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PREFACE
+

he purpose of the Greer-Heard Point-Counterpoint Forum in Faith

and Culture is to provide a venue for fair-minded dialogue on sub-

jects of importance in religion or culture. The intention is to have
an evangelical Christian dialogue with a non-evangelical or non-Chris-
tian. The forum is intended to be a dialogue rather than a debate. As
such, itis a bit more freewheeling than a traditional debate, and it is not
scored. The goal is a respectful exchange of ideas without compromise.
So often in our culture the sorts of issues that the forum addresses stoke
the 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 for 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
disagrees. The result often is that what passes for argument is really
nothing more than a prolonged example of the straw man fallacy.

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 of 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 actually 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 fesus: 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.
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Why New Testament Textual Criticism Matters:
A Non-Critic’s Perspective

Robert B. Stewart

thank God for text critics. Everyone who reads the New Testament
owes them a debt. This is not merely an opinion, it is a fact—a fact
of which many are blissfully unaware. The debt that readers 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 @ Greek New Testament. In other words, I am reading
an edited Greek New Testament, the product of multitudinous editorial
decisions, all of which were made by New Testament textual critics.
Both Bart Ehrman and Daniel B. Wallace are well aware of this
debt. In fact, as text critics, they occupy a privileged position {rom
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 antiquity —by far. This is good news
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for those interested in knowing about Jesus 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 textual variant demands a deci-
sion, a decision that will be made by a text critic.

As someone whose field is not New Testament textual criticism,
[ have tremendous respect for those who dedicate their lives to the
sort of painstaking preparation and research 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 digital 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 difficulties that modern readers face when dealing with texts
that have no breaks between words). One also has to learn how best to
apply the general rules of textual criticism."! But at the end of the day,
general rules are still only general rules, 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 not always in agreement as to methodology.
Although my look-around-town epistemology tells me that most of
the leading text critics of our day would identify with reasoned eclec-
ticism,? other approaches compete for the allegiance of text critics.’
More significant still is the fact that, even among those who are agreed
as to the overall method that should be used, there is a bewildering
difference of opinion. It is probably best to say that at this tme, text
critics are broadly agreed but at numerous particular points have sig-
nificant differences 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 delivering
a single usable text to Bible translators, who then pass on the prod-
uct of their work to ordinary Bible readers, the work of text critics
can also provide a window through which to view at least a sliver of
the past, even if only indirectly. In similar fashion to how physicists
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provide us a glimpse into how the universe came to be through the
detailed analysis of fundamental particles of matter, text critics pro-
vide us a glimpse of the early church through the detailed analysis of
manuscripts of the New Testament. Different scholars will disagree as
to what the evidence they examine means or the degree to which we
can gain insights from such investigation, but virtually all agree that, at
least in theory, we can learn something about the early church in this
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 lack certain
books that are part of the New Testament as we recognize it today.
Still others feature differences in order among the books of the New
Testament. These differences allow scholars a glimpse into how the
New Testament canon developed. So historians and theologians are
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 criticism 1s quite complex and detailed, and therefore proceeds
at a snail’s pace. Most who study the New Testament, however, want
to get on with the “real work” of exegesis, theology, preaching, and
applied ministry, 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 critics 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 Testament.

Bart Ehrman is the rare writer who can make textual criticism
interesting to the layperson. His Misquoting Jesus is a clear and provoca-
tive book that makes basic New Testament textual criticism under-
standable to the novice as it popularizes some of the major points in
his earlier work The Orthodox Corruption of Scripture.* In the introduction
to Misquoting Jesus, Ehrman shares some of his personal journey from
fundamentalist Christianity, emphasizing the inerrancy of Scripture,



4 THE RELIABILITY OF THE NEW TESTAMENT

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 Times best-seller list. All New Testament textual critics should
thank Ehrman for making their discipline relevant to the masses. In
a very real sense, the dialogue and essays in this book result from the
popularity of Misquoting Jesus. Misquoting Jesus has sold extremely well
not only because it is very well written (although it certainly is; but
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-
tually reliable? For instance, what does it mean to speak of the New
Testament? Of what exactly does the New Testament consist? Does
the New Testament contain the longer ending of Mark’s Gospel? Does
it contain the story of the woman taken in adultery? Does it contain
1 John 5:7 or Acts 8:37 as recorded in the King James Version?® These
are only a few of the most obvious passages that are seriously ques-
tioned as to whether they actually are part of the New Testament.

still, the fundamental question is not simply whether a given 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 surely
no. The New Testament is no single text but rather a collection 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
that text critics provide for scholars to use in translation and critical
research (including the critical apparatus).” Obviously, this is no single
translation, nor any single ancient manuscript, but rather an edited
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 clearly demonstrated by the fact that at least one
modern edition of the Bible, the New King James Version, translates
a different Greek text than most others. It is probably best to say that
when text critics speak of’ the New Testament text, they generally refer
to the latest edition of the Nestle-Aland Greek New Testament.®
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What does it mean for 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, I suggest that we think of textual reliability in terms of prob-
ability, or failing that, plausibility.® We simply cannot have certainty
about historical texts whose originals are not available. But we can
have confidence that the wording of contemporary critical New Tes-
tament texts reflects what the autograph most likely said, given the
available evidence. Textual reliability is more like a legal verdict than
itis like the balancing of a checkbook: given the available evidence, we
can be confident beyond a reasonable doubt that this reading is most
likely the original.

The answer, then, to the question of New Testament textual reli-
ability depends, at least in part, 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
data and resources available to them coupled with their training and
skill, can be trusted to deliver a reliable edition of the New Testa-
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.”!
Some, no doubt, would have more serious questions about the state
of the evidence—qualitatively or quantitatively, or both—while others
would have concerns about the methods being used, or those evaluat-
ing the evidence. Sll others are confident that the text of the New
Testament is at least reliable, even if we don’t know all the answers to
all the questions that can be raised concerning it.

A debate is raging 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
since the days of Westcott and Hort, the architects of modern textual
criticism, to recover the original wording of the New Testament. But
some leading scholars are arguing that the task should be reconceived
as discovery of the earliest available text, rather than recovery of the original
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text. Ehrman plainly believes that we cannot get back to the original
{or 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
Jesus is impossible.”!! The text is thus irretrievable. Yet he also insists,
“But the question is not whether we can recover it, but why we want
t0.”'? Parker believes that instead of a single authoritative text, there
are numerous, legiimate texts that represent the interpretations of
differing Christian communities.”® At the end of the day, in Parker’s
opinion, the manuscripts we have tell us about themselves and their
communities, and he holds that seeing the primary purpose of New
Testament textual criticism as one of arriving at the original reading is
inconsistent with the nature of the texts with which the critic deals.”

Although Ehrman and Parker agree that we cannot recover the
original wording of the text (for different reasons), they disagree as
to the importance of this belief. For Ehrman, it matters a great deal;
for Parker, not so much. Eldon Jay Epp follows Parker in holding that
the role of the Spirit and the community take priority over a reliable
text.”” 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 sce 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, Wallace and Moisés Silva reject this revisioning of the
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 onginal wording of the New Testament is in theory impossible or
secondary in importance.' And like Ehrman, they 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 prior to or more fundamental than the
text of the New Testament. The issue is what should the primary task
of New Testament textual criticism be? 1t will certainly be interesting
to see what direction the critical guild moves with regard to this issue.

As a philosopher, I find some areas especially interesting as 1
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
the available New Testament manuscripts.

1.e.,

Skepticism and its parent, empiricism, have a long and distin-
guished history in Western thought. But the 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 the
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’ beliefs.

Bart Ehrman scems to hold that the New Testament that textual
critics 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-
edge impossibly high. In chapter 2 of his classic work, The Problems of
Phalosophy, Bertrand Russell makes an important point. He takes up the
question of whether there is in any sense an external world that we can
know. He writes:

This question is of the greatest importance, For if we cannot be
sure of the independentexistence of objects, we cannot be sure of
the independent existence of other people’s bodies, and therefore
still less of other people’s minds, since we have no grounds for
believing in their minds except such as are derived from observing
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their bodies. Thus if we 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 slightest reason
to suppose that it is true.”

There is not the shightest reason to suppose thai 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 slightest reason to believe that we can’t
recover the original, but whether there is sufficient reason to do so. No
doubt, Ehrman believes that he has at least 300,000 reasons to hold that
we cannot know what the originals said. But is this reasoning justified?

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 for 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 have no evidence for at the moment? Of course it’s possible. But
where is the evidence for such a reading” We have none. Indeed, by
definition, we can have none. If we had such a reading, it would not
be a reading 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
believed——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 get it right. But they can get it right.”® In fact,
I have good reason to think that in many, if not most cases, text crit-
ics have gotten it right. How can I believe this? I believe this because
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I believe in the rationality of the general rules of textual criticism and
the integrity of text critics.

We must therefore insist not only that one must note general evi-
dence gf corruption 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
possibility—or, i one prefers, a degree of uncertainty—but we should
not allow this degree of uncertainty to lead to unbridled skepticism.
For the most part, we can certainly be confident of arriving at the
point where we can responsibly say, “Given the available textual data
and considering both internal and external factors, we may say that
this reading is most likely to be the original.” We should thus take 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. It1s 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 agreement as to how they arose.

There are, however, a number of textual variants that are truly
significant. There are plausible suppositions as to why these occurred,
but that is what they are—plausible suppositions—and most of them
subject to serious challenge. The critics who make these suppositions
presume that one can identify which party corrupted the text and for
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-
view), It is even more difficult to divine the theological motivation of
an unknown copyist who generally cannot be placed with any degree
of certainty 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 they
believed was orthodoxy. Their unorthodox beliefs were in fact overre-
actions to beliefs that #hey deemed unorthodox (and which often were).
The upshot is that in such a context, the “corruption” could have been
a move away from what we now call orthodoxy rather than a move
toward it, although it was clearly motivated by a concern for what the
“corrupters” considered orthodox belief. In other words, it is likely that
there was a whole lot of corrupting going on—and that those we today
call orthodox were not the only corrupters.

Sill, there is nothing that says that one cannof identify the theologi-
cal reason behind a significant textual variant. I am proposing, how-
ever, that one proceed with caution and a bit of reasoned skepticism
on this point, recognizing that equally plausible alternative theories
may arise. Indeed, fair-minded text critics and early church historians
frequently interpret the same data in differing ways. Therefore, one
should hold one’s conclusions in this regard with a fair amount of
epistemological humility.

This highlights the detective-like nature of 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 Téxt of the New Téstament, Bruce Metzger and
Bart Ehrman cite the Oxford Dictionary of National Biography 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 beliefs.”'® Burgon “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.”® 1 find it interesting that Ehrman agrees with Burgon
on this point. Ehrman writes, “For the only reason (I came to think]
for 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, just as he
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had miraculously inspired them in the first place.
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Apparently, Burgon would argue modus ponens:*

{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.

(3) Therefore, God has also providendally prevented the
New Testament manuscripts from being seriously corrupted.

Ehrman, in contrast, seems to be arguing modus tollens:”*

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

(2) New Testament manuscripts show numerous signs of
corruption,

(3) Therefore, God did not inspire the New Testament
autographs.

Both are valid argument forms. The major premise (1) is the same in
both. Some will reject (2) in one or both arguments. 1 have no inter-
est in rejecting (2) in either argument. I affirm the inspiration of the
autographs. I also accept the fact that there has been some significant
corruption in the transmission of the New Testament text. Bracketing
the question of what one means by “serious corruption,” it appears
then that the only issue is whether or not (1) is true.

I'see no compelling reason to think that (1) is true. The Bible does
not explicitly teach any such thing, although the Bible does affirm its
own inspiration. (I am ot 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), “It God inspired the New Testa-
ment autographs,” does not entail its consequent, “then he would also
prevent them from being seriously corrupted.” It is thus incumbent
upon both Burgon and Ehrman to demonstrate the truthfulness of (1).
I do not know upon what grounds they can do so if there is no biblical
or logical warrant for believing (1).%

I suspect that (1) “seems” logical to both Burgon and Ehrman
because that’s what they would do if they were God. But seeming logical
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is not the same thing as being logical. To think that one is the same as
the other is to mistake psychology for logic. Furthermore, understand-
ing how 7 would act is not a sound theological method for discerning
how God must act. 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 afhrms 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 enough
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 the text means.”® 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 are generally based
upon a reliable Greek text. Bart agrees that none of these variants
changes any cardinal doctrine of Christian faith but does not think the
issue is whether or not doctrine is affected.

In the dialogue that follows, Bart and Dan lay out their respective
positions and then forcefully question each other. The discussion is
lively, and the issues are important. I hope you benefit from reading it.

+

The Textual Reliability of the New Testament:
A Dialogue

Bart 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 large undergraduate v
class this semester on the New Testament, and of course, most of
my students are from the South; most of them have been raised in
good Christian families. I've found over the years that they have a far
greater commitment to the Bible than knowledge about it. So this last
semester, I did something I don’t normally do. T started off my class
of 300 students by saying the first day, “How many of you in here
would agree with the proposition that the Bible is the inspired word
of God?” Vom! The entire room raises its hand. “Okay, that’s great,
Now how many of you have read The Da Vinci Code?” Voom! The entire
room raises its hand. “How many of you have read the entire Bible?”
Scattered hands. “Now, I'm not telling you that [ think God wrote the
Bible. You're telling me that you think God wrote the Bible. I can see
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why 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.

The 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 course-—especially
my nineteen-year-old students from North Carolina— -is that when
we're reading the Bible, we're not actually reading the words of Mat-
thew, 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 the
onginals of Matthew, Mark, Luke, John, or Paul, because we don’t have
the originals of any of the books of the New Testament. W hat 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 Testament
originally wrote. For some Christians, that’s not a big problem because
they 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? Moreover, 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 give 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 Western 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 get our New Testament?” T'll be spending
my forty minutes trying to deal with that particular issue.
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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 vears
have thought that maybe Mark was written in the city of Romej 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? Well, it wasn’t
like it is today. Today, 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
example—in a bookstore in New Orleans and another in California
and another in New York, and it’s going to be exactly the same book.
Every word will be exactly the same because of our ways of produc-
ing 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 the
copy, you don’t know that the guy who copied it ahead of you 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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goes. Somebody eventually visits the city of Rome —somebody fro'm
Ephesus, say- -and decides, “We want a copy of that.” So he copies
one of the copics. 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 1s copy-
ing a manuscript and they think that the copy they’re copying hasa
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,
and 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 and
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. We don’t
have copies of the copies of the copies of the copics. What do we
have? We have copies that were made many, many years later.

The first copy of Mark that we have is called P*. It’s called P*
because it was the forty-fifth papyrus manuscript discovered in the
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 writing material out of it. The oldest manu-
scripts we have of the New Testament are all written on papyrus. pr
dates from the third century, around the year 220 c.x. Mark prob-
ably wrote his Gospel around 60 or 70 c.E., so P* dates to about 150
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years later—but it is the earliest copy we have. By the time P* was
produced, people had been copying Mark year after year after year,
making mistakes, reproducing mistakes, trying to correct mistakes,
until 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
fourth-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 from the ancient world. That’s absolutely right. We 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 changing 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. First
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 Greck and was circulated in Greek. This is another thing I
ask my students the first day of class. T give them this quiz the first day
of class to see what their Bible knowledge is. The first question T 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 Testa-
ment was written in Hebrew. Interesting, The other half thinks that it
was written in English. So I think we’re doing okay.

The New Testament was originally written in Greek. We have
some 5,500 manuscripts in Greek from over the ages. When 1 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 frag-
ment, you count that as the manuscript. Some manuscripts arc small
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fragments; some of them are enormous tomes that were produced in
the Middle Ages and were found in librares or monasteries. We have
some 5,500 Greek manuscripts.

What are the dates of these manuscripts? Well, they range in dates
from the second century up through the invention of printing, You
would 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. Just like
today, even though you have a computer, sometimes you use a number
two pencil. Even after the invention of printing, there still was the
copying of things by hand. So we actually have manuscripts that go
down to the seventeenth and cighteenth 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
. Again, it’s on papyrus, that’s why it’s called P. It’s 52 because it’s
the fifty-second papyrus manu-
seript discovered and cataloged.
It measures 2.5 by 3.5 inches,
about the size of a credit card. I€'s
an interesting litle piece. It was
discovered by a scholar named
C. H. Roberts, who was digging
through the papyri collection
at the John Rylands Library in
Manchester, England.

Some of these libraries have
these bushels or envelopes filled
with papyri that have been dis-

Fig. 11: covered by archaeologists. These ar-
chacologists find these little pieces of things in garbage dumps, and they
don’t know what texts they are. Sometimes they’re too small to read, 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 notice
something, In the 1930s, C. H. Roberis pulled out a little triangular
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piece {since named T} and noticed that he could read some of the
writing, For instance, the Greek word oudena {oudeva), which means “no
one,” and fina, which means “in order that.” He realized that it sounded
like the trial of Jesus before Pilate in the Gospel of John, 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 books, written 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 sce
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 [in order| to get to the beginning of the next line like
that. So you can figure out how long the lines were. And since you have
writing on the back, you can figure out how many lines this thing would
have originally been, so when you turn it over, you can get to the top of
the writing on the back. So just with this little writing, you can figure out
how many pages were in this manuscript originally, just from this little
2.5-by 3.5-inch piece.

The way you date these things isn’t by carbon-14 dating or some-
thing like that, but on the basis of handwriting analysis, The technical
term is paleography {paleo meaning ancient, graphe meaning writing),
a study of ancient writing. On the basis of paleography, scholars have
dated this manuscript, P, 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
John. It’s just a litde piece, but it’s only thirty years away, which is pretty
good. Thisis the oldest manuscript of the New Testament that we have.
Would that we had more ancient manuscripts of this age! But we don’t.
This is the oldest. Most of the copics we have are written much later
than this. Of our 5,500-some Greek manuscripts, over 94 percent were
made 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 close
to the date of the originals. Most of them are from the Middle Ages.
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How many mistakes are in these manuscripts? Seribes 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
the 5,500 manuscripts we have? This did not seem to be a very big
problem to scribes who were actually copying the texts in the Middle
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 starting realizing
the enormity of the problem. There was a scholar named John Mill,
who I believe is unrelated to the Victorian John Stuart Mill. John
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 he called the Novum 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 the
top of the page, and then on the bottom of the page, he indicated
places where manuscripts that he examined had different readings
for the verses that he cited at the top. Mill 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-
ancient translations into

ent ancient versions of the New Testament
Latin, Syriac, and Coptic—presented the New Testament. He looked
at all these materials—devoting thirty vears of his life to this—and
then produced his Novum Téstamentum Graece, presenting the Greek text
at the top and indicating some of the places where the manuscripts
differed 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
differences! This upset a lot of John Mill's readers. Some of his detrac-
tors claimed that he was motivated by the devil to render the text of
the New Testament uncertain. His supporters pointed out that he actu-
ally hadn’t invented these 30,000 differences; he just noticed that they
existed. He was just pointing out the facts that are there for anyone
to see. Moreover, as it turns out, Mill did not cite everything that he
found. He found 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 manuscripts. What about today? What can we say about the
number of differences in our manuscripts today? As it turns out, it is
very hard to say exactly how many differences there are in our surviv-
ing manuscripts. We have far more manuscripts than Mill had. He
had a hundred; we have 5,500. So we have fifty-five times as many
manuscripts as he had. And this may seem a litdde weird, but in this
field, the more evidence you have, the harder it is to figure out what
youre doing, because the more evidence you have, the more manu-
scripts you have, the more differences you have. So, it turns out, half
the time, evidence just complicates the picture. So we have 5,500
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-
scripts than there are words in the New Testament. That’s a lot. There
are more differences in our manuscripts than there are words in the
New Testament.

Some scholars will tell you there are 200,000 differences, some
will tell you 300,000 differences, some say 400,000. T don’t know. It’s
something like that; between 300,000 and 400,000 would be my guess.
But what do we make of that fact?

But the first thing to say about these 300,000 or 400,000 differ-
ences 1s 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 majority of mistakes you find in manuscripts show us nothing
more than that scribes in antiquity could spell no better than my stu-
dents 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-
puter tells you! It’s in red! This word is wrong!) If scribes had had spell-
check, we might have 50,000 mistakes instead of 400,000, but scribes
didn’t have spell-check. And half the time, scribes frankly didn’t care
how they spelled things. We know that scribes often didn’t care how
they spelled things because sometimes the same word appears within
a line or two, and the scribe spells it differently in the two places. It
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also turns out that scribes didn’t have dictionaries. Spelling wasn’t a
big deal for most of these people. So that’s one kind of mistake, which
of course doesn’t matter for anything. What other kinds of mistakes
do you have?

Often scribes will leave out things, often by accident—mnot plan-
ning to leave something out. They just mess up because they miss
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 they
were bored.

You can sece how it would happen with this illustration from

Luke 12:8-10:

And T tell you, everyone who acknowledges me before others,
The Son of Man also will acknowledge before the angels of God;
But whoever denies me before others will be denied before the

angels 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 the same
words, “before the angels of God.” What scribes would sometimes do
is copy the second line, “will acknowledge before 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, which
ends the same way, “before the angels 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 of 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 “And everyone who speaks a
word against the Son.” They've left 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 with 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 mis-

takes are exceedingly common in our manuscripts, in part because
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some scribes were completely inept. My favorite example of an inept
scribe was a fourteenth-century scribe of a manuscript that’s called
MS'". Now this example is a little bit complicated. MS'™is copying
the genealogy of Jesus in Luke. There are two genealogies of Jesus in
the New Testament. 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. T 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 1s the son of so-and-so, who is the son of Abraham,
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 MS'™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 MS!', the father of the human race is not Adam, but some
guy named Pherez, and as it turns out, God is the son of Aram. And
$O 1t goes. '

There are all sorts of accidental mistakes in the manuscripts, and
probably most of the mistakes we have in our manuscripts are acci-
dental. In these 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 that
really look as though they had to be done on purpose. T'll give you
a few examples of these because they tend to be rather important,
These are the ones that most textual critics spend their time talking
about. These big changes are the kind of things that if’ somebody has
a New Testament class with me, they ought to know about by the time
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the semester is over. First is the story that is probably the favorite story
among Bible readers and has been for many years, the story of Jesus
and the woman taken in adultery. One of my reasons for thinking that
this is people’s favorite Bible story is because it’s in every Hollywood
movie about Jesus. You simply can’t make a Jesus movie without this
story, Even Mel Gibson, wanting to do a movie about Jesus’ last hours,
had to sneak this scene in as a flashback. So you're familiar with the
story: The Jewish leaders drag this woman before Jesus and say, “She
has been caught in the act of adultery, and according to the Law of
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,
“Well, 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? Well, Jesus, as you know, has a way
of getting out of these traps in the New Testament. In this instance, he
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
until Jesus looks up, and it’s just the woman there. And he says to her,
“Woman, 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 difficulty, as many of you know,
is that this story, in fact, was not originally in the Bible. It is now found
in_John 7-8 (part of the end of chapter 7 and the beginning of chapter
8), but i’s not found in our oldest and best manuscripts of the Gospel
of John. 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 placed in its context. It inter-
rupts the flow of the context.

Scholars for centurics have realized that this story does not belong
in the Gospel of John, and it is not found in any other Gospel. You’ll
still 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
old and popular story, but it wasn’t originally part of the Gospel. That’s
a pretty big change of the text. My assumption is that however that
story 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 there.
My hunch actually is that somebody found it in the margin of a manu-
script. A scribe was copying his manuscript of John, and knowing the
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
before him had inadvertently left out a story, so this second scribe put
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 of John. That’s a pretty big change, and I assume it
1s probably in some sense intentional.

Another example, a big example, is the last twelve verses of Mark.
Mark, as I was saying earlier, is the shortest Gospel. It is probably my
favorite Gospel. Mark doesn’t beat vou 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, he’s been buried. On the third day, the women go
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 from the tomb and didn’t say anything
to anyone, for they were afraid.” Period. That’s it! That’s where it ends.

You say, “Al, 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
the scribes said, “Al, yai, 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 do
go to Galilee. Jesus does meet them there, and Jesus tells the disciples
that they are to go out and make converts. And he tells them those
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who believe in him will be able to handle snakes and that they’ll be
able to drink deadly poison, and it won’t harm them. And then Jesus
ascends to heaven. So now the Gospel has an ending that’s more famil-
iar. 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 ambulance
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
Mark. 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 16:8—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 get it?” At the end, they still don’t get it. They’re never told.

Moreover, it's interesting that in Mark’s Gospel, whenever Jesus
performs a miracle, he tells people, “Don’t tell anybody.” Or he’ll heal
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-
ing and it ended with 16:8.

I'll give you another example of a major change. Jesus heals a leper
in Mark 1. The leper comes up to him, asks to be healed, and Jesus says,
“T am willing.” The text says, “Filled with compassion, Jesus reached
out his hand and touched the man. ‘I am willing,” he said. ‘Be clean!”™”
(Mk. 1:41, N1v} In some of our earlier manuscripts, though, instead of
saying, “feeling compassion for the man,” it says “Jesus got angry” and
reached out his hand and touched him and healed him. He got angry?
That's a big diflerence.

Well, which did the text originally say? Did it say that Jesus felt 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
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word in front of you that Jesus “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 that
“he felt 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
text said that Jesus got angry and that scribes changed it to say he felt
compassion. But what did he get angry at? That’s the big question. But
my point is that you can’t interpret what the words mean if you don’t know
what the words are. Textual 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
the first copies, we could tell you. If we had copies of the copies, we
could tell you. We don’t have copies in many instances for hundreds of
years after the originals. There are places where scholars continue to
debate what the original text said, and there are places where we will
probably never know.

