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The purpose of the Greer-Heard Point-Counterpoint Forum Faith 
and Culture is to provide a venue for fair-minded dialogue on 
jects of importance in religion or culture. The intention is to have 

an evangelical Christian dialogue \v:ith a non-evangelical or non-Chris­
tian. The forum is intended to be a dialogue rather than a debate. As 
sueh, it is a bit more freewheeling than a traditional debate, and it is not 

The goal is a respeetful exchange of ideas without compromise. 
So often in our culture the sorts of issues that the forum addresses stoke 

emotions and, consequently, the rhetoric is of such a nature as to . 
ensure that communication does not take place. There may be a place 
and time lor such preaching to the choir, but minds are rarely changed 
as a result of such activity nor are better arguments forthcoming as 
a result of gaining a better understanding of positions with which one 

The result often is that what passes for 
nothing more than a prolonged example of the straw man 

The subject of the 2008 Greer-Heard Point-Counterpoint Forum 
in Faith and Culture was "The Textual Reliability of the New Testa­
ment" The dialogue partners were Bart Ehrman of the University 
of North Carolina at Chapel Hill and Daniel B. Wallace Dallas 
Theological Seminary. I would hope that every Bible reader has at 
least some interest in whether he or she is reading what the authors of 
the New Testament books actuallv wrote. 
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The dialogue took place April 4 and 5, 2008, in the Leavell 

Chapel on the campus of the host institution, New Orleans Baptist 

Theological Seminary. On that unusually fair April evening in New 

Orleans, nearly a thousand people filled the Leavell Chapel to hear the 

exchange. The audience was enthusiastic and appreciative. No doubt, 

the popularity of Ehrman's best -selling book Misquoting Jesus: The Story 
behind Who Changed the Bible and Why had much to do with the size of 

the audience and its evident enthusiasm for the topic. The discussion 

between Ehrman and Wallace was spirited and direct but respectful, 

punctuated with good-natured humor. It was obvious that both men 

believed passionately in their position and felt they had an important 

message to convey to those in attendance. One of the consistent fruits 

of the forum has been the realization that disagreement does not have 

to be shrill or heated; one does not have check one's convictions at the 

door in order for respectful dialogue to take place. 
Along with my introductory chapter, this book includes a tran­

script of the April 4, 2008, dialogue between Ehrman and Wallace, 

as well as the papers presented the following day by Michael Holmes, 

Dale Martin, David Parker, and William Warren. 

In addition to the essays presented at the Greer-Heard Forum, 

three other essays are included. The first author, K. Martin Heide, 

offers a Continental perspective on issues related to the New Testa­

ment text. Craig A. Evans writes of how his training in critical studies 

has affected his understanding of the New Testament text and what 

this means for his personal faith. Kim Haines-Eitzen also agreed to 

contribute a chapter for the book but, unfortunately, had to withdraw 

due to circumstances beyond her control. The final chapter is Sylvie 

Racquel's contribution discussing early Christian scribal practices. 

While one could easily note issues that are not addressed in this 

volume or think of significant scholars who are not included, these 

chapters make for a fuller treatment of the issue. Readers will have to 

judge for themselves whether this is, in fact, the case. 
I am grateful that Fortress Press has seen fit to allow us to present 

the fruit of the 2008 Greer-Heard Forum. I trust that you will read it 

with an open mind and carefully consider what each author has to say. 

You will be the richer for having done so. 

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS 


+ 


Thanking others in print always causes me a bit of anxiety because I 

fear that I will fail to recognize someone who truly deserves a word 

of appreciation. But many deserve to be publicly thanked, and 

even praised, so I must go on. First of all, I must thank Bill and Caro­

lyn Heard for their passion to have a forum where leading scholars 

can dialogue about important issues in faith and culture in a collegial 

manner and on a balanced playing field-and their willingness to fund 

such a project. Without them, the Greer-Heard Point-Counterpoint 

Forum in Faith and Culture would be a dream rather than a reality. As' 

always, I thank Dr. Chuck Kelley, President of New Orleans Baptist 

Theological Seminary, for his support and encouragement. 

The event would never have come off successfully without the 

efforts of Craig Garrett and his staff at the Providence Learning 

Center. He endured countless meetings and thousands of questions 

while showing great flexibility throughout. 

I also am grateful to Vanee Daure and her staff for the work they 

did in media support. James Walker and the staff of Watchman Fel­

lowship must be thanked for audio CD reproduction, order fulfillment, 

and Web site management related to making the forum available to 

others via audio CDs and MP3 files. Sheila Taylor and the NOBTS 

cafeteria staff must be applauded for serving numerous meals of 

all varieties to large numbers. Lisa Joyner of Johnson Ferry Baptist 



xviii ACKN OWlEDGMENTS 

Church in Marietta, Georgia, deserves a word of recognition for her 
in producing the programs and CD covers. Without the high­

graphic art and public relations work of Boyd Guy and 
Myers, the task would have proven too great. 

Jeremy must be thanked for organizing the Evangelical 
Philosophical Society (EPS) special-event program that took place in 

unction with the Greer-Heard Forum, as must the EPS executive 
committee for supporting the idea. I also thank Scott Smith for 
efforts in publicizing the event, and Joe Gorra for providing EPS sup­
port materials. I am especially grateful to EPS president Paul Copan 
ft)f speaking at the event. 

Our conference speakers, Michael Holmes, Dale Martin, David 
and Bill Warren, must all be thanked. In addition, the contri­

butions of our other authors, Craig A. Evans, K. Martin Heide, and 
Sylvie Raquel, are much appreciated. All are outstanding 

I am grateful fi)r NOBTS Provost Steve Lemke making it possible 
for Baptist College groups to attend the event. His efforts, along with 

of Archie England and Page Brooks, and respective 
are much appreciated. 

Brantley Scott and the at Lifeway Books deserve a of 

thanks fix working so hard at the book signing and for going the extra 
mile to ensure that all the books ordered actually arrived on time. This 
was a massive undertaking, but never complained. 

Michael 'Vest, Editor-in-Chief of t(xtress Press, must be 
fi)r his enthusiasm for fair-minded, respectful dial06rue on 
issues and for choosing to publish the fruit of the Greer-Heard Forum. 
Michael's knowledge of contemporary theology coupled with his judi­
cious recommendations significantly strengthened this book. Susan 
Johnson of Fortress Press also it word of thanks. Her 
attitude, consummate professionalism, and eagerness to help in any 
way possible are much appreciated. 

As always, my ,vife, Marilyn, and my children must be thanked. I 
;"u"PCLl they the rush that accompanies an event like the forum, 
but they still make numerous sacrifices in order to make sure 
come off without a hitch. By the time this book is released, 
and I will be empty-nesters. I am grateful to my children for their 
patience through the years as these events have come and gone. I am 

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS xix 

more that they all have a concern to read and understand 
the 

right-hand man for the past four years has been Rhyne 
Putman. He did everything he was asked to do and more and 
of it with a cheerful attitude. He was the webmaster for the confer­
ence Web site, as he has been for several years. He also produced 
the . in addition to making numerous forays to libraries 
to find resources I needed, as well as doing anything that didn't {all 
under somebody else's job description. His efforts have significantly 
strengthened this book. By the this book is published, Rhyne will 
no longer be my teaching assistant but a colleague and fellow faculty 
member. I am very pleased to know this. It is to him that I gratefully 
dedicate this book. 



Introduction 


+ 

Why New Testament Textual Criticism Matters: 


ANon·Critic's Perspective 


Robert B. Stewart 

Ithank God fi)r text critics. who reads the New Testament 
owes them a debt. This is not an opinion, it is a 
of which many are blissfully unaware. The debt that of the 

New Testament who have no training in biblical languages owe trans­
lators is obvious. But even those who can read the Bible in its original· 
languages owe a debt to text critics. When I read from a modern edi­
tion of the Greek New Testament, I am not reading the Greek New 
Testament but a Greek New Testament. In other words, I am reading 
an edited Greek New Testament, the oroduct of 

all 

Ehrman and Daniel B. \Vallace are well aware of this 
debt. In fact, as text critics, they occupy a privileged position from 
which to appreciate this fact and thus understand the issues involved 
in the thousands of decisions that text critics make. And make no mis­
take, New Testament text critics are faced with many more decisions 
than are critics of other ancient texts. This is because the New Testa­
ment is the best-attested book of antiauitv bv far. This is good news 
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for those interested in knowing aboutJesus and early Christianity. But 
this preponderance of evidence also complicates things. Simply put, 
the more manuscripts one has of any text, the more textual variants 
one is likely to encounter-and every l/"xtllal variant demands a 

a decision that will be made 

As someone 
I have tremendous respect for those who dedicate their lives to the 
sort of painstaking preparation and that the field demands. 
A host of skills is required for this work. One not only needs to know 
several languages but also must be able to discern which words one is 
seeing on the page or diE,rital copy of the page (to put it mildly, ancient 
copyists did not write as clearly as modern editions read-to say noth­
ing of the difliculties that modern readers when dealing with texts 
that have no between words). One has to learn how best to 

the of textual criticism. I But at the end of the 
not hard-and-fast laws that can 

be applied in a one-size-fits-all manner and thus provide a guaranteed 
resolution to a problem. In other words, text critics must make judg­
ment calls at times. New Testament textual criticism is as much an 
art as it is a science. Text critics thus have to combine the mind of a 

scientist with the heart of an artist. 
Text critics are nO! always in agreement as to methodology. 

Although my look-around-town epistemology tells me that most 
of our day would identify with reasoned eclec­

text 

even among who are agreed 

as to the that should be is a bewildering 

difference of opinion. It is probably best to say that at this time, text 
critics are broadly but at numerous particular points have sig­
nificant diHerences of opinions. These differences can only be resolved 

by experts. 
There is still more reason to be thankful for New Testament tex­

tual critics. Not only do they play the role of nursemaids in 
a sine-Ie usable text to Bible translators, who then pass on the prod­

the work of text critics 

can also proVIde a Vv'1naow which to view at least a sliver of 
past, even if only ,,,ri,,'prl In similar fashion to how physicists 

INTRODUCTION 

provide us a glimpse into how the universe came to be through the 
detailed analysis of fundamemal of matter, text critics pro­

of the earl v church throu!lh the detailed 
scholars \-vill as 

means or the degree to wtllcn we 
can gam mSlgnts from such investigation, but virtually all agree that, at 
least in theory, we can learn something about the early church 
way. For this we should be grateful. 

In studying the manuscripts of the New Testament, text critics are 
confronted with some obvious challenges. For instance, not all New 
Testament manuscripts contain all the same books. Some contain 
books not retained in our "New Testament." while others 

terences m 
Testament. These differences allow 
New lestament canon developed. So 
also in debt to text critics. 

Despite its importance, New Testament textual criticism is gener­
ally seen by those outside the field as being about as exciting as watch­
ing mold grow on old bread. The reason for this is that the work of 
textual is quite complex and 
at a snail's pace. Most who study the Newlestament, however, want 

the "real work" of theology, preaching, and 
or at the very least devotional reading. But text critics 

do their work prior to the work of biblical studies or theology. Indeed, 
biblical studies and theology cannot be done apart from a biblical 
text, and in one very important sense, it is text C1itics who give~~or 
at the very least deliver~~-the New Testament to us. Indeed, we mere 
mortals should be grateful for text critics every time we take up the 
New 'Iestament. 

Bart Ehrman is the rare writer who can make 
His is a clear and provoca­

tive book that makes basic New Testament textual 
standable to the novice as it popularizes some of the major points in 
his earlier work The Orthodox Corruption of Scripture. 4 Tn the introduction 
to Ali.\quoting Jesus, Ehrman shares some of his personal journey from 
fundamentalist Christianity, emphasizing the inerrancy of Scripture, 
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to liberal Christianity. To the best of my knowledge, Misquoting .Jesus 
is the only book on New Testament textual eriticism ever to be on the 
New York limes best-seller list. All New Testament textual critics should 
thank Ehrman for making their discipline relevant to 
a very real sense, the dialogue and essays in this 
popularity of Misquoting .Jesus. lvtisquotillg .Jesus 
not only because it is very well written (althouf,!;h it 
also because it raises some fundamental questions as to the textual 
reliability of the New Testament and insists that these questions have 
significant ramifications for all of us. 

One question that must be answered when considering the ques­
tion of the textual reliability of the New Testament is this: What 
exactly does one mean in asking whether the New Testament is tex­

reliable? For instance, what does it mean to speak of the 
Testament? Of what exactly does the New Testament consist? Does 
the New 1estament contain the longer ending of Mark's Gospel? Does 
it contain the story of the woman taken in adultery? Does it contain 

or Acts 8:37 as recorded in the KingJames Version?6 These 
are only a few of the most obvious passages that arc seriously ques­
tioned as to whether they actually are part of the New Testament. 

the fundamental question is not simply whether a verse 
or pericope is included in the final edition but rather, "Is there any 
such text as the 'New Testament'?" In one sense, the answer is 
no. The New 'Iestament is no single text but rather a collectZ:on of indi­
vidual texts penned by ancient Christians. But for our purposes, let 
us say that the "New Testament" text refers to the New Testament 

text critics provide for scholars to use in translation and critical 
research (including the critical apparatus).7 Obviously, this is no 
translation, nor any single ancient manuscript, but rather an 
text composed from numerous ancient manuscripts. It is from such a 
text that modern translations are derived. Still, this doesn't get us to 
one single text, because there are different edited Greek New Testa­
ments still in use, as is dearly demonstrated by the fact that at one 
modern edition of the Bible, the New KingJames Version, 
a different Greek text than most others. It is probahly best to say that 
when text critics speak of the New Testament text, they generally ref(~r 
to the latest edition of the Nestle-Aland Greek Testament. 3 

INTRODUCTION 

What does it mean f()r a text to be textually "reliable"? Is textual 
reliability like balancing a checkbook (either it balances to the penny, 
or it does not)? Is anything less than 100 percent certainty deemed 
unreliable? Not unless we are prepared to consider virtually every 
extant Greco-Roman document unreliable and cease talking about 
what notable ancient authors, religious and secular, taught. For our 
purposes, 1 that we think of textual reliability in terms of prob­
ability, or failing that, plausibility.9 We simply cannot have certainty 
about historical texts whose oribrinals are not available. But we can 
have confidence that the wording of contemporary critical New 
lament texts reflects what the autograph most likely said, given 
available evidence. Textual reliability is more like a legal verdict than 
it is like the balancing of a checkbook: given the available we 
can be confident beyond a reasonable doubt that this reading is most 

the original. 

The answer, then, to the question of New Testament textual 
ability depends, at least in on what one thinks of New Testa­
ment textual criticism. In other words, it seems that we are actually 
questioning how reasonable it is to believe that text critics, given the 

and resources available to them coupled with their training and 
skill, can be trusted to deliver a reliable edition of the New 
ment using the methodological procedures of the discipline. Make no 
mistake here: the critics are also on trial. On this point, Georg Luck 
comments, "Our critical texts are no better than our textual critiCS."1O 
Some, no doubt, would have more serious questions about the state' 
of the evidence-qualitatively or quantitatively, or both-while others 
would concerns about the methods being used, or those evaluat­
ing the evidence. Still others are confident that the text of the New 
Testament is at reliable, even if \ve don't know all the answers to 

the questions that can be raised concerninf,!; 
A debate is ra6ring among New Testament textual critics at the 

present time. Traditionally, the task of New Testament textual criti­
cism was conceived as one of recovery. Text critics have sought, at least 

the days of Westcott and Hort, the architects of modern 
cntICIsm, to recover the original wording of the New Testament. But 
some leading scholars are arguing that the task should be reconceived 
as (!l the eadiest available text, rather than recovery of the original 
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text. Ehrman plainly believes that we cannot back to the original 
autographic) text. Other critics agree that we cannot arrive at the 

original wording but hold that this inability is not too significant. David 
Parker, for instance, writes, "The recovery of a single original saying of 

is impossible." II The text is thus irretrievable. Yet he also 
"But the question is not whether we can recover it, but why we want 
to." 12 Parker believes that instead of a single authoritative text, there 
are numerous, legitimate texts that represent the interpretations of 
differing Christian communities. 13 At the end of the day, in Parker's 
opinion, the manuscripts we have tell us about themselves and 
communities, and he holds that seeing the primary purpose of New 
Testament textual criticism as one of arriving at the OIiginal reading is 
inconsistent with the nature of the texts with which the critic deals. II 

Although Ehrman and Parker agree that we cannot recover the 
original wording of the text (fix different reasons), they disagree as 
to the importance of this belief For Ehrman, it matters a 
felr ParkeI; not so much. EldonJay Epp follows Parker in llVRUll." 

the role of the Spirit and the community take 
text. 15 In effect, Ehrman, Parker, and Epp seem to hold that recovery 
of the original text is no longer to be seen as an end, or as the critic's 
primary point of focus; rather, the exploration of the manuscript tra­
dition is to be used as a means, or as an instrument, through which 
one can sec more clearly the early (and not so early) church as one 
seeks to understand how the text came to be as it is, rather than what 
the text says. 

In contrast, \Vallace and Moises Silva reject this revisioning of 
task of New Testament textual criticism. They grant that the text can 
reveal much about the early church-and that this is an important 
task that should be pursued. They do not, however, think recovering 
the original wording of the New 'Iestament is in theory impossible or 
secondary in importance. 16 And like Ehrman, thev believe it matters a 
great deal whether this in fact can be done. 

Few evangelicals would argue that, ontologically speaking, the 
Spirit does not take priority over a text, even the biblical text. Clearly, 
the presence of the Spirit moving, guiding, filling, blessing, and 
empowering the community historically precedes the original text. 
Indeed, the text would never have come to be apart from the Spirit 
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working among Christians. But the question at hand is not whether 
the Spirit and community are plior to or more fundamental than the 
text of the New 1estamenL The issue is what should the primary 
of New Testament textual criticism be? It V\rill certainly be interesting 
to see what direction the critical guild moves with regard to this issue. 

As a philosopheI~ I find some areas especially interesting as I 
survey contemporary literature in New Testament textual criticism, 
particularly the work of Bart Ehrman. It is apparent that Ehrman is 
highly skeptical in some ways. Skepticism is generally a good thing 
for the scholar. (Please note that skepticism is not the same thing as 
cynicism. A skeptic insists upon evidence and!or reason for believ­
ing. A cynic will not believe in spite of evidence.) One thing that is 
abundantly clear to me is that New Testament textual criticism is an 
evidential discipline. Text critics critique the evidence they have-i.e., 
the available New Testament manuscripts. 

Skepticism and its parent, empiricism, have a long and distin­
guished history in \Vestern thought. But line between proper 
skepticism and hyperskepticism is a fine one. Proper skepticism under­
stands that evidence is required for one's beliefS about what is not 
case,just as much as evidence is required for one's beliefs about what is 
the case. In other words, we must be as skeptical about our skepticism 
as we are of others' belie(<;. 

Bart Ehrman seems to hold that the Testament that textual 
can deliver to us is unreliable because there are so many vari­

ant readings in the manuscripts and because our earliest manuscripts . 
are copies of copies of copies, etc. But is this skepticism reasonable? 
Perhaps, but I have my doubts. 

The problem with hyperskepticism is that it sets the bar for knowl­
impossibly high. In chapter 2 of his classic work, Problems 

Philosophy, Bertrand Russell makes an important point He takes up the 
luestion of whether there is in any sense an external world that we can 

This question is of the greatest imporlance. For if we cannot be 

existence of objects, we cannot be sure of 

existence of other people's bodies, and therefore 
still less of other people's minds, since we have no grounds fi)r 

believing in their minds except such as are derived from observing 
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their bodies. Thus if W~ cannot be sure of the independent 

existence of objects, we shall be left alone in a desert-it may be 
that the whole outer world is nothing but a dream, and that we 

alone exist. This is an uncomfortable possibility; but although it 

cannot be strictly proved to be false, there is not the sligh test reason 

to suppose that it is true. l ) 

There is not tlte slightest reason to suppose that it is true. Can the same be said 
of Ehrman's skepticism? Perhaps, but probably not-and the real issue 
is not whether or not there is the reason to believe that we can't 
recover the original, but whether is reason to do so. 

that 
we cannot know what the 

Clearly, there is evidence of corruption among the manuscripts 
we have. This is indisputable. But what does this evidence prove? It 
seems to me that evidence has to be evidence Jor something. In the 
case of textual criticism, it has to be textual evidence for a particular 
reading. The very nature of New Testament textual criticism means 
that we will have evidence for a select number of possible readings, not 
evidence for an unlimited number of possible readings. Is it possible 
that the original reading of any verse of the New Testament is one that 

we no at the moment? Of course 
evidence a 


we can have none. If we l1a<1 such a 

that we do not have. 


I am not playing language games here but rather insisting that as 
scholars engaged in an evidential discipline, text critics always have 
before them a range of possible answers. They may select between two 
readings or twenty (or more), but they will not choose from an infinite 
number of readings. And I have confidence that most of the time, text 
critics will be able to put forward a reading that is quite reasonably 
belicved--and quite probably correct or at least more likely to be cor­
rect than any other single reading. This does not in any sense mean 
I think they will always it But they can get it right. 13 In 
I have e-ood reason to think that in many, if not most cases, text 

can I believe this? I believe this h,'r"11Qp 

I believe in the of rules of textual 
the integrity of text 

We must therefore insist not only that one must note general evi­
dence ifcorruption over time but also that one's conclusions concern­

ing any variant must be based upon SPecific evidence .for a particular 
reading, rather than allowing evidence of alterations to lead one to a 
radically skeptical position with regard to the possibility of recover­
ing the original wording. In other words, a variant creates a range of 

if one prefers, a degree of uncertainty-but we should 
degree 

For the most 

we can responsibly 

and considering both internal and external factors, we may say 
this reading is most likely to be the original." We should thus Rus­
sell's words to heart and not be bothered by things we have no reason 
(i.e., evidence) to believe. 

I am, however, more skeptical than Bart Ehrman on at least one 
point. My skepticism concerns what can be proven as to changes in the 
text. It is clear that there have been changes. Most of these changes are 
inconsequential and easily explained. Indeed, for most of the variants, 
there is near-universal as to how they arose. 

There are, a number of textual variants that are 

subject to serious The critics who make 

presume that one can identify which party corrupted the text and lor 
what reason. This is a somewhat dubious assertion. The probability of 
correctly identifying the earlier reading is considerably higher than the 
probability of correctly inferring the identity of the corruptor and the 
theological reason or motivation behind the corruption. It is difficult 
to ascertain the theological motivation of an author who often can be 
placed within a particular context (time, locale, belief system, world-

It is even more difficult to divine the theological motivation of 
an unknown convist who !!enerallv cannot be placed with any 
of in such a context. 
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Even if it is possible, this difficulty is further conditioned by the 
fact that we know that generally the non-orthodox were not intending 
to be heretical but in fact saw themselves as defenders of what 
believed was orthodoxy. Their unorthodox belie[~ were in fact overre­
actions to beliefs that thry deemed unorthodox (and which often were). 
The upshot is that in such a context, the "corruption" could have been 
a move away what we now call orthodoxy rather than a move 
toward it, although it was dearly motivated a concern for what the 

considered orthodox belief In other words, it is likely that 
dlere was a whole lot of corrupting on-and that those we today 

orthodox were not the only corrupters. 
Still, there is nothing that says that one cannot identify the theologi­

cal reason behind a significant textual variant. I am proposing, how­
ever, that one proceed ¥Vith caution and a bit of reasoned skepticism 
on this point, reco/:,'1lizing that equally plausible alternative theories 
may arise. Indeed, fair-minded text critics and early church historians 

interpret the same data in difIering ways. Therefore. one 
hold one's conclusions in this regard with a 

epistemological humility. 
This highlights the detective-like nature the task. At the end 

of the day, the ultimate question in this regard is not only whether 
the explanation brought forward is plausible but also whether such an 
explanation is beyond a reasonable doubt. 

In their masterful The ~/ the New Testament, Bruce Metzger and 
Bart Ehrman cite the Oxford Dictionary 0/ National Biograph] in referring 
to John W Burgon, a nineteenth-century supporter of the Majority 
Text, as "a High-churchman of the old school, and as "a leading 
champion of lost causes and impossible belie[<;."19 Burgan "could 
not imagine that, if the words of Scripture had been dictated by the 
inspiration of the Holy Spirit, God would not have providentially pre­
vented them from being seriously corrupted during the course of their 
transmission."20 I find it interesting that Ehrman agrees with Burgon 
on this point. Ehrman writes, "For the only reason (I came to think) 

God to inspire the Bible would be so that his people would have his 
actual words; but if he really wanted people to have his actual words, 
surely he would have miraculously preserved those words. iust as he 
had miraculously inspired them in the first place."il 

INTRODUCTION 

Apparently, Burgon would modus ponens:21 

I) If God inspired the New Testament autographs, then he 
would also prevent them from being seriously corrupted. 

(2) God inspired the New Testament autographs. 

Therefore, God has also providentially prevented 
New Testament manuscripts from being seriously corrupted. 

Ehrman, in contrast, seems to be arguing tollens: 23 

the New Testament autographs, then he 
would also prevent them from being seriously corrupted. 

(2) New Testament manuscripts show numerous signs 

corruption. 


Therefiwe, God did not inspire the New Testament 

autographs. 


Both are valid argument forms. The major premise (I) is the same in 

Some will reject (2) in one or both arguments. I have no 


est in rejecting in either argument. I affirm the inspiration of the 

autographs. I also accept the fact that there has been some significant 

('nrruption in the transmission of the New Testament text. Bracketing 


question of what one means by "serious corruption," it appears 
then that the only issue is whether or not (I) is true. 

I see no compelling reason to think that (l) is true. The Bible does 
not explicitly teach any such thing, although the Bible does affirm its 
own inspiration. (I am not arguing that the Bible is inspired because it 
says it is!) But more importantly, at least from a logical perspective, is 
the fact that the antecedent of (1), "If God inspired the New Testa­
ment autographs," does not entail its consequent, "then he would also 
prevent them from being seriously corrupted."2j It is thus incumbent 
upon both Burgon and Ehrman to demonstrate the truthfulness of (I). 
I do not know upon what grounds they can do so if there is no biblical 
or logical warrant for believing 

I suspect that (I) "seems" to both Burgon and Ehrman 
because that's what they do if they were God. But seemzng logical 



12 THE OF NEW 

is not the same thing as being logical. To think that one is the same as 
other is to mistake psychology for logic. Furthermore, understand­

ing how 1 would act is not a sound theological method for discerning 
how God must (lct. Both Burgon and Ehrman are mistaken in their rea­
soning. It appears then that Ehrman, like Burgon, is a "High-church­
man," so to speak: he just affirms a different creed. 

So the question for now is this: How well have text critics done in 
delivering to us the Greek New Testament? Do we have good reason 
to believe that the fruit of their work is reliable-that is, close 
to what the original authors wrote to be trusted? Bart Ehrman and 
Dan ·Wallace disagree as to the reliability of the New Testament. Dan 
thinks it is reliable enough, although he grants that there are some 
viable variants that matter in terms of what text means.~6 He holds 
that none of these variants, regardless of how one handles them, 
changes any cardinal doctrine of Christian faith. Therefore, modern 
Bible readers can trust that modern translations arc generally 
upon a reliable Greek text. Bart agrees that none of these variants 
changes any cardinal doctrine of Christian faith but does not think 
issue is whether or not doctrine is affected. 

In the dialogue that follows, Bart and Dan layout their respective 
and then forcefully question each other. The discussion is 

lively, and the issues are important. I hope you benefit hum reading it. 

r 1 

+ 

The Textual Reliability of the New Testament: 

ADialogue 

Bort D. Ehrman and Daniel B. Wallace 

OPENING REMARKS 

Bart D. Ehrman 
Thank you very much; it's a privilege to be with you. I teach at the 
University of North Carolina. I'm teaching a undergraduate 
class this semester on the New 'lestament, and of course, most 
my students are from the South; most of them have been 
good Christian families. I've found over the years that they have a far 

commitment to the Bible than knowledge about it. So this 
semester, I did something I don't normally do. I started off my class 
of 300 students by saying the first day, "How many of you in here 

agree with the proposition that the Bible is the inspired word 
of God?" Tiwm! The entire room its hand. "Oka)~ that's 
N ow how many of you have read The Da Vinci Code?" Voom! en tire 
room raises its hand. "How many of you have read the entire Bible?" 
Scattered hands. "Now, I'm not telling you that 1 think God wrote the 
Bible. You're tellinlZ me that WJIJ think God wrote the Bible. I can see 
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you'd want to read a book by Dan Brown. But if God wrote a 
book, wouldn't you want to see what he had to say?" So this is one of 

the mysteries of the universe. 
Bible is the most widely purchased, most thoroughly read, 

most broadly misunderstood book in the history of human civilization. 
One of the things that people misunderstand, of courseespeciaJly 
my nineteen-year-old students from North Carolina-- that 
we're reading the Bible, we're not actually reading the words of l'vlat-

Mark, Luke, John, or Paul. We're reading translations of those 
words from the Greek of the New Testament. And something is always 
lost in translation. Not only that, we're not reading translations of 
originals of ,Matthew, Mark, Luke,John, or Paul, because we don't have 
the originals of any of the books of the New Testament. \Vhat we 
have are copies made centuries later---in most instances, many centu­
ries later. These thousands of copies that we have all differ from one 
another in lots of little ways, and sometimes in big ways. There are 
places where we don't know what the authors of the New "lbtament 
originally wrote. ,For some Christians, that's not a big problem because 

don't have a high view of Scripture. For others, it's a big problem 
indeed. What does it mean to say that God inspired the words of the 
text if we don't have the words? l'vloreover, why should one think that 
God performed the miracle of inspiring the words in the first place if 
he didn't perform the miracle of preserving the words? If he meant 
to srive us his very words, why didn't he make sure we received them:) 

The problem of not having the originals of the New Testament is 
a problem for everyone, not just for those who believe that the Bible 
was inspired by God. For all of us, the Bible is the most important 
book in the history of \Vcstern civilization. It continues to be cited in 
public debates over gay rights, abortion, over whether to go to war 
with foreign countries, over how to organize and run our society. But 
how do we interpret the New Testament? It's hard to know what the 
words of the New Testament mean if you don't know what the words 
were. And so [we have] the problem of textual criticism, the problem 
of trying to establish what the original authors wrote and trying to 
understand how these words got changed over time. The question is 
a simple one: "How did we our New Testament?" I'll be spending 
my forty minutes trying to deal with that particular issue. 

THE TEXTUAL RELIABILITY OF THE TESTAMENT 

I'm going to start by giving an illustration of one of the books of 
the New Testament, the Gospel of Mark. Mark is our shortest Gospel. 
Many scholars think that Mark was the first Gospel to be written. We 
don't know where Mark was actually written. Scholars have different 
hypotheses about where it was written. Many scholars over the years 
have thought that maybe Mark was written in the city of Rome. Fair 
enough, let's say that the Gospel of Mark was written in the city of 
Rome. Somebody-we call him Mark, because we don't know his 
name and it doesn't make sense to call him Fred~sat down and wrote 
a Gospel. How did this Gospel get put in circulation? \Nell, it wasn't 
like it is today. Tbday, when an author writes a book, the book gets run 
off by electronic means and gets composed and produced and distrib­
uted so that you can pick up a copy of any book~The Da Vinci Code, for 
examplc~in a bookstore in New Orleans and another in California 
and another in New Y()fk, and going to be exactly the same book. 
Every word will be exactly the same because of our ways of produc­

books. But they didn't have these means of producing books in the 
ancient world. The only way to produce a book in the ancient world 
was to copy it by hand~ one page, one sentence, one word, one letter 
at a time, by hand. Mass producing books in the ancient world meant 
some guy standing up in front dictating and three others writing down 
what he said. That was mass production, producing books three at a 
time. What happens when books are copied by hand? Try it sometime 
and you'll find out what happens: people make mistakes. Sometimes . 
my students aren't convinced of this, so I tell them, "Go home and 
copy the Gospel of Matthew, and see how well you do." They're going 
to make mistakes. 

So Mark's book gets copied by somebody in Rome who wants 
a copy. They don't want just one copy, they want another copy. So 
somebody makes a copy, and probably the person makes some mis­
takes. And then somebody copies the copy. Now, when you copy 
copy, YOLi don't know that the guy who copied it ahead of YOLi made 
mistakes; you assume that he got it right. So when you copy his copy, 
you reproduce his mistakes-~and you introduce your own mistakes. 
And then a third person comes along and copies the copy that you've 
made of a copy and reproduces the mistakes that you made and that 
your predecessor made, and he makes his own mistakes. And so it 
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Somebody eventually visits the city of Rome~~somcbody from 
Ephesus, say~and decides, "We want a copy of that." So he copies 
one of the copies. But he's copying a copy that has mistakes in it, and 
he takes it back to Ephesus, and there in Ephesus, somebody copies 
it. And then somebody from Smyrna shows up and decides they want 
a copy: Well they copy the copy of the copy of the copy, and then 
somebody decides they want a copy in Antioch. And so they come, 
and they make a copy. Copies get made and reproduced. As a result, 
you get not just copies of the original but copies of the copies of the 

copies of the original. 
The only time mistakes get corrected is when somebody is copy­

ing a manuscript and they think that the copy they're copying has a 
mistake in it. And they try to correct the mistake. So they change the 
wording in order to make it correct. The problem is, there's no way 
to know whether somebody who's correcting a mistake has corrected 
it correctly. It's possible that the person saw there was a mistake and 
tried to correct it but corrected it incorrectly, which means that now 
you've got three states of the text: the original text, the mistake, 

the mistaken correction of the mistake. And then somebody 
copies that copy, and so it goes on basically for year after year after 
year after year. Mistakes get made en route, mistakes get copied 
recopied, mistakes get corrected, but sometimes incorrectly, and so 

it goes. 
Now, if we had the original copy of Mark, it wouldn't matter, 

because we could look at the original and say, "Yeah, these guys made 
mistakes, but we've got the original." But we don't have the original. 
And we don't have the first copy, or the copy of the copy: \Ve don't 
have copies of the copies of the copies of thc copies. What do we 
have? \Ve have copies that were made many, many years later. 

first copy of Mark that we have is called 'l)IS. It's called 'l)+j 
because it was the lorty-fifth papyrus manuscript discovered in 
modern age and cataloged. Papyrus is an ancient writing material, 
kind of like paper today, only it was made out of reeds that grew in 
Egypt, and they made vvriting material out of it. The oldest manu­
scripts we have of the New Testament are all written on papyrus. 
dates from the third century, around the year 220 C.E. Mark prob­

wrote his Gospel around 60 or 70 C.!':., so 'l)4C) dates to about 150 
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years later~but it is the earliest copy we have. By the time 'l)45 was 
produced, people had been copying Mark year after year after year, 
making mistakes, reproducing mistakes, tlying to correct mistakes, 

we got our first copy: Our next copy doesn't come for years after 
that. Our first complete copy doesn't show up until around the year 350 
C.E., 300 years after Mark was originally written. Starting with the 
f(mrth-century copies, we begin getting more copies. And there are, of 
course, lots of these later copies. 

You hear sometimes that the New Testament is the best-attested 
book hum the ancient world. That's absolutely right. \Ve have more 
copies of the New Testament than we have of any other book from the 
ancient world. But you need to realize that the copies we have- by and 
large~are from later times, centuries after the copying process began. 
Now, you might say, "Well, look, you're talking about these mistakes 
and these copies, but God wouldn't let that happen." Well, there's only 
one way to check, to see whether it could happen, that mistakes would 
be made. And that is by comparing the copies that survive with one 
another. It's striking that when you do that, you don't find two copies 
that are exactly alike. People were ehanging these manuscripts. 

What can we say about these surviving copies of the New Testa­
ment? Let me give you just some data, some basic information. 
of all, how many do we have? Well, we don't need to be overly precise 
for now. Basically, we have something like 5,500 Greek manuscripts of 
the New Testament. As you know, the New Testament was originally. 
written in Greek and was circulated in Greek. This is another thing I 
ask my students the first day of class. I give them this quiz the first day 
of class to see what their Bible knowledge is. The first question I ask is 
"How many books are there in the New Testament?" And that usually 
knocks off half the class right there. But then I ask what language it 
was written in, and about half of my students think the New clesta­
ment was written in Hebrevv. Interesting. The other half thinks that it 
was written in English. So I think we're doing 

The New Testament was originally written in Greek. We 
some 5,500 manuscripts in Greek from over the ages. \Vhen I say we 
have these manuscripts, I don't mean we have 5,500 complete manu­
scripts. Some are just little fragments, but if you have a little fi'ag­
ment, you count that as the manuscript. Some manuscripts are small 
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fragments; some of them are enormous tomes that were produced III 
the Middle Ages and were found in libraries or monasteries. We have 

some 5,500 Greek manuscripts. 
What are the dates of these manuscripts? \Vell, thcy range in dates 

from the second century up through the invention of printing. You 
think that once Gutenberg had invented the printing press, 

people would stop writing things out by hand because now you can 
produce things with the printing press. As it turns out, even after the 
invention of the printing press, some people didn't think that was 
going to catch on. So they still copied things out by hand.. lust like 
today, even though you have a computer, sometimes you use a 
two pencil. Even after the invention of printing, there still was the 
copying of thing:; by hand. So we actually have manuscripts that go 
down to the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries and even into the 
nineteenth century. So they span from the second century up to the 

nineteenth century. 
The earliest manuscript we have of any kind is a manuscript called 

'l)52. Again, it's on papyrus, that's why it's called 'l). It's 52 because it's 
the fifly-second papyrus manu­
script discovered and LltLdlVb'U. 

It measures 2.5 by 3.5 inches, 
about size of a credit card. It's 
an interesting little piece. It was 
discovered by a scholar named 

H. Roberts, who was digging 
through the papyri collection 
at the John Rylands Library in 

England. 
Some of these libraries have 

these bushels or envelopes filled 
with nanvri that have been dis­

1.1: 'P52 
covered by archaeologists. These ar­

chaeologists find these little pieces of things in garbage dumps, and they 
know what texts they are. Sometimes they're too small to so 

they throw them in an envelope or put them in a bushel, and it goes to 
some museum. And then someone working through them will 

In the 1930s, C. H. Roberts pulled out a little triangular 
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(since 'l)"2) and noticed that he read some of 
writing. For instance, the Greek word oudena (ov8Eva), which means "no 
one," and hina, which means "in order that." He realized that it 
like the trial ofJesus before Pilate in the Gospel ofJohn, chapter 18. So 
you know that the people who do this kind of thing are pretty smart. 
This is what they do for a living. (Strangely enough, there's a living in 
it.) There's writing on the back of the piece as well, which is significant, 
because it shows that the piece isn't from a scroll, but from a book~~ a 
book like we think of book'l, writtcn on both sides of the page and then 
sewn together at the binding. This came from a book, and since it is 
written on the front and the back, you can figure out-~ since you can see 
about how wide the letters are-~that you've got a top margin here and 
a left margin here. You can figure how many letters you need to get to 
the end of this line lin order] to get to the beginning of the next line like 
that. So you can fit,'1lre out how long the lines were. And since you have 
writing on the back, you can figure out how many lines this thing would 

originally been, so when you turn it over, you can to the top of 
the writing on the back. Sojust with this little writing, you can figure out 
how many pages were in this manuscript originally, just from this little 

3.5-inch piece. 
The way you date these things isn't by carbon-I 4 dating or some­

like that, but on the basis of handwriting 
term is paleography (paleo meaning ancient, graphe meaning writing), 
a study of ancient writing. On the basis of paleography, scholars 

this manuscript, 'l)i2, sometime to the first part of the second' 
century-say, the year 125 or 130, plus or minus twenty-five years. 
It's from the Gospel of John. John was probably written in the 90s, 
so this manuscript is only about thirty years away from the Gospel of 

It's just a little piece, but only thirty years away; which is 
good. This is the oldest manuscript of the New Testament that we have. 
Would that we had more ancient manuscripts of this age! But we 
This is the oldest. 1'10st of the copies we have are written much later 
than this. Of our 5,500-some Greek manuscripts, over 94 percent were 

after the eighth century. In other words, 94 percent of our surviv­
ing manuscripts were produced 700 years or more after the originals. 
So we have a lot of manuscripts, but most of them are not very 
to the date of the orif.,rinals. Most of them are from the Middle 
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How many mistakes are in these manuscripts? Scribes copied the 
books of the New Testament. Most tried to do a pretty good job of 
reproducing what they were copying. They didn't try to make mistakes, 
but sometimes mistakes happen. So how many mistakes are there in 

manuscripts we have? This did not seem to be a very big 
problem to scribes who were actually copying the texts in the 
Ages. Some scribes knew there were mistakes, but I'm not sure they 
realized how big the problem was-that there were a lot of mistakes. 

It wasn't until about 300 years ago that scholars starling realizing 
enormity of the problem. There was a scholar namedJohn Mill, 

I believe is unrelated to the Victorian John Stuart Mill. 
Mill was an Oxford scholar who in the year 1707 almost exactly 
300 years ago~produced a printed edition of the Greek New Tes­
tament that be called the NOl!um Testamentum Graece, the Greek New 
Testament. This was an interesting book because of how it was con­
structed. Mill printed the lines of the Greek New Testament on 
top of the page, and then on the bottom of the page, he indicated 

where manuscripts that he examined had different readings 
fix the verses that he cited at the top. 1\1i11 had access to about a 
hundred manuscripts, and he looked at how the church fathers had 
quoted the New Testament in places, and he looked at how differ­
ent ancient versions of the New Testament-ancient translations into 

Syriac, and Coptic-- presented the New Testament. He looked 
at all these materials~devoting thirty years of his life to 
then produced his NVl!um 1estamentum Graece, presenting the Greek text 
at the top and indicating some of the places where the manuscripts 

diflered from one another at the bottom. 
To the shock and dismay of many of his readers,John Mill's appa­

ratus indicated 30,000 places of variation among the manuscripts he 
had discovered. Thirty thousand places where the manuscripts had 
difIcrences! This upset a lot ofJohn Mill's readers. Some of his detrac­
tors claimed that he was motivated by the devil to render the text of 

New Testament uncertain. His supporters pointed out that he actu­
ally hadn't invented these 30,000 differences; he just noticed that 

He was just pointing out the facts that are there for anyone 
to see. 1\ioreover, as it turns out, :rvIill did not eite everything that he 
found. He flmnd far more variations than he cited in his apparatus. 
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So that was John Mill in 1707, 300 years ago, looking at a hun­
dred manusclipts. vVhat about today? \Vhat ean we say about the 
number of differences in our manmcripts today'? As it turns out, it is 
very hard to say exactly how many differences there are in our 
ing manuscripts. We have far more manuscripts than Mill had. He 

a hundred; we have 5,500. So we have filly-five times as many 
manuscripts as he had. And this may seem a little weird, but in this 
field, the more evidence you have, the harder it is to figure out what 
you're doing, because the more evidence you the more manu­
scripts you have, the more diflerences you have. So, it turns out, half 

evidence just complicates the picture. So we have 
manuscripts. How many differences are there!> The reality is, we don't 
know, because no one has been able to count them all, even with the 
development of computer technology. It is probably easiest simply to 
put it in comparative terms. There are more differences in our manu­

than there are words in the New Testament. That's a lot. There 
are alOrc tf'n'ncf'S in our manuscripts than are words in 
New Testament. 

