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The Text of the New Testament

Summary
The text of the Bible is important to anyone who intends to read it and use it
as a guide to the teachings of God, of Jesus and of the Apostles and Prophets
who wrote it. It is important to know that the text we have today is the same
as that written by the Apostles and Prophets.
The history of the text of the New Testament is different from the history of
the text of the Old Testament and it is therefore necessary to consider the two
separately from one another. This article considers the accuracy of the modern
text of the New Testament only.
The number of witnesses to the text of the New Testament is startlingly large,
nearly 6,000 Greek manuscripts and more than 18,000 manuscripts of
translations into other ancient languages, giving a total of over 24,000
manuscript witnesses to the text of the New Testament. On top of this the
New Testament was quoted by numbers of scholars in the first few centuries
of its existence and the citations involved provide yet another set of witnesses
to the text of the New Testament.
With all these witnesses it is easy to assess the reliability of the text of the
New Testament. The conclusion to which one is forced is that there are no
variants in the text of the New Testament which would cause one to need to
re-evaluate one’s understanding of the Gospel. In particular it is clear that the
text of the New Testament matches the text in the earliest manuscripts, which
come from the end of the second century AD, less than 150 years after the
resurrection.

For further information go to:http://biblethink.org.uk/
Version 1.0,
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The Text of the New Testament
Introduction
The New Testament was written in the middle of the first century AD. The original copies were
written in Greek, probably on papyrus, in a situation where the Christian community was small and
without power. Soon Christians were undergoing extreme persecutions from the state and it was
difficult to maintain separate archives. The books were copied and distributed and were soon
translated into many ancient languages. The original manuscripts (called autographs) were, in time,
lost, and our knowledge of their content depends on copies and copies of copies. These copies were
made by hand and it is inevitable that some mistakes will have been made in copying. Modern
translations of the New Testament are made from printed Greek texts produced centuries later (the
Textus Receptus which underlies the King James version was produced in the 16th century and the
modern United Bible Societies text was produced in 1975).
It is therefore useful to ask whether the text we have today is the same as the text that was
originally written and how confident we can be in the modern text of the New Testament.
Witnesses to the Text
The text of the New Testament was copied hundreds of thousands of times and many of the
manuscripts made still exist. These include many manuscripts in the original Greek. Because they
were copied in monasteries and libraries which were far from one another, these manuscripts were
copied separately from one another and thus form independent witnesses to the text. There were
also manuscripts of translations into many of the other languages of the late classical world such as
Latin, Aramaic, Coptic, Armenian and Ethiopic. These translations were also copied independently,
the more so as the scribes who made copies often could only read the language they were copying.
Again, this provides a strong witness to the text of the New Testament. Finally, many people wrote
commentaries on the New Testament which contain quotations from the text they were writing
about. These are known as “ancient citations” and even if one only considers commentaries written
before the middle of the fourth century these citations cover most of the New Testament.
Greek Manuscripts
There more than 5,800 Greek manuscripts of the New Testament. These vary from some very early
manuscripts of parts of the New Testament from the end of the second century AD to manuscripts
of the whole New Testament produced as printing was invented.
Manuscripts were copied by hand. Scribes sat (or stood) in libraries and wrote a copy of another
manuscript using a pen. The manuscript from which they copied was called the exemplar and
would be selected as being a good standard text. Often many copies would be made from the same
exemplar. Because copying in this manner was a human process, the scribe would occasionally
make a mistake in his copying. The copy might not
be exactly the same as the original. To keep some
Witnesses to the Text
control over the quality of the copy it would then
Greek Manuscripts - Thousands of hand-written
be read by a second person, called a corrector, who
manuscripts in the original language of the
would make alterations to the manuscript. Often the
New Testament. There are more than 5,800
of these
corrector would work from another manuscript,
Versions
- Translations of the Greek New Testament
different from the exemplar used by the original
into other ancient languages such as Coptic,
scribe. A corrector might work many years, or even
Latin and Aramaic. There are over 24,000
centuries, after the original copy was made and his
manuscripts in Latin alone.
comments might be a witness to another
Citations - Quotations of the New Testament made
by commentators. Thousands of citations
manuscript. Some manuscripts have several
exist; they are a good check on the text.
correctors.
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The Text of the New Testament
The oldest Greek manuscripts of the New Testament
were written on papyrus and are thus called “papyri”.
They are identified by a number which is preceded by
a letter P (often written in a black letter typeface. For
example, P46 is a manuscript of the letters of Paul
from the end of the second century). Papyrus is
fragile material, and papyrus manuscripts tend to fall
to pieces in time. Some of the known papyri are
merely fragments of the original document, but some
are almost complete. Papyri are written in an Uncial
script, which uses only upper case letters and has no
spaces between words.