Thank you very much.

OPENING REMARKS
Daniel B. Wallace

Bart, as I expected, your presentation was energetic, informative, and
entertaining, It was vintage Bart Ehrman. What many folks here prob-
ably don’t realize is that you and T 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 doctoral
program at Princeton. Six months later, you were cruising through the
program while I was driving a truck to make ends meet. Similar activi-
ties. 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 of Seripture, 1 began thinking about my dissertation,
which should soon be published. But by the time you wrote your fif-
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-

hold word—most of my students knew my name. Yes, we have a lot
in common. ‘
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Seriously, it’s an honor for me to share the stage with Bart Ehrman.
He’s the only scholar I know who has been featured on NPR, BAR,
SBL., CBS, NBC, and ABC. Not only this, but he’s been on Jon Stew-
art’s Daily Show—twice. And he’s the only biblical scholar I know
whom Stephen Colbert dissed with a classic line, which I can’t repeat
in mixed company.

DPve tried to keep up with Bart’s voluminous output, but it hasn’t
been easy. Normally, he writes in a clear, forceful style and punctuates
his writing with provocative one-liners and a good measure of wit.
I must confess, however, that his Misquoting 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 certainly not the sort of
book that would warrant being a blockbuster on the New York Times
best-sellers list.

So, at the outset of my lecture, I acknowledge that I'm not sure
what all the points of disagreement between us are. But I do know
some.

I think that it would be good if T 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 get quite alarmed.
Bart says in the appendix to Misquoting Jesus, “’The facts that I explain
about the New Testament in Misquoting Jesus are not at all ‘news’ to
biblical scholars. They are what scholars have known, and said, for
many, many years.”' He’s right. So at the outset, [ want to discuss our
common ground. There are basically five things that we agree on:

I. The handwritten copies of the New Testament contain a
lot of differences. We're not sure exactly what the namber
is, but the best estimate is somewhere between 300,000 and
400,000 variants. And this means, as Bart is fond of saying,
that there are more variants in the manuscripts than there
are words in the New Testament.

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

3. We agree on what we think the wording of the original
text was almost all the time.”
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4. Our agreement is even over several well-known or contro-
versial passages:

* In Mark 16:9-20, Jesus tells his disciples that they can drink
poison and handle snakes and not get hurt. If you are from West
Virginia, I'm sorry to disappoint you, but both Bart and I agree
that this passage is not part of the original text of Mark.

* We both agree that the story of the woman caught in adultery
{Jn. 7:53—48:11) was not part of the original text of John. It’s my
favorite passage that’s nof in the Bible.

* 1 John 5:7 says, “For there are three that bear record in heaven,
the Tather, the Word, and the Holy Ghost: and these three are
one” {KJV). This would be the most explicit statement about the
Trinity in the Bible, but it’s definitely not part of the original text.
And this fact has been known for more than half' a millennium.
+ As for Mark 1:41, although most manuscripts say that Jesus 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. We 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 raise a fundamental point: even though we
are looking at the same textual problems and arniving at the same
answers most of the time, conservatives are still conservative, and lib--
erals are still liberal.

What’s the issue then? The fext is not the basic area of our disagree-
ment; the mterpretation of the text is. And even here, it’s not so much the
interpretation of the text as it is the interpretation of how the textual vari-
ants arose, and how significant those variants are. That’s where our dif-
ferences lic. Bart puts a certain spin on the data. If you've read Misquoting
Jesus, you may have come away with an impression of the book that is far
more cynical than what Bart is explicitly saying. Whether that impression
accurately reflects Bart’s views is more difficult to assess. But one thing is
clear: Bart sees in the textual variants something more pernicious, more
sinister; more conspiratorial and therefore more controlled than I do.

My job is to paint a different picture than what one sees in Misquol-
ing Jesus; my job is to tell you the rest of the story.
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In the time allotted, T 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 framework.

To begin with, there are two attitudes that I try to avoid: absolute cer-
tainty and total despair. On the one side are King James Only advocates:
they are absolutely certain that the KJv, in every place, exactly represents
the original text. To be frank, the quest for certainty often overshadows
the quest for truth in conservative theological circles. 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 side 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
putty because all views are created equal. 1f everything is equally possible,
then no view is more probable than any other view. In Starbucks and
on the street, in college classrooms and on the airwaves, you can hear
the line, “We 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 before our existing
copies were produced.”

But are any biblical scholars this skeptical? Robert Funk, the head
of the Jesus Seminar, seemed to be. In The Five Gospels, he said:

Even careful copvists make nustakes, as every proofreader knows.
So we will never be able to claim certain knowledge of exactly
what the original text of any biblical writing was.

The temporal gap that separates Jesus from the first surviving
copies of the gospels—about onc hundred and seventy-five
years—corresponds to the lapse in time from 1776—the writing
of the Declaration of Independence—to 1950. What if the
oldest copies of the founding document dated only from 19507

Funk’s attitude is easy to see: rampant skepticism over recovering the
original wording of any part of the New Testament. This is the temp-
tation of postmodernism." 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.
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Where 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 cither defeat or victory,
depending on how one chooses to look at it, because we’re not
going to gel much closer to the original text than we already are.
... At this stage, our work on the original 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 i1s.°

In spite of these remarkable [textual] differences, scholars are
convinced that we can reconstruct the original words of the New
Testament with reasonable (although probably not 100 percent)
accuracy.

The first two statements were made at the Society of Biblical Litera-
ture, in an address to text-critical scholars. The third statement 1s 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 here’s what Bart wrote in his immensely popular book, Mis-
quoting fesus:

Not only do we not have the originals, we don’t have the first
copies of the originals. We don’t even have copies of the copies of
the originals, or copies of the copies of the copies of the originals.

coples all differ from one another, in many thousands of places
... these copies differ from one another in so many places that we
don’t even known how many differences there are.’

We could go on nearly forever talking about specific places in
which the texts of the New Testament came to be changed, either
accidentally or intentionally. . . . The examples are not just in the
hundreds but in the thousands.®

And here’s what he wrote in another popular book, Lost Christianities:

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 carly copies—in fact,
scarcely any——how can we know that the text was not changed
significantly before the New Testament began to be reproduced in

such large quantities?

The cumulative effect of these latter statements seems to be that
not only can we have no certainty about the wording of the original,
but that, even where we are sure of the wording, the core theology is
not nearly as “orthodox” as we had thought. The message of whole
books has been corrupted in the hands of the scribes, and the church,
in later centuries, adopted the doctrine of the winners—those who
corrupted the text and conformed it to their notion of orthodoxy.

So you can see my dilemma. I'm not sure what Bart believes. Is the
task done? Have we essentially recovered the wording of the original
text? Or should we be hyperskeptical about the whole enterprise? It
seems that Bart puts a far 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
the Scylla and Charybdis that we must steer between. There are three
other questions that we need to answer,

arc

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 place among
the manuscripts in which there is variation in wording, including word
order, omission or addition of words, even spelling differences. The
most trivial changes count, and even when all the manuscripts except
one say one thing, that lone manuscript’s reading counts as a textual
variant. The best estimate is that there are between 300,000 and
400,000 textual variants among the manuscripts. Yet there are only
about 140,000 words in the New Testament. That means that on aver-
age for every word in the Greek New Testament, 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 oniginal. 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
Greek or Latin text has nearly as many variants, because they don’t
have nearly as many manuscripts. With virtually every new manuscript
discovery, new variants are found.'” If there was only one copy of the
New Testament in existence, it would have zero variants.'! Yet several
ancient authors have only one copy of their writings in existence. And
sometimes that lone copy is not produced for a millennium. But a
lone, late manuscript would hardly give us confidence that that single
manuscript duplicated the wording of the original in every respect. To
speak about the number of variants without also speaking about the
number of manuscripts is simply an appeal to sensationalism.'?

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 2.5 million pages of
texts, leaving hundreds of witnesses for every book of the New
Testament.

It’s not just the Greek manuscripts that count, either. The New
Testament was early on translated into a variety of languages—Latin,
Coptic, Syriac, Georgian, Gothic, Ethiopic, Armenian. There are
more than 10,000 Latin manuscripts alone. No one really knows the
total number of all these ancient versions, but the best estimates are
close to 5,000—plus the 10,000 in Latn. It would be safe to say that
altogether we have about 20,000 handwritten manuscripts of the New
Testament in various languages.

Now, 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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knowledge of the text of the New Testament were destroyed, [the
patristic quotations] would be sufficient alone for the reconstruction
of practically the entire New Testament,”" said Bruce Metzger and
Bart Ehrman.

These numbers are breathtaking! But they also, il left by them-
selves, would resemble Samuel Clemens’s quip about statistics. I'm
tempted to say that these numbers arc 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 the manu-
scripts. How many manuscripts do we have in the first century after
the completion of the New Testament, how many in the second cen-
tury, the third? Although the numbers are significantly lower, they are
still rather impressive. We 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 124 manuscripts within 300 years of the
composition of the New Testament. Most of these are fragmentary,
but collectively, the whole New Testament text is found in them mul-
tiple times.

How does the average classical Greek or Latin author stack up?
If we are comparing the same time period—300 years after composi-
tion—the average classical author has no literary remains. Zip, nada,
nothing. But if we compare all the manuscripts of a particular classi-
cal author, regardless of when they were written, the total would still
and they

average less than twenty, and probably less than a dozen
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-fold for the average classical author. And when we compare
the New Testament manuscripts with the very best that the classical
world has to offer, it still stands head and shoulders above the rest. The
New Testament is far and away the best-attested work of’ Greek 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 different
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ways. First, three out of four Gospels are attested in the manuscripts,
as well as nine of Paul’s letters, Acts, Hebrews, and Revelation—in
other words, most of the New Testament books. Another way to look
at this is that over 40 percent of all the verses in the New Testament
are already found in manuscripts within a hundred years of the com-
pletion of the New Testament.!*

Now, Bart in one place seems to say that we don’t have any second-
century manuscripts.” In an interview in the Charlotte Observer, he declared,
“If we don’t have the original texts of the New Testament—or even
copies of the copies of the copies of the originals—what do we have?”
His response 1s illuminating: “We have copies that were made hundreds of

are all different from one another.”’® He is saying that we don’t have any
manuscripts of the New Testament until hundreds of years after the New
‘Testament was completed. He even repeated this statement again tonight.
But that is not the case. The impression Bart sometimes gives 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 light of comments such as these, the impression that many
readers get from Misquoting Jesus is that the transmission of the New
Testament resembles the telephone game. This is a game every child
knows. It involves a line of people, with the first one whispering some
story into the 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 gets to the last person, who repeats it out loud for the whole
group, everyone has a good laugh.

But the copying of New Testament manuscripts is hardly like this
parlor game:

* The message is passed on in writing, not orally. That would
make for a pretty boring telephone game!

* 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.

» Patristic writers are commenting on the text as it is going
through its transmissional history. And when there are chron-
ological gaps among the manuscripts, these writers often fill
in those gaps by telling us what the text said in that place in
their day.

s In 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 had already
been produced.

* There was at least one very carefully produced stream of
transmission for the New Testament manuscripts. And there
is sufficient evidence to show that even a particular fourth-
century manuscript in this line is usually more accurate than
any second-century manuscript.

We can illustrate this [last point] with 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 (P} and Codex Vaticanus (B). These two
manuscripts have an incredibly strong agreement. Their agree-
ment is higher than the agreement of any other two early manu-
scripts. PP 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
B and P” were related to.'” The combination of both of these
manuscripts in a particular reading goes back to early in the sccond
century.

Bart has asserted, “If we have very few early copies—in fact,
scarcely any—how can we know that the text was not changed signifi-
cantly before the New Testament began to be reproduced in such large
quantities?™” I'm not sure what large quantities he’s speaking about,
since there are more manuscripts from the third century than there
are from the fourth or fifth century.
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But how can we know? It’s a legitimate question. There is a way
to be relatively confident that the text of the fourth century looked
remarkably like the earliest form of the text. ¥ has large portions of
Luke and John in it—and nothing else. Codex B has most of the New
Testament in it. If B and P7 are very close to each other yet B often
has the carlier reading, we can extrapolate that the text of B is pretty
decent for the rest of the New Testament. And when it agrees with a
manuscript such as Codex Sinaiticus, which it usually does, that com-
bined reading almost surely goes back to a common archetype from
deep in the second century.?

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 might call
“orthodox.” What he has said is fairly accurate overall. The only prob-
lem is, this is the right analysis, but the wrong religion. Bart’s basic
argument about theological motives describes 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 the
New Testament, as even Bart argues, did not suffer this sort of control
early on. Instead, Bart has often suggested that the earhiest decades
were marked by free, even wild copying®® You can’t have it both ways.
You can’t have wild copying by untrained scribes and a proto-orthodox
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 Western
text-form.”" On the other hand, there was a strand of early copying
that may appear to be controlled. This is the Alexandrian family of
manuscripts. Yet the reason that manuscripts of this text-form look so
much like each other is largely that they were in a relatively pure line
of transmission.” There was no conspiracy, just good practices. What
Westcott said over a century ago is relevant to this discussion:

When the Caliph Othman fixed a text of the Koran and destroyed
all the old copies which differed from his standard, he provided
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for the uniformity of subsequent manuscripts at the cost of their
historical foundation. A classical lext which rests finally on a single
archetype is that whick is open to the most serious suspicions.”

What we see in the New Testament copies is absolutely nothing like
this. Bart tries to make out a case for significant theological altcrations
to the text of the New Testament by a group that did not have control over
the text from the beginning, but the historical ingredients for his hypothesis
are missing. 1t’s like trying to bake a cake with romaine lettuce and
ranch 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
that Islam traditionally claims for itself with respect to the Qur’an but
that no bona fide theologian or Christian scholar would ever claim
was true of the New Testament manuscripts. As is well known, most
Muslims claim that the Qur’an has been transmitted perfectly, that all
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.

Lets sum up the evidence from the number of variants: Therc
are a lot of variants because there are a lot of manuscripts. And even
in the early centuries, the text of the New Testament is found in a
sufficient number of manuscripts, versions, and fathers to give us the
essentials of the original text.

How many differences affect 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
four categories:

1. Spelling differences and nonsense errors

2. Minor differences that do not affect translation or that
involve synonyms

3. Diffcrences that aflect the meaning of the text but are
not viable
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4. Differences that both aflect 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 differences that have
1no bearing on the meaning of the text.” The most common textual
variant involves what is called a movable nu. The Greek letter nu () can
occur at the end of certain words when they precede a word that starts
with 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 differences are nonsense readings. These
occur when a scribe is fatigued, inattentive, or perhaps does not know
Greek very well. Tor example, in 1 Thess. 2.7, the manuscripts are
divided over a very difficult textual problem. Paul is describing how he
and Silas acted among the new converts in their visit to Thessalonica.
Some manuscripts read, “We were gentle among you,” while others say,
“We were little children among you.” The difterence between the two
variants is a single letter in Greek: népior vs. épior (vimiou vs. fimeot). A lone
medieval scribe changed the text to “We were horses among you™! The
word horses in Greek fappor (tmmol) is similar to these other two words.

After spelling differences, the next largest category of vanants
are those that involve synonyms or do not affect translation. They are
wordings other 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,” English will always translate this as
“Mary.”

Another common variant is when words in Greek are transposed.
Unlike English, 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 1s by its ending,
regardless of where it stands in the sentence. Take, for example, the
sentence, “Jesus loves John.” In Greek, that statement can be expressed
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in a minimum of sixtcen different ways, though every time, the trans-
lation would be the same in English. And once we factor in different
verbs for “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 difference in emphasis, but
the basic meaning is not disturbed.

Now, if a three-word sentence like this could potentially be
expressed by hundreds of Greek constructions, how should we view
the number of actual textual variants in the New Testament 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 there are.

The third largest category [of variants] involves wording that is
meaningful but not viable. These are variants found in a single manu-
script or group of manuscripts that, by themselves, have little likeli-
hood of reflecting the wording of the original text. In | Thess. 2:9, one
late 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 variant, but it is not
viable because there is little chance that one medieval scribe somehow
retained the wording of the original text while all other scribes for
centuries before him missed it.

The final, and by far the smallest, category of textual variants
involves those that are both meaningful and viable. Less than | percent
of all textual variants belong to this group. But even saying this may
be misleading. By “meaningful,” we mean that the variant changes the
meaning of the text to some degree. It may not be terribly significant,
but if the reading impacts our understanding of the passage, then 1t
1s 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 found at Oxford University’s Ashmolean Museum. It gave the
beast’s number as 616. And it just happens to be the oldest manuscript
of Revelation 13 now extant. This was just the second manuscript to
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do so. (This manuscript, not quite so early, is a very important wit-
ness to the text of the Apocalypse and is known as Codex Ephraimi
Rescriptus.) Most scholars think 666 is the number of the beast and
616 1s the neighbor of the beast. It’s possible that his number is really
616. But what 1s 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 deity of Christ, we believe in the
virgin birth of Christ, we believe in the bodily resurrection of Christ,
and we believe 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 flames.

Although the quantity of textual variants among the New Testa-
ment manuscripts numbers in the hundreds of thousands, those that
change the meaning pale in comparison. Less than 1 percent of the
differences are both meaningful and viable. There are still hundreds
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
nature of the remaining problems and their interpretive significance
is probably far less monumental than many readers of Misquoting Jesus
have come to believe.

Finally, we need to ask, “What 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
places, with the result that the basic teachings of the New Testament
have been drastically altered. Before we look at his evidence, 1 should
point out that his hasic thesis that orthodox scribes have altered the
New Testament text for their own purposes is one that i1s certainly
true. And this occurs in hundreds of places. Ehrman has done the
academic community a great service by systematically highlighting so
many of these alterations in his Orthodox Corruption of Scripture. How-
ever, the extent to which these scribes altered these various passages
and whether such alterations have buried forever the original wording
of the New Testament are a different matter. Indeed, the very fact
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.””
In the concluding chapter of Misquoting Jesus, 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 1:41]? 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
[John 7:53-8:11]? Is the doctrine of the Trinity explicitly taught
in the New Testament [1 John 5:7-8]? Is Jesus actually called
the “unique God” there [John 1:18]? Does the New Testament
indicate that even the Son of God himself does not know when
the end will come [Martthew 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.”*®

I have dealt with these passages in detail in my essay “The Gospel
according to Bart,” published in the Journal of the Evangelical Theologi-
cal Society.” What 1 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—48:11

* | John 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—for 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 Iather” (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.*® And in an academic publica-
tion, he calls it “the most famous instance” of doctrinal alteration.” In
Misquoting Fesus, he argues, “T'he reason [for the omission] is not hard
to postulate; if Jesus does not know the future, the Christian claim that
he is a divine being is more than a little compromised.”*" 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.”' 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,” yet several comment on this very passage.
Irenaeus (late second century), Tertullian (late second, early
third century), and Origen (early third century) all embraced
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the deity of Christ, yet none of them felt that this passage
caused any theological problems.* Irenaeus goes so far as

to use Christ’s ignorance as a model of humility for Chris-
tians.** If the scribes were simply following the leads of their
theological mentors, then the lack of any tension over this
passage by seccond- and third-century fathers suggests that
the omission of “nor the Son” either was not a reaction to
Adoptionism or was not created in the late second century.

2. If the omission was created intentionally by proto-orthodox
scribes in the late second century, then it most likely would
have been created by scribes who followed Irenaeus’s view
that the four Gospels were the only authoritative books on
the life of Jesus.” But the parallel passage in Mark 13:32
definitely has the words “nor the Son.” (We 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, Why didn’t they strike the offensive words
from Mark?

3. If the scribes had no qualms about deleting “nor the Son,’
why did they leave the word “alone” alone? Without “nor the
Son,” the passage still implies that the Son of God does not
know the date of his return: “But as for that day and hour
except the

Y

no one knows it—not even the angels in heaven
Father alone.” Since the Father is specified as the only person
who mtimately knows the eschatological calendar, it 1s dith-
cult to argue that 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-
uality of the scribes, who, under their own unique circumstances, may
have felt inclined to emphasize one component of Christology over
another.” But he immediately adds, “It strikes me as equally likely,
however . . ., that the same scribe may have seen different kinds of
problems in different texts and made the requisite changes depending

THE TEXTUAL RELIABILITY OF THE NEW TESTAMENT 45

on his perceptions and moods at the moment of transeription.”* 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 he
deleted “nor the Son,” he couldn’t bring himself to drop the “alone.”

A recent critique of Bart’s overarching method at this juncture did
not mince words:

If this view is accurate, then how can we have any possibility
of determining the theological motivations involved in textual
changes? With statements such as these, it becomes nearly
impossible to falsify any hypothesis regarding theological
tendencies. . . . Rather than verify his conclusions through the
rigorous work of evaluating individual manuscripts, the major
prerequisite in Ehrman’s methodology is the alignment of a
favorable theological heresy with particularly intriguing variants.®

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

No matter what textual problem one finds which relates to the
central theme and soul of the Bible (i.c., the Trinitarian God), one
can always postulate a motivation for an orthodox corruption,
whether or not it is probable. This disingenuous method can be
applied because no matter whether an article is left off or added,
a word slightly shifted or removed, due to orthographic errors or
any other unintentional type, it often changes the meaning just
enough that there is bound to be a heresy which would benefit
from the change. If' an article is missing, it may seem that the
unity of the Godhead is in danger. If the article is present, it
may appear (o threaten their distinet personalities. If' a phrase
exemplitying Jesus’ humanity is removed, it was obviously to
combat the heresy of Adoptionism. If it is added, it was obviously
to combat the heresy of Sabellianism.*

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 aspects 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
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certain 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 presupposcs, as Moisés Silva has
eloquently pointed out, a good grasp of the original wording.*! »
To sum up, although Bart’s reconstructions of the reasons for
certain textual corruptions are possible, they often reveal more about
Bart’s ingenuity than the scribes” intentions. Or, as Gordon Fee said,
“Unfortunately, Ehrman too often turns mere possibility into probability,
and probability into certainty, where other equally viable reasons for
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corruption exist.”

It would have been an impossible task for me to try to address all
the passages that Bart puts forth as examples of early orthodox coT-
ruption of the text. But I have tried to raise some questions about his
method, his assumptions, and his conclusions. I do not belicve that the
orthodox corruptions are nearly as pervasive or as significant as Bart
does. And I have tried to show that there is no ground for wholesale
skepticism about the wording of the original text, and even that Bgr‘t
is far less 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

Question: 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: Well, 1 don’t actually think that I said the Bible was the
most accurate book from antiquity. I said that we have more manu-
scripts of the Bible than any other book in the ancient world. Then
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. We wish we could. It
would be nice if we could. You would like to think that because you
can go to the store and buy an edition of Plato that you are actually
reading 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 just 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 this answer too.

Audience erupts in laughter.

Wallace: 1 think that what Bart has done for the Christian community
is a great service. I said so in my review of his Misquoting Jesus in the

Journal of the Fvangelical Theological Society (JETS), with the wonderful

title “The Gospel According to Bart.” At least 7 thought it was a good
title. In his book, in his interviews, and in his talk tonight Bart has used
as a first example the story 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 does not believe the
story 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 historically authentic either.
The article Bart wrote in New Testament Studies® was a great piece that
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
of John’s 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 note: “the oldest manuscripts don’t have this.”
I think one of the things Bart has 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 JETS article is that it is time to quit following this tradition of
tmidity. 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 is, as inter-
esting as it is—is not part of John’s Gospel. I would propose putting it
in the footnotes. Now, it’s not in the footnotes of evangelical Bibles. It’s
not even in the footnotes of broader theological spectrum Bibles like
the New Revised Standard Version (Nrsv). But I think that’s where it
belongs—in the footnotes. When we did the New English Translation
(net) Bible (I'm the senior New Testament editor for the NET Bible)
we wrestled with this at first, and we finally settled on a compromise.
The compromise was to put it in brackets, to have a lengthy discussion
about why we don’t think it is authentic, and to reduce the font size by
two points so that it could not easily be read from the pulpit.

Question: Dr. Ehrman, you kept talking about the limits of our knowl-
edge, saying, “We don’t know, we don’t know.” It seems like there are
some philosophical presuppositions that are going into your evaluation
of the evidence that we have. There seems to be a lot of evidence that
suggests we could know something even if it is not with 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 vou to say that
“I really can’t know what the New Testament says with any sort of reli-
ability just because it’s just not the evidence that I 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. We can
know some things with relative certainty. We 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.
We can know what Bibles look like in some areas in the seventh cen-
tury. We can know what one community’s Bible looked like in the
fourth century. The farther you go back, the 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
the manuscripts we do have vary {rom one another far more often in
the 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-
ing up some interesting things in ancient documents. I have a question '
about that. I hope I'm not propagating an urban legend here, but on
the internet someone suggested that in Codex B where Mark ends
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 muld-
spectral imaging can potentially reveal things not visible to the naked
eye, would the ending of Mark in Codex B be something worth testing
with multi-spectral imaging (MSI)? If not, are there any manuscripts
you would like to try multd-spectral imaging on?

Wallace: Great question. Let me explain real quickly what muld-
spectral imaging, or MSI, 1s 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 virtuale that conducted a threc-vear study involving twenty-six
nations doing multi-spectral imaging on ancient manuscripts. They
were trying to read what is known as a palimpsest. The study of palimp-
sests is where the real value of MSI is in the study of manuscripts. A
palimpsest is simply a manuscript that was scraped over again and
reused by someone else, typically centuries after it was originally used.
Imagine a writer getting to the last two leaves of his book and he runs
out of parchment. He has 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
book. In one of the manuscripts we discovered in Constantinople, the
last two leaves were a palimpsest and it may well be the second manu-
script of Mark recovered from the third century. I don’t know yet; 1
suspect not. Just two leaves. 1 doubt that. It's probably fifth century.
We’ll find out one of these days.

