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    FOREWORD


    


    Daniel B. Wallace


    

      WE NO LONGER LIVE IN A BLACK-AND-WHITE WORLD. We never did really, but those who are embroiled in debates about the Bible have often viewed things in such binary hues. These achromatic ideologies can be found on both sides of the theological aisle.


      Many who have abandoned the unreflective beliefs they grew up with now cling—just as unreflectively—to unmitigated skepticism toward the New Testament text. The Dan Browns and Kurt Eichenwalds of our world can liken, with a straight face, the scribal copying of Scripture to the parlor game of Telephone. To them, the text has been corrupted so badly that attempting to recover the original wording is like looking for unicorns. It’s an impossible task because the search is for something that does not exist.


      On the other hand, some apologists for the Christian faith speak of (nearly) absolute certainty when it comes to the wording in the New Testament. And laypeople routinely think of their Bible as the Word of God in every detail. They are blissfully unaware that Bible translations change—because language evolves, interpretations that affect translation become better informed (and all translation is interpretation), and the text that is being translated gets tweaked. Biblical scholarship is not idle. Yet even the publisher of the ESV translation, extremely popular among evangelicals, contributed to this fictive certitude when it declared in August 2016 that “the text of the ESV Bible will remain unchanged in all future editions printed and published by Crossway.” The next month it admitted, “This decision was a mistake.”1 When a publishing house tries to canonize its Bible translation, what does this say to the millions of readers who know nothing of Greek, Hebrew, or Aramaic?


      These two attitudes—radical skepticism and absolute certainty—must be avoided when we examine the New Testament text. We do not have now—in our critical Greek texts or any translations—exactly what the authors of the New Testament wrote. Even if we did, we would not know it. There are many, many places in which the text of the New Testament is uncertain. But we also do not need to be overly skeptical. Where we should land between these two extremes is what this book addresses.


      The new generation of evangelical scholars is far more comfortable with ambiguity and uncertainty than previous generations. They know the difference between core beliefs and those that are more peripheral. They recognize that even if we embrace the concept of absolute truth, absolute certainty about it is a different matter.


      One word kept coming to mind as I read this book: nuance. The authors understand what is essential and of vital significance in the Christian faith and what is more peripheral. As Stephen Neill argued over fifty years ago and Peter Gurry affirms in this book, “The very worst Greek manuscript now in existence . . . contains enough of the Gospel in unadulterated form to lead the reader into the way of salvation.”2 Andrew Blaski shows that the patristic writers, too, recognized this. Origen, whose concern to recover the original wording of the Bible was worked out with indefatigable exactness, had an even deeper concern. Many Fathers understood that the New Testament—highly valued, revered, even apostolically authoritative—nevertheless pointed ultimately to what is more revered, more authoritative, and more central to our faith: our God and Savior, Jesus Christ.


      

        THE CHASM BETWEEN SCHOLARS AND APOLOGISTS


        The authors in this book offer a necessary corrective to decades of overly exuberant apologetic arguments—arguments that have actually hurt the Christian faith. The writers are refreshingly honest, and they do not pull their punches. They observe poignantly that apologetic works on the reliability of the New Testament text have been drifting away from a proper, well-researched, accurately documented scholarship that is anchored to actual data. Apologists have had a tendency to regurgitate other apologetic works, which in turn are based on other apologetic works. Meanwhile, the scholarship that is supposedly behind the popular declarations in many an evangelical trade book is out of date, misunderstood, or simply ignored.


        A classic example of the disconnect between scholarship and apologetics is how textual variants are (mis)counted. A steady stream of apologists for more than half a century have been claiming that variants are counted by wording differences multiplied by manuscripts attesting them. Neil Lightfoot’s How We Got the Bible, a book first published in 1963 and now in its third edition with more than a million copies sold, seems to be the major culprit.3 Lightfoot claims:


        

          From one point of view it may be said that there are 200,000 scribal errors in the manuscripts, but it is wholly misleading and untrue to say that there are 200,000 errors in the text of the New Testament. This large number is gained by counting all the variations in all of the manuscripts (about 4,500). This means that if, for example, one word is misspelled in 4,000 different manuscripts, it amounts to 4,000 “errors.” Actually, in a case of this kind only one slight error has been made and it has been copied 4,000 times. But this is the procedure which is followed in arriving at the large number of 200,000 “errors.”4


        


        The only problem with this statement is that it is completely wrong. Chief among the errors, as Elijah Hixson and Peter Gurry point out, is that textual critics “are not counting the number of manuscripts that attest a variant; we are counting the number of variants attested by our manuscripts.” If variants were actually counted the way Lightfoot suggests, the number of variants among the Greek New Testament manuscripts would be in the tens of millions. That this miscalculation has seeped its way, unchecked, into several apologetics books for more than five decades is a telling indictment on the uncritical use of secondary sources by many in this field.


        An example of using out-of-date statistics is found in the comparative argument—that is, the argument that compares the number of New Testament manuscripts with those of other Greco-Roman authors. As James Prothro notes, several popular apologists have claimed that there are only 643 manuscripts of Homer’s Iliad. This number got into apologists’ hands, according to Prothro, most likely via a technical book Bruce Metzger authored in 1963. But Metzger repeats the same number of Iliad manuscripts in the far-more-accessible first (1964), second (1968), and third edition (1992) of his The Text of the New Testament. The fourth and latest edition (2005), coauthored with Bart Ehrman, continues to speak of only 643 manuscripts for the Iliad! It is not just apologists, then, but sometimes even top-flight scholars who have added to text-critical myths. On the other hand, in the latest edition of Evidence That Demands a Verdict, published in 2017 and coauthored with his son Sean, Josh McDowell did his due diligence to update the number of Iliad manuscripts by consulting classicists and the Leuven Database of Ancient Books—exactly the right approach.


        Other myths that are often touted get some schooling. Jacob Peterson goes into impressive detail on why the “official” number of Greek New Testament manuscripts (i.e., the tally made by adding all the catalogued numbers of papyri, majuscules, minuscules, and lectionaries by the Institut für Neutestamentliche Textforschung), often cited as the actual number, is way too generous. But the stats are not static. Peterson commends the work of the Center for the Study of New Testament Manuscripts for adding significantly to our fund with its digitizing of dozens of newly discovered manuscripts.


        Gregory Lanier bursts some bubbles about the supposed inferiority of later manuscripts, as though age necessarily corresponds to intrinsic value. He adds that even the later Byzantine manuscripts speak well of “the fidelity of the entire textual tradition.” Lanier gives a quite helpful table on the most significant minuscules and, in the spirit of Günther Zuntz, puts forth diagrams that illustrate many facets of transmissional fidelity.


        The number of versional manuscripts (those written in other than Greek) has been routinely specified without documentation by apologists and some scholars. Jeremiah Coogan reels back the sensationalism and grounds the numbers in what is known. He also addresses some key issues in what the versions can and cannot do to aid us in recovering the autographic wording of the Greek New Testament.


