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About the book

Embark on a scholarly journey into the meticulous realm of New Testament

textual criticism with David Alan Black as your insightful guide. In "New

Testament Textual Criticism: A Concise Guide," Black opens the doors to an

enthralling investigation of ancient manuscripts, providing you with the keys

to unlock the complex history behind the scriptures that have shaped

Western civilization. This book offers a fresh and engaging approach to

understanding how scholars meticulously reconstruct the original texts from

available copies, navigating linguistic nuances and historical contexts. As

you delve through its pages, prepare to gain not only an appreciation for the

resilience of the Biblical texts but also an agile skill set to critically analyze

and reflect upon their origins, enabling a deeper, more nuanced

understanding of their enduring significance. Whether you're a curious

novice or a seasoned theologian, Black's clear and concise narrative ensures

that you, too, can partake in this fascinating intellectual discourse.
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About the author

David Alan Black is a distinguished scholar renowned for his contributions

to biblical studies, particularly in the arena of New Testament Greek. As a

professor of New Testament and Greek at Southeastern Baptist Theological

Seminary, Black has fostered a dynamic academic environment, nurturing a

profound understanding of scripture among his students. With a PhD from

the University of Basel under the mentorship of renowned theologians, his

scholarly pursuits focus on ensuring the accuracy and reliability of biblical

texts. An accomplished author, Black has penned numerous works that are

central to textual criticism and Greek studies, continuously shaping how

these fields are perceived and taught globally. His passion for education and

unwavering commitment to scholarly excellence have cemented his

reputation as an influential figure in both academia and faith-based

communities.
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Chapter 1 Summary: Scribes, Scrolls,
and Scripture

This chapter serves as an introductory exploration of New Testament textual

 criticism, which is the scholarly pursuit of recovering the original text of the

New Testament. This field exists largely because the original manuscripts,

or "autographs," have not survived. The New Testament documents were

likely worn out through repeated use, and without these originals, scholars

rely on copies that contain various mistakes. Therefore, textual criticism is

foundational for all biblical studies, as accurate interpretation, teaching, and

preaching depend on an accurate text.

The chapter outlines the scope of New Testament textual criticism, noting

that while most textual variants are minor, such as differences in spelling or

word order, there are around two thousand significant variants that affect

translation and interpretation in varying degrees. An example is the variant

in John 3:13 that influences Christological interpretations. Despite these

differences, there remains a high degree of agreement among ancient

manuscripts.

The methods used in this field include the examination of external evidence,

like the age and distribution of manuscripts, and internal evidence, such as

the habits of scribes and the stylistic peculiarities of authors. This makes

textual criticism an art as well as a science, with conclusions often resting on
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a balanced consideration of these criteria.

Writing materials used in the ancient world are also covered. Papyrus was

widely used and derived from a plant in Egypt, while parchment or vellum

offered a durable alternative. Manuscripts were often rewritten over

scraped-off text, creating palimpsests. Textual errors in these manuscripts

were often either accidental, such as mishearings during dictation, or

intentional, where scribes made changes they believed improved the text,

often for clarity or doctrinal reasons.

To reconstruct the original text, scholars use three main sources: Greek

manuscripts, ancient versions, and citations by early church fathers. The

New Testament is exceptionally well-attested compared to other ancient

documents, with nearly five thousand Greek manuscripts available. These

manuscripts help us understand how the text appeared at different times and

places.

Greek manuscripts are categorized as papyri, uncials, minuscules, and

lectionaries, each providing unique insights into the text. Early versions, like

the Latin, Syriac, and Coptic translations, further aid in tracing the textual

tradition, albeit with limitations due to translation nuances. Quotations by

early church fathers also serve as a vital source for textual criticism,

although care must be taken in their use due to potential transcriptional or

interpretational alterations.
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While conjectural emendation — proposing readings not found in any

witnesses — is a last resort in New Testament criticism due to the

abundance of manuscripts, it is often necessary in Old Testament studies.

The chapter concludes by emphasizing the importance of textual criticism,

asserting that it does not threaten doctrinal integrity since any doctrine

affected by a textual variant is supported by other passages.

Questions for reflection encourage readers to consider how textual divisions

and variants influence their understanding of Biblical texts, using tools like

marginal notes in various translations to explore these differences.
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Chapter 2 Summary: From Corruption
to Restoration

The introduction to the chapter "From Corruption to Restoration: The

 History and Methods of New Testament Textual Criticism" sets the stage

for exploring the historical development and methodologies of textual

criticism concerning the New Testament. Understanding these processes

requires a look back at the history of the subject.