Types of Greek Manuscript
Papyrus - written in capital letters only on
papyrus. These are the earliest New
Testament manuscripts
Uncial - written in upper case only on parchment
or vellum. The oldest uncial manuscripts
date from shortly after 300AD.
Minuscule - written in a script which includes
both lower case and capital letters, with
punctuation marks and accents.
Minuscules appear in the 9th century AD.
Lectionary - A manuscript written for reading
aloud following a reading plan rather
than in the standard order of books.

After the church was adopted by the Roman emperor Constantine it became wealthy enough to
afford parchment as a standard writing material. Parchment is made from the skins of animals and
is extremely durable. The earlier parchment manuscripts were also written in uncial script and are
known as Uncials. These are identified in a number of different ways. Originally they were given
names, but for convenience they were assigned letters. The Latin letters soon ran out and Greek
letters were then used (one manuscript is known by a Hebrew letter). Finally, as the number of
known manuscripts increased, the uncial manuscripts were given numbers preceded by a zero. Thus
manuscript A is also known as “Codex Alexandrinus” and is assigned the number 02.
In the 9th century AD a new script was produced which included lower case letters and had spaces
between the words. This is the minuscule script and the manuscripts written in it are known as
Minuscules. Minuscules are identified by a number; thus manuscript 33 is a 9th century Greek
minuscule manuscript of the Gospels, Acts, the Pauline Epistles and the General Epistles. In the
10th century a large number of Uncial manuscripts
P52 The Rylands Fragment
were transcribed into minuscules; the minuscules
became the new exemplars and the uncials from
which they were copied were often lost. Even late
minuscule manuscripts can be important witnesses to
earlier uncial texts.

Front

Back

This is the oldest undisputed fragment of a New
Testament manuscript. It dates from the first part
of the second century AD, or possibly from the
last decade of the first century. It contains the text
of part of John’s Gospel, John 18:31-33 on the
front and John 18:37,38 on the back. The text is
the same as that found in modern Greek editions
of the New Testament. It comes from rural Egypt.
The existence of this manuscript proves
beyond doubt that John’s Gospel was completed
in the first century AD.
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Sometimes a manuscript was written specially for
reading at church services. The readings here
followed a reading plan which included sections
from different parts of the Bible on the same day, and
with special readings for particular festivals such as
Christmas or Easter. Lectionaries were copied
separately from other manuscripts as it was easier to
copy a lectionary than to work through another
manuscript with a reading plan looking up the
passages as they appeared on that plan.
The oldest undisputed fragment of the New
Testament is a papyrus fragment in the John Rylands
library in Manchester. This is a Greek papyrus
written in the first half of the second century AD or,
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just possibly, at the end of the first century (between 90AD and
140AD). It contains a fragment of the text of John only, but this
is consistent with modern Greek texts of the Gospel. By
counting the letters one can see how big the lines were and
hence estimate how many words are missing. This analysis
indicates that the text between the two extracts preserved on
each side of the sheet of papyrus was the same length as the
modern text.
Dating Manuscripts
Manuscripts sometimes contain notes by the scribes which
indicate the year in which they were completed. However, many
do not include these notes, and sometimes the note is copied
complete into a later manuscript.

P66

P66 is a papyrus manuscript of the
Gospel of John. It was copied at the
end of the second century AD. A few
pages are missing and the
manuscript is worn in the corners,
but it is perfectly readable and the
text varies very little from the
modern Greek text of the Gospel.