Some scholars will tell you there are 200,000 differences, some 
will tell you 300,000 dinerenees, some say 400,000. I don't know. It's 

like that; between 300,000 and 400,000 would be my guess. 
But what do we make of that 

But the first thing to say about these 300,000 or 400,000 difIlT­
enees is that most of them don't matter for anything. They are abso­
lutely irrelevant, immaterial, unimportant, and a lot of them you can't 
even reproduce in English translations from the Greek. As it turns 
out, the m(~jority of mistakes you find in manuscripts show us llUlllUl1" 

more than that scribes in antiquity could spell no better than my stu­
can today. The scribes can be excused on this; they didn't have 

spell-check. (I just don't understand students who have spell-check on 
their computer but have spelling mistakes in a paper. I mean the com­

tells you! It's in red! This word is wrong!) If scribes had had 
check, we might have 50,000 mistakes instead of 400,000, but scribes 

have spell-check. And half the time, scribes frankly didn't care 
things. \Ve know that scribes often didn't care how 

things because sometimes the same word appears within 
a lme or two, and the scribe spells it difIerently in the two places. It 
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also turns out that didn't have dictionaries. Spelling wasn't a 

deal for most of these So that's one kind of mistake, which 

course doesn't matter for What other kinds of mistakes 

do you 
Often will leave out things, accident-not plan­

to leave out. They mess up because they 

something on the page. Sometimes they leave out a word, some­
times a sentence, and sometimes an entire page. Sometimes scribes 
were incompetent, sometimes they were sleepy, and sometimes 

were bored. 
You can see how it would happen with this illustration from 

Luke 12:8-10: 

And I tell YOLl, everyone who me brlare 

The Son of Man also will nwl"c!(J"(' before the of God; 

But whoever denies me before others will be denied before the 

of God 
And everyone who speaks a word against the Son of Man ... 

And it goes on to say that blasphemy "against the Holy Spirit will not 
be forgiven." Notice that the second and third lines end in same 
words, "before the angels of God." \1\'hat scribes would sometimes do 
is copy the second line, ''>vill acknowledge befi)fe the angels of God," 
they look at the page, and then they copy it. Then their eyes go back 
to the page and inadvertently go to the [end of the] third line, 
ends same way, "before the of God." The scribes think this 
was the line that they had just copied. So they keep copying with the 
following words, and the result that is that they leave out the entire 
second line. So in some manuscripts, you have "will acknowledge 
before the angels of God," followed by "A.nd everyone who a 
word against the Son." They've lett out the middle line. You see how 
that works? That kind of eye-skip goes under a technical name. An 
eye-skip is called parablepsis. Parablepsis happens because the words 
at the end of the line are the same. Lines ending ,vith the same words 
is called homoeoteleuton. So, this kind of mistake, I try to teach my 
students, is parablepsis occasioned by homoeoteleuton. 

This, then, is another accidental kind of mistake. Accidental 
takes are exceedingly common in our manuscripts, in because 
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some scnbes were completely inept. My favorite example of an inept 
scribe was a fourteenth-century scribe of a manuscript that's 

. Now this example is a little bit complicated. MS,09 is copying 
the genealogy of Jesus in Luke. There are two genealogies ofJesus in 
the New 1cstament. Matthew has a genealogy that takes Jesus back to 
Abraham, the father of the Jews. And Luke has a genealogy that takes 
Jesus back to Adam, as in Adam and Eve. This is an amazing geneal­
ogy when you think about it. I have an aunt who is a genealogist, who 
has traced my family line back to the Mayflower. The Mayflower? Pfoo! 
Adam and Eve! We're talking serious genealogy here! 

The genealogy begins with Joseph and works backward. Joseph is 
supposedly the father of Jesus, and Joseph is son of so-and-so, who is 
son of so-and-so, son of so-and-so, who is son of David, who is son of 
so-and-so, who is the son of so-and-so, who is the son of 
who is the son of so-and-so who is the son of Adam, son of God. So it 
actually traces Jesus' genealogy back to God, which is even better than 
tracing back to Adam. It's an amazing genealogy. 

The scribe of rvrs lU9 in the fourteenth century was copying a 
manuscript that had Luke's genealogy in two columns, but the second 
column didn't go all the way down the page. And instead of copying 
the first column and then the second column, the scribe copied across 
the columns, leading to some very interesting results. In this geneal­
ogy, in rvlS lo9

, the father of the human race is not Adam, but some 
guy named Pherez, and as it turns out, God is the son Aram. And 
so it goes. 

There are all sorts of accidental mistakes in the manuscripts, and 
most of the mistakes we have in our manuscripts are acci­

dental. In cases, it is fairly easy to figure out what happened. Not 
a big problem. There are other mistakes in our manuscripts, though, 
that appear to be intentionaL It's hard to say absolutely that a scribe 
intentionally changed the text because the scribe is not around for us 
to ask, "Did you do this on purpose?" But there are some changes 
really look as though they had to be done on purpose. I'll give you 
a few examples of these because they tend to be rather 

are the ones that most textual critics spend their time 
about. These big changes are the kind of things that if 
a New 1estament class with me, they ought to know about by 
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semester is over. First is the story that is probably the ElVorite 

among Bible readers and has been for many years, the story 
the woman taken in adultery. One of my reasons for thinking that 

this is people's favorite Bible is because it's in every Hollywood 

movie aboutJesus. You simply can't make aJesus movie without this 

story. Even Mel Gibson, wanting to do a movie aboutJesus' last hours, 

had to sneak this scene in as a flashback. So you're familiar with the 

story: TheJewish leaders drag this woman bef()reJesus and say, "She 

has been caught in the act of adultery, and according to the Law 
.Moses, we're supposed to stone her to death. What do you say we 

should do?" This is setting up a trap for Jesus, because if Jesus says, 
yeah, stone her to death," he's breaking his teachings of love 

and mercy. If he says, "No, forgive her," then he's breaking the Law of 

Moses. So what's he going to do? vVeIl,Jesus, as you know, has a way 
of getting out of these traps in the New Testament. In this instance, 

stoops down and starts writing on the ground. He then looks up and 
says, "Let the one without sin among you be the first to cast a stone 

at her." He stoops down again and continues writing, and one by one, 
the Jewish leaders start feeling guilty for their own sins, and they leave 

looks up, and it's just the woman there. And he says to her, 

"\Voman, is there no one left here to condemn you?" And she says, 

"No, Lord, no one." And Jesus says, "Neither do I condemn you; go 

and sin no more." 
This is a beautiful story, and it's rightly one of the favorite stories 

of readers of the Gospels of the New Testament-filled with pathos, 

teaching a very powerful lesson about the need for forgiveness and 

about not casting the first stone. The diHiculty, as many of you 

is that this story, in fact, was not originally in the Bible. It is now fimnd 
7-8 (part of the end of chapter 7 and the beginning of chapter 

8), but it's not found in our oldest and best manuscripts of the 
And the vocabulary used in this story is unlike what you find 

elsewhere in the Gospel of John, and when you actually look at this 

story in its context, it seems to be badly nlaced in its context. It inter­

rupts the flow of the context. 
Scholars for centuries have realized that this story does not belong 

in the Gospel of John, and it is not found in any other Gospel. You'll 
find it in a lot of your English Bibles, but in most English Bibles, 
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the editors will put brackets around it to tell you that it may be a really 

and popular story, but it wasn't orit,rinally part of the Gospel. 

a pretty big change of the text. My assumption is that however that 

got in there, it wasn't by pure accident. It might have been an 
accident, but I think somebody came up with a story and put in 

My hunch actually is that somebody found it in the margin of a manu­

A scribe was copying his manuscript of John, and knowing 
story, he decided to write it out in the margin. The next scribe came 

along and saw the story in the margin and thought that the scribe 
him had inadvertently left out a story, so this second scribe 

the story in the text itself And the next scribe came along and copied 

that manuscript and left it in. Pretty soon, the story was propagated 
as being part of the Gospel of John, even though it originally was not 

part of the Gospel ofJohn. That's a pretty big change, and I assume it 
is orobably in some sense intentional. 

Another example, a big example, is the last twelve verses of Mark. 
Mark, as Twas saying earlier, is the shortest Gospel. It is probably my 
favorite Gospel. Mark doesn't beat you over the head with his theol­

ogy. Mark is very subtle, and for that reason, I really like it. One of the 
best parts of Mark is how it ends. Jesus has been condemned to death, 

he's been crucified, been buried. On the third day, the women 
to the tomb to anoint his body, but when they arrive,Jesus is not in the 

tomb. There's a young man there who tells the women that Jesus has 
been raised and that the women are to go tell Peter and the disciples 

that Jesus will precede them and meet them in Galilee. And then the 
text says, "But the women fled fi'om the tomb and didn't say anything 

to anyone, for they were afraid." Period. That's it! That's where it ends. 

You say, '?\i, yai, yai! How can it end there? Doesn't Jesus show 
up? Don't the disciples go to Galilee? Don't they see him?" You're left 

hanging. Well, scribes got to this passage that they were copying out, 
and they got to chapter 16:8, and it said, "The women fled from the 

tomb and didn't say anything to anyone, for they were afraid." And 

scribes said, ':Ai, yai! How can it end there?" So the scribes 

added an ending. In your Bibles today, you'll find an additional twelve 
verses in which the women do go tell the disciples. The disciples clo 

go to Galilee. Jesus does meet them there, andJesus tells the disciples 
that they are to go out and make converts. And he tells them those 
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to handle snakes and that be 

able to drink deadly and it won't harm them. And then Jesus 
Gospel has an ending that's more famil-

This ending, by the way, is used in my part of the world. We have 
these Appalachian snake handlers that base their theology on these 
last twelve verses. I've always thought that somebody in the 
on the way to the hospital ought to maybe tell one of these guys, "You 
know, actually those verses weren't originally in there." 

The verses are not found in our two best and oldest manuscripts 
of Mark. The writing style of these verses is different from the rest of 

When you read it in Greek, there's a rough transition between 
that story and the preceding story. Most scholars, then, are pretty con­
vinced that either Mark ended with verse 8 or the ending of Mark 
got lost-that we lost the last page. I personally think that it ended 
with verse 16:B-~that the women didn't tell anybody. The reason is 
that throughout Mark's Gospel, unlike the other Gospels, the disciples 
never can figure out who Jesus is. Jesus is always frustrated with his 
disciples in Mark's Gospel. He keeps asking, "Don't you understand? 
Don't you ie" At the end, they still don't get it. They're never told. 

Moreover, it's interesting that in lVlark's Gospel, whenever 
performs a miracle, he tells people, "Don't tell anybody." Or he'll 
somebody and say, "Don't tell anybody." Or he'll cast out demons, and 
he'll tell them, "Don't say anything." And then at the end, when some­
body is told to say something, they don't say anything. When they're 
told not to say anything, they do say things. So I think Mark is interest­

it ended with 16:8. 
I'll give you another example of a m(~or change. Jesus heals a leper 

in lVlark 1. The leper comes up to him, asks to be healed, andJesus says, 
"I am willing." The text says, "Filled with compassion, Jesus reached 
out his hand and touched the man. 'I am Vv111ing,' he said. 'Be 

1 :41, NIV) In some of our earlier manuscripl'l, though, instead of 
saying, "feeling compassion for the man," it says 'jesus got angry" and 

out his hand and touched him and healed him. He got anglY? 

That's a big diflerence. 
Well, which did the text originally say? Did it say thatJesus lett com­

passion or that he got angry? Now, you have to imagine that you're a 
scribe copying this text. If you're a scribe copying it, and you have the 

who believe in 
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word in limit of you thatJesus "felt compassion," are you likely to change 
it to say that he "got angry"? On the other hand, if you came across the 
word saying.Jesus "got angry," would you be likely to change it to say 
"he compassion"? If you put it that way, the latter is the more likely 
possibility, which is why a lot of scholars think, in fact, that originally this 
texl said that Jesus got angry and that scribes changed it to say he felt 
compassion. But what did he angly at? That's thc big question. But 
my point is that you can't interpret what the words mean if you don't know 
what the words are. 'Iextual critics try to figure out what the words are. 

Is the text of the New Testament reliable? The reality is there is 
no way to know. If we had the originals, we could tell you. If we had 

first copies, we could tell you. If we had copies of the copies, we 
could tell you. vVe don't have copies in many instances for hundreds of 
years after the originals. There arc places where scholars continue to 

what the original text said, and there are places where we will 
probably never know. 

Thank you very much. 

OPENING REMARKS 

Daniel B. Wallace 
as I ex])ectcd, your presentation was energetic, infixmative, and 

entertaining. It was vintage Bart Ehrman. What many folks here prob­
don't realize is that you and I have known each other for more ' 

than twenty-five years. Our academic paths, in fact, have been remark­
ably similar. I met you when you were just starting out in your 
program at Princeton. Six months later, you were cruising through the 
program while I was dri1l1ng a truck to make ends meet. Similar activi-

The year you completed your doctorate, I was just starting mine. 
Seven years later, in 1993, when you wrote your magnum opus, The 
Orthodox Corruption Scripture, I began thinking about my dissertation, 

should soon be published. But by the time you wrote your fifo 
teenth book, I had already finished my fifteenth article. And when you 
were nominated to be :Man of the Year for Time magazine, after writ­
ing Alisquoting ]esus--when the name Bart Ehrman became a house-

word-most of my students knew my name. Yes. we have a 
in common. 
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an honor for me to share the Bart Ehrman. 

I know who has been on NPR, BAR, 
Stew-SBL, CBS, NBC, and ABC. Not 

art's Dairy Show--twice. And he's 
whom Stephen Colbert dissed with a classic line, which I can't repeat 

in mixed company. 
I've tried to keep up with Bart's voluminous output, but it hasn't 

been easy. Normally, he writes in a dear, forceful style and punctuates 
his writing with provocative one-liners and a good measure of wit. 
I must howeveI; that his iMisquoting Jesus left me more per­

plexed than ever. I wasn't sure exactly what he was saying. Reading it 
one way contradicted what he had written elsewhere, while reading it 

another way was hardly controversial -and not the sort of 
that wou1r1 \Ai"rr~lTlt hpincr ;) hlockhllstf'r on the ]Vew fOrk 

list. 
I that I'm not sure 

between us are. But I do know 

some. 
r think that it would be good if I began by speaking about what 

we agree on. There is often a gulf between those "inside" a particular 
scholarly discipline and those on the outside. And when outsiders hear 
what insiders are talking about, sometimes they can quite alarmed. 
Bart says in the appendix to ivlisquoting Jesus, "The facts that I explain 
about the New Testament in Misquoting ]esus are not at all 'news' to 
biblical scholars. They are what scholars have known, and said, for 
many, many years."1 He's right. So at the outset, I want to discuss our 
common There are basically five things that we agree on: 

the New Testament a 

not sure what the number 

estlmate IS somewhere 300,000 and 

'rvu,uvu variants. And this means, as Bart is of saying, 

that there are more variants in the manuscripts than there 

are words in the New Testament. 

2. The vast bulk of tlwse differences affect virtually nothing. 

3. We agree on what we think the wording of the orit,rinal 

text was almost all the time. ~ 
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4. Our is even over several well-known or contro­
passages: 

o In Mark 16:9-20, Jesus tells his that can drink 
poison and handle snakes and not get hurt. If you are G.-om 'West 

Virginia, I'm sorry to disappoint you, but both Bart and I agree 
that this passage is not part of the OIiginal text of Mark. 

o \¥e both agree that the story of the woman caught in adultery 

(In. 7:53-8: II) was not part of the OIiginal text ofJohn. It's my 
favorite passage that's not in the Bible. 

o 1John 5: 7 says, "For there are three t hat bear record in 

the Father. the \Vord. and the Holv Ghost: and these three are 

statement about the 
in the Bible, but it's not part of the original text. 

And this fact has been known for more than half a millennium. 

most manuscnpts say ttmtJesus was 
moved with compassion when he healed a leper, we both agree 

that the original text probably said he was angry when he did so. 

5. \Ve both agree that the orthodox scribes occasionally 
changed the New Testament text to bring it more into con­
formity with their views. 

All these agreements 
are looking at the same 
answers most of the and lib­

erals are liberal. 
the issue then? text is not the basic area of our ,1,0'>"""""_ 

text is. And even here, it's not so much the 
interpretation of the text as it is interpretation of how the textual vari­
ants arose, and how significant those variants arc. That's where our dif~ 
ferf'ncf's lie. Bart puts a certain spin on the data. If you've read L"14isquoting 
Jesus, you may have come away with an impression of the book that is 
more cynical than what Bart is explicitly saying. \¥hether that impression 
accurately reflects Bart's views is more difficult to assess. But one thin!! is 
clear: Bart sees in the textual variants 
sinister, more 

Myjob is to 
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In the time allotted, I won't even try to discuss the many passages 
that Bart has brought up in his lecture, let alone his book. I will touch 
on one or two, but for the most part, I want to put the textual variants 

in their historical fi:amework. 

To 
one side are 

the KJV, in every 
text. lobe trank, the quest for often overshadows 

the quest for truth in conservative theological And that's a tempta­
tion we need to resist. It is fundamentally the temptation of modernism. 
And to our shame, all too often evangelicals have been more concerned 

to protect our presuppositions than to pursue truth at all costs. 
On the other are a few radical scholars who are so skeptical 

that no piece of data, no hard fact is safe in their hands. It all turns to 
If everything is 

then no view is more probable than any other view, In Starbucks and 
on the street, in college classrooms and on the you can hear 
the line, "vVe really don't know what the New Testament originally 
said, since we no longer possess the originals and since there could 
have been tremendous tampering with the text befc)re our existing 

copies were produced." 
But are any biblical "Cll\Jldl this skeptical? Robert Funk, the 

In The 

Even careful make mistakes, as every knows. 

So we will n('wr be able to claim certain knowledge of 

what the original text of ar~y biblical writing was, 
The temporal gap that separates Jesus from the first surviving 

copies of the gospels ···about one hundred and seventy-five 
years···-corresponds to the lapse in time from l776~~the writing 

of the Declaration of Independence-to 1950. What if the 

oldest of the founding document dated from 19SOl' 

is easy to see: rampant skepticism over recovering the 
original wording of any part of the New Testament. This is the 
tation of postmodernism. 1 The only certainty is uncertainty itself. It's 
the one absolute that denies all the others. Concomitant with this is 
an intellectual pride pride that one "knows" enough to be skeptical 
about all positions, 

NEW 

'Wherc does Bart stand on this spectrum? I don't know, On the one 
hand, he has made statements like these: 

If the primary purpose of this discipline is to get back to the 
original text, we may as well admit either defeat or 
rlpnpnrliTHT on how on(' chooses to look at it, because we're not 

much closer to the text than we are, 

. , . At this stage, our work on the or~r;itlal amounts to little more 

than tinkering. There's something about historical scholarship 
that refuses to concede that a major task has been accomplished, 
but there it is,5 

In spite of these remarkable [textuall differences, scholars are 
convinced that we can reconstruct the original words of the New 
Testament with reasonable {althowlh nrobablv not 100 

The two statements were made at the Society of Biblical Litera­
ture, in an address to text-critical scholars, The third statement is in 
a college textbook. All of this sounds as if Bart would align himself 
more with those who are fairly sure about what the wording of the 
text is. 

But what Bart wrote in his book, 

we don't have the first 
of\Ve don't even have copies of the 

or copies of the of Iht' copies of the originals, 

What we have arc copies made later much later .... And these 
copies all differ from one another, in many thousands of places 

, , , these copies differ from one another in so mallY places that we 
don't even known how many differences there are.! 

We could go on nearly forever about snecific nlaces ill 

which the texts of the New Testament camt' to be 

or ,., The 

hundreds but in the thousands,H 

And here's what he wrote in another popular book, Lost C'lmslianities: 

The fact that we have thousands of New Testament manuscripts 
does not in itself mean that we can rest assured that we know what 
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the original text said. If we have very few early copies--in fact, 
can we know that the text was not changed 

the New Testament began to be reproduced in 

The cumulative effect of these latter statements seems to be that 
not only can we have no certainty about the wording of the orit,rinal, 
but that, even where we are sure of the wording, the core theology is 

as as we had thought. The message of whole 
hands of the scribes. and 

in later wmners ---those who 

conformed it to their notion of 
Bart believes. Is the 

task done? Have we recovered the wording of 
text? Or should we be hyperskeptical about the whole enterprise? It 
seems that Bart puts a more skeptical spin on things when speaking 
in the public square than he does when speaking to professional col­
leagues. I am hoping that he can clarify his position for us this evening. 

These two attitudes-total despair and absolute certainty-are 
the Scylla and Charybdis that we must sker between. There are three 

other questions that we need to answer. 

1. The number of variants how many scribal changes are 
there? 

2. The nature of variants ----what kinds of textual variations 

are there? 

3. What theological issues are at stake? 

Let's begin with a definition of a textual variant: any 
the manuscripts in which there is variation in 

one say one 
variant. 

textual variants among 
about 140,000 words in the 
age for every word in the 

rp"ding counts as a textual 

between 300,000 and 
Yet there are only 

there are between 
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two and three variants. If this were the only piece of data we had, it 
would discourage anyone from attempting to recover the wording of 
the original. But there's more to this story. 

Two points to ponder: First, the reason we have a lot of variants 
is that we have a lot of manuscripts. It's simple, really. No classical 

because thev don't 
as many 

or Latin text has nearly as many 
have every new 

new variants are found. 10 If one copy of the 
New Testament in existence,.it would have zero Yet several 

authors have only one copy of 
sometimes that lone copy is not produced lOr a 

would hardly us confidence that 
duplicated the wording of the original in every respect. To 

speak about the number of varianls without also speaking about the 
number of manuscripts is simply an appeal to sensationalism. 12 

Second, as Samuel Clemens said, "There are lies, damn lies, 
and statistics." A little probing into these 400,000 variants puts these 
statistics in a context. 

In Greek alone, we have more than 5,500 manuscripts today. 
Many of these are fragmentary, of course, especially the older ones, 
but the average Greek New Testament manuscript is well over 400 
pages long. Altogether, there are more than million pages of 
texts, leaving hundreds of witnesses f()r every book of the New 
Testament. 

not Just the Greek manuscripts that 
Testament was early on translated into a 

handwritten llW.IlU"U IfJl" 

Testament in various 

if you were to destroy all those manuscripts, we would not 
be left without a witness. That's because the ancient Christian leaders 
known as church fathers wrote commentaries on the New Testament. 
To date, more than one million quotations of the New Testament by 
the church fathers have been recorded. "If all other sources for our 
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text of the New Testament were 
fix the 

and 

These numbers are breathtaking! But also, if left by them­
selves, would resemble Samuel Clemens's quip about statistics. I'm 
tempted to say that these numbers are reminiscent of membership 
rolls at a Southern Baptist church, but I dare not use such an analogy 

in this company. 
Far more important than the numbers are the dates of manu-

How many manuscripts do we have in after 
the completion of the New Testament. how many in the second 

the thIrd;' Although the numt)ers are slgmhcanUy lower, they are 
\Ve have today as many as a dozen manuscripts 

from the second century, sixty-four from the third, and forty-eight from 
the fourth. That's a total of 121 manuscripts within 300 years of the 
composition of the New Testament. Most of these are fragmentary, 
but collectively, the whole New Testament text is {ound in them mul­

tiple times. 
How does the average classical or Latin author stack up'? 

If we are comparing the same timf' period~300 years after composi­
average classical author has no 

if we compare all the manuscnpts 01 a 
cal author, regardless of when they were written, the total would still 
average less than twenty, and probably less than a dozen-and they 
would all be coming much more than three centuries later. In terms 
of extant manuscripts, the New Testament textual critic is confronted 
with an embarrassment of riches. If we have doubts about what the 
original New Testament said, those doubts would have to be multiplied 
a hundred-fi)ld fiJr the average classical author. And when we compare 

New Testament manuscripts wi.th very best that the 
has to ofkr. it still stands head and shoulders above the rest. The 

New is far and away the work of or 
Latin literature from the ancient world. 

There's another way to look at this. If all of the New Testament 
manuscripts of the second century are fragmentary (and they are), 
how fragmentary are they? We can measure this in several diHerent 
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ways. 
as well as 
other 
at this is of all the verses in Testament 
are already found in manuscripts within a hundred years of the com­
pletion of the New Testament. 14 

Now, Bart in one place seems to say that we don't have ar!)! second­
century manuscripts.l" In an interview in the Charlotte Observer, he declared, 
"If we don't have the original texts of the New Testament-or even 

the copies of the orib';nals~~~what do we have'?" 

"vVe have copies were made hundreds of 
most cases, many hundreds 

years after 
Testament. was compleled. He even repeated this statement again tonight. 
But that is not the case. The impression Bart sometimes b';ves through­
out the book~but especially repeats in interviews-is that of wholesale 
uncertainty about the original wording, a view that is far more radical 
than he actually embraces. 

In liQ'ht of comments such as these, the impression that many 

is that the transmission of the New 
Testament resembles the telephone game. is a game every child 
knows. It involves a line of people, with the one 
story into ear of the second person. That person then whispers the 
story to the next person in line, and that person whispers it to the next, 
and so on down the line. As the tale goes from person to person, it gets 
terribly garbled. The whole point of the telephone game, in fact, is to 
see how garbled it can get. There is no motivation to get it right. By 
the time it to the last person, who repeats it out loud fi)r the whole 
group, everyone has a 

the coovinQ' of New Testament manuscnots 1S like this 
game: 

• The message is passed on in wntmg, not would 
make for a pretty boring telephone 

• Rather than one line or stream of transmission, there arc 
multiple lines. 
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• Textual critics don't rely on just the last person in each line, 
but can interrogate several folks who are closer to the origi­

nal source. 

writers are commenting on the text as it is 
its transmissional history. And when there are chron­

ologlcal gaps among the manuscripts, these writers often fill 
gaps by telling us what the text said in that place in 

their 

• Tn the telephone game, once the story is told by one person, 
that individual has nothing else to do with the story. It's out 
of his or her hands. But the original New Testament books 
were most likely copied more than once, and may have been 
consulted even after a few generations of copies 

• There was at least one very stream of 

filr the New Testament And there 

is sufficient evidence to show that even a particular fourth­
century manuscript in this line is usually more accurate than 

any second-cent llry manuscript. 

We can illustrate this [last point] ""'ith two manuscripts that 
Bart and I would both agree are two of the most accurate manu­
scripts of the New Testament, if not the two most accurate. I am 
referring to Papyrus 75 and Codex VaticanllS (B). These two 

Their agree-
than the of any other two early manu­

scripts. 1)7:' is 100 to 150 years older than B, yet it is not an ancestor 
of B. Instead, B copied from an earlier common ancestor that both 
Band 1)7:> were related to. The combination of both of these 

manuscripts in a particular reading goes back to early in the second 

century. 
Bart has asserted, "If we have very few early 

any-how can we know 
the New Testament uuuu:;u In 

I'm not sure he's speaking about, 
from the third century than there 

are trom the fourth or fifth 
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But how can we know? It's a Iet,ritimate question. There is a way 
to be rdatively confident that the text of the fourth century looked 
remarkably like the earliest form of the text. 1)7;' has large portions of 
Luke andJohn in it-and nothing else. Codex B has most of the New 
Testament in it. If Band 1)75 are very to each other yet B 

has the earlier reading, we can extrapolate that the text of B is 

rest of the New Testament. And when it agrees with a 
manuscript such as Codex Sinaiticus, which it usually does, that com­
bined rt,:ading almost surely goes back to a common archetype from 
deep in the second century.19 

Nevertheless, Bart has carefully and ably described the transmis­
sion of the text. He has detailed how the winners succeeded in con­
quering all with their views and emerged as the group we 

accurate overall. The 
Bart's basic 

motives Islam far more than 
Christianity. Recent work on the transmissional history of both the 
New Testament and the Qur'an shows this clearly. 

Within just a few decades of the writing of the Qur'an, it under­
went a strongly controlled, heavy-handed editing geared toward 
"orthodoxy" that weeded out variants that did not conform. But 
New Testament, as even Bart argues, not suiter this sort of control 

Bart Hmp~tprl that the earliest decades 

can't have it both ways. 

conspiracy simultaneously producing the same variants. Conspiracy 
implies control, and wild copying is anything but controlled. 

On the one hand, there was uncontrolled copying of manuscripts 
in the earliest period. But this was largely restricted to the \Vestern 
text-form. 2 

I On the other hand, there was a 
that may appear to controlled. This is the 

reason that 

is largely that they were in a relatively pure line 
of transmission.n was no conspiracy, just good practices. \Vhat 

over a century ago is relevant to this discussion: 

When the Caliph Othman fixed a text of tlH' Koran and destroyed 

all the old copies which difIcred from his standard, he provided 

http:century.19
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for the ;'''r~;h' of sum,equel at the cost of their 
historical foundation. A classical text wftidt rests pnattv on (/ 
arche!ype is that which is open to tftt' most serious suspicions. 

\\That we see in the New Testament copies is absolutely nothing like 
this. Bart tries to make out a case fClr significant theological alterations 

to the text of the New Testament lijJ a group did not 

the textfrom the beginnin,g, 
are missing. It's like to bake a cake \'Vith romaine lettuce and 

dressing. 
In another respect, when Ehrman discusses whether God has pre­

served the text of the New Testament, he places on the New Testament 
transmissional process some rather unrealistic demands -----demands 

Islam traditionally claims for itself with to the Qur'an but 

no bona fide or Christian 

was true of the New Testament 
that the Qur'an has been 

copies are exactly alike. This is what Ehrman demands of the New 
Testament text if God has inspired it. Methodologically, he did not 
abandon the evangelical faith; he abandoned a faith that in its bib­
liological constructs is what most Muslims claim for their sacred text. 

Let's sum up the from the number of variants: There 

are a variants because And even 

in the New Testament is found in a 

number of manuscripts, and to give us the 

esSentlalS of the original text. 
How many difierences afiect the meaning of the text? How many 

of them are plausible or viable that is, found in manuscripts with 
a sufficient pedigree that they have some likelihood of reflecting the 
original wording? The variants can be broken down into the following 

1. Spelling differences and nonsense errors 

2. Minor differences that do not afi(;ct translation or that 

involve synonyms 

3. Difl(:renees that aiket the meaning of the text but arc 


not viable 
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4. Differences that both affeet the meaning of the text and 
are viable 

Of the hundreds of thousands of textual variants in New Testa­
ment manuscripts, the great majority are spelling diHerences that have 
no bearing on the meaning of the text. 24 The most common textual 
variant involves what is called a movable nu. The letter nu (v) can 
occur at the end of certain words when they precede a word that starts 

a vowel. This is similar to the two forms of the indefinite article in 
English: a book, an apple. But whether the nu appears in these words 
or not, there is absolutely no difference in meaning. 

Several of the spelling difierences are nonsense 
occur when a scribe is fatigued, inattentive, or 

very well. J:<~br examolc. in 1 Thess. are 
over a very dImcuit textual problem. Paul is describing how he 

and Sila~ acted among the new converts in their to Thessalonica. 
Some manuscripts read, "We were gentle among you," while others say, 
"\\Te were little children among you." The dinerence between the two 
variants is a single letter in Greek: nepioi vs. epioi (V~1TlOL vs. ~1TlOL). A lone 
medieval scribe changed the text to "We were horses among you"! The 
word horses in Greek hiMoz is similar to these other two words. 

next largest variants 
are those that involve synonyms or do not aHeet They are 

than mere spelling changes, but they do not alter the 
way the text is translated, or at least understood. A very common vari­
ant involves the use of the definite article with proper names. Greek 
can say "the Mary" or "the Joseph" (as in Luke 2: 16), while English 
usage requires the dropping of the article. So whether the Greek text 
has "the Mary" or simply "Mary," Enf!lish will alwavs translate this as 

common variant is when words in Greek are transposed. 
'-'110 11"11, Greek word order is used more for emphasis than for 

basic meaning. That's because Greek is a highly inflected language, 
with a myriad of suffixes on nouns and verbs, as well as prefixes and 
even infixes on verbs. You can tell where the subject is by 
regardless of where it slands in 
sentence, 'Jesus " In 



41 40 THE RELIABILITY OF THE NEW TESTAMENT 

of sixteen the trans­

lation would be the same' in J::;nglIsh. And once we 
verbs "love" in Greek, the presence or absence of little particles 
that often go untranslated, and spelling differences, the possibilities 

run into the hundreds. Yet all of them would be translated simply as 
'Jesus loves John." There may be a slight diflerence in emphasis, but 

the meaning is not 
if a sentence like this be 

ma 

llUlWJU of actual textual variants in the New Tt'stament manu­

scripts? That there are only three variants for every word in the 
New Testament when the potential is almost infinitely greater seems 
trivial-especially when we consider how many thousands of manu­

scripts are. 
The third bro"pst C/lIFP-orV rof variantsl involves wordine- that is 

manu­

script or group of manuscripts that, by themselves, have little likeli­
hood of reflecting the wording of the original text. In I Thess. 2:9, one 
latc medieval manuscript speaks of "the gospel of Christ" instead of 
"the gospel of God," while almost all the other manuscripts have the 

latter. Here, "the gospel of Christ" is a meaningful but it is not 
because there is little that one medieval scribe 

of the original text while all other scribes for 

centuries before him missed it. 
The final, and by tar the smallest, category of textual variants 

involves those that are both meaningful and yjable. than 1percent 

of all textual variants belong to this group. But even 
be misleading. By "meaningfhl," we mean that the 

of the passage, then it 

is meaningful. 
For example, consider a textual problem in Rev. 13: 18, "Let the 

one who has insight calculate the beast's number, for it is the number 
of a man, and his number is 666." A few years ago, a scrap of papy­
rus was {ound at Oxford University's Ashmolean Museum. It gave the 

as 616. And it iust happens to be the oldest manuscript 

of the second manuscript to 

TH ETEXTUAL RELIABI LlTY OF TH ENEW TESTAMENT 

ness to the text of 

Most 

so. so 
and is Known as 

think 666 is the number of the beast and 
616 is the neighbor of the beast. It's possible that his number is really 
616. But what is the significance of this, really? I know of no church, 
no Bible college, no theological seminary that has a doctrinal state­
ment that says, "We believe in the dcity of Christ, we believe in the 

of Christ, we believe in the bodily resurrection of 
that the number of the beast is 666." This textual 

variant does not change any cardinal belief of Christians but, if 
original, it would send about seven tons of dispensational literature 
to the Hames. 

Although the quantity of textual among the New Testa­
nun1bers in the hnT)r4rpri 

differences are both 
of texts that are in dispute. I don't want to give the impression that 
textual criticism is merely a mopping up job nowadays, that all but a 
handful of problems have been resolved. That is not the case. But the 

problems and their interpretive significance 
IS than n1any rp"dr>rQ 

come to believe. 
Finally, we need to ask, "\Vhat theological issues are involved in 

these textual variants?" Bart argues that the major changes that have 
been made to the text of the New Testament have been produced by 
"orthodox" scribes; they have tampered with the text in hundreds of 

with the result that the basic teachings of the New .I.,",n(tJ111," 

Before we at his evidence, 
that orthodox sClibes have altered the 

New Testament text for their own purposes is one that is certainly 
true. And this occLirs in hundreds of places. Ehrman has done the 
academic community a great selvice by systematically highlighting so 
many of these alterations in his Orthodox Corruption of Scripture. How­
ever, We extent to which scribes vanous passages 
and whether such alterations have buried forever 
of the New Testament are a different matter. 
that Ehrman and other textual critics can place these textual variants 
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in history and can determine what the original text was that they cor­

rupted presupposes that the authentic wording has hardly been lost. 25 

In the concluding chapter of MisquotingJesus, Bart summarizes his 

findings as follows: 

It would be wrong ... to say-as people sometimes do-that the 

changes in our text have no real bearing on what the texts mean 

or on the theological conclusions that one draws from them. 

... In some instances, the very meaning of the text is at stake, 

depending on how one resolves a textual problem: Was Jesus an 

angry man [Mark 1:41J? Was he completely distraught in the 

face of death [Hebrews 2:9]? Did he tell his disciples that they 

could drink poison without being harmed [Mark 16:9-20]? Did 

he let an adulteress off the hook with nothing but a mild warning 

Uohn 7 :53-8: II]? Is the doctrine of the Trinity explicitly taught 

in the New Testament [I John 5:7-8]? Is Jesus actually called 

the "unique God" there Uohn I: 18]? Does the New Testament 

indicate that even the Son of God himself does not know when 

the end will come [Matthew 24:36]? The questions go on and on, 

and all of them are related to how one resolves difficulties in the 

manuscript tradition as it has come down to US. 
26 

I have dealt with these passages in detail in my essay "The Gospel 

according to Bart," published in the Journal if the Evangelical Theologi­
cal SocieryY What I will present here will be much briefer and more 

selective. 

This summary paragraph gives us seven passages to consider: 

• Mark 16:9-20 

•John 7:53-8: 11 

• 1John 5:7 (in the KJV) 

• Mark 1:41 

• Hebrews 2:9 

•John 1: 18 

• Matthew 24:36 

The first three passages have been considered inauthentic by most 

New Testament scholars-including most evangelical New Testament 
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scholars-f()r well over a century. The presence or absence of these 

passages changes no fundamental doctrine, no core belief, in spite of 

the fact that there is much emotional baggage attached to them. In 

the next three passages, Bart adopts readings that most textual critics 

would consider spurious. I think he's right in one of them (Mk. 1 :41) 

but probably not in the other two. Nevertheless, even if his text-critical 

decisions are correct in all three passages, the theological reasons he 

gives for the changes are probably overdone. But because of time, I 

will focus only on the last passage, Matthew 24:36. 

In Matthew's version of the Olivet Discourse, we read, "But about 

that day and hour no one knows, neither the angels of heaven, nor the 

Son, but only the Father" (NRSV). The words "nor the Son," however, 

are not found in all the manuscripts. And this raises a significant issue: 

Did some scribes omit these words from the text of Matthew, or did 

other scribes add these words? Bart is firmly convinced that the words 

were expunged by proto-orthodox scribes who bristled at the idea of 
the Son of God's ignorance. 

Bart often refers to this passage. He discusses it explicitly at least 

half a dozen times in Misquoting Jesus. 28 And in an academic publica­

tion, he calls it "the most famous instance" of doctrinal alteration. 29 In 

Misquoting Jesus, he argues, "The reason [for the omission] is not hard 

to postulate; ifJesus does not know the future, the Christian claim that 

he is a divine being is more than a little compromised."30 Bart does not 

qualify his words here; he does not say that some Christians would have 

a problem with Jesus' ignorance. No, he says that the Christian claim 

would have a problem with it. Now, if he does not mean this, then he 

is writing more provocatively than is necessary, and he's misleading his 

readers. And if he does mean it, he has overstated his case. 

Bart suggests that the omission would have arisen in the late second 

century, as a proto-orthodox response to the Adoptionist heresy.3! This 

is possible, but there are three problems with this hypothesis: 

1. It is somewhat startling that no church father seems to 

have any problem with the words "nor the Son" until the 

fourth century, 12 yet several comment on this very passage. 

Irenaeus (late second century), Tertullian (late second, early 

third century), and Origen (early third century) all embraced 

http:alteration.29
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the deity of Christ, yet none of them felt that this passage 
caused any theological problems. lrcnaeus goes so far as 
to use Christ '5 as a model of humility for Chris­
tians. 3l If the scribes were simply u)llowing the leads of their 

lack of any tension over this 
that 

2. If the nnmSl(m 

second 
have been created by who liJllowed lrenaeus's view 
that the four Gospels were the only authoritative books on 
the lik ofJesus. But the parallel passage in Mark 13:32 
definitely has the words "nor the Son." (\'\Te know of almost 
no manuscripts that omit the phrase there.) And even though 
Mark was not copied as frequently as Matthew in the early 
centuries of the Christian faith, by the end of the second cen­
tury, the proto-orthodox would have' regarded it as scripture. 
The question is, \'\Thy didn't they strike the oHensive words 

from Mark? 

3. If the scribes had no qualms about deleting "nor the Son," 
why did they the word "alone" alone? \VIthout "nor the 
Son," the passage still that the Son God does not 

his return: "But as for that 
no one knows it-not even 

person 
it is 

the Son is included in that knowledge. 

This point is not trivial. It cuts to the heart of Bart's entire method. 
In Orthodox Corruption, he argues that the reason the same manuscript 
can vacillate in the kinds of theological changes it makes is "the individ­
ualityof the scribes, who, under their own unique circumstances, may 
have fdt inclined to emphasize one component of Christology over 
another."37 But he immediately adds, "It strikes me as equally likely, 

however ... , that the same scribe may have seen diH(~rent kinds of 
problems in different texts and made the requisite changes depending 
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on his perceptions and moods at the moment of transcription.":l8 If this 

kind of logic is applied to Matthew 24:36, we would have to say that 
the scribe had a major mood swing, because just four words after 
deleted "nor the Son," he couldn't bring himself to 

A recent critique of Bart's overarching method at this iuncture did 
not mince words: 

If this view is accurate, then how can we have any pU~MUlllly 

of determining the theological motivations involved in textual 
vVith statements such as it becomes 

to falsify any 

tf'ndencies.... Rather than verify his conclusions 
work of evaluating individual 

in Ehrman's methodology' is the <1H1';lHIIC 

favorable theological heresy wit h particularly 

Another reviewer complained about the wax nose on Bart's pro­
nouncements over theological Tendenz of the orthodox scribes with 
these words: 

No IImtter what textual problem one finds which relates to thc 

centralthf'me and soul of the Bible the Trinitarian God), one 
can always postulate a motivation for an orthodox 

whether or not it is probable. This disingcnuous method can be 

because no matter whether an article is left off or added, 
a word slightly shifted or removed, due to 

any other unintentional type, it often 

that there is bound to be a which would benefit 
from thf' change. If an article is it may seem that the 

of the Godhead is in If the article is present, it 
may appear to threaten their distinct Dersonalities. If a 
exemplif}-ing Jesus' humanity is 
com bat the heresy of 

to combat the heresy of Sabellianism.40 

My point on Matthew 24:36 is not that Bart's argument about the 
omission of "nor the Son" is entirely faulty, just that it's not the only 
option and doesn't tell the whole story. In fact, several aSptTts of the 
problem have apparently not been considered by him, yet this is his 
prime example of orthodox corruption. It strikes me that Bart is often 

http:Sabellianism.40
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in the very places where he needs to be tentative, and he is ten­

tative where he should have much greater certainty. He's more certain 
about what the corruptions are than what the original wording is, but 

his certitude about the corruptions presupposes, as Moises Silva has 

eloquently pointed out, a good grasp of the original wording. 
To sum up, although Bart's reconstructions of the reasons 

certain textual corruptions are possible, they often reveal more about 
Bart's ingenuity than the scribes' intentions. Or, as Gordon Fee 
"Unfortunately, Ehrman too often turns mere !JOssibilifY into probabili~y, 
and probability into certainty, where other equally viable reasons for 

exist. 
It would have been an impossible for me to try to address all 

the passages that Bart puts forth as examples of early orthodox cor­
the text. But I have tried to raise some questions about his 

method, his assumptions, and his conclusions. 1 do not believe that the 
orthodox corruptions are nearly as pervasive or as significant as 
does. And I have tried to show that there is no ground for wholesale 
skepticism about the wording of the original and even that Bart 
is far skeptical than the impression he gives in the public square. 

