
 

 

 

Copyright © 2019 

 

Teaching4Jesus Ministries 

3232 Egret Landing 

Zephyrhills, Florida 33541 

 

www.Teaching4Jesus.org 

 

 

 

 

“Can We Trust the Bible” 
The Formation and Translation of the Text of the New Testament 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Unless otherwise noted, all Scriptures are from the New American Standard Bible: 1995 Update. 

LaHabra, CA: The Lockman Foundation, 1995. 

 

 

 

 

 

Front Page design by 

Christine Mantush 

 

 

 

 

 

 

ISBN 978-0-9989730-4-3 

 

 

 

 

All Rights Reserved 

Printed in the United States of America 

  



 

 

 

Table of Contents 

Introduction ...................................................................................................................................... i 

How to Use this Book ......................................................................................................... ii 

Value of the Study .............................................................................................................. ii 

The Bible – Origin and Preservation ...............................................................................................1 

The Jesus Story ................................................................................................................................2 

The Story They Told One Another ......................................................................................3 

The Question ........................................................................................................................3 

New Testament Documents .............................................................................................................5 

Only a Fragment ..................................................................................................................6 

Ancient Documents ..............................................................................................................6 

New Testament Documents .................................................................................................7 

The Text They Read.........................................................................................................................8 

Another Issue ...................................................................................................................................9 

Textual Base...................................................................................................................................10 

The Process – Formation of the Canon ..........................................................................................11 

Early Period .......................................................................................................................11 

Discussion Period...............................................................................................................13 

Why 4 Gospels ...................................................................................................................14 

The Canon ......................................................................................................................................18 

Pronouncements .................................................................................................................18 

Selection – Choosing the Canon Texts ..........................................................................................19 

Apostolicity ........................................................................................................................20 

Orthodoxy ..........................................................................................................................21 

Catholicity ..........................................................................................................................21 

Judging the Document ...................................................................................................................22 

Translation .....................................................................................................................................24 

Ancient Translations ..........................................................................................................25 

Two Main Approaches to Translations ..............................................................................26 

Translation – Not So Simple ..............................................................................................27 

Formal – Functional Scale .................................................................................................28 

English Bible Translation Comparison ..............................................................................29 

Conclusion .....................................................................................................................................30 

Summary of the Study ...................................................................................................................30 

Appendix ........................................................................................................................................33 

Comparison of Ancient Documents & NT Documents .....................................................33 

Time & Number of Copies ................................................................................................35 

Conscious Decision ............................................................................................................35 

Edits ...................................................................................................................................36 

Scripture Citations – Church Fathers .................................................................................40 

Manuscript Families and their Relationships .....................................................................38 

Summary of Family Characteristics...................................................................................42 

Text Critical Analysis ........................................................................................................42 

Lists of Witnesses According to Type of Text ..................................................................43 

References ......................................................................................................................................45 

Annotated Bibliography .................................................................................................................46 



Relevancy Series Can We Trust the Bible? 

i 

Introduction 

 

I first became interested in the study of textual criticism in a Biblical Introduction class 

taught by Dean Clark at Johnson Bible College (Now Johnson University) back in the early 70s. 

Having been a Christian for eight years, there was never a reason to question the English Bible 

that I had learned to love and honor. Bright eyed and enthusiastic, this young student was excited 

over such topics as New Testament manuscripts, textual criticism, and a myriad of other topics 

about a book that was never questioned regarding its authenticity. Of course, it was the Word of 

God. I had no doubts. 

As the class progressed, many of my classmates became disturbed to learn that there are 

no original copies of Paul’s letters or Matthew’s Gospel. They were distressed over the fact that 

there were discrepancies in the texts when compared. Some seemed agitated when they learned 

that Matthew and Luke may have copied from Mark or about proto-Luke, and the Synoptic 

Problem. Basically, many seemed distressed that there were questions about the validity of the 

Bible. 

It was quite the opposite for me. As my studies progressed, I was hungry for evidence and 

facts to substantiate what I believed. Serving as a street evangelist in Knoxville, I was often 

confronted by people who tried to raise doubts about the Bible and faith in its contents. I saw in 

the classroom an opportunity to arm myself with the needed tools to, as Peter instructs, “always 

being ready to make a defense to everyone who asks you to give an account for the hope that is in 

you, yet with gentleness and reverence” (1 Peter 3:15). 

As the years progressed, biblical studies typically included the introduction elements 

studied under Dean Clark. Seldom did I enter the pulpit or classroom without this background. Did 

it always come up in sermons and lessons? No. It was seldom a topic of interest or applicable to 

the chosen subject. However, it lay in the back of my mind, strengthening my resolve as a 

Pastor/Teacher to rest my sermons/lessons firmly on documents that were authentic and know that 

I could defend that. 

Years later, I’m back in school under Dr. Carl Bridges, a friend and fellow alum of Johnson. 

His Biblical Introduction class confirmed the previous teachings and reignited an interest in the 

subject. Finishing my studies at Saint Leo University during this time, they asked me to teach New 

Testament classes. Soon, I have opportunity to stand before a group of freshmen. Saint Leo is a 

Liberal Arts school, Thus, very few of my students were religion majors. In fact, I had less than 

ten over the eight years I taught there. 

The first section of the New Testament class at Saint Leo was “How We Got the Bible.” 

The students found this interesting and as I taught, and they responded, my lectures developed 

until finally, they took the basic form that is present in this book. The graphics are captured from 
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the slides in the PowerPoint presentation. Additionally, an Appendix and explanatory notes are 

added so that others can teach this material. 

The vision of this work is to present evidence of the authenticity of the Bible. The 

undertaking is to present adequate information in a logical fashion without being too “heady.” That 

is, the mission is to present the needed information for every Christian to be able to defend the 

authenticity of the Bible when challenged. 

Our prayer is that you and your friends will find in the text, graphics, and tables what is 

needed to accomplish the mission before us. Additionally, I pray that you, as an individual student 

of the word, will always be “ready to make a defense” for the faith that lies within you. This 

includes your confidence in the validity of the Bible as the revealed truth of God about his plan 

and how that is accomplished through the fulfilled mission of Jesus and the church. 

How to Use this Book 

Can We Trust the Bible? is designed to be a teaching tool that can be used in any class 

setting. There are two elements in this workbook. The first is the information regarding the original 

documents that formed our current New Testament.1 The second is the Q&A sections marked by 

an icon of Greek manuscripts, followed by lines: 

 __________________________________________________________________ 

 __________________________________________________________________ 

 __________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

This option allows students to prepare beforehand for discussion or to use in the class to record 

thoughts during/after a discussion. 

The Value of this Study 

The value is realized when the Christian can conclude and defend with confidence that the 

Bible used today is the same as that written by the first Christians to record the person, nature, and 

mission of Jesus. The Scriptures are under attack by those who want to destroy or weaken the 

Christian Tradition. A written text that is several hundred years old and supported by empirical 

evidence opposes those who want to set their own standards of truth. With this introduction as the 

backdrop, let’s see if the Bible can be trusted. 

 
1 This course is limited to the New Testament. The background and development of the Old Testament is 

very different from that of the New. This study does not include the formation of that canon. References to the Hebrew 

canon are made on pages 17 and 24 where conclusions are drawn as to the idea of a canon for the Jewish people. 
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The Bible – Origin and Preservation 

 

Every Christian needs to be equipped to defend the reliability of the Bible as the Word of 

God. In this age, it is no longer enough to say, “That’s just the way I believe.” People want 

evidence. They want to make up their minds. 

Teaching4Jesus Ministries is convinced that many have walked away from the church and 

many have not considered it as a viable option because the evidence has not been presented. The 

writer of Hebrews 11:1 contends that faith must have substantial evidence, else it is not faith. 

Christians can no longer go blindly into the world, thinking they will see things like we do. 

This study is a brief review of enough evidence to equip a Christian to defend the Bible we 

have today as the same one written by the first Christians. Join us in this journey and grow with us 

for the Glory of God and the benefit of the kingdom. 

 

The Jesus Story 

Christianity is about Jesus. In fact, 

there is no Christianity, no church, no reason 

to be here today without Jesus. This will be 

covered in the next session when we discuss 

the Uniqueness of Jesus. This study has a 

different purpose. This section will examine 

the book that tells us about Jesus. After all, 

the New Testament is the story of Jesus. For 

now, it is enough to understand that every 

book in the New Testament – Gospels to 

Revelation – focuses on Jesus.  

In fact, while there is some historical evidence about Jesus outside of the Bible, it is in the 

Bible that Jesus is introduced and explained in detail so that we can know what needs to be known 

about his identity and mission. The Bible is a collection of 27 books, each of which offer something 

that helps us understand Jesus. 

• The Gospels tell the story of the birth, life, and death of Jesus 

• Acts reveals Jesus as Lord, satisfying God’s plan and spreading good news through the 

church 

• Romans – Revelation paints a variety of pictures of Jesus that reveal his full nature and 

what he should mean to us 

 

Questions 

The Bible – Jesus Story 

• The Gospels tell the story 

of the birth, life, and death 

of Jesus 

• Acts reveals Jesus as Lord, 

satisfying God’s plan and 

spreading good news 

through the church 

 

 

 

• Romans – Revelation paints a 

variety of pictures of Jesus that 

reveal his full nature and what he 

should mean to us 
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However, this book raises a lot of questions as to the Bible’s origin, authenticity, and 

reliability. How can we know the Bible we 

read today is the same that was written by 

the early Christians? How can we know that 

the texts that were used are authentic and 

accurately reveal what God wants us to 

know about Jesus and his plan of 

redemption? It is these questions and more 

that will be answered in this presentation.  

The Story Told to One Another 

The Gospels that tell the story of 

Jesus were the stories the first Christians 

told to one another.” It is through the eyes of 

these four witnesses that the portrait of Jesus 

is seen. With great similarity and important 

differences, Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John 

reveal Jesus, the unique Son of God. 