Now as far as using MSI for Codex B and the ending of Mark’s
Gospel, first of all, I would say it’s absolutely impossible that the scribe
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 versesin.
The Codex has three columns, and at the bottom the second column,
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 all
in the Old Testament. And that gap appears each time because we're
shifting 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. J. 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,
John, Luke, and Mark, Now, if that’s the case, and Mark was the last
of those Gospels, 1 suspect that what we have in Codex B is a very
early form of the text that the scribe is copying—a form 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 (or
someone betore 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 to the original with that change; 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 [ was just
wondering if you put the same emphasis on other texts, such as Plato,
as you do the New Testament, and if so, can you prove to me that all
those texts are correctly written and that you can interpret that?

Ehrman: 1 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 fact,
it’s probably transmitted worse. So it is harder actually to know the
words of Plato than it is Paul.

Question: This question is for Dr. Wallace. This relates to a question
or actually a comment made by Dr. Ehrman about the preservation of
the text. If God has given his word to man, how can he not preserve it
faithfully so that we can know it with close to one hundred-percent cer-
tainty? Given that you have denied a doctrine of preservation yourself,
Dr. Wallace, how would you respond to that? How would you recom-
mend the church deal with this?

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 saying
that not “onc jot or tittle” is going to pass from the law until all is ful-
filled (Mt. 5:18). And “heaven and earth may pass away but my words
will not pass away” (Mt. 24:35). Well, when vou read the end of John’s
Gospel it says that if the evangelist recorded everything Jesus did, and
presumably for some of those things he did he actually spoke in those
contexts, it would fill all the libraries of the world. It’s a bit hyperbolic
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suspect, but nevertheless what we've got is John telling us that there’s a
whole lot more he could tell you about what Jesus said. Consequently,
we have not preserved all of his words. So, however we are going to
take that kind of text, like those from Matthew, we need to recognize
that it is not talking about the preservation of the words of Jesus in our
Gospels. If you read through the Gospels at a reverential pace, just the
words of Jesus—get an old King James, a red-letter edition; they’re
easier to find this way—you can get through everything Jesus said in
about two hours, [ highly suspect he spoke more than two hours worth
in his whole life! So, it’s rather doubtful that these texts mean what
people want them to mean.

The second reason I would argue against the doctrine of preserva-
tion, which, by the way, is not an ancient doctrine {the first time it is
mentioned is in the Westminster Confession in the seventeenth cen-
tury!), is that it does not work for the Old Testament. There are places
in the Old Testament where we simply do not know what the original
wording was, and we have to move to conjecture without any textual
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 inspired while the Old was not. I think that’s
schizophrenic.

Here are two points I'd raise concerning the doctrine of preserva-
tion. 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 text? That’s the very kind of question that Muslims have
asked, and they have answered it by arguing that God has preserved
the text. But I know of no bona fide Christian theologian who has ever
said that God has preserved the text exactly as the original. The only
people I know that claim that are Zextus 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 suggest one other thing. C. S. Lewis made the interesting
argument about miracles that when Jesus Christ changed the watcr into
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wine, immediately it had alcohol in it.* Oh, P'm sorry, this is a South-
ern Baptist seminary! (dudience laughs) I'm sorry, I agree with Lewis on
that 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 going to die. When miracles are done, after the
miracle is done, then natural processes take over. And if the Bible is
originally inspired, the natural processes due to humans rewriting this
text, copying it, or whatever, are going 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 doctrine.

Question: This question is for Dr. Ehrman. You asked the question
why study variants if they don’t make a significant difference. But since
many people abandon their faith because they don’t believe the truths
taught by Scripture can be relied on, wouldn’t one of the most impor-
tant reasons for Christians to study textual criticism be to defend its
integrity against people like you?

Ehrman: Good luck.
Audience roars with laughter.

Ehrman: 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-
ting closer to an original text. So, there’s 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 fifieen years ago my interests in tex-
tual criticism shifted away from trying to figure out what the original
is to trying to figure out why the text got changed. For me, this a very
interesting question. Why did scribes change the text? And that’s why
wrote The Orthodox Corruption of Scripture, to show why it was, in some
instances, that scribes felt motivated to change the text. At least one of
the other presenters has been quite outspoken in his writings in saying
we should give 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
protect the text against skeptics, because I think that if that’s the goal,
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it’s really going to run into roadblocks. T think there are other good

reasons for doing textual criticism.

Question: My question is going toward intentional changes in texts.
In comparison to Thomas Jefferson’s Bible- ~where he leaves Christin
the grave—have either one of you found any texts that leave Christin

the grave?

Wallace: 1 suppose you could almost argue that for Mark 16, except
for the fact that even if it ends at verse 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 three times in Mark’s Gospel Jesus proph-
esied that he will suffer and that he will rise again from the grave.
And it seems to me, and I think Bart would agree with me on this,
that the abrupt ending you have to Mark’s Gospel is really profound.
[This tactic] wasn’t used in ancient literature that often, but it was
used. 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 [text 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
question, “What are you going to do with Jesus?” The fulcrum of
Mark’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 suffer and die?” And Peter pulls him
aside and rebukes him. Now, look Peter, if you know he’s the Christ, why
are you doing this? Whatever Peter’s thinking, it’s not on the level of
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 Roman
butt back in Jerusalem. The point is that Peter doesn’t have a good
grasp on what it means for Jesus to be Messiah. He wants Jesus in his
glory but will not accept him in his suffering. So, all the way through the rest
of Mark, we see Jesus as the suffering servant of Isaiah. He’s the one
who’s going to come and die for us. And the question ulumately gets
asked at the end of Mark 16: Okay, did you accept Jesus in his suffer-
ing? If you did, you will see him in his glory. I you didn’t, you won’t.

THE TEXTUAL RELIABILITY OF THE NEW TESTAMENT 55

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 that,

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
encouraging a good life? Simply put, what is a righteous and scholarly
responsible way to approach the New Testament text?

Wallace: This may surprise you, but the basic view that I would give
has to do with my bibliology—my doctrine of the Bible. I have a three-
ticred bibliology. The foundational tier is that the Bible tells us of the
great acts of God in history. The second level is that the Bible is nor-
mative for faith and practice, what is sometimes called infallibility. The
top level 1s that the Bible is true in what it teaches, and I would call that
inerrancy. 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 use 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 18 this: I hold in limbo my own theological views about the text
as I work through it; it makes for an interesting time! In one respect 1
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 you
say, how can you have Christ without the Bible? I'd say, how can they
have Christ in the first century without the New Testament? But they
did. The way I approach this is to recognize the primacy of Christ as
Lord of my life, as sovereign master of the universe. And, as I look
at the Scriptures, they first and foremost have to be those documents
that I regard as relatively trustworthy to guide us as to what Christ did
and what God has done in history. On that basis, on that foundation, I
begin to look at it in more ways than that.
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Question: Dr. Ehrman, at this point in scholarship, does the carliest
reconstructible form of the text portray an orthodox understanding of
the resurrection and the deity of Christ?

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

Question: Yeah, that Jesus was bodily resurrected from the dead and
that he’s both God and man.

Ehrman: 1 don’t think that the texts affect those views 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
authors did not think Jesus was God. The Gospel of John 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, 1
think different authors had different opinions, 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 reasoned
eclecticism, because I don’t see a consistency in how you are dealing
with issues methodologically.

Ehrman: The reason you don’t see a consistency is because usually
the way I argue is I figure out what I think is right and then [ argue
for it. (Audience erupts in laughter.) Actually, I would call myself a rea-
soned eclectic. But that’s why you don’t see a consistency, because
that’s the way reasoned eclecticism works. (Sorry if this is coded
language for the rest of you!} You look at the external evidence.
You look at what kind of manuscripts support a particular reading.
You 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 best arguments. For some variants, the tran-
scriptional 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 be
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
just sticking with transcriptional probability the whole time, then
you would see that kind of consistency, but precisely hecause I'm a
reasoned eclectic, you don’t sce it. Whereas with David [Parker], for
example, you would clearly see a genealogical method and probably
transcriptional probability but he would never use intrinsic prob-
ability. Is that right?

Ehrman: They're just not reasoned enough. It’s not the method,
though. T learned my method from Bruce Metzger, 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
placed less weight on manuscripts for precisely the reasons 've laid out
for you. The manuscripts generally are many hundreds of years later
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 the story of the woman
caught in adultery.

Wallace: I've heard of that story.

Question: We've heard of it several times this weekend, and it made
me think: Do textual critics have any idea when this story was inserted
into the Gospel of John? Do you have any idea of the possible authen-
ticity of this story? Is there any possible connection to a genuine story
from the ministry of Jesus or is it just creative writing? And, I think
probably the most important question concerning how to apply tex-
tual criticism to what we do every day as munisters is: I you were
preaching a series of sermons through the Gospel of John and came to
this story, would you preach a sermon on this text as if’ it has authority
for the Christian life?

Wallace: Those are great and very practical questions that Bart can
answer far better than 1, so I'll turn it over to him.
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Ehrman: No, | would not preach on that.
Audience roars with laughter.

Wallace: Bart has actually done some of the very best work on the
pericope of the woman caught in adultery. I am relatively convinced
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
of historicity. The way that Pve been looking at it is that it seems that
it was a confladon of two different stories that finally coalesced in the
third century. 've been very impressed, frankly, with Ehrman’s aca-
demic work on this subject in his very fine article in New Testament Stud-
ies.” 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 there are an awful lot of
Lukanisms in it. It looks far more Lukan or Matthean than it does
Johannine in terms of its style of writing, the language, the vocabulary,
and so forth. And there is a group of manuscripts that has this story
after 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
place for it. There is some work that has been done on the style and
grammar of Luke. Working with 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 i’ Luke had access to this or had actually written the
story. Then I would ask the question, why didn’t he put it down in his
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 shorter. I rather doubt that the Pharisees pecled 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 this place when I am
working through John, I have taken an entire Sunday, or sometimes two,
to talk about whether we should preach this passage. Is it authentic?
Prepare people to think about this. One of the deep concerns 1 have
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for the church today is that there is such a huge difference between the
pulpit 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 passage, talked about textual criticism for two weeks, and when we
got to the text I said, “It’s probably not authentic, let’s go on.” Nobody
had a problem. But it you just walk in there and say that this passage is
not authentic; if you do not prepare people to think about that, they’re
Just going to think that the sky has fallen and that you've picked and
chosen which passages you didn’t want to be original.

Question: Dr. Ehrman, my question is regarding John 1:1 and the 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 footnote of one of your books.
And [ was curious what your opinion was on that with regard to the new
information that has come to light based on W3 and the presence of the
article before theos. Tt seemed to support your view and I was hoping you
could tell me what you think the original reading is there.

Ehrman: 1 wish I could remember what I said in my footnote.
Remind me. What did 1 say?

Question: | think you were making the case that the reading ho theos
én ho logos was original.

Ehrman: Wow! Really?

Wallace: 1 think it was Codex L he was talking about, not WS>
though.

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

Ehrman: 1 said that was the original reading?

Question: No. I don’t know what vou were saying, that’s why I
am asking.
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Ehrman: Oh. It sounded like a brilliant insight.
Wallace: 1t’s in The Orthodox Corruption of Scripture.”

Ehrman: [ have no recollection. [Bart laughs.] T don't think it had the
article, no. How’s it go? Theos én ho logos, right? Is that how it goes? 1
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 end
of the Gospel and so the Gospel of John understands that in some
sense—not in a Nicene sense or a full trinitarian sense—Jesus is God.
Am [ answering the question?

Question: Yeah, so you think the original is anarthrous there?

Ehrman: Yes, 1 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 ko theos-literally “the God.” But in John
1:1 it just says theos without the Ao. There are grammatical reasons for it
doing that, but I think that it means capital G, God. It’s not surprising
to me that scribes on occasion would stick an article in there to make
sure you understood that in fact this isn’t small-g gods or divine but it
actually means God.

Stewart: Our time has come to an end. Let’s thank our speakers for
great presentations and great answers to good questions.

+

Text and Transmission in the Second Century

Michoel W. Holmes

tis widely acknowledged that the text of the documents comprising
the New Testament, preserved today in thousands of manuscripts,
is better attested than any other text from the ancient world. Yet
as true as that statement is, it is potentially misleading, in that the
bare statement does not reveal the circumstance that approximately
85 percent of those manuscripts were copied in the eleventh century.
or later—over a millennium after the writing of the New Testament.
With 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 origing of the New Testament, the more scarce the manu-
script evidence becomes. Indeed, for the first century or more after
its composition—{rom, roughly, the late first centary 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 extends
toward two centuries or more.'
To put the matter a bit differently, we have—beginning about 200
c.E. for some books, such as the Gospel of John (P* P}, the Gospel of
Luke (P7), and the Pauline corpus (P*), but not until 300 c.k. or later
for others, such as the Gospel of Mark or some of the Catholic letters—
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substantial hard evidence for what each book of the New Testament
looks like, in general and in detail: its overall structure and arrange-
ment, the order of the paragraphs, the sequence of sentences, and the
wording of a very large percentage of its text. This is not at all to say
that the text is without variation, but the overall shape of the document
is stable and recognizable with regard to both its form and its content,
and, with a very few notable exceptions, such as John 7:53—8:11, the
sixteenth chapter of Mark, 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.k. time frame, however, we have very
litde evidence for any of these books, only some small fragments pre-
serving a few verses each. (These fragments do document a book’s
existence, but preserve very little of its contents.) It is widely recog-
nized that in the ancient world the first century or so of a document’s
existence was a critical period for the transmission of its text, a time
when alterations or disruptions, if they were to occur, were most likely
to occur, and for this crucial period in the history of the transmission
of the New Testament we know relatively little.”

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 time—the question arises: how well does the text
of the New Testament as we have it in the late second/early third century reflect the
state of the text in the late first century? (Using “in the late first century” as
shorthand for “the time when the various documents that now com-
prise the New Testament began to be copied and circulated,” when-
ever and in whatever form that was for a particular document.)’ This
is the question I wish to investigate.

How might we begin to answer this question? I propose that we first
examine three rather different 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 cach is incorrect, we will
be putting on the table, as it were, critical information that will be useful
to have in hand if we are to begin to reach an answer to our question.

Trobisch

The first proposal is that of David Trobisch, in his book The First Edi-
tion of the New Testament. His thesis “is that the New Testament, in
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the form that achieved canomical status, 1s not the result of a lengthy
and complicated collecting process that lasted for several centuries.”
Instead, “the history of the New Testament is the history of an edi-
tion, a book that has been published and edited by a specific group of
editors, at a specific place, and at a specific time,” the middle of the
second century. Moreover, this “first edition,” which included the Sep-
tuagint as well, arranged the books that now comprise the LXX and
the canonical New Testament into a specific order and arrangement.®

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 princeps of the Canonical Edition,” which he considers to be
the archetype of virtually all extant New Testament manuscripts.” In
making this claim that the text of the various New Testament docu-
ments as we see them from ca. 200 c.e. on have all derived directly
from 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 of the New Testament as we have it in the late second/early third
century reflect the state of the text in the late first century?). Trobisch’s implied
answer seems to be this: the text as we have it in the third century
reflects the text established by the editors of the “canonical edition” in
the mid-second century. In short, we do not have access to the text as
it left its author’s control, but only as it was later fixed by the editor(s)’
of the “canonical edition.”

Analysis: 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 Testament documents and of the books of the
LXX. If such an event had occurred, one would expect to find far more
regularity and similarity among the surviving manuscripts of the New
Testament and LXX-—which, on Trobisch’s hypothesis, all descend
from this single edition-—than is evident in the surviving manuscripts.
With regard to the LXX, for example, our three earliest full copies are
the famous codices Vaticanus, Sinaiticus, and Alexandrinus, from the
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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
subcollection (cf. tables 2.2, 2.3, and 2.4).

In addition, while Vaticanus and Sinaiticus place /-2 Fsdras after
Chronicles, Alexandrinus places it among the “extras.”
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Vaticanus Sinaiticus Alexandrinus
the Twelve Isaiah the Twelve
Isaiah Jeremiah Isaiah
Jeremiah Lamentations Jeremiah
Baruch Barueh Baruch
Lamentations Letter of Jeremiah Lamentations
Letter of Jeremiah Ezekiel Letter of Jeremiah
Ezekiel Daniel Ezekiel
Daniel the Twelve Daniel

Table 2.4: Order of the Prophets

Vaticanus

Genesis -2 Chronicles

Sinaiticus

Genesis—2 Chronicles

Alexandrinus

Genesis—2 Chronicles

Writings “Extras” Prophets
“Extras” Prophets “Extras”
Prophets Writings Writings

Table 2.1: Order of Sub-Collections

Vaticanus Sinaiticus Alexandrinus
Psalms Psalms Psalms
Proverbs Proverbs Job
Ecclesiastes Ecclesiastes Proverbs

Song of Songs

Song of Songs

Ecclesiastes

Job Wisdom of Solomon Song of Songs
Wisdom of Solomon Sirach Wisdom of Solomon
Sirach Job Sirach

Psalms of Solomon

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 “Septuagintal Extras”

In all, the significant differences in both content and arrangement
so evident in Vaticanus, 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.®

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,’
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. '?

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.'" In short, Trobisch’s view, while engaging and provocative, is
simply not persuasive, and we may set it aside.

Alands

A rather different proposal 1s offered by Kurt and Barbara Aland in
their famous handbook The Text of the New Testament." In it they spell
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out explicitly a view of textual transmission that is, I think, often taken
for 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.

According to the Alands, “The transmission of the New Testa-
ment textual tradition is characterized by an extremely impressive
degree of tenacity. Once a reading occurs it will persist with obsti-
nacy.” This means that “we can be certain” that somewhere among
the many surviving witnesses to the New Testament text “there is still a
group of witnesscs [that] preserve the original form of the text, despite
the pervasive authority of ecclesiastical tradition and the prestige of
the later text.”® In short, “the element of tenacity in the New Testa-
ment textual tradition not only permits but demands that we proceed
on the premise that in every instance of textual variation it is possible
to determine the form of the original text, i.c., the form in which each
individual document passed into the realm of published literature by
means of copying and formal distribution.”"*

Lest we miss the point, they reiterate: “every reading ever occur-
ring in the New Testament textual tradition is stubbornly preserved

. any reading ever occurring in the New Testament textual tradition,
from the original reading onward, has been prescrved in the tradition
and needs only to be identified.” In addition, “Any 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 readings
does not exist the text has not been disturbed.”"

In short, according to the Alands, in every instance of varia-
tion that occurs in the manuscripts of the New Testament, the origi-
nal reading has been preserved somewhere among the surviving
evidence, and needs only to be identified; once that identification
that is, once the earliest recoverable text has been

has been madec
determined-—then the original has been determined.

So with respect to my framing question (how well does the text of the
New Testament as we have it in the late second/early third century reflect the state of
the text in the late first century?), the Alands’ answer seems clear: the “earli-
est recoverable text” and the “original text” are effectively identical;
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the text as we have it in the third century is essentially the same as what
the author published.

Analysis: Alands

This claim—that the original reading has always been preserved some-
where among the more than 5,000 manuscripts of the New Testament—
may be generally true, but cannot be sustained in detail. 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
readings of the Greek manuscripts, adopted as the text a
conjectural restoration, a reading not found in any extant
manuscript of Acts.'®

* 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 unsatisfactory read-
ing” as the text."”

* At 1 Cor 6:5, the text as found in all extant Greck manu-
scripts reads diakrinai ana meson tou autou, “to judge between
his brother,” an impossible phrase in Greek'® that makes

no more sense than it does in English to speak 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.

* In discussing the problematic variants in Acts 12:25,
Metzger observed “that more than once K. Lake’s frank
admission of despair reflected [the Committee’s] mood:
‘Which is the true text? no one knows. . . .” Eventually, “after
long and repeated deliberation,” the Committee printed
what it described as “the least unsatisfactory” reading.”

* At | Cor. 8:2-3, Zuntz and Gordon Fee make a persuasive
case that of all extant manuscripts, P* alone preserves the
original text of these verses.” The point to note is this: prior
to the acquisition of P* in the early 1930s, the original read-
ing was not extant among the known evidence prior to that
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time. Apart {rom the serendipitous survival and discovery of
the Beatty papyri, it would still not be known.

+ The same point may be made regarding the Freer logion,
that expanded form of the longer ending of Mark. Jerome
in the fourth century reports that this form of the ending of
Mark could be found “in some exemplars and especially in
Greek manuscripts of Mark,”* but today this form of the
longer ending is found 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 bit different. They illustrate that the man-
uscript evidence as we know it today is sometimes rather different than

it appeared in antiquity.

+ 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) 1s today found only
in two late manuscripts.?

» At Heb. 2:9 the variant chéris theou occurs in numerous early
fathers, both eastern and western, indicating that it once was
widely known, but today it is found in only a few manuscripts.

In summary, the Alands’ claim that “we can be certain” that somewhere
among the many surviving witnesses to the New Testament text “there
is still a group of witnesses [that] preserve the original torm of the
text”* is not supported by the surviving manuscript evidence. For most
of the New Testament there is little doubt that the original reading
survives, and for much of the rest it is highly probable that it does, but
in light of the examples given and the implications we may draw from
them, we cannot be certain that it does in every case.

Petersen

The third perspective 1 wish to notice falls at the other end of a spec-
trum from the Alands. It is a perspective that proposes that the text of
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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 series of essays set out a clear thesis regarding the early trans-
mission of the text.”” In a survey of the New Testament in the Apos-
tolic Fathers, for example, Petersen offers this claim:

In the overwwhelming majority of cases, those passages in the Apostolic Fathers
which offer recognizable parallels with our preseni-day New Testament
display a fext that is very different from what we now find in our modern
critical editions of the New Testament.

Or, as he writes in an essay on the origins of the gospels:

To be brutally frank, we know next to nothing about the shape
of the “autograph” gospels; indeed, it is guestionable if one
can cven speak of such a thing This leads to the inescapable
conclusion that the text in our critical editions today is actually
a text which dates from no earlier tha[n| about 180 c.E., at the
carliest. Our critical editions do not present us with the text that
was current in 130, 120 or 100—much less in 80 c.2.%7

So with respect to my framing question (kow well does the text of the New
Testament as we have 1t in the late second/early third century reflect the state of the
text in the late first century?), Petersen’s answer seems clear: 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
form of a gospel tradition with the question of determining the earli-
est text of a specific gospel. For example, in summarizing his observa-
tions about early second-century writers, Petersen observes:

Extra-canonical material is prominent, and mixed up with what
we now regard as canonical material. There seems to have been
no clear demarcation between traditions that were “proto-

canonical” and those that were “proto-extra-canonical.” While
this is not surprising, given the fact that such distnctions are
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anachronistic during this period, it nevertheless highlights the
flexibility and unsettledness of textual traditions in general.””

Notice the leap in his argument: the use of extra-canonical material
alongside “proto-canonical” material somehow highlights the “unset-
tledness” of fextual 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 fextual “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
of 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,* but
in practice he regularly ignores his own guidelines. "Two examples will
illustrate the problem.

The first involves a gospel citation in Justin Martyr (Dialogue
101.2) that has parallels in Matthew, Mark, and Luke, which read
as follows:

Mt. 19:17: “Teacher. ..|... “Why do you ask me about
what is good? There is only one who 1s good.”

Mk. 10:18: “Good teacher . . .|. .. Why do you call me
good? No one is good but God alone.”

Lk. 18:19: “Good teacher. . .|... Why do you call me

good? No one is good but God alone.”
The text of Justin Martyr runs like this:

“Good teacher . . .|. .. Why do you call me good? 7here is one
who is good, 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 ol
Matthew “shows that it is the Matthean version which is being cited,”
and therefore Justin preserves the earliest version of Matthew 19:17,
one that includes the phrase “my father in heaven™—proof, he says,
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that our critical text of the gospels does not correspond to the early
second-century text of that gospel.®

But Petersen’s identification of this as a citation of Matthew is
surely debatable. The fwo 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-
tion to Matthew, Mark, and Luke.* How 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 identification
anyway.”

The second example involves a citation from Ignatius of Antioch
(Smyrn. 3.2), which Petersen claims “is clearly the most ancient extant
version of Luke 24:39.”* The two passages read:

Ignativs, Smyrn. 3.2 Luke 24:37-42

2and when he came 10 Peter and those with %Jesus himself stood among them. 37But they
him, . were startled and terrified, thinking they saw a
he said to them: spirit. ¥ Then he said to them, “Why are vou

frightened, and why do doubts arise in your
hearts? See my hands and my feet; it is 1

“Take hold of me; myself]
touch me and see that T am not a disembodied | Touch me and see that a spirit does not have
demon.” flesh and bones like you see T have.”

