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The Textus Receptus

Introduction

Textus Receptus, or “Received Text,” (abbreviated TR) is the name we use for the first
published Greek text of the New Testament. For many centuries, it was the standard
text of the Greek Bible. The name arose from the work of the kinsmen Bonaventure and
Abraham Elzevir, who said of their 1633 edition, “Textum ergo habes, nunc ab omnibus
receptum” — “So [the reader] has the text which all now receive.”

The irony is that the Received Text is not actually a single edition, but a sort of text-type
of its own consisting of hundreds of extremely similar but not identical editions. Nor do
any of its various flavours agree exactly with any extant text-type or manuscript. Thus

The Encyclopedia of New Testament Textual Criticism 852



A i Al Malisdd) Gaill (e drada (gf aaa) ¢ dala @llia ¢ aliva) (il ) 5 LaY1 e
3all Textus Receptus alivwall Gaill - staall o Ul Cas @lldd ¢ e g2y 138 JS S 13
Al e Y

alicial) Gaill Jual

3 ¢ 1456 Dsah Y 2 s b aladiny) a8 il A8 patall g jalh debilall G e a2l e
Ll calS ¢ gay LS Galie gad 138 Sl aaall agall delids U8 saae & i & g
O ) ae ¢ el Baiaa e Geadl) oAl a1 8 minuscule 3sea i sl Al sl
3 _ysroall g jally U sall Jadll Clas) bl 281 Giaiadiall ) gl 5 de siiall 4 yall Ca g jall
calail oy of 0 jaay @lly g 4 da gadll alazal daladinl o3 lee ST - ) ge ) il L)
aal) ge) BLSAL gl pieid ol Lay ) 2Dl s dasusi 8 et (Y S0 Jie
On a el a4l sl e sadaall (e aa 12 3 g 580 glaad o o glaa i€ G SANG
G (sl deliay cusll e aal)y apbailly gl (& kil 138 Jea il gladll
AU Aadal) (K Aelia 5 Aebidal) dad ;UKD « McMurtrie ¢ 5 sSke |ou (pDle 5
Oe 10al 133 oe Jo Y Lo delds i 1500 5 1450 o ¢ 1943 ¢ 2 58uST ¢ dadial)
Ak 13 0o JB Y Leallia (IS5 ¢ (dlide cilagl) 4pldl 4k 15 5 ¢« Vulgate Glad sl
ST Al 51l Bas 55 Al Bas) 55 400 U ¢ Glinada 5 A j8 A3 115 ¢ Aty
Al e S

Dhaal gl ybe Gualudl o 8 5l 8 Y) Ximénes de Cisneros JiwlS) i ol
Bl lalll saxie Complutension (iishe S — paall agall (0 408V 43l 5 daad
1 & i 385 1520 ple 3n Y] 5 ) (K15 - 1514 ale 3 Jaall 13gd 2aal) gal) alae s
Cre Uil oda oY 58 (o Ao o Aasda ) A agiSay 3l 0 selaall (e Glall 4in D 3 )
db e aaw O 22 ¢ sy L e John Froben of Basle JJk o Gms g 05> OIS
o Gl Juad) il 4l S ¢ Laall ead Aebhall b Lgii e Taaan (1S ¢ sl S
Desiderius 502 0oy o Juai¥) Gus A 8 (05 sl sS) Janll Gy Jolaas
2B Ol s Al 8 (il elde e s a YL S () 5) slalall 3l aal ¢ Erasmus
A b daadl s 1515 Qi 17 (24l )] o3 28 auaall sgall (e 4l g9 Aaisd Jany Lagald

1516 ple a gl b (A daphaall Jaall pda 55 ¢ ladl el

A Al S ¢ abadl eod (Aol jac ar) Wle Gpued a0l g gl Al

Gy Lo gle o Dade (AUl adaid ae o)) gl Sbsdl aal Gigial Al e gansd )
Al G laa) B d4xd aas ol ) dals dllia iilS 1519 ale Jlaag ¢ IV dadall

853



the need, when referring to the Received Text, to specify which received text we refer
to.

If this all sounds complicated, it is because of the complicated history of the Textus
Receptus. Let’s take it from the beginning.