        Demonstrating sensitivity to the priorities of scholars, translators, and faith communities, Edgar Ebojo discusses the dialogue that takes place behind the scenes. The scholarly guild has a say, but it is not the only say in how translations should look and what texts should be included in the translation.


      


      

      

        MYTHS AND MISTAKES MADE BY SCHOLARS


        Hixson and Gurry tell us that the authors of this book “write primarily as a self-corrective to Christian speakers and writers.” As I was perusing the manuscript, I came to the conclusion that the editors have defined their readership too narrowly. Precisely because the contributors are up-and-coming scholars—with PhDs (earned or in process) from Birmingham University, Cambridge University, Dallas Seminary, University of Edinburgh, New Orleans Baptist Seminary, University of Notre Dame, and Southern Baptist Seminary—they are up to date on the state of their disciplines. Many have written their doctoral theses on the very topics they explore in this book. These young scholars have something to say—not only to Christian speakers and writers but to non-Christian speakers and writers, and even to New Testament scholars of all stripes.


        I have been working for several years on an introduction to New Testament textual criticism. Many of the topics discussed in Myths and Mistakes are those I have felt needed some treatment in such an introduction. I was happily stunned to see the depth of discussion, the candid examination, and the up-to-date bibliography in each chapter. Although Myths and Mistakes is written in clear, user-friendly prose, the contents are well grounded and perspicacious. I intend to use this volume unapologetically in my introduction as a primary source for several analyses.


        There are no sacred cows here. Occasionally, even scholars who have delved into the realm of apologetics have been a bit too enthusiastic, naive, or biased. All of us can learn something from this volume. Craig Evans’s view on the longevity of the autographs is perceptively analyzed by Timothy Mitchell; Michael Kruger’s link between canon and codex is critiqued by John Meade; Philip Comfort’s early dating of papyri is challenged by Elijah Hixson; and I am not immune from censure. Chief among such criticisms (but by no means the sole issue) is my mention of a first-century fragment of Mark’s Gospel in one of my debates with Bart Ehrman. I had it on good authority that the date was firm and that the papyrus would be published in a year. But at the time I had not seen the manuscript, which should have been critical for me in making any statements about its date. Six years later (!) the fragment was published (April 2018), and it turned out not to be from the first century but was dated to the second or third century by the editors.


        Bart Ehrman, a first-rate scholar and an outspoken skeptic about recovering the original New Testament text, comes in for some specific criticisms too. His “early orthodox corruptions” are seen to be less frequent and less severe when Robert Marcello applies a more rigorous method to some key textual problems.


        Ehrman’s claim that the early scribes were not professionally trained and therefore did not make careful copies is handled by Zachary Cole. Ehrman’s view is overly simplistic, presenting a multicolored reality as black and white, and is often factually wrong.


        Peter Malik boldly takes on E. C. Colwell, whose studies on method are legendary, by documenting corrections in papyri that “show that scribes strove to improve and revise their work before they handed it to posterity.” It is not just what the scribe originally penned but the corrections he or she made to the codex before releasing it to other readers that demonstrate this care.


      


      

      

        REQUIEM FOR A DISCIPLINE?


        Forty years ago, Eldon Epp published a disturbing article in the Journal of Biblical Literature, in which he predicted the end of text-critical studies in America. “New Testament Textual Criticism in America: Requiem for a Discipline” canvasses the trends of a downward spiral pertaining to detailed study of the text and the lack of opportunity for writing a dissertation in textual criticism.5 He concluded his essay with this gloomy outlook: “I may have pushed too far the figure of speech in the subtitle of this paper when I chose the expression, ‘Requiem for a Discipline.’ Yet, that ominous eventuality is all too likely should the clear trends of the recent past continue even into the near future.”6


        Just a decade back, the field appeared almost desolate. At a two-day colloquium held in August 2008 at the Institut für Neutestamentliche Textforschung in Münster, at most a few dozen New Testament textual scholars were present.7 I inquired from one of the organizers of the event about the list of those invited. She informed me that all textual critics worldwide were on the list and that only one had declined the invitation. To be sure, the American representation had improved since Epp’s requiem, but the numbers were still small.


        Samuel Clemens, when rumors that he was on his deathbed were circulating, wrote, “The report of my death was an exaggeration.”8 The same can be said of American—as well as international—scholarship in New Testament textual criticism. A sea change has transpired in the last ten years. Not all the contributors to Myths and Mistakes are Americans, of course, but most are. Further, evangelicals in particular have dedicated themselves to this discipline.


        Epp spoke of “the growing lack of concern and support for NT textual criticism in America.”9 I was finishing my ThM degree when he wrote these words. As I’m sure that several other graduate students did, I took his requiem to heart. It was a sobering and swift kick in the derrière! I am delighted to report that, forty years later, the scenery has improved markedly. Four of my former students have contributed to this publication: Peter Gurry, Zachary Cole, Robert Marcello, and Jacob Peterson. They either interned at CSNTM, wrote their master’s thesis on an aspect of New Testament textual criticism, or both. Elijah Hixson also worked for CSNTM on a digitizing project. Peter Malik collaborated with CSNTM at the Chester Beatty Library as we digitized P47, the topic of Malik’s doctoral thesis. Two other interns, Matthew Larsen and Brian Wright, whose doctoral dissertations earn a shout-out or rebuttal in Timothy Mitchell’s chapter, also earned their PhDs in New Testament textual criticism or its kin. A certain paternal pride comes with these declarations, but I am hardly alone. Other American professors who specialize in textual studies can claim a measure of mentorship to several of these authors.


        One of Epp’s complaints in his requiem is that “the company of trained collators rapidly has disintegrated.”10 Collation is an accurate recording of the exact wording of each manuscript via registering its differences from a base text. At the time that Epp filed this complaint, the number of New Testament books whose manuscripts had been completely collated was one. Only the Apocalypse received this honor, a monumental task accomplished by Herman Hoskier in 1929 after thirty years of painstaking labor.11 Furthermore, virtually nothing has been published on the text of the great majority of codices of the New Testament. A look at Elliott’s Bibliography of Greek New Testament Manuscripts reveals that less than one-fourth of all extant Greek New Testament manuscripts have even a paragraph published on them. Collations are necessary for every one of these documents.12


        A collation of a given manuscript not only reveals the differences between said codex and the chosen base text but also unmasks scribal proclivities. The latter is a methodological sine qua non for assessing theological and other tendencies among the manuscripts, as Robert Marcello articulates in his chapter, “Myths About Orthodox Corruption.”13


        Complete collations are not only necessary for individual manuscripts; they are also necessary for each New Testament book. Since Hoskier’s work on Revelation some ninety years ago, exhaustive collations have been produced for only two other New Testament books. Tommy Wasserman published his doctoral thesis on the text of Jude in 2006, and Matthew Solomon completed his dissertation on the text of Philemon in 2014.14 Solomon summarizes his findings in the ninth chapter of Myths and Mistakes. Among other observations, he reminds readers that the NA28 apparatus displays a small fraction of the textual variation in the manuscripts.