0When he had said this, he showed them his
And immediately they touched him and hands and his feet.
believed, being closely united with his flesh and | *!And while they still could not believe it
blood. (because of their joy) and were amazed, he said

to them, “Do you have anything here to eat®”

Petersen bases his claim on the fact that the two passages share
five identical words {pselaphésate 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 difference between the immediately
following phrase in cach {Ignatius, “I am not a disembodied demon,”
vs. Luke, “a spirit does not have flesh and bones like you see I have™).
Second, observe how what Ignatius says next (“and immediately [ka:
euthys| they touched him and believed”) contradicts what Luke says in
verse 41 (they were still not believing, eft de apistounton auton). It seems far
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more likely that Ignatius is working with a parallel or similar tradition
than that he is citing Luke 24:39.%

These two examples are typical of Petersen’s procedure through-
out: he repeatedly asserts what needs to be demonstrated. The per-
sistent failure to demonstrate that the early anonymous citations of
gospel tradition that he discusses are in fact citations of a specific
gospel 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:

The changes brought by an author to the cited passage vary
substantially. They generally consist in the omission or addition of
words, in grammatical changes, in the combination of citations,
and in the modification of the primary meaning of the quotation.
These changes may be deliberate, which means that they are made
by the citing author specifically in order to appropriate the content
of the citation. They may also be accidental. If deliberate, the
changes result from the author’s wish to adjust the citation to his
own purposes, to “modernize” the stylistic expression of a more
ancient writex, or to adapt the grammar of the cited text to that
of the citing text. It may be noted that deliberate changes do not
always stem from the citing author’s eagerness to tamper with the
primary meaning of a passage, as modern scholars often suspect.”

Furthermore, 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 for Justin Martyr, who indeed appears to have utilized collec-
tions of excerpts gathered from authoritative sources.*

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 gospel
narratives to conform to the wording of the prophecies. As Skarsaune
observes, in Justin’s discussions of prophecy and fulfillment, “The
report of the fulfillment gets words from the prophecy inserted into it,”
an example of what Skarsaune considers to be “postcanonical modifi-

cations of Gospel material.”"’
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None of these factors receives attention in Petersen’s analysis of
carly citations of gospel material.”® This is particularly surprising with
regard to Justin Martyr, given the major role that citations from Justin
play in Petersen’s arguments.

Finally, the logic of Petersen’s argumentation is often unpersua-
sive. In a quotation cited earlier, for example, Petersen claims that “we
know next to nothing about the shape” of the earliest stage 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 100—much less in 80 ¢.e.”** But the con-
clusion does not follow: if we know nothing about the early shape of
the gospels, then how can we know that they don’t match our critical
texts? The only way we can know that “our critical editions” do not
match the early text is if we know what the early text looked like—but
according to Petersen, that is precisely what we do not know.

To summarize, 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
form—were sometimes rather different than the fexts of Matthew, Mark,
Luke, and John as we know them c. 180 or so. But Petersen definitely has
not shown that the fxt of Matthew, Mark, Luke and/or John in the late
first century was different from the text of those same gospels as we know

it ¢. 180 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 well does the text of the New Testament as we
have it in the late second/early third century reflect the state of the text in the late
Jirst century?). There is also a fourth answer that we might look at briefly,
and it is one given—or at least implied—by some of the recent contri-
butions by David Parker.® If I read him correctly, his response to my
question might well be, “why should it matter?”

I base this conclusion in part on Parker’s declaration that pursuit of
an “original text” (however one might define it} is neither appropriate
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nor possible.*" One may demur, however. We may not have as much
evidence as we might wish, but that in itself is no reason not to try. Nor
is frustration with what theologians may or may not do with our work*
sufficient 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 a More Adequate Answer

Keeping that objective in view, we may ask: have we found out any-
thing that might get us started toward a more adequate answer? Permit
me to offer an observation arising out of the analysis of Petersen’s dis-
cussion of patristic citations.

We have seen in the case of Justin Martyr that his practice (a) of
generally not identifying his sources and (b) of using a broad range of
sources means that it is difficult {and often impossible) to identfy the
specific source of a given reading. Because Justin used a wide range of
sources, we cannot simply assume that a reading that parallels Matthew,
for example, or Luke or Mark is from that gospel; positive evidence is
required in order to make an identification. The same circumstances
hold true for Polycarp of Smyrna;* indeed, I believe that the same
conditions hold true for every Christian document we know of prior to
the time of Irenacus, regardless of its theological orientation.™

This leaves us in an ironic position: about the only time eatly
patristic citations can count as evidence for 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
other case, we can never be sure what source is being used, because an
author typically doesn’t identify it.

One result, therefore, of our investigation thus far is a restriction
rather than an expansion of our range of possible sources of informa-
tion about the early shape of the text. Evidence regarding what the
text of the gospels looked like in the first hall’ of the second century
that we might have expected the early Christian writers to provide is
simply not forthcoming.® This means that for the earliest stages of
transmission, almost our only evidence will have to be whatever infor-
mation we can tease out of our later manuscripts.
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How might we proceed in such a situation? Petersen, in one of his
essays, suggests a possible way forward: to take what we know about
trends, patterns, and tendencies from a later period for which we have
evidence, project them back into the earlier period for which we lack
evidence, and see what they might suggest.* So permit me to sketch
some observations and then see what they might suggest.

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-
ings rather than in manuscripts of the New Testament documents. An
obvious conclusion to be drawn from this observation is that copying is
an inherently more conservative activity than composition.” As Kim
Haines-Eitzen has argued:

The scribes who copied Christian literature during the second
and third centuries were not “uncontrolled” nor were the texts
that they (re)produced marked by “wildness.” Rather, the (re)-
production of texts by eardy Christian scribes was bounded and
constrained by the multifaceted and muldlayered discursive

practices of the second- and third-century church.*

This would suggest that the textual tradition itself is not as “wild” or
“unstable” as is sometimes claimed.*

B) While gospel traditions about Jesus appear to have been rather
fluid up through the mid-second century and even later, actual docu-
ments, once created, appear to have been relatively stable. That is, -
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 for 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
ol Mark that continued to use the existing title (whatever that may
have been).™

The two obvious exceptions would be Marcion’s treatment of
Luke,”" and the Shepherd of Hermas (which apparently circulated in two
or more forms at one point in its history).” But the kind of evidence
that makes these two stand out is precisely what is lacking in the case
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of other documents.”® Once created, a document 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-
sented earlier in fact points in the other direction). Our earliest evi-
dence, I Clement at the end of the first century, for example, reveals
already the presence of variant forms of the textual tradition.” With
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 differences 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 correction
(diorthéseds) of what they have copied, or in the process of correction
{en é diorthdser) making additions or deletions as they see fit.””> What
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
“numerous”?

D) The kind of activity described by Origen correlates well with
some of the seribal habits and patterns observable in the early papyri.™
Observable patterns of behavior cover a wide spectrum: some copy-
ists were relatively careless or cared more for the general sense than
the precise wording,” while others were very careful and accurate; the
scribe of P 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 free
habits of some scribes is precisely because some of their colleagues
copied their texts so carefully. But even the best copyist is not per-
fect, and so it is no surprise to find evidence of correction in many
manuscripts. The extent and effect of correction (diorthosis)® could
vary widely: (a) it could involve as little as correcting a copy against its
exemplar. (b) It could also involve the correction by a reader or scribe
of (what were perceived as) copyist’s mistakes without reference to the
manuscript’s exemplar. {¢) It could involve the correction of a copy by
means of a different exemplar (as in, for example, %), in which case
it could, in the next generation of copies made from the corrected
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manuscript, result in substantial alteration to the character of the copy
being transmitted.®

[t should be 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 carly centuries will have been the work of users or
readers of the text, rather than copyists.”!

E) There is little evidence (if any) of “recensional” activity, in the
sense of a deliberate, thoroughgoing, and authoritative editorial revi-
sion by scholars, affecting on any widespread scale the text of the New
Testament.®?

F} There is some evidence in the earliest papyri of efforts to pre-
serve an carly text. Zuntz’s detailed analysis of 1%, the earliest copy of
the Pauline letters, revealed evidence of a conscious concern to pre-
serve an accurate text that he thought could be traced back as carly as
the beginning of the second century.®® The work of Birdsall, Mart’ini,
and Fee on P” indicates that it “is a relatively careful exemplar of a
sound and faithful philological tradition,” a text that preserves many
idiosyncratic features of Johannine style and diction no longer found
in other witnesses.*

G Wisse observes that “the strongest argument” against viewing
the carly history of the text as similar to that of later periods is the con-
siderable length of time it took the New Testament 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
recognized as apostolic and authoritative. There are, however, good rea-
sons to challenge this assumption,” including the observation that texts
whose canonical status remained in question longer show less, rather
than more, textual corruption, and that “if’ we judge by the interpola-
tions for 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 less hesi-
tant to take liberties with the text, but at the same time there would have
been less urgency to change or adapt the theology of these writings.”®

H) Finally, the social context of the early Christian movement,
specifically, its use and reading of early Christian texts in the context
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of worship, for example, almost certainly was an important factor
toward stabilization in the transmission of carly Christan 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 results look like?
What might they suggest as an answer to our framing question: how
well does the text of the New Testament as we have it in the late second/early third
century reflect the state of the text in the late first century?®’

First, 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 differences between the “Alexandrian”
and “Western” textual traditions are considerably greater than they
are elsewhere in the New Testament), there is little ift any evidence
of any major disruption to the text. Third, apart from the endings of
Mark and of Romans,” nearly all variation during the time period in
view affects a verse or less of the text.” In short, we appear to be deal-
ing with a situation characterized by macro-level stability and micro-
level fluidity.

This state of affairs leads me to conclude that the later texts repre-
sent the earlier stages “well cnough,” well enough to encourage us to
seek to recover the carlier texts from which our extant copies appear to
have descended, well enough to give us good grounds to be reasonably
optimistic about the possibility of recovering earlier forms of the text
on the basis of our extant witnesses. While not wishing to overstate
the possibilities {as I think Aland does), neither should we overstate
the difficulties (as I think Petersen does).” While it is true, as we noted
in the introduction, that we have very 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,””" which is an important point
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that ought not to be forgotten in the midst of all our legitimate interest
in the later history 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 the evidence we do have. Indeed, to do anything less
would be to squander the resources and evidence entrusted to ;JS by
the accidents of history, resources and evidence that will, if judiciously
employed, enable us to move beyond the limits of the extant manu-

scripts to recover the earlier forms from which they themselves have
descended.
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The Necessity of a Theology of Scripture

Dale B. Martin

grew 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-
sion, 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
.7 (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 saffty
at our sides, like clumsy Revolutionary War muskets. The teacher
would shout, in her best marine sargeant voice, “Presennnt 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
...7 Eph. 6:17). The teacher would call out a Bible book, chapter, and
verse (“Jeremiah 21:8!”), and we would race to get there first. The first
student who found the passage was supposed to plant a finger on the
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verse and read it out loudly. “And unto this people thou shalt say, Thus
saith the Lord; Behold 1 set before you the way of life, and the way of
death” ( Jer. 21:8, KJv).

Long before I ever attended seminary, I may not have known much
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
they could be expected to recognize basic stories, characters, and
phrases from the Bible. Authors could expect most of their readers to
know that East of Eden, The Power and the Glory, or The Grapes of Wrath
were quotations of scripture. Political speeches could be sprinkled with
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 schools,
they will 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 teach not only how to interpret the Bible, but also basic Bible
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 theologi-
cal interpretation of scripture. Even when students know what’s in the
Bible, T 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 schools, seminar-
ies and divinity schools connected to universities, were teaching their
students mainly the use of historical eriticism when approaching the
interpretation of the Bible. By “historical criticism™ I mean a set of
practices and skills designed mainly in the modern world that attempt
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to reconstruct the likely intentions of the ancient human author of the
text or what ancient rcaders, who occupied the same cultural milieu
as the author, would have taken the text to mean. Historical criticism,
developed mainly in Germany in the nineteenth century, came to
dominate instruction in biblical interpretation in the United States in
the twentieth century, in “conservative” as well as “liberal” schools.

In order to test 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 from the Wabash
Center for Teaching and Learning in Theology and Religion, I spent
a year rescarching 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. Tn most
schools, in spite of faculty perceptions to the contrary, historical criti-
cism dominates the curriculum in biblical studies, and, in my view,
theological reasoning is not adequately taught.”

The first 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 great deal on what one thinks the Bible is. Most people,
entirely nonreligious people as well as Christians, are tacitly working
with implicit, almost never explicit, “models” of scripture.

In the church of my vouth, the Church of Christ in Texas, we
were commonly taught that the Bible, or more particularly the New
Testament, was a “blueprint” for the church. The church’s organiza-
tional structure (Who were its leaders? How was the church supposed
to be 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
governed by a plurality of “elders,” all male, who were assisted by a
plurality of “deacons,” also male, all on the basis of 1 and 2 Timothy
and Titus.
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This practice extended even to forbidding instrumental music in
worship because the New ‘Testament 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 profubition against instrumental
music. It was enough that singing was commanded and instrumental
music was not. God had indicated his desire (and of course we all
assumed God was male) for a cappella music in church by putting that
in the “blueprint.” He no more needed to forbid instruments explicitly
than an architect should need to write in his blueprints something like,
“Don’t use any of the following materials in constructing the root.” The
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.

[ remember a preacher insisting that since God had instructed
Noah to build the ark out of gopher wood (Gen. 6:14, xjv), God did
not need to state explicitly that Noah was not to use pine, or oak, or
cedar. Had Noah substituted other wood for gopher wood, or even
supplemented the gopher wood with pine or oak, Noah would have
been disobeying God. And the ark would have sunk. Just as Noah had
a blueprint for building the ark, so we Christians had in the New Tes-
tament a blueprint for the organization and practices of the church.

Now this is a rational way of thinking about the nature of scrip-
ture, but it led to real problems, problems I remember thinking about
even as a young tecnager. 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 existence in the church of Sunday
schools. There is no mention of missionary societies or orphanages
or other “metachurch™ organizations in the New Testament, so other
churches split off in order to avoid participating with other congrega-
tions in supporting such organizations. I know of no churches that split
off in order to avoid using microphones, hymnals, or printed educa-
tional materials in worship, but people did debate the issues. In any
case, it is obvious that the way people were reading the New Testament
was heavily influenced by what sort of thing they took scripture to be.
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It is casy to see how the model of scripture 1 have just described
was produced on the nineteenth- and twentieth-century American
frontier.’ The “American 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 different and new ways of being Christian—several
established denominations of Protestants, new churches, experimental
sects, the rise of the Mormons and other new religious movements, all
living cheek to jowl in new communities in what was then the West,
and what is now the Midwest and South—a remedy for plurality and
confusion was sought in an agreed-upon constitution. Some Chris-
tians, therefore, took the Bible, or particularly the New Testament, 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 infallible. Just as science had come to
see itself as producing knowledge about reality by carefully and objec-
tively observing the “facts” of “nature,” so many Christians, using that
same model of knowledge, saw themselves as looking to the Bible for
certain “facts” about reality, including of course the nature of God, but
also morality, history, and nature itself. The first chapters of Genesis
were seen as offering an alternative, even “scientific,” account of the
history of nature and humankind, an alternative that could allow—or
demand—the rejection of evolution or, as fundamentalists call it, “Dar-
winism.” Fundamentalists, though, came to recognize that 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 different versions or translations 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.

This is where Bart Ehrman’s book, Misquoting Jesus, comes into my
story. As you no doubt by now know, Ehrman was taught in his youth
group and later at Moody Bible Institute that the Bible was verbally
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inspired and inerrant, not in any particular modern English transla-
tion, but in the original “autographs” (the physical documents penned
by the historical authors). He decided that if the only completely accu-
rate inspired text was the original text, he wanted to become an expert
in the discipline that used the appropriate linguistic and historical tools
to “discover” what that original wording was.

During graduate study at Princeton Seminary and afterwards,
Ehrman came to realize just how many thousands upon thousands
of textual variants there were in the many extant Greck manuscripts
of the documents of the New Testament. 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 came as a severe blow to his faith, precisely because
he had been converted from a rather “social” Episcopalian back-
ground to a rigorous form of evangelical Christianity that stressed the
absolute 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 save the originals! We have
only error-ridden copies, and the vast majority of these are centu-
ries removed from the originals and different from them, evidently,
in thousands of ways.”* Such realizations led Ehrman to abandon his
evangelical faith in scripture.

Ehrman is quite right to insist that we do not have and cannot
discover the “original text” of the New Testament (much less the entire
Bible). And it is understandable if he assumed, in his “fundamental-
ist” period, that the view of scripture he entertained at that time could
hardly stand up to the recognition that we kave no access to the “original
text” of the Bible. /fone takes “scripture,” that is, fo be only the original
autographs of the manuscripts that came to make up our Bible, fen
the radical inaccessibility of the wording of those autographs consti-
tutes a challenge to faith in scripture. But this is true only if that is in
fact what “scripture” is.

In fact, the view that various manuscript versions of the Greek New
Testament, and indeed various translations of the New Testament,
pose a challenge to Christian faith has been understandable— even
possible—only in the modern world, to be exact since the dominance
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of the printing press in the production of modern “textuality.” The
church more generally, and educated Christians more especially, have
never identified “scripture” with any particular physical embodiment
of the text of the Bible, or with any particular manuscript.” 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 different copy of “scripture,” they
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 that
deserved an attempt at a remedy, or an attempt at the “best” reading
or perhaps a “unitary” recension. But they accepted the variation in
the wording of different manuscripts of scripture as a fact 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 produce
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 theology
of scripture.

More sophisticated Christian theologians insist that no physical
embodiment of “scripture” can be identified as “scripture” itsell, the
“word of God.” The Bible isn’t scripture simply in and of itself. It is
scripture, the word of God, when itis read in faith by the leading of the
Holy Spirit. Christians have traditionally believed, it is true, that scrip-
ture mediates 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 with what we need for salvation, that scripture will
not itself mislead us to destruction. But this means that the literal sense
of scripture is necessarily true only to the extension of the essentials
of faith. The Christian idea is that we have enough of the real words of
scripture to be faithful 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
of Christ”) and particular, social manifestations of “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 the boundaries 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 saints,”
again 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
lived. But no one can point out the physical boundaries of that body.
The Christian belief—properly speaking—is that the body of Christ,
the church universal, is never identical with any physical social group.®
Tt 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.””’

We may therefore propose an analogy: just as the church is
embodied in particular, visible, physical groups of people but must
not be identified with any of those groups or even with all those groups
gathered together, so scripture is embodied in particular texts, manu-
scripts, editions, and translations but cannot be identified with any of
them, including the imagined “original autographs.” 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 wording of the New Testament throws up an insurmountable
obstacle to faith 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 miy larger point that there are many different ideas
about what scripture is. There are many different assumptions, often
not self-consciously considered, about “what sort of thing scripture is
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or 1s like.” People work with different “models” of scripture. And how
they interpret the Bible depends greatly on what sort of thing they take
scripture to be.

Many people, for example, especially in 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 past
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 o know how properly to maintain the vehicle, or for
suggestions for what to do in case something goes wrong, so we should
read the Bible to see how to run our lives according to the intentions
and advice of the maker. Both these metaphors are very popular ways
of conceiving what sort of thing scripture is among, especially, evan-
gelical and conservative Christians.

There are obvious problems. It the Bible is a rule book, it is an
awfully confusing and incomplete one. In spite of references to the
Bible in the abortion debate, for instance, there is nowhere in the
Bible any clear 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 Bible came to us without illustrations. People in
debates about sexuality and Christianity might like to have a few pic-
tures making it clear which “tab A’ 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 call it
an “authority.” Some Christians regularly challenge other Christians
by implying that they are not sufficiently submitting to the authority
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 tor labor disputes? Is it like a scientific expert who
may point out evidence but who has no real power to torce us to act
according to his advice? Is it like a television chef who can make gentle
suggestions about improving a dish? The term authority, though bandied
around much in Christian discussions and debates about scripture, is
too variable, and indeed vacuous, to be of much use here unless it 1s stip-
ulated 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 few decades that we think of scrip-
ture as providing, more than any other one thing, narrative or a story.
Though scripture contains many other literary forms that aren’t really
narratives—there are laws, poems, songs, gnomic sayings, and many
other genres—these theologians of narrative insist that those other
parts of scripture have still traditionally been taken by Christians as
existing within the grander narrative of what God has done in and for
Israel and in Jesus Christ for the entire world.” 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. We should imagine scrip-
ture, in my suggestions, as something like a museum or a sanctuary,
perhaps 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 where our Christian
imaginations may be informed, reshaped, even surprised by the place
scripture becomes for us. As is already apparent, imagining scripture
as holy space we enter, rather than as a rule book or blueprint, will sig-
nificantly affect how we interpret it. There is much more that could be
said about scripture as sanctuary space, and 1 have indeed said more
elsewhere, but this is enough to offer it as an example of a different
model of “what scripture is.”'" The education of people in the theo-
logical interpretation of scripture should begin, I urge, with teaching
them to think critically, self-consciously, and creatively about what sort
of thing scripture is—in their own assumptions and in the history and

practices of their communities.

So Bart Ehrman and most American evangelicals are both wrong.
And they are both wrong because they ignore just how varied and
ubiquitous is the necessity of interpretation.'’ The text of the Bible
does not “say” anything It must be interpreted. And how a Christian
interprets scripture may legitimately differ from the way a text critic
or a historian interprets the text of the Bible. After all, cven taking
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, there 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 issues of doctrine would be raised, including
Adoptionism, the denial of a resurrection of the flesh, mistakes about
the imminence of the parousia of Jesus, the teaching of the Gospel of
Matthew that all followers of Jesus must obey the Jewish law, and on
and on. Even if you gave evangelicals whatever Greek Testament they
liked, you would still not be certain of a fully orthodox New Testament
interpreted historically. In order to end up with a New Testament that
renders properly orthodox Christian doctrine, you have to interpret
the text “orthodoxly.” It will not do so on its own.

The people who understood this correctly were the early Anglican
divines and theologians, as demonstrated in a recent book by Rowan
Greer, Anglican Approaches to Seripture. The Anglican theologians were
willing to agree with their more radical reforming Puritan ncighbors
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
scripture, done after 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.”' 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 use his or her inter-
pretation of scripture as if it were an infallible statement of scripture
that can be uscd to beat other Christians over the head or slam dunk a
theological or cthical debate.

The debate about whether textual criticism is unable to deliver a
text of the Bible that will in iwself “save us” is misguided on both of
its sides. 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 of
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 form a Christian
holds it, read in faith and by the leading of the Holy Spirit.
Evangelicals, though, are also wrong on their side in believing that
they can base their doctrine and ethics on a simple “hearing” of the
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 fellow 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-
cal or philological, will 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 itself. As Ehrman has shown in his book
The Orthodox Corruption of Seripture, the history of the transmission of
the text is part of the history of the interpretation of scripture itsell
and may render social, historical, and theological observations.'* 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. Elizabeth Johnson, 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 activity of
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faith in God, with assurance that the Holy Spirit will not lead us to per-
dition if we read in faith and with love as our guide and goal. Ehrman
allowed textual criticism to destroy his faith in scripture because he
had an inadequatc 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. What is
needed for American Christians is not better history or textual criti-
cism, but better theological education, which must include a better
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?

David Parker

he 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 reader’s attention, so let me present the evidence. Jesus sits upon
a mountain by the Sea of Galilee, and crowds of people bring to him
people in need of healing. Of what ailments are they in need of heal-
ing? According to different witnesses, they are:

1. 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 crowd wonders at seeing:

the dumb speaking  the deformed whole  the lame walking
the blind seeing
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Some manuscripts replace the first phrase with “the deal” hearing,”
according to the two possible meanings of the word kdphos (kwdél).
Others read “the deaf hearing, the dumb speaking,” possibly under
the influcnce of Mark 7:37. I have listed six variations in verse 30, not
counting versions with only three items, and I am confident in stating
that there are likely to be more not listed in the editions I consulted.
How do we reconstruct the textual history of this phrase? That is to
say, can we decide which of these versions is most likely to have given rise
to those which were formed later, and in what order these others arose? Is
there any way of deciding what is more likely? It would be nice to be able
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. Unfortunately, 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 conflate two versions—first half of (6) and first half of (1)—in order
to achieve it.! 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 siroilar Matthacan lists? The blind are mentioned before
the lame in some manuscripts at 12:22 and 21:14 (but others reverse the
order!}, Or should one look for a neat balance within the hist—the two
referring to injury to limbs outside the two referring to sight and speech?
Or could such a tidy hst be more plausibly ascribed to later users who
were as perplexed by us at the differences? One searches in vain for any
principle which could lead one to a solution. As an editor, one would be
reduced to the following options in making a critical text at this passage:

1. to follow the manuscript or manuscripts which one
believed were more often reliable in places where a more
informed judgment was possible.

2. 1o follow the editor or editors one found most consistently
sensible.

3. to follow the most popular text— 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
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purpose, namely that a number of possible orders emerged in the
course of the text’s transmission. The examples used by Ehrman
and 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 suspect that variants where there are three or more readings may
be more usual.

The question “Does it matter?” is worth asking in several con-
texts. First, did it matter to ancient readers and copyists of the text?
Or were they simply aware that there were four items, and put them
down in whatever order they happened to remember them, sometimes
corresponding to what they read in their exemplar (the manuscript
from which they were copying), 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, are 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-
eral 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 exegete, who wants to be precise about the text requiring com-
ment. And it may matter to someone who discovers a solution to the -
problem that nobody else has thought. But it is also likely to matter to
several other groups. One of these consists of any person who believes
that every word of the biblical text that they know is divine in origin.
Another is a theological viewpoint—and I am thinking of self-styled
radical orthodoxy—which claims adherence to the final canonical
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.?

