
 

 

WHERE DID WE GET THE BIBLE? 
An Article by Paul E. Brown 

 

The word “Bible” comes from the Greek word biblos, which means “book.”  To Christians, the 

Bible is the book.  Jesus often referred to the Old Testament--which was the only part of the 

Bible that they had during his earthly ministry--as “the Scripture,” or “the Scriptures.”  That term 

was also applied, then, to the New Testament when it came to be written.  The word “Scripture” 

means, literally, “writing”--and, again, to Christians, the writing that makes up the Old and New 

Testaments is the writing above all other writings.  Conservative Christians believe the Bible to 

be uniquely inspired of God to the point that it is infallible, wholly without error.  We believe 

that the Bible is the only reliable guide for faith and practice.  We believe it to be the Book above 

all other books. 

 

With Christians placing that kind of reliance and emphasis on the Bible, the question arises: 

Where did we get this unique book?  How did it come to exist in its present form?  Let me 

answer that question in two parts: First, let’s consider... 

 

 

                                         I.  THE PRODUCING OF THE BIBLE 

 

This marvelous collection of 66 books that we call the Bible wasn’t just dropped down from 

heaven one day, complete as we have it today--so how was it produced? 

 

A.  Ultimately, God was the author of the Bible--but he worked through human 

instrumentality.  In 2 Peter 1:20-21 we read: “Knowing this first, that no prophecy of the 

scripture is of any private interpretation.  For the prophecy came not in old time by the will of 

man: but holy men of God spake as they were moved by the Holy Ghost.” 

 

These writers of the Bible were not robots, or automatons.  They were in full possession of their 

faculties.  In a relatively few instances, God dictated what was to be written--but in the vast 

majority of cases, the author’s writing reflects his own unique personality, background, and 

manner of speech--but it is crucially important to realize that God superintended the entire 

process, so that the final result was exactly what God wanted written, word for word. 

 

The various books of Scripture were written by about 40 different authors over a long period of 

time.  The Old Testament was written over a period of about a thousand years, beginning in 

approximately 1400 B.C.   

 

Moses is recognized as the first writer of Scripture.  Exodus 24:4 says, “And Moses wrote all the 

words of the Lord....” 

 

God moved upon the hearts of numerous prophets to contribute to that sacred collection that we 

call the Old Testament.  For example, in Isaiah 8:1 we read: “Moreover, the Lord said unto me, 

Take thee a great roll, and write in it with a man’s pen concerning Maher-shalal-hash-baz.”  That 

was to be the name of Isaiah’s son, soon to be born, and this son was to have a special purpose in 

life--and God said, “Isaiah, I want you to write down what I’ve told you.”  Isaiah did so, and the 



 

 

story of Maher-shalal-hash-baz is a part of the book of Isaiah. 

 

In Jeremiah 30:1-2 we read: “The word that came to Jeremiah from the Lord, saying, Thus 

speaketh the Lord God of Israel, saying, Write thee all the words that I have spoken unto thee in 

a book.” 

 

Habakkuk 2:2: “And the Lord answered me, and said, Write the vision, and make it plain upon 

tables, that he may run that readeth it”--and Habakkuk did write the vision that God had given 

him, and it is part of the book bearing that prophet’s name.  

 

God spoke to and through many others down through the years, until the last book in the Old 

Testament, Malachi, was probably written around 430 B.C.  

 

The entire New Testament was written over a much shorter period of time, beginning soon after 

the crucifixion, resurrection and ascension of Jesus--with the last book being written about 95 

A.D.  All of the New Testament books were written by apostles or their close associates--with 

thirteen of them being written by Paul--or fourteen, if Paul wrote Hebrews, as some think he did.  

It is significant that the apostle Peter, a writer of Scripture himself, recognized Paul’s writing as 

being inspired of God.  In 2 Peter 3:15-16 we read: 

 

     And account that the longsuffering of our Lord is salvation; even as our beloved brother Paul 

     also according to the wisdom given unto him hath written unto you; As also in all his 

     epistles, speaking in them of these things; in which are some things hard to be understood, 

     which they that are unlearned and unstable wrest [twist], as they do also the other scriptures, 

     unto their own destruction.  

 

In 1 Corinthians 14:37 Paul said, “If any man think himself to be a prophet, or spiritual, let him 

acknowledge that the things that I write unto you are the commandments of the Lord.” 