The style of writing changes markedly from one generation to
another and as a consequence it is possible to estimate the age of
a manuscript by considering the form of the writing and
comparing this with the writing style in dated documents. This
study is known as “Palaeography”. Palaeography is able to date
documents fairly well to within half a century, but is only rarely
capable of more precision than this. Thus the dates of some of the best-known manuscripts like the
Codex Sinaiticus and the Codex Vaticanus are only approximate.
One event which made a considerable difference to the history of both the Roman Empire and
Christianity was the accession of the Emperor Constantine shortly after 320AD. The official status
of the Church allowed it to afford parchment as a writing material and allowed permanent libraries
to be set up. The best manuscripts are all from the time after Constantine, but there are some
manuscripts from before this time as well.
Early New Testament Manuscripts
The oldest manuscripts of the New Testament are
Greek Papyri. There are six major Papyri which
contain substantial portions of the text and are a major
witness to it. These are:• P45 - early 3rd century - all four Gospels and Acts.
• P46 - late 2nd century - Pauline Epistles and
Hebrews (missing the last four Pauline Epistles)
• P47 - early 3rd century - Revelation
• P66 - late 2nd century - Gospel of John
• P72 - late 3rd century - General Epistles
• P75 - late 2nd century - Gospels of Luke and John
There are 3 papyrus fragments of the New Testament
from the early 2nd century, 9 from the late 2nd century
and 38 from the early 3rd century.
In addition to these there are the three great uncial
manuscripts written on parchment:• Codex Sinaiticus (à) - late 4th century
• Codex Alexandrinus (A) - early 5th century
• Codex Vaticanus (B) - early 4th century

The oldest Greek manuscripts are fragmentary,
but there are substantial papyri of most of the
New Testament from before 250AD. It has
recently been found that these manuscripts are
earlier than was originally thought as further
reference material has been discovered for them
to be compared against.
The oldest complete New Testament is the Codex
Vaticanus, which must have been copied in the
first half of the fourth century AD, probably
shortly after Constantine adopted Christianity. A
second effectively complete manuscript from the
same century is the Codex Sinaiticus, which is
probably very slightly after the Codex Vaticanus.
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Codex Vaticanus

This is the oldest of the complete uncial
manuscripts of the New Testament. It was copied
in the early fourth century, between 320 and
350AD. It contains the entire Bible apart from
the last few pages which are missing (including
the whole of the book of the Revelation). The
manuscript was hidden from general study in the
Vatican library until the mid 19th century.

Versions
Another set of witnesses to the text of the New
Testament is the set of translations into the languages
of the late classical world. As the Gospel spread into
regions outside the area where Greek was spoken the
New Testament was translated into the local
languages. There were translations into Latin and
Aramaic (spoken in Babylonia and Syria) before the
end of the second century and translations into Coptic
(spoken in Egypt), Ethiopic, Armenian, Old Slavonic
and Georgian were made shortly after. The
manuscripts of these versions can be translated back
into Greek to give a probable text from which they
came. This is known as the Vorlage. Comparison of
the vorlage which underlies these versions with other
manuscripts shows that there are no great variations
in text between the two.

There were many different Old Latin translations (the
translations before the Vulgate are known as “Old
Latin” versions) but, while these differ one from
another they all speak of a vorlage which comes from
a single manuscript tradition. The Old Latin
translations are the oldest substantial witnesses to the text of the New Testament, having been made
in the second century AD and copied independently from the Greek text.
Syriac Versions

Syriac is the version of Aramaic spoken in Syria. The New
Testament was translated into Syriac several different
times. The most common translation is called the Peshitta
(which means easy - it is in the common Syriac dialect).
Other translations are known, and these appear to have
come from slightly different original manuscripts. The
Syriac versions of the New Testament thus provide a
collection of independent witnesses to the text of the New
Testament.
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In about 400AD an official translation was
made into Latin to standardise the Latin
translation used in church services. This is
known as the Vulgate, from the Latin word
vulgus which means common - it was the
language of the common people in the
Western Roman Empire. There are several
slightly different versions of the Vulgate
around as it was copied in great quantities
throughout the area covered by the Western
Roman Empire. There were also several
different Syriac translations of the New
Testament (Syriac is the dialect of Aramaic
spoken in Syria). These were copied and used
by the Syrian church.
The versions are particularly important
because, once they were made, the text was
copied completely independently from the text
of the Greek manuscripts. The early versions
thus provide a set of many completely
independent witnesses to the text of the New
Testament.

The Text of the New Testament
Patristic Citations
The New Testament was the subject of a considerable
amount of study and many commentaries on the New
Testament are known. The commentaries therefore
contain substantial parts of the text. The
commentators are known as “Church Fathers” and
their works were copied independently from the text
of the New Testament. These quotations from the text
of the New Testament are called “citations”. The
word “Pater” is the Latin for “Father”; the phrase
“Patristic Citations” thus refers to the quotations from
the text of the New Testament made by writers in the
early history of the Christian Church.
The existence of large numbers of commentaries and
books containing quotations from the New Testament
is a significant witness to the text. It has been
estimated that there are enough quotations from the
New Testament from writers in the second and third
centuries alone to produce a complete New
Testament. Certainly a large proportion of the New
Testament is covered by citations from the Early
Church Fathers, although it would be difficult to
reconstruct the original text from them.

