


“In this fine collection of essays by top scholars internationally, Craig Evans and David 
Mishkin have made a momentous contribution to Gospel studies, elucidating the Jewish 
features of the canonical Gospels’ origins, developments, and presentations. A must-read 
for students and scholars alike!”

—Paul N. Anderson, Professor of Biblical and 
Quaker Studies, George Fox University

“Craig Evans and David Mishkin have put together a top-notch team of scholars to explore 
and explain the Jewish roots of the Gospels. This is a book that puts you in contact with 
the land, people, and places that Jesus encountered. It is rich with historical insights that 
add depth and color to any reading of the Gospels. No stone is left unturned, and no 
topic is set aside. A terrific resource for students of the Gospels.”

—Michael F. Bird, Academic Dean and Lecturer in Theology 
Ridley College, Melbourne, Australia

“The editors have expertly brought together a who’s-who of experts to tackle a perennial 
problem: Can the New Testament Gospels be read as Jewish literature? Their answer 
is a nuanced yes. The essays are scholarly yet accessible. Perhaps most importantly, 
controversial topics are sensitively handled. I commend this book to both Jewish and 
Christian readers.”

—David Alan Black, Senior Professor of New Testament 
and Greek, Southeastern Baptist Theological Seminary

“After many decades of controversy, scholars on the whole today accept the fact that 
Second Temple Judaism was the natural environment of Jesus and his first followers. 
They were not only born of Jewish parents but breathed the air of their native religion. 
This volume steps beyond that consensus to reach into an equally pivotal issue: how 
the Gospels themselves can be understood in Judaic terms. The authors provide careful 
scholarship and clear exposition from varied perspectives. Judaism emerges as not only 
the originating background of the texts, but also as what framed many of the most crucial 
concerns that are necessary to understand both what the Gospels said in their own times 
and how they can be interpreted now.”

—Bruce Chilton, Bernard Iddings Bell 
Professor of Religion, Bard College

“If, as everyone recognizes, Jesus was a Jew who lived in a first-century Jewish setting, then 
becoming an astute interpreter of the foundational texts of Christianity requires becoming 
better acquainted with that milieu. This impressive collection of essays helps one do just 
that. The authors’ explorations of Jesus’ and the Gospel writers’ Jewish roots shed light 
on a wide range of topics from the interpretation of texts to theological implications to 
contemporary Jewish-Christian relations. A great text for the beginning student and for 
the experienced student who wants to learn more.”

—David E. Garland, Professor of Christian Scriptures 
George W. Truett Theological Seminary, Baylor University



“This extremely helpful volume contains a wealth of material that is accessible enough for 
students to use, but also sufficiently wide-ranging to be an important reference tool for 
scholars. The editors and authors are to be congratulated on producing a volume which 
deserves a wide audience and careful reading.”

—Simon J. Gathercole, Professor of New Testament 
and Early Christianity, University of Cambridge

“In recent decades, wonderfully productive research has traced the ‘Jewish roots’ under-
neath the Gospels as reaching deeply into the rich, complex loam of ancient thought, 
cultures, and literatures. Yet, the full extent of those roots has yet to be measured, for 
the ground is deep and new insights on the text are continually being brought to light. 
Boasting an impressive lineup of specialists, this book extends the work in multiple 
directions, including attempts at reflecting on the significance of the ancient contexts 
for life in the modern world.”

—George H. Guthrie, Professor of New Testament 
Regent College, Vancouver, BC

“This book rightly highlights the early Jewish character of the Gospels, a key obser-
vation indispensable to their proper interpretation and application. It includes con-
tributions from many top scholars regarding the Gospels, their Jewish context, and 
Jewish-Christian-Messianic dialogues.”

—Craig S. Keener, F. M. and Ada Thompson Professor 
of Biblical Studies, Asbury Theological Seminary

“An excellent advanced entry text for this whole suite of areas related to the Jewish context 
of the Christian Gospels. It is a treasure trove of insights old and new.”

—John Nolland, former Vice-Principal and  
Academic Dean, Trinity College, Bristol 
Visiting Professor, University of Bristol

“After World War II and the catastrophe of Shoah, the question became urgent: Are the 
Gospels one of the main sources of Christian anti-Judaism or are they a remedy for this 
evil? In three respects, A Handbook on the Jewish Roots of the Gospels, edited by Craig A. 
Evans and David Mishkin, is outstanding. In a very comprehensive way, thirty-two articles 
show how deeply the Gospels are embedded in the traditions of the Old Testament and in 
the world of early Judaism. Difficult topics such as the Trinity, messianism, or conversion 
are not avoided. Several contributors are Messianic Jews, showing that this movement 
now comprises some gifted exegetes and serious theologians.”

—Rainer Riesner, former Professor of New Testament 
Institut für Evangelische Theologie, University of Dortmund

“Conceiving of the Gospels as Jewish literature heralds a fresh approach. The extensive 
and expert coverage of the Jewish sources makes this book a promising handbook to be 
used by many in a constructive way and as a source of positive influence on scholarship 
and society.”

—Emanuel Tov, J. L. Magnes Professor of Bible Emeritus 
The Hebrew University of Jerusalem
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Geog.	 Geographica (Geography)
SUETONIUS
Aug.	 Divus Augustus (Life of Augustus)
VIRGIL
Aen.	 Aeneid
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Mishnah, Tosefta, and Talmuds
ʿAbod. Zar.	 ʿAbodah Zarah
ʾAbot R. Nat.	 ʾAbot de Rabbi Nathan
b.	 Babylonian Talmud (Bavli)
Bek.	 Bekorot
Ber.	 Berakot
B. Qam.	 Baba Qamma
B. Meṣ.	 Baba Meṣiʿa
ʿEd.	 ʿEduyyot
ʿErub.	 ʿErubin
Giṭ.	 Giṭṭin
Hor.	 Horayot
Ḥul.	 Ḥullin
m.	 Mishnah
Mek.	 Mekilta
Mid.	 Middot
Midr.	 Midrash
Ned.	 Nedarim
Nez.	 Neziqin
Nid.	 Niddah
ʾOhal.	 ʾOhalot
Pesiq. Rab.	 Pesiqta Rabbati
Pesiq. Rab. Kah.	 Pesiqta de Rab Kahana
Pirqe R. El.	 Pirqe Rabbi Eliezer
Qidd.	 Qiddušin
Qod.	 Qodašim
Rab.	 Rabbah
Roš Haš.	 Roš Haššanah
Šabb.	 Šabbat
Sanh.	 Sanhedrin
Šeb.	 Šebiʿit
Šebu.	 Šebuʿot
S. Eli. Zut.	 Seder Eliyahu Zuta
Šeqal.	 Šeqalim
Soṭ.	 Soṭah
t.	 Tosefta
Taʿan.	 Taʿanit
y.	 Jerusalem Talmud (Yerushalmi)
Yal.	 Yalquṭ
Yebam.	 Yebamot
Yoma	 Yoma (= Kippurim)





