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Chapter 1 

Ancient Books and Writing 
 

 

Introduction  

 

The history of the Bible is shaped by the history of writing and of writing materials.  We 

cannot definitely determine just when and where writing began, but scholars generally 

agree that it has been with us since 4000-5000 B.C.  

 

Although the New Testament is by far the best attested book of the ancient world, no two 

manuscripts of the New Testament read exactly alike.  This has been a source of confu-

sion to some and has caused skepticism for others when the integrity and reliability of the 

text are considered.  If it is true that no two manuscripts read alike, how can we believe 

that its message is reliable and trustworthy?   The Islamic world has frequently attacked 

the Bible on these grounds, stating that it is inferior to the Koran in this respect.  Howev-

er, every ancient book, including the Koran, is subject to the same problems of variant 

readings if many handwritten copies have been made in various parts of the world. 

 

The answer to this perplexing question is to be found in a better understanding of the his-

tory of the transmission of the text.  It is important to know that scholarly studies have 

demonstrated over and over that the message of the Bible, in spite of its many variant 

readings, has been transmitted accurately and faithfully through many centuries. 

 

Ancient Writing and Writing Mater ials 

 

Inscriptions in ancient Egypt and Mesopotamia show that writing, in various forms, can 

be traced back to about 4000-5000 B.C.  Some Babylonian inscriptions can be dated 

about 3750 B.C., although writing in Palestine only comes to us from about 1500 B.C.  

Moses, of course, wrote on tablets of stone, and in the ñbook of the covenant,ò indicating 

that writing on stone, and other media was known in about 1400-1200 B.C. The actual 

collection of the books of Moses was undoubtedly accomplished at a much later date 

however. 

 

Ancient Mesopotamian and Egyptian Writing 

 

Until the invention of printing in 1450, duplication of every book or document had to be 

made by hand copying.  Archaeological discoveries over the past one hundred fifty years 

or so have greatly enhanced our knowledge of ancient writing, thus enlightening us on 

various aspects of the transmission and also the interpretation of the Biblical text. 

 

The very earliest forms of writing are almost universally believed to have been picto-

grams, i.e. simplified drawings of common objects.  This seems to have later developed 

into symbolic representations for ideas along with a sort of alphabet. Although the Meso-

potamians used some pictographs, the best known and advanced use of this type of writ-

ing was the Egyptian hieroglyphics.  
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Most of the ancient Mesopotamians wrote on clay tablets, using a stylus and unbaked 

clay. These tablets were usually oblong, measuring only a few inches in each dimension.  

A wedge-shaped stylus was used to make an imprint in the soft clay.  A very complex 

arrangement of these impressions determined the letter or the word.  After the text was 

completed, the tablet was left to sun-dry, or may have been fire-baked.  

 

 
        The Gilgamesh Epic  
         Cuneiform Writing  

the time of Ashurbanipal, the Epic itself is thought to have been in existence perhaps as 

early as the days of Hammurabi (1728-1686 B.C.). 

Excavations of American scholars at Nippur from 1888-1900 brought to light about 

35,000 clay tablets, some of which date back to the third millennium B.C. Nippur, lo-

cated about 150 km. (95 miles) south of modern day Baghdad was once a thriving city of 

Mesopotamia. These tablets yielded commercial texts, historical information, religious 

mythology, social customs, and important information dating to the time of the Babylo-

nian Exile of the Jews.  Among these finds was a Sumerian account of the Flood which 

antedates even the Gilgamesh Epic.   

 

The early Egyptians left many stone inscriptions for us, on temples, monuments, walls, 

and other places.  These people are well known for their use of hieroglyphics, a picto-

graphic form of writing.  Although little is known about the very early history of the de-

velopment of Egyptian hieroglyphics, many scholars believe that it may have originated 

in Mesopotamia rather than Egypt, but that it was independently developed by the Egyp-

tians.  On the other hand, when such writing first appears in Egypt, it seems to have al-

ready been in a highly developed and very complex form.  Most hieroglyphic writing was 

done on stone although some has been discovered on papyrus or other writing material. 

Papyrus discoveries show signs of the evolution of hieroglyphics into a sort of cursive 

style ï a flowing or running hand ï and by the eighth century B.C., this writing had re-

duced itself to a more simplified form.  

This form of writing was called cuneiform, 

and it continued in general use throughout 

Mesopotamia and other parts of the Middle 

East until the late first century B.C.  Al-

though languages varied throughout Meso-

potamia, the cuneiform alphabet was wide-

ly employed.   

 

Between 1848 and 1876 a group of British 

archaeologists led by George Smith exca-

vated the palace of Ashurbanipal, king of 

Assyria (668-626 B.C.) in Nineveh, its an-

cient capital.  Nineveh is located just across 

the Tigris River from modern day Mosul, 

Iraq.  Among the discoveries was the Gil-

gamesh Epic, a Babylonian account of the 

flood. Although this tablet dates from about 
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     Egyptian Hieroglyphics  
 
capital.  It was an important city in his day.  Amen-hotep was the husband of the famous 

queen Nefertiti, and the father-in-law of Tutankhamen (King Tut) who succeeded him.  

The Amarna documents were diplomatic letters written to Amen-hotep from certain Ca-

naanite and Akkadian-Babylonian cities, some of which describe political and military 

threats to the security of certain areas under Egyptian control.  These incursions came 

from people called the Habiru.  The tablets are now divided between museums in Cairo, 

Berlin, and London, with the bulk of them residing in the British Museum. 

 

Code of Hammurabi 

 

The ancient Mesopotamians not only wrote on clay tablets, but frequently used stone as 

their medium.  Many monuments, stone slabs or pillars (called stelae), and tablets have 

come from a variety of discoveries made by archaeologists.  One of the most famous is 

the stele containing the Code of Hammurabi, king of Babylon from about 1728-1686 

B.C.  This pillar of black diorite stone is nearly eight feet high (2.4 meters), and had been 

set up in the temple of Marduk in Babylon.  Many of its laws were widely observed in the 

days of the three great patriarchs of the Old Testament.  An example of this is seen in Ab-

rahamôs treatment of Hagar.  There are also similarities between the Code of Hammurabi 

and certain provisions of the Law of Moses.  The Code was written in cuneiform script 

and is now in the Louvre in Paris, France. 

 

Papyrus 

 

The use of papyrus as a writing material dates back to about 3,500 B.C.  The real home of 

this material was Egypt, although the papyrus plants grew also in other areas. The pith of  

the plant was laid down in two layers at right angles to each other.  This formed the 

sheets which were then fastened together side by side to make a long writing surface.   

During the fourteenth century B.C. the 

Akkadian language of Mesopotamia was 

becoming more or less international 

bringing with it cuneiform writing.  In 

Egypt both hieroglyphics and cuneiform 

existed side by side.  Egyptian royal 

scribes employed cuneiform in their 

communications with Western Asiatic 

and Mesopotamian nations.  This fact 

was unknown until the discovery of 350 

clay tablets known as the Tel el Amarna 

letters.  In 1887, while digging in the 

ruins of the ancient city of Amarna, about 

190 miles (306 km.) south of modern day 

Cairo, an Egyptian peasant woman acci-

dentally discovered this group of clay 

tablets.  Amarna was the city to which 

Amen-hotep IV, also known as Akh-en-

Aton  (1370-1353 B.C.),  had  moved  the 
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These sheets were dried and rolled up to form a scroll, the height of which averaged 

about 10 inches, depending on the length of the pith. A roll about 35 feet long would ac-

commodate one of the longer Gospels.  The abundance of papyrus in Egypt made her the 

primary supplier of writing material for many countries.  Although clay tablets continued 

to be used in a few areas on into the late first century B.C., by 500 B.C. papyrus had be-

come the universally accepted material to receive writing. The Greek historian Herodotus 

stated that he could not conceive of a civilized people using anything else. 

