
 

 

How Reliable is the Text of the Bible?

Albert Pietersma and Frederik Wisse

Most modern translations of the Bible include

. limited number of notes to make the reader

.',r'are that some of the ancient manuscript wit-

:-:sses add or omit certain verses, or have a vari-

=:rt reading that affects the meaning. Actually

, rir a small fraction of the variant readings

:-end in the manuscript tradition are listed in

, -.dern translations, though these tend to be the
-- rre important ones. During the centuries that

-:.3 rext of the OT and NT writings was trans-

,l:ed by hand copying, hundreds of thousands

: rnadvertent and deliberate variant readings

=:: created. The bulk ofthese are insignificant

- -::ses, such as scribal errors and orthographic

:.:::rences, but a considerable number created

-:::itions in the text of potential significance.
-. . raises the question whether the text over

'- = -:nturies may have been changed to such an

: :::rt that the original meaning in some places
--: ri!n obscured or lost.

Ilc Old Testament

.:erary texts transcribed repeatedly and per-

:- : -mperfectly over a period of time by copy-

, 
-rd 

editors of varied ability and precision
-...:.ibly give rise to the need for textual criti-

" -- Though criticism of the OT text has been

:-.-:---ed since the early centuries c.r., only

- - ,":ship from approximately the seventeenth
.,- -l' onward has gradually forged it into a

, -' -:.-ientific tool-often labeled a hybrid of
*- :---j science-for study of the bibLical text.
-': 

:r'r1 of textual criticism, whatever the im-
-: - nr,iflrs encountered by its practitioner, is to

restore the original shape of a given piece of

written literature, through the use of carefully

honed procedures applied to all the textual evi-

dence that has survived. Thus OT criticism may

be said to aim at retrieving the original written

text of the books included in this corpus. Some

scholars have argued, however, that Hebrew OT

criticism is sui generis in its aim, though such a

claim results from a failure to distinguish be-

tween the theoretical goal of the discipline on

the one hand and the practical limitations im-

posed by the evidence on the other.

Of great importance in the development of

modern OT textual criticism were the polyglot

(multilingual) Bibles of the sixteenth and sev-

enteenth centuries, with their texts in different

languages arranged in parallel columns for

comparative use (Complutensian l5l4-I517

Antwerp 1569-1512; Paris 1629-1645; London

165+-1657). Also influential, especially in Jew-

ish society, were the so-called rabbinic Bibles,

particularly the second Rabbinic Bible of Ben

Hayyim (1524-1525), upon which almost ail

later editions were based. Not until the current

century were editions produced that featured a

single, known manuscript as their lemma text,

for example Biblia Hebraica' (1929-1937) and

Biblia Hebraica Sruttgartensia ( 1 967-1 9'7 7 ) and

others. Clearly Hebrew OT textual criticism has

developed in a direction distinct from its NT

and Greek OT counterparts. While in the latter

two fields fully critical editions have been pro-

duced, no such results have been achieved in the

former. Indeed, some scholars maintain that a

trulv dinlomatic edition must be viewed as the
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ideal version of the Hebrew OT. Others would

argue, however, that the lack ofcritical editions

must be attributed to the current state of text-

critical evidence.

The history of modern Hebrew OT textual

criticism is now commonly divided into pre-

1947 and post-1947, since the discovery ofnu-

merous biblical manuscripts in the Judean desert

has opened a new era in the discipline. The pre-

1947 peiod was characterizedby the unfolding

monopoly of the so-called Masoretic text (MT),

which began its dominance in the first and sec-

ond centuries c.n. and left little rival evidence in

its wake, with the exception of the Samaritan

Pentateuch and the (Greek) Septuagint, the "Old

Testament" of Christendom till the Protestant

Reformation. Since all Masoretic manuscripts

(numbered in the thousands), in spite of idiosyn-

crasies, nonetheless constitute a single family of

witnesses, they cannot be deemed to give the

critic a representative sample of Hebrew from

pre-Christian times. Thus while a fully critical

edition of the Masoretic text might be achievable

(cf. Baer-Delitzsch [1869-1894] and Ginsburg

[1926], who tried to retrieve the BenAsher strand

of MT), no such edition of the Hebrew OT itself

could be responsibly produced: essentially tlree

witnesses are extant for the Pentateuch and two

elsewhere, one of those a translation into Greek.