Introduction

David Mishkin

Is it even possible to say anything new about Jesus of Nazareth? New Testament 
scholarship has been greatly enhanced by the recognition of the Jewish Jesus. This 
was the focus of our first volume, A Handbook on the Jewish Roots of the Christian 
Faith (Evans and Mishkin 2019). By “roots,” we were referring not only to background 
information but also to an ongoing interconnectedness that remains relevant today. 
But, while Jesus is readily accepted as Jewish, the documents that present his life are 
less often discussed as specifically Jewish literature. This new book, a sequel of sorts, 
will focus on the four canonical Gospels as not only vehicles that tell a Jewish story 
(Levine and Brettler 2017; Boyarin 2013), but also as documents which themselves 
need to be understood as Jewish (Oliver 2013; Blackwell et al. 2018). In this sense, 
there certainly is something more to learn about Jesus.

According to the Gospels, Jesus was very much a Jewish man of his day and yet 
unlike anyone who has ever lived. He is both unique and complex. He is described as 
a sage, storyteller, miracle worker, healer, exorcist, and by such titles as rabbi, Son of 
man, Son of God, and Messiah. It is the combination of these things, perhaps more 
than any individual attribute, which is worthy of note to the historian. Yet, he is also 
distinct within each category. Certainly, there were other individuals in antiquity 
who were credited with working miracles. But there is a difference. Comparing 
Jesus with these others, Geza Vermes concluded that “no objective and enlightened 
student of the Gospels can help but be struck by the incomparable superiority of 
Jesus” (Vermes 1973, 224).

Another noteworthy factor is the time span of the documentation. The Gospels 
were written remarkably close to Jesus’ life. Historians are hard-pressed to find 
another ancient figure who is the subject of four major works produced well within 
the same century in which he lived (and the claim that he was raised from the dead 
was already documented two decades after his death, see 1 Cor 15). A comparison 
with other first-century Jewish notables highlights the uniqueness of Jesus. Hillel 
was one of the most important rabbis in history, although he is not credited with 
any miracles. He died in the early years of the century, and he is first mentioned 
in the Mishnah, written two hundred years later (Telushkin 2010). Hanina ben 
Dosa lived in the Galilee in the later part of the century and is known primarily as 
a healer and miracle worker. He too is first mentioned in the Mishnah, although 
it is not until the completion of the Talmud (over five hundred years later) that we 
learn significantly more of his many deeds (Avery-Peck 2006).

The Gospels themselves are just as unique and complex as Jesus. They were 
written in the common Greek of the day, they record conversations and teachings 
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that were almost certainly spoken originally in Aramaic, and they often quote or 
paraphrase verses that were originally in Hebrew. The question might arise: are they 
Jewish or Christian texts? To most people this sounds paradoxical, as surely the 
Gospels are the foundational texts of Christianity. However, the word Christianity 
does not appear in the New Testament. The word Christian does appear three times 
(Acts 11:26; 26:28; 1 Pet 4:16), where it simply refers to someone who was a follower 
of the Messiah. The Jewish origins of the faith were still quite evident.

The split between “Judaism” and “Christianity” was a process and was not 
finalized until the fourth century. A number of scholars have attempted to trace 
this trajectory (Becker et al. 2007; Charlesworth et al. 2014). The discussion begins 
with Jesus, who can only be fully understood within a Jewish context (Sanders 1985; 
Fruchtenbaum 2017; Hengel and Schwemer 2019). This has been the focus of New 
Testament scholarship for at least half a century. More recently, the life and letters 
of Paul have been increasingly seen as Jewish (Blackwell et al. 2015; Nanos 2015). 
He was bringing a Jewish message to the non-Jewish world, which added a whole 
new dimension. By the second century, Jewish-Christian polemical literature was 
already becoming prominent (Nicklas 2014; Robinson 2009). At some point after 
Paul’s letters and yet before the second century, the four canonical Gospels of the 
New Testament appeared. But where do they fit along this continuum?

There has been much discussion regarding the genre of the Gospels as 
Greco-Roman biographies (Burridge 2004; Keener 2019). This scholarship has been 
valuable. It offers a window into ancient literary norms and conventions. Passages in 
the Gospels that seem perplexing or questionable to modern readers may be quite 
understandable when seen within this context. However, further questions may be 
raised if readers do not allow for the complexity of the Gospels. Specifically, are they 
simply Greco-Roman documents with a few Jewish “proof texts” sprinkled in to 
add credibility? To what extent are the Gospels examples of Jewish literature? The 
world of first-century Judaism was vast (Cohen 2014; Tomasino 2003), and exactly 
what constituted Jewishness at the time (and who got to decide) is a big question. 
Nevertheless, recognizing Jewish elements within the Gospels is not beyond our reach.

Chapter 1 examines both the early manuscripts of the Gospels and how their 
content relates to other Jewish texts. These include the Dead Sea Scrolls as well as 
the Jewish literature that appeared at some point afterwards as recorded by the 
rabbis. (Note: While there is no specific article here focusing on apocryphal or 
pseudepigraphic works, a number of the articles below do interact with these texts.) 
There are points of agreement and disagreement between the Gospels and these 
other writings, just as there are between all other Jewish groups. Their differences 
and areas of tension are at times the best evidence that the Gospels should be seen 
within the diverse and often antagonistic world of first-century Judaism. Discussions 
about the law or the temple may take a variety of twists and turns, but the topics 
are undeniably Jewish. This chapter will also survey the influence of the Gospels 
in the formation of both Judaism and Christianity.

Chapter 2 focuses on how the Gospels make use of the Tanakh (Old Testament). 
It should first be recognized that the Tanakh is constantly interacting with itself 
(Schnittjer 2021). There is a running commentary throughout the Scriptures as each 
author anchors his respective book with an awareness of earlier writings. The Gospels 
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continue this tradition. They contain numerous citations from the Tanakh (Beale 
2012). But perhaps more importantly, they are constantly alluding to the Tanakh 
throughout their narratives (Hays 2017). This adds yet another layer of complexity to 
the Gospels. Skeptics who dismiss the texts for not meeting contemporary standards 
of historicity are widely missing the mark. Stories, themes, and references to the 
Hebrew Scriptures are built into the fabric of the Gospels. Who exactly were these 
authors, who were not only so well versed in Tanakh but felt these references were 
foundational to tell their stories, and who also believed that their audience would 
understand and benefit from such compositions? Indeed, the medium as well as 
the message must be explored.