 

By the time of the New Testament papyrus had been in general use for a very long time.  

Because it was relatively inexpensive, its use was widespread. However, the great disad-

vantage of papyrus was its lack of durability. With age it becomes dry and brittle, and is 

subject to deterioration.  The natural climate of parts of Palestine, Egypt, and Dura on the 

Euphrates have preserved some papyrus manuscripts, many of which are in the libraries 

of England, America, France, Germany, and Egypt. Papyrus was doubtless the material 

used by the writers of the New Testament. 

 

Dead Sea Scrolls 

 

 
 

Qumran Caves   
 

    

The most famous leather scroll ever discovered is the Isaiah scroll found in a cave near 

the Dead Sea.  Sir Frederic Kenyon has made the following statement concerning the im-

portance of the Dead Sea Scrolls. ñIt is no exaggeration to say that the scrolls from the 

Dead Sea caves are the biggest discovery yet made in what may be called the archaeolo-

gy of the Hebrew Bible.ò  (Frederic G. Kenyon, Our Bible and the Ancient Manu scripts, 

p. 31.)  Khirbet Qumran, about one mile from the site of the discovery is located about 

eight miles (13 km) south of Jericho near the northwest corner of the Dead Sea. 

 

In February or March, 1947 an Arab shepherd boy about 13 years old was searching for a 

lost goat and stumbled on the first cave.  The opening of the cave was elevated on a cliff, 

and the young boy threw a rock to see if he could hit the opening of the cave.  The rock 

struck a clay jar inside the caveôs entrance, and the boy heard it crash.  Investigating it 

further, he discovered a number of jars containing leather and papyrus rolls wrapped in 

linen cloths.  

Isaiah Scroll 
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He took some of the scrolls into Bethlehem and sold them to a Syrian Orthodox antiqui-

ties dealer.  Later this dealer and his intermediaries sold some of the scrolls to the Syrian 

Orthodox Patriarch in Jerusalem, and to Professor E.L. Sukenik of the Hebrew Universi-

ty.  Toward the end of 1947 the Arab-Israeli war broke out.  This, along with other com-

plications, makes it impossible to trace the scrolls during the months following their dis-

covery.   

 

Within a few years scholars from a variety of countries began to investigate the discovery 

and located a number of other caves in the immediate vicinity. These additional discove-

ries, along with the ruins at Khirbet Qumran were investigated, and each yielded its own 

contribution to the wealth of information hidden for centuries.  A relatively large group 

of the scrolls was taken to America, and in 1955 was sold to a private purchaser acting on 

behalf of the Israeli Government.  This group consisted of (1) the first Isaiah Scroll, prac-

tically complete, (2) the Manual of Discipline, (3) the Habakkuk Commentary, (4) an 

Aramaic work now known to be a pseudepigraphical work on Genesis. The scrolls 

bought by Professor Sukenik consisted of (1) a second scroll of Isaiah (incomplete), (2) 

The War of the Sons of Light with the Sons of Darkness, and (3) a group of Thanksgiving 

Psalms.  In addition, other scrolls have come to light including two manuscripts of Daniel 

and fragments of every book of the Old Testament except Esther.  Almost all of the 

scrolls and fragments show excellent handwriting, and the texts were written on animal 

skins.   A small number were written on papyrus.  These Qumran scroll discoveries have 

been dated as early as the second century B.C., but not later than the first century A.D. 

 

The discovery of the Scrolls led to a 1955 reinvestigation of the ruins at Khirbet Qumran.  

Most scholars agree that these ruins once housed a monastic Jewish religious sect known 

as the Essenes.  Heretofore our only information concerning this sect was that given by 

Josephus who claimed to have been a member of the sect in his younger days, a slight 

reference by Philo, and a comment by Pliny the Elder who said that the Essenes had a 

settlement on the west side of the Dead Sea, ñabove En-gedi.ò  En-gedi is about twenty 

miles (32 km) south of Qumran.   

 

Codex Form of Books 

 

Shortly after the close of the first century the popular form of scrolls gave way to a more  

useful form called the codex book. This was simply a book bound in quires of writing 

material similar to the construction of our modern day books.  Some scholars believe that 

Christians may have had a hand in inventing this type of book in order to facilitate ease 

of turning to various references in a collection of writings (such as the New Testament)  

while reading and studying, or using the book in church services.  While there is no his-

torical evidence for this, it is a fact that the codex form began to be used during the 

second century.  The word codex comes from a Latin word caudex referring to the trunk 

of a tree or a block of wood.  Blocks and panels of wood had been used in the ancient 

world as a receptacle for writing, and when laced together made a sort of book.  Although 

many of the our New Testament papyrus manuscripts are very fragmentary, evidence 

points to the fact that from the very earliest dates papyrus manuscripts of the New Testa-



 6 

ment were in the codex form even in Egypt where the scroll had such a long history.  

This is seen in contrast to the Old Testament Dead Sea Scrolls. 

 

Parchment and Vellum 

 

Parchment, a writing material made from the skins of animals, began to be used as early 

as the early second century B.C.  Some documents were found in 1923 in the ruins of a 

Roman outpost in Dura on the Euphrates bearing the date equivalent to 196-195 B.C.  

Because of its expense compared with papyrus, it was not used extensively.  Leather, in a 

variety of forms is known to have been used to receive writing at a much earlier date.  

Pliny the Younger (A.D. 62-113) quoted the Roman writer Varro (first century B.C.) as 

saying that parchment was invented by Eumenes of Pergamum.  He refers to a controver-

sy arising between Ptolemy of Egypt with a rival book-collector, and Ptolemy placed an 

embargo on the exporting of papyrus about 197-182 B.C. 

 

Since ñnecessity is the mother of invention,ò the embargo on papyrus highlighted the 

need for suitable writing material giving rise to the further development of parchment.  

Parchment was made primarily from the skins of sheep and goats. Vellum was simply a 

much higher grade of parchment, and soon came into general use for copying important 

documents.  It was made from the skins of veal (calves, sometime unborn), and antelope. 

The writing surface was prepared by cleaning the skin and removing the hairs, scraping 

and smoothing both sides, and finally rubbing it with powdered pumice. In later centuries 

vellum was sometimes dyed purple (the color of royalty), and trimmed in gold or silver.  

Many of the later New Testament manuscripts also had intricate artwork depicting Bibli-

cal themes and characters or saints, and are referred to as illuminated manuscripts. The 

study of these illustrations is called iconography.  

 

How the Bible Came to be Written 

 

The Old Testament 

 

The Old Testament came into existence over a period from about 1200 B.C. to 300 B.C.,  

or approximately 900 years.  Little is known of the dates and authors of the very earliest 

writings possibly because the ancient Israelites seemed to have had little interest in pre-

serving this information and identifications.  Various documentary theories have been 

developed concerning sources for these writings and their dates.  The dates given above 

constitute the longest possible period for the production of the Old Testament. The writ-

ers were primarily from Israel, Job being the lone exception.  There is no evidence that he 

was a Hebrew.  

