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Sunday, September 25, 2016—Grace Life School of Theology—From This Generation For Ever 

Lesson 30 Various Views of Preservation 

 

Introduction/Review 

 

 Two weeks ago, we resumed class by looking at some introductory things related to preservation.  

After laying out six indisputable facts and discussing their implications, we used the book of 

Jeremiah as a case study to teach us how to think through these issues. 

 

 In this lesson, I want to use what we learned last week as a jumping off point to discuss the 

various views of preservation that have been articulated by Evangelical and Fundamentalist 

theologians. 

 

Preservation or Restoration: The Core Issue 

 

 In Lesson 8 Understanding Basic Terminology: Preservation (11/15/15), we discussed some basic 

information regarding preservation from the pen of Dr. R.B. Ouellette the Pastor of First Baptist 

Church in Bridgeport, Michigan in his book A More Sure Word: Which Bible Can You Trust?.  

Dr. Ouellette described the relationship between inspiration and preservation as follows: 

 

o “. . . inspiration was completed in the past, preservation began in the past and carries 

through today . . .” (Ouellette, 34) 

 

 Dr. Ouellette acknowledged that preservation is a hotly debated topic in our day.  Likewise, he 

shared some thoughts as to why he believed that to be the case. 

 

o “There are seminaries that exist today that seem to ‘explain away’ every verse that 

teaches preservation.   I have a problem with some who feel that verses or doctrine must 

be ‘explained away’.  I prefer to read the Bible and understand it literally.  When God 

says His word will last forever, that it will last for a thousand generations, I believe that 

means God will preserve His word forever. 

 

In the Bible, the writers had no problem quoting Scripture that had been preserved up to 

that time.  Peter quotes Isaiah 40 (I Peter 1:23-25); Paul quotes extensively from the Old 

Testament in Romans 9-11.  Each time a New Testament writer quotes from the Old 

Testament, he is demonstrating that God has been able to preserve His word.  

Preservation is highly debated today because ultimately, the preservation issue will 

decide the translation issue—and preservation is completely a matter of faith in 

God’s power.” (Ouellette, 33) 

 

 Elsewhere,  Ouellette states the following regarding Matthew 24:35, Psalms 119:60, and Psalms 

119:89: 

 

o “It sounds to me as though God is teaching us a doctrine of preservation.  The Scriptures 

clearly teach that even if Heaven and Earth were to pass away, the words would not.  We 



2 
 

Pastor Bryan Ross  GRACELIFEBIBLECHURCH.COM 

are clearly taught that the righteous judgements of God endure forever, and that His 

Word has been forever settled in Heaven.” (Ouellette, 47) 

 

 Dr. Ouellette cites statements issued by Detroit Baptist Theological Seminary (DBTS) and 

Gordon Fee in his book The Textual Criticism of the New Testament as a case in point of the 

propensity the exists within Christian academia to “explain away the clear teaching of Scripture” 

with respect to preservation.  He writes in part, 

 

o “. . . issues related to the biblical text are matters of faith—regardless of which side of the 

issue one takes.  Textual scholarship should not operate solely upon scientific principles 

as though there was nothing divine about the origin of our Bible.  The Bible does have 

something to say about its own preservation, thus necessitating a doctrine of 

preservation.” (Ouellette, 52) 

 

 In a later chapter, Ouellette summarizes his thoughts regarding preservation with the following 

statement, 

 

o “Those who advocate the Westcott and Hort position (i.e., the Critical Text) always have 

trouble with the preservation issue because it negates their practice.  In the question of 

Bible translations, one either has a “preserved” Bible or a “restored, reconstructed” 

Bible.” (Ouellette, 83) 

 

 This is an important central question: 

 

o  Do we have a preserved word or a restored, reconstructed word? 

 

 Jeremiah 51:61-63—should we be trying to “reconstruct” what God ordered to be 

destroyed.  Is it even possible to do so? 