➢ Matthew: “The record of the 

genealogy of Jesus the Messiah, the son of 

David, the son of Abraham” (1:1) 

➢ Mark: “The beginning of the gospel 

of Jesus Christ, the Son of God” (1:1) 

➢ Luke: “It seemed fitting for me as well, having investigated everything carefully from 

the beginning, to write it out for you in consecutive order, most excellent Theophilus; 

so that you may know the exact truth about the things you have been taught” (3-4) 

➢ John: “these have been written so that you may believe that Jesus is the Christ, the Son 

of God (20:31) 

The Question 

As we have stated, there are questions about how these books came together in one volume 

and became the authoritative documents of the church (the technical word for this is canon. This 

This picture shows a piece of papyrus from John.  

Verses 18:31-33 are on the front and 18:37-38 on the back. 

Considerations 

? How do we know about 

Jesus? 

? Multiple witness, yet one 

book 

➢ Can we trust these 

accounts to be factual? 
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term comes from a word that meant “a straight rod or rule, and thus a criterion.”2 Let’s talk about 

this for a minute. This graph shows the dates for the physical birth and death of Jesus. We know 

this from comparing the biblical evidence and known historical evidence. In example, we know 

from historical sources that Quintilius Varus was the governor of Syria from 6-4 BC
3 and that 

Herod the Great died in 4 BC, so Jesus had to be born between these dates.4 

Next, you learn that the original 

writings, that is the actual documents written 

by the early Christians, were not written 

before 50 AD. This means there was a gap 

between the ascension of Christ and the first 

books. Why was there a gap? Simply: there 

was no need to write out the story of Jesus 

because the early Christians thought he was 

coming back within their lifetime. His 

disciples understood this from expressions 

like “Truly I say to you; this generation will not pass away until all these things take place” 

(Matthew 24:34). One of “these things” was His return. However, as we know, this was not the 

case. So, when the disciples started dying, they thought they needed to write out the account. Did 

they know they were writing Scripture? There is no way of knowing. That said, Peter did indicate 

that Paul was writing with “the wisdom given to him” (2 Peter 3:15), comparing Paul’s writings 

to “the rest of the Scriptures” (2 Peter 3:16). “Scriptures” is a translation of the idea of the word 

that Peter used. The literal meaning is “writings.” The context of comparing Paul to other writings 

is an indication that Peter was using the word, making Paul’s writings equal to Scripture. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
2 R. T. Beckwith, “The Canon of Scripture,” in New Dictionary of Biblical Theology, ed. T. Desmond 

Alexander and Brian S. Rosner (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 2000), 27. 

 
3 BC is a designation used to separate history at the birth of Christ. To say Jesus was born BC uses that label. 

 
4 The historical evidence does not match perfectly as there is no record of an empire wide census. This does 

not have to be an issue as the census may not have been as widespread as Luke thought. Remember, these are not 

intended to be history books. They are a biography, emphasizing key points in the life of Jesus. 

Jesus’ life 

4 BC 33 AD 

Original 
Writings 

(50-100 A.D.) 

Why the gap? 

“I’ll be back soon,” Jesus. 
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Why do you think it is difficult for people to accept the Bible as authentic? Is it too 

old and outdated? Do you see a need for a Bible today? Please explain. 

 __________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________ 
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New Testament Documents 

It is necessary at this point to look at 

the texts that present the physical evidence 

supporting the accuracy and reliability of the 

texts. To begin, please allow me to introduce 

you to some writing materials used to record 

the events of Jesus’ life and the influence he 

had and still has. They are papyrus and 

parchment. Papyrus is made from a plant that 

grew in central Africa and the Nile valley. 

The stems were cut to length and then woven 

together in a crisscross manner. On one side, 

the stems were horizontal (recto), which made for easier, smoother writing. The reverse side 

(versa) was vertical, which made writing more difficult, but not impossible. Parchment was made 

from animal skins. By the time this was used for Scripture, large pages were made and bound 

together in a book called a codex. 

 

 

You were introduced to a manuscript fragment previously with a portion of John’s Gospel 

(18:31-33 on the front and John 18:37-38 on the back). These verses are from the Passion 

Narratives, which tell of the death, burial, and resurrection of Jesus. “These are the first written 

attempt of Jesus’ life to survive.” 

 

John’s Gospel 

In upcoming graphics, you will see the letter 

“P” and a superscript number. This is the way 

papyrus manuscripts are named. The numbers 1-139 

are the order in which they were discovered. That’s 

right. There are 139 papyrus manuscripts, most of 

which date very early. Google “Greek New 

Testament Manuscripts” and you will see the lists 

and often a picture.  

The fragment shown is P52. 

This adds another question in addition to that of the gap. The next question is “What is the 

value of such a small piece or any “fragment?” Bottom line, they provide evidence that a written 

John’s Gospel 

 

New Testament Documents 

Papyrus 

 

 
 

Codex 
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version of the Gospel was in circulation within a few years after the originals were written. 

Compare this to the following chart to see the significance of the P52 fragment and the others shown 

later. 

Only a Fragment 

We have been using P52 as an example of a New 

Testament manuscript. This fragment is only 3.5 by 2.5 inches, 

containing 18 words on the front and back. The graphic on page 

5, lower right, shows how this fragment would have fit in the 

original document. This is one of 139 papyrus manuscripts, 

varying in size and content. When these are considered with the 

323 Uncials (all caps), 2936 Minuscules (Portion of the New 

Testament written in a small, cursive Greek script), and 2453 Lectionaries (New Testament Bible 

readings used in church services), there are almost 5600 known documents. The table below 

compares the New Testament (hereafter, NT) texts to non-biblical writings, with approximate age 

and number that have been discovered. Additionally, the gap between the date of writing and dates 

of the copies will be given.  

Ancient Documents 

Author DateWritten Earliest 

Copy 

Approx. Time- 

original to copy 

No of 

Copies 

Accuracy 

of Copies 

Pliny 61-113 AD 850 AD 750 yrs 7 ---- 

Plato 427-347 BC 900 AD 1200 yrs 7 ---- 

Demosthenes 4th Cent. BC 1100 AD 800 yrs 8 ---- 

Herodotus 480-425 BC 900 AD 1300 yrs 8 ---- 

Suetonius A.D. 75-160 950 AD 800 yrs 8 ---- 

Thucydides 460-400 BC 900 AD 1300 yrs 8 ---- 

Euripides 480-406 BC 1100 AD 1300 yrs 9 ---- 

Aristophanes 450-385 BC 900 AD 1200 10 ---- 

Caesar 100-44 BC 900 AD 1000 10 ---- 

Tacitus circa 100 AD 1100 AD 1000 yrs 20 ---- 

Aristotle 384-322 BC 1100 AD 1400 49 ---- 

Sophocles 496-406 BC 1000 AD 1400 yrs 193 ---- 

Homer (Iliad) 900 BC 400 BC 500 yrs 643 95% 

P52 Fragment 
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New Testament 50-100 AD 2nd Cent.5 less than 100 years 5600 99.5% 

This list compares non-biblical, ancient documents with New Testament documents (see 

next graphic). Note the dates and “gap” between the originals and the copies. By the way, we have 

no originals of any of these writings, only copies. 

 

New Testament Documents 

This partial list gives us the earliest manuscripts that are of special significance due to age, 

families (to be discussed later) and the quantity and quality of texts. These are manuscripts with 

whole or most of a book or books. Early give us all but three books of our current twenty-seven. 

Note that there are complete compilations of the 27 books as early as the fourth century. We’ll 

discuss shortly how they arrived at the 27 used today. 

 

Now this is impressive. Over 5,000 manuscripts of various types and ages. Yes, some are 

very old and some not so old. Nonetheless, they indicate a consistent text that has survived for 

hundreds of years.  

 

 

 

The Text They Read 

6 

 
5 One fragment was discovered that was dated around 80 AD containing text from the book of mark. 

However, the larger body of early evidence is 130-150. 
6 Brown, Philip. “Variances in Greek New Testament Manuscripts.” God's Bible School and College. 

March 28, 2018. Accessed September 25, 2018. https://www.gbs.edu/variances-in-greek-new-testament-

manuscripts/. 

Book Date  200 250  300 350 450 

Matthew 
 

P45 B Sin.+ 
 

Mark 
 

P 45 B Sin. A 

Luke 
 

P 4, P 45, 

P 75 

B Sin. A 

John P66 P 45, P 75 B Sin. A 

Acts 
 

P 45 B Sin. A 

Romans-Hebrews P 46 
 

B Sin. A 

James-Jude 
  

P 72, B Sin. A 

Apocalypse 
   

Sin. A 
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The early Christians would have read and discussed these texts in church. However, with 

the gap, fragments, and other issues, we must face the most important question: 

 

Do we have a Bible today that faithfully duplicates the text they read? Please 

discuss. 

 __________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

 

 

 

 

 

Another Issue 

We have already introduced some issues that raise questions. Now, the more important 

issues come before us. There are two: 

Another Issue 

Jesus’ life 

4 BC 33 AD 

Gap 

Original Writings 

(50-100 A.D.) 
 

How can we know, or 
can we know that the 

Bible read today 
provides an accurate 
account of the life of 

Jesus? 
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1. There are no original documents. None have survived. The textual evidence of the earliest 

documents introduced above is copies. There is no indication that these are fragments or 

portions of the originals. What happened to the originals? No one knows and there is no 

evidence in the Church Fathers (the early writers of the Christian Tradition). In addition to the 

fact that all we have are copies, the second issue adds more doubt. 

2. Many of the copies have edits! That’s right. When the copies are compared, there are 

differences between them. The majority 

are insignificant and are the result of 

human error for the most part. However, 

some edits were intentional. Some were 

to correct things like misquoted Bible 

passages. Well, misquoted from the 

editor’s perspective since there were 

multiple versions of the Old Testament. 

That’s another class for another time. I 

have placed some examples of the edits 

in the appendix. 

 

Textual Base 

Considering these issues, where do we 

begin to find an answer to these questions. 

The most reliable place is to see if a 

“textual base” can be verified. What do we 

mean by “textual base?” To put it as simply 

as possible, the quest for this foundational 

text looks for a single version on which to 

authenticate the texts we are using for our 

Bibles. In other words, was there a single 

text coming from everywhere and did those 

texts agree? How could any one of those texts just “poof,” disappear from the face of the earth 

without a record? We find an answer to this question in the concept of the textual base. 

The question behind the concept of the textual base is simple. Either there is only one text 

coming from every place OR there are different texts being used in different places. If there are 

different texts, how did it narrow down to just one text with all the evidence support that text. Also, 

Gap 

 

Jesus’ life 

4 BC 33 AD 

Original Writings 

(50-100 A.D.) 

