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TEXTUAL CRITICISM 

“I don’t worship the Bible, and my faith is not in the Bible, it’s not in a manuscript, it’s in a man, 

but if this manuscript is God’s word, then the man is God’s son.” Mark Moore 

 

I. Definitions 

A. Textual criticism 

I. developed as a science to figure out which reading is most likely 

original….essentially, “Do we have the right words” 

B. Autographs 

1. these are the original documents that left the authors’ hand 

2. We have no autographs left, no one claims that we do 

C. Manuscripts (mss) 

1. Hand written copy of the Autograph 

2. In ancient times, these copies were done by scribes 

3. New Testament (NT) was copied by hand for 1400 years before the invention of 

the printing press- Bible first printed in 1514 

D. Variants 

1. if every mss that we have was laid out and compared, every place that there is a 

difference in the text would be considered a variant  

E. Antiquity 

1. refers to any period before A.D. 500, but usually refers to Classical Antiquity that 

specifically means the civilizations of Ancient Greece and Rome 

 

II.  Number of NT mss in comparison to other works of Antiquity (McDowell, 38) 

A. It is estimated that we have 5800+ Greek NT mss (McDowell, 34) 

1. Est 10,000 Latin mss 

2. 5-10K ancient mss of other languages (Armenian, Slovic, Ethiopic) 

3.  >1 million quotations from Church Fathers that encompass a majority of the NT 

text 

B. Compared to the number of other famous works of Antiquity 

1. Plato has 7 copies 

2. Ceasars Gallic wars 10 copies 

3. Homer’s Iliad is second only to the NT with 643 mss 

C. Distance between the author and the oldest mss copy (Daniel Wallace, The number of 

variants lecture, biblicaltraining.org) 

http://training.org/


1. Other works of Antiquity 

a. Plato was written in 400 B.C., earliest copy is from A.D.   

 900, 1300 years between when it was written and our earliest copy 

b. Caesars Gallic wars were written 100-44 B.C., earliest copy is from A.D. 

900, 1000 years between when it was written and our earliest copy 

c. Tacitus was written A.D. 100, earliest mss copy is A.D 1100, also 1000 

year time gap 

2. The oldest Greek NT mss fragment is called P52  

a. a papyrus mss that was acquired on the Egyptian Market in 1920, it has 

parts of John 18:31-33 on one side and 18:37-38 on the other  

b. Dated to A.D. 100-150, some even believe it is A.D. 94 

c. Most scholars date the Gospel John as having been written A.D. 80-90 

d. This would put this earliest fragment P52 just single digits from  

 the original autograph or at most 40 years after it was written if we 

use the conservative dates 

3. Within 125 years of the completion of the NT, over 43% of all verses are found in 

the papyri (The Three P’s: Papyrus, Parchment, and Paper, Adelaide.edu.au, May 

2018) 

a. Papyri was a writing material invented by the Egyptians in approx. 3000 

B.C. 

b. It had little ability to be folded and a high tendency to crack, so mostly 

used as a scroll or roll 

c. Popular writing material until the beginning of the 2nd century A.D.  

4. Within 250 years after the Greek NT was written (A.D. 350), we have the entire 

Greek NT 

a. Compare this to other works of Antiquity, whose gap is anywhere from 

400-1000+ years and yet we do not question the reliability of their texts 

 

III. Variants 

A. How many? 
1. Looking only at the Greek NT, with approx. 138,000 words 
2. 400,000 variants 
3. Nature of variants far more important than number 

B. Omissions and Additions 
1. There are only 2 long passages that are questionable, we will look at one in Mark. 

(The other passage is John 8) 
2. Mark 16:9-20 

a. It is thought that this second ending of Mark was added in the middle of 
the 2nd century 

b. Possibly because people were uncomfortable with how Mark ended in vs 
8; the author of Mark ends with the women leaving in fear 

c. The 2 oldest complete mss, Codex Sinaiticus and Codex Vaticanus which 
are the best and most complete mss do not have Mark 16: verses 9-20 



d. Some mss include verses 9-20 but have the “Scholia” showing that they 
have some question about this passage. Scholia is a marking in the margin 
of the mss by the scribe who was copying it 