History of New Testament Textual Criticism

The Earliest Centuries: In the first three centuries post-composition, the

 New Testament text evolved freely due to the practice of copying

manuscripts. This led to textual variations such as differences in the wording

of the Lord's Prayer in Matthew or in Jesus' teachings in Matthew 5:22. Over

time, these variations resulted in the emergence of distinct manuscript

families, known as text types: "Alexandrian," "Western," and "Byzantine."

These classifications are based on shared peculiarities among groups of

manuscripts. As the New Testament texts gained canonical status,

intervention in the text lessened, suggesting most variations emerged in this

early period.

The Middle Ages and Beyond: By the seventh century and the advent of
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 the printing press, the Greek texts of the New Testament prevalent in the

Byzantine Empire became dominant, forming the basis for published

editions like Erasmus's Greek New Testament. Erasmus's work, although

reliant on a limited manuscript base, informed significant translations like

Luther's German Bible and the King James Version. As more ancient

manuscripts surfaced between the 16th and 19th centuries, newer versions

sought to get closer to the original texts, culminating in renowned editions

like that of Westcott and Hort in 1881, which influenced many modern

translations.

The Modern Era: The Westcott and Hort's Greek New Testament,

 which discarded many familiar readings for what they considered more

accurate ones based on older manuscripts, became a standard. This

publication paved the way for English translations grounded in critical texts

rather than Erasmus's Textus Receptus. Currently, texts like the

Nestle-Aland Greek New Testament and the United Bible Societies' Greek

New Testament dominate scholarly and translation efforts, incorporating

insights from both external and internal evidence of textual criticism.

Principles for Establishing the Original Reading

External Evidence: This approach evaluates readings based on their

 support from reliable manuscripts and considers geographical spread and
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support across various text types. For instance, older manuscripts are

generally prioritized, but care is taken to distinguish between the

manuscript's age and the age of its readings.

Internal Evidence: Involves assessing transcriptional probabilities

 (scribal habits) and intrinsic probabilities (author's style). Preferences

include shorter, more challenging readings that align with an author's known

style or context. These principles, however, are not absolute and require

careful application.

Modern Approaches to New Testament Textual Criticism

Textual criticism today incorporates four main approaches:

1. Radical Eclecticism: Emphasizes internal evidence without preference

 for any manuscript, seeking the best contextual fit.

2. Reasoned Eclecticism: Balances internal and external evidence, often

 favoring Alexandrian manuscripts, creating a "critical" text.

3. Reasoned Conservatism: Recognizes the existence of multiple

 independent and early text types, possibly of equal standing, including the

Byzantine text.

4. Radical Conservatism: Relying solely on external evidence, it upholds

 the Byzantine text as closest to the original.
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Each school of thought has its merits and criticisms. Radicals lean towards

internal evidence, prioritizing context and style, whereas conservatives

emphasize manuscript majority and external evidence.

Conclusion

Textual criticism is an evolving field, with no single text type being deemed

infallible. Each reading must be evaluated individually based on both

external and internal criteria. The chapter closes with the assertion that

textual criticism of the New Testament is an ongoing endeavor, with

lingering questions about the origins and reliability of text types like the

Byzantine. The task requires meticulous comparison to establish readings

that explain variations most coherently.

Section Summary

Introduction Overview of the historical evolution and methodologies in New
Testament textual criticism.

History of New
Testament
Textual Criticism

The Earliest
Centuries

Free evolution of text led to variations. Emergence of "Alexandrian,"
"Western," and "Byzantine" text types. Variations mainly arose
during this early period.
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Section Summary

The Middle
Ages and
Beyond

Byzantine texts dominated by the 7th century with the advent of the
printing press. Paved way for significant translations (e.g., King
James Version). More ancient manuscripts were discovered in later
centuries.
    

The Modern Era
The Westcott and Hort's edition became the standard, leading to
critical texts like the Nestle-Aland and UBS, focusing on uncovering
original readings with external and internal evidence.

Principles for
Establishing the
Original
Reading

External
Evidence

Evaluates readings based on reliable manuscripts, geographical
spread, and text type support. Prioritizes older manuscripts,
distinguishing age of manuscript versus age of readings.

Internal
Evidence

Considers transcriptional and intrinsic probabilities. Prefers shorter,
more challenging readings aligning with author's style, though
principles vary by context.

Modern
Approaches to
New Testament
Textual Criticism

Radical
Eclecticism

Focuses on internal evidence, prioritizing contextual fit without
manuscript preference.

Reasoned
Eclecticism

Balances internal and external evidence, often favoring Alexandrian
manuscripts for a critical text.

Reasoned
Conservatism

Considers multiple independent early text types of equal standing,
including Byzantine.