Chapter 3 explores the narrative itself: the events in the life of Jesus. The 
evangelists portray him as a Jew in a Jewish world. There is no getting around this. 
References to geography are not incidental or coincidental but are vital to the nar-
rative. Even disagreements with Jewish leaders place Jesus firmly within the realm 
of Judaism (who else would debate so passionately about questions of authority or 
tradition?). Similarly, as a prophet and as Messiah, he is presented at times as an 
unexpected but nevertheless Jewish figure. Even events that seem at first to have 
no Jewish parallels (including the birth narratives and the resurrection narratives) 
are told within a Jewish framework.

Chapter 4 addresses theological issues. The trend to place Jesus in the world of 
Second Temple Judaism has also yielded a new appreciation for the Jewish thought 
and theology of the day. For example, the Jewish understanding of monotheism 
at the time was much broader and more nuanced than that which would appear 
by the Middle Ages. This is not to say that other Jewish groups of the first century 
had a similar view of monotheism as the early followers of Jesus (they did not). 
But an understanding of this early diversity helps free scholars to examine the 
claims of the Gospels outside the narrow and purely polemical boundaries of later 
generations. In this light, both Jewish and Christian scholars have recognized that 
concepts such as the Trinity and the incarnation are not necessarily at odds with 
the Tanakh (Newman et al. 1999; Sommer 2011; Wyschograd 1983). The same is 
true of a number of other theological topics.

Finally, chapter 5 will discuss the intercultural issues that emerge when the 
Gospels are (or are not) read as Jewish literature. If it is so obvious that Jesus 
was a Jew who lived in a Jewish world, then why was this truth hidden for most 
of the last two thousand years? Clearly, something went wrong. Once the New 
Testament was read apart from its Jewish context, the church lost more than its 
cultural flavor. The history of “Christian” anti-Semitism runs much deeper than 
many are prepared to admit, and the problem remains today (Chazan 2016; Brown 
2021). For some, this tradition is traced back to the Gospels themselves. This 
makes the roots of these documents all the more relevant. A fresh examination 
of the Gospels as Jewish literature challenges long-standing beliefs about how 
the evangelists viewed the Jewish people and the Jewish tradition. A growing 
number of scholars (Evans and Hagner 1993; Fredriksen and Reinhartz 2002) are 
recognizing that the Gospels represent an in-house Jewish debate, rather than 
an anti-Jewish bias. This has profound implications for biblical studies as well as 
Jewish-Christian relations.
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This book is not solely an argument for the Jewishness of the Gospels. The 
Jewish roots are indeed valuable, but they are not an end in themselves. Such issues 
are important insofar as they enhance our understanding of the texts. The articles 
below are meant to be scholarly yet accessible to students. The contributors are an 
international group (from Israel, the United States, Canada, England, Germany, 
Poland, and Romania) comprised of Jewish and Gentile followers of Jesus as Messiah. 
This book is for all who want to learn more about the Gospels, and how they portray 
the man from Nazareth within his own historic and cultural setting.
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Textual Roots

1.1 The Manuscript Traditions of 
the New Testament Gospels

Daniel M. Gurtner

Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John are attested in earliest canonical lists, attributed 
to Irenaeus (170–180 CE) and Origen (220–230 CE) and preserved by Eusebius 
(320–330 CE; Hist. eccl. 5.8.2–8 and Hist. eccl. 6.25.3–14). By the fourth century, 
lists of our canonical Gospels were largely solidified and in the traditional order of 
Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John (Eusebius, Hist. eccl. 3.25.1–7; Athanasius, Ep. fest. 
39; Epiphanius, Pan. 76.5; Jerome, Epist. 53; McDonald 2007, 446–49). The tradi-
tional order, popularized by Eusebius and Jerome, began to see some variations in 
the fifth century (Metzger 1987, 296–97). At the same time, apocryphal gospels (e.g., 
Gospel of Peter and Gospel of Thomas) began to be marginalized (see Eusebius, 
Hist. eccl. 3.25.1–7).

The New Testament Gospels were all written in Greek and initially transmitted 
in that language. The earliest copies of the Gospels were written on papyrus and date 
from little more than a century after initially composed (see below). If, as seems 
likely, manuscripts were kept and used in communities for several centuries (Evans 
2020, 75–97), then any number of the copies we have from the first few centuries 
may well have direct access to an original. Regardless, today we are dependent on 
the task of textual criticism to attempt to reconstruct the early text. There is debate 
as to whether one may speak of “the original” text or simply the “earliest recoverable” 
text (Holmes 2013, 637–88). But for most interpreters, the nature of this debate is 
rather too technical to be of much service for understanding the Gospels. Instead, 
it is helpful to know something about the manuscripts on which the Gospels are 
preserved and a few of the distinctive variations found in the respective Gospels. 
Some of these are interesting but make little difference, while others involve the 
inclusion or exclusion of large portions of text.

The most important textual witnesses to the Gospels are the so-called Great 
Codices: primarily, Sinaiticus, Alexandrinus, and Vaticanus (Evans 2020, 34). Ac-
cording to the early Christian historian Eusebius (Vita Const. iv.35–37), Emperor 
Constantine (reigned 306–337 CE) commissioned the production of fifty manuscripts 
of Bible. Some have conjectured that one or more of these manuscripts derive from 
that effort. Regardless, they are all extremely valuable to the preservation of the New 
Testament Gospels to today.



8	 A Handbook on the Jewish Roots of the Gospels

Foremost among these manuscripts is Codex Sinaiticus (01 ,א). Though it dates 
to the fourth century, Sinaiticus first became known to modern scholars when it 
was discovered by Constantin von Tischendorf in the monastery of St. Catherine 
at Mount Sinai in 1844 (Metzger and Ehrman 2005, 62–67). The text is written in 
four even columns on over seven hundred pages, though the Gospels themselves 
span six folio pages, all originally written by a single scribe, supplemented and at 
times corrected by two additional scribes (Jongkind 2007, 56–57).

Codex Alexandrinus (A, 02)—long kept in Alexandria, Egypt, until it was 
brought to Europe in the seventh century—dates from the fifth century and is 
written in two columns. It contains much of the Gospels, though most of Matthew 
(Matt 1:1–25:6; 26 leaves) and a portion of John (6:50–8:52; 2 leaves; see below) 
are missing. The Gospels in Alexandrinus are likely copied by two different scribes 
(Kenyon 1909, 9–10; Smith 2014, 244).

Finally, Codex Vaticanus (B, 03) is a single codex, the work of two scribes written 
in three columns per page (O’Neill 1989, 220–21). Many years later, between the 
ninth and eleventh centuries, another scribe traced over the original ink of every 
letter or word, except where errors were suspected, seemingly to preserve a fading 
original (Skeat 1984, 461; Canart and Martini 1965, 8; Payne and Canart 2000, 
105). It has been kept at the Biblioteca Apostolica Vaticana (Vat. Gr. 1209) since 
the fifteenth century and is generally regarded as the most important manuscript 
witness to the New Testament Gospels (Evans 2020, 36). Nevertheless, there are a 
number of verses missing from each of the Gospels (Evans 2020, 36n12).