The Origin of the Textus Receptus

Although printing with movable type was in use no later than 1456, it was many years
before a Greek New Testament was printed. This is not as surprising as it sounds; the
Greek minuscule hand of the late fifteenth century was extremely complicated, with
many diverse ligatures and custom symbols. Cutting a Greek typeface required the
creation of hundreds of symbols — more than were used for most Latin typefaces once
people like Nicolas Jensen had gotten around to simplifying the Latin alphabet. Printers
probably did not relish the idea. (It is worth noting that the Complutensian Polyglot
invented a new type of Greek print for its edition. For more on this evolution of type and
typefaces, see the article on Books and Bookmaking.) According to Douglas C.
McMurtrie, The Book: The Story of Printing & Bookmaking, third revised edition, Oxford,
1943, between 1450 and 1500 at least 133 editions of the Vulgate were printed, and 15
German editions (in various dialects); there were at least 13 Italian editions, 11 French
editions, two in Czech, one in Spanish, and one in Dutch. But none in Greek.

It was not until the early sixteenth century that Cardinal Ximenes de Cisneros decided to
embark on a Greek and Latin edition of the New Testament — the famous
Complutensian Polyglot. The New Testament volume of this work was printed in 1514 —
but it was not published until after 1520. This left a real opportunity for an enterprising
printer who could get out an edition quickly.

Such a printer was John Froben of Basle. Apparently having heard of the
Complutension edition, he was determined to beat it into print. Fortunately, he had the
contacts to pull this off.

Froben decided to approach Desiderius Erasmus, one of the most notable (if rather
humanistic) scholars of his generation. The proposal appears to have been transmitted
on April 17, 1515. Work began in the fall of that year, and the work was pushed through
the press in February of 1516.

For a project that had taken fifty years to get started, the success of Erasmus’s edition
(which contained his Greek text in parallel with his own Latin version) was astonishing.
The first printing soon sold out, and by 1519 a new edition was required. Three more
would follow, each somewhat improved over the last.
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It is sad to report that such a noble undertaking was so badly handled (all the more so
since it became the basis of Luther’s German translation, and later — with some slight
modifications — of the English King James Version). The speed with which the book
went through the press meant that it contained literally thousands of typographical
errors. What is more, the text was hastily and badly edited from a few late manuscripts
(see below, The Text of the Textus Receptus).
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A part of page 336 of Erasmus’s Greek Testament, the first “Textus Receptus.”
Shown is a portion of John 18.

The History of the Textus Receptus

Erasmus’s first edition was a great success; some 3300 copies of his first two editions
were sold. (If that sounds like a small number, recall that there were probably fewer than
300 copies of the Mainz Vulgate, and that editions were usually restricted to 1000
copies as late as Elizabethan times and after.) The success of Erasmus’s edition soon
called forth new Greek testaments, all of them based largely on his. The first of these
was published by Aldus Manutius in 1518 — but although it contained an independent
text of the Septuagint (the first such to be printed), its New Testament text was taken
almost verbatim from Erasmus, including even the typographical errors. Hence the first
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truly new publication was Erasmus’s own second edition of 1519. This featured almost
the same text as the 1516 edition, but with the majority (though by no means alll) of the
errors of the press corrected. It also features some new readings, believed by Scrivener
to come from 3= (XII; classified by von Soden as e: K* a: | [K]; c: K).

Erasmus'’s third edition of 1522 contained one truly unfortunate innovation: The “Three
Heavenly Witnesses” in 1 John 5:7-8. These were derived from the recently-written
Codex 61, and (as the famous story goes) included by Erasmus “for the sake of his
oath.” Sadly, they have been found in almost every TR edition since.

There followed a great welter of editions, all slightly different (based on such figures as |
have seen, it would appear that editions of the Textus Receptus typically vary at
between one hundred and two hundred places, though very few of these differences are
more than orthographic). None of these editions were of any particular note (though the
1534 text of Simon Colinaeus is sometimes mentioned as significant, since it included
some variant readings). It was not until 1550 that the next great edition of the Textus
Receptus was published. This was the work of Robert Stephanus (Estienne), whose
third edition became one of the two “standard” texts of the TR. (Indeed, it is Stephanus’s
name that gave rise to the common symbol ¢ for the Textus Receptus.) Stephanus
included the variants of over a dozen manuscripts — including Codices Bezae (D) and
Regius (L) — in the margin. In his fourth edition (1551), he also added the verse
numbers which are still used in all modern editions. The Stephanus edition became the
standard Textus Receptus of Britain, although of course it was not yet known by that
name. (The esteem in which the Textus Receptus was already held, however, is shown
by Scrivener's report that there are 119 places where all of Stephanus’s manuscripts
read against the TR, but Stephanus still chose to print the reading found in previous TR
editions.)

Forced out of France by the bigotry of a less-learned academic community, Stephanus
fled to Geneva in 1550; he died there in 1559.

