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VI. Textual Criticism and the Original Text1 

A. Some Basic Information and Definitions
1. Textual criticism is the study of copies of any written work for which the original

document is unknown, lost, or destroyed, with the purpose of determining the text of
the original document.

2. The term, “text,” is used in two different ways in the study of textual criticism.
a. The term may refer to the actual words of a manuscript.
b. The term may refer to the words of a passage, considered ideally, either as the

(proposed) original words as they came from the author, or as the proposed
reading, the purported source contained in an otherwise unknown manuscript for
which a manuscript or group of manuscripts shows evidence.

3. An “autograph” is the original text as it came from the hand of the author.
4. The document which is being copied is known as the “exemplar.”
5. For the textual criticism of the New Testament, manuscripts2 are classified by their

kind, age, text type (see below), and general provenance. 
6. Individual manuscripts or groups of manuscripts are often referred to as “witnesses,”

meaning that the document or group gives evidence of a particular reading for a
passage.

B. Why Textual Criticism Is Needed
1. Prior to the advent of mechanical printing in Europe in the fifteenth century,3 all

copies of books and other documents were made by hand.4 
a. The process was slow, costly, and inherently prone to the introduction of errors

and variations in the text. 
b. These variations are known as “variants,” or “variant readings.”

2. Copying, translation, and distribution of the Scriptures was widespread among
Christians. Although the process was usually carried out with great care, inevitably
variants were introduced into the textual tradition, resulting in a considerable amount
of corruption in the text over the fifteen hundred years of copying the Bible prior to
the printing press.

3. Textual criticism compares the various copies–the individual manuscripts and
witnesses–of the biblical text in order to determine as nearly as possible what was
written in the autographs.

C. The Sources for Textual Criticism
1. There are a variety of different sources (witnesses) which may be compared when

attempting to ascertain the original text.
2. For the Old Testament, the primary witnesses are these:

37



a. Hebrew manuscripts
(1) The Masoretic text (MT)
(2) The Dead Sea Scrolls
(3) The Samaritan Pentateuch

b. Translations of the Old Testament
(1) The Septuagint
(2) Other Greek translations
(3) Aramaic targums
(4) Syriac, Coptic, Latin, and other translations of the early Christian era

c. Citations (chiefly in the rabbinic literature or New Testament)
3. For the New Testament, the primary witnesses are these:

a. Greek manuscripts
(1) Papyri: manuscripts written on papyrus sheets (whether in scroll or codex

form), containing portions (often fragmentary) of the New Testament
(a) There are over seventy of these witnesses from the papyri.
(b) Most of the papyri date from the second to fourth centuries C.E., though

some are later.
(2) Uncial5 manuscripts written on parchment, ranging from fragments to nearly

complete New Testaments (or entire Bibles)
(a) More than two hundred fifty of these uncials are extant.
(b) They date from the fourth through the tenth centuries C.E.

(3) Minuscule manuscripts, nearly all of which were written on parchment,
though a few of the later ones were written on paper
(a) The vast majority of New Testament manuscripts are of this type.
(b) They date from the ninth century C.E. and later.
(c) Practically every Greek manuscript written after the tenth century is a

minuscule.
(4) Lectionaries: passages of the New Testament arranged in sections for reading

in church worship services6

b. Versions: early translations, mostly important as evidence for the underlying text
from which they were translated7

c. Patristic quotations: passages in the writings of the early church fathers that
include quotations from the Scriptures8

(1) Most of the quotations are in Greek and Latin, with some in Syriac and a few
in other languages.

(2) The number of quotations is so extensive that virtually the entire New
Testament could be reconstructed from the quotations without the use of any
Greek manuscripts.

4. The various manuscripts of the New Testament may be divided into four major text
types–classes of texts that generally share similar characteristics, reflect a similar
geographical distribution, and share a likely genealogical relationship.
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a. The Alexandrian family of witnesses represents a text type that is generally
regarded as the best and oldest text, the one most nearly approximating the
original.

b. The Western family represents a text type that is somewhat diverse, and is
generally characterized by frequent additions and occasionally striking omissions.

c. The Caesarean family of witnesses is characterized by its distinctive mixture of
Alexandrian and Western readings; it is therefore the least homogenous of the text
types.

d. The Byzantine (or Koine) family of witnesses constitutes the majority of the
manuscripts, but also the latest of the text types to develop and the type that has
the greatest number of conflated readings, indicating that it is the text type that has
suffered the greatest amount of scribal emendation.

D. Causes of Errors in the Transmission of the Text9

1. Variants in the text fall into two main categories: those that are unintentional changes
(accidental), and those that were made intentionally by a scribe. More than one factor
may be involved in bringing about a variant.