So, is what we have now what they wrote then? Exactly'? No. But 

in all essentials? Yes, 
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QUESTIONS AND ANSWERS 

Qy.testion: You said that the Bible is the most accurate of all the docu­
ments in antiquity but we still can't know what it originally said, then 

how can we determine what actually happened in any part of antiquity? 

Ehrman: I don't think that I said Bible was the 
most accurate book from antiquity. 1 said that we have more manu­
scripts of the Bible than any other book in the ancient world. 
I said that we have difficulty determining what the New Testament 
authors originally said. The question is then how can we decide what 
anybody in the ancient world said. We can't. \Ve wish we could. It 

be nice if we You would to think that because you 
can go to We store and buy an edition of Plato that you are 

Plato, but the problem is that we just do not have the kind of 
evidence that we need in order to establish what ancient authors actu­
ally wrote. In some cases, we have all these data, and sometimes we 
have just one manuscript. Sometimes we have a manuscript that was 
written two-thousand years later, and that's it! So, as much as we would 
like to be able to say that we know what ancient authors actually wrote, 
we often iust do not know. 

Question: Dan, I have a question. If scholars who are believers have 
known about the things that Bart writes about for a long time, why do 
so many in churches have to wait until someone like Bart comes along 
to tell them? 

Ehrman: Yeah, I want answer too. 

erupts in 

Wallace: I think that what Bart has done for the Christian community 
is a service. I said so in my review of his Misquoting Jesus in the 
Journal if the Evangelical 7lzeolo,gical Sociefy (]ET.Sj, with the 

"The Gospel According to Bart." At least l thought it was a 
title. In his book, in his interviews, and in his talk tonight Bart has used 
as a first examnle the storv of the woman caught in adultery. I think 
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he has done that calculatingly as a shock value for people, but I think 
on the other side of it that most Christian leaders will not address that. 
You might hear a pastor on Sunday say that he docs not believe the 

to be literarily authentic-that is, the evangelist did not write this 
story-but that he believes it to be historically authentic. Now Bart and 
I both agree that it is probably not entirely hislOrically authentic either. 

article Bart wrote in New Testament Studies+9 was a great piece 
demonstrated to me that this story was a conflation between two differ­
ent stories. I think what has happened is that there has been a tradition 
of timidity among evangelical scholars for many years. Several years 
ago, a Bible put the story of the woman caught in adultery at the end 

Gospel rather than its normal place. They just weren't selling 
enough of those Bibles, and so they decided to put it back in its normal 
place with one marginal notc: "the oldest manuscripts don't have this." 
I think one of the things Bart done is to demonstrate that people 
are not reading those marginal notes because they are shocked when 
they hear that this is probably not authentic. And so what I suggested 
in the ]ETS arLicle is that it is time to quit following this tradition of 
timidity. Let's get out there and say what we believe, which is that the 
story of the woman caught in adultery-as fascinating as it as inter-

as it not part ofJohn'S Gospel. I would propose putting it 
in the footnotes. Now, it's not in the f()otnotes of evangelical Bibles. It's 
not even in the footnotes of broader theological spectrum Bibles like 

New Revised Standard Version (NRSV). But I think that's where it 
belongs-in the footnotes. When we did the New English Translation 

Bible (I'm the senior New Testament editor for the NET Bible) 
we wrestled vvith this at first, and we finally settled on a compromise. 
The compromise was to put it in brackets, to have a lengthy discussion 

why we don't think it is authentic, and to reduce the font 
two points so that it could not easily be read fium the pulpit. 

Qpestion: Dr. Ehrman, you kept talking about the limits of our 
edge, saying, "vVe don't know, we don't know." It seems like there are 
some philosophical presuppositions that are going into your evaluation 

the evidence that we have. There seems to be a lot of evidence that 
suggests we could know something even if it is not wjth absolute cer­
tainty. Is there something in your personal life or in your philosophical 
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reading outside of New Testament studies that has led you to say that 
"I really can't know what the New Testament says .vith any sort of 
ability just because it's just not the evidence that! want"? Is there some­
thing that has pointed you in that direction that you can't move past? 

Ehrman: That's a good question. The short answer is no. vVe can 
know some things with relative certainty. vVe can know what Bibles 
looked like in the twelfth century. We can know what Christians 
churches in the twelfth century read-what their Bibles looked like. 
vVe can know what Bibles look like in some areas in the seventh cen­
tury. \Ve can know what one community's Bible looked like in the 
fourth century. The farther you go back, less you can know. So, it 
isn't that my mother deprived me of something when I was a child and 
that I'm just working this out now. It's the nature of historical evidence 
that you have. You have to go with the evidence. If you're going to be 
a historian, you can't fill in the gaps when you don't have evidence. 
And so, we have the problem: in the early period, we have very few 
manuscripts. But not only that: the other striking phenomenon is that 

manuscripts we do have vary from one another far more often in 
earlier period than in the later period. The variation is immense, 

and there just aren't very many manuscripts! So, the historical result, 
whether we like it or not, is that we just can't know. 

Question: Multi-spectral photography and imaging seems to be turn-
up some interesting things in ancient documents. I have a 

about that. I hope I'm not propagating an urban legend here, but all 

the internet someone suggested that in Codex B where Mark 
there's a blank spot and then maybe somebody pumiced it out. That 
would be the first question; is that an urban legend or not? If multi­

imaging can potentially reveal things not visible to the 
eye, would the ending of Mark in Codex B be something worth testing 
with multi-spectral imaging (MSI)? If not, are there any manusclipts 
you would like to try multi-spectral imaging on? 

Wallace: Great question. Let me explain real quickly what multi­
spectral imaging, or MSI, is to everybody. It is camera technology that 
was developed for NASA so they could examine camouflaged military 
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installations from outer space. Later, it was applied to ancient manu­
scripts. A few years ago in Europe there was a group known as Rinasci­
mento virtu ale that conducted a three-year study involving twenty-six 

nations doing multi-spectral imagintJ; on ancient manuscripts. They 
were trvin!!: to read what is known as a palimpsest. The of palimp­

the real value of tvfSI is in the study of manuscripts. A 

palimpsest is simply a manuscript that was scraped over again 
by someone else, typically eenturies aner it was originally 

a writer getting to the last two leaves of his book and he runs 

out ot parchment. He to make a decision between killing a goat 
and making a couple more leaves or ripping leaves out of a an older 
book--certainly a cheaper solution. So, he reuses those leaves in his 

In one of the manuscripts we discovered in Constantinople, 

last two leaves were a palimpsest and it may well the second manu­
script of Mark recovered from the third century. 1 don't know yet; I 
suspect not. Just two 1 doubt that. It's probably fifth eentury. 

\'\Ie'll find out one of 
Now as far as using MSI for Codex B and the ending of 

Gospel, first of all, I would say it's absolutely impossible that the 
of Codex B at the end of Mark's Gospel would have put in the twelve 
verses and then erased them. The reason I say this is because there's 
not enough room in that place in Codex B to put those twelve verses in. 
The Codex has three columns, and at the bottom the second 
there's a gap of about three or four lines. Then in the third column, 
there is not nearly enough room to put those twelve verses. Several 
people have tested it. It couldn't be done. What is interesting about 
Codex B along these lines is that there are three other places in the 
manuscript where it has a gap at the end of the book, and they're 
in the Old Testament. And that gap appears each because we're 

genres from historical documents to prophetic or something 

like that or something along those lines. And what may well be the 
case this is something that Dr.]' K. Elliot suggested to me~is that 
the original form of the Gospels-when they were collected into one 
piece-may have been in what's called the Western order of Matthew, 

Luke, and J\;1ark. Now, if that's the case, and Mark was the last 
those Gospels, I suspect that what we have in Codex B is a very 

early form of the text that the scribe is copying a f()rm of the text 
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where it had been in the Western order. He could simply be retaining 
the gap at the end of Mark, even though he had changed the order 
someone before him had changed it), and it no longer made any sense 
there. So, it seems to me that there's a lot of evidence that suggests 
that he is going back very close lO the original \\;lth that even 
the order of the material suggests that with the gaps that are in there. 

Question: Dr. Ehrman: You said you were a historian, and 1 was just 
wondering if you put the same emphasis on other texts, such as PlalO, 
as you do the New Testament, and if so, can you prove to me that all 

texts are correctlv written and that you can interpret that? 

Ehrman: I don't personally study these. I'm not a classicist. I'm a 
scholar of the New Testament, and so the texts I work on are the New 
Testament. So the answer would be no. I can't show you that Plato is 
accurately transmitted any better than the New Testament. In 
it's probably transmitted worse. So it is harder actuallv to know the 
words of Plato than it is Paul. 

Question: This question is for Dr. Wallace. This relates to a 
or actually a comment made by Dr. Ehrman about the preservation 

text. If God has given his word to man, how can he not preserve it 
so that we can know it with close to one hundred-percent cer­

tainty? Given that you denied a doctrine of preservation yourself; , 
Dr. Wallace, how would you respond to that? How would you recom­
mend the church deal with 

Wallace: First of all, let me explain why I don't believe in a doctrine 
of preservation. There are two fundamental reasons why I do not. 
There are typically five passages used to argue that the text has been 
preserved. For example, in Matthew's Gospel, we have the Lord 

not "one jot or tittle" is going to pass from the law until all is ful­
5: 18). And "heaven and earth may pass away but my words 

will not pass away" (Mt. Well, when you read the end ofJohn's 
Gospel it says that if the evangelist recorded every thing Jesus 
presumably for some of those things he did he actually spoke in 
contexts, it would fill all the libraries of the world. It's a bit hyperbolic I 
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suspect, but nevertheless what we've got isjohn telling us that there's a 
whole lot more he could tell you about whatJesus said. Consequently, 
we have not preserved all of his words. So, however we are going to 
take that kind of text, like those from lVlauhew, we need to recognize 
that it is not talking about the preservation of the words ofJesus in our 
Gospels. If you read through the Gospels at a reverential pace,just the 
words of an old King james, a red-letter edition; 
easier to find this way-'You can through everything Jesus 
about two hours. I highly suspect he spoke more than two hours worth 
in whole life! So, it's rather doubtful that these texts mean what 

want them to mean. 
The reason I would argue against the doctrine of 

tion, which, by the way, is not an ancient doctrine (the first time it is 
mentioned is in the \'Vestminster Confession in the seventeenth cen­

is that it does not work for the Testament. are places 

in the Old Testament where we not know what the original 

wording was, and we have to move to conjecture without any 
basis to say, "We think it said this here, but we're just not sure." Before 
the Dead Sea Scrolls were discovered, there were several places that 
were the product of conjecture and many of them were cleared up 
once the scrolls were discovered. But there are still several places left in 
the Old Testament. I don't want to be bibliologically Marcionite and 
claim that the New Testament is more inspired than the Old or that 
the New Testament was insoired while the Old was not. I think that's 
schizophrenic. 

are two points I'd raise concerning the doctrine ot preserva-
First of all, what I think Dr. Ehrman has said, when he mentioned 

in his presentation tonight, is: If God inspired the text, why didn't he 
preserve the That's the very kind of question that Muslims 
asked, and they have answered it by arguing that God has preserved 
the text. But I know of no bonafide Christian theologian who has ever 
said that God has preserved the text exactly as the original. The only 

I know that claim that are 7extus Receptus people King James 
Only-type folks-and we know that they're just a little bit weird. So we 
probably don't give them much credibility. 

I would one other thing. C. S. Lewis made the interesting 
about miracles that whenjesus Christ changed the water into 
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wine, immediately it had alcohol in it.50 Oh, I'm sorry, this is a South­
ern Baptist seminary! (Audience I'm sorry, I agree with Lewis on 

point! Well, it seems to me what Lewis is saying is that when jesus 
makes the wine it's going to become alcoholic. When you raise Lazarus 
from the dead, he's still to die. When miracles are done, the 
miracle is done, then natural processes take over. And if the Bible is 

inspired, the natural processes due to humans revvriting this 
copying it, or whatever, are to take over. I think I can argue 

for a general preseveration of the Scripture based on the historical evi­
dence, but I cannot do so on the basis of any £l"d~~,' 

Question: This question is for Dr. Ehrman. You asked the question 
don't make a significant difference. But since 

many people abandon their faith because they don't believe the 
taught by Scripture can be relied on, wouldn't one of the most 
tant reasons for Christians to study textual criticism be to 
integlity against people like you? 

Ehrntan: Good luck. 

Audience roars laughter. 

Ehrntan: My personal belief about this is, as I said before, that given 
the kind of evidence we have, I don't think that there's any hope of get-

closer to an original text. So, going to be no defense against' 
people who say we don't know what the original is because we don't 
know what the original is. Ten or fifteen years ago my interests in tex­
tual criticism shifted away trying to figure out what the original 
is to trying to figure out wf?y the text got changed. For me, this a very 
interesting question. Why did scribes change the text? And that's why 
I wrote The Orthodox C'orruption f!l to show why it was, in some 
instances, that scribes felt motivated to change the text. At least one 
the other presenters has been quite outspoken in his writings in saying 
we should up talking about the original text. I don't know if he'll 
be saying that in his lecture, but he should! So, I think there are lots of 
reasons to study the text other than trying to establish the original to 

the text skeptics, because I think that if that's the 
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it's really going to run into I think are other good 

reasons for doing textual criticism. 

Question: My question is going toward intentional changes in texts. 
In comparison to ThomasJefferson's Bible where he leaves Christ in 
the grave----have either one of you found any texts that leave Christ in 

the grave? 

Wallace: I supposc you could almost argue that for Mark IG, 
for fact that evcn if it ends at vcrse 8, you still have the angelic 
announcement that Jesus is risen. You don't have any human wit­
nesses to it. He may have still stayed in the grave. The problem that 
we've got with that is that thrce times in Mark's GospelJesus 

that he will suffer and that hc will rise from the grave. 
And it seems to mc, and 1 think Bart would agree with me on this, 
that the abrupt ending you have to Mark's Gospel is really profrmnd. 
[This tactic] wasn't used in ancient literature that often, but it was 

Basically, the tactic was to stop the text right in mid-sentence 
and have somebody keep reading, although there's nothing to look at. 
The [Iext says the] women were afraid, and it ends. Period. Conse­
quently, it is moving the reader into the place of the disciples. What 
Mark's Gospel is trying to do is to get these readers to answer the 

"What are you going to do with Jesus?" The fulcrum 
lVlark's Gospel is in Mark 8, where Peter makes his confession that 
Jesus is the Christ. When he does so, Jesus then says, "Do you know 
that the Son of Man is going to sutTer and die?" And Peter pulls him 
aside and rebukes him . •Now, Peter, i/]oU know he'J the Christ, 
are ]OU doing this? Whatever Peter's thinking, it's not on the level 
what we think of when we think of Jesus as the Christ. I think he was 
thinking of a military conqueror who was going to kick some 

back in Jerusalem. The point is that Peter doesn't have a 
grasp on what it means f()r Jesus to be Messiah. IIe wants Jesus in his 
glory but will not accept him in his sziffering. So, all the way through the rest 
of Mark, we see Jesus as the suflering servant of Isaiah. He's the one 
who's going to come and die for us. And the 

at the end of Mark 16: Okay, did you acceptJesus in his sufler­
ing? If you did, you will see him in his glory. If you didn't, you won't. 
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So, that's the closest we have of any text that might even suggest that 
he wasn't raised from the dead, but it doesn't even come close to even 
suggesting 

Question: When the church considers the New Testamnet text, how 
should we approach it? Are they the exact divine words of God, are 
they the words of followers of Jesus inspired by God or the closest 
we have to that, or are they simply brilliant ideas for teaching and 
encourabring a good life? Simply put, what is a righteous and scholarly 

Donsible way to approach the New Testament text? 

Wallace: This may surprise you, but the basic view that I would 
has to do with my bibliology-my doctrine of the Bible. I have a three­
tiered bibliology. The foundational is that the Bible tells us of the 
great acts of God ill history. The second level is that the Bible is nor­
mative for faith and practice, what is sometimes called infallibility. The 

is that the Bible is true in what it teaches, and I would call that 
Most evangelicals today, I'm afraid, flip that pyramid on its 

head, and then it can come crashing down if someone finds what they 
think is a mistake in the Bible. I don't think that is the proper way for 
us to view this. I think a righteous--and I'm not sure I would usc that 
term--or better, a more orthodox scholarly approach to it would be 
to recognize that we are dealing with something that has been consid­
ered to be the word of God throughout the history of the church. But 
even then, the way I approach my own method in dealing with the' 
text is this: I hold in limbo my own theolobrical views about the text 
as I work through it; it makes for an interesting time! In one respect I 
have an existential crisis every time I come to the text, and that's fine 
because the core of my theology is not the Bible, it's Christ. Now yOll 
say, how can you have Christ 'without the Bible? I'd how can they 
have Christ in the first centUIY without the New Testament? But they 
did. The way I approach this is to recognize the primacy of Christ as 
Lord of my lift~, as sovereign master of the universe. And, as I look 
at Scriptures, they first and foremost have to be those documents 
that I regard as relatively trustworthy to guide us as to what Chris! did 
and what God has done in histOIY On that basis, on that foundation. I 
begin to look at it in more ways than that. 



56 THE OF THE TESTAMENT 

Question: Dr. Ehrman, at this point in scholarship, does the earliest 
reconstructible form of the text portray an orthodox understanding of 

resurrection and the deity of 

Ehrman: I'm not sure what the orthodox understanding of resurrec­
tion is. You mean that Jesus is bodilv resurrected from the dead? 

was resurrected from the dead and 

that he's both God and man. 
Question: Yeah, 

Ehrman: I don't think that the texts affect those Vlews one way or 
another. My own view is that the biblical authors thought Jesus was 
physically resurrected from the dead but that most of the biblical 

not thinkJesus was God. The Gospel ofJohn does. I think 
Matthew, Mark, and Luke do not think Jesus was God. It is hard to 
know what Paul's view about Jesus' divinity is, in my opinion. So, I 

difterent authors had diflerent oninions. but I don't think in most 
cases that is affected by textual variation. 

Question: Dr. Ehrman, I was just wondering if you ascribed to a par­
ticular theory [of New Testament textual criticism], such as 
eclecticism, because I don't see a consistency in how you are dealing 

issues methodologically. 

Ehrman: The reason you don't see a is because 

way I argue is I figure out what I think is then I argue 

for it. (Audience erupts in laughter.) Actually, I myself a rea­

soned eclectic. But that's why you don't see a consistency, because 
the way reasoned eclecticism works. (Sorry if this is coded 

language Ii)!' the rest of you!) You look at the external 
You look at what kind of manuscripts support a particular reading. 

look for the earliest manuscripts. You look for the best qual­
ity manuscripts. But you also look at intrinsic probabilities and you 
look at transcriptional probabilities. The reason you don't detect a 
certain method in my argumentation is because for every variant 
you have to argue all the arguments. For some variants, the tran­

argument is going to be superior to the manuscript argu-
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ment. And in other variants, the manuscript argument is going to 
superior to the intrinsic evidence. You have to argue it out in every 
instance and come up with the most convincing argument. If I were 

sticking with transcriptional probability the whole time, 
you would see that kind of consistency, but precisely because I'm a 

eclectic, you don't see it. Whereas with David [Parkerl, for 
example, you would clearly see a genealogical method and 
transcriptional probability but he would never use intrinsic prob-

Is that right? 

Ehrman: They're just not reasoned enough. It's not the method, 
though. I learned my method from Bruce rvfetzger, who is completely a 
reasoned eclectic. I put more weight on intrinsic probability and tran­
scriptional probability than Metzger did. As years have gone by, I've 

less weight on manuscripts for precisely the reasons I've laid out 
you. The manuscripts generally are many hundreds of years 

than the original and they are not very useful for what the earliest form 
of the text is. 

Question: Dan, I have some questions about 
caught in adultery. 

story of the woman 

Wallace: I've heard of that 

Question: ·We've of it several times this and it made 
me think: Do textual critics have any idea when this story was inserted 

into the Gospel ofJohn? Do you have any idea of the possible authen­

of this story? Is there any possible connection to a genuine 

from the ministry of Jesus or is it just creative writing? And, I think 


the most important question concerning how to apply tex­
tual criticism to what we do every day as ministers is: If you were 
preaching a series of sermons through the Gospel ofJohn and came to 
this would you preach a sermon on this text as if it has authority 

the Christian life? 

Wallace: Those are and very practical questions that Bart can 
answer far bettcr than I, so I'lllurn it over to him. 
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Ehrman: No, I not preach on that. 

Audience roars with tau,ghter. 

Wallace: Bart has actually done some of the very best work on the 
pericope of the woman caught in adultery, I am relatively 
not only that the story is not literarily authentic, but also that it is not 
entirely historical. Bruce Metzger thought that it had all the earmarks 

historicity. The way that I've been looking at it is that it seems 
it was a conftation of two diflhent stories that finally coalesced in the 
third century. I've been very impressed, frankly, with Ehrman's aca­
demic work on this subject in his very fine article in New Testament Stud­
ies.51 It's hard to read because it's so detailed, but it has some really 
good information. One of the things that I've wrestled with on the 
Pericope Adulterae is that it looks to me as if are an awful lot of 
Lukanisms in it. It looks far more Lukan or :Matthean than it does 
Johannine in terms of style of writing, the language, the vocabulary, 
and so forth. And there is a group of manuscripts that has this 
aHer Luke 21 :38. It seems to me that if we have a historical kernel to 
this story it would have gone after Luke 21 :38. That seems to be a likely 

for it. There is some work that has been done on the style and 
grammar of Luke. \Vorking \'vith this, what I've been wanting to do---­
it's one of those backburner projects~is to take this story and look at 
it through Luke's syntax and style and reduce it down to what it would 
have looked like if Luke had access to this or had actually written the 

Then I would ask the question, why didn't he put it down in 
Gospel? At least at this stage, my guess--and that's all it is, it's not even 
on the level of a hypothesis--is that he probably had access to a story 
like this but much shOlter. I rather doubt that the Pharisees peeled out 
from the oldest to the youngest. That looks like a later accretion. I think 
what Luke had was a shorter form that ended up being a little bit too 
bland. There's a little more work that needs to be done on this, 

Now as far as the major question you're asking, should we preach 
this? I would personally say no, When I get to place when I am 
working throughJohn, [ have taken an entire Sunday, or sometimes two, 
to talk about whether we should preach this passage. Is it 
Prepare people to think about this. One of the deep concerns I have 
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for the church today is that there is such a huge difIerence between the 
and the pew and between the pulpit and professors. We need to 

educate our people and let them know that these are the issues that are 
going on. So, when I did this one year, I went through and talked about 
the talked about textual criticism for two weeks, and when we 

to the text I said, "It's probably not authentic, go on." Nobody 
a problem. But if you just walk in tbere and say that this passage is 

not authentic; if you do not prepare people to think about that, they're 
just to think that the sky has fallen and that you've picked and 

which passages you didn't want to be original. 

{btestion: Dr. Ehrman, my is regardingJohn I: 1and read­
ing "and the Word was God." I was curious as to what your view is on 
that textually. You've mentioned it in the «)otnote of one of your books. 

I was curious what your opinion was on that '\ivith regard to the new 
information that has come to light based on WSup and the presence of the 
article before theos: It seemed to support your view and I was hoping you 
could tell me what you think the original reading is there. 

T'pmpmEhrman: I I could what I said in my IVVlllVlL. 

Remind me. What did I 

Question: I think you were making the case that the reading ho theos 
en 110 logos was 

Ehrman: Wow! Really? 

Wallace: I think it was Codex L he was talking about. not 
though. 

Question: It was an eighth-century manuscript that you were talking 

Ehrman: I said that was original readmg:' 

Question: No, I don't know what you were saying, that's why I 
am asking. 
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Ehrman: Oh. It sounded a 

Wallace: It's in The 

Ehrman: I have no recollection. [Bart laughs.1 I don't think it had 
article, no. How's it go? Theos en ho logos, right? Is that how it goes? I 
think it still means the "Word was God," capital G. I think the Gospel 
of John understands that Jesus is the Word of God that has become 
incarnate, and as the Word of God he is in some sense God. At the 
end of the Gospel in John 20:28, Thomas says "My Lord and My 
God." Jesus is identified as divine at the beginning and at 

the Gospel and so the Gospel of John understands that in some 
sense-not in a Nicene sense or a filll trinitarian sense Tesus is 
Am I answerin!! the 

IS there?Question: Yeah, so you the 

Ehrman: Yes, I think it is originally anarthrous there. I'm sorry, for 
the rest of us mortals what we're saying is that there was not a definite 
article there. The issue is that normally when you talk about God, 
capital G in Greek, you say ho theo.diterally "the God." But. in John 
I: I it just says t!zeos without the !zo. are grammatical reasons for it 

that, but I think that it means capital G, God. It's not 
to me that scribes on occasion would an article in there to make 
sure you understood that in fact this isn't small-!! Q'ods or divine but it 

means 

Stewart: Our time has come to an Let's thank our speakers f()r 

presentations and great answers to good questions. 

2 


+ 

Text and Transmission in the Second Century 

Michoel W. Holmes 

It is widely acknowledged that the text of the documents comprising 
thr New Testament, preserved today in thousands of manuscripts, 
is attested than any other text from ancient world. Yel 

as true as statement is, it is potentiallv misleadine:. in that the 
bare statement does not reveal the 

or later~~over a millennium after the 

vVith regard to the 15 percent or so of manuscripts that do date from 
the first millennium of the text's existence, the closer one gets in time 
to the origins of the New Testament, the more scarce the manu­
script evidence becomes. Indeed, for the first century or more after 
its composItIon from, roughly, the late first century to the begin­
ning of the third-we have very little manuscript evidence for any of 

the New Testament documents, and for some books the gap 
or more. 

C.I::. Gospel of 
Pauline corpus (:J)4ti), but not until 300 C.E. or later 

for others, such as the Gospel of Mark or some of the Catholic letters­

200 
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substantial hard evidence for what each of the New Testament 

its overall structure and arrange-
the sequence of and the 

to say 

that the text is the document 

is stable and recognizable with regard to both its f(lrm and its content, 

and, with a very few notable exceptions, such as John 11, the 
sixteenth chapter of ]\Clark, and the ending of Romans, remains stable 

at all levels above that of the sentence right up until today. 
Prior to that 200 to 300 C.E. time frame, however, we have very 

little evidence for any of these books, only some small pre­
serving a few verses each. fragments do document a book's 

but preserve very little of its contents.) It is 
in the c.n";",,t 

was a for the a time 

when alterations or disruptions, if they were to occur, were most 
to occur, and for this crucial period in the history of the transmission 
of the New Testament we know relatively little. 2 

So, given these circumstances-that the first century of a text's 
existence was the critical period, and that we have almost no manu­
script evidence from that question arises: how well does the text 

as 
Testament as we it in the late serrmd/earlv third cenlurv reflecl the 

"the time when 
the New Testament to be 

documents that now com­
and cin;wdlcu, 

ever and in whatever form that was f(lr a particular documentY This 

is the question I wish to investigate. 
How might we begin to answer this question? I propose that we first 

examine three rather dinerent claims or hypotheses about the transmis­
sion of the New Testament text in the second century, each of which, 
in my estimation, is incorrect. In showing why each is incorrect, we will 
be Duttine- on the table, as it were, critical information that will be 

to have in hand if we are to to an answer to our ""P<ct."n 

Trobisch 
The first proposal is that of David Trobisch, in his The FfHt Edi­

tion qf the .flew Testamenc1 His thesis "is that the New Testament, in 
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the form that achieved canonical status, is not the result of a lengthy 
and comolicated collecting process that lasted for centuries." 

the Testament is 

at a speClhc and at a specific time,'" the middle of 
second century. Moreover, this "first edition," which included the Sep­
tuagint as well, arranged the books that now comprise the LX-:X and 
the canonical New Testament into a specific order and arrangemcnt.() 

Turning specifically to the matter of the New Testament text, 
according to Trobisch the goal of "modern textual criticism" ought 
to be "to produce an edition of the Greek text that closely represents 
the editio brincebs of the Canonical Edition," which he to 

extant New Testament manuscripts. 7 In 
various New lestament docu­

ments as we see them irom ca. 400 C.E. on have 
this "canonical edition," he appears to imply that in general we 

have no access to textual forms or traditions that predate this canoni­
cal edition. 

If so, then we may infer a response to my "framing question" (how 
well does the text if the New Testament as we have it in the lale second/earfy third 
centu~y reflect the state l!l the text in the late first (entu~y.~. Trobisch's implied 
answer seems to be this: the text as we have it in the 
reflects the text established bv the editors of the m 

text as 

it as it was later fixed 
of the "canonical edition." 

Anolysis: Trobisch 
While this is an interesting hypothesis, it is not at all persuasive. Tro­
bisch's claim is that this "first edition" established a standard order and 
arrangement of the New 'Iestament documents and of the books 

If such an event had 
and similarity among the 

and LXX-which, on 
this single edition than is evident in the surviving manuscripts. 

With regard to the LXX, f()r example, our three earliest full copies are 
the famous codices Vatican us, Sinaiticus, and Alexandrinus, from the 



64 THE RELIABILITY OF THE NEW TESTAMENT 

fourth and fifty centuries C.E. The variation between these three with 

regard to the number and arrangement of books is striking. First, each 

contains a different number of books-forty-five, forty-seven, and fifty, 

respectively. Second, there are substantial differences in the order in 

which the books are presented, involving both the order of the sub­

collections (cf. table 2.1) and the arrangement of books within each 

sub collection (cf. tables 2.2,2.3, and 2.4). 
In addition, while Vaticanus and Sinaiticus place 1-2 Esdras after 

Chronicles, Alexandrinus places it among the "extras." 

AlexandrinusSinaiticusVaticanus 

Genesis--2 Chronicles 
Writings 

Genesis---2 Chronicles Genesis -2 Chronicles 
"Extras" Prophets 


"Extras" 
 "Extras" 
Prophets 

Prophets 
vVritingsWritings 

J 
Table 2.1: Order of Sub-Collections 

AlexandrinusSinaiticusVaticanus 

Psalms 
Proverbs 

PsalmsPsalms 
Proverbs Job 


Ecclesiastes 
 Proverbs 
Song of Songs 

Ecclesiastes 
Song of Songs Ecclesiastes 

Job Wisdom of Solomon Song of Songs 
\Visdom of Solomon \'\"isdom of Solomon 
Sirach 

Sirach 
Sirach 
Psalms of Solomon 

Job 

Table 2.2: Order of the "Writings" 

Vaticanus Sinaiticus Alexandrinus 

Esther Esther Esther 
Judith Tobit Tobit 
Tobit Judith Judith 

I Maccabees 1-2 Esdras 
4 Maccabees 1-4 Maccabees 

Table 2.3: Order of the "Septuogintol Extras" 
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Vaticanus Sinaiticus Alexandrinus 

the Twelw 
Isaiah 
Jeremiah 
Baruch 
Lamentations 
Letter ofJeremiah 
Ezekiel 
Daniel 

Isaiah 
Jeremiah 
Lamentations 
Baruch 
Letter ofJeremiah 
Ezekiel 
Daniel 
the Twelve 

the Twelve 
Isaiah 
Jeremiah 
Baruch 
Lamentations 
Letter ofJeremiah 
Ezekiel 
Daniel 

Table 2.4: Order of the Prophets 

In all, the significant differences in both content and arrangement 

so evident in Vatican us, Sinaiticus, and Alexandrinus constitute strong 

evidence against Trobisch's hypothesis that the mid-second century 

editors of what he terms a "Canonical Edition" standardized features 

of the LXX and placed the books in a specific order.8 

The situation is not much different with regard to the New Tes­

tament. The Gospels generally come first in manuscripts containing 

more than just one segment of the New Testament, but not always,9 

and the order of the gospels themselves can vary considerably: in fact, 

nine different sequences are found among the extant manuscripts. 

After the Gospels (in whatever order they fall), Acts and the Catholic 

letters generally precede (but occasionally follow) the Pauline letters. 

Finally, while Revelation (in those manuscripts that include it) generally 

comes at the end, not even its position is without variation. Within the· 

Catholic letters at least seven different arrangements occur, and within 

the Pauline letters, at least seventeen different sequences are known. 10 

Finally, if there had been a "canonical edition" in the mid-second 

century, it seems inexplicable that discussions about the limits of the 

New Testament canon did in fact continue for another two centuries 

or more. j 1 In short, Trobisch's view, while engaging and provocative, is 

simply not persuasive, and we may set it aside. 

Alands 
A rather different proposal is offered by Kurt and Barbara Aland in 

their famous handbook The Text if the New Testament. 12 In it they spell 
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out explicitly a view of textual transmission that I think, often taken 

fix granted by most textual critics. If there is a default view among 
New Testament textual critics, this is probably it. The Alands stand 
out from their colleagues in that they clearly state what many of their 

colleagues silently assume. 
to the Alands, "The transmission the New Testa­

ment textual tradition is characterized by an 
of tenacity. Once a reading occurs it will persist with obsti­

nacy." This means that "we can be certain" that somewhere among 
the many survivin?; witnesses to the New Testament text "there is still a 
group of witnesses Ithat] preserve the original form of the text, despite 

ecclesiastical tradition and the prestige of 
in the New Testa­

ment textual tradItIon not only permits but demands that we . 
on the premise that in every instance of textual variation it is possible 
to determine the ri)rm of the original text, i.e., the form in which each 
individual document passed into the realm of published literature by 
means of copying and formal distribution."!4 

Lest we miss the point, they reiterate: 
in the New Testament textual 

... any reading ever in the New Testament textual 
from the original onward, has been preserved in the tradition 
and needs only to be identified." In addition, 'i\ny interference with 
the regular process of transmission ... is signaled by a profusion of 
variants. This leads to a further conclusion, which we believe to be 

both logical and compelling, that where such a profusion of 
"15not 

In 111 every 
tion that occurs in the manuscripts of tbe New the 

nal reading has been preserved somewhere among the SUrV1V1l1g 
evidence, and needs only to be identifled; once that identification 
has been made-that once the earliest recoverable text has 

the original 


So with 

the state 

the text in the the j\lands' answer seems clear: the 

est recoverable text" and the "original arc effectively identical; 

AND TRANSMISSION IN SECOND 

the text as we have it in the lS same as 
the author published. 

Analysis: Alands 
the preserved some­

New 
true, but cannot be I offer some 

examples of evidence to the contrary. 

• At Acts 16: 12, the United Bible Societies Editorial Com­
mittee, "dissatisfied for various reasons with all" the variant 

of the Greek manuscriDts. adopted as the text a 

in any extant 

• At Acts 16: 13, the Committee described "the difficulties 
presented by this verse" as "well-nigh baffling," and in the 
end adopted what it termed "the least unsatisf~lctory read-

as the textY 

• At 	1 Cor: 6:5, text as found in all extant Greek manu­
reads ana meson tou 

brother," an HUPUM! 

no more sense than it does in English to of "traveling 
between Minneapolis." It is, as Zuntz notes, the result of a 
homoeoteleuton error in the archetype from which all surviv­
ing manuscripts descend.!9 

111 2:25, 
bserved "that more than once K. 


admission of despair ref1ected [the Committee'sl mood: 

'Which is the true no one knows ....'" Eventually, 

long and repeated deliberation," the Committee printed 

what it described as "the least unsatisf~lCtory" reading. 20 


• At 1 Cor. 8:2-3, Zuntz and Gordon Fee make a persuasive 
case that of all extant 
original text of 
to the acquisil.ion of 
ing was not extant among the known prior to that 
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time. Apart £i'om the serendipitous survival and discovery of 

the Beatty papyri, it would still not be known. 

• The same point may be made regarding the Freer IO!"rion, 
that expanded f()fm of the 
in thp fnllrth CI'ntllrv rpnOT 

Greek manuscripts 
longer ending is f()und in only a single manuscript, codex 

Washingtonianus, acquired by Charles Freer in 1906. Once 
again, only a single recently discovered manuscript preserves 

a reading once more-widely known. 

The last two examples are a rnan­

evidence as we know it than 

it m 

• At Rom. 3:9, the reading that Arethas of Caesarea (tenth 
century) says was the text of the oldest and most accurate 
manuscripts in his day (katechomen perisson) is today found only 

in two late manuscripts. 23 

• At Heb. 2:9 the variant 	 . theou occurs in numerous early 

eastern western, that it once was 

but it is found in a f(~w m::lnll<:crint~ 

In summary, the Alands' claim that "we can be certain" that somewhere 
among the many surviving witnesses to the New Testament texl "there 
is still a group of witnesses [that] preserve the original form of the 

is not supported by the surviving manuscript evidence. For most 
of the New Testament there is lit.tle doubt that the 

for much of the rest it is 
m IH!nt of the examples the nnplIcatlOns we may 

we cannot be certain that it does in every case. 

Petersen 
The third perspective I wish to notice falls at the other end of a spec­
trum from the Alands. It is a that proposes that the text of 

AND IN THE SECOND 

the various New Testament documents as we know them from ca. 200 
C.E. or so is not representative of the earliest form of the New Testa­
ment text. Among its more vocal proponents was William E. Petersen, 
who in a of essays set out a clear regarding the early trans-

of the text. In a survey of the Testament in the 
tolic Petersen claim: 

In the overwhelming majoriry qf cases; in the Apostolic Fathers 
which offor recogni:;.able parallels with our present-day New Testament 
dLlpl(/y a /£xt that is very different jrom what we now find in our modern 
critical editions qf the j'iew 7estament. ~ti 

Or, as in an essay on the of gospels: 

To be we know next 10 

of the it is questionable if one 
This leads to the inescapable 

conclusion that the text in our critical editions today is actually 

a lext which dates from no earlier tha[n] about 180 C.E., at the 
earliest, Our critical editions do not present us with the text that 
was current in 150, 120 or I OO---much less in 30 C.E. 27 

rp<:nN't to my framing question well does the text qf the 
it in the late third centurv reflect the state the 

text in the not very well 
at all. 

Analysis: Petersen 
In analyzing these claims, we may begin with a general observation: 
Petersen at times confuses the question of determining the earliest 

of a gospel tradition with the question of determining the earli­
est text of a ~n{',,;fl(· 

about 

Extra-canonical matt'rial is prominent, and mixed up with what 

we now regard as canonical material. There seems to have been 

no clear dt'marcation between traditions that were "proto­
canonical" and those thaI were "proto-extra-canonical." \Vhile 

Ihis is not surprising, given the fact that such distinctions are 

http:manuscripts.23
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anachronistic during this period, it nevertheless highlights the 

flexibility and unsettledness of textual traditions in general. 21l 

the leap in his argument: the use of extra-canonical matenal 
alongside "proto-canonical" material somehow highlights the "unset­
tledness" of textual traditions. But he has shown no such thing. All he 
has shown is that multiple gospel traditions were being used, and he has 
not even addressed the question of whether they were written and not 
oraL So his conclusion about textual "unsettledness" has no foundation. 

Second, we may notice Petersen's persistent tendency to assert 
rather than argue the source of a gospel citation. Identifying the source 

a patristic citation of gospel material can be a difficult (and some­
times impossible) challenge, as Petersen well knows. He includes in one 
essay a fine discussion of the methodological problems involved,29 but 
in practice he regularly ignores his own guidelines. Two examples will 

illustrate the problem. 
The first involves a citation in Justin ~lartyr (Dialogue 

101.2) that has parallels in Mark, and Luke, which 

as follows: 

M 1. 19: 17: "Teacher ... 1 ... "V'lhy do you me about 
is good? is on(JI one who' J" 

Mk. 10: 18: "Good teacher ... 1 ... Why do you call me 

No one is good but 


Lk. 18: 19: "Good teacher ... 1 Why do you call me 
... 

No one is ([ood but God alone." 

The text of Justin Martyr runs like this: 

teacher ... 1... Why do you call me good? There is one 
my father in heaven." 

Even though.Justin never identifies his source(s), Petersen declares 
that the similarity of Justin's "there is one who is good" to the text of 
.Matthew "shows that it is the Matthean version which is being '. .1" 

and therefore Justin preserves the earliest version of :Matthew 19: I7, 
one that includes the vhrase "my father in heaven" proot~ he says, 

AND TRANSMISSION IN THE SECOND 

that our critical text of the gospels does not correspond to the early 
second-century text of that gospel. 30 

Petersen's identification of this as a citation of Matthew is 
surely debatable. The two preceding phrases, "good teacher" and 
"why do you call me good," reflect Mark and!or Luke, not Matthew. 
Furthermore, Justin is known to have used a harmonized collection 
of sayings of Jesus, one that was based on multiple sources in addi­

to Matthew, Mark, and Luke. ] low does Petersen know that 
the phrase "my father in heaven" comes from Matthew and not one 
of Justin's other sources? He doesn't, but he makes an 
anvwav. 32 , , 

The second involves a from of Antioch 
(Smyrn. Petersen claims "is clearly the most ancient extant 
version of Luke "33 The two passages read: 

he nunc to Peter and those w~th 

tlley touched him and hands and his 
closely united with his flesh and 

rnyscl/1 

1lAnd while 
(because 

luke 24:37-42 

himself stood among them. 37But 
were startled and terrified, thinking they saw a 
spirit. 38Then he said to them, "Why are you 
frightened, and why do doubts al;se in your 
hearts? 39Sre my hands and my feet; it is I 

Touch me and see thal a spirit docs not have 
flesh and bones like you see I have." 
IOWhen he had said this, he showed them his 

Petersen bases his claim on the that the two passages share 
five identical words (fiselafihisate me kai idete hoti ... , "touch me and see 
that"). But in this case, the differences are more significant than the 
similarities. First, note the sharp diflerence between the immediately 
follovving phrase in each (Ignatius, "I am not a disembodied demon," 
vs. Luke, "a spirit does not have flesh and bones like you see 1 

observe how what Ignatius says next. ("and immediately 
touched him and believed") contradicts what Luke says in 

verse 41 (they were still not believing, eli de aj)istountOn auton). It seems far 

http:anvwav.32
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more likely that Ignatius is working with a parallel or similar tradition 

than that he is citing Luke 24:39.34 

These two examples are 
out: he reneatedlv asserts what 
sistent failure to demonstrate that the early anonymous 
gospel tradition that he discusses are lI1 nlct citations 01 a 

undercuts his case and leaves it without a foundation upon 

which to build. 
A third shortcoming is an inattentiveness to ancient citation tech­

niques and their implications for how authors in antiquity handled 
texts and citations. One recent investigation summarized the matter 

this way: 

an author to the cited passage vary 
consist in the omission or addition of 

in the combination of 

and in the modification of the meaning of the quotation. 