Stephanus's editions were followed by those of Theodore de Béza (1519-1605), the
Protestant reformer who succeeded Calvin. These were by no means great advances
over what had gone before; although Beza had access to the codex which bears his
name, as well as the codex Claromontanus, he seems to have made little if any use of
them. A few of his readings have been accused of theological bias; the rest seem
largely random. Beza’s editions, published between 1565 and 1611, are remembered
more for the sake of their editor (and the fact that they were used by the translators of
the King James Bible) than for their text.

The next great edition of the Textus Receptus is the Elzevir text already mentioned in
the Introduction. First published in 1624, with minor changes for the edition of 1633, it
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had the usual minor variants from Stephanus (of which Scrivener counted 287), but
nothing substantial; the Elzevirs were printers, not critics.

(Lest the above statement be taken as being in any way particularly critical of the
Elzevir firm, let it be noted that, in 1638, Louis Elzevir published Galileo’'s Two New
Sciences, which John Gribbin, in Science: A History 1543-2001, p. 101, calls “the first
modern scientific textbook.” Galileo had by then been condemned by the Inquisition,
and the book had to be smuggled out of Italy; while the Elzevirs were not subject to the
Inquisition, it was a time when science was a rather dangerous occupation. (Not that
that has changed much.) Whatever slight harm the firm of Elzevir did by perpetuating
the already universally-used Textus Receptus was vastly outweighed both by the value
of Two New Sciences and by the poke in the eye that it gave to the supporters of folly.
Would that there were mare publishers with such courage today!)

The Elzevir text, which became the primary TR edition on the continent, was the last
version to be significant for its text. From this time on, editions were marked more by
their marginal material, as scholars such as Mill, Wettstein, and later Griesbach began
examining and arranging manuscripts. None of these were able to break away from the
TR, but all pointed the way to texts free of its influence.

Only one more TR edition needs mention here — the 1873 Oxford edition, which forms
the basis of many modern collations. This edition is no longer available, of course,
though some editions purport to give its readings.

Beginners are reminded once again that not all TR editions are identical; those collating
against a TR must state very explicitly which edition is being used.

The Text of the Textus Receptus

Erasmus, having little time to prepare his edition, could only examine manuscripts which
came to hand. His haste was so great, in fact, that he did not even write new copies for
the printer; rather, he took existing manuscripts, corrected them, and submitted those to
the printer. (Erasmus’s corrections are still visible in the manuscript 2.)

Nor were the manuscripts which came to hand particularly valuable. For his basic text
(in effect, his copy text) he chose 2¢, 22, and 1'. In addition, he was able to consult 1=,
42 and 7. Of these, only 1¢** had a text independent of the Byzantine tradition — and
Erasmus used it relatively little due to the supposed “corruption” of its text. Erasmus
also consulted the Vulgate, but only from a few late manuscripts.

Even those who favor the Byzantine text cannot be overly impressed with Erasmus’s
choice of manuscripts; they are all rather late (see table):
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Manuscript Date [Von Soden Classification
(in modern terms)

[122°] Xl e: family 1; ap: I

[11 Xl Andreas

2¢ XX K* (Wisse reports K™/Kx)

[2%] Xl |5

4ae XV

7° XXl |Qme

Not only is 1" an Andreas manuscript rather than purely Byzantine, but it is written in
such a way that Erasmus could not always tell text from commentary and based his
reading on the Vulgate. Also, 1" is defective for the last six verses of the Apocalypse. To
fill out the text, Erasmus made his own Greek translation from the Latin. He admitted to
what he had done, but the result was a Greek text containing readings not found in any
Greek manuscript — but which were faithfully retained through centuries of editions of
the Textus Receptus. This included even certain readings which were not even correct
Greek (Scrivener offers as an example Rev. 17:4 AKA©GAPTHTOZ).

The result is a text which, although clearly Byzantine, is not a good or pure
representative of the form. It is full of erratic readings — some “Caesarean” (Scrivener
attributes Matt. 22:28, 23:25, 27:52, 28:3, 4, 19, 20; Mark 7:18, 19, 26, 10:1, 12:22,
15:46; Luke 1:16, 61, 2:43, 9:1, 15, 11:49; John 1:28, 10:8, 13:20 to the influence of
1=¢), some “Western” or Alexandrian (a good example of this is the doxology of
Romans, which Erasmus placed after chapter 16 in accordance with the Vulgate, rather
than after 14 along with the Byzantine text), some simply wild (as, e.g., the inclusion of
1 John 5:7-8). Daniel B. Wallace counts 1,838 differences between the TR and Hodges
& Farstad’s Byzantine text (see Wallace’s “The Majority Text Theory: History, Methods,
and Critique,” in Ehrman & Holmes, The Text of the New Testament in Contemporary
Research, Studies & Documents, Eerdmans, 1995. The figure is given in note 28 on
page 302.) This, it should be noted, is a larger number than the number of differences
between the UBS, Bover, and Merk texts — even though these three editions are all
eclectic and based largely on the Alexandrian text-type, which is much more diverse
than the Byzantine text-type.

