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Foreword

Many years ago, when the British New Testament text critic Neville Birdsall of Bir-
mingham was being introduced to a new colleague, the latter said to him that text 
critics were like the men who rodded drains to unblock sewers. Later the colleague 
declared that, although he was glad someone else did such tasks, he himself did not 
choose to undertake labor of that sort; he preferred to be an exegete. In contrast to 
this colleague’s views, the book before us aims—and succeeds magnificently—in 
showing us how fundamental textual criticism ought to be in any theological and 
exegetical work on our New Testament Gospel texts.

Textual criticism is often referred to as “lower” criticism, contrasted with the 
“higher” criticism that seems to refer to critical exegesis and interpretation. But 
“lower” should never be thought of as “inferior” in any sense, and especially not 
scholastically. It is essential preparatory work on all literature composed prior to 
the invention of printing. None of this literature has survived in the actual hand-
writing of its original authors. That applies to biblical as well as to secular writings. 
We all have to work back to a supposed original by making use of copies of copies 
of copies, made in general by professional scribes, whose task it was to reproduce 
accurately from an exemplar a fine new readable copy; in reality, however, such 
scribes were essentially hack copyists who performed piecework and were paid by 
the number of lines they transcribed per diem.

Like Birdsall’s erstwhile colleague, few academics nowadays are prepared to 
“rod” drains by devoting their research time to an analysis of extant manuscript 
witnesses, collating and then comparing newly emerging copies, thereby display-
ing all the necessary linguistic skills needed, with the willingness to look at what 
are often deemed minutiae and, of course, with the requisite Sitzfleisch such work 
always involves. But there is a sufficient number of scholars who do voluntarily 
devote themselves to such fundamental tasks. Most of these academics claim to be 
“eclectic” in their approach; that is, most of them feel free to select the text to be 
printed from a small range of extant witnesses. Only a few, usually nowadays to 
be found in the United States, remain fond of and wedded to the medieval bulk of 
manuscripts, often labeled the Byzantine text-type, insofar as such adherence to the 
readings of the majority of New Testament manuscripts sounds very democratic. 
(When I visited an extremely conservative seminary in North Carolina to lecture 
there, I was surprised to see in its parking lot bumper stickers that told me that the 
King James Version is the only true English-language translation of the Old and 
New Testament text: “If it ain’t the KJV it ain’t the Bible.”)



By contrast to most “eclectic” text critics, and certainly to those who favor one 
text-type as the bearer of the original texts, my work has regularly been dubbed 
“thoroughgoing text criticism,” by which term is meant that I seek the original 
wording in as many or as few manuscripts of any date, as long as one disputed 
reading agrees with the language, style, and theology of the author. Other text 
critics still favor the cult of the best manuscripts rather in the way that Westcott 
and Hort had done in the nineteenth century; and I see here that Professor Craig 
Evans can still speak of the oldest and “best” manuscripts. I often still argue that 
our modern critical hand-editions, such as Nestle-Aland, Novum Testamentum 
Graece, and the United Bible Societies’ Greek New Testament are favorably dis-
posed to such a “cult.”

Obviously, I must analyze every disputed reading against the recognized and 
proven language, vocabulary, style, and theology elsewhere in each author’s writ-
ings. This means that I can secure the author’s usage, mainly by pointing to undis-
puted parallels elsewhere in his text(s). As an increasing number of manuscripts are 
being finally read in their entireties, I am regularly told that my fund of available 
“firm” (undisputed) examples must inevitably decrease, thus making thorough-
going eclecticism less scientific in its analyses. I am naturally conscious of such 
criticism, but my observation is that very few readings coming to light in recently 
collated manuscripts offer genuine new readings; mostly these manuscripts’ texts 
reflect already-known existing readings. Recently collated manuscripts may obvi-
ously be added to an apparatus, often to bulk up its testimony, but any brand-new 
variants in modern readings are usually examples of careless “accidental” errors 
and are often merely orthographical changes.

Textual criticism is a science and an art form. Both aspects of the discipline 
occur below. Few readers ever find fault with a scholar’s scientific assembling of 
manuscripts or with the registration, collating, and analysis of their often distinc-
tive text, but it is the editorial decisions as to which reading represents the author’s 
writing—or, to adopt a piece of modern jargon, what the Ausgangstext (which 
may or may not be equivalent to the authorial text) may do—that is of prime 
importance. It is from this Ausgangstext that all surviving differences between 
manuscripts (i.e., their distinctive variant readings) derive and from which, as a 
consequence, any of its “secondary” readings may occur in the footnotes, be these 
deliberate or accidental. Those are the places where readers may part company 
with the editors.

What is surprising is that our fund of papyri (which is justifiably and trium-
phantly assessed in the chapters to follow) has but seldom influenced an editor’s 
choice of text in new critical editions. Papyri may figure first in many an apparatus 
criticus, and they will appear in listings of all extant New Testament manuscripts, 
as here in Evans’ book, but their distinctive readings and especially their allegedly 
original readings have not always been taken as seriously as some critics may have 
wished to see in a published Greek New Testament.

We read below about the datings of manuscripts, and behind such datings lies 
a methodology that is often problematic: it is seldom as scientific or as accurate 
as its practitioners would like. But many New Testament experts like to defend 
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the antiquity of certain variants. If a reading is old or is found in what our experts 
tell us is a very old manuscript, then it is allegedly a favored or privileged witness. 
My former tutor at the University of Oxford, the Canadian scholar George Kilpat-
rick (by then holder of the university’s New Testament Chair, the “Dean Ireland’s 
Professor of the Exegesis of Holy Scripture”), used (correctly) to tell his students 
that the age of a manuscript and the age of a reading are only relevant if we know 
which changes were introduced by the scribes at each copying. In other words, we 
need to compare the differences between what had been written originally by its 
composer in the early years of Christianity and the manuscript copy in our hands. 
But the task is impossible. No one does know such things; no scribe tells us. (En 
passant, Kilpatrick was a thoroughgoing text critic—and is probably the reason 
why I am one too!)

Another scholar whose words still ring true, at least in these ears, is H.-J. 
Vogels, who pronounced that all deliberate variant readings (as opposed to the ac-
cidental slips to which all hand-copying is prone) would have been made before the 
writings were declared and treated as cano”nical. Church communities would have 
been disinclined or discouraged to make changes to what had by then become Holy 
Writ. As far as the New Testament’s canonical fourfold Gospel canon is concerned, 
that would be by the end of the second century. Deliberate changes may be identi-
fied in manuscripts that happen to have survived to modern times, whatever their 
dates of writing, but what Vogels (rightly in my opinion) was saying was that every 
deliberate and changed reading, even if it were wrong and secondary as modern 
scholars may judge it, would itself inevitably be a reading from antiquity.

The most recent fad to greet us is the “Coherence Based Genealogical Method” 
(CBGM). Previously, textual criticism had been applying the Claremont Profiling 
Method, the Local-Genealogical Method, and so on. All of those were devised 
to deal with the huge bulk of Greek New Testament manuscripts—some 5,500 
continuous-text witnesses and lectionaries. The concept of the inevitable cross-
fertilization or mixing of the underlying textual character is a theme that must also 
be addressed. The Coherence Based Methodology was created by Gerd Mink, a 
Mitarbeiter in the Institute for New Testament Textual Research at the University 
of Münster in Westphalia (western Germany), and is the latest such “-ism” designed 
to help editors. Results may be seen in the recent volumes published by the Ger-
man Bible Society, first—although inevitably somewhat cautiously—in its editions 
of the Catholic Epistles, then more confidently in their recent edition of the Acts 
of the Apostles. The spacious layout in these text editions is highly commendable; 
they are, to adopt a current phrase, “user-friendly.” I am not privy to the extent 
to which the CBGM influenced the editions, but clues now exist in the German 
Bible Society’s editorial writings. It strikes me that this newfangled methodology 
is easily compatible with many of the principles I have been doggedly following 
for decades—namely, dating of readings, not necessarily the dating of the artifact 
(i.e., a manuscript containing that text) itself. “Tradent” is another jargon-term 
and neologism found in today’s increasingly strident reports on the CGBM by its 
devotees to mean that the manuscripts are to be looked upon principally as the 
bearers of an earlier text.
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As a highly productive and enviably fluent writer (and persuasive commu-
nicator), Craig Evans has acquired the skills of a text critic, thanks in part to his 
having had the opportunity to see many of the most famous biblical manuscripts 
now housed around the world. There are, however, several of his summaries and 
conclusions in the chapters that follow where some readers will add a bold “No” 
in the margins or will query his judgments; but his well-founded scholarship, nu-
anced reasoning, and pleasant manner of writing (quite befitting its author) will 
give even opponents pause for thought and will make them (meaning, “me”) have 
to rethink their (“our”/“my”) positions or reformulate a counterargument or three.

We may find some statements below from Dr. Evans somewhat too sanguine, 
even complacent, but we commend his numerous examples of textual variants, and 
especially those found in chapter 12 of this book. But in addition to the examples 
he gives, most of which are persuasive and accurate, we also need to decide on the 
two major additions or omissions at the end of Mark and the Pericope Adulterae, 
respectively. But, even more controversially, we need to say what our printed text 
and alternative readings are at, say, John 1:18 (“Son” or “God”); what precisely 
Luke had Jesus say at the Last Supper; what we print for Matthew’s Parable of the 
Two Boys in 21:28–32; and how Jesus is described at each point where the vari-
ants Jesus, Christ, Lord, etc., occur in differing manuscripts. Those and countless 
other problems may be seen not only in the apparatus criticus of a printed edition 
of the Greek New Testament text but also by readers of modern editions in, say, 
English where the footnotes regularly advise users that certain “authorities” (i.e., 
manuscript witnesses) remove, add, or change certain words. Do we wish to accept 
a longer or a shorter text? Are scribes more likely to have accidentally omitted a 
word or words due to carelessness, tiredness, and paleographical considerations, 
or are they more likely to have deliberately changed or added words to clarify 
the original? Those and similar questions are encouraged by translators and edi-
tors (such as Nestle-Aland’s 27th edition, pp. 45*–46* or p. 3*); many publishers 
nowadays allow their readers the democratic choice to make changes to a text. 
“Transparency” is the “in” word; readers of Scripture are permitted to make their 
own choices when certain theological conundrums defeat even a learned editor. 
A mock or tactfully anonymous quotation repeating the previous twenty words to 
resemble what examiners typically put before students (usually with the addition 
of the command “Discuss”) could be given here!

Our samples above are often theological, and certainly relevant to exegetes. 
Similarly: Just what was it that Jesus is reported as having said about a man who 
divorces his wife? More flippantly, looking at the parallels in the canonical Gospels 
and their textual variants, we may similarly ask: Just what should obedient disciples 
pack for their journey (sandals, scrip, or food), and how many staffs ought they 
take? More profoundly, we observe: Does Luke’s Gospel refer to Jesus’ ascension or 
not? These are all indicators of used and living texts, venerated by believers and by 
people prepared to alter and then abide by Holy Writ. It hardly matters if we decide 
that 90 percent or even 95 percent of the New Testament is textually secure and 
that any textual errata there are easily resolved, if there still remains 5 percent or 10 
percent of the New Testament text that is unresolved or textually uncertain. These 
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disputed passages are critically important. Changes were frequently made to make 
the texts conform to a prevailing theological party line and therefore make them 
more relevant to the reader. Living texts, therefore, were used, clarified, and, from 
an early date, deliberately changed. Such approaches outlined here may be anath-
ema to some, but they will need to be considered alongside what we read below.

It is readings like those above where text critics may prefer to draw stumps 
(if I may use a cricketing term) and admit defeat, just as the editors of the Editio 
Critica Maior do if they cannot resolve a dilemma; instead, they print in parallel 
two (occasionally even three) equally viable alternatives whenever the text line 
(the leading line) splits.

In the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, many scholars, especially in the 
Low Countries, introduced conjectural emendations into the biblical text, often 
to solve text-critical problems. Our colleagues in Classics are regularly obliged 
to use conjectural readings, mainly because many of the texts they work on lack 
the generous provision of manuscripts such as New Testament scholars have at 
their fingertips. This abundance is often denied to scholars of classical Greek texts. 
Nonetheless, alongside and contemporaneously with the increasing numbers of 
newly published or newly discovered manuscripts of the New Testament, some 
biblical scholars have made conjectural changes, even where we may judge that 
such alterations merely represent inspired guesswork. Their conclusions are often 
highly ingenious. And that is their downfall! Few of these conjectures have been 
accepted or are acceptable. The Nestle editions have, in their apparatus, drastically 
pared down the one-time common siglum “cj” (= a conjectured reading, i.e., one 
lacking any Greek support). Those who keep a keen eye on all changes made to 
published editions see that the conjecture previously printed in Acts 16:12 is now 
no longer allowed in the Editio Critica Maior. But a new and different conjecture 
is found at Acts 13:33. Similarly, the Nestle-Aland 28th edition now allows a new 
conjectured reading at 2 Pet 3:10. At one time, I naively assumed that as we had over 
5,000 manuscripts containing all or part of the New Testament, conjectures were 
never needed. However, when I published an article in 2000, I argued that Mark 
1:1–3 could never have been written by the same author as the following words. No 
Greek witness was in support, so this suggestion was a pure conjectural emendation 
on my part. So, we need to reach decisions about whether any such emendations 
are ever allowable, even if we assume that authors like the four evangelists always 
knew what it was they intended to write, that they always wrote sense, and that 
their command of the Greek language was flawless.

The other discipline Evans has wisely followed here concerns the extracanoni-
cal Gospels, usually said nowadays to belong to the amorphous florilegium gener-
ally, albeit wrongly, called the New Testament Apocrypha. Such Gospels are often 
quite early, and yet are secondary to the canonical fourfold canon. Sometimes these 
were composed to complete the perceived gaps in the earliest Gospels, and thus 
in apocryphal Infancy Gospels we read of Mary’s early life, of Jesus’ birth, and of 
the Holy Family’s escapades and deeds of derring-do in their exile in Egypt. Jesus’ 
doings as a young child figure in some childhood Gospels. Similarly, Jesus is said in 
some extracanonical yarns to have been gainfully employed between Good Friday 
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and Easter Day, especially by his raising the faithful dead from Hades, seen here not 
only as a person but as the waiting room for the faithful dead. In the Apocrypha, 
Adam, the patriarchs, and the prophets were biding their time in Hades impatiently 
until their rescue by the Messiah and Savior. Apocryphal stories here not only fill 
in gaps in the canonical Gospels, but they solve increasingly urgent theological 
problems, such as: “What happened to the faithful dead who died prior to Jesus’ 
earthly ministry?” The creedal statement that Jesus descended into hell came from 
these texts.

Other apocrypha contain additional sayings attributed to Jesus, some of these 
only as separate sentences now extant in, say, one amulet from antiquity. Such apoc-
ryphal stories and sayings may well be secondary and derivative, but some were 
clearly popular throughout Christendom, leaving us a rich legacy of manuscripts of 
their texts not only in the original language but in several versions too. Numerous 
legends influenced Christian doctrines and, later, art. Mariology and Orthodoxy’s 
great feasts, as well as much of the teaching on the ascension and resurrection of 
Jesus and on the afterlife, occur in the noncanonical Gospels. Many such teach-
ings will, of course, be anathema to those who proclaim a Christian faith based on 
(canonical) scripture alone (sola scriptura), but no one should deny the influence 
of these doctrines on others’ faith.

Harmonizations are readily pointed out to us whenever these occur within 
the four canonical Gospels, and those are easily exposed in printed synopsis texts 
and their footnotes. An important, thoroughgoing principle is that text-critical 
variants that make parallels more dissimilar are likely to be original, although we 
always need to append to such a statement the useful get-out clause “other things 
being equal.”

In his chapter on Erasmus of Rotterdam, Professor Evans argues that the sub-
sequent and inevitable adherence by many faithful Christian readers to the Textus 
Receptus, a version of the printed Greek New Testament, was ultimately dependent 
on Erasmus’ first edition of 1516. This was exactly what followers of differing ver-
sions of the Latin Bible had been doing for centuries. The essentially Protestant 
and Greek Textus Receptus was, by and large, maintained by subsequent editors 
for over 350 years (and, indeed, up to the present day in some quarters), and that 
too may be a type of inerrancy. Fortunately, Evans does not use the bizarre expres-
sion “the providential protection of Holy Writ” when referring to the Byzantine 
text-type—especially as such protection is denied to nonbiblical manuscripts and 
to other scribal writings!

Most extant manuscripts of the New Testament contain only one part of the 
whole. This may be for purely practical reasons; very few of the extant 5,500 manu-
scripts were ever meant to hold all twenty-seven New Testament works (I know 
of a mere sixty extant today that do). Also, if we look at the sheer bulk of, say, the 
fourth-century Codex Sinaiticus, once a complete Bible containing the Old and 
New Testaments, it was obviously huge in size and very heavy to carry around, and 
it was deemed impractical to use it in church for readings. Also, the costs and the 
time involved in writing everything anew would have been prohibitive for most 
private owners or small worshipping communities. As the four Gospels were the 
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most frequently copied for reading aloud, for private study, and for consultation, 
it was often only the four Gospels that would have commonly or normally needed 
rewriting. That is probably why most of our currently extant witnesses to the Greek 
New Testament contain only those four books.

One of the major concerns raised in Craig Evans’ book is the length of time a 
manuscript may have been in use and therefore read before its possible recopying.

Churches, monasteries, and individuals tried to conserve and preserve their 
texts in manuscript sheets and in codex form. Thoroughgoing textual critics, there-
fore, may declare with confidence that even though an artifact (i.e., a manuscript) 
may be given a date on paleographical grounds by the experts, regardless of the age 
and origin of any readings found within it, it may have subsequently survived in 
use for a few further centuries before it was eventually recopied. Only then could 
its distinctive text be found to have influenced a much later manuscript. That is 
why, above, I stated that merely because a witness is medieval its text may go back, 
say, only very few steps or stages of copying to the presumed Ausgangstext or even 
to the authorial text itself.

Another positive reminder is to say that palimpsests (i.e., recycled texts) may 
show that, because many owners and users of manuscripts were often reluctant to 
throw away writings, any surviving recoverable and legible under-writing that can 
currently be deciphered in a rewriting shows the longevity of those readings. This 
may be seen in Latin as well as in Greek palimpsests. For instance, once churches 
decided to adopt Jerome’s Latin Vulgate, because of its allegedly authoritative ver-
sion of the scriptures, it can be seen that by writing the Vulgate onto a previously 
perfectly functional, albeit by then unwanted, Old Latin rendering, the manuscript 
may reveal that its (Old Latin) under-writing had probably remained in use under-
neath the palimpsesting. In some cases, therefore, the Itala, or Old Latin, text that 
had been written several centuries earlier continued to be read in that community 
until the overwriting was added in its stead.

Coupled with that, it is noticeable just how durable many parchment and 
indeed papyri texts are. We are used to seeing papyrus fragments that now are 
badly abraded, torn, or eaten into by white ants, but in their heyday they would 
have been complete and easily legible pages in perfectly formed codices. Today’s 
funds of papyri have obviously been subjected to weather and to time. Several pa-
pyri from Oxyrhynchus, for instance, are very old scraps indeed, and all of them 
were found disposed of as rubbish in the spoil-heaps alongside other discarded 
matter. The scraps had been discovered in the late nineteenth century or in the 
early decades of the twentieth century. Such manuscripts would have been written 
some 1,600 years previously, yet nowadays these fragments may still gradually yield 
legible writings—private letters, legal documents, literary works, and biblical and 
apocryphal texts too.

Theodore Skeat, the great papyrologist and librarian at the British Library, 
where he ended his distinguished career as its Keeper of Western Manuscripts, was 
determined to explode the wrong teaching that papyrus was expensive and fragile. 
Skeat, in many articles and elsewhere, was successful in showing that papyrus 
was plentiful, especially in Egypt, was not prohibitively expensive for the average 
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literati, and as a writing medium would last for decades and centuries, if cared 
for properly. Obviously what he said about papyrus is equally true of parchment 
(vellum).

As we settle down to relish the chapters now to follow, I invite all readers to 
peruse and study what Craig Evans has uncovered, recovered, and discovered. 
He has read widely and wisely, and he offers us all well-researched observations, 
teaching, and opinions. We thank him for these views and commend this book to 
all who study it.

J. K. Elliott 
The University of Leeds, United Kingdom
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Preface

Jesus and the Manuscripts has been a long time in writing. Over the years I have pro-
duced it bit by bit, principally as studies in journals and chapters in books. Along 
the way I have revised and expanded, explored and debated. It is with respect to the 
latter activities that I wish to record my thanks to several colleagues who have read 
portions of this book and have made many helpful suggestions and corrections.

Some of the positions that I take in this book are controversial, at least in some 
circles. I refer to my views concerning the age and independence of the Gospel of 
Thomas and the Gospel of Peter, as well as the origin of the Secret Gospel of Mark. 
I do think that the positions I have taken are becoming widely held and some day 
will be the majority view, if they are not already. My conclusions concerning the 
longevity and influence of the New Testament autographs and first copies provoked 
some negative reactions in the blogosphere, where, in the words of Tacitus, “all 
things atrocious and shameful collect and are celebrated” (Ann. 15.44). Besides 
lacking decorum, some of the comments were simply false.

The chapter to which I have just alluded (ch. 2) was circulated among some 
three dozen text critics, papyrologists, exegetes, and historians. The responses 
I received from these distinguished scholars were very encouraging. For this 
courtesy I thank Fr. Juan Chapa (Universidad de Navarra), Keith Elliott (Uni-
versity of Leeds), Paul Foster (University of Edinburgh), Simon Gathercole 
(University of Cambridge), Charles Hill (Reformed Theological Seminary), 
George Houston (University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill), the late Larry 
Hurtado (University of Edinburgh), Tobias Nicklas (Universität Regensburg), 
David Parker (University of Birmingham), James Sanders, founder and longtime 
President of the Ancient Biblical Manuscript Center (Claremont), Matthew Solo-
mon (New Orleans Baptist Theological Seminary), David Trobisch, former Direc-
tor of Collections for the Museum of the Bible (Oklahoma City), Daniel Wallace, 
Executive Director of the Center for the Study of New Testament Manuscripts 
(Dallas), Peter Williams, Principal of Tyndale House Cambridge, and Frederik 
Wisse (McGill University). By mentioning the names of these individuals I do not 
mean to imply that they agree with every point in this study, but I can say that on 
the whole they have expressed support, if not complete agreement.