 

The Old Testament writings provided Israel with both religious and historical information 

concerning their unique relationship to God and other nations.  The book we call the Old 

Testament was known to them simply as the Sacred Scriptures, and it contained the 

books they considered to be authentic.  This collection is referred to as the canon, a word 

derived from the Greek kanon) meaning a rule, standard or measure.  Through 
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the years, as the books were collected into the Old Testament canon, other religious writ-

ings also appeared which were considered ñnon-canonical.ò 

 

The words ñapocryphaò and ñpseudepigraphaò are frequently used to designate some of 

these books.  The word apocrypha means a hidden thing or book, and was later used to 

apply to that which was considered heretical or spurious.  In our own time it is used to 

refer to a group of fourteen or fifteen books associated with the Old Testament but not 

part of the Hebrew canon.  The word pseudepigrapha means ñfalse writings,ò and refers 

to a group of books written under fictitious names.  Among the best known pseudepi-

graphical writings are such books as The Psalms of Solomon, The Book of Enoch, The 

Martyrdom of Isaiah, and The Testament of the Twelve Patriarchs.   

 

The Jews divided their Scriptures into three sections, the Law, the Prophets, and the Writ-

ings (also called the Hagiographa).  The Law contained the five books of the Pentateuch, 

the Prophets include eight books that are designated the Former Prophets and the Latter 

Prophets.  The Former Prophets are Joshua, Judges, Samuel, and Kings, while the Latter 

Prophets are Isaiah, Jeremiah, and Ezekiel, and the twelve Minor Prophets (as we refer to 

them) from Hosea to Malachi.  The Writings contained eleven books, Psalms, Proverbs, 

Job, Song of Solomon, Ruth, Lamentations, Ecclesiastes, Esther, Daniel, Ezra-Nehemiah 

(counted as one), and Chronicles.  It is important to know that the books contained in the 

Hebrew Scriptures are the same as those in our English Bible.   

 

Almost nothing is known about the collection of the books of the Old Testament into a 

canon, but the Jews attribute this to Ezra (about 400 B.C.), based on statements in Nehe-

miah 8.  The discovery of the book of the Law in the Temple by Hilkiah the priest during 

the reign of Josiah (II Kings 22:1-13) took place about 621 B.C., and is thought by many 

scholars to have been the book of Deuteronomy.  The exact time of its writing is not 

known, but its content is certain to have been based on ancient information.   A close 

reading of Judges, Samuel, and Kings gives strong evidence that their material was ga-

thered from ancient sources, some of which are identified, e.g. ñThe Book of Jesharò II 

Sam. 1:18, ñBook of the Annals of Solomonò I Kings 11:41, ñBook of the Annals of the 

Kings of Israelò I Kings 14:19, ñBook of the Annals of the Kings of Judahò I Kings 15:7. 

 

In view of the fact that the history of the Hebrew people covers such a vast amount of 

time, it becomes obvious that the collection of the books into their three basic component 

parts took place over a long period of time.  As mentioned above, it is quite probable that 

this was completed by Ezra.  From the many references in the Old Testament to God 

communicating his will to his prophets and others we must conclude that the Hebrews 

believed strongly that their writings were inspired of God.  Inspiration and canonicity are 

not the same, but belief in inspiration would naturally lead one to see the importance of 

including an inspired book into the canon.  Among the Hebrew people, reverence for a 

ñBookò (such as the ñBook of the Covenantò) would lead them to canonize certain writ-

ings.  When the ñBook of the Law of the Lordò was found in the Temple during the reign 

of Josiah, its authority was immediately recognized and accepted.   
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The Writings or Hagiographa, as stated above, was made up of more than the group of 

five books we generally refer to as the ñWisdom Literatureò of the Old Testament. It 

should be noted that the books of Psalms and Proverbs claim multiple authorships.  Aside 

from a few of the Psalms which refer to specific historical events, the authorships and 

dates of the various Psalms are unknown.  The headings which attribute certain psalms to 

David, Asaph, sons of Korah, Solomon, Moses, etc. were added many years later and do 

not constitute Old Testament authority. 

 

During the period of the Maccabees (167-63 B.C.) most of the attention of religious Jews 

was turned toward the wars with the Syrians, and little time seems to have been spent on 

religious scholarly pursuits.  However, when some measure of religious and political se-

curity came there was a flurry of interest in the careful study of the Sacred Scriptures.  

Two distinguished rabbis arose near the beginning of the first century A.D., each having 

a strong influence on the populace.  These were Hillel and Shammai.  The destruction of 

Jerusalem in A.D. 70 brought to an abrupt end the national identity of the Hebrew nation 

creating national, political, and religious problems for the people.  This event also 

brought an end to their worship at the Temple, and they turned even more strongly to 

Scripture.  Vigorous discussions ensued concerning the canon of the Old Testament.  Fur-

ther complicating this struggle was the increasing Hellenistic tendencies of their nation 

and the perceived threat of the rise of Christianity. 

 

Turning to their Sacred Scriptures provided a source of strength for the people, but they 

also had to face the question, ñJust which books really comprise our Sacred Scriptures?ò  

Such disputes were not new to the Jewish people, for the Sadducees accepted only the 

Law (Pentateuch) as Sacred Scriptures, creating a controversy with the Pharisees and 

others concerning canonicity of a major part of the Old Testament. Other religious books 

had also been published and were revered by many people.  The status of such books was 

in dispute.  Between A.D. 90 and 100 a synod of Jewish leaders was convened at Jamnia 

about 15 miles (24 km.) south of the city of Joppa on the Mediterranean Sea.  Although 

the books of Ecclesiastes, Song of Solomon and Esther were particularly in dispute, they 

were accepted into the Hebrew Scriptures.  The book of Ecclesiasticus was also recog-

nized by some to have a rightful place in the collection.  Josephus, a priest and Pharisee 

who was admittedly a strong partisan, lived during the latter part of the first century of 

the Christian era.  In his works he stated that after Malachi no book was added to the He-

brew canon.   

 

Concerning the Old Testament canon we must not leave out the fact that New Testament 

writers consistently referred to and quoted from its writings, considering these writings to 

be inspired as the word of God.  This evidence is quite strong.  Jesus himself used the Old 

Testament frequently, citing it as authoritative.  The writers of the books of Hebrews and 

Romans in particular make many appeals to the Old Testament, stating, ñit is written,ò or 

referring to it as Scripture.  (Examples of this can also be seen in Acts 1:16, 8:32, Rom. 

4:3, II Tim. 3:16, Heb. 3:7-11, 10:15-17, II Pet. 1:21 and many others.)  
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The Text of the Old Testament 

 

The Qumran discoveries provided scholars with the oldest manuscripts of the Hebrew 

Scriptures.  As noted above, these manuscripts have been dated between the second cen-

tury B.C. and the first century A.D.  Leaving these manuscripts however we must come 

to the Middle Ages before we encounter copies of the Hebrew Old Testament.  Prior to 

the discovery of the Dead Sea Scrolls we had no manuscript of the whole or substantial 

part of the Hebrew Old Testament which was older than the end of the ninth century A.D.  