These manuscripts are very important, but there is evidence that they reflect 
a phenomenon that dates much earlier. Fragments of a manuscript from the late 
second century may suggest a codex containing all four (canonical) Gospels. These 
fragments (P4, P64, and P67) are now recognized as belonging originally to the 
same ancient manuscript, dating from the late second century CE (Skeat 1997, 
1–34). Though it is widely held to at one time to have contained all four Gospels, 
no fragment from Mark (or John) has survived (Metzger and Ehrman 2005, 53). 
Nevertheless, it is instructive for the present purposes to focus attention on the 
early, pre-Constantinian texts, or at least most of those that date up to the time of 
the great uncials beginning in the fourth century (Head 2012, 108).

T﻿he Gospel of Matthew

The earliest manuscript evidence of the Gospel of Matthew is 𝔓104 (P. Oxy. 4404), 
widely regarded to date from the second century and perhaps as early as 100–125 
CE (Comfort 2019, 148). It consists of a single leaf of papyrus written on both sides 
and contains Matt 21:34–37, 43, and possibly 45, though it notably omits verse 44. 
Another papyrus, 𝔓77 (P. Oxy. 2683 + P. Oxy. 4405), is comprised of two fragments 
of a single leaf, containing Matt 23:30–39. It dates from the second or third century. 
So does 𝔓103 (P. Oxy. 4403), which has fragments on two sides containing Matt 
13:55–56; 14:3–5. In total, the Greek witnesses from the mid-fifth century and 
earlier furnished as principal witnesses cited in the NA28 for the Gospel of Matthew 
contains nineteen papyri (𝔓1, 𝔓19, 𝔓21, 𝔓25, 𝔓35, 𝔓37, 𝔓45, 𝔓53, 𝔓62, 𝔓64(+67), 𝔓70, 𝔓71, 
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𝔓77, 𝔓86, 𝔓101, 𝔓102, 𝔓103, 𝔓104, 𝔓110). As noted above, the principal uncial manu-
scripts contain the First Gospel nearly in full in Codices Sinaiticus and Vaticanus 
(missing Matt 12:47; 16:2b–3; 17:21; 18:11; 23:14) and in part (Matt 25:7–28:20) in 
Codex Alexandrinus. In total, Matthew is attested in ten uncial manuscripts from 
the mid-fifth century and earlier ((01) א, A (02), B (03), C (04), D (05), 058, 071, 
0160, 0171, 0242; NA28, 62).

Careful analysis indicates that the earliest manuscripts of Matthew (to the third/
fourth century; 𝔓1, 𝔓21, 𝔓35, 𝔓37, 𝔓45, 𝔓53, 𝔓64(+67), 𝔓70, 𝔓77, 𝔓101, 𝔓102, 𝔓103, 𝔓104, 𝔓110; 
0171) with few minor exceptions, contain a text close to those of the fourth-century 
uncials (א and B; Min 2005). This is especially the case among the earliest and most 
important manuscripts for Matthew (𝔓1, 𝔓35, 𝔓64(+67), 𝔓104) where one finds several 
characteristics of controlled production (Wasserman 2012, 83–107), suggesting that 
at least in some circles consistency in transmission is desirable. Even where some 
variations do survive where early scribes made mistakes and took some liberties 
in copying, seldom is there any change in meaning (Wasserman 2012, 83–107).

Matthew’s text is largely stable, though there are some noteworthy variations. 
For example, at Matt 27:49 strong manuscript support from Sinaiticus and Vaticanus, 
as well as select strands from certain versions, insert a text otherwise found in the 
Gospel of John. In the passion narratives of both Matthew and Mark, bystanders 
wait to see if Elijah will come to save Jesus from the crucifixion (Mark 15:36; Matt 
27:49). Whereas many manuscripts of Matthew continue to the traditional verse 
50 (“And Jesus cried again with a loud voice and yielded up his spirit,” RSV), some 
contain a curious addition: “But another, taking a spear, pierced his side and there 
came out water and blood” (allos de labōn lonchēn enyxen autou tēn pleuran kai 
exēlthen hydōr kai haima, notably א B). Recent texts (e.g., NA28, UBS5, SBLGNT) 
and most scholars see this as an addition derived from the similar account in John 
19:34 (Metzger 1994, 59). This is surely correct, but it does illustrate the fluidity with 
which readings in the Gospels can be transposed to one another in the course of 
the manuscript transmission (see Gurtner 2015, 134–50).

A familiar example is found in Matthew’s version of the Lord’s Prayer (Matt 
6:9–13), where the original version ends, “And lead us not into temptation, but 
deliver us from evil” (Matt 6:13 RSV). This is surely correct, as is attested by a host 
of manuscripts, notably א B (but also D Z 0170, etc.). Some add a simple “amen” 
(amēn 17 30 288*). But many in the West may be familiar with the addition, “For 
thine is the kingdom, and the power, and the glory, for ever. Amen” (KJV; hoti sou 
estin hē basileia kai hē dynamis kai hē doxa eis tous aiōnas. amēn). This reading, 
preserved in the King James Version, is attested in a number of manuscripts (K L 
W Δ Θ ƒ13, etc.), and with several minor variations. While it is surely a secondary 
reading, it is biblical. It derives from a prayer by King David (1 Chr 29:11–13), which 
contains the familiar statement: “Yours, O Lord, are the greatness, the power, the 
glory, the victory, and the majesty; for all that is in the heavens and on the earth is 
yours; yours is the kingdom, O Lord, and you are exalted as head above all” (1 Chr 
29:11 NRSV; see Metzger 1994, 14; Delobel 1989, 293–309).

One final matter unique to the early text of Matthew is worth mentioning. 
According to Eusebius, Papias (ca. 60–130 CE) claims that “Matthew collected 
the oracles in the Hebrew dialect and each interpreted them as best he could” 
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(Eusebius, Hist. eccl. 3.39.16; Irenaeus, Haer. 3.1.1). Although nearly every phrase 
of this statement is debated, other ancient Christian sources also reference a 
Hebrew version of Matthew (e.g., Cyril of Jerusalem, Catechetical Lectures 14; 
Epiphanius, Pan. 30.3.7; Jerome, Vir. ill. 3; Comm. Matt. 12:13). This may confuse 
Matthew with other texts from antiquity, and most scholars agree that the Gospel 
of Matthew extant today is written in a form of Greek that gives no traces that 
it was translated from another language. No ancient manuscripts of Matthew 
survive, but there is a text preserved from the work of a Spanish Jew from around 
1400 named Shem-Tob ben Issac ben Shaprut, which some contend is the original 
Hebrew Matthew (Howard 1995). Though this is largely discounted today, some 
scholars still favor that a Hebrew version of Matthew did exist at one time, though 
not represented in Shem-Tob’s (Edwards). Another phenomenon in the history of 
Matthew’s text pertains to a fourth-century Coptic text of the First Gospel. This 
was publicly announced in 2001, known as Codex Schøyen, and was thought by 
some to be an alternative version of the original Greek. It has since been shown 
that sufficient attention to the translational nuances of the Coptic text indicate 
that it is best regarded as a translation reflecting closely with readings found in 
Vaticanus and Sinaiticus (Leonard 2014).