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 Massoretic Text.* In
the New Testament, Orthodoxy traditionally prefers forms of the
Byzantine Text, since it was that which it received from the tradi-
tion, while Western denominations have adopted the critical text as
its standard.’ Syrian Christianity has inherited the text and canon of
the Peshitta (lacking the Minor Catholic Epistles).®

Let us return to Matthew 15:30. This variant matters, precisely
because it probably makes no ultimate difference to the sense. The
critical editor and the believer in a single form of inspired text are
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 priori opinion or methodology turns out not to fit every situation as
well as one might wish.

1 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 different forms of the text do not seem to affect the sense,
we may sce that once we get into the study of textual variation, there
is no solid foundation from which to survey anything. In this detail, the
text is not reliable. It is no good replying that there is no difference to
the sense, and therefore it does not matter. Either the text is reliable
oritisn’t. And if we can agree that there is no justification for prefer-
ring one form rather than another here, 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 form of the text,
then what we assume to be the task of the editor, namely constructing
something called the original or the best form of text has to be aban-
doned. In fact, I suggest that this 1s 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 different forms of wordings:
omissions, additions, transpositions and substitutions: each manuscript
agrees sometimes with one manuscript, sometimes with another, and
somctimes is unique. How do we decide which form at every varia-
tion is the oldest surviving? Remember, we do not have any tradition
to build on, no “received text” to help us. The answer is that at every
place we will have to make use of logical principles, common sense,
and a developing experience of this particular text painstakingly to
build up a picture of the character of each manuscript, the relation-
ships between them, and the ways in which the text changed and devel-
oped. Only after careful study will we be able to establish a text which
we can defend as most probably that which gave rise to every other
form. At that point, we may be able to say how reliable we think the
text is at cach point of variation. The decision then as to how reliable
it is will depend upon how good we are 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. Lor 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 arise when a text has
been passed on over a lengthy period of time, so that people have the
opportunity to adopt particular versions of the text and to reject other
forms. At the beginning of the process, in our hypothetical example,
no form of the text should be rejected. Nor should it be rejected during
the process. And when does the process end? For an individual scholar,
it may end when the edition is complete. For the user of that edition, it
will only end when they either throw the book away or forget what was
in it. For the next editor, it will be a stepping stone to something differ-
ent. In fact, the process never ends, for every editor will, by selecting a
particular set out of all the possible variant readings, create a new form
of the whole text which has probably never before existed.

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 form 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, cach 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 receiving it and passing it on. We have received multiple
forms of it.* And these multiple forms are a permanent feature. Even
when editors change the text and pronounce that the earliest form
of text is something different, the other forms never go away. I have
made this point elsewhere using the example of the story of Jesus
and the woman accused of adultery, found in many manuscripts at
John 7:53—8:11.7 Critical editors since Lachmann in the first part of
the nineteenth century have removed it from their reconstruction of
the text. But it doesn’t go away: everyone knows the story; in fact it
remains one of the best-known stories about Jesus. It remains a part
of the stream of tradition, even if it is no longer a part of the text.
And within this story are further 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
of Jesus in this story.!”

One may take a further step from this recognition, and consider
the role of textual variation in Christian tradition. Before I do so,
I wish to make three further points. The first is that there is good
evidence that the most significant variation in the text of the New
Testament books had happened by about the vear 200 c.k. Of course
other changes took place thereafter, and as I have said the process
continues. But it is reasonable to argue that for these books, as for
most other texts, it was the earliest stage at which they were most likely
to be altered. I have argued thatin this early period the Gospels were a
living text, altered freely—sometimes very freely—by those who read
and passed on the text to bring out the meaning which they believed it

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. We 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. We see too the influence
of theological debate, extending into later centuries. From this period,
we have virtually no direct evidence. Our oldest extensive copies of
Luke and John date from around the year 200, while we have to wait
until the middle of the fourth century for our oldest complete or even
extensive copies of Matthew and Mark. Yet, even if one does not
take such a radical attitude as W. Petersen, who argued that there are
second-century traces of a text of Matthew that is both older and
more in tune with the Jewish Christianity than the Hellenising version
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:

1. Four Gospels, made into a collection at some point, prob-
ably in the second century. They are characterized by

* a tendency to harmonize their versions

» greater variation in the savings of Jesus than in
narrative sections

2, Fourteen or so letters attributed to Paul, based on one of
what appear to be a number of second-century collections,
the 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
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not coming directly after it). This is categorized by extensive
textual variation, found more in narrative sections than in
speeches, 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 different sources, and sometimes circulating
with noncanonical books, they contain their own species of
perplexing variation.

5. The Apocalypse, far morc 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.

Fach of these books has its own set of problems. On the whole, 1
tend 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 Jesus in Christian tradition. It may be due to the greatest
frequency of copying, a matter which T increasingly feel requires
consideration.

Third, we need to enquire as to the way an editor sets about pro-
ducing a critical edition. The answer is: to create a “family 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 form, the “Initial Text.” This process
is known as stemmatics, or the Genealogical Method. As anyone who
has tried to trace their family tree will know, genealogy 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."' Likewise, the Initial Text will be the oldest stage we
can recover. It will not necessarily be the original text. Whether it is
or not lies outside the realm of stemmatics, and arguably even outside
the realm of textual criticism. The Initial Text will not necessarily get
us back through the second century, or at any rate past the formation
of the various collections I have described. There will always be a gap
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between the Initial Text and the starting point of the tradition. It is
thus important to stress that textual criticism does not have, and never
has had, the goal of recovering a text which has the supposed author-
ity of The Author."*

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
earlier; the different character, developments, and copying history of
the different parts of the New Testament; and the limitations upon
the possible achievements of textual criticism. What then is the role
of textual variation in Christian history? I suggest 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 the
day when everyone agrees on everything will be the day when every-
one also moves on to something else. Textual 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 theological and moral
debate, of influencing opinion, of fostering one point of view to the
exclusion of another.

How reliable 1s the text of the New Testament? Let me ask a dif-
ferent question: if the text of the New Testament were reliable, down
to the last list of people 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.'® As readers of the text, we learn as much from the
variation as we do from single and definitive forms of the text. We
read the critical apparatus as well as the printed text, and we discuss
the differences.

Which brings me to a final point: today we are used to a single
printed text. Farly Christians were used to the uncertainty of manu-
script copics that differed from each other. They lived in fact in a textu-
ally rich world in which, if they consulted different copies, they would
find different wordings. Origen, for example, sometimes comments on
them. He even finds rich theological meaning in proposing that John
the Baptist baptised in Bethabara and not in Bethany (Jn. 1:28). Today,
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our use of printed texts has impoverished our textual world, since the
variations are no longer treated as belonging 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 thttp://
nttranscripts.uni-muensster.de), we will find a display of the evidence
that presents the same critical text as Nestle-Aland 27 with a bundle of
variants underneath. But this bundle of variants can be reconstructed
into the text of each manuscript, one below another, or into the text of
each manuscript with 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 Latin manuscripts of John’s Gospel at www
Jdohannes.com. So in the future, we are going to see a richer textual
world, one in which far more people have access to a wider range of
materials than has ever been possible before for more than a handful of
scholars working near big research libraries.' In our edition of the vir-
tual Codex Sinaiticus (http://codexsinaiticus.org), the website contains
digital images and a full transcription. It also includes some translations,
that present the biblical text as it is found in that manuscript.”

In fact, the textual variation is not going to go away. Different
forms of the text will keep appearing. What is the textual reliability of
the New Testament? The answer is of only limited importance. Even
if every single word were certain, the variation would remain essential
to our right understanding and use of it.

+

Who Changed the Text and Why? Probable,
Possible, and Unlikely Explanations

Williom Warren

n considering the topic of the reliability of the New Testament text,

I suspect that most textual critics would agree that the text is sub-
stantially reliable in the sense that a textual critic understands the
term rehable. But the catch here is in what is meant by saying that
the text is “reliable” from the standpoint of textual criticism. What
1 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 sufficiently so that we can ascertain what is most probably
the original form of the text or at least a very early form of the text
such that it can serve as a suitable foundation for talking about what
the text means. ,
Before clarifying 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-
cially evangelical Christianity, the truth is that some try to claim too
much when they talk about the reliability of the New lestament text.
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This is due mostly to zeal for defending the text as the Word 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 uy to defend the King James Version as the only valid Eng-
lish translation of the Bible. In Latin America where I worked for sev-
eral years and continue to teach at times, one visiting North American
preacher tried to convince students that they needed a Spanish transla-
tion that was closer to the King James Version and the Textus Receptus,
the Greek text underlying the King James Version! That’s a clear case
of someone trying to claim too much about the New Testament text!
Saying that our New Testament text is reliable does not mean that it
was dropped down from heaven nor that it was dictated without the
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
rehability of the New Testament text. Is the text indeed full of uncer-
tain wording everywhere? 1 mention this because many have taken
Bart Ehrman’s claim that “there are more differences among our man-
uscripts 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 New
Testament.! Yet even Ehrman notes that most of the variants found in
the manuscripts of the New Testament are “completely insignificant,
immaterial, of no real importance for anything other than showing
that scribes could not spell or keep focused any better than the rest
of us.”® And for all of the variants that he discusses in his well known
hooks, such as Misquoting Jesus and The Orthodox Corruption of Scripture,
Ebrman himself rarely disagrees with the text as printed in the com-
monly used critical éditioris 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.” So
it Ehrman says that the text is “not reliable,” based on his writings he
is not saying that vast parts of the text are unstable and unknown as to
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the most likely original text. He is saying 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
rehiable 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-
uscripts such that we can have confidence in the data? 1o state this in
a different way, what do we know about the scribes who could help
us determine how reliable the text might be? 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?

RELIABILITY AND THE DATA

The field 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 tmplications of the analysis following. Textual critics are generally
in agreement about large areas of the field regardless of their specific
views of the history of the transmission of the New Testament text
and its reliability, a fact that may come as a surprise to those outside of
or less familiar with the field. For example, we all agree that we have an
incredible wealth of evidence for 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 bounty of evidence that is increasingly
at our fingertips via digital access and electronic databases.
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Also, we agree that we almost certainly do not have any of the
“autographs” of the New Testament books. Among the manuscripts
that we have, some were not copied as well as others, and the manu-
scripts differ from one another in many places and ways. And we even
agree that some variants arose due to theological struggles and the
desire to fortify 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.

We also have disagreements over the best methodology for evalu-
ating the textual evidence for specific variants. 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
manuscript groupings, and the internal factors such as scribal tenden-
cies in the copy process and the proclivities of the “author/s” of the
text being studied. But some textual scholars prefer an approach that
relies almost totally on the external evidence for readings, with the
result that they favor the text of a specific group of manuscripts almost
exclusively, whether that of the Byzantine textual group or that of
the Alexandrian textual group or, for a few, even that of the Western
textual group. And a few scholars favor an approach that relies very
heavily on the internal evidence for deciding among specific textual
variants. The vast majority of textual scholars, however, follow a “rea-
soned eclecticism™ approach, including Bart Ehrman, Dan Wallace,
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
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can indeed talk about an original text as attainable.* Should we stop
at the point where the external evidence stops, often rounded off to
near the year 200 c.k. or the end of the second century? Or can the
probability that the ascertained form of the Greek text of the New
Testament is very close to the original suffice for us to talk about the
resulting text as a reliable torm of the New Testament text? Of course,
at times there are disagreements over which readings are most likely
closest to the original text, or at least the earliest attainable form of the
text, as well as about the nature of the setting in which the variants
arose and the reasons they arose.

When all is said and done regarding the data, however, the data
is what it is. A manuscript either has a reading or it doesn’t. And we
either have evidence from a given time period or we don’t. The fact
is that we don’t have 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 1 Uncial manuscript;
55 Papyri and 4 Uncials from the third; 25 Papyri, 27 Uncials, and 1
Lectionary from the fourth; 8 Papyri, 52 Uncials, and 2 Lectionaries
from the fifth; 17 Papyri, 83 Uncials, and 5 Lectionaries from the sixth;
11 Papyri, 39 Uncials, and 1 Lectionary from the seventh; and 2 Papyri,
29 Uncials, and 25 Lectionaries from the eighth century, with many
more extant manuscripts from the ninth century onward. To be sure,
the second- and third-century manuscripts we have often contain only |
a small amount of text, such as the few letters extant in P2, although
a few contain substantial amounts of text, such as P* that contains
most of the Pauline letters. One manuscript, Codex Sinaiticus from the
fourth century, contains the entire New Testament, and even more than
our New Testament with the Shepherd of Hermas and the Epistle of Barn-
abas included as well.”> Of course, a few more substantial manuscripts
from the second century would certainly be welcomed, and some auto-
graphs would be even more welcomed! But the number of manuscripts
that we have is suthcient at least to allow for a responsible job to take
place of recovering the earliest attainable form of the New Testament
text, even if the exact results of that work may not be totally identical
among those using different methods for evaluating the evidence and
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even, at times, among those using the same method. In other words,
the amount of textual evidence allows for the logical consideration of
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 form of the text is recoverable would surely invite much more
skepticism than is warranted in the case of the New Testament. Of
course, this does not solve the issue of whether the New Testament text
is reliable or not, but it does allow for the fact that the data 1s suthicient
to address such a question.

So, do we have enough data to be reasonably sure that 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 places we are not
certain about the text. And they are right about this. There are some
places where we are not certain as to which reading is most likely the
carliest attainable reading, the one closest to the original text. This is
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
published in the Nestle-Aland Novum Testamentum and the United
Bible Societies’” Greek New Testament, we have enough data to arrive at
a form of the text that is very close to the original, a text with firm
witnesses for most of it that go back into the late second or third
centuries and for all of it into the fourth century and beyond. This
data ensures that we can talk intelligently about the New Testament
text, that we can evaluate the variants we find, that we can know
that there 1s no “cover up” within the field of textual criticism that
might emerge that will surprise us about the text, and that we can
normally reach a broad-ranging agreement on what is the earliest
attainable form of the text. For many of us, the probability of that
earliest form being almost identical to the original form of the textis
sufficient so as to call the text reliable without hesitation, even while
we admit that the scribes made mistakes and sometimes changed the
text, thereby leaving us with evidence of some variants about which
we are still not certain in our choices about the carliest readings.
So let’s turn to the work of the scribes and the variants that they
have left for us to consider.
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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
and early second centuries. To be more specific, while we have some
manuscripts from the late second and third centuries that thereby give
us access to the scribes of those manuscripts, we have only one small
New Testament fragment, P, which gives us access to a New Testa-
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 themselves that we've found
from the past that are studied in order to understand the past even
beyond the text itself. In this sense, the data for the text of the New
Testament 1s useful for multiple enterprises, including the traditional
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 the settings in which the text
was transmitted and the people that were involved in its transmission.
In other words, as we seek to understand the social world of early
scribes and Christianity itsell from the standpoint of New Testament
textual 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 they have differing
texts versus other manuscripts, and other such questions. Of course,
as with all artifacts, we want to know more than the artifacts can
actually tell us, so we extrapolate from the information that we can
ascertain, hopefully acknowledging the problematic nature of our
extrapolations.

Returning to the idea of manuscripts as artifacts, archaeology has
shifted from being primarily concerned with the dating of artifacts to the
questions of what the artifacts tell us about the cultural processes behind
them and the human lifeways that are represented by them. In many
ways, a like shift has been happening in the field of New Testament
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textual criticism. We are now seeing interest in more than simply ascer-
taining the earliest form of the text to looking at the manuscripts as
artifacts that can tell us also about the times from which they come.
In the case of the early papyri, the study centers on the life of the
church during the second and third centuries, a time that often remains
shrouded in both mystery and conjecture as competing theories about
how the church and the canon developed are debated by scholars who
long for more evidence to support their theories, with most of us in
that number I suspect. Who wouldn’t like to know more about the early
church of the late first and second centuries? That desire has led to new
avenues of rescarch on the manuscripts as artifacts that might inform
us in part about the scribes that created these manuscripts, for which [
think we should be excited and join in the discussions.

But there is a problem that arises in our knowledge of the manu-
scripts as artifacts. In archacology, a major 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 unimportant. "This context is essential for interpret-
ing the importance of the artifact and thereby for understanding the
culture and people that created it. With manuscipts, while we rarely
know their specific date of origin (although some are dated), we gen-
erally can get a fairly good sense of this. For example, P7 is gener-
ally held to come from the early third century, with a range of plus
or minus somewhere between twenty-five to fifty years. But what we
rarely can ascertain with any degree of precision is the exact loca-
tion where the manuscript was originally used, much 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-
crtheless, 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 ol the field of textual criticism
whether one is seeking the carliest form of a text or the social history
that might be seen through the manuscript.

Returning to the question of who created the New Testament
manuscripts, what do we know about the scribes behind these arti-
facts? Based on what we see in the manuscripts, we know that they
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were not all copied with the same care. The expertise ol the scribes
ranged along a continuum between professional and documentary,
with many of the New Testament scribes from the second through

k]

carly fourth centuries falling into the “reformed documentary” cat-
cgory of expertise.” To clarify the difference in this range of abilities,
a professional scribe would be very careful to duplicate the exem-
plar manuscript, whereas a documentary scribe generally worked for
a merchant or family business or in the marketplace and wrote out
the needed receipts and everyday literary needs of the clients with
more need for input into the end product. Especially many of our
earliest New Testament manuscripts were copied by scribes who were
not used to copying literary works. To be sure, there were a few that
came from a “professional” scribal handwriting and process, such as
the scribe who wrote P from the early third century. But most of the
carlier New Testament manuscripts of the second and third centuries
were copied with a scribal expertise below the prolfessional 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 for works clearly literary in nature. The
scribes of these carly manuscripts did their work at a level generally
above that of their marketplace scribal activities as represented in the
vast number of documentary papyri that include receipts, transac-
tions, notes, letters, and legal agreements such as marriage contracts,
so they made good copies, but they were not on a par with the profes-
sional literary scribes attached especially to the elite stratum of society.
The majority of the scribes seem to have been Christians based
on the ample and consistent use of abbreviated forms of the sacred
names within Christianity, what are called nomina sacra, a feature that
non-Christian scribes would not tend to use, and especially not n
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 make a copy of 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 follows based upon this information. In this early
period, say the late first and second centuries, if’ a new house church had
people who traveled to a city where they discovered that a manuscript
of the story of Jesus or some letters from Paul was present, they would
be more interested in getting a copy-—any copy—to take back to their
church than in exactly how accurate the copy was. Not having planned
to spend funds on such an endeavor, they very well would need to have
one of the Chnistians 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. The added text might even originate from a reader
in the church setting who had added a note in the text. The fact is, we
don’t know exactly who all was involved in this facet of the reproduction
of a manuscript, but what we do know is that the overall work of scribes
was to copy the text before them, and that is what most of them did.

The results of this type of copying in the earlier stages of the New
‘lestament text are manifest in two primary areas: the errors in the
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 for 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 for
the origin of many of the variants, such as some of the better known
additions/omissions associated with the D-text form (formerly called
the “Western” text-type). To clarify, the addition of oral traditions or
well known ways of telling a story or even the replacement of uncom-
mon words with more common words would be more natural in these
types of scribal scttings.
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On the other hand, the great codices of the fourth century and
later, such as Sinaiticus, Vaticanus, 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 attermath of the shifts
under Constantine and beyond. The accuracy in the copies improved
remarkably, but of course the accuracy was built on exemplars that
already contained variants versus other manuscripts, so these manu-
scripts still contain a large number of variant readings. Over time, the
text was more and more standardized, with the end result being what
we call the Byzantine form of the text.

So returning to the early period of especially the late first through
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
hetween. 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 tendencies in given manuscripts.

For example, Barbara Aland studied the Chester Beatty New
Testament papyri numbered PP, P, and P to see “how the scribes’
view of their profession affected their products, and whether or to’
what extent the codices they produced met the expectations of the
communities that commissioned them.”” She found that the scribes
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 P¥, 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
not carcfully considering the content of what was being copied from
the exemplar. On the other hand, P is described as “a rough and
inadequate copy of a good exemplar,” while D" 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 improvements.” So 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
cid 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 larger
picture and did not even require correcting since the readers would
have been expected to make the corrections on the fly, so to speak,
with such errors as spelling mistakes and such. While there is more to
consider here, the bottom line is that the scribes that we can analyze
by way of the longer New Testament papyrus manuscripts from the
first three centuries seem to be oncs who were making substantially
reliable copies of their exemplars.

Butif this is so, then where did the more significant or “intentional”
variants that involved content changes such as shifts 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 case 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
change, or the source of the change. For example, Eldon Jay Epp has
shown where the D-text in Acts as represented by Codex Bezae shows
an anti-Judaic bias at its corc. But this tendency likely existed at least in
part prior to the time of the scribe of Bezae itself since some of the core
elements of the D-text form are from the earliest period in the history
of the text, as noted long ago by Westcott and Hort, who held that the
“Western” text (the D-text form) originated in the carly second century."”

While we can isolate some scribal traits for specific manuscripts,
when we shift to determining the motivations of scribes behind the
creation of specific significant variants, we move to more subjective
ground on which the levels of certainty about our conclusions are not
nearly as high. Before looking at the issue of scribal motivations, how-
ever, let’s consider some of the significant variants found in the text of
the New Testament and how they relate to the issue of the reliability
of the text,
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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 carliest 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
1s not a refutation of the reliability of the text in the broader sense of
being able to derive a text through the process of weighing the variants
and making the editorial decisions about what to print. Such work has
to be done with all ancient literature, and the New Testament is not
an exception. The end result, while always containing some debatable
facets, can still meet the standard of presenting a text that is reliable
enough to serve as a suitable foundation for talking about what the text
means. While 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 it we cannot claim total certainty. When that probability is
weighed, to be sure, some will focus on the lack of total certainty, but
others of us will say that the probability is so high that we have no
problem in affirming that the text we have in our Greek New Testa- -
ments is reliable.

So let’s look at some of the variants that have at times been put
forward as casting doubt on the reliability of the New Testament text.
One example is found in John 5:3-4, where the explanation about the
angel of the Lord coming down and healing the first one to enter
when 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? We should all recognize that this passage
almost certainly is a case of oral tradition from the late first century or
carly second century entering into the text. This tradition may indeed
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be exactly what the peoplc at the pool were thinking, so it may be an
accurate tradition during that dme period, but nevertheless it is an
addition to the text, not the carliest form that we can recover.

The same situation exists for the passage in John 7:53—8:11, the
story of the woman caught in adultery. This passage also has been
routinely seen as a later addition to the text for more than 125 years! 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 heen 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 follow-
ing variants are not debated much if at all anymore: the Lord’s Prayer
has been harmonized in Luke to bring it more into agreement with
Matthew’s version; in Mark 9:29, “and fasting” is an addition to the
text; in Matthew 27:16-17, the name of Barabbas very well (this one
is not as certain) was originally written in the text as “Jesus” but later
removed so as not to dishonor the name of Jesus the Messiah; and the
confession by the Ethiopian cunuch after Acts 8:36 (verse 37 in the
Textus Receptus) is a later confessional addition. Passages such as these
are not a challenge when thinking about the reliability of the New
Testament text since they regularly have been deemed as sccondary 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 overwhelming evidence
shows that they were not in the carliest or original form of the text.

But just because thesc variant readings are not original to the text
does not mean that they are not helpful when studying the text. These
variant readings are also artifacts that can serve as carly commentaries
on the text when seen as the attempts of scribes, readers, and others to
clarify the meaning of the text. Indeed, many times our earliest com-
mentarics on the text are to be found in the non-original variant read-
ings. For example, in the Mark 9:29 passage, the addition “and fasting”
to the phrase “this type cannot be cast out by any means cxcept prayer”
supplics us with a window into the understanding ol this passage by

WHO CHANGED THE TEXT AND WHY? 119

the early church. The variant reading indicates that the type 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 tradition
added there provides an early commentary that explains why the sick
were gathered by the pool. In the exegetical task, the study of variant
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
helped clarify the passages. In the bigger picture, the presence of these
non-original variant readings is the result of having enough evidence
to talk about getting back to a reliable form 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
need to ascertain that there was not a major effort taking place in the
“unknown” period of the late first through second centuries in which
the text was extensively reworked. Work in this area has centered on
analyzing the variants as guides for understanding the social history of
the carly church, with major studies recently by scholars such as Bart
Ehrman and Wayne Kannaday leading the way.'! In these studics the
theological and apologetic struggles in the communities that produced
the texts have been analyzed to discern if those struggles might have
provided the motivation behind certain variant readings. '

This shift to seeing variants as artifacts that can open windows into
the life of the early church is in many ways helpful since it broadens
the use of the information from the witnesses to the text of the New
Testament. Caution has to be exercised with this approach, however,
because so much about the origin of the readings is unknown, and this
applies whether the study involves suggested theological motivations or
other causes. Aside from specific remarks about the date of the origin
of the reading by church fathers or other carly writers, the date of a
variant reading is extremely hard to pin down, as are the related ques-
tions of the exact setting where it might have arisen, exactly why it
arose, who created it and what their motives were, and exactly how it
spread to later manuscripts.
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To follow the use of artifacts in archaeology, the context for the
artifacts is missing in many of these discussions, with that context
being the manuscripts themselves. Part of the difficulty is that many of
the variants are only attested in manuscripts from later dates beyond
the period under consideration. The fact is that we don’t know exactly
when the variant reading first appcared in most instances. We hardly
ever know for certain who created it or why (sometimes credit is given
by a Church Father that clarifies this some). So we can discuss possibile
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 the field of New Testament textual criticism as we debate
various options even while recognizing the tenuous nature of the pro-
posed answers, but some outside of the field often don’t understand
that probabilities are being discussed, not certaintics.