One of the most famous manuscripts of a portion of the Old Testament is the Samaritan 

Pentateuch.  Although sometimes spoken of as a version, it is not, strictly speaking a ver-

sion, but just a form of the Pentateuchal text.  The earliest known example of this form of 

text is the Abisha Scroll, still preserved by a small Samaritan community at Nablus in 

Palestine.  Although the Samaritans of the community claim that it comes from the time 

of Joshua, examination of the manuscript itself shows that it probably comes from about 

the eleventh century A.D.  Scholars generally agree however that the text contained in the 

manuscript comes from a much earlier period, but there is no consensus as to what that 

particular time period may be. 

 

Although this rather long time gap from the date of the Dead Scrolls to the Middle Ages 

might seem to be a bit disquieting to some, the text tradition of the Old Testament is very 

secure.  There is little doubt but that the destruction of Jerusalem in A.D. 70 and again in 

135 and consequent further dispersion of the Jewish population throughout the Roman 

world played an important role in this. It must be remembered that the Temple had been 

the great depository for the Hebrew Sacred Scriptures. 

 

There is also an abundance of indirect evidence for the integrity of the text.  The Aramaic 

Targums give us paraphrases of numerous Old Testament passages prepared specifically 

for use in the synagogues, and copies of the Septuagint Version of the Old Testament are 

extant.  Christians, when translating the Scriptures, also translated the Old Testament, 

because they considered it to be an integral part of Godôs word.  Therefore we have the 

Old Testament in Greek, Syriac, Latin, and various other languages.   

 

An additional consideration is the extreme care which the Jewish scribes exercised as 

they copied the text.  The close agreement of the Isaiah scroll from the Dead Sea cave 

with the traditional Hebrew texts of the ninth and tenth centuries shows that the Jewish 

scribes have copied the Biblical text very accurately.  Some of their procedures to safe-

guard the purity of the text are contained in Jewish writings.  Each synagogue had a room 

or cupboard which served as a storage place for older or defaced sacred manuscripts and 

other documents containing the holy name of God.  This room or cupboard was called a 

Genizah, from a Hebrew word meaning to hide or to store away.  If a copy became dam-

aged, or was considered unfit for public use it was placed in the Genizah until a group of 

these documents could be buried with an elaborate ceremony. 

 

In a Cairo synagogue a discovery was made of a Genizah which had been walled up and 

forgotten.  The synagogue was formerly the Church of St. Michael but was purchased by 

the Jews in A.D. 882.  In 1890 the synagogue was rebuilt and the contents of the Genizah 
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came to light. It contained very valuable Old Testament manuscripts and fragments, the 

most valuable of which are now in prominent libraries in London, Cambridge, New York, 

Leningrad, and Oxford.  Some of these manuscripts and fragments date back to the sixth 

century A.D., and they have shed a great deal of light on the work of Jewish scribes and 

scholars in the centuries between the Dead Sea Scrolls and our oldest Hebrew manu-

scripts.   

 

The Jews had strict rules which regulated the copying of the sacred text.  Nothing could 

be copied from oral dictation but each new manuscript had to be copied from its own ex-

emplar or parent manuscript.  The Scripture texts were placed in a cupboard which faced 

toward Jerusalem, and they were considered the most sacred objects in the synagogue.  

Copies had to be exact, even to the point that if a letter in the exemplar was particularly 

large or very small, the copyist was compelled to duplicate these features.  If a word was 

misspelled in the exemplar the misspelling had to appear in the copy with the scribeôs 

correction written above the word. 

 

The work of the Masoretes is of immeasurable importance in the history of the text of the 

Old Testament.  They took their title from a Hebrew word meaning ñtradition.ò After the 

Second Jewish Revolt in A.D. 132-135 and the spread of Christianity, the center of rab-

binical studies moved from Palestine to Babylonia.  These schools in Babylonia flou-

rished until about the ninth century, and some beyond that time. With the Moslem con-

quest of Palestine in 638 the Jews began to return to their homeland, and the academy in 

Tiberius became an important center of Jewish Biblical learning. 

 

The Hebrew text was written entirely without vowels (referred to as a consonantal text).  

Copyists as early as the period of the Dead Sea Scrolls attempted to indicate vowel 

sounds in the text in order to preserve the correct pronunciation of the words.  Their me-

thod was largely unsuccessful however, and it was not until the time of the Masoretes that 

a lasting system of vowel points was developed. It was in Tiberius that the Masoretes of 

the ninth century did their most notable works of perfecting vowel points and copying the 

Hebrew Scriptures as we have them in our Bibles today.  Their work actually began about 

A.D. 500 in Babylonia. This has been referred to as the Tiberian system and is universal-

ly employed.   

 

The Masoretes had a profound respect for the text, and consistently refused to make cor-

rections even when mistakes were obvious.  Instead they made marginal notes.  In order 

to assure accurate copying the Masoretes counted the number of words in a line and on a 

page, identified the middle word in a page, the middle letter of a book, the middle verse 

of the entire Law (Leviticus 8:7), and the middle word of the Law (Lev. 10:16).  This was 

done to ensure that the new copy was an exact duplicate of its archetype.  Many other sa-

feguards were also practiced. 

 

One manuscript of the Old Testament is most frequently used by scholars in the work of 

translation.  It is referred to as the Leningrad Codex.  It is now in the Russian National 

Library in St. Petersburg, Russia (formerly Leningrad).  It is the oldest complete manu-

script of the Old Testament known to exist.  It was not until 1990 that a team of photo-
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graphers under the direction of the Ancient Biblical Manuscript Center, in collaboration 

with West Semitic Research, sent a team of photographers to St. Petersburg to make clear 

photographs of the manuscript.  Prior to that time only very inferior, sometimes unreada-

ble photographs were available.  This manuscript dates from the early eleventh century.  

Although this would be considered late when considering New Testament manuscripts, it 

remains our oldest complete manuscript of the Old Testament.  ñTo insure access for stu-

dents and scholars everywhere, Ancient Biblical Manuscript Center worked with West 

Semitic Research, Los Angeles, CA and the University of Michigan to publish a photo-

graphic facsimile of the manuscript.ò  This was published by Eerdmans in 1997. (See the 

article ñThe Leningrad Codex,ò at www.abmc.org/projects_leningrad.html.) 

 

New Testament 

 

In contrast to the Old Testament which was written over a long period of time, the New 

Testament was written over a period of only 45 or 50 years (from about A.D. 50 to A.D. 

95).  Probably the first New Testament books to be written were Paulôs two letters to the 

Thessalonians, although some scholars believe that Galatians may have been written a 

little earlier.  Each of Paulôs letters was written to a particular church or churches 

(ñchurches of Galatiaò) or to individuals (Timothy, Titus, and Philemon).  In each case, 

he instructed these Christians in a wide variety of principles of the Christian life, attempt-

ing to solve doctrinal or personal problems or giving general exhortation and instruction.  

The General Epistles (James through Jude) were also written to encourage the recipients 

in the Christian life and correct problems in the churches. The book of Hebrews is an 

anonymous work written to the Hebrew Christians, probably in Palestine.  Its authorship 

is unknown. 