        Collations of individual documents, when coupled with those of known manuscripts, can reveal something of the rich tapestry of textual history seen in each codex. The textual relations often hint at generations of mixture and influence, opening up intriguing questions on the document’s transmission history. One of the priorities in collations is work on newly discovered codices. CSNTM posts the images of many such manuscripts, often before they are given a Gregory-Aland number. Graduate students interested in doing original research in the New Testament are encouraged to collate these documents.15 A recent collation of one of these discoveries, a tenth-century Gospels text, was even used by the editors of the Tyndale House Greek New Testament, published in 2017.16


      


      

      

        COMPLIMENTS AND CAVEATS


        I have touched on just a few highlights in Myths and Mistakes. There is much, much more here than this bird’s-eye view can display. Κῦδος to Hixson for conceiving this work, to both Hixson and Gurry for selecting the contributors, and to all for their unstinting devotion both to this arcane discipline and especially to “the faith that was once for all entrusted to the saints” (Jude 3 NET). The takeaways at the end of each chapter summarize well its relevance for apologetics and anchoring the Christian faith in the text.


        Yet the authors do not advance a lock-step apologetic. No doubt, there are several points in this volume that any careful reader will take issue with. More than that, I am sure that not one of the authors will completely agree with all the others. That is part of the book’s strength. The pursuit of truth holds greater capital than unity in presentation. The very nature of such a compilation models what the editors intend for the readers to grasp: we may not have an absolutely pure text, nor can we have certainty about everything we do have, but “even the most textually corrupted of our manuscripts and editions still convey the central truths of the Christian faith with clarity and power.”


        As Michael Holmes has articulated and Zachary Cole attested, the New Testament manuscripts exhibit a text that is overall in excellent shape, but certainly not in impeccable shape; it manifests “microlevel fluidity and macrolevel stability.”17 What the authors of Myths and Mistakes insist on is that it is neither necessary nor even possible to demonstrate that we can recover the exact wording of the New Testament. But what we have is good enough.
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  CHAPTER ONE


    

  INTRODUCTION


  


  Peter J. Gurry and Elijah Hixson


  

    

      WHY THIS BOOK?


      PERHAPS, LIKE US, you’ve had this experience when driving to a new place. You set off, confident that your map or GPS has you headed in the right direction, and you begin thinking about other things. Soon, however, the roads are all the wrong names, and the signs do not seem right. Slowly, you begin to discover that you are lost. But where did you go wrong? Was it the last turn or the turn before that? Was it because you were on the phone, or are the directions wrong? If you’re lucky, you manage to answer these questions, get back on the right track, and find your destination. This experience of thinking you know where you are going, only to realize you’re lost, can be disorienting and frustrating. It can leave you wondering what else you may be wrong about. Are you sure you turned off the stove? Was the back door locked, or did you leave it cracked again? One doubt easily leads to another.


      The problem of getting to the right place by the wrong route is what we address in this book. Not about driving, of course, but about the Bible and about defending its credibility. Unfortunately, some defenders think they know how to get us to the proper destination when in fact they’ve taken us through several wrong turns along the way. For those who discover that the route is wrong, the realization can be disorienting. Once-trusted guides can turn out not to be as reliable as once thought, and, in the case of defending the Bible, this can sadly lead to greater doubt in Scripture’s reliability.


      Christians believe and trust the Bible as God’s special revelation. That belief is basic to the Christian faith. So, naturally, serious challenges to the trustworthiness of this book are significant and need a response. One challenge to the Bible that has risen to new prominence is the claim that we can’t trust the New Testament because we do not even know what it says. This, we are told, is the case because the manuscripts—handwritten copies of the New Testament—are so corrupt from miscopying that we simply cannot know what the original text was. As Bart Ehrman, the scholar whose bestselling book Misquoting Jesus has done more than any other to bring this issue to the forefront, has said, “How does it help us to say that the Bible is the inerrant Word of God if in fact we do not have the words that God inerrantly inspired, but only the words copied by scribes—sometimes correctly but sometimes (many times!) incorrectly?”1 For Ehrman, the answer is clear: it is not much help at all, a conclusion that contributed to his much-publicized loss of evangelical faith.


      As Ehrman’s public profile has risen, this part of his argument has gained greater traction, often without the benefit of his years of research in the subject area. Just before Christmas in 2014, for example, Newsweek published a long-form essay by Kurt Eichenwald titled “The Bible: So Misunderstood It’s a Sin.” Among a series of provocative claims, Eichenwald tells us, “No television preacher has ever read the Bible. Neither has any evangelical politician. Neither has the pope. Neither have I. And neither have you. At best, we’ve all read a bad translation—a translation of translations of translations of hand-copied copies of copies of copies of copies, and on and on, hundreds of times.”2


      This notion that the New Testament has been miscopied to the point of near oblivion has reached beyond national news magazines to capture certain parts of the popular imagination. Sometimes it crops up in unexpected places, such as popular fiction. In the bestselling Jack Reacher series written by Lee Child, we find an unexpected presentation of the idea that the original wording of the New Testament is hopelessly lost. In one of his stories, Child presents us with an Anglican priest who meets the protagonist on his way to Yuma, Arizona. On the drive there, the priest offers this lesson on the book of Revelation:


      

        Most of the original is lost, of course. It was written in ancient Hebrew or Aramaic, and copied by hand many times, and then translated into Koine Greek, and copied by hand many times, and then translated into Latin, and copied by hand many times, and then translated into Elizabethan English and printed, with opportunities for error and confusion at every single stage. Now it reads like a bad acid trip. I suspect it always did.3


      


      There you have it. A trippy book made worse by thousands of years of miscopying and mistranslation so that now we do not even know what the original was. As anyone with a basic introduction to the New Testament knows, the problems here are obvious and plentiful. For starters, the book of Revelation was not translated into Greek for the simple reason that it was written in Greek. The many translations we do have of it—both ancient and modern—are almost all taken directly from Greek. It is true that opportunities for error do come from copying anything of length by hand, but these have also been accompanied by opportunities for correction and clarification. In short, our traveling priest’s view of the matter is about as wrong as could be. The point here is not to pick on fiction (the appropriate genre for such misinformation, after all) but to show that views like these are all too easily consumed and accepted by popular audiences who lack the expertise to see through them. Indeed, it is not too much to say that the view expressed by the priest in this Jack Reacher novel is held by more and more people today.


