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Introduction

	

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	The Old Testament was entrusted to the Jewish nation. Abundant evidence shows that they did an excellent job. Paul himself witnessed to that: “What advantage then has the Jew, or what is the profit of the circumcision? Much in every way! Chiefly because to them were committed the oracles of God.” (Romans 3:1-2).      

	The witness of the Jewish historian Josephus is also worth notice. He writes: “… and how firmly we have given credit to those books of our own nation, is evident by what we do; for during so many ages as have already passed, no one has been so bold as either to add anything to them, to take anything from them, or to make any change in them; but it becomes natural to all Jews, immediately and from their very birth, to esteem those books to contain divine doctrines, and to persist in them, and, if occasion be, willingly die for them.” Flavius Josephus, Against Apion, 8.42.

	The discovery of the Dead Sea Scrolls in the eleven Qumran caves started in 1947 has proved the case for the faithfulness of the Jewish nation in preserving the Old Testament text. Before that discovery, the earliest complete Old Testament manuscripts available dated from the tenth and the eleventh century. It was easy for the attackers of the authenticity of the Bible to dismiss the witness of the Masoretic Text as unreliable, since objectively too many centuries separated that from the autographs. 

	Among the Qumran manuscripts was the so called Great Isaiah Scroll, which dates 100 BC. When compared to the Masoretic text, it showed that: “Despite of the fact that the Isaiah scroll was about a thousand years older than the Masoretic version of Isaiah, the two were nearly identical … The results obtained from comparative studies of this kind have been repeated for many other scriptural books represented at Qumran. The large majority of the new scrolls do belong to the same textual tradition as the Masoretic text. They are, however, centuries older and thus demonstrate in a forceful way how carefully Jewish scribes transmitted that text across the years.” James C. Vanderkam, The Dead Sea Scrolls Today, page 126.

	Brotzman quotes Millar Burrows as he technically discusses the same witness, “The conspicuous differences in spelling and grammatical forms between the St. Mark’s manuscript and the Masoretic text makes their substantial agreement in the words of the text all the more remarkable… It is a matter for wonder that through something like a thousand years the text underwent so little alteration. As I said in my first article on the scroll, “Herein lies its chief importance, supporting the fidelity of the Masoretic tradition.” Ellis R. Brotzman, Old Testament Textual Criticism, A Practical Introduction, page 95. 

	 

	The conclusion as far as Old Testament textual criticism is concerned is well represented in a simple fact stated as follows: “90% or more of the text … exists without variation…”, Ellis R. Brotzman, Old Testament Textual Criticism, A Practical Introduction, page 23.

	In this book we will focus our attention of the textual transmission of the New Testament text. 

	By the time the temple and the city of Jerusalem was destroyed (70 AD) the Jews who believed in Christ were a minority in the Church compared to the large number of Gentiles who became Christians. All the apostles died in the first century and the dawn of the second century saw Christianity as a definite, separate entity from the Jewish nation, which, through its leaders, reiterated the rejection of Jesus of Nazareth as the promised Messiah.

	“knowing that the putting off of my tabernacle is soon, as indeed our Lord Jesus Christ made clear to me. And I will also be diligent to cause you to always have memory of these things after my departure. For not having followed fables having been cunningly devised, but becoming eyewitnesses of the majesty of Jesus Christ, we made known to you the power and coming of our Lord.” (2 Peter 1:14-16)

	The apostles themselves must have instructed as to how the Gentile Church should preserve the New Testament Scriptures. This must have given rise to what Pickering calls “the beginnings of a ‘majority text’.” Wilbur N. Pickering, The Identity of the New Testament Text IV, p. 93.

	Multiple, faithful copies, of Paul’s epistles, of the Gospels, and other New Testament books must have been made by the recipients of the writings themselves. 

	Paul openly wrote to the church in Thessalonica: “I charge you by the Lord that this epistle be read to all the holy brethren” (1 Thessalonians 5:5). He also wrote: “Now when this epistle is read among you, see that it is read also in the church of the Laodiceans, and that you likewise read the epistle from Laodicea.” (Colossians 4:16). 

