History of the Bible, Part 1: 

Nature and Origins
The Nature and Purpose of the Bible
There is no other book like the Bible.  It is a divinely harmonious collection of various writings (history, biography, law, songs, poetry, prophesy, correspondence and more), written by over 40 authors, over a period of a thousand and a half years.  It is the most widely distributed book in history, and continues to be the world's best seller yearly.  The Bible is, by far, the most read, studied, scrutinized, researched and commented on book that humankind has ever seen.  French philosopher, Voltaire, declared that the Bible would become obsolete within a hundred years of his lifetime.  His prophecy has proven patently wrong considering that the Bible continues to be the best selling book in the world every year.  Ironically, fifty years after Voltaire’s death the Geneva Bible Society purchased his estate as a printing and distribution centre for the book Voltaire purposed to exterminate.
        
The Bible is God's written record of His revelation to men and women.  It is the standard by which all teaching is to be measured, and is the true guide for life and conduct.  It is Scripture that testifies of and foretells the life and ministry of Jesus Christ (in the Old Testament), and records his life and teachings (in the New Testament).

      
The Bible itself talks about the purpose of Scripture.  2 Timothy 3:15:17: …the holy Scriptures…are able to make you wise for salvation through faith in Christ Jesus. All Scripture is God-breathed and is useful for teaching, rebuking, correcting and training in righteousness, so that the man of God may be thoroughly equipped for every good work.  John 5:39: You diligently study the Scriptures…These are the Scriptures that testify about me…. Joshua 1:8:8:  Do not let this Book of the Law depart from your mouth; meditate on it day and night, so that you may be careful to do everything written in it. Then you will be prosperous and successful.
What is “The Bible?”

For those who believe in the providence of The Almighty there is the natural and correct sense that God has left a written record of himself as a witness to those made in his image.  The Bible is that singular authoritative record. The basis for that belief is faith in Jesus as the Son of God.  We don’t believe in Jesus because we believe in the Bible; we believe in the Bible because we believe in Jesus—for he not only affirmed the Scriptures as true, he is the Author and fulfillment of them.  The starting point for this paper is an a priori conviction that the Christian Scriptures (Old and New Testaments) as they were originally given have been providentially preserved as a witness from heaven for our benefit and for God’s glory.  This is the legacy of our Bible.
Thus, the assumption that we should carry into any task of ministry is that the Bible is true.  But when we say, “The Bible is true,” we have to have some understanding of what we mean by “The Bible.”  It may seem like a silly question, but we must ask, “What is the Bible?”  Is the King James Version of 1611 the Bible?  Or is it the King James Version of 1769?  How about the New International Version of 1978 or the New American Standard Version of 1971?  Are we talking about the New King James Version of 1982 or possibly the Amplified Bible of 1965? What about the New World Translation published by the Jehovah’s Witnesses in 1950, is this the Bible?  Or how about the Latin Vulgate of 380 or the Geneva Bible of 1560 or the Greek Septuagint of the third century B.C. or the Textus Receptus of 1516?  Are the fourteen books of the “Apocrypha” to be considered part of the Bible?  And what about non-English Bibles?  Many of these preceded our English translations.  Which of these are authoritative?  Of the hundreds of Bibles that have been translated and published, which should and should not be considered the “word of God?”