      To be sure, most trained scholars ignore such popular nonsense and go about their work unfazed. Still, when these kinds of conspiratorial claims find their way to the New York Times bestseller list or the cover of Newsweek and Wired magazine, Christian scholars and apologists who care about Christianity’s reputation take note. In their justified zeal to defend the Bible against such misinformation, they have naturally produced a growing number of books, articles, chapters, study Bibles, and blog posts in response. With such a proliferation of material, what justification could there be for yet another publication on the subject?


      As it turns out, that very proliferation has caused an unintended problem, and it is the one this book particularly addresses. A survey of literature reveals a growing gap between good scholarship on the transmission of the New Testament and its appropriation in the literature aimed at nonspecialists. In some cases, the misinformation is actually more severe on the side of those who want to defend the Bible’s reliability (perhaps because they write more often on it). Such treatments often repeat bad or outdated arguments from other authors. In many cases, the treatment ends up worse than the ailment: arguments meant to encourage confidence in the Bible make it look untrustworthy through ignorance, negligence, or worse. This is troubling for those of us who love the Bible and want to know whether it can be trusted.


      The contributors to the present volume are convinced that the Bible should be loved and that its text can be trusted. Like many of those we critique in what follows, we are convinced that the New Testament text provides a more than adequate foundation on which to build the Christian faith. In that, we quite agree with them against Christianity’s media-savvy critics. But we often find their reasons inadequate. From our own research, we know that studying the Bible’s textual history can be intimidating. For the New Testament, it requires a knowledge of Greek and other ancient languages. It demands experience in reading ancient manuscripts. It draws on elements from classics, church history, and biblical studies. If that were not enough, some of the most important research is published in languages other than English. Those who write for popular audiences should not be faulted if they lack expertise in all these areas, and we certainly do not fault them here. However, the fact remains that many who address the topic from an apologetic angle construct their arguments from information that is at best outdated and at worst patently wrong.


    


    

    

      EXAMPLES OF THE PROBLEM


      Minor mistakes should be avoided, but misleading errors must be corrected because they discredit those who make them. At its worst, misinformed apologetics can have the opposite of their intended effect. Although the full story is surely more complicated, atheist Robert Price traces his rejection of Christianity back to this very issue. Despite becoming a Christian at eleven years old and engaging in fervent evangelism, devotional life, and church membership, Price writes, “Ironically, my doubts and questions were a direct outgrowth of this interest in apologetics.”4 He continues,


      

        Obviously, at first I thought the arguments I was picking up from reading John Warwick Montgomery, F. F. Bruce, Josh McDowell, and others were pretty darn good! But once it became a matter of evaluating probabilistic arguments, weighing evidence, much of it impossible to verify, much of it ambiguous, I found it impossible to fall back on faith as I once had.5


      


      That statement is sobering and serves as a warning against irresponsible apologetics. Price traces the beginning of his “deconversion” to bad arguments presented by apologists. Granted, we do not think the question of the textual transmission of the New Testament leaves one’s faith hanging in the balance. One could adopt almost any available text of the New Testament and still build a robust, orthodox Christian faith on it. Still, the Bible is worth defending, and that means it is worth defending well. Unfortunately, when it comes to the transmission of the New Testament, misinformation abounds. We can illustrate the problem with three examples.


      Outdated information. The first example springs from a problem we all face: keeping up with the deluge of information. Thankfully, textual criticism is a field of study that regularly benefits from new manuscript discoveries. But this blessing becomes a curse for authors who have not kept their arguments updated. We can illustrate from some of our earliest material evidence. The papyri are those manuscripts made using papyrus, a reed plant that flourishes in the Nile River. We get our English word paper from this writing material. For the New Testament, the standard scholarly edition (the twenty-seventh edition of the Nestle-Aland Novum Testamentum graece, or NA27) published in 1993 included all the papyrus manuscripts then known. These were numbered up to P98 (P = papyrus). Fast forward to 2012, and the newest edition (NA28) lists papyri up through P127. That is almost thirty new papyri in fewer than twenty years. Moreover, these numbers are already out of date, because more papyri have been added to the official registry of New Testament manuscripts since then.6 In other words, our knowledge of manuscripts is constantly growing, and it can be hard to keep up. It is understandable when authors do not have the latest and greatest numbers. What is not as understandable and, in fact, a real problem is when the author does update the information, but only the part of it that favors the New Testament.


      This problem of selective updating has become common in one of the most widely used arguments to defend the New Testament. The argument involves a comparison between the number of New Testament manuscripts and the number of manuscripts for other ancient literature. One of the classic statements of it is found in F. F. Bruce’s little book The New Testament Documents: Are They Reliable?, in which he tried to demonstrate the reliability of the New Testament using the same methods applied to other ancient documents.7 In one of his chapters, he directly addresses our concern here about whether the New Testament has been copied reliably. In that context, he shows that many other important works from antiquity lag far behind in comparison to the abundance and quality of the material we have for establishing the New Testament text. Our evidence is both earlier and more abundant. As a trained classicist himself, Bruce was calling skeptics to account for their double standard. As he put it, “If the New Testament were a collection of secular writings, their authenticity would generally be regarded as beyond all doubt.”8 In other words, skeptics were not being consistent, and Bruce’s comparison between the New Testament and classical works was meant to expose just how much this was the case. In this use, the argument has a long pedigree. One finds it used centuries ago by one of the great classicists, Richard Bentley (1662–1742).9 It is not surprising, therefore, that the comparison continues right down to the present. Today it is hard to find a book on apologetics that does not at some point make much of this basic comparison.10


      The problem with the argument as used today is that the double standard has been reversed so that now it is defenders of the Bible who are guilty of being unfair to the classical literature. In many cases, the number of classical manuscripts is still taken from Bruce’s sixty-year-old data, so that comparisons that were once accurate have become inaccurate and thereby misleading. There have been attempts to bring the comparison up to date, but these have gone unnoticed, and in any case they too are now in need of updating.11 Too often, authors simply take Bruce’s numbers for the classical literature for granted even though they dare not do the same for the New Testament. One praiseworthy exception to this trend is Josh McDowell. In the most recent edition of Evidence That Demands a Verdict (coauthored with his son Sean McDowell), McDowell and McDowell cite both classicists and the Leuven Database of Ancient Books (LDAB) to give manuscript counts that are even more up to date than Clay Jones’s 2012 article.12


      To give an example of the problem, Bruce tells us that there are only a few papyrus fragments of Herodotus’s famous Histories, dating nearly four hundred years after he wrote. Beyond that he reports only eight complete copies dating from nearly fourteen hundred years later. For someone familiar with New Testament manuscripts, that is sparse evidence indeed. Today, however, a few minutes with a modern manuscript database such as LDAB reveals forty-three manuscripts for Herodotus’s Histories, one of which dates as early as the second century BC. For a more famous author such as Homer, the number of manuscripts swells to well over two thousand, the majority of which are papyri.13 These newer discoveries have not kept some from adopting Bruce’s outdated numbers wholesale without any attempt at updating.14 The problem is made worse by the fact that these same authors do not adopt Bruce’s numbers for the New Testament. Instead they rightly try to find more accurate numbers. In the case of Stanley Porter and Andrew Pitts, their zeal for the New Testament seems to have gotten the best of them, as their total is overstated by more than fifteen hundred manuscripts.15 How that happened is hard to say, but it is not hard to imagine how a fair-minded reader, to say nothing of a skeptical reader, might think that Christian authors have stacked the manuscript deck in favor of the New Testament. Regardless of intention, the result is lost credibility.


