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Textual Criticism • Textual Criticism is concerned with the 

textual variants in either manuscripts or 

printed editions in order to reconstruct a 

specific reading of the text (e.g. original)

• The rise of textual criticism is connected 

with the epics of Homer (Iliad & Odyssey)

• Librarians at Alexandria, Egypt would 

use manuscripts to restore a more 

accurate text of Homer’s epics

• They used special marks and 

employed critical methods that have 

influenced the way the church has 

applied them to NT studies

• Earliest known application of textual 

criticism to the Bible was by Theodotus (2nd

century AD) who was excommunicated by 

Pope Victor I for using logic, grammatical 

exegesis, mathematics and empirical 

science in the interpretation of the 

Scriptures – later followed by Origen, 

Jerome & Augustine

Bust of Homer from the 

2nd century AD 

Image from Wikipedia



Practice of NT Textual Criticism
• Two Fundamental Criteria

• Choose the reading that best explains the origin of the others

• The reconstruction of the history of a variant reading is prerequisite to 

forming a judgment about it

• External Evidence

• The date of the witness

• The geographical distribution of the witnesses that agree with variant

• The genealogical relationship of texts and families of witnesses

• Internal Evidence

• Transcriptional probabilities (paleographical details and habits)

• In general, the more difficult reading is to be preferred

• In general, the shorter reading is to be preferred

• Readings with verbal dissidence in parallel passages preferred

• Least grammatically smooth reading preferred

• Intrinsic probabilities (what author more likely wrote)

• Style, vocabulary, theology of author

• Immediate context

• Harmony with usage of author elsewhere

• Aramaic background of the teaching of Jesus

• Priority of the Gospel of Mark

• Influence of the Christian community on transmission of passage

Taken from Metzger, The Text of the New Testament, pp. 302-304



Image from https://visualunit.me/2015/08/28/the-nations-of-pentecost/

Nations Present at Pentecost (33 AD)



Image from http://ubdavid.org/bible/characters4/characters4-2.html

Spread of the Gospel in Acts (33-62 AD)



Spread of Christianity by 325 AD

Image from http://www.bible-history.com/new-testament/the-spread-of-christianity.html



Christianity & Islam in 1000 AD

Image from https://slideplayer.com/slide/13497110/



New Testament Manuscript and Text Types

Image from Wikipedia

Western 
3rd-6th

Byzantine 

5th-16th

Alexandrian 

2nd-8th

Manuscript Types:
• Papyrus (2nd-7th)

• Majuscule (3rd-10th)

• Minuscule (9th-15th)

• Lectionary (8th-15th)



New Testament Textual Families

1. Alexandrian Text (2nd-8th centuries)
A. Earliest text, comes from the area of Alexandria, Egypt

B. Known for its often short, terse, rough, less-harmonized readings

C. Carefully controlled and supervised text

D. Underlies most modern English New Testaments

2. Western Text (3rd-6th centuries)
A. Early text found over a wide area (France/Italy to N. Africa to Syria)

B. Much less controlled, known for paraphrases and other corruptions

C. Found in some Greek mss. and underlies much of the Latin tradition

3. Byzantine Text (5th-16th centuries)
A. Found in the majority of NT manuscripts (>80%)

B. Dominant in the Byzantine Empire

C. Contains the most harmonistic, paraphrasing and significant 

additions; believed to be secondary readings

D. Underlies the textus receptus, used for the KJV



NT Text Families by Manuscript Dates

Image from http://www.bible.ca/ef/topical-editions-of-the-greek-new-testament.htm

Muslim 

conquests

Western Roman 

Empire falls -

Greek learning 

dies out

Byzantine 

Empire –

Greek 

learning 

continues 

and thrives 

until Muslim 

conquest in 

1453 AD

Printing Press 

(1440)



NT Text Families History by Manuscript

From http://kjvonly2.blogspot.com/2010/12/



Types of Errors
• Unintentional Changes

• Faulty Eyesight

• Confusing similar letters

• Parablepsis (a looking to 

the side) – which causes…

• Homoeoteleuton (looking 

back to a similar ending)

• Haplography – omission 

due to homoeoteleuton

• Dittography – repeating 

letters or words due to 

homoeoteleuton

• Faulty Hearing

• Errors of the Mind

• Substitution of synonyms

• Transposition (switching 

word/letter order)

• Assimilation (familiar 

parallel passages)

• Errors of Judgment Taken from Metzger, The Text of the New Testament, pp. 250-271

• Intentional Changes

• Spelling and Grammar

• Harmonistic Corruptions

• Addition of Natural 

Complements and Similar 

Adjuncts

• Clearing up Historical and 

Geographical Difficulties

• Conflation of Readings

• Alterations Made Because of 

Doctrinal Considerations

• Addition of Miscellaneous 

Details



The scribe of minuscule 109 (dated 1326 AD) copied Jesus’ 

genealogy in Luke 3 as follows “… Seth, the son of Nashon, 

the son of Adam, the son of Amminadab, the son of God, the 

son of Aram, the son of Hezron, the son of Perez.”