 

 King James-Only advocate Floyd Nolan Jones states the following regarding this question in his 

book Which Version is the Bible? 

 

o “The uncompromising stand is taken herein that God gave us His pure Word in the 

original autographs, and that He preserved it in its pure form unto this day—and will 

continue so doing forever.  Indeed preservation is the only issue separating the Biblicist 

from other professing Christians in this matter; yet, the traditional viewpoint has always 

been that God not only gave mankind His pure word but that He also assumed the 

oversight of its preservation as well.  Over the years, this position has deteriorated and 

the contemporary view is that God has not protected the Scriptures, that they are not 

available in a pure form, and that this necessitates their recovery by reconstructing 

them from the Greek manuscripts which have survived today.” (Jones, 3-4) 

 

 Elsewhere, speaking about contemporary scholarship Jones states, 
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o “They have altered the crucial doctrine of preservation to that of restoration—and most 

text critics do not believe that such restoration is even any longer possible. . . Is it 

reasonable that God gave man His pure infallible Word and then allowed it to become so 

corrupted over time that He (we) was left to call and rely upon unregenerate men to 

restore it?” (Jones, 19-20) 

 

 David W. Cloud concurs with both Ouellette and Jones when he writes: 

 

o “The doctrine of biblical preservation lies at the very heart of the Bible text debate.  The 

Bible cannot be treated as any other book.  It is God’s Word.  God gave it and God has 

promised to preserve it.  The underlying thesis, though, of modern textual criticism is that 

the Bible became corrupted through the centuries and it is the task of textual criticism 

to restore it in its original purity.” (Cloud, 101) 

 

 The importance of this central question (Preservation or Restoration?) has not been lost on 

modern version advocates.  As we saw in Lesson 8, standard Systematic Theology books have 

largely ignored any discussion of preservation.  The same, however, could not be said for 

theological journals and standalone works.  It is to these works that we will now turn our attention 

in an effort to understand the various views of preservation that have been enunciated. 

 

Views on Preservation 

 

 In order to frame this discussion, we will use Professor William W. Combs’ article titled “The 

Preservation of Scripture” from the Fall 2000 issue of the Detroit Baptist Seminary Journal.  In 

seeking to outline the variety of viewpoints regarding preservation, Combs states the following: 

 

o “The views of evangelical Christians who are currently engaged in the present debate 

about preservation can be classified a number of ways.  At the most fundamental level, 

one can make a twofold division: 1) those who deny the Scriptures teach any doctrine of 

preservation and 2) those who affirm there is a doctrine of preservation taught by the 

Scripture either directly or indirectly.  However, a threefold division is more helpful since 

those in group 2, who affirm a doctrine of preservation, are themselves sharply divided as 

to what that doctrine teaches.  On the one side are those who believe that the Scriptures 

have been preserved in the totality of the biblical manuscripts (Hebrew, Aramaic, and 

Greek), and on the other side, are those who believe that the Scriptures have only been 

accurately preserved in the KJV/TR/MT tradition—that any other textual tradition is 

corrupt.” (Combs, 6) 

 

 According to Combs, there are essentially three positions with respect to the doctrine of 

preservation. 

 

o View 1—Denial of a Doctrine of Preservation 

 

o View 2—Preservation in the KJV/TR/MT Tradition 
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o View 3—Preservation in the Totality of Manuscripts 

 

 Before summarizing each of the three positions, Combs offers the following general words of 

caution. 

 

o “Right at the onset, we must distinguish between belief in a doctrine of preservation and 

simply, belief in preservation.  This is crucial in understanding exactly what those in 

group 1 are denying.  To my knowledge, no one in that group denies the preservation of 

Scripture, that is, that the books of the Old and New Testaments have been substantially 

preserved to our day.  But they do deny that Scripture anywhere promises, either directly 

or indirectly, its own preservation—a doctrine of preservation.  That is, they can speak of 

the preservation of Scripture because it is a historical reality, but it is not a theological 

necessity. . . Those in group 2, who affirm a doctrine of preservation, also believe that the 

historical evidence demonstrates the preservation of Scripture, but add that this 

preservation is a theological necessity—Scripture must be preserved because Scripture 

itself promises its own preservation.” (Combs, 6-7) 

 

 With these caveats in mind, let’s take a closer look at each of the three views identified by Combs. 