Manuscripts of Mark

There are several early and reliable manuscripts for Mark, but not as many as for 
Matthew. Mark is attested in its entirety in all the Great Codices (Sinaiticus, Alex-
andrinus, and Vaticanus), but in only three early papyri. The earliest manuscript 
witness to the Gospel of Mark is 𝔓45, a papyrus from the Chester Beatty collection 
that originally contained about 220 leaves. It dates from the first half of the third 
century (Kenyon 1933, x). It is among those manuscripts that likely preserved the 
Gospels in the so-called Western order: Matthew, John, Luke, Mark, Acts (Comfort 
2019, 142). Of the surviving thirty leaves, the Gospel of Mark comprises six (fols. 
3–8) containing portions of Mark 4:36–40; 5:15–26; 5:38–6:3, 16–25, 36–50; 7:3–15; 
7:25–8:1, 10–26; 8:34–9:9, 18–31; 11:27–12:1, 5–8, 13–19, 24–28). The scribe who 
preserved the text seems to have utilized considerable freedom in copying his 
exemplar—sometimes harmonizing, smoothing out, paraphrasing, but not, evidently, 
word for word (Colwell 1969, 114–21). The scribe is also noted for his deliberate 
pruning, resulting in a readable and precise text (Comfort 2019, 142–43; Royse 
2008, 103–97). Otherwise, the manuscript is remarkable for its careful, though 
sparse, punctuation and for its system of markings to aid the reader found in Mark 
but not in other Gospels in 𝔓45 (Head 2012, 114).

The other early papyrus in which Mark is preserved is 𝔓88, with four pages of 
text containing Mark 2:1–26. It dates from the fourth century and resembles the text 
of Sinaiticus and Vaticanus. Sometimes it shares with Sinaiticus a unique spelling, 
such as krabakton (Mark 2:9, 11–12) or a unique word order (egeire soi legō, 2:11; 
Head 2012, 117). 𝔓84 is also frequently cited in critical editions, containing portions 
of Mark (2:2–5, 8–9; 6:30–31, 33–34, 36–37, 39–41), but it dates rather late for 
present considerations (sixth century).
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𝔓137 (= P. Oxy. 5345) was once thought to come from the first century (see 
below). It dates from the second or third century and consists of two sides on a 
single fragment of five lines on each side. It contains Mark 1:7–9, 16–18. It is only 
the second copy of Mark coming from the Oxyrhynchus cache, the other (069) being 
a fifth-century parchment codex (Obbink and Colomo 2018, 5). Mark in Codex 
Vaticanus is most peculiar in its very minor but unique spellings of various words, 
especially where ei is present (Head 2012, 118–19). Head enumerates the many 
ways in which Sinaiticus preserves unique readings by its many omissions, omitting 
between one and five words on thirty-eight occasions, for a total of fifty-eight words 
omitted (Head 2012, 119).

Some have argued that Mark’s text is less stable than that of other Gospels 
(Dewey 2004, 505–06). Yarbro Collins acknowledges that from the third century 
onward there was some fluidity, but what changes the text of Mark underwent 
from the time of its composition to the third century is difficult to know (2007, 
125). The difficulty in assessing its earliest transmission lies in the ambiguity and 
ultimate paucity of evidence. To begin with, it is difficult to discern where Mark is 
cited in the early church, and indisputable citations are difficult to come by. Some 
authors—such as Clement of Rome (ca. 95 CE), Ignatius, Polycarp, Barnabas, the 
Didache, and the Martyrdom of Polycarp—exhibit familiarity with the Synoptic 
tradition but no certain reference to Mark (Swete 1909, xxix–xxx). Unambiguous 
references are found in Justin Martyr (Dial. 106.3, ca. 150; citing Mark 3:17), Origen 
(Mark 4:12 in Princ. 3.1.7, 16; Mark 10:18 in Comm. Jo. 2.7; Yarbro Collins 105), 
Clement of Alexandria (Paed. 1.2 and Strom. 6.14 citing Mark 8:36), and Irenaeus 
(Haer. 3.14.3 cites Mark 1:1; see Koester 1983, 37). Regardless of whether Mark 
was less circulated than the others or widely circulated but presumably supplanted 
by Matthew and Luke, it seems plausible that Matthew and Luke enjoyed greater 
popularity than did Mark. Nevertheless, as a text (not in citation), the Gospel of 
Mark seems to have retained its major elements, except at the beginning and es-
pecially the ending (see below) through the duration of its transmission (Yarbro 
Collins 2007, 125). It is perhaps not surprising that Mark seems to get lost in a sea 
of Synoptic citations in the early church, since 97.2 percent of the words in Mark 
have a parallel in Matthew and 88.4 percent have a parallel in Luke (Stein 1987, 48). 
Why Mark is neglected in earliest Christianity is difficult to say and can only be 
speculated upon (see Gurtner 2016, 303–25).

A small assortment of Greek papyri fragments from Qumran Cave 7 were once 
thought to belong to the Gospel of Mark. One of which (7Q5) was identified as 
Mark 6:52–53 (O’Callaghan 1972, 91–100; Thiede 1992). But the arguments in favor 
of this understanding are wrought with conjecture, speculations, and emendations 
that breach credibility and were finally disproven (see Wise 2020, 408–12). Another 
sensationalist claim was made when an announcement was made at a public lec-
ture regarding the discovery of a first-century copy of the Gospel of Mark. Further 
research shows that it dates from the second or third century and is among the 
earliest extant manuscripts of Mark (Obbink and Colomo 2018, 5–6; see above).