The Creator of All Mankind is…
Taken from the British 

Library (link below)



This mistake was 

caused by the scribe 

copying an exemplar 

manuscript with the 

genealogy in two 

columns reading 

down.

The scribe then copied 

the names while 

reading across the two 

columns.

The Origin of this Heresy

Taken from https://www.csntm.org/2018/12/17/from-the-library-lukes-genealogy-in-nt-manuscripts/



Types of Errors

Image from http://www.walkingtogetherministries.com/2015/07/05/apologia-a-sermon-series-in-defense-of-the-

faith-part-iib-can-we-trust-the-bible/



Leiphart-Harp Community Group (2017)



Colossians Textual Criticism Exercise

• Overview

• Participants copied the Book of Colossians 

from the ESV just like a faithful scribe

• Objectives

• Grow closer to the Lord by reading aloud, 

memorizing, reciting & writing His Word

• Introduce the concepts of textual criticism

• Reproduce/restore the text of the ESV by 

comparing participants’ manuscripts

• Compare this exercise to the restoration of 

the original NT writings



Colossians Textual Criticism Exercise

Methodology
• Pick a manuscript to be the base text

• Go through each manuscript comparing each to base text

• Note every variant

• Includes: spelling, abbreviations, additions, 

subtractions, word order differences, etc…

• Excludes: capitalization, punctuation

• Tally how many variants each manuscript contains to see 

which are most accurate and reliable

• Assign a confidence to each variant based on how many 

manuscripts (and which ones) agree with a certain 

reading

• Determine confidence in restoring original ESV

• You don’t need to see the ESV to do this!



Colossians Textual Criticism Exercise

• Book Statistics

• Chapters

• Verses

• Words

• Participants

A          C          E          F          G          H          J

4

95

1582



Colossians Textual Criticism Exercise

Results

• Variants

• Variants / Chapter 23.75

• Variants / Verse 1.0

• Variants by Participant

• A 31 variants 98.0% accurate

• C 9 variants 99.4% accurate

• E 24 variants 98.5% accurate

• F* 17 variants 94.0% accurate

• G 3 variants 99.8% accurate

• H 15 variants 99.1% accurate

• J 4 variants 99.7% accurate
* F is a partial manuscript containing only 1:1-17

95 (6% of total words)



Types of Errors
• Unintentional Changes

• Faulty Eyesight

• Confusing similar letters

• Parablepsis (a looking to 

the side) – which causes…

• Homoeoteleuton (looking 

back to a similar ending)

• Haplography – omission 

due to homoeoteleuton

• Dittography – repeating 

letters or words due to 

homoeoteleuton

• Faulty Hearing

• Errors of the Mind

• Substitution of synonyms

• Transposition (switching 

word/letter order)

• Assimilation (familiar 

parallel passages)

• Errors of Judgment Taken from Metzger, The Text of the New Testament, pp. 250-271

• Intentional Changes

• Spelling and Grammar

• Harmonistic Corruptions

• Addition of Natural 

Complements and Similar 

Adjuncts

• Clearing up Historical and 

Geographical Difficulties

• Conflation of Readings

• Alterations Made Because of 

Doctrinal Considerations

• Addition of Miscellaneous 

Details



Abbreviation

Image from https://yrm.org/qa3-7/

Papyrus 46

Many scribes would abbreviate sacred 

words and names often writing the first 

and last letter(s) and connecting them 

with a bar.  These are called Nomina

Sacra.

