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The Scripture Lesson for Advent begin with Christ’s Triumphal Entry into Jerusalem at His 1st Coming, the pivot point in human history by which we still reckon our time, 2022 yrs later.  On Advent-2 we look ahead to cosmic signs that herald Christ’s 2nd Coming - His return at the end of time to “judge the quick & the dead”.

With the prophecy candle last wk, we emphasized how prophecies were fulfilled at Christ’s 1st Coming.  These assure us that yet unfulfilled prophecies will come to pass at His 2nd Coming, as we sang  “Lo! He comes with clouds descending”, anticipating our glorious future with Christ.

God’s promises are contained in the Bible.  With our Collect of the Day & the Rom 15 Lesson we call today “Bible Sunday”.  We pray that God grant us to engage with His Word that we “may embrace, & ever hold fast, the blessed hope of everlasting life” that comes through our Savior Jesus Christ.  The Bible is God’s precious gift to us, the foundation of our faith, that provides everything needful for our salvation in Christ.  St Paul urges us to feed this “blessed hope” by immersion in Holy Scripture.  The enemy of our soul seeks to distract us, & to sow doubt about its veracity & power.  The Bible is foundational to all of Western civilization, & yet, it is increasingly marginalized & rejected.

60% of Americans presumably read the Bible at least occasionally (down from 73% in 1980), according to a survey, tendency trending lower.  Self-reported reading time averages 50 min/week.  But Americans, asked to name the 4 Gospels, only 37% did so.  Naming 5 of the 10 commandments was accomplished by 58%.  75% believed that the phrase “God helps those who help themselves” came from the Bible.  
Biblical illiteracy is not caused by a shortage of Bibles.  92% of US households own at least 1 copy.  The average copy # per household is 3-4 Bibles, even in atheist families.  Hotel rooms have 1,000’s of Gideon Bibles that were never opened even once, as more & more hotels remove them altogether.  Bibles more often serve as good luck charms than reading material.  “Bibliolators” seem to worship the Bible, rather than read, mark, learn & inwardly digest God’s Word for instruction, endurance, encouragement & hope.  

Bible Sunday reminds us of God’s precious gift through His Word.  In this 1 volume, we have 66 bks, written over 1,600 yrs, yet w/o contradiction or falsehoods.  The Bible contains Paradoxes, seeming Contradictions, perhaps.  But the diligent student who explores these truths, is often rewarded with a deeper insight into God’s mysteries.  Help with such paradoxes are available in resources, such as Norman Geisler’s book, entitled “When Critics Ask.  A popular handbook on Biblical difficulties” 1992.  

The Bible & its preservation is a miracle w/o parallel in human history & religion.  One  of the key Questions that invariably comes up, is the existence of 1 versus Many Bible versions. Related to that is the issue of possible error, introduced over centuries of copying & re-copying the Manuscripts.

The books of the Bible were written by fallible human agents. Yes.   But their writings were not fallible, as we read in 2Timothy 3:16,   “All Scripture is given by inspiration of God” - in effect, the HS was the editor-in-chief & a valid indisputable basis of our faith in Christ.  “Heaven & earth shall pass away, but my Words shall not pass away” Jesus declared in Mat 24:35 in spite of the enemy’s attempts to undermine & subvert God’s truth with tares sown among the wheat (Mat 13).  The battle over the Bible continues to this day with efforts to corrupt the Word, & confuse & discourage God’s people.  
Today I want to review the faithful preservation of the Bible over centuries.  Oold Testament preservation was the work of professional scribes, who considered copying sacred texts as divine worship.  Their labor is  w/o parallel in ancient Manuscripts.  They ritually purified themselves before beginning their copying work.  Scribes working after Judah’s return from Babylonian exile with Ezra the prophet, were called Sopherim - “to count”.  They knew that the OT contained 815,140 Hebrew letters.  Keeping count was their method of quality control.  Scrolls that fell short or exceeded this number, signaled some level of corruption & could not be used as authentic sources of God’s Word in divine services.  
Assuming that centuries of copying inevitably would generate Some errors, we can measure these by comparing Manuscripts.  The oldest extant Hebrew Manuscripts date back to ~AD 900, some 1,300 yrs after the Bk of Malachi.  These were copied by “Masoretes” (Masters of Tradition), scribal scholar from Tiberias & Jerusalem, living between the 5th &10th century.  The Masoretic texts were copied meticulously in every detail, understood or not, with vowel point & accent marks to establish authoritative pronunciations (Hebrew words written in consonants only).
During WWII, Suzanne Haïk-Vantoura, Jewish musicologist, discovered a musical notation in such Masoretic Manuscripts.   Her work is published w an English translation as “The Music of the Bible revealed.  The Deciphering of a Millenary Notation”, 1991, ($138.82 Amazon).  Friends performed samples of this music, which may be the oldest ancient music dating back to the 2nd Temple period.  In an oral culture, Scripture was memorized & recited in musical dramatic presentations (Psalm 113 at Communion).  Masoretes used Manuscript side margins to note suspected errors, alterations from earlier copies, eg, Adonai for YHVH, & commentary.  They preserved texts with amazing fidelity.  
Confirmation of their exactitude was provided by the Dead Sea scrolls, discovered in 1946/7, dating from 125-100 BC.The scrolls included a complete copy of Isaiah.  Over 1k yrs of copying, only minor spelling variants were found - another Biblical miracle.
The 27 New Testament books were written mostly in the 2nd part of the 1st century, copied & re-copied for new Christian churches & communities w/o dedicated professional scribes.  With great demand for copies, the early Church also suffered from persecution especially under Emperor Diocletian, AD303-313.  Anti-Christian zealots burned Scriptures wherever found.