Radical
Conservatism

Relies solely on external evidence, upholding Byzantine texts as
closest to the original.
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Section Summary

Conclusion
Textual criticism is evolving, with no single infallible text type. Each
reading requires evaluation based on criteria to coherently explain
variations.
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Critical Thinking

Key Point: The Importance of Embracing Complexity and Diversity in

Textual Tradition

Critical Interpretation: In exploring the historical and methodological

evolution of New Testament textual criticism, you gain a profound

appreciation for the complexity and richness inherent in the

transmission of sacred texts. This key point highlights the significance

of honoring diverse textual traditions and understanding that

variations and challenges can coexist in the pursuit of greater truth and

clarity. By embracing this diversity, you can draw parallels in your

life, valuing different perspectives and experiences. Such openness

fosters a deeper sense of empathy and respect, enabling you to

navigate life's complexities with wisdom and grace. Appreciating the

manifold paths and interpretations not only enriches your

understanding of historical texts but also encourages a more inclusive

and multifaceted approach to modern-day discussions and personal

relationships. Thus, embracing complexity is not merely an academic

exercise but a transformative life lesson that elevates your capacity for

connection and dialogue.
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Chapter 3 Summary: From Theory to Practice

The chapter "From Theory to Practice: Selected Examples of New

 Testament Textual Criticism" applies criteria for New Testament textual

criticism by analyzing several textual variants, aiming for a neutral synthesis

derived from different critical approaches. This ecumenical analysis

highlights how each approach can balance the other's weaknesses to enhance

understanding of the New Testament.

Understanding Textual Apparatuses:

The chapter begins by acquainting readers with the textual apparatus in the

most common editions of the Greek New Testament: the United Bible

Societies' Greek New Testament and the Nestle-Aland Novum Testamentum

Graece. These apparatuses help navigate the variations across manuscripts,

where the United Bible Societies' apparatus is straightforward, separating

notes by confidence levels (A to D), while the Nestle-Aland's is more

complex, identifying types of variations like additions or omissions through

specific symbols.

Examples of Textual Criticism:
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1. Mark 1:2 - This comparison is straightforward: should the reference

 be "as it is written in Isaiah the prophet" or "the prophets"? External

evidence favors Isaiah based on the widespread early manuscripts, while

internal logic suggests the change to "the prophets" was an attempt to

reconcile quotes from Isaiah and Malachi, thus supporting the first reading.

2. Matthew 5:22 - This is more challenging: did Jesus prohibit all anger

 or only anger "without a cause"? Internal evidence is inconclusive.

Although widely attested, "without a cause" might have been added by

scribes to soften Jesus' words. External evidence suggests that the reading

including this phrase is more widespread, favoring its inclusion.

3. Ephesians 1:1 - Debate exists over the phrase "in Ephesus." While the

 longer reading is more prevalent and appears in major manuscripts, the

omission might be intended for a universal epistle—not addressed to a

specific church—which explains the phrase's exclusion from some

manuscripts.

4. John 3:13 - This variant has doctrinal significance regarding whether

 Jesus claimed to be in heaven while speaking on earth. The phrase "who is

in heaven" is complex yet vital for Johannine high Christology, strongly

supported by extensive external evidence and consistent with John's style

and theology. The principle of preferring the more difficult reading supports

its authenticity over omissions likely made to simplify the doctrine.
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Dealing with Textual Variants in Teaching:

Teachers and preachers are advised to concisely address textual variants,

emphasizing their insignificance to fundamental doctrines. Resources like

Metzger’s Textual Commentary are recommended for informed discussion,

ensuring that modern English translations’ reliability is maintained among

congregations.

Conclusion:

Textual criticism, while intricate, is accessible even to beginners.

Understanding materials and methods can enhance proficiency in resolving

textual issues, even if certainty remains elusive. The chapter concludes by

encouraging persistent effort in interpreting the original text, echoing the

spirit of diligence coupled with faith.
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Critical Thinking

Key Point: May inspire how differences in textual study can offer a

balanced understanding of complex issues

Critical Interpretation: In your life's journey, the nuances of textual

criticism teach a vital lesson — balance. Just as you'd consider

different dynamics across manuscript variations for a deeper

understanding of the New Testament, apply the same principle to

personal and professional encounters. Acknowledge different

perspectives, embracing their strengths and weaknesses as a unified

whole. This chapter illuminates the power of varied critical methods

not as divisive forces but as collaborative tools. They work together to

shed light on the richness and complexity of sacred texts, inviting you

to explore the depths of human experience with the same

open-mindedness and inclusivity. Like the careful examination of

textual variants, when facing ambiguity in life, scrutinize the evidence,

weigh it thoughtfully, and be willing to embrace uncertainty as a field

of growth. Allow this approach to refine your decision-making,

nurturing a well-rounded, harmonious perspective that bridges gaps

rather than deepening divides.
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