The focus of the present book is on the ancient manuscripts in which Jesus 
appears. The oldest and most important of these are the manuscripts of the Greek 
Gospels, so it was important to examine them in person (these mss are discussed 
in ch. 1). Here I wish to express my thanks to the several librarians and curators 



who made this possible. These good people include Professor Jacques Berchtold, 
Directeur de la Fondation Martin Bodmer Bibliothèque et Musée (Geneva), where 
I had the opportunity to examine 𝔓66, a nearly complete copy of the Gospel of 
John. Assisting us was the Fondation’s Conservatrice and Restauratrice, Florence 
Darbre, with whom I had the pleasure of collaborating many years earlier in con-
nection with Codex Tchacos and its controversial Gospel of Judas (which is treated 
in ch. 7). Dr. Bruce Barker-Benfield, Senior Assistant Librarian, Department of 
Special Collections and Western Manuscripts, and his very accommodating col-
leagues at Weston Library, University of Oxford, made it possible for me to exam-
ine 𝔓19, a fragment of Matthew that exhibits some interesting affiliations. Daryl 
Green, Librarian and Archivist of Magdalen College, Oxford University, made 
available 𝔓64 and shared with me the interesting story of how these early fragments 
of the Gospel of Matthew found their way to the College more than a century ago. 
Daniela Colomo of the Faculty of Classics, University of Oxford, made available for 
examination a number of important papyrus fragments, including P.Oxy. 2949 and 
P.Oxy. 4009 (discussed in chs. 6 and 10) and P.Oxy. 5072 and P.Oxy. 5073 (discussed 
in ch. 10). John Hodgson, Keeper of the Manuscripts and Joint Head of Special Col-
lections at the John Rylands Library, Manchester, made available 𝔓52, still regarded 
as the earliest extant fragment of the Greek New Testament, and generously shared 
his knowledge regarding the care of ancient and fragile manuscripts.

Dr. Timothy Janz, Scriptor Graecus of the Biblioteca Apostolica Vaticana 
(Rome / Vatican City), where 𝔓75 and Codex Vaticanus (03) are housed and con-
served, shared with me aspects of the history and study of these important texts 
and the technical aspects of their conservation. I thank too Michael Hesemann of 
Düsseldorf and the already mentioned Dr. David Trobisch for their assistance in 
making arrangements for my visit to the Vatican. Dr. Suzanne Paul, Keeper of Rare 
Books and Early Manuscripts, Cambridge University Library, made available for 
my examination the fascinating Codex Bezae (05), which contains at Luke 6:5 one 
of the most interesting of the dominical agrapha. Dr. Paul recounted the intrigu-
ing history of this codex, including steps taken to repair and preserve it. Dr. Diana 
Severance, Director of the Dunham Bible Museum of Houston Baptist University, 
made available a number of original editions of the Novum Instrumentum omne 
and Novum Testamentum omne, collated by Erasmus, which was very helpful for 
the research that went into chapter 12. And finally, I express my appreciation for 
Dr. Jill Unkel, Curator of Western Collections at the Chester Beatty Library (Dub-
lin), who made available for my examination several leaves of 𝔓45, an early papyrus 
codex of the four New Testament Gospels and Acts, whose importance can hardly 
be exaggerated. I should mention too that during my visit to the Chester Beatty Li-
brary, I had the opportunity to examine several Qur’ān manuscripts. Many readers 
will be surprised to learn that the Library’s collection of Qur’ān manuscripts is the 
largest outside of Islamic countries.

I have also benefited from correspondence with scholars with expertise in cog-
nate fields that are very relevant for the present book. I have in mind here Professor 
Peter Schäfer, formerly of Princeton University and now Director of the Jüdisches 
Museum Berlin. Professor Schäfer’s expertise relating to Jesus in the Toledot Yeshu 
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and rabbinic literature is well known, and his suggestions to me were invaluable. 
I should mention too that I learned much in working with Dr. Marijn van Put-
ten (Universiteit Leiden) on an unpublished Judeo-Arabic fragment of the Toledot 
Yeshu from the Cairo Synagogue Genizah. Marijn and I are indebted to Dr. Ben 
Outhwaite, Head of the Genizah Research Unit, Cambridge University Library, 
for making available an image of T-S NS. 164.26. All of this was helpful in writ-
ing chapter 9. I am also grateful to Dr. Damian Robinson, Director of the Oxford 
Centre for Maritime Archaeology, for making available images of the magician’s 
cup that is discussed in chapter 10.

I grieve to say that four scholars who shared their knowledge with me have 
passed away in recent years. Marvin Meyer (1948–2012), longtime Griset Professor 
of Bible and Christian Studies at Chapman University in California, was a good 
friend since our days as doctoral students at Claremont. Marvin and I often dis-
agreed, and especially so with reference to the Gospel of Judas and Secret Mark, but 
it was always with respect and good humor. Marvin is deeply missed. I also ben-
efited from many conversations about rabbinic literature with the late and legend-
ary Professor Jacob (“Jack”) Neusner (1932–2016). I also regret to note the passing 
of Dr. Keith Small (1959–2018), who was Manuscript Consultant at the Bodleian 
Library in Oxford, where since 2014 he oversaw the Library’s collection of Qur’ān 
manuscripts. In addition, he served as an adjunct faculty member in the area of 
Islamic studies at the London School of Theology. I had looked forward to getting 
to know Keith better and possibly collaborating on a future project. And finally, I 
note the recent passing of Larry Hurtado (1943–2019), whom I had the good fortune 
to know for thirty-five years. Larry advised me in matters of textual criticism and 
early Christian book culture. His insightful work in the ancient codex as artifact 
was widely appreciated. His absence will be keenly felt.

I also thank the various institutions and photographers who made their im-
ages available for inclusion in this book. They are named in the respective credits. 
I thank, too, Keith Elliott for writing the Foreword. I also thank Tirzah Frank and 
Dr. Jonathan Kline of Hendrickson Publishers for their great editorial work. Lastly, 
I thank Dr. Daniel Gurtner for his assistance in the preparation of the indexes. The 
book is dedicated to my ancestor Rebecca Jane Evans (February 22, 1839 – Novem-
ber 14, 1915), pioneer and family matriarch.

Craig A. Evans 
Houston Baptist University
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Introduction

Jesus and the Manuscripts introduces readers to the diversity and complexity of the 
ancient literature that records or at least purports to record the words and deeds 
of Jesus. The literature is diverse, ranging from the familiar Gospels of the New 
Testament to the much less familiar literature of the rabbis and of the Qur’ān and 
its early interpreters, and from the early extracanonical narratives to the brief snip-
pets of material found in fragments and inscriptions. The manuscripts are complex 
because they come in several languages (Greek, Latin, Hebrew, Aramaic, Syriac, 
Coptic, Arabic, and others), in different media (papyrus, parchment, ceramic, 
stone, metal), from different social and religious groups and settings (Christian, 
Jewish, pagan, Islamic), and in very different forms with very different purposes 
(such as narrative accounts, collections of sayings, magical charms, curses, isolated 
sayings, and the like).

My purpose is threefold: (1) to introduce readers to this diverse and complex 
ancient literature, (2) to survey the most important areas of debate relating to it, and 
(3) to assess critically the scholarly use, misuse, or neglect of these diverse materials. 
Given the breadth and complexity of the topic, my studies can only be selective, 
but I hope they are sufficiently representative and will encourage biblical scholars, 
especially New Testament scholars and students whose knowledge in these areas 
is often quite limited, to engage these materials and take them into account in con-
ducting New Testament research and research relating to the transmission of the 
Jesus tradition in the first centuries of the church.

Readers will of course notice that Jesus and the Manuscripts has no chapters 
devoted to the New Testament Gospels (Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John). With the 
exception of a few paragraphs concerned with Matthew in chapter 3, I only discuss 
the manuscripts of the New Testament Gospels. There is no reason in the present 
book to treat at length the canonical Gospels (their place of composition, purpose, 
and theology) because they have received detailed treatment in countless books 
at all levels, scholarly and introductory.1 Those who are familiar with my work 
concerned with Jesus and the Gospels will know that I hold the New Testamant 

1. For very helpful examples, see R. J. Bauckham (ed.), The Gospels for All Christians: 
Rethinking the Gospel Audiences (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1998); R. H. Stein, Studying 
the Synoptic Gospels: Origin and Interpretation (2nd ed.; Grand Rapids: Baker, 2001); S. C. 
Barton (ed.), The Cambridge Companion to the Gospels (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 2006).



Gospels in high regard and do not for a moment think the church “made a mistake” 
in recognizing their authority and not that of other writings.2

That said, there are some recent developments in the discussion of the sources 
and initial composition of the New Testament Gospels that should be reviewed in 
the present introduction. Some of this discussion may shed new light on the oldest 
patristic traditions that recall and try to explain how it was that written Gospels 
came into existence. I will discuss three aspects of these developments: (1) the 
transition from oral preaching and teaching to written Gospels, understood in 
the light of the book culture of late antiquity; (2) what second-century writers say 
about what is or isn’t ready for public distribution; and (3) why our understanding 
of patristic traditions about the composition of the New Testament Gospels should 
be reconsidered.

From Preaching the Gospel to Writing the Gospels

There are three early traditions about the composition and circulation of Petrine 
materials that are related to the figure Mark and become known as the Gospel of 
Mark. These foundational traditions are found in Papias of Hierapolis, Irenaeus of 
Lyons, and Clement of Alexandria.

The earliest statement concerning the origin of the Gospels is found in Papias 
(ca. 75–150 ce), who wrote ca. 120, perhaps a bit later,3 and whose five-volume work, 
Interpretation of the Oracles of the Lord, survives only as brief quotations in later 
works.4 Some of these quotations are found in Eusebius (ca. 260–339 ce). The first 
passage that I cite is introduced by Eusebius as “a tradition concerning Mark, who 
wrote the Gospel [παράδοσιν ἣ περὶ Μάρκου τοῦ τὸ εὐαγγέλιον γεγραφότος].” In 
this passage Papias says that he heard the following from “the Elder”:

And the Elder used to say this: “Mark, having become Peter’s interpreter 
[ἑρμηνευτής], wrote down accurately [ἀκριβῶς ἔγραψεν] everything he re-
membered [ἐμνημόνευσεν], though not in order [οὐ μέντοι τάξει], of the 
things either said or done by the Lord.5 For he neither heard the Lord nor fol-
lowed him, but afterward, as I said, followed Peter, who prepared his teachings 
as chreiai [ὃς πρὸς τὰς χρείας ἐποιεῖτο τὰς διδασκαλίας] but had no intention 
of giving an ordered account [ἀλλ᾿ οὐχ ὥσπερ σύνταξιν] of the Lord’s sayings. 
Consequently Mark did nothing wrong in writing down some things [ἔνια 
γράψας] as he remembered [ἀπεμνημόνευσεν] them, for he made it his one 

2. On this theme, see C. E. Hill, Who Chose the Gospels? Probing the Great Gospel Con-
spiracy (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2010).

3. R. H. Gundry (Mark: A Commentary on His Apology for the Cross [Grand Rapids: 
Eerdmans, 1993], 1028) argues for a “date of 101–108.”

4. “There are extant five books of Papias, which bear the title Expositions of Oracles of 
the Lord. Irenaeus makes mention of these as the only works written by him . . .” (Eusebius, 
Hist. eccl. 3.39.1). For a recent assessment of the life and career of Papias, see M. A. Shanks, 
Papias and the New Testament (Eugene, OR: Pickwick, 2013), 65–104.

5. Some mss read τοῦ Χριστοῦ.
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concern not to omit anything which he heard or to make any false statement 
in them.” Such, then, is the account given by Papias with respect to Mark. 
But with respect to Matthew the following was said: “So Matthew composed 
[συνετάξατο] the oracles in the Hebrew language and each person interpreted 
[ἡρμήνευσε] them as best he could.”6 (apud Eusebius, Hist. eccl. 3.39.14b–16).

A second passage comes from Irenaeus (ca. 130–202 ce). It reads as follows:

Matthew also issued a written Gospel among the Hebrews in their own dialect, 
while Peter and Paul were preaching at Rome, and laying the foundations of 
the Church. After their departure, Mark, the disciple and interpreter of Peter 
[ὁ μαθητὴς καὶ ἑρμηνευτὴς Πέτρου], also handed down to us in writing what 
had been preached by Peter [αὐτὸς τὰ ὑπὸ Πέτρου κηρυσσόμενα ἐγγράφως 
ἡμῖν παραδέδωκε]. Luke also, the companion of Paul, recorded in a book the 
Gospel preached by him. Afterwards, John, the disciple of the Lord, who also 
had leaned upon his breast, did himself release [ἐξέδωκε] a Gospel during his 
residence at Ephesus in Asia.7 (Irenaeus, Haer. 3.1.1–2)

The third passage is found in Eusebius but comes from Clement of Alexandria (ca. 
150–202 ce). It reads as follows:

But so great a light of godliness shone upon the minds of Peter’s listeners that 
they were not satisfied with a single hearing or with the oral teaching of the di-
vine proclamation. So, with all kinds of exhortations they begged Mark, whose 
Gospel is extant [οὗ τὸ Εὐαγγέλιον φέρεται], since he was Peter’s follower 
[ἀκόλουθον ὄντα Πέτρου], to leave behind a written record of the teaching 
given to them verbally [διὰ γραφῆς ὑπόμνημα τῆς διὰ λόγου παραδοθείσης 
αὐτοῖς καταλείψοι διδασκαλίας], and did not quit until they had persuaded 
the man, and thus they became the immediate cause of the Scripture called 
“the Gospel according to Mark.” And they say that the apostle, aware of what 
had occurred because the Spirit had revealed it to him, was pleased with their 
zeal and sanctioned the writing for study in the churches. Clement quotes the 
story in the sixth book of the Hypotyposes, and the bishop of Hierapolis, named 
Papias, corroborates him.8 (apud Eusebius, Hist. eccl. 2.15.1–2)

6. Translation based on J. B. Lightfoot, J. R. Harmer, and M. W. Holmes, The Apostolic 
Fathers (rev. ed.; Grand Rapids: Baker, 1989), 316.

7. Translation based on A. C. Coxe, “Irenaeus Against the Heresies,” in A. Roberts and 
J. Donaldson (eds.), The Ante-Nicene Fathers (Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 1898; repr., Grand 
Rapids: Eerdmans, 1989), 1:414. With respect to John’s Gospel, Coxe translates “did publish” 
(ἐξέδωκε). However, I think a more literal “release” or “give out” is preferred, as recom-
mended in R. J. Starr, “The Circulation of Literary Texts in the Roman World,” ClQ 37 (1987): 
213–23, here 215 n. 18: “The term ‘publish’ should not be used because it unavoidably bears a 
burden of modern implications.” See also D. C. Parker, Textual Scholarship and the Making 
of the New Testament (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2012), 24.

8. Translation based on Lightfoot, Harmer, and Holmes, The Apostolic Fathers, 325.
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These three passages are often appealed to in discussion of the authorship of 
the Gospels and the eyewitness testimony that may lie behind them. To be sure, 
these are important issues and these passages have much to offer.9 But here I want 
to draw attention to what these passages say about the transition from oral com-
munication to written text, that is, from preaching and teaching the dominical 
tradition to committing the tradition to writing.

In the first passage we have tradition that is said to go back to someone called 
“the Elder” (ὁ πρεσβύτερος), whose tradition was passed on by Papias. Although 
it is much debated, this Elder seems to be the apostle John, not a second, unknown 
elder named John.10 This is how Irenaeus understood the tradition: “Papias, a man 
of the early period, who was a hearer of John and a companion of Polycarp, bears 
witness to these things in writing . . .” (Haer. 5.33.4). The testimony of Irenaeus is re-
peated in Eusebius: “Papias a hearer of John . . . an ancient man [Παπίας Ἰωάννου 
μὲν ἀκουστής . . . ἀρχαῖος ἀνήρ]” (Hist. eccl. 3.39.1).11 Eusebius also passes on similar 
tradition in his earlier Chronicon: “Irenaeus and others record [ἱστοροῦσι] that 
John, the theologian and apostle, survived until the time of Trajan. After this, Pa-
pias of Hierapolis and Polycarp, bishop of Smyrna, both of whom had heard him 
[ἀκουσταὶ αὐτοῦ], became well known” (apud George Syncellus, Eclogē Chrono-
graphias 656.14).12 The tradition is found in Jerome (ca. 342–420): “Papias, a hearer 
of John [Iohannis auditor] and bishop of Hierapolis” (Vir. ill. 18).13 But in the longer 
Papias passage, part of which has been quoted above, Eusebius insists that Papias 
had not in fact been a hearer of the apostles but, rather, had only been a hearer of 
those who had heard the apostle: “Yet Papias himself, according to the preface [τὸ 
προοίμιον] of his treatises,” says Eusebius, “makes plain that he had in no way been 
a hearer and eyewitness of the sacred apostles, but . . . had received the articles of 
the faith from those who had known” the apostles (Hist. eccl. 3.39.2).14 To create this 
separation between Papias and the apostles, Eusebius introduces a second “elder” 
(3.39.5–7), who in effect takes the place of John the apostle and elder, to whom 
Papias originally referred. Indeed, Eusebius speculates that this second John may 
have been the author of the book of Revelation (3.39.6).

9. They are ably considered in R. J. Bauckham, Jesus and the Eyewitnesses: The Gospels 
as Eyewitness Testimony (2nd ed.; Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2017), 202–39.

10. So Gundry, Mark, 1029–34; Shanks, Papias, 137–47.
11. Translation based on M. W. Holmes, The Apostolic Fathers: Greek Texts and English 

Translations (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2007), 735.
12. Translation based on M. W. Holmes, The Apostolic Fathers in English (Grand Rapids: 

Baker Academic, 2006), 308. For Greek text, see A. Schöne, Eusebi Chronicorum canonum 
quae supersunt (Berlin: Weidemann, 1866), 2:162; Holmes, The Apostolic Fathers: Greek 
Texts and English Translations, 732.

13. Latin text from E. C. Richardson (ed.), Hieronymus Liber de Vivis Inlustribus (TU 
14.1; Leipzig: Hinrichs, 1896), 19. In his letter to Theodora (ca. 399 ce), Jerome repeats the 
tradition: “. . . Irenaeus . . . was a disciple of Papias the hearer of the evangelist John [auditoris 
Evangelistae Joannis]” (Epist. 75.3 = PL 22.686).

14. Translation based on K. Lake, Eusebius Ecclesiastical History (LCL 153; London: 
Heinemann; Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1926), 1:291.
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We should not accept Eusebius’ version of the Elder/Papias tradition over 
Irenaeus, the older witness. B. W. Bacon long ago reasonably opined: “Irenaeus, on 
the contrary, must have had before him the work of Papias in a copy presumably 
far older and more correct than that employed by Eusebius.”15

I suspect that Eusebius has deliberately obfuscated what Papias said about 
his relationship to the “Elder,” in order to create distance between Papias and his 
unwelcome millennial views, on the one hand, and the teaching of Jesus and his 
apostles, on the other. Eusebius asserts that Papias had received “unwritten tradi-
tion,” which included “strange parables and teachings,” allegedly from Jesus, and 
“other more mythical accounts.” Among the latter is the belief “that there will be 
a millennium after the resurrection of the dead, when the kingdom of Christ will 
be set up in material form on this earth.” Papias got these ideas into his head, 
Eusebius speculates, because he failed to realize that what was spoken in the apos-
tolic accounts that contain this material (and here Eusebius probably refers to the 
book of Revelation) had been spoken “mystically and symbolically.” Papias failed 
to understand these traditions, Eusebius tells his readers, because he was a “small-
minded man” (Hist. eccl. 3.39.11–13a). Indeed, small-minded Papias “is responsible 
for the fact that so many Christian writers after him held the same opinions, rely-
ing on his antiquity, for instance Irenaeus and whoever else appears to have held 
the same views” (3.39.13b).16 It is remarkable that a man with such limited intellect 
could influence so many, including influential figures like Irenaeus! It is equally 
remarkable, I might add, how well Eusebius continues to mislead modern scholars.

There is not a hint in tradition prior to this gratuitous remark by Eusebius that 
Papias was viewed as a man lacking intelligence. Indeed, Eusebius himself says, 
in what was probably the first edition (ca. 311) of his Ecclesiastical History,17 that 
Papias was “a man well skilled in all manner of learning, and well acquainted with 
the Scriptures [ἀνὴρ τὰ πάντα ὅτι μάλιστα λογιώτατος καὶ τῆς γραφῆς εἰδήμων]” 
(3.36.2).18 In the later editions (315, 317, and 324, respectively) this positive statement 
apparently dropped out.19 Some extant mss contain it; others do not. In the nine-
teenth and twentieth centuries the reading was accepted by some scholars,20 but 
its exclusion in modern critical editions, such as those prepared by Karl Wilhelm 

15. B. W. Bacon, “An Emendation of the Papias Fragment,” JBL 17 (1898): 176–83, quota-
tion from 180.

16. Translation based on Lake, Eusebius Ecclesiastical History, 1:297.
17. For discussion of the various editions and how they were edited in light of political 

developments, see Lake, Eusebius Ecclesiastical History, 1:xix–xxvii.
18. C. F. Cruse, The Ecclesiastical History of Eusebius of Pamphilus, Bishop of Caesarea, 

in Palestine (Philadelphia: R. Davis & Brother, 1833), 120. The passage is discussed in Shanks, 
Papias, 116–19.

19. At the very least, the defeat of Licinius in 323 would have necessitated revision, in 
keeping with the Roman practice of damnatio memoriae. See Lake, Eusebius Ecclesiastical 
History, 1:xx–xxi.

20. As seen, e.g., in C. Crosslegh, The Bible in the Light of To-Day (London: SPCK, 
1896), 52; R. O. P. Taylor, The Groundwork of the Gospels, with Some Collected Papers (Ox-
ford: Blackwell, 1946), 72.
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Dindorf and Eduard Schwartz,21 has in effect largely removed it from scholarly 
discussion.