	These statements and other similar found in the New Testament imply that an active work of multiplying and spreading of trustworthy copies took place at an early age in the Gentile Church too and that such activity was under apostolic supervision. 

	Even the New Testament made mention that heretics were many from the beginning. The Church of the first centuries was even more attacked by heretics than the Church of the centuries to follow. 

	Since faithful copies could not be used for their purposes, some heretics began to try to corrupt the text of the Greek Scriptures in order to be able to show copies that proved the case for their beliefs. Some would even dare write gospel accounts or other writings falsely attributing them to the apostles Peter, Thomas, James and even Judas.

	Notwithstanding these vile attempts, the witness of the surviving Greek New Testament manuscripts shows evidence of the faithful hands of honest servants of God who produced faithful copies of the apostolic Scriptures down to the times of the invention of print. 

	Honestly, if evidence of the preservation of the Holy Scriptures is not seen in the wonderful agreement found in more than ninety-five per cent of the existing manuscript evidence, where else can we hope to find it?

	On the other hand, we can’t fail to see the traces left by the heretics, as they attempted to corrupt the Scriptures, in the small number of manuscripts which disagree not only with the majority but even among themselves. We maintain that this is the reason that gave rise to the so called Alexandrian text, supposedly produced in Egypt, survived in some early, conflicting manuscripts and acclaimed today by scholars as the most reliable witness to the Greek New Testament.

	On the other hand, the so called Majority text, found in the agreeing witness of the largest number of Greek New Testament manuscripts is there for all to see how God preserved the apostolic Scriptures through the Gentile believers as well as He preserved the Old Testament through the Jewish nation. 

	The goal of this book is not controversy, but at the same time truth must be stated. In fact, we firmly believe that Bible believing Christians need to know that not only God inspired His Word, He also preserved it and such thing is quite evident especially in the Majority Text.    

	I hope the readers, whatever their opinions about this subject may be, will understand my work as an effort in the direction of communicating confidence in the supernatural way God gave His Word to the man of the twenty-first century.

	Please bear with me. Not being a native speaker I know my English is far from perfect. Please judge intentions and ideas more than language accuracy.

	“That the man of God may be perfect, throughly furnished unto all good works.” (2 Timothy 3:17)
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	Textual Criticism 

	and the Greek New Testament

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	The Bible is a collection of books. Some of them date as early as the fifteenth century BC. The latest written are very probably the Gospel of John and the book of Revelation, both dating around the end of first century AD. Too far from the invention of print to be able to take advantage of it. 

	The first book printed from movable types was a Bible in the middle of the fifteenth century.

	 

	[image: Gutenberg Bible]

	One of the Gutenberg's Bibles can be seen at the Harry Ransom Center, 

	the University of Texas at Austin



	




	Along with other books published before that epoch making event, the preservation and transmission of the Bible was exclusively entrusted to the hand copying process that was behind the creation of so called manuscripts, by definition “documents written by hand”.

	Even in very old times the production of manuscripts was a very developed art. 

	Being a scribe in ancient Mesopotamia was a very important profession. It was not simply being able to write. A scribe was a very educated person, whose task was to preserve culture and language. The old Mesopotamian school centers were vital and I doubt today the average man – or Bible reader – can even imagine how organized such ancient people were.

	[image: http://www.ebla.it/images/home_tavoletta_b.jpg]I am proud to say that it was the result of an Italian expedition if the city of ancient Ebla could be brought back to light with its thousands of ancient texts. I strongly suggest you visit the official website www.ebla.it. 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	A tablet found at Ebla

	From the website: “The name of Ebla entered the history of oriental archaeology when, in 1975, 11 years after the beginning of the excavations on the site until then known only by the modern name of Tell Mardikh, the State Archives of 2300 BC were brought to light by Paolo Matthiae and his team, with thousands of cuneiform tablets, complete and fragmentary, whose discovery astonished the international scientific world, and strongly struck the public opinion worldwide.”