 

In Revelation 1:10-11 the apostle John gives this testimony: “I was in the Spirit on the Lord’s 

day, and heard behind me a great voice, as of a trumpet, Saying, I am Alpha and Omega, the first 

and the last: and, What thou seest, write in a book....” 

 

B.  But how did the books that we have in our Bible come to be recognized as inspired, as 

opposed to other books being circulated that claimed to be inspired?  The answer is that these 

sixty-six books proved to be mightily used of God to point people to salvation, to help Christians 

grow and mature, and to minister to the deepest needs of the human heart.  In many of these 

books the human author identifies himself--and these authors were men who were uniquely 

qualified to convey God’s truth to others.  In some books the author is not identified, but the 

book’s content is such that it is self-authenticating.  Thus, it has “risen to the top” and been 

recognized as inspired of God.     

 

Down through the years there were various councils--meetings of religious leaders--in which 

there was discussion as to which books being circulated in their day were inspired and which 

ones were not.  Although they debated as to whether or not certain books should be included in 

the sacred collection of inspired writings, it should be noted that most of the books in our Bible 



 

 

were not in dispute.  But in spite of all the discussion and debate about those that were in 

question, gradually the sixty-six books that we now know as the Bible came to be recognized as 

different from all the other books being circulated.   

 

At the Council of Jamnia, toward the end of the first century A.D., a group of Jewish Rabbis and 

scholars agreed on which books constituted the Old Testament.  Christians have also affirmed 

that decision over and over again.  However, long before that Council met, the 39 books that we 

call the Old Testament today had been recognized as the Word of God and had been read and 

revered by Jews, and used in their synagogues.    

 

Another significant meeting was the Third Council of Carthage in 397 A.D. At that gathering, the 

Christian leaders who were present reaffirmed, in regard to the New Testament, what had already 

become obvious throughout Christendom--and that was that these 27 books had proven 

themselves, by their impact on people’s lives, to be the very Word of God.  

 

In his book, The Making of the Bible, William Barclay traced the history of how the various 

books came to be recognized as uniquely inspired of God.  At the end of his historical narrative 

he said: 

 

     ...these books did not become Scripture by the decision of any Church or any man; they 

     became Scripture because out of them men in their sorrow found comfort, in their despair 

     hope, in their weakness strength, in their temptations power, in their darkness light, in their 

     uncertainty faith, and in their sin a Savior.  That is why the Bible is the word of God.  When 

     the Church did make its canonical lists, it was not choosing and selecting these books; it was 

     only affirming and attesting that these already were the books on which men had stayed their 

     hearts and fed their souls.  And that is why there never can be a time when the Church or the 

     Christian can do without this Bible which has always been the word of God to His people, 

     and the place where men find Jesus Christ. 

 

The inspired author of Psalm 119:89 said: “Forever, O Lord, thy word is settled in heaven.”  

 

Now, consider with me... 

 

 

                               II.  THE PRESERVATION OF THE BIBLE 

 

Sometimes people are taken aback to learn that we don’t have any of the original manuscripts of 

the Bible.  Those originals, sometimes called the autographa, have all been either lost or 

destroyed.  In light of that fact, people sometimes ask, “But, was it not the original manuscripts 

that were inerrant and infallible?”--and the answer to that is, “Yes.”  “How, then,” they ask, “can 

we be assured that the Bible we have today is an accurate representation of those inerrant, 

infallible original manuscripts?”  It certainly is a fair and valid question, and I’m glad to say that 

there is a clear and valid answer--and the answer is this: 

 

Throughout the centuries faithful men copied, quoted, circulated, and translated God’s Word, 

so that as a result we have volumes of evidence to establish what the original text said. 



 

 

 

A.  First, let’s consider the OLD TESTAMENT.  

 

When Jesus walked the earth, the New Testament had not yet been written, so the Bible of Jesus 

and his contemporaries--which Jesus referred to as “the Scriptures”--was the Old Testament.  The 

Old Testament was originally written in Hebrew, with a few parts in Aramaic.  Scholars generally 

agree that the Old Testament, containing the 39 books that make up our Old Testament today, had 

been put together long before the birth of Jesus in Bethlehem, and the Jews realized that those 

writings were indeed the very Word of God.     

 

Jesus made it unquestionably clear that he considered the Old Testament to be the authoritative, 

verbally inspired Word of God.  He and the New Testament writers often referred to, and even 

quoted, Old Testament passages.  For example, in Matthew 4 we see that Jesus rebuked Satan by 

quoting three times from the book of Deuteronomy.  Indeed, on numerous occasions Jesus 

quoted from various books of the Old Testament, thereby placing his stamp of approval on that 

sacred collection.  One Bible scholar has said that Jesus quoted from every Old Testament book 

but two.  Clearly, Jesus believed that every word of the Old Testament came from God.    