✓ No original Documents 

✓ Copies with edits 

Wholesale edits? 

Another Issue 

Can we find a textual platform? 

Textual Base – One text 

One NT text 

appearing in 

separate 

geographical 

areas 

The transmission of the 

text up to that time was 

the transmission of 

different kinds of text 

One Text Multiple Text 

How does one text end up everyplace if there 

are all sorts of different texts being transmitted? 

 

Autographs! Where are they? 
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where did the other texts go? How do they disappear without a trace? The next graphic that should 

help.  

 

Textual Base Visualized 

Now this is amazing and very convincing 

evidence that the text we have today truly 

represents the originals. The fact that a 

single text came out of these separate areas 

is evidence of God’s protective care of his 

word and the value placed on it by the 

Christians who were reading this text. 

I’ll have more to say about these 

three locations later when we discuss the 

“family” of texts. Basically, this means their 

general place of origin, each “family” 

coming from someplace different. 

Conclusion: We have texts that are copies of the originals coming from separate locations 

yet agree for the bulk of the text. Again, look at the edits in the Appendix and you will see that the 

differences are nothing to cast doubt on the reliability of the documents. 

 

The Process – Formation of a Canon 

Now that we have discussed the texts 

and their reliability, presenting some 

convincing evidence as to the validity of a 

single text on which our Bible stands, we 

need to move to the process that was used to 

determine which of the texts should be part 

of an official, authoritative canon. 

The first stage is the production of 

the texts – the writing of Scripture that was 

completed by the end of the first century. 

However, there are more than twenty-seven being circulated. How would the leaders know which 

reveal God’s intentions in Christ Jesus? What standards would they use to filter the writings on 

which the church would stand and proclaim the Gospel. With no official collection, a period of 

discussion began that would take over two centuries to complete until there is an official 

Manuscript Families 

Originals 

Gospels 

Acts 

Paul 

Peter 

James 

John 

Jude 

 

 

Rome 

Alexandria 

• Early period 

o Being written 

o 45/50–95/100 

• Period of Discussion 

o No official collection 

o 100–@350 

• Pronouncement 

o 350 and beyond 

Three Stages 

Antioch 
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proclamation and collective agreement. This does not happen immediately, but the church finally 

comes to agreement with the Spirit on which writings form the pillar and support of the truth for 

the church (1 Timothy 3:15). 

Before we go there, it is important to note that at the time of this process, there was only 

one church. Many call it the Catholic church, identifying it with the present day Roman Church. 

While the contemporary Catholic Church can draw a direct line to this church, the church in the 

historical era we are considering is the catholic church (little “c”). I mark the distinction of the big 

“C” church at the time of the great schism that divided the Roman Catholic Church (Big “C”) and 

the Greek Church. This is said to assure people that the Bible is the product of a pure church that 

was not without theological debate, but it was a unified church that desired to protect the orthodoxy 

of the teachings of the Apostles. 

 

Early Period 

We have no record or statements as 

to what the early writers thought about the 

written legacy they gave the world, outside 

of Peter’s statement about Paul (see 2 Peter 

3:14-16). However, there are viable options 

why the 27 books rose to significance 

amount the various options available. Here 

are two: 

1. It was merely a historical accident. That is, it was the luck of the draw. No rhyme nor 

reason; no political persuasion, they just won the right. 

2. There was a distinction about these 27 books that brought them to the forefront 

➢ “neither individuals nor councils created the canon; instead, they came to recognize 

and acknowledge the self-authenticating quality of these writings, which imposed 

themselves as canonical upon the church”7 

➢ “The books which were to form the future canon forced themselves on the Church 

by their intrinsic authority, as they do still, because the Kyrios Christ speaks in 

them”8 

 

 
7 Bruce Metzger, The New Testament, Its Background, Growth and Content, 3rd ed. (Nashville: Abingdon 

Press, 2003), 318. 

 
8 Oscar Cullmann, “The Tradition,” in The Early Church (London, 1956), 91. 

Early Period 

➢ NT tells us little about the 

development of the canon 

❖ We project back on the value of 

the scriptures 
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What are your thoughts? Which of these two seems more reasonable? Can you 

think of any other reasons that only these twenty-seven? 

 ______________________________________________________________ 

___________________________________________________________________________ 

___________________________________________________________________________ 

___________________________________________________________________________ 

___________________________________________________________________________ 

___________________________________________________________________________ 

___________________________________________________________________________ 

To find the answers, historical and spiritual, it will be helpful to examine the discussion 

period when the church was investigating the books that were being read. What questions were 

asked becomes a primary focus and these will be examined. First, the discussion and their 

conclusions. 

 

Discussion Period 

The first list appeared mid-second 

century. It was produced by a heretic who 

thought the God of the New Testament could not 

be the God of the Jews found in the Old 

Testament. The latter appeared to Marcion to be 

vengeful and judgmental. On the other hand, the 

New Testament God was loving and gracious. 

How could they be the same? Because of this 

theology, he was selective in the books he 

included, including books those that supported 

his conclusions. 

Why did he see the need to name a canon? 

It is possible (and probable) that there was an emerging, orthodox canon and he was opposing it. 

By having his own list of acceptable books, he could more easily support his teachings. 

Regarding his selection, please note that the version of Luke was one that was edited. These 

“edits” could be missing leaves or larger sections that would not support his stance. It may have 

Heretic 

➢ Possibly a response to an 

emerging, orthodox canon 

➢ Selective in the books he used 

o Luke (edited) 

o 10 Pauline 

➢ Rejected 

o Matthew, Mark, Luke, Acts 

o Pastorals, General Epistles, 

James, Hebrews, Jude, 

Revelation 

Marcion – AD 150 
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been that he edited the Gospel himself, taking out what was disagreeable. Luke would seem to be 

the book that would be easiest to edit. 

If you do the math, you will notice that there are 27 books. Pastorals include two letters to 

Timothy, and one to Titus. Adding these to the 10 Pauline gives you 13 books that are in our text. 

The General Epistles include Peter, James, John, and Jude. The significance is that there are 27 

considered as “the list” as early as 150 A.D. As you will see in the following graphics, there are 

others being considered, but these 27 appear consistently. Let’s move to the next witness. 

 

Irenaeus – 2nd Century 

Irenaeus was a Church Father who lived 120–

202 A.D. and is noted for his battle against false 

teaching (Heretics) who were threatening orthodox 

Christianity. As he traveled among the churches, he 

found typical lists of the accepted books and some that 

were questioned. Please take note of the list. You will 

see this list, with minor variation, showing up again and 

again. Did you total the books? There are 22 that are accepted, leaving only five in question. Please 

note that they were not rejected, only questioned. Later in the study, we will show you the standards 

(pages 19-22) used to make their selections. 

Sidebar: So, why do you think there were four Gospels? A single eyewitness is good if they are 

reliable. Two is better. In the New Testament, there are four. Let’s examine why.  

 

Why 4 Gospels 

Isn’t this quote interesting. They 

recognized the difference and utilized those as 

a means of combating heretics. How did that 

work? With four approaches, all aspects of the 

person and nature of Jesus were considered by 

the four writers.9  

Does that make sense? Multiple 

witnesses with variations strengthen the claims 

of each book. 

 

 
9 Justo L. Gonzalez, The Story of Christianity: The Early Church to the Dawn of the Reformation (San 

Francisco: Harper, 1984), 63. 

The early Christians were aware of the 

differences between the four accepted 

gospels. That was precisely the reason 

they insisted in using more than one 

book. They did this as a direct response 

to the challenge of the heretics. 

Why 4 Gospels 

Irenaeus 

4 gospels 

Acts 

13 Pauline 

1 Peter 

1, 2 John 

Revelation 

Broadly 

typical of 

current lists 
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Muratorian Canon 

Typical list like we have seen. Here 

are some features that need to be noted. 

➢ This is the first known translation of the 

New Testament. As you probably know, 

the New Testament was written in 

Greek. With the spread of the Roman 

Empire and the need for a Bible in the 

native language, the Latin version came 

into existence. We’ll not talk about 

translation here. That’s for later. Suffice 

it to say that the significant point is that there are books to translate and the date is relatively 

early. 

➢ The logic works that there are two other Gospels before Luke – Matthew and Mark 

 

Now, it is getting interesting. Remember that I said that there would be other books 

appearing. The first evidence of these come from the Muratorian canon. Does this mean that the 

list is not valuable? It is because it shows that the list of books did not fall from the sky. Rather, as 

each presented itself to the church, it was examined to see if it met the criteria (this is explained 

on pages 19-22). Let’s compare the two lists: 

 

 Irenaeus’ List Muratorian List 

 4 gospels 4 gospels 

 Acts Acts 

 13 Pauline 13 Pauline 

 1 Peter 1 Peter? Apocalypse 

of Peter?  

 1, 2 John 1, 2 John 

 Jude (new) 

 Revelation Revelation 

 Wisdom of Solomon 

(another new one) 

The Muratorian text speaks of a “revelation” or 

“apocalypse” from Peter. Some would consider this 

to be 1 Peter and others a separate book. There is no definitive way to know. It states, “The 

revelations we accept only those of John and Peter.” This would lean toward an Apocalypse of 

Muratorian Canon 

Named for the Italian Cardinal who 

discovered it 

• Latin Document 

• Late 2nd or 3rd Century  

• Text is damaged 

o Matthew & Mark are not 

mentioned 

o Luke is called the 3rd Gospel 

The Exclusions 

The list does not mention: 

• Hebrews 

• James 

• 2 Peter 

• 3 John 

Others mentioned but later rejected 

by the church: 

• Shepherd of Hermas 

• Alexandrians 

• Laodiceans 
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Peter rather than 1 Peter. Otherwise, he would call all the books an apocalypse. Since we have a 

revelation from John and know it to be apocalyptic in nature, it seems more natural to see this as 

an apocalyptic book and not an epistle 

 

Clement of Alexandria (died AD 250) 

Comparing the lists, we have 21 in agreement plus others being debated. By the way, 

forgeries popped up regularly. Funny thing, people could use well-known writer’s names for their 

work to help them achieve acceptance. However, with Scripture and the criteria used (this is 

explained on pages 19-22), these would be recognized as forgeries and eliminated from the 

collection. 