3. John 5:4  
a.  Text about the invalid of 38 years being healed at the pool of Bethesda 
b. Vs 4 of chapter 5 is missing in the Greek NT mss 
c. In the footnotes, vs. 4 says “From time to time an angel of the Lord would 

come down and stir up the waters. The first one into the pool after each 
such disturbance would be cured of whatever disease he had” 

d. Scholars believe John never wrote this, but a scribe,   
 wanting to add clarification added that detail into the manuscript 

C. Variants of zero significance 
1. John, spelled with two Greek NN or just one N 

a.  >70% of the variants are differences or errors in spelling 
2. Greek had an article in front of proper names 

a.  i.e. the Jesus 
b. when translated we don’t say “the Jesus,” just “Jesus” 
c. No difference in meaning 

3. Some texts say Jesus Christ and in others Christ Jesus 
4. Synonyms used 
5. Some texts contain conjunction, others exclude conjunction (and, but, if) 

D. Some scribes made unintentional errors 

1. Romans 5:1   
a. “Let us have peace with God”- this verbiage makes it sound like we have 

to work for it 
b. Vs. “We have peace with God”- concrete, real, not by works but by faith 
c. The difference in the Greek between “Let us Have” and “We  

 have” is either a long or short “O,” pronounced similarly 
2. Some scribes intentionally made errors 

a. Matthew, “Blessed are the poor in Spirit” 
b. Luke, “Blessed are the poor” 
c. Some scribes tried to fix Luke’s writing to be the same as Matthew by 

adding “in Spirit” 

E. No significant or major Biblical doctrine issues when studying variants 

1. F.F. Bruce, one of the greatest manuscript scholars, according to his calculations,  
we have 99.9% accuracy in our Greek NT mss in comparison to what was 
actually written by Apostles 

2. Remaining .1% have NO significant impact on Biblical doctrine 
a. Nothing about Jesus, Paul, or the growth of the church is in  question 
b. Bart Ehrman, who has written many books claiming that the NT is full of 

textual variants and therefore unreliable even states in the appendix of his 
book, Misquoting Jesus, that no variant brings into question the life of 
Christ, Paul, or the Growth of the church 

IV. Textual Criticism Quotes 



A. F.E. Peters states that “on the basis of manuscript tradition alone, the works that made up 

the Christians’ New Testament were the most frequently copied and widely circulated 

books of antiquity (McDowell, 34) 

 

B. Sir Frederic G. Kenyon quoted by McDowell “Besides number, the mss of the NT differ 

from those of the classical authors….In no other case is the interval of time between the 

composition of the book and the date of the earliest extant manuscripts so stark as in that 

of the NT. The books of the NT were written in the latter part of the 1st century; the 

earliest extant mss (excluding scraps) are of the 4th century-say from 250-300 years later. 

This may sound a considerable interval, but it is nothing to that which parts most of the 

great classical authors from their earlier manuscripts (McDowell, 34) 

 

C. McDowell quoting Dockery “It must be said that the amount of time between the original 

composition and the next surviving mss if far less for the NT than for any other work in 

Greek literature….although there are certainly differences in many of the NT mss, not 

one fundamental doctrine of the Christian faith rest on a disputed reading” (McDowell, 

35)  

 

EYEWITNESSES 

John Warwick Montgomery states, “The fact is…the books of the New Testament were not 

written down a century or more after the events they described, but during the lifetimes of those 

involved in the accounts themselves. Therefore, the New Testament must be regarded by 

scholars today as a competent primary source document from the first century (Montgomery, 

HC, 34, 35) 

 

I. Gospel Writers 

A. Specific audience 

B. Specific purpose 

C. Use of selection in what they chose to report 

1. John 21:25 “Jesus did many other things as well. If every one of them were 

written down, I suppose that even the whole world would not have room for 

the books that would be written” 

 

II.  Matthew (Formerly Levi, a tax collector) 
A. One of the 12 Apostles 
B. Written to a Jewish audience (A.D. 45-50) 

1.More OT quotations than any other NT author 
2. Important to trace that Jesus descended from Abraham 
3. Used Jewish terminology 



4. A lack of explanation of Jewish custom 
C. Purpose: to prove to his Jewish readers that Jesus is their Messiah and how He 

 fulfilled OT prophecy 
D. Martyred about A.D. 60, preached the Gospel in Ethiopia and was killed for  

 questioning the morals of the king by being staked and speared to the ground 

 
III. Mark the Evangelist (John Mark, John also called Mark) 

A. Agreed by scholars to be the 1st Gospel written. Conservative dating A.D. 50-60 
B. Audience: Church at Rome, Gentile believers 

1. Explains Jewish customs 
2. Translates Aramaic words 
3. Special interest in persecution and martyrdom 

C. Jesus is portrayed as the Suffering Servant.  
Mark 10:45 “For even the Son of Man did not come to be served, but to serve, 
and to give His life as ransom for many.”   