Irenaeus of Lyons
Irenaeus of Lyons was a prominent writer on the
Christian faith in the late second century AD (he
died shortly after 200AD). Irenaeus wrote several
books on the Christian faith, in which he quoted
from about 21 of the 27 New Testament books.
His major works were written in about 180AD.
As Irenaeus wrote in Greek his books give a
witness to the Greek text of the New Testament
available in Lyons towards the end of the second
century. These would have been copied rather
earlier than they were used, so the writings of
Irenaeus are a witness to the text of the New
Testament in the middle or even early second
century. They are, of course, virtually the same as
the modern Greek text of the New Testament.

Early Writers
The 27th edition of the Nestle-Aland Greek Text
contains details of quotations by 124 separate
early writers who quoted from the New
Testament so that scholars can use these as
evidence when establishing the exact wording of
the original. These include writers from the first
century AD, writing less than 50 years after the
New Testament was completed.
Early writers consulted include:• Ignatius of Antioch (end of 1st century)
• Polycarp
(early 2nd century)
• Irenaeus of Lyons (late 2nd century)
• Clement of Alexandria. (late 2nd century)
Almost all of the New Testament is quoted by
writers from before the reign of Constantine.

When the commentators wrote their commentaries
they used manuscripts of the New Testament which
were available to them wherever they were writing.
By comparing other manuscripts from similar periods
to the quotations from commentators it is possible to
see similarities. This approach is used to help decide
where certain textual variations arose - a variation which is quoted by authors writing in
Alexandria, for example, indicates that the particular variation appeared in Alexandria.
Codex Sinaiticus (à)

Codex Sinaiticus was discovered in a monastery in the Sinai
Peninsula in the early 19th century. It was copied in the mid
to late fourth century and contains a complete New
Testament and most of the Old Testament. The text is
extremely readable and is now available online. The
manuscript itself is now in the British Library.

Citations are, however, less reliable as
witnesses to the text of the New Testament
than are manuscripts. Sometimes
commentators quoted from memory rather
than from a manuscript which was in front
of them, and as a result the quotation may
contain errors, may have unusual spellings,
may be from the wrong place (for example
the writer might remember a quotation from
the Gospel of Matthew, but think he is
quoting a parallel passage from the Gospel
of Luke) or may even run several different
passages together. Nevertheless, citations
are frequently used by scholars who are
considering the merits of alternative texts.
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Number of Manuscripts