2. The majority of variants are of the unintentional type, often arising as the result of
errors easily explained by such difficulties as the absence of spacing between words
or the lack of punctuation or accents in the earliest texts.10

a. Errors of sight:
(1) Wrongly dividing words (e.g., homologoumenôs mega (“confessedly great”)

for homologoumen ôs mega (“we acknowledge how great”) in 1 Timothy
3:16;

(2) Confusing one letter for another similar letter (e.g., Á for Ä or Ë);
(3) Omitting or duplicating material because the scribe’s eyes skipped from one

occurrence of a group of letters or words to the same or similar set of letters or
words elsewhere on the page (e.g., in 1 John 2:23, many mss skip from the
first “have the Father” to the second, omitting the material between);

(4) Reversing two letters or words (e.g., elabon [“he received,” or “he took”] for
ebalon [“he threw out (or “away”),” or “he put”]);

b. Errors of writing: similar errors as those above, but due simply to a mental
mistake or a slip in writing;

c. Errors of hearing: Since many of the manuscripts were produced by copyists who
were listening to someone reading the text aloud, confusion of sounds or the
substitution of one word for a homonym or similar sounding word led to errors in
the transcription.11

d. Errors of memory: e.g., forgetting the precise word but remembering the meaning
and substituting a synonym, changing the word order, or being influenced by a
parallel passage;12

e. Errors of judgment: e.g., misunderstanding or overlooking an abbreviation,13

including a marginal note in the text,14 or omitting a correction of the text that was
included in the margin.15
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3. Intentional changes arose due to the desire of scribes to improve the text or to correct
what they believed to be errors in the text.
a. Grammatical and linguistic changes: The scribe might misunderstand the syntax

or the meaning of the passage and alter the passage to fit his understanding.16

b. Liturgical changes: If a passage was used in the liturgy in a slightly different form,
the difference might find its way into the text.17

c. Elimination of apparent discrepancies: The scribe may have attempted to correct
perceived errors of fact, or harmonize passages, or eliminate possible theological
or historical misunderstandings.

d. Harmonization: A scribe might eliminate the differences between parallel
passages that were worded differently, especially in the synoptic gospels.

e. Conflation: A scribe might hesitate to choose between alternate readings available
before him, and simply combine the two.18

f. Attempts to correct a perceived error in the manuscript: Well-meaning scribes
might think that the exemplar before them was mistaken (perhaps because they
knew the passage in another form) and then “correct” the text.

g. Doctrinal changes: Occasionally scribes attempted to strengthen the orthodoxy of
passages by adding words or phrases that brought the Scriptures more in line with
accepted church teaching (e.g., adding “Lord” and/or “Christ” to “Jesus,” or
adding “fasting” to “prayer”).19

h. Additions of miscellaneous details: A scribe might add some details which he felt
helped clarify the text or might otherwise aid the reader.

4. Though there are many variations among all of the manuscripts of the New
Testament, including some that are yet to be completely resolved, no major Christian
doctrine rests upon any of the debated or disputed texts.

E. Basic Principles of Textual Criticism
1. The most basic criterion for evaluating the various variant readings is this: “Choose

the reading that best explains the origin of the others.”
2. A second important criterion is the need to reconstruct the history of a variant reading

before passing judgment upon it. If one can explain how (and perhaps when) a
particular reading came to be, it is easier to determine whether or not it reflects the
reading of the original text.

3. When evaluating variant readings, two main categories of evidence are considered:
external evidence and internal evidence.
a. External evidence refers to the witnesses–the particular manuscripts or groups of

manuscripts that contain the variant readings in question. The factors that must be
weighed concern:
(1) the date of the witness (not only the date of the particular manuscript, but the

date of the type of text it embodies): the older reading is generally to be
preferred;
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(2) the geographical distribution of the witnesses that agree in supporting a
variant: the more remote and independent the witnesses are in relation to each
other, the more likely it is that they contain the original reading;

(3) the genealogical relationship of texts and families of witnesses: the various
witnesses to a variant reading must be weighed, not simply counted. 
(a) A variant that is supported by more than one text type is more likely to be

original than a variant that only has the support of one type.
(b) The support of Alexandrian witnesses is especially valuable.
(c) Support that is reflected in readings that occur only in Byzantine witnesses

is the least valuable and the most suspect.
b. Internal evidence refers to the probabilities that might account for the existence of

a particular reading. There are two main categories of probabilities:
(1) Transcriptional probabilities (based on the known tendencies of scribes in

general and the inherent difficulties of transcription of a text);
(2) Intrinsic probabilities (based on considerations of what the author was more

likely to have written).
c. In regard to the transcriptional probabilities, the following principles are primary:

(1) In general, the more difficult reading is to be preferred. It is more likely that a
scribe would attempt to change a reading by improving it than by introducing
difficulties into the text that made it harder to understand.

(2) In general, the shorter reading is to be preferred (except where an omission
can be explained by a sight error in the transcription). Scribes were very
conscious that they were transcribing sacred literature. It is therefore far more
likely that a scribe added to the text than that he omitted material from the
text. 

(3) Since scribes frequently harmonized parallel passages with divergent readings,
in parallel passages the reading that differs from the others is to be preferred.