Mark has some intriguing variant readings that have attracted considerable 
discussion among scholars. In the very first verse (Mark 1:1), the original of Sinaiti
cus (א* also Θ Origen 28c) omits the words “Son of God” (hyiou theou). It is added 
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by the corrector to Sinaiticus (1א), as well as Vaticanus (B) and other manuscripts 
(D L etc. but tou theou A f1.13 M). The reading “Son of God” may have simply been 
overlooked by a copyist (Metzger 1994, 62), but it is difficult to imagine this occur-
ring at the very beginning of a text (Yarbro Collins 2007, 130). Since “Son of God” 
is elsewhere a strong emphasis of Mark (e.g., 1:11, 34; 3:11; 5:7; 9:7; 14:61; 15:39; 
cf. 12:6; 13:32), some have argued that a later scribe added it (Head 1991, 621–29; 
Marcus 2000, 146–47; cf. Yarbro Collins 1995, 111–27).

Later (Mark 1:41), when a leper requests healing from Jesus, some manuscripts 
say he responded with compassion (splanchnistheis, א B L 892 l 2211) whereas 
others say he became angry (orgistheis, D a ff2 r1*). The latter is weakly attested 
and splanchnistheis occurs in the Synoptic parallels (Matt 8:3; Luke 5:13). So, it is 
difficult to see what may have motivated a scribe to insert orgistheis (Metzger 1994, 
65). Most scholars prefer the “compassion” reading to “angry,” but a case has been 
made for the latter (Ehrman 2003, 77–98).

The most discussed variation occurs at the end of Mark, when after Jesus’ dis-
ciples discover that the tomb is empty, “they said nothing to anyone, for they were 
afraid” (NRSV; ephobounto gar; 16:8). This is how the earliest and best manuscripts 
 ,end (Elliott 1993, 204; Metzger 1994, 102–07). Yet it strikes many readers (and B א)
modern and ancient, as an unsatisfactory conclusion, and scholars debate whether 
there was more to the original written that is now lost (Croy 2003, 45–71, 137–63) 
or the evangelist intended to write more but did not. There are two additional 
variations on this ending. But there are also some early and important manuscripts 
dating from the fifth century (A, C, D, K, etc.) that include an extended ending 
(Mark 16:9–20) that has been retained in the King James Version. This extended 
reading contains a resurrection appearance of Jesus (Mark 16:9–14) and something 
akin to the Matthean Great Commission (Mark 16:15–16; cf. Matt 28:16–20). To 
the latter is appended a statement attributed to Jesus that promises that his disciples 
will perform signs, including casting out demons, speaking in new languages, being 
unharmed by snake bites or poison, and healing the sick (Mark 16:17–18). The nar-
rative concludes with Jesus’ ascension (Mark 16:19) and a summary of the disciples’ 
preaching and miracle working (Mark 16:20; see Yarbro Collins 2007, 801–18). Most 
scholars agree that all the additions beyond verse 8 are later, secondary works, not 
part of the original Gospel. Yet the lenghtier ending (vv. 9–20) has long been part 
of Christian tradition since its inclusion in the King James Version, and whether 
or not the evangelist intended to complete his account at 16:8 remains unresolved.

Manuscripts of Luke

Generally, the text of Luke is stable, though with many small variations (Bovon 2002, 
1). It is attested in ten papyri, though some of these date too late for consideration 
here. 𝔓82 dates from the fourth or fifth centuries and contains Luke 7:32–34, 37–38. 
Others date from the sixth or seventh century (𝔓3, Luke 7:36–45; 10:38–42; 𝔓97, 
Luke 14:7–14), or the seventh/eighth century (𝔓42, Luke 1:54–55; 2:29–32). For the 
earliest witnesses, then, we consult the principal papyri that date from the fourth 
century CE or earlier (𝔓4, 𝔓7, 𝔓45, 𝔓69, 𝔓75, and 𝔓111). All of the papyri in question 
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date from the third century. Though they are all from Egypt, their precise locations 
of origins differ. And their variations in size, content, and other features exhibit 
traits that predate the major codices (Hernández 2012, 121).

𝔓7 is a small fragment of nine lines that dates from the third or fourth century 
and contains Luke 4:1–3. There are no unique readings in 𝔓7 and it is identical to 
both 𝔓75 and Vaticanus (Hernández 2012, 122). 𝔓111 (also known as P. Oxy. 4495) 
dates from the third century. It is a single leaf with writing on both sides, with Luke 
17:11–13 on one side (verso; four lines) and 17:21–23 on the other (recto; five lines). 
Divergences are few and minor (e.g., epithymēsai at 17:22 with D; estēsan with A 
and א against B at 17:12) and also largely resembles 𝔓75 (Hernández 2012, 122).

𝔓69 (P. Oxy. 2383) dates to the early third or late second century CE (Com-
fort and Barrett 2019, 439). It consists of two sides of a single papyrus, with Luke 
22:40–48 on the recto (fourteen lines) and Luke 22:58–62 on the verso (fourteen 
lines). Its omission of 22:43–44, which recounts Jesus in Gethsemane attended by 
an angel and his sweat that resembled drops of blood, has generated some interest 
(Clivaz 2004, 419–40). This reading is generally regarded as a very “free” text with 
characteristics akin to those of D (Aland and Aland 1995, 100).

There are also three papyri that contain more extensive portions of Luke’s text. 
𝔓4 dates to the second half of the second century (Comfort and Barrett 2019, 31). It 
was discovered in Coptos, Egypt, in 1889 and contains Luke 1:58–59; 1:62–2:1, 6–7; 
3:8–4:2, 29–32, 34–35; 5:3–8; 5:30–6:16. It consists of four fragments written on both 
sides and two columns per side, with lacuna. Sometimes 𝔓4 preserves confusing or 
confused readings (Luke 3:27; 5:3) or spells a word in a unique way (Luke 1:64) or 
omits words entirely (e.g., 1:68; 3:9). At other times, its readings harmonize with those 
of other texts (e.g., 1:65; 5:37; 6:6a, b), make deliberate adjustments based on contextual 
factors (Luke 5:31) and possibly theological interests (1:76; 3:22; Hernández 2012, 
125–26). Overall, it agrees with 𝔓75 and B 93 percent (Comfort and Barrett 2019, 31).

𝔓45 (discussed above) contains an extensive amount of Luke (6:31–41; 6:45–7:7; 
9:26–41; 9:45–10:1, 6–22; 10:26–11:1, 6–25, 28–46; 11:50–12:12, 18–37; 12:42–13:1, 
6–24; 13:29–14:10, 17–33). It is generally regarded as one of the best papyri among 
early Christian texts in terms of orthography and the avoidance of nonsensical 
readings (Royse 2007, 905). It has been proposed that the manuscript may have 
been prepared for private use (Charlesworth 2009, 165–66). It contains more 
omissions (fifty-one words) than additions (thirteen words), meaning a net loss 
of thirty-eight words in the 𝔓45 text of Luke (Hernández 2012, 127). Most of the 
textual corruption in 𝔓45 is derived from harmonization to immediate context or 
to Matthew (Hernández 2012, 128; Royse 2007, 188–89).