The Dates of New Testament Witnesses
One piece of information about New Testament manuscripts which is useful in determining how
they contribute to an understanding of the entire text is the date of the manuscript concerned. The
majority of the available New Testament manuscripts come from the mediaeval period, but there
are many manuscripts from earlier centuries as well.
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The chart shows the numbers of Greek manuscripts of the various kinds; the arrows show where the
other witnesses appear. Even though the bulk of the manuscripts are fairly recent, there are several
hundred early manuscripts. The later manuscripts can also provide an excellent witness because of
their geographical spread. Travel was difficult from one place to another and as a consequence
manuscripts were rarely compared from one scriptorium to another. The mediaeval minuscules are
generally independent witnesses to the text that was in use in the same area centuries before rather
than witnesses to a later text.
The fact that there are so many early independent witnesses shows several important points. First,
the existence of a small number of papyrus fragments from the mid second century AD shows that
the New Testament was written in the first century. The general theories of the Victorian biblical
critics (which are still used to attack the Bible) require that there is a long period of time between
the events of the New Testament and the writing of the New Testament documents. The existence
of papyri like the Rylands Fragment show that these theories are incorrect and that the New
Testament documents were written well within living memory of the events they describe.
Classifying Manuscripts
In the 19th and 20th centuries the usual
method of comparing manuscripts was to
look at a small number of places where
variation occurs and to try to see
similarities in manuscripts. This led to the
theory that there were three main centres
of copying, Byzantium, Alexandria and
Rome, each of which had distinctive
features. The manuscripts were thus
classified into the groups Byzantine,
Alexandrian and Western.
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Witnesses to the Text of the New Testament
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The text of the New Testament is
guaranteed by the large number of
available witnesses. There are
nearly 6,000 Greek manuscripts of
the New Testament and about
18,000 manuscripts in translations
in other ancient languages (these
are known as versions).
Because the manuscripts were
copied over a wide geographical
area by different churches there is
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between the different witnesses.
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available witnesses, and the fact
that there are thousands of
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confident that the text of the New
Testament is preserved with
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A fourth text type, the Caesarean, was also suggested but this remained controversial. There are
certainly witnesses which lie between the Byzantine group and manuscripts considered to be
Alexandrian, but the grouping remains shadowy.
In the 21st century the number of known New Testament manuscripts has increased to the point
where it is necessary to use computers to analyse the relationship between manuscripts. The
computers hold a database of witnesses and variants and this can then be used to build up pictures
of the relationships of the manuscripts. These can be expressed as maps or tree diagrams which
show how the individual witnesses stand in relationship to one another.
This analysis has cast considerable doubt over the existence of these text types. As more
manuscripts were discovered the distinction between the alleged groups grew less marked and a
large number of manuscripts had to be labelled “mixed” because they showed the characteristics of
more than one of the supposed types. Statistical analysis confirmed that the manuscripts could not
easily be grouped in this way. It is now considered that only the Byzantine and text type can be said
A Computer Analysis - Acts of the Apostles
This diagram shows the result of a computer analysis of the witnesses to the Acts of the Apostles. The chart shows
the similarity between different witnesses; those close together in the chart are similar while those further apart are
more different. The numbers on the axes are arbitrary. The chart shows a clear group of manuscripts at the top,
which can be identified with the “Western” text type; the Latin translations (It and Vg) are also considered to be
Western. The
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The looseness of this
grouping of witnesses
indicates that there is
considerable difference
between them. It is not
clear to what extent
they can be said to
form a text type.
There are also clusters
of manuscripts near the
Byzantine grouping
which may be of the
same type, or may be a
completely new family
of manuscripts.
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to have had an independent existence. The
Alexandrian and Caesarean types are not clearly
distinctive from other manuscripts.
Analysis of Variants
Having understood the character of the different
manuscripts one can go on to look at individual
variants to ensure that the final text in use is as
accurate as possible. To analyse the text in a
place where different readings appear in
different manuscripts the scholars look at the
different readings available and decide which of
these can account for all the others. The number
of witnesses available to the original text is so
great that one can be certain that one of the
variant readings preserved is the original text.

Typical Rules
1. External Rules
1.1 The reading supported by the best manuscripts is
preferred. Manuscripts known to have a higher
quality are likely to contain the best reading.
1.2 The most widespread reading is preferred. A reading
which appears in manuscripts from all over the
world is more likely to be correct than one which
appears only in one area.
1.3 The earliest readings are preferred. A reading which
appears only in later manuscripts is unlikely to be
original. However, the editing process is likely to
remove early errors, so readings which appear only
for a short time are probably also errors.
2. Internal rules
The ultimate rule is that the variant which best explains
the other readings is most likely to be correct.
2.1 The reading which fits the style of the writer of the
book is more likely to be correct. If a variant
includes words which are untypical for the writer,
this probably indicates a scribal error.
2.2 The reading which goes against scribal preference is
more likely to be correct.
2.3 Readings which can be explained by common
scribal errors are least likely to be correct.

The textual critic has the task of deciding which
of the available variants best provides an
explanation of all the other variants. To carry
this out the critic will use a knowledge of the
kind of errors that are likely to be made in
copying and of the distribution of the different
variants though the manuscripts. The idea is to measure the witnesses to the text rather than to
simply count them; it is not the number of manuscripts which determines which is the most likely
reading but the content of the manuscripts.

There are many rules involved. These can be divided into internal rules and external rules. Internal
rules concern the text of the variants and comparing this with other known texts. External rules
concern the nature and age of the manuscripts involved. The box above shows a selection of these
rules. Further rules also exist, some more useful than others. By applying these rules, and by using
a degree of deduction it is possible to ensure
that the most likely variant is included in the
Some Typical Scribal Errors
text.
Having a picture of the kinds of error that a scribe might
make is useful in deciding which of a set of variants is
likely to be correct. Here are some common scribal
errors:Homeoteleuton: This occurs where two lines of text end in
the same few letters. A scribe may allow his eye
to slide from one to the next when copying, and
thus miss out the text between. A similar error
may occur when the text repeats the beginning of
a set of words; where this occurs it is known as a
“homeoarchton”
Dittography: This occurs when a short stretch of text is
accidentally written twice in the manuscript.
Single Letter Error: This happens when pairs of letters
look similar, for example omicron and theta or nu
and upsilon.