These changes may be 
by the citing author specifically in order to appropriate the con lent 
of the citation. They may also be accidental. If deliberate, the 

resuit from the author's wish to adjust the citation to his 

own purposes, to "modernize" the stylistic expression of a more 
ancient writer, or to adapt the grammar of the cited text to thaI 

of the citing text. It may be noted that deliberate changes do not 
author's eagerness to tamper with the 

of a passage, as modern scholars often suspect. 

some of the changes to a cited text may have occurred 
when and as it was excerpted from its source-a point of particular 

relevance forJustin Martyr, who indeed appears to have utilized collec­
tions of excerpts gathered from authoritative sourcesyi 

Also to be noted is Justin's particular style and method of using 
authoritative texts in his arguments. In discussing the fulfillment of 
biblical prophecies, for example, Justin often harmonizes the 

to conform to the wordinll of the 

m "The 

of the fulfillment gets words from the prophecy inserted into " 
an example of what Skarsaune considers to be "postcanonical modifi­
cations of Gospel materiaL"37 
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None of these f~lctors receives attention in Petersen's analysis of 

citations of gospel materiaL This is particularly surprising with 
to lustin Martvr, e1ven the maior role that 

is often 
In a quotation cited earlier, for example, Petersen claims that "we 

know next to nothing about the shape" of the earliest of the 
gospel texts; he then contends that "this leads to an inescapable con­
clusion ... Our critical editions do not present us with the text that 
was current in 150, 120 or IOO-much less in SO C.E."39 But the con­
clusion does not follow: if we know nothing about the early shape of 
the gospels, then how can we know that 
texts? The way we can 

text is if we know what the 
to Petersen, that is what we do not 
nmarize, Petersen's claims about the lack of congruence 

between the early texts and our earliest MSS have no foundation. Petersen 
has shown that early Christian writers utilized a wide range of diverse 
gospel traditions in their work-some that would later become canonized, 
and others that would not and he is quite right to observe that some of 
these gospel traditions-which may have been in either written or oral 
llJrm--Were sometimes rather different than the texts 
Luke, and John as we know them c. ISO or so. But Petersen 
not shown that the text of Matthew, Mark, Luke and!orJonn m 
first was different from the text of those same gospels as we know 
it c. ISO and later. His case simply does not hold water. 

Parker 
So far, we have examined (and set aside) three very different answers 
to our framing question (how ulell does the text qf the New Testament as we 
have it in the late second/early third the state qf the text in 

look at 
(l'Hf{'n-or at least Implled-~~~by the recent contri­

Parker.+o If I read him correct!) his response to my 

well be, "why should it matter?" 
this conclusion in part on Parker's declaration that pursuit of 

an "OIiginal text" (however one might define it) is neither appropriate 

http:24:39.34
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nor DOSSlDle." One may demur, however: We may not have as much 
as we might wish, but that in itself is no reason not to try. Nor 

is frustration with what theologians mayor may not do with our work42 

sufficjent reason not to pursue a goal. And pursue it we should: not as the 
only goal, nor as an attempt to convert a movie to a snapshot, to borrow 
Parker's metaphor, but rather to recover the missing opening scenes of 

that movie, in light of which the rest of it will make more sense. 

Toward aMore Adequate Answer 
Keeping that objective in we may ask: have we found out any­
thing that might us started toward a more adequate answer? Permit 
me to oiler an observation arising out of the analysis of Petersen's 

cussion of patristic citations. 
We have seen in the case of Justin Martyr that his practice (a) of 

generally not identifYing his sources and of using a broad range of 
sources means that it is difficult (and often impossible) to identifY the 
specific source of a given reading. BecauseJustin used a wide range of 
sources, we cannot simply assume that a reading that parallels l\1atthew, 
for example, or Luke or Mark is from that gospel; positive evidence is 
required in order to make an identification. The same 
hold true for Polycarp of Smyrna;43 indeed, I believe that the same 
conditions hold true for every Christian document we knmv of prior to 

time of Irenaeus, regardless of its theological orientation. H 

This leaves us in an ironic position: about the only time 
patristic citations can count as evidence the text of a New Testa­
ment document is when their text agrees with that of a manuscript 
of that document (which is not when or where help is needed). In any 

case, we can never be sure source IS used, because an 

author typically doesn't identiLy it. 
One result, therefore, of our investigation thus f~lr is a restriction 

rather than an expansion of our range of possible sources of inJ()rma­
tion about the early shape of the text. Evidence regarding what the 
text of the QUsDels looked like in the first half of the second 
that we might expected the early Christian writers to 
simply not feJrthcoming. This means that for the earliest stages of 
transmission, almost our evidence will have to be whatever ini()r­
mation we can tease out our later manuscripts. 
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How might we proceed in such a situation? Petersen, in one 
essays, suggests a possible way forward: to take what we know about 
trends, patterns, and tendencies from a later period for which we have 

pr~ject them back into the earlier period for which we 
VIUCllLC, and see what they might suggest. Hi So permit me to 

some observations and then see what they might 

A) It would appear that a substantial percentage of the really 
interesting or more deviant readings that investigators such as Petersen 
have called to our attention are to be found in early Christian writ-

rather than in manuscripts of the New lestament documents. An 
obvious conclusion to he drawn from this observation is that copying is 
an inherently more conservative activity than composition.'~7 As Kim 
Haines-Eitzen has 

The scribrs who copird Christian literature during the second 
and third centuries were not "uncontrolled" nor were the texts 
that they (re)produced marked by "wildness." Rather, the 

of texts by early Christian scribes was bounded and 
constrained by the multifacetrd and multilayered discursive 

of the second- and church.48 

. would that the textual tradition is not as or 
"unstable" as is sometimes claimed. 19 

B) While gospel traditions aboutJesus appear to been rather 
fluid up through the mid-second century and even later, actual docu­
ments, once created, appear to have been relatively stable. That 
existing documents appear to have been utilized as sources for new 
documents rather than revised and then circulated under the same 
name. An example (assuming fen' the sake of the argument a common 
solution to the Synoptic problem) would be the way that the authors 
of Matthew and Luke made heavy use of the gospel of Mark to 
create new documents with different titles, rather than a revised form 
of Mark that continued to use the existing title (whatever may 
have 

two obvious exceptions would be Marcion's treatment of 
and the SheJ)herd Iff llermas (which apparently circulated in two 

or more forms at one point in its history). But the kind of evidence 
that makes two stand out is precisely what is lacking in the case 

http:church.48


76 THE RELIABilITY OF THE NEW TESTAMENT 

documents. Once a tended to be stable 

rather than fluid. 
C) The range and extent of textual variation evident in the extant 

late second early third century manuscripts is such that we cannot 
assume that every original reading has survived (the evidence pre­

earlier in fact points in the other direction). Our earliest evi­

l Clement at the end of the lirst 
the presence of variant fi)rms of the textual tradition. ;)1 vVith 

due allowance for some hyperbole, an observation by Origen offers a 
perspective on the state of affairs during the early third century: "It 
is evident that the diDerences between the manuscripts have become 
numerous, due either to the negligence of some copyists, or to the 

perverse audacity of others; either not caring about the 
of what they have cODied, or in the process of 

aUU1l1UI11> or deletions as they see fit."55 

this observation testifies to is a relative increase in the amount of 
variation; what it does not indicate, however, is how much variation 
there was at that time: "numerous" compared to what? How much is 

"nunlerous"? 
D) The kind of activity described by Origen correlates well with 

the seribal habits and oatterns observable in the 
some copy-

were relatively or cared more for the general sense 
the precise wording, while others were very careful and accurate; the 
seribe of 'P7:> in particular comes to mind at this point, "a disciplined 
scribe who writes with the intention of being careful and accurate. 
In fact, one of the key reasons we are able to spotlight the rather 

of some is precisely because some 
best copyist is not per-

to find evidence correction in many 

manuscripts. The extent and eflect of correction (diorthosis),,9 could 
vary widely: (a) it could involve as little as correcting a eopy against its 
exemplar. (b) It could also involve the correction by a reader or scribe 
of (what were perceived copyist's mistakes without ref{-rcncc to 

It could invnlVf" 

111 whICh ease 
made from the corrected 
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result in to the character copy 
being transmitted. 

It should he remembered, however, that the copyists are not the 
only actors in the mix: in light of what is known about the literary 
culture of antiquity, many of the non-accidental alterations made to 
the text during the centuries will have been the work of users or 
readers of the text. rather 

IS 

sense of a deliberate, thoroughgoing, and authoritative editorial revi­
sion by scholars, aflecting on any widespread scale the text of the New 
Testarnent.62 

F) There is some evidence in the earliest papyri of efforts to pre­
serve an early text. Zuntz's detailed analysis of 'P46, the earliest copy of 

of a concern to pre­
serve an accurate text that he thought could be traced back as early as 
the beginning of the second centul)~63 The work of Birdsall, Martini, 
and Fee on 'P7

:; indieates that it "is a relatively cardill exemplar of a 
sound and faithful philolot,rical tradition," a text that preserves many 
idiosyncratic fr;atures of Johannine style and diction no longer found 
in other witnesses. 6.1 

\Visse observes that "the 

the early hIstOry or the text as similar to that of later periods is ttIe con­
siderable length of time it took the New lestament writings to reach 
canonical status. "This has led to the assumption that Christian scribes 
would have been very reluctant to tamper with the text of a canonical 
writing, but would have felt free to introduce changes before a text was 
reeognized as apostolic and authoritative. There are, however, good rea­
sons to challen!!e this assumotion." indudin!Y thf' ohsf'rvatinTl that texts 
whose canomcal status remained in question longer show 

than more, textual corruption, and that "if we judge by the interpola­
tions i()r which there is textual evidence then it appears that the numbers 

increase rather than decrease after the second century." In short, "it is 
indeed possible that in the pre-canonical period scribes were hesi­
tant to take liberties with the text, but at the same time there would 

less ur!!cncv to ehan!!e or "65 

context of the nlovement, 
specifieally, its use and reading of early Christian texts in context 
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worship, for example, almost certainly was an important factor 
toward stabilization in the transmission of earlv Christian texts. 

CONCLUSION 

So, if we take these trends, patterns, and tendencies from a later period 
for which we have evidence, and project them back into the earlier 
period for which we lack evidence, what might the resulls look like? 
\\'hat might they suggest as an answer to our framing question: how 
rvell does the text qf the }lew Testament as Wl' haue it in the latl' second/l'arlv third 

the slate ql the text in the latefmt 
it is evident that we are dealing with a situation that involves 

a mixture of both fluidity and stability; a key issue is the relationship 
between the two. On the one hand, there is evidence of variation 
(sometimes substantial) in the process of scribal transmission; on the 
other hand, there are also evident factors favoring the stability of the 
textual transmission. Second, with the possible exception of the gospel 
of Luke and of Acts (where the diflerences between the '~\lexandrian" 

"Western" textual traditions arc considerably greater than they 
are elsewhere in the New Testament), there is little if any evidence 
of any major disruption to the text. Third, apart from the endings of 
l'vlark and of Romans,bB nearly all variation during the time period in 
view affects a verse or less of the text.69 In short, we appear to be deal­
ing with a situation characterized by macro-level stability and miero­

level fluidity. 
This state of affairs leads me to conclude that the later texts repre­

sent the earlier stages "well enough," well enough to encourage us to 

seek to recover the earlier texts from which our extant copies appear to 
have descended, well enough to srive us good grounds to be reasonably 
optimistic about the possibility of recovering earlier forms of the text 
on the basis of our extant witnesses. \Vhile not wishing to overstate 

possibilities (as I think Aland does), neither should we overstate 
the difficulties (as I think Petersen does).70 While it is true, as we noted 
in the introduction, that we have veIY little physical evidence prior to 
approximately the end of the second century, nonetheless it provides, 
as E.J. Epp observes, a "close continuity with the remote past" that "is 
unusual in ancient text transmission,"iI which is an important point 

that ought not to be forgotten in the midst of all our legitimate interest 
in the later histOIY of the text and its variations. That we don't have as 
much as evidence as we might wish should not prevent us from doing 
all we can with evidence we do have. Indeed, to do anything less 

be to squander the resources and evidence entrusted to us by 
accidents of history, resources and evidence that '-"ill, 

employed, enable us to move beyond the limits of the extant manu­
to recover thc earlier forms from which they themselves have 

descended. 
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The Necessity of 0 Theology of Scripture 


Dole B. Mortin 


Igrew up in a very "Bible centered" church (okay, it was fundamental­
ist) and was taught a lot of Bible.! Even now, I need only hear the 
beginning words of certain verses, especially in the King James Ver­

and I will finish them automatically. And I don't mean just the 
"big ones," such as John 3: 16, recognized by any decent football fan 
who watches television. We also memorized more obscure passages. 
Decades later, I can still finish: "Study to show thyself approved unto 
God ..." (2 Tim. 2:15); "Repent and be baptized every one of you 
..." (Acts 2:38); and many more. 

Some of us former fundamentalist kids remember "sword drills," 
popular sometimes in Sunday schools but especially as a competition 
at Bible camp. We would stand at attention with our Bibles held stimy 
at our sides, like clumsy Revolutionary War muskets. The ",~,~u~, 

shout, in her best marine sargeant voice, "Presennnl arms!" 
and we would snap to attention with our Bibles, our "swords," ready in 
front of us ... and the sword of the Spirit, which is the word of God 
..." Eph. 6: I The teacher would call out a Bible book, chapter, and 
verse ('jeremiah 21 :8!"), and we would race to get there first. The 

who fimnd the passage was supposed to plant a finger on the 
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verse ana read it out loudly. ':And unto this people thou shalt say, 'Thus 
saith the Lord; Behold I set before you the way of lik, and the way of 

death" (.Jer. 21 :B, KJV). 
before I ever attended seminary, I may not have known 

about sophisticated modern methods of interpreting scripture, but 1 
at least had much of it in my head. And I was not the only one. Not 
so long ago-recently enough that older professors can remember it 
well-faculty teaching in seminaries and divinity schools could assume 
that their beginning students mostly knew their Bibles. Students may 
not already have been educated in the critical study of scripture, but 

could be expected to recognize basic stories, characters, and 
phrases from the Bible. Authors could expect most of readers to 
know that East qf Eden, The Power and the or The Grapes qf Wrath 
were quotations of scripture. Political speeches could be sprinkled 
biblical quotations and allusions with the expectation that many if not 
all the hearers would not only recognize them as being from the Bible 
but might even be able to tell where to find them. 

No more. If you ask professors now teaching in theological ~LllUUl;', 
tell you that the level of basic knowledge of what's in the Bible 

is generally low. They will say that they feel at a disadvantage because 
they must not only how to interpret the Bible, but also basic 
knowledge, knowledge that in previous generations, at least according 
to their perceptions, was carried as cultural equipage by any generally 
educated citizen, not to mention regular churchgoers. 

In spite of the truth of this observation about "biblical illiteracy" 
among most people, even Christians, and even many Christians train­
ing for the ministry, I want to argue that a greater crisis for churches 
is caused by a lack of education in theological reasoning and 111CUIU";1­

cal interpretation of scripture. Even when students know U)hat~f in 
Bible, 1 have come to believe that they do not know, and are generally 
not being instructed, how to interpret scripture with sufficient theo­

logical sophistication. 
For years I have suspected that most theological 

ies and divinity schools connected to universities, were teaching their 
students mainly the use of historical eriticisrn when approaching the 
interpretation of the Bible. By "historical criticism" I mean a set 
practices and skills designed mainly in the modern world that attempt 

to reconstruct the likely intentions of the ancient human author of the 
text or what ancient readers, who occupied the same cultural 
as the author, would have taken the text to mean. Historical criticism, 

mainly in Germany in the nineteenth century, came to 
dominate instruction in biblical interpretation in the United States in 

twentieth century, in "conservative" as well as "liberal" schools. 
In order to lest this suspicion of mine, I traveled around the United 

States, visiting ten different theological schools; I surveyed published 
materials designed for instructing theological students in the study of 
the Old and New Testaments; and I made use also of the Internet to 

survey instructional materials, such as syllabuses, made available by 
various sources there. Funded by a generous grant fi'om the \Vabash 
Center for Teaching and Learning in Theology and Religion, I 
a year researching pedagogical materials and practices for teaching 
theological students to interpret the Bible. I found that though many 
instructors and schools make some attempt to teach theological inter­
pretation of the Bible, few are doing a good job teaching theologies 
of scripture or adequate skills for theological interpretation. In most 
schools, in spite of faculty perceptions to the contrary, historical criti­
cism dominates the curriculum in biblical studies, and, in my view, 

('olog1cal reasoning is not adequately taught. 
step in learning how to interpret the Bible theologically is 

to make explicit what one thinks scripture is. How one interprets scrip­
ture depends a deal on what one thinks the Bible is. Most people, 

nonreligious people as well as Christians, are tacitly working' 
almost never explicit, "models" of scripture. 

of my youth, the Church of Christ in Tt~xas, we 
were commonly taught that the Bible, or more particularly the 
Testament, was a "blueprint" for the church. The church's organiza­
tional structure (\Vho were its leaders? How was the church supposed 
to governed? What should be the relationships among different 
congregations?) was supposed to be "read off" the New Testament 
as a builder would "read off" the way to construct a house by study­
ing and rechecking the architect's blueprints. So, congregations were 

of "elders," all male, who were assisted by a 
plurality of "deacons," also male, all on the basis of I and 2 Timothy 
and Titus. 
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This practice extended even to forbidding instrumental music in 
worship because the New 'lestament contained "commandments" to 

"sing" (Eph. 5: 19; Col. 3: 16) but nowhere contained any "command­
ments" to play musical instruments in worship. It was unimportant 
that the New Testament contained no prohibition a,gainst instrumental 
music. It was enough that singing was commanded and instrumental 
music was not. God had indicated his desire {and of course we 

assumed God was by putting that 

in the "b 
than an architect should nee(lto wnte 111 

"Don't use any of the following materials in 
architect needed only to designate that the roof was supposed to be 
built from wood shingles, and that should be taken to exclude the use of 
slate. So, the fact that some author in the New Testament said "sing" 
and none said "play an organ" was taken to indicate that God wanted 

singing and not organs. 
1 remember a preacher that since God had instructed 

Noah to build the ark out of gopher wood (Gen. 6: 14, KJV), God did 

not need to state that Noah was not to use pine, or oak, or 

cedar. Had Noah other wood lor !woher wood, or even 

emented the Noah would have 

been disobevine- God. And as Noah had 

a t)IUeprmt for building the ark, so we Christians had in the New 
tament a blueprint for the organization and practices of the church. 

Now this is a rational way of thinking about the nature 
tun.:', but it led to real problems, problems I remember thinking about 
even as a young teenager. There is no mention of Sunday schools in 
the New Testament, so some churches in my denomination split off in 
order to avoid offending God by the in the church of Sunday 
schools. There is no mention of missionary societies or orphanages 
or other in the New Testament, so other 

churches rticipating- with other congrega­

tions in 
in order to aVOid wnng nllcronhones. hvmnals. or nrmtp(1 

tional materials in worship, but 
case, it is obvious that the wqJ! people were reading the Testament 

was heavily influenced by what sort of thing they took to be. 

OF A OF 

It is easy to see how the model of scripture I have just described 
was produced on the nineteenth- and twentieth-century American 
frontier. 3 The 'nmerican experiment" was an attempt to come up with 
new ways of being a nation as a constitutional republic. ''Traditional'' 
sources of "authority" and their institutions were rejected in favor of 
a textual source available to everyone. In the confusion of the grow­
ing religious pluralism of nineteenth-century America, with a rising 
cacophony of difTerent and new ways of being Christian-several 

denominations of Protestants, new 

and other new 

confiJsion was sought in an agreed-upon constitution. Some 
tians, therefore, took the Bible, or particularly the New Ibtament, as 
just that constitution: the Christian version of the United States Con­
stitution that founded and guided the young republic. 

It is thus also no surprise that the modern world, mainly in the 
early twentieth century, produced a quintessentially "modernist" form 
of Christianity: fundamentalism, with its view that the Bible is histori­
cally and scientifically inerrant or infaJlible.just as science had come to 
see itself as producing knowledge about reality by carefully and o~jec­

"facts" of "nature." so many Christians, using that 

looking to the 

were seen as oltenng an 

history of nature and humankind, an alternative that could allow-or 
demand-the rejection of evolution or, as fimdamentalists call it, "Dar­
winism." Fundamentalists, though, came to recognize thai reading the 
Bible was a rather complicated activity. They knew that there were 
many different English translations possible. So they came to believe 
that the difTerent versions or translation., of the Bible were not infallible 
or inerrant; the texts which really were the inerrant or infallible word of 
God were those of the original Hebrew and Greek documents. 

is where Bart Ehrman's book, IHisquotingJesus, comes into my 
As you no doubt bv now know. Ehrman was tau!!ht in 

at 
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inspired and inerrant, not in any particular modern English Iransla­
but in the original "autographs" (the physical documents penned 

the historical authors). He decided that if the only completely accu­
rate inspired text was the original text, wanted to become an expert 
in the discipline that used the appropriate linguistic and historical 
to "discover" what that original wording was. 

graduate study at Princeton Seminary and afl:envards, 
came to realize just how many thousands upon thousands 

textual variants there were in the many extant Greek manuscripts 
of the documents of the New 'Ibtament. He came to believe that 
all our editions of the Greek New Testament were in fact construc­
tions of modern scholarship and that we never could really have any 
certainty about the original wording of the original texts of the New 
Testament. This carne as a severe blow to his faith, precisely because 

had been converted from a rather "social" Episcopalian 
ground to a rigorous form of evangelical Christianity that the 

verbal inspiration and inerrancy of the original words of the 
Bible. As Ehrman put it, "What good is it to say that the autographs 
(i.e., the originals) were inspired? We don't have the originals! We have 

error-ridden copies, and the vast m<~ority of these are centu­
ries removed from the oribrinals and difIerent from them, evidently, 
in thousands of ways."4 Such realizations led Ehrman to abandon his 

faith in 
Ehrman is quite right to insist that we do not have and cannot 

discover the "Oliginal text" of the New Testament (much less the 
And it is understandable if he assumed, in his "fundamental­

ist" period, that the view of scripture he entertained at that time 
hardly stand up to the recognition that we no access to the 
text" of the Bible. {lone takes "scripture," that is, to be only the original 
autographs of manuscripts that came to make up our Bible, 
the radical inaccessibility of the wording of those autographs 
tutes a challenge to faith in scripture. But this is true onlv if that IS III 

fact what "scripture" is. 
In fact, the view that various manuscript versions of the Greek New 

and indeed various translations of the New Testament, 
pose a challenge to Christian faith has been understandable even 

possible- only in the \vorld, to be exact since the dominance 

of the printing press in the production of modern "textuality." The 
church more generally, and educated Ctllistians more especially, have 
never identified "scripture" with any particular physical embodiment 
of the text of the Bible, or with any particular manuscript.5 Ancient 
and medieval theologians and scribes knew full well that there were 
many differences in the wording of the Greek of different manu­
scripts. Every time they picked up a difl(Tent copy of "scripture, 
were picking up manuscripts that contained different "readings" of 
the "text." They knew that sometimes the differences were minor, and 
sometimes major. They certainly at times saw that as a problem 
deserved an attempt at a remedy, or an attempt at the "best" reading 
or perhaps a "unitary" recension. But accepted the variation in 
the wording of different manuscripts of scripture as a filct of life. not 
an insurmountable challenge to faith. 

In the modern world since the dominance of the printing press, 
we are used to thinking that there is one right edition of every docu­
ment, and that in most cases we (or at least the experts) can 
it. Realizing that Christian scripture cannot be so published-that no 
editor or group of editors can deliver "the" right version, edition, or 
translation-- may surprise modern people, but that is a reflection of 
the confusion about texts and textuality befogging modern people. It 
is also a result of the fact that most modern people, including most 
Christians, are living with what is an immature and untrained th"n/{)(J1) 

of 
More sophisticated Christian theologians insist that no physical' 

embodiment of "scripture" can be identified as "scripture" itself: the 
"word of God." The Bible isn't scripture simply in and of itself It is 

the word of God, when it is read in faith by the leading of the 
Spirit. Christians have traditionally believed, it is true, that 

truths that are essential for faith. But this is itself a matter 
of faith. The Christian view (properly) is that scripture is sufficient, that 
scripture supplies us \vith what we need for salvation, that scripture will 

mislead us to destruction. But this means that the literal sense 
of scripture is necessarily true only to the extension of the essentials 

faith. The Christian idea is that we have enough of the real words of 
sClipture to be ktithful people. But that belief cannot be verified in the 
public square of secular empiricism. It is itself a stance of faith. 
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The points I am making may be illustrated by comparing the rela­
tionship in Christian theology between the church universal (the "body 

Christ") and particular, social manifestations "church." We all 
feel we can recognize local, socially delineable congregations, and we 
with all correctness also call these "churches." It is much harder to 
point out boundalies of the church, meaning the entire Christian 
community. Many Christians regularly confess, especially when they 
recite the Apostles' Creed, to believe in "the communion of " 

referring to all members of the body of Christ no matter where 
they live in the world, and including all those Christians who have ever 
Jived. But no one can point out the physical boundaries that body. 
The Christian belief-properly speaking is that the body of Christ, 

church universal, is never identical with any physical social group. 
It is a mystery of faith that the church does exist visibly and in reality, 
but we cannot delineate it by the normal means of social boundary­
making. The body of Christ, though visible and real, must not be iden­
tified (made commensurate) with any particular human social group or 
organization. It is "the mystical body of Christ."7 

We may therefore propose an analogy: just as the church is 
embodied in particular, visible, physical groups of 
not be identified with any of those groups or even with all those groups 
gathered so scripture is embodied in particular texts, manu­
scripts, editions, and translations but cannot be identified with any 

including the imagined "original autographs."11 The acceptance 
of a text as scripture is no less a matter of faith in God than is the 
acceptance that a particular congregation is one instance of the body 

of Christ. 
I offer the analogy not to move into a discussion of the church, but 

to illustrate the theological poverty reflected in the fear that ignorance 
about the "original wording" of the text of scripture may disrupt faith 
in God or confidence in scripture. The idea that the instability of the 
Greek wordine: of the New Testament throws up an insurmountable 

in the sufficiency of scripture for salvation is the prod­
uct of a particular modern view of books and textuality. I offer this dis­
cussion as part of my larger point that there are many different ideas 
about what scripture LL There are many diflerent assumptions, often 
not selr-consciously considered, about "what sort of thing scrinture is 
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or is like." People work with different "models" of scripture. And how 

interpret the Bible depends greatly on what sort of thing they 
to be. 

people, for example, especially American Protestantism, 
think about the Bible as a rule book. We should go to it to see what it 
says about homosexuality, or divorce, or family, or abortion. In the 
few decades, many Christians can be heard talking about the Bible as 
an owner's manual. Just as we should consult the owner's manual for 
our car in order to know how properly to maintain the vehicle, or for 
suggestions for what to do case something goes wrong, so we should 
read the Bible to see how to run our lives according to the 
and advice of the Both these metaphors are very popular ways 
of conceiving what sort of thing scripture is arnong, especially, evan­
gelical and conservative 

There are obvious problems. If the Bible is a rule book, it is an 
avvfully confusing and incomplete one. In spite of references to 
Bible in the abortion debate, for there is nowhere in the 
Bible any dear rule-like instruction about abortion, even though abor­
tion was available in the ancient world also. If the Bible is an owner's 
manual, it needed a better author and editors. Unlike really useful 
owner's manuals, our 13ible came to us without illustrations. People 

about sexuality and Christianity might like to a few pic­
tures making it clear which "tab f"(' goes into which "slot B," but they 
will look in vain in our Bible for them. 

Another common way Christians speak of scripture is to caU it 
an "authority." Some Christians regularly challenge other Christians 
by implying that they are not sufficiently submitting to the authOlity 
of scripture. In my view, though, calling scripture an authority doesn't 
give us much because it doesn't tell us, without much more elaboration, 
what kind of thing is here meant by "authority." Is it like a government 
agency that sets rules for labor disputes? Is it like a scientific expert who 
may point out evidence but who has no power to force us to act 
according to his advice? Is it like a television chef who can make gentle 
suggestions about improving a dish? The term aut/llinry, though bandied 
around much in Christian discussions and debates about sClipture, is 
too variable, and indeed vacuous, to be of much usc here unless it is slip-

what precisely is meant by authority and what sort of authority. 
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A more promising and fruitful model of scripture is the proposal 
of several theologians of the past ft:w decades that we think of scrip­
ture as providing, more than any other one thing, narrative or a story. 

scripture contains many other literary fimns that aren't 
narratives-there are laws, poems, songs, gnomic sayings, and many 
other genrcs~these theologians of narrative insist that those other 

of scripture have still traditionally been taken by Christians as 
within the grander narrative of what God has done in and for 

Israel in Jesus Christ for the entire world.9 Again, one will inter­
pret scripture in different ways if one takes it to be more like a story 

than a list of rules or a blueprint. 
I have experimented with thinking of scripture as a space we enter, 

rather than a bookish source for knowledge. \Ve should imagine scrip­
ture, in my suggestions, as something like a museum or a sanctuary; 

a cathedral..Just as we enter a museum and experience both its 
building and its art as communicating to us-yet without any explicit 
rules or propositions being heard in the air-so we should imagine 
that when we enter the space of scripture by reading it either alone or 
hearing it read in church we are entering a space wherc our Christian 
imat,rinations may be informed, reshaped, even surprised by the place 
scripture becomes fix us. As is already apparent, imagining 
as holy space we enter, rather than as a rule book or blueprint, will 
nificantly affect how we interpret it. There is much more that could be 
said about scripture as sanctuary space, and I have indeed said more 
elsewhere, but this is enough to offer it as an example of a 

"what scripture is."'O The education of people in the theo­
logical interpretation of scripture should bel:,rin, I urge, with teaching 
them to think critically, self-consciously, and creative 

scripture is --in their own assumptions and in the history and 
practices of their communities. 

So Bart Ehrman and most American evangelicals are bottl wrong. 
vvrong because they ignore just how varied and 

is the necessity of interpretation. I I The text of the Bible 
does not anything. It must be interpreted. And how a Christian 
interprets scripture may legitimately diller from the way a text critic 
or a historian interprets the text of the Bible. After all, even 
the text of the Greek New Testament published in the Nestle-Aland 
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edition, if that text is read rigorously and historically, with a view to 
establishing the meaning of the text as it likely would have been under­
stood in its first or second century context, we must admit that the 
text so construed and interpreted will not support all sorts of ortho­
dox Christian doctrines. Read historically, is no doctrine of the 
Trinity in the New Testament. Paul's Christology is clearly subordina­
tionist and would have been heretical by later standards of Christian 
orthodoxy. Many other of doctrine would be raised, including 
Adoptionism, denial of a resurrection of flesh, mistakes about 

imminence of the parousia ofJesus, the teaching of the Gospel 
lVHHUlCW that all k)llowers of Jesus must obey the Jewish law, and on 
and on. Even if you gave evangelicals whatever Greek Testament they 

you would still not be certain of a fully orthodox New 
historically. In order to end up with a New Testament that 

orthodox Christian doctrine, you have to interpret 
hOdoxly." It will not do so on its own. 

people who understood this correctly were 
divines and theologians, as demonstrated in a recent book by Rowan 
Greer, Anglican Approaches to Scripture. The Anglican theologians were 
willing to agree with their more radical reforming Puritan 
even to the point of confessing that scripture is "infallible," by which 
they meant that scripture would not lead Christians to perdition and 
damnable error. But they immediately added that all interpretations of 

done aner all by fallible human beings, were themselves emi­
nently "fallible." As John Locke insisted, while being willing to call 
scripture "infallible," "the reader may be, nay cannot choose but to be 
very fallible in the understanding of it." 12 Since we human beings have 
no access to the meaning of scripture apart from interpretation of 
scripture, which is fallible, we have no immediate and infallible access 
to the meaning of scripture. So no Christian may usc his or her inter­
pretation of scripture as if it were an in£'lllible statement of scripture 
that can be used to beat other Christians over the head or slam dunk a 
theological or ethical debate. 

The debate about whether textual criticism is unable to deliver a 
text of the Bible that will in itself "save us" is misguided on both of 
its Bart Ehrman is correct to insist that we will never have sub­
stantiated confidence that we have found, or even approximated, the 
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"original text" of the Bible. It simply can't be proven. And, in spite 
the insistence of more conservative Christians, there are significant, 
doctrinal issues involved. But Ehrman is wrong in implying that such a 
realization need have any negative impact on Christian faith in scrip­
ture. The text of the Bible- whether in the original autographs, any 
manuscript, any edition, or any translation~is not simplistically in 
itself scripture. Scripture is the Bible, in whatever {()rm a Christian 

it, read in faith and by the leading of the Holy Spirit. 
Evangelicals, though, are also wrong on their side in believing that 
can base their doctrine and ethics on a simple "hearing" of 

text of the Bible. No responsible and rigorous historical-critical con­
struction of the ancient meaning of the text of the Bible will render 
the Christian meaning of scripture. What is needed is a Christian theo­
logical interpretation of the text guided by the traditions and teachings 
of the church, listening to the interpretations of our fdlow Christians 
and others, and seeking to interpret the Bible in a way that, as Augus­
tine insisted, builds up the love of God and the love of our neighbor. 
Any other interpretation of that text, no matter how rigorously histori­
calor philological, vv1ll not be a Christian interpretation of scripture. 

I believe that textual criticism is still an important and interesting 
topic that should be taught in theological education, but not because 
we need it in order to find the "original text" of scripture that will 
somehow save us. The text won't save us. God will save us. I believe 
textual criticism should be taught, rather, as part of the history of the 
interpretation of scripture itse\( As Ehrman has shown in his book 

Orthodox Corruption {!f Scnpture, the history of the transmission 
the text is part of the history of the interpretation of scripture itself 
and may render social, historical, and theological observations. t+ But 
if people think that by learning textual criticism they may secure the 
original text that will then ensure their own salvation, such people 
have put their faith in the wrong place. ElizabethJohnson, a professor 
of New Testament at Columbia Theological Seminary, once said to 
me that the problem with evangelicals is that they don't have enough 
faith in God. If people put their faith in either a text or in a particu­
lar, modern method of reading a text, their faith is misplaced. People 
should be better educated theologically to realize that the Christian 
reading of scripture must be learned and practiced as an aetivity 
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faith in God, with assurance that the Holy Spirit will not lead us to per­
il' we read in faith and with love as our guide and goal. Ehrman 

allowed textual criticism to destroy his faith in scripture because he 
an inadequate theology of scripture. Most evangelicals mistakenly 

insist on the reliability of the historically constructed text of the Bible 
also because they have an inadequate theology of scripture. \Vhat is 
needed for American Christians is not bctter history or textual criti­
cism, but better theological education, which must include a 
theological understanding of what scripture is and how it may be 
interpreted Christianly. 
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What Is the Text of the New Testament? 

Dovid Parker 

are: 

The difficulties of resolving variations in the New Testament text 
were first brought home to me fully when I spent some hours study­
ing a variant reading in Matthew 15:30-31. It may have escaped 

the attention, so let me present the evidence. Jesus sits upon 
a mountain bv the Sea of Galilee, and crowds of people bring to him 

in need of heal­

. lame blind deformed dumb 

2. lame deformed blind dumb 

3. lame blind dumb deformed 

4. lame dumb blind deformed 

5. dumb blind lame deformed 

6. blind lame deformed dumb 

In verse 31, the wonders at seeing: 

the def()t'med whole the lame 

the blind seeing 

thf dumb 
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Some manuscripts replace the first phrase with "the deaf hearing," 
according to the two possible meanings of the word kophos (Kw\jJ6(). 
Others read "the deaf the dumb speaking," possibly under 

of Mark I have listed variations in verse 30, not 
and I am confident in 

plilttnn.;;: I 

That is to 

say, can we 
to those which were 
there any way of deciding what is more likely? It would be nice to 
to argue that an author might be more likely to keep the order between 
verses 30 and 31 so that the sequence which corresponded to verse 31 
was correct. Unfixtunately, I have not found such a sequence, either for­
wards or backwards, in the forms of text I noted. Davies and Alison in 
their ICC commentary believe that such a chiastic structure is desirable, 
and conftate two versions-first half of (6) and first half of (I )-in order 
to achieve it. I So they think that even six possible orders is an insufficient 
number, and make a new one of their own. Or should one look for a 
parallel with similar Matthaean lists? The blind are mentioned befi)re 
the lame in some manuscripts at 12:22 and 21: 14 (but others reverse 

Or should one look for a neat balance "'1thin the list ----the two 
outside the two referring to sight and 

ascribed to later users who 
differences? One searches in vain for any 

an editor, one would be 

UtJUUIl" m ma.km,g a critical text at this passage: 

. to 10Uow the manuscnpt or manuscnpts which one 

believed were more often reliable in places where a more 

informed judgment was possible. 


2. to follow the editor or editors one found most consistently 
sensible, 

3. to follow the most popular tcxt- probably either the Byz­
antine or the Nestle text. 

At this point, I hear you asking "Does it matter?" And this is pre­
cisely why I chose this variant to begin with. It serves another useful 

purpose, namcly that a number of possible orders emerged in the 
course of the text's transmission. The examples used by Ehrman 

'Wallace in their presentations are rather strikingly of the either­
or variety. This is convenient for the purposes of debate, but prob­
ably not a standard situation. I have no statistics to back me up, but 
I SUSDect that variants where there are three or more 

it matter?" is worth COI1­

it matter to ancient readers 

down in whatever order happened to 
corresponding to what they read in their exemplar 

from which they were copy-ing), sometimes in a more or less random 
order? And would the author of Matthew's Gospel have been worried 
about a change to the order of his words? That is to say, are these four 
items set down for rhetorical effect, the precise details being more or 
less irrelevant? And if the precise wording did not matter either to the 
author of the Gospel or to the thousands of people who made copies 
of it, arc we applying the wrong tools in trying to find a rational way 
of accounting for the differences? 

Second, does the sequence of this text matter to us? There are sev­
possible answers to this. It may matter to the textual scholar, who 

IS lOoking for evidence in every atom of the text. And it may matter 
to the exellete. who wants to be Drecise about the text reauirinlI com-

Another is a 

form of the text (whatever that may be). In my view it is quite impos­
sible to claim any kind of priority for any single form of text where we 
have a number of forms, none of which we can reasonably claim to be 
older than the others,3 

ment. it may matter to someone who 
else has 

several other groups. One of these consists 

to the 

every word of the biblical text 

radical orthodoxy--which claims adherence to 

to matter to 
believes 

It is worth putting the debate which is the topic of this book 
into a wider context. Christian denominations do not all use the 
same forms of text. This is certainly more marked with regard to 
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the Old Testament, Orthodoxy adhering to the Septuagint and ver­
sions derived from it, while Western Christianity generally prefers 
versions translated directly from the Hebrew !v[assoretic Text. 4 In 
the New Testament, Orthodoxy traditionally prefers forms of the 

a'HJjJl<~U the critical text as 
text and canon of 

m a smgle form of inspired text arc 

in fact in a rather similar situation: in order for the text to make any 
sense, something must be read-but what? The one has to print, the 
other to accept, a single form of the text where there is nothing to 
choose between multiple forms. That is to say, we find that a particular 
a pri01i opinion or methodology turns out not to fit every situation as 

well as one might wish. 
I can therefore already offer a provisional answer with regard to 

the textual reliability of the New Testament. This variant indicates the 
impossibility of believing every word of the text to be reliable. So, even 
though the diflerent forms of the text do not seem to affect the sense, 
we may see that once we into the studv of textual 

is no solid 
text is not 
the sense, and it 
or it isn't. And if we can agree IS no 

we should be able to agree, 

at least hypothetically, that there are also significant places where this 
holds true. There are several important consequences of this, of which 
I select one. If there is no way of selecting an oldest fiJrm of the text, 
then what we assume to be the task of the editor, namely constructing 
something called the original or the best fimn of text has to be aban­
doned. In fact, I that this is really the situation with regard to 

every unit of variation. 
Let me illustrate this with a hypothetical situation. Suppose that 

we are the first people ever to study a particular text. In quite remark­
able circumstances, we have come across thirty manuscript copies of 
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a previously unknown text, and discover quite quickly that they are all 
unique. They regularly attest half a dozen diflerent forms of wordings: 
omissions, additions, transpositions and substitutions: each manuscript 
agrees sometimes with one manuscript, sometimes with another, and 
sometimes is unique. How do we decide which form at every varia­
tion is the oldest survivin!!? Remember, we do not 
to on, no "received text" to 

any tradition 

we will have to make use of 
a expenence 
up a of the character of 
between them, and the ways in WhICh the text 

oped. Only after careful study will we be able to 
we can defend as most probably that which gave to every other 
form. At that point, vve may be able to say how reliable we think the 
text is at each point of variation. The decision then as to how reliable 

it is will depend upon how good we arc as editors, how useful our thirty 
copies happen to be, and in fact how much we manage to convince 
the rest of the world that we are right. For reliability is a comparative 
and not an absolute quality. Remember, to start with, no form of text 
has any claim over any other. Such claims only when a text has 
been passed on over a lengthy period of time, so that people have the 

to adopt particular versions of the text and to reiect other 
At the beginning of the process, in our 

no lonn of the text should be rt'jected. Nor 
the process. And when does the process 
it may 
will 
111 

enL In f~tCt, the process never 
particular set out of all the possible variant 
or the whole text which has Drobablv never 

Such situations as my hypothetical one are rare but not uncom­
mon. A striking example is one of the texts from Qumran, which has 
turned up in a number of manuscripts. Initially scholars thought that 
these were all copies of varying quality of a single basic f(wm of text. 
But the more convincing view which has subsequently emerged is 
that the manuscripts should be regarded as representing a number of 
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different versions, each of which casts light on a particular phase in 
the development of the community using the text.) 

But the New Testament is not at all like my hypothetical exam­
ple. It has been passed down for twenty centuries in a continuous 
process of recei\~ng it and passing it on. vVe have received multiple 
forms of II And these multiple forms are a permanent feature. Even 

when editors change thc text and pronouIIce that the form 
different, the other fi)rms never go away. I have 

the storv of Jesus 

7:53-8:1 I. since Lachmann 

the have removed it from their 
go away: everyone knows the in fact it 

one ot ttlC best-known stories about Jcsus. It a 
of the stream of tradition, even if it is no longer a part of the text. 
And within this story are fltrther variations which are not found in 
all witnesses. These include a statement of what Jesus wrote on the 
ground. Another is that the accusers went away one by one. These 
are embellishments. But they remain a part of the tradition of the 
story. Mark 1:41 is similar. According to some witnesses Jesus felt pity; 
according to others he was angry. It is arguable that the harder read­
ing--namely that he felt anger-is to be preferred. But the other does 
not go away. Readers may associate both emotions with their picture 
ofJesus in this story.lO 

One may take a further step from this recognition, and consider 
the role of textual variation in Christian tradition. Bef()re I do so, 
I wish to three further Doints. The first is that there is 

variation in the text of the New 
about the year 200 C.r:. Of course 

and as I have said the process 
LUllllllUL~. But it is reasonable to argue that for 
most other it was the earliest stage at which they were most 
to be altered. I have argued that in this early period the Gospels were a 
living altered freely sometimes very freely by those who read 
and passed on the text to bring out the meaning which they believed it 
to possess. Sometimes this adaptation was radical: Marcion produced 
what he believed to be a pure Pauline Gospel, namely his own version 
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of Luke, and also his own edition of Paul's letters; at about the same 
time (third quarter of the second century) Tatian produced his Diates­
saron, a working of the four Gospels into one Gospel in which nothing 
was lost. \Ve see also other trends, including stylistic influences such as 

Atticising (the process of improving the Greek of the New Testament) 
and other adaptations to current language. \Ve see too the influenc 

of theoloilical debate, extending into later centuries. From this period, 
no direct evidence. Our oldest extensi 

around the year 
or even 

even if one not 
as vv. Petersen, who argued that there are 

traces of a text of Matthew that is both older and 
more in tune with the Jewish Christianity than the Hellenising 
known to us from the manuscripts, the evidence of those who cited 
forms of the text during this period provides evidence that they knew 
and used manuscripts which differed from those later copies which 
happen to survive. 