 

The early church needed an accurate account of the life of Jesus.  This need was fulfilled 

by the works of Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John.   Both Matthew and John were apostles 

of the Lord.  Mary, the mother of John Mark, was a follower of Jesus and is identified as 

a member of the Jerusalem church (See Acts 12:12).  Papias, a Christian who lived about 

A.D. 135, tells us that Mark wrote his Gospel under the guidance of Peter while Peter 

was in Rome.  Luke wrote both the Gospel of Luke and Acts, which are obviously two 

volumes of the same work.  In Luke 1:1-4 he speaks of some who had written accounts of 

various aspects of the Lordôs life, and says that he wanted to write so that Theophilus 

would have an orderly account, and know the certainty of those things believed by the 

followers of Jesus, stating that Luke himself received this information from eyewitnesses.  

In Acts 1, Luke refers to the former treatise he had written (the Gospel of Luke).  The last 

of the Gospels to be written was that of John, which is generally dated about A.D.90.  He 

also wrote the books of I, II, and III John and Revelation. 

 

Conclusion 

 

Paleography, the study of ancient writing and writing materials, is of great importance 

when describing, editing, and analyzing a manuscript.  The type, structure, and appear-

ance of the letters used, the composition of the ink, and the type of material employed to 

receive the writing all play a vital role.  By comparing ancient manuscripts, both religious 

http://www.abmc.org/projects_leningrad.html
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and secular, paleographers have been able to identify, with a great degree of accuracy, a 

wide variety of components which help to determine the age of a manuscript.  This data, 

when combined with other evidence, provides valuable information for the textual critic. 
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Chapter 2 

The Text of the New Testament 
 

 

Introduction:  

 

As we noted in the first chapter, the history of the text of the Old Testament is somewhat 

obscure until we come to the work of the Masoretes in the ninth century.  In addition, the 

number of manuscripts available is very small when compared to the number of New 

Testament manuscripts we have. When we study the transmission of the New Testament 

text the amount of material is almost overwhelming both for its abundance and its antiq-

uity.  There are the Greek manuscripts, a few of which (papyri) date back to a century 

following the composition of the books, the ancient versions, the lectionaries and the pa-

tristic evidence to work with.  Indeed, the fact that there are over 5,000 New Testament 

manuscripts available to scholars is, in itself, one of the problems of textual criticism. 

 

The Original Manuscripts 

 

Without doubt the New Testament books were originally written on papyrus which would 

have long sense perished due to the fragile nature of that writing material.  These writings 

seem to have been almost immediately copied and circulated within a relatively short ra-

dius of their original recipients.  Paul encourages the church at Colosse to read the letter 

he had written to the church in Laodicea, and for the Laodiceans to read the Colossian 

letter. As early as the first half of the second century, the Gospel of John was circulating 

in Egypt as evidenced by the discovery of a papyrus fragment containing John 18:31-32 

and 37-38.  Known as the John Rylands Fragment (P
52

), this small piece of papyrus is 

less than nine centimeters high, but its value is far out of proportion to its size.  It has 

been dated about A.D. 135 making it the oldest portion of the New Testament ever dis-

covered.  Its primary importance lies in the fact that it shows that copies of the New Tes-

tament writings were made and circulated almost immediately after being received. This 

fragment was originally acquired for the John Rylands Library by Bernard Grenfell in 

1922, and may have been originally discovered at the site of Oxyrhanchus, about 125 

miles (200 km) south of Cairo, Egypt on the Nile River.  It was not until 1935 that the 

fragment was published by C.H. Roberts.  It is now part of the collection in the John Ryl-

ands Library in Manchester, England. 

 

 In thinking about the origin of the New Testament it is important to remember that each 

book was written individually, and for the most part each one was addressed to a particu-

lar church or group of individuals to fulfill a specific need of that audience.  In this, we 

see a considerable difference in the origins of the New Testament and the Old Testament.  

So, for example, when Paul wrote to Corinth, he addressed the problems and questions of 

that church, when writing to the Romans he addressed problems of that church.  Luke 

wrote to Theophilus to correctly inform him about the life of Christ and the early spread 

of the gospel to the world.  These writings would have been in the form of scrolls, and 

would have circulated separately in the beginning.  In the section on the canon, we will 
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discuss the formation of the Pauline Corpus and other phenomena concerning the assem-

bling of the books of the New Testament. 

 

As early as A.D. 95, Clement of Rome wrote to the church at Corinth citing Paulôs letter 

to them.  This demonstrates the fact that copies of Paulôs letters were in circulation from 

a very early date, and were almost immediately considered authoritative not only by the 

church or by the individuals to whom he was writing, but also to Christians in general.  

Of course, all copies were made by hand, and the opportunity for variants to arise in these 

copies was very real.  Until the invention of printing in about 1450 the practice of hand 

copying was continued, and variant readings multiplied.   

 

Variant Readings 

 

Variant readings are broadly divided into two general types, unintentional variants and 

intentional variants.  Orthographic variants also occurred.  Listed below are a few exam-

ples of each of these types.    

 

Orthographic Variants  

 

These are variants which arise from differences in spelling and certain other practices 

within a language.  In English for example, Americans write ñtheaterò while the British 

may write ñtheatre.ò  Americans write ñcolorò while the British write ñcolour.ò  All lan-

guages abound in these orthographic variations.  In many of the Greek manuscripts there 

appears a movable nu, (the Greek letter ñNò).  This is added to the ending of many words 

in some manuscripts, but it has no bearing on the meaning of the word.  Other variations 

in spelling may also occur.

 

Unintentional Variants 

 

These came into the text for a variety of reasons.  Faulty eyesight or carelessness in read-

ing the exemplar (parent manuscript from which the scribe is copying, also called an arc-

hetype).  For example a scribe may substitute a letter in certain words, or write the letter 

poorly, actually changing the word.  In II Peter 2:13 the Greek word  (AGA-

PAIS) appears, translated ñlove feast.ò  This could easily be mistaken for  

(APATAIS) which is usually translated ñdeceptions.ò  Also in II Peter 2:18 the word 

 (OLIGOS) is found and is translated ñscarcely,ò  but in some manuscripts the 

word  (ONTOS) is found which is translated ñreally.ò   

 

Another type of variant may occur when a scribe looked at a word in line 10 for example 

in his exemplar, wrote the word or phrase, and then looked back at his exemplar but his 

eyes went to line 12 where the same word appeared, and continued his copying from that 

point.  In his copy then he would have omitted the intervening words.  The opposite may 

also happen where he was copying from line 12, looked on his copy, and then his eyes 

went to the same word in line 10.  Thus, he would duplicate the intervening words.  The 

general word for this kind of variant is homoeoteleuton (from a Greek word meaning 

ñsimilarò).  
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Still another form of unintentional variants is called haplography.  This is when a copyist 

writes down only once a word which actually occurs twice.  For example, on a number of 

occasions Jesus said, ñ ò (AMEN, AMEN, LEGO UMIN) 

translated ñTruly truly I say to youò (John 1:51) while at other times he only used the 

word (AMEN) ñtrulyò only once. The opposite of haplography is called ditto-

graphy, which is when a word occurs only once in a copyistôs exemplar but the copyist  

writes it down twice in his copy.  

Confusion of letters due to the same pronunciation of words gave rise to another type of 

variant.  Every language has such characteristics.  For example the English words ñsailò 

and ñsaleò are pronounced the same, but have different meanings.  Certain letters and 

diphthongs were mistakenly exchanged by copyists such as writing ei) for (ai) or 

vice versa.  Both spellings are pronounced the same, but the change might result in 

changing the meaning of the word.  Also (e) was sometimes substituted for ai , pos-

sibly changing the meaning of a word.  For example in Mt. 11:16 the word 

(eteros) occurs meaning ñothers.ò  In some copies of the manuscripts the scribe 

has substituted the word (etairois meaning ñfellows.ò  A wide variety of this 

type of variant occurs in manuscripts.  They are referred to as substitutions. 

