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Part One

AN INTRODUCTION TO 
TEXTUAL CRITICISM





1
The Need for New Testament 

Textual Criticism

In the study of literature, the term “criticism” refers to “the scientific investigation of liter-
ary documents (such as the Bible) in regard to such matters as origin, text, composition, 

or history.”1 Textual criticism refers to the scientific investigation that seeks to determine 
and restore the original text of a document or collection of documents by removing the 
errors introduced into it as it was copied and recopied. All ancient texts were corrupted 
as scribes made mistakes in the process of hand-copying the text century after century. 
Thus, all ancient texts need restoration. Scholars in classical studies must work to restore 
the original texts of works like Homer’s Iliad. New Testament scholars must also compare 
the different readings in ancient manuscripts of the NT and seek to identify the original 
text of the NT. Textual criticism is “scientific” since it seeks to understand a phenomenon 
by following a systematic method based on evidence. Many consider modern textual criti-
cism to be one of the most scientific disciplines in the realm of biblical studies because 
researchers utilize high-tech tools such as high-resolution photography and multispectral 
imaging and methods such as archaeology, paleography, and statistics.

Textual criticism is necessary because scribes sometimes changed the text unintention-
ally or, more rarely, intentionally as they copied it. The first Bible to be printed using the 
printing press was a Latin Bible printed by Johannes Gutenberg between 1452 and 1456. 
Prior to the mid-15th century, scribes hand-copied the NT. These scribes had different 
levels of proficiency, skill, and education. However, they all shared something in common. 
They were human, and, as ordinary human beings, they all made mistakes. Human scribes 
are copyists, not copy machines. No scribe was able to perfectly replicate the text of the 
manuscripts they attempted to copy. Some scribes were better than most and some were 
truly outstanding. None of them were perfect.

Twenty-first-century scholars are not the first to recognize that ancient scribes made er-
rors. Ancient readers of the Greek NT sometimes pointed out the different and even contra-
dictory readings that appeared in the copies of the NT available to them. In his Commentary 

1. Merriam-Webster’s Collegiate Dictionary, 11th ed., s.v. “criticism.”



on Matthew in the early 3rd century, Origen complained: “But it is clear that the differences 
between the copies have become numerous, either from the shoddy work of copyists, or from 
the wicked recklessness of some either in neglecting to correct what is written, or even in 
adding or removing things based on their own opinions when they do correct.”2

The ancient scribes humbly acknowledged their weaknesses and deficiencies in notes 
written in the margins of the copies they produced. C. Wendel gathered many of the 
self-deprecating epithets of the monastic scribes.3 The scribes described themselves using 
such terms as χθαμαλός (lowly), ἀνάξιος (worthless), ἀνάξιος τοῦ ζῆν (unworthy to live), 
ἀνάξιος παρὰ πάντας (undeserving above all), ἀδόκιμος (reprobate), εὐτελής (worth-
less), εὐτελέστατος (most worthless), ὕστατος (most inferior), ἐλάχιστος (least), ἀχρεῖος 
(useless), δύσχρηστος (no good), and ἰδιώτης (unskilled amateur).4 They assessed their 
skills and abilities using expressions such as ἀφυής (untalented), φρενόλειπτος (brainless), 
ἀφρονέστατος (most foolish), ἀσύνετος (without understanding), ἀβέλτερος (stupid), 
ἀμαθέστατος (most ignorant or unskilled), σκαιότατος πάντων ἀνθρώπων (most unskilled 
of all people), χωρικός (country bumpkin), and ἀγροικικός (parochial—in the negative 
sense of being small-minded and unsophisticated).5 These self-assessments show that the 
scribes did not believe that even their best efforts were sufficient to copy the NT perfectly.

Scribes recognized that their predecessors had the same weaknesses with which they 
struggled. Ancient copyists sometimes complained about the poor quality of the work of 
the scribes who copied or influenced their exemplar.6 The medieval monastic scribe Neilos, 
for example, complains of the poor eyesight of another scribe that introduced an error 
in the text: “The error of Theodore the squinter.”7 A late scribe who sought to correct the 
text of Codex Vaticanus (03) vented his frustration with one of his predecessors in a note 
in the left-hand margin beside the text of Heb 1:3: “Terribly ignorant and unskilled scribe, 
leave the old reading alone! Do not change it!”

Scribes often corrected errors that they spotted in the manuscripts that they used. The 
oldest complete manuscript of the Greek NT is Codex Sinaiticus (01). Scribes corrected 
this manuscript more thoroughly than any other. Some of the corrections were made very 
early before the manuscript left the scriptorium. Many others were made by later genera-
tions of scribes who used the codex up through the 12th century. The manuscript has an 
average of about thirty corrections per page for a total of nearly 23,000 corrections!8 The 

2. The Commentary of Origen on the Gospel of St Matthew, 2 vols., trans. Ronald E. Heine (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 2018), 15.14.

3. C. Wendel, “Die ΤΑΠΕΙΝΟΤΗΣ des griechischen Schreibermönches,” Byzantinische Zeitschrift 
43 (1950): 259–66.

4. Wendel, Die ΤΑΠΕΙΝΟΤΗΣ des griechischen Schreibermönches,” 260.
5. Wendel, Die ΤΑΠΕΙΝΟΤΗΣ des griechischen Schreibermönches,” 261.
6. An “exemplar” is the manuscript that the scribe follows in making his own copy.
7. A. C. Myshrall, “An Introduction to Lectionary 299,” in Codex Zacynthius: Catena, Palimpsest, 

Lectionary, ed. H. A. G. Houghton and D. C. Parker, TS 3.21 (Piscataway, NJ: Gorgias, 2020), 197–99.
8. D. C. Parker, Codex Sinaiticus: The Story of the World’s Oldest Bible (Peabody, MA: Hendrick-

son, 2010), 3, 89. This estimate includes the corrections in both the OT and the NT and corrections 
of all kinds, including spelling corrections and reinking fading letters.
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many corrections show that later generations of scribes respected and continued to use 
the ancient codex. Yet, they also show that the scribes recognized even the ancient copies 
were not perfect. Scribes worked to identify and correct errors in hopes of restoring the 
original text of the NT.