My second point is that it is mistaken to talk in a single way about 
"the text of the New Testament." The reason is that the New Testa­
ment consists of a number of collections of texts and single books: 

I. rhur Gospels, made a collection at some point, 
ably in the second are characterized by 

• a tendency to harmonize their versions 

• greater variation in the than in 
narrative sections 

2. fburteen or so letters attlibuted to based on one of 
what appear to be a number of second-century collections, 

earliest probably in groups of seven and not including 
the Pastorals or Hebrews. They are characterized by editorial 
interference in various places, possibly solving problems of 
uncertain destinations, multiple destinations, or non-Pauline 

authorship, in various places. 

3. The Acts of the Apostles, originally a second roll with 
Luke's Gospel, but circulating separately from it (certainly 

http:story.lO
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narratives often being extended and rewritten. 

4. Seven Catholic Epistles, eventually circulating together 
and often in a single volume with Acts and the Paulines. 
Obviously from difTerent sources, and sometimes circulating 

their own 

5. The Apocalypse, far more rarely copied than the other 
parts, not included in the lectionary, and itself containing 
many variations where the poor grammar and stylistic quirks 
of the seer have been removed, and intriguing variations 
where the subject matter perplexed readers and copyists. 

Each these books has its own set of problems. On the whole, I 
to the view that the Gospels contain the most and the most 

complex variants. This may be due to the importance of the say­
ings of Jeslls in Christian tradition. It may be due to the greatest 
frequency of copying, a matter which I increasingly feel requires 

consideration. 
as to the wayan editor sets about pro­

a cnncal edition. The answer is: to create a "flunily tree" of 
the text. At each place where there is variation, the editor has to work 
out a family tree of readings, in which the one that appears to have 
given rise to the rest is placed at the point of origin. Once this series of 
decisions has been made throughout the text, the conclusions are com­
bined as the oldest recoverable ff)rm, the "Initial Text." This process 
is known as stemmatics, or Genealogical Method. As anyone who 
has tried to trace their family tree will know, only takes you 
so far. You will reach a point where there are no records, or the records 
are inconclusive. That will be your oldest recoverable ancestor. But it 
won't be Adam. 11 Likewise, the Initial Text will be the oldest stage we 
can recover. It will not necessarily be the original text. \\lhether it is 

and even outside 
The Initial Text will not n£'('p""", I·il", 

us back through the second century, or at any rate 
of the various collections J have described. Thert' always be a gap 

not have, and never 
has had, the goal of recovering a text which the supposed author­
ity of The Author. 12 

the the 
to stress that textual cntinsm 

the tradition. It is 

We have then these three matters to consider: our lack of informa­
tion about the forms of text that developed in the second century and 

the different developments, and copying of 

uponthe di(f"rpnt 

P''''''lUlC achievements of textual criticism. \\lhat then is the 
of textual variation in Christian history? I that it is essential to 
the Christian tradition. Why? Because argument is also of the essence. 
From the day that Paul and Peter fell out, opposing and irreconcilable 
points of view have been what has given life to the tradition, and 

when everyone agrees on evelything will be the day when every­
one also moves on to something else. 'rextual variation is the result of 
this process. It arose, not by mistake, through the carelessness, igno­
rance or perverseness of copyists, but because the process of passing 
on the text was also a means of engaging in theolot,rical and moral 
debate, of influencing opinion, of fostering one point of view to the 
exclusion of anothel: 

How reliable is the text of the New Let me ask a 
if the text of the New Testament were 

in need of healing, would it even have sur­
vived? 1 concede that during the late Byzantine period the text was 
transmitted very carefully, at least in one stream of the tradition, but 
this phenomenon is found a millennium after the era in which we are 
most interested. 13 As of the text, we learn as much from 

and we 
as we do from sin!!le and definitive forms of the text. We 

as 

Which brings me to a final point: today we are used to a single 
printed text. Early Christians were used to the uncertainty of manu­
script copies that differed from each other. They lived in tact in a textu­
ally rich world in which, if they consulted different copies, they would 
find different wordings. f(lr example, comments on 
them. He even finds rich theological meaning in proposing that __ 
the Baptist baptised in Bethabara and not in Bethany Un. 1:28). T()day, 

http:interested.13


our use of printed texts has impoverished our textual world, since the 
variations are no longer treated as belon!,ring together in complete texts, 
but as short units at the bottom of the page. This is likely to be avoided 
in the electronic age. If we visit New Testament prototypes (http:! I 

of the evidence 
with a bundle of 

into the text of each manuscript, one below another, or into the text of 

each manuscript vvith its layout as you may view it on the page. The 
same (without the bundle of variants) is available when you view the 
electronic version of the Old I ,atin manuscripts ofJohn'S Gospel at www 

!annes. com. So in the future. we are lloin(l' to see a richer textual 
more access to a WIder range 

materials than has ever been before for more than a handful of 
scholars working near big research libral~es.14 In our edition of the vir­
tual Codex Sinaiticus (http://codexsinaiticus.org), the website contains 
digital images and a full transCl~ption. It also includes some translations, 
that present the biblical text as it is found in that manuscript. 15 

In fact, the textual variation is not to go away. Different 
forms of the text vvill appearing. What is the textual reliability 
the New Testament? The answer is of only limited importance. E\ 
if every single word were certain, the variation would remain essential 
to our right understanding and use of it. 

:-.-. ..,,, 
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Who Changed the Text and Why? Probable, 


Possible, and Unlikely Explanations 


William Warren 

In the New 

I suspect that most textual critics 

stantially reliable in the sense that a 

term reliable. But the catch here is in what is meant by saying that 
the text is "reliable" from the standpoint of textual criticism. What ' 
I suggest as a working definition is that in the field of New Testa­
ment textual criticism, the term reliable generally means that the text 
is attested sufficientlv so that we can ascertain what is most probably 

text or at least a very form of 
such that it can serve as a 
the text means. 

BefiJre claritying this working definition further, a couple of points 
need to be made about what is sometimes meant by those outside 
of the field of New Testament textual criticism by the term reliable 
when applied to the New Testament text. In the larger arena of espe­

truth is that some try to claim 100 

of the New lestament text. 

http:http://codexsinaiticus.org
http:libral~es.14
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This is due mostly to zeal for defending the text as the \Vord of God, 
a passion to claim as much as possible for God's work of inspiration, 
and a tremendous lack of knowledge about the actual data related to 
the copying and transmission of the New Testament text. For example, 
a few still try to defend the KingJames Version as the only valid Eng­
lish translation of the Bible. In Latin America where I worked fl1r sev­
eral years and continue to teach at one visiting North American 
preacher tried to convince students that they needed a Spanish 

that was closer to the King James Version and the Textus neceplUJ 

the Greek text underlying the Version! That's a clear case 
someone trying to claim too much about the New Testament text! 

that our New Testament text is reliable does not mean that it 
was dropped down frum heaven nor that it was dictated without 
input of human authors. Views of inspiration are often conflated with 
particular stances regarding how the New Testament was transmitted 
and preserved, but that is not what is meant by saying that the text is 
reliable within the field of New Testament textual criticism. 

On the other hand, some seem to be claiming too little about the 
reliability of the New Testament text. Is the text indeed full of uncer­
tain wording everywhere? I mention this because many have taken 
Bart Ehrman's claim that "there are more differences among our man­

than there are words in the New Testament" to mean that we 
are not certain of any or hardly any of the words in the Greek 
Testament. l Yet even Ehrman notes that most of the variants found in 
the 

that scribes could not spell or keep focused any better than the rest 
of US."2 And for all of the variants that he discusses in his well known 
books, such as Misquoting }esus and The Orthodox Corruption ~r Scripture, 
Ehrman himself rarely with the text as printed in the com­
monly used critical editioii's of the Greek New Testament published 
by the United Bible Societies (UBS). To be more specific, he almost 
always ends up supporting the text as printed in those editions as being 
the most likely original text, with only about twenty cases where he dis­
agrees with the text printed in our Greek New Testament editions. l So 
if Ehrman says that the text is "not reliable," based on his writings he 

that vast Darts of text are unstable and unknown as to 

the most likely original text. He is that some parts of the text are 
still being debated, and even more so, that many have been unwilling 
to wrestle with the work of textual critics, including Bible publishers, 
scholars, and preachers who often refuse to face what has been found 
by the field of New Testament textual criticism regarding the earliest 
and best readings of the New Testament text. 

So what does it mean to say that the text of the New Testament is 
reliable and how do we substantiate such a claim? Let's look at some 
areas that might help on this. First, is the data sufficient so as to make 
such a claim? Second, was the process behind the making of the man­

such that we can have confidence in the data? To state this in 
a different way, what do we know about 
us determine how reliable the text might Third, how can such a 
claim deal with the known variants in the text? And fourth, how do we 
deal with the scribal motivations that are behind some of the variants 
in the text? 

RELIAB IliTY AN DTH EDATA 

The Held of New Testament textual criticism is built around a data set, 
a method for evaluating that data, and the analysis of the data, with 
the implications of the analysis following. Textual critics are generally 
in wZreement about lante areas of the field regardless of their specific 

the of the New Testament text 
a fact that may come as a surprise to those outside 

1<1111111(1.1 with the field. For we all agree that we have an 
wealth of the text of the New Testament, with 

literally thousands of extant manuscripts and other witnesses to the 
text. But as an aside and challenge, while we can brag about having so 
many manuscripts of the New Testament, unfortunately the sad fact is 
that we have not yet taken the time and devoted the energy to study the 
vast majority of them with detailed studies and do not have full colla­
tions of most of them. So our evidence pool at present generally con­
sists of a sampling of these manuscripts, with the Greek manuscripts 
best represented and the other versions and Patristic citations less so. 

But even so we still have a vast evidence that is increasingly 

at our fine-ertiDs Via access and ",Ip",,,..» 
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we agree that we almost not have any of 

the the 

some were not copIed as well as others, and the manu­
one another in many places and ways. And we even 

agree that some variants arose due to theological struggles and the 
desire to {<mify what were considered the "right" or "orthodox" ways 

of understanding the text. 
But there are also areas of disagreement among textual critics. 

As for the data, we disagree sometimes over the dates of some of the 
manuscripts, how to arrange the data (such as the scope of a textual 
variant), and how these witnesses fit into the transmission history of 
the New Testament text, especially in the earliest period of the late 
first, second, and third centuries when the majority of the textual vari­

ants arose. 
\Ve also have disagreements over the best methodology for evalu­

the textual evidence for specific valiants. Most prefer what is 
called a "reasoned eclecticism" approach that seeks to weigh both the 
external factors related to the manuscripts themselves, including the 
tendencies and overall qualities of the individual manuscripts and 

and the internal factors such as scribal tenden­
in the copy process and the proclivities of the "author/s" of thc 

studied. But some textual scholars prefer an approach that 
on the external evidence for readings, "with 

favor the text of a soecific group of manuscripts almost 
textual group or that of 

group or, for a even that of the \Vestern 
group. And a few scholars favor an ::mnrn:1r very 

heavily on the internal evidence for deciding among 
variants. The vast majority of textual scholars, 
soned eclectieism" approach, including Bart Ehrman, Dan 

David Parker, Michael HolmeS, and myself. 
We also find that we sometimes differ when we talk about the anal­

ysis of the data that we have. At times the discussion is about how far 
back we can actually reach with the evidence that we have. The tra­
ditional goal of textual criticism has been to determine the text that is 

closest to the original of a given writing, yet over the past two decades 
scholars such as David Parker have raised the question of whether we 

THE AND 


we 
at rounded ofr to 

Or can the 
text of the New 

the 
text? Of course, 

at are over 

to the original or at least the earliest attainable form of the 
as well as about the nature of the setting in which the variants 

arose and the reasons they arose. 

"'Then all is and done regarding the data, however, the data 
is what it A manuscript either has a reading or it doesn't. And we 
either have from a given time period or we don't. The fact 
is that we don't the originals of the New Testament documents, 
but we do have quite a bit of early evidence. Up to the year 800, the 
evidence for the New Testament is substantial especially when com­
pared with other ancient writings, as can be seen from this overview: 
from the second century we have 6 Papyri and I Uncial manuscript; 
55 Papyri and 4 Uncials from the third; 25 Papyri, 27 Uncials, and 1 
Lectionary from the {(JUrth; 8 Papyri, 52 Uncials, and 2 Lectionaries 
from the fifth; 17 Papyri, 83 Uncials, and 5 Lectionalies fl'om the sixth; 
11 Papyri, 39 Uncials, and 1 Lectionary f1'om the seventh; and 2 Papyri, 

and Lectionaries hum the eighth century, with many 
more extant manuscripts from the ninth century onward. To be sure, 
the and third-century manuscripts we have often contain 
a small amount of text, such as the few letters extant in 'lr)~, although 
a contain substantial amounts of tex!. such as 'l)+li that contains 

Codex Sinaiticus from the 
and even more than 

our Bam­

~ and some auto­
be even more the number of 

we have is sufficient at least to allow for a lL.'PUll')HJ1L 

of 
text, even if the exact results of that work may not be 
among those usinrr difrerent methods for evaluatine- the evidence and 
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even, at among those 
amount 01 textual allovvs for the 

whether we can attain a reliable form of the New Testament text or 
not. Without an array of evidence such as this, the question of whether 
a reliable f()rm of the text is recoverable would surely invite much more 

is warranted in the case of the New 'l(~stament. Of 

course, this does not solve the issue of whether the New 
is reliable or not, but it allow for 
to address such a question. 

So, do we have enough data to be reasonably sure thal we have a 
text that is very close to the original text? Yes and no answers are given. 
"No" is given by those who would say that in some ph1C(>S we are not 

about the text. And they are right about this. There are some 
where we are not certain as to which is most likelv the 

one closest to 
universally recognized in the field of New Testament textual studies: 
we have variants that we are still debating. 

On the other hand, the answer yes can be given about the reli­
ability of the text in that in the New Testament text, such as that 

in the Nestle-Aland }{oiJum Testamentum and the United 
Societies' Testament, we have data to arrive at 

a torm of the text that is very close to the a text with firm 
for most of it that go back into late second or 

eenturies and for all of it into the fourth century and beyond. This 
data ensures that we can talk intelligently about the New Testament 

that we can evaluate the variants we find, that we can know 
there is no "cover up" withil1 the field of textual criticism 

us about the and that we can 
, reach a broad-ranging agreement on what is 

attainable form of the text. l'or many of us, the probability of 
earliest form being almost identical to the original form of the text is 
sufficient so as to call the text reliable without hesitation, even while 
we admit that tht' scribes made mistakes and sometimes changed the 
text, thereby leaving us with evidence of some variants about which 
we are still not in our choices 
So let's turn to the work or the scribes 
have left f()l' us to 
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RELIABILITY AND THE SCRIBES 

The problem in talking about the scribes who copied the New Testa­
ment is that we have very limited access to the scribes, and especially 
so in the case of the early period from the late second century to the 
end of the third century, and even less so to those of the late first 

second centuries. '10 be more "nF'rifir 

late second and 

us access to the scribes of those manuscripts, we have only one small 
New Testament fI'agment, 1':;2, which ",rives us access to a New 
ment scribe from the period of the late first and early second centuries. 

Much of the access we do have comes by way of the manuscripts, 
which are historical artifacts in and of that we've found 
from the past that are studied in order to understand the past even 

the text itself: In this sense, the data for the text of the New 
Testament is useful multiple enterprises, including the 
goal of establishing the text of the New Testament, as well as other 
goals, such as tracing the transmission history of the text. This trans­
mission history can include the study of thc settings in which the tcxt 
was transmitted and the that were involved in its transmission. 

In 
Testament 

criticism, some of the questions we need to ask should relate 
directly to what these manuscripts can tell us regarding the world from 
which they came: How were they made, when were they made, why 
were they made, where were they made, by whom were they made, 
who used them, how did they use them, why do 
texts versus and olher 

as with all can 

actually tell us, so we extrapolate from the infi:mnation Wat we can 
ascertain, hopefully acknowledging the problematic nal ure of our 

extrapolations. 
Returning to the idea of manuscripts as artif~lCts, archaeology has 

shined trom beine- nrimarilv concerned with the dating of artifacts to the 

what the artifacts tell us about cultural processes 

them and the human lifeways that are renrp,,' In many 

ways, a like shift has been happening in 
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textual criticism. vVe are now seeing interest in more than simplyascer­

taining the earliest kmn of the text to looking at the manuscripts as 

artifacts that can tell us also about the times from which they corne. 

In the case of the early papyri, the study centers on the life of the 

church during the second and third a time that often remains 
shrouded in both mystery and rnn1f'rt, 

how the church and the canon rl~,,~l~~~rl 

for more to support their vvith most ot us In 

that number I 'Vho wouldn't like to know more about the 
church of late first and second centuries? That desire has led to new 

avenues of research on the as artifacts that might infi)rm 

us in part about the scribes that created manuscripts, for which I 
think we should be excited and join in the discussions. 

But there is a problem that in our knowledge of the manu­

scripts as artifacts. In archaeology, a m<~or goal is to keep the context 

of the artifact linked to the artifact. In other words, when one is engag­
ing in an archaeological dig and an artifact is found, say a clay lamp, 

every detail of the setting of an artifact should be noted, with almost 
no detail viewed as This context is essential filr interpret­

artifact and thereby for understanding the 

that created it. With 
know their cnp"i!,,, we gen­

can !!et a faIrlv 2'000 sense 01 BllS. 1'01' example, V'" IS gener­

with a range of 
or minus somewhere between twenty-five to fifty years. But what we 

can ascertain '"\lith any of prt'cision is the exact loca­
tion where the manuscript was originally used, mueh less where it was 

made. for example, the Oxyrhynchus papyri were found in a garbage 
heap but, obviously, that is not where they were made or used. Nev­

ertheless, at least we have a stable artifact in hand that can be studied 

to uncover as much information as possible. In this sense, the study 

of manuscripts remains a major part of the field of textual criticism 

whether one is the earliest form of a text or the social history 
that 

created the New Testament 

arti­
facts? Based on we sec 111 we know that 
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were not all copied with the same care. The expertise of the scribes 

ranged along a continuum between professional and documentary, 


with many of the New Testament scribes from the second through 


early f(lUrth centuries f~llling into the "reformed documentary" cat­


egory of expertise.6 To clarify the difference in this range of abilities, 


sCTibe would be very careful to duplicate the exem­

worked for 


more need for our 

New Testament 

not used to copying literary 
came from a "professional" scribal handwriting and process, such as 

scribe who wrote 1)7;' from the early third century. But most of the 

earlier New Testament manuscripts of the second and third centuries 
were copied with a scribal expertise below the profhsional level of 

scribes who regularly copied recognized literature. These scribes were 

not employed for making copies of literary texts in their normal daily 
scribal activities and so were not accustomed to attaining that level of 

copying that was the norm fix work" clearly literary in nature. The 

scribes of these early manuscripts did their work at a level generally 
above that of their marketDlaee scribal activities as represented in the 

vast transae­

the sacred 

names within Christianity, what are called nomina sacra, a feature that 

non-Christian scribes would not tend to use, and especially not in 

such a consistent manner. Most likely they were scribes in their day 

jobs based on the level of expertise demonstrated in the extant manu­

scripts, but whether they were copying portions of the New Testament 

at work or at night after working is unknown. Based on the segement 

of society from which they came, most of the scribes should not be 

characterized as "scribes by day and theologians by night." Their goal 

was to a copy or a text, with extreme accuracy perhaps not 
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always the primary concern, but on the other hand, after setting aside 
variants in spelling, the addition or omission of a definite article, and 
obvious scribal errors, the texts are quite accurate even in the midst 
of so many variants. 

A possible scenario for some of the early copies of our New Tes­
tament might be as f{)llows based upon this information. In this early 
pUHJU, say the late first and second if a new house church had 

that a 

would 
be more interested in getting a copy-~any copy to take back to their 

than in exactly how accurate the copy was. Not 
to spend funds on such an they veIY well would need to have 
one of the Christians there make the copy after work. The copy would 
be made well, but only up to the ability and norm of the scribe making 
the copy. And if other traditions related to what was in the text were 
known, perhaps they would be added at the request of those involved 
in the making of the copy. While the action of writing the text would 
be that of the scribe originally, the request to alter the text theoretically 
could come from the scribe, or from those from the city church, or those 
from the new church ..fhe added text might even originate from a reader 
in the church settin!! who had added a note in the text. The fact is, we 

;nu,,1uprl in this facet of the rpnrn£~, 

was to copy the text that is what most of them did. 
The results of this rm~\T1t1o- in the earlier 

Testament text are manifest in two primary areas: the errors in 
task of copying itself (and lack of concern and training to correct such 
errors at the moment of making the copy) and the carryover of an 
attitude that would allow ie)r more changing! editing of the text than 

would be normal in a professional copy process. The lower standards 
of this type of copy process are very likely part of the explanation f()[ 
the origin of many of the variants, such as some of the better known 
additions! omissions with the D-text fl,rm (f(mnerly called 
the "\Vestern" text-tvne). To clarify. the addition of oral traditions or 
well known ways of a uncom­
mon words with more common be more natural in 
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On the other hand, the great codices of the fourth century and 

later, sLlch as Sinaiticus, Vatican us, Alexandrinus, and others, ushered 
in a period where New Testament copies were increasingly made on 
a much higher level. Most of these later scribes were also Christians, 
but now they were professional scribes who worked in an open and 
institutionalized church environment in the aftermath of the shifts 

Constantine and beyond. The accuracy in the copies improved 
but of course the accuracy was built on exemplars that 

so these manu­

caUlllb"_ Over time, the 
text was more and more standardized, with the end result bein~ what 

we call the Byzantine form of the text. 
So returning to the early period the late first 

the second centuries (and the third century to some degree), the time 
when most of the variant readings in the New Testament are thought 
to have entered into the text, can we determine why the scribes wrote 
these variants? To some extent we can, but our knowledge is on a scale 
that ranges from totally certain to totally uncertain and at all points in 
between. What we can determine are scribal traits in specific manu­
scripts when there is enough text to allow for such an analysis. These 
can range from seeing the care taken by the scribe in making the copy 
to matters of theological in manuscripts. 

I'or examole. Barbara Aland studied the Chester Beatty New 
to see "how the scribes' 

uuuU", and whether or to' 

the 

communities 
made changes for two reasons, to clarify the reading of the exem­
plar, or in an attempt to copy the text rapidly such that the sense of 
the text is kept, although with the exact wording sometimes changed 

slightly_ 
Regarding tp}j, Aland concluded that the scribe made a reliable 

copy, was most likely a Christian due to harmonizing some passages 
(non-Christians would not likely know the parallel passages), and was 

considering the content of what was being copied from 
On the other hand, c:pHi is described as "a rough and 

copy a " while c:p ,7 is from a scribe that 
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was poor on calligraphy and orthography, introduced "nonsense read­

ings from carelessness," and tended to insert some stylistic and gram­

matical improvemcnts.uSo we can know something about the scribes 

of such manuscripts and thereby determine whether or not they were 

likely to make a reliable copy of the text. And from what we see in 

the manuscripts that we have, the vast majority of the early scribes 

did just that they made imperfect but still reliable copies of their 

exemplars. Most of the errors in the copies could easily be understood 

by the church readers, so they were of no consequence in the 
picture and did not even require since the readers would 

have been exoected to make the on the fly, so to 

and such. vVhile there is more to 

,o~";pts from the 

seem to be ones substantially 
reliable of their 

But if this is so, then where did the more significant or "intentional" 

that involved content such as shills in the word order 
and additions/omissions to the text come from and how did they enter 

into the copying process? Even more so in the cast' of these types of 

variants, we often and even normally cannot be sure about when the 

variant first originated, who first made the change, why they made the 

changt', or the source of the change. For example, EldonJay Epp has 
shown where the D-text in Acts as represented by Codex Bezae shows 

an anti:ludaic bias at its core. 9 But this likely existed at least in 
part prior to the time of the scribc of Bezac itself 

elements of the D-text form arc from the earliest 

the text, as noted long ago by 

text (the D-text 
\Vhile we can 

when we shift to determining the of scribes behind the 

creation of specific significant we move to more subjective 
n-rmmr] on which the levels of about our conclusions are not 

as high. Befc)re looking at the issue of scribal motivations, how­
ever, let's consider some of the significant variants fi,uncI in the text of 

the New 1f>stament and how they relate to the issue of the reliability 
of the text. 

REliABILITY AND THE VARIANT READINGS 

Does the presence of significant variants such as those that change 

the wording of the text pose a major obstacle to claiming that the text 

is reliable? Facing the evidence about major variants and evaluating 

them to determine the earliest form of the text is not at all incompat­

ible with the claim of having a reliable New Testament text. The ques­

tion of whether a given reading was added later or altered or whatever 
is not a refutation of the reliability of the text in the broader sense of 

able to derive a text through process of wcie:hine: the variants 

and making the editorial about what to 

to be done with all ancient and the New Testament is not 

The end result, while containing some debatable 
meet the standard of presenting a text that is IeUdUle 

to serve as a suitable foundation for talking about what the text 

means. vVhile the resulting text might not be 100 percent the same as 

that of the original author, the probability is high that it is substantially 
the same and thus reliable in spite of the variants that have accrued 

in the transmission process. In the case of the New Testament, the 

unknown period between the time of the original writing events and 
the extant textual evidence is bridged by recourse to what is most prob­

able even if we cannot claim total vVhen that probability is 

weighed, to be sure, some will of total certainty, but 

others of us will say that the that we have no 

1I1 that the text we have in our New Testa- . 

ments is 
So let's look at some of at been 

l..4"Ulle; doubt on the reliability the New Testament text. 

eXdlllPle is found inJohn the explanation about the 

the Lord coming down and the first one to enter 

wht'n the water was disturbed is not included in many of our ear­

lier manuscripts. This passage is not considered to be original in the 

UBS Greek New Testament. In fact, this passage has routinely not been 

included in the Greek New Testament editions since the late 1800s! 

So what's the big issue here? \eVe should all that this passage 

almost certainly is a case of oral tradition from the first century or 

early second century entering into the text. This may indeed 
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be exactly wbat the people at the pool were thinking, so it may be an 
accurate tradition during that time period, but nevertheless it is an 
addition to the text, not the earliest form that we can recover. 

The same situation exists ff)r the passage inJohn 7:538:11, the 
of the woman caught in adultery: This passage also has been 

routmeiv seen as a later addition to the text for more than 125 vears! In , ' 

1881, Westcott and Hort considered this passage to be a later addition 
that was not original to John and so printed it as a separate passage 
after the end of John. Likewise the ending of Mark, 16:9-20 as it is 
indicated in the King James Version, has long since been considered 

to be an addition to Mark. 
The standard judgments about such variants should already be 

assumed for this conversation. Just to cite a few examples, the 
variants are not debated much if at all anymore: the Lord's 

has been harmonized in Luke to bring it more into agreement with 
Matthew's version; in l\1ark 9:29, "and is an addition to the 
text; in Matthew 27: 16-17, the name of Barabbas very well (this one 
is not as was originally wriuen in the text as 'Jesus" but 
removed so as not to dishonor the name of Jesus the Messiah; and the 

the Ethiopian eunuch after Acts 8:36 (verse 37 in the 
Passages as these 

are not a chaJlenge when thmkmg about the reliability of the New 
Testament text since they regularly have been deemed as secondary to 
the text of the New Testament for more than a century and are noted 
as such in modern critical editions of the Greek New Testament. Actu­
ally, it's shameful that some Bible publishers continue to print passages 
like these variant readings in the text when the ovenV"hclming evidence 

that they were not in the earliest or original fi)rm of the text. 
But just because these variant readings are not original to the text 

does not mean that they arc not helpful when studying the text. These 

variant readings are also artifacl'> can serve as early commentaries 

on the text when seen as the IttpTYlnj~ of scribes, readers. and others to 

the meaning of the text. Indeed, many times our earliest com­
mentaries on the text are to found in the non-original variant read-

For example, in the Mark 9:29 passage, the addition "and 
to the phrase "this type cannot be cast out by any means except 

us with a window into the understanding of this passage 

WHO THE TEXT AND 

the early church. The variant reading indicates that the of prayer 
indicated here is not superficial prayer, but intense prayer such as takes 
place when one is fasting. Likewise in John 5:3-4, the oral tradit;",., 
added there provides an early commentary that explains why the 
were gathered by the pooL In the exegetica 

readings such as these fills a vital role by allowing windows into the life 
of the early church and its understandings of these passages as well as 
sometimes giving us access to the oral traditions that circulated that 

clarify the passages. In the picture, the presence of these 
non-original variant readings is the result of having enough evidence 
to talk about getting back to a reliable f(xm of the text. 

REliABILITY AND SCRIBAL MOTIVATIONS 

Returning to the topic of the motivations of scribes behind the cre­
ation of specific significant variants, in order to have a reliable text, we 

to ascertain that there was not a m(~or effort taking place in 
"unknown" period of the late first through second centuries in which 
the text was extensively reworked. \Vork in this area has centered on 
analyzing variants as guides for understanding the social history of 
the early church, with major studies recently by scholars such as 
Ehrman and \Vayne Kannaday leading the way. 11 Tn these studies the 

and apologetic struggles in the communities that produced 
the texts have been analyzed to discern if those struggles mi2:ht have 
provided the motivation behind certain variant readings. 

This shift to seeing variants as artifacts that can open windows into 
the life the early church is in many ways helpful since it broadens 
the use of the information from the witnesses to the text the New 
'Iestament. Caution has to be exercised with this approach, however, 
because so much about the origin of the readings is unknown, and this 

whether the study involves theological motivations or 
other causes. Aside from specific remarks about the date of the origin 
of the reading by church fathers or other early writers, the date of a 
variant reading is extremely hard to pin down, as are the related ques­

of the exact setting where it might have arisen, exactly why it 
arose, who created it and what their motives were, and exactlv how it 
spread to later manuscripts. 
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1b the use of m the context the 

artifacts is nllssmg in many of these discussions, with that context 

the manuscripts themselves. Part of the difliculty is that many 

the variants are only attested in manuscripts from later dates beyo 

the period under consideration. The fact is that we don't know exactly 

when the variant reading first appeared in most instances. \Ve hardly 

ever know fc)r certain who created it or why 

by a Church Father that clarifies this some). 

answers to these questions, but they are based on educated guesses and 

as such are matters of probability; not certainty. This is often under­

stood within field of New Testament textual criticism as we debate 

various options even while recognizing the tenuous nature of the pro-

answers, but some outside of the field often don't understand 

probabilities are being discussed, not certainties. 

Very few textual critics would question whether or not some 

logically and apologetically motivated variants were created, although 

the cause f(Jr a given variant arising is debated. For example, with regard 

to detecting theological motivations, several explanations for why a sus­

pected theological variant arose are possible: the reading could have been 

created and then later used in a theological struggle; or the reading may 

have been created in to support a specific viewpoint in the midst 

a theological struggle; or the reading may not have been linked at all 

to what we might see as a theological struggle in the early 

The issue of how to determine when motivations such as theologi­

calor apologetic ones most likely led to the emergence 

ant readings is still an open discussion that invites more 

as difficult questions are considered. For example, how 

be about ascribing motivations to the scribes who first Inserted some 

of our variant readings? Herein is the difIiculty and challenge oflen 

discussed among textual scholars. \'\Te cannot question the scribes, so 

how can we at least increase the level of confidence that we have in our 

about the causes of textual variants? 

proposals, while not all new, at least help spur 

more CUSCUSSlOn about how to increase our confidence level. First, the 

use of some passages in the writings of the church fathers to explicitly 

WHO TEXT AND 

UL~U'~" a mcoi0gJcal or apologetic concern increases the likeli­
hood that a passage might have been afiected 

J:<c)r example, in :Matthew 27: 16-17, 'JHO\~ll 

discusses the presence (or absence) of the name 'jesus" felr Barab­

bas in the text, so we know this was an issue in the early 

Second, the use of certain passages or ideas in noncanonical texts from 

a "heretical" group's writings increases the likelihood of a theological 

or apologetie impaet on the texL Third, when a specific manuscript 

been documented as displaying a theological or apologetic ten­

dency; then that manuscript's readings are more likely to have arisen 

due to such concerns. Conversely; when a manuscript not display 

dear theological or apologetic tendencies, then that manuseript's read­

to have arisen due to such concerns. The point is that 

be kept in the context of the manuscripts that contain 

of the manuscripts and the vari­

studies of the variants. If this is to be done, we 

more studies of the scribal traits for the snecific manu­
scripts in order to properly evaluate the likely cause of a reading 

in a specific manuscript. Fourth, a variant should be traceable to the 

appropriate time period in order to be linked to a controversy 
that time. 

matter of being forthright about our confidence level for 

regarding scribal motivations and the suspected causes of 

textual variations especially needs to be communicated well when 

addressing the larger public outside of the field of New 'Iestament 

textual criticism (and could be hclpftll even ffJr those within the field). 

we need is a system fix communicating the of 

about our statements on the causes of variants, especially when we 

posit possible scribal motivations for the creation of the readings. In 
a more global sense, this is what the rating system of the UBS Greek 

listament seeks to accomplish regarding the decisions behind their 

printed text. liar a system related to scribal motivations and the causes 

of I would suggest categories such as "probable," "possible," 

" and "uncertain" rather than the letters used in the URS 

text. The goal would be to those outside field understand the 



12 2 THE OF THE TESTAMENT 

confidence level behind our assertions and how to weigh our results. 
The sense that all of our results are certain gives a skewed picture 

whether the results seem to favor a more positive view of the 
of the New Testament text or a more nel!ative view. 

CONCLUDING REMARKS 

So is the text of the New Testament reliable? To return to our defini­
tion of reliable, do we have a New Testament text that can serve as a 

foundation for talking about what the text means? A form of 
the text common in the fc)urth century was a goal about 150 years ago 
since the extant manuscript evidence barely went back to the fourth 

at that time. Today the extant manuscript evidence takes us 
back to about the year 200 for the New Testament text. The critical 
Greek New Testament editions that are used by most today at least 
seem to get us to this Maybe we will find more manuscripts 
from the earlier part of the second century and push the evidence 
back a bit further. Of course, it would be really nice to have some first 

century manuscripts! 
So the question remains, does our text likely represent an even ear­

lier form or was it so changed in the period fi-om the late first 
to the late second century we've lost too much to havc LUIHlUUILL 

in what we've recovered? I would say that our text almost certainly 
represents a form that is almost identical to the orisrinal documents, 
but that is a probability statement. As mentioned earlier, even Ehrman 

posits about twenty changes to the text as printed in the eBS 
fourth edition and the Nestle-Aland twenty-seventh edition of 
Greek text of the New Testament. That sounds like a pretty solid text 
that is very dose to the original f()I'm. Nevertheless, we live with 
reality that we don't have the data to eliminate all other possibilities, so 
we work with probabilities. And the most probable scenario is that our 
text is reliable enough to allow us to have confidence in our UIIlLU""IUJ 

about the New Testament writings. 
To be sure, we'll keep working on getting more data and work­

ing through the data that we have to see if we can shed more light 
on the earliest i()rm of the text, as well as on the scribal tendencies 

specific manuscripts and what the variants tell us about the social 

CHANGED THE WHY? 

world behind the transmission of the text. There is a lot of work 
to do at all levels in the field, including collating, analyzing, evaluat­
ing, and more. And we need more people involved in the field of 
New Testament textual criticism. So jump in, the water is 
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Assessing the Stability of the 

Transmitted Texts of the New Testament 
and the Shepherd of Hermas 

K. Mortin Heide 

HOW stably or unstably was the text of the New Testament transmit­
ted? The different editions of the Greek text of the New Testa­
ment already provide us with a rough indication for estimating the 

stability of the text. Almost 5,000 of the 7,947 verses of the New Tes­
tament, as contained in the major text-critical editions in the last 150 
years (Tischendorf, \Nestcott-Hort, von Soden, 

show no differences at all in 
New Testament text be defined 

thirty years of intensively researching the Westcott and 
Hort provided the following evaluation of the New Testament trans­
mission: according to their representation, at least seven-eighths of the 
text is accurate and requires no further text-critical research. l Clarity 
exists thereiflrc in this portion of the transmitted text. The outstand-

I percent or one-eighth remains subject to textual criticism. 
This I Dereent. howeveI: mostlv of minor variants with no 
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of the text and, ;wrnn11 to \Vestcott 

and Hart, has already been sufficiently clarified. This in turn kaves a 
marginal percentage (one-sixtieth) of the text that, according to West­
cott and Hart, is unclear and should be regarded as subieet to further 

research. 
In 2005, Bart D. Ehrman published his booLMisquoting]eslis, 

appeared in a slightly revised edition in 2006 under the title 
H0rd Is It? According to Ehrman, lMisquoting ]esus and Whose liVord Is 
It? attempt to introduce the reader in an easy-to-understand manner 
to the science of New Testament textual criticism. In both publica­
tions, Ehrman emphasizes that, in light of the long history of trans­
mission, the works the New Testament were more or less subject to 
the caprice of pious scribes and orthodox theologians. \A/hether 
in the first millennium or in the Middle Christian scribes did 
not merely copy, but altered as well: "This conviction that scribes had 

scripture became an increasing certitude felr me as I studied 
this certitude changed the way I under­

stood the text, in more ways than one."+ The New Testament that we 
have today is different from the one the early church had, and despite 
the fact that it has been distorted by pious scribes, the church continues 
to recognise it as the genuine word of God~hence the title lMisquoting 
]esus: "v\Fe don't have the orit,rinals! \Ve have only error-ridden copies, 
and the vast majOli ty of these are centuries removed from the originals 

different [rom them, evidently, in thousands of ways."" 
from these sensation-seeking remarks about the text of the 

Ehrman's book Misquoting ]esus orten meets the cri­

of what one would expect from a mainstream introduction to 
New Testament textual criticism. The single events, quotations and 
backgrounds associated with the history of the text will not persuade 
the readers of ii1isquoting]esus that the New Testament is a book 
whose transmission successive changes have taken place. It is Ehrman's 

illterbretation of these that is suggestive in nature. 

of the 

1. Was the transmission of the New Testament text as as Westcott 

and Hort assumed it to be at the end the nineteenth as 

unstable as Ehrman suggests at the dawn of the twenty-first 
paper endeavors to establish whether or not the observations 

ASSESSING STABILITY OF TRANSMITTED 

(as general indicators) made by Westcott and Hort arc still applicable 
especially in light of the early papyri, several of which 

a relatively free writing style. Additionally, Ehrman's propositions will 
be scrutinized in light of historical transmission of the New Tes­
tament. To begin with, the early "Alexandrian" text of the MA.Ul1U 

the fourth centuries will be compared in accordance "'lith the 
available reconstructed text of the twenty-seventh Nestle-Aland edi­

(Nestle-Aland with the subsequent Byzantine text of the 
the twelfth centuries.6 The Byzantine text is in itself ideal for 

comparison in that it provides the same text in hundreds of manu­
i Subsequently, direct comparisons will be made between over 

twenty randomly chosen papyri from the second and third centuries 
and the texts according to Nestle-Aland (the most significant early 
text sources being the Codices Vatican us Band Sinaiticus ~) 

text (table 6.1) below). This method allows us to compare 
the papyri being considered with the earliest possible reconstructed 
text (Nestle-Aland 27), the subsequent major majuscules that 
transmitted the text of these papyri (B, ~), and the 
scribal activities during the Middle Ages, namely the llyzantinc text. 
Individual words will be the basis for comparison. That is to say, that 
not the individual variations are counted as an entity, but every single 
word that is aHeeted by a variation. For example, if a complete sen­
tence comprising twelve words is omitted, then this is not seen as a 

variant or error, rather as error units. 
Finally, the text dll~llllS~lOll of the ,..,neIJ/Jerri Herrnaswill be exam-
using the same method as described above. Campbell Bonner, 

of two important papyri of the ~nefiherd q[ Herrnas, suggested 
such a comparison as early as 1934. Follovving an examination of both 
the linguistic peculiarities of the Shepherd q[ Herrnas and the 

of text sources, Bonner ascertained that an eclectic edition alone 
does justice to the tremendous variety of this early Christian writing. 
Bonner suggested that, in light of the rich saturation of vulgarisms 
used in the language of the 5nepherd Hermas, even an averagely adept 
scribe could have come up with such ideas as, "Our pious brother has 
left us a work which is well fitted to build up the Christian virtues; but 

language and fall far below the elegance which now marks 
the doctors of the Church. Surely to improve the connection of these 
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awkward sentences, to put the right word for the wrong one, to amend 
a vulgar from here and is only a service to the book and to the 
memory of him who wrote it." Bonner concluded his ohservations to 
the text of this early Christian writing with the words, "Certain it is 
that, whether with conscious purpose or not, diverse scribes introduced 
many slight changes, rarely, if ever, seriously modifYing the 
and purpose of the author. How far a similar procedure, prompted 
by similar motives, may account for variant readings in those writings 
which became permanent parts of the canon of Scripture is an inter­

esting question."8 
Let us therefore begin with a first comparison: The story of the 

rich man and the beggar Lazarus (Lk. IG: 19-31). The Byzantine edi­
tion of this section counts I words, the Nestle-Aland 27 edition 244 
words. The differences appear in 15 words at 13 places vanatIon; 
individually speaking, the variants between the Byzantine text and 
reconstructed Nestle-Aland 27 text are as follows: 

5 words differ orthographically 

7 words were added 

owords are 

I word was transposed 

2 were substituted 

Six percent of the words from the Byzantine text diner there­
fore from the earlier reconstructed Nestle-.Aland 27 text. This 

to a textual for this section of 91 

The method applied in this comparison can equally used 

for larger amounts of text. Four types of deviation can be 

(I) Additions (adds) 

Omissions 

(3) Substitutions (substitutes) 

Transpositions (transposes) 

ASSESSING THE STABILITY OF THE TRANSMITTED TEXTS 

For the sake of simplicity, the few orthographic differences 
included under (3). Insignificant deviations such as the spelling 01 nomma 

sacra, the moveable endings -v and -(, itacisms and accents are ignored. 
The relationship of the number of word changes to the sum total 
words (Nestle-Aland 27) will be used to quantify the percentage of devi­
ation. This result is then subtracted from 100 percent. The final value 

equals the stability of the text (in other words, the amount 
compared text without variation), and would, in the example above, 

equal 91· percent. \\lords in square brackets are treated as normal text. 
The f()llowing tables will present some randomly taken text pas­

sages, wherein the thirteenth chapter of every rm~jor part of the New 
Testament (Gospels, Acts, Epistles, Revelation) is scrutinized. 

Matthew i3. deviations between the Byzantine text and Nestle­
.,\land account to: 

(I) Byzantine adds 21 

Byzantine omits owords 

Byzantine substitutes 23 words 

(4) Byzantine transposes 4 words 

SUIn 48 words 

The of in Nestle-Aland 27 equals I 

stability -'- Byz: 95.5 percent 

Acts 13. Deviations between the Byzantine text and Nestle-Aland 27. 

Byzantine 	 28 words 

(2) Byzantine omits 5 words 

Byzantine 27 words 

Byzantine transposes 5 words 

SUIn 	 75 words 

total number of words in Nestle-Aland 27 equals 933. 

Textual stabilitv NA27 -7 Byz: 92 percent 
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Romans 13. Deviations the text Nestle-

Aland 27. 