 

View 1—Denial of a Doctrine of Preservation 

 

 The two most outspoken proponents of this view are Daniel B. Wallace author of “Inspiration, 

Preservation, and New Testament Textual Criticism” in Grace Theological Journal (Spring 1991) 

and W. Edward Glenny author of “The Preservation of Scripture” found in The Bible Version 

Debate: The Perspective of Central Baptist Theological Seminary. 

 

 Regarding the origin of their “novel” view, Combs states: 

 

o “Though it is impossible to prove that most evangelical Christians have always affirmed 

a doctrine of preservation, the position of Wallace and Glenny appears to be a rather 

novel one.  It is clearly the rise of the KJV/TR position that they are seeking to refute—a 

preservation that hints at, and often openly declares, the prefect preservation of the text of 

Scripture.  But in refuting the extreme view, they have eliminated any vestige of the 

preservation of Scripture as a doctrine.” (Combs, 7) 

 

 After surveying the “Biblical Problems” with the notion of preservation, Glenny declares: 

 

o “We do not have a promise in God’s Word that he will preserve it, let alone details about 

how He will preserve it. . . not only does no verse in Scripture explain how God will 

preserve His Word, but there is no statement in Scripture from which one can establish 

the doctrine of preservation of the text of scripture.” (Glenny, 945-95) 

 

 So according to the view articulated by Wallace and Glenny, preservation in a general sense is a 

historical reality but not a scriptural necessity.  In seeking to explain their positon, Combs states: 
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o “Whatever has been preserved, whether it is the Bible or, for instance Julius Caesar’s 

Commentaries on the Galliac War, has been preserved because God is in control of the 

universe.  Any ancient document that is extent today owes its present existence to God’s 

preservation.  So we can say that all the works of ancient authors in existence today have 

been “providentially preserved.”  But again, this does not necessarily imply a doctrine of 

preservation—that God must preserve.  God did not have to preserve Caesar’s 

Commentaries . . . A doctrine of preservation of the Scriptures says that they must be 

preserved—that they cannot have perished.” (Combs, 8) 

 

 On this view there is no distinction made between the preservation of Paul or Caesar.  Wallace 

and Glenny put forth the following two arguments against the doctrine of preservation. 

 

o “First, preservation is not a necessary corollary of inspiration; that is, while inspiration is 

a true doctrine, there is nothing in the doctrine itself that demands that what God inspired 

He was bound to preserve.  Second, the biblical texts that are used to support a doctrine 

of preservation have been misrepresented, and, in fact, do not teach such a doctrine.” 

(Combs, 8) 

 

View 2—Preservation in the KJV/TR/MT Tradition 

 

 The following are just some summary statements regarding this view of preservation as 

summarized by Combs. 

 

o “Although this doctrine receives greater emphasis and is more fundamental in the KJB/TR 

position, as we noted earlier, the preservation arguments also show up in most 

formulations of the MT position.  This distinguishing factor in this expression of the 

doctrine of preservation is the notion that God has only accurately preserved the Scriptures 

in a particular translation (KJV) and printed Greek text (TR) or in a particular manuscript 

tradition (Byzantine).  Other translations of the Bible and other Greek texts are corrupt to 

such a degree that they generally cannot be called the Word of God.” (Combs, 8) 

 

 Combs accurately identifies that advocates of this position tend to utilize the term providential as 

a descriptor for how preservation occurred. 

 

o “This view of preservation is often described by its supporters as nothing more than 

providential preservation.  When, for example, opponents charge that those who hold this 

view actually believe in a continuing miracle of inspiration, advocates commonly protest 

that that is not their position. . .they, we are told, believe in providential preservation.  