𝔓75 dates to the second or third century (ca. 200 CE) and survives in thirty-six 
folios (72 leaves, 144 pages) approximately 13cm by 26cm in dimension. It contains 
sections of the Gospel of John (see below) and Luke 3:18–22; 3:33–4:2; 4:34–5:10; 
5:37–6:4; 6:10–7:32, 35–39, 41–43; 7:46–9:2; 9:4–17:15; 17:19–18:18; 22:4–24:53 
(end). It features text divisions, punctuation and rough breathing, and large script, 
which suggests to some that it may have been created for public usage, perhaps in 
worship contexts (Charlesworth 2009, 158–61). 𝔓75 is noted for its numerous spelling 
irregularities (Royse 2007, 647–51) but is nonetheless considered a more accurate 
copy of Luke than 𝔓45 (Hernández 2012, 131). 𝔓75 in Luke has more omissions 
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(twenty-eight) than additions (four); some of the omissions are due to harmonization 
(Royse 2007, 690–98) but also contains grammatical and stylistic changes, as well as 
orthographic (spelling) adjustments and nonsense readings (Hernández 2012, 131).

Textual Variants in Luke

Variant readings in a number of passages have been the subject of comment (Bovon 
2002, 1). Codex Bezae (D) moves Luke 6:5 to after 6:10 and reads at 6:5: “On the 
same day he saw a man working on the sabbath and said to him, ‘Man, if you know 
what you are doing, you are blessed; but if you do not know, you are accursed and 
a transgressor of the law.’ ” In so doing D creates three incidents pertaining to Jesus 
and the Sabbath in Luke (Metzger 1994, 117). Though not original to Luke, its 
affinity with other New Testament texts regarding transgression of the law (Rom 
2:25, 27; James 2:11; cf. Gos. Thom. 3; 14) suggests to some it may be authentic to 
Jesus (see Bock 1994, 536).

There is discrepancy among traditions at Luke 10:2 as to whether Jesus sent 
out seventy disciples (א A C L W etc.) or seventy-two (𝔓75 B D etc.). The same 
problem occurs at Luke 10:17, where seventy-two is read by some (𝔓45vid, 75 B D etc.) 
and seventy by others (א A C L W etc.). Either reading would have symbolic value, 
whether the seventy elders of Moses (Exod 24:1, 9) or the seventy-two nations (Gen 
10–11; Bock 1996, 1015). But it is not clear that Luke intended a symbolic meaning, 
leading some to slightly prefer the reading of seventy-two (Bock 1996, 1015). Yet 
a scribe may have tried to harmonize with Mark’s account of sending the disciples 

“two-by-two” (Mark 6:7), suggesting seventy is original.
In Luke’s account of the Lord’s Prayer, some readings support “your holy spirit 

come upon us and purify us” (Luke 11:2; elthetō to pneuma sou to hagion eph’ hēmas 
kai katharisatō hēmas 700; 162). The manuscript support comes from the eleventh 
century (MS 700) and 1153 (MS 162) and is attested in the writings of Gregory of 
Nyssa. This is given instead of the familiar “thy kingdom come” (elthetō/ elthatō hē 
basileia sou; see Matt 6:10; 𝔓75 א A B C L etc.), the latter of which is the preferred 
reading. Metzger regards the former as a later liturgical adaptation of the Lord’s 
Prayer, perhaps utilized during baptism or the laying on of hands (Metzger 1994, 131).

In some manuscripts an angel supports Jesus in his agony at Gethsemane (Luke 
22:43–44). The full text reads, “Then an angel from heaven appeared to him and 
gave him strength. In his anguish he prayed more earnestly, and his sweat became 
like great drops of blood falling down on the ground” (NRSV) and is supported 
(with minor variations) by 2 ,*א D L Δ* Θ Ψ, etc.). Other manuscripts, however, omit 
it entirely (𝔓69vid 𝔓75 1א A B, etc.). Still others retain verses 43–44 with asterisks or 
obeli to denote some uncertainty (Δc 0171vid 892c) or transpose it entirely to after 
Matthew 26:39 ( f 13 [13* 8281/2]). It is unlikely that the adjustment would be delib-
erate (Hernández 2012, 137), and reasons for deliberate omission of the addition 
are not compelling. All this “strongly suggests the addition did not form part of the 
original text of Luke” (Metzger 1994, 151).

Finally, some manuscripts add “and he was taken up into heaven” (Luke 24:51; 
𝔓75 2א A B C L W Δ Θ Ψ f 1 f 13, etc.) whereas others omit it (א* D ita, b, d, e, ff2 l syrs 
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geo1). Many scholars prefer the longer reading, since Luke seems to presume it 
(Acts 1:2). Yet it does not use the same verb as in Acts 1:2 (analambanein) so as to 
suggest a scribe was influenced by Acts to insert it into Luke 24:51. It is also difficult 
to account for the origins of the reading if it were an addition as early as 200 CE 
(𝔓75; Metzger 1994, 162–63).

Manuscripts of John

The Gospel of John is the best attested of the Gospels from the second and third 
centuries. It is attested by a large number of papyri, though some are late for the 
present purposes, some from the fifth century (𝔓93), others the sixth (𝔓2, 𝔓63, 𝔓84, 
𝔓36, 𝔓76) or seventh (𝔓44, 𝔓55, 𝔓59, 𝔓60). Other early witnesses come from the fourth 
century (𝔓6, 𝔓120, 𝔓122), but there are so many that are earlier still that for the present 
purposes we can examine the fifteen that date from the third century and two from 
the second, the earliest of which (𝔓52) were written perhaps a mere fifty years or 
less after the composition of the Fourth Gospel. Chapa observes that all the earliest 
manuscripts of John originate in Egypt (2012, 154), indicating that it is impossible 
to tell whether the readings they contain are attested in other regions. So, the earliest 
manuscripts of John typically testify to Alexandrian readings.

The majority of the manuscripts date from the third century. John 10:29–11:11 
is the best attested portion of the Gospel in these papyri (𝔓66, 𝔓75, 𝔓45; Chapa 2012, 
143) and the Pericope Adulterae (7:53–8:11) is not found in any. Most of these pa-
pyri are fragmentary, but one (𝔓75) contains about two-thirds of the Gospel (Chapa 
2012, 143). Another early manuscript, 𝔓66, dating to about 200 CE, contains the 
majority of the Fourth Gospel (John 1:1–6:11; 6:35–14:26, 29–30; 15:2–26; 16:2–4, 
6–7; 16:10–20:20, 22–23; 20:25–21:9). It is the latter (𝔓66) that is considered the 
most important manuscript of John (Royse 2007, 399–544).