(1) Byzantine adds 4 words 


Byzantine omits I word 


Byzantine substitutes 7 words 


3 

Swn 	 15 words 

The total number of words in Nestle-Aland equals 270. 

Textual stability NA27 Byz: 94.5 percent 

Hebrews 13. Deviations between the Byzantine text and Nestle­

27. 

adds 2 


Byzantine omits 1 word 


Byzantine substitutes 6 words 


Byzantine transposes owords 


Swn 9 words 

The words in 378. 

97.6 nprr",,,1 

Revelation 13. Deviations between the Byzantine text and Nestle­

Aland 

(I) Byzantine adds 	 6 words 

omits 	 6 words 

25 

4 words 

Swn 38 words 

The total number of words in Nestle-Aland 27 equals 447. 

Textual stability NA27 -:- Byz: 91.5 percent. 

ASS ESS ING TH E Of TRANSMITTED TEXTS 13 

One needs to n"''''''M that the chosen text 13) 
number of variants. This becomes obvious 

when we compare (table 6.1) chapters 12 and 13 of the book of Rev­

elation using an earlier text. Whilst the Greek New 'lestament records 

a single minor variant with respect to Revelation 12 (Rev. 12: 18), Rev­
3 comprises seven some being significant in nature. 

The stabilitv of the text within this first survey between 91.5 

97.6 percent in the letters. The average 

is calculated by adding all the words together and dividing 
by the number of variants. Out of 3,104 words, 185 variations were 

detected. This provides us with a text lability of 6 percent or a textual 

stability of 94 percent. 
If one applied comparison to some chapters of the 

Testament 	 8, Mark 16, or Romans 15~ 16) 

others. These 

are, however, exceptions in the transmission and only very minimally 
destabilize the average textual stability of the remaining 7,850+ verses 

of the New Testament. 

One, however, should not forget that we are dealing with a rela­
tive value of stability as a) one critical edition (Nestle-Aland 27) is 

to another critical edition (Byzantine), both editions reC011­

whether the Nestle-Aland text of the second 
or the Byzantine text of the ninth 

the fourtf'enth centuries; and b) the reconstructions themselves are 

based on coincidental findings of manuscripts. The reconstructions, 

however, are based on a considerable number of coincidental find­

ings, and the Byzantine text itself is virtually the same in hundreds 

In the next a selection 	 Nestle-

text is with 	 are 

in their entirety, whereas text sections of more extensive 

papyri are chosen systematically to allow the same text section to be 

compared in dim~rent papyri. 

2. As an illustration: deviations between the text and 1'52, 
second 18:3., 37-:-)8 
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(1) Byzantine adds 2 words 

(2) Byzantine omits owords 

(3) Byzantine substitutes 4 words 

(4) Byzantine transposes 1 word 

SUIl1 7 words 

The total number of words in ':),)52 as well as in the Nestle-Aland text 

equals 84. 
The text under investigation has a stability of 91.7 percent. 

If we disregard the orthographic variants (the itacisms of ':),)52, 
namely hmin (TJIlELV) instead of hmein (TJf1Lv), then the text in the sub­

ject papyrus differs by only three words or 3.6 percent from the later 

Byzantine transmission. This methodology is by all means justified, as 

contemporary rules of orthography did not apply in antiquity. Addi­

tionally, orthographic variants only very seldomly affect the text itself 

The text transmitted first by ':),)52 at the beginning of the second cen­

tury, maintained a textual stability over a transmission period of 1,400 

years (from the second century to the editio princips of the New Testa­

ment) of 96.4 percent. Not to mention that fact, that none of the vari­

ants affect the meaning of the text. ':),)5~ however, portrays only a very 

small fragment of the early New Testament text. More realistic values 

are obtained by using more extensive papyri with greater text volumes, 

as well as taking random samples from different papyri. 

3. In what is to follow, a preferably representative selection of the most 

important papyri of the second and third centuries will be studied using 

the same method. This will be conducted using the early majuscules 

of the fourth century (B, ~), as well as the Byzantine text. In doing so, 

we will proceed as follows: a) The orthographic variants (itacisms, the 

moveable endings -v and -(, haplography or dittography of conso­

nants) will be disregarded. However, orthographic variants no longer 

fulfilling the above criteria, variants of small particles, morphological 

variants, ditto- and haplographies of words, homoioteleuta, and the 

like are fully considered. b) The text after the diorthosis is considered 

to be the final version of a papyrus, that is to say after potential cor­

rections made by the scribe. c) Additions to the text of the respective 
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papyri editions denoted in square brackets are counted as text. This 

supplemented text orientates itself in-line with the predefined text 
according to Nestle-Aland 27. This unfortunately proves disadvanta­

geous in respect to the assessment of the Byzantine text (Byzantine 

readings could be hidden in the missing text of the papyri). Neverthe­

less, the evaluation of the papyri has shown up to now, that Byzan­

tine readings are only to be expected in minor proportions. Lines that 

originate exclusively from a reconstructed text are disregarded and as 

such are not included in the comparison. Words in Nestle-Aland 27 or 

Byzantine that appear in square brackets are treated as normal text. 

d) Papyri with a low volume of text (fewer than 100 words) or highly 

fragmental, as for example ':),)" or ':),)9", are not considered. Three of 

the larger papyri (':),)+5, ':),)+6, and ':),)75) were taken into account in vari­

ous books of the New Testament. e) Adjustments to word sequences 

are counted as follows: if the sequence 1 2 3 4 5 6 is replaced by the 

sequence 2 3 1 4 5 6, this results in a single transposition error; equally 

2 3 4 5 1 6 and so on. The sequence 3 4 5 6 1 2 results in two trans­

position errors, and so forth. A gap of three words counts as three 

error units; if three words were substituted by three others, then this 

counts likewise as three error units, and so forth. DText that cannot 

always be reconstructed with surety, complex transpositions, challeng­

ing orthographic variants, errors with counting, and others, have most 

likely contributed to influencing the results and are therefore regarded 

as error tolerance. 

A caveat needs to be presented, however, when making such a com­

parison (table 6.1): the respective values for the stability of the text do 

not indicate the number of deviations that took place in the course 

of text transmission from the second and third centuries to the fourth 

century (Codices B,~) and through to the Middle Ages (Byzantine) that 

altered, in a uniformly increasing manner, the text of the New Testa­

ment. The number of variations did not increase linearly. Rather, the 

values for the stability of the text portray an accumulation of variants 

that arose during three distinct periods. At the onset of New Testa­

ment scribal activity, early scribal errors lead to variants flowing into 

the source text of transmission (and varied depending on the quality of 

the scribe from the "free" ':),)13 to the "strict" ':),)75). Then, in the course 

of around 500 years between the third and eighth centuries, prevalent 
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variants were assimilated into the manuscripts. And finally, variants 

were introduced at the climax of the Byzantine culture during the ninth 

through the twelfth centuries. This accumulation of variants, however, 

stood in contrast to an additional development in the transmission of 

the text. Scribes and their correctors conducted manuscript compari­

sons and substituted or removed words that appeared dubious in their 

eyes, while adding others that seemed to have textual authority.9 These 

corrections were often later regarded as the text to be copied. Under 

certain circumstances, very old manuscripts were used as the source 

material for comparison, these, however, not necessarily being the most 

suitable ones. The number of variants accumulates, therefore, as an 

integral of a non-linear function, based on manifold human interac­

tion, errors as well as corrections, corrections of supposed errors as 

well as erroneous corrections of real errors, and this at diflerent periods 

and ofvarying intensity. The number of deviations from the onset of 

text transmission is sometimes greater in the earlier manuscripts of the 

second and third centuries than in the later Byzantinc manuscripts, this 

depending on the care of the individual scribe. The values for stability 

as illustrated in table 6.1 reflect these complex mechanisms of impact. 

The term "textual stability" needs also to be understood in this context: 

it merely states how much has changed during an extended period of 

time, not when, how, and for what reasons changes were made. To a 

large extent, textual criticism enables us to reconstruct the source text 10 

of transmission and eliminate many of the early corruptions; theoreti­

cally speaking, and as shown in examples 1-6, the text stability could 

be calculated by simply comparing Nestle-Aland 27 with Byzantine. Of 

primary interest, however, is the comparison of actually written texts: 

only such texts provide the data necessary for conducting a thorough 

analysis of the integrity of the New Testament text. 

We are therefore dealing with a quantitative comparison between 

the earliest available text of the New Testament and subsequent ver­

sions appearing later on. QJLalitative comparisons that are often applied 

in various studies of textual criticism (for instance, when it is said that 

Codex Alexandrinus or a certain church father provides around 75 

percent of Byzantine text) are then of interest, when the percentage of 

affiliation of a certain manuscript to a specific typc of text and other 

manuscripts is being analyzed. Moreover, qualitative comparisons 

regard every variant as a single entity, not, however, every word. Fur­

thermore, a qualitative analysis bases its reference not on the number 

of words of a specific section but rather on the maximum number of 

variants within the section being analyzed. II 

Using John 4 as an example, a qualitative comparison of all con­

sidered manuscripts would result in a hundred places qualifying for 

variation (see below). If, however, an early papyrus such as 1)75 agreed 

with Codex Vaticanus in eighty-seven of these places, or with the Byz­

antine text on fifty-eight of these places, then 1)75 and Codex Vaticanus 

would be 87 percent identical, or 1)75 and the Byzantine text would be 

58 percent identical. Such a qualitative comparison says initially very 

little about which portion of a specific text remained stable over an 

extended period of time. This, however, is exactly the question that we 

should be interested in. 

To begin with, let us have a look at the individual results with 

regard to their deviations from the major majuscles of the fourth cen­

tury. table 6.1 does not offer any surprises to those who have occupied 

themselves with the early papyri. 1)45 is the papyrus that, when mea­

sured against the Codex Sinaiticus, is at the bottom of the scale and 

exhibits a textual stability of 88.8 percent only (89.3 percent when 

measured against the Codex Vaticanus). Kenyon's remark concern­

ing 1)15 is self-explanatory: "It is true that it is very imperfect, but it 

covers such a substantial portion of the Gospels that it is legitimate 

to draw general conclusions from it, and these show us in the early 

part of the third century a text of the Gospels and Acts identical in 

all essentials with that which we have hitherto known on the evidence 

of later authorities."12 This has also been confirmed by more recent 

analysis. The scribe of 1)45 "added or omitted trivialities, most proba­

bly consciously, or at least semiconsciously [ ...J the scribe occasionally 

omitted conjunctions, but occasionally he included them as well [ ...J 
the scribe also added words that he had forgotten to the next suitable 

passage, this leading naturally to transpositions" and generally "pro­

ducing many harmonizations toward a narrower context."13 However, 

all these variants did not arise with the intention of altering the text. 

'The nature and method of copying in 1)45 is both intelligent and lib­

eral: intelligent, because the sense of the exemplar is quickly grasped 

and in essence precisely reproduced; and liberal, because involved 
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Papyrus / Text WNA I WSy% I B I s,:6"'T ~ I St. ~ INAI St. NAI Byz I St. Byz ID~i~ 

'P". II1.Jr!. 10:7· 
25.29·11:5 

'Pun, m:v!l. 3:10·12: 
3:16-+:3 

598 1 G06 I 6,\ 

III I 114 

.." .. " 1'67 8RB"/" 

93.7% I 8 92.8°'0 

'P'7. m.IV, Ml. 26:19. I 587 I 601 1·10 I 93.2°.0 I H I 92.5"/0 

52 
'P"O, II, II. 18:36-19:7 242 241 18 ()2.5% III 

4 

~2.5%, 

96. 71~:O'P 103, III,Jn. 17:23-24; 120 120 13 B'l.2"·" 
18:1-5 
'.))'", III. 2 Pet. 1:1-21 384 384 18 ' 41 I 89.3% 

1.)4" III, :VII. 20:~H-32: !)]2 9:.19 6() 5iiT9:l.9% 
21: 13-19; 2:d 1-26: 17; 
26:18-39 

32 

186 

507 

18<) 

514 

II 

25 

'P". 111.1 Gor. 7:18· 419 419 19 
8.4 

93.5°/0 

9~).71J/n 94.6u,f) 

95.1 % 95.lo/Q 

(·):).5% I 17 95.9 % 

58 I 903% I 77 I 87.1% I 3.2'\, 

93.7% 3.6% 

36 I 93.(J'~/O 61 8D.GO/() I -ij-(~ 

14 5.0°.'0 
~2.5c~o 

22 I 9+.3% 93.(J"/o I 1.3% 

47 I 94.9%, 76 

8 9~~)._7°~o-+~~..!..:. 
23 95.5"'0 

13 96.9°.. I 46 89.0"/0 

I 3.2% 

I 2.2% 

3,9°'1) 
3.2°/t} 

2.2°'0 
3.0~!1) 

7.9H/o 

'P", II-IlI,,1n·u 12:3~50 830 827 26 96.9% 92.4°10 1.9% 

3.7%'P 'OO,IIl.,lak 3:13·+:4: 292 297 10 %~ m.~ 

4:9-5:1 

'P 1 ". II, Rc\,. 12: 1-58· 299 3(J2 9 97 .O(~'o 8 I 97.3% I 9 I 97.0% 

10.12·16 

'P''', 1I..lltHeb. 4: 1·16:c.+-2=-:~.-'1l-+~'::"+~f-':c::-=:"::'-f-=--+-~::C-=-+-=-+ 
'PM +67 , II·III, Mt. 194 
3:9.15; 5:20-22. 2S-21l; 
26:7-8.IO.H·15.22­
23.31-33 

'P'Y, III. Eph. 'I: 1(j. 359 358 
129.31-;;:13 

ll", H·III. Lk. 12 
'PI:;, III, Heb. 4:1-16 

'P"S, II, Rev. 1:13·2:1 

,})'", III,JI1.i3:1:t~22 
1}!O, III,Jas. 2: 1'l·3::!. 
3·9 
'P', III, M,. 1:1-9.14­ 276 I 279 I :; 
20 

98.2"!0 I 5 98.2"'0 

'P27, III, Rom. 8: 12· i 423 I 427 I 10 I 97.6"/0 I I 9B.3":o 
22.24·27; 8:3:0·9:35·9 

98.9"/0 16 94:.2ll 
'(l 

99. 7~/o 14 96.7()/q 

(J.3"·, 

l.OO." 

;t7°/I} 

3.1"/0 
,f,3":0 

:l.g°i'll 

"1.7{1,o 

3.0% 

95.6% 94.7% 96.2% I I 92.6·/~1 3.6% 

Sum total / 
average 

10263 I 10368 I H 7 ~d{) 3881 752 

________~___L __ 

THE 

Tobie 6.1 
Textual variants in lht New Testament texL Tht first column indicates the respective 
papyrus, followtd by the century it is usually to 1II=3rd century) 
and the text of conn'rn. Shorter papyri aft examined in their entirety and appear in 
bold type, whereas more extensive' ones sucb as 1)'i6 are partially examined. The next 
two columns indicate the sum total of words contained in these passages in the Nestle­
Aland 27 and the Byzantine texts respectively. The beginning and end of the respec­
tive passage conform to the Coml(Jrt/Barret 200 I edition of the respective papyri. 
Column 4 indicates the number of deviations between tbe lext of the subject 
papyrus and Codex H (if B has been subject to scribal corrections al this place, then 
B* is column 6 indicates the number of deviations between the text of 
the papyrus and Codex 1 (if 1 has been 

then Codex "1* is used), the stabilitv on the lext 

indicated in columns 9 and I 
is: Stability 100 percent * 

wherehv the value of X is to be taken from columns 4 6 8 
For example, the stability of 1)101 measured 

* [I 7f111] 93.7 percent. For practical feasons, the reference for the volume of 
words in a passage remains the text according to Nestle-Aland incurring an error 
of about 0.1 percent. The final column indicates the delta between columns 9 (sta­
bility mfasurcd against NA) and II (stability mea~urcd Byzantine). 

expressions and repetitious words are simplified or dropped." 11 "The 

scribe has a marked tendency to omit. ... Harmonization is a frequent 
cause of error.... Stylistic improvements are sometimes attempted."15 
The errors and corruptions of this papyrus did not arise because of 

inclinations impacting upon the text. 
factor. If we 

(a second-
contributes to a poor 

the text of the same papyrus 
is counted as "free" text. 17 This is similarly the case 
minimally conforming to the 1)37 does not 

exhibit any of the t}l)ical D-paraphrases or interpretative additions 
and as such is more comparable to ':p15) and ':ph6. ':p46 should be assigned 

to the same category: "The excellent quality 01' the text represented by 
our oldest manuscript, ':pHi, stands out again [ ...JWe must be careful 

to distinguish between the very poor work 01' the scribe who penned 
it and the basic text which he so poorly rendered. ':p46 abounds with 

scribal blunders, omissions, and also additions I...1 

been discarded. there remains a text of 
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absolute) purity."'3 Besides numerous orthographical and grammati­
cal errors as well as omissions and harmonizations to the 

sorne of the variants of 

tern that the of 1-Vli establishes elsewhere. '9 

The other end of the scale is dominated by papyri fulfilling the cri­
teria of "strict" text whereby especially '+"', ,+,,27, and ,+,,15 are worthy of 
mention, as well as ,+,,3'1 and ,+,,64+67. The value though of 1-V5 inJohn 12 

suffers due to two homoioteleuta an. I 34); without these, the cor­
exhibit an equally high stability as in Luke 12. 

seems to have been copied with care, "but not with the unusual 
care that has sometimes aSCIibed to him. 

Let us now take a look at the overall result. The considered I 
words make out approximately 7.5 percent of the entire New Testa­
ment word pool. The stability of the New Testament text under consid­
eration, from the early papyri to the Byzantine text, achieves an average 
of 92.6 percent. Errors need to be taken into account when evaluating 
the number of variants; an overall error of ± I percent is assumed. 
Despite applying the assumed tolerance of ± 100 words per 

summed up 
errors per manuscnpt), a value of over 90 is still achieved. 

What is striking about the analysis is the difference between 
the Nestle-Aland and Byzantine textual stabilities (Stability NA27 
versus Byz). Based on the papyri, the Byzantine text in comparison to 

the reconstructed Nestle-Aland 27 text is, on average, 3.6 percent less 
stable. This difference rises minimally when calculating the text stab il­

against Codex Vaticanus (see graph 6.1, below). It can, 
be concluded that papyri which have a "strict" text can at the 

same time considered as relatively to the Byzantine lext. It 
cannot be said that those early papyri with a "free" text are closer to 
the Byzantine text simply because some of their readings seem to be 
Byzantine in character. And even though these papyri show evidence 
of early corrective measures on a small scale that were later assimi­
lated into the Byzantine text, they still exhibit far more unique render­

ings. These early variants are to some extent a by-product of their 
liberal writing style and not an indication of the existence of a 
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antine text at an early point in time. Only ,+"IOB is apparently doser to 
the Byzantine text than to the early text. This result may well be influ­

of text of C:O'08 (In. 17:23-24; 18:1­
The 

2:1-5,8-10,12-16) 
is conspicuous: apart from minor its text remained 
over a period stretching from antiquity into the second millennium. 
This, however, does not surprise us. Tt is well known that the Byzantine 
text of the book of Revelation (with a few exceptions such as Rev. 13) 
does not exhibit the corrections, additions, and harmonizations to the 
extent observable in the remaining books of the New Testament. 

If we our attention exclusively on the 

the fourth 


then we achieve average textual MdU1l1UD 

cent Codex~) and 95.6 percent 
If the unique renderings of the majuscules Band t.:: are eliminated 
(which is one of the important tasks of the critical edition according to 
Nestle-Aland 27), then a value as high as 96.2 percent (against Nestle-
Aland is achieved (see graph 6.1 below). 

In conmaring the text, whose early papyri already contained cor­
which reached editorial finalitv in the 

The value, however, proves to be on average 7.4 percent, which is 
than expected. Epp,2~ Ehrman, and others endeavored to 
demonstrate that, among all the mistaken synonyms and substitutions 
in the area of particles and cor~junctions, among the additions, trans­
positions and gaps, some interesting and dogmatically motivated vari­
ants variants that are not to be attributed to pure coincidence or 

the 

attainable form of the text very 

An often repeated observation in a wide range of discourses per­
taining to New Testament textual criticism must not be fi:)rgotten: most 
of the early papyri are of an informal, somewhat private nature. 2.) By 

this factor into account, the stability of the New Testament text 



140 THE RELIABILITY OF THE NEW TESTAMENT 

IiII I"4i:> 
100 

• rU1 
Dp37

0,,,,0 

111'72 

• J"45o' 
o 1"77+lIJ3 

• J"66 

• Pl06 
o ",;)­
DN6 

• J"I5o 
.''7i:> 

.f>1flO 

• J"4o­
1iII1>M+(t7 

o N'J 

01'750' 

o 1'1;} 

II 1'1t} 
Stidb. B Sub. Byz III PI 

Graph 6,1 
A graphical illustration of the stability of the lexl according to the early papyri, lll('a­
sured against Codex Vaticanus and the Byzantine lexL For the purposes of clarity, 'P 10lJ 
(an extreme value for Byzanline) and 'Pl'J (an extreme value for B) have been excluded 
from this illustration, 

that was calculated using these largely informal early papyri should be 

greater by a few percent than the values in table 6,1, It is well known 

that this is confirmed by 'l)7", which, in contrast to most papyri, exhib­

its a relatively precise copying technique;26 minimal intrusions into 

the text imply a very high regard for the text that had to be copied,27 

Despite the informal character of the early papyri (these having a 

much larger abundance of variants than the subsequent homogeneous 

copies of the Byzantine period), we are able to ascertain "that one 
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is always dt'aling with variants of a specific text that behave within 

expected boundaries [, , ,] Fundamentally new information is not 

produced, Rather, variation inherent to scribes is observed," The text 

being om~red "is the text of the first century, This text was copied 

while errors were introduced by scribal activity, We are able to recon­

struct this text, naturally apart from certain details varying in number, 

"The papyri are 'copies of a specific text in a specific form of text."'2B 

Nevertheless, one may object that the text stability according to 

table 6, I applies merely to a certain portion of text of a single papyrus, 

which is compared to another manuscript (Byzantine), Theoretically 

speaking, if one were to compare 2,500 papyri instead of the twenty­

five papyri used in the calculation above, then our spectrum of varia­

tion would be a hundred times greater, This would result in a lower 

stability per section of text Concerning the text stability in table 6, I, 
however, the average value would hardly be affected by this increase 

in manuscript comparison, Single manuscripts could well alter the 

upper and lower text stability values; however the average value would 

become more and more stable with an increasing number of manu­

scripts, This can be clearly seen on the graph: around half of the very 

early papyri (papyri against Codex B) vary above the average of 95,6 
percent, the majority above a value of 92 percent. A similar trend can 

be seen with the comparison of the Byzantine text: seventeen out of 

twenty-four of the papyri reach a value higher than 92 percent. 

Furthermore, through comparison, singular readings and ortho­

graphic errors, writing errors such as homoioteleuta, ditto- and haplog­

raphies could be recognised and isolated; many subordinate variants 

less important for the generation of the text such as harmonizations 

(to the immediate or remote context) could be eliminated, In other 

words, if we had 2,500 early papyri containing the same portion of 

text at our disposal, then this would enable us to reconstruct the source 

text of transmission with much greater reliability compared to the text 

reconstructed from a single papyrus, This procedure for text-critical 

analysis had been fittingly presented by Bentley around 300 years ago, 

Bentley, however, was mistaken to believe that the New Testament text 

could with ease be completely reconstructed utilizing the manuscripts 

available at the time, For in those days, only a few hundred manu­

scripts were known, to say nothing of Codex Sinaiticus and the papyri, 



43 THE RELIABILITY NEW THE OF THE 

Additionally, the text of the older translations and church fathers was 
to a large extent unexplored. Evt'n today, no one would dare to claim 
that the "original Greek" could be reconstructed pcrf(x:tly. Bentley's 
remarks, however, to a text-critical methodology are, in principle, 

accurate. 
other text 

into the century; It we only had one 
New 'lestament, then, according to Bentley, we would admittedly have 
no variants, but a text with hundreds of undiscovered and irreparable 

errors. 
This sobering statement may be illustrat<~d by using the newly dis­

covered Gospel of Judas that was recently unveiled to the public. 29 

to the thev have 
us 

and Jesus in a 
with a high degree of certainty, the Gospel ofJudas can be traced back 
to the second century. as even lrenaeus seems to make mention of it 
(adZ!. haer. I, 31, I). 

Bentley, however, already warned 300 years ago of the danger of 
a transmitted text as good on the extant 

be mutatis mutan­

dis to the Gospel of Judas, especially when considering the 
of Thomas, a document having partial similarity to that of the 

Gospel of Judas and which blatantly underwent continuous elabora­
tion within the same period of time: "If there had been but one manu­
script of the Greek Testament, at the restoration of learning about 
two centuries ago, then we had had no various readings at aIL And 

the text be in a better condition then. than now that we 
So far from that; that in the best 

have had hundreds of faults, and some 
that the suspicions of fraud and foul play would have been increas'd 
immensely."3o Accordingly, whether the edited Sahidic manuscript of 

the Gospel ofJudas, the Codex Tchacos, is able to provide us with the 
text of the Gospel of Judas from the second century with a tolerable 
textual stability very doubtful. 

Bentley on 

anchors than one; and another manuscript to join with the first would 
t,rive more authority, as well as security. Now choose that second where 
you will; there shall be a thousand variations from the first, and yet half 
or more of the faults shall still remain in them both. A third therefore, 
and so a fourth, and so on, arc desirable; that 

all the f~lUltS may be some copies the true 
in one place, some in another: 
to assistance, the more do the various readings multIply upon 

you, every copy having its peculiar slips, though in a principal passage 
or two, it docs singular service. And this is fact, not only in the New 
Testament, but in all ancient books whatever [ ...1where the copies of 
any author are numerous, though the various reading.. always increase in 

the text bv an accurate collation of made by 
lTIOre correct, comes nearer 

to "31 

If we therefore possessed a hundred or even 2,500 early papyri 
instead of only cp+5 in John 10, then we would be able to reproduce a 
text exhibiting a greater textual stability in relation to the "Ausgang­
stext der Oberlieferung" [the attainable text starting the trans­

. Particularly good papyri such as cp7:1 "shorten" naturally such 

Besides, we would also discover in papvri here 
dogmatically motivated 

Many of the rejected variants that are identified as such in 
course of a text-critical reconstruction are interesting objects of study: 
how and why did they arise, why were they (or were they not) trans­
mitted, why arc some of these readings extremely tenacious,32 why do 

some of them only appear in certain text types (D-text, Byzantine text) 
they not after all be used in certain passages, and so fi)rth? 

4. the textual of the can 
be gained by analyzing the textual stability of a comparative text. The 
text used in this analysis is the Shepherd qf Hermas, which underwent an 
appropriate investigation to provide the necessary results. The Shepherd 
qf Hermas was composed in Rome around 150 C.E. and was regarded 
in the early church as one of the most popular books. Along with the 

of the New Testament. the Shebherd Hermas played an 
role in and homes. The wide 
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dissemination of the book within the Alexandrinian church-the Shep­
herd if Hermas was used to instruct catechumens--is very well attested 

by numerous findings. 13 The Shepherd if Hermas was also mentioned 

in the works of the early church fathers. Despite its great popular­

ity, though, certain church fathers such as Tertullian rejected it and, 

according to the words of the Canon Muratori, it should most certainly 

be read in private; therefore, public readings to the people at church 

were forbidden, as the Shepherd if Hermas was neither reckoned among 

the prophets nor among the apostles.3+Eusebius had already relegated 

the Shepherd if Hermas to the noncanonical writings (Historia ecclesiae 
III 25:4), and toward the end of the fourth century it merely enjoyed 

attention in the east, according to Hieronymus (De viris illustribus 10: 
"apud Latinos paene ignotus est"). Two essential witnesses of the 

"visiones," the Codex Sinaiticus and the papyrus Bodmer 38, originate 

from this period however. 
So far, a total of twenty-three papyri manuscripts (or, to be more 

exact, fragments) of the PH have been published, including more 

recently the papyri manuscripts P.Oxy 4705-4707 dating back to 

the second and third centuries. 3
) The manuscripts of the Shepherd Iff 

Hermas (including the later pergament manuscripts), however, do not 

provide evidence that a direct relationship or dependency exists among 

them. 36 Until the sixth century, the Shepherd if Hermas is even more 

widely attested than many books of the New Testament;37 as many as 

eleven manuscripts were written before the fourth century. Because of 

the often fragmentary text pool, only a few manuscripts are suitable 

to be used in researching textual stability. Nonetheless, we are able 

to oversee the Greek transmission from the end of the second until 

the fifteenth century. One of the oldest manuscripts of the Shepherd if 
Hermas is the P.Michigan 129, dated to the second half of the third 

century. Further Shepherd if Hermas manuscripts considered are the P. 

Bodmer 38, two Oxyrhynchus papyri, the P.Berlin inv. 5513, and the 

Codex Sinaiticus. As a representative of the Byzantine text, the Codex 

Athous (fifteenth century) will be utilized. Furthermore, the excerpts 

of the Shepherd if Hermas in another minuscule, the Codex Lavra K96 
as published by M. Bandini in 2000, enable the P.Michigan to be col­

lated against both the Codex Athous as well as the Codex Lavra. The 

volume of text was evaluated using the critical edition according to 
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Leutzsch (1998). Apart from the Codex Lavra K 96, all remaining 

manuscripts were collated, their variants being accessible within the 

text critical apparatus of this edition. 

With five text sources taken into consideration, the text of the 

Shepherd if Hermas as transmitted by the relatively well preserved P. 

Michigan 129 (Sim. 2:8-9:5.1) provides us with 977 variants. 38 This 

text is comprised of approximately 7,000 words. A comparison with 

the New Testament illustrates the following: when taking into account 

twenty-five significant text sources, John 4, comprised of 950 words, 

has approximately 100 variants;39 John 14, which has as an equiva­

lent volume of text, has, when considering eighteen text sources, more 

H collated Dev Stab. Athous Stab. A Lavra 

Codex~, IV, vis I 981 132 86.5% 

P. Bodmer 38, IV-V, vis I 981 ~ 86 91.2% 155 84.2% 

P. Oxy 1172, IV, sim II 4-10 359 57 84.1% 

P. Berlin inv. 5513 III, sim 174 Oxy 1172 4 97.7% 22 87.3% 
II 7-10 

P. Mich 129, III, simlII-IV 418 62 85.2% 

P. Mich 129, III, sim VI 1270 230 81.9% 214 

P. Oxy 1599, IV, sim VIII 422 Mich 129 100 76.0% 103 75.3% 
6:4-8:3 

Sum total / avera~e 4605 1577 190 87.9% 761 83.5% 214 

Stab. L 

83.1% 

83.1% 

Tobie 6.2 
Variants in transmission of the Shepf/£rd of Hermas. The first column indicates the respec­
tive Codex, followed by the date of its compilation and the relevant text. Shorter papyri 
are examined in their entirety and appear in bold type, whereas more extensive ones 
such as P. Mich 129 are partially examined. The second column (H) indicates the sum 
total of words contained in these passages according to the Leutzsch edition 1998. The 
third column (collated) indicates the Codex against which it was collated, so as to evalu­
ate the deviation among the early manuscripts in column 4 (Dev). Column 6 (Athous) 
indicates the degree of deviation (number of error units) of the Codex Athous from the 
early text. The smaller lacunae of the manuscripts were not considered, that is to say that 
they were regarded as unaltered text and were included as such in the calculation. The 
corresponding stability of the text is seen in columns 5 (early manuscripts against each 
other), 7 (early manuscripts against Codex Athous) and 9 (P. Mich 129 against Codex 
Lavra). The equation for the stability is: Stab. = 100 percent*[1 - X/H), whereby the 
value of X is to be taken from columns 4 (Dev), 6 (Athous), and 8 (Lavra) respectively. 
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than 200 variants. To achieve a similar value with the 5'heJJherd 

Hennas, 950 words provide us with 133 variants (977/7,000*950). 
This rough calculation provides us with a preliminary assessment for 
the transmitted text of the Shepherd Hennas: the number of variants 
existing with merely five text sources is only present in the New 
ment when taking into consideration double or even triple the number 
of manuscripts. \Ve now go on to investigate a larger related volume 
of text of the Shepherd qf Hennas tables 6.2 and 6.3) using the same 
criteria that applied in table 6.1. In doing so, two larger portions of 
text from the Shepherd qf Hermas's early manuscript, P. Michigan 
were considcl 

Due to the fragmentary nature of most of its papyri, large pas­
sages of text of the edition Leutzsch 1998 are based on merely a 
Greek manuscripts. To gain an impression of the volume of variation 
in the early period, thereic)re, two important early manuscripts need 
to be collated. Due to the partially fragmented nature of the 
howevel; the sum total of text needs to be specified using the Leutzsch 
I edition of the text (this resulting in a probable error no greater 
than ±0.2 percent). 

can de deduced from table 6.2 (above). the stabilitv of the Shep­
herd of Hennas text between the and fifteenth centuries 
on average a value of 83 percent. When disregarding some homoio­

(table 6.3, opposite), a text stability of up to 86 percent can be 
achieved. The average text lability of 14 percent is therefc)re almost 
twice as large as that of the New Testament. Average values of 86 
"f'rr,.,.,t do not even reach the lowest value of the Testament text, 

as represented by tJ+s (graph 6.2, below). Greater text stability cannot 
even be attained during the early period; the transmission of the Shep­

if Hermas, with its associated average text lability of 10 percent, 
lies trreatly below that of the New Testament text (papyri measm 

Codex B). In addition, both comparisons (the comparison of 
the New 'Iestament papyri and that of the Shepherd of Hermas 

have one manuscript in common-namely, the Codex Sinaiticus. 
the textual stability of a certain portion of the papyrus Bodmer 

38, when collated against tli, reaches a textual stability of 91 
a value attained by some of those New Testament papyri collated 
against tli, which are regarded as havintr a "free" text. 

Stob.--,-­collated Dev Stab~U~ouslSt:b. A Lavro 

Codex tli. IV, \~S I 12;) I 87.3'10 

IV-V vis I tli 86 91.2% 148 84.9% 

P. Oxy 1172. IV, sim Il 359 57 84.1% 
4-10 

---- ---- 1------

P. Berlin inv. 5513 III. 174 Oxy 1172 : + 97.7% 22 87.3% 
sim II 7-10 

,------- ---- --

III-IV 418 62 85.2% 
-----

P..Mich 129, Ill, sim VI 1270 149 88.3% 167 
--- - ~-

P. Oxy 1599, IV, sim VIII 422 Mich 129 60 85.8% 76 82.0% 
6:4-8:3 

------ --- ------ c---- ------j------- --- c------ - ------

Sum total/overage 4605 1577 150190.5% 639 86.1% 167 

-- r-------­

86.8"1" 

86.8% 

Tobie 6.3 
Variants in lrammission of the oj Hermas table 6.2), omitting the large 
hOnJoioteleuta of Codex AtilOlIS (Vis. 1.2.2; Sim. 6.1.4; 2.3; Codex Lavra K 96 

6.3A-; 4..'i;5.7),I' Mich 129 (Sim. andPOxyl.599 8.7.1, 

Noteworthy is the good result of P Berlin inv. I which 
to be labelled as "too good." Not only does the small volume 01 text 
diminish this "good" result but, additionally, the fact has to be taken into 
account that this papyrus had to be reconstructed by almost 40 percent. 

fathers, the SheJ)herd q/ Hermas had a 
quasi-canonical position. Despite its high popularity at the time, it 
was not copied as precisely as the New Testament writings. Despite 
el~joying intermittent recognition as official church literature (from 

second through fourth centuries and this restricted to certain 
regions), greater emphasis was placed on its role in private usage. 
An obvious consequence was that the text of the Shepherd HerniaS 

less attention than the writings of the New 'l'estament. 

Although the Shepherd q/ Hermas in the Codex Sinaiticus was 
to some to canonical writings (wbich surdy increased its 

it cannot, tbus, be concluded that the Shepherd if Hennas had 
scriptural authority equal to other writings of tbe New Testament. A 

point worth mentioning is that the earliest manuscripts of the 
i.%eJJherd q/ Hermas £i'om the second century (E Michigan 130; P.Oxy 
4706) were written on scrolls and not bound in the form of the codex, 
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III P.Oxy 1599 

.P.MI~ 129 

OP.Oxy1172 

[J P.Bodmer 38 

III P.MId'l129' 

II P.Serlin 

CP45 

III P1S 
IIIP90 

IIIP37 

Cl P101 
tJ PMStab. PH Stab. NT 

Graph 6.2 
Stability of the Shepherd 0/ Heml11s according to table 6.2 (calculated 

Codex Athous) and the New Testament whose text had the worst values when 

against tht' Byzantine text. 

as is the case \vith the known New Testament 
Theological discourses and were also written on scrolls; the 
Codex style, however, was the prevalent technique of writing among 

relevant manuscripts.'l:l 
The original copying method of the !:>nepherd qf Hennas is some­

times compared to the copying method of the early New lestament 
papyri. H V1s. 2.4,.3-4 conveys to us on the sidelines a method of repro­

Christian literature that was applied early on: Hennas manifests 
to the church as an elderly lady and wants to propagate her 

teachings in the form of a book. This is carried out by "producing two 
copies of the small book, one of which should be sent to Clemens 
the other one to Grapte. [ ... 1 Grapte should use the book to exhort 
the widows and orphans. You yourself: however, should them in 
this town with the elders who oversee the church." Initially, the Shepherd 
l!l Hrrmas was copied for private reasons. Hermas himself, as 
suspects, most likely amended his "original" several times, which can 
further be substantiated by the larQ'e number of variants found in the 

Stab. PH 

Graph 6.3 

ASSESSING STABILITY OF TRANSMITTED TEXTS 149 

II P.Oxy HI99 

OP.Oxy 1112 

OP.Bod:mef 38 
III P.Mich 129' 
&I P.Beriin 

• P.Mid'll29 

IiilP4S 

IIP1S 

IIIP90 

IIIP37 
oP101 

OP66Stab. NT 

Stability of the Shellflerd olllermas papyri according to table 6.3 (calculated against 
Codex Athous and disregarding the homoiotfleuta) and the New Testament papyri 
whose text had thf worst values when compared the Byzantine text. 

manuscripts: "It is morc plausible to suppose that Hermas, tran­
many copies his Apocalype, sometimes changed his mind 

and produced the the competitive readings in question.,'j;) Similarly, 
Bonner and Osiek remark, "It is doubtful whether there ever was an 
authoritative text afi.:er the writer's autograph copy had perished."46 "If 

text was composed over a long period of time and on the basis 
of oral use, it is even doubtful whether the author had one authorita­
tive text. The enormous variety of readings within a relatively small 
range of manuscripts witnesses to the diverse uses to which the text 

"47 In the course of propagating this literary work, dwindling 
among the scribes provided an additional source lor vari­

ants to creep in. The text in question was being copied capriciously, 
simply because there were no rules governing the aspects of transnl;~-
sinn. The wide circulation of the church writings throughout 

Mediterranean and the intensive usage they enjoyed did, how­
ever, not leave them untouched; this far more so regarding the ,,'hepherd 
qf Hennas: "The tradition is rather contaminated, an indication that the 
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work knew some time an intense and transverse in the 

the from 

to Et,'Ypt to Elhiopia."4!1 
In contrast, the reproduction of the New Testament writings was 

subject to greatf'r scrutiny. The text itself (whose early corruptions in 
the papyri were often not passed on and whose Byzantine "face lifting" 

factors 

when reference copies that were to be f()tmd at 

in the possession of church leaders.4'1 
The insight we gain from the suggested methods of early Christian 

copyists portrayed in Vis. 2 of the S11epherd q/ Hennas, however, seems 
not to provide us with an accurate picture of the of the Ne,'>' 
Testament papyri and their copying methods. The lability of the 
herd Hermas text both in the fourth and fifth (compare the 
Codex Sinaiticus with the Papyrus Bodmer 38), as well as in the thir­
teenth (Codex Lavra K 96) and fifteenth (Codex Athous) centuries, is 
almost twice as large compared to the average lability of the New Tes­
tament text. Even additional fragments of the Shepherd q/ Hermas 
that have not been used in this assessment nrovide a lar!!e number of 

text sources (Po .MIchigan 15U, 4.Jh), "written more than two 
generations after the commonly accepted date of Hermas,")! exhib­

its already in a small passage containing sixty-six words (mand 11,6· 
III, I), twelve deviations from Codex K and nineteen deviations from 
Codex Athous, thus revealing in the course of its transmission a certain 
disposition to ~_~~l .. ~ 1 ,,:~,~-""'..~=~+ " Tl,=pp ,,;'"",....."u,""'"'p 

been seen in 
to 

to meaning. They can already be observed with P. Michigan 129 (third 

century), this being substantiated by comparisons of this codex with 
other early Greek fragments.)~ The subsequent EMichigan 129 was 

a scribe with average to good accuracy, who oversaw only a 
the 

fact that some errors in on his part. 
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In contrast to the 	 the 
a fllrthpr ";rnnrry or amended text: "the 
minor defects are far grosser than one commonly meets with; more­

over, the numerous corrections-partly by a contemporary hand [...J, 
but largely also by a hand of about the sixth century [ ...Jshow that 
the text was felt at a quite early date to call systematic improve­
ment.":i:; Another imoortant naDvrus. the already mentioned papyrus 

many 
from the aforementioned codex. 54 In contrast to the texts of the early 
period, many passages of the fifteenth-century Codex Athous text 
underwent doctoring to better adapt its Greek to the Byzantine style. 
Co~junctions have been inserted, the word order changed, individual 
words replaced by synonyms, and even theolo0cal concerns have led 
to alteration. 55 This eauallv to what 

6-7 and 

though this thirteenth-century textual witness contains some of the 
older readings as recorded in the P. Michigan, its greater afIinity is 
definitely toward the Codex Athous,56 which not only can be observed 
in their common errors, but also in frequent word transpositions and 

The Byzantine transmission did not bring forth a 
to mention orthographIC varI­

ants, merely :JU out ot 1:1:::> readmgs of the Lavra K96 in Sim. 6 
are in agreement with the Codex Athous. This agreement in less than 
25 percent of the readings is far from what we know to be the case, as 
can be seen with the Byzantine manuscripts of New Testament. The 
remaining variants encompass mainly peculiar readings consisting 

and substitutions. additions or 

these errors could easily have been avoided. 
Noteworthy, however, is that the early acceptance and later n.:jec­

tion of the Shepherd 0/ Hennas did not lead to dogmatically motivated 
changes of the text. \Vhittaker,"7 as well as Ehrman, mention Vis. 
1.1:7 as the onlv example; here thean (8ECIV) K, P. Bodmer 

\thou5). 	Other frequent 
can hardly be 
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interpreted as dogmatically motivated. Ehrman generally assumes that 

"there appears to be no noticeable difference in the kinds of alteration 

one finds made by scribes in New Testament writings, on the one hand, 
and writings of the Apostolic fathers, on the other."59 These alterations, 

however, (and those of dogmatic nature) neither dominate the tradition 

of the Shepherd rf Hermas nor change the general meaning of its text. 
Despite its ugly appearance, hardly recognisable accents,fiO and fre­

quent inconsistency in thought and other scribal blunders, the Codex 
Athous provides a text, "from which the Sinaiticus varies in small 

details but apparently not in substance,"5l and has solely managed to 

preserve the correct text at certain places. 62 Similar can be said of the 

Codex Lavra K96. 63 A noncanonical text such as the Shepherd rf Hermas 
could have experienced the same fate as other apocryphal texts: "The 

copying of the text [ ...J serves to answer topical questions [ ...J these 

texts serve to edify people whose current situation is in a state of flux; 

as a consequence, the texts themselves are changed also." It is a char­

acteristic of the apocryphal literature to be continually in variance.54 

Other noncanonical texts of the early period (for example the 

Epistle of Barnabas as transmitted in the Codex Sinaiticus) achieve at 

best a text stability similar to that of the Shepherd rf Hermas, particularly 
as not a single type of text resembles the earliest text of the Epistle of 

Barnabas.65 Even the Codex Sinaiticus transmits a mere recension of 

Barnabas. No later than the seventh century did this recension experi­

ence change-change, however, of insignificant nature.66 Some of these 

apocryphal and often pseudepigraphal texts that were transmitted in 

a relatively large quantity of manuscripts exhibit, however, unlike the 

New Testament, a far greater abundance of variants. A good illustra­

tion of this is the Protevangelium of james, a text originating around 
150 C.E. and found in many textual witnesses. Theological interests 

and piety destabilized the text of these manuscripts far beyond the 

stability of the text of the canonical gospelS. 67 According to Cullmann, 

this observation, which applies to many apocryphal gospels, can be 

applied all the more to the Protevangelium of james.58 The variants 

of this text "are reduced to variations of a classical kind, as there exist 
everywhere among different witnesses of the same text."59 A collation 

of the first three chapters, comparing manuscripts between the third 
and the ninth through the sixteenth centuries/o whereby the previ-
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ously mentioned methodology was applied (cf. tables 6.1-3), resulted 

in 87 deviations from a total of 414 words producing a text stability 

of less than 80 percent. Furthermore, the minuscules used by Tisch­

endorf do by no means have the homogeneity of the New Testament 

minuscules. A collation therefore of single manuscripts with the Codex 

Bodmer 5 would most likely lead to even worse results. Additionally, 

the Codex Bodmer 5 papyrus is the result of an earlier, unintelligent 

abridgement. 71 As one approaches the end of the Protevangelium of 

james, the difierences between the earlier and Middle Age transmis­

sions manifest themselves so prominently that the text can only be 
edited according to its respective recensions. 