We are in the early to mid-third century and 

the 27 books we find in our contemporary Bibles are 

finding a place in some of the lists. However, there are 

others that are contending for acceptance. We’ve seen 

The Apocalypse of Peter and The Shepherd of Hermas 

in the Muratorian Canon.  

Clements enlarged canon include Barnabas 

and the Didache that date from the second century. 

They will eventually drop off the list even though they 

are older because they do not meet the required characteristics. 

 

Tertullian 

We are still in the early third century and still have a solid list of 22 books with others 

competing for acceptance. This is the second time we have seen Barnabas. The book of Hebrews 

will go on and off lists for some time before being accepted. This is the first time we have seen 

James, Peter, and John rejected. In the other 

lists, they were not included and not 

mentioned. Here, they are rejected. Once 

again, we have the Shepherd of Hermas. 

However, as indicated, there were issues 

with some Christians due to the Shepherd’s 

belief that one could be forgiven of certain 

sins after baptism. Thus, the Shepherd of 

Hermas was rejected from a theological 

Enlarged Canon 

27 plus … 

Barnabas Shepherd of Hermas 

Didache Apocalypse of Peter 

1 Clement Preaching of Peter 

22 consistently 

appearing: 

✓ 4 gospels 

✓ Acts 

✓ 13 Pauline 

✓ 1 Peter 

✓ 1 John 

✓ Jude 

✓ Revelation 

Hebrews 

Barnabas 

Probably accepted 

James 

2 Peter 

2, 3 John 

Hermas 

L
et

te
rs

 

X 
 

Tertullian – 22 books accepted 
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perspective. As you will see, this falls within the standards used for authenticity.  

 

Summary of Our Findings 

The following charts provide a visual summary of our discoveries thus far: 

 

Books accepted according to the Church Fathers 

2nd Century 2nd – 3rd Century 3rd Century 

Irenaeus Muratorian Canon 
Clement of 

Alexandria 
Tertullian 

4 gospels 

Acts 

13 Pauline 

1 Peter 

1, 2 John 

Revelation 

  

4 gospels 

• Matthew & Mark 

are not 

mentioned 

• Luke is called 

the 3rd Gospel 

Acts 

13 Pauline Letters 

1 Peter? Apocalypse 

of Peter? 

1, 2 John 

Jude 

Revelation 

Wisdom of 

Solomon! 

27 NT Books 

+ 

Barnabas 

Shepherd of Hermas 

Didache 

Apocalypse of Peter 

1 Clement 

Preaching of Peter 

  

4 gospels 

Acts 

13 Pauline 

1 Peter 

1 John 

Jude 

Revelation 

  

Shepherd of Hermas 

Accepted at first 

 

Books Questioned or Rejected 

2nd Century 2nd – 3rd Century 3rd Century 

Irenaeus Muratorian Canon Tertullian 

Questioned Does not mention Probably Accepted 

Hebrews 
James 
2 Peter 
3 John 
Jude 

Hebrews 
James 
2 Peter 
3 John 

Hebrews 
Barnabas  

Rejects 

 

Shepherd of Hermas 
Alexandrians 
Laodiceans 

James 
2 Peter 
2, 3 John 
Shepherd of Hermas 

• Accepted at first; Later 

rejected 
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Origen (died AD 254) 

This Church Father traveled, studying the books in use in the churches. Assessing the 

canons in use in the church, he divides them into three categories: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

If you recall the table on page 8, we have full texts (Codex) with the 27 books. The middle 

of the third century was a time when the canon was gathering.  

 

What are your thoughts regarding the development? 

 _________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

 

Homolegoumena Forgeries 

 

Gospel of Egyptians 

Gospel of Thomas 

Gospel of Basilides 

Gospel of Mattrias 

The 21 books are still secure. 

Note that the confessed were 

not unanimous. It will take 

more time than this for there to 

be 100% buy in. 

We’ve seen a common list like this 

before. Mostly, there was just 

doubted. Now, some are rejecting 

these books. Hebrews is one that 

will have a difficult time making the 

list but is eventually accepted. 

“Spoken against: Rejected or 

doubted by some. 

When the standards are 

studied, it will be shown why 

some books were rejected. 

 

 

4 gospels 

Acts 

13 Pauline 

1 Peter 

1 John 

Revelation 

Hebrews 

James 

2 Peter 

2-3 John 

Jude 

X 
Antilegomena 
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Personal Conclusion 

The evidence is strong that the church felt a need to have an official canon of the texts on 

which they stood. The Jewish leaders would meet around 90 AD to discuss their canon. While they 

had accepted some books, others were still being discussed as to whether they should be included 

in the canon.10 Could it be that these leaders felt the need to finalize their canon due to the 

publication and distribution of the Christian books? No one would know for sure, but this is 

certainly a possibility.  

For me, the evidence points to the fact that the historical development was guided and 

protected by the Spirit of Christ so that future disciples would have the absolute teachings of Jesus, 

knowing God’s will the way He intends it to be known. The thought is that if it pertains to the 

lifting of the curse and the adoption of humanity into God’s elect community, then it needs to be 

recorded and handed down accurately. God cannot justly judge or condemn someone who does 

not know the truth. 

Paul conclusion in 2 Timothy 3:16-17 would seem to verify the same idea. Here, the 

writings are produced by the Spirit and used by Christians for personal benefit. While he was 

talking about the Old Testament, the New would certainly fall under this same teaching. The 

writings, translated by the word Scripture, prepares believers for the work of ministry and the 

growth of the kingdom. See Paul’s statement on the responsibility to grow in Ephesians 4:11-16. 

This would make a good discussion. 

 

The Canon 

The church was in danger from a 

growing band of followers of a Bishop name 

Arius. He was teaching that Jesus was a 

created being and not God in the flesh, 

having the essential nature of God. In 325 

A.D., the church came together to discuss 

this issue at the Council of Nicaea. What 

would be the standard that could be used to 

answer this question? The church leaders 

used “what was always taught” (the 

teachings of the church) to determine how to answer the question of Jesus’ true nature. To know 

 
10 Mark Mangano, “Introduction,” in Old Testament Introduction, ed. Terry Briley and Paul Kissling, The 

College Press NIV Commentary (Joplin, MO: College Press Pub., 2005), 40. 

The Canon 

➢ By the middle of the third century, some 

churches were already using the 27-book 

canon, though others were not sure yet 

about all of the general epistles 

➢ By this time, the orthodox church was 

pretty much agreed on what was excluded 

from the canon 

➢ In a few more years, most would also agree 

on what was included 



Relevancy Series Can We Trust the Bible? 

Page | 19 

 

that, they had to turn to the writings (Scripture and the Church Fathers). Two more questions about 

Jesus nature prompted and two more councils relied on the same writings to find the answers.  

 

Pronouncements 

A vocal Bishop during the time of 

the councils was Athanasius from 

Alexandria. He is credited for making the 

list authoritative, first to use the concept of 

“canon.” As stated on page 4, canon is the 

technical for the authoritative writings and 

many think it was coined by Athanasius. 

 

Synods 

Within 26 years, another assembly of 

clergy and laity (called a Synod) gathered and confirmed Athanasius’ list. A second confirmation 

came four years later. As stated above, it will take some time before there is church wide 

acceptance. However, it does happen eventually. 

The natural question raised is “What was the basis of their choice? What standards were 

used to determine the selection of a book?” As questioned above, was it whimsical or political? 

Were there agendas that forced these books. To answer these questions, the process of selection 

needs to be discussed.  

 

 

 

Synods 

• Hippo Regius in North Africa (393) and Carthage (397)  

o Affirmed the 27-book canon 

• Not everyone accepted the 27-book canon immediately 

o Paved the way for a church-wide acceptance of the NT 

canon we have today 

o Syrian church, for example, resisted the book of 

Revelation for centuries more 

• Most of the church would follow before long 

➢ Used the word “canon” 

• Middle of the fourth century 

• Probably coined it 

• Describe the list of accepted books 

His 39th Easter letter (AD 367) is the first 

Christian document that names the 27 books, 

and only the 27 books of the NT as canonical. 

Athanasius, Bishop of Alexandria 
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Selection – Choosing the Canon Texts 

The selection process was based on the conviction that the writings were the product of the 

Holy Spirit (2 Timothy 3:16) and essential to maintain the tradition in the churches. Paul wrote, “I 

received from the Lord that which I also delivered to you” (1 Corinthians 11:23). This is what Paul 

would call tradition (1 Corinthians 11:2). Thus, it was essential that the writings reflect the 

teachings of the apostles. For this reason, the process of selection is an important part of the history 

of the development of the canon. 

Are you a Dan Brown Fan? How about the Di Vinci Code? Here is a conversation between 

two characters in Brown’s fiction book that may indicated a contemporary thought on the 

formation of the bible: 

 “Who chose which gospels to include?” Sophie asked “Aha!” Teabing burst in 

with enthusiasm. “The fundamental irony of Christianity! The Bible, as we know it 

today, was collated by the pagan Roman emperor Constantine the Great.”11 

As we will see, this was not the case. Rather, the process took place over several years, 

using a practice that I believe was guided and guarded by the Holy Spirit. This practice used three 

standards to determine which books could be included in the canon. The standards were 

apostolicity, orthodoxy, and catholicity. Let’s examine these. 

 

Apostolicity 

The authority of the Apostles stands behind this standard. They were the ones taught by 

the Spirit and led into all truth. “But when He, the Spirit of truth, comes, He will guide you into 

all the truth; for He will not speak on His own initiative, but whatever He hears, He will speak; 

and He will disclose to you what is to come” 

(John 16:13). 

The primary issue here is that few of 

the books tell the reader who wrote it. 

Today’s Bible scholar uses internal and 

external evidence to determine the author 

and date of the writing. So, how did the early 

Christians know who the authors were? Or, 

did they know? This knowledge and 

confidence will fall under what Paul calls 

 
11 Dan Brown, The Da Vinci Code (New York: Doubleday, 2003), 231 

The Apostles’ Doctrine 

• Understood broadly 

o A book was apostolic if written by an 

apostle or an apostle’s companion, like 

Luke 

• In some cases, “apostolicity” meant little 

more than conformity with apostolic 

teaching 

o Example: Hebrews 
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“the tradition” (1 Corinthians 11:2; 2 Thessalonians 2:15, 3:5). The tradition was the teachings that 

were handed down generation by generation and protected by the leaders of the church. Thus, 

apostolic teaching was protected like a valued treasure. When a book was considered, they asked, 

“What have we always taught?”  