Why millennarianism became unpopular in the fourth century is not hard 
to fathom. In 313, Constantine and Licinius issued a decree (popularly known as 
the Edict of Milan) that legalized Christianity (and all religions). In 324, after the 
Battle of Chrysopolis, Constantine emerged as the sole emperor. It is not difficult to 
see why some Christian theologians moved away from eschatologies—long held—
that envisioned a divine/messianic overthrow of the Roman Empire. It is hardly 
surprising that Christian eschatology became less earthly and more heavenly. The 
millennial views of Papias and others in the second century—widely accepted in 
their time—were no longer palatable in fourth-century Christian Rome.22

If the Elder is indeed the apostle John,23 then it is, moreover, easier to under-
stand why Papias said he preferred the oral voice over written books, even if these 
books (Gospels) were linked to Peter and other apostles. Papias memorably said, 
“I inquired about the words of the elders—what Andrew or Peter said . . . for I did 
not think that information from books would profit me as much as information 
from a living and abiding voice [παρὰ ζώσης φωνῆς καὶ μενούσης]” (Hist. eccl. 
3.39.4).24 If the “living and abiding” voice was the voice of John and other apostles 
(all of whom are called “elders” in the passage just cited), then it is not hard to see 
why Papias preferred the spoken word over the written word. Indeed, the language 
“living and abiding” applies better to the apostles themselves than to secondhand 
and thirdhand testimony. In the case of Papias, he is referring to the voices of the 
elders, namely, John and other apostles.25

In the tradition that Papias received from the Elder we are told that Peter 
“prepared his teachings as chreiai [πρὸς τὰς χρείας ἐποιεῖτο τὰς διδασκαλίας].” 
This clause is admittedly difficult and has been translated “used to give teaching as 
necessity demanded.”26 But ongoing research into the pedagogy of late antiquity, 

21. K. W. Dindorf, Eusebii Caesariensis Opera, vol. 4, Historiae Ecclesiasticae libri I–X 
(Leipzig: Teubner, 1871), 127; E. Schwartz and T. Mommsen, Eusebius Werke, vol. 2, Die 
Kirchengeschichte, part 1, Die Bücher I bis V (GCS; Leipzig: Hinrichs, 1903), 274–75. Schwartz 
provides the Greek text; Mommsen the Latin translation by Rufinus. The mss that contain 
the reading in question are listed in the apparatus at the bottom of p. 274. Rufinus evidently 
used a Greek ms that lacked the reading. Lake (Eusebius Ecclesiastical History, 1:280) follows 
Schwartz’s text and makes no reference to the reading. Because most New Testament scholars 
rely exclusively on Lake’s text in the LCL series, very few are aware of the disputed reading.

22. We have an analogy in Josephus, whose writings were intended for Roman elites, 
above all Emperor Vespasian and his sons Titus and Domitian. Nowhere in his writings does 
Josephus mention Jewish messianic beliefs. The hopes and aspirations of Jewish would-be 
liberators, whether they saw themselves as prophets or messianic kings, are reduced in 
Josephus to little more than villainy and opportunism.

23. For further discussion for this identity, see Shanks, Papias, 154–60.
24. Translation from Lightfoot, Harmer, and Holmes, The Apostolic Fathers, 314.
25. As argued in Bauckham, Jesus and the Eyewitnesses, 27–28. Bauckham notes that 

Jerome, in De viris illustribus 18 (“the living voice that even until the present day resounds 
on the lips of their authors”), seems to understand Papias in this way.

26. As in Lake, Eusebius Ecclesiastical History, 1:297; or as in Lightfoot, Harmer, and 
Holmes, The Apostolic Fathers, 316: “adapted his teachings as needed.”
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especially with respect to the use and centrality of chreiai (lit. “useful [sayings/
stories],” or “anecdotes”) for educating youth, has persuaded most scholars to trans-
late the clause as “prepared his teachings as chreiai,” or something to that effect.27 
The important point is that it was Peter’s teachings (διδασκαλίας) that were made 
(ἐποιεῖτο) into the chreiai. The verb ποιεῖν does not mean that Peter wrote out his 
chreiai; the context suggests no more than that Peter presented his teachings as 
chreiai, which is what Mark heard and eventually committed to writing.

The second passage (i.e., Irenaeus, Haer. 3.1.1) refers to “what had been 
preached [κηρυσσόμενα]” by Peter, while the third passage (i.e., Clement of Alex-
andria, Hyp. 6) speaks of Peter’s “listeners,” “oral teaching,” and “teaching given to 
them verbally,” or, more literally, “by word” (διὰ λόγου), that is, by word of mouth. 
Thus all three passages reference in one way or another oral teaching and preach-
ing. According to this tradition, which is the oldest that we have, the Gospels are 
rooted in what the apostles—or at least in this case, Peter—preached and taught.

Our first passage, the Papian passage, also twice says, “he remembered” 
(ἐμνημόνευσεν/ἀπεμνημόνευσεν). Although the subject of one or both of these 
verbs could be Peter,28 I think it is very likely that the subject of both verbs is Mark.29 
The point that the Elder has made is that Mark faithfully wrote down what he 
remembered Peter saying. Eusebius repeats the tradition later and there Mark is 
clearly the subject of remembering: “When Peter had publicly preached the word 
at Rome, and by the Spirit had proclaimed the gospel, those present . . . exhorted 
Mark, as one who had followed him for a long time and remembered what had 
been spoken, to make a record of what was said . . .” (Hist. eccl. 6.14.6).30 Moreover, 
according to Clement of Alexandria (in the third passage under review), Mark 
penned a set of notes (ὑπόμνημα). This word ὑπόμνημα is cognate to μνημονεύειν, 
“to remember,” and so can be translated “remembrance” or “memorandum.”31 Mark 
has committed to writing what he remembers of Peter’s teaching.

The Elder’s account of Mark writing down the teachings of Peter brings to 
mind the story told of Simon the cobbler, a citizen of Athens. “When Socrates 
came to his workshop and began to converse, (Simon) would make notes of what 
he could remember [ὧν ἐμνημόνευεν ὑποσημειώσεις]” (Diogenes Laertius, Vitae 

27. See Taylor, The Groundwork of the Gospels, 29–30; R. M. Grant, The Earliest Lives 
of Jesus (New York: Harper, 1961), 17–18; J. Kürzinger, Papias von Hierapolis und die Evan-
gelien des Neuen Testaments (Einstätter Materialen 4; Regensburg: Pustet, 1983), 51–56; V. K. 
Robbins, “Chreia and Pronouncement Story in Synoptic Studies,” in B. L. Mack and V. K. 
Robbins, Patterns of Persuasion in the Gospels (Foundations and Facets; Sonoma, CA: Pole
bridge, 1989), 1–29; S. Byrskog, Story as History—History as Story (WUNT 123; Tübingen: 
Mohr Siebeck, 2000), 272: “who gave teaching in the form of chreiai”; Bauckham, Jesus and 
the Eyewitnesses, 203, 214–17; M. D. C. Larsen, Gospels before the Book (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2018), 91: “who used to adopt his teaching to the form of chreiai.” Larsen 
further defines chreiai as “short punchy anecdotes.”

28. As argued in Bauckham, Jesus and the Eyewitnesses, 210–14.
29. As argued in Shanks, Papias, 61.
30. Translation based on J. E. L. Oulton, Eusebius Ecclesiastical History (LCL 265; Lon-

don: Heinemann; Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1932), 2:49.
31. ὑπόμνημα can also be used in reference to a memorial; cf. LSJ ad loc.
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Philosophorum 2.122).32 Cicero begs a friend to send him a scribe who can assist “in 
writing out lecture notes [in exscribendis hypomnematis]” (Fam. 16.21.8). Pliny the 
Younger tells a friend that his late uncle (Pliny the Elder) “kept a secretary at his 
side with book and tablet [notarius cum libro et pugillaribus]” (Ep. 3.5.15).

Papias also says that Mark was Peter’s “interpreter” (ἑρμηνευτής). Irenaeus 
describes Mark as “the disciple and interpreter of Peter” (ὁ μαθητὴς καὶ ἑρμηνευτὴς 
Πέτρου), while Clement says Mark was Peter’s “follower” (ἀκόλουθον ὄντα). The 
meaning of “follower” and “disciple” seems clear enough, but what is meant when 
Papias and Irenaeus speak of Mark as Peter’s ἑρμηνευτής? Mark may well have 
interpreted Peter’s preaching and teaching, in the sense of explaining its meaning, 
but the primary meaning of ἑρμηνεύειν is “to translate.” We see this in the LXX, 
where ἑρμηνευτής, ἑρμηνεία, and ἑρμηνεύειν are best rendered “translator” (Gen 
42:23), “translation” (Dan 5:1; Sir 1:20),33 and “to translate” (Ezra 4:7; Esth 11:1; Job 
42:17b), respectively. We find the same meaning in New Testament literature. In 
John 1:42; 9:7; and Heb 7:2 ἑρμηνεύειν means to translate.34 In 1 Cor 12:10 and 14:26 
ἑρμηνεία is usually translated “interpretation,” but the word could be, and perhaps 
should be, rendered “translation.”35 We have the same language in reference to the 
translation of the Hebrew Scriptures into Greek.36 In the context of the passage from 
Papias ἑρμηνευτής is better understood as “translator,” not interpreter.37 It probably 
means the same in the passage from Irenaeus.

If ἑρμηνευτής means “translator” in the passages from Papias and Irenaeus, we 
may ask why Peter would have needed a translator. Growing up on the north shore 
of the Sea of Galilee, in the village of Bethsaida, which was part of a very Hellenized 
Gaulanitis, and working with Jesus in Capernaum and elsewhere in Galilee, where 
Greek was spoken—not only the native Jewish Aramaic—Peter probably had some 
knowledge of Greek.38 But it is unlikely that his Greek would have been sufficient for 

32. Translation based on R. D. Hicks, Diogenes Laertius 1 (LCL 184; London: Heine-
mann; Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1925), 251.

33. In Sir 47:17 ἑρμηνεία can be understood as “interpretation” and not simply transla-
tion as such.

34. “ ‘Cephas,’ which is translated [ἑρμηνεύεται] ‘Peter’ ” (John 1:42); “the pool of Siloam, 
which is translated [ἑρμηνεύεται] ‘Sent’ ” (9:7); Melchizedek “translated [ἑρμηνευόμενος] 
‘King of Righteousness’ ” (Heb 7:2).

35. That is, someone speaks in a “tongue” (or language) that most or all present cannot 
understand and therefore requires translation.

36. As Cyril of Jerusalem says, “the twenty-two books of the Old Testament . . . have 
been translated by the seventy-two translators [τὰς ὑπὸ τῶν ἑβδομήκοντα δύο ἑρμηνευτῶν 
ἑρμηνευθείσας]” (Catecheses 4.33). Epiphanius remarks that Ben Sira “wrote Wisdom in 
Hebrew, which his grandson Jesus wrote by translating [ἑρμηνεύσας] it into Greek” (De 
mensuris et ponderibus 4; cf. 5).

37. So rightly Bauckham, Jesus and the Eyewitnesses, 205–8. See also T. Y. Mullins, 
“Papias on Mark’s Gospel,” VC 14 (1960): 216–24, here 221–22.

38. On the use of Greek in Galilee and what implications that may have had for Jesus 
and his disciples, see J. A. Fitzmyer, “The Languages of Palestine in the First Century A.D.,” 
CBQ 32 (1970): 501–31; repr. in Fitzmyer, A Wandering Aramean: Collected Aramaic Essays 
(SBLMS 25; Missoula, MT: Scholars Press, 1979), 29–56; S. E. Porter, The Criteria for Au-
thenticity in Historical-Jesus Research: Previous Discussion and New Proposals (JSNTSup 
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fluent preaching and teaching in Italy or in most places in the empire. Mark, who 
evidently grew up in the diaspora, perhaps on the island of Cyprus, the native country 
of Barnabas his cousin (Acts 13:5; 15:39; Col 4:10), would have possessed much better 
Greek. Josephus himself, well educated and able to speak Greek, nevertheless em-
ployed scribes to assist him in writing his Greek works and admits that his pronuncia-
tion of Greek wasn’t very good.39 Likewise, Peter probably could speak some Greek 
but would have needed assistance in putting his teaching into acceptable Greek prose.

The Papian passage emphasizes that Mark did not hear Jesus nor did he fol-
low him. The implication is that Mark was wholly dependent on Peter’s preaching 
and teaching, which comprised for the most part brief anecdotes or chreiai. Mark, 
Peter’s translator, wrote them down (ἔγραψεν/γράψας)—accurately (ἀκριβῶς), we 
are told, omitting nothing (μηδὲν . . . παραλιπεῖν) and making no false statement 
(μηδὲν . . . ψεύσασθαί τι). The Papian passage also asserts that what Mark com-
mitted to writing was “not in order” (οὐ μέντοι τάξει). The claim of lack of order is 
repeated a sentence later (οὐχ ὥσπερ σύνταξιν). It has also been argued that saying 
Mark “wrote some things [ἔνια γράψας],” is not how one would refer to a finished 
work that is ready for circulation.40 Such a description is consistent with saying that 
what Mark produced lacked order.

Mark’s unordered, unarranged account stands in contrast to Matthew, who 
ordered, arranged, and composed (συνετάξατο) the oracles of Jesus “in the He-
brew language and each person translated [ἡρμήνευσε] them as best he could.” 
The tradition that Matthew wrote a Gospel in the Hebrew language is repeated in 
Irenaeus (Haer. 1.26.2; 3.1.1),41 but nothing is said about order; nor does Irenaeus 
say anything about the lack of order in Mark.

191; Sheffield: Sheffield Academic, 2000), 126–80. Recall, too, that one of the Bar Kokhba 
letters (ca. 132–135) was written in Greek (P.Yadin 52, lines 11–15), evidently because no scribe 
with facility in Aramaic or Hebrew was available. On Peter in Bethsaida and the question of 
hellenization, see M. Bockmuehl, “Simon Peter and Bethsaida,” in B. D. Chilton and C. A. 
Evans (eds.), The Missions of James, Peter, and Paul: Tensions in Early Christianity (NovTSup 
115; Leiden: Brill, 2005), 53–91.

39. As he himself acknowledges in Against Apion 1.50: “. . . having made use of some 
collaborators for the Greek voice, I thus produced the tradition [τὴν παράδοσιν] of those 
acts.” See also Ant. 20.262–264. In this passage Josephus explains, “I have also labored strenu-
ously to partake of the realm of Greek prose and poetry, after having gained a knowledge 
of [Greek] composition, although the habitual use of my native tongue has prevented my 
attaining precision in the pronunciation” (20.263). Translation based on L. H. Feldman, 
Josephus IX: Jewish Antiquities Books XVIII–XX (LCL 433; London: Heinemann; Cam-
bridge: Harvard University Press, 1965), 527. On Greek in Jerusalem and what sort of Greek 
Josephus would have been exposed to, see T. Rajak, Josephus: The Historian and His Society 
(London: Duckworth, 1983), 46–64. In response to the false rumor that he has translated 
the works of Josephus, Papias, and Polycarp into Latin, Jerome confesses that he lacks the 
energy “to translate works such as those into another language with corresponding elegance 
[venustate]” (To Lucinus, Epist. 71.5; cf. PL 22.671).

40. As argued in Mullins, “Papias on Mark’s Gospel,” 219: “The word ἔνια cannot in-
dicate an extended narrative the size of the second Gospel. It has the force of restricting the 
things which Mark wrote from memory to a fraction of the total writing.”

41. And in other early fathers: Pantaenus, apud Eusebius, Hist. eccl. 5.10.3; Hippolytus, 
De Duodecim Apostolis, apud Jerome, Vir. ill. 36.2; Origen, apud Eusebius, Hist. eccl. 6.25.4.
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The references to memory in these passages and to Mark’s production of unor-
dered, unarranged material are especially important. In the Papian passage, Mark 
wrote down everything that he “remembered” (ἐμνημόνευσεν/ἀπεμνημόνευσεν). 
In the passage attributed to Clement of Alexandria, we are told that Mark cre-
ated a “written record” or “written memory aid” (διὰ γραφῆς ὑπόμνημα)42 of 
Peter’s teaching. Similarly, Justin Martyr (ca. 100–165) tells his readers that the 
story of Jesus’ naming of the disciples “is written in his [Peter’s] memoirs [ἐν τοῖς 
ἀπομνημονεύμασιν αὐτοῦ]” (Dial. 106.3). The passage to which Justin alludes is 
Mark 3:16–17 (not the parallels in Matt 10:2–4 and Luke 6:14). Justin’s reference 
to Peter and his “memoirs” (ἀπομνημονεύματα), in the context of an appeal to a 
Markan passage, is similar to but evidently not dependent on the Papian passage. 
Justin seems to be an independent witness of the tradition that Papias claims was 
passed on by “the Elder.”

But Justin doesn’t limit the description “memoirs” to Peter and the Gospel that 
emerged from his teaching; he applies the term to the Gospels in general. This is seen 
in the passage just quoted: “When a star rose in heaven at the time of his birth, as is 
recorded in the memoirs of his apostles [ἐν τοῖς ἀπομνημονεύμασιν τῶν ἀποστόλων 
αὐτοῦ], the Magi from Arabia . . . came and worshipped him” (Dial. 106.4); and in 
an earlier passage: “For in the memoirs [ἐν . . . τοῖς ἀπομνημονεύμασιν], which I 
say were arranged/composed [συντετάχθαι] by his apostles and those who followed 
them, it is written . . .” (103.8). We see the same in his First Apology: “For the apostles, 
in the memoirs [ἐν τοῖς . . . ἀπομνημονεύμασιν] composed by them, which are called 
Gospels . . .” (1 Apol. 1.66); “. . . and the memoirs [τὰ ἀπομνημονεύματα] of the apos-
tles . . .” (1.67).43 The significance of Justin’s broader application of ἀπομνημονεύματα 
will be discussed shortly. The important point here is that memoirs are not anony-
mous; they are linked to known personalities.44

The description of the earliest written tradition as “notes” or “mem-
oirs” (ὑπομνήματα/ἀπομνημονεύματα), as “remembered” (μνημονεύειν/
ἀπομνημονεύειν), and without “order” (τάξις/σύνταξις), reflects the language of 
book culture in Greco-Roman late antiquity. One of the first scholars to comment 
on this important facet and its potential relevance for understanding the origin and 
composition of the New Testament Gospels was classicist George Kennedy, who 
presented a paper in 1977 at a colloquy on the Gospels.45 In this paper, Kennedy 

42. As is translated in Larsen, Gospels before the Book, 97. The phrase, διὰ γραφῆς 
ὑπόμνημα, is literally “a memorandum through writing.”

43. Justin’s description, τὰ ἀπομνημονεύματα τῶν ἀποστόλων, “the memoirs of the apos-
tles,” may be a deliberate echo of Xenophon’s famous four-volume work, ἀπομνημονεύματα 
Σωκράτους (Latin = Memorabilia or Commentarii Socratis), Memoirs of Socrates. Justin is 
familiar with Xenophon’s work (cf. 2 Apol. 8.6; 11.2–3).

44. M. Hengel, Studies in the Gospel of Mark (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1985), 50, 68, 155 
n. 69, 165 n. 25. Hengel also cites Plutarch, who speaks of “the nature of his [Cato’s] famous 
ἀπομνημονευμάτων” (Cat. Maj. 9.7). The idea is that these are sayings that are remembered 
and are linked to a named person.

45. G. Kennedy, “Classical and Christian Source Criticism,” in W. O. Walker (ed.), The 
Relationships among the Gospels: An Interdisciplinary Dialogue (TUMSR 5; San Antonio: 
Trinity University Press, 1978), 125–55.
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points out that ὑπομνήματα (Latin: hypomnematis or commentarii) are notes that 
are drafted before or after a speech (e.g., Cicero, Brut. 262, in reference to Caesar’s 
speeches),46 or before composing a treatise (e.g., Plutarch, Mor. 464F), or “periodic 
notices” (Philo, Legat. 165), while the related ἀπομνημονεύματα is sometimes ren-
dered memorabilia, as “the title traditionally applied to Xenophon’s unsystematic 
memoirs of Socrates.”47 In light of what Papias says and how it correlates with the 
language of Greco-Roman book culture, Kennedy concludes that “Papias is not de-
scribing the actual composition of Mark’s Gospel; he is describing the note-taking 
that was preliminary to composition.”48 As we shall see, Kennedy is almost certainly 
correct. Two other second-century writers—Lucian of Samosata, the satirist, and 
Galen of Pergamum, the great medical inquirer—discuss what goes into the compo-
sition of literature. What they say clarifies the tradition in Papias and supports the 
tentative conclusion that Kennedy reached more than forty years ago. I shall briefly 
mention Lucian’s contribution and then treat Galen’s contribution at greater length.

Lucian and Galen on Writing

In his treatise on how history should be written Lucian (ca. 120/125 – after 180 
ce) tells his friend Philo that writing history (ἱστορίαν συγγράφειν) is no easy 
task (Quodmodo historia conscribenda sit 4). Before one’s history is finished and is 
displayed in public (ἐν τῷ κοινῷ δέδεικται ἡ ἱστορία) the historian must put his 
material in order (τάξις), which means deciding what to include and what to omit 
(5–6; cf. 50, “it is necessary to arrange [δεῖ . . . τάξαι]” one’s history). A preface is 
also needed: “The best historians have (proper) prefaces [τοῖς προοιμίοις]” (54). 
Moreover, proper history, Lucian avers, “cannot admit a lie [ψεῦδος], even a tiny 
one” (7). Ultimately, what really counts in writing history is “truth” (ἀλήθεια). 
Indeed, the historian is “a friend of truth [ἀληθείας φίλος]” (41), perhaps playing 
on Philo’s name. At the end of his treatise Lucian adds, “History should be written 
. . . with truthfulness [σὺν τῷ ἀληθεῖ]” (63).49

What Lucian says about the use of notes and eyewitness testimony in writing 
history is very relevant for our concerns. It is true that the body of a history is “a 
long narrative [διήγησις μακρά]” (55), but properly written history must be more 
than a “naked record [ὑπόμνημα . . . γυμνόν] of events” (16). A mere record of this 

46. Caesar’s “orations please me highly; for I have had the satisfaction to read several of 
them. He has likewise written some short memoirs [commentarios] of his own transactions.”

47. Kennedy, “Classical and Christian Source Criticism,” 136–37.
48. Ibid., 148. Many years earlier H. J. Cadbury described ὑπομνήματα as “bald, un-

adorned prose. They are therefore unfit for publication until they have been fitted out in 
rhetorical style.” Cadbury discusses several passages in classical literature, some of the ones 
that Kennedy discusses. See H. J. Cadbury, “The Greek and Jewish Traditions of Writing 
History,” in F. J. Foakes Jackson and K. Lake, The Beginnings of Christianity (London: Mac-
millan, 1920–1933), 2:7–29, with quotation from p. 12.

