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How the New Testament Survived 

Twenty Centuries 



ωIƻǿ Ŏŀƴ ǿŜ ōŜ ǎǳǊŜ ƛǘ ǿŀǎƴΩǘ ŎƻǊǊǳǇǘŜŘΚ 

The Problem 



ωInformal publication (AD 60-300) 

ςHand copying 

ςBy literate amateurs 

ςFor reading in churches 

ςPapyrus rolls and codices 

ωFormal publication (300-700) 

ωCopying in Monasteries (700-1600) 

ωPrinted Editions (1454-) 

ωElectronic Texts (1980-) 

How Was the Text Preserved? 



ωInformal publication (AD 60-300) 

ωFormal publication (300-700) 

ςHand copying by trained scribes 

ςLeather codices 

ςFor patrons, large churches, libraries, 
clergy 

ωCopying in Monasteries (700-1600) 

ωPrinted Editions (1454-) 

ωElectronic Texts (1980-) 

 

How Was the Text Preserved? 



Codex Sinaiticus (4th century) 



ωInformal publication (AD 60-300) 

ωFormal publication (300-) 

ωCopying in Monasteries (700-1600) 

ςHighly trained and disciplined 

ς/ƻǊǊŜŎǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ άŎƻǊǊŜŎǘƛƻƴέ 

ςOften copying from dictation 

ςLong hours in harsh conditions 

ωPrinted Editions (1454-) 

ωElectronic Texts (1980-) 

How Was the Text Preserved? 



The Book of Kells (700-800) 



ωInformal publication (AD 60-300) 

ωFormal publication (300-) 

ωCopying in Monasteries (700-1600) 

ωPrinted Editions (1454-) 

ςStill many topographical errors 

ςSoon printing Greek text 

ςBeginnings of text collection and 
comparison 

ωElectronic Texts (1980-) 

How Was the Text Preserved? 



The Gutenberg Bible (1454) 



ωThe problem 

ςMany, many differences 

ωWhy? 

ςUnintentional 

ςIntentional 

 

Recovering the Original 



ωThe problem 

ςMany, many differences 

ωWhy? 

ςUnintentional 

ωErrors of sight 

ωErrors of hearing 

ωErrors of writing and memory 

ωErrors of judgment 

ςIntentional 

 

Recovering the Original 



ωThe problem 

ςMany, many differences 

ωWhy? 

ςUnintentional 

ςIntentional 

ωGrammar and language 

ωHarmonizing 

ωAttempts to correct error 

ωDoctrinal changes 

 

Recovering the Original 



ωPutting variations in perspective 

ςMost are obvious errors 

ςMost make no difference for faith 

ωNo ancient document is more secure 

ςGap between composition and copies 

Recovering the Original 



ωNT: by far the most manuscripts 

ς5000+ Greek manuscripts 

ς8000+ Latin manuscripts 

ς1000 manuscripts of ancient translations 

ωGreek and Latin classics 

ςEuripides, Cicero, Ovid, Virgil: a few hundred 

ςSophocles: 100 

ςAeschylus: 50 

ςGreek Anthology: 1 

ςTacitus: 1 

How Many Copies Survive? 



ωNT: by far the smallest gap 

ςEarliest: around 100 years (before AD 200) 

ςComplete editions: 300 years 

ωGreek Classics 

ςaƻǎǘ мллл ȅŜŀǊǎ ƻǊ ƳƻǊŜ ŀŦǘŜǊ ŀǳǘƘƻǊΩǎ 
death 

ωLatin Classics 

ςOften closer than Greek 

ς/ƭƻǎŜǎǘ ƛǎ ǎǘƛƭƭ олл ȅŜŀǊǎ ŀŦǘŜǊ ŀǳǘƘƻǊΩǎ ŘŜŀǘƘ 

Gap between Composition and Copy 



ωPutting variations in perspective 

ςMost are obvious errors 

ςMost make no difference for faith 

ωNo ancient document is more secure 

ςWe are more sure of the NT text than of 
any other document prior to the printing 
press 

Recovering the Original 



ωTextual criticism 

ςCompare manuscripts  

ςReconstruct the original (or earliest 
possible) 

ωExternal evidence 

ωInternal evidence 

 

 

Recovering the Original 


