
www.tccathens.org 

1 

 

THE PRESERVATION OF SCRIPTURE 
John 7:53-8:11 (No. 45) 

Treasuring Christ Church – Pastor Boyd Johnson  
September 17, 2017 

INTRODUCTION 

The Word of God Under Assault 
It’s remarkable that God’s word has been preserved throughout the millennia considering how 
fiercely it has been opposed.  From nearly the beginning of the world, God’s word has been 
opposed.  In the Garden of Eden, Satan deceived Eve by calling into question God’s words 
(Genesis 3:1: “Did God really say. . ?)  Satan has always been at work to deceive God’s people 
through lying prophets.  He even tried to tempt Jesus in the wilderness by twisting the Scriptures 
(Matthew 4:1-11). 

Throughout history, rulers and people of influence have attempted to destroy God’s written 
word.  In Jeremiah 36, we read about Jehoiakim, the evil king of Judah, who attempted to 
destroy the written revelation of God as recorded by Jeremiah.  In the Roman Empire, under the 
Emperor Diocletian, there is a story that on February 23, 303, a 10th wave of persecution broke 
out against Christians and they seized their Scriptures and other books and burned them as a way 
to wipe out Christians.  And there are countries around the world where, if it isn’t illegal to have 
a copy of the Bible, it is at least very dangerous to possess the Bible. 

And, of course, in our day, there are liberal critics who attempt to undermine the credibility of 
Scripture and popularize their heresies in books and movies like the Da Vinci Code.  Satan has 
many strategies for separating people from Scripture.  He can seek to destroy it, to thwart its 
translation, to undermine its credibility, to cast doubt about its accuracy, to twist its meaning, and 
so on. 

The Preservation of Scripture 
And yet the Scriptures remain.  Not only do they remain, but God’s word continues to spread 
across the world and accomplish God’s aims.  The historical study of God’s word is a story of its 
survival.  Despite Satan’s best efforts to rid the world of God’s word, he is unable to do so.  God 
has providentially preserved his word. 

The earliest books of the Bible were written 1,400 years before Christ came to earth, and we still 
have his words over 3,400 years later.  This is remarkable.  And yet, this is also expected.  If the 
Holy Spirit would take care to deliver revelation in the form of the Scriptures, then he would also 
want to preserve God’s word for God’s people.  God designed us to depend upon the very words 
of God for spiritual life. 

Deuteronomy 8:3: "Man does not live by bread alone, but man lives by every word that comes 
from the mouth of the LORD."   

So we would expect God to preserve his word so that we would have his words as food for our 
soul.  And because God’s word is vitally important to our life, it’s important that we have the  
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words as God really said them.  It’s important that our copies of God’s word be accurate.  It’s 
important that we have confidence that the words we have in our Bibles are the words the 
biblical authors actually wrote. 

2 Timothy 3:16 says, “All Scripture is breathed out by God.” We want to know exactly what God 
breathed out. 

An Unusual Text 

Now, all this is relevant because in our study of the Gospel of John, we’ve come to an unusual 
text in your Bible: John 7:53-8:11.  In most of your Bibles, you’ll notice that this passage is set 
off in brackets and accompanied by either a footnote or marginal note.  For example, in the ESV, 
the text is bracketed off from the rest of the Gospel of John and the section begins with a note in 
small-caps: “The earliest manuscripts do not include 7:53-8:11.”  The ESV also includes a 
footnote: “Some manuscripts do not include 7:53-8:11; others add the passage here or after 7:36 
or after 21:25 or after Luke 21:38, with variations in the text.”  Most other English translations 
have similar notations as the ESV.  This kind of notation in your Bible is rare.  The other passage 
that has a notation like this is the ending of the Gospel of Mark. 

The reason that our passage is set off in brackets and accompanied by notations is that the 
overwhelming evidence is that the Apostle John did not write this passage and that it was not 
part of his original Gospel.  At some point later, someone added this passage to the Gospel of 
John.  And, therefore, this section in your Bible ought not to be there because it isn’t part of 
God’s inspired word.  Nevertheless, because this section has been attached to the Gospel of John 
for so long, most Bible translations print it, but set it off from the actual text of the Gospel of 
John with brackets and notations. 