49. Text and translation from K. Kilburn, Lucian VI (LCL 430; London: Heinemann; 
Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1959), 6–11, 56–57, 62–66, 72–73.
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nature has value, of course, for it “has cleared the ground for some future historian 
of taste and ability” (16). But properly written history requires much more.50

History cannot be written, opines Lucian, until the composer (συγγραφεύς) 
has consulted eyewitnesses and collected all of the relevant facts. The historian 
must “first make them into a series of notes [ὑπόμνημά τι], a body of material as 
yet with no beauty or continuity. Then, after arranging them into order [τάξιν], let 
him give it beauty and enhance it with charms of expression, figure, and rhythm” 
(47–48).51

Lucian’s description of the historian’s task coheres with the tradition of “the 
Elder” in the Papian passage that Eusebius quotes. The Elder says that Mark wrote 
down Peter’s teachings but did not write them “in order” (οὐ . . . τάξει / οὐχ . . . 
σύνταξιν). The implication is that Mark did not compose a finished narrative, ready 
for circulation (i.e., to be “displayed in public,” to use Lucian’s expression). All he 
composed were notes (the word ὑπόμνημα appears in the parallel passage in Clem-
ent of Alexandria). But Matthew apparently did write something in order, at least a 
composition in the Hebrew language. According to the Elder, Matthew “composed” 
(συνετάξατο) the oracles of Jesus; that is, Matthew prepared something that had 
order and so was ready for circulation. That this work did in fact circulate is implied 
when it is noted that “each person translated” what Matthew had written.

The recent discovery of a manuscript that contains four works by Galen (129 – 
ca. 200 ce), three of which concern the writing and distribution of his own books, 
has made it possible and necessary to reexamine what we thought we knew of book 
culture in the Greco-Roman world in the second century.52 I will review a selection 
of passages from these works and show how they clarify further the second-century 
patristic traditions that are under review.53

What occasioned Galen’s comments about his books and notes was their loss 
in the great fire of Rome in 192 ce, in which major public and imperial libraries 
were destroyed.54 What especially caused distress for Galen, he says, was “the loss 

50. Text and translation from ibid., 24–27, 66–67.
51. Text and translation from ibid., 60–61.
52. The find was made in a Greek monastery in 2005. It is described in P. N. Singer, 

“Note on ms Vlatadon 14: A Summary of the Main Findings and Problems,” in C. Petit (ed.), 
Galen’s Treatise Περὶ Ἀλυπίας (De indolentia) in Context: A Tale of Resilience (Studies in 
Ancient Medicine 52; Leiden: Brill, 2019), 10–37. The four texts are (1) the Περὶ Ἀλυπίας (De 
indolentia), “On the Avoidance of Distress,” which had been lost; (2) the full Greek text of De 
propriis placitiis, “My Own Doctrines,” which had been known in brief quotations and in an 
Arabo-Latin translation; (3) the full Greek text of De libris propriis, “My Own Books,” which 
had been extant but with many lacunae; and (4) the full Greek text of De ordine librorum 
propriorum, “The Order of My Own Books,” which also had been extant but, again, with 
many lacunae. The editio princeps of Περὶ Ἀλυπίας (De indolentia) in Vlatadon 14 will be 
found in V. Boudon-Millot and J. Jouanna (eds.), Galien, Oeuvres, vol. 4, Ne pas se chagriner 
(Paris: Les Belles Lettres, 2010).

53. I rely very much on the excellent study by Galen scholar P. N. Singer, “New Light 
and Old Texts: Galen on His Own Books,” in C. Petit, Galen’s Treatise, 91–131.

54. The fire and the destruction of Rome’s libraries are described in Galen, De indolentia 
13; Galen, De compositione medicamentorum per genera 1.1; Dio Cassius, Historia romana 
73.24.1–2.
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of my own notes [ὑπομνήματα]” (De indolentia 29).55 In this context he also talks 
about unauthorized distribution, even theft of some of his notes and books, as well 
as how he writes his notes, uses them for books, and distributes his writings among 
friends and associates.

Galen’s ὑποµνήµατα, “notes” and “memoranda,” were records of ἅ τε παρὰ τῶν 
διδασκάλων ἐµεµαθήκειν, “what I had learned from my teachers” (De libris propriis 
3). As we would expect, Galen’s students also wanted “to have notes of what they had 
heard [ὧν ἤκουσαν ἔχειν ὑποµνήµατα]” Galen say in his lectures (De libris propriis, 
praefatio 1). Galen also tells his readers that he wrote most of his ὑπομνήματα for his 
own use (πολλά . . . ἐµαυτόν), but some of his notes he gave to friends. Other notes, 
however, were stolen and distributed by servants. After the great fire, Galen was able 
to get some of these notes back, so that he could make copies (De libris propriis 14).

Galen says that his notes are useful and meet the needs of others (De indolen-
tia, praefatio 1: κατὰ τὴν τῶν δεηθέντων ἕξιν τε καὶ χρείαν, “according to the level 
and need of those who made request”; 30: τοῖς ἄλλοις εἶναι χρήσιµα, “were useful 
to others”). These notes, like chreiai, “useful anecdotes,”56 could be expanded or 
compressed (De libris propriis, praefatio 1: τὰ µὲν ἐκτετάσθαι, τὰ δὲ συνεστάλθαι, 
“some are extended, but others are compressed”).57 The principal purpose of these 

55. Elsewhere Galen says: “. . . most of this material was lost in the great fire, in which 
the Temple of Peace was burned along with many other buildings” (De libris propriis 3); 
“I wrote many other [notes] . . . some of which perished in the fire, in which the Temple of 
Peace was destroyed . . .” (14).

56. In the Greco-Roman pedagogical books of late antiquity the anecdotes are regularly 
called chreiai (χρείαι). The basic meaning of this word is “useful.” Accordingly, the education 
that the student receives is regarded as useful to himself and useful to others. With this idea 
in mind Libanius opines, paraphrasing Hesiod (cf. Theog. 22–34), that the educated lad will 
be able to talk intelligently “about the race of the gods and about many other topics that are 
useful [χρηστά] to humankind” (Libanius, Progymnasmata 3.36).

57. On the editing and use of the chreia (Latin: chria), including expansion and com-
pression, see Theon, Progymnasmata, “Concerning the Chreia”: “Chreiai [χρείαι] are prac-
ticed by restatement, grammatical inflection, comment, and contradiction; and we expand 
and compress the chreia [ἐπεκτείνομέν τε καὶ συστέλλομεν τὴν χρείαν] . . .” The Greek 
text is found in L. Spengel, Rhetores Graeci (Leipzig: Teubner, 1854), 2:101. The translation 
is based on G. A. Kennedy, Progymnasmata: Greek Textbooks of Prose Composition and 
Rhetoric (Writings from the Greco-Roman World 10; Atlanta: Society of Biblical Literature, 
2003), 19. We find the same instruction in Quintilian, who says the student “should learn 
first to render verses [of poems] in prose, then to recite them in different words, then with 
more confidence to paraphrase, in which it is permissible to abridge or embellish [breviare 
. . . et exornare] certain elements, provided the poet’s meaning remains intact” (Inst. 1.9.2). 
If the student can do this, says Quintilian, he is ready for “chriae and maxims” (1.9.3–4). 
Latin text is available in M. Winterbottom, M. Fabi Quintiliani Institutionis Oratoriae, vol. 1, 
books 1–6 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1970), 58. English translation is found in R. F. 
Hock and E. N. O’Neil, The Chreia in Ancient Rhetoric, vol. 1, The Progymnasmata (SBLTT 
27: Graeco-Roman Religion Series 9; Atlanta: Scholars Press, 1986), 147. For comments on 
expansion and compression of chreiai, see ibid., 70. For a recent study of the progymnasmata 
and their relevance for New Testament literature, see M. C. Parsons and M. W. Martin, 
Ancient Rhetoric and the New Testament: The Influence of Elementary Greek Composition 
(Waco, TX: Baylor University Press, 2018). Parsons and Martin treat examples of chreiai, 
fables, maxims, and most other forms discussed in the progymnasmata.
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ὑποµνήµατα, of course, is εἰς ἀνάµνησιν, “for reminding” of what had been heard 
(De indolentia 30).

Some of Galen’s notes were for beginners and so were not always “complete 
nor perfectly accurate [διηκριβωµένον] in their teaching.” This was the case, Galen 
explains, because these beginning students were not at a level “to learn the whole 
subject matter accurately [ἀκριβῶς µανθάνειν πάντα]” (De libris propriis, praefatio 
1). But for the more advanced, Galen’s notes could be “put together” (συνέθηκα) as 
“commentaries” or “narratives” (ἐξηγήσεις, exegeses) for the benefit of his followers 
(In Hippocratis Epidemiarum librum VI 1, praefatio).

Galen also says he has “collected together and brought into permanent form” 
(συνελεξάµην τε καὶ εἰς ἕξιν ἤγαγον µόνιµον) what he had been taught and what 
he had learned in his own study (De libris propriis 3). The noun µόνιµος means 
something that is unified and stable, no longer subject to alteration. In the context 
of notes, drafts, and writing for distribution, it refers to the finished product. It is 
this finished product that is ready, as Galen puts it, “for distribution [πρὸς ἔκδοσιν]” 
(e.g., De indolentia 22).

Not all of Galen’s works were intended for general circulation. He says he has 
made some of his writings available to friends and followers (as mentioned above). 
But sometimes this limited distribution does not remain limited, as Galen ruefully 
remarks: “As with my other works given to friends . . . I had no expectation that 
they would reach a wider audience” (De libris propriis 9). Thus, work “not for 
distribution” (οὐ[δὲν] πρὸς ἔκδοσιν) was discovered to be in circulation, which 
annoyed Galen. Above all, it was his notes that were not intended to circulate: 
“Even of the notes that I wrote [τῶν ὑποµνηµάτων ὧν ἔγραψα], some were given 
by me to friends, while others, which had been stolen and distributed by servants, 
I later received back from other persons. . . . Not one of these notes was written for 
distribution [τούτων τῶν ὑποµνηµάτων ἁπάντων οὐδὲν πρὸς ἔκδοσιν ἐγράφη] 
. . .” (De libris propriis 14; my italics in the quotation, but Galen’s grammar suggests 
emphasis).

Written work distributed without authorization often lacked signatures 
(ὑπογραφαί), inscriptions (ἐπιγραφαί), and prefaces (προοίμια). Their absence 
facilitated false claims of authorship: “As for the fact of my works being passed off 
by many people under their own name you know the reason yourself . . . it is that 
they were given without inscription [χωρὶς ἐπιγραφῆς] to friends or pupils, since 
they had been written in no way for distribution [οὐδὲν πρὸς ἔκδοσιν], but simply 
at the request of those individuals, who had desired a written record [ὑποµνήµατα] 
of lectures they had heard” (De libris propriis, praefatio 1).58 Later in the text, Galen 
tells of books that he had given to a young man. When he died, the books fell into 

58. Translation based on Singer, “New Light and Old Texts,” 99. On the problems of 
distribution one will also want to consult B. A. van Groningen, “ Ἔκδοσις,” Mnemosyne 16 
(1963): 1–17; Starr, “Circulation of Literary Texts,” 213–23; S. A. Gurd, “Galen on ἔκδοσις,” 
in T. Schmidt and P. Fleury (eds.), Perceptions of the Second Sophistic and Its Times – Re-
gards sur la Seconde Sophistique et son époque (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2011), 
169–84; Schmidt and Fleury (eds.), Work in Progress: Literary Revision as Social Performance 
in Ancient Rome (American Classical Studies 57; Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2012); 
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the hands of someone who added a false preface and then read them publicly as 
his own work (De libris propriis 2). Some of his unsigned, unprefaced, and untitled 
books circulated under a variety of titles (De libris propriis, praefatio 1). For reasons 
such as these, Galen comments that he needed to add prefaces: “But observing 
that what was being written fell into the hands of many, I needed such prefaces 
[προοιµίων]” (In Hippocratis Epidemiarum librum VI 1, praefatio).59

Work ready for distribution could also be placed in a public library (ἐν 
βιβλιοηήκῃ δηµοσίᾳ στῶσι), as well as be distributed to friends, followers, and 
colleagues. Galen explains that his books prepared for distribution [πρὸς ἔκδοσιν] 
were duplicated [διπλᾶ] for public libraries in Rome and Campania. These du-
plicate copies (ἀντίγραφα) were in addition to copies presented to friends: “This, 
then, is why all our works had been done in two copies, apart from those that were 
to remain in Rome” (De indolentia 20–23; cf. De compositione medicamentorum per 
genera 1.1; De libris propriis 9: “I gave [books] to those who made requests to me”).

Finally, in the preface to one of his medical treatises, Galen quotes what appar-
ently was a proverb: “The saying spoken by most craftsmen is apparently true, that 
gathering information out of a book [ἐκ συγγράμματος ἀναλέξασθαι] is not the same 
thing, nor even comparable to learning from the living voice [παρὰ ζωῆς φωνῆς]” (De 
compositione medicamentorum 6.1).60 As much as Galen values the written word, as 
do many of his contemporaries, he still places high value on the living voice.

Another Look at the Second-Century Patristic Tradition

What Lucian and Galen say about note-taking, research, inquiry, drafts, final 
compositions, copies, distribution, and placement in libraries sheds light on what 
second-century church fathers said about the preaching of Peter, the note-taking 

T. Dorandi, “Ancient ἐκδόσεις: Further Lexical Observations on Some of Galen’s Texts,” 
Lexicon Philosophicum 2 (2014): 1–23.

59. Translation based on Singer, “New Light and Old Texts,” 117. Galen’s frustrations 
are also discussed in L. Alexander, “Ancient Book Production and the Circulation of the 
Gospels,” in R. J. Bauckham (ed.), The Gospels for All Christians: Rethinking the Gospel 
Audiences (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1998), 71–111, here 94–99.

60. This important text is discussed in L. Alexander, “The Living Voice: Skepticism 
towards the Written Word in Early Christian and in Graeco-Roman Texts,” in D. J. A. Clines, 
S. E. Porter, and S. E. Fowl (eds.), The Bible in Three Dimensions (JSOTSup 87; Sheffield: 
JSOT Press, 1990), 221–47; H. Y. Gamble, Books and Readers in the Early Church: A History 
of Early Christian Texts (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1995), 30–31; P. J. J. Botha, Orality 
and Literacy in Early Christianity (Biblical Performance Criticism 5; Eugene, OR: Cascade, 
2013), 31–32; Bauckham, Jesus and the Eyewitnesses, 21–23. The preference for the “living 
voice” over a written text seems to have been proverbial. It appears in tradition linked to 
Papias and in other classical sources. For example, Quintilian says that “fuller nourishment 
is provided by the living voice [viva . . . vox], as we call it, even more so when it proceeds 
from the teacher himself ” (Inst. 2.2.8). The younger Pliny reminds his friend that “it is com-
monly said that the living voice [viva vox] is much more effective” (Ep. 2.3.9). Seneca advises 
Lucilius, “I shall send the books [libros] themselves to you . . . however, the living voice [viva 
vox] and the intimacy of a common life will help you more than the written word” (Ep. 6.5).
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of Mark, and the production and circulation of the Gospel of Mark and the other 
Gospels. We may look again at the early patristic tradition in light of this important 
material.

According to “the Elder,” whose traditions apparently were preserved in the 
no longer extant five-volume work by Papias, Mark wrote down what he remem-
bered (ἐμνημόνευσεν/ἀπεμνημόνευσεν) of Peter’s teachings. Neither the Elder nor 
Papias provides a term for this writing, but a half century later Justin Martyr calls 
it “memoirs” (ἀπομνημονεύματα), while still later Clement calls it a set of writ-
ten notes (διὰ γραφῆς ὑπόμνημα). Both Lucian and Galen refer to written work, 
not ready for distribution or placement in a library, as ὑπόμνημα or ὑποµνήµατα. 
Galen rightly comments that ὑποµνήµατα (and Galen normally uses the plural) 
serve as a memory aid (εἰς ἀνάµνησιν). All of these nouns are from the same root 
as the verb “to remember” (μνημονεύειν/ἀπομνημονεύειν), which appears in the 
tradition attributed to the Elder and passed on by Papias.

What Mark remembered was the teaching of Peter, which the apostle presented 
in the form of chreiai (πρὸς τὰς χρείας), which are short, pithy sayings and deeds. 
Their purpose was to bring to mind a useful insight uttered by a notable person. 
“A chreia [χρεία],” says Hermogenes, “is a memoir [ἀπομνημόνευμα] of a saying 
or action or both, with a pointed meaning, usually for the sake of something use-
ful [χρησίμου]” (Progymnasmata, “Concerning the Chreia”).61 Aphthonius agrees, 
saying, “A chreia [χρεία] is a brief recollection [ἀπομνημόνευμα], referring to 
some person in a pointed way. It is called chreia [τῆς χρείας], because it is useful 
[χρειώδης]” (Progymnasmata, “Definition of the Chreia”).62 Nicolaus the Sophist 
(or Ps.-Nicolaus) defines the chreiai similarly, saying that they are useful and, un-
like maxims, are attributed to specific persons.63 And as we saw, Galen also viewed 
his ὑποµνήµατα as “necessary” and “useful” (χρείαν/χρήσιµα).

The Elder tells us (apud Eusebius, Hist. eccl. 3.39.15) as well that what Mark 
wrote was “not in order” (οὐ μέντοι τάξει / ἀλλ᾿ οὐχ ὥσπερ σύνταξιν). Describ-

61. For Greek text, see H. Rabe, Hermogenis Opera (Rhetores Graeci 6; Leipzig: Teu-
bner, 1913), 6. For translation, see Kennedy, Progymnasmata, 76.

62. For Greek text, see Spengel, Rhetores Graeci, 2:23. For translation, see Kennedy, 
Progymnasmata, 97. For a selection of chreiai in Aphthonius, see C. A. Gibson, Libanius’s 
Progymnasmata: Model Exercises in Greek Prose Composition and Rhetoric; Translated with 
an Introduction and Notes (WGRW 27; Atlanta: Society of Biblical Literature, 2008), 43–85; 
R. F. Hock, The Chreia and Ancient Rhetoric: Commentaries on Aphthonius’s Progymnas-
mata; Translated with an Introduction and Notes (WGRW 31; Atlanta: Society of Biblical 
Literature, 2012).

63. “A chreia [χρεία] is a pointed and concise saying or action, attributed to some spe-
cific person . . .” (Nicolaus the Sophist, Progymnasmata, “On the Chreia”). For Greek text, 
see J. Felton, Nicolai Progymnasmata (Rhetores Graeci 11; Leipzig: Teubner, 1913), 19. For 
translation, see Kennedy, Progymnasmata, 140. (Ps.-)Nicolaus adds, “They say that some 
chreiai [χρείαι] are passed on because of some usefulness [χρησίμου] . . .” (Felton, Nicolai 
Progymnasmata, 21; Kennedy, Progymnasmata, 141). For a more critical and current col-
lection of the chreiai attributed to Ps.-Nicolaus, see R. F. Hock and E. N. O’Neil, The Chreia 
and Ancient Rhetoric: Classroom Exercises (WGRW 2; Atlanta: Society of Biblical Literature, 
2002), 198–233.
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ing something as not in order or “not arranged” implies that it is not ready for 
distribution. This is clear in what Lucian says. Producing a set of notes (ὑπόμνημα 
τι) is the first step; putting it in order (τάξις) comes next. So when the Elder says 
(twice) that Mark did not write an ordered account, he has implied (and late an-
tique readers would have understood) that Mark did not write something that was 
ready for distribution. Mark’s notes (ὑποµνήµατα, as Clement rightly described 
Mark’s writings) were not, in the words of Galen (De libris propriis, praefatio 1), 
ready πρὸς ἔκδοσιν, “for distribution,” and so, in the words of Lucian (Quodmodo 
historia conscribenda sit 5), were not ready to “be displayed in public [ἐν τῷ κοινῷ 
δέδεικται].”

By the way, according to Galen (Lib. Prop. praef.), notes are not always com-
plete and accurate. Recall that he said that some of his notes were for beginners 
and so were not always “complete nor perfectly accurate [διηκριβωµένον] in their 
teaching.” This was because beginners were not ready “to learn the whole subject 
matter accurately [ἀκριβῶς µανθάνειν πάντα].” This implies that there were not 
only inaccuracies in Galen’s notes but omissions as well.

I wonder if this is why the Elder says that although what Mark wrote was “not 
in in order”—that is, not a finished, carefully arranged work ready for circulation—
it nevertheless contained “no false statement” in it. After all, if pre-distribution 
drafts and notes (ὑποµνήµατα) could contain inaccurate material, which presum-
ably would be edited out when the work had been revised and prepared for dis-
tribution, what the Elder said about Mark not preparing a final, ordered account 
might have led late antique readers to assume wrongly that Mark’s written work, on 
which others relied, may have omitted important teaching and perhaps contained 
false or inaccurate material as well. Not so, the Elder assures those he taught; Mark 
“wrote down accurately [ἀκριβῶς ἔγραψεν] everything” (apud Eusebius, Hist. eccl. 
3.39.15). The implication is that Mark had faithfully preserved the essential elements 
of Peter’s teachings.64

What has been set “in order”—in contrast to Mark’s unordered material—is 
ready for distribution. This is what the Elder says of Matthew, who “composed” or 
“set in order [συνετάξατο] the oracles in the Hebrew language and each person 
translated them as best he could” (3.39.16). The Hebrew version of the oracles of 
Jesus has been put in order and made available for reading, which means for Greek-
speakers translation will be necessary. What Josephus says of his narrative of the 
Jewish war reflects the same procedure: “I propose to provide the subjects of the 

64. In the midst of his verbose preface, the author of 2 Maccabees (which was written as 
an epitome of a five-volume history by one Jason of Cyrene [2 Macc 2:23]) states that he will 
leave the responsibility “for accuracy in all the details to the composer [τὸ μὲν διακριβοῦν 
περὶ ἑκάστων τῷ συγγραφεῖ]” (2 Macc 2:28a). Here, as in Galen, is the responsibility of the 
composer (συγγραφεύς) to make the writing “accurate” or “precise” (τὸ διακριβοῦν), and so 
put it into final form. The evangelist Luke assures Theophilus of accuracy (Luke 1:3 “having 
followed all things accurately [ἀκριβῶς]”). On composing, see also the prologue to Greek 
Sirach, where ben Sira’s grandson says his grandfather “was led to compose [συγγράψαι] 
something pertaining to education and wisdom, in order that lovers of learning . . . might 
gain much more in living by the law” (Sirach, prologue 12–14).
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Roman Empire with a narrative of the facts, by translating into the Greek tongue 
the account which I previously composed [συντάξας] in my native (tongue) . . .” 
(J.W. 1.3). What Josephus says that he will translate (into Greek, which is the ver-
sion that is extant today) is the Hebrew account that he had composed earlier 
and had sent east to the Jewish people. His use of the verb συντάσσειν implies 
that his earlier Hebrew account was a finished work, ready for circulation among 
Aramaic-speaking Jews. Likewise, Josephus composed a Greek version for dis-
tribution among Greek-reading Roman elites. His use of the word συντάσσειν 
matches exactly what the Elder says of Matthew and his Hebrew account of the 
oracles of Jesus.65

A description of a finished composition is found at the conclusion of 2 Mac-
cabees, though again with pretentious language and an odd analogy:

And I myself will here bring my story [τὸν λόγον] to a halt. If it is (written) 
well (and) skillfully in (its) composition [καλῶς εὐθίκτως τῇ συντάξει], that 
is what I myself desired; if it is poorly done and mediocre, that was all I could 
manage. For just as it is harmful to drink wine alone or, again, to drink water 
alone, while wine mixed with water produces a delightful taste, so also the 
preparation of the story [τῆς κατασκευῆς τοῦ λόγου] delights the ears of those 
who read the composition [τῇ συντάξει]. And here will be the end. (2 Macc 
15:37b–39 RSVA, modified)

As clumsy as this epilogue is, it does helpfully give expression to what is expected 
of a late antique work supposedly ready for distribution. The author of 2 Maccabees 
tells us that his story (λόγος) is “(written) well (and) skillfully” (καλῶς εὐθίκτως), 
reflects “preparation” (κατασκευή), and is (lit.) “in order” (τῇ συντάξει) and so 
can be regarded as a composition (σύνταξις).