The most commonly used modern critical text
is known as the “United Bible Societies text”
or “UBS” for short. The scholars who
analysed all the variants considered in making
up this text classified each of their results in
terms of the certainty with which one can
view the result of their deliberation. The
results were given grades A (most certain) to
D (least certain).
It is worth noting that the majority of these
variants are very minor and the general
teaching of the New testament is unaffected
by them.
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Example Analysis of Variants - Acts 8:5
Philip went down to the city of Samaria. or Philip went down to a city of Samaria.
The word “the” in this passage is present in only some manuscripts. Others omit it.
Include: P74, à, A, B, 181, 1175, 2344
Omit: C, D, E, Y, 33, 36,81,307, 453, 610, 614, 945, 1409, 1678, 1739, 1891, Byzantine Manuscripts [including
the slightly off-beat P], Lectionaries, Coptic(Sahadic, Boharic, Meg), Cited by John Chrystostom.
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The variants can be
marked on the plot of the
manuscripts of Acts as
follows. The issue here is
that in translation in
many languages it is not
clear whether the article
is present or not; these
witnesses are left
coloured white. The
remaining witnesses that
contain the word “the”
tend to cluster in one part
of the plot, which tells
against the inclusion of
this word.
A larger number of
manuscripts omits the
word than includes it.
However, many of those
that include the word are
earlier manuscripts.
In New Testament times
Samaria was a region as
well as a city. Thus either
variant could match
reality.
The UBS committee
decided to keep the word
“the” in the text, but
placed it in brackets to
indicate that it is
doubtful.

The effort of examining every possible variant in the text is considerable, but it is worthwhile to
establish the text as accurately as possible. The example above is a difficult one as there is a general
lack of evidence due to the nature of the text; the result is correspondingly uncertain. Most cases
where variation occurs are easier to decide than the one in the box.
The variation in the verse considered in the box is typical of the kind of variation that appears. It
has an effect on whether Philip went to Sebaste (the new name for the city of Samaria) or some
other city of Samaria, but it has no effect on the understanding of the message taught by the
Apostles and recorded in the Bible. In this the case above is typical of many other variants which
are easier to assess.
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The Amount of Variation
It is often stated that there are large numbers of variations between the different manuscripts of the
New Testament. This is true to a point, but the number of variations is only a minor part of the
story. There are three important points about the variations in text between the different
manuscripts:• The majority of the variations are trivial. They involve spellings of words or the order in
which words appear in the Greek text. These variations are often so minor that they cannot be
translated into English - they remain details of Greek spelling and style.
• The majority of the variations are obvious. Where there is any significant difference
between the manuscripts it is usually clear which of the readings available is correct. Most of
the variant readings in the manuscripts of the New Testament are not viable; no competent
scholar would accept them as genuine.
• The variations don’t alter basic teaching. The variations that do exist in the New Testament
are generally minor and generally obvious. No teaching of the New Testament is changed by the
variation in the manuscripts.
The Greek New Testament contains about 138,000 words. Of these there is doubt about 912 words,
which form 0.66% of the entire text. However, 245 of these are so minor that the changes in the
Greek text cannot be translated into English; these variants are matters of Greek style only. Only
167 words would make any difference to the meaning of the text; these words are able to make a
difference to the sentence in which they are embedded and include matters like the exact name of
the brigand who was released during the trial of Jesus before Pilate (“Barabbas” or “Jesus
Barabbas”?) and the early words of Jesus on the cross (did he really forgive those who were
crucifying him?) There are no viable variants
which would change any teaching of Biblical The Woman Taken in Adultery
This episode is in John’s Gospel. In it a woman is brought
Christianity.
before Jesus while he is teaching in the Jerusalem Temple
The two largest passages which are in doubt
are the episode of “The woman taken in
adultery” (John 7:53 - John 8:11) and the last
12 verses of Mark’s Gospel (Mark 16:9-20).
Neither of these episodes is a sole witness to
any of the teachings in the message of the
Bible. Every teaching in them is found in
several other places in the New Testament. If
they were not part of the Bible it would
make no difference to the message that the
Bible teaches.
The ending of Mark’s Gospel contains
statements about the resurrection which are
included in other Gospels; there is only a
small amount of additional detail. The
additional detail fits very well with the rest
of the Gospels (it effectively forms an
undesigned coincidence), which means that
the text is probably authentic.