An Unusual Sermon and Opportunity 

So that brings up multiple questions.  For one, what’s an expository, verse-by-verse preacher to 
do when he comes to this passage, since the overwhelming evidence is that it wasn’t part of the 
inspired words that John wrote?  That’s a question we’ll tackle next week as I lay out the 
evidence that this is not an authentic part of the Gospel.  And we’ll also think through: if it isn’t 
part of God’s true words, then what do we do with it and how should we think about it? 

But another question is better to begin with and will occupy our time in this sermon.  If this 
section in the Bible is not truly part of God’s word, how can we be sure that the rest of the Bible 
contains the inspired words of God?  That is, how can we be certain we have God’s true word in 
our Bibles?  To be sure, these questions are much too broad to comprehensively cover in one 
sermon. 

Answers to these questions touch on a host of doctrines, such as inspiration (how the Holy Spirit 
acted upon the biblical writers to ensure that what they wrote was the word of God), canonicity 
(how the books of the Bible came to be recognized as the books of the Bible), inerrancy and 
infallibility (the teaching that the Bible is completely true and truthful in all that it teaches, and 
that it always accomplishes its purpose), Bible translation (how to ensure that the original 
languages are translated into native tongues), and others. 
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Large books have been written about each one of these topics. Some of the books are technical, 
but others very accessible and worth reading.  But the doctrine that I want to focus on that I think 
is most relevant to the passage at hand is the doctrine of the preservation of Scripture.  And 
again, this is still much too broad of a topic to cover comprehensively in one sermon.  But this 
passage does provide us the occasion to dip our toes into the waters and presents us with an 
opportunity to gain confidence that the words we have in our Bibles are the very words of God.  
It’s an opportunity for us to go below the text and learn about the history of how we got, in 
particular, the New Testament from the pen of the New Testament writers to our printed pages. 

So this week’s sermon and next week’s are unusual sermons because they are from an unusual 
text.  This sermon will have two parts: First, we’ll examine several passages showing God’s 
providence in preserving Scripture.  And then we’ll learn how God has used man to preserve 
Scripture. 

I. GOD’S PROVIDENCE IN PRESERVING SCRIPTURE1 

There is no doubt that God intends for Scripture to be everlasting.  Throughout the centuries God 
has preserved the written record of his revelation for his people.  And he promised to do so.  
Psalm 119 is the greatest chapter on God’s word in God’s word, and we find a number of verses 
that promise the preservation of his word.  For example, in Psalm 119:160: "The sum of your 
word is truth, and every one of your righteous rules endures forever."  

The truths of God are called various terms in Psalm 119: testimonies, ways, laws, precepts, 
statutes, commandments, and rules.  So the psalmist is saying that God’s rules—that is, his 
word—endures forever. It is preserved.  And notice: “every one of your righteous rules endures 
forever.”  So none falls away. All will be preserved. 

A few verses earlier, he writes in v. 152: "Long have I known from your testimonies that you 
have founded them forever."  Again, “testimonies” refers to God’s word.  They have been 
established forever.  And, then, further back in verse 89, a very important verse: "Forever, O 
LORD, your word is firmly fixed in the heavens."  Here, he gives a location.  God has kept the 
record of revelation in the most secure place in the universe—in the heavens with himself—
where it cannot rot or be corrupted or be lost or be twisted.  His word is perfectly preserved in 
heaven. 

Jesus also promised that God’s word would be fulfilled. 

Matthew 5:18: "For truly, I say to you, until heaven and earth pass away, not an iota, not a dot, 
will pass from the Law until all is accomplished."  

Matthew 24:35: "Heaven and earth will pass away, but my words will not pass away."  

Now, admittedly, none of those verses promise that that God’s written word on earth will be 
preserved.  The perfect record of God’s word is kept in heaven, according to Psalm 119:89. 

                                                      

1 Ideas in the section derived from MacArthur & Mayhue, Biblical Doctrine, 114-18. 
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Nevertheless, we would expect that if Scripture is to be fulfilled and God’s word is to be a 
witness of the fulfillment of Scripture, then God would preserve his written word too.  Since he 
uses his written word as his tool to change our lives, we would expect that he would preserve his 
means of making us more like Jesus. 