As most are aware, there are some books that were written by people who were not 

Apostles, such as Mark and Luke. However, there is historical evidence from the writings of the 

Church Fathers that confirms that these men traveled with the Apostles – Mark with Peter and 

Luke with Paul. Luke’s companionship with Paul is witnessed in what is called the “we passages” 

(Acts 16:10–17; 20:5–15; 21:1–18; and 27:1–28:16). In these, Luke places himself on Paul’s 

journeys. Eusebius, a Church Father, cites a passage from Papias where Mark “having become the 

interpreter of Peter, wrote down accurately, though not indeed in order, whatsoever he remembered 

of the things said or done by Christ. (David Smith, Mark: A Commentary for Bible Students 

(Indianapolis, IN: Wesleyan Publishing House, 2007), 31). 

The thought that “In some cases ‘apostolicity’ meant little more than conformity with 

apostolic teaching,” such as the book of Hebrews, parallels what we will learn later under the 

concept of orthodoxy. Additionally, from what is known from other writings and the tradition 

being protected and handed down, Hebrews finally passes the test and is accepted. Remember, this 

took some time. It was in question for years before joining the canon.  

A book was considered apostolic because of its content, even by those who did not believe 

Paul, or any other apostle wrote it. “In fact, the concept "apostolic" was very much broader and 

could connote, beyond direct apostolic authorship, authorship by followers of apostles, derivation 

from the general time of the apostles, or even simply an agreement of content with what the church 

took to be apostolic teaching.” (Harry Y. Gamble, The New Testament Canon: Its Making and 

Meaning (Eugene, OR: Wipf & Stock, 2002), 68).  

 

Orthodoxy 

As we have pointed out under 

Apostolicity, Orthodoxy runs parallel with 

it. The difference is that authorship or 

companionship with the author is not the 

measure of acceptance. It is content. Does 

the content agree with what is being taught 

in the mainstream? That is, is this the 

tradition?  

Mainstream Christian Teaching 

• Writings with a theological axe to grind 

were excluded 

o Gnostic works, growing group in the 

second century 

o Example: The Gospel of Thomas 
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A good example of writings that did not make the cut is the Gospel of Thomas. While many 

scholars today want to make it the 5th Gospel, the early church rejected it because it was not 

Apostolic (written too late for even a disciple of an Apostle) and it represented a theological bias 

that was opposed to traditional Christianity – Gnosticism. The Gnostics were a growing group in 

the second century and troublemakers in the first. John is often cited as opposing their teachings. 

“The Gnostics made early use of the Fourth Gospel.”12 However, John’s writings opposed their 

teachings that later influenced such heretics as Arius (see above). 

 

Catholicity 

Catholic means “universal.” Thus, 

Catholicity means that the writing is 

applicable to the whole church. While there 

are issues for specific churches and 

individuals, the application of the issues 

was applicable to the whole church. An 

example would be Philippians 4:2 where 

Paul encourages two women to work out 

their issues. It is obvious that churches in 

all ages and all places should be concerned 

with the principle of unity of purpose, making this concept applicable for all churches.  

Earlier, the question of whether the writers knew their legacy would be Scripture raised. 

You were told that the only reference to this idea is when Peter validates the writings of Paul in 2 

Peter 3:14-16, stating that he wrote with wisdom. Additionally, Peter compared his writings to the 

other writings (in context, understood as Scripture). In other words, Peter declares that Paul is 

writing sacred Scripture. 

 

Judging the Document 

These standards are not hard, fast 

rules that were distributed to the churches. 

Rather, as I contend, these were the Spirit-

led qualities that the church recognized 

that would keep the teachings pure. There 

was flexibility and sometimes, the 

 
12 Beauford H. Bryant and Mark S. Krause, John, The College Press NIV Commentary (Joplin, MO: 

College Press Pub. Co., 1998), Jn 1:3 

Applicable to the Whole Church 

• Some of Paul 's letters might not have 

seemed suitable for the canon, because of 

their focus on specific historical situations 

o Still, his letters were accepted 

o Probably because of their apostolic 

and orthodox character  

“our beloved brother Paul, according to the 

wisdom given him, wrote to you, as also in 

all his letters (2 Peter 3:14-16) 

• Flexible 

o Accepted even if it seemed to fall 

short in one area but strong in another 

• Interpreted loosely 

o Leave room for a book of obvious 

quality 

Spirit-led with wisdom 
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standards would not be balanced. One may seem to fit Apostolicity and Orthodoxy, but not be used 

church wide early in the life of the church. “It should be clear that the principles of canonicity 

adduced in the ancient church were numerous, diverse, and broadly defined, that their application 

was not systematic or thoroughly consistent, and that they were used in a variety of 

combinations.”13 

 

Conclusion 

My position is that the evidence is 

persuasive. It is not conclusive, else everyone 

would believe the Bible is God’s Word and 

everyone would be a Christian. Remember, this 

is history drawn from the Christians who were 

dedicated to the tradition they protected. This is 

not speculation; it is convincing evidence that 

prompts the following question: 

 
13 Harry Y. Gamble, The New Testament Canon: Its Making and Meaning (Eugene, OR: Wipf & Stock, 

2002), 71. 

Spirit-protected 

The conclusion drawn by this author is 

that the Bible as we have it today is a 

Spirit-protected collection of the books 

that provide the best witness to the grace 

and truth revealed in Jesus (Cf. John 1:17) 
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What are your thoughts on these two points? 

 _________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

What should this mean to us? 

• Why would the church go through such an 

ordeal unless they valued these books and 

the message they contain? 

• As witnessed with the Councils that debated 

the nature of Jesus, the Bible was the 

authority on which their faith was built! 
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Translation 

Having concluded this section on the origin and reliability of the texts, it is necessary to 

say a word about translation. While there are other issues raised by scholars that do not seem to be 

issues in churches, one issue is raised that has been asked often. What about translation and 

translations? Are we confident that that the English rendering is accurate? How do I know which 

version to use? Let’s address this. 

To translate means to “carry across.” The first question is, “What are we carrying across?” 

Let me answer that in two ways. First, words are merely a suitcase used to carry an idea. For 

instance, if I say “dog,” what comes to mind? Well, it could be “what size,” or “what color,” or, 

more likely, “what breed.” When I say “dog,” I think of Neko, our Pomeranian. Thus, a word 

(“dog”) is merely a suitcase in which you would put the color, size, breed, temperament, and any 

other feature that relates.  

The second consideration in 

translation is called “cultural equivalency.” 

This recognizes that languages do not always 

match up word for word. When this is the 

case and translation is needed, the writer 

needs to find a way to express the concept in 

the receiving culture. Please allow me to 

give you an example that comes from the 

translation of the Hebrew Old Testament to 

a Greek translation called the Septuagint 

(represented by LXX). After the exile, many 

of the Jews stayed in the country where they 

were sent and after a few generations, they no longer spoke Hebrew. Needing a copy of their Bible, 

a translation was commissioned. In translating, some concepts had no word-for-word equivalent, 

so the need was to find a cultural equivalent. While there are many examples, one stands out to me 

as important theologically and practically as we think about translations.  

Prior to the exile, the Hebrew word hesed was used as a way of expressing God’s 

faithfulness, especially in his covenant with Israel. In the Temple dedication, Solomon said, “O 

Lord, the God of Israel, there is no god like You in heaven or on earth, keeping covenant and 

showing lovingkindness to Your servants who walk before You with all their heart” (2 Chronicles 

6:14). The word translated “lovingkindness” is the word hesed. In the work on the LXX, the 

translators had difficulty finding a Greek word that was an equivalent to hesed. The ultimately 

Trans Latin Lātus 

across; beyond carried 

translatus, transfere 

carry or bring over 

Translate 

English, early 14th century 

To remove from one place to another, to 

turn from one language to another 

Across Culture 
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chose the word for mercy (hilasmos) that holds the idea of mercy. So, how does mercy represent 

the idea of lovingkindness or faithfulness. Please allow me to explain. 

Prior to the exile, the Jewish perception of God was a loving, caring God who was faithful 

to keep his covenant with Israel. However, when Israel became unfaithful to the covenant, God, in 

his faithfulness, brought curses on Israel, as he had promised he would. While in exile, the Jews 

were introduced to different concepts of God, and, considering the loss of their homeland, they 

began to think of God in this way. What were the concepts? They were now hearing expressions 

like “the judgment of God,” or “the day of the Lord.” These expressions were of a vengeful, 

judging God, not the loving, Fatherly God of Israel. Seeing God through the eyes of the exile (loss 

of the land), and the ultimate release from exile to return home (and receive again the blessings of 

the covenant), the concept of mercy seemed to fit well. Thus, the Greek concept of mercy was used 

to describe their God. 

 The lesson is that translation seeks “cultural equivalents” that pick up the original 

thought and find the best way to express it in a different culture. The Greek speaking Jews now 

had a new suitcase to pack their image of God – mercy.  

 

Ancient Translations 

The rapid growth of Christianity into different cultures required the translation of the 

Greek text into other languages. Early versions were the Syriac (Syria), Latin (Rome), and 

several dialects of Egyptian Coptic (Alexandria). In the Appendix, it will be shown how these 

geographical regions were used to designate manuscript families, each making distinct 

contributions to judging which texts may be closest to the originals. 

The variation in these translations are evidence of the issues faced by translators. 

Omanson and Metzger give three: 1) the translators knowledge the original Greek and the 

language into which they were translating, 2) the care taken by the translators, and 3) translators 

would use different copies that would not be in total agreement. They state, “It is not surprising 

that many differences developed within the early versions.”14 

As would be expected, the translations did not agree. How could they when considering 

the circumstances just described. Yet, as these are compared, any issues in translation would 

have no impact on the theology. The truth would be preserved. 

 

 

 
14 Roger L. Omanson and Bruce Manning Metzger, A Textual Guide to the Greek New Testament: An 

Adaptation of Bruce M. Metzger’s Textual Commentary for the Needs of Translators (Stuttgart: Deutsche 

Bibelgesellschaft, 2006), xix. 
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What are your thoughts regarding the development? 

