
Bible Study Course 
Introduction to the Bible 

I. The Text of the Bible 
We want now to consider the Text of the Bible – the original languages of the Text, its 

transmission over the centuries, and the ancient MSS containing that text. 
It has been the concern of scholars over the centuries to ascertain the exact text of Scripture, 

as it originally existed. We call these studies “Textual Criticism,” and it is a science not 
confined to the Bible alone, but applied to many kinds of literature. Its aim is to determine the 
original text by studying all available MSS, material and evidence. 
 
Note: - 

A. The Languages used. 
At one time it was confidently thought that nothing was written before Moses, and many 
questioned whether there was any writing even in his day. Now, however, we know that men 
have written for at least 5000 years, for we have actual specimens! It was a very strong Jewish 
tradition that men began to write in the generations immediately following Adam, and Enoch 
in particular is mentioned as one whom God used to record various matters (now contained in 
Genesis 1 – 4). 

 
This matter of writing is important to us, for the Bible is God’s Word written. We are told 
explicitly that Moses wrote at least part of the first five books (Exodus 17:14; 24:4; 34:27-28; 
Numbers 33:2; Deut 31:9, 22, 24), if not a good deal more! It is more than possible that 
Genesis in particular is based on a number of very ancient records written on clay tablets in 
language(s) other than Hebrew. If this is the case then Moses was not only a compiler and 
editor, but a translator as well! We have of course, a number of old sources used in compiling 
the Scriptures, which have now vanished. See Num 21:14; Josh10:13; 2 Sam 1:18; 2 Chron 
9:29. 

 
 There are three languages used in the text of the Bible – Hebrew, Aramaic, and Greek.  
 Nearly the whole Old Testament is in Hebrew, with some small passages in Aramaic  
 whilst the whole New Testament is in Greek without exception.  
 

i. Hebrew. See Chart A 
It belongs to the Semitic family of languages and its Western group which included 
Canaanite, Moabite and Phoenician. It is not called Hebrew in the OT but variously “the 
language of the lip of Canaan.” Isaiah 19:18; “Jews language,” Isaiah 36:11, Nehemiah 
13:24. It is referred to as “Hebrew” in Rev 9:11 and 16:16. In early days Hebrew had 
only dialect variations from Phoenician and Moabite. Although after the return from 
exile, Aramaic gradually became the vernacular of the people, Hebrew remained the 
sacred language (rather like RC Latin!) and was used by the Rabbis in discussion and for 
writing. It has never died out, and in the last century has seen a remarkable revival 
becoming the official language of Israel. 
 

ii. Aramaic. See Chart A 
It belongs to the northern group of Semitic language. It is called in the OT “the Syriac 
language.” E.g. Dan 2:4 (it is often referred to in old books as Chaldee, mistakenly>) It 
was the language of Syria and the upper regions of the Euphrates. It seems that by the 8th 
century BC, and certainly by Sennacherib’s day (7th Century) Aramaic was the 
diplomatic language of the Assyrian Empire (see 2 Kings 18:26) it was to continue as the 
official language in the Persian Empire until its overthrow in 331BC. In fact, a certain 
form of Aramaic was used in the Civil Service of the succeeding empires and has come 
to be called “Imperial Aramaic” (e.g. see Ezra). As we have said, it gradually superseded 
Hebrew as the spoken language of Palestine after the return from Babylon, and remained 
so until the 7th Century AD! This does not mean that it was a younger language than 
Hebrew. It would seem clear that it was the original language of the Patriarchs before 
they finally settled in Canaan, and Hebrew became their tongue. One name in Genesis 
(31:47), one verse in Jeremiah (10:11) and some passages in Daniel (2:4-7:28) and Ezra 
(4:8-6:18; 7:12-26) are in Aramaic. 
 