D. Mark functioned as Apostle Peter’s scribe (Geisler, 313) 
1. Peter was one of “inner three” apostles along with James and his brother John, 

 sons of Zebedee 
2. Only Inner three witnessed these events 

a. Transfiguration: 2 Peter 1:16-17 “We did not follow cleverly  
 invented stories when we told you about the power and coming of 
our  Lord Jesus Christ, be we were eyewitnesses of his majesty. ….we 
 ourselves heard this voice that came from heaven when we were 
with him on the sacred mountain” 

b. Raising of Jairus’ daughter 
c.  Jesus in the Garden of Gethsemane 

3. Peter identified himself as a “witness of the sufferings of Christ” in 1 Peter 5:1  
4. In Acts 2:32 during Peter’s first sermon at Pentecost, “God has raised this Jesus 

 to life, and we are all witnesses of the fact.” 
5. When Peter and John were arrested for testifying about the resurrection Acts 

 4:20 “For we cannot help speaking about what we have seen and heard." 
6. Peter was the key leader and spokesperson in Jerusalem when the   

 church first began 
7. Crucified upside down in A.D. 64 during reign of emperor Nero in   

 Rome.  This was per Peter’s request because he did not feel worthy to die  
 he same way Jesus had   
E. Mark was martyred by being dragged to death by a horse in Alexandria, Egypt 

 
IV. Luke the Physician 

A. Was not an eyewitness of Jesus 
1. Luke 1:1-4 “Many have undertaken to draw up an account of the things that 
have been fulfilled among us, just as they were handed down to us by those who 
from the first were eyewitnesses and servants of the word. With this in mind, 
since I myself have carefully investigated everything from the beginning, I too 
decided to write an orderly account for you, most excellent Theophilus, so that 
you may know the certainty of the things you have been taught.  



a. Accurate historian from eyewitness accounts 
B. Audience: Theophilus- a Roman official or at least of high position and/or wealth 
C. Purpose 

1. Jesus as Son of Man, a Messianic title from the prophecy of Daniel 7:13, 
emphasizing His full humanity 
2. “so that you may know the certainty of the things you have been taught” 

D. Gentile by birth, well educated in Greek culture 
E. Physician by profession 
F. Companion of Paul: from his 2nd missionary journey to his final imprisonment in 
Rome  
G. Luke wrote both the Gospel of Luke and Acts. Acts ends with Paul’s detention in a 
Roman prison (AD 60-62). Since Paul is still alive at the end of Acts (died in 67) we 
assume that A.D. 60-62 is when it was written 
H. Martyrd by being hung on an olive tree in Greece 

 
V. John the Apostle 

A. One of the 12 Apostles, “Disciple whom Jesus loved” 
B. One of the Inner 3 Apostles 
C. Audience: Jews 
D. Purpose 

1. John 20:31 “But these are written that you may believe that Jesus is the Christ, 
the Son of God, and that by believing you may have life in his name.” 

E. Calls himself an eyewitness 
1. Witnessed the death of Jesus 

a. John 19:26-27 “When Jesus saw his mother there, and the disciple 
whom he loved standing nearby, he said to his mother, “Dear woman, here 
is your son,” and to the disciple, “Here is your mother.” From that time on, 
this disciple took her into his home.”  

2. Calls himself an Eyewitness 
a. John 21:24 “This is the disciple who testifies to these things and  
 who wrote them down. We know that his testimony is true.” 

3. 1 John 1:1 He was reporting “what we have heard, what we have  
 seen with our eyes, what we have looked at and touched with our hands.” 