Thus it will be conceded by all reputable scholars — even those who favor the
Byzantine text — that the Textus Receptus, in all its various forms, has no textual
authority whatsoever. Were it not for the fact that it has been in use for so long as a
basis for collations, it could be mercifully forgotten. What a tragedy, then, that it was the
Bible of Protestant Christendom for close to four centuries!
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Addendum I: The King James Version

Authorized in 1604 and published in 1611, the King James version naturally is based on
the TR. When it was created, there was no demand for critical editions. (Though in fact
the original KJV contains some textual notes. These, like the preface, are usually
suppressed in modern versions, making the version that much worse than it is. In
addition, editions of the KJV do not print precisely the same text. But this is another
issue.)

Even accepting that the KJV derives from the TR, and has most of its faults, it is
reasonable to ask which TR it is based on. The usual simplistic answer is Stephanus’s
or Beza’s. F.H.A. Scrivener, however, who studied the matter in detail, concluded that it
was none of these. Rather, it is a mixed text, closest to Beza, with Stephanus in second
place, but not clearly affiliated with any edition. (No doubt the influence of the Vulgate,
and of early English translations, is also felt here.) Scrivener reconstructed the text of
the KJV in 1894, finding some 250 differences from Stephanus. Jay P. Green, however,
states that even this edition does not agree entirely with the KJV, listing differences at
Matt. 12:24, 27; John 8:21, 10:16 (? — this may be translational); 1 Cor. 14:10, 16:1;
compare also Mark 8:14, 9:42; John 8:6; Acts 1:4; 1 John 3:16, where Scrivener ‘s
reconstruction includes words found in the KJV in italics as missing from their primary
text.

Since there are people who still, for some benighted reason, use the King James Bible
for Bible study, we perhaps need to add a few words about its defects (defects
conceded by all legitimate textual critics, plus most people who know anything about
translations). This is not to deny that it is a brilliant work of English prose; it is a brilliant
work of English prose. But it is not an adequate English Bible.

The first reason is the obvious textual one: It is translated from the Textus Receptus.
There was no good alternative at the time, but we know now that it is simply a bad text.
This is true event if one accepts the Byzantine text as original; the TR is not a good
representative of that texi-form, and is even worse if one accepts any other text form, or
if one is eclectic.

The Old Testament suffers the same problem — in some ways, worse. The Hebrew text
had hardly been edited at all when the KJV was translated. Today, with more Hebrew
manuscripts, the Dead Sea Scrolls, various translations, more ancient commentaries,
and a better grasp of textual criticism, we can establish a much better Hebrew text.

The lack of Hebrew scholarship at the time contributed to an even greater problem with
the Old Testament: The translators didn’t know what it meant. Textual damage caused
some of the cruxes; others arose from ignorance of classical Hebrew. The translators
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often had to turn to the translations in LXX or the Vulgate — which often were just as
messed up as the Hebrew. Today, we have more samples of ancient Hebrew to give us
references for words; we have knowledge of cognate languages such as Ugaritic and
Akkadian, and we have the tools of linguistics. There are still unsolved problems in the
Old Testament — but they are far fewer.

The same is true, to a lesser extent, of the New Testament. Greek never entirely
vanished from the knowledge of scholars, as Hebrew did, but the language evolved. At
the time the KJV was translated, classical Greek — the Greek of Homer and the tragic
playwrights — was considered the standard. Koine Greek — the Greek of the New
Testament — was forgotten; the Byzantine empire had undergone a sort of Classic
Revival. People referred to the Greek of the New Testament as “the Language of the
Holy Spirit” — and then sneered at its uncouth forms. Over the past century and a half,
the koine has been rediscovered, and we know that the New Testament was written in a
living, active language. This doesn't affect our understanding of the meaning of the New
Testament as much as our increased knowledge of Hebrew affects our understanding of
the Old — but it does affect it somewhat.

In addition, there is the ftranslation style. The KJV was created by six separate
committees, with relatively little joint effort and a relatively small body of prior work (for
which they are hardly to be faulted — this was 1604, after all; the committee from
Cambridge couldn't just buzz down to Westminster for the afternoon, e.g.). This meant
that there wasn’t much standardization of vocabulary; a word might be translated two or
three or even half a dozen different ways. Sometimes, of course, multiple renderings
were necessary (as, e.g. with ANQOEN, “again,” “from above” in John 3:3, 7, 31 — a
case where the KJV translators seem, ironically, to have missed the multivalued
meaning). But it is generally agreed that that KJV used various renderings for solely
stylistic reasons; their translation was meant to be read aloud. They produced a version
that was excellent for these purposes — but, in consequence, much less suitable for
detailed study, especially, e.g., of Synoptic parallels, which can look completely different
when the KJV renditions are set side by side.