Clement of Alexander claims, moreover, that people begged Mark “to leave 
behind written notes [ὑπόμνημα] of the teaching given to them verbally, and they 
did not quit (their begging) until they had persuaded the man.” People were not 
satisfied merely to hear the spoken word; they wanted something more permanent, 
something in writing. Peter himself knew of this popular demand and insistence 
and was “pleased with their zeal.” The tradition appears again in Eusebius. Here 
we are told that “many requested that Mark, who had followed (Peter) for a long 
time . . . should write out (Peter’s teachings)” (Hist. eccl. 6.14.6). Galen, too, says 
that his “followers prevailed upon me to write the same treatise again” and that 
others “desired written records [ὑποµνήµατα] of my lectures that they had heard.”

Clement also claims that Peter approved of what Mark wrote “and sanctioned 
the writing for study in the churches.” This approximates one of the key criteria for 

65. In several places in Josephus, one will find references to the composition 
(συντάσσειν) of books (e.g., Ant. 1.159 “Hecataeus . . . composed . . . a book [βιβλίον . . . 
συνταξάμενος]”; 7.305 “David . . . composed songs and hymns to God [ᾠδὰς εἰς τὸν θεὸν καὶ 
ὕμνους συνετάξατο]”; 8.44–45 Solomon “composed books of odes and songs [συνετάξατο 
δὲ καὶ βιβλία περὶ ᾠδῶν καὶ μελῶν] . . . and composed [συνταξάμενος] incantations”; 10.78 
“Jeremiah the prophet composed [συνέταξε] a funeral dirge” for King Josiah).
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recognizing writings as authoritative Scripture: their use in the churches.66 This is 
the Christian equivalent of what Galen says about finished works being copied and 
placed in public libraries in Rome and elsewhere. Writings placed in a public library 
have met with Galen’s approval. The patristic story about Peter’s approval of Mark 
reflects this thinking, though the story itself may be a pious fiction.

Our comparison of early patristic tradition about the transition from the oral 
preaching and teaching of Peter to written accounts and, eventually, to the Greek 
Gospels of the New Testament reveals an interesting and very significant develop-
ment along the way: the exclusion of the middle step in the process. Let me explain.

Several times in his Historia, Eusebius refers to Mark as the author of the Gos-
pel called by his name. We find the following statements: “Mark, a follower of Peter, 
the one whose Gospel is extant . . . the written Gospel, which bears the name of 
Mark” (Hist. eccl. 2.15.1); “they say that this Mark was the first that was sent to Egypt 
and that he proclaimed the Gospel that he had written” (2.16.1); “when Mark and 
Luke had already made available [τὴν ἔκδοσιν] their Gospels” (3.24.7); “the cause 
which led to the composition of the Gospel of Mark has been already stated by us” 
(3.24.14, recalling what was said earlier in 2.15.1); “now we must add to the (Elder’s) 
words . . . which he gives in regard to Mark, the author of the Gospel” (3.39.14); 
“the Gospel according to Mark had this occasion . . . having composed the Gospel 
he gave it to those who had requested it” (6.14.6); and “the second (Gospel) is by 
Mark, who composed it according to the instructions of Peter . . .” (6.25.5).

Yet what Eusebius states repeatedly—that Mark wrote the Gospel called by his 
name—is not found in what he quoted from Papias, who had preserved a tradi-
tion credited to the Elder. The Papian tradition only says that Mark wrote down 
Peter’s teaching but not “in order” (3.39.15). It is Eusebius who introduces the El-
der’s quotation with the words, “a tradition concerning Mark, who wrote the Gos-
pel” (3.39.14).67 Irenaeus, who also connects Peter to the Gospel of Mark (Haer. 
3.10.1), does not do so directly when he alludes to the Papian tradition of the Elder: 

66. For statements about what can and cannot be read in churches, see Canon Mu-
ratori 71–73 (in reference to the Apocalypse of Peter); Canon Muratori 73–78 (in reference 
to the Shepherd of Hermas); Eusebius, Hist. eccl. 3.16.1 (in reference to 1 Clement); 6.12.4 
(in reference to the Gospel of Peter); Athanasius, Ep. fest. 39.20 (in reference to the Didache 
and the Shepherd of Hermas); Cyril of Jerusalem, Catecheses 4.35 (on the books of the Old 
Testament, “which we read openly in the church”); 4.36 (on not reading personally what is 
not read publicly in church). According to Justin Martyr (ca. 150), when Christians gather 
for worship on Sundays, “the memoirs of the apostles or the writings of the prophets are 
read, as long as there is time” (1 Apol. 67.3).

67. This is where I think Wayne Meeks’ criticism of Kennedy is off target. Meeks dis-
agrees with Kennedy’s proposal that the Elder/Papias is talking about notes and not canonical 
Mark: “The problem . . . is that Eusebius himself appears to have identified the hypomnēma 
produced by Mark with the canonical gospel itself.” See W. A. Meeks, “Hypomnēmata from 
an Untamed Sceptic: A Response to George Kennedy,” in W. O. Walker (ed.), The Relation-
ships among the Gospels: An Interdisciplinary Dialogue (TUMSR 5; San Antonio: Trinity 
University Press, 1978), 157–72, here 168. Yes, Eusebius does, and he does so for his own 
tendentious reasons, as discussed earlier. It doesn’t help that Meeks relies on Morton Smith’s 
highly dubious Mar Saba find. I will say more about Meeks below.
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“Matthew also issued a written Gospel among the Hebrews in their own dialect . . . 
Mark, the disciple and translator of Peter, also handed down to us in writing what 
had been preached by Peter” (3.1.1). Irenaeus assumes, of course, that what Mark 
“handed down to us in writing” was the Gospel, but he—unlike Eusebius later—
does not introduce the Papian quotation of what the Elder passed on as explicitly 
having to do with the Gospel of Mark.

Justin Martyr doesn’t mention the Papian tradition, at least not ex-
pressly. He refers to what “is recorded in the memoirs of his apostles [ἐν τοῖς 
ἀπομνημονεύμασιν τῶν ἀποστόλων]” (Dial. 106.4; cf. 1 Apol. 1.67), “which were 
composed [συντετάχθαι] by his apostles and those who followed them” (Dial. 
103.8), “which are called Gospels [ἃ καλεῖται εὐαγγέλια]” (1 Apol. 1.66). The Papian 
tradition might be presupposed in these imprecise statements.

When we come to Irenaeus and later fathers, such as Tertullian,68 Clement of 
Alexander,69 and Origen,70 the link between the widely recognized four Gospels 
and the apostles is direct and uncomplicated. The stage mentioned by Papias in 
his quotation of the Elder has simply dropped out. With respect to the Elder tradi-
tion, the earliest tradition that we have, all we are told is that Mark wrote down, in 
an unordered, unfinished form, Peter’s teaching, which the apostle had presented 
as brief anecdotes or chreiai. We are also told that Matthew wrote out the oracles 
of the Lord in an ordered form in the Hebrew language. The Elder tradition does 
not say that Mark, the hearer and note-taker of Peter, wrote the Gospel of Mark.

The Elder tradition does not seem to be talking about the canonical Gospels. 
There is no indication that Papias understood the Elder to be referring to a finished 
written product, our Gospel of Mark.71 It is Irenaeus who assumes that the written 
ὑποµνήµατα produced by Mark (Haer. 3.1.1) are to be identified with the Gospel 
of Mark (3.10.5). Justin’s vague statements, in which the “memoirs of the apostles” 
seem to refer to the Gospels (at least in 1 Apol. 1.66), constitute an important step 
in that direction. Tertullian takes the identification for granted, as do all who fol-
low him. Eusebius consolidates this evolving tradition. Indeed, as already noted, 
he introduces what Papias says he learned from the Elder by saying it relates to “a 
tradition about the Mark who wrote the Gospel” (Hist. eccl. 3.39.14). How Papias 
himself actually understood the words of the Elder we do not know; we are not told.

What the Elder is reported to have said applies only to the writing of unordered 
notes. Accordingly, I agree with Kennedy, who says, “After oral transmission and 

68. Marc. 4.2: “our faith is based on John and Matthew; it is built up on Luke and Mark, 
followers of the apostles.” By “John and Matthew” Tertullian means the two apostles and 
their respective Gospels. “Luke and Mark” were not apostles but were followers of apostles.

69. In Hypotyposes 6 (apud Eusebius, Hist. eccl. 2.15.1–2) Clement says Mark was asked 
“to leave behind notes,” but in the Latin version of his commentary on 1 Peter, Clement says 
Mark was not asked to write notes but to write his Gospel (cf. Adumbrationes in epistola 
Petri prima on 1 Pet 5:13). The ὑποµνήµατα have vanished.

70. In his commentary on Matthew, Origen summarizes the old tradition of Matthew 
writing his Gospel in Hebrew and of “Mark, who wrote [his Gospel] in accordance with 
Peter’s instructions” (apud Eusebius, Hist. eccl. 6.25.5).

71. Pace Meeks, “Hypomnēmata from an Untamed Sceptic,” 169.
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note-taking, a third stage would be the publication of a systematic or more literary 
work.”72 It was after Mark’s writing of ὑποµνήµατα and perhaps on the basis of these 
ὑποµνήµατα that the Gospel of Mark was composed. That our extant, canonical 
Mark was composed “with form” (σύνταξις) is obvious to modern literary critics 
who continue to analyze the Markan Gospel, expressing appreciation for its plot-
ting, character development, theology, and other features of interest.73

What the Elder says of Matthew, who wrote an ordered account in Hebrew, 
can hardly be in reference to our Greek Matthew. Extant canonical Matthew was 
composed in Greek; it is not a translation of a Semitic original.74 But this does not 
mean that the tradition of a Hebrew Matthew is a myth. On the contrary, the tradi-
tion of a Hebrew Matthew is early, widespread, and well attested.75 The “Hebrew 
Matthew” mentioned by the Elder may not be canonical Matthew, but the name 
of the Hebrew Gospel may explain canonical Matthew’s name. As James Edwards 
has recently argued: “Canonical Greek Matthew and the Hebrew Gospel most 
probably share the name ‘Matthew’ because both were written for and addressed 
to Jewish Christian audiences.”76 Perhaps so. In any event, it is improbable that 
canonical Greek Matthew derives from the same author or school that produced 
the Hebrew Gospel.77

What we have in the Elder and in Papias is very early tradition. It reaches back 
to a time when the “living voice” was still “abiding” and could be heard. To be sure, 
at this time what the apostles were saying was being committed to writing, as we 
learn in the case of Peter and Mark, but their voice was preferred just the same 
(recall the proverb cited by Galen and others). What was produced during this early 
period were notes and memoirs, such as what is described by the Elder, and another 
compilation of material that most Gospel scholars call Q, that is, the non-Markan 

72. Kennedy, “Classical and Christian Source Criticism,” 152–53.
73. One immediately thinks of modern literary analyses of Mark, such as those pub-

lished by J. D. Kingsbury, The Christology of Mark’s Gospel (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1983); 
E. S. Malbon, Mark’s Jesus: Characterization as Narrative Christology (Waco, TX: Baylor 
University Press, 2009); D. Rhoads and D. Michie, Mark as Story: An Introduction to the 
Narrative of a Gospel (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1982); and V. K. Robbins, Jesus the Teacher: A 
Socio-Rhetorical Interpretation of Mark (rev. ed.; Minneapolis: Fortress, 1992). Many more 
could be cited. Larsen (“Accidental Publication, Unfinished Texts and the Traditional Goals 
of New Testament Textual Criticism,” JSNT 39 [2017]: 362–87, here 377) is on the right track 
when he asks, “But what if Mark was unfinished textual raw material, ὑπομνήματα, notes, 
memoirs, a draft? The earliest readers and users of Mark describe it that way.” The “unfin-
ished textual raw material” does not apply to canonical Mark, but to the raw notes that the 
canonical evangelists later used in writing their respective Gospels. Better is what Larsen 
says in Gospels before the Book (87–93), where he rightly notes that Papias “never refers to 
the Gospel according to Mark” (90).

74. Claims that canonical Matthew is a translation of an underlying Hebrew original 
have not carried the day.

75. See J. R. Edwards, The Hebrew Gospel and the Development of the Synoptic Tradition 
(Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2009). Edwards finds that some two dozen church fathers speak 
of the Hebrew Gospel and ten actually quote from it.

76. Edwards, The Hebrew Gospel, 261–62.
77. The Hebrew Gospel will be explored further in ch. 3.
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material that Matthew and Luke share. It was these notes and memoirs (the middle 
stage of the production of the Gospels), which likely circulated as notebooks, on 
which the evangelists relied.78

This seems to be reflected in Luke’s prologue, what his contemporaries would 
probably view as a preface (προοίμιον):

Inasmuch as many have undertaken [ἐπεχείρησαν] to compile a narrative 
[ἀνατάξασθαι διήγησιν] of the things which have been accomplished among 
us, just as they were delivered to us by those who from the beginning were eye-
witnesses and ministers of the word [παρέδοσαν ἡμῖν οἱ ἀπ᾿ ἀρχῆς αὐτόπται 
καὶ ὑπηρέται γενόμενοι τοῦ λόγου], it seemed good to me also, having fol-
lowed all things closely for some time past [παρηκολουθηκότι ἄνωθεν πᾶσιν 
ἀκριβῶς], to write an orderly account for you [καθεξῆς σοι γράψαι], most 
excellent Theophilus, that you may know the truth concerning the things of 
which you have been informed. (Luke 1:1–4)

Luke’s “many” (πολλοί) probably refers to various documents and compila-
tions of notes, such as Mark’s Petrine notes, Q, and other sets of notes. Luke’s use 
of ἐπιχειρέω (lit. “to take in hand”) reminds us of Josephus’ reference to “those 
who undertake to write histories [τὰς ἱστορίας ἐπιχειρήσαντες συγγράφειν]” (Ag. 
Ap. 1.13).79 Lucian mocks those who think writing history is “one of those things 
that with ease can be taken in hand [τῶν εὐμεταχειρίστων]” (Quodmodo historia 
conscribenda sit 5). Luke has taken in hand unedited, unordered materials and has 
placed them in order (ἀνατάξασθαι).80 Luke has done what Mark, according to 
the Elder, did not do. Rather, Luke has done what Matthew did with respect to his 
Hebrew Gospel. And Luke has done what Lucian says a historian is supposed to 

78. Gamble (Books and Readers, 58: “precedent-setting development in the publication 
and circulation of early Christian literature”) suggests that collecting Paul’s letters in the 
codex format might have encouraged Christian usage of the codex. I wonder if the circula-
tion of written notes and chreiai in notebook form, in which the teachings of Jesus were 
collected, also encouraged the adoption of the codex, whose original purpose was as the 
preferred format for notetaking.

79. For additional examples in late antique historians, see Polybius, Historiae 2.37.4 “We 
have undertaken [ἐπικεχειρήκαμεν] to describe the events occurring in all known parts of 
the world”; 3.1.4 “of which we have undertaken to write [ὑπὲρ οὗ γράφειν ἐπικεχειρήκαμεν]”; 
12.28.3 “it will be well with history when men of action undertake to write histories 
[ἐπιχειρήσωσι τὰς ἱστορίας]”; Diodorus Siculus, Bibliotheca historica 1.3.2 “few have un-
dertaken to record [ἐπεχείρησαν ἀναγράφειν], beginning with the earliest times [ἀπὸ τῶν 
ἀρχαίων χρόνων ἀρξάμενοι] and coming down to their own day, the events connected with 
all peoples.” Heretics, too, are said to “take in hand” efforts to produce false teachings. See 
Irenaeus, Haer. 1.16.1 They “undertake to announce more mystical things”; Epistula Petri 
ad Iacobum 2.3 “Some have undertaken, while I am yet present, to transform my words by 
various interpretations [ἔτι μου περιόντος ἐπεχείρησάν τινες, ποικίλαις τισὶν ἑρμηνείαις 
τοὺς ἐμοὺς λόγους μετασχηματίζειν]”; Athanasius, Apologia contra Arianos 3.10 The Arians 
“undertake to argue their own mythical inventions.”

80. Luke uses ἀνατάσσειν, rather than the more conventional συντάσσειν, because of 
his emphasis on telling the story “from the top” (ἄνωθεν), having consulted authorities who 
were witnesses “from the beginning” (ἀπ᾿ ἀρχῆς).
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do. Luke has consulted eyewitnesses and ministers (or “officers”) who possessed 
firsthand knowledge (as clearly implied by the phrase, “from the beginning”). He 
has followed (παρηκολουθηκότι), perhaps in the sense of Mark’s following Peter, 
so that his account will be accurate (ἀκριβῶς), and he has written an orderly ac-
count (καθεξῆς . . . γράψαι).81

What the evangelist Luke has put in order, or compiled, is a “narrative” 
(διήγησις). The word διήγησις appears often in historical works (e.g., Josephus, 
J.W. 7.42, 274; Ant. 9.214; 11.68; 12.136–137; Lucian, Quodmodo historia conscribenda 
sit 55 “the body of the history is a long narrative [διήγησις μακρά]”; Eusebius, 
Hist. eccl. 1.1.3; 1.5.1; 7.18.1) and sometimes seems to be a synonym of ἱστορία (Jo-
sephus, Life 336; Eusebius, Hist. eccl. 1.2.1). Eusebius says that “many have passed 
on” tradition about Nero’s crimes “in most accurate narratives [ἀκριβεστάταις 
παραδεδωκότων διηγήσεσι]” (Hist. eccl. 2.25.2).

Luke’s concern with accuracy is consistent with what has already been ob-
served about preparing a writing for distribution. The evangelist’s contemporary, 
Josephus, assures Epaphroditus in the preface to Against Apion that reliable histo-
rians have been consulted (Ag. Ap. 1.1–3; 2.1). He offers similar words of assurance 
in his other major works, words that actually offer closer parallels to what Luke 
has said in his prologue. At the beginning of his history of the Jewish war, Josephus 
comments that “many Jews before me have composed the histories of our ancestors 
very exactly [συνετάξαντο μετ᾿ ἀκριβείας]” (J.W. 1.17); and near the end of his work 
on Jewish history he states, “I have composed this history with sufficient accuracy 
in all things [πάντα γὰρ οἶμαι μετ᾿ ἀκριβείας συντεταχέναι]” (Ant. 20.260).

The evangelist Luke has taken the trouble to consult witnesses and learn the 
story from beginning to end, so that his narrative will be accurate, ἵνα ἐπιγνῷς 
(Θεόφιλε) περὶ ὧν κατηχήθης λόγων τὴν ἀσφάλειαν, “in order that you (Theophi-
lus) might know the certainty concerning the things you were taught.” The RSV 
translates “know the truth,” but the direct object is τὴν ἀσφάλειαν, which liter-
ally is “the safety” or “the security.”82 The word ἀσφάλεια and cognates appear in 
contexts in which security and certainty are the concern. The adverb appears in 
Peter’s opening words at Pentecost, “Let all the house of Israel therefore know as-
suredly [ἀσφαλῶς οὖν γινωσκέτω πᾶς οἶκος Ἰσραήλ] that God has made him both 
Lord and Christ, this Jesus whom you crucified” (Acts 2:36; cf. Wis 18:6, where the 
patriarchs are said to “know certainly [ἀσφαλῶς εἰδότες]”). The adjective occurs 
elsewhere in Acts in similar contexts (Acts 21:34; 22:30; 25:26). In papyri ἀσφάλεια 
and cognates appear often with the meaning of “security” for debts, loans, and legal 
matters.83 Epictetus affirms that no one without thinking “seals a bond or writes a 
security [σφραγίζεται ἢ ἀσφάλειαν γράφει]” (Diatr. 2.13.7).

81. For detailed study of Luke’s prologue in its literary and social setting, see L. Alex-
ander, The Preface to Luke’s Gospel: Literary Convention and Social Context in Luke 1.1–4 
(SNTSMS 78; Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1993).

82. The translation options for this clause are reviewed in J. A. Fitzmyer, The Gospel 
according to Luke, 2 vols. (AB 28, 28A; Garden City, NY: Doubleday, 1981–1985), 1:300.

83. “We swear . . . that the proofs submitted by him are genuine [ἀσφαλείας εἶναι]” 
(P.Tebt. 293, lines 14–19 [187 ce]); “he forced me to give him written security [ἀσφάλειαν 
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What we have in later patristic authorities is a simplified and condensed ac-
count of the appearance of the Gospels, in which the oral teaching of Peter and 
other apostles becomes the written Gospels. The middle stage, that of note-taking 
and unordered materials, disappears. Eliminating the middle stage may have been 
motivated by apologetic interests with respect to authorship. What Peter taught 
becomes the Gospel of Mark; Matthew’s Hebrew account becomes the (Greek) 
Gospel of Matthew, and so on.