When we talk about “The Bible,” it is really the original writings of Paul, or Moses, or the Prophets or Matthew, Mark, Luke and John to which we refer.  The vast majority of us are not well versed in Ancient Hebrew or Koine Greek so we must trust that whatever English version we use is faithful to what was formerly handed down to us.  How are we to know if the English translation we are using is trustworthy—or do we just take it for granted?  Are some English translations less trustworthy than others?  And, is there a singular authoritative English version as some claim (i.e., the King James Version/New World Translation)?
Bible translations are merely attempts by scholars (or novices) to reconstruct in the language of their people what are considered to be the authoritative writings of the Christian Scriptures.  Though each version has its own unique purpose (and bias), there are two main tasks in rendering a Bible in the language of any people.  The first is determining which sets of Hebrew and Greek (and some Aramaic) writings are the best and most likely representation of what the biblical authors actually wrote.  The second is translating those writings into the vernacular in a way that best reflects what the inspired authors meant to say.  Each is a ponderous task and no Bible translator has ever claimed infallibility in their undertaking.  Most of us take for granted the luxury of having Bibles to read and study without giving much thought to the momentous achievement it is to get a faithful witness of the word of God into our hands.
Mormons and Muslims claim a distinct advantage in that the Book of Mormon and the Quran are said to be preserved verbatim in their original languages without error of transmission.  Such an advantage is, of course, slightly tinged by the high probability that their prophets were either delusional or satanically deceived.  But to have the originals of the authoritative holy writings of your faith perfectly preserved would be a tremendously convenient benefit.  Despite the fact that Christians have no such claim about the Bible, the manuscript evidence concerning the content of the original writings of The Scriptures is so pervasive and compelling that their preservation is to be considered thoroughly unique and eminently trustworthy.  There are no more scrutinized writings in all of history than the manuscripts on which our Bible is based
The evolution of our Bible From Ancient Tablets to Modern Translations1 is remarkable, even miraculous.  Josh McDowell, in his groundbreaking apologetic, Evidence that Demands a Verdict, documents the fact that the manuscript evidence we have to reconstruct the writings of the New Testament is better than the manuscript evidence available to reconstruct the early writings of William Shakespeare (which were written 500 years ago compared to 1900 years for the New Testament writings).  In other words, we can be more sure of what Paul said than of what Shakespeare said.  The preservation of the Hebrew Scriptures is just as remarkable, if not more, considering how much earlier Moses and the Prophets lived.  Masorites and other Hebrew scribes devoted their entire lives to the perpetuation of the Ancient Text.  Their work was so painstaking and the checks on their work were so stringent that even apart from faith we can have supreme confidence that the Hebrew Bible has been handed down to us with no significant errors of transmission.  For example, the Masorites, who worked between the 7th and 11th centuries, not only knew exactly how many words were in the Hebrew Bible or portion thereof, they knew exactly how many letters.  Among the many ways they checked the accuracy of their copy was to count all the word and all the letters in the portion they were transcribing.  They also knew what the middle word and the middle letter of whatever book they were copying and would count both forward and backward to that middle word and the middle letter.  If there wasn’t a perfect match in any of their counting, that copy was to be destroyed and they were to start over.
We have all played the party game where a statement is whispered in someone’s ear and the message is passed down a line of persons, almost invariably revealing a humorous error of transmission.  We can understand how easy it would be to make a mistake in passing down oral and written tradition.  When the Dead Sea Scrolls were first discovered in 1947, many scholars predicted that the discovery would change the Bible as we know it.  Since the Scrolls were hundreds of years older than the best manuscripts that were available until that time, they surmised that grave discrepancies would be found.  The fact that there were virtually no discrepancies was a testimony, not only to the work of the scribes, but to the divine nature of the Scriptures.
The Hebrew Scriptures and Greek New Testament
By the time of Moses, the account of creation, the history of people of God until that time and the law of Yahweh were ready to be recorded in writing.  God himself wrote the Ten Commandments on tablets of stone which were kept in the Ark of the Covenant.  Moses was called by God not only to lead his people out of Egypt but to write the first five books of the Bible, known as the Pentateuch.  The five books of Moses would have been written somewhere around 1400 B.C. and were the earliest writings of the Bible, with the possible exception of the Book of Job.
These early Hebrew writings were preserved and handed down from generation to generation on animal scrolls called “vellum,” usually sheep skin.  As the history of Israel proceeded for the next thousand years the writings of the historians, poets, and prophets continued to be preserved on vellum.  These writings were compiled, copied and distributed over time.  Some were seen to be authoritative and others, not.  It was around four hundred years before the birth of Christ that the canon of the Hebrew Scriptures was finalized.  In the intervening time, Jewish books that collectively became known as “The Apocrypha” were written in Greek and, until a century ago, were part of all Christian Bibles, though not considered authoritative by the Jews. 
The timeline for the writing, compilation and canonization of the New Testament Scriptures is much more compact.  The writing took place in a 50-60 year window in the last half of the first century.  By this time, a parchment made of papyrus reeds was in use. As the church expanded, certain writings that were considered authoritative were used for teaching and public worship.  By the year 170, the compilation was pretty much complete and agreed upon by the leading elders of the church worldwide.  It wasn’t until the year 397 that, in response to the rise of certain heresies and cults, the 27 books of the New Testament were formally canonized at the Synod of Carthage. 2