The way God has done this is not by miracles but by providence.  God has worked through 
history to keep his words pure.  He has worked through man to faithfully transmit the Scriptures 
from one generation to another.  We see part of the record of his providence in the Scriptures as 
well.  For example, God has commanded his people not to add anything or take anything away 
from his words, under threat of punishment. 

Deuteronomy 4:2: "You shall not add to the word that I command you, nor take from it, that you 
may keep the commandments of the LORD your God that I command you."  

Deuteronomy 12:32: " “Everything that I command you, you shall be careful to do. You shall not 
add to it or take from it."  

Proverbs 30:5, 6: "Every word of God proves true. . . Do not add to his words, lest he rebuke you 
and you be found a liar."  

Jeremiah 26:2: "“Thus says the LORD: Stand in the court of the LORD’s house, and speak to all 
the cities of Judah that come to worship in the house of the LORD all the words that I command 
you to speak to them; do not hold back a word."  

Revelation 22:18–19: "I warn everyone who hears the words of the prophecy of this book: if 
anyone adds to them, God will add to him the plagues described in this book, and if anyone takes 
away from the words of the book of this prophecy, God will take away his share in the tree of life 
and in the holy city, which are described in this book."  

He held people accountable not only to write what he said, but also to preserve it to the letter so 
that it could be read by others.  Even when God allowed his words to be destroyed, he ensured 
that they were restored. 

For example, God gave Moses the commandments on “the two tablets of the testimony, tablets 
of stone, written with the finger of God” (Exodus 31:18).  But when Moses came down from the 
mountain and saw the people of Israel engaged in idolatry and worshiping the golden calf, he 
threw down the tablets in anger and they were smashed to pieces (Exodus 32:19).  God’s word, 
written by the very finger of God, was destroyed.  The people hadn’t even heard what was 
written on them. 

But later, God instructed Moses to cut two more tablets of stone like the first and he said, “I will 
write on the tablets the words that were on the first tablets, which you broke” (Exodus 34:1).  
And so he did: "And the LORD said to Moses, “Write these words, for in accordance with these 
words I have made a covenant with you and with Israel.” So he was there with the LORD forty 
days and forty nights. He neither ate bread nor drank water. And he wrote on the tablets the 
words of the covenant, the Ten Commandments” (Exodus 34:27–28). 

Another time God’s word was destroyed was during the reign of Jehoiakim, one of the last kings 
of Judah.  He did evil in God’s sight and he was carted off under captivity to Babylon. 
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Nebuchadnezzar later sent him back to govern the land as his servant and it was during this time 
that the prophet Jeremiah preached in Jerusalem.  Jeremiah’s message was that Judah must 
repent. He had this message from the Lord written on a scroll. 

Jeremiah 36:4: "Jeremiah called Baruch the son of Neriah, and Baruch wrote on a scroll at the 
dictation of Jeremiah all the words of the LORD that he had spoken to him."  

The scroll was delivered to Jehoiakim to be read so that he would hear the Lord’s words. And 
here’s what happened: 

Jeremiah 36:21–23: "Jehudi [one of the king’s servants] read it to the king and all the officials 
who stood beside the king. It was the ninth month, and the king was sitting in the winter house, 
and there was a fire burning in the fire pot before him. As Jehudi read three or four columns, the 
king would cut them off with a knife and throw them into the fire in the fire pot, until the entire 
scroll was consumed in the fire that was in the fire pot."  

The king destroyed God’s word.  Yet, even then, God restored his word. 

Jeremiah 36:32: "Then Jeremiah took another scroll and gave it to Baruch the scribe, the son of 
Neriah, who wrote on it at the dictation of Jeremiah all the words of the scroll that Jehoiakim king 
of Judah had burned in the fire. And many similar words were added to them."  

So God not only restored the original words, but God added to the words. 