These three witnesses, MT, the Samaritan Pen-

tateuch (SamP) and the Septuagint (LXX), are

regarded by some scholars as three text-types

(rather than individual texts). As a result the im-

pression is created that they are reasonably rep-

resentative of the entire spectmm of the OT text.

Qumran, however, cannot be said to support this

text-type theory.

The importance of the discoveries in the

Judean Desert for OT text criticism can scarcely

be exaggerated. They have furnished textual

material in Hebrew form dating from ca. 250

B.c.E. to 135 c.s. for virtually every OT book,

thus shifting the critic's chief attention away

from the translations of the Hebrew favored by

the Church and inner-Masoretic minutiae well

known to Jewish scholars. Fragments of more

than 190 biblical scrolls have thus far been iden-

tified, the text of which has been assigned to four

major groups : proto-Masoretic, pre-Samaritan,

Septuagint-related, and non-aligned texts (texts

that show multiple relations rather than one domi-

nant one). The picture Qumran therefore paints
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for the three pre-Christian cenfuries is one of

textual plurality and diversity. While such vari-

ety per se might well give the textual critic an

adequate cross-section of the evidence for the

production of a critical (eclectic) edition of the

Hebrew Ol it remains true that multiple attes-

tation for individual passages is rare. Thus for

the Hebrew OT the text critic's aim must remain

unfulfilled, except in a sporadic manner in some

critical biblical commentaries.

The impact of the Judean desert discoveries on

the Greek OT has been similarly dramatic. Sev-

eral fragments of the Pentateuch have been found

at Qumran, and the Minor Prophets scroll from

Nahal Hever has exercised far-reaching influence.

Not only has the text-critical importance and reli-

ability of the LXX (Old Greek) been enhanced,

but the discoveries have helped defend its very

existence, which had been the subject ofvigorous

debate in the so-called Kahle (multiple original

translations into Greek) versus de Lagarde (single

original translation) controversy. Most scholars

currently espouse de Lagarde's view or a varia-

tion thereof. Greek OT textual criticism, like

that of the NT but unlike that of the Hebrew OT.

has long been engaged in reconstructing the

closest possible approximation to the original

text (Septuaginta Uetus Tbstamentum Graecum

editio maior. Gdttingen, 1931- ). For much of the

Greek OT the quantity of witnesses has been

deemed adequate and their character sufficiently

representative to warrant a critical edition. Major

finds of pre-Byzantine manuscripts within living

memory have furnished much early evidence.

Nonetheless it should be borne in mind that the

earliest witnesses typically postdate the original

text by several centuries. Moreover, reconstruc-

tion of the original cannot be undertaken with

equal confidence in all parts of the Greek OT. In

sections of the historical books (Samuel-Kings)

the entire received text appears to be a revision

rather than the original Greek translation itself.

Extant versions of Judges, Tobit, and Esther, for

example, present a seemingly irreducible textual

complexity. Efforts to harmonize the Greek text

with the current Hebrew text, often dating back

to the earliest stages of L)O( transmission, con-

tinue to be a central problem for the realization of

the text-critic's aim.

Nevertheless, in spite of the proven textual

plurality of the pre-Christian centuries on the

Hebrew front and the demonstrated textual



 

value of the LXX, a basic dictum remains in

force for the ancient translations: rival Hebrew

readings should be posited only as a critic's last

resort. Moreover, retroversion into Hebrew

from non-Hebrew sources remains a controver-

sial undertaking. Daughter versions of the LXX,
though suffering from the same limitations as
the Greek vis-b-vis its own source, can be of
great text-critical value for the Greek OT but are
of negligible worth for the Hebrew OT. A new
English translation of the LXX, based on the
NRSV is currently being produced under the
auspices of the International Organization for
Septuagint and Cognate Studies.