It was the language spoken everywhere in NT times in Palestine. It was both the 
language of the Lord, the Apostles and the early church in Palestine. We have some 
evidence of this in Aramaic words still in the NT cf Mark 5:41 (Talitha Cumi); 7:34 
(Ephphatha); 15:34 (Eloi Eloi Lama Sabachthani) Acts 1:19 (Akeldama); 1 Cor 16:22 
(Marantha). Also Mammon, Abba, Golgotha, Gabbatha. The Greek of the Gospels and 
some parts of Acts suggest their Aramaic background, and the possibility of older 
Aramaic records used in their writing e.g. Luke 1:5 – 2:52. Today Aramaic is still spoken 
by some Syrian, Iraqi and Persian Christians. 
 

iii. Greek  
It was, however, neither Aramaic, nor Hebrew that was used for writing the NT, but 
Greek. From the time that Alexander the Great conquered the Persian Empire (331BC), 
and the great Greek era began, Greek became increasingly the diplomatic language of the 
Empire, until in the NT times it was the “international language”, Latin being used in the 
Roman Army, Even in Rome most people could speak Greek. Greek is not a Semitic 
language but belongs to the Indo-European family of languages. The Greek used in the 
NT is not classical Greek, but the Greek used in everyday life of the 1st Century AD. It is 
often called Hellenistic Greek. It used to be fashionable to describe NT Greek as 
“Biblical or Jewish Greek!” Recently most scholars have swung away from that position. 
In the light of new discoveries the relation of NT Greek to the common Greek spoken 
and written everywhere at that time has become much clearer. Hellenistic Greek was a 
stage in the process of classical Greek to Modern Greek. Nevertheless, we must state 
emphatically that the LXX version of the OT had a tremendous influence upon NT 
Greek. The LXX used Greek words with Hebrew conceptions and construction. Indeed, 
it gave to some Greek terms a new outlook and meaning. It thus gave the NT Greek a 
particular flavour. We have also to add to this the influence of Aramaic. 
 
 

B. Transmission of the Text 
 

i. Note the word “Scripture”, 2 Tim 3:16, 2 Peter 1:20 – not the spoken 
word, but the written! It thus implies the sovereign oversight of God in 
the writing down and transmission of His Word. (Esp. “Scripture might 
be fulfilled,” John 13:18; 17:12 cf 10:35) 

 
ii. Until the invention of printing in the 15th Century AD, the only mode of 

transmission was copying by hand. In fact, we would have no Bible, due 
to the perishable nature of the materials used, if it had not been for the 
continual painstaking copying over centuries. It is a singularly 
remarkable fact that our Bible has been copied by hand, at least in part, 
for some 4400 years. We know that in the Ancient World from at least 
2000BC men received training to become expert copyists. It was a very 
important function in national, as well as religious life. 

 
iii. We must also remember the tremendous regard and reverence with which 

from the beginning the sacred text was handled by scribes and copyists. 
This has no doubt influenced the comparative standard of accuracy. See 
Josephus, against Apion I, P609. We have to admit that there have been 
some copyists’ mistakes in words, and in numbers, partly explained by 
the nature of Hebrew Script. E.g. no punctuation, no vowels, and letters 
standing for numbers. See Chart B. As can be seen, the result of such 
errors is to produce alternative or variant reading, not to be confused with 
actual shades of meaning in a word itself. E.g. Psalm 100:3 AV cf ASV; 
Isa 9:3; Rev 1:5, “washed” or “loosed” depends on one letter. In fact, 
considering the period of time covered, the complexity of some of the 
records, the amount of the material, it is a real wonder that the mistakes 
are so few and unimportant. Not one single doctrine is affected in the 
whole Bible; the major themes and indeed the minor are unimpaired. See 
F.F.B. “The Books and The Parchments” P180. When one remembers 
that even since printing, mistakes do often get through to publication 



(e.g. Psalm 119:161, old edition of Bible – “Printers” for “princes”; 
Exodus 20:14 – omission of “not” – hence “wicked Bible”), it is no mean 
feat that the Bible is so free of mistakes. 