F. Testifies that he saw Jesus on several occasions after the resurrection 
G. Uses independent sources that can be traced to A.D. 30-66, though many scholars 
place his composition A.D. 80-100 
H. John was not martyd but died in exile on the island of Patmos 

 
VI. Paul 

A. Authored 13 letters in the New Testament 
B. 1 Corinthians 15:5-8 “For what I received I passed on to you as of first importance: 
that Christ died for our sins according to the Scriptures, that he was buried, that he was 
raised on the third day according to the Scriptures, and that he appeared to Peter, and then 
to the Twelve. After that, he appeared to more than five hundred of the brothers at the 
same time, most of whom are still living, though some have fallen asleep. Then he 
appeared to James, then to all the apostles, and last of all he appeared to me also, as to 
one abnormally born.” 
C. Beheaded by Nero in A.D. 67 in Rome 



 
VII.  James the brother of Jesus- most likely authored James 

A. Prior to the resurrection of Jesus, James (and his brothers) misunderstood Jesus’ 
purpose and were skeptical of Him. John 7:5 “Even  his own brothers did not believe in 
him.” 
B. After Jesus’ resurrection, he appeared to James, and this lead him to believe in Him. 
C. James became a key leader in the church in Jerusalem 
D. Stoned to death in Jerusalem in A.D. 62 

 
VIII. Eyewitnesses Quotes 
 

A. “They remained steadfast in their testimony under extreme persecution and even to the 
point of martyrdom, which almost all the apostles underwent….men will sometimes die 
for what they believe to be true but never for what they know to be false. A man becomes 
extremely honest and truthful under the threat of death. (Geisler, 315).  

 

B. “You and I might die for what we believe today, trusting in the testimony of those who 
were witnesses thousands of years ago. We were not there to see Jesus for ourselves, but 
we may believe that we have good reason to accept their testimony. Our martyrdom 
would therefore be a demonstration of this trust, rather than a confirmation of the truth. 
The original eyewitnesses, however, were in a very different position. They knew  
 firsthand if their claims were true or not. They didn’t trust someone else for their 
 testimony; they were making a firsthand assertion. The martyrdom of these 
original  eyewitnesses is in a completely different category from the martyrdom of those 
who might follow them.  If their claims were a lie, they would know it personally, unlike 
those who were martyred in the centuries that followed. While it’s reasonable to believe 
that you and I might die for what we mistakenly thought was true, it’s unreasonable to 
believe that these men died for what they definitely knew to be untrue.” (Wallace, 117-
118).  

 

C. “All in all we possess eyewitness testimony in documents that were recorded between 
twenty to fifty or so years after the actual events themselves. This means that the New 
Testament records are authentic first century and firsthand information about the life, 
teachings, death, and resurrection of Christ” (Geisler, 313).  

 
IX. EYEWITNESSES TO DEATH OF JESUS (Geisler, 314-315) 

A. Women 
1. John 19: 25-27 
2. Luke 23:27 
3. Luke 23:49 
4. Mark 15:40-41 “Some women were watching from a distance. Among them 
were Mary Magdalene, Mary the mother of James the younger and of Joses, and 
Salome. In Galilee these women had followed him and cared for his needs. 
Many other women who had come up with him to Jerusalem were also there.” 

B. Roman Soldiers, 2 Criminals, Roman Centurion 



1. Matt 27:54 “When the centurion and those with him who were guarding 
Jesus saw the earthquake and all that had happened, they were terrified, 
and exclaimed, “Surely he was the Son of God!” 

2. Mark 15:39 
3.  Luke 23:47 

E. Chief Priests and Jewish leaders 
1.Matt 27:41 “In the same way the chief priests, the teachers of the law and the 

 elders mocked him.” 
2.Mark 15:31 
3.Luke 23:35 
4.John 19:21 

F. Multitudes and Disciples 
1. Luke 23:27 
2. John 19:26-27 
3. Luke 23:49 “But all those who knew him, including the women who had 

 followed him from Galilee, stood at a distance, watching these  
 things.”  

X. EYEWITNESSES TO THE RESURRECTION OF JESUS (Geisler, 314-315).  

A. Mary Magdalene 

1. John 20:1 “Early on the first day of the week, while it was still dark, Mary 

Magdalene went to the tomb and saw that the stone had been removed from the 

entrance.” 