Plus the committee was under instructions to stay as close as possible to the previous
standard, the so-called Bishop's Bible, which in turn had been created based on the
Great Bible. And even it was derived largely from Tyndale’s work. The Great Bible had
been created some 75 years earlier, and Tyndale in the decades before that — not long
in ordinary terms, but this was a time when English was evolving fast. This heritage
means that a number of the features — e.g. the use of you/ye/thou/thee/thy/thine —
was actually incorrect even by the standards of the time, and its influence came to
produce a truly curious effect: “Thou,” initially the second person singular pronoun, (as
opposed to “ye,” the plural form, loosely equivalent to the American Southernism “y’all”)
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was briefly a form used to address a social inferior, and then, under the influence of the
KJV itself, treated as a form of address to one deserving of high dignity. This is
genuinely confusing at best.

Finally, the KJV does not print the text in paragraphs, but rather verse by verse.
Readers can see this, but it's one thing to know it and another to really read the text in
that light.

To be fair, the translators were aware of most of these problems. The preface, in fact,
urges “the Reader.... not to conclude or dogmatize upon this or that peremptorily.” The
Old Testament, according to Alister McGrath, contained 6,637 marginal notes, most of
them variant readings (more notes than many modern translations, we should observe).
But | have yet to find a recent printing of the KJV which includes its marginal notes, let
alone its preface. (I'm told there is one — or at least a reprint of an allegedly-exact
nineteenth century repring — but it’s an expensive edition you won’t find in ordinary
bookstores.)

And, of course, since the time of publication, the language of the KJV — already
somewhat antiquated in its time, based as it was largely upon Tyndale’s translation —
has become entirely archaic.

In an aside, we might note that, at the time of its publication, the KJV was greeted with
something less than enthusiasm, and for the first few decades of its life, the Geneva
Bible remained the more popular work; the Geneva edition (unlike the other pre-KJV
translations) remained in print for more than thirty years after the KJV was published.
During the Commonwealth period (1649-1660), there was talk of commissioning
another new translation. It wasn't until the KJV became quite venerable that it somehow
assumed an aura of special value — even of independent canonicity.

Quite simply, while the King James Bible was a brilliant work, and a beautiful monument
of sixteenth century English, it is not fit to be used as a Bible in today’s world.

Addendum II: The “New TR”

The phrase “The New TR” is sometimes applied to editions which threaten to dominate
the field of textual criticism. Thus the edition of Westcott & Hort was a sort of “New TR”
in the late nineteenth century, and in the twentieth century the name is sometimes
applied to the United Bible Societies edition. In terms of number of copies printed, and
translations from it, this description of the UBS text is probably justified — no complete
new edition has been issued since its publication — but no reputable textual scholar
would regard it as the “final word.”
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Another sort of “New TR” is found in the Majority Text editions of Hodges & Farstad and
Robinson & Pierpont. These are attempts to create a true Byzantine text (as an
alternative to the TR, which is a very bad Byzantine text), but they have received
relatively little critical attention — less, probably, than they deserve (though few would
consider them to contain the original text). Thus they cannot be considered truly
“received” texis.

Textual Criticism and Modern Translations

Please note that this is an article about how textual criticism should be handled in
translations. For information about the text used in English translations, see the article
on English Versions.

Consider the first verse of the gospel of John, and consider its usual English translation:

Ev apyxn nv o Aoyog In the beginning was the word,
Kdl 0 AoyOog nVv 1pog Tov Beov and the word was with God,
Kal Beog nv o Aoyog and the word was God.

Now consider retroverting the latter back into Greek. Chances are that a translator,
lacking any knowledge of the Greek, would produce something like

Ev 11 apxn nv o Aoyog
Kal o Aoyog nv ouv Tw Bew
KdlL 0 Aoyog nv o Bgocg.

Note that, while the English translation is more or less an adequate rendering of the
Greek (except, perhaps, for the interesting flavour of the Greek preposition mpog
instead of guv or peta), it is simply impossible to move from the English to the Greek. It
doesn’t preserve the same attributes.

This is a constant difficulty, and one rarely addressed in either the manuals of textual
criticism or those on translation; both leave it for the other.

Fundamentally, to the translator, variants can be classified into four groups based on
two criteria:

1. Meaningful variants, and
2. Translatable variants.

The former list is almost the same from language to language; the latter differs from
tongue to tongue.