Another form of substitution is where a scribe uses a synonym or another word which has 

an equivalent meaning. An example of this is found in Matt. 2:17 where some manu-

scripts read (hupo Ieremiou) which is translated ñby Jeremiahò while other 

manuscripts read (dia Ieremiou) translated ñthrough Jeremiah.ò  There are 

many variations of this type.  Although the meaning is frequently not changed, this type 

of variant occurs throughout the collection of manuscripts.  

Transposition of words from one order to another is frequent.  For example ñScribes and 

Phariseesò may appear in one group of manuscripts while ñPharisees and Scribesò occur 

in others. The same is true of transposition of letters within a word. In Mk. 14:65 

 (elabon) is in one group of manuscripts, translated ñreceive,ò but in another 

group of manuscripts it becomes  (eballon) translated ñstrike.ò   In this case 

there is both transposition and substitution of a letter.  

 

At various times, scribes would observe notes in the margin which had been placed there 

by a person previously using the manuscript.  If the scribe thought these words belonged 

in the text itself he might copy it into his text.  In some manuscripts used by the transla-

tors of the King James Version, Rom. 8:1 contained the words translated ñwho walk not 

after the flesh, but after the Spirit.ò It is thought that these words may have been incorpo-

rated into the text in this way.  Another example is Matt. 27:35 where the King James 

Version reads, ñthat it might be fulfilled which was spoken by the prophet, óThey parted 

my garments among them, and upon my vesture did they cast lots.ôò  Some late manu-

scripts contain this phrase in Greek.   In all probability it came from a marginal note or 

was added by the scribe because he thought it appropriate to identify a prophecy regard-

ing this event. The phrase is not found in the oldest and best manuscripts. 
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Intentional Variants  

 

These variations in the text arise when a scribe is attempting to clarify or harmonize a 

portion of the text.  They may come in a variety of forms including substitution, addition, 

transposition, etc.  Some are attempts to correct a perceived grammatical error or a per-

ceived misspelling. At times scribes would use a synonym for a word which they might 

have thought was not completely clear.   

 

Manuscripts of some books, particularly in the Gospels have harmonistic variants.  This 

took place most frequently when a scribe altered a text so that it would reflect the same or 

similar wording or thoughts from a parallel passage in another Gospel.  For example, in 

Matt. 19:17 our English translation reads, ñóWhy do you ask me about what is good?ô 

Jesus replied.  óThere is only one who is good.ôò  Concerning the same event recorded in 

Mark 10:18 we read, ñóWhy do you call me good?ô  Jesus answered.  óNo one is good ï 

except God alone.ôò  Some copyists working on the Gospel of Matthew added in their 

texts the extra phrase found in Markôs account, ñexcept God alone.ò 

 

The same type of variant occurs in regard to the account of the conversion of Saul in Acts 

9 and Paulôs retelling of the event in Acts 26.  In Acts 26:14 there is the phrase, ñIt is 

hard for you to kick against the goad.ò  In the account in Acts 9:4 a few copyists have 

added this phrase to the text in their manuscripts, reflecting an attempt at harmonization 

of readings.  

    

Conflation is another type of variant which characterizes certain types of text.  Conflation 

is the combining of readings from two or more sources, thus creating a third or additional 

reading.  For example in one group of manuscripts the very last words of Luke 24:53 tell 

of the apostles returning to Jerusalem and staying in the temple continually ñpraising 

God.ò  However another group of manuscripts read at this point, ñblessing God.ò A third, 

and very large group of manuscripts reads ñblessing and praising God.ò These conflate 

reading are found frequently in manuscripts of the Byzantine text type.  This text type 

will be discussed in a later chapter. 

 

Some scribes were influenced by the theological debates of their time, and were respon-

sible for dogmatic or theological emendations.  These are scribal alterations of the text 

when a particular statement seemed not to fit the scribeôs views of orthodoxy, and he felt 

that small change in the words would uphold or explain what he considered to be an or-

thodox position.  A heretic named Marcion is the foremost example of this sort of tam-

pering with the text.  Fortunately very little of this took place in the transmission of the 

New Testament text.  These types of variants are usually easy to spot.   

 

Criteria for Choosing Among the Variant Readings 

 

The information above leads to the inevitable conclusion that a translator of the New Tes-

tament must make a judgment among the various readings found at any given point in the 

text. Text-critical methodology then has to do with the skillful employment of these crite-

ria, knowing that such judgments cannot be made in isolation, but must take into consid-
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eration other important factors concerning the text.  These other factors will be discussed 

in a later chapter. 

 

The major criteria used by textual scholars in making decisions between two or more 

readings are generally referred to as the canons of criticism.  Historically these have been 

employed in both Biblical manuscripts and those of ancient classical literature.  The goal 

of such criticism is to attempt to recover, as far as possible, the original text of a work 

whether it is Biblical or classical.  It should be remembered that these canons are infe-

rences rather than axiomatic principles.  That is, they are frequently subjective in their 

application, and have to be used in conjunction with other criteria.  None constitutes a 

hard and fast rule.  Therefore they belong to the realm of probability, and some may be 

more widely applied than others.  None can be considered universal. 

 

First of all, it is not true that the reading found in the greatest number of manuscripts is 

necessarily the best reading.  If it can be shown that ten manuscripts were copied from a 

single archetype, that group of ten manuscripts really carries the weight of only one.  On 

the other hand, if two manuscripts both carry the same reading, and it can be shown that 

each of those originated from a different source, or in a different area, these would carry 

the weight of two.   

 

Secondly, the manuscripts themselves must be weighed.  Some types of manuscripts, as 

will be discussed in a later chapter, have been shown to contain many variants of a cer-

tain kind, which are not supported outside of their own family or text type.  This fact 

must be considered when evaluating a reading.   

 

Third, a reading is to be preferred if it can be shown that it more easily explains the origin 

of other readings.  In employing this canon of criticism, a critic may ask himself, ñWhat 

circumstances might have given rise to this or that reading?ò  The answers sometime 

come from theological controversies current at the time the manuscript was copied, a co-

pyistôs desire to clarify a passage or to defend his own view of orthodoxy, or the co-

pyistôs perception of a textual error in the manuscript.   

 

Fourth, the shortest reading is generally to be preferred.  It has been demonstrated by 

scholars who have investigated scribal variations that there was a tendency for scribes to 

add to a text rather than delete from it.  This can be seen in the tendency of many scribes 

to conflate readings, or to harmonize readings as in the Gospels.  This principle is consi-

dered by most textual critics to be the most fundamental of all of the canons of criticism.  

Some scholars consider this to be demonstrated when we see harsh or obscure readings, 

contending that the tendency was for scribes to smooth these over, thus altering the text.  

Some scholars however, do not fully agree with this. 

 

A fifth canon is that the more obscure reading is probably to be preferred.  The rationale 

behind this is that a scribe was more likely to try to clarify a passage than to obscure it.  