However, one gets the impression from their discussions that for the advocates of this 

viewpoint the word providential has taken on an unusual meaning, that providential 

preservation places the preservation of the Scriptures on a different level than other 

works.” (Combs, 9) 
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 Lastly, in his summary of this type of preservation, Combs addresses the issue of public 

availability throughout history and the importance of the TR. 

 

o “Finally, preservation means that the biblical text has always been publically available 

throughout the history of the church.  Hills says, “It must be that down through the 

centuries God has exercised a special, providential control over the copying of the 

Scriptures and the preservation and use of the copies, so that trustworthy representatives 

of the original text have been available to God’s people in every age.”  These last two 

points are quite important because they are used to rule out immediately any printed 

Greek text or version that is not based on the TR.  Only the TR, we are told, displays the 

kind of “perfect” preservation that Scripture promises for itself, and the only Greek text 

available throughout all of church history, according this view, has been the TR.  Any 

printed text or version not based upon the TR must therefore be of necessity corrupt—not 

worthy of the title, “the Word of God.” (Combs, 11) 

 

 Another name for this viewpoint might be “perfect” or “identical” preservation.  Thou Shalt Keep 

Them: A Biblical Theology of the Perfect Preservation of Scripture edited by Kent Brandenburg 

stands out as a primary example of this viewpoint.  Generally, supporters of this view demand 

“exact sameness” or “identical wording” as their standard of preservation.  Therefore, “perfect” 

according to this view means “verbatim” wording without any differences of any kind. 

 

 Consequently, I would consider my personal views on preservation to be a nuanced version of the 

TR position on the matter. 

 

View 3—Preservation in the Totality of Manuscripts 

 

 This view holds that God has preserved His word in the totality of available manuscript witnesses.  

Supporters of this position acknowledge and affirm “that a doctrine of preservation is taught in 

Scripture.”  However, they have rejected the view that “preservation is restricted to just a single 

text-type (e.g., Byzantine Text), printed text (e.g., TR), or version (e.g., KJV).” (Combs, 11) 

 

 The following statement from Detroit Baptist Theological Seminary is emblematic of this position. 

 

o “While the Bible clearly teaches the ultimate indestructibility of the verbal revelation of 

God (Matthew 25:34; I Peter 1:25), it does not tell how and where the written manuscript 

lineage of that Word is preserved.  We believe that God has providentially preserved His 

word in the many manuscripts, fragments, versions, translations, and copies of the 

Scripture that are available, and that by diligent study, comparison, and correlation, the 

original text (words) can be ascertained.” (Quoted by Combs, 11) 

 

 According to this view, the original text needs to be ascertained i.e., determined in order that it 

might be “reconstructed” or “restored” from the mass of preserved manuscripts.  James R. White 

is representative of this position in The King James Only Controversy when he states: 
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o “But the tenacity of the New Testament text, while forcing us to deal with textual 

variants, also provides us with assurance that our work is not in vain.  One of those 

variant readings is indeed the original.  We are called to invest our energies in 

discovering which one it is.” (White, 48) 

 

 Advocates of this view, like the previous one, generally see a connection between inspiration and 

preservation.  The difference lies in how far they extend the connection.  Supporters of the 

KJV/TR position restrict the relationship between inspiration and preservation to the KJV, TR, or 

MT only.  In contrast, proponents of the Totality of Manuscripts position do not. 

 

 Given the parameters of this positon, it is obvious that it does not require that the preserved text 

be available to God’s people at all times. 

 

Conclusion 

 

 Next week we will begin a study of the Biblical data to determine whether or not there is a 

doctrine of preservation taught in the Bible. 

 

 Once we have ascertained the answer to this question we will begin to explore other issues related 

to preservation such as the extant and method of preservation.  These considerations will help us 

determine where preservation occurred. 
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