Using English as our target language, let’s give examples of each class:
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a. Translatable and meaningful variants. These, obviously, are the most important
class. This can include anything from the presence or absence of “Christ” after
“Jesus” to the presence or absence of John 7:53-8:11.

b. Translatable but not meaningful variants. Typically changes in word order fall into
this class. Consider the sentence “| crossed a field of red and yellow flowers.” Is
the meaning changed if it were transcribed as I crossed a field of yellow and red
flowers”? Hardly.

c. Meaningful but not translatable variants. These depend on the languages
involved. Consider these three English sentences:
“l am the Lord, God of Israel.”
“| am the Lord, a God of Israel.”
“| am the Lord, the God of Israel.”
Clearly there is a difference in meaning between the second and the third, and
also between the first and at least one of the others. And the distinction can be
conveyed in, say, German, which has both indefinite and definite articles. But the
difference is harder in Greek, which has a definite but no indefinite article, and still
worse in Latin, which has no articles at all.
We can illustrate with several examples in Greek as well. Consider John 21 and
the exchange between Jesus and Peter about whether Peter loves Jesus. Two
verbs, ayarnaw and ¢iew, are involved. There is debate among scholars over
whether these verbs “really” mean something different — but there can be little
doubt that the author deliberately contrasted them. Since, however, both words
are rendered in other languages by a word meaning “love,” it is almost impossible
to convey this distinction in English or German or other modern languages.
Then, too, what of the construction pev.... de. The two together have a specific
meaning (“on the one hand.... on the other”), but individually pev is almost
incapable of being rendered in English, and & has a very different range of uses
in the absence of pev Thus an add/omit involving pev has meaning but is not
translatable.

d. Variants neither translatable nor meaningful. We saw a potential one in our
sample of John above: the absence of an article before apxn. In English,
“beginning,” when it refers to creation, always takes the article, so the fact that
Greek idiom does not use the article cannot be translated. And because the
Greek form is idiomatic, it should not be translated into English. We see a similar
phenomenon in certain British versus American usages — for example, a Briton
goes “to hospital”; an American will surely go “to THE hospital.”
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It will presumably be evident that variants of the first class are the most important, and
variants of the last class can be ignored. We will return to this subject later.

More complex are the cases where the distinction is blurred. Take the disciple whose
name was either Lebbaeus or Thaddaeus. This is clearly a translatable distinction. But
is it meaningful? Not necessarily, since neither name occurs elsewhere in the New
Testament. If this disciple had instead been called “James Francis Edward Stuart the
Old Pretender,” it might set us wondering about anachronisms, but it wouldn't affect the
plot, if | may so call it, of the gospels. It would affect synoptic studies, but those should
be conducted based on the Greek text anyway.

Or, similarly, take the parable of the two sons (Matthew 21:28-31). We know that the
son who went to the vineyard is the one who did the will of the father. But is that the first
or the second son? This is a difficult question textually. The meaning, however, is the
same either way. Is this a translationally significant variant?

There is also the question of textual support. Matthew 1:16 has a major variant
concerning the paternity of Jesus — but the real variant is found only in the Sinai Syriac.
Is that enough reason to note a variant? Or 1 John 5:7-8 — the work of a known
heretic, with no significant textual support at all. Is that worth noting?

So which variants should go in the margin of a translation (if any)?

The answer to this depends very much on the intended audience of the translation.
Obviously a translation intended for children should not have any marginalia at all if it
can be avoided. But a translation for educated adults certainly should note places where
the text is doubtful.

The number of variants still depends on the intended audience. As well as on the style
of the translation. A severely literal translation, we should observe, cught to have more
textual variants noted in the margin, because readers are trusting it to say what it says.
By the same argument, a translation with a high number of marginal notes on the
translation should have a high number of textual notes as well, because the text affects
the translation.

The obvious temptation is to take the United Bible Societies’ edition — which, after all,
has variants selected for translators — and simply follow the variants there, or perhaps
those marked as being of only the “{C}" level or higher, indicating significant uncertainty.
This is presumably why the editors provided those variants, and for a translator with no
text-critical background, it's certainly better than nothing. But there are several problems
with this. First is the fact that it is generally conceded that the UBS editors are
overconfident — the fourth edition, in particular, marks many variants as more secure
than they should be. Second, their selection of variants is somewhat questionable. And
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third, there is the problem of how this will be used. My experience is that the notes in a
translation are most often used by groups such as small Bible Study classes. These
groups will usually have several translations in use — including, perhaps, someone with
a King James Bible. The UBS apparatus omits many variants where it differs
significantly from the Byzantine tradition behind the King James Bible. A good
translation needs better notes than UBS provides; it needs those Byzantine variants,
even if there is no likelihood that they are original.