 

We do not have nearly as many copies of Old Testament manuscripts as we do of the New 

Testament, but that need not be a great concern, for this reason:  The Jews took great care in 

copying the Scriptures.  They understood clearly that the sacred text was not to be tampered 

with.  Not an adjective, or an article, or even a jot or tittle was to be added or subtracted.  To 

insure accuracy, the copyists--called scribes--would count the number of letters in each word, 

and the number of words in each line, and the number of lines on a page, and then compare all of 

that to the manuscript they were copying.  The rabbis would then go over each manuscript with a 

fine-toothed comb, to be sure that it had been copied accurately.  Sometimes, upon finding 

errors, the rabbis would destroy that particular copy.   

 

One of the most exciting and valuable discoveries in modern times was the discovery in 1947 of 

a group of manuscripts and fragments known as “the Dead Sea Scrolls,” found in caves in the 

ancient ruins of Qumran, located near the Dead Sea.  (Actually, a few had been discovered 

earlier, but it was in 1947 that a large number were found.)  These priceless documents 

included, among other things, many manuscripts and fragments of Old Testament books, 

including a complete copy of Isaiah.  The manuscript of Isaiah is believed to have been written 

about 125 B.C., and is in wonderfully close agreement with our present Hebrew text--which is 

not nearly as old--with only a few minor, insignificant differences.  All of those various 

manuscripts and fragments are believed to have been written between 250 B.C. and A.D. 70.  

Since that initial find, many more manuscripts and fragments have been discovered in those 

caves at Qumran, and a few in other nearby caves.  Altogether, well over 200 Old Testament 

manuscripts and fragments have been discovered, and they include at least fragments of all 39 

books of the Old Testament, with the possible exception of Esther.  The differences in these 

documents and Old Testament manuscripts written centuries later are mostly minor, and are 

insignificant for purposes of understanding or interpretation.  Simply put, the Dead Sea Scrolls 

constitute one more piece of evidence that the Old Testament you hold in your hand was 

faithfully transmitted and preserved through the centuries, and is essentially the same as the 

scrolls from which Jesus read. 



 

 

 

Another assurance we have as to the accuracy of the Old Testament is a fact that I’ve already 

alluded to--namely, that the New Testament contains many references to the Old Testament and 

to its reliability.  Thus, authenticating the New Testament automatically gives further 

authentication to the Old Testament.  

 

B.  We have overwhelmingly convincing proof for the accuracy of THE NEW TESTAMENT.  

 

It was not until 1,500 years after Jesus that printing was invented.  During all of those years the 

New Testament, just like the Old Testament, had to be copied by hand.  How was it preserved 

accurately?  As in the case of the Old Testament, God did it by causing multiple copies to be 

made.  Thus, if a scribe made a mistake in copying any part of the New Testament, there would 

be hundreds of other manuscripts with which to compare it, so as to detect any error.  As a result 

of studying and comparing these many manuscripts, we can be confident that we have Greek 

manuscripts today that are essentially identical to the originals.   

 

As a matter of fact, we have more than 4,500 hand-written copies of the New Testament in the 

original language, which was Greek.  Some manuscripts are complete, and others are partial--in 

some cases, fragments.  Some are dated within a few centuries of the time the originals were 

written--and in a few cases of small fragments, within a few decades. 

 

Additionally, thousands of Scripture quotations are found in the writings of ancient theologians 

and preachers, especially that group that are referred to as “The Church Fathers,” many of whom 

preached and wrote during the second and third centuries A.D.  As a matter of fact, all but a few 

verses of the New Testament could be reproduced just from their quotations.  Compared to the 

writings of other ancient authors, the evidence for the Bible’s content is overwhelming. 

 

Furthermore, one scholar has estimated that there are between fifteen and thirty thousand ancient 

Latin versions of the Scriptures in existence today.  Another has said that there are more than a 

thousand ancient translations of the Bible into various other languages. 

 

Thus, by studying these ancient manuscripts, translations, and quotations, produced at different 

times throughout history, and by comparing one with the other, we are assured that we have 

Hebrew and Greek manuscripts today that are essentially identical to the inerrant, infallible 

originals.   