Of course, we don’t have the original sheepskin on which Moses wrote the Pentateuch or the original parchment on which Luke wrote his Gospel and the Book of Acts.  What we have are multi-generational copies of the originals handed down through the years.  The oldest extant (still existing) manuscript portions of the Hebrew Scriptures date back to about 150 years before Christ and of the New Testament date back to about 130 A.D.—less than a lifetime from the writing of some of the originals.  What is truly remarkable about the Greek New Testament is that there are approximately 5600 extant ancient manuscript portions.  The ancient writing with the next highest number of extant manuscripts is Homer’s Iliad with 643 with most other classic writings by the likes of Aristotle and Sophocles having less than 50. 3
The Canon of Scripture 4
How was it, exactly, that the books that we have in the Bible were considered authoritative and others that might have been considered for inclusion were left out?  Much has been made recently of the so-called “other gospels” like the “Gospel of Thomas,” the “Gospel of Barnabas,” and the “Gospel of Judas.”  Dan Brown used such material in the “DaVinci Code” to cast doubt on the veracity of Matthew, Mark, Luke and John and to promote the idea that Jesus was a married man with children.  And what about the “Apocrypha” and other Judeo-Christian writings that some thought should have been included in the canon (“canon” is Greek for “rod” or “ruler” which came to mean that which is the “rule” for the faith)?  What were the criteria for the books that would be included in the Old and New Testaments?
In hindsight, scholars have identified the major reasons why certain books made it into the Bible and others did not.  Primary among these is authorship.  Any writings that could be attributed to Moses, or Isaiah or the twelve original apostles or to Paul carried more authority by nature of the authority invested in the author.  Two other major criteria would be dating and eyewitness accounts.  The closer a person is to the actual events in time and place, the more credible their witness becomes.  This is a contributing factor to the acceptance of Matthew, Mark, Luke and John.  A fourth factor is theological agreement.  Any writing that would contradict established doctrine and practice would be considered spurious.  That is one reason why Gnostic Gospels, such as the Gospel of Thomas and the Gospel of Judas are not considered authoritative and why the New Testament book of James was questioned by some (it was seen by a few as being antithetical to Paul’s theology of salvation through faith and not works).  But the formation of the canon really had two major factors:  Providence and practice.  To think that God’s hand was not involved in the formation of the canon denies his personal interest in the establishment of an accurate witness to his person, character and plan for humankind.  As far as the human element factoring in the establishment of the canon, it was the above criteria which led to the acceptance and use of the holy writings which, over time and because of practice, became established as Scripture.
Even though there were rabbinical and ecclesial councils which finally sanctioned what books should be in the Bible, the compilations were really confirmed by use long before any formal canonization.  The practice of actually binding different portions of the Bible into one large book or “codex” did not come about until the second and third centuries.  The 39 “books” of the Old Testament and 27 “books” of New Testament were documents that were read and used separately and put together in collections over time.  Canonization occurred first through use and then through “lists” that were made by persons with authority among the Jews and the church.  Though there had been some question about the book of Esther as well as the New Testament books of Hebrews, James, 2 Peter, 2 & 3 John, Jude and Revelation, those who finally canonized the books of the Bible had no agonizing or contentious decisions to make—they merely confirmed what had already been received and was in use by the people of God.  Though some other books were mildly considered for inclusion in the canon, none were seriously.  For this reason the canon is considered closed to any other additions, ancient or modern.
The Apocrypha 5
Many Protestant Christians know that there are certain books in the Roman Catholic Bible that are not contained in the published Bibles that they themselves use.  But most Protestants don’t realize that until 120 years ago, these books, called “The Apocrypha” were part of the King James—the Bible used by the vast majority of English speaking Protestants.  These books, with the exception of one, were written during what is known as the “Intertestamental Period” (between the Old and New Testaments).  They were accepted as part of the Old Testament by many early Christians—mostly because these writings were included in the Septuagint, the Greek translation of the Old Testament.  The rabbinical council of Jamnia (c. 90), which ratified the canon of the Hebrew Scriptures, did not recognize the fourteen books of the Apocrypha.  The early church Fathers paid little attention to them but because Jerome included them in his influential Latin Vulgate in the fourth century, the Apocryphal books were seen by the church as authoritative until the time of the Protestant reformation.  It was at this time that Luther’s translation removed the Apocrypha from the Old Testament proper and relegated them to a third section as a question of canonicity.  In response to this, the Roman Catholic Council of Trent (1546) formally recognized twelve of the fourteen books.  As time progressed, Protestants saw them as less and less authoritative and, today, the Apocrypha is excluded from most non-Catholic Bibles.  The original books of the Apocrypha are:  1 Esdras, 2 Esdras, Tobit, Judith, Rest of Esther, Wisdom, Ecclesiasticus (also known as Sirach), Baruch, Song of the Three Children, Story of Susanna, Bel and the Dragon, Prayer of Manasses, 1 Maccabees, 2 Maccabees.
In Part 2 of this paper we will look at what is involved in the work of translation and the history of the English Bible.
1 The best book I have seen on this subject is David Ewert’s A General Introduction to the Bible: From Ancient Tablets to Modern Translation.  Grand Rapids, Zondervan, 1990.
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