The scribe of [F] abbreviated the word 

“and” with “&” and “with” with “w/” to 

save time and space

F

Abbreviations are usually very 

easy to figure out based on 

manuscript comparisons and 

scribal & cultural practices



Spelling

The scribe of [A] misspelled “trespasses” the first time but got it right the second time

A

F

Spelling mistakes are easy to spot when you know the original language



Transposition

Images from CSNTM

Scribes [H] and [F] have switched the 

order of the words “Jesus” and “Christ” 

in Colossians 1:4

H Papyrus 46

Codex Sinaiticus

F

The two Greek manuscripts read 

“an apostle of Christ Jesus” and 

“an apostle of Jesus Christ” 

respectively in 1 Corinthians 1:1



Substitution

The scribe of [G] correctly copied the word “and” which agrees with all manuscripts 

except [A]

The scribe of [A] accidently substituted the word “or” for “and” in Colossians 2:16

A

Sometimes a similar word can unintentionally be substituted 

without making much difference in meaning

G



Substitution

The scribe of [C] correctly copied 

the word “dead” which makes more 

sense in the context.

The scribe of [E] substituted the word “raised” for “dead” in Colossians 2:13

E

Sometimes a word that is 

repeated often can stick in our 

minds, even if the word is 

theologically incorrect!

C



Omissions

The scribe of [C] 

correctly copied the 

words “in Christ” which 

agrees with all other 

manuscripts except [E]

The scribe of [E] accidently omitted the words “in Christ” in Colossians 1:2

E

C



Additions

The scribe of [C] correctly 

copied the words “for all the 

saints” without the word “of”, 

which agrees with all other 

manuscripts except [E]

The scribe of [E] accidently added the word “of” in Colossians 1:4

E

C



Additions

But [C] stopped while [E] continued, which 

tells us the titles are later additions.  No 

other manuscripts contain titles.

The scribes of [C & E] added titles

E

C



Alternate Vorlage

The scribe of [G] was very 

reliable but copied “may you 

be strengthened” in 

Colossians 1:11

The scribe of [J] was very 

reliable but copied “being 

strengthened” in Colossians 1:11

J

G

Which one is right?

- ESV Original

- ESV 2016



Haplography

Image from 

http://homoioteleuton.blogspot.com/2011/02/codex-

1st-cor-92-homoeoteleuton.html

Codex Alexandrinus (A)

1Cor. 9:2

The scribe of A omitted verse 2 

because the last four words of verse 1 

are the same as the ending of verse 2.  

The scribe of [C], seeing the “according” 

skipped forward to the next “according” 

omitting the phrase underlined below

Colossians 2:8 (ESV) 
8 See to it that no one takes you captive 

by philosophy and empty deceit, 

according to human tradition, according 

to the elemental spirits of the world, and 

not according to Christ. 

C



Haplography

The scribe of [E] omitted the word “impurity” after “sexual immorality” likely 

because of the similar ending, “-ity”

Colossians 3:5 (ESV) 
5 Put to death therefore what is earthly in you: 

sexual immorality, impurity, passion, evil desire, 

and covetousness, which is idolatry. 

E



Haplography

The scribe of [H] omitted the phrase underlined below by skipping from the 

first “world” to the next “world.”

Colossians 2:20 (ESV) 
20 If with Christ you died to the elemental spirits 

of the world, why, as if you were still alive in the 

world, do you submit to regulations—

H



Dittography

Manuscript image from CSNTM

Codex Vaticanus (B)

Acts 19:34

The scribe of Codex Vaticanus

copied the cry, “Great is Artemis 

of the Ephesians,” twice  due to 

a slip of the eye, likely seeing 

the ending in ephesion and 

skipping back to the similar 

ending in krazonton and copying 

the phrase a second time.

The scribe of [C], seeing the “to us” 

skipped back to the “for us” and copied 

the next phrase a second time

Colossians 4:3 (ESV) 
3 At the same time, pray also for us, that 

God may open to us a door for the 

word, to declare the mystery of Christ, 

on account of which I am in prison—

C



Colossians Textual Criticism Exercise

Variant Types



Colossians Textual Criticism Exercise

Variant Confidences

A – Original wording is certain (100% confidence)

B – Original reading is nearly certain (75% conf.)

C – Original reading is difficult (50% conf.)

D – Original wording is very difficult (25% conf.)

B Variants

1:5

- “of the truth” – C, E, F, G, H

- “of truth” – A, J

1:11

- “May you be strengthened” 

– A, C, E, G, H

- “Being strengthened” – F, J



Colossians Textual Criticism Exercise

ESV Restoration Confidences

Even with 95 variants (1 variant per verse), with 7 

manuscripts to compare, we are… 

99.97%
confident that we can restore the original wording 

of the ESV!