An important distinction made by scholars in

OT criticism is that between textual criticism
and literary criticism. The former may be said to
trace the transmission history of a finished prod-

uct (a book) back to its pristine origin, while the
latter may be described as dealing inter aliawith
the literary growth of a book-in-the-making.

Thus typically textual criticism begins at the
point where literary criticism leaves off. A com-
parison of the Hebrew OT and the Greek OT
gives a number of examples, among which the
two versions of Jeremiah are the best known.

The relationship of the Masoretic version (sup-

ported by Qumran evidence) and the LXX ver-
sion (also supported by Qumran evidence) falls

within the domain of literary criticism. while the
transmission history of each separately is the
object of textual criticism. Though literary criti-
cism may conclude that no single original com-
position of biblical books ever existed and in
any case cannot be retrieved, such a conclusion
is not necessarily of consequence for the textual

critic. Textual criticism merely presupposes that

a text existed. Precisely when a given written
item is to be assigned to the one discipline or
the other is. of course. often diffrcult to decide.

Textual scholars commonly distinguish two
types of editions: (1) critical (evaluative) edi-
tions reconstructed (eclectically) from all avail-
able textual information, with secondary read-
ings relegated to a so-called critical apparafus,

and (2) diplomatic (non-evaluative) editions that
print an actual manuscript, with competing evi-
dence placed in the apparatus. While any text can
be made into a diplomatic edition, a fully critical
edition presupposes not only manuscript attesta-
tion in considerable quantity but also a reason-
able assurance that the extant witnesses represent
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a fair cross-section of all witnesses that ever ex-

isted. While most scholars would agree that the

bodies of evidence for both the Hebrew OT and

the Greek OT easily frrlfill the first of these re-

quirements, few would $ant that both meet the

second to an equal degree, if indeed at all.

When the question of reliability is viewed

from the perspective of textual criticism there is

good reason for confidence with respect to the

Greek OT, but less with regard to the Hebrew

OT at the present time. This does not mean that

the Greek OT is more reliable than the Hebrew

OT, but only that at the present time scholars are

in a better position to reconstruct the conjectural

history of transmission of the Greek OT textual

tradition than that of the Hebrew OT.

The New Testament

When, beginning in the eighteenth century

scholars became increasingly aware of variant

readings among the Greek manuscripts of the NT

they began to collect such readings and develop

appropriate text-critical methods to choose from

among them those readings that have the great-

est claim to be original. The ultimate aim of the

discipline of NT textual criticism is to establish

a critical text of the Greek NT that approxi-

mates as closely as possible the original text and

includes a critical apparatus that lists significant

variants with their manuscript support.

A considerable number of critical editions of

the NT have been published over the last 150

years. The most important and widely recog-

nized of these is Novum Testamentum Graece.

the so-called Nestle-Aland edition, which has

been revised numerous times over the last hun-

dred years. The critical text of the twenty-sixth

edition (1979) is identical to the third (1975)

and fourth (1993) editions of The Greek New

Testament published by the United Bible Socie-

ties and intended for Bible translators. All im-

portant modern Bible translations are based on

these editions of the critical text.

The manuscript attestation for the NT is far

richer and more varied than that for any other

ancient text. More than 3,100 manuscripts of the

continuous Greek text are known, though all but

forty-two contain only a part of the NT and not

a few are fragmentary. The great majority date

from the late Byzantine period, the five centuries

before the invention of printing, but there are a
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few small papyrus fragments as early as the sec-

ond cenfury and more substaatial manuscripts

and increasing numbers for the following cen-

turies. Scholars distinguish among papyrus

codices that date from the second to eighth cen-

tury, uncials, written on parchment in capital

letters and dating from the third to the tenth cen-

tury and minuscules written on parchment or

paper in a cursive hand and dating from the ninth

century onward. Apart from manuscripts of the

continuous Greek text there are 2,403 Greek

lectionary manuscripts, several thousand manu-

scripts of the ancient Latin, Syriac and Coptic

versions, as well as a wealth of NT citations in

the writings of the early Church Fathers. All this

evidence is taken into account by textual critics

in the reconstruction of the original text.