	 

	Writing was no less important in Egypt. We all remember the beautiful, colorful hieroglyphs inside the pyramids. Thoth was said to be the name of the inventor of the ancient Egyptian writing. From fame to legend, from legend to deification: Thoth was worshipped in ancient Egypt like a god.

	 

	[image: Risultati immagini per scribes in ancient mesopotamia]

	Ptahhotep, Ancient Egypt, Seated Scribe,

	 

	In the fourth century BC Egypt fell in the hands of the Greeks. The Ptolemaic dynasty promoted Hellenism in every way. The third century BC saw the birth of the largest library in the history of the ancient world in Alexandria.
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	Thousands of books were kept there. They were written by the intellectuals sponsored by the Egyptian Pharaoh but also collected from everywhere in the world, copied and accurately preserved.

	As far as we know, it was in Alexandria that Textual Criticism was born.

	What is it?   

	No matter how accurate the copying process of manuscripts can be, it is inevitable: in time mistakes will appear on the text. More manuscript copies of a book you have, the farther they are from the original, the more this will be evident. You will compare the texts available and you will find out that manuscript tradition has created differences, more or less evident, more or less significant among the surviving copies of a book. 

	This happened to all books of the past – before the invention of print – which depended upon hand copying to be preserved. Since the Bible is also a book, it has happened, to a certain extent, to the Bible too.

	Textual Criticism implies the collection and study of the available, surviving manuscript evidence, the application of rules and techniques in order to recover either (1) the original text of a book or (2) the best retraceable text(s).  

	As far as textual criticism of extra biblical books is concerned, critics usually need to confront themselves with two main problems: (1) the late date of manuscripts available and (2) the scarcity of them.  

	Bruce M. Metzger gives some interesting statistics. Homer’s Iliad survives in less than 600 manuscripts. (If you want to know more about Homer’s works manuscripts research, check this website: www.homermultitext.org). Euripides works are preserved in less than 400 manuscripts. The complete Annals of Tacitus survive in only one complete manuscript, dating from the ninth century.

	In contrast, biblical textual criticism must deal with too large an amount of manuscripts, the date of some being relatively close to the originals.  

	To give the reader an idea, in round numbers, this is the situation of the New Testament surviving manuscripts:

	- More than five thousand manuscripts survive, which contain all or part of the Greek New Testament. One needs only consider that “The Book of Revelation is the least well-attested part of the New Testament, being preserved in about 300 Greek manuscripts”. Bruce M. Metzger, The Text of the New Testament, 1968, Oxford University Press, page 34.

	- 8000 mss witness to the Latin Vulgate, the famous translation by Jerome. Also many other mss contain other versions of the Bible. 

	- More than 2000 lectionaries. 

	- Bible quotations in early Christian writers - Church Fathers - are also very important. They witness both to readings of the text and the use and existence of New Testament books to the extent that from their quotations alone the whole New Testament could be recovered.

	This is the incredible amount of evidence surviving for the New Testament books – and I did not list or mention it all.

	What about the age of such evidence?

	Some of the Greek New Testament are quite close to the date of composition of the autographs. Of course, the older the witness, the more fragmentary the text which survives. 

	[image: Risultati immagini per P52 Pictures Papyrus]

	 

	P52 (in the picture) is a papyri fragment (3.5 by 2.5 inches, or 8.9 by 6.0 cm) containing portions of the Gospel of John. 

	It was written on both sides. The recto has the text of John 18:31-33 and the verso John 18:37-38. 

	P52 has been dated around 125 BC or even earlier! One need but quickly consider what an incredible witness this is in order to realize the priceless source of information such a small document can be. It gives evidence of the existence of John’s Gospel at such an early period, giving a definite confirmation of the traditional dating of the fourth gospel.

	 

	P45 is another a papyri manuscript which originally contained the four Gospels and the book of Acts. It is usually dated circa 250 AD. Like most of the papyri manuscripts found in Egypt, it was preserved because of the hot, dry climate of that land. 

