 
27 books of the New Testament, as inspired in 393 A.D, at the Council of Hippo in Africa.9 The 
Old Testament was already compiled and in use by the time of Christ.10  

 
Some Bad News about the New Testament 

 
 Is it true that from all the hand copying for over a thousand years in many 

different countries there are copying mistakes?  Yes, it is true.  Most of them are 

grammatical mistakes, and can be easily corrected.  However, according to Greek 

scholars, there are some New Testament texts that are difficult to know the authors 

original meaning.  Scholar Philip Schaff reports: 

“Of the 150,000 variants…only 400 changed the meaning of the passage…”11 

More Good News about the New Testament 

But Schaff continues about these variants or transcription errors: 

“…only fifty were of real significance, and not even one affected “an article of faith or a precept of 

duty which is not abundantly sustained by other and undoubted passages, or by the whole tenor of 

Scripture teaching.”12 

What this all means is the New Testament has been brought to court and has been found 

true.  Passages that are in question do not affect any Christian doctrine, and the gospel of 

Jesus Christ and the writings of Paul have passed the scholars tests.  Instead of hiding 

from scholars, the New Testament has been tested and found accurate 
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