What Papias said he received from the Elder are two principal traditions: first, 
that Mark committed to writing unordered notes, not necessarily the canonical 
Gospel of Mark (which is what later church fathers assumed); second, that Mat-
thew produced an ordered Gospel in Hebrew (which some church fathers assumed 
became Greek canonical Matthew). There is much to be said in support of what 
Papias says he received from the Elder; but not much can be said in support of how 
later church fathers interpreted this ancient tradition.

If my assessment of patristic testimony is correct, then perhaps we need to 
reconsider the proto-Mark hypothesis. I am not referring here to the complicated 
version of Urmarcus that H. J. Holtzmann proposed in the nineteenth century84 
and later abandoned.85 I refer to the leaner, better argued version recently offered 
by Delbert Burkett, who argues that the Synoptic data are best explained in terms 
of a source that all three Synoptic evangelists utilized.86 Matthew and Luke made 
use of proto-Mark, which they supplemented with material taken from Q, as well 
as material (such as distinctive Infancy traditions) from other sources. The Markan 
evangelist made use of proto-Mark in a much more conservative fashion (perhaps 
because he was himself the author of the notes). The changes that the evangelist 
Mark made in proto-Mark created the minor agreements between Matthew and 
Luke against Mark.87

γραπτήν]” (P.Amh. 78, lines 16–17 [184 ce]); “according to written security [κατ᾿ ἐνγράπτους 
ἀσφαλίας]” (P.Flor. 25, line 28 [second century ce]). Several papyri of this nature date from 
the rule of Augustus (e.g., BGU 1059, lines 17–18; BGU 1130, line 28; BGU 1131, lines 45–46; 
BGU 1136, lines 9–10; BGU 1143, lines 4–6; BGU 1146, line 6; BGU 1149, lines 24–25). Many 
more could be cited.

84. H. J. Holtzmann, Die synoptischen Evangelien: Ihr Ursprung und geschichtlicher 
Charakter (Leipzig: Engelmann, 1863), 67–126. Holtzmann calls Urmarcus Quelle A and 
the source that Matthew and Luke share Quelle Λ (after λόγια), or what today is called Q. 
In passing Holtzmann mentions Hebrew Matthew (p. 19), Mark receiving oral material from 
Peter (p. 37), and Justin, ἀπομνημονεύματα, and memorabilia (p. 47).

85. H. J. Holtzmann, Lehrbuch der historisch-kritischen Einleitung in das Neue Testa-
ment (2nd ed.; Freiburg im Breisgau: Mohr Siebeck, 1886), 357–65.

86. D. Burkett, The Case for Proto-Mark: A Study in the Synoptic Problem (WUNT 399; 
Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2018).

87. For another fresh look at the Papias tradition, see D. R. MacDonald, Two Ship-
wrecked Gospels: The Logoi of Jesus and Papias’s Exposition of Logia about the Lord (ECL 
8; Atlanta: Society of Biblical Literature, 2012). MacDonald argues for an expansive Q (what 
he calls Q+) that Papias mistakenly identified as a Hebrew version of Matthew. I have serious 
reservations about this complicated hypothesis, which, so far as I can tell, has persuaded few. 
MacDonald pursues his thesis in D. R. MacDonald, with J. R. Van Dore, From the Earliest 
Gospel (Q+) to the Gospel of Mark: Solving the Synoptic Problem with Mimesis Criticism 
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Proto-Mark was not a finished literary product, ready for distribution, but 
was a collection of unordered notes or memoirs that recorded Peter’s teaching. 
The canonical Synoptic evangelists made use of these notes. With respect to the 
tradition of Mark recording the teaching of Peter, Reginald Fuller comments, in 
support of George Kennedy’s interpretation, that “the Evangelists finally redacted 
these hypomnēmata to meet the further needs of their own times (though Papias 
does not talk of the final stage of gospel composition here).”88 Fuller adds that 
“New Testament scholars have been challenged to take more seriously the exter-
nal evidence regarding the origin of the gospels than they have been wont to do 
in the recent past.” 89 The evangelist Mark made use of proto-Mark but evidently 
in a conservative fashion. Matthew and Luke not only made use of proto-Mark; 
they made use of a body of material, which is called Q, comprising mostly of Jesus’ 
teaching. Matthew made heavy use of proto-Mark and Q, while Luke made lighter 
use of proto-Mark and Q. He also made use of a special source with Semitic features 
that sometimes is called proto-Luke. Luke’s special source may well be related to 
the Hebrew Gospel mentioned in the tradition attributed to the Elder.90

This is why the Elder/Papias tradition says nothing about Matthew depend-
ing on Mark.91 The Elder tradition is extremely old; it relates to the earliest written 
sources, the transition from the oral preaching to written notes, not to the canonical 
Gospels themselves.

Thus, we have two tendencies at work in the early patristic testimony: (1) We 
observe the tendency on the part of Irenaeus, Tertullian, Clement of Alexandria, 
Eusebius, and others to eliminate the middle stage of the development of the Gos-
pels, so that the Gospels are seen as the direct literary results of the preaching and 
teaching of Peter and other apostles. (2) In contrast to this tendency to compress 
the tradition, in Eusebius we see expansion in the invention of a stage between the 
apostle John (the Elder rightly identified) and Papias. Eusebius does this in order 

(Lanham: Lexington Books, 2020). In this volume MacDonald explores what he thinks are 
the links between Q+ and Deuteronomy. He contends that much of the former originated 
as mimesis of the latter.

88. R. H. Fuller, “Classics and the Gospels: The Seminar,” in W. O. Walker (ed.), The 
Relationships among the Gospels: An Interdisciplinary Dialogue (TUMSR 5; San Antonio: 
Trinity University Press, 1978), 173–92, quotation 180.

89. Ibid., 183.
90. A number of competent studies have made good arguments in support of a special 

source, with Semitic features, that the evangelist Luke utilized. See P. Parker, “A Proto-Lukan 
Basis for the Gospel according to the Hebrews,” JBL 59 (1940): 471–78; E. Schweizer, “Eine 
hebraisierende Sonderquelle des Lukas?” TZ 6 (1950): 161–85; C.-B. Amphoux, “L’Évangile 
selon les Hébreux: Sources de l’Évangils de Luc,” Apocrypha 6 (1995): 67–77; P. F. Beatrice, 
“The ‘Gospel according to the Hebrews’ in the Apostolic Fathers,” NovT 48 (2006): 147–95. 
This point is well argued in Edwards, The Hebrew Gospel, but I do not agree with his argu-
ments against Q.

91. Which Meeks thinks damages Kennedy’s interpretation of Papias and Justin Martyr. 
See Meeks, “Hypomnēmata from an Untamed Sceptic,” 171. Meeks’ criticism is irrelevant, 
for the Elder/Papias tradition is not talking about either canonical Mark or canonical Mat-
thew; it is talking about unordered Greek notes linked to Mark and an ordered Hebrew 
Gospel linked to Matthew.
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to discredit the politically awkward millennial views of Papias (and almost all other 
second- and third-century fathers). Eusebius does not want Emperor Constantine 
to hear that the old Christian millennarianism is linked to an apostle.

It is not my intention to argue for a new approach to solving the Synoptic 
problem. My only point here is that if the early patristic tradition is better under-
stood and we recognize how this tradition coheres with the pedagogy and writing 
conventions of Greco-Roman late antiquity, we may find new support for past and 
current attempts to explain the literary relationship of the Synoptic Gospels.92

The evidence of the earliest patristic testimony suggests that the dominical 
tradition was passed on by some of the apostles themselves, notably Peter, whose 
literate associates produced written notes and brief accounts. These brief, largely 
unordered materials were later used in the composition of the canonical Gospels. 
The latter are extant; the former (the early written notes) are not. The Synoptic 
evangelists shared materials, which is why we have the Synoptic problem.

The Form and Message of the Four Canonical Gospels

I will bring this introduction to a conclusion by briefly touching on what scholar-
ship has said about the four New Testament Gospels. Although I believe the four 
evangelists speak to special issues with which they are concerned, issues that in 
some instances may reflect community challenges, I have a great deal of sympathy 
for the position taken by Richard Bauckham and his colleagues in a collection 
of studies that argue that the Gospels were written for Christians in general and 
circulated widely.93 I share Bauckham’s criticism of the subjectivity often involved 
in attempts to describe imagined “communities” that lie behind the Gospels.94 I 
also share Richard Burridge’s conclusion that the Gospels are examples of Greco-
Roman biographies.95

I begin with Mark because, as seen in the discussion above, I believe Mark’s 
notes of Petrine materials (what we may call proto-Mark) constitute the primary 
Synoptic source. The majority of Synoptic scholars argue for Markan priority be-

92. An example of breaking out of the mold and taking a new approach is seen in the 
stimulating study by F. Watson, Gospel Writing: A Canonical Perspective (Grand Rapids: 
Eerdmans, 2013). For an appreciative engagement, see C. S. Hamilton, with J. Willitts (eds.), 
Writing the Gospels: A Dialogue with Francis Watson (LNTS 606; London: T&T Clark, 2019). 
In this collection, see esp. J. Schröter, “Gospels in the First and Second Century and the Ori-
gin of the ‘Fourfold Gospel’: A Critical Appraisal of Francis Watson’s Gospel Writing,” 90–100. 
For another important contribution, see C. Keith, The Gospel as Manuscript: An Early His-
tory of the Jesus Tradition as Material Artifact (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2020).

93. R. J. Bauckham (ed.), The Gospels for All Christians: Rethinking the Gospel Audiences 
(Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1998). See also M. Hengel, The Four Gospels and the One Gospel 
of Jesus Christ (Harrisburg, PA: Trinity Press International, 2000).

94. See Bauckham’s introductory essay in The Gospels for All Christians, 9–48: these 
attempts are “wholly mistaken.”

95. R. A. Burridge, What Are the Gospels? A Comparison with Graeco-Roman Biography 
(2nd ed.; Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2004).
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cause they rightly recognize that Matthew and Luke make better sense as reworking 
of the Markan tradition. Because canonical Mark has only lightly edited proto-
Mark, it retains its primitive complexion.

The incipit of canonical Mark, seen in the work’s first verse (“the beginning 
of the good news of Jesus Christ, Son of God”),96 suggests that the author of this 
Gospel understood Jesus as a rival of Rome’s emperor and the imperial cult of the 
“good news” linked to the advent and rule of this so-called “son of god.”97 The centu-
rion’s confession at Mark 15:39 (“Truly this man was Son of God”) gives voice to the 
evangelist’s theology in the imperial setting. I should add that viewing Mark against 
the backdrop of the Roman Empire is very much part of contemporary scholarly 
interest in the social and political setting of the early Christian movement.98

Since the work of Günther Bornkamm and his students, there has been inter-
est in Matthew’s relationship to Judaism and the synagogue.99 Today Matthew is 
interpreted in the context of Jewish intramural debate and polemic. It is far from 
clear that Matthean Christianity (or messianism) had broken with the synagogue 
(as appears to be the case in the later Gospel of John). What is in evidence in Mat-
thew, written in the 60s or 70s ce, is a bitter struggle with Pharisaic and scribal 
tradition that had challenged the validity of Jesus’ teaching and the credibility of his 
status as Israel’s Messiah. Matthean polemic should be understood as comprising 
instances of prophetic criticism (as seen in the classical prophets) or as examples of 
sharp group differentiation and identification within the context of the diverse and 
pluralistic Judaism of the first century ce (as seen in Josephus, the Dead Sea Scrolls, 
and various other writings from this period). Given the Judaic character of the early 
church, it is not surprising that Matthew, the only Gospel universally regarded as 
apostolic, enjoyed pride of place in the emerging fourfold Gospel collection.100

96. I regard the long form of Mark 1:1, which includes the words “Son of God,” as the 
original reading. For discussion, see ch. 10 below.

97. A. Winn, The Purpose of Mark’s Gospel (WUNT 2/245; Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 
2008); Winn, Reading Mark’s Christology under Caesar: Jesus the Messiah and Roman Impe-
rial Ideology (Downers Grove, IL: IVP Academic, 2018).

98. For studies of Mark, see R. E. Watts, Isaiah’s New Exodus in Mark (WUNT 2/88; 
Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 1997); W. R. Telford, The Theology of the Gospel of Mark (Cam-
bridge: Cambridge University Press, 1999); G. Gelardini, Christus Militans: Studien zur 
politisch-militärischen Semantik im Markusevangelium vor dem Hintergrund des ersten 
jüdisch-römischen Krieges (NovTSup 165; Leiden: Brill, 2016). For commentaries on Mark, 
see A. Yarbro Collins, Mark: A Commentary (Hermeneia; Minneapolis: Fortress, 2007); 
R. T. France, The Gospel of Mark (NIGTC; Grand Rapids: Eerdmans; Carlisle: Paternoster, 
2002); J. Marcus, Mark, 2 vols (AB 27 and 27A; New York: Doubleday, 2000–2009).

99. G. Bornkamm, G. Barth, and H. J. Held, Überlieferung und Auslegung im Matthäus
evangelium (WMANT 1; Neukirchen-Vluyn: Neukirchener Verlag, 1960); ET: Tradition and 
Interpretation in Matthew (Philadelphia: Westminster, 1963).

100. For studies of Matthew, see G. N. Stanton, “The Origin and Purpose of Matthew’s 
Gospel: Matthean Scholarship from 1945 to 1980,” ANRW II.25.3 (1984): 1889–1951; D. C. 
Sim, The Gospel of Matthew and Christian Judaism: The History and Social Setting of the 
Matthean Community (Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 1998); J. T. Pennington, Heaven and Earth 
in the Gospel of Matthew (NovTSup 126; Leiden: Brill, 2007); C. E. Carlston and C. A. 
Evans, From Synagogue to Ecclesia: Matthew’s Community at the Crossroads (WUNT 334; 
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The evangelist Luke presents the story of Jesus as a continuation of the story of 
Israel, fully in step with the nation’s ancient promises and hopes, and at the same 
time shows that this Jewish story is very relevant for gentiles. Jesus is the Savior and 
Benefactor for all humankind, not only for Israel and the Jewish people. Parables 
that are found only in Luke underscore this theme. Luke is usually dated some 
years after the destruction of Jerusalem in 70 ce, though a good case can be made 
for dating Luke-Acts to the early 60s, shortly before the fire that destroyed part of 
Rome and the violent persecution of the church that followed.101

The Gospel of John, the Fourth Gospel, is quite different from the three Syn-
optic Gospels. Its differences are obvious: they involve style, content, chronology, 
geography, and theology. The latter reflects more explicit and accentuated Christol-
ogy and soteriology, often expressed with metaphor and symbolism. The literary 
sources of the Fourth Gospel, probably composed in the 90s, are independent 
of the Synoptic tradition. But for all of John’s “spiritual” and symbolic language, 
it too exhibits a remarkable amount of verisimilitude with respect to geography, 
topography, history, tradition, and archaeology, as seen in a number of studies 
ranging from the older work of C. H. Dodd102 to the recent work undertaken by 
Paul Anderson and colleagues.103 One of the more noticeable features of the Fourth 
Gospel is its sharp polemic with Judaism and the synagogue. Ongoing study of the 
Fourth Gospel is lively and engaging.104

Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2014); J. Kampen, Matthew within Sectarian Judaism (AYBRL; 
New Haven: Yale University Press, 2019). For commentaries, see D. C. Allison Jr. and W. D. 
Davies, A Critical and Exegetical Commentary on the Gospel according to Saint Matthew, 
3 vols. (ICC; Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 1988–1997); R. T. France, The Gospel of Matthew 
(NICNT; Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2007); J. Nolland, The Gospel of Matthew (NIGTC; 
Grand Rapids: Eerdmans; Bletchley, UK: Paternoster, 2005).

101. For studies of Luke, see Alexander, The Preface to Luke’s Gospel; J. B. Green, The 
Theology of the Gospel of Luke (New Testament Theology; Cambridge: Cambridge Univer-
sity Press, 1995); F. Bovon, Luke the Theologian: Fifty-Five Years of Research (1950–2005) 
(Waco, TX: Baylor University Press, 2006). For commentaries, see J. A. Fitzmyer, The Gospel 
according to Luke, 2 vols. (AB 28, 28A; Garden City, NY: Doubleday, 1981–1985); J. B. Green, 
The Gospel of Luke (NICNT; Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1997); J. Nolland, Luke, 3 vols. 
(WBC 35; Dallas: Word, 1989–1993); J. T. Carroll, Luke: A Commentary (NTL; Louisville: 
Westminster John Knox, 2012).

102. C. H. Dodd, Historical Tradition in the Fourth Gospel (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1963); also M. Hengel, Die johanneische Frage (WUNT 67; Tübingen: 
Mohr Siebeck, 1993).

103. P. N. Anderson, The Fourth Gospel and the Quest for Jesus: Modern Foundations 
Reconsidered (LNTS 321; London: T&T Clark, 2006); Anderson, The Riddles of the Fourth 
Gospel: An Introduction to John (Minneapolis: Fortress, 2011); P. N. Anderson, F. Just, and 
T. Thatcher (eds.), John, Jesus, and History, vol. 1, Critical Appraisals of Critical Views (SymS 
44; Atlanta: Society of Biblical Literature, 2007); Anderson, Just, and Thatcher (eds.), John, 
Jesus, and History, vol. 2, Aspects of Historicity in the Fourth Gospel (ECL 2; Atlanta: Society 
of Biblical Literature, 2009). Anderson is currently editing a collection of studies specifically 
concerned with John and archaeology.

104. For studies, see R. A. Culpepper and P. N. Anderson (eds.), Communities in Dis-
pute: Current Scholarship on the Johannine Epistles (ECL 13; Atlanta: SBL Press, 2014); 
Culpepper and Anderson (eds.), John and Judaism: A Contested Relationship in Context 
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Jesus and the Manuscripts: An Overview

Jesus and the Manuscripts is made up of twelve chapters, all concerned with the old-
est manuscripts of texts that lie inside and outside the Christian canon. Although 
in their purpose and orientation these studies are very much focused on critical, 
technical scholarship, they do have relevance for contemporary popular culture 
and media.

In chapter 1, “How Old and How Many? The Oldest Witnesses to Jesus,” I look 
at the oldest witnesses to the life of Jesus. These witnesses include the four canoni-
cal Gospels, of course, but they also include a few other writings as well. The focus 
here is on the extant manuscripts themselves (what they comprise, where they are 
housed, their distinctive characteristics), not the dates when they first circulated. I 
look at papyri, the great codices (most of which are made of parchment), and the 
oldest versions.

In chapter 2, “The Autographic Jesus: How Long Were Late Antique Books 
in Use?” I investigate patristic claims that the autographs (or first editions) and 
first-century copies remained in circulation until the end of the third century. 
Thanks to the evidence of archaeology, which includes the stratigraphy (as limited 
as it is) in the excavations at Oxyrhynchus and the analysis of the carbonized book-
rolls from Herculaneum, I conclude that the patristic claims, as well as the similar 
pagan claims, that books, including autographs, remained in circulation for one or 
two centuries and sometimes longer are credible. I then probe what the significance 
of this finding might be for New Testament textual criticism.

In chapter 3, “Jesus in the ‘Jewish Gospels,’ ” I look at the several quotations of 
the various Ebionite recensions, which are probably related to Matthew’s Hebrew 
Gospel. I also look at a number of papyrus fragments that might be related. The 
goal here is to try to recover the portrait of Jesus that was preserved in the Jewish 
wing of the church, which in the second century began to distance itself from the 
expanding Great Church, which was increasingly dominated by gentile Christians.

In chapters 4 and 5, “Jesus and Doubting Thomas: On the Genesis and Age 
of a Syrian Gospel,” I look at the origin and age of the Gospel of Thomas, which, 
although extant in texts found in Egypt, originated in Syria. I believe that the evi-
dence strongly supports a late second-century date for this writing, which since its 
discovery has enjoyed a great deal of popularity in scholarly and popular circles 
alike. I further conclude, contrary to some scholars, that the Gospel of Thomas is 
not independent of the canonical Gospels, but presupposes them and consciously 
presents the apostle Thomas as superior to the apostles Matthew and Peter, who 
are probably representative of the Gospels of Matthew and Mark, the dominant 
authorities in the Western Church.

(RBS 87; Atlanta: SBL Press, 2017); C. E. Hill, The Johannine Corpus in the Early Church 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2004); R. Kysar, Voyages with John: Charting the Fourth 
Gospel (Waco, TX: Baylor University Press, 2005). For commentaries, see D. A. Carson, The 
Gospel according to John (PNTC; Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1991); J. R. Michaels, The Gospel 
of John (NICNT; Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2010); M. M. Thompson, John: A Commentary 
(NTL; Louisville: Westminster John Knox, 2015).
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In chapter 6, “Cross Purposes: From Matthew to the Gospel of Peter,” I show 
that far from being an early and independent account of the passion on which 
the canonical Gospels depend, the Gospel of Peter represents an extention of 
Matthean apologetic with respect to the burial and resurrection of Jesus, an apolo-
getic designed to answer the mocking criticisms of pagan skeptics, like Celsus, who 
contended that belief in the resurrection of Jesus suffers from a lack of credible 
eyewitness testimony.

In chapter 7, “Jesus and Judas: Making Sense of the Gospel of Judas,” I de-
scribe and critically evaluate the initial interpretation of this sensational discovery, 
whereby Judas Iscariot, the disciple who betrayed Jesus, is presented as a hero of 
sorts who fulfilled Jesus’ wishes. The message and purpose of this intriguing text 
and how it fits into the context of second-century gnostic groups are far from clear, 
but attempts to lionize Judas are surely misguided.

In chapter 8, “The Sexual Jesus: Straight, Gay, or Married?,” I review the prin-
cipal texts that some think may provide clues to Jesus’ sexual orientation and/or 
activity. Among these texts are the Clementine letter found at Mar Saba, which 
references a mystical, longer form of the Gospel of Mark in which Jesus receives a 
nocturnal visit from a naked youth; the Coptic Gospels from Nag Hammadi, Mary 
and Philip, in which Jesus is said to love Mary Magdalene; and the controversial 
and almost certainly fraudulent Gospel of Jesus’ Wife, in which Jesus refers to Mary 
as his “wife.”

In chapter 9, “Panther, Prophet, or Problem Child? Jesus in Rabbinic, Islamic, 
and Popular Christian Traditions,” I look at the diverse, yet related, portraits of 
Jesus found in popular Christian accounts of the childhood of Jesus, in polemical 
accounts in rabbinic literature, and in sympathetic utterances in the Qur’ān and 
other early Islamic literature. I suggest that these portraits reflect a three-party 
conversation, as it were, situated just beyond the eastern boundary of the Byzantine 
Empire in the fifth through the seventh centuries. An especially difficult question I 
consider is why Jesus is portrayed in the Infancy Gospel tradition as a capricious, 
dangerous child.

