Dr. Geisler has received several questions in this regard over the past couple years. I guess the article sparked a debate. You are not the first to send in questions about where Dr. Geisler got his percentages. First, the quote in General Introduction to the Bible in regards to Metzger is only quoting the lines in dispute for the Iliad and Mahabharata. If you take the lines in dispute and divide the actual number of lines, then you arrive at the percentages mentioned. These are not found in Metzger, because Geisler and Nix did the math themselves. In regards to the claim that Geisler and Nix divide the numbers incorrectly: First, they did not divide by the number of verses (which is about 7,900) rather they estimated the number of lines (20,000 is their estimate) with the idea that some verses may take up more than two or three lines. Second, the 40 lines (or 400) disputed words comes from Philip Schaff mentioned on page 473. So if you divide the 40 lines by 20,000 lines you get .2% corruption. Third, if you base this off of words rather than lines then you should divide 400 by 138,000 which will give you .3% corruption. So whether you go by lines or words you are still within 99.5% purity. Lastly, the information in this section probably should be updated. The first publication of General Introduction was in 1965 and Updated in 1986, hence, it does not take into account any recent discoveries. 
Even though Metzger didn’t do the percentages, like Geisler and Nix, he was convinced in the reliability of the New Testament. Also, it is important to remember that the whole point of the percentages was to give a relative reliability to the layman. The whole point (regardless whether the New Testament is 95% pure or 100%) is that for historical research purposes, the New Testament is leaps and bounds above any other ancient text. The authors of this article make a big deal of how Geisler and Nix get their percentages, but miss the point in the whole exercise. Through Textual Criticism we are confident of what the vast majority of the New Testament says. It would have been nice if they had not just listed the percent of variants, but actually have gone through some of the major variations (i.e., the longer endings of Mark and the women caught in adultery, or anything else that they deemed important). Everyone grants that there are thousands upon thousands of variants. The issue, however, is whether those variants amount to anything. Some variations (like those just mentioned) are rather significant, others are not (i.e., “Christ Jesus” or “Jesus Christ”). But what about the UBS study that only 83% is certain (or 17% of variant readings show exegetical significance)? Again, the same principle applies, would it change a doctrine of the Church (remember “exegetical significance” does not necessarily mean “doctrinal deviancy”)? Metzger, at least, did not think so. 
The authors’ reliance on Ehrman (an admitted relativist on the knowability of history) hurts their case. Ehrman can say we don’t know what was in the original (since it is theoretically possible that the original was corrupted), but the sheer number of manuscripts distributed all across the area makes it highly unlikely that what we have is not the original text. In fact, an often overlooked argument for the reliability of the New Testament is its literary structure. Any additions or subtractions (in corrupting the text) will disrupt this literary unity. It is more difficult to believe that a genius corrupted all of the existing manuscripts in all areas and able to maintain a literary unity to the corrupted text, than to believe we have essentially what was originally written. Only a hard core skeptic (such as these authors make themselves out to be) should doubt the reliability of the New Testament. But since the New Testament is in better shape than the rest of the ancient documents we possess, then (to be consistent) they should deny we can trust anything written from the ancient world. 
I am not sure where Geisler and Nix got 10,000 places for variants (the material in GIB is pretty dated). You would do better finding a more updated number. Regarding the number of variations… I am not sure what is included in the 400 disputed words that Schaff refers to. Again, that is pretty dated material so it probably would not even be worth investigating other than for historical interest. When Schaff did his study, he simply lacked the quantity of manuscripts that we have today. This cross-referencing ability between manuscripts is what really separates the New Testament from other ancient documents. But, of course, with a lot of documents comes a lot more variations. There are different kinds of variations some that are (1) simple misspellings, others that are (2) word order changes (which does not matter in Greek), others (3) change the meaning but are obvious errors (i.e., “may the and Jesus be with you” should be “may the Lord Jesus be with you”. In Greek “and – kai” and “lord – kurios” are similar and since the “kai” appears in only one or maybe two manuscripts and the others all say “kurios”, then we can conclude that “kurios” is the more accurate), and (4) others which change the meaning and are not obvious errors (i.e., a text might say “to the blessed churches of God” another might say “to the blessed churches of Christ”). 
Now of these four types of errors the most common is (1) misspelling (which account for well over half of all variants) and (2) word order changes (these account for around 15% of the variants). The least common error is the one which changes the meaning and is not an obvious error (of the thousands of variants these are less than 1%). But what does that 83% and 17% refer to? These would refer to (2) and (4). Variations in word order prevent us from knowing “exactly” the way the original text looked. But this does not matter in Greek: for example in English the phrase “God loves Paul” must be in this order to have this meaning. In Greek, however, it does not matter as long as the cases match. So as long as God is in the accusative case and Paul in the nominative case (I think that is right), then the words could be in any combination and still have the same meaning. But it would be very difficult to know which words were in which order in the original if we have competing texts, but again, other than wanting to get at what the original looked like exactly, it does not change the message that is delivered. The set of variants that do matter are (4), because they actually change the meaning of the text. It is a shame that Saifullah’s article does not actually list these variants they think prevent us from knowing what the New Testament says, because according to scholars that have looked at these (from the present going all the way back to Bengel in the 17th century) no doctrine of the Christian faith has been affected (the following book has a nice section on this topic). 
Whether the New Testament is true in what it says is another question. As a side note not relating to the New Testament, it appears that the authors of this article are Muslim. Now critical Islamic material regarding the New Testament is nothing new, but it will be interesting to see the Islamic community’s reaction, when Critical Textual Studies of the Koran gain a wider audience. See Ibn Warraq’s Which Quran? for a preliminary study on this issue. Will they be consistent in their use of text critical methods on the Koran as well? Only time will tell. There is simply too much in this article to respond to, without a full blown reply. Perhaps one will be forthcoming, but until then, we remain committed to historical reliability of the New Testament and do not think that the authors have presented a convincing case to drop that conviction. At best, they show some of the material needs to be updated, but even updating this material does not lead to the conclusion that the New Testament is unhistorical or unreliable.  
A very recent book published by Kregel deals specifically with these sorts of issues in much greater detail, and I recommend getting it. It will certainly update the Textual Reliability section of General Introduction by Geisler and Nix. This new work is titled Reinventing Jesus: What the DaVinci Code and other Novel Speculations Don’t Tell You (by J. Ed Komoszewski, M. James Sawyer, and Daniel B. Wallace: Grand Rapids, Kregel Publishing, 2006). Wallace is a well known and well respected scholar dealing with Greek and the New Testament Manuscripts. It would be very much worth paying to get this book and see the errors of Saifullah, Ehrman, Brown, and others. As such, the 83% is only referencing what scholars are confident about in word order, spelling, and content. 16% of the remaining 17% does not change the meaning and the last 1% does not affect any teaching whatsoever. I would recommend getting the above book to deal more thoroughly in these issues. I hope this (very) brief response helps.
Thanks,

Lanny Wilson

Assistant to Dr. Geisler