	We will consider later the quality of the text those ancient papyri bear a witness to. 
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	P46 dates around 200 AD and contains the epistles of Paul, including Hebrews. It survives in 86 leaves and is the oldest witness to the Pauline corpus. Some dated the manuscript even earlier, but not to step off the boundaries of our discussion we will abide here with what we can define common consensus. 

	P75 belongs to the Bodmer Papyri collection. It has been dated 175-225 AD. It is very important for the portions of the gospel of John and its evident relation to Codex Vaticanus. In the picture we see the end of Luke and the beginning of John.
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	P66 is another very old papyri manuscript. It is as old as the second Century, the oldest witness to the Gospel of John. 

	It has arrived at us in a very good state. It is part of the Bodmer Papyri collection too.

	Papyri are usually early manuscripts and often fragmentary. Later manuscripts are of better quality and on vellum.

	 

	B and א (read Aleph, the first letter of the Hebrew Alphabet) are still the two oldest and most complete extant Greek New Testament manuscripts, both containing almost the whole Bible and dating as early as the middle of the fourth century. 

	 

	[image: Codex_Sinaiticus_Matthew_6,4-32]

	 

	Codex Sinaiticus - Matthew 6:4-32

	 

	Codex Sinaiticus is now entirely available online.

	א was found on Mt. Sinai by Constantin Von Tischendorf, the famous textual critic. To honor its antiquity and importance it was named after the first letter of the Hebrew alphabet: א, Aleph. It originally contained the whole Bible but it has not survived in its integrity, though all the New Testament is still intact.

	 

	[image: Codex_Vaticanus_B,_2Thess]

	 

	Codex B or Vaticanus

	2 Tessalonians 3:11-18 – Hebrews 1:1 – 2:2

	 

	B or Codex Vaticanus is in the Vatican library. Though it dates early in the fourth century, it was not available to critics until the second half of the nineteenth century. 

	The two last mentioned manuscripts usually enjoy credit among scholars and are responsible for the changes in the critical editions of the original Greek New Testament from 1881 until today. 
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	Codex Alexandrinus - Mark 6:2 – 7:54

	 

	Another very important manuscript is A or 02, Codex Alexandrinus. It is another almost complete vellum uncial manuscript of the whole Bible. It is dated in the V century.

	John Burgon mentions this manuscript in the famous controversy concerning the reading of 1 Timothy 3:16. He personally examined its text and concluded that the reading of the codex there was in favor of “God”.

	A is available online too. Today’s technology is a great tool in the hands of scholars! 

	 

	 


Anyway, the largest category of Greek manuscripts is that of the minuscule. 

	Up to the ninth century, New Testament Greek manuscripts were written in capital letters. That is why they are also called Uncials. But, from this time on, the text was transmitted in minuscule handwriting. Minuscule manuscripts were produced from that time down to the invention of print.  

	Minuscule 61 is a manuscript dated from the 15th century. It is at Trinity College at Dublin. M61 is very famous because it has the Johannine Comma  (1 John 5:7-8). Erasmus used this manuscript to motivate the inclusion of the Comma into the third edition of his Greek text, latter to be called Textus Receptus.

	Of course their age is not to be considered of particular interest, but the witness of minuscule manuscripts, due to their large number and quality of text, does not require less respect than that of their papyri ancestors.  

	P66 is the oldest copy of John. But as far as the quality of its text, a minuscule copy is very probably going to provide a more reliable text. Age is a quality of a manuscript, but other factors need to be considered – we will see that in detail in the next chapters of this book.  
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Some manuscripts of the Greek NT are included in the following synoptic outline. 

	 

	The earliest witnesses are often fragmentary.

	 

	
		

				 

				Name

				Date

				
Contents

often fragmentary


		

		
				
 

 

PAPIRI


				P45

				III

				Gospels and Acts

		

		
				P46

				200

				Epistles of Paul

		

		
				P47

				III

				Paul and Revelation

		

		
				P52

				125

				John 18

		

		
				P66

				200

				John 
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