Modern-day textual critics continue this aspect of the work of ancient scribes. Al-
though textual critics are not copyists, they are correctors. They compare the texts of the 
NT that appear in the ancient manuscripts. When these texts are different, they analyze 
these different readings (called variants) and attempt to identify and restore the text of 
the original.

The modern practice of textual criticism involves far more than the work of restoring 
the original text.9 Yet the primary goal of the discipline continues to be the restoration of 
the original text. This is true whether we are referring to the textual criticism of the NT 
or the textual criticism of the Greek classics. Paul Maas, a textual critic working mainly 
in classical literature, wrote: “The business of textual criticism is to produce a text as 
close as possible to the original.”10 New Testament textual critics such as B. F. Westcott and 
F. J. A. Hort, Kirsopp Lake, Samuel P. Tregelles, F. H. A. Scrivener, Bruce Metzger, J. Harold 
Greenlee, Philip Comfort, and many others agree that the restoration of the original text 
is the fundamental task of the discipline.11 As Constantin Tischendorf famously wrote in 
a letter to his fiancée, textual criticism is a “sacred task, the struggle to regain the original 
form of the New Testament.”12

Textual critics today often specify that the goal of textual criticism is the “initial text” 
(German: Ausgangstext), the archetype of the texts preserved in the extant Greek manu-
scripts and early translations. Gerd Mink, who coined the term “initial text,” defined it as 
“the reconstructed form of text from which the manuscript transmission started.”13 Scholars 

9. For example, textual criticism often provides helpful insights into the history of interpretation.
10. Paul Maas, Textual Criticism, trans. Barbara Flower (Oxford: Clarendon, 1958), 1.
11. See B. F. Westcott and F. J. A. Hort, Introduction to the New Testament in the Original Greek 

with Notes on Selected Readings (New York: Harper & Brothers, 1882; repr., Peabody, MA: Hendrick-
son, 1988), 3; Samuel P. Tregelles, An Account of the Printed Text of the Greek New Testament: With 
Remarks on Its Revision upon Critical Principles (London: Samuel Bagster & Sons, 1854; repr., London: 
Forgotten Books, 2017), 174; F. H. A. Scrivener, A Plain Introduction to the Criticism of the New Testa-
ment, ed. Edward Miller, 4th ed., 2 vols. (1894), 1:5; Kirsopp Lake, The Text of the New Testament, 6th 
ed., Oxford Church Text Books (London: Billing and Sons, 1959), 1; Bruce M. Metzger and Bart D. 
Ehrman, The Text of the New Testament: Its Transmission, Corruption, and Restoration, 4th ed. (New 
York: Oxford University Press, 2005), xv; J. Harold Greenlee, Introduction to New Testament Textual 
Criticism (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1964), 11; and Philip Comfort, Encountering the Manuscripts: An 
Introduction to New Testament Paleography & Textual Criticism (Nashville: Broadman & Holman, 
2005), 289. The expression “most nearly conforming to the original” was used by Metzger in his pref-
ace to the 1st edition of The Text of the New Testament: Its Transmission, Corruption, and Restoration. 
The recent 4th edition clarifies that the “original text” referred to the “ ‘final published’ edition that 
served as the basis for all later copies” (273–74).

12. As quoted in Metzger and Ehrman, Text of the New Testament, 172.
13. Gerd Mink, “Contamination, Coherence, and Coincidence in Textual Transmission: The 

Coherence-Based Genealogical Method (CBGM) as a Complement and Corrective to Existing 
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acknowledge that this initial text probably differs at some points from the “authorial text,” 
the final draft of each of the twenty-seven NT books that the author approved for publica-
tion. Holger Strutwolf has suggested that this initial text is in most cases a very early text 
that may be traced to as early as the middle of the 2nd century.14 Obviously, some changes 
may have entered the tradition in the decades between the final draft of each NT book 
and the reconstructed initial text. For example, the reconstructed initial text of the Gos-
pel of Mark ends with Mark 16:8. Many scholars argue that the original Gospel of Mark 
must have continued with an account of Jesus’ resurrection and post-resurrection appear-
ances. Since they reject alternative endings to the Gospel in the manuscript tradition, they 
conclude that the original ending of Mark must have been lost in the decades between 
the completion of the final draft of Mark and the initial text.15 However, Holger Strutwolf 
correctly observed that “as long as we have no evidence that suggests a radical break in 
the textual transmission between the author’s text and the initial text of our tradition, the 
best hypothesis concerning the original text still remains the reconstructed archetype to 
which our manuscript tradition and the evidence of early translations and the citations 
point.”16 He encouraged scholars to continue to pursue the goal of restoring the authorial 
text by noting that “the reconstruction of the original text of the New Testament is of vital 
theological and historical interest: we want to know what Paul really wrote to the Romans 
and what was the original form of the Gospel of Luke. The quest for the original text does 
not as such involve contradictions and logical impossibilities.”17

Approaches,” in The Textual History of the Greek New Testament: Changing Views in Contemporary 
Research, ed. Klaus Wachtel and Michael W. Holmes (Atlanta: Society of Biblical Literature, 2011), 143.
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