(4) In general, the rougher or less refined reading is to be preferred. Scribes were
more likely to improve the style of a passage than to introduce less elegant or
less familiar expressions.

d. Considerations of the intrinsic probabilities of the author would include:
(1) the style and vocabulary of the author in the rest of the book;
(2) the immediate context;
(3) the author’s usage elsewhere.
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1. For the material in this section, I am especially indebted to two books: J. Harold Greenlee,
Introduction to New Testament Textual Criticism (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1964); and Bruce M.
Metzger, The Text of the New Testament: Its Transmission, Corruption, and Restoration, 2nd ed. (New
York/Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1968). Though the two books are concerned only with the New
Testament text, many of the principles apply to the Old Testament text as well. I will only cite specific
pages from these books in the notes in the case of quotations or for particularly significant contributions
from one or the other authors’ work.

2. The term “manuscripts” is conventionally abbreviated as “ms” for a single document, or “mss” for
more than one document.

3. Johannes Gutenberg’s first Bible produced on his printer using movable type was completed in 1455.

4. Hence the term, “manuscript,” meaning, something written with the hand.

5. The term “uncial” refers to a style of written Greek that uses only the capital letters, arranged without
spaces between words or sentences. It was used for official or literary publications in contrast to the
minuscule style, which used the smaller case letters and was done in a kind of “running” hand, making it
easier for scribes to write more quickly. The papyri manuscripts of the New Testament also used the
uncial style, but are categorized by the type of material they used. The minuscule style gradually replaced
the uncial style, so that later New Testament manuscripts are all written in the minuscule style.

6. Lectionaries are the second largest group of all New Testament Greek manuscripts (Greenlee, NT
Textual Criticism, 44).

7. The early translations of the Bible are not only valuable for what they reveal about the textual tradition
of the Scriptures, but they are a rarity of sorts in the ancient world. As Greenlee observes, translations of
ancient literature were rarely made (NT Textual Criticism, 45).

8. Patristic quotations involve a particular difficulty for the textual critic. It is not always easy to
determine if the author is quoting a verse from memory (perhaps incorrectly), paraphrasing a verse, or
has the verse in front of him when he is writing. Patristic commentaries on the Scriptures, though there
are not many extant, therefore offer excellent evidence for the textual critic, for they are the most likely
sources of Scriptural quotations that depend upon a written exemplar which would have been in the
presence of the patristic writer.

9. Both Metzger (Text of the NT, 186-206) and Greenlee (NT Textual Criticism, 63-68) offer numerous
examples of each of the following kinds of errors from the manuscripts. 

10. We should remember that before the age of modern medicine, common afflictions such as
astigmatism and similar ocular maladies would have been difficult to overcome, and therefore could
easily have affected the work of more than a few scribes. 

11. Thus, in Revelation 1:5, a scribe or scribes substituted lousanti (“he washed”) for the identical
sounding word lusanti (“he freed”), leading to the differences in some translations today. (The NKJV
follows the text tradition that kept the substitution and thus reads, “To Him who loved us and washed us

Endnotes
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from our sins in His own blood.”)

12. So, e.g., in Mark 1:5 the words pantes kai ebaptizonto also appear in some manuscripts in the order
kai ebaptizonto pantes and kai pantes ebaptizonto. Such changes in the word order are a good example of
the kind of changes that really are quite minor in terms of their significance, since word order in Greek
normally does not greatly affect the meaning of the sentence.

13. Certain words, considered “sacred words,” such as “God,” “Christ,” “Jesus,” “Lord,” “son,” etc.,
were conventionally abbreviated in the text and marked to indicate that fact.

14. John 5:4 is likely an example of a marginal comment left by a scribe, intending to clarify the text, that
was then copied into the text by a later scribe.

15. Metzger points out that comments in the margins of texts were often problematic for conscientious
scribes, and could be a source of considerable confusion. For instance, synonyms of difficult words,
known as glosses, were sometimes written in the margins as aids to understanding for the readers. The
scribe who encounters such a marginal entry could easily wonder if it represented a correction (in which
case the word in the text should be replaced by the word in the margin), a simple gloss (in which case it
could be ignored or left in the margin), or perhaps a mistake that had been corrected by an earlier copyist
(in which case it should be eliminated from the text altogether) (Text of the NT, 194).

16. So, e.g., in Romans 3:29, we have three variations (monon, monos, and monôn), each of which gives
an understandable, but slightly different meaning to the rhetorical question Paul is asking. Is the text
supposed to read: (a) “Is God only the God of the Jews?”; or (b) “Is God the only God of the Jews?”; or
(c) “Is God alone God of the Jews?” The context clearly favors the first as the original intended meaning,
suggesting that later scribes either mistakenly copied the original monon or “corrected” it by substituting
the other variants.

17. Many manuscripts alter Luke’s shorter version of the Lord’s Prayer (Luke 11:2-4) so that it conforms
to the wording in Matthew 6:9-13, which was the standard form of the prayer used in the liturgy.

18. In Luke 24:53, some manuscripts have eulogountes (“they were blessing”); some have ainountes
(“they were praising”); while some later manuscripts have eulogountes kai ainountes (“they were
blessing and praising”).

19. Compare Mark 9:29 with Matthew 17:21, where scribes have both added a familiar verse from Mark
which was not present in Matthew, and added “and fasting,” under the influence of ascetic practices
which dominated the life and mindset of many in the monastic movements.
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