 
C. The Ancient Manuscripts 

 
1. Ancient MSS of Old Testament Text 
 

a. The problem of establishing the correct Hebrew text of the OT is not an easy one, 
for only comparatively late MSS survive. We have no full MSS, earlier than 9th 
Century AD, although we have some books and fragments much earlier (Dead Sea 
Scroll etc.) All the extant Hebrew MSS of the OT contain the Massoretic Text. The 
Massoretes (“transmitters” from Massorah – ‘Tradition’) were Jewish Rabbis and 
scholars who edited the Hebrew OT from the 6th to the 9th Century AD. There is a 
MS of the Pentateuch in the British Museum usually dated 9th Century AD, and 
one of The Prophets in Leningrad dated 916 AD. There is also one of the whole 
OT from early 11th Century AD, another as old at Oxford, and another older at 
Aleppo! All these belong to the same family tracing their lineage to the same basic 
text. That there were other such texts is evidenced from the variations in ancient 
versions such as the LXX, Syriac, etc. See Chart C. 

 
b. The Massoretes were responsible for introducing vowel signs and punctuation into 

the text. They fixed the Hebrew text to exactness and observed the strictest rules 
for copying. Their work was truly painstaking! E.g. When a book was copied the 
Hebrew letters were counted and the middle letter given, for both the copy and the 
original. If they did not tally, the copy was rejected. Similarly with the words!! 
Their guiding principle was to hand on the text as they received it. It was because 
of their tremendous reverence for it, and the high standard of accuracy, that we 
have so few really early MSS!! The Rabbis disposed of the old worn copies by 
burying them in consecrated ground. Often before they were so interned, they were 
stored in a room in the Synagogue called “Genizah” (hiding place). It has been due 
to some old MSS being overlooked in these rooms, that we now have some of 
them at all. E.g. The Cairo Genizah. 

 
c. The Massoretic Text itself was based on the work of the Talmudists of 2nd Century 

and onwards. (The Talmud is a Jewish commentary upon the OT containing the 
most ancient traditions, stories, observations and explanations.) 

 
d. Thus we can trace the Hebrew Text to within a century of our Lord. Indeed, in all 

probability we can say that we have the same text as He used. But have we any 
other means of checking this text? Yes, we have! 

 
i. The Samaritan Pentateuch 

A version in Hebrew of Genesis – Deuteronomy. It is unquestionably 
derived from a very ancient text different to the Massoretic, which must 
date from at least the 5th Century BC. The earliest MSS extant date from 
the 10th and 13th Centuries AD. It deviates from the Massoretic Text but in 
substance testifies to its essential accuracy. Because of its antiquity it is an 
invaluable check on the Pentateuch. 
 

ii. The Dead Sea Scrolls 
The discovery in 1947 at Qumran of a large number of Biblical MSS has 
greatly influenced the whole study of the Text. These MSS are earlier than 
the Massoretic Text by 900 – 1000 years! They include a copy of Isaiah 
(full); a copy of Habbakuk (full); another of Isaiah (a third only) and 
fragments of every other OT book except Esther, some books being 
represented several times. They constitute another independent witness to 
the substantial reliability we have. 
 

iii. The Septuagint (LXX) 



This is the oldest version of the whole OT being a translation into Greek, 
made at Alexandria, in the 3rd century BC. It was for the benefit of the 
Greek-speaking Jews. It was supposed to have been made by 72 Elders in 
72 days – hence LXX. It is generally considered to be fearful Greek! One 
scholar has called it “Hebrew in disguise.” Its great value lies in its being 
an independent check on the Massoretic Text, for it embodies a basic text 
other than Massoretic. It varies in different places (especially Samuel and 
Kings), but essentially it substantiates the Massoretic Text. Sometimes 
LXX corrects it; generally the Massoretic Text proves superior. The best 
and earliest MSS of LXX date from the 4th and 5th Centuries AD, some 
four centuries earlier than the Massoretic MSS. 
 

iv. The Syriac, or Peshitta (Simple) 
This was a version of the OT in Syriac from Hebrew made probably in the 
2nd or 3rd Century AD. It has been revised in light of LXX, so it is not so 
valuable a check. Nevertheless, it is another witness added to the others for 
the reliability of our Text. The earliest full MSS of the Syriac date from 6th 
– 7th Century AD. 
 