      Abused statistics. A second problem in the debate is the widespread abuse of statistics. This is particularly unfortunate because, while statistics can never tell the whole story, they do offer much-needed perspective for nonspecialists. It is, for example, helpful to know how many manuscripts of the New Testament we have, how many differences there may be between them, and how many of the differences affect English translations. However, such information is helpful only if it is accurate and used responsibly. It is at both points that another problem confronts us. The numbers cited are frequently wrong, abused, or both.


      The most commonly cited statistic is the number of textual variants. This statistic has been referenced by scholars for over a century, but the number became a staple in the popular literature after Ehrman began claiming that there may be as many as 400,000 variants.16 Ehrman was one of the first and by far the most prominent scholar to suggest a number that high.17 Since then, the proposed number has risen even higher, with one prominent scholar venturing that it may be as high as 750,000.18 This is quite a shocking number, and it becomes even more so when compared to the number of words in the typical Greek New Testament, which is just over 138,000. As Bart Ehrman is fond of pointing out, this means that “there are more variations among our manuscripts than there are words in the New Testament.”19 The impression is clear: the original New Testament has been lost in a sea of variants. Little wonder, then, that Christians have tried to address this disturbing statistic. Unfortunately, they have not always done a good job.


      When we look closely, we find a myriad of problems that accompany all estimates about the number of variants. To begin with, until very recently, no one had bothered to give a reliable account of how they arrived at their number. Estimates were most often rehashed, sometimes accompanied by impressive-sounding but empty phrases such as “some scholars say” or “the best estimates are.” What exactly makes one estimate reliable and another unreliable? No one seems to know. Consequently, it is rare that authors explain what it is they count in their estimated number of variants. Do they count spelling differences? Do they count cases in which the scribe has made an obvious mistake and produced something meaningless? Is the estimate meant to include ancient translations and scriptural citations from earlier Christian writers, or is it limited to Greek manuscript evidence alone? These are basic questions one should ask whenever seeing numbers such as 400,000 or 750,000 variants brandished in arguments about the New Testament text.


      Recently, however, these problems were addressed in a detailed study with a clear method and open data. The study concluded that there are probably about half a million nonspelling differences among our Greek New Testament manuscripts.20 Every qualification in that sentence is important. This estimate does not include variants from non-Greek manuscripts or from the quotations of early church writers. Nor does it include what must be a vast quantity of trivial spelling differences. Finally, it estimates differences between manuscripts rather than differences from the original text, since that original is usually what is up for debate in the first place. (We should emphasize here that it is an estimate, not a count, since most of our manuscripts remain unstudied in detail.)


      With all the proper qualifications in place, what can this estimate actually tell us? At this point it becomes crucial to think about context. We have already seen Ehrman’s statement that variants outnumber the actual words in the New Testament. This juxtaposition, which is numerically true, is offered to support his view that the text comes loaded with uncertainty. The problem is that the comparison itself is meaningless. It makes little sense to compare the number of supposed variants in all our Greek manuscripts to the number of words in only one manuscript or printed edition. That is a bit like comparing car accidents in the 1930s to car accidents today without factoring in the total number of cars on the road in each era; a crucial variable is left out. As it is, Ehrman’s comparison tells us very little about how scribes did in copying the New Testament text.


      Unfortunately, many apologists have followed Ehrman in his original comparison without thinking it through, and the results have only made the problem worse. Craig Blomberg, for example, tries to dull the force of Ehrman’s estimate by claiming that all our variants are “spread across more than twenty-five thousand manuscripts in Greek or other ancient languages,” which, he says, results in a mere sixteen variants per manuscript.21 This claim is simply not true. As we have already noted, the half a million variants are only among our Greek manuscripts, of which there are closer to fifty-three hundred. Even if he were right, the comparison of “variants per manuscript” is not helpful because our manuscripts are of such different sizes. Some are fragments no bigger than your hand, while others are complete copies of the New Testament. As before, the comparison is intrinsically a bad one, as it leaves out a key variable. You do get a number in the end, but it explains next to nothing about the real world. Despite this problem, the comparison continues to be made, and the results can approach the absurd, as, for example, when Stanley Porter’s attempt at the comparison draws the conclusion that New Testament manuscript production “nearly rivals that sometimes found today in modern print!”22 Such a claim certainly grabs attention, but it discredits the larger point.


      Another problematic way the number of variants has been addressed by apologists is by addressing how the variants are counted. Some have claimed that the number is not as big as it might seem because every textual variant is recounted for every manuscript in which it occurs. If one manuscript has “Peter said . . .” and two thousand others have “Simon Peter said . . . ,” then we have two thousand variants. If this were true, it certainly would be significant. This way of counting is found in the work of B. B. Warfield and continues down to the present.23 But, again, it is not right. In the example above, we should not count two thousand variants; we should count just two. The reason is that we are not counting the number of manuscripts that attest a variant; we are counting the number of variants attested by our manuscripts.


      Alas, the problems do not end here. More recently, the number of variants has been further mistreated by writers making unfounded claims about where these variants occur in the New Testament. Craig Blomberg, in the same book cited above, says that the hundreds of thousands of textual variants “cluster” in “only 6 percent of the New Testament.”24 The implication is that they are less of a problem for Christians since they affect such a small portion of the New Testament. It is true, of course, that some passages lend themselves to variation more than others either because of their significance (such as the words of Jesus) or because of their form (lists are especially easy to mix up).25 However, one needs to spend only a few minutes with any good, critical edition of the Greek New Testament to see that variants occur throughout. They certainly do not “cluster” in anything like 6 percent of the text.


      How did such an erroneous claim get started? In Blomberg’s case, the cause appears to be a misreading of his source—a source, it turns out, that itself is unreliable at precisely this point. The original statistic is found in a book by Paul Wegner, who says nothing about variants “clustering” in a certain percentage of the text. Instead, he says that significant textual variants affect only about 6 percent of the text. But even this number is unreliable as given. In the only place where Wegner gives absolute figures for it, he says it is 7 percent—and the numbers behind it are wrong!26 Referring to the well-known UBS fourth edition of the Greek New Testament, he says that it “notes variants regarding approximately 500 out of 6,900 words, or only about seven percent of the text.”27 As a matter of fact, the UBS4 notes variants affecting over 1,500 words out of a total of 138,020, or only about 1 percent.28 In this case, the true numbers actually support Wegner’s position better than his own numbers. But neither number supports Blomberg’s claim about variants “clustering” in 6 percent of the text, whatever that might mean. The best we can say about this example is that it does offer a nice illustration of how texts become corrupted in transmission—and how they can be corrected.