 

And, lest I be misunderstood, let me explain what I mean by “essentially identical.”  Let me 

explain my position by quoting some men who are outstanding conservative Bible scholars.  Dr. 

Bob Bergen, author of Lifeway’s The New American Commentary volume on 1st and 2nd 

Samuel, and one of the finest Hebrew scholars in America, says that he believes that our best 

Hebrew Old Testament text in existence today is 99.9% in agreement with the inerrant, infallible 

original manuscripts.  Dr. Barry Morgan, one of the finest Greek scholars in America, says that 

he believes the best Greek text in existence today is in exact agreement with the inerrant, 

infallible original manuscripts.  Dr. Jimmy Millikin of Mid-America Seminary, another 

outstanding Greek scholar, has said that only in about 1/1,000th of the Greek text may there be 

some question about a word or some other minor matter.    



 

 

 

One might ask, “Well, what about the differences in the way some English language versions 

read, especially at certain points?”  The answer to that is twofold: For one thing, when Hebrew 

and Greek manuscripts are translated into English, there is room for legitimate differences of 

opinion as to how certain words and phrases can best be translated.  Also, at some points one 

group of translators will use a certain Hebrew or Greek text, while another group of translators 

will prefer a different Hebrew or Greek text which contains minor variations.  But let me 

emphasize again that the differences in the Hebrew and Greek texts that are used for English 

translations are mostly minor and insignificant, and do not affect any major doctrine.  There are 

several fine English translations, including the King James Version, the American Standard 

Version, the New King James Version, the New International Version (1995 and earlier editions), 

the English Standard Version, and the Holman Christian Standard Bible.  That list is 

representative, not exhaustive. 

 

The essential accuracy of these various versions even after all these centuries is in keeping with 

what the inspired writer of Psalm 12:6-7 declared: “The words of the Lord are pure words: as 

silver tried in a furnace of earth, purified seven times.  Thou shalt keep them, O Lord, thou shalt 

preserve them from this generation forever.”   

 

1 Peter 1:23 speaks of our “Being born again, not of corruptible seed, but of incorruptible, by 

the word of God, which liveth and abideth forever.”  The inspired writer is assuring us that the 

word of God cannot be corrupted--in other words, God sees to it that his Word is passed down 

accurately from one generation to another.  

 

Sir Frederick Kenyon, who served for 21 years as Director and Principal Librarian of the British 

Museum, which houses many ancient manuscripts of the Bible, made this statement: “The 

Christian can take the whole Bible in his hand and say without fear or hesitation that he holds in 

it the true Word of God, handed down without essential loss from generation to generation 

throughout the centuries.” 

 

Isaiah 40:8 says: “The grass withereth, the flower fadeth: but the word of our God shall stand 

forever.”   

 

In Matthew 24:35 Jesus said, “Heaven and earth shall pass away, but my words shall not pass 

away.”    

 

But we should not only be clear as to where we got the Bible--it is also profoundly important 

that we understand why God gave us the Bible and has preserved it for us in its purity. 

 

The author of Psalm 119:105 said, “Thy word is a lamp unto my feet, and a light unto my path.” 

The poet, with that verse likely in mind, wrote: “Because the way was steep and long, And 

through a strange and barren land, God put upon my lips a song, And he put a lantern in my 

hand.”   

 

This book is the lantern that will light the way to heaven, and to the highest and best in this life.  

It will light your way through the fog and pain of illness and sorrow.  It will light your path as 



 

 

you struggle to build a strong home, and to raise your children to be responsible citizens.  It will 

light your way through the darkness of  heartbreak and personal failure, as you struggle to get on 

your feet again.  It will do all of that because it will light your way to God. 

 

Here is what Paul wrote to his young protege in 2 Timothy 3:15-17: 

 

     ...from a child thou hast hast known the holy scriptures, which are able to make thee wise 

     unto salvation through faith which is in Christ Jesus.  All scripture is given by inspiration [the 

     Greek word for “inspiration” means, literally, “God breathed”] of God, and is profitable for 

     doctrine, for reproof, for correction, for instruction in righteousness: That the man of God 

     may may be perfect [meaning, “complete”], thoroughly furnished unto all good works. 

 

God gave us the Bible to show us, first, how to be saved, and then how we are to live out our 

faith.  Paul wrote, in Acts 20:32: “And now, brethren, I commend you to God, and to the word of 

his grace, which is able to build you up, and to give you an inheritance among all them which are 

sanctified.”  James 1:22 says, “But be ye doers of the word, and not hearers only, deceiving your 

own selves.”   