 _________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

 

Two Main Approaches to Translations 

Formal: 

1. Translating pronoun for pronoun for 

example is impossible 

2. Subject/verb relationships are expressed 

differently in English than from Greek for 

example 

3. But a formal translation is a translation of 

the Bible that seeks to translate as directly as 

possible form the original manuscripts 

 

Functional 

Both formal and functional work to retain the 

original meaning of the manuscripts 

1. A functional translation seeks to focus on the meaning of the text more than maintaining the 

syntactical focus of the formal translations 

Formal Functional 

Tries to follow the 

wording and 

structure of the 

original language as 

closely as possible 

✓ Participles will be 

translated as 

participles 

✓ Nouns for nouns, 

etc. 

Tries to express the 

meaning of original 

text in today’s 

language even if the 

forms must change. 

✓ The stress is upon 

translating the 

thoughts more 

than the words 

 

Direct translation is not possible 
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2. Ultimately translation is about translating thoughts more that trying to translate words that may 

or may not be translatable 

 

Translation – Not So Simple 

Let’s do a comparison by providing a literal, word-for-word translation of Acts 18:18 and 

compare it with a translation and a paraphrase. This passage was chosen because it is a historical 

reference to an event in Paul’s journey. To balance this, I’ve also included a passage with major 

theological signifance, Romans 5:1. 

First, please allow an explanation of how I arrived at my “literal” translation: 

1. Some liberty taken with the English words chosen (translated) but for the most part, 

the commonly accepted idea of the word is used (this demonstrates the difficulty in 

translating 

2. Greek syntax (the arrangement of words and phrases to create well-formed sentences) 

is taken into consideration 

These are just two considerations. Many more could be discussed when talking about 

translating more difficult passages. 

In the New International Version, the following was used in translations: 

➢ Syntax is modified 

➢ The assumed antecedent (noun such as the subject of an object; it is not present in the 

text) in the literal translation is forced (my emphasis) to appear in the text. 

Literal New American Standard Living Bible 

The but Paul still having 

remained days without 

sufficient to the brothers 

having said goodbye he was 

sailing to the Syria and with 

him Priscilla and Aquila 

having shaved in Cenchrea the 

head, he had for a vow. 

 

Paul, having remained many 

days longer, took leave of the 

brethren and put out to sea for 

Syria, and with him were 

Priscilla and Aquila. In 

Cenchrea he had his hair cut, 

for he was keeping a vow. 

Paul stayed in the city several 

days after that and then said 

good-bye to the Christians and 

sailed for the coast of Syria, 

taking Priscilla and Aquila 

with him. At Cenchreae Paul 

had his head shaved according 

to Jewish custom, for he had 

taken a vow. 

Let’s look at another passage that has greater significance: Romans 5:1 

Having been acquitted 

therefore from faith peace we 

have with God through Lord 

our Jesus Christ 

Therefore, having been 

justified by faith, we have 

peace with God through our 

Lord Jesus Christ 

So now, since we have been 

made right in God’s sight by 

faith in his promises, we can 

have real peace with him 

because of what Jesus Christ 

our Lord has done for us. 
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Do the different translations change the meaning? Do they offer any variations? 

Someone suggested this for Romans 5:1: “There is a vast difference between `we 

have peace with God' and `we can have real peace with Him.”15 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

 

Formal – Functional Scale 

If you recall, the functional is a “through for thought” translation and may represent the 

theological bias of the translator. Yet, many do not like the formal translations as they are more 

difficult to read. For those, functional may be easier to read. However, some are concerned with 

functional being influenced by the translator’s theology. To help, consider a translation on this list 

that is close to the right of the formal and the left of the functional. Additionally, have translations 

from both the formal and functional.  

Remember, a paraphrase is not a translation from the original languages, but a restatement 

or explanation of an English translation. Paraphrases make many of the interpretive decisions for 

the reader. Basically, the interpretive process can be a bit more difficult with any version from the 

middle to the right of the scale. My advice is to use paraphrases and more functional translations 

like you would a commentary. 

On the next page is a chart I adapted from Brent McDonald’s an “English Bible Translation 

Comparison Chart.” This will be helpful in identifying where the translations you use fall in the 

linear line from Formal to Functional to the Paraphrase. 

 
15 David Otis Fuller, “‘The Living Bible’ Exposed!” Jesus Is Savior, accessed November 27, 2018, 

https://www.jesus-is-savior.com/Bible/Living Bible/lb_exposed.htm. 
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English Bible Translation Comparison16 

What is the value of using multiple translations when studying? Some think that the 

King James Version is the only reliable translation. What are your thoughts on this? 

How does one decide which translation to use? 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

 
16 Adapted from MacDonald, Brent. “English Bible Translation Comparison.” NJAB - Comparison Chart 

of Bible Translations, 2019. https://notjustanotherbook.com/biblecomparison.htm, accessed 12 March 2019. 

 

Working with the Printed Word of God 

New American Standard (NASB) 

Amplified Bible (AMP) 

English Standard Version (ESV) 

King James Version (KJV) 

New King James Version (NKJV) 

Revised Standard Version (RSV) 

Holman Christian Standard (HCSB) 

New Revised Standard Version 

(NRSV) 

New American Bible (NAB) 

New International Version (NIV) 

Today’s NIV (TNIV) 

New International Readers (NIrV) 

New Jerusalem Bible (NJB) 

New Century Version (NCV) 

Revised English Bible (REB) 

Good News Translation (GNT) 

Contemporary English (CEV) 

New Living Translation (NLT) 

God’s Word (GW) 

Living Bible (LB) 

The Message (TM) 
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Conclusion 

So, what should we take away from this? That is, what can we conclude from this study? 

As stated above, the evidence points to a church that felt the need for an official canon that 

represented the revelation they received from Jesus’ Spirit. Thus, the evidence points to the fact 

that the historical development was guided and protected by the Spirit of Christ so that future 

Disciples would have the absolute teachings of Jesus, knowing God’s will the way he intends it to 

be known. The thought is that if it pertains to the lifting of the curse and the adoption of humanity 

into God’s elect community, then it needs to be recorded and handed down accurately. God cannot 

justly judge or condemn someone who does not know the truth. 

Summary of the Study 

It may be helpful to summarize the study with the following: 

1. The story we have of Jesus is limited to two sources: 

1.1. Tradition: Tradition does offer some excellent insights as to the way Christians at 

any given time would have viewed Jesus, the church, and what Jesus intended for 

His church. However, traditions vary or even change as is evidenced throughout 

history 

1.2. Text: Having a written text that the entire church accepted that has not changed 

and is verifiable through history and the documents, not to mention Tradition, 

offers a stable, consistent platform on which to base our understanding of Jesus 

and His mission. However, as we have seen, translations offer a challenge, 

especially when the lens of Tradition(s) are used 

1.2.1. Merriam-Webster offers this applicable definition of a lens, “something 

that facilitates and influences perception, comprehension, or evaluation.”  

1.2.2. Translations facilitate understanding but can be influenced by the Faith 

Tradition of the translator. This necessitates the prayerful consideration of 

a text using multiple translations and biblical commentaries from those 

who have dedicated their lives to study and/or translation from the original 

languages 

2. The development of the canon can be historically traced through the writings of the 

Church Fathers 

2.1. The background that is only alluded to in the text is that there is a recorded history 

that gives clear indication to the development of the text. The following early 

writers are mentioned: 

2.1.1. Irenaeus – 2nd Century  
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2.1.2. Clement of Alexandria (died AD 250) 

2.1.3. Tertullian – third century 

2.1.4. Origen (died AD 254) 

2.1.5. Anonymous writings of the early church – 2nd – 3rd century 

2.1.5.1. Shepherd of Hermas 

2.1.5.2. Apocalypse of Peter  

2.1.5.3. The Shepherd of Hermas  

2.1.5.4. Barnabas  

2.1.5.5. Didache 

2.2. By comparison, there are almost five thousand more copies of New Testament 

documents than other accepted works of history (5,600 +/-17 vs. 643) 

2.3. There was a formal declaration in 367 AD by Bishop Athanasius of Alexandria, 

Egypt in his Easter Letter to the churches 

2.3.1. It took around one hundred (100) years for the church to accept this list 

worldwide 

3. Translation is not an exact science, which produces issues for the contemporary reader 

who does not read the ancient, biblical languages 

3.1. The task of translation is to reflect verbally the culture and meaning of an idea in 

one language to another. The older the culture, the more difficult the task 

3.2. There are two main approaches to translation – Formal and Functional 

3.2.1. Formal: Tries to follow the wording and structure of the original language 

as closely as possible 

3.2.2. Functional: Tries to express the meaning of original text in today’s 

language even if the forms must change. 

3.3. Translation is not a simple process where the two languages form sentences and 

understand concepts in the same way 

3.4. Page 28 shows an English Bible Translation Comparison, indicating which of the 

most commonly used translations fall under the Formal/Function approach 

3.4.1. While everyone has a favorite, the dedicated student of the word should 

compare translations, using several that fall in various, widely spread 

places in the scale 

 
17 The +/- depends on which manuscripts are counted. For my numbers, I am not including later lectionaries 

(New Testament Bible readings used in church services) and church documents.  
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4. I included a section on the edits with which text critical studies deal18. These edits are 

few, but some consider any edit an issue 

4.1. Edits reflect the perspectives of the author as does any writing 

4.2. Edits are dependent on the sources that an author uses 

4.2.1. As most know, Mark and Luke were not apostles. Thus, their information 

came from outside sources 

4.2.2. According to early documents, Mark was a disciple of Peter, who was his 

first-hand resource 

4.2.3. According to Acts, Luke traveled with Paul (assuming Luke was the author 

with which most scholars agree). Additionally, he states in his prologue in 

his Gospel (1:1-4) that he used reliable witnesses 

4.3. As indicated in the study, there are few edits that affect the meaning of the text 

4.3.1. Some scholars count 400,000 edits. These include syntax, grammatical, 

and spelling issues that do not affect the text 

4.3.2. Of the approximately five thousand Greek manuscripts of all or part of the 

NT that are known today, no two agree exactly in all details.19 

4.3.3. Of the truly questionable issues, most are not related to primary doctrinal 

issues 

4.4. It is interesting that the texts can be divided into families. As the study states, these 

are geographical areas indicated by a variety of characteristics such as style, age, 

language, etc. 