Therefore the more obscure is likely to be more nearly original.  Care must be taken in 

applying this canon, because some accidental errors are made by copyists, and some 

words or phrases simply might not make sense or might be grammatical or orthographic 
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errors, or inexact quotations.  Such readings are not to be selected simply because they 

are the most difficult or obscure. 

 

Not all of these criteria can be applied to any single variant or with equal weight.  In fact, 

each canon of criticism must itself be weighed to determine its applicability to a given 

reading.  Otherwise they can be seen working against one another.  However, the proba-

bility of a correct choice of a specific reading is usually enhanced with the increase in the 

number of criteria which can be legitimately brought to bear on the variant in question. 

 

It will be noticed that the above criteria divide themselves into external and internal evi-

dence.  External evidence deals with the characteristics of the manuscripts themselves 

such as age, number of manuscripts reading together, the family or text type being consi-

dered, and the quality and history of a manuscript if that information is known.  Internal 

evidence has to do with such things as scribal habits, and the literary, ideological and 

theological peculiarities of the author and also of the copyist.   

 

Dating Ancient Manuscripts 

 

According to the latest count there are 5,357 Biblical manuscripts of the Greek text now 

extant.  This total is made up roughly of the following:  86 papyri, 269 Uncials, 2,795 

Cursives, and 2,207 lectionaries.  However, some fragments have been doubled in the 

catalogues of various libraries reducing the total number by about 200.  Of the total num-

ber of manuscripts, about 59 originally contained the entire New Testament, although 

most of these are now incomplete. (See the article by C.M. Martini, ñText of the New 

Testament,ò in The Interpreterôs Dictionary of the Bible, Supplementary Volume. Nash-

ville: Abingdon Press, 1976, p. 884.)  Additional witnesses of the text would also include 

the versions and patristics which are not included in the above number. This includes 

everything from small fragments such as the John Rylands Fragment mentioned earlier I 

this chapter, to the Cursive manuscripts copied shortly before the invention of printing. 

 

Obviously scholars have not had the opportunity to study each of these in detail, so there 

remains much work to be done.  When looking at a manuscript of the New Testament, 

one of the most important areas of investigation is to determine the age of the document. 

Much of what is said here will apply not just to the Greek manuscripts, but also to all of 

the other materials as well. 

 

How can scholars determine the approximate age of a manuscript?  Much of this is based 

on paleography, the study of ancient writing and writing materials.  Since we know ap-

proximate time periods when certain writing materials were in general use and the pe-

riods when certain styles and formation of letters were in general use, these components 

become very important in fixing a date for a manuscript. If papyrus was used it would 

mean that the manuscript probably should be dated before the first half of the fourth cen-

tury because we know that by that time vellum was in general use, having superseded pa-

pyrus for important books. On the other hand, if vellum is the material of the manuscript 

one would know that this manuscript probably comes from a time when vellum came into 

general use.  It is possible that such a manuscript could date back as far as the first cen-
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tury, but it was not until the mid-second century that the use of vellum became common.  

In fact, it was not until the late third or early fourth century that its use could be consi-

dered widespread. 

   

An important consideration is the appearance and formation of the letters themselves.  

Are they large or small, straight or slanted, block or rounded, cursive or capital?  Large, 

capital, straight, or block letters indicate an earlier date than cursive or small letters.  The 

type and color ink is also important.  The most ancient writing was usually done with 

very dark black ink whereas the scribes of the Byzantine period used inks of lesser quali-

ty which tended to deteriorate more readily.  A good quality dark brown ink also was 

used in very early manuscripts.  It is not until we come to the middle ages that we find a 

variety of shades of ink in use.   

 

Paleographers also look at the size and shape of letters to determine the age of manu-

scripts.  The classification of manuscripts as Uncials or Cursives is descriptive of those 

documents which use all capital letters (uncial letters) or those using a flowing hand (cur-

sive letters) employing lower case letters.  A manuscript written in uncial letters indicates 

that it was probably copied prior to the ninth century, for it was about this time that the 

cursive hand superseded the uncial hand. The formation of the letters, whether they are 

square or rounded, upright or slanted all contribute to the paleographerôs evidence to bet-

ter equip him to make a more nearly accurate estimate of the age of a manuscript.  In ad-

dition, the exact formation of certain Greek letters may also play a part.  From about the 

first century B.C. until the third century A.D. the style of letters does not seem to have 

changed very much.  The letters were generally high and square.  From the fourth century 

until about the eighth century they progressively became slanted, compressed, oblong, 

and ornamented.  Paleographers consider these characteristics to be the very best tools for 

determining the age of a manuscript.     

 

On some of the later manuscripts there is an indication of the date they were copied.  This 

may be done by citing a ruler who was in power at that time, or perhaps an important his-

torical event which can be dated by historians. Sometimes scribes would indicate this, 

and other things in a scribal note called a colophon placed at the end of the text.  While 

this note may contain only personal information such as the scribeôs name or a blessing 

pronounced upon the reader, it may also contain other kinds of information such as dates, 

feast times, etc. 

 

The vast majority of manuscripts have no spaces between words, no punctuation marks, 

and no regard for syllables or hyphenation at the end of a line of text.  However, in a rela-

tively few manuscripts some of these characteristics do occur, indicating that those ma-

nuscripts are of a late date. 

 

As the centuries passed more and more attention was given to the appearance of the ma-

nuscripts.  Consequently, those manuscripts which are dyed purple, have gold leaf or sil-

ver ink, illustrations and icons (illuminated manuscripts), or other artwork can be dated 

by paleographers and iconographers by analyzing these characteristics.  Of course there 
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are textual and other characteristics of interest to scholars as they describe and analyze 

manuscripts. 

 

Greek Manuscripts ï Uncial Manuscripts 

 

As indicated above, there are two general classifications of Greek manuscripts.  These are 

Uncials and Cursives or Minuscules as they are sometime called.  First letôs look at the 

characteristics of the Uncial Manuscripts.  These are manuscripts in which the scribe used 

only capital letters.  They generally date from the second through the ninth century, the 

very earliest ones being written on papyrus.  All told there are about 300 of these extant.  

Among the most important are the Codex Vaticanus and the Codex Sinaiticus, both of 

which come to us from the early to mid-fourth century.  The earliest English translations 

for which these manuscripts were available were the English Revised Version (1881) and 

the American Standard Version (1901).  These two manuscripts are almost universally 

considered to have the very best text of the New Testament available today.  However, 

critical analysis is always necessary when using any manuscript. 

 

Greek Manuscripts ï Cursive Manuscripts 

 

The second group of manuscripts is called Cursives or Minuscules because of the cursive 

style of writing. These manuscripts come from the about the ninth century through the 

fifteenth century. There are over 4,200 extant. Their primary importance is as witnesses 

of the history of the text, and they do not generally play as important a role in the restora-

tion of the text as do the older Uncials. 

 

Ancient Versions 

 

Ancient Christians, just as present day Christians, wanted the Bible in their own lan-

guage.  This being the case, the translation of Scripture into a variety of languages began 

as early as the middle second century.  Among the first of these versions were the Old 

Latin and the Syriac.  A little later came two important Egyptian versions called the Sa-

hidic and Bohairic.  Earlier the Jews of the Diaspora, those living outside of Palestine, 

had a profound reverence for the Law, and were very zealous for their national religious 

identity.  With their Scriptures in the Hebrew language, but their common language 

changing to Greek, many of them saw the need to have a Greek translation of their Scrip-

tures.  Sometime between 284 and 245 B.C. this work was completed, and the resulting 

translation was called the Septuagint, abbreviated as LXX reflecting a tradition that the 

translation was the work of seventy men.  It is generally believed that this translation was 

made in Alexandra, Egypt because that city was an important cultural and educational 

center for the Jews. 