𝔓66 is comprised of seventy-five leaves of a codex and the careful work of a 
competent scribe (Royse 2007, 500–3; Head 2008, 55–74). Even so, it is known 
for an abundance of corrections, though it is unclear if they are by the same 
scribe or not (Royse 2007, 409, 414; Fee 1965, 247–57). This suggests a degree 
of carelessness on the part of the initial scribe (Chapa 144), though its meticu-
lous corrections produced a copy that faithfully transmits its exemplar (Royse 
900–01). But it does complicate any determination of the purpose for which it 
was produced (Chapa 147).

As we have seen above, 𝔓75 is an important witness to Luke, but it also contains 
nearly the entire first fifteen chapters of John (John 1:1–11:45, 48–57; 12:3–13:10; 
14:8–15:10). It is the work of a professional scribe, with elegant majuscule script that 
is clear and legible, in which the scribe “intended to be painstaking and faithful in 
reproducing the text” (Chapa 2012, 147–48). Nevertheless, he created orthograph-
ical errors and nonsense readings, often from errors of a letter or two (Royse 2007, 
656–59). He tended to omit three times as much as he added (Royse 2007, 630–31; 
704). 𝔓75 and Vaticanus (B) share a very high degree of similarity (92 percent), 
and it has been suggested that they share a common ancestor, which would date 
to somewhere in the second century (Porter 1962, 363–76; Royse 2007, 616–19).
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𝔓45, discussed above, contains only portions of three pages belonging to the 
Gospel of John (John 4:51, 54; 5:21, 24; 10:7–25; 10:30–11:10, 18–36, 42–57). In full 
it would have occupied thirty-eight pages of an estimated two hundred twenty-four 
of 𝔓45 that would have contained the four Gospels (Chapa 2012, 150). Chapa regards 
the scribe of 𝔓45 as “undisciplined” (Chapa 2012, 150), and the scribe’s affinity for 
harmonizing, smoothing out, and substituting words causes some to suggest the 
scribe intended to copy his source phrase-by-phrase rather than word-for-word 
(Colwell 1969, 117–19; see Royse 2007, 114–18). This results in twenty-nine singular 
readings found in the papyrus’ text of John (Royse 2007, 114–18).

Many other important papyri could be discussed, all of which also date from 
the third century and contain varying amounts of the Fourth Gospel, as follows:

𝔓5, John 1:23–31, 33–40; 16:14–30; 20:11–17, 19–20, 22–25

𝔓22, John 15:25–16:2, 21–32

𝔓28, John 6:8–12, 17–22

𝔓39, John 8:14–22

𝔓80, John 3:34

𝔓95, John 5:26–29, 36–38

𝔓106, John 1:29–35; 1:40–46

𝔓107, John 17:1–2; 17:11

𝔓109, John 21:18–20; 21:23–25

𝔓119, John 1:21–28, 38–44

𝔓108, John 17:23–24; 18:1–5

𝔓121, John 19:17–18, 25–26

Some careful consideration can be given to the earliest papyri representation of 
John: 𝔓52 (P. Rylands 457) is the oldest manuscript of the New Testament, typically 
dated to the middle or second half of the second century (Nongbri 2005, 23–48; 
Bagnall 2009, 1–24). It is comprised of a single leaf, 18 cm by 22 cm, with eighteen 
lines per page and contains John 18:31–34 (recto) and 18:37–38 (verso). 𝔓90 (P. Oxy. 
3523) also dates to the second century (Bell and Skeat 1935, 6–7) but is more exten-
sive than 𝔓52. It consists of a single leaf, originally 12 cm by 16 cm, with twenty-four 
lines per page. It contains John 18:36–19:1a (recto) and John 19:1b–7 (verso). If the 
date held by most scholars that John was composed somewhere between 85 and 100 
CE is accurate, then these manuscripts date within not much more than a single 
century from the composition of the Fourth Gospel.

Numerous interesting variations could be discussed, but pride of place for 
the Gospel of John pertains to the well-known account of the woman caught in 
adultery (John 7:53–8:11). In this passage, Jesus is teaching in the temple when a 
woman who had been caught in adultery is brought to him and he is asked to give 
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his judgment (John 7:53–8:5). Jesus then writes something on the ground with his 
finger and announces that anyone who is without sin should be first to stone her 
(8:6–8). Ultimately, all her accusers abandon the case and the woman departs, for-
given (8:9–11). This moving and memorable story has a long history in the church 
(Knust and Wasserman 2019). So much so that many are shocked to learn that 
the manuscript evidence is overwhelming that it is not original to John. Metzger 
suggests it may nonetheless have some claim to historical veracity, and he claims it 
belongs to oral traditions circulated in the Western church that were subsequently 
enveloped into the manuscript at certain places (Metzger 1994, 189). It is absent in 
some of the earliest and best manuscripts (𝔓66 א B), as well as in versions such as 
the oldest form of the Syriac (syrc) and Coptic (Sahidic). Moreover, the traditions 
that do retain it place at after 7:52 (D E (F) G H, etc.), after 7:36 (MS 225), after 7:44 
(several Georgian manuscripts), after 21:25 (1 565 1076 1570 1582 armmss), or after 
Luke 21:38 ( f 13; Metzger 1994, 188–89). Yet even in many of these, the scribes mark 
the texts with indications that they questioned the veracity of the reading. Finally, 
nearly all commentators observe that the Greek style and vocabulary of the passage 
differs markedly from that of the rest of the Gospel of John.

Beyond Greek Manuscripts of the Gospels

The Gospels find a unique place in their transmission history at the hands of a man 
named Tatian, who was converted to Christianity by Justin Martyr (ca. 110–165 CE) 
while in Rome. Recognizing the similar narratives among the four canonical Gospels, 
he created an interweaving of them into a single, coherent account that generally 
follows the chronology of the Gospel of John, with Synoptic accounts interwoven. 
This work is called the Diatessaron (to dia tessarōn), and though it is said to have 
been written in Greek and translated by Tatian himself into Syriac around 172 CE, 
all of this is debated (see Metzger 1977, 30–36). By the fifth century, Theodoret 
(ca. 423 CE) destroyed perhaps as many as two hundred copies of the Diatessaron 
because of Tatian’s eventual condemnation as a heretic (Theodoret, Haer. fab. i.20). 
Aside from some Greek fragments and citations, attestation of the Diatessaron is 
found in the fourth-century commentary on the Diatessaron by Ephrem the Syrian. 
Beyond this special matter unique to the Gospels, the spread of Christianity to re-
gions where other languages were spoken required the production of translations 
from the Greek original of the entirety of the New Testament. Principal among these 
languages are Latin, Syriac, and Coptic. These are all important witnesses to the 
Gospels in terms of reconstructing the text, but they also tell us something more. 
They testify to the widespread and early dissemination of the Gospels in various 
forms to different cultural-linguistic localities.
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