Very few textual critics would question whether or not some theo-
logically and apologetically motivated variants were created, although
the cause for 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 order to support a specific viewpoint in the midst
of a theological struggle; or the reading may not have been linked at all
to what we might see as a related theological struggle in the early church.

The issuc of how to determine when motivations such as theologi-
cal or apologetic ones most likely led to the emergence of certain vari-
ant readings is still an open discussion that invites more participation
as difficult questions are considered. For example, how certain can wc
he about ascribing motivations to the scribes who first inserted some
of our variant rcadings? Herein is the difficulty and challenge often
discussed among textual scholars. We cannot question the scribes, so
how can we at least increase the level of confidence that we have in our
postulations about the causes of certain textual variants?

The following proposals, while not all new, might at least help spur
more discussion about how to increase our confidence level. First, the
use of some passages in the writings of the church fathers to explicitly
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discuss a theological or apologetic concern greatly increases the likeli-
hood that a passage might have been affected by such considerations.
For example, in Matthew 27:16-17, Origen in his Commentary on Mat-
thew discusses the presence (or absence) of the name “Jesus” for Barab-
bas in the text, so we know that this was an issue in the carly church.
Second, the use of certain passages or ideas in noncanonical texts from
a “heretical” group’s writings incrcases the likelihood of a theological
or apologetic impact on the text. Third, when a specific manuscript
has 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 does not display
clear theological or apologetic tendencies, then that manuscript’s read-
ings are less likely to have arisen due to such concerns. The point is that
readings should be kept in the context of the manuscripts that contain
them, thereby requiring a joint study of the manuscripts and the vari-
ants, not just isolated studies of the variants. If this is to be done, we
obviously need more studies of the scribal traits for the specific manu-
scripts in order to properly evaluate the likely cause of a given reading
in a specific manuscript. Fourth, a variant should be traceable to the
appropriate time period in order to be linked to a controversy from
that time. ’

The matter of being forthright about our confidence level for
assertions regarding scribal motivations and the suspected causes of
textual variations especially needs to be communicated well when
addressing the larger public outside of the ficld of New Testament
textual criticism (and could be helpful even for those within the field).
What we need is a system for communicating the degree of certainty
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
New Testament secks to accomplish regarding the decisions behind their
printed text. For a system related to scribal motivations and the causes

of variants, I would suggest categories such as “probable,” “possible,”
“unlikely,” and “uncertain” rather than the letters used in the UBS

text. The goal would be to help those outside the field understand the
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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 reliability
of the New Testament text or a more negative 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
suitable foundation for talking about what the text means? A form of
the text common in the fourth century was a goal about 150 years ago
since the extant manuscript evidence barcly went back to the fourth
century 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 stage. Maybe we will find more manuscripts
from the carlier 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 from the late first century
to the late second century that we've lost too much to have confidence
in what we’ve recovered? T would say that our text almost certainly
represents a form that is almost identical to the original documents,
but that is a probability statement. As mentioned earlier, even Ehrman
only posits about twenty changes to the text as printed in the UBS
fourth edition and the Nestle-Aland twenty-seventh edition of the
Grecek text of the New Testament. That sounds like a pretty solid text
that is very close to the original form. Nevertheless, we live with the
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 discussions
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 earlicst form of the text, as well as on the scribal tendencies
of specific manuscripts and what the variants tell us about the social
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world behind the transmission of the text. There is a lot of work still
to do at all levels in the field, including collating, analyzing, evaluat-
ing, and more. And we nced more people involved in the field of
New Testament textual criticism, So jump in, the water is great!
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Assessing the Stability of the
Transmitted Texts of the New Testament
and the Shepherd of Hermas

K. Martin Heide

ow 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, Westcott-Hort, von Soden, Vogels, Merk, Bover,
Nestle-Aland), show no differences at all in the text.! Can the stability
of the New Testament text be defined more accurately??

After thirty years of intensively researching the text, 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.” Clarity
exists therefore in this portion of the transmitted text. The outstand-
ing 12.5 percent or one-eighth remains subject to textual criticism.
This 12.5 percent, however, consists mostly of minor variants with no
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alteration of the meaning of the text itself and, according to Westcott
and Hort, has alrcady been sufficiently clarified. This in turn lcaves a
marginal percentage (one-sixtieth) of the text that, according to West-
cott and Hort, is unclear and should be regarded as subject to further
research.

In 2005, Bart . Ehrman published his book Musquoting Jesus, which
appeared in a slightly revised edition in 2006 under the title Whose
Word Is It? According to Ehrman, Misquoting Jesus and Whose Word Is
I#? attempt to introduce the reader in an casy-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 of the New Testament were more or less subject to
the caprice of pious scribes and orthodox theologians. Whether carly
in the first millennium or in the Middle Ages, Christian scribes did
not merely copy, but altered as well: “This conviction that scribes had
changed scripture became an increasing certitude for me as I studied
the text more and more. And this certitude changed the way I under-
stood the text, in more ways than one.”* The New Testament that we
have today is diffcrent from the one the early church had, and despite
the fact that it has been distorted by pious scribes, the church continues
to recognisc it as the genuine word of God—hence the title Misquoting
Jesus: “We don’t have the originals! We have only error-ridden copies,
and the vast majority of these are centuries removed from the originals
and different from them, evidently, in thousands of ways.”

Apart from these sensation-seeking remarks about the text of the
New Testament, Ehrman’s book Misquoting Jesus often meets the cri-
teria 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 Misquoting Jesus that the New Testament is a book during
whose transmission successive changes have taken place. Itis Ehrman’s
interpretation of these facts that is suggestive in naturc.

1. Was the transmission of the New Testament text as stable as Westcott
and Hort assumed it to be at the end of the nineteenth century—or as
unstable as Ehrman suggests at the dawn of the twenty-first century?
This paper endeavors to establish whether or not the observations
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(as general indicators) made by Westcott and Hort are still applicable
today especially in light of the early papyri, several of which exhibit
a relatively free writing style. Additionally, Ehrman’s propositions will
be scrutinized in light of the historical transmission of the New Tes-
tament. To begin with, the carly “Alexandrian” text of the second
through the fourth centuries will be compared in accordance with the
available reconstructed text of the twenty-seventh Nestle-Aland edi-
tion {Nestle-Aland 27} with the subsequent Byzantine text of the ninth
through the twelfth centuries.® The Byzantine text is in itself ideal for
comparison in that it provides the same text in hundreds of manu-
scripts.” 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 27 (the most significant early
text sources being the Codices Vaticanus B and Sinaiticus 8) and the
Byzantine 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 further
transmitted the text of these papyri (B, 8), and the final product of
scribal activities during the Middle Ages, namely the Byzantine 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 affected by a variation. For example, if a complete sen-
tence comprising twelve words is omitted, then this is not seen as a
single variant or error, but rather as twelve error units.

Finally, the text transmission of the Shepherd of Hermas will be exam-
ined using the same method as described above. Campbell Bonner, the
publisher of two important papyri of the Shepherd of Hermas, suggested
such a comparison as early as 1934. Following an examination of both
the linguistic peculiarities of the Skepherd of Hermas and the constitution
of 1its 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 Shepherd of 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
his language and style 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 there, is only a service to the book and to the
memory of him who wrote it.” Bonner concluded his observations 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 thought
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.™

Let us therefore begin with a first comparison: The story of the
rich man and the beggar Lazarus (Lk. 16:19-31). The Byzantine edi-
tion of this section counts 251 words, the Nestle-Aland 27 edigon 244
words. The differences appear in 15 words at 13 places of variation;
individually speaking, the variants between the Byzantine text and the
reconstructed Neste-Aland 27 text are as follows:

5 words differ orthographically
7 words were added

0 words are missing

I word was transposed

2 words were substituted

Six percent of the words from the Byzantine text differ there-
fore from the earlier reconstructed Nestle-Aland 27 text. This
equates to a textual stability for this section of 94 percent.

The method applied in this comparison can equally be used
for larger amounts of text. Four types of deviation can hereby be

classified:

(1) Additions (adds)
(2) Omissions {omits)
(3) Substitutions (substitutes)

{4) Transpositions (transposes)

4
\
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For the sake of simplicity, the few orthographic differences will be
included under (3). Insignificant deviations such as the spelling of romina
sacra, the moveable endings -v and -, itacisms and accents are ignored.
The relationship of the number of word changes to the sum total of
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
calculated equals the stability of the text (in other words, the amount
of compared text without variation), and would, in the example above,
equal 94 percent. Words in square brackets are treated as normal text.
The following tables will present some randomly taken text pas-
sages, wherein the thirteenth chapter of every major part of the New
Testament (Gospels, Acts, Epistles, Revelation) is scrutinized.

Matthew 13. The deviations between the Byzantine text and Nestle-
Aland 27 account to:

(1) Byzantine adds 21 words
(2) Byzantine omits 0 words
(3) Byzantine substitutes 23 words
(4) Byzantine transposes 4 words
Sum 48 words

The total number of words in Nestle-Aland 27 equals 1,076.
Textual stability NA27 = Byz: 95.5 percent

Acts 13. Deviations between the Byzantine text and Nestle-Aland 27.

{1} Byzantine adds 28 words
(2) Byzantine omits 15 words
(3) Byzantine substitutes 27 words
(4) Byzantine transposes 5 words
Sum 75 words

The total number of words in Nestle-Aland 27 equals 933.
Textual stability NA27 = Byz: 92 percent
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Romans 13. Deviations between the Byzantine text and Nestle-
Aland 27.

(1) Byzantine adds 4 words

(2) Byzantine omits 1 word

(3) Byzantine substitutes 7 words

(4} Byzantine transposes 3 words
Sum 15 words

The total number of words in Nestle-Aland 27 equals 270.
Textual stability NA27 + Byz: 94.5 percent

Hebrews 13. Deviations between the Byzantine text and Nestle-
Aland 27.

(1} Byzantine adds 2 words
(2) Byzantine omits 1 word
(3) Byzantine substitutes 6 words
(4) Byzantine transposes 0 words
Sum 9 words

The total number of words in Nestle-Aland 27 equals 378.
Textual stability NA27 = Byz: 97.6 percent

Revelation 13. Deviations between the Byzantine text and Nestle-
Aland 27.

(1) Byzantine adds 6 words
(2) Byzantine omits 6 words
(3) Byzantine substitutes 25 words
{(4) Byzantine transposes 4 words
Sum 38 words

The total number of words in Nestle-Aland 27 equals 447.
Textual stability NA27 + Byz: 91.5 percent.
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One needs to note, however, that the chosen text (Revelation 13)
contains an unusually high number of variants. This becomes obvious
when we compare (table 6.1) chapters 12 and 13 of the book of Rev-
elation using an carlier text. Whilst the Greck New Testament records
a single minor variant with respect to Revelation 12 (Rev. 12:18), Rev-
elation 13 comprises seven variants, some being significant in nature.

The stability of the text varies within this first survey between 91.5
percent in the Revelation and 97.6 percent in the letters. The average
stability 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 this type of comparison to some chapters of the
New Testament {(for example John 8, Mark 16, or Romans 15-16)
these sections would appear far more error-ridden than 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
compared to another critical edition (Byzantine), both editions recon-
struct the prevalent text, whether the Nestle-Aland text of the second
through the fourth centuries or the Byzantine text of the ninth through
the fourteenth 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 of
manuscripts,

In the next step, a sclection of earlier papyri instead of the Nestle-
Aland text is compared with the Byzantine text. Shorter papyri are
examined in their entirety, whereas text sections of more extensive
papyri are chosen systematically to allow the same text section to be
compared in different papyri.

2. As an illustration: deviations between the Byzantine text and P,
second century, John 18:31, 33, 37-38
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(1) Byzantine adds 2 words
(2) Byzantine omits 0 words
(3) Byzantine substitutes 4 words
(4) Byzantine transposes 1 word
Sum 7 words

The total number of words in P 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 P*,
namely fimin (npew) instead of Amein (nuw), 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 P°* 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. P*2 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 s 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. ¢) Additions to the text of the respcctive
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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 P* or P*, are not considered. Three of
the larger papyri (P¥, P*, and P”) were taken into account in vari-
ous books of the New Testament. ¢) 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
234516 and so on. The sequence 3 45 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. f) Text 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, 8) 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” P to the “strict” P7). 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.” 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 different 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 cnables us to reconstruct the source text'’
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 quantitatve comparison between
the earliest available text of the New Testament and subsequent ver-
sions appearing later on. Qualifative 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
afhiliation of a certain manuscript to a specific type of text and other
manuscripts is being analyzed. Moreover, qualitative comparisons
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regard cvery 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."

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 P agreed
with Codex Vaticanus in eighty-seven of these places, or with the Byz-
antine text on fifty-eight of these places, then P and Codex Vaticanus
would be 87 percent identical, or P” 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
themsclves with the early papyri. P* 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 P* is self-explanatory: “It is true that it is very imperfect, but it
covers such a substantial portion of the Gospels that it 1s 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.”'? This has also been confirmed by more recent

56

analysis. The scribe of P* “added or omitted trivialities, most proba-
bly consciously, or at least semiconsciously [. . .| the scribe occasionally
omitted conjunctions, but occasionally he included them as well [. . ]
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.”* However,
all these vanants did not arise with the intention of altering the text.
“The nature and method of copying in P* is both intelligent and lib-
eral: intelligent, because the sense of the exemplar is quickly grasped
and in esscnee precisely reproduced; and liberal, because involved
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Papyrus / Text | Wna |Waye B | St.B | R | SR |NA| St. NA | Byz | St Byz | Delia
P, L, Jre. 10:7- 598 | BOG | 64 | 893% | 67 | 88.8% | 58 | 90.3% | 77 | 87.1% | 3.2%
95.99-11:5
ot I M 3:10-12; | 110 | 114 | 7 [ 93.7% | 8 [ 928% | 7 | 937% | 11 | 90.1% | 3.6%
3:16-1:3
YOIV, ML 26:19- | 587 | 601 | 40 | 93.2% | &+ | 92.5% | 36 | 93.9% | 61 | 806% | 4.3%
52 N
PO I Ju. 18:36-197 | 942 | 241 |18 | 92.5% | 18 | 925% | 14 | 949% | 96 | 89.9% | 5.0%
P IL, Jn. 17:23-24; | 120 | 120 | 13 | 892% [ 4 | 96.7% | 7 | 94.2% 4 96.7% | -2.3%
18:1-5
P IL 2 Pet. 1121 | 284 | 38% | 18 | 953% | 41 | 893% [ 291 043% | 27 | 93.0% | 13%
PO IIL Me, 202432, | 012 | 929 | 60 | 93.4% | 56 | 93.9% |47 | 949% | 76 | 9L7% | 39%
21:13-19; 25:41-26:17;

26:18-39
Prrees I, M 186 | 188 | 13 | 93.0% | 12 | 935% | 9 | 93.2% | 1% | 93.0% | 22%
13:55-56: 14:3-5;
23:30-34. 35-39
PosILIL, Jo. 12:1-50 ] 892 | BBO 145 | 95.0% | #¢ | 95.0% | 40 ] 95.5% | 75 | 91.6% | 8.9%
oo I, . 1:20-85, | 221 | 225 | 10 | 95.3% | 11 | 95.0% | 10 | 93.5% | 17 | 923% | 3.2%
40-46
T, 1L, My 26:20-35 | 186 | 180 | 8 [ 957% | 10 | 94.6% | 8 12 2.2%
s TLIDL Rom. 9:1- | 507 | 514 | 25 | 95.1% | 25 | 95.1% | 23 38 3.0%
32
PO 1 Cor. 7:18- | 419 | 419 | 19| 85.5% | 17 | 93.9% | 13 069% | 46 | 89.0% | 7.9%
8.4
D5, 0L Jn. 12:3-50 | 830 | 827 | 26 | 96.9% | 35 | 95.8% |22 | 97.3% | 63 | 99.4% | +.9%
P00, TIL, Jak 3:13-04; | 292 | 297 | 10| 96.6% | 22 | 92.3% | 9 | 97.1% | 19 | 93.6% | 3.7%
4:9-5:1
P51 Rev. 12:1.58- | 289 | 302 - 9 | 97.0% | 8 | 97.3% 9 | 97.0% | 0.3%
10.12-16
P ILI0L Heb. 4:1-16 ] 291 | 202 | 8 1 07.2% | 8 | 97.9% | 6 | 97.9% | 9 | 96.9% | 1.0%
pees [T Mt | 194 | 196 | 5 | 97.4% | 3 | 98.4% | 4 | 98.0% 11| 943% | 3.7%
3:9.15; 5:20-22. 25-98;
26:7-8.10.14-15. 22-
23.531-33
P, 111, Eph. 4:16- 359 | 358 | 6 | 983% | 11 | 969% | 7 | 48.0% | 13 | 95.8% | 2.2%
29.31-5:13
P, 1L Lk 12 1033 1 1058 | 25 | 97.6% | 50 | 03.2% | 21| 98.0% | 68 | 934% | 46%
D5 T, Heb. &:1-16 | 291 | 202 | 7 | 976% | 8 | 97.9% | 5 | 983% | 9 | 8969% | 14%
Pos I Rev. 1:13-2:0 | 191 | 193 | - o 15 | 922% | 3 | 984% a 95.3% | 3.1%
P, 1L, o, 8:14-92 160 | 164 | 0 100% | 7 | 956% | 2 | 987% | 9 94.4% | 4.3%
1\‘1’", I, Jas. 2:19-3:2, 259 264 5 98.7% 9 96.5% 3 U8.8% 18 93.0% 3.8%
3-9
DML Me 119,14 | 296 | 270 | 5 | 98.2% | 5 | 08.2% | 3 | 989% | 16 | 94.2% | 4.7%
20 N
P27, 111, Rom. 8:12- 493 1 427 10| 97.6% | 7 | 983% | 1 | 99.7% | 14 | 96.7% | 3.0%
99.94-27; 8:33-9:3.5-9

95.6% 94.7% 96.2% 92.6% | 3.6%

Sum total / 10263 | 10368 | 447 546 388 752
average
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Table 6.1

Textual variants in the New Testament text. The first column indicates the respective
papyrus, followed by the century it is usually assigned to (II=2nd, 11[=3%rd century)
and the text of concern. Shorter papyri are examined in their entirety and appear in
bold type, whereas morce extensive ones such as P 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 Comfort/Barret 2001 edition of the respective papyri.
Column 4 indicates the number of deviations existing between the text of the subject
papyrus and Codex B (if B has been subjeet to scribal corrections at this place, then
B* is used), column 6 indicates the number of deviations existing between the text of
the subject papyrus and Codex 7 {(if 7has been subject to scribal corrections at this
place, then Codex 7* 15 used), the stability on the text being indicated in columns 5
and 7 respectively. Columns 8 and 10 indicate the corresponding values for Nestle-
Aland 27 and Byzantine, the stability on the text being indicated in columns 9 and 11
respectively. The equation for the stability is: Stability = 100 percent * [1 - X/WNA],
whereby the value of X is to be taken from columns 4 (B}, 6 (3) 8 (NA) and 10 (Byz}
respectively. For example, the stability of P measured against B: Stab. P = 100%
*[1 - 7/111] = 93.7 percent. For practical reasons, the reference for the volume of
words in a passage remains the text according to Nestle-Aland 27, incurring an error
of about * 0.1 percent. The final column indicates the delta hetween columns 9 (sta-
bility measured against NAj and 11 {stability measured against Byzantine).

expressions and repetitious words are simplified or dropped.”'* “The
scribe has a marked tendency to omit. . .. Harmonization is a frequent
cause of error. . .. Stylistic improvements ar¢ sometimes attempted.”!”
The errors and corruptions of this papyrus did not arise because of
certain editorial inclinations impacting upon the text. Rather, sloppy
negligence was the responsible factor. If we examine the considered:
text in John 10 (row 1}, we ascertain that a large omission (a second-
ary sentence in John 10:35) further contributes to a poor result;'® in
Matthew 20 (row 7}, the text of the same papyrus has a considerably
higher stability. P* is counted as “free” text.!” This is similarly the case
with P¥ (although minimally conforming to the D-text, P* does not
exhibit any of the typical D-paraphrases or interpretative additions
and as such is more comparable to P*) and P*. P* should be assigned
to the same category: “The excellent quality of the text represented by
our oldest manuscript, P*, stands out again [. . .] We must be careful
to distinguish between the very poor work of the scribe who penned
it and the basic text which he so poorly rendered. P* abounds with
scribal blunders, omissions, and also additions [. . .| Once they have
been discarded, there remains a text of outstanding (although not
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absolute} purity.”'® Besides numerous orthographical and grammati-
cal errors as well as omissions and harmonizations to the immediate
context, some of the variants of P*¢ scem to have been motivated by
theological considerations (Gal. 1:6; 2:20; 3:17-19; 4:6-7). These vari-
ants, however, most of them omissions, can be fit easily into the pat-
tern that the scribe of T* establishes elsewhere. '

The other end of the scale is dominated by papyri fulfilling the cri-
teria of “strict” text whereby especially ', ¥, and P” are worthy of
mention, as well as P* and P****7. The value though of P” in John 12
suffers due to two homoioteleuta (Jn. 12:8, 34); without these, the cor-
responding text would exhibit an equally high stability as in Luke 12.%
P’ seems to have been copied with care, “but not with the unusual
care that has been sometimes ascribed to him.”?!

Let us now take a look at the overall result. The considered 10,263
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 *1 percent is assumed.
Despite applying the assumed tolerance of 100 words per 10,000
words (that is to say, four extremely unfavorable summed up collation
errors per manuscript), a value of over 90 percent is still achieved.

What is striking about the analysis above is the difference between
the Nestle-Aland 27 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 stabil-
ity against Codex Vaticanus (sec graph 6.1, below). It can, however,
also be concluded that papyri which have a “strict” text can at the
same time be considered as relatively close to the Byzantine text. 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 Byz-
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antine text at an carly point in time. Only P is apparently closer to
the Byzantine text than to the early text. This result may well be influ-
enced by the limited volume of text of P (Jn. 17:23-24; 18:1-15).
The manuscripts 8, A, and W also contain minor variants that can be
found in the Byzantine text. Likewise, P'"® (Rev. 12:1-5, 8-10, 12-16)
is conspicuous: apart from minor variation, its text remained stable
over a period stretching from antiquity into the second millennium.
This, however, does not surprise us. It 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 focus our attention exclusively on the antique text of the
second through the fourth centuries and disregard the Byzantine
transmission, then we achieve average textual stabilities of 94.7 per-
cent {against Codex 8) and 95.6 percent (against Codex B) respectively.
It the unique renderings of the majuscules B and & 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 27) 15 achieved (see graph 6.1 below).

In comparing the text, whose early papyri already contained cor-
ruptions and which reached editorial finality in the Byzantine text of
the Middle Ages, we are able to ascertain the greatest possible lability
of the New Testament text during a preferably large period of time.
The value, however, proves to be on average 7.4 percent, which is lower
than expected. Epp,” Ehrman,? Parker,® and others endeavored to
demonstrate that, among all the mistaken synonyms and substitutions
in the area of particles and conjunctions, among the additions, trans-
positions and gaps, some interesting and dogmatically motivated vari-
ants exist, variants that are not to be attributed to pure coincidence or
negligence. One, however, cannot deduce from the aforementioned
that the New Testament is distorted, theologically discolored by early
and latter scribes, thereby making the reconstruction of the earliest
attainable form of the text very difficult if’ not impossible.

An often repeated observation in a wide range of discourses per-
taining to New Testament textual criticism must not be forgotten: most
of the early papyri are of an informal, somewhat private nature.” By
taking this factor into account, the stability of the New Testament text
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A graphical illustration of the stability of the text according to the early papyri, mea-
sured against Codex Vaticanus and the Byzantine text. For the purposes of clarity, P'*
(an extreme value for Byzantine) and P* (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 P7, which, in contrast to most papyri, exhib-
its a relatively precise copying technique;* minimal intrusions into
the text imply a very high regard for the text that had to be copied.”’
Despite the informal character of the carly papyri (thesc having a
much larger abundance of variants than the subsequent homogeneous

copies of the Byzantine period), we are able to ascertain “that onc
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is always dealing 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 offered “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.”%
Nevertheless, one may object that the text stability according to
table 6.1 applies merely to a certain portion of text of a single papyrus,
which is compared to another manuscript (Byzantine). Theoretically
speaking, if onc 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 6.1,
however, the average valuec 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.
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Additionally, the text of the older translations and church fathers was
to a large extent unexplored. Lven today, no one would dare to claim
that the “original Greek” could be reconstructed perfectly. Bentley’s
remarks, however, to a text-critical methodology are, in principle,
accurate. They were adapted to a large extent by Lachmann and the
other text researchers of the nineteenth century and continue to enjoy
validity into the twenty-first century; if we only had one manuscript of
New Testament, then, according to Bendey, we would admittedly have
no variants, but a text with hundreds of undiscovered and irreparable
erTors.

This sobering staternent may be illustrated by using the newly dis-
covered Gospel of Judas that was recently unveiled to the public.”
According to the editors, they have reproduced the text as accurately
as possible and present us with an authentic text of antiquity that por-
trays Judas and Jesus in a completely different light. Furthermore, and
with a high degree of certainty, the Gospel of Judas can be traced back
to the second century, as even Irenaeus seems to make mention of it
{ade. haer 1,31,1).

Bentley, however, already warned 300 years ago of the danger of
presenting a transmitted text as good on the basis of a single extant
manuscript alone. His warning should equally be applied mutatis mutan-
dis to the Gospel of Judas, especially when considering the so-called
Gospel 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 all. And
would the text be in a better condition then, than now that we have
30,0007 So far from that; that in the best single copy extant we should
have had hundreds of faults, and some omissions irreparable. Besides
that the suspicions of fraud and foul play would have been increas’d
immensely.” Accordingly, whether the edited Sahidic manuscript of
the Gospel of Judas, 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 remains very doubtful.