A point | don't often see addressed is the different types of marginal notes. Typically, a
translation, if it has notes at all, will feature both notes on the text and notes on the
translation. This, of course, is perfectly reasonable — but it's not obvious that they
should be grouped together. (Note that most other critical editions with marginal glosses
— e.g. editions of Shakespeare or Chaucer — have textual and linguistic glosses firmly
separated.) In the case of translational differences, you put the best rendering you can
in the text (either you think avwBev means “again” or it means “from above,” but it
means what it means). If something is in the margin, it’s a less likely rendering. Textual
variants are fundamentally different: Only one can be correct. There is no doubt of
meaning; there is doubt of reading. It makes a different demand on the reader. A note
on the translation often makes our understanding of the text richer. But a note on the
text says that there are two different traditions about what is read here.

Then, too, most editions don't really indicate the nature of a variant. Is it highly
uncertain? Is it included only because it's found in the King James Bible (e.g. 1 John
5:7-8)7 Admittedly a translation probably shouldn’t be a textual commentary. But a
strong case can be made that it should be more than it is: That it should include nearly
every translatable and meaningful variant where there is significant doubt about the text,
and that it should also include translatable and meaningful variants where the reading is
not really in doubt but where some well-known edition has included the reading anyway
— and that these two classes of readings should be clearly distinguished.

There is no absolute and final rule for how to deal with textual variants in translations.
There is no doubt in my mind, however, that more needs to be done.
Theology and Textual Criticism

The textual critic.... is a scholar who respects neither familiarity nor tradition insofar as
texts and readings are concerned.

— P. Kyle McCarter (Textual Criticism, Fortress Press, 1986, p. 11)
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The tendency to make the Bible read what we want it to read is strong. Let’s take an
example: Matthew 19:24 (and parallels). The vast majority of texts read that it is easier
for a camel to go through the eye of a needle than for a rich person to enter Heaven.

For Greek kapunAov, camel, however, a handful of authorities read kapthov, a rope.

The witnesses for this reading? In Matthew 19:24, they are 579, 1424, the Armenian,
and a handful of lectionaries. In Mark 10:25, the list is family 13, 28, 579, and the
Georgian version. In Luke 18:25, the list is S, family 13, 180, 579¢, 1010, 1424, and the
Armenian and Georgian. Streeter would perhaps call this reading “Caesarean.” But
surely we would recognize it as simply an error — either an itacism or a clarification.

And yet, | recently had someone tell me that she had heard this reading was original.
This is, be it noted, a modern who was hearing it from someone who claimed
knowledge of the text.

I've also heard this reading explained in terms of the “eye of a needle” being a very
narrow entry into Jerusalem. The clear tendency seems to be to try to explain away this
reading: It’s tricky for the rich to get in, but There Are Ways.

No doubt there are, on the principle that “all things are possible with God.” But
modifying the text to make it easier is surely an example of theological bias — and
surely to be avoided.

P

Theology has affected textual criticism for a very long time. Origen, in doing his textual
work, adopted readings which he felt Christianity required. So, for instance, he rejected
the reading “Jesus Barabbas” in Matthew 27:16—17 because he didn't believe the name
Jesus could be applied to evildoers.

An even more extreme instance is shown by Justin Martyr, who quoted the first line of
Psalm 95:10 LXX (=96:10 Hebrew) as “the Lord reigned FROM THE TREE.” The key
words “from the tree” do not appear in the Hebrew, nor in our major LXX manuscripts.
But Justin accused the Jews of mutilating this verse, because it was so useful to his
theological understanding. There is no question at this point; these words are not
original. But theology led Justin to claim that they were.

More recently, we have seen various sects claim divine inspiration for their particular
translations, rather than seeking the original text. The Catholic church long canonized
the Clementine Vulgate; perhaps even more absurdly, there are many fundamentalist
sects in the United States which give direct adherence to the The King James Bible.
This may not seem like a theological issue, but it is: “God spoke to us, using this
version.”
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To what extent should theology affect textual criticism? This is a truly complex question,
which has been answered in several ways. (It doesn’t help that some who have followed
their theological opinions have concealed it under the guise of following the author’s
style or the like.)

To demonstrate how important all this could be, consider the Longer Ending of Mark.
This passage contains (16:16) the only NT passage explicitly linking baptism with
salvation. All others refer to baptism as a cleansing of sins or the equivalent —
obviously worthwhile and desirable, and a token of membership of the church, but not a
requirement for salvation. Does it not follow that, if critics allow theology to influence
their criticism, then those who consider baptism important (e.g. Baptists) will tend to
include the ending of Mark, while those who consider baptism less important (e.g.
Quakers) would be inclined to omit it?