B. Mary the mother of James  

1. Matt 28:1- 8 “So the women (Mary Magdalene and the other Mary) hurried away 

from the tomb, afraid yet filled with joy, and ran to tell his disciples. Suddenly 

Jesus met them.  ‘Greetings,’ he said. They came to him, clasped his feet and 

worshipped him. Then Jesus said to them, “Do not be afraid. Go and tell my 

brothers to go to Galilee; there they will see me.” 

C. Salome & Joanna 

1. Luke 24:10 “It was Mary Magdalene, Joanna, Mary the mother of James, and the 

others who were with them who told this to the apostles." 

D. Several women from Galilee 

1. Luke 23:55 “The women who had come with Jesus from Galilee followed Joseph 

and saw the tomb and how his body was laid in it.”  

E. Peter 

1. Luke 24:34 “It is true! The Lord has risen and has appeared to Simon.” 

F. Cleopalos and other disciples on the road to Emmaus 

1. Luke 24:13-32 *long text* 

G. Apostles in Jerusalem  

1. John 20:24 “Now Thomas (called Didymus), one of the Twelve, was not with the 

disciples when Jesus came.” 

H. Apostles when Thomas was present 1 week later 

1. John 20:26-29 “A week later his disciples were in the house again, and Thomas 

was with them.  Though the doors were locked, Jesus came and stood among 

them and said, “Peace be with you!” 



I. 7 disciples on the Sea of Galilee 

1. John 21:1-24 “Afterward Jesus appeared again to his disciples, by the Sea of 

Tiberias.” 

J. 11 disciples on a mtn. in Galilee 

1. Matt 28:16-20 “Then the eleven disciples went to Galilee, to the mountain where 

Jesus had told them to go.  When they saw him, they worshiped him; but some 

doubted.” 

K. >500 brethren at the same time 

1. I Corinthians 15:3-8 “For what I received I passed on to you as of first 

importance: that Christ died for our sins according to the Scriptures, that he was 

buried, that he was raised on the third day according to the Scriptures, and that he 

appeared to Peter, and then to the Twelve. After that, he appeared to more than 

five hundred of the brothers at the same time, most of whom are still living, 

though some have fallen asleep.  Then he appears to James, then to all the 

apostles, and last of all he appeared to me also, as to one abnormally born.”  

L. Disciples on Mt. Of Olives 

1. Luke 24:50-52 “When he had led them out to the vicinity of Bethany, he lifted up 

his hands and blessed them.  While he was blessng them, he left them and was 

taken up into heaven. Then they worshiped him and returned to Jerusalem with 

great joy.” 

M. Appeared over 40 days 

1. Acts 1:3 “After his suffering, he showed himself to these men and gave many 

convincing proofs that he was alive. He appeared to them over a period of forty 

days and spoke about the kingdom of God.” 

 

 

 

Supernatural Authenticity 

In a sense I have approached this question, “Can I trust my Bible,” backwards in my own life. 

Many years before I began studying Scripture for myself, I had experienced the Supernatural 

person of Jesus in my life, making the Supernatural nature of Scripture years later not a 

stumbling block for me, rather a sweet confirmation of what I already knew to be true in my 

Spirit. You spoke of Spiritual gifts on a previous podcast, one of my gifts is definitely faith. It’s 

hard to know whether this was already in me as a child, or a result of my childhood experiences.  

One of my earliest memories was when I was about 5 or 6 years old and my father went through 

a season of unemployment. In those days, “Help Wanted” signs weren’t hanging in every 

window. For over two years we prayed as a family for him to find work. He would work odd 

jobs here and there, but as you can imagine, money was tight. At one point we were praying for 

enough resources to buy food and we were out of milk. If my parents were freaking out on the 

inside, we never would have known from the outside. They assured us, “Jesus knows what we 

need, He will provide, He always has.” The next evening when we were all sitting in our living 



room, there was a knock at the door. My sister, brother, and I scurried to open it and when we 

did, we saw a couple from our church, each loaded down by a large box and two gallons of milk 

at their feet. They asked if we could help them out by taking some food! Do you know what I 

learned that night; this Jesus, He sees us, He hears us, He knows our needs and He will provide. 