Bentley remarks further with respect to the text-critical work on
the New Testament: “It is good therefore, you'll allow, to have more
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anchors than one; and another manuscript to join with the first would
give 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, are desirable; that by a joint and mutual
help all the faults may be mended: some copies preserving the true
reading in one place, and some in another. And yet the more copies
you call 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 does singular service. And this is fact, not only in the New
Testament, but in all ancient books whatever [. . .] where the copies of
any author are numerous, though the various readings always increase in
proportion; there the text by an accurate collation of them made by
skillful and judicious hands is ever the more correct, and comes nearer
to the true words of the author.”™!

If we therefore possessed a hundred or even 2,500 early papyri
instead of only P* in John 10, then we would be able to reproduce a
text exhibiting a greater textual stability in relation to the “Ausgang-
stext der Uberlieferung” [the earliest attainable text starting the trans-

75 e

mission]. Particularly good papyri such as P “shorten” naturally such
a reconstruction. Besides, we would also discover in these papyri here
and there dogmatically motivated alterations.

Many of the rejected variants that are identified as such in the
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 are some of these readings extremely tenacious,”” why do
some of them only appear in certain text types (D-text, Byzantine text)
and should they not after all be used in certain passages, and so forth?

4. Greater insight into the textual stability of the New Testament can
be gained by analyzing the textual stability of a comparative text. The
text used in this analysis 1s the Shepherd of Hermas, which underwent an
appropriate investigation to provide the necessary results. The Shepherd
of 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
other writings of the New Testament, the Shepherd of Hermas played an
important role in church gatherings and Christian homes. The wide
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dissernination of the book within the Alexandrinian church—the Shep-
herd of Hermas was used to instruct catechumens—is very well attested
by numerous findings.” The Skepherd of 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 of Hermas was neither reckoned among
the prophets nor among the apostles.’* Eusebius had already relegated
the Shepherd of Hermas to the noncanonical writings (Historia ecclesiae
11T 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 POxy 4705—4707 dating back to
the second and third centuries.” The manuscripts of the Shepherd of
Hermas (including the later pergament manuscripts), however, do not
provide evidence that a direct relationship or dependency exists among
them.? Until the sixth century, the Shepherd of Hermas is even more
widely attested than many books of the New Testament;”” 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 untl
the fifteenth century. One of the oldest manuscripts of the Shepherd of
Hermas is the PMichigan 129, dated to the second half of the third
century. Further Shepherd of Hermas manuscripts considered are the P.
Bodmer 38, two Oxyrhynchus papyri, the PBerlin 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 of Hermas in another minuscule, the Codex Lavra K96
as published by M. Bandini in 2000, enable the PMichigan 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 of Hermas as transmitted by the relatively well preserved P.
Michigan 129 (Sim. 2:8-9:5.1) provides us with 977 variants.® 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;*® John 14, which has as an equiva-
lent volume of text, has, when considering eighteen text sources, more

Table 6.2

Variants in transmission of the Shepherd 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 partally 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 manuseripts 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.

H collated | Dev| Stab. | Athous | Stab. A | Lavra | Stab. L
Codex R, IV, vis I 981 132 86.5%
P. Bodmer 38, IV-V, vis [ 981 N 86 | 91.2% | 155 84.2%
P. Oxy 1172, IV, sim II 4-10 359 57 84.1%
P. Berlin inv. 5513 IIL, sim| 174 |Oxy1172| 4 |97.7% 22 87.3%
117-10
P. Mich 129, 111, sim 1II-1V 418 62 85.2%
P. Mich 129, I, sim VI 1270 230 81.9% | 214 |83.1%
P. Oxy 1599, IV, sim VIII| 422 |Mich 129100 |76.0% | 103 75.3%
6:4-8:3
Sum total / average 4605 1577 [190|87.9%| 761 83.5% | 214 [83.1%
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than 200 variants.” To achieve a similar value with the Shepherd of

Hermas, 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 of Hermas: the number of variants
existing with merely five text sources is only present in the New Testa-
ment when taking into consideration double or even triple the number
of manuscripts. We now go on to investigate a larger related volume
of text of the Shepherd of Hermas (see 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 of Hermas’s early manuscript, P Michigan 129,
were considered.

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 few
Greek manuscripts. To gain an impression of the volume of variation
in the early period, therefore, two important early manuscripts need
to be collated. Due to the partially fragmented nature of the papyri,
however, the sum total of text needs to be specified using the Leutzsch
1998 edition of the text (this resulting in a probable error no greater
than £0.2 percent).

As can de deduced from table 6.2 (above), the stability of the Shep-
herd of Hermas text between the third and fifteenth centuries attains
on average a value of 83 percent. When disregarding some homoio-
teleuta (table 6.3, opposite), a text stability of up to 86 percent can be
achieved. The average text lability of 14 percent is therefore almost
twice as large as that of the New Testament. Average values of 86
percent do not even reach the lowest value of the New Testament text,
as represented by P* (graph 6.2, below). Greater text stability cannot
even be attained during the early period; the transmission of the Shep-
herd of Hermas, with its associated average text lability of 10 percent,
lies greatly below that of the New Testament text (papyri measured
against Codex B). In addition, both comparisons (the comparison of
the New Testament papyri and that of the Shepherd of Hermas papyri)
have one manuscript in common—namely, the Codex Sinaiticus.
Here the textual stability of a certain portion of the papyrus Bodmer
38, when collated against &, reaches a textual stability of 91 percent,
a value attained by some of those New Testament papyri collated
against 8, which are regarded as having a “free” text.
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H collated {Dev| Stab. | Athous | Stab, A | Lavra | Stab. L

Codex 8, IV, vis 981 125 | 87.3%
P. Bodmer 38, IV-V, vis 981 ¥ 86 | 91.2% 148 84.9%
P.Oxy 1172, IV, sim 11 359 57 84.1%
4-10
P. Berlin inv. 5513 111, 174 | Oxy 1172 4 | 97.7% 22 87.3%
sim 11 7-10
P. Mich 129, HI, sirn HI-1V 418 62 85.2%
P. Mich 129, IT1, sim VI 1270 149 | 88.3% | 167 | 86.8%
P. Oxy 1599, IV, sim VIO 422 | Mich 129 | 60 | 85.8% 76 82.0%
6:4-8:3

Sum total / average 4605 1577 1501 90.5% | 639 [|86.1% | 167 186.8%

Table 6.3

Variants in transmission of the Shepherd of Hermas {cf. table 6.2), omitting the large
homoioteleuta of Codex Athous (Vis, 1.2.2; Sim. 6.1.4; 2.3; 3.6), Codex Lavra K 96
(Sim, 6.3.4; 4.5; 5.7}, P Mich 129 (Sim. 8.7.4) and POxy 1599 (82n. 8.7.1, 3).

Noteworthy is the good result of P. Berlin inv. 1533, which needs
to be labelled as “too good.” Not only does the small volume of 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.”

According to some church fathers, the Shepherd of 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
enjoying intermittent recognition as official church literature (from
the second through the 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 of Hermas
received less attention than the writings of the New 'Testament.
Although the Shepherd of Hermas in the Codex Sinaiticus was linked
to some degree to the canonical writings (which surely increased its
esteem), it cannot, thus, be concluded that the Shepherd of Hermas had
scriptural authority equal to other writings of the New Testament. A
further point worth mentioning is that the carliest manuscripts of the
Shepherd of Hermas from the second century (P. Michigan 130; P.Oxy
4706) were written on scrolls and not bound in the form of the codex,
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Stability of the Shepherd of Hermas papyri according to table 6.2 {calculated against
Codex Athous) and the New Testament papyri whose text had the worst values when
compared against the Byzantine text.

as is the case with the earliest known New Testament manuscripts.
Theological discourses and excerpts were also written on scrolls; the
Codex style, however, was the prevalent technique of writing among
canonically relevant manuscripts.”

The original copying method of the Shepherd of Hermas is some-
times compared to the copying method of the early New 'lestament
papyri.* Vis. 2.4.3-4 conveys to us on the sidelines a method of repro-
ducing Christian literature that was applied early on: Hermas manifests
himself 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
copics of the small book, one of which should be sent to Clemens and
the other one to Grapte. [. . .| Grapte should use the book to exhort
the widows and orphans. You yourself, however, should read them in
this town with the elders who oversce the church.” Initially, the Shepherd
of Hermas was copied for private reasons. Hermas himself, as Lusini
suspects, most likely amended his “original” several times, which can
further be substantiated by the large number of variants found in the
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Stability of the Shepherd of Hermas papyri according to table 6.3 {calculated against
Codex Athous and disregarding the homoioteleuta) and the New Testament papyri
whose text had the worst values when compared against the Byzantine text.

early manuscripts: “It is more plausible to suppose that Hermas, tran-
scribing many copies of his Apocalype, sometimes changed his mind
and produced the the competitive readings in question.”* Similarly,
Bonner and Osick remark, “It is doubtful whether there ever was an
authoritative text after the writer’s autograph copy had perished.”® “If
the 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
was put.”* In the course of propagating this literary work, dwindling
discipline among the scribes provided an additional source for vari-
ants to creep in. The text in question was being copied capriciously,
simply because there were no rules governing the aspects of transmis-
sion. The wide circulation of the early church writings throughout the
entire Mediterranean and the intensive usage they enjoyed did, how-
ever, not leave them untouched; this far more so regarding the Shepherd
of Hermas: “The wradition is rather contaminated, an indication that the
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work knew for some time an intense and transverse circulation in the
different communities of the {late?) ancient Mediterranean, from Gaul
to Egypt to Ethiopia.”*

In contrast, the reproduction of the New Testament writings was
subject to greater scrutiny. The text itself (whose early corruptions in
the papyri were often not passed on and whose Byzantine “face lifting™
only took place in a very restricted manner) testifies to certain factors
that accompanied its transmission: similarly to Judaism, the copying of
biblical manuscripts in the early church was most likely only permitted
when using reference copies that were to be found at the churches or
in the possession of church leaders.*”

The insight we gain from the suggested methods of early Christian
copyists portrayed in Vis. 2 of the Shepherd of Hermas, however, scems
not to provide us with an accurate picture of the scribes of the New
Testament papyri and their copying methods. The lability of the Shep
herd of Hermas text both in the fourth and fifth centuries (compare the
Codex Sinaiticus with the Papyrus Bodmer 38), as well as in the thir-
teenth {Codex Lavra K 96) and fiftcenth (Codex Athous) centuries, 1s
almost twice as large compared to the average lability of the New Tes-
tament text. Even additional early fragments of the Shepherd of Hermas
that have not been used in this assessment provide a large number of
unsystematic variants.” The transmitted text based upon the oldest
text sources (P Michigan 130, 2. Jh), “written scarcely more than two
gencrations after the commonly accepted date of Hermas,”" exhib-
its already in a small passage containing sixty-six words {(mand IL6—
IT1,1), twelve deviations from Codex & and nineteen deviations from
Codex Athous, thus revealing in the course of its transmission a certain
disposition to gradual “improvement.” These “improvements” (as can
been seen in other Shepherd of Hermas manuscripts) can generally be
attributed to relatively capricious word transpositions without changes
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 PMichigan 129 was
written by a scribe with average to good accuracy, who oversaw only a
few orthographic errors. He reproduced the relatively simple language
of the Shepherd of Hermas with all its vulgarisms (thanks to the auto-
graph) correctly, despite the fact that some errors crept in on his part.
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In contrast to the earlier fragments, the Codex Sinaiticus provided
a further “improved” or amended text: “the itacisms and such-like
minor defects are far grosser than one commonly meets with; more-
over, the numerous corrections—partly by a contemporary hand [. . .],
but largely also by a hand of about the sixth century [. . .] show that
the text was felt at a quite carly date to call for systematic improve-
ment.”” Another important papyrus, the already mentioned papyrus
Bodmer 38 {fourth to fifth centuries) is accepted as a witness that agrees
generally with Codex Sinaiticus but deviates nevertheless many times
from the aforementioned codex.” 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.
Conjunctions have been inserted, the word order changed, individual
words replaced by synonyms, and even theological concerns have led
to alteration.” This applies equally to what remains of the Skepherd of
Hermas in Codex Lavra K98 {Sym. 6-7 and Sim. 9:31.4-33.3). Even
though this thirteenth-century textual witness contains some of the
older readings as recorded in the P. Michigan, its greater aftinity is
definitely toward the Codex Athous,”® which not only can be observed
in their common errors, but also in frequent word transpositions and
substitutions. The Byzantine transmission did not bring forth a definite
text of the Shepherd of Hermas. Not to mention the orthographic vari-
ants, merely 30 out of 135 readings of the Codex 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 of
morphological variants, transpositions and substitutions, additions or
omissions of particles, articles, prepositions and personal pronouns
that can only very rarely be ascribed to known variants. Numerous of
these errors could easily have been avoided.

Noteworthy, however, is that the early acceptance and later rejec-
tion of the Shepherd of Hermas did not lead to dogmatically motivated
changes of the text. Whittaker,”” as well as Ehrman,” mention Vis.
1.1:7 as the only example; here thean Bedv) (Codex %, P Bodmer 38)
was replaced by thygatera Buyatépa) {Codex Athous). Other frequent
substitutions such as kvrios (iKOprod ) instead of #heos (Bed() 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.”> These alterations,
however, (and those of dogmatic nature) neither dominate the tradition
of the Shepherd of Hermas nor change the general meaning of its text.
Despite its ugly appearance, hardly recognisable accents,” 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,”®" and has solely managed to
preserve the correct text at certain places.® Similar can be said of the
Codex Lavra K96.% A noncanonical text such as the Shepherd of Hermas
could have experienced the same fate as other apocryphal texts: “The
copying of the text [. . .] serves to answer topical questions [. . .] 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.”*
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 of Hermas, particularly
as not a single type of text resembles the earliest text of the Epistle of
Barnabas.” 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.*® 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.. 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.”” According to Cullmann,
this observation, which applies to many apocryphal gospels, can be
applied all the more to the Protevangelium of James.*® The variants
of this text “are reduced to variations of a classical kind, as there exist
everywhere among different witnesses of the same text.”® A collation
of the first three chapters, comparing manuscripts between the third

and the ninth through the sixteenth centuries,”” 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-
endort 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.”’ As one approaches the end of the Protevangelium of
James, the differences 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 of 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 of Hermas reaches
at best values that compare to values achieved by New Testament manu-
scripts 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 P* and the Byzantine
text, or between J)” and Codex D (for Codex D see further remarks below).
Unlike the manuscripts of the Shepherd of 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
carly scribal activity, as well as the controlled Byzantine phase of
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transmission, the entire transmission of the New Testament has pro-
duced a very stable text. We are truly indebted to the proto-ortho-
dox and orthodox scribes of the New Testament for the text we have
today. The transmission of the Shepherd of Hermas, which occurred
parallel to that of the New Testament, illustrates very clearly the
consequence of sloppy transmission, especially in the early period:
“The text of Hermas is probably far from good: the evidence of the
papyri shows that neither 8 nor A is completely trustworthy,”’* even
though the meaning of the text as a whole hardly changed, as both
Bonner’s (“diverse scribes introduced many slight changes, rarely, if
ever, seriously modifying the thought and purpose of the author””)
and Milne and Skeat’s (“varies in small details but apparently not
in substance”’) statements substantiate. Hilhorst similarly remarks:
“These differences are for the most part insignificant: morphologi-
cal variations, little changes in word order, additions or suppressions
of particles, articles, prepositions, personal pronouns.””

After a comparison of the textual transmission of the Shepherd of
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. When these books were copiced, however, they were subject to the
same kinds of textual corruption that one finds attested among the
manuscripts of the New Testament. They were accidentally altered on
occasion by careless, tired, or inept scribes to probably about the 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. [. . .] In short, the factors that affected 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,
lack substance and do not cope with the analysis carried out above,
which portrays the true quality of the New Testament transmission in
light of the most widely distributed postapostolic writing, the Shepherd
of Hermas. The history of the text of the New Testament 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.”
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6. In The Orthodox Corruption of Seripture, Enrman’s approach to exam-
ining the errors of New Testament transmission is purely qualitative
in nature. He refuses to examine these errors quantitatively: “it is
pointless [. . .] to calculate the numbers of words of the New Testa-
ment affected by such variations [. . .] the importance of theologi-
cally oriented variations, on the other hand, far outweighs their actual
numerical count.”’® Ehrman’s method of emphasizing variants 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 significance of dogmatically motivated variants “far out-
weighs their actual numerical count.” On closer examination, many
of Ehrman’s so-called orthodox corruptions, such as Mark 1:1-2; Luke
2:33; John 1:18, 7:8; 1 Timothy 3:16, turn out to be 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.” 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,
1s willing to apply this technique to the transmission of the New Testa-
ment text as long as the results portray the transmission in a bad light:
“We have only error-ridden copies, and the vast majority of these are
centuries removed from the originals and different from them, evi-
dently, in thousands of ways.”® 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).

Besides, most of the dogmatically motivated variants known of
come from manuscripts that descended from a less precise ancillary
line or from manuscripts whose scribes did not impose upon them-
selves the necessary discipline required for work of” such magnitude
and significance.”’ For instance, the copying habits of the scribe of
the D-text can be described as follows: every manuscript of the D-text
adopted as a whole the prevalent “Western™ text, modified, however—
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cach individually, though in line with “Western” editorial techniques
{that exceeded greatly the style of the composer at the timej—beyond
the existing Vorlage.” Scribal meticulousness comparable to that of the
transmission line T7*~B cannot be identified between the third and
fifth centuries among those manuscripts that belong in a broad sense
to the D-text (P, P*, 0171, P*). Even the minuscules (614, 2412) that
lag behind the actual D-text confirm this.*” If we harbor low expecta-
tions with respect to the quality of the text of 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 Mark contains a relatively large number of variants. With
706 words (Nestle-Aland 27), Codex D contains 106 error units and
achieves a text stability 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 euthys—eutheds (€080, €8¢ w() substitutions).
The 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 3:1, on the other
hand, contributes only minimally to the entire quotation. The D-text,
however, goes beyond this type of alteration and frequently uses ter-
minology to reinforce expressions, such as paraphrasing terminology
found in Mark 1:26-31 and 34. If we use 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 of Codex D achieves equally low values as
the transmission of the Shepherd of Hermas.

The quality of the alterations contained within the Codex Bezae
is certainly of a different nature: whereas the variants of the Shepherd
of Hermas 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 (especially as observed in the book of Acts), are well known
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for their frequent usage of augmented paraphrases and harmonized
abridgement, as well as anti-Jewish,* pro-Roman,* and socially moti-
vated tendencies.® The text of the Shepherd of 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.®” In contrast, the D-text
shows us what the transmission of the New Testament would look like
it strong paraphrasing, accompanied by occasional dogmatic inclina-
tions, were at work. The scribes of the carly papyri found in Egypt
{table 6.1) did not always transmit the text word by word. They did,
nevertheless, hand down the books of the New Testament with a high
stability, quite unlike the transmission of the D-text or the Shepherd of
Hermas. A further stability gradient, commencing from the early text,
developed between the fourth and fifth centuries. This occurred as a
result of the appearance of related 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, for example in P The changes in these instances (e.g,,
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
of the Codex Vaticanus appear to be more “markian” than Mark’s
text itself*” As recently pointed out by Barbara Aland, the scribe of
the early and relatively unreliable P consciously produced an aspect
of referencing, as can be observed with some of his singular readings,
whether during the course of his 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 of these references.”

Westcott and Hort estimated that around 0.1 percent 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, or occasion-
ally 400,000 variants of the New Testament. This number represents
the sum total of variants found in all analyzed manuscripts. Even
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in light of the numerous findings in ancient times and assuming
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 translations)
and not merely in one specific manuscript. Most of these, however,
can be discarded as secondary as soon as text critical methods are
applied. Why should passages such as Mark 1:1--2:41, 16:9-20;
Luke 2:27, 33, 41, 43, 48; John 1:18, 7:8; Romans 8:28; | Corinthi-
ans 6:26; 1 Timothy 3:16, or even obsolete discussions concerning
the Comma Johanncum (1 Jn. 5:9), jeopardize the text critical recon-
struction of the source text of transmission? The low quantity (and
in most cases low quality) of these 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.”"

After K. W. Clark remarked (as others before and after him as well)
that there are certainly some dogmatically motivated variants in the
New Testament, he concluded his observation with the words “When
all such points of textual variation are considered together it 1s clear
that they comprise a substantial body of critical issues which only tex-
tual criticism can resolve.” Having said that though, the words “sub-
stantial body™ are to be understood in a relative sense (Clark presented
only 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
from the text.

Where confidence once cxisted with respect to the accuracy of
New Testament transmission, an unfortunate development toward
distrust appears to be gaining momentum. According to E. J. Epp, the
New Testament contains “myriad variation units, with their innumer-
able competing readings and conceptions, as well as the theological
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motivations that are evident in so many.”® If an average of 7 percent
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
units, 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 (cxtending to the smallest
orthographic and morphological units) remains a phantom, as clear
defmitions continue to elude us (the following may apply: “the term
‘original text’ has exploded into a complex and highly unmanage-
able multivalent entity”).” Whercby controversial variants (indepen-
dent of the discussions surrounding them) that could possibly be seen
as belonging to the “original Greek” would only be able to alter the
overall picture of the New Testament with great difhiculty. We focus
primarily on the deviations in the manuscripts and forget amidst the
variants the commonality between the transmissions.”” 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
continue with all available means,”*

The quotation above from Clark concludes with this noteworthy
imperative: “Therefore, itis 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.”®
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Textual Criticism and Textual Confidence:
How Reliable Is Scripture?

Craig A. Evans

oiled down, there are two basic questions that relate to the issue
Bof 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 or Jesus 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 is, errors in the copying of Scripture, and significant fac-
tual errors, that is, errors on the part of the biblical characters (such as
Jesus) or writers {such as Paul).

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.
T will look at three very obvious examples 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 Mark, which narrates
the appearances of the risen Jesus to Mary and the eleven disciples.
When Erasmus published his first edition of the Greek New Testament
in 1516 and when the English translation authorized by King James of
England appeared in 1611, no one doubted the originality of the last
twelve verses of Mark, known as the “Long Ending,” that is, Mark 16:9-
20. But when major and much older manuscripts of the Greek New Tes-
tament were discovered in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, the
picture changed. The last twelve verses of Mark are not present in the
great codices (or books) Sinaiticus and Vaticanus, copies of the Greek
Old and New Testaments dating to the first half of the fourth century.
Other Greek manuscripts and translations also omit these verses. Still
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 Short
Ending). Examination of the vocabulary and grammar of Mark 16:9-
20 has confirmed in the minds of many grammarians, textual critics,
and commentators that these verses were not in fact part of Mark’s
original text. Authentic Mark ends, it scems, with frightened women
who tell no one what they had seen, “for they were afraid” (v. 8)."

If it is agreed that Mark 16:9-20 is not the original ending of
Mark’s story, what have we lost? Very little, and in a certain sense,
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perhaps nothing. After all, the Gospels of Matthew, Luke, and John
narrate several appearances of the risen Jesus to Mary and the disci-
ples. 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
of Matthew. So, we may be left with the mystery ol the missing ending
(Did Mark end at 16:8? If not, what happened to the ending?), but, so
far as the other Gospels are concerned, there is no doubt with respect
to why the tomb of Jesus was found empty and what transpired after.

We have another case where a passage comprising twelve verses
turns out not to be part of the original edition of a Gospel. This time it
is the Gospel of John. Once again, when the older Greek manuscripts
came to light—long after the publication of the King James—a well-
known passage was missing.

The famous passage of the woman caught in the act of adultery,
John 7:53—8:11, is not found in two old papyrus manuscripts dating
to the beginning of the third century, 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.
Moreover, some manuscripts place these twelve verses somewhere
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 Gospel of Luke! Analysis
of the vocabulary and the literary context of John 7-8 confirms the
manuscript evidence: the passage was not penned by the author of
the Gospel of John.?

If John 7:53—8:11 was not an original part of the Gospel of John,
have we lost something important? No, I really don’t think so. The
depiction of Jesus in this passage is entirely consistent with what we
see in other Gospel stories, whose textual authenticity is not in doubt.
For example, one thinks of the sinful woman defended by Jesus in
Luke 7:36-50. In fact, John 7:33—8:11 is so consistent with the way
Jesus regarded sinners and the way he responded to those who judged
harshly, that many scholars suspect the story is historically authentic,
even if textually uncertain.? Accordingly, what we have lost is the origi-
nal context and setting of the story, but not an insight into the thinking
and action of Jesus otherwise unknown to us.
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The Gospel of Luke presents us with another interesting example.
In this case, we have an embellishment of a story. The Synoptic Gos-
pels narrate the story of Jesus” anguished prayer in a place on the
Mount of Olives called Gethsemane (Mt. 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 angel from heaven appeared, strengthening him (v. 43), and that
Jesus prayed so fervently that sweat fell from his face like drops of
blood (v. 44). These two verses are not found in our oldest authorities.
These include a papyrus manuscript that dates to the third century,
the fourth century books already mentioned, and several other manu-
scripts. However, these interesting details were popular and incorpo-
rated into the story at least as early as the fifth century and became
pretty standard.*

It is probable that these verses were added to the story to
enhance the drama and agony of the prayer in Gethsernane. More-
over, early Christians were interested in angels and heavenly actions.
This could be what lics behind the mention of the angel who peri-
odically agitated the water in the pool of Beth-zatha (Jn. 5:1-9).
Verses 3b-4 (“. . . 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
last part of v. 3, has been added to the story to explain the significance
of the crippled man’s reference to the healing power of the pool’s
“troubled water” (v. 7).