The canons (or rules) of textual criticism used

by scholars to select the original reading from

among the variants are based on the scribal ten-

dencies evident in the manuscript tradition. Al-

ready from the earliest NT papyri it is apparent

that some of the scribes took small liberties to

"improve" the text. The excuse for this was ap-

parently the assumption that the ambiguities or

inconsistencies in sense and the difficulties in

grammar or syntax they encountered were due

to mistakes made by previous copyists. Thus the

changes and additions they introduced were not

meant to alter the text but rather to restore or en-

hance it. This process of misimprovements con-

tinued through the centuries with the conse-

quence that the text of the great majority of the

medieval manuscripts appears smoother and

clearer than the text of manuscripts from the third

and founh centuries. Thus the most important

canon is that the more difficult reading is likely

the original one, since it explains the creation of

variant readings. Other rules are a refinement of

this basic one. Most textual critics also prefer the

reading that is attested early in the tradition to the

one with only late attestation, as well as readings

from witnesses that have proved to be "good,"

that is, those whose variant readings appear to

be more often original on text-critical grounds

than those in other manuscripts. The most fa-

mous ex!rmples of such manuscripts are the

fourth century codices Vaticanus and Sinaiticus'

The application of these principles during the

latter part of the nineteenth century resulted in

the rejection of the printed edition of the Greek

text based on late medieval manuscripts that was
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dominant from the sixteenth to the nineteenth

century the so-called Textus Recepfas, on which

the translations of the Reformation and Counter-

Reformation were based. A new consensus

emerged, and continues to the present, in favor

of a critical text based mainly on pre-Byzantine

witnesses. The spectacular find of early papyrus

manuscripts during this same period has tended

to confirm the consensus. The fact that these pa-

pyri presented hardly any significant new vari-

ants suggests that the readings already known

from the manuscript tradition offer the textual

critic a more or less complete picture. Codex

Vaticanus, the most important witness to the neu.

critical text, even gained in stature, for its text of

Luke and John was confirmed by a papynts codex

(p?5) from the beginning of the third century.

The present consensus allows a positive eval-

uation of the reliability of the text of the NT as

reconstructed by scholars on the basis of the

manuscript evidence. It appears reasonable to

conclude that the evidence is more than ade-

quate and the text-critical methodology suffi-

ciently established to be able to recover the

original text in the great majority of cases where

there is variation. Not only does the task appear

to be possible, but it would seem that it has al-

ready been accomplished. What is left to be

done is mere fine-tuning.

Objections to this positive evaluation of the

present state of affairs come from two direc-

tions. Some scholars, though basically support-

ive of the consensus position, are hesitant to

consider the text-critical task substantially fin-

ished. They believe that particularly the earl1'

papyrus witnesses have not been sufficiently as-

sessed, and that they may change our under-

standing of early scribal habits and indicate the

existence of several basic text types in the earli-

est period of transmission. However, given the

detailed analysis already spent on the papyri it

is very doubtful that further study will change

the present assessment significantly. A more

radical objection comes from those who believe

that the critical text recovered through textual

criticism is not the original text but rather the

text established by the orthodox hierarchy in the

late second century. These scholars assume that

earlier in the second century the text of the NT

writings underwent extensive redaction, mainly

through interpolations, to adapt them to changing

ideological circumstances, and that all manu-

script evidenc

was suppress!
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script evidence for the original state of the text

was suppressed by the orthodox establishment.

Like any conspiracy theory, however, this claim

is beyond proof or disproof. Not only is it

highly improbable that during the first hundred

years of the transmission of the text scribal in-

terference was much different from the follow-

ing centuries, but the manuscript evidence

shows that the Church leadership was in no po-
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sition to control the copying of the text until the

Byzantine period. The many attempts to iden-

tify interpolations in the NT for which there is

no manuscript evidence have proven to be at

best inconclusive. The burden of proof is en-

tirely on those who claim that the text of the NT

as established on the basis of the available manu-

script evidence is not a reliable witness to the

original wording of the text.
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few small papyrus fragments as early as the sec-
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