 

Lectionaries 

 

Because those old handwritten manuscripts were, of necessity, very large and bulky, they 

were not readily adaptable for use in church services.  This gave rise to the practice of 

copying various blocks of Scriptures into a separate book to be used for reading in wor-
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ship services.  The time of origin and procedures used is not known, but the consistency 

of passage selection is found to be very widespread.  At first these were read on Saturday 

and Sunday, but later were expanded and selections were read every day of the week.  

Since these blocks of Scripture were copied into books, these became known as the Lec-

tionary manuscripts.  Scholars analyze them following the same text-critical methodology 

as employed with the Uncial and Cursive manuscripts.  They then become additional wit-

nesses to the New Testament text. 

 

Patristics 

 

Ancient Christian leaders wrote and published books, commentaries, letters, homilies, 

etc. just as is practiced today.  These are referred to as the writings of the ancient church 

Fathers, or Patristic writings.  As early as A.D. 95 some early Christian writers sent let-

ters and wrote articles or books exhorting people to live a Christian life, to correct a doc-

trinal error, combat heresy, etc.  Most of these letters were written in either Greek or Lat-

in, and contain many quotations, paraphrases, and allusions to Scripture.  Therefore they 

become important witnesses to the New Testament text. 

 

Conclusion 

 

Each of the types of text-critical material described above will be discussed in detail in 

subsequent chapters.  The abundance of evidence for the text of the New Testament gives 

us assurance of its integrity, dependability, and faithful transmission. It should be re-

membered that we have parts of manuscripts going back to the second century, and com-

plete manuscripts from the fourth century.  The total number of ancient New Testament 

manuscripts and portions of New Testament books runs into the thousands.  Contrast this 

with the manuscripts we have of other ancient writers and books. For example, we have 

no manuscript of the works of Homer dating earlier than the 13
th
 century A.D., though 

Homer lived during the 8
th
 century B.C.  There is no manuscript of the works of Herodo-

tus earlier than the 10
th
 century A.D., though Herodotus died in 424 B.C. The works of 

Virgil are found in a single manuscript dating from the 4
th
 century A.D. even though Vir-

gil died in 19 B.C.  There is no reason for anyone to doubt the integrity of the Bible. The 

New Testament is by far the best attested book of antiquity. 
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Chapter 3 

The Greek Manuscripts 
 

 

Introduction  

 

In contemporary usage, the word ñmanuscriptò may refer to any written document 

whether printed or written by hand.  In textual criticism, the word refers to a hand written 

document, particularly the continuous Greek text manuscripts (contrasted with the manu-

scripts of the versions, lectionaries, and patristics). Each of these manuscripts, and there 

are thousands of them, has its own unique history, characteristics, and value in restoring 

the original text of the New Testament. Some are fragmentary (an incomplete group of 

pages, a single page, or only a portion of a page), others are complete.  Some contain 

groups of New Testament books, and others contain only portions of one book. Some 

come from a very early date, while others are late in their origin.  Some are characterized 

by a certain type of variant readings, while others are characterized by an entirely differ-

ent type. 

 

Obviously then, manuscripts must be carefully studied, analyzed, and evaluated by scho-

lars so that we may have the very best possible Greek text from which translations can be 

made. In this chapter, we will briefly list and describe some of the more important manu-

scripts and note their contribution to the general study of textual criticism.  The expres-

sions, ñfamily,ò ñtype of textò and ñtext typeò will be used frequently in this section.  A 

full explanation of the meaning of these expressions will come in a later chapter.  Suffice 

it to say at this point that certain identifiable characteristics in the text of different manu-

scripts have caused scholars to divide them into groups based on those peculiarities.  

These groups are referred to as families and text types. 

 

The Papyri 

 

The general use of papyrus as a medium to receive writing was discussed in chapter one.  

Here we want to identify some specific papyrus manuscripts and briefly indicate their 

value in the study of the history of the New Testament text.  Papyrus manuscripts are un-

iversally identified by the letter ñPò with a superscripted number beside it. 

 

P
5
.  This manuscript is now in the British Library, and presently consists of only two 

leaves, joined together, and coming from the same quire.  It was discovered in 1896-97 

by Grenfell and Hunt at Oxyrhanchus, an ancient city about 193 km (120 miles) south of 

modern day Cairo, and about 16 km (10 miles) west of the Nile River.  The first leaf con-

tains John 1:23-31, and the other John 20:11-17, 19-25. This would indicate that the ma-

nuscript had originally contained the entire Gospel of John.  It dates back to the third cen-

tury, and its text agrees generally with the Sinaiticus (a ï aleph) and the Vaticanus (B) 

(see below).  This shows us that this text type existed in Egypt at an even earlier date than 

the text of either a or B. 
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P
38

.  This fragment probably comes from the early fourth century, though some scholars 

originally thought that it might be from the late third century.  It is now at the University 

of Michigan.  The importance of this manuscript is that it contains a text which is mar-

kedly of the Western type, often reading like the Codex Bezae (D).  This indicates that 

type of text circulated in Egypt along side the Alexandrian (or Neutral) text. 

 

The next group of papyrus manuscripts is referred to as the Chester Beatty Papyri.  There 

are some Old Testament manuscripts in the collection, and some New Testament.  A 

group of seven manuscripts of the Old Testament were acquired, and one containing part 

of the lost Greek original of the book of Enoch also came to light. 

 

The New Testament manuscripts consist of three codices which originally contained the 

entire New Testament except for the Pastorals and General Epistles.  Since leaves are 

now missing, these manuscripts are incomplete. They come to us from the early third 

century, probably around A.D. 200, making them among the oldest New Testament ma-

nuscripts extant. 

 

The acquisition of these manuscripts by Mr. A. Chester Beatty, an American collector 

residing in London, is an interesting story.  Mr. Beatty acquired a group of papyrus leaves 

from an antiquities dealer in Cairo, Egypt.  These were later found to contain various por-

tions of the Greek New Testament, and were edited and published by Sir Frederic Ke-

nyon, an outstanding English textual scholar. Other collectors purchased several leaves of 

the manuscript from the same antiquities dealer in Cairo, and they were eventually ac-

quired by the University of Michigan.  

 

 

 
 

         Fragment of  
Chester Beatty Papyrus P45  
 

P
46

. This is referred to as Chester Beatty II.  This manuscript consists of eighty-six leaves, 

containing portions of the Pauline Epistles in an unusual order:  Romans, Hebrews, I and 

P
45

.  This is referred to as Chester Beatty I.  

Originally this manuscript consisted of about 

220 leaves, and contained all four Gospels and 

Acts.  Only thirty leaves have survived.  The 

leaves are wide, the letters are small, and each 

page contains a single broad column of text.  

The extant portions contain two leaves of Mat-

thew, six of Mark, seven of Luke, two of John, 

and thirteen of Acts.  An interesting phenome-

non concerning this manuscript is that its text 

is mixed, and cannot be assigned entirely to 

any of the general classifications used by scho-

lars.   

 