Over and over throughout my life this has been the theme.  

About 2 years ago I was in a very difficult season. Our 4th baby was just 5 months old and had 

been sick for a couple months. I was very sleep deprived. I was dealing with some difficult 

circumstances with our 2nd child who has special needs and had spent the pandemic year 

without services, marriage was in a hard season, and a weariness in my Spirit was consuming 

me. Honestly, the only word that can describe this long season was despair. I would write in my 

journal, “Just one word from you Jesus, just one word.” I knew that Jesus wouldn’t necessarily 

change my circumstances, though that would have been great, but I knew my deepest need was 

to hear His voice speak into my darkness, like I had experienced other times in life.  I was 

studying Genesis with a few other women at the time and our text that week was Genesis 20-22. 

In particular 21:14-20. To summarize this text, it was the celebration of Isaac being weaned and 

Sarah saw that Ishmael, the son born of Hagar, her maidservant, was mocking her son Isaac. 

Sarah tells Abraham to get rid of Hagar and her son, that Ishmael will never share in the 

inheritance with her son Isaac. The next morning Abraham took a skin of water and some food 

and sent Hagar and Ishmael on their way. The text says, “she wandered in the desert of 

Beersheba.” When the water was gone, she put Ishmael under one of the bushes and she went a 

bowshot away because she couldn’t bare to watch him die….and there she began to sob. God 

heard Ishmael crying and the angel of God called to Hagar vs17-18 “What is the matter, Hagar? 

Do not be afraid; God has heard the boy crying as he lies there. Lift the boy up and take him by 

the hand, for I will make him into a great nation. THEN God opened her eyes and she saw a well 

of water.” 

Through this text, bizarre as it may be, I could see myself. Like Hagar, I felt like I was 

wandering, lacking direction and purpose, I was afraid, felt unseen, unheard, unknown, my 

future felt desolate, and I was despairing. God called her by name and asked her “What is the 

matter?” He knew, but he was acknowledging her pain through that question. He was inviting 

her to share her heart, communicating that He wanted to know her and hear her. He said, “Do not 

be afraid.” He cut straight to the heart matter, He demonstrated that she was known. “God has 

heard.” Her cries and our own do not go unheard by the God of the Universe. THEN 

GOD……He opened her eyes. She was not only seen (remember Genesis 16:13, the first time 

she fled from Sarah, she encountered an angel of the Lord near a spring in the desert, possibly a 

Christophany, and she said, “You are the God who sees me,” for she said, “I have now seen the 

One who sees me.”) …..but He also gave her a new perspective, He provided for her immediate 

physical need and her deeper need of hope in place of despair, His presence in place of her 

loneliness, His promise in place of her fear.  

Like Hagar, God saw my physically exhausted and emotionally depleted state and He revealed 

how my greatest need was to rest in His presence. He saw my loneliness in motherhood and 

reminded me that He knew my heart even if no-one else did. He acknowledged my fears over 

Luke, my child with special needs and reminded me that He has a plan for Luke’s life, that He is 

providing everything Luke needs in His perfect timing. He exposed how my fear for Luke’s 



future was paralyzing me and invited me to lay that down. And most necessary at the time, He 

acknowledged my despair regarding my marriage. He gently revealed to me how I was looking 

to my marriage to fulfill in me what only God could. He reminded me that He alone could satisfy 

the deepest longings of my heart, and He helped me see my husband the way He sees him. He 

spoke hope and healing to my Spirit and replaced my weariness with His presence and peace. 

It is rarely my circumstances that have changed during difficult seasons of life, but Scripture has 

been the truth that has upheld me and provided a pathway through my challenges and pain. God 

meets our very deepest needs, calls us His own, provides for us all along the way, meets us 

exactly where we are, gives us purpose and direction, eyes of faith to see what only He can 

reveal in our Spirits. Our identity is rooted in the fact that we are children of the living God, 

deeply loved, and cared for even when we feel like nobody else sees, hears, or knows us. 

In providing for us, God demonstrates His care and intimate knowledge of our needs. God 

proves that He is near to us and involved in our daily lives. This is the supernatural power of 

Scripture made alive in our hearts, and it radically changes our lives….it is the ONE WORD of 

God that He faithfully gives us when we seek Him in His word.  
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