In chapter 10, “Jesus in Small Texts: Agrapha, Amulets, Fragments, and In-
scriptions,” I look at the brief quotations and stories of Jesus found in several differ-
ent types of texts, such as sayings found in the agrapha (sayings “not written” in the 
canonical Gospels), in amulets (small texts or miniature books whose purpose was 
to protect the wearer), in fragments of texts of various kinds that were written for 
various purposes, and in inscriptions where Jesus is referenced as a healer or spiri-
tual power. The inscriptions include a magician’s cup, found in Alexandria, which 
might provide very early non-Christian evidence of Jesus’ reputation as a healer.

In chapter 11, “Jesus and the Beginnings of the Christian Canon of Scripture,” 
I explore the ways Jesus’ use of Scripture, both in reference to individual Old Tes-
tament writings and in reference to the diverse languages in which these writings 
circulated in the first century, may have influenced canon formation.

In chapter 12, “Jesus in Print: Erasmus and the Beginning of Textual Funda-
mentalism,” I consider the impact the transition from handwritten Gospels to fixed, 
printed forms had on our understanding of the stability of the text and accompany-
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ing ideas about the inspiration and infallibility of Scripture. I suggest that collation 
and typesetting of the text of the New Testament changed the theological under-
standing of textual criticism. I also consider how “variants” and errata potentially 
impacted that understanding.

It is my hope that these chapters will stimulate constructive conversation and 
further scholarly investigation, not only of the Greek New Testament Gospels, 
which provide us with our primary data for the study of Jesus, but also of the diverse 
literatures concerning Jesus that lie outside the New Testament canon and outside 
of Christendom itself.
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Z
CHAPTER ONE

How Old and How Many? 
The Oldest Witnesses to Jesus

Interest in and quests for ancient witnesses to the life of Jesus seem to be unending. 
The discovery of a new text that mentions Jesus will invariably grab headlines. Even 
the publication of an old fragment of one of the four canonical Gospels will receive 
a great deal of attention. It is only to be expected that from time to time people ask 
how old our oldest witnesses really are and how many old witnesses we really have. 
In recent years this question has become somewhat contentious, with the dates of 
a few of our oldest witnesses (i.e., Greek New Testament papyri) being reassessed.

The first part of the present chapter will provide an overview of our oldest 
witnesses to the life of Jesus. We will look at the oldest codices, which preserve all 
or most of the text of the Gospels. We will also look at the ever-expanding list of 
papyri, both canonical and extracanonical. Part of our focus will be on the oldest 
papyri.1 Here we will consider the recent debate concerning their age, including 
important aspects of method and assumptions. The second part of the chapter 
will review a recent proposal concerning the dates of our oldest witnesses based 
on demographics. The purpose of this chapter is to get a sense of the number and 
quality of the manuscripts that we have to work with.

The Oldest Greek Gospel Manuscripts: The Great Codices

Mainstream scholarship rightly recognizes that the New Testament Gospels are our 
best sources for knowledge of the Jesus of history. They are not our only sources, 
of course, but they are our best sources from a critical perspective. A few scholars 
demur, so it will be necessary along the way to review their proposals.

1. We shall bear in mind too the important points in G. R. Lanier, “Dating Myths, Part 
Two: How Later Manuscripts Can Be Better Manuscripts,” in E. Hixson and P. J. Gurry 
(eds.), Myths and Mistakes in New Testament Textual Criticism (Downers Grove, IL: Inter
Varsity Press, 2019), 110–31. As his title indicates, sometimes later manuscripts preserve 
better-quality texts.



The most important witnesses to the Greek text of the Gospels are the Great 
Codices because of their age and because they preserve the text of the Gospels 
almost in its entirety. Here I will limit my review to those codices that almost 
everyone agrees date to the fourth or fifth centuries. After the survey of the Great 
Codices, I will survey the papyri, which are the witnesses that often excite the most 
interest, not least because many of them are earlier than the Great Codices and, it 
seems, almost every year another one comes to light.2

Six major Greek New Testament codices date to the fourth or fifth century. 
They are Sinaiticus (01 א), Alexandrinus (A 02), Vaticanus (B 03), Ephraemi syri 
rescriptus (C 04), Bezae (D 05), and Washingtonianus (W 032, also called Wash-
ingtonensis). Two of these codices (א and B) date to the fourth century; the other 
four date to the fifth century (though it is possible that Bezae dates to the very 
end of the fourth century). There are another twenty-seven parchment Gospel 
codices, which are in most cases fragmentary (sometimes no more than a single 
leaf ), that date to the third, fourth, or fifth centuries. They include 026, 029, 058, 
059, 068, 069, 0160, 0162, 0171, 0181, 0182, 0188, 0214, 0216, 0217, 0218, 0231, 0242, 
0258, 0264, 0267, 0274, 0301, 0312, 0313, 0321, and 0323.3 The major codices are 
as follows:

Codex Sinaiticus, numbered 01 and known by the siglum א, dates to the fourth 
century and is copied in four columns. It was discovered at St. Catherine’s Monas-
tery in the Sinai wilderness in the nineteenth century and was, in stages, taken (at 
least most of it) to Europe by Constantine Tischendorf (1815–1874).4 The codex was 
presented to the Czar of Russia and then in 1933 it was purchased by the people of 
Britain. The facts surrounding Tischendorf ’s acquisition of this important codex 
are somewhat obscure and disputed. Some believe that Tischendorf was guilty 
of deceit and theft. However, careful review of the relevant evidence, including 
Tischendorf ’s personal correspondence, has added a great deal of clarification and, 
it would seem, has more or less vindicated Tischendorf. David Parker and Stanley 
Porter have concluded that Tischendorf acted honestly and honorably throughout 
the entire sequence of events and that St. Catherine’s Monastery seems to have 

2. For a concise explanation of how New Testament manuscripts are counted and clas-
sified, see J. W. Peterson, “Math Myths: How Many Manuscripts We Have and Why More 
Isn’t Always Better,” in Hixson and Gurry, Myths and Mistakes, 48–69.

3. Codices 071, 072, 083, 0125, 0170, and 0315 date to the fifth or sixth century.
4. Tischendorf ’s birth name was Lobegott Friedrich Konstantin von Tischendorf. 

For recent publications on the discovery of Codex Sinaiticus, see D. C. Parker, Codex 
Sinaiticus: The Story of the World’s Oldest Bible (London: The British Library; Peabody, 
MA: Hendrickson, 2010); C. Böttrich, Der Jahrhundertfund: Entdeckung und Geschichte 
des Codex Sinaiticus (Leipzig: Evangelische Verlagsanstalt, 2011); S. E. Porter, Constantine 
Tischendorf: The Life and Work of a 19th Century Bible Hunter (London: Bloomsbury, 
2015). See also C. Böttrich, “One Story—Different Perspectives: The Discovery of Codex 
Sinaiticus,” and N. Fyssas, “The Recent History of Codex Sinaiticus: Insights from the 
Sinai Archives,” in S. McKendrick et al. (eds.), Codex Sinaiticus: New Perspectives on the 
Ancient Biblical Manuscript (Peabody, MA: Hendrickson, 2015), 173–88 and 189–200, 
respectively.
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agreed to donate the codex to the Czar and subsequently received a number of gifts 
and awards, including a substantial sum of money.5

The text of the four New Testament Gospels in א is almost fully preserved. A 
few verses here and there in the Gospels are missing, including the Long Ending 
of Mark (Mark 16:9–20) and the Pericope Adulterae (John 7:53–8:11). The surviv-
ing parts of Codex Sinaiticus are located in at least four places: 694 pages in the 
British Library in London, 86 pages in the Leipzig University Library, some or all 
of 36 pages in St. Catherine’s Monastery, and parts of eight pages in the Russian 
National Library in St. Petersburg. Tischendorf published a beautiful facsimile of 
the Codex in 18626 and an edition in regular Greek type the following year.7 Codex 
Sinaiticus continues to play a major role in textual criticism.8

One lingering question concerns whether Codex Sinaiticus was one of the 
fifty books of Scripture commissioned by Emperor Constantine in the early fourth 
century (as recounted by Eusebius, Vit. Const. 4.36–37). If it was, then it probably 
should be dated to ca. 325–330. T. C. Skeat argued that it was one of these commis-
sioned books of Scripture, but Parker has expressed reservations. Porter remains 
open to the possibility.9

Codex Alexandrinus is numbered 02 and is known by the siglum A. Written in 
two columns, it is dated to the fifth century and is housed today in the British Library 
(ms Royal 1. D. v-viii). The codex resided for years in Alexandria, Egypt, was later 
transferred to Constantinople, and in 1627 was given to Charles I of England. Codex 
Alexandrinus is missing ten leaves from the Old Testamant and some 31 leaves from 
the New Testament. Missing leaves have resulted in the loss of Matt 1:1–25:6 (26 

5. Parker, Codex Sinaiticus, 127–47; Porter, Constantine Tischendorf, 24–54, esp. 50–54; 
C. Böttrich, “Supplements to the Re-Discovery of Codex Sinaiticus in the Nineteenth Cen-
tury,” Early Christianity 8 (2017): 395–406, esp. 403–5. The meaning of the payment received 
is disputed, however. See Fyssas, “Recent History of Codex Sinaiticus,” 194–97.

6. C. Tischendorf, Bibliorum Codex Sinaiticus Petropolitanus. Auspiciis augustissimus 
imperatoris Alexandri II. ex tenebris protraxit in Europam transtulit ad invandas atque illus-
trandas sacras litteras, 4 vols. (St. Petersburg [printed in Leipzig], 1862). Porter (Constantine 
Tischendorf, 47) reports that only 327 copies were published.

7. C. Tischendorf, Novum Testamentum Sinaiticum sive Novum Testamentum cum 
epistula Barnabae et fragmentis Pastoris. Ex codice Sinaitico auspiciis Alexandri II. omnium 
Russiarum imperatoris ex tenebris protracto orbique litterarum tradito accurate descripsit 
(Leipzig: Brockhaus, 1863). It was published again a half-century later in H. Lake and K. 
Lake (eds.), Codex Sinaiticus: Petropolitanus (Oxford: Clarendon, 1911).

8. For critical study of Codex Sinaiticus, see H. J. M. Milne and T. C. Skeat, with D. 
Cockerell, Scribes and Correctors of the Codex Sinaiticus (London: British Museum, 1938); 
H. J. M. Milne and T. C. Skeat, The Codex Sinaiticus and the Codex Alexandrinus (London: 
British Museum, 1938; 2nd ed., 1955); J. J. Brogan, “Another Look at Codex Sinaiticus,” in 
S. McKendrick and O. O’Sullivan (eds.), The Bible as Book: The Transmission of the Greek 
Text (London: British Library, 2003), 17–32; D. Jongkind, Scribal Habits of Codex Sinaiticus 
(Texts and Studies Third Series 3; Piscataway, NJ: Gorgias, 2007).

9. T. C. Skeat, “The Codex Sinaiticus, the Codex Vaticanus, and Constantine,” JTS, 
n.s., 50 (1999): 583–625; repr. in The Collected Biblical Writings of T. C. Skeat (J. K. Elliott 
[ed.]; NovTSup 113; Leiden: Brill, 2004), 193–237; Parker, Codex Sinaiticus, 19–22; Porter, 
Constantine Tischendorf, 44–45.
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leaves) and John 6:50–8:52 (two leaves). The remainder of the text of the Gospels is 
preserved. The text of the Gospels (described by Barbara and Kurt Aland and other 
textual critics as “inferior”10) constitutes a very early exemplar of the Byzantine text.11

Codex Vaticanus is numbered 03 and is known by the siglum B. Most of the 
text is in three columns. Although parts of the New Testament are missing, the four 
Gospels are preserved.12 It has been housed in the Biblioteca Apostolica Vaticana 
(Vat. Gr. 1209) since sometime before 1475, though its importance for textual criti-
cism does not seem to have been recognized until the nineteenth century. Constan-
tine Tischendorf published the text in 1867.13 A color facsimile was published in 1968 
and then again, with digital images, in 1999. Codex Vaticanus is widely regarded as 
the most important witness to the text of the Gospels. One of the important topics 
of the discussion is the relationship between Vaticanus and 𝔓75.14 (See figs. 1.1, 1.2, 
and 1.3 on pp. 591–93.)

Codex Ephraemi syri rescriptus is numbered 04 and is known by the siglum C. 
The codex dates to the fifth century but was erased (rubbed out) in the twelfth cen-
tury in order to be reused for a Greek translation of thirty-eight Syriac tractates by 
Ephraem (ca. 306–373). Codex C is housed in the Bibliothèque Nationale de France 
in Paris (Grec 9). Because it is a palimpsest15 it is very difficult to read, though thanks 

10. K. Aland and B. Aland (eds.), The Text of the New Testament (Grand Rapids: Eerd-
mans, 1987), 107; B. M. Metzger and B. D. Ehrman, The Text of the New Testament: Its Trans-
mission, Corruption, and Restoration (4th ed.; Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2005), 67.

11. For recent critical study of Alexandrinus, see G. Goswell, “Early Readers of the 
Gospels: The Kephalaia and the Titloi of Codex Alexandrinus,” JGRChJ 6 (2009): 134–74; 
S. McKendrick, “The Codex Alexandrinus, or the Dangers of Being a Named Manuscript,” 
in McKendrick and O’Sullivan, The Bible as Book, 1–16; W. A. Smith, A Study of the Gospels 
in Codex Alexandrinus: Codicology, Palaeography, and Scribal Hands (NTTSD 48; Leiden: 
Brill, 2014). For a facsimile of the codex, see F. G. Kenyon (ed.), The Codex Alexandrinus 
(Royal MS. 1 D. V–VIII) in Reduced Photographic Facsimile, 4 vols. (London: British Museum, 
1909–1957). For the text, see C. G. Woide and B. H. Cowper (eds.), Codex Alexandrinus: Η 
ΚΑΙΝΗ ΔΙΑΘΗΚΗ. Novum Testamentum Graece (London: Williams and Norgate, 1860).

12. A few verses here and there are missing (e.g., Matt 12:47; 16:2b–3; 17:21; 18:11; 23:14; 
Mark 7:16; 9:44, 46; 11:26; 15:28; Luke 17:36; 22:43–44; John 5:4; as well as the much dis-
cussed Mark 16:9–20 and John 7:53–8:11.

13. C. Tischendorf, Novum Testamentum Vaticanum. Post Angeli Maii aliorumque im-
perfectos labores ex ipso codice edidit (Leipzig: Gieseke & Devrient, 1867).

14. For studies of Vaticanus related to the Gospels, see C. L. Porter, “Papyrus Bodmer XV 
(P 75) and the Text of Codex Vaticanus,” JBL 81 (1962): 363–76; C. M. Martini, Il problema 
della recensionalità del Codice B alla luce del papiro Bodmer XIV (P75) (Analecta biblica 26; 
Rome: Pontifical Biblical Institute, 1966); J. N. Birdsall, “The Codex Vaticanus: Its History and 
Significance,” in McKendrick and O’Sullivan, The Bible as Book, 33–41; J. W. Voelz, “The Greek 
of Codex Vaticanus in the Second Gospel and Marcan Greek,” NovT 47 (2005): 209–49. For ad-
ditional bibliography, see J. K. Elliott, A Bibliography of Greek New Testament Manuscripts (3rd 
ed.; NovTSup 160; Leiden: Brill, 2015), 58–63. In a recent study, Cambry Pardee finds that the 
scribe who copied the Synoptic Gospels was conservative and “not at all prone to creating 
harmonizing variants and did not often succumb to the influence of parallel material.” See C. G. 
Pardee, Scribal Harmonization in the Synoptic Gospels (NTTSD 60; Leiden: Brill, 2019), 278.

15. From παλίμψηστος, palímpsēstos, meaning “again rubbed” or “scraped.” Because 
paper (whether papyrus or parchment) was expensive, it was sometimes reused.

36	 Jesus and the Manuscripts



to ultraviolet technology, the underlying Greek text has become more visible. (See 
fig. 1.4 on p. 594.) While a student in the 1840s, Tischendorf deciphered the text fairly 
accurately (though not flawlessly) and published it.16 The codex, which traditionally 
has been identified as “Alexandrian,”17 has suffered the loss of many leaves.18

Codex Bezae (a.k.a. Codex Cantabrigiensis) is numbered 05 and is known by 
the siglum D (not to be confused with Claromontanus, D 06, a sixth-century codex 
containing Paul’s letters). Bezae is a Greek-Latin diglot (when opened, the Greek is 
on the left, the Latin on the right) that dates to the end of the fourth or beginning 
of the fifth century. The Latin text is quite good and represents a valuable early wit-
ness. The combination of Greek and Latin indicates that the codex was intended 
for reading in church.19 The Greek was read first and then the Latin was read for 
those not fluent in that language. Bezae contains the four Gospels and Acts, as well 
as a fragment of 3 John. Red ink is used for the first three lines of each book and 
sometimes appears at the end of a book.

Bezae acquired its name from Theodor Beza, a Swiss reformer who in 1581 
donated the codex to Cambridge University (Nn. II 41). For this reason the codex 
is called Bezae, that is, “of Beza,” or “Beza’s codex.” A facsimile was published in 
1864.20 Recently the codex has been repaired (by stretching the pages back into their 
original dimensions) and re-covered.21

16. C. Tischendorf, Codex Ephraemi syri rescriptus sive fragmenta Novi Testamenti e 
codice graeco Parisiensi celeberrimo quinti ut videtur post Christum seculi eruit atque edidit 
(Leipzig: Tauchnitz, 1843).

17. Perhaps a dubious classification, for the concept “text-type” may be disappearing. 
On this point, see D. C. Parker, An Introduction to the New Testament Manuscripts and Their 
Texts (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2008), 171–74. With respect to the so-called 
Alexandrian text-type, Parker (171) remarks: “The creation of an Alexandrian text-type out 
of a dozen witnesses is claiming a great deal from very little.”

18. R. W. Lyon, “A Re-Examination of Codex Ephraemi Rescriptus,” NTS 5 (1959): 
260–72.

19. As suggested by David Parker in Codex Bezae: An Early Christian Manuscript and 
Its Text (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1992), 265. The Greek was sacred, so 
had to be read even if few in the congregation understood it. The Latin was then read for 
understanding.

20. F. H. A. Scrivener, Bezae Codex Cantabrigiensis: being an exact Copy, in ordinary 
Type, of the celebrated Uncial Graeco-Latin Manuscript of the Four Gospels and Acts of the 
Apostles, written early in the Sixth Century, and presented to the University of Cambridge by 
Theodore Beza A.D. 1581. Edited, with a critical Introduction, Annotations, and Facsimiles 
(London: Deighton, Bell, 1864). Note that when this facsimile was published, it was believed 
that Codex Bezae dated to the sixth century. David Parker (in the following note) dates Bezae 
to “about the year 400” (p. 281).

21. For studies of this codex, see D. C. Parker, Codex Bezae; D. C. Parker and C.-B. 
Amphoux (eds.), Codex Bezae: Studies from the Lunel Colloquium, June 1994 (NTTS 22; 
Leiden: Brill, 1996). The latter is an invaluable collection of studies on Bezae. See also J. D. 
Yoder, “The Language of the Greek Variants of the Codex Bezae,” NovT 3 (1959): 241–48; 
H.-W. Bartsch, “Über den Umgang der frühen Christenheit mit dem Text der Evangelien: 
Das Beispiel des Codex Bezae Cantabrigiensis,” NTS 29 (1983): 167–82; J. N. Birdsall, “The 
Geographical and Cultural Origin of Codex Bezae Cantabrigiensis: A Survey of the Status 
quaestionis, Mainly from the Palaeographical Standpoint,” in W. Schrage (ed.), Studien zum 
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The codex has some interesting readings and glosses (especially in the book of 
Acts), as well as some agreements with the Syriac.22 In the Gospels the best known 
gloss is the agraphon at Luke 6:5, following the controversy over the disciples 
picking grain on the Sabbath. The gloss reads: τῇ αὐτῇ ἡμέρᾳ, θεασάμενός τινα 
ἐραζόμενον τῷ σαββάτῳ, εἶπεν αὐτῷ· Ἄνθρωπε, εἰ μὲν οἴδας τί ποιεῖς, μακάριοις 
εἶ· εἰ δὲ μὴ οἴδας, ἐπικατάρατος καὶ παραβάτης εἶ τοῦ νόμου (“On that same day, 
seeing someone working on the Sabbath, he [Jesus] said to him, ‘Man, if you know 
what you do, blessed are you; but if you do not know, you are cursed and a trans-
gressor of the law’ ”). This agraphon occurs in no other manuscript. (The agraphon 
will be discussed further in ch. 10.) (See fig. 1.5 on p. 595.)

Codex Washingtonianus (or Washingtoniensis) is numbered 032 and is 
known by the siglum W. The codex and other mss were purchased by Charles 
Freer while he was in Egypt in 1906. The Freer Biblical Manuscripts today are 
housed in the Freer Gallery of Art, Washington, DC. W is also called the Freer 
Gospels (06.274). In 1912, Henry Sanders published a facsimile of W.23 The codex 
dates to the fifth century, perhaps a bit earlier. Early on it was assumed that W, 
along with 𝔓45, represented a pre-Caesarean text-type. That has been shown to 
be wrong. The text has distinct blocks of textual affiliation or text-types. W and 
𝔓45 are related but they represent an eclectic text-type, with some Western and 
Byzantine affinities.24 The late fourth–early fifth century date has been recently 
questioned.25

Mark’s Long Ending (Mark 16:9–20) is found in W. However, following v. 14, 
where the disciples are criticized for their lack of faith, we find a very interesting ad-
dition: “And they excused themselves, saying, ‘This age of lawlessness and unbelief 
is under Satan, who does not allow the truth and power of God to prevail over the 
unclean things of the spirits. Therefore reveal your righteousness now.’ Thus they 
spoke to Christ. And Christ replied to them, ‘The term of years of Satan’s power has 
been fulfilled, but other terrible things draw near. And for those who have sinned I 
was delivered over to death, that they may return to the truth and sin no more, in 
order that they may inherit the spiritual and incorruptible glory of righteousness 

Text zur Ethik des Neuen Testaments: Festschrift zum 80. Geburtstag von Heinrich Greeven 
(BZNW 47; Berlin: de Gruyter, 1986), 102–14.