5. On comparing the average transmission quality of the Shepherd rf Hermas 
with the corresponding values of the New Testament, we find that both 

the early transmission of the New Testament as well as the more timely 

advanced Byzantine transmission achieve significantly better values. In 
other words: the transmission stability of the Shepherd rf Hermas reaches 
at best values that compare to values achieved by New Testament manu­

script~ that have been produced by negligent and careless scribes (graphs 

6.2 and 6.3). For the New Testament transmission, relatively poor values 
result, for example, from a comparison between 1)45 and the Byzantine 
text, or between 1)73 and Codex D (for Codex D see further remarks below). 

Unlike the manuscripts of the Shepherd rf Hermas, the New Testa­

ment manuscripts reveal a clearly identifiable development thrust: the 
formation of the Byzantine text. The stability gradient between the 

early and Byzantine text was fixed to some extent: it was primarily cre­

ated in the fourth century, further refined between the fifth and ninth 

centuries, and reinforced beyond the ninth century. Seen from this 

perspective, the Byzantine transmission is truly a jackpot in history: 

despite the creeping in of certain new readings into the text during 

the fourth to the ninth centuries, the text was transmitted with large 

stability into the medieval period (and in some cases the old text too, 

for example, minuscule 1739). Table 6.1 indicates this in that the Byz­

antine transmission does not orientate itself toward the "free" text of 

the early papyri but toward the manuscripts with "strict" text. 

Therefore, and in light of both the restrictions confronting 

early scribal activity, as well as the controlled Byzantine phase of 
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transmission, the transmission of the New Testament has pro­

a very to the 

dox 

to that the New 
consequence of sloppy transmission, especially in the early period: 
"The text of Herrnas is probably far from good: the evidence of the 
papyri shows that neither ~ nor A is completely trustworthy,"72 even 
though the meaning of the text as a whole hardly changed, as both 
Bonner's ("diverse scribes introduced many slight changes, rarely, if 

the thou!lht and purpose of the 

In 

erences are for the most 
cal variations, little changes in word order, additions or suppressions 
of particles, articles, prepositions, personal pronouns."75 

After a comparison of the textual transmission of the Shepherd (!l 
Hermas with other postapostolic writings, Ehrman concludes that these 
writings were altered by the scribes in the course of their transmis­
sion "probably about the same degree as were the writings of scrip­
ture. \Vhen these books were copied, however. thev were subiect to the 
Sal1le ";nrl~ nf t/'Vtll~,] rnrrllnl i 

occasion by tired, or inept scntJes to probably about ttle same 
degree as were the writings of Scripture. And they were intentionally 
changed by scribes in light of their own historical, theological, and 
social contexts. [ ...JIn short, the factors that aflected the transmission 
of the texts of the New Testament played a similar role in the trans­
mission of the early proto-orthodox writings that came to be excluded 
from the canon of sacred Scripture. Such generalizations, however, 

and do not cope with the analysis carried out above, 
nn,'tr5lu" the true 

is not charac­

terized by error and alteration, but far more by a high degree of stabil­
ity. Despite an abundance of variants, the text of the New Testament 
is good and reliable. 77 
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6. In The Orthodox 

Testa­
of theologi­

cally oriented variations, on the other hand, far outweighs their actual 
numerical count. Ehrman's method of emphasizing valiants that he 
believes belong to the category of "orthodox corruptions" is to some 
degree understandable. However, one cannot capsize the idea of quan­
titative analysis as casually as Ehrman does. It is also very questionable 
whether the of dogmatically motivated variants "far out-

their numerical count," On closer examination, many 
of Ehrman's so-called orthodox corruptions, as Nlark 1: 1-2; Luke 
2:33; John l: 18, 1 Timothy 3: 16, turn out to trivial contextual 
adaptions-adaptions, for instance, geared toward the needs of the 
audience at church. This was ultimately the motivation for copying 
manuscripts-not for the defence of heretical opinions and views.7'! It 
is truly unfortunate that Ehrman is, on one hand, unwilling to accept 
the scientific method of quantitative analysis out of fear that his ideas 
of "orthodox corruptions" could be torpedoed, yet, on the other hand, 
is willing to apply this techniaue to the transmission of thc New Testa­
ment text as 

are 
from the originals and different from them, evi­

dently; in thousands of ways."so Neither is the first point convincing 
(the dogmatic alterations are by no means as significant as Ehrman 

suggests; some of them, such as Matthew 20:30 and 26:39, are merely 
scribal errors) nor the last one (the transmission of the New 'Testament 
is not characterized by error-ridden copies containing thousands of 
deviations from the original). 

most of the dogmatically motivated variants known 
a less 

not impose 

selves the necessary discipline required for work 
and 31 1'01' instance, the copying habits of the sCIibe of 

the D-text can be described as follows: every manuscript of the D-text 
adopted as a whole the prevalent "vVestern" text, modified, however 
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lUlJUtill in line with "\Vestern" editorial techniques 
the style of the composer at the time)-beyond 

the existing Vorlage. 82 Scribal meticulousness comparable to that of the 
transmission line ':))75 B cannot be identified between the third and 
fifth centuries among those manuscripts that belong in a broad sense 
to the D-text (,:))l8, ,:)),8, 0171, ,:))69). Even the minuscules (614, 2412) that 

behind the actual D-text confirm this.e~ If we harbor low expecta­
tions with respect to the quality of the text the early papyri belong­
ing in a broad sense to the D-text, then this is far more the case with its 
prominent end product, the Codex Bezae Cantabrigiensis. 

And exactly for these reasons do the peculiar D-readings in most 
cases belong to those readings that have been discarded. Even the first 
chapter of l\1ark contains a relatively number of variants. With 
706 words (Nestle-Aland 27), Codex D contains 106 error units 

of merely 84.9 percent, whereby the Byzantine 
text as compared to Nestle-Aland 27 achieves a text stability of 89.5 

percent (not considering the eutkyj~euthe6s (EU9u(FueEW() substitutions). 
'l'he one and only dogmatically motivated alteration in the Byzantine 
text is located in Mark 1:2. One ascribed the quotation in this verse not 
only to Isaiah, but to the "prophets" as well, overseeing, however, the 
fact that Mark quoted Exodus 23:20 as well; Malachi 3: I, on the other 
hand, contributes only minimally to the entire quotation. The D-text, 

goes beyond this type of alteration and frequently uses ter­
minology to reinforce expressions, such as paraphrasing terminology 
found in Mark I :26-31 and 34. If we usc Acts 2 (824 words according 
to Nestle-Aland 27) as an additional example, then the Byzantine text, 
containing 63 error units, achieves a textual stability of 92.3 percent. 
Codex D, on the other hand, containing 122 error units, achieves a 
textual stability of 85.2 percent, or a textual lability twice as high. 
Hence, the textual stability Codex D equally low values as 

transmission of the Shepherd rif Hermas. 
The quality of the alterations contained within the Codex Bezae 

is certainly of a different nature: whereas the variants of the Shepherd 
~f Hennas very often meander uncontrollably in numerous directions, 
contain frequent transpositions, substitutions, and few indications of 
dogmatically motivated changes, the variants of Codex Bezae, on the 
other hand as observed in the book of Acts), are well known 

for their frequent usage of augmented paraphrases and harmonized 
abridgement, as well as anti:Jewish/4 pro-Roman,H5 and socially moti­
vated tendencies.8li The text of the Shepherd rif Hermas shows us what a 
transmission of the New Testament could have looked like if less care 
had been applied in copying, Negligible, dogmatically motivated influ­
ence crept in and many transpositions arose. S? In contrast, the D-text 

us what the transmission of the New Testament would look like 
if strong paraphrasing, accompanied by occasional dogmatic inclina­
tions, were at work. The scribes of the early papyri found in Egypt 
(table 6.1) did not always transmit the text word by word. They did, 

hand down the books of the New Testament with a 
stability, quite unlike the transmission of the D-text or the Shplllwrn 

Hermas. A further stability gradient, commencing from the 
developed between the fourth and fifth centuries. This occurred as a 
result of the appearance of rdated Byzantine readings, which in turn 
led to the formation of the early Byzantine text itself: Due to a meticu­
lous transmission, however, the scribes of the early and subsequent 
Byzantine text were able to rapidly fixate the stability gradient and 
thereby transmit the text almost unchanged into the medieval period. 

Trivial dogmatic alterations appear naturally in the best manu­
scripts as well, fix example in ':))75. The changes in these instances 
Jn. 10: 7), however, are sometimes unique: the scribe tried to place more 
emphasis on the style of the author rather than introducing his own 
preconceived notions of the text. Similarly, certain peculiar readings 

the Codex Vaticanus appear to be more "markian" than 
text itself.Hg A" recently pointed out. by Barbara Aland, the scribe of 
the early and relatively unreliable ':))66 consciously produced an aspect 
of referencing, as can be observed with some of his singular readings, 
whether during the course of own familiarization with the text 
or in refering the reader of his text to parallel verses (within the text 
of John). He was obviously confident though that his readers would 
understand the meaning these references. "90 

Westcott and Hort estimated that around 0.1 of the vari­
ants of the New Testament impact on the meaning of the text. 
One speaks today of between 150,000 and 250,000,92 or occasion­
ally 400,000 variants of the New Testament. This number represents 
the sum total of variants {()\md in all analyzed manuscripts. Even 

http:itself.Hg
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in light of numerous findings in ancient times and assummg 
that some 0.2 percent of the New Testament variants were cat­
egorized as exhibiting "substantial variation," then what we see, 
first and foremost, is that this relatively low number of (at least in 
some cases) dogmatically motivated variants is contained in hun­
dreds and thousands of manuscripts (including the old 
and not merely in Olle specific manuscript. Most of however, 
can be discarded as secondary as soon as text critical methods are 
applied. Why should passages such as Mark I: I 2 :41, I G:9-20; 

Luke 2:27, 33, 41,43, 48; John 1:18,7:8; Romans I Corinthi­
ans 6:26; I Timothy 3: I G, or even obsolete discussions concerning 
the CommaJohanneum (IJn. 5:9), jeopardize the text critical recon­

of the source text of transmission? The low quantity (and 
in most cases low quality) of alterations shows us, however, 
that the New Testament was excellently transmitted (with scrupulous 
avoidance of conscious interference). Besides, a general tendency to 
falsify early manuscripts for dogmatic reasons cannot be observed; 
sporadic appearance as such occurs here and there and can-but 
must not-be interpreted as intentional "cosmetic improvement. 

Mter K. \V Clark remarked (as others before and after him as well) 
there are certainly some dogmatically motivated variants in the 

New Testament, he concluded his observation with the words "\Vhen 
all such points of textual variation are considered together it is clear 

comprise a substantial body of critical issues which only tex­
tual criticism can resolve."94 Having said that though, the words "sub­

stantial body" are to be understood in a relative sense (Clark presented 
, a handful of such variants from the Pauline letters), and the chal­

lenge remains to deal with such variants appropriately (the correlation 
between the variants and the text of the New Testament), whether 
they are seen as (proto) orthodox or having other motivations behind 
them. Accordingly, the variants are then either included or excluded 

text. 
rp',n{'{'t to the accuracy of 

New Testament transmISSIon, an unfortunate development toward 
appears to be gaining momentum. According to E.]. Epp, the 

New Testament contains "myriad variation units, with their innumcr­
able competing readings and conceptions, as well as the theological 
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motivations that are evident in so many."gi If an average of 7 

corresponds to deviation in the text, whereof only a fraction of these 
deviations alter the essence thereof (a fraction of these, however, being 
theologically motivated and these mostly in favor and not against the 
meaning of the text), then do these percentages-"myriad variation 

with their innumerable competing readings and conceptions"~~ 
force us to abandon the reconstruction of the earliest attainable text 
of the New Testament? It can certainly be said that the reconstruction 
of the "original Greek" on a formal level 

orthographic and morphological units) remains a phantom, as clear 
definitions continue to elude us (the following may apply: "the term 
'original text' has exploded into a complex and highly unmanage­
able multivalent entity"). Whereby controversial variants (indepen­
dent of the discussions surrounding them) that could possibly be seen 
as belon,gi.ng to the "original Greek" would only be able to alter the 
overall picture of the New Testament with great difficulty. We focus 
primarily on the deviations in the manuscripts and forget amidst the 
variants the commonality between the transmissions. 97 It was and is 
the great goal of textual criticism to know how the New Testament 
was read in its original form. "Even though in many crucial questions 
this desire will perhaps never be gratified [ ...J, yet it is worthwhile to 

with all available means."98 

The 
 above from Clark concludes ""1th this 

imperative: "Thereibre, it is the great responsibility of textual criticism 
to refine the New Testament text toward an ever increasing purity. It 
must lay the foundation on which alone doctrinal interpretation of the 
New Testament may be soundly based. 

http:transmissions.97
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Textual Criticism and Textual Confidence: 


How Reliable Is Scripture? 


Craig A. Evans 

B
oiled down, there are two basic questions that relate to the issue 

of the reliability of Scripture. First, we must ask how faithful the 
manuscript tradition is. That is, do the manuscripts we possess 

provide us with a very close approximation of the original writings? 

We need not press for exact correspondence, in some sort of math­

ematical sense. We simply want to know if, for example, our copies 

of Romans in Greek are close enough to what Paul actually dictated 

to Tertius (cf. Rom. 16:22), so that we might have confidence that we 
truly know what Paul originally said. Secondly, we must ask how accu­

rate the originals themselves are, that is, how accurate were the biblical 

writers, when they assert facts (that is, so-and-so said this, or so-and-so 

did that) and teach (that is, "No one is justified by works of law"; or 

"all have sinned"). 

A superficial review of the data of Scripture could lead one to 

declare that the scribes who transmitted biblical literature and the 

authors who wrote it in fact fail both tests. That is, the surviving manu­

scripts are filled with errors, and so we should suppose that we really 
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do not know what Paul orJesus originally said, or that Paul and Jesus 
were not themselves always accurate. Let's consider a few examples 
that some critics could and sometimes do cite as significant manuscript 
errors, that errors in the copying of Scripture, and significant fac­

errors, that is, errors on the part of the biblical characters (such as 

Jesus) or writers (such as 

SIGNIFICANT ERRORS IN MANUSCRIPT TRANSMISSION 

Despite their care and respect for Christianity's sacred literature, 
scribes did make many errors in making new copies of Scripture. Most 
of these errors are very minor, but some of them are quite significant. 
I will look at three very obvious examules and three others that are far 

from certain. 
Perhaps the best-known glitch in the transmission of the Greek New 

Testament concerns the ending of the Gospel of 1\lark, which narrates 
the appearances of the risen Jesus to .Mary and the eleven 
When Erasmus published his first edition of the Greek New Testament 
in 1516 and when the English translation authorized by KingJames 
England appeared in 1611, no one doubted the originality of the last 

verses of .Mark, known as the "Long Ending," that 1\lark 16:9­
20. But when major and much older manuscripts of the Greek New 
tament were discovered in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, the 

changed. The last twelve verses of Mark are not present in the 
great codices (or book5) Sinaiticus and Vaticanus, copies of the 
Old and New Testaments dating to the first half of the fourth century. 
Other Greek manuscripts and translations also omit these verses. 
other manuscripts included the verses, but with marks indicating uncer­
tainty. Some manuscripts include a different, shorter ending (and, of 
course, some manuscripts include both the Long Ending and the 
Ending). Examination of the vocabulary and grammar Mark 16:9­

confirmed in the minds of many grammarians, textual critics, 
and commentators that these verses were not in fact part of Mark's 
orit,rinal text. Authentic Mark ends, it seems, with frightened women 

tell no one what they had seen, "for they were afraid" 8).1 
If it is agreed that Mark 16:9-20 is not the original ending of 

Mark's story, what have we lost? little, and in a certain sense, 

perhaps nothing. After all, the Gospels of Matthew, Luke, 
narrate several appearances of the risen Jesus to Mary and the disci­

Paul also provides an early catalogue of resurrection appearances 
I Cor. 15:5-8). Moreover, some scholars suspect that Mark's original 

ending is imbedded in the resurrection narrative found in the Gospel 
Matthew. So, we may be left with the mystery of the missing 

(Did Mark end at 16:8? If not, what happened to the ending?), bUI, so 
far as the other Gospels are concerned, there is no doubt with respect 
to why the tomb ofJesus was found empty and what transpired 

We have another case where a passage comprising twelve verses 
turns out not to be part of the orit,rinal edition of a GospeL This time it 
is the Gospel ofJohn. Once again, when the older Greek manuscripts 
came to light-long after the publication of the KingJames-a well-
known passage was missing. 

The famous passage of the woman in the act 
John 8: I I, is not {()und in two papyrus manuscripts dating 
to the beginning the third nor in the two fourth-century 
codices already mentioned (Sinaiticus and Vaticanus), nor in many 
other manuscripts, versions, and quotations by fathers of the church. 
~1oreover, some manuscripts place these twelve verses 
else in John 7, other manuscripts include only parts of the passage, 
some include it but with marks indicating doubt, and a few manu­
scripts place the passage at the end of the 
of the vocabulary and the literary context of John 78 confirms the 
manuscript evidence: the passage was not penned author of 

the Gospel 
7:53-8: II was not an original part of the Gospel ofJohn, 

have we lost something important? No, I really don't think so. 
depiction of Jesus in this passage is entirely consistent with what we 
see in other Gospel stories, whose textual authenticity is not in doubt. 
.FI)r example, one thinks of the sinful woman defended by Jesus in 
Luke 7:36-50. In fact,John 7:53-8:11 is so consistent ,vith the way 

Q;nnns and the way he responded to those who judged 
scholars suspect the story is historically 

even if textually uncertain. Accordingly, what we have lost is the orif,ri­
nal context and setting- of the story, but not an insight into the thinking 

and action of otherwise unknown to us. 
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The Gospel or Luke presents us with another interesting example. 
In this case, we have an embellishment of a story. The Synoptic Gos­
pels narrate the story or Jesus' anguished prayer in a place on the 
Mount or Olives called Gethsemane (Me 26:36-46; Mk. 14:32-42; 
Lk. 22:39-46). But in some manuscripts, the story in Luke provides 
two very interesting details. We are told that while Jesus was praying 
an from heaven appeared, strengthening him 43), and that 

Jesus prayed so fervently that sweat fell from his race like drops 
blood (v. 441. These two verses are not f(mnd in our 

pretty standard.4­
It is probable that these verses were added to the story to 

enhance the drama and agony of the prayer in Gethsemane. More­
over, early Christians were interested in angels and heavenly actions. 
This could be what lies behind the mention of the angel who peri­
odically agitated the water in the pool of Beth-zatha an. 5: 1-9). 
Verses 3b-4 C... waiting for the moving of the water, for an angel 
went down at a certain season into the pool, and troubled the water 

are not found in our oldest manuscripts. Verse 4, along with the 
of v. 3, has been added to the story to explain the significance 

addition or error, but the manuscript evidence is elttler mconclUSlve or 
nonexistent. An example of inconclusive manuscript is seen 
in the case of Rom. 5: 1, where according to some manuscripts Paul 
says: "Therefore, since we are justified by faith, we have peace with God 

through our Lord Jesus Christ" (emphasis added). But according to 
other manuscripts Paul says: "Therefore, since we are justified by faith, 

let us have peace with God through our Lord Jesus Christ" (emphasis 
added). These two readings diner significantly and it all boils down to 
one letter in one word: Either Paul meant to say "we have" (Greek: 

Did he mean to use the letter omi­
the short (I in ech(lmen'l or the letter omega (that the 
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(I in eclzOmen):) If he intended to use the omicron, he meant to say "we 
have," that is, "we have peace with God." But if he intended to use 
the omega, he meant to say "let us have," that is, "let us have peace 
with God." 

Most textual critics and commentators think Paul meant to say 
"we have peace with God."6 This makes the most sense in the light of 
his argument in Romans 4-5. Because believers are justified by faith 

the same way Abraham was justilled by 
God. However, the Greek 
"let us nave peace case it seems 

the better attested 
c;auuIF;, or at to a 

named Tertius; cf. Rom. 16:22) intended. So even though the 
letter omega has stronger textual support, we suspect the letter omi­
cron was the original, intended letter. If this isn't confusing enough, 
it has even been suggested that 'Ierlius the scribe misheard Paul, and 
wrote the wrong f(wm of the verb. If this is what happened, then we 
have an example where a scribal error f()und its way into the original 
manuscript itself! 

We also have passages of Scripture where interpreters think a 
couple of verses have been added to the text, but we are not in posses­
sion of clear manuscript evidence (al least not that supports 

One of these passages is found in 1 Corinthians 14, where 
He 

the 
silence in the churches. For they are not permitted 

to speak ..." (vv. 33b-36). At v. 37 the apostle returns to the theme 
expressed in vv. 26-33a, when he challenges his readers: "If anyone 
thinks that he is a prophet, or spiritual, he should acknowledge that 
what I am writing to you is a command of the Lord." 

Many interpreters suspect that vv. 3%-36 constitute a scribal 

interpolation, perhaps inspired by the similar passage in I Timo­
thy 2: 11-15 ("Let a woman learn in silence ... I am not permitting 

a woman to teach or to have authoritv over men. .. Interpret­
ers this these verses In 
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Corinthians 14:26-40 and stand in tension Paul's 

in the letter, where he says women who pray or prophesy in 
should cover their heads (1 Cor. II :5). How are women to 

pray and prophesy and at the same time keep silent? Accordingly, 
interpreters suspect vv. 33b-36 are not original to the letter. This sus­

is strengthened when it is observed that some old manuscripts 

(e.g., Sinaiticus) place marks around these verses, probably indicating 
doubt, and other manuscripts place the verses after v. 40, the last 
verse in the chapter, perhaps indicating doubts about whether the 

in I Corinthians 14.7 
we may consider the very strange narrative of the dead 

Jesus are raised up. According to Mark, when Jesus 
the temple was torn and the centurion confessed 

was trUly the Son of God (Mk. 15:38-39). The narrative in 
Matthew has additional details. Not only was the temple curtain torn, 
"the earth shook, and the rocks were split; the tombs also were opened, 

many bodies of the saints who had fallen were raised, and 
\.UllllllO out of the tombs after his resurrection they went into the holy 
city and appeared to many" (Mt. 27:51 The detail of the earth 
shaking and the rocks splitting is probably Matthew's addition to the 
narrative. But what about the rest of what we read in vv. 52-53? Were 

saints (or holy ones) also raised up that first Easter? 
we have no manuscript evidence of which I am aware 

that that these verses are not part of Matthew's original nar-
I suspect they, too, were added to the text by an early Chris­

tian scribe, perhaps inspired by the Greek version of Zechariah 14:4-5 
("the mount of Olives shall be split ... in the days of the earthquake 
... the Lord my God will come and all the holy ones with him"). I say 

this because of the temporal awkwardness introduced by the curious 
incident of the resurrected saints. We are told that when earth shook 
and the rocks split, the tombs were opened and the sleeping saints were 

raised (v. 52). But that was Friday afternoon, the day thatJcsus 
awakened saints do not actually leave their tombs and enter 

Jerusalem (the holy city) until "after (Jesus') resurrection" 
This is puzzling. The sleeping saints were raised up Friday, the 

day Jesus died (and so preceded Jesus in his resurrection), but loi­
tered in their tombs until Sunday (so as not to precede Jesus?). One 

must also wonder how anyone would know that these raised persons 
were in kiCt deceased Would they not simply be taken for resi­
dents of Jerusalem or visiting pilgrims for the Passover? And, more­
over, whatever became of them? Did they return to their 
The Matthean evangelist tends to tie up loose ends and to 
chronological difficulties seen, for example, in comparison with 
Mark's accounts of the entry into Jerusalem, the cursing of the fig 

the return to the city, the demonstration in the temple precinct 
and the discovery of the withered Ilg tree). The addition of the story 
of the raised saints is chronologically clumsy and in my opinion does 
not reflect the literary skill of the :Matthean evangelist. It may well be 
a scribal gloss that attempts to enhance the story of the resurrection. 

we someday recover a second century Greek manuscript that 
preserves the latter part of Matthew 27, 1 shall not be surplised if 
vv. 52-53 are not present. 

The examples that have been reviewed are the most 
textual errors and uncertainties that exist in the manusCIipts 

of the Greek New Testament. Others could be cited (for example, the 
reworked IJn. 5:7-8),10 but the ones treated above suffice to make the 

errors, deliberate and accidental, crept into the manuscripts over 
the course of time. Most of them have been recognized and the text. 
has been corrected, bringing it much closer to the form of the original 
writings. Further manuscript discoveries may well lead to further cor­

But no discovery yet has called into question significant New 
Testament teaching. Anyone who claims that the Greek manuscript 
tradition is so riddled with errors that we really don't know what the 
New Testament writers actually wrote is sadly misinformed. 

SIGNIFICANT FACTUAL ERRORS 
IN THE NEW TESTAMENT WRITINGS 

Readers may well agree with me up to this point, acknowledging that 
we really can know from the manuscripts that we indeed have a text 
that is very, very close to the original wording of the New 'lestament 

But are all of the claims and statements of the New Testa­
ment accurate? What about alleged mistakes on the part of the writers 
or on the Dart of Jesus whom the evangelists quote? Are there not at 
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least a few demonstrable errors of nature? Let us consider a few 

candidates. 
Jesus' reference to the actions of David and his men "when Abi­

athar was high priest" (Mk. 2:23-28) has been recently cited as an 
a factual error, either on the part of the evangelist Mark 

Jesus himselt: According to the story in 1 Sam. 21: 
of Abiathar, was high priest when David 

his men made their appeal for assistance. Only after the later death 
of Ahimelech did Abiathar succeed his father as high priest. Perhaps 

sensing the Jesus' saying, 

reference to the priest Indeed, some 

manuscripts of Mark also omit the So, was Jesus (or Mark) 
. ." fl\1k\mistaken? Is the reference to '~\biathar the pnest ..)2'2(') a 

error?1 

The solution to the problem lies in the recognition that there seem 
to have been two traditions V\~th regard to the priestly figures Ahime­
lech and Abiathar. The better-known tradition narrates Abiathar as 

son of Ahimdech. Accordingly, the latter is the priest who gave the 
bread to David and his men. This is the tradition we find in I Samuel 
21-22. But there is also a lesser-known tradition, in which Ahimelech 

Abimdech in some manuscripts) is said to be the son of Abiathar, 
who survives and serves Da\~d alongside Zadok (2 Sam. 8: I 7, I Chron. 
18: 16, 24:3-31; contrast I :Kings '1:4, where it is Abiathar who serves 
alongside Zadok). The saying attributed toJesus apparently reflects the 

lesser-known tradition. 12 

This example in the Gospel Mark is not unusual. Parallel 

verSIOns Old Testament stories are not only in Old Tes­

tament Scripture itself: but in some of the writings produced in the 
two centuries leading up to the time of Jesus. Indeed, thanks to the 
Dead Sea Scrolls, we now know that there were as many as four ver­
sions of Hebrew Scripture circulating among the Jewish people prior 
to the great rebellion against Rome (C.E. 66-70). There are also sev­
eral scrolls that paraphrase this or that part of Scripture. \Vhen Jesus 
referred to Abiathar as priest, he cited one of the versions of this 
part of ancient Israel's history. The evangelists Matthew and 
both familiar with the better-known version, chose to delete this 

After who the priest was at the time does not the point 
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of the With or without the name the high priest, the point 
makes is quite clear and nght on target. 

Some critics allege that Jesus committed an error of botany when 
he referred to the mustard seed as "the smallest of all the seeds on 
earth" (Mk. 4:31). It is pointed out that there are other seeds that are in 

smaller than the tiny mustard seed. l3 But to raise this objection is to 
fail to appreciate the proverbial quality of the saying, as seen in various 
sayings of the Rabbis (for example, m. Md. 5:2 "even as little as a grain 

a mustard plant .. , as (high) as a 
are so strict that if they see a drop of blood no 

bigger than a mustard seed they wait seven days"). l1 The mustard seed 
is often cited, for its tiny size contrasts dramatically with the great 
of the mustard plant, which becomes a shrub and if allowed, becomes 
a small tree, large enough for birds to build nests. HadJesus appealed 
to a seed that in scientiflc terms was truly the smallest seed or spore 
on earth, his hearers would have had no idea what he was 
about. His appeal to the tiny mustard seed was understood and readily 
acknowledged as the smallest seed with which the people of his time 
and place were familiar. AgainJesus has communicated clearly, invok­

images and realities which were known to his contemporaries. 
Sometimes discrepancies are observed when trying to harmonize 

parallel Gospel stories. According to Mark II Jesus entered Jerusalem 
and then viewing things in the temple precincts he left the city. The 
next day he returned and demonstrated in the precincts. But according 
to Matthew 21 Jesus entered the city and demonstrated in the temple 
precincts the same day. In telling the story this way the Matthean evan­

has smoothed out Mark's disjointed narrative. \Ve see this 
the story of the cursed fig tree. According to Mark 11: 12-21, the 

fruitless tree is cursed and not until the next morning is it discovered 
withered. But in Matthew 21: 19-20 Jesus curses the tree and it is with­
ered "at once." T() be sure, these are genuine chronological discrepan­
cies, but in themselves they do not cast doubt on the event. 

Comparison with the fourth Gospel reveals an even more dramatic 
chronological discrepancy. According to Mark (cf. Mk. 11: 15- I9), fol­
lowed by Matthew and Luke (ct: Mt. 21:12-13; Lk. 19:45-48),Jesus 
demonstrates in the temple precincts at 
days beh)re he is arrested. But according to John 
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demonstrates in the temple in what seems to be the beginning of his 

ministry. Moreover, the Synoptic Gospels give us the impression that 

the Last Supper was the Passover meal (Mt. 26: 1 7 -29; Mk. 14: 12-25; 

Lk. 22:7-23), butJohn's Gospel makes it clear that the Last Supper was 

eaten the day bifore the Passover Un. 13:21-30, 18:28, 19:14,31,42). 

According toJohn, after handingJesus over to Pilate, the ruling priests 

hurry home to prepare for the evening Passover meal Un. 18:28). 
Some eritics have cited discrepancies such as these as evidence of 

factual errors in the Gospel narratives. These are discrepancies to be 

sure, but discrepancies do not mean that the events in question did not 

happen, any more than discrepancies in almost all of recorded history 

does not mean that we are not in position to know what happened. 

The Gospel writers agree that Jesus demonstrated in the temple pre­

cincts, that he celebrated a final meal with his closest followers, and 

that he did many other things. What is not always known is exactly 

when these events took place. 15 But not knowing exactly when and in 

what order does not mean we can have no confidence in the reliability 

of Scripture. 
We have another interesting example from Paul, in his own words. 

The apostle and founder of the church at Corinth is exasperated with 

the divisions and party loyalties that plague the community. Paul is 

particularly annoyed that the church is divided along the lines of loy­

alties to specific apostolic figures, including himself. With reference to 

this issue Paul says in 1 Corinthians 1: 14-16: 

14 I am thankful that I baptized none of you except Crispus and 

Gaius; 15 lest anyone should say that you were baptized in my 

name. 16 (I did baptize also the household of Stephanas. Beyond 

that, I do not know whether I baptized anyone clse.) 

Paul is relieved that he had not baptized a large number of the 

Corinthian converts. Given what is going on in the church, those bap­

tized by Paul would probably have formed a faction of Paulinists. So, 

Paul begins by saying that he is grateful that he only baptized Cris­

pus and Gaius (v. 14). By the time he finishes his sentence (v. 15), he 

remembers that he also baptized the household of Stephanas (v. 16a). 

(Perhaps one of his colleagues reminded him?) Thus, Paul has cor­

rected what he said in v. 14. As Paul gives the matter more thought, he 
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realizes that he is not sure. Had he baptized others? His memory has 

failed him. So he says, "Beyond that, I do not know whether I baptized 

anyone else" (v. 16b). 

The truthfulness of the point that Paul is making-that believ­

ers belong to Christ and not to one celebrated Christian leader or 

another-is quite clear, however many people the apostle baptized. 

The fallibility of Paul's memory does not nullify the truthfulness and 

validity of what he has said. 

WHAT ARE THE REAL ISSUES? 

Christians are keenly interested in the integrity and accuracy of 

sacred Scripture; and rightly so. If the New Testament writings do 

not describe historical events accurately, or if the writers do not really 

know what they are talking about, or if the scribes who made the 

copies of these writings did such a poor job that what the original writ­

ings said is hopelessly garbled, then Christians have a serious problem. 

Ultimately Christian faith is much more than platitudes and happy 

thoughts. It centers on a set of very special events, summed up by 

what God achieved in Christ. These events are historical events. They 

have theological meaning to be sure, but they are historical events 

nonetheless. 

DidJesus do and say the things that the evangelists say he did? Do 

we have good reason for having confidence in their writings? In my 

view there is every reason to respond to these questions in the affirma­

tive. There is credible, early testimony to the effect that the material in 

the four New Testament Gospels reaches back to the original followers 

of Jesus and that this material circulated and took shape during the 

lifetimes of eyewitnesses. There is no good reason to think that the 

contents of the New Testament Gospels lack a solid historical basis. 

Do we have apostolic, first-hand eyewitness tradition? Again, the 

answer is yes. Not everything in the New Testament is first-hand, but 

an important core is, a core that reaches back to Jesus, what he taught 

and what he did. 16 Later Gospels and Gospel-like writings supple­

mented and altered this early tradition, but these later writings reflect 

ideas that emerged in the second century and beyond, not the ideas 

articulated by Jesus and passed on by his disciples. 
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And finally, has this eyewitness, apostolic tradition been accurately 
preserved? Again, I think the answer is yes. With respect to the words 
and deeds of Jesus, we have four Gospels and at least two independent 
literary streams within these writings. The multiplicity of 
saft:guards the danger of idiosyncratic tradition emerging and 

traction. The antiquity of the tradition of the four New Testa­
ment Gospels supports this contention. Idiosyncratic tradition 
have been recognized f()r what it is by those who had walked withJesus 

and had seen his deeds and heard his words. 
the evidence, we have every reason to have confidence in 

kxt of Scripture. This does not mean that we possess 100 
certainty that we have the exact wording in every case, but we have 
good reason to believe that what we have preserved in the several hun­
dred manuscripts of the first millennium is the text that the writers of 

Scripture penned. 

8 


+ 

Authors or Preservers? Scribal Culture 

and the Theology of Scriptures 

Sylvie T. Roquel 

I
n klisquoting Jesus, Bart Ehrman claimed that the current New Tes­
tament has been the object of so many recensional activities that 
it cannot be trusted as a sacred text. He gauges the "invalidity" of 

the text on textual evidenees, a line of study that led him to recant his 
former fundamentalist approach to the writing. Ehrman explained 
how, following a "born again experience,"l he engaged in and com­

to the world biblical literature through the lens of the iner­
rancy culture, although he never explained how the text 
touched and transformed him. He continued that path until another 
enlightenment moment (a reverse born again experience, so to speak) 
prompted by his own research on Markan textual variants: the altera­

of the text proved to him the unauthentication of the message. 
I also have studied New Testament textual criticism and, by contrast 
with Ehrman, have found confirmation about the validity of the text; 
it enhanced my knowledge of the God 1 encountered years ago. How 
could two individuals such as Ehrman and I, both trained as New 

Testament textual critics, come to such conclusions? I believe 
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a dltteren 
Ehrman f()Cuses on the 
)ercent full glass. These 

presuppositions have caused him to mi~judge the scope of scribal con­
tributions. 

Ehrman has built his case on the following reasoning: if God 
existed and wanted to convey a written message to his people, he 
would produce a God-given, God-inscribed, immutable text. Ehrman 
confuses the means with the end. Taking the Scriptures as the end of 

God personallv borders on bibliolatrv. The God of the Bible 
did not convey 

first revealed 
used human as imperfect as 

they were, to propagate his message. Ehrman assumes that early Chris­
tian scribes espoused his own conception of sacred writing. He argues 
that their careless alterations or theological fabrication occurred either 
because they did not honor the text as sacred or because they plainly 
invented its content. Thereby he imposes on the New Testament a 
modern point of view on the theolob'Y of Scriptures that early Chris­
tian did not share and thus them inappronriatelv. He 

understood 
and 

early really understand the nature of the biblical text? Did 
handling of the manuscripts rdlect their theology of Scriptures'? As 
a result, how should one think of Scriptures? I propose to investigate 
these questions and continue the conversation Dale Martin initiated2 

by exploring scribal attitude toward a historical theology of Scriptures. 

THE CASE FOR CAUTIOUS SCRIBES 

acted toward their writings in a Greco-Roman manner 
and only reflected the ideology and values of the Greco-Roman world. 
Certainly early Christian scribes were the product of their cultural 
(mostly Gentile) milieu, but they also inherited their understanding of 
Scripture from a Jewish perspective. After all, grounded in Judaism, 
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Scriptures as own set 
rphcnnnc of 

on those texts to 

fact that Christianity reproduced, and disseminated its own 
early writings so quickly, although imperfectly, proves that it mirrored 
Judaism in becoming a religion of the book. Surely early Christian lit­
erature "aimed to be serviceable to Christian communities, mainly in 
communication, instruction, documentation, edification, evangelism, 
and organization,"l but its practical value rested on the content of 
its message which promoted its continuity with Jewish monotheistic 
views, ethics, and values. Paul's letters to the 

on eccleslOlOgy. may have been the 
the work of early Christian scribes, but it was not dissociated from 
orthodoxy. Practicality and orthodoxy converged and coalesced in a 
symbiotic relationship. 

The practicality of the text expressed itself first in the context of 
early Christian worship. The gatherings reinf()rced the community's 
appreciation for its writings as Christians came together to hear 
valuable teachings from the founders of the faith. The collective read­

replaced personal instruction from the apostles. The first copy­
context 

~~m,.,~I,,' tradition. 

on the syna­
gogue services, which included sacred texts. Early 
Christian scribes, whether Gentile or Jewish, were influenced by this 
reverence to religious books, which motivated them to treat their own 
writings diflerently. As Gamble suggested, "we ordinarily bring a con­
sumer attitude to texts and reading.... But liturgical reading depends 
upon another attitude, fllr the same texts are read over and over again, 
yet lose none of their value in the process, but gain in esteem."4 

most 
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original spread of the written record of Jesus' words 
sure, "the shift from understanding scripture as 
text was long and gradual"16 and involved a period of 

The 'Iemnle scribes were probably the convists who 
of 

rect work, but because 

were not corUlIll! 

did not operate in a culture 
Ulean rnTnnlf'ti' frpf'lflux did not necessanl 
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The use of nomina sacra 

and classihcation reading 

may have led to improvements, but the most important factor 
is that the community itself served as a controlled setting that verified 

the quality of the manuscripts, a sort of ad hoc check-up point. The 
congregation could pinpoint any major deviations to a text because 
the repeated collective readings had allowed members to memorize 
most of its content. 

In the Greco-Roman world, the transmission of literature resulted 
from networks of scribes and readers by means of personal acquain­
tam~es.7 As Christian circles carne to rely on written documents and 
grew in Gentile circles, Christian copyists followed the same practice 
to secure, transcribe, and disseminate copies of biblical documents.H 

Individuals who aspired to acquire written exemplars of the first Chris­
tian documents likely belonged to the upper economic classes. () They 
probably owned slave librarii lO who had to perform expertly because 
the cost of book production was so high that they could not afford to 

I An unsatisfactory copy meant a waste 
action or 

THE CASE FOR TRAINED AND UNTRAINED SCRIBES 

demonstrate carelessness or freedom in ~......1j•••'" 

mission with 
contrasted the fluidity of Christian texts' trans­

care that Jewish scribes used to handle their 
Scriptures. However, one cannot in all fairness compare a finished 
product with a work in progress. Indeed, by the end of the first cen­
tury, the process of Old Testament canonization had come to comple­

tion whereas Christianity was a nascent movement that struggled to 
affirm its identity. Nevertheless, Christianity being grounded inJuda-
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somewhat the work, purpose, 
their example in dcal-

In the 

to 
utterances. In the period, "scribal aCtIVlty lwasJ com­

manly with and Levites."12 Following the example 
of Ezra they functioned as leader, and priest. According to 
Old Testament specialists these scribes were the "authors, commenta­
tors and transmitters of the Biblical texts." 13 Contrary to Saldarini's 
view, by "author" I understand redactor and preserver, not creator. As 
the Qumran community seems to indicate, scribes of priestly back­
ground or subordinate to the priests remained as faithful as possible to 
the text because they were the guardians of the sacred writings. 14 Yet, 
even the Qumran manuscripts reflect the existence of textual com­
plexions or shades, meaning that the text transmission was not always 
word-perfect. 