with the comment that she was caught in the act of adultery.
The Law of Moses, which was used by Jews in Jerusalem,
required that adulterers should be stoned.
The opponents of Jesus ask him to judge the case, thus
requiring him to violate either the Law of Moses or the Law
of Rome (which allowed only the Governor to proclaim a
death penalty). Jesus tells the accusers that only someone
without sin should be allowed to carry out the sentence. The
witnesses, convicted by their consciences, withdraw, leaving
Jesus alone with the woman. He refuses to condemn her but
tells her to sin no more.
The passage is absent in some of the older manuscripts
of John’s Gospel, and is found in other places in the New
Testament in others, but the large majority of manuscripts
include it. Those which omit it tend to come from Egypt.
It is easy to think why one might exclude this account
from the Gospel, especially if one was an Egyptian hermit/
monk who would have to read the Gospel to a raucous
group of parishioners later on. It is difficult to imagine
someone making up the passage and then including it in the
majority of Gospel manuscripts without comment.
One can conclude that the account is almost certainly
authentic, but there is some doubt as to where it should be
included. The UBS committee includes it in brackets.
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Assessing the Evidence
The number of witnesses to the text of the New Testament is several orders of magnitude greater
than the witness to any other ancient book. There are thousands of manuscripts of the New
Testament where as the number of manuscripts of any other book tends to be nearer ten than a
hundred. Similarly, the time between the writing of the New Testament and the earliest available
manuscripts is only a few decades, whereas for other ancient books the gap is several centuries.
For a variant to make a difference to the understanding of the teaching of Jesus and the Apostles it
would need to be both significant and viable. There are only a very few viable alternatives to the
known text, and these are generally not significant. Even the most significant of these variations
(the end of Mark and the “woman taken in adultery” narrative in John) do not change the teaching
of the Gospel.
Comparison of New Testament Manuscripts with other ancient works
BC/AD