22. P. J. Williams, Early Syriac Translation Technique and the Textual Criticism of the 
Greek Gospels (Texts and Studies: 3rd ser., vol. 2; Piscataway, NJ: Gorgias, 2004).

23. Henry A. Sanders, Facsimile of the Washington Manuscript of the Four Gospels in 
the Freer Collection (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 1912).

24. L. W. Hurtado, Text-Critical Methodology and the Pre-Caesarean Text: Codex W in 
the Gospel of Mark (Studies and Documents 43; Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1981). See also 
J.-F. Racine, “The Text of Matthew in the Freer Gospels: A Quantitative and Qualitative Ap-
praisal,” in L. W. Hurtado (ed.), The Freer Biblical Manuscripts: Fresh Studies of an American 
Treasure Trove (SBL Text-Critical Studies 6; Atlanta: Society of Biblical Literature; Leiden: 
Brill, 2006), 123–46. Racine (146) concludes: “W has closer relationships to manuscripts such 
as Π, Ω, E, Δ, 565, Σ, and 700, which are considered to be representative of the Byzantine 
tradition in Matthew, than to representatives of the other main text-types.”

25. U. Schmid, “Reassessing the Palaeography and Codicology of the Freer Gospel 
Manuscript,” in Hurtado (ed.), The Freer Biblical Manuscripts, 227–49.
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which is in heaven.’ ” This addition seems to have been known to Jerome. All textual 
critics agree that it is a late addition.26

Codex Guelferbytanus B (Q 026) and Codex Borgianus (T 029) are probably 
the most important of the other twenty-eight parchment codices. I will describe 
them in greater detail:

Codex Guelferbytanus B is numbered 026 and is known by the siglum Q (not 
to be confused with the hypothetical first-century source many Gospel scholars be-
lieve was utilized by the evangelists Matthew and Luke). The codex is a palimpsest 
(the upper text is Latin) and is dated to the fifth century. It represents the Byzantine 
text-type, though there are a number of Alexandrian readings. Thirteen parchment 
leaves are extant, with text in two columns on each page. The codex preserves 
portions of Luke 4–23 and John 12 and 14. It is housed in the Wolfenbüttel Herzog 
August Bibliothek in Germany. It was published by Constantine Tischendorf.27

Codex Borgianus is numbered 029 and is known by the siglum T. It is a Greek 
and Sahidic Coptic uncial manuscript that dates to the fifth century. It once be-
longed to Cardinal Stefano Borgia (1731–1804); hence its name Borgianus. The 
Greek text preserves portions of Luke 6, 18, 19, 21, 22–24, and John 1, 3–4, and 5–8. 
The Coptic text preserves portions of Luke 6, 17–18, 21–24, and John 1, 3–4, 6–8. 
The Greek text is Alexandrian, with some Byzantine readings. It is housed in the 
Vatican City in the Biblioteca Apostolica Vaticana (Borgia Coptic 109), in New York 
City in the Morgan Library and Museum (Pierpont Morgan M 664A), and in Paris 
in the Bibliothèque Nationale de France (BnF Copt. 129). The text was edited and 
published by A. A. Giorgi in 1789.28

I will now briefly tabulate the other fragmentary third-, fourth-, and 
fifth-century parchment codices:29

058	 Matt 18:18–19, 22–23, 25–26, 28–29; fourth century; Austrian National 
Library in Vienna (Pap. G. 39782).

059	 Mark 15:20–21, 26–27, 29–38; late fourth–early fifth century; Austrian 
National Library (Pap. G. 39779, Pap. G. 36112).

068	 John 13:16–17, 19–20, 23–24, 26–27; 16:7–9, 12–13, 15–16, 18–19; fifth 
century; British Library (Add. 17136).

069	 Mark 10:50–51; 11:11–12; fifth century; similar to Codex A; Goodspeed 
Manuscript Collection (ms 2057), University of Chicago Library.

26. For a detailed study of the logion, see C. R. Gregory, Das Freer-Logion (Leipzig: 
Hinrichs, 1908). See also the more recent study by J. Frey, “Zu Text und Sinn des Freer-
Logion,” ZNW 93 (2002): 13–34.

27. C. Tischendorf, Monumenta sacra inedita. Nova collectio. Volumen tertium. Frag-
menta (Leipzig: Hinrichs, 1860), 263–91 + pl. II.

28. A. A. Giorgi, Fragmentum evangelii S. Johannis Graecum Copto-Sahidicum saeculi 
IV (Rome: Fulgonius, 1789).

29. The grouping is somewhat artificial. The fragmentary Codex Guelferbytanus B 
(026) and Codex Borgianus (029), listed above, could have been listed here.
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0160	  Matt 26:25–26, 34–36; late fourth–early fifth century; Berlin State Muse-
ums (P. 9961).

0162	 John 2:11–22; late third–early fourth century; P.Oxy. 847; Metropolitan 
Museum of Art, New York City (Inv. 09.182.43).

0171	 Matt 10:17–23, 25–32; Luke 22:44–56, 61–63; late third–early fourth 
century; Matthew portion in the Berlin State Museums (P. 11863); Luke 
portion in the Laurentian Library, Florence (PSI II 124 + PSI I 2).30

0181	 Luke 9:59–10:14; late fourth–early fifth century; Austrian National Li-
brary (Pap. G. 39778).

0182	 Luke 19:18–20, 22–24; fifth century; Austrian National Library (Pap. G. 
39781).

0188	 Mark 11:11–17; fourth century; Caesarea text-type; Berlin State Museums 
(P. 13416).

0214	 Mark 8:33–37; late fourth–early fifth century; Austrian National Library 
(Pap. G. 29300).

0216	 John 8:51–53; 9:5–8; fifth century; Austrian National Library (Pap. 
G. 3081).

0217	 John 11:57–12:71; fifth century; Austrian National Library (Pap. G. 
39212).

0218	 John 12:2–6, 9–11, 14–16; fifth century; Austrian National Library (Pap. 
G. 19892).

0231	 Matt 26:75–27:1, 3–4; fourth century; Ashmolean Museum, Oxford 
(P.Ant. 11).

0242	 Matt 8:25–9:2; 13:32–38, 40–46; fourth century; Egyptian Museum (no. 
71942).

0258	 John 10:25–26; fourth century; current owner and location unknown.

0264	 John 8:19–20, 23–24; fifth century; Berlin State Museums (P. 14049).

0267	 Luke 8:25–27; fifth century; Santa Maria de Montserrat Abbey in Catalo-
nia (P.Barc. 16).

0274	 Mark 6:56–7:4, 6–9, 13–17, 19–23, 28, 34; 8:3, 8–11; 9:20–22, 26–41; 
9:43–10:1, 17–22; fifth century; Egypt Exploration Society (Supp. Gr. 79).

30. For a recent study that defends a third-century date and the importance of this ms, 
see L. Pinchard, “L’oncial 0171, témoin-clef du développement du texte néotestamentaire 
avant le 3e s.: Un point sur Mt 10,17–32,” NovT 61 (2019): 339–66.
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0301	 John 17:1–4; fifth century; Schøyen Collection in Oslo (ms 11367).

0312	 Luke 5:23–24, 30–31; 7:9, 17–18; late third–early fourth century; De 
Hamel Collection in Cambridge (Gk. ms 2).

0313	 Mark 4:9, 15; fifth century; De Hamel Collection (Gk. ms 3).

0315	 Mark 2:9, 21, 25; 3:1–2; late fourth–early fifth century; De Hamel Collec-
tion (Gk. ms 5).

0321	 Matt 24:37–25:1, 32–45; 26:31–45; fifth century; National Library of Rus-
sia in St. Petersburg (Gr. 6).

0323	 John (contents unknown); late fourth–early fifth century; St. Catherine’s 
Monastery in Egypt (Syr. 30).

It is interesting to note that whereas Mark is noticeably underrepresented in 
the early papyri (as will be readily apparent below), the smallest Gospel holds its 
own among the parchment codices. Mark, of course, appears in all of the well 
preserved Great Codices of the fourth and fifth centuries, but among the fragmen-
tary parchment codices just surveyed it is second only to the very popular Gospel 
of John.31

Before leaving this section, perhaps I should also mention a few fourth- and 
fifth-century Latin codices that contain the Gospels, either in whole or in part. 
Several of them are written on purple parchment with silver or gold ink. They 
include the following:

a 3	 Codex Vercellensis; fourth century; Vercelli City Library, Italy;32 an im-
portant early Latin witness that in places agrees with early Greek mss (at 
Luke 23:34 compare 𝔓75 א* B D* et al.).

a2 16	 Codex Curiensis; fifth century (only portions of Luke 11 and 13); 
Rhätisches Museum, Chur, Switzerland (Clm 6436).

b 4	 Codex Veronensis; fifth century; Verona City Library, Italy; in places 
agrees with early Greek witnesses (at Luke 8:21 compare 𝔓75; at John 1:34 
compare 𝔓5 𝔓106 א).

d 5	 Codex Bezae; late fourth–early fifth century; Cambridge University 
Library.33

31. This sampling is hardly scientific, but for what it is worth: Matthew: 6; Mark: 7; 
Luke: 6; and John: 11. John’s numerical superiority here is consistent with its representation 
among the papyri.

32. G. A. Irico, Sacrosanctus Evangeliorum Codex Sancti Eusebii Vercellensis, 2 vols. 
(Milan: Curia Arcivescovile, 1748).

33. This of course is the Latin side of the already discussed Codex Bezae.
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e 2	 Codex Palatinus; fifth century; an important Latin translation of the 
Gospels that apparently antedates Jerome’s Latin translation; published 
by Tischendorf in 1847;34 most of Palatinus is housed in the Austrian 
National Library (Lat. 1185), with one leaf in Trinity College, Dublin 
(N. 4. 18), and one leaf in the British Library in London (Add. 40107).

ff2 8	 Codex Corbeiensis II; fifth century; housed in the Bibliothèque Nationale 
de France (Lat. 17225).35

h 12	 Codex Claromontanus V; fourth or fifth century; Biblioteca Apostolica 
Vaticana (Lat. 7223).

i 17	 Codex Vindobonensis Lat. 1235; fifth century, perhaps later; only por-
tions of Luke and Mark are extant (in that order); Biblioteca Nazionale in 
Naples (Lat. 3).36

k 1	 Codex Bobiensis; early fourth century; only portions of Matthew and 
Mark are extant; the only ms that preserves Mark’s Short Ending,37 with-
out the Longer Ending. Bobiensis also preserves an interesting reading 
following Mark 16:3.38

n 16	 Codex Sangallensis 1394; portions of Matthew and Mark; Abbey of St. 
Gall, Switzerland.

p 20	 Codex Sangallensis 1395; John 11; Abbey of St. Gall, Switzerland.

t 19	 Codex Bernensis; late fifth century (or sixth century) palimpsest; portions 
of Mark 1–3; Burgerbibliothek Bern, Switzerland (Cod. 611).39

34. C. Tischendorf, Evangelium Palatinum ineditum sive reliquiae textus evangeliorum 
latini ante Hieronymi versi ex codice palatino purpureo quarti vel quinti p. Chr. Saeculi nunc 
primum eruit atque edidit (Leipzig: Brockhaus, 1847).

35. E. S. Buchanan, “The Codex Corbeiensis (ff. II),” JTS 7 (1906): 236–67.
36. J. Belsheim, Codex Vindobonensis membranaceus purpureus literis argentis aure-

isque scriptus. Antiquissimae evangeliorum Lucae et Marci translationis latinae fragmenta 
(Leipzig: O. Weigel, 1885).

37. The Short Ending of Mark reads: “But they reported briefly to Peter and those with 
him all that they had been told. And after this Jesus himself sent out by means of them, from 
east to west, the sacred and imperishable proclamation of eternal salvation.”

38. Subito autem ad horam tertiam tenebrae diei factae sunt per totum orbem terrae, 
et descenderunt de caelis angeli et surgent in claritate vivi Dei, simul ascenderunt cum eo, et 
continuo lux facta est (“But suddenly at the third hour of the day there was darkness over 
the whole circle of the earth, and angels descended from the heavens, and as he [the Lord] 
was rising in the glory of the living God, at the same time they ascended with him; and 
immediately it was light”). Some older studies of Codex Bobiensis still worth reviewing in-
clude F. C. Burkitt, “On Saint Mark xv 34 in ‘Codex Bobiensis,’ ” JTS 1 (1899–1900): 278–79; 
C. H. Turner, “A Re-collation of Codex k of the Old Latin Gospels (Turin G VII 15),” JTS 5 
(1903–1904): 88–100; F. C. Burkitt, “Further Notes on Codex k,” JTS 5 (1903–1904): 100–107.

39. H. Hagen, “Ein Italafragment aus einem Berner Palimpsest des VI Jahrhun-
derts,” ZWT 27 (1884): 470–84.

42	 Jesus and the Manuscripts



In the next section of this chapter we shall review the oldest Gospel man-
uscripts. With rare exception they are papyrus books (almost always codices) 
from Egypt.

The Oldest Witnesses to the Life of Jesus: The Papyri

Ancient writings that recount the life and teaching of Jesus of Nazareth are nu-
merous. The four oldest, so far as we know, are the Gospels of Matthew, Mark, 
Luke, and John. However, the evangelist Luke states that “many have undertaken 
to compile a narrative of the things which have been accomplished among us” 
(Luke 1:1), which could mean that other narrative accounts were in circulation in 
the first century.40

Although a few scholars contend that the Gospel of Thomas and perhaps a 
few other extracanonical writings were composed in the first century, most think 
these writings did not in fact emerge until the second century and in all probabil-
ity depend to one degree or another on one or more of the four New Testament 
Gospels.41 Nevertheless, in the present chapter I will catalogue and briefly review 
all Gospels and Gospel-like manuscripts and fragments that can be dated to the 
fifth century or earlier. In this section I shall focus on the papyri (many of which, 
of course, overlap with the parchment codices in date).

Gospel of Matthew

𝔓1	 Matt 1:1–9, 12, 14–20; third century; P.Oxy. 2; University of Pennsyl-
vania; discovered by Bernard Grenfell and Arthur Hunt in January 
1897 at the beginning of the first season of excavations at Oxyrhyn-
chus; text is similar to א and B.

𝔓19	 Matt 10:32–11:5; third century; P.Oxy. 1170; Weston Library, Oxford 
(Gr. bibl. d. 6); exhibits affiliation with the Greek text that underlies 
the Hebrew text of Matthew in Shem Tov.42 (See fig. 1.6 on p. 596.)

𝔓25	 Matt 18:32–34; 19:1–3, 5–7, 9–10; fourth century; Staatliche Museen 
zu Berlin (Inv. no. 16388).

𝔓35	 Matt 25:12–15, 20–23; late third or early fourth century; Laurentian 
Library, Florence (PSI 1).

40. Scholarly opinion differs on this question. If Mark and Q were among Luke’s 
sources, as many Gospel scholars believe, then Luke’s “many” may only refer to them.

41. The extracanonical Gospels and Gospel-like writings are treated in various chapters 
below. In these chapters the question of age and independence will be taken in consideration.

42. G. Howard, Hebrew Gospel of Matthew (2nd ed.; Macon, GA: Mercer University 
Press, 1995), 186–87.
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𝔓37	 Matt 26:19–52; third century; University of Michigan Library (Inv. 
no. 1570 = P.Mich. 1570).43

𝔓45	 Matt 20:24–32; 21:13–19; 25:41–26:39; early third century; Chester 
Beatty Library, Dublin (Chester Beatty Papyrus I); Matt 25:41–
26:39 is housed at the Österreichische Nationalbibliothek, Vienna 
(P.Vindob. G. 31974); very important Gospel papyrus; see also Mark, 
Luke, and John below.44

𝔓53	 Matt 26:29–40 (and Acts 9:33–10:1); third century; University of 
Michigan Library (Inv. no. 6652 = P.Mich. 6652).45

𝔓64	 Matt 26:7–8, 10, 14–15 (r); Matt 26:22–23, 31, 32–33 (v); late second 
century; Magdalen College, Oxford (P.Magd. 18). See comment on 
𝔓67 below. (See fig. 1.7 on p. 597.)

𝔓67	 Matt 3:9, 15; 5:20–22, 25–28; late second century; Fundación San 
Lucas Evangelista, Barcelona (P.Barc. 1). At one time it was believed 
that 𝔓4, 𝔓64, and 𝔓67 belonged to the same codex.46 It is now believed 

43. H. A. Sanders, “An Early Papyrus Fragment of the Gospel of Matthew in the Michi-
gan Collection,” HTR 19 (1926): 215–26; P. M. Head, “Observations on Early Papyri of the 
Synoptic Gospels, especially on ‘Scribal Habits,’ ” Bib 71 (1990): 240–47, here 243–44.

44. H. W. Huston, “Mark 6 and 11 in 𝔓45 and in the Caesarean Text,” JBL 64 (1955): 
262–71; T. C. Skeat, “A Codicological Analysis of the Chester Beatty Papyrus Codex of Gos-
pels and Acts (𝔓45),” Hermathena 155 (1993): 27–43; repr. in The Collected Biblical Writings 
of T. C. Skeat, 141–57; L. W. Hurtado, “𝔓45 and the Textual History of the Gospel of Mark,” in 
C. Horton (ed.), The Earliest Gospels: The Origins and Transmission of the Earliest Christian 
Gospels—The Contribution of the Chester Beatty Gospel Codex P45 (JSNTSup 258; London: 
T&T Clark, 2004), 132–48; J. R. Royse, Scribal Habits in Early Greek New Testament Papyri 
(NTTSD 36; Leiden: Brill, 2008), 103–97; D. Pastorelli, “The Chester Beatty I Papyrus (P45) 
and the Main Greek Manuscripts of Mark 6 and 9: A Classification Based on a New Quanti-
tative Method,” in C. Clivaz and J. Zumstein (eds.), Reading New Testament Papyri in Context 
– Lire les papyrus du Nouveau Testament dans leur contexte (BETL 242; Leuven: Peeters, 
2011), 281–305; D. T. Roth, “𝔓45 as Early Christian Artifact: Considering the Staurogram and 
Punctuation in the Manuscript,” in C. Keith and D. T. Roth (eds.), Mark, Manuscripts, and 
Monotheism: Essays in Honor of Larry W. Hurtado (LNTS 528; London: Bloomsbury T&T 
Clark, 2015), 118–29; T. Wasserman, “𝔓45 and Codex W in Mark Revisited,” in Keith and Roth, 
Mark, Manuscripts, and Monotheism, 130–56. Cambry Pardee finds that the copyist who 
produced 𝔓45 harmonized his text more than what was typical of copyists (as, for example, 
seen in 𝔓75). See Pardee, Scribal Harmonization, 142–45.

45. H. A. Sanders, “A Third Century Papyrus of Matthew and Acts,” in A. K. Lake et al. 
(eds.), Quantulacumque: Studies Presented to Kirsopp Lake (London: Christophers, 1937), 
151–61; Head, “Observations on Early Papyri,” 244.

46. C. H. Roberts, Manuscript, Society and Belief in Early Christian Egypt (The 
Schweich Lectures of the British Academy 1977; London: British Academy, 1979), 13: “All 
these fragments come from the same codex which was reused as packing for the binding of 
the late third century codex of Philo.” See the more recent essay by T. C. Skeat, “The Oldest 
Manuscript of the Four Gospels?” NTS 43 (1997): 1–34.
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that these manuscripts were copied by the same scribe but were prob-
ably not part of the same codex.47

𝔓70	 Matt 2:13–16; 2:22–3:1; 11:26–27; 12:4–5; 24:3–6, 12–15; late third 
century; P.Oxy. 2384; Ashmolean Museum, Oxford, and the Papyro-
logical Institute of Florence in the National Archaeological Museum 
(PSI 3407 = olim CNR 419, 420).48

𝔓71	 Matt 19:10–11, 17–18; fourth century; P.Oxy. 2385; Ashmolean Mu-
seum, Oxford.49

𝔓77	 Matt 23:30–39; late second–early third century; P.Oxy. 2683 + P.Oxy. 
4405; has affinity with א; Sacker Library, Oxford (perhaps also in-
cludes 𝔓103).50

𝔓86	 Matt 5:13–16, 22–25; fourth century; University of Cologne (P.Col. 
theol. 5516).

𝔓101	 Matt 3:10–12; 3:16–4:3; third century; P.Oxy. 4401; Sackler Library, 
Oxford.

𝔓102	 Matt 4:11–12, 22–23; third century; P.Oxy. 4402; Sackler Library, 
Oxford.

𝔓103	 Matt 13:55–57; 14:3–5; late second–early third century; P.Oxy. 4403; 
Sackler Library, Oxford.

𝔓104	 Matt 21:34–37, 43, 45(?); second century; P.Oxy. 4404; Sackler Li-
brary, Oxford.

𝔓110	 Matt 10:13–15, 25–27; late third–early fourth century; P.Oxy. 4494; 
Sackler Library, Oxford.51 (See fig. 1.8 on p. 597.)

47. P. M. Head, “Is P4, P64 and P67 the Oldest Manuscript of the Four Gospels? A Re-
sponse to T. C. Skeat,” NTS 51 (2005): 450–57; S. D. Charlesworth, “T. C. Skeat, 𝔓64+67 and 
𝔓4, and the Problem of Fibre Orientation in Codicological Reconstruction,” NTS 53 (2007): 
582–604; T. Wasserman, “A Comparative Textual Analysis of 𝔓4 and 𝔓64+67,” TC: A Journal 
of Biblical Textual Criticism 15 (2010): 1–27. See also C. E. Hill, “Intersections of Jewish and 
Christian Scribal Culture: The Original Codex Containing 𝔓4, 𝔓64 and 𝔓67, and Its Implica-
tions,” in R. Hvalvik and J. Kaufman (eds.), Among the Jews, Gentiles, and Christians in An-
tiquity and the Middle Ages (Trondheim: Tapir Akademisk Forlag, 2011), 75–91. Hill argues 
that the three papyri come from the same codex.

48. Head, “Observations on Early Papyri of the Synoptic Gospels,” 245.
49. Ibid.
50. Ibid., 245–46.
51. For notes on 𝔓77, 𝔓101, 𝔓102, 𝔓103, 𝔓104, 𝔓105, and 𝔓110, see P. M. Head, “Some Recently 

Published NT Papyri from Oxyrhynchus: An Overview and Preliminary Assessment,” Tyn-
Bul 51 (2000): 1–16, here 7–11.
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