There are also historical implications. Consider the issue of whether Jesus was crucified
on Passover or Passover Eve. On one side, we have the date in John. On the other, we
have the date of the Synoptic Gospels, which essentially means the tradition of Mark.
One witness on each side. Except that there is a single passage in Luke which may
come from his special tradition: Luke 22:16. The Byzantine tradition has a reading which
implicitly supports the Markan date; the Alexandrian tradition implies the Johannine
date. A particular bias might lead one to support one or the other reading on non-textual
grounds.

One group of textual workers (I hesitate to call them scholars) base their whole method
on theology. These are the Providential Preservationists. So, for instance, Wilbur N.
Pickering, “I believe that God has providentially preserved the original wording of the
text down to our day.... | see in the Traditional Text (‘Byzantine’) both the result and the
proof of that preservation” (The Identity of the New Testament Text, First Edition, 1977,
pp. 143-144.)

But, as Harry Sturz notes in reacting to Hills (another exponent of this doctrine), “Hills
fails to show why the sovereign God must act in a particular way” (Harry A. Sturz, The
Byzantine Text-Type & New Testament Textual Criticism, 1984, p. 42. ltalics added.)
Even if one accepts Providential Preservation, one must admit that it is arguing from
theology back to the text, rather than from the text to theology.

It's also worth asking why Providential Preservation would preserve a text-type, as
opposed to an actual text. If God were trying to preserve the Biblical text, would not God
have given us one manuscript which is absolutely correct? Yet the Byzantine
manuscripts do not agree entirely. How does one decide which manuscript has the
exact text? Might it not as easily be B, or 1739, or 33, as opposed to K or 861 or
whatever manuscript contains the Byzantine standard? And if God is going to hit us over
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the head with such a patent giveaway as preserving the exact text of the New
Testament, wouldn’t God also offer a few other obvious tokens of existence, such as
would be available to ordinary people who didn’t read Greek? (It will be evident that |
consider Providential Preservation not only false but quite insulting.)

Not all who believe theology has a place in criticism go to this extreme. Most would, in
fact, be angered by comparison to a Providential Preservationist. Most consider the
manuscripts involved, the context, the nature of the variant, etc. (Note: For the critic to
consider his oen theology is not the same as considering the author’'s theology.
Knowing the author’s theology is obviously a tool for evaluating internal evidence. But
that’s not the same as considering the critic’'s own theology.)

| will admit, at this point, that | get lost. How can one consider theology in assessing a
variant reading? You're telling God what God should have written! If one takes the
Protestant view that the Bible is the determiner of faith, then you are applying an ex post
facto judgment: The text should be telling you what to believe; you should not tell it. And
even if one takes a Catholic/Orthodox view, with stress on church tradition, does not the
fact that tradition has a place mean that the Bible is not a complete and perfect
repository of the truth? This implies that it could have readings with false theological
implications — meaning that the original reading might not be “theologically correct.”

Since | cannot understand the viewpoint of the theological critics, | will not attempt to
take this point further. | will simply make the observation that a scientific criticism must
necessarily reject any theological approach. But we should note that there has never
been a scientific New Testament textual critic. Some have used mathematical methods
— but as tools, not final arbiters.

A quote from A. J. Ayer is relevant here, though not directed at textual criticism: “A man
can always maintain his convictions in the face of apparently hostile evidence if he is
prepared to make the necessary ad hoc assumptions. But although any particular
instance in which a cherished hypothesis appears to be refuted can always be
explained away, there must still remain the possibility that the hypothesis will ultimately
be abandoned. Otherwise it is not a genuine hypothesis. For a proposition whose
validity we are resolved to maintain in the face of any experience is not a hypothesis at
all, but a definition” (Language, Truth, and Logic, p. 95).

Il make one more appeal to logic. Several people have told me that they feel we must
consider theology in editing the text. Some have, in fact, told me that | will be damned
for not following their version of the New Testament text. Unlike them, | am not willing to
pass such judgments. (I might be willing to allow that they are fools, but folly is surely
not sufficient reason for damnation, else Hell is going to be very crowded indeed!) But |
am willing to say that | would never trust a New Testament such a person edited. And
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they would never trust a New Testament | edited according to my theological principles.
Is it not better to edit without reference to such principles, which would result in every
editor producing a different New Testament? It might be different if somehow we all
agreed on our theology. But we don’t (and if we did, what need for the Bible anyway?).

Or try it another way: Would you want me, with my theological principles, editing the
Bible according to my theology? If no, then why should anyone else want you to edit it
according to your principles? There is an ancient name for this: It's called “heresy.”
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