Josephus distinguished three types of scribes in first-century Pal­
estinian Judaism: the Temple scribes and the scribes of middle and 
lower The scribes of priestly or lowest status most likely par­

tranSnllSSlOn but a semicontrolled context. 
These approaches to the copying of spiritual texts persisted in 

the Gentile community. Christian scribes reflected the 
nature of society, and therefore its corresponding level of literacy. The 
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10 to 15 percent level of literacy in the Roman Empire comprised 
all levels from signaturcliteracy to semilitcracy to sophisticated erudi­
tion. IB Gamble recognized that "The vast majority of Christians were 

illiterate, not because they were unique, but precisely because they were 
in this respect typical members of ancient society [which] operated 

urL".~ Kim Haines-Eitzen 

lI1 

To 

find a low concentration at among <..A1l11:SUdll 

is a legitimate expectation. Moreover, no proof" of difJt~rences between 
common Greco-Roman copyists and Christian copyists have surfaced. 
Even if Christian literacy was mainly a grass-roots movement, highly 
educated Christian scribes also participated in the transmission of 
New Testament writings. The problem is that Ehrman classifies the 

former as incapable copyists21 and the latter as motivated by ulterior 
motives in modifying the text. Did Christians really entrust their sacred 

texts to the hands of incapable or untrustworthy copyists? 

THE CASE FOR MODIFICATIONS OF MANUSCRIPTS 

variants that are easy to even ten' their own sources. In his 
of the most extant New Testament papyri, Royse showed that rr\lwl~l~ 
even as careless as the one of cpn, corrected their own copies, 
indicates that they could pinpoint their textual alterations, whether 
intentional or unintentional. Some of the modifications sprang from 
a lack of knowledge of the proper language and its nuances. Chris­
tian scribes reproduced as well as they could a text which they valued 
but could not transpose properly. For example, although Greek was 
the lingua};anca of the Roman Empire, the same exact language was 
not sDoken in each province. People groups kept their primary lan­

constructs, philosophical 
adapted the texts 

Scribes who 
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grew up with such vernacular were not purposely careless but simply 
reLied on their regional use of the Greek language. 

Some intentional textual changes also depended on the immediate 
linguistic context. For example, the scribe of cp47 prefers a singular verb 

with a neuter plural subject.23 \'\Tas it a personal preference or did the 
.1ll11a.11\-",U changes fit the idiomatic of his dialect? His 

may have 

of their contemporary counterparts, they probably used religious texts 
in lieu of philosophical or poetic works. One can imagine how some 
students handled their own copies! Moreover, in advanced education, 
this t)1)e of exercise allowed some initiative and originality with longer 
passages, leading to possible modifications of the tradition. 2

:; 

Literate copyists had the potential to modify ideologically an 
original copy.~6 Ehrman posited that they performed more of a cre­
ative than a conservative task. Yet, Fee indicated that trained copy­
ists aspired to precision and aimed at textual accuracy. As Hurtado 

texts in the second century 
Impres­

that there was a 
followed that 

a controlled working environment-a scriptorium in which 
and correction took place. Still, "scribes ... [did] not always act 

in completely predictable ways."lO Christian scribes were influenced 

by Alexandrian and Jewish practices in their concern with preserving 
the tcxt,JI but even in their most instrumental roles, they continued 

to "impose their style, language, and ideas on the text ... to suit the 
conventions of the written genre and his interpretations of the oral 
tradition. "32 

The emerg;ence of schools, libraries, and the growth of a reading 
in Hellenism created favorable conditions for the propagation 

http:subject.23
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of a culture of literacy.33 In the second century, Christians embraced 

this avenue of communication to promote orthodoxy and ecclesiasti­

cal unity as a response to nascent heresies and deviant instructions.:14 

Early Christian scribes followed the pattern of their time. At the exam­

ple of Latin as well as Greek historians, they relied on their memories 

and used information from personal experiences and oral testimony 

over written materials. 35 However, they cited their sources in a more 

conservative way than many classical historians. 36 By the second and 

third centuries, Christians encouraged literacy because the written text 

had become central for the spread and survival of the faith: 37 some 

withdrew their children from the Greco-Roman schools for ideological 
purposes,38 and others built congregational and individual libraries. 39 

At this stage of inscripturation, getting ipsissima vox rather than ipsissima 
verba was of overriding importance. Nevertheless, some communities 

such as one discovered at the Oxyrhynchus site showed evidences of 
literary activity and scholarly editing. 40 

Scriptorium frameworks developed but they did not necessarily 
lead to recensional activities as the case of Origen indicates. Origen's 

interest in "textual criticism" developed when he came in contact with 
various regional text forms during his travels. 4

! According to Euse­

bius, he used three types of assistants, most likely trained at Ambrose's 

home with a tutor or a paedagogus:42 tachographs (tachygraphmJ or short­

hand writers (bibliographmJ or writers of books, copyists or scribes, and 

kalligraphs (kalligraphmJ-Iadies, if you please-or penpersons trained 
for beautiful writing. 4

:
l It seems plausible that the tachographs wrote 

first under Origen's dictations, then the copyists multiplied the docu­

ments, perhaps putting the writing into good grammatical form, and 

eventually the kalligraphs provided embellished manuscripts for spe­

cific buyers. His shorthand writers required an adequate level of liter­

acy since they recorded the teachings and commentaries their master 

delivered orally. Assuming that the copyists transcribed the tacho­

graphs' notes into a customary written form, they had to display the 

same level of literacy and scribal competency. Therefore, more than 

100 years before the first church council, Origen was careful to cite 

accurately with the probable use of a control text and instilled in his 

scribes awareness of some standard of reproduction. 
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THE CASE FOR INSPIRATION 

The fluidity of the Christian tradition and the fact that the oral tradi­
tion was still active in the first two or three centuries has disturbed 

more than one with regard to inspiration and canonization. Ehrman's 

hypothesis for this issue is that trained scribes formulated an "inspi­

ration conspiracy." However, there is a difference between devising 

a theory and recognizing something that already exists. I am afraid 
Ehrman imposes on the Bible his own perception of authorship. As 

Dutch scholar Karel Van Der Toorn writes, "The notion of the author 

as an autonomous agent of creation genius is a historical construct. It 
is not a fixed truth but was born in early modern times."44 Applied to 

the act of revelation, this notion views God as the sole actor and the 

human party as the passive instrument in the act of revelation. Van 

Der Toorn explains, "Our concept of the author as an individual is 

what underpins our concern with authenticity, originality, and intellec­
tual property. The ancient Near East had little place for such notions. 

Authenticity is subordinate to authority and relevant only inasmuch 

as it underpins textual authority; originality is subordinate to the cul­
tivation of tradition; and intellectual property is subordinate to the 
common stock of cultural forms and values."45 Early Christian scribes 

performed in their cultural milieu and wrote according to the cultural 

norms of their time. They did not create the text ex nihilo but built 

on an original, mostly oral tradition accompanied by a few written 

notes, which resulted from the participation of an entire fellowship. 

The community, not the individual, imputed authority to a writing. 

Even independent scribes were su~ject to the scrutiny and approval of 
the larger group. One may ask the nature of their writings, did early 

Christians count the final product as inspired or did they consider the 

entire process to be under the guidance of the Holy Spirit? 

The early Christians built their theology of Scripture on Judaism. 

Although the Jews connected written statements with the knowledge 

and will of their God, they did not dismiss the primacy of orality in 

the process of revelation and revere a nontextual mode of communi­

cation with God. 46 For example, they used the U rim and Thummim 

and the words of the prophets to seek His will and favor. Jeremiah 36 
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provides an interesting insight on the recording proccss of the prophets' 

utterances: aftcr King Hezekiah burned Baruch's fIrst copy, 

dictated once more the message to his scribe who "added few words."47 

These last words arc significant because they constitute a blatant admis­

sion to authorial and scribal voluntary modifications that did not even 


the scrutiny of text critics. Obviously, later Jewish scribes did 
not find this passage embarrassing or compromising their theology of 
Scriptures since they kept a record of the event. This indicates 
that, forJeremiah: (1) the source and content of the message had 
not the writing itself; God's message was not stagnant; and a 
human medium was never perfect and his work sometimes necessitated 
corrections. Interestingly, Ezra conferred authority to "the word ofJer­
emiah" (Ezra 1: 1) indicating the authentication of the human medium. 

Following the tradition of the prophets, 
on the oral dissemination of their "So long as there [was1 no 
industrial production of written texts, the spoken word [remainedl 
the main channel of communication."Hl In the same spirit, 
LldllllCU no more authority f()r his letters than for his oral teaching: 
when he taught as Christ's apostle to the Gentiles, the medium made 
no difference to the authority behind the words."49 However, in a 5Oci­

that was becoming increasingly document-minded, 
as a nascent movement, rapidly found the need to validate its ethos 
and raison de vivre and to strengthen the fluid and shifting form of the 
word of mouth with a written record. The written word validated the 

and ministry of Jesus Christ and documented and 
Christians' historical and spiritual origin. The recognition of special 
contemporary writings as Scriptures came rapidly with Christianity's 
growth among Gentiles. First, the letters of Paul were treasured and 
considered essential to guide in faith and practice. Then, the 
became a spiritual testament, an "aide-rnemoire ... to be used sec­
ondarily as an extension or even a substitute tDr memory,"50 especially 

the death of the 
First, the written documents still needed the validation of oral tra­

although Christians increasingly used Scriptures for worship, 
intellectual growth, and apologetic purposes. 130th oral and written 
modes coexisted in the production and in the use of tcxts51 and were 
mutually validating. Jean Duplacy "EsDcciallv for the main 
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books, the handwritten translation has always been more or 
cated by an oral tradition: originally, for the Gospels and possibly fiJr 
Acts, the oral traditions and memories didn't have to fade overnight."52 
For example, Papias, bishop of Hierapolis, declared that he would 

listen to the oral account of eyewitnesses or those who had 
access to them than learn it from books. Yet, Christians captured rap­
idly the potential of a written means of delivery and circulated letters 
and codices among house-churches.54 The written message became 

to the "masses," which may have led to unsystematic copying 
processes by undisciplined scribes. Yet, as Holmes writes, the evidence 
leads toward mega-conservation and mini-alteration of the original 
writings. 55 In other words, although the texts were subjected to modi­
fications, the level of stability remains remarkable. No other ancient 
text presents that level of stability.56 Furthermore, if the New Testa­
ment had remained untouched from the beginning and the number 

canonical books clearly stated,S7 Ehrman would be the first to call 
it a fraud. 

How did God's people measure the "correctness" of certain 
their inspiration, and recognize their status as Holy 
Christians recognized biblical authority on the basis 

apostolicity, orthodoxy, catholicity, and tra­
ditional use. 58 I disagree with S. T. Coleridge that merely "the spirit 
of the Bible" and not the "detailed words or sentences" should be 
considered "infallible and absolute. This contradicts Jesus' view 
the Scriptures and His own spoken words. 60 I prefer what Richard 
Bauckham61 calls the coincidence view which prevailed in early Chris­
tianity. This means that the content of apostolic tradition coincided 
vvith the content of the Scriptures; the apostolic tradition was found 
in the apostolic writings as well as in the oral tradition handed down 
from the apostles. The criterion of inspiration is complex. Daniel 
HoflInan explains inspiration as the "work of the Holy Spirit in 
ing human authors to compose and record God's selected message in 
the words of the original documents. Rodney L. Petersen's defini­
tion acknowledges the reader's engagement in this endeavor; the work 

the Holy Spirit is also essential to decipher the message of the Bible 
because he "[stimulates] the faithful in understanding and in the per­
formance of acts of virtue or charity."6l The text itself is useless unless 
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the reader properly interprets it and personally applies its principles. fit 

Therefore, the meaning of the text is as important as the technicality 

the language.Go
' 

Paul Feinberg also connected inerrancy to hermeneutics. 
considered the terms "indefectibility," "infallibility," and "indeceiv­
ability" inadequate to qualify inerrancy.66 For him, "Inerrancy means 
that when all facts are known, the Scriptures in their oribrinal auto­
graphs and properly interpreted will be shown to be wholly true in 
everything that they affirm, whether that has to do with doctrine or 

or with the social, physical, or life sciences."Ii! It involves the 
work of God (Scriptures as completely true), the Holy Spirit (neces­
sary enlightenment), and human beings (interpretation not infallible). 
Kevin Vanhoozer also declined to approach Scripture only \,vith the 
historical-actualist or the verbal-conceptualist "Scripture is 
neither simply the recital of the acts of God nor merely a book of 
propositions. Scripture is rather composed of divine-human speech 
acts that, through what they say, accomplish several authoritative, 
cognitive, spiritual, and social functions."68 Scripture does not contain 
a stagnant message but "a way to venture" in knowing God. 59 After 
all, all that the first Christians had was the Jewish Scriptures and the 
kerygma. The work of their scribes attests to the fact that they viewed 

holy texts as a dynamic and vibrant world. Inerrancy was not a 
primary doctrinal concern for the propagation of the faith. Ehrman's 
limited and negative understanding of inerrancy ("the Bible is with­
out error") does not capture the early Christians' view of Scriptures. 
By contrast, Dan Wallace's open and positive terminology 
is that the Bible is true in what it touches"Jlo moves toward the 

Christians' take on nature of canonical literature. 

CONCLUSION 

In this brief excursus in scribal handling of the sacred texts, I have 
tried to show that Ehrman's generalization on who changed the 
New Testament neglected factors that controlled and preserved the 
text and that examine early Christian understanding Scriptures. 
Jesus' followers delivered and promulgated his message first orally, but 
Christianity became rapidly a textual movement. The biblical writers 
and copyists' task was to transpose into writing the riches of God's 
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message, a daunting task. The process of transcribing oral tradition 
into a written form presented problems. As Jaroslav Pelikan writes, 
"VVhat is lost when the spoken word is reduced to writing must be 
balanced against what is preserved in that same process and by means 
of it."!' Contrary to modern views of inscripturation, biblical scribes 
were active in the recording process and focused on the gist of the 
message rather than the precise wording of tradition. Neverthe­

early Christian scribes quickly developed a scriptural attitude 
toward their texts while guarding themselves against Pharisees' 
"scripturolatry." Prompted by a reverence for religious writings that 
they inherited from their Jewish precursors and the exactitude of the 
Alexandrian bookmakers, they showed some conservative copying 

although exactness was not the dominating trend. Scribes 
"were more interested in making the message of the text clear 
than in transmitting errorless [manuscripts] ."72 So, when Ehrman 
deplores their lack of accuracy, he criticizes them anachronistically. 
Their understanding of the nature of Scriptures did not involve a 
word-perfect transmission of the text. 

By defective reasoning, misuse of evidence, and a misconception 
of inerrancy, Ehrman fails to build a case for the unreliability of the 

Testament text as a sacred and inspired text. The existing textual 
variants give different shadings to the text but do not transform the 
essence of the message. Scripture is not the only way the God of the 
Bible reveals himself. He makes himself known in nature, CplpWtJ 

worship, service, and relationships. Yet, the most permanent, accurate, 
complete way of knowing God happens "through his gracious 

self-disclosure in scripture breaking in on [the] minds and hearts in the 
power of the Spirit. This requires not only the Spirit's work to remove 
our willful incapacity to believe and recognize the truth ... but ... 

requires Spirit-empowered willingness to adopt a quite different 
worldview."73 This worldview usually baffles our understanding and 
rationality.74 Ehrman par principe rejects it and places his trust in the 
evidential perspective of textual criticism. 
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Introduction 
For a brid~ discussion of the chief considerations and critrria that 


New Testament text critics take into account in doing their work, see Bruce IvL 

and Bart D. Ehrman, The '{ext qf tlU? New Testmnent: It5 Transmis.lion, Corruption, 


and Restomtion. 4th ed. (New York: Oxford University 2005),30043, esp. 302-5. 


2. "Reasoned eclecticism" is the to textual criticism in which some 
factors outside th!: :-Jew Testament manuscripts, such as "the age, weight, and diver-

of witness!:s to a variant, are considered and "playa role in textual 
decisions." Gordon D. Fcc, "Rigorous or Reasoned Eclecticism-Which?" in Eldon 
Jay Epp and Gordon D. Fee, cds., Studies in the TheOlY and 1l1ethod a/New Te.stament Textual 
Criticism, (Grand Rapids: Ecrdmans, 12,1. Reasoned eclecticism is a middle road 
between the historical-documentary method and or thoroughgoing eclecti­
cism. The historical-documentary method relies upon external data and "attempts to 
reconstruct the history of the New TC'stament text tracing the lines of transmission 
back to the very earliest attainable stages" and then 
seeks to choose "the that represents the parliest attainable level of the textual 
tradition." Rigorous or thoroughgoing eclecticism relies upon internal criteria such as 
"the context or the passage, the author's style and vocabulary, or the author's theol­
ogy, while taking into account such factors as scribal habits." Reasoned eckcticism 
combines elements of these two methods because both approaches have much to 
commend but neither is fully on its own to deal with what critics realistically 
find in the manuscripts. EldonJay Epp, "Decision Points in New Testament 'Iextual 

and fee, Stl1difS in Ille Theo~y and lvfetllOd of }{ew 'ustamellt Textual 
31-36. 

3. For more on the history of New Testament textual criticism <md New Tes­
lament text crit.ieal method, see Metzger and Ehrman, The Text flf !hI' .New Testament, 
20:)49, as well as the following in The Text of tJu: }lew Tts/mnmt ill Research: 
Essays on the Status OJtaestionis, cd. Bart D. Ehrman and Michael W. Holmes 
Rapids: Eerdmans, 1995): Daniel Wallace. "The Majority '1ext Theory: 
Methods, and Critique," 297-320; J. Keith Elliott, "Thoroughgoing Eclecticism in 

"321 35; and "Reasoned Eclecticism in New '1estamcnt 
Textual Criticism," 336 60. For a defense of thoroughgoing eclecticism, see.J. K. 
Elliott, "The Case for Thoroughgoing Eclecticism," in Rethinking New 'Testament Textual 
Criticism, ed. David Alan Black Rapids: Baker Academic, 2(02), 101-24. 
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vVith to Marcion's text of the Pauline recent work has demonstrated 
that rather than creating a text, the wording of texts 
in existence: c( Ulrich Schmid, l\Jarcion rmd Snn Rekonstmktioll und Histonsche 
Eillordnung der i\Jarrlollitischen PauluJbrie/illlsgahe fMarcion and His Apostle: Reconstruc­
tion and Historical Classification of the' Marcionite Edition of the Pauline L>ttersJ, 
ANTF 25 (Berlin and New York: De Gruytcr, I (95);.JohnJ Clabcaux, A L()Jt Edition (!l 
the L,lIers 0/ Pllul: A Ri;assf'.ulT/fTlt oj the 7pxt of the RlUline CorjlUs Attested by Afare'ioll, Catholic 
Biblical (~uarterly Monograph 21 (VVashington, nc.: CBAA, 1(89); Gilles (~lIispel, 
"Mar-cion and lhe T(:xt of the New 'li'stamen l," Christiallae 52 (1998): 349-GO. 

52. The two srCljons. I 24 and 25 114. were written and at first circu­
latl'd senaratelv. Later the two sections were combined and Parables 9 and 

the two parts into a single document. Cf: Carolyn Osiek, 0/ 
HermflS, Hermenei;t (Minneapolis: Fortress Press. 1(99). 10-16. 

some, larg('ly on the 
basis of the testimony of Cll'l11cnt of Akxandria about the so-called Secret 
:\lark Koester, "'Iht of tht' Synoptic Gospels," 34 :n; Koeste,; Allcient Chri.ltiall 
(;wjJe/s, 293 30:3). I remain unpersuadt'd, however, that the IeUer attribuled to Clem­
ent is other than a hoax or i()rgery. Jl.-Iorrover, eVt'n if onr wt'rt' inclined to 
a('('('pt it as authrntic, it is not at all dear that "S('cret Mark" is part of the prehistory 
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of canonical Mark rather than its post-history (so Scoll G. Brown, "On 
the Composition History of the Longer ["Secret"] of Mark," Biblical 
Literature 122 89 110). ror an overview and bibliography or the dl'bate about 
"Secret Mark" consult Adela Yarbro Coilins, Jt1ark: A Hcrrnencia 
neapolis: h)flress Press, 2007), 484 93. For yet another vicw of l\Iark, cf Christian-B. 
Amphoux, "Une (~dition «plurif-Il('» de .Mare," in The New 'festament lext ill E,"arb' Chris­

du ..Nouveau TeS/fIll/ent au dlbul du christwnisme, ('d. Christian-B. Amphoux 

andJ. Keith Elliott (Lausanne: Editions du Zl'brc, 2003), 69 80. 

54. Zuntz, "Text ~f the hfiistles, 21 20. 

Klos[('rmann on 55. Origen, Comm. J\1att. 15.14 text as reconstructed 

the basis 01" the' Latin translation; cf. GCS Hhke 

(Leiden and 

Boston: 

56. R. Rovse, Scribal Habits ill 

57. E.g., the s\ribe of 1."': cf. Scribal {[aliils, I03-97;.J. 
Readings in the Gospel Text of 1."\" in The Earliesl The 

Transmission of the Enrliest Clm'Jtian G'ospels-The Contribution of the Chester Brativ 
Codex P''' cd. Charlcs Horton (London: T & T Clark, 20041, 12'2 31; Barbara Aland, 
"The of the Chester B('atly Biblical Papyri in Early Church Historv," in 

Horton, The Rarliest Gospe!s, lOB 21. 

58. Colwell, Slut/ie.> iIl 1'vlethudolol!v, 	 Scribal 704 

has sometimes been ascribed to 

59. Diorllu)sis was an activity rOlll indy per/(Jrmcd by r('adcrs who wished to have' 
a reliable copy of it manuscript, especially if a nrwly copied one (in which the 
presence of copying errors in need of correction was taken fi:lr The evid('nce 
of the papyri indicat('s that in performing this routine activity some readers (including 

but not all) onen "IHt themselves free to make corrections in 
Imnro\~mY it by their own standards of correctllt'ss, whether grammatically, 

and Aland, Text, (9). For a discussion of thr 
see Michael \V Holmes, "Codex Bezae as 

the Lullell Colloquium, I 99+, 
Brill,19%), 14950. 

!"lO. Indeed, if the corrections wn(' especially thorough, it is entirely possiblr: li)f a 
given manuscript from itself in turn a copy of corrected according to 

to look more like even though it is lhe grandchild of th(' latteI; 

61. Holmes, "Codex Bezae," 147 50; l\·ficharl \v. Holmes, "The Text of 


Evidence of the Earli('st 'Commentary' on Romans?" in Testament 

Their ?exi and Their TVin/d, cd. Tobias Nicklas (Leidcn: Brill, 2006l. 189 :106. 


62. Klaus Wachtel, Del' Dt'zallll.nlS('"!l1' 


Hiistehulig dcr Koille t/es Smen cTeSlamen/.I 

A Study of the f()rmation or the Koint of' the l\"cw 
and New York: Dc 199,5), 159 202; ZlIlltz, Text 01 the 
Birdsall, "The New T(:stament Text," in The IfI.I/or)' of 
thr Begilinillg.1 to Jerome, cd. P. R. Ackroyd and C. r: Evans Cambridge 

University Press, 1'170),328; cr. Colwell, Studies, 4-9 53. 
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63. Zuntz, 'Text ~I tlu: 267-30. 

6·t. J. Neville Birdsall, "Rational Erle'cticisrn and the Oldest l'vlanuseripLo;: A Com­
Study of the Bodmer and Chester Beat ty Papyri of the Gospel of Luke," Collected 

'Textual CriliLilm N:I.: 2(06),99; Gordon D. 
The Myth of l"(:xtual Rrcension in Alexandria, in New 

DimensiolLs in AI'll' Tes'lamenl ('d. by;V1. C. T('nncy and R. N. (Grand 
Rapids: Zondcrvan, 1974-), 19 45; Carlo M. Martini, Ii problema della reull.Iiunalitri 
del coriirf 11 alia luce Bodmer ).:7]/ [The Problem of th(' Reu:nsional Character of 
Codex B in light of Papyrus Bodmer XIV1 (Rome: Pontifical Biblical Institute, 

65. \"\/isse, "Natur(' and Purpose," 44 45. 

66. Hurtado, "1'11(' New Testamt'nt lext in the Second 1:1-13. 

67. Continuing to usc, as at the beginning of the essay, "in the late Jirst 
as shorthand for "the timr when the variolls documents that now cornprise the N('w 
Testamrnt began to be copied and circulate" (whenever and in whatever form that 
was fix a 

Abrade and A1i.I:,irm: The Authmticatioll 
qf J4mk, WGNT 2,112 

of Romans consult RobertJcweLL, Romans: A Com-
Fortress Press, 2007J, 985- 1014. Though some 

7:538: 1I111lay have bc('n known to second century 
such as Papias (rL Michael w: Holmes, Fa/hns: Greek Texis and English 

Translations, 3rd ed. [(~rand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2007], 72'1 it does not make 
an appearance in the manuscript tradition until ca. +00, in Codex Rezac. 

69. For ("xanml('s Irom the Gospels, cf. VVisse, "Nature and Purpose," 47 -5,. 

Ihr point was r('pratedly made lhat "we just don't know 
approximate the original or not." Tnle enough; it is, equally 

true that w(' don't know that we can't recover it. In any case, the claim is a bit of a red 
inasmuch as history deals with probabilities, not certaintv of 

7 l. Epp, ':-\re New Testament ,. 105. 

Chapter 3 
l. 	 in this essay more expansi\"t'ly in my book 

Know, 200B). 

For a luller de'monstration of these esp. L 

3. I grew up in Tt'xas in Churches of Christ, which share a hroader history 
with the Disciples of Christ Church) and independent Christian Churches 

what has been call('d "the Restoration Movement" or "the' Stonc-CampbcIlIVlove­
mrnl." For histories of the' movement. David Edwin Harrell, A Sorial I!f the 

0/ Christ, 2 ,"0 Is. (l\'asll\ille: Disciples of Christ Historical 
:'Iiat.llan O. Hatch, The Dem(){ra/i~:atilJn 0/ American Christianity (l\"ew Haven: Yale Gni-

Press, Ri("hard T Reviving the Ancient Fai/h: the .5J~o~y qf Churches I!f 
Chrisl in America (Grand Rapids: Et'rdmans, 19D6); Hellr}" E. Wehb, In Search of Christian 

II 	 lfis/m~v 0/ Ihe Res/omtion A1ol"emmt, rev. cd. iAbilent'. Tex,: Abilene Christian 
Press, 
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Behind Who the Bible anri4. 

Francisco: 


5. Even pronouncements by Roman Catholic hierarchy and councils that the 

Latin Vulgate is the edilio it)r oJIicial usc in Catholic churches do not only 
the Vulgate as scriptun'. Sec "Vulgate," in New Catholic })II)'dopedia, 2nd cd. (Washing­
ton nc.: Catholic Uniwn;itv of America: Farmington Hills, Mich.: Thomson Gale, 

14.591 600. 

6. Some Christians have the physical, delineable 
as "the visible church" and the full, umcen body of Christ as "the invisible church." But 
Christian theologians, at least many of them, prefer not to of the local congre­

as the "visible church" and th{' entire body of Christ as the "invisible church:' 
as David Kelsey has put it, "the church universal is as 

rrrn,,,tion" (David H. Kelsey, To Understand God 
Knox, I 992J ' 

7. Again, fhe greater church, with which COI1PTCL'atlOns arcW 

in som{' way 'one,' that is, the church 'catholic' or 'ecurrwnical,' while 
ily localizable, always present as particular congregations-though not necessarily only 
present as local congregations (whether or not it is present in other ways call remain an 
open question)'-is never localized, never exhaustively present as nor simply identical 

with a local congregation" Underrtalld God Tru[y, 150 

8. The point is well mad{' l\farkJordan when speaking about Thomas Aqui­
nas's bclieJs about translation of scripture: "Thomas's confid{,llee in the possibility 
of translation is a theological confidence. It extends just to the essentials of faith. 

... It must be possible to articulate truths cssentjal to I:lith in every 
n Jordan , Rewritten Tlu:olo[!P: Aquinas A/ier His Readers [Malden, Mass.; Oxford; Carlton, 

Victoria, Australia: 

9. The usually cited impulsr [or "narrative theolo.l,'Y" and its understanding of 

scripture as narrative is Hans Frci, The Edipse 0/ Bibliral./vnrralive: A 
and }I'lnetel'llth Centu~y Her/lleneutics Haven: Yale L:nivcrsity Press, I but now 
there are hundreds of books and many more articles on the theme. David Kelsey 
Ullderstand God TruD', 170 71) explicitly makes the points I have highlighted here: that 
the other genres of scripture arc ollen taken by Christians as imbedded within the 

major, larger narratives Christian scripture is thought to contain. 

O. 	 For a fuller lreatment of these ideas, sec my SI:X and tile 

in Biblical (Louisville: 


I I. I stress 
ingJesus. Ehrman is quite aware of 
makes clear toward the conclusion of his book 

his reader any clue that perhaps since 

able, there/ilre the inaccessibilitv of the 

12. Rowan A. Greer, Ai1hmllrlm to Scripturl': hom to the Present 

(New York: Crossroad, 200G). This or lohn Locke is f(llmd on Jl. 78. 
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13. Sec Augustine, On Christian Doctrine 1 Martin, Sex and Savior, 
12,49, 161:1; and ojthe Bible, 1:1384. 

14. Bart D. Ehrman, 'll1c Orthodox 0/ Scripture: The 
COlltrolJerJieJ Oil the 'lext oj the -"'eu! ustament York: OxfiJrd 


1993), 


Chopter 4 
I. W n Davies and n C. Criliclil and Cummentary 011 the Gospel 

Saillt A1i1lthew, vol. 2 1~ and T Clark, 199]),567 n. 23. 

2. Readings that are 01' no particular interpretative 
able f()r stcmmatological analysis, and so perhaps mor{' than 
readings that have a profound influence on the meaning of the text. 

3. The age of a reading is not the same as the age of the oldest manuscript 
in which it is f()Und. Of course, unless it can be cogently that a reading was 

into being in that manuscript, it will always iw older than that 
at least by the difference in age between that manuscript and the ont' from which it 

IVIoreover, variant readings in the New Tbtament seem to have been 
nrc,,'rwri f(x a long time, so that sometimes readings had hitherto been believed to be 

4. This rise to some interesting situations, since although the Hebrew is 
the original tong'uc and the Greek a derivative of it, the Septuagint was made a thou­
sand years beRm' the manuscript which best represents the Ivlassoretic text, and on 
occasion provides an older and more intelligible /()['m of texL 

5. This is true of Roman Catholicism, which until rather recently adhered to a 
printed u)rm of the Latin Vulgate texL It is now only a few Protestant 

groups that ding stubbornly to the fc)rm of text as it happened first to be printed. 

6. The Peshitta is the Syrian equivalent of rhe Latin Vulgate, a f'Jrffi of text 
gwen in the fifth century Rabbula, Bishop of much as the Latin 
was authorised by Pope Damasus. And also as w'ith the Latin, it is a particular form of 
the Syriac which is accepted in its printed form. 

7. See C. Hempel, "The Literary Development of the S-Tradition. A New 
Paradigm," RiCl1t de Qjlmran 22 (2006): 38940 I. 

8. In fact, today we possess more multiple f<lnns than anv other generation, uJr 
in the past couple of centuries Wf' have been able to recover 

of text, fIrst in the discovery of older witnesses in libraries, more recently the 
n:,covfTY of papyrus texts from desert sites. 

9. 	 In D.C. Parker, The uxt 0/ tire (Cambridge: Univrr­
19(7), ]02. 

10. which we tend to associate details Ii'om olher 
Gospels with the version in a GospeL 

. For a more detailed explanation (and the same one's 
tfec), st"(' D. C. Parker; An introduction to the J'vew Testammt NIIWUlcnnts 

Cambridge Cniversity Press, 2008). 
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1:1. from the 	 given, it j, sOllletimes 
author is not a modern imposition 

upon 

13. 	 I am thinking of the so-called Kr text, exemplIIJet1 111 caretully-copH'd manu­
such as 19 or 35, which provides the basis lor the orthography of modern editions. 

14. 'rhe tools availabl!' from Birmingham and Jl.Iimstcr, ('ven in their cur­
rellt stag" of developn should b!' the port of call for anyone interested in thc New 
Testament text. 

L'). See D. C. Parker, Codo. Sinlli/ieus: The SIIl~l' rf' Ihe IHJlirb Oldesl Bible (London: 
The British Librarv: and Peabody, Mass.: Hendrickson, 20 I 

Chapfer 5 
771e Sl{j~y Behind JVIIO Ch(lIlKed the Bible and H'fryL 

(New York: 	 200.1). 10. 
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3. Sec Barbara Aland. Kurt Aland, 
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BibeIgesellschali, 20()]), and The Greek New Testament 
LJnitrd Bible Societies, 1994). 

4. 7lte 7exto( the Cni-
Press, 

5. 	 The nfth century Codex Alexandrinus also contains books not prf'S­
namely 1&2 Clement, which /(")]Jow Revelation in tht' 

6. fbr a good characl("'rization of the rclbrmed hand, see among 
others \~ Gamble, Booh and Rewln:, in (i( EllIh G'fais/iall 
'Texis (New Hawn: Yale University Press, 1995), 7 (}--74. 

7. 	 Sl;1',mjtmnce of Ihe Biblical Pal~yri in 
The Origins and 1ransmission q( lite EarJif.l/ Chris/ian 

The Coulribulil!J1 rf' Chesler Rcal{r Codex P45, Charles Horton, rd. (Ncw \(xk: 
T&T lOB. 

B. Ibid., 116. 

9. See Eldon Jay Epp, The 1imdmq q/ GHiex Rezac CilIllilbrigtmsis ill Atls 
(Eugen(', Ore.: \Vipf & Stock, with an excellcnt summary of his findin!!s on 
pages I 65 7 I. 

10. B. E Westcott and F J. A. /ll/mduriion 10 the TfJlamenl in Ihe 

Oreek with Notes on Selecled York: Hamer and Brothers, 
Hendrickson Publishers, 198B), 145. 

II. 	Scc Bart Ehrman, The Or/iloilox 
Press, 
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6. Hermann Frciherr von Soden: Die 
erreichbaren vol. I, parts 1-3: 
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Markusevangeliums [Comments at the End of Mark's Gospel]," in E. Earle Ellis and 
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hurgh: T & l' Clark, 19(9), 157-80; William R. Farmer, The Last Twelve Terses of Mark 
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122- 26; idem, The Text oj the }iew Testament: Its Transmission, Corruptzon and Restoration, 
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I -XII (Garden City: Doubleday, 19(6), 332 38; Metzger, A Textual Commentary on the 
Greek }/ew Testament, 219-22; Bart D. Ehrman, 'Jesus and the Adulteress," J\ew Testa­
ment Studies 34 (1988), 2444; John Paul Heil, "The Story of Jesus and the Adulter­
ess (John 7:53 8:11) Reconsidered," Biblica 72 (1991): 182-91; Daniel B. Wallace, 
"Reconsidering The Story of Jesus and the Aduitere,s Reconsidered,'" Jli"ew Testament 
Studies 39 (1993): 290-96. Wallace is replying to Heil. 
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listament, 177; Bart D. Ehrman and Mark A. Plunkett, "The Angel and the Agony: 
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Lovering Jr., cd., Society of Bihlical Literature 1992 Seminar Papers (Atlanta: Scholars 
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1 8 (Dallas: Word, 1988) 245;Joseph A. Fitzmyer, Romans: A JVew Translation with Intro­
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(Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2(07) 344, 348-49. 
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(Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1987) 699-711; idem, God's Empowering Presence: The Holy 
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9. Early church lathers puzzltd over (hest' qu('stions, spcculating- that ~fosts 
and Elijah, pt'rhaps other Old Tcstanwnl prophets and the likc, \\Crt' among these 

on('s. Somt' mt'dieval interpreters thought that th<~s(" resurrected Ol1l'S Iivt'd on [or 
ccnturirs. 

Gretk text. 

I I. As in Bart D. Ehrman, 77le Behind JVito Clwnged the Bihle 
and Jqy (New York: HarperSanFraneisco, 20(5), 9. Ehrman's book contains s('v('ral 
specious and misleading claims about textual variants that supposedly impinge in sig­
nificant ways on important Christian tor asuccinct [ebuttal, see J. E. Komo­
sze\"'ski, l\1.J. Sawyer, and D. B. Wallace, (Grand Rapids: Kreg('l, 2006;, 
103 17, with notes on 283 95. The scholarly undf'rpinnings of .'vfisquoting ]esiLI ar(' 
Il)und in Ehrman's The Orthoilo;; Corruption qf The 0/ Ailrly Clzrist%giwl COli 

iro1Jt'Tsies on the Text lif/he .Ail'II' Ji:slllllleni (:"Jew York: OxfeJrd Universilv Prf'ss. 19931. This 
work exaggerates the ('vid('ncf' and sometimes draws 
For critical reviews, sccJ. N. Birdsall, in Theolollv 97 

Bulletin 	15 II 9(4): 210 
203-6. Birdsall, and Fee arc textual 

is Ehrman's doctoral mentor. 

discussion, see M. R. Mulholland, 'nbiathar," in J. B. (;r('('n. 
S. 	 and I. II. Marshall, eds., 0/ alld the C.o.ljJefl (Downers 

1992:. I·· 2; K. W. Whitelam, "Abiathar," in D. N. Freedman d a1., 
6 vols. (New York: Doubleda)~ 19(2) I: 13 14; Crail!" A. 

Evans, 'J\biathar," in Craig A. Evans. cd., 
Routledg'e, 200B), 1-2. 

13. Recently this objection has been raised by Ehrman, Jlfi.lf/uotin,g ]es1Is, 9 10. 

14. As rightly noted by Robert A. Guciich, M{/rk 1-11:26 (Dallas: ',\'ord, 19B!l), 
249-50; Robert H. Gundry, A1ark: A Gommmta~)' 011 Ifis Apology JilT the Cm.u (Grand 
Rapids: Eerdmans, I 1.J9'i). 229. 

his rcicrence to the 	hmom episodl' of 
October 25. 194fJ, Karl 

face to face. At some 
and w<!wd it about as he made 

and I('fi: the room. 

various oth('r dt'lails. Yet, no 
and lacts or 1he 

(,V(,llt. See H'lwt 
(Louisville ami London: 

", 
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16. On this important point, s('e RichardJ. Bauckham, and the Eyewitmsses: 
The GosjJels as ~Yfwitlless uS/lmollY (Grand Rapids: Ecrdmans, 2006). See alsoJames D. (;. 
DllllIl.}eslls Rnnemhered, Christianity in the Making I (Grand Rapids: Ecrdmans, 20(3). 

Chapter 8 
I. Bart Ehrman, iVllS(JllVllTtfJ 1he Behind Who the Bible and 

(\few York: IIarper Collins, 

2. Dale B. Martin,'The of in the present 
volume. 

y. 

Charles Horton, cd. (London: T & T Clark Intema­
3. 	 ami the the New Tcstament 

Ibid., 38. 

5. Ibid" 33. 

6. Hurtado, "The N('w Thtament in the Second Text, Collec­
tions and Canon" in Tra.n.llni.lsion lind RI'("Pjltioll: ]Vew 'Testament uxt·Critical and Exegetical 
Studie.l,j. W. Childers and D. C. Parker; cds. Wiscataway: 20(6),10 14. Chris­
tians also praised codices because they provided {~lSt and were rasily 
transportable and more economical. 

7. Kim Hail1l's-Eitzm, Guardians 0/ Letten: Literacy, Power, and the 'Transrllittm {if' 
Christian Litnatwe (Oxford: Oxfilrd Vnivcrsity 104, 

B. The kJllowing books on the {ilrrnatioll 0(" the Christian Bible explain the 
rapid shin from the oral transmission of" Jesus' to the circulation of Chris­
tian documents: Harry Y. Gamble, Books and Rmder\' in Ihe Clwrdt: A His/ory III 

Christian 7rx/s (\few Hav('ll: Yak 	 '1966; Frederick E 
Bruce, Tlte Canon 0/ (Downers Grove: Bruce M. 

c\ew uslamenl: Its and (Oxl(jrd: Clar('n-
McDonald. The Formation 0/ lhe Cltri.ltiall BiMiral Canon, 2nd ('d. 

The Formation lif the Christiall 
Fortress Press. the .il-ew 1estament 

Do(umfllis (Boston: Brill Academic, 

9. Gamble, Books (/nd Rear]C1:\', 92, .1:). 

10. Two tYVes of scribes tllriwd: the librarii or 
stenographers, secretaries, copyists, messtngtrs, and letter th!' s{"rib!lr, or 
bureaucratic scribes, handled public administrative tZlsks but could still he callcd upon 
to copy It"xts. ~'lost Iihrll7ii were slaves or freed persons in the pay of a privatt prrson 
while the official scribes were men or some Evcn women could engage in 
such activities although most evidences pointed to women working fi.,r women. Scc 
Gambl(" Books alld Rearifm, B6B7; William H. Harris, Allcient Li/era(y (Cambridge: Har­
vard l; nivcrsit v Press, 19B9), 19G 233; Haines-Eitzen, Guardians q/ Letters, 12-47. 

11. Van Dcr T(JOrII gives the example of a rabbinic tractate who priced a 10rah 
;.croll at ahout 100 minch, \\hich equaled 10,000 of silvel: Karel Van Der 
'1 horn, SI7i/;a/ Cillture !llltltlte :ilaking 0/ the Hehreu, BiMe (Cambridg-e: Harvard University 
Press, 20(7), 19. 
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Rapids: Eerdmans, 2001), 247. 
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14. Josephus, Ant. 12.3,3, See Malachi Martin, 77te Scribal CiwT1Icter 11 tlu: Dead ,sea 
Scrolls (Louvain: Publications Universilaires, \958). 

scribes were rrspon­
sible fllr "teaching, record preservation of the sacred tradition and 
on points of law and custom" Pharisees, and The 
~fiddle class scribes were imminent men, ascribed to the 
5.13.1). Finally, the villagr clerk knew rnough to record local formalities (Josephus, 
War, 	 1.24.3). 

IG. James A. Sanders, "Text and Canon: Concepts and Method," Journal lif Bih­
lical !,iterature 98 (1979): 22. 

7, Saldarini, Phan'sees, ScriheJ; and ,StlfldUJ"(ees. 273. 

it Harris, Ancient 
Christians of the second and third centuries 
classes as t he rest of G reco-Roman 
tians: 	 The Social ~Vorld IIf the 
Ekkehard vv. Stf'ut'TTI"nn 

if lis Firsl 

20. 	Haines-Eitzen, (;lImdians if utters, 68. 

21. 	Having found the case of an illit("rale scribe, Ehrman unfairly generalizes his 
argument 10 accuse most Christian scribes of incapacity. Bart D. Ehrman, 

The Storv Behind ,"Vlw Chan[!ed the BiUe and Hrtv (New York: 

22. James R. Royse, Si:rtbal Hahits in Greek Aew ies/ament 
Netherlands: Brill, 2008), 199-358. Some scholars prdcr the terms "correct" and 
"incorrect" for the c1assii1cation of textual variants. 
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24. Rafaclla Cribiore, Wliling, and Students in Graeeo-Roman (Atlanta: 
Scholars, 19(6), 44, 137. 
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A. K. Bmvman and G. Woolf Cambridge liniver'iit y Press, 1 1-16. 
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and Power in the Ancient ~torld, 126 48, 


27. Gordon D. f't-e, "The Use of th" Greek Fathers fiJI' New Testament 'I('xlual 
Criticism," in The Text 11' the New Testament in COl1tnllpora~y Research: on the Status 
OJlaestionis, ed. Hart D. Ehrman and Michael \V. Holmrs (Grand Rapids: Ecrdlll<lnS, 
1 193. 
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\-v. Comfort, LnCIJuntemll!. 
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