4.4.1. These classifications help the critical scholars 

 

 
18 The term “critical” in this context means that the scholars examine ancient texts (and newer if necessary) 

where the authorship is uncertain or the original manuscripts no longer exist, which is the case for all books of the Old 

and New Testaments. In the absence of the originals, literary-critical processes are used to determine the author, 

providence (place of origin), date, audiences, etc. to determine the texts authenticity. The text critical scholar uses 

external and internal evidence to determine these issues. See the Bibliography at the end of the book for further 

references that will take you deeper into this study. 

 
19 Omanson and Metzger, A Textual Guide to the Greek New Testament, xxix. 
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Appendix 

 

Comparison of Ancient Documents & NT Documents 

202122 

 
20 Carl Bridges, New Testament Introduction Course Guide, 2.6 
21 Harry Thurston Peck, Harper's Dictionary of Classical Literature and Antiquities. New York: Harper & 

Brothers, 1897, 806. 
22 Andrea Falcon, “Commentators on Aristotle,” The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy (Fall 2017 

Edition), ed. Edward N. Zalta, https://plato.stanford.edu/archives/fall2017/entries/aristotle-commentators/. 

Non-Biblical Documents 

➢ Dates written 

➢ Earliest copies 

Documents Date written Earliest copy Time gap # of copies 

Homer  850 BC  643 

While not dated, accuracy is considered at 95%15 

Herodtus (History) 480 – 425 BC 900 AD 1,300 years 40 

Six MSS. (manuscripts) containing a whole or a portion of Herodotus, five, 

which are of superior age and excellence, form the basis of the accepted text. These 

represent two families, to one of which belong the Codex Florentinus or Mediceus 

of the Laurentian Library at Florence, dating from the tenth century, a Codex 

Romanus of the eleventh century, and a second Codex Florentinus, also of the 

eleventh century. To the other family belong a Codex Parisinus, beautifully written, 

of the thirteenth century, and a third Codex Romanus of the fourteenth century, 

lacking, however, the Fifth Book. Of this, also, the text of the First Book has been 

considerably altered, possibly in order to adapt the work to the use of schools.16 

Eruipedes 450 BC 1100 AD 1550 years 9 

Thucydides 

(History) 

460 – 400 BC 1000 AD 1,400 years 1 

The only extant work by Thucydides is the incomplete History of the 

Peloponnesian War in eight books. The History practically covers the major 

portion of the Peloponnesian War: the First Phase (431-420 B.C.);the Archidamian 

War; the Second Phase (415-413);the Sicilian Expedition; and the Third Phase 

(413-404);the lonian, or Decelean, War. He apparently did not live to complete the 

final section. The text of Thucydides has come down emended by editors, and it is 

difficult and oftentimes obscure. It is important to note that no Attic prose was 

taught prior to Thucydides, so he had to create a prose style of his own.17 
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23 

 
23 “Thucydides.” Arts and Humanities Through the Eras. Encyclopedia.com. (September 26, 2018). 

http://www.encyclopedia.com/humanities/culture-magazines/thucydides 

More Non-Biblical Documents 

➢ Time gaps 

➢ # of copies 

Documents Date written Earliest copy Time gap # of copies 

     

Plato 380 BC 900 AD 1300 years 7 

Aristotle 384 – 322 BC 400 AD 700 years 5 

The tradition credits Marius Victorinus (fourth century CE) with a 

translation of the Categories, the De Interpretatione, and Porphyry's Isagoge 

(Cassiodorus, Instit. II, 3, 18). The same tradition credits him with a commentary 

in eight books on the Categories. A few years later Vettius Agorius Praetextatus 

is known to have translated the Greek paraphrases of the Prior and Posterior 

Analytics produced by Themistius (Boethius, De Int.2 3.6-4.3). None of these 

works have reached us, except for excerpts from Victorinus' translation of the 

Isagoge. An anonymous paraphrase of the Categories falsely attributed to 

Augustine and traditionally known as Categoriae Decem has survived only 

because it was widely read and used in the early Middle Ages. Finally, an 

incomplete parapharase of the Categories is preserved in Martianus Capella's On 

Dialectic (the forth book of his The Marriage of Philosophy and Mercury, an 

influential textbook on the seven liberal arts dating from the fifth century CE).18 

Catullus 50 BC 1500 AD 1550 years 3 

Caesar 

(History) 

100 – 44 BC 900 AD 1,000 years 10 

Pliny 

(History) 

61 – 113 AD 850 AD 750 years 7 

Suetonius 

(History) 

70 – 140 AD 950 AD 800 years ? 

Tacitus 

(History) 

100 AD 1,100 AD 1,000 years 20 

Confucius  550 BC 650 AD 1,200 years 30 

I Ching  660 BC 900 AD 1,550 years 20 (?) 
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Time & Number of Copies 

The above tables list the better-known historical documents from Roman and Greek 

literature. These documents have a time gap from 500 to 1,100 years between the originals to the 

earliest manuscripts existing today. Additionally, with the exception of Homer, the number of 

copies is 30 or less. The last two documents are important ancient Chinese books. They have 

similar test results. The reliability of the above ancient documents is widely accepted. 

 

 

Conscious Decision 

This manuscript evidence and the 

textual base discussed above provides 

enough evidence to accept the text as we 

have it today as authentic. 

As before, you need to make a 

conscious decision regarding this evidence. 

If you arrive at the same conclusion, then the 

Bible should be the only picture of the 

Lordship of Jesus and the guide for 

discipleship. 

New Testament Manuscripts 

Date written Earliest copy Time gap 
# of 

copies 

60–100 AD 140 AD 30–70 years 5,000+ 

 

There is a manuscript fragment that 

was found in one of the layers of a burial 

mask. The masks were made of papyrus, 

glued together like papier mâché. A system 

was developed to remove the glue without 

hurting the sheets or their text.  

One of the sheets dated in the 80s AD 

contained a portion of the Gospel of Mark. 

This is the earliest manuscript to date. 

 

➢ Number 

o For New Testament, the number of 

copies are far greater than the other 

ancient documents above 

➢ Time Relationship to Originals 

o The New Testament Bible is much 

closer than other ancient 

documents 

Summary 
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Edits 

Here is an interesting example of how the texts vary. Notice that 90% of all variations are 

spelling. This may be a bit high but know that most variations are spelling. 

Don’t let the Greek bother you. You don’t need to read Greek to understand what is being 

said. All you need to do is compare what you see. Nonetheless, here are a couple of hints that will 

be helpful: 

• 10:1 is obvious. You should be able to see the differences in the characters 

• 10:2 may need some hints. First “nu” is a “v,” pronounced like an “n.” When it says 

“moveable,” that just means that it is correct with or without it. The other two should 

be understandable. Again, just compare the characters 

• 10:3 is straightforward 

Can you see why these are not major issues? If the meaning is the same, do the 

variations really matter? 

 ______________________________________________________________ 

___________________________________________________________________________ 

___________________________________________________________________________ 

___________________________________________________________________________ 

Spelling Differences  

~90% of variants 

John 10:1 … “Truly truly I say to you” 

 λεγω υμειν – “I say to you” – alternate spelling of “to you.” 

 λελεγω υμιν – “I say to you” – misspelling of “I say.” 

John 10:2 … “The one who enters … is the shepherd” 

 εστι – “is” without moveable nu – alternate spelling. 

 Εστην – “is” – by the 800s η and ι were pronounced the same, so this is a 

misspelling due to sound. 

 Εστη – “is” misspelling for εστι. 

John 10:3 … “to this one the doorkeeper opens.” 

 Ανηγει – “he opens” – variant spelling, same meaning. 

 Ανοιγη – “he opens” – variant spelling, same meaning. 

 Ανογει – “he opens” – variant spelling, same meaning. 

 Ανειγι – “he opens” – variant spelling, same meaning. 
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Other Examples 

Word order is a consistent issue in 

the texts. However, notice that only 9% of 

the variations are word order. 

These can have some impact on the 

meaning. Let’s use a variation of the verb. 

The translation above is based on the word 

ἔχομεν. However, do you recall the 

discussion of the families of texts and which “carry more weight,” that is, are usually considered 

the closer, better text? Well, we have a situation here where those better text have the word ἔχωμεν. 

See the difference. (ἔχομεν vs. ἔχωμεν)? Doesn’t look like much does it. May not look like much 

but there is a big difference. The first one is a statement of fact. “We have” peace, while the other 

is a statement of probability or possibility. “We might or may” have peace. The first relays 

information and the second an encouragement.  

The article does carry more impact than you may think. In Greek, like English, there is a 

difference between “a” house and “the” house, depending on the context. “A” house is any house. 

“The” house is one and only one; the right one. Here is an example. In John 1:1, the text reads that 

the word was with “the” God. However, when he turns it around and states the word was God, he 

leaves out the article. Some like the Jehovah’s Witnesses state that this is John stating Jesus was 

“a” god, not “the” God. Literally, the phrase is “God was the word.” Since it comes in order 

immediately after the mentioning of “the” God (with the article), it is acceptable Greek to not use 

the article again.  

 

As you think about these differences, are they significant enough to make a 

difference in meaning? Explain. How important is context in this discussion? 

 __________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

Word Order Differences  

~9% of variants 

➢ Different Verb or Verb form 

➢ Presence or Absence of an Article (a, an, 

the) 

➢ Addition of a Conjunction 
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Differences That Make a Difference (~0.1% of variants) 

OK, we’re down to the remaining 

1% of the variations. These may have an 

impact on interpretation. After the 

conclusion, I’ll show you an example of 

how the scholars deal with the variations. In 

the example, there will be one that falls into 

this category. 

John 10:29 is an example. Two or 

three early manuscripts have “My Father, 

what he has given me is greater than all.” 

Most others have “My Father, who has given (them) to me, is greater than all.” The difference is 

whether the Father or the gift is being said to be “greater than all.” Most English versions go 

with “who has given” Bottom line: either option is theologically acceptable.19 

It has been this student’s experience that these variations do not appear in essential point 

of foundational teachings. 