And, finally, we remember that even when God’s word was lost for a generation in Israel’s 
history, he providentially caused it to be found.  Copies of the book of the Law had been 
missing, perhaps even destroyed by the evil king of Judah, Manasseh.  But during the reign of 
Josiah, a good king, he instituted repair work to be done on the temple and in doing so, 2 
Chronicles 34:14-16 tells us the priest found the book of the Law.  The word of God was 
rediscovered after it had been missing. 

So God has providentially acted to preserve his word.  At times, he intervened directly in order 
to restore what was destroyed or find what was lost.  But ordinarily he has used faithful scribes 
to copy God’s word and pass it down from generation to generation. And that’s what we turn to 
next. 

II. MAN’S DILIGENCE IN PRESERVING SCRIPTURE 

We’re going to focus on the New Testament because of the passage in question. And we’ll have 
to do so briefly. 

The Original Autographs 

You probably know the New Testament was originally written in Greek during the lifetime of 
the Apostles.  As Christians spread across the world, there was the need to reproduce the books 
of the New Testament so that Christians could read God’s revelation.  However, the printing 
press didn’t come about until 1440 and the first printed Greek New Testament wasn’t published  
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until 1516 (Erasmus, 1 year before the Reformation).  So until the printing press, the only way to 
copy the New Testament was by hand.  And that was done faithfully because the scribes knew 
the importance of the documents they were copying. 

The original New Testament texts that Matthew and Mark and John and Luke and Paul and 
others wrote, no longer exist as far as anyone knows.  And that’s just as well because if they did, 
people would no doubt treat them as objects to be worshiped. 

Is it a problem that we don’t have the originals to compare our Bibles with? No, it isn’t a 
problem for at least two reasons: First, copies of God’s word can still be called the word of God 
as long as the copies accurately reflect the content of the original texts.  The original texts were 
inspired. Insofar as the copies accurately reflect the original, we have the inspired words of God. 

Second, with the growth and spread of the church around the world and the importance of these 
documents, they were copied a lot.  That’s probably why the originals don’t exist anymore. They 
were copied and carried around so much that they simply wore out. The materials they used 
don’t readily hold up for thousands of years. 

The Number of Extant Manuscripts 

How many copies were made back then? No one could even guess.  But we can give the number 
of copies known to exist today.  Some of these copies are the full New Testament. Most are 
pieces of the New Testament.  All told, there are over 5,800 handwritten copies of the New 
Testament or parts of the New Testament preserved in libraries around the world, most of which 
are available electronically.   

As I said, most of these manuscripts don’t include the full New Testament. Nevertheless, the 
average Greek New Testament manuscript is more than 450 pages long.2  And if you were to 
publish all the known, ancient handwritten New Testament texts together, it would comprise of 
more than 2.6 million pages of text with hundreds of witnesses for every book of the New 
Testament.  And, by the way, there are discoveries of more manuscripts being made all the time. 

Are 5,800 handwritten manuscripts a lot?  It’s a wealth of data that makes ancient literature 
scholars salivate.  There is no other work that comes anywhere close.  Scholars who study 
ancient works are ecstatic if they have 20 existing copies of ancient works.  The New Testament 
has over 1,000 times the manuscript data than other works in existence of that era. 

And these numbers don’t take into account the number of translations of the Greek New 
Testament that are early.  Beginning in the 2nd century (100s), the New Testament began to be 
translated from Greek into other languages—Latin, Coptic, Syriac, Georgian, Gothic, Ethiopic, 
Armenian, and others.  No one so far has counted all the early translations, but it is estimated 
there are over 20,000 handwritten manuscripts of the New Testament in various languages.  Of 
that, there are about 10,000 Latin manuscripts of the New Testament alone, which was an 
important language in the early centuries. 

                                                      

2 Statistics in this section from Wallace, In Defense of the Bible, 139-163. 
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On top of all that are the sermons, commentaries, teachings, and other correspondence of ancient 
church leaders who quote the Bible.  So far, over 1 million quotations of the New Testament 
have been discovered in these writings.  The quotations are so numerous, that by piecing together 
these quotations, you could piece together nearly the entire New Testament. 

One scholar writes: “If all other sources for our knowledge of the text of the New Testament 
were destroyed, [these patristic quotations] would be sufficient alone for the reconstruction of 
practically the entire New Testament” (Metzger, The Text of the New Testament, 126).  So the 
amount of data to determine the original text is massive. 