v. The Latin Vulgate (popular) 
This was a translation of the whole Bible into Latin by Jerome, the greatest 
scholar amongst Church Fathers, made about 400 AD. The OT was a 
translation direct from Hebrew some 500 years before our extant 
Massoretic MSS. With the other versions it proves an added check upon 
Massoretic Text. What is generally agreed by all scholars is that the 
Massoretic Text, upon which our OT is based, is superior to the others, 
being more reliable, trustworthy and accurate. See FF Bruce “Second 
Thought on Dead Sea Scrolls” Pg 69 
 

e. Sometimes these versions (LXX, Vulgate, Peshitta) help us in determining the 
meaning of a verse which has become corrupted or seems obscure.(See Chart D 
e.g.) 

 
i. Zech 13:6 “wounds in Thy hands” AV; “between thine arms” RV, RSV, 

NASB; “on your back” RSV cf “in your hands” Syriac, “between thy 
hands” LXX, “what wounds be these in thine clasped hands” Vulg. 
Knox. See Knox’s footnote. 

 
ii. Isaiah 53:10 “Thou…make His soul an offering for sin” AV, ASV, RV 

(mg. alternative given) “When He makes Himself an offering…” RSV 
“He laid down His life an offering for sin” Syriac. “His life laid down 
for guilt’s atoning” Vulg. Knox. “If He would render Himself as a guilt 
offering” NASB. 

 
iii. Gen 4:8 “Cain talked with Abel” AV. Cain told his brother” RV, ASV, 

NASB, LXX, Syriac – “Cain said to Abel, ‘Let us go out into the field 
or plain.” Vulg – “Cain said… ‘Let us go out together.” Obvious 
commission in Hebrew Massoretic Text from next sentence “and it came 
to pass when they were in the field.” 

iv. Exod 17:6 - Hebrew seems obscure. “The Lord hath sworn…” AV, RV, 
ASV, NASB. See margin. Hebrew literally, “A hand upon the throne of 
the Lord.” RSV – “A hand upon the banner of the Lord” (a correction, 
see footnote.) LXX “With a secret hand the Lord wages war upon 
Amalek.” Vulg. Knox  “He cried, ‘lift up your hands to the Lord’s 
throne’ The Lord declares war against Amalek.” Etc (see footnote “The 
Hand of the Throne of the Lord, and the war of the Lord, will be against 
Amalek.”) 

 



Sometimes these versions can throw more light upon the meaning of a verse: cf 
Isaiah 53:4 “stricken” – Vulg. Knox “A leper.” Hebrew translated “stricken” can 
mean plagued, and we find it in Lev 13:14 (see e.g. v2). 

 
2. Ancient MSS of New Testament Text 
 

a. The problem of establishing the correct NT Text is comparatively easier than the 
OT, since we have a large number of Greek MSS preserving many variant forms 
of the original text. We have copies of the Greek NT written in the 4th Century 
AD, quite substantial parts from the 3rd Century and some fragments from the 
2nd. The oldest fragment (of one of the Gospels) dates from 100 – 150AD. In all 
there are MSS of the whole or part of the NT numbering more than 4000. Thus it 
can be seen that there is a large amount of material through which we can 
determine the original NT Text. Nevertheless, there is one sense at least in which 
the determining of the NT Text is more difficult than the OT. Some so-called 
Christian scribes seem to have had no scruples about adding, omitting, or 
changing what seemed to them best!! This the Jewish Rabbis would not have 
dreamt of doing! Thus sometimes because of heresies or for some other reason, 
verses were made “clearer” or more emphatic, or omitted or added!! It is a good 
thing that we have so many MSS extant by which we can judge what was the 
original e.g. 1 John 5:7-8 AV. Note RV, ASV, RSV, NEB, Syriac omit entirely 
both in text and footnotes. It appears in no early or good Greek MSS. Its earliest 
appearance (as far as at present we can judge) dates from the Latin writer, 
Priscillian, 385AD, and thereafter in old Latin MSS. Mrr. Knox says in footnote 
“The Latin MSS may have preserved true text.” 

 
b. In the light of this, it needs to be emphasized that we have more evidence for the 

original text of NT than any other work which has come down to us from the 
Ancient World. (See Westcott “Lessons From RV” Pp205, 210 and RSV 
Preface, pg six.) 

 
c. The most important MSS we have, come from the 4th – 6th Centuries AD. 