 

Summary 

➢ All these forms are variant spellings of the same word probably due to fluctuations in 

pronunciation over time and region. There are hundreds of thousands of these kinds of 

spelling differences in the NT. 

➢ 90% of the variants are spelling issues 

➢ The rest are minor issues that do not affect translation or meaning 

 

What conclusions do you draw from the textual variations? Are any of these 

significant enough to cause doubt as to the validity of the text used for our 

Bibles? 

___________________________________________________________________________ 

___________________________________________________________________________ 

___________________________________________________________________________ 

___________________________________________________________________________ 

___________________________________________________________________________ 

Differences Making a Difference  

~0.1% of variants 

➢ There are very few differences that make a 

difference in the NT 

➢ As above, context is important 

➢ The concept must be compared with other 

passages that have the same idea (if there 

are any) 
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Examples of Edits 

 

This graphic shows a picture of a 

manuscript that has been edited. Here is one 

we’ve come across in our study, the Codex 

Vaticanus. This is an interesting note that 

was put into this copy of the Codex 

Vaticanus, Hebrews 1:3. It reads, “Ανόητος 

και καπνός, αφήστε την παλιά ανάγνωση 

και μην την αλλάξετε.” Translated, “Fool 

and knave, leave the old reading and do not 

change it!” 

 

Margin Notes 

Here are examples 

of margin notes put in by 

editors. On the left is from 

John 8, the story of the 

woman caught in adultery. 

This note reads, “in most 

copies it is not found. And 

not from the comments of 

the holy fathers; John 

Chrysostom, Cyril of 

Alexandria, and Theodore 

of Mopseustia...” The other on the right is from the end of 

Mark. Both are taken from a copy made in 1582. The note reads, “In some of the copies up to this 

point the gospel ends also up to which Eusebius Pamphilus made his cannons. But in many also 

these [verses] are also found.” 

Example of an edit 

 

Codex 

Vaticanus 

 

 

Notes 
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Scripture Citations – Church Fathers 

We’ve referenced the Church Fathers and their contributions to knowing how the canon of 

Scripture developed. This table gives a clear indication of the importance of Scripture citation to 

them. 

Writer Gospels Acts Pauline General 

Epistles 

Revelation Total 

Justin 

Martyr 
268 10 43 6 

3 (266 

allusions) 
330 

Irenaeus 1,038 194 499 23 65 1,819 

Clement of 

Alexandria 
1,107 44 1,127 207 11 2,496 

Origen 9,231 349 7,778 399 165 17,992 

Tertullian 3,822 502 2,609 120 205 7,258 

Hippolytus 734 42 387 27 188 1,378 

Eusebius 3268 211 1,592 88 27 5,186 

Total 19,468 1,352 14,035 870 664 36,389 

 

Manuscript Families and their Relationships 

When scholars look at the texts to determine which of the variations may be closest to the originals, 

they take several things into consideration. One of these is where the text originated. This is 

determined by a variety of characteristics such as style, age, language, etc. This and the next 

graphic indicate the significance of each location and the formation of texts according to the 

blending of the texts. 

 

 

Manuscript Families 

Western text; sometimes 

providing the original 

reading 
Caesarea show a mixing 

of the other two 

 

Alexandria MSS are the 

best and closest to the 

originals 



Relevancy Series Can We Trust the Bible? 

Page | 42 

 

Relationship of the Family of Texts 

From top to bottom, Autographs are the oldest, and, as indicated in the presentation, no 

longer extant (this means they no longer exist; they’re gone). Next is Alexandrian and the Western 

text (associated with Rome). Alexandria was a center of Greek learning and culture. Therefore, the 

manuscripts coming out of here are significant. Additionally, they are more reliable and closer to 

the originals. Caesarean and the later Byzantine continue the timeline. The strength of this 

progression is found in the Byzantine attempt to collect the texts to form a standard text. This can 

be done only if there is a consistency in the textual base.  

Text Connections and Interactions 

Alexandrian 

MSS* 
Western 

MSS* 

Byzantine 

MSS* 

the MSS produced at 
Alexandria are the 

best and closest to the 
originals 

…with the text produced in 
the western part of the 

Roman Empire sometimes 
providing the original reading 

MSS* from Constantinople 
(Byzantium) are the least 

valuable 

They represent a later 
attempt to produce a 

standard text type that 
combine readings from 

all three of the other 
traditions 

Caesarean 

MSS* 

Autographs 

MSS from Caesarea 
show a mixing of the 
first two text types 

* MSS = Manuscripts 
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Summary of Family Characteristics 

• Alexandrian 

o brevity and plainness/simplicity 

o generally shorter than the text of other forms 

o does not exhibit the degree of grammatical and stylistic polishing that is 

characteristic of the Byzantine type of text   

• Western 

o fondness for paraphrase. Words, clauses, and even whole sentences are freely 

changed, omitted, or inserted 

o motive appears to have been harmonization, while at other times it was the 

enrichment of the narrative 

• Byzantine text, otherwise called the Syrian text 

o latest of the several distinctive types of text 

o characterized chiefly by lucidity and completeness 

o smooth away any harshness of language, to combine two or more divergent 

readings into one expanded reading, and to harmonize divergent parallel 

passages24 

 

Text Critical Analysis 

So, how do the scholars 

come up with a text when there 

are differences. It is not an exact 

science, as language has a lot of 

soft edges, meaning that the rules 

with ancient languages are 

difficult to determine. The 

following is a bit heady and may 

be difficult for some but give it a 

try. I hope I’ve made it clear 

enough that you can get a handle 

on the concepts. 

Now this looks like 

Greek, doesn’t it? Please allow 

 
24 Metzger, United Bible Societies, A Textual Commentary on the Greek New Testament, xix-xxi. 
21 Ibid., 216. 

Instead of “about the sixth hour” several witnesses (א 

Dsupp L Xtxt Δ Ψ 053 72 88 123*mg 151 Eusebius 

Nonnus) read “about the third hour” (ὥρα … ὡς τρίτη), 

an obvious attempt to harmonize the chronology with 

that of Mk 15:25 (see the comment there on the 

converse corruption). Although one may conjecture 

that the disagreement originally arose (as Ammonius, 

followed by Eusebius and Jerome, suggested) when 

copyists confused the Greek numerals Γ (= 3) and ϝ (= 

6), the manuscript evidence is overwhelmingly in 

support of ἕκτη (𝔓66 א* B E H I K M S U W Y Γ Θ Λ 

Π f  f  all minuscules (except those cited above) Old 

Latin vg syrp, ,  copsa,  arm eth geo pers al).21 

Examining textual witnesses 
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me to decipher this. The bold text in the example is a translation of the passage in question (This 

is from John 19:14). After the first translation (sixth hour), you will see the following: (א Dsupp L 

Xtxt Δ Ψ 053 72 88 123*mg 151 Eusebius Nonnus). This is a list of manuscripts that contain this 

verse. The first one, א, is the Codex Sinaiticus. Remember this one from early in the presentation. 

If you Google “Lists of New Testament Manuscripts, you will find the names and dates of all/most 

of these. The bold/italic word toward the bottom is the one that was determined to have the better 

support. The list followed the word (𝔓66 א* B E H I K M S U W Y Γ Θ Λ Π f  f  all minuscules 

(except those cited above) Old Latin vg syrp, , copsa, arm eth geo pers al). 

There are 2,040 variants in the in Metzger’s A Textual Commentary on the Greek New 

Testament. Consider this against the following: 

The Greek New Testament, as edited in the latest Nestle Aland 28 / UBS 5 volumes, 

consists of the following (rounded): 

• 7,940 total verses (This varies based on whether you include the long ending of Mark, 

the adultery pericope in John, the “comma Johanneum,” and other major variants.) 

• 138,150 total words (by word count) 

• 5,420 distinct words 

When comparing the variations against the word count, you can see that the percentages 

given are very accurate. 

 

Lists of Witnesses According to Type of Text 

We thought it might be good to expand the list and show you the number of manuscripts 

that are in use to confirm the unity of the text. This supports the evidence of the multiple 

manuscripts from various locations and eras that have a common textual base. 

Here is the key to the documents showing the types of manuscripts: 

𝔓 – Papyrus (earliest documents) 

 A C H I Ψ 046-2495– Uncials (parchment manuscripts written with all capital letters) א

syr syr ms copG67 – Versions (Greek, Latin, and other languages) 

Alexandrian Witnesses 

(1) Primary Alexandrian: 

𝔓45 (in Acts) 𝔓46 𝔓66 𝔓75 א B Sahidic (in part), Clement of Alexandria, Origen (in part), and 

most of the papyrus fragments with Pauline text. 

(2) Secondary Alexandrian: 

Gospels: (C)11 L T W (in Luke 1:1 to 8:12 and John) (X) Z Δ (in Mark) Ξ Ψ (in Mark; 

partially in Luke and John) 33 579 892 1241 Bohairic. 

Acts: 𝔓50 A (C) Ψ 33 (11:26–28:31) 81 104 326. 

Pauline Epistles: A (C) H I Ψ 33 81 104 326 1739. 
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Catholic Epistles: 𝔓20 𝔓23 A (C) Ψ 33 81 104 326 1739. 

Revelation: A (C) 1006 1611 1854 2053 2344; less good, 𝔓 א. 

Western Witnesses 

Gospels: 𝔓69 א (in John 1:1–8:38) D W (in Mark 1:1–5:30) 0171, the Old Latin, (syr and syr 

in part), early Latin Fathers. 

Acts: 𝔓29 𝔓38 𝔓48 D E 383 614 1739 syr syr ms copG67 early Latin Fathers, Ephraem. 

Epistles: the Greek-Latin bilinguals D F G, Greek Fathers to the end of the third century, Old 

Latin mss and early Latin Fathers. 

It will be observed that for the book of Revelation no specifically Western witnesses have 

been identified. 

Byzantine Witnesses 

Gospels: A E F G H K P S V W (in Matt. and Luke 8:13–24:53) Π Ψ (partially in Luke and 

John) Ω and most minuscules. 

Acts: H L P 049 and most minuscules. 

Epistles: L 049 and most minuscules.25 

Revelation: 046 051 052 and most minuscules.26 

 

 
25  

26 Metzger, United Bible Societies, A Textual Commentary on the Greek New Testament, xxviii–xxx. 
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