Variants within the Manuscripts 

Now with thousands of handwritten manuscripts come errors and variants in the copies.  As 
careful as the scribes were, we would expect that humans would make errors.  So, not 
surprisingly, spread across these thousands of manuscripts are thousands of variations in the text, 
what scholars call “different readings of the text.”   

If there are thousands of variations across the New Testament, is that a problem? Not really, for 
several reasons.  First, we would expect that the more copies you have, the more variations will 
be found.  On the other hand, the more copies in existence, the more evidence you have on which 
readings are the original ones. That is, the more manuscripts you have, the more the variations 
tend to be self-correcting.  If you only had two manuscripts of the Gospel of John and one of 
them this disputed passage in 7:53-8:11 and the other didn’t, you’d have a challenging time 
deciding which one was the original. But if you have copy after copy without this passage and all 
the early copies lack this passage, your confidence increases that John didn’t write it. 

Second, the thousands of variations across the New Testament aren’t really a problem because 
the majority of the variations are insignificant.  More than 70% of all variants are spelling 
mistakes made by the scribe.  For example, does the Apostle John’s name have two “n’s” or one? 
Depending on the region of the scribe, perhaps it could be spelled differently. But that counts as 
a variant, even though it is insignificant. 

Another 5% or more of the variants are nonsense readings.  For example, in 1 Thessalonians 2:7, 
rather than reading “we were gentle among you,” one copy reads, “we became horses among 
you.” That doesn’t even make sense and those errors are easy to spot and determine the original.  
Those kinds of variants are the vast majority found in the copies and are easy to spot and 
determine what the original author wrote. 

There are other categories of variants, but the only ones that are significant are the category that 
comprises less than 1% of the variants.  That is, of all the thousands of variants found across all 
the copies, less than 1% are significant.  A variant is significant if it is viable (that is, there’s 
enough evidence to make it a possible reading) and meaningful (that is, the meaning of the 
passage is changed to some degree). 

How do you know which passages are among the less than 1%? The marginal notes in your 
Bible tell you.  For example, look at John 9:35.  Jesus asks a question and, in the ESV, it reads, 
“Do you believe in the Son of Man?”  Notice there is a footnote that reads, “Some manuscripts 
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the Son of God.”  What the ESV is telling you is that some manuscripts have those words, but 
that the translators believe Son of Man is correct. 

Is the difference meaningful? Yes. Son of God doesn’t mean Son of Man.  Yet notice that Jesus 
truly is both, so regardless of the reading, no cardinal doctrine is affected either way.  And that’s 
true of every one of these less than 1% variants. No cardinal doctrine changes regardless of the 
reading.  Our passage in John 7:53-8:11 falls into this category.  Whether the text is accepted or 
rejected, nothing about our faith changes. 

Textual Criticism 

There are biblical scientists who study in the field known as textual criticism and their job is to 
sort through all the manuscripts, find the variants, and determine the reading that is most likely 
the original.  Along with the care of scribes over the centuries before the printing press, God has 
used this science in his providence to preserve his word. 

CONCLUSION 

So both through the providence of God and the diligence of man, God has preserved his 
Scriptures so that you can have confidence that what you have in your Bible reflects God’s actual 
words.  But the last word on this topic should be God’s.  The prophet Isaiah wrote of the 
preservation of God’s word.  In chapter 40, he contrasted the fading and changing nature of man 
with the unchanging, enduring word of God.  He wrote in 40:8: "The grass withers, the flower 
fades, but the word of our God will stand forever."  What is written will come to pass. What is 
written will endure.  And so we have the preserved word of God in our hands. 


	INTRODUCTION
	The Word of God Under Assault
	The Preservation of Scripture
	An Unusual Text
	An Unusual Sermon and Opportunity

	I. GOD’S PROVIDENCE IN PRESERVING SCRIPTURE0F
	II. MAN’S DILIGENCE IN PRESERVING SCRIPTURE
	The Original Autographs
	The Number of Extant Manuscripts
	Variants within the Manuscripts
	Textual Criticism

	CONCLUSION