      All of this shows how easily statistical problems can spin out of control when left unchecked. In the popular literature, the results can be embarrassing. In the case in Greg Gilbert and his attempt to “debunk silly statements about the Bible,” he not only repeats these errors from Blomberg and Wegner but also makes a series of “silly statements” of his own.29 These bad statistics might be easy enough to ignore if they happened occasionally. And they are certainly excusable in isolation. But when they occur repeatedly and without correction, they become a serious problem that needs to be addressed. In the worst cases, these confident claims about scribes, variants, and manuscripts discredit the very thing they are meant to support: our confidence in the biblical text.


      Selective use of evidence. A final error is what we might bluntly call “believing what we want to be true.” One place this occurs is in the appeal to early manuscript evidence. In late 2011 Scott Carroll, at the time a director of the extensive Green Collection of biblical artifacts, tantalized the internet by announcing on Twitter that “For over 100 years the earliest known text of the New Testament has been the so-call[ed] John Rylands Papyrus. Not any more. Stay tuned. . . .”30 This news went mostly unnoticed until February 2012, when Dan Wallace said during a debate with Bart Ehrman that he could confirm the existence of a first-century fragment of Mark’s Gospel, one dated by a renowned (but unnamed) paleographer.31 This was startling, not only as it would be our earliest New Testament manuscript but also because Mark’s Gospel, while probably our earliest, has the poorest attestation when it comes to early manuscript evidence. Wallace went on to report that this new papyrus would be published the next year and suggested that, like our other known papyri, it too would reaffirm the text of the New Testament as we now know it.32 In time, it became clear that Carroll and Wallace were referring to the same manuscript. Ehrman raised the appropriate question of how much of an impact a first-century copy of Mark’s Gospel would make on scholarship. The answer: maybe very little.33 As one might expect, however, the possibility of new information about early Christianity proved too much to resist, and speculation ran beyond the reach of good judgment.34


      The yet-unpublished fragment had already begun to appear in published apologetics handbooks as evidence of the reliability of the New Testament. In the most recent update of the classic work Evidence That Demands a Verdict, Josh and Sean McDowell cite a lecture by Wallace for the following statement: “A recently discovered portion of a Mark manuscript may date as early as c. AD 85–125. However, we must wait for this discovery to go through peer review and publishing before we can establish the dating of this portion with more certainty.”35 It is admirable that they are hesitant with regard to the date—rightly so. However, the date of the fragment was not its only uncertain aspect. A genuine, early fragment of Mark’s Gospel could possibly contain a text that differs in some significant aspect from other witnesses of Mark’s Gospel, which could be seen as an argument against the reliability of the New Testament rather than for it.


      The early Mark fragment was finally published in 2018, and it is not quite so old as many hoped.36 To the surprise of many, it turned out not to be an item from a private collection but instead was part of the renowned Oxyrhynchus Papyri collection. The early Mark papyrus was edited by Dirk Obbink and Daniela Colomo as P.Oxy. 83.5345, and it was assigned the number P137.37 Obbink and Colomo admitted, “Dating [its] hand presents even more difficulties than usual,” but they assigned it to the late second or early third century. The Egypt Exploration Society issued a statement reporting that Bernard Grenfell and Arthur Hunt had excavated it probably in 1903, according to the inventory number.38 While some were disappointed that P137 is not a first-century manuscript, it is still a significant discovery—the oldest manuscript of Mark 1 and likely the oldest manuscript of any part of Mark.39


      What might be surprising to those outside the circle of textual criticism is that P137 is not the first manuscript of the New Testament claimed to be from the first century. Brent Nongbri points out Schøyen manuscript 2630, a “first-century Mark” papyrus published in 1986 by Anton Fackelmann, son of the Austrian papyrus conservator of the same name.40 In the original publication, Fackelmann claimed to have deciphered notes used in the composition of Mark’s Gospel from the undertext of a rewritten papyrus manuscript.41 No such undertext has been verified by scholars who have seen the fragment, and the visible writing—the writing that would have been written after the notes Fackelmann described—dates to the Ptolemaic period (second or third century BC). Thankfully, no apologists we know of have adopted Fackelmann’s outlandish claims about Schøyen manuscript 2630 as evidence of the reliability of the New Testament. The same cannot be said of another alleged “first-century Mark,” however.


      

        [image: Figure 1.1. The first-century date assigned to P.Oxy. 83.5345 (P137) before its publication was widely touted by apologists as evidence for the reliability of Mark’s account of Jesus; when published, however, it was dated to the second or third century]
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      In 1972, José O’Callaghan, a papyrologist at the Pontifical Biblical Institute in Rome, argued that a manuscript containing Mark 6:52-53 was among the papyrus fragments of the Dead Sea Scrolls found in Cave 7 of Qumran.42 The caves of Qumran were abandoned in AD 68, which means that any manuscripts found in them must have been written before that date, including the fragment in question (designated “7Q5” for Cave 7, Qumran, fragment 5). In the case of 7Q5, the date of this tiny fragment is not what is disputed; the debate is whether it is actually a fragment of Mark’s Gospel.


      

        [image: Figure 1.2. 7Q5 is a small Greek fragment among the Dead Sea Scrolls at Qumran that some still reference as a first-century copy of Mark’s Gospel, although scholars today reject this identification]
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      The fragment itself is tiny, “smaller than two standard U.S. postage stamps,” as Wallace describes it.43 The visible text on the papyrus consists of just a handful of letters (see fig. 1.2). The only complete, legible word is καί (kai, “and”), which is not a helpful word for identifying the text given how common it is. Some partial traces of letters are visible, but what ink is left of them is consistent with more than one letter.44 It was largely on the basis of these uncertain letters that O’Callaghan identified the fragment as Mark 6:52-53. In addition to his reliance on uncertain letters, O’Callaghan’s identification requires two unique changes to the text of Mark in order to account for the few letters of 7Q5 that are visible. These changes would make 7Q5 the only manuscript in existence that leaves out the three-word phrase ἐπὶ τὴν γῆν (epi tēn gēn, “to the land”) in Mark 6:53 and contains a possible but rare misspelling of another word. What makes it highly unlikely is that only two letters of the misspelled word are visible, and one of them constitutes part of the misspelling. Almost immediately, Gordon Fee, among others, raised problems for O’Callaghan’s identification of 7Q5 as Mark’s Gospel.45 Carsten Peter Thiede, on the other hand, continued to defend O’Callaghan’s position on 7Q5, despite its rejection by most scholars.46 In a scathing review of Thiede’s book, J. K. Elliott makes an important observation about the temptation to follow the evidence that best suits our desired conclusions:


      

        Many of those who accepted O’Callaghan’s position did so because they were encouraged to date the canonical writings as early as possible on the basis of the specious argument that this would safeguard the veracity of their contents. More than 50 articles were published in the 4 years following the article in Biblica [the academic journal in which O’Callaghan’s original article appeared]. Most popular writers agreed with O’Callaghan; most scholarly articles rejected his conclusions.47


      


      Today, the wider academic community is in almost unanimous agreement that 7Q5 is not a copy of Mark’s Gospel.48 Recently, Hans Förster published a thorough summary and critique of the position, showing how speculative the argument is.49 Dead Sea Scrolls scholar Timothy H. Lim also rejects O’Callaghan’s claims, adding that others have identified the text of the manuscripts in question as 1 Enoch. Lim concludes, “Prudence should guide one to be cautious in reading so much significance out of so little evidence.”50


      Unfortunately, the identification of 7Q5 is not the only one of O’Callaghan’s and Thiede’s claims that was received by popular audiences despite its rejection by the academic community. O’Callaghan also identified several other fragments from Qumran as New Testament texts. Among the scraps of papyrus he also claimed to find manuscripts of Mark 4; James 1; and 1 Timothy 3–4.51 Additionally, he argued that Acts 27; Mark 12; Romans 5; and 2 Peter 1 were probably attested.52


      In each case, the tiny fragment in question has only a handful of letters, and one is often required to allow multiple rare or even unprecedented mistakes and changes to the text to “make it work” as a fragment of the New Testament. The unusual errors and changes that O’Callaghan had to propose to account for all the letters on the fragments pose their own problem for Christian apologists tempted to follow him. If O’Callaghan were correct about the fragments in question, it is true that we would have very early New Testament manuscripts, but they would have a text that is unlike anything we have in any of our other copies. Ironically, then, O’Callaghan’s view gives him remarkably early manuscripts, but they come at the cost of the text’s earliest reliability.53


      Despite the textual problems these manuscripts would create if they were early witnesses to the New Testament, and despite an academic consensus rejecting O’Callaghan’s claims, some Christian apologists continue to cite them. Amy Orr-Ewing, for example, appeals to no fewer than nine of the Cave 7 fragments identified by O’Callaghan in her book on the reliability of the Bible.54 She does note the presence of debate but still favors the conclusion that supports her larger argument:


      

        Critics have argued that these are not fragments of New Testament manuscripts but are instead writings produced by the Qumran community which sound similar to New Testament passages. The fact that the fragments are so small makes it extremely difficult to be certain either way. However, if, as seems highly possible, these fragments are pieces of the New Testament, these discoveries are potentially hugely significant.55


      


      The shift from what is “extremely difficult to be certain” about in one sentence to what is then deemed “highly possible” in the next is rather stunning here. To the honest reader, it looks as if a desire for evidence to confirm her own view has gotten the best of her.


      More problematic still is Brian Edwards’s use of O’Callaghan’s work in his book on the same subject.56 Edwards appeals specifically to 7Q5 and 7Q4 (“1 Timothy”), but he dismisses those who object to their identification as New Testament texts as if their own lack of scientific expertise, their critical biases, and even spiritual defects have prevented them from seeing the truth: “Generally, it should be noted, the opposition came from New Testament critical scholars and theologians and not from the scientists.”57 Not to put too fine a point on the matter, but Elliott’s warning is again appropriate: “Pots should be particularly self-critical before accusing kettles of blackness.”58


      The controversy over 7Q5 was not the first time someone claimed to have discovered a first-century manuscript of the Gospels. Over a century earlier, Constantine Simonides published an edition of some first-century papyrus manuscripts of the New Testament he had “discovered” in Liverpool.59 Today Simonides is remembered as the most notorious manuscript forger in history. Not long after his “discovery” in Liverpool, it came to light that he had forged the papyri himself.60 Dan Wallace gives good advice regarding the use of new, untested discoveries as evidence: “When the next sensational archaeological find is made, should not conservatives and liberals alike ask the question: Will we fairly examine the evidence, or will we hold the party line at all costs?”61


      These three cases show the extent of the problem. It is not just that the arguments discussed are wrong; it is that they are misleading. More than that, they are widespread. The result is that the Bible is discredited by the very people who think they are defending it. Their aim is certainly noble, but their knowledge of the subject is not. What celebrated classicist Richard Porson (1759–1808) said about the major Bible controversy of his own day applies here as well: “He, I apprehend, does the best service to truth, who hinders it from being supported by falsehood. To use a weak argument in behalf of a good cause, can only tend to infuse a suspicion of the cause itself into the minds of all who see the weakness of the argument.”62 What we hope to do in the present volume is offer reliable arguments that can be used on behalf of what we heartily agree is a good and noble cause.


    


    

    

      RELIABLE ENOUGH FOR WHAT?


      If defending the Bible’s textual integrity is a noble cause, it remains to offer a working definition of what we mean when we say it is reliable. Simply put, we believe the textual evidence we have is sufficient to reconstruct, in most cases, what the authors of the New Testament wrote. We cannot do this with equal certainty in every case, of course, and the following chapters will discuss places where doubt remains significant. Nor do we think that God has preserved the original text of the New Testament equally well at every point in history or at every place in the world. Some times and places have had better manuscripts, editions, or translations at their disposal than others. This is true today, and it was true in the past. Nevertheless, we do think that even the most textually corrupted of our manuscripts and editions still convey the central truths of the Christian faith with clarity and power. In every age, God has given his people a text that is more than reliable enough to know the saving work he has accomplished through Jesus Christ.63


      To be sure, the incredible discoveries of the last several hundred years and the enormous labors of textual critics from past eras have done much to identify God’s inspired words and to increase our confidence in their recovery. In textual criticism, as in so much else, we stand on the shoulders of giants. Perhaps it would be best, then, to let one of those giants clarify what we mean when we say the text of the New Testament is reliable. Johann Albrecht Bengel (1687–1752) was a student in Germany who became troubled by the variants he encountered in the New Testament. After a lifetime of study and the production of his own important edition of the Greek New Testament, he concluded that these variants shake no pillar of the Christian faith. He writes:


      

        God’s testimony concerning his Son Jesus Christ is truly abundant and worthy of our respect: the main thrust of what God wants us to learn never hangs on one single particle or word. The faith of the saints, accordingly, rests on sure and true foundations. But in the same way that a grain of gold, no matter how small, is nonetheless gold, so the smallest portion of the word which comes from the mouth of God is divine. . . . For this reason, whoever holds in reverence whatever comes from the mouth of God will be bound, in consequence, to seek out the most accurate reading of the New Testament Scripture as well.64


      


      We agree with Bengel both in his confidence in the text’s ability to support our faith and in the need to continue studying that text to ferret out every “grain of gold” where doubts remain. Our text is more than adequate for what we need, yet the nature of God’s Word requires us to seek out its original form to the full extent of our God-given abilities.