There are other significant passages where some suspect a scribal
addition or error, but the manuscript evidence is either inconclusive or
nonexistent. An example of inconclusive manuscript evidence is seen
in the case of Rom. 5:1, where according to some manuscripts Paul
says: “Therefore, since we are justified by faith, we fave 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 differ significantly and it all boils down to
one letter in one word: Either Paul meant to say “we have” (Greck:
echomen) or “let us have” {echémen). Did he mean to use the letter omi-
cron (that is, the short o in echomen) or the letter omega (that is, the long
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0 in echomen)? If he intended to use the omicron, he meant to say “we
have,” that is, “we have peace with God.” But if he intended £o 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.”® This makes the most sense in the light of
his argument in Romans 4-5. Because believers are justified by faith
(in the same way Abraham was justified by faith) they have peace with
God. However, the Greek manuscripts themselves actually favor the
“let us have peace with God” reading. In this particular case it seems
that the better attested reading is in all probability not the original
reading, or at least the reading the apostle (who was dictating to a
scribe 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 Tertius the scribe misheard Paul, and
wrote the wrong form of the verb. If this is what happened, then we
have an example where a scribal error found 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 (at least not yet) that supports this
suspicion. One of these passages is found in | Corinthians 14, where
Paul is instructing the Corinthian Christians in proper worship. He
urges the Corinthians to do all things decently and in order (v. 40).
After all, “God is not a God of contusion but of peace” (v. 33a). Then
quite abruptly, the text reads: “As in all the churches of the saints, the
women should keep 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 any one
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. 33b-36 constitute a scribal
interpolation, perhaps inspired by the similar passage in 1 Timo-
thy 2:11-15 (“Let a woman learn in silence . . . I am not permitting
a woman to teach or to have authority over men . . .”). Interpret-
ers think this because these verses interrupt the flow of thought in
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| Corinthians 14:26-40 and stand in tension with Paul’s instruction
carlier in the letter, where he says women who pray or prophesy in
church should cover their heads (I Cor. 11:5). 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-
picion 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
passage really belongs in 1 Corinthians 14,7

Finally, we may consider the very strange narrative of the dead
saints, who with Jesus are raised up. According to Mark, when Jesus
died the curtain of the temple was torn and the centurion confessed
that Jesus 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 carth shook, and the rocks were split; the tombs also were opened,
and many bodies of the saints who had fallen asleep were raised, and
coming out of the tombs after his resurrection they went into the holy
city and appeared to many” (Mt. 27:51b-53). The detail of the carth
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
dead saints (or holy ones} also raised up that first Easter?

Although we have no manuscript evidence of which I am aware
that suggests that these verses are not part of Matthew’s original nar-
rative, I suspect that 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 carth shook
and the rocks split, the tombs were opened and the slecping saints were
raised (v. 52). But that was Friday afternoon, the day that Jesus died.
These awakened saints do not actually leave their tombs and enter
Jerusalem (the holy city) until “after (Jesus’} resurrection” {v. 53).°

This is puzzling. The slceping 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
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must also wonder how anyone would know that these raised persons
were in fact deceased saints. 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 tombs??
The Matthean evangelist tends to tie up loose ends and to simplify
chronological difficulties (as seen, for example, in comparison with
Mark’s accounts of the entry into Jerusalem, the cursing of the fig
tree, the return to the city, the demonstration in the temple precincts,
and the discovery of the withered fig 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. 1t may well be
a scribal gloss that attempts to enhance the story of the resurrection.
Should we someday recover a second century Greek manuscript that
preserves the latter part of Matthew 27, 1 shall not be surprised if
vv. 52-53 are not present.

The examples that have been reviewed are among the most sig-
nificant textual errors and uncertainties that exist in the manuscripts
of the Greek New Testament. Others could be cited (for example, the
reworked 1 Jn. 5:7-8)" but the ones treated above suffice to make the
point: 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-
rection. 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 Testament
writings. 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 part of Jesus whom the evangelists quote? Are there not at
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least a few demonstrable errors of this 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
example of a factual error, either on the part of the evangelist Mark
or on the part of Jesus himself. According to the story in 1 Sam. 21:
1-6, Ahimelech, father of Abiathar, was high priest when David and
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 difficulty, Matthew and Luke abridge Jesus’ saying, omit-
ting reference to the high priest (Mt. 12:3-4, Lk. 6:3-4). Indeed, some
manuscripts of Mark also omit the phrase. So, was Jesus (or Mark)
mistaken? Is the reference to “Abiathar the high priest” (Mk. 2:26) a
factual error?"!

The solution to the problem lies in the recognition that there scem
to have been two traditions with regard to the priestly figures Ahime-
lech and Abiathar. The better-known tradition narrates Abiathar as
the son of Ahimelech. Accordingly, the latter is the priest who gave the
bread to David and his men. This is the tradition we find in 1 Samuel
21-992. But there is also a lesser-known tradition, in which Ahimelech
{or Abimelech in some manuscripts) is said to be the son of Abiathar,
who survives and serves David alongside Zadok (2 Sam. 8:17, 1 Chron.
18:16, 24:3-31; contrast 1 Kings 4:4, where it is Abiathar who serves
alongside Zadok). The saying attributed to Jesus apparently reflects the
lesser-known tradition. ™

This example in the Gospel of Mark is not unusual. Parallel
versions of Old Testament stories are attested 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.k. 66-70). There are also sev-
eral scrolls that paraphrase this or that part of Scripture. When Jesus
referred to Abiathar as high priest, he cited one of the versions of this
part of ancient Israel’s history. The evangelists Matthew and Luke,
both familiar with the better-known version, chose to delete this detail.
After all, who the high priest was at the time does not impact the point
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of the story. With or without the name of the high priest, the point
Jesus makes 1s quite clear and right 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). Itis pointed out that there are other seeds that are in
fact smaller than the tiny mustard seed." 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
of mustard seed”; 3 Pea 7.4 “T had a mustard plant . . . as (high) as a fig
tree”; b Ber 31a “they are so strict that if they see a drop of blood no
bigger than a mustard seed they wait seven days”).'"* The mustard seed
is often cited, for its tiny size contrasts dramatically with the great size
of the mustard plant, which becomes a shrub and if allowed, becomes
a small tree, large enough for birds to build nests. Had Jesus appealed
to a seed that in scientific terms was truly the smallest seed or spore
on earth, his hearers would have had no idea what he was talking
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. Again Jesus has communicated clearly, invok-
ing images and realities which were known to his contemporaries.

Sometimes discrepancies are observed when trying to harmonize
parallel Gospel stories. According to Mark 11 Jesus entered Jerusalem
and then after 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-
gelist has smoothed out Mark’s disjointed narrative. We sce this again
in the story of the cursed fig tree. According to Mark 11:12-21, the
fruitless tree is cursed and not untl the next morning is it discovered
withered. But in Matthew 21:19-20 Jesus curses the tree and it is with-
ered “at once.” To 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. 11:15-19), fol-
lowed by Matthew and Luke (cf. Mt. 21:12-13; Lk. 19:45-48), Jesus
demonstrates in the temple precincts at the end of his ministry, only
days before he is arrested. But according to John (cf. Jn. 2:13-21), Jesus
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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. 26:17-29; Mk. 14:12-25;
Lk. 22:7-23), but John’s Gospel makes it clear that the Last Supper was
caten the day before the Passover (Jn. 13:21-30, 18:28, 19:14, 31, 42).
According to John, after handing Jesus over to Pilate, the ruling priests
hurry home to prepare for the evening Passover meal (Jn. 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.”” 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 T am thankful that I baptized none of you except Crispus and
Gaius; 15 lest any one 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 any one 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

TEXTUAL CRITICISM AND TEXTUAL CONFIDENCE: HOW RELIABLE IS SCRIPTURE? 171

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
any one 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 1s 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.

Did Jesus 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, carly testimony to the cffect 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 eycwitnesses. 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.” 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 witnesses
safeguards against the danger of idiosyncratic tradition emerging and
gaining traction. The antiquity of the tradition of the four New Testa-
ment Gospels supports this contention. Idiosyncratic tradition would
have been recognized for what it is by those who had walked with Jesus
and had seen his deeds and heard his words.

Given the evidence, we have every reason to have confidence in
the text of Scripture. This does not mean that we possess 100 percent
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.

.%.

Authors or Preservers? Scribal Culture
and the Theology of Scriptures

Sylvie T. Raquel

n Misquoting 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 evidences, a line of study that led him to recant his
former fundamentalist approach to the writing. Ehrman explained
how, following a “born again experience,”" he engaged in and com-
mitted to the world of biblical literature through the lens of the iner-
rancy culture, although he never explained how the text personally
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-
tion 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 I encountered years ago. How
could two individuals such as Ehrman and 1, both trained as New
Testament textual critics, come to such different conclusions? I believe
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that his philosophical presuppositions have led him down a different
path than mine. At the risk of oversimplifying, Ehrman focuses on the
10 percent empty glass while I focus of the 90 percent full glass. These
presuppositions have caused him to misjudge 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
knowing God personally borders on bibliolatry. The God of the Bible
did not convey his message solely in a written form but fully disclosed
himself in the person and ministry of Jesus Christ. God first revealed
himself personally and always used human mediums, 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 theology of Scriptures that early Chris-
tian scribes did not share and thus criticizes them inappropriately. He
does not take into consideration that they understood the original
medium of revelation to be personal, dynamic, and living How did
early scribes really understand the nature of the biblical text? Did their
handling of the manuscripts reflect 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 inidated”
by exploring scribal attitude toward a historical theology of Scriptures.

THE CASE FOR CAUTIOUS SCRIBES

Even if Christanity rapidly moved from a Palestinian-Judaic to a
Greco-Roman milieu, it is unfair to think that carly Christian scribes
always acted toward their writings in a typical 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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Christianity immediately claimed the Jewish Scriptures as its own set
of sacred texts and, unlike other religions of the time, relied heavily
on those texts to gain knowledge of God and discern his will. The
fact that Christianity embraced, 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,”™ 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 Corinthians, for example,
became essential not only because they helped bring order to a cha-
otic situation, but because they also provided indispensable insights
on ecclesiology. Practicality may have been the original force behind
the work of carly 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 reinforced the community’s
appreciation for its early writings as Christians came together to hear
valuable teachings from the founders of the faith. The collective read-
ings replaced personal instruction from the apostles. The first copy-
ing of early Christian literature happened in this worship context
when churches circulated among themselves the apostolic tradition.
Early churches modeled their worship order and style on the syna-
gogue services, which included the reading aloud of 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 differently. As Gamble suggested, “we ordinarily bring a con-
sumer attitude to texts and reading. . . . But liturgical reading depends
upon another attitude, for the same texts are read over and over again,
vet lose none of their value in the process, but rather gain in esteem.™
Additionally, because copies were rare and expensive, most members,
including the copyists, regarded the book or scroll as a special object
that deserved care and reverence.’

The Oxyrhynchus manuscripts illuminate our understanding of
how the books that became canonical received special treatments.
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Larry Hurtado lists the following reasons: (1) The use of nomina sacra
shows the existence of scribal conventions that the community would
understand; as he noticed, such conventions by nonprofessional scribes
are the more notable; (2) The presence of reading aids—breathing
marks, punctuation, spacing—confirms that the manuscripts were
meant for public usage; (3) The preference for the codex over the
scroll form for noncanonical literature provided an early distinction
and classification of Christian writings.” The repeated public reading
may have led to stylistic 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 foc 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-
tances.” As Christian circles came 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.®
Individuals who aspired to acquire written exemplars of the first Chris-
tian documents likely belonged to the upper economic classes.” They
probably owned slave librari' who had to perform expertly because
the cost of book production was so high that they could not afford to
squander precious materials.’' An unsatisfactory copy meant a waste
of money that called for disciplinary action or unemployment.

THE CASE FOR TRAINED AND UNTRAINED SCRIBES

If early Christian scribes perceived sacredness in their writings, why
did they demonstrate carelessness or freedom in changing the text?
Many scholars have contrasted the fluidity of Christian texts’ trans-
mission with the optimal 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 in Juda-
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ism, Jewish scribal activities influenced somewhat the work, purpose,
and vision of Christian scribes who followed their example in deal-
ing with holy books. Did Jewish scribes always follow strict copying
regulations or did they also take liberty to modify the text? In the
pre-exilic period, the evidence of scribal activities is scarce because
the centrality of corporate worship limited the need for copies of the
Law. In the exilic period, alongside the oral tradition, the Jews began
to emphasize written records with the archiving of the Law and pro-
phetic utterances. In the post-exilic period, “scribal activity [was] com-
monly associated with priests and Levites.”"” Following the example
of Ezra they functioned as teacher, leader, and priest. According to
Old Testament specialists these scribes were the “authors, commenta-
tors and transmitters of the Biblical texts.”"® Contrary to Saldarini’s
view, by “author” I understand redactor and preserver, not creator. As
the Qumran community scems 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."* 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 classes.”” The scribes of priestly or lowest status most likely par-
ticipated in the original spread of the written record of Jesus™ words
and deeds. For sure, “the shift from understanding scripture as sacred
story to sacred text was long and gradual™'® and involved a period of
textual dynamism. The Temple scribes were probably the copyists who
“had an effect on the preservation of prophecy, wisdom writing and
the Pentateuch,”" therefore were trained to keep accurate records of
religious and spiritual works. Thus, scribes of lowest status produced
more textual variants, not because they were not committed to a cor-
rect work, but because they did not operate in a culture of exactitude.
Textual flux did not necessarily mean complete freedom and wild
transmission but a sericontrolled context.

These approaches to the copying of spiritual texts persisted in
the Gentile community. Christian scribes reflected the socially diverse
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 signatureliteracy to semiliteracy to sophisticated erudi-
tion."® Gamble recognized that “The vast majority of Chrisuans were
illiterate, not because they were unique, but precisely because they were
in this respect typical members of ancient socicty [which] opcrated
mainly through oral communication.”” When Kim Haines-Eitzen
agreed with Ehrman that scribes who copied early Christian literature
probably “did not have a specific training or extensive experience in
copying literary texts,” she did not share stunning information. To
find a low concentration of high-level literacy among Christian scribes
is a legitimate expectation. Moreover, no proofs of differences 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 the
New Testament writings. The problem is that Ehrman classifies the
former as incapable copyists®’ 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

Several reasons why poor copying can be found in early New Testa-
ment manuscripts have not been sufficiently explored. Untrained and
uneducated Christian scribes were responsible mostly for unintentional
variants that are easy to discern even for their own sources. In his study
of the most extant New Testament papyri, Royse showed that copyists,
even as careless as the one of 1%, corrected their own copies, which
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 Lngua franca of the Roman Empire, the same exact language was
not spoken in each province. People groups kept their primary lan-
guages, cultural identities, writings, social constructs, philosophical
approaches, and modes of communication. They adapted the texts
to their own native languages, thus creating Greek patois. 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 P* prefers a singular verb
with a neuter plural subject.” Was it a personal preference or did the
grammatical changes fit the idiomatic expressions of his dialect? His
transcription may have necessitated this adjustment to make the text
more readable or pleasant to the immediate readership. Educational
circumstances can also explain some of the existing textual variants.
Raflaella Cribiore indicated that students copied maxims for their
training.’’ An exemplar may have been used for writing exercises in
Christian schooling. If Christian schoolmasters followed the pattern
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 type of exercise allowed some initiative and originality with longer
passages, leading to possible modifications of the tradition.”

Literate copyists had the potential to modify ideologically an
original copy.®® 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
postulated, “the copying of early Christian texts in the second century
involved emergent scribal conventions that quickly obtained impres-
sive influence, and, at least in some cases and settings, that there was a
concern for careful copying.”” The early church fathers followed that
expectation: Irenacus (c.115-c. 202) expected the most scrupulous
accuracy for the copy of texts™ and Origen (c.185—c. 254) operated in
a controlled working environment—a scriptorium-—in which supervi-
sion and correction took place. Stll, “scribes . . . [did] not always act
in completely predictable ways.”* Christian scribes were influenced
by Alexandrian and Jewish practices in their concern with preserving
the text,®! 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.”

The emergence of schools, libraries, and the growth of a reading
public in Hellenism created favorable conditions for the propagation
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of a culture of literacy.* 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.*
Farly 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.”> However, they cited their sources in a more
conservative way than many classical historians.*® By the second and
third centuries, Christians encouraged literacy because the written text
had become central for the spread and survival of the faith:*” some
withdrew their children from the Greco-Roman schools for ideological
purposes,® and others built congregational and individual libraries.*
At this stage of inscripturation, getting psissima 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.*

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." According to Euse-
bius, he used three types of assistants, most likely trained at Ambrose’s
home with a tutor or a paedagogus:** tachographs (tachygraphot) or short-
hand writers (bibliographot) or writers of books, copyists or scribes, and
kalligraphs (kalligraphary—ladies, if you please—or penpersons trained
for beautiful writing.* 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. Theretore, 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.”* 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 litde place for such notions.
Authenticity is subordinate to authority and relevant only inasmuch
as 1t 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.”* 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 subject 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.* For example, they used the Urim 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 process of the prophets’
utterances; after King Hezekiah burned Baruch’s first copy, Jeremiah
dictated once more the message to his scribe who “added few words.”*
These last words are significant because they constitute a blatant admis-
sion to authorial and scribal voluntary modifications that did not even
need 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 passage indicates
that, for Jeremiah: (1) the source and content of the message had value,
not the writing itself; (2) God's message was not stagnant; and (3) a
human medium was never perfect and his work sometimes necessitated
corrections. Interestingly, Ezra conferred authority to “the word of Jer-
emiah” (Ezra 1:1) indicating the authentication of the human medium.

Following the tradition of the prophets, early Christians relied
on the oral dissemination of their story. “So long as there [was] no
industrial production of written texts, the spoken word [remained]
the main channel of communication.”® In the same spirit, “Paul
claimed no more authority for 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.”** However, in a soci-
ety that was becoming increasingly document-minded, Christianity,
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
life and ministry of Jesus Christ and documented and archived the
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 treasurcd and
considered essential to guide in faith and practice. Then, the Gospels
became a spiritual testament, an “aide-memoire . . . to be used sec-
ondarily as an extension or even a substitute for memory” especially
after the death of the apostles.

First, the written documents still nceded the validation of oral tra-
dition, although Christians increasingly used Scriptures for worship,
intellectual growth, and apologetic purposcs. Both oral and written
modes coexisted in the production and in the use of texts’' and were
mutually validating. Jean Duplacy agrees: “Especially for the main

AUTHORS OR PRESERVERS? SCRIBAL CULTURE AND THE THEOLOGY OF SCRIPTURES 183

books, the handwritten translation has always been more or less dupli-
cated by an oral tradition: originally, for the Gospels and possibly for
Acts, the oral traditions and memories didn’t have to fade overnight.”"
For example, Papias, bishop of Hierapolis, declared that he would
rather listen to the oral account of evewitnesses or those who had direct
access to them than learn it from books.” Yet, Christians captured rap-
idly the potenual of a written means of delivery and circulated letters
and codices among house-churches,® The written message became
available 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.” 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®® Furthermore, if the New Testa-
ment had remained untouched from the beginning and the number
of canonical books clearly stated,” Ehrman would be the first to call
it a fraud.

How did God’s people measure the “correctness” of certain
writings, discern their inspiration, and recognize their status as Holy
Scriptures? Early Christians recognized biblical authority on the basis
of inspiration, antiquity, apostolicity, orthodoxy, catholicity, and tra-
ditional use.” 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 of
the Scriptures and of His own spoken words.® I prefer what Richard
Bauckham® calls the coincidence view which prevailed in early Chris-
tianity. This means that the content of apostolic tradition coincided
with 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
Hoffman explains inspiration as the “work of the Holy Spirit in guid-
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
of 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.”® The text itself is useless unless
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the reader properly interprets it and personally applies 1ts principles.™
Therefore, the meaning of the text is as important as the technicality
of the language.”

Paul Feinberg also connected inerrancy to hermeneutics. He
considered the terms “indefectibility,” “infallibility,” and “indeceiv-
ability” inadequate to qualify inerrancy.” For him, “Inerrancy means
that when all facts are known, the Scriptures in their original 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
morality or with the social, physical, or life sciences.”” 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 with the
historical-actualist or the verbal-conceptualist view, “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.”® Scripture does not contain
a stagnant message but “a way to venture” in knowing God.*” 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
their 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 (“inerrancy
is that the Bible is true in what it touches”)’" moves toward the carly
Christians’ take on the nature of their 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 of 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,
“What 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 the tradition. Neverthe-
less, early Christian scribes quickly developed a scriptural attitude
toward their texts while guarding themselves against the 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
practices although exactness was not the dominating trend. Scribes
“were more interested in making the message of the sacred text clear
than in transmitting errorless [manuscripts].”” 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
New 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, epiphanies,
worship, service, and relationships. Yet, the most permanent, accurate,
and 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 . ..
also requires Spirit-empowered willingness to adopt a quite different
worldview.”” This worldview usually baffles our understanding and
rationality.”* Ehrman par principe rejects it and places his trust in the
evidential perspective of textual criticism.
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back through our extant manuscripts to the very earliest attainable stages” and then
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combines elements of these two methods because both approaches have much to
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find in the manuscripts. Fldon Jay Epp, “Decision Points in New Testament Textual
Criticism,” in Epp and Fee, eds., Studies in the Theory and Method of New Testament Textual
Criticism, 31-36.
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Textual Critcism,” 336 60. Tor a defense of thoroughgoing eclecticism, see J. K.
Elliott, “The Case for Thoroughgoing Eclecticism,” in Rethinking New Testament Textual
Criticism, ed. David Alan Black {Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2002), 101-24.
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and extent of manuscripts of the New Testament during the first millennium of its
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with the Disciples of Christ (Christian Church) and independent Christian Churches
in what has been called “the Restoration Movement” or “the Stone-Gamphbell Move-
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gives his reader any clue that perhaps since interpretation is atways necessary and vari-
able, therefore the inaccessibility of the “original words™ of the text is not as challenging
for Christian faith in scripture as he elsewhere in the book implics. He never hints that
other, more adequate understandings of the nature of scripture are even available
much less the dominant theological tradition in the history of Christianity.

12. Rowan A. Greer, Anglican Approaches to Scripiure: From the Reformation to the Present
{New York: Crossroad, 2006). This guotation of John Locke is [ound on p. 78.
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. W.D. Davies and D. C. Allison, 4 Critical and Exegetical Commentary on the Gaspel
Arcording to Saint Matthew, vol. 2 (Edinburgh: T and T, Clark, 19913, 567 n. 23.

2. Readings that are ol no particular interpretative significance may he valu-
able for stemmatological analysis, and so perhaps more significant text-critically 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 itis found. Of course, unless it can be cogently argued that a reading was
brought into being in that manuscript, it will always he older than that manusltript,
al least by the differcnce in age between that manuscript and the one from which it
was copied. Moreover, variant readings in the New Testament seem to have heen
preserved for along time, so that sometimes readings had hitherto been believed to be
Byzantine in origin wurn up in papyrus manuscripts many centuries older,

4. This gives rise (0 some interesting situations, since although the Hebrew is
the ariginal tonguce and the Greek a derivative of it, the Septuagint was made a thou-
sand years before the manuscript which best represents the Massoretic text, and on
occasion provides an older and more intelligible form of text.

3. This is true of Roman Catholicism, which until rather recently adhered © a
particular carly printed form of the Latin Vulgate text. Tt is now onlv a few Protestant
groups that cling stubbornly o the form of text as it happened first to be printed.

6. The Peshitta is the Syrian equivalent of the Latin Vulgate, a form of text
given authority in the fifth century by Rabbula, Bishop of Edessa, much as the Latin
was authorised by Pope Damasus. And also as with the Latin, it is a particular form of
the Syriac which is accepted in its printed form.

7. See G. Hempel, “The Literary Development of the S-Tradition. A New
Paradigm,” Révue de Qumran 22 (2006); 389-401.

8. In fact, loday we possess more muliiple forms than any other generation, for
i the past couple of centuries we have heen able Lo recover increasingly ancient forms
of text, firstin the discovery of older witnesses in libraries, more recently through the
recovery of papyrus texts from desert sites.

8. In D.CL Parker, The Living Text of the Gospels (Cambridge: Cambridge Univer-
sity Press, 1997), 102,

10. This is similar to the way in which we tend to associate details from other
Gospels with the version in a particular Gospel.

1 For a more detailed explanation {and the same analogy of tracing one’s
farnily tree), see D. C. Parker, dn Iutroduction to the New Testament Manuscripts and Their
Texts, [(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2008).
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12. Apart from the gencalogical reasons for this already given, it is sometimes
asked whether the concept of the all-significait author is not a modern imposition
upon antiguity,

13. T am thinking of the so-called Kr text, exemplified in carefully-copied manu-
seripts such as 19 or 35, which provides the basis for the orthography of modern editions.

14. The digital tools available from Birmingham and Munster, even in their cur-
rent stage of development, should be the port of call for anyone interested in the New

Testament text. '
15, Sce D. C. Parker, Codex Sinaiticus: The Story of the World's Oldesi Brble (London:

The British Library; and Peabody, Mass.: Hendrickson, 2010).
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