Amongst these are: - 
i. Codex Sinaiticus – 4th Century AD MSS of whole Bible, now in the 

British Museum. Parts of the OT missing. 
ii. Codex Vaticanus – same date approximately as above. Missing Heb 9:14 

to the end, Pastoral Letters, Philemon, Revelation. In the Vatican Library. 
iii. Codex Alexandrinus – 5th century AD MSS also in British Museum 

 
d. Scholars today tend to divide all this material into five basic families 

representing the original text, while remembering that they are not independent 
of one another.  

i. The Byzantine (Syrian) – Known often as the Received Text. It underlies 
the AV based on Codex Alexandrinus. From 4th Century AD. 

 
ii. The Alexandrian (Neutral) – Thought often to be nearest to original text. 

Based on Codex Sinaiticus and Vaticanus. Underlies RV & ASV. From 
2nd century AD. 

 
iii. The Western – This is the text of the old Latin MSS. More recently 

scholars have felt this is nearer to the original that first thought. Not later 
than 150 AD 

 
iv. The Ceasarean – It is not easy to determine this. Some think it is a 

correction of the Western by Alexandrian. 
 

v. The Antiochian – The old Syriac Version was based on this. It also cannot 
be later than 150 AD. 

 
  e.    Are there any other ways of checking on the original text? Yes, we have: - 



i. Early VSS of the NT – The most important of these are Latin, Syriac and 
Coptic dating from the 2nd and the 3rd Century AD. 

 
ii. Quotations of NT by early writers. Principally Greek, Latin and Syriac 

from the 2nd – 4th Centuries AD. 
 

f.    
Our latest VSS e.g.  RSV and NEB, etc are now based on all these, each 

variant reading being considered on its merits and no one particular family 
is being favoured. The English AV of 1611 was based on the “Received 
Text”, which was derived by Erasmus from a few late MSS and published at 
Basel in 1516. The most important MSS (Sinaiticus and Vaticanus and 
others) had not been discovered. This edition of the Greek Text was 
substantially the Byzantine based on the Codex Alexandrinus. It included a 
comparatively small number of verses or phrases and one passage, not 
represented in the earliest and most reliable MSS. On the other hand, the 
RV, ASV, RSV, NEB omits these altogether, or relegate them to footnotes 
if there is some possibility of their representing the original text. E.g. 

i. I John 5:7-8 – omitted altogether by all 
 

ii. John 7:53 – 8:11 – RV, ASV keep it in text but have footnote – “Most 
of old MSS omit this passage: those which contain it vary from each 
other.” RSV places whole passage in footnotes. NEB places it on its 
own at end of John’s Gospel, with footnote – “… has no fixed place in 
ancient witnesses.” Some do not contain it at all, some place it after 
Luke 21:38; John 7:36, 52; John 21:24 

 
iii. John 5:3 -4 – RV, ASV, RSV, and NEB, all place it in footnotes. 

 
iv. Acts 8:37 – RV, ASV, RSV, NEB, NASB, also place this verse in 

footnotes.  
 

g. Sometimes the various versions will help us to understand what is meant. E.g. 
i. Rev 21:6 – AV “It is done” – RV, ASV, NEB, “They are come to pass” 

or “already fulfilled.” RSV, NASB go back to AV rendering. To me the 
Latin Vulgate (Knox) is the best; “it is over!” 

 
ii. John 9:3, 4 – A question of punctuation! AV, RV, ASV, RSV, NEB, 

follow the same punctuation. “But that works of God…” linked to 
preceding sentence. The Syriac Version links it to the following 
sentence. Does that embody the true meaning? 

 
iii. Rom 9:5 – AV, RV, ASV give one form; RSV, NEB another. The 

Vulgate and Syriac favour former quite emphatically.   
 

