
Christ’s Words Shall Never Pass Away (2) 
Rev. Angus Stewart 

 

 

Rev. Stewart is a missionary of the Protestant Reformed Churches to the Covenant Protestant 

Reformed Fellowship of Northern Ireland. This series is being reprinted with permission from the 

Covenant Protestant Reformed Fellowship website, http://www.cprf.co.uk/ Volume IX, Issues 17–

19. 

 

Christ’s words, “Heaven and earth shall pass away, but my words shall not pass away” 

(Matt. 24:35), are a divine promise of the preservation of the entire Scriptures up to (and beyond) 

Christ’s second coming. This text leads us to believe that God has providentially maintained His 

Word for over 3,000 years and will continue to do so. The Westminster Confession states that the 

Old Testament in Hebrew and the New Testament in Greek “being immediately inspired by God, 

and by his singular care and providence kept pure in all ages, are therefore authentical” (1.8). 

God’s special preservation of the Scriptures is denied or ignored by many. Liberal 

Protestants don’t see God’s sovereign hand much in the world at all, never mind in His singular 

care for His Word. Muslims tell us that the Bible is hopelessly corrupted and so cannot be 

trusted. Most textual critics labor without a living sense of God’s special providential 

preservation of His inspired Word. 

It is true that we do not have the original manuscripts written by holy men of God as they 

were moved by the Holy Ghost (II Peter 1:21). And in the thousands of copies that we have, 

there are transmissional errors. However, from these manuscripts, the correct reading can be and 

is seen. 

God used the Jews as the librarians of the Old Testament for the church, as Augustine 

said. The Old Testament priesthood was commanded to care for the law (Deut. 31:9f.). When 

Ezra returned from the Babylonian captivity, he probably brought with him the inspired oracles 

written up to that point. Philo, an Alexandrian Jew and a contemporary of the apostles, said that 

the Jews would rather die a thousand times than see one word of the Scriptures altered. It was a 

common Jewish saying that to alter one letter of the law is no less a sin than to set the whole 

world on fire. The Massoretes, Jewish scribes who labored in the second half of the first 

millennium after Christ, had a great respect for the written Word. They counted the number of 

verses in each book and identified the middle verse. They numbered the occurrences of each 

Hebrew letter in every book and in the whole Old Testament. For example, the letter Aleph 

occurs 42,377 times and Beth 38,218 times. In 1947 when the Qumran scrolls were found in 

some caves west of the Dead Sea, unbelieving scholars hoped to see vast differences between 

these Hebrew manuscripts written before Christ and the later manuscripts used by the church. 

Much to their chagrin, the Dead Sea Scrolls agreed with our Hebrew manuscripts remarkably. 

These are just some pointers showing how God has kept the Old Testament pure by “his singular 

care and providence” (WC 1.8) so that His Word shall never pass away (Matt. 24:35). 

Christ’s promise that His “words shall not pass away” includes not only the preservation 

of the Old Testament but also the rejection of the Apocrypha as uninspired. The Apocrypha, 

which includes I and II Maccabees and additions to Daniel and Esther, etc., was not reckoned 

part of the Old Testament canon by the Jews, as is evident, for example, in the writings of 

Josephus, a Jew of the first century AD. This is particularly significant, for “unto [the Jews] were 
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committed the oracles of God” (Rom. 3:2). Thus Christ and His apostles do not quote the 

Apocrypha. 

The Apocryphal books were written later than the Old Testament and even then not in 

Hebrew as the Old Testament books. Moreover, some of the Apocryphal books disclaim 

inspiration or teach false doctrines such as free will, prayers for the dead or the worship of 

angels. Thus the true church understood that the Apocrypha was not God-breathed. Jerome, a 

fifth century church father, made this point in his Latin translation of the Bible. The Westminster 

Confession declares that the Apocrypha is “not...of divine inspiration” for it merely consists of 

“human writings” (1.3; cf. Belgic Confession 6). The false church of Rome, however, in its 

Council of Trent (1546) calls down an “anathema” upon those who do not receive the Apocrypha 

as “canonical and sacred.” 

Not only the Old Testament (which does not contain the Apocrypha) but also the New 

Testament has been specially preserved by God through the centuries. In the early days of the 

New Testament church, the 27 God-breathed New Testament books were recognized and 

grouped together. Uninspired materials, such as the Didache and the Shepherd of Hermas, were 

set aside. From the original autographs good copies were made. These were then copied, and so 

on. The original manuscripts in Greece, Turkey, Israel, Rome, etc., (and faithful copies of them) 

served as controls or checks upon the new copies which were made. Believing scribes labored in 

the consciousness that God threatened plagues upon those who add to or take away from God’s 

Word (Rev. 22:18-19). The invention of the printing press in the middle of the fifteenth century 

ensured wider availability of God’s inspired and preserved Word. 

The number of New Testament manuscripts possessed today far outweighs those of any 

ancient book. For the History of the Peloponnesian War by Thucydides (c.460-c.400 BC) we 

have eight manuscripts. The works of Sophocles (an older Greek contemporary of Thucydides) 

are only found in one manuscript written 1400 years after his death! On the other hand, there are 

about 7,000 manuscripts containing all or part of the New Testament. Christ is faithful; His Word 

has not passed away and will not pass away. 

The church of Jesus Christ confesses that the Holy Scriptures are a wonder. Almost 2,000 

years ago, Jesus uttered these famous words: “Heaven and earth shall pass away, but my words 

shall not pass away” (Matt. 24:35), and His words have not passed away. You are a witness to 

this marvel, the preservation of God’s Word, Old Testament and New Testament. 

This is all the more remarkable in that the Bible has frequently and fiercely been attacked. 

In the fourth century, Diocletian, a Roman emperor, ordered all Bibles to be handed over to the 

civil authorities to be destroyed. The so-called Enlightenment of the eighteenth century 

disparaged the Scriptures as a book written in a “pre-rational” age for childish or adolescent man 

who had not yet attained to maturity. Higher criticism of the Bible entered the mainstream in the 

nineteenth century. Yet even then the nineteenth century became the century of Bible Societies 

translating the Scriptures into many languages and distributing them all around the world. Today 

there are more translations and copies of the Bible than any other book. After 2,000 years of 

desperate efforts, the unbelieving world has still failed to prove one error in God’s Word. 

We must thank God for the Bible and its preservation. It is rightly said that verbal 

inspiration is only a significant doctrine if verbal preservation is also true. Without the 

preservation of the Bible, the church would be unable to fulfill the great commission. How could 

we go into all the world to preach the (pure) gospel if the Scriptures are hopelessly corrupted? 

Moreover, the preservation of the Bible and the preservation of the church are closely tied 

together. Without the Bible, there would be no church, for the Word—preached and read—
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creates the church. On the other hand, without the church there would be no one (humanly 

speaking) to preserve the Bible. 

We can be sure that our Bible (Authorized Version) is a trustworthy and faithful 

translation of God’s inerrant and preserved Word—a Word breathed out by the Spirit in Hebrew 

and Greek thousands of years ago. Christians have nothing to fear from unbelieving textual 

critics or new discoveries of ancient manuscripts. For Jesus said, “Heaven and earth shall pass 

away, but my words shall not pass away.” 
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