40-70AD

1000AD

2000AD
New Testament

125-325AD

c80AD

870yrs

100-120AD

840yrs

c850AD

Tacitus

c120AD

730yrs

c850AD

Suetonius

110-112AD

740yrs

c850AD

Pliny

c100AD

850yrs

c450BC
c400BC

c150BC

c950AD

Josephus

Plutarch

1350yrs

c900AD

Herodotus

1300yrs

c900AD

Thucydides

1730yrs

c380BC

c950AD

1100yrs

1350AD
c950AD

Xenophon
Polybius

The earliest undisputed fragment of a New Testament manuscript is the Rylands Fragment (P52),
which contains a small portion of John’s Gospel. There are several other Papyrus fragments in
from the second century, and at the end of the second century a substantial collection of papyrus
manuscripts containing the bulk of the New Testament. The Codex Sinaiticus, from the early
fourth century contains most of the text of the New Testament and the Codex Vaticanus, from
later in the same century is complete. The Gap between the completion of the New Testament
before 70AD and the earliest fragments is thus about 60years, between its writing and the
existence of substantial manuscripts is about 130 years and between the writing of the New
Testament and complete manuscripts is about 270 years.
By comparison, the histories of ancient Rome and Greece have gaps of many
centuries. There are about 900 years between the writing of Josephus’ history of the Jewish war
and the earliest available manuscripts, 750 years between the writing of Tacitus’ Annals and the
earliest manuscripts and about 1700 years between the writing of Xenophon’s Anabasis and the
earliest available manuscript. No-one seriously questions the text of these books, or claims that
our knowledge of ancient history is defective because of the gap before the earliest manuscripts.
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Other Evidence
All the evidence presented so far has been in the form of direct witnesses to the text, manuscripts in
Greek, translations into other languages in antiquity, or citations by ancient authors. This is not the
only evidence. Two other areas of evidence are correspondence with archaeology and undesigned
coincidences. These methods are not usually directly applicable to deciding which variant is correct
where there is a difference in the text of manuscripts, but they are useful in showing the general
accuracy of the text of the New Testament.
Archaeological Evidence
Archaeologists have frequently excavated sites which are referred to in the Gospels, often in some
detail. The detail in the description of the sites often corresponds to a single word in the Gospel
narratives. The fact that the descriptions are accurate shows that the text of the descriptions remains
unchanged:• Nain: Luke 7:11ff refers to a miracle which Jesus performed at a town called Nain. In
particular, it points out that the miracle occurred near to the town gate (v12) which tells us that
Nain was a walled city. Not every city in Galilee was walled by any means; it used to be
assumed that Nain was an unwalled town and that there was thus an error in the Gospel record,
but in 1982 it was discovered that Nain was, indeed, walled in the first century AD. If the text of
the Gospel had been corrupted it is likely that the detail of the town gate would have been lost.
• Mark 5:1 contains an account of the Gadarene Swine. In the parallel account in Matthew the
text is clear that this incident took place in a place near the Sea of Galilee belonging to the city
of Gadara. In Mark there are three alternative texts, which indicate Gadara, Gerasa or Gergesa,
depending on the manuscript. Archaeology can confirm that there was a town on the edge of the
Sea of Galilee by the name of Gergesa and indicates that this town was in the territory ruled by
the major city of Gadara. This confirms the textual reading “Gergesa” and indicates that the text
of the Gospels has not lost the original reading.
The correspondence with Archaeology can only cover a small number of verses in the Bible in
detail, but the fact that the essentially random sample that corresponds to archaeological sites is
shown to be accurate indicates that the whole of the New Testament is unchanged.
Undesigned Coincidences
An undesigned coincidence occurs when two or more independent narratives contain insignificant
details which would normally be ignored and appear unimportant but which, when compared
together reveal an additional picture which might not otherwise be seen. If the text of the New
Testament had been changed since it was written then undesigned coincidences would be lost.
Here are some examples:• Matthew 8:14 refers to Peter’s mother-in-law, who Jesus healed. This confirms that Peter was a
married man. This fact is sufficiently insignificant not to be mentioned in any of the other
Gospels, and not to be mentioned directly in Matthew. However, it is confirmed by Paul in
1 Corinthians 9:5, where Paul mentions that Peter has a wife who is a follower of Jesus.
• After the miracle of the feeding of the five thousand the disciples took up twelve baskets of
scraps (Matthew 14:20; Mark 6:43; Luke 9:17; John 6:13). After the feeding of the four
thousand a similar collection of scraps into baskets took place (Matthew 15:37; Mark 8:8). The
Greek word used to describe the baskets for the feeding of the five thousand is jovÊmour
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(kofinous) in every account while in the feeding of the four thousand the words is spuqÊdar
(spuridas) in both accounts. The two represent different kinds of basket (the difference between
them is not known in the modern day) and the two are never confused in the text. Any failure in
the copying of manuscripts would have been likely to confuse the two. The fact that they are not
confused indicates that the text has not changed since the Gospels were first written.
The existence of so many undesigned coincidences in the New Testament indicates that its text has
not been corrupted in any significant way.
Linguistic Fossils
The New Testament was clearly written in Greek, but some of the words of Jesus were clearly
originally spoken in Hebrew or Aramaic and translated literally into Greek (occasionally they were
simply transliterated for example “Eli, Eli, lama sabachthani” (Matthew 27:46 - these words are in
Aramaic). The community that copied the Greek manuscripts would not be fluent in Hebrew, still
less in Aramaic. The copying of the manuscripts would therefore tend to iron out Semitisms from
the Greek. The fact that this does not happen to any appreciable extent shows that the New
Testament has not been significantly altered by copying errors.
Conclusion
The text of the New Testament is attested by a very large number of witnesses (24,000 manuscripts
plus many citations in works outside the Bible). The fact that scholars have had access to so many
witnesses to the text means that we not only know what the original text was but we can also assess
how accurate out modern text is.
This is a luxury not available for any other ancient text or for any other religious text. The text of
Caesar’s Gallic Wars or the Annals of Tacitus is not questioned; the evidence for the text of the
New Testament is far stronger. Similarly, the text of the New Testament has far better attestation
than the text of the Qur’an or the Bhagavad Gita.
Whenever a text is copied by hand, a few errors will always creep into any manuscript. The success
of the copying process is in the correction of these errors; in the case of the Old Testament the
correction was absolute and virtually no errors ever survived into the new manuscript. In the New
Testament the corrections were usually made later in the margin. This means that there are minor
errors in most manuscripts of the New Testament, but these are no greater than the manuscript
errors in other books and the effect of the correction process and the number of manuscripts
available means that it is relatively easy to determine what the original text was. The modern Greek
text of the New Testament can be considered to be established with a high degree of confidence.
This means that the message of the New Testament is the message of the Evangelists and Apostles
who wrote it. One cannot dismiss its words.
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