    


    

    

      PREVIEW


      This book is our attempt to bridge the gap between critical scholarship and those who address a popular audience. We do not write primarily for other textual critics; they will know most of what is presented here. Nor is our primary concern to answer Christianity’s critics. Although some of that naturally occurs in what follows, others have already done that job ably.65 Instead, we write primarily as a self-corrective to Christian speakers and writers. For them and for their audiences, we want to offer an up-to-date, responsible guide to understanding the remarkable history of the New Testament text.


      Unfortunately, the task of compiling and presenting correct information is easier said than done. It would be nearly impossible for a single person to gain the required expertise in all the matters we wish to address in this book. For this reason, we have brought together a team of scholars who are willing to contribute to our cause. The contributors are all (relatively) early career academics and all actively involved in academic scholarship of the text of Christian documents. Most received academic training at a time when Bart Ehrman’s work was making headlines and topping bestseller lists. Some of the contributors, in fact, were introduced to the discipline of textual criticism through his writing. Though our denominational affiliations and personal convictions differ, we all agree that the New Testament is crucial to the faith and practice of Christians and that our present Greek editions, imperfect as they are, are more than adequate for those needs.


      We have organized the book into three broad categories. The first part deals generally with manuscripts, the second with the process of copying, and the third with translation, citation, and canonization. To begin at the beginning, Timothy N. Mitchell explores the starting point of the textual tradition, considering what the autographs were and how long they might have lasted. From there, Jacob W. Peterson plumbs how many manuscripts we have, explaining the difficulties involved in obtaining an accurate count as well as the distribution of manuscripts by content and by age. James B. Prothro picks up on this thread by looking at the widely used comparative argument that pits the vast number of our New Testament witnesses against the supposed pittance of other ancient literature. He details carefully how not to make this comparison and how it can still be of value. Moving on to the question of manuscript dates, Elijah Hixson shows how New Testament manuscripts are assigned a date and warns against falsely accepting our preferred date. Having considered our earliest manuscripts, Gregory R. Lanier provides a fresh evaluation of our later manuscripts, showing why the common view that “later is worse” is a caricature that needs to be retired. The upshot is that the appeal to having so many manuscripts by Christian apologists is not entirely “an idle boast” simply because “those numerous MSS are not utilized [by them] to restore the original text,” as some have claimed.66


      Turning from the manuscripts themselves to those who copied them, Zachary J. Cole challenges the claim that our earliest scribes were some of the most careless and “wild.” Peter Malik also looks at the work of scribes, particularly what followed their completion of manuscripts. He gives a fascinating tour of how scribal corrections can reveal much more to us than simple mistakes. Panning much wider across the tradition, S. Matthew Solomon provides the rare perspective of one who has collated all the Greek manuscript data for a particular New Testament book, offering insights from his rich study of Philemon. Next, Peter J. Gurry asks about how many variants there are and how much they matter. He qualifies the popular claim that our New Testament text is “99 percent certain” by showing how some variants in that 1 percent really do affect Christian theology and practice. Robert D. Marcello then looks at one type of variant—namely, theologically motivated changes or “orthodox corruptions,” showing the validity of the category but raising doubts about how often such occurred.


      The final section explores issues beyond the New Testament’s Greek form. This includes patristic citations, the canon, and translations ancient and modern. Many popular works address patristic citations of the New Testament, but few address the patristic theology that enlightens their approach to such citation. Andrew Blaski explores the way early Fathers thought about textual criticism, how they dealt with textual variants, and how we can (and can’t) use the Fathers in our own textual criticism. John D. Meade answers why the contents of our codices do not always line up with what became the New Testament canon and warns against looking for a canon in the codex. Although many popular-level treatments mention the early translations of the Greek New Testament into other languages, few such discussions are written by someone who works with ancient manuscripts written in those languages. Jeremiah Coogan addresses early Latin, Syriac, and Coptic manuscripts as well as early approaches to translation to assess the value these manuscripts have for recovering the Greek text. Finally, Edgar Battad Ebojo draws from his experience as a trained textual critic and a Bible translator in the field to explain how modern translators work with the textual evidence to produce accurate, reliable translations for Christians around the world.


    


    

    

      WHAT THIS BOOK IS NOT


      We have explained what this book is, and we have explained why this book is, but we still need to say a few words about what this book is not. It is not meant as a general introduction to New Testament textual criticism. Other books already cover that ground adequately, and readers seeking such an introduction are encouraged to turn to them.67 This book is also limited to the New Testament. Although we believe these issues arise for the Old Testament as well, few of us are qualified to treat it with the attention it deserves. Indeed, we hope that this book might spur others to take up that task. This book is also not a defense of the New Testament’s claims about Jesus, his resurrection, or the apostles’ teaching. Rather, this book addresses the more fundamental question of whether we can know what those claims are. Finally, this book is not the last word on the subject. The information presented here will become outdated sooner or later, of that we can be sure. More manuscripts will be discovered, methods will be refined, and new editions will be published. That is all to the good of the discipline and, we expect, to the Christian faith as well.


    


    

    

      CONCLUSION


      It is our sincere hope that this book can help Christians who love the Bible but find the arguments floating around popular culture disturbing. To be sure, there are numerous textual problems that remain unsolved. There are cases where the Bible’s text has been corrupted by friend and foe alike. These cases make textual criticism an important discipline for Christians to engage in. If we believe that God inspired the particular words of Holy Scripture, then it is incumbent on us to do our best to identify those words so that we can preach, teach, treasure, and obey them.


      Yet we also hope this book will be helpful to those who have been disturbed to find that not all the arguments they were given about the reliability of the New Testament text are themselves reliable. To them, we hope this book serves as an antidote to cynicism and skepticism. Finally, to our friends who engage in apologetic ministries, we want to express our appreciation for your important work. We hope this book will be a trusted guide and reliable resource as you go about your work. What Richard Porson aimed to do two hundred years ago we want to do again today: to offer a service to truth by keeping it from being supported by falsehood. With that aim in mind, we hope to clear away the myths and mistakes that have grown around the New Testament text and let it shine for all its worth.


      

        Key Takeaways


        

          

            	

              ► Information about the reliability of the New Testament in apologetic handbooks is often outdated.


            


            	

              ► Statistical arguments for the reliability of the New Testament are often unqualified or factually incorrect.


            


            	

              ► Christians need to avoid the tendency to “believe what we want to be true” about the early manuscripts of the New Testament.


            


            	

              ► We should be careful not to appeal to exaggerated or sensationalistic claims.
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