None of the original Manuscripts survived, while fragments from the Many churches proliferated.  Desiderius Erasmus (Erasmus of Rotterdam), Dutch priest/ monk/ scholar published in 1516, a Greek NT, reconstructed from Antiochian recovered fragments, known as the “Received Text, Textus Receptus TR”.  The TR was the basis for Reformation Bibles, including the King James & the German Luther Bible.  Later scholars used additional fragments to construct the “Majority Text”, >99% identical with the TR.  Again, amazing preservation of God’s Word in the New Testament
Then in 1881, Westoctt (Bp of Durham) & Hort published the “Critical Text” of the Greek NT.  Largely based on a Manuscript found in the Vatican library, dated  from  AD 300-325, the “Codex Vaticanus” was claimed to be the oldest text of both the Greek OT & NT, & ( closest to the proposed original “autographs”.  The origin of the Codex Vaticanus was uncertain, sourced from Alexandria, Egypt, & stored in the Vatican Library since at least the 15th c.  It differed from the TR in ~6,500 places.  The CritText formed the basis of most modern English translations (NIV, NAS, etc) but is rejected by others who consider the Critical Text to be corrupt & inferior.  Fragments came from Bibles In Use, & thus often destroyed, while the intact form of the Codex Vaticanus suggested its rejection by practicing Christians.  The controversy is often defused by claiming that these textual differences do Not affect any major Christian doctrine.  Still, the case for the TR appears stronger.
Looking at the astounding preservation of Biblical texts, we can conclude that God’s Word has endured as He promised in Mat 24:35, “My Words shall not pass away”.God validates the truth of His Word in the fulfillment of prophecy, as He declared in Is 46:10 - He alone can declare “the end from the beginning, & from ancient times the things that are not yet done, saying, My counsel shall stand”.  This counsel, this Word of Truth, assures us that Christ will Soon return - not “soon” conceived in human minds, but in His “Fullness of Time”.

Lesson 2 from Luk 21 describes The Great Day of the Lord as frightening.  But Jesus encourages us in v28 - “when you see these signs, look up, for your redemption draws near”.This is the Apocalypse, meaning the “unveiling, revealing” of God as judge of the quick & the dead to give meaning to all human history.  “The Son of man, coming in a cloud with power & great glory” will fully reveal the Lord in Holiness, Justice, Love & Mercy to end all prophetic promises & human history.  This will mark the opening chapter of our glorious life with Christ, a life of love & eternal bliss. a life that transcends all human experience & imagination.

And so, we look beyond all the present evil in the world, watching for the signs of His Coming, the sign of the Budding Fig Tree - v29. Let us “embrace & hold fast the blessed hope of everlasting life”, as we prayed in the Collect, as we carry on the work of the Kdm in the days left to us, here on earth.  We sing of that future, v3, Sermon hymn “No vision ever brought, No ear hath ever caught  Such rejoicing:  We raise the song,  We swell the throng,  To praise thee ages all along”.  AMEN (1,544w).
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