➢ Despite greater ages, variances and uncertainty, 

the 5,800+ Greek manuscripts, 18,000+ 

translations and 1,000,000+ church father 

quotations give us great confidence in restoring 

the original NT writings





Acts 8:37 

Textual 

Evidence

Image from https://bloggingtheword.com/the-

blog/a-brief-note-on-acts-8-37

37 Then Philip said, “If 

you believe with all 

your heart, you may.”

And he answered and 

said, “I believe that 

Jesus Christ is the Son 

of God.” (KJV)



“…as did also the 

believing eunuch 

himself: and, 

immediately requesting 

to be baptized, he said, 

‘I believe Jesus Christ to 

be the Son of God.’”

- Irenaeus, Against Heresies, III xii 8 

(~180 AD)

Acts 8:37 – Early Support

Irenaeus’ quote of this confession is 

the earliest extant

Codex E (6th Century) is the earlies 

manuscript containing the verse



Acts 8:37 was only present in one Greek 

manuscript available to Erasmus (ms. 2816 – 15
th

Century) and only in the margin (see below) 

Acts 8:37 – Erasmus’ Witness

Image from https://bloggingtheword.com/the-blog/a-brief-note-on-acts-8-37



• In his first edition of 1516, Erasmus claims that the 

verse “is not found in the Greek manuscripts.”

• But because it is in Latin version and in the 

margin of 2816, he believes, “However, I think 

the omission was the result of negligent scribes.”

• BUT, when he added the verse to his Greek 

edition, he back-translated his Latin Vulgate into 

the Greek instead of using the margin text of 2816

• THIS version has been transmitted into the Textus 

Receptus and into the KJV, BUT it is found in only 

1 late 16
th

century ms. (copied after Erasmus!)  

Acts 8:37 – Erasmus’ Method

Source and translation at https://bloggingtheword.com/the-blog/a-brief-note-on-acts-8-37



• What we now know as Acts 8:37 was 

unjustifiably added by Erasmus in 1516

• Verse designations were added to the Greek 

edition of Stephanus in 1551

• The KJV translated from a Greek edition that 

contained the text and verse designations

• Therefore, this text was assigned a verse BEFORE 

it was considered non-original.  When it is 

correctly removed… verse 37 disappears!

Is Acts 8:37 Missing?

Source and translation at https://bloggingtheword.com/the-blog/a-brief-note-on-acts-8-37



Acts 8:37 – The Decision

8:37 omit verse {A}
Ver. 37 is a Western addition, not found in 𝔓45, א A B C 33 81 614 vg syrp,  copsa,  eth, but is 

read, with many minor variations, by E, many minuscules, itgig,  vgmss syrh with * copG67 arm. 

There is no reason why scribes should have omitted the material, if it had originally stood in 

the text. It should be noted too that τὸν Ἰησοῦν Χριστόν is not a Lukan expression.

The formula πιστεύω … Χριστόν was doubtless used by the early church in baptismal 

ceremonies, and may have been written in the margin of a copy of Acts. Its insertion into the 

text seems to have been due to the feeling that Philip would not have baptized the Ethiopian 

without securing a confession of faith, which needed to be expressed in the narrative. 

Although the earliest known New Testament manuscript that contains the words dates from 

the sixth century (ms. E), the tradition of the Ethiopian’s confession of faith in Christ was 

current as early as the latter part of the second century, for Irenaeus quotes part of it (Against 

Heresies, III.xii.8).

Although the passage does not appear in the late medieval manuscript on which Erasmus 

chiefly depended for his edition (ms. 2), it stands in the margin of another (ms. 4), from which 

he inserted it into his text because he “judged that it had been omitted by the carelessness of 

scribes (arbitror omissum librariorum incuria).”

Metzger, B. M., & United Bible Societies. (1994). A textual commentary on the Greek New 

Testament, second edition a companion volume to the United Bible Societies' Greek New Testament 

(4th rev. ed.) (563). London; New York: United Bible Societies.



• We learned that God inspired the original writings without 

error in their meaning    BUT…

• TRUE: we do not have the original manuscripts and there are 

hundreds of thousands of variations in the manuscript copies    

BUT…

• This is because…

• We have an abundance of those manuscripts    AND…

• Human beings have produced those manuscripts    BUT…

• We know that in these variations…

• About 99% are untranslatable, insignificant or not possibly 

original

• Only about 1% are significant and possible    BUT…

• No Christian doctrine is affected in any way    

THEREFORE…

• We have very high confidence in reconstructing the 

original NT

So, is the New Testament Text Reliable?