 
D. Conclusion: 

 
When one remembers the 4400 years of copying by hand, the complexity of many of the 
records, the amount of material involved, the generally unscientific way (to us now!) in which 
these things were approached and handled, the human factors of failure, weakness, and 
inefficiency, the ravages of time and war, the perishable nature of the materials used, the 
desire of heresies to conform the text to their own convictions, and sometimes the equally 
great desire of orthodoxy to rule out any embarrassing Scriptures, it is a miracle that we have 
so few real points of variation in the text. 

 
In fact it is singularly remarkable, considering all the evidence we have, that we hold in our 
hands today a text of both the OT and the NT, which is substantially and essentially that 
which was originally written, and to whose accuracy all the latest discoveries testify! 
Furthermore, when we bring all points of doubt we have in the text, due to any mistake 



copying or human failing, and place them together, we discover that no major or minor theme 
of the Bible is impaired in any way, nor one single doctrine affected.  

 
All this cannot be explained other than by the sovereign oversight of God in a most amazing 
way. We have in this volume a miracle indeed as great, if not greater, than the construction of 
the heavens, or the very design in life; certainly more wonderful than any sensational healing 
or raising from the dead. The presence of this book today is an indication of the presence of 
God in history and human affairs. Indeed, we have enough to try our faith, and enough to 
bring us to our knees in marveling trust! 
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CHART A 
 
 The Division of the Semitic Family of Languages 
 NORTH  Amorite, Aramaic 
 WEST  Canaanite, Moabite, Phoenician, Hebrew 
 EAST  Languages of Babylon and Assyria (Akkadian) 
 SOUTH  Languages of Arabia and Ethiopia 
 
  Note: - The Most widely spoken Semitic language today is Arabic. 
 
CHART B 
 
 Showing Difficulties in Hebrew Script 

i. Isaiah 40:3 AV cf ASV 
THEVOICEOFHIMTHATCRIETHINTHEWILDERNESSPREPAREYETHEWAYOFTHEL
ORDMAKESTRAIGHTINTHEDESERT… 

ii. John 9:3, 4 See AV; RV; ASV cf Syriac; Rom 9:5 AV; ASV; cf RV 
iii. No vowels – water = WTR WFR = wafer!! 
iv. JEHOVAH – Heb YHWH 
v. Heb 11:21 cf Gen 47:31 Hebrew for bed & staff MTH (Mittah/Matteh) Thus a mistake was 

made. 
 
CHART C 

ORIGINAL TEXT 
     

BASIC TEXT  BASIC TEXT  BASIC TEXT 
 

 
CHART D 
 

Abbreviations used in RSV for Versions 
 GK  The Septuagint (LXX) 
 Sam  Samaritan Hebrew Text 
 Syr   Syriac OT (Peshitta) 
 Vg   The Latin Vulgate 
 Cn   means “correction” 
 
 An example of a “correction in RSV is Exodus 17:16 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Bible Study Course 
Introduction to the Bible 

IV. The Text of the Bible  
 

Questions 
 

1. What do we mean by “Textual Criticism,” and why is writing so important to those 
who want to learn about God? 

 
2. Which of the ancient versions of the Old Testament is the most important? State 

why it is the most important, and explain how these ancient versions help us in our 
understanding of the Old Testament. 

 
3. If someone doubted the reliability of the Old and New testaments, saying that 

because they were handed down from one generation to another they must have 
altered considerably, how would you answer him? 

 
4. In your own words, compare the importance of the Hebrew and Aramaic languages.  

 
5. Why is it so much easier to establish correct New Testament text? 

 
6.  

a. What effect, if any, have the different versions of Old and New Testaments upon 
the doctrines, and the major minor themes of the Bible? 

 
b. What do you know about 1 John 5:7-8, John 7:53 – 8:11, and John 5:3-4, from 

the footnotes in modern versions of the Bible? Is the meaning of these verses in 
any way affected? 

 
7. Why is the use of the word “Scripture” in certain verses of the Bible so remarkable? 

 
8. What are the most important manuscripts which we have, of the New Testament 

Text? 
 

9. What was “The Received Text”? 
 


