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The Bible: Textual Criticism, Canon, and Inspiration

Textual Criticism

This is the science of trying to determine what ancient writings originally said. Copies get made of copies which get made of copies… and mistakes inevitably creep in during the copying process. Thus scholars attempt to trace the way copies have been made and determine what is most likely to be the original reading of the text.
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P52 (photo on left) is the oldest surviving fragment of bible text and was written around 120AD. It has bits of John 18:31-33 on the front and vs 37-38 on the back.

There are approximately 5,000+ surviving Greek fragments of copies of the New Testament, and over 10,000 surviving copies of translations of the NT. Unfortunately the materials used for writing (eg Papyrus) decay with time and literally fall to pieces, meaning the vast majority of the surviving copies are relatively recent. About 58 Greek copies / fragments survive from ≤ 300AD. The oldest full copies of bibles date to the mid 4th century: the idea of putting multiple books into one “Bible” wasn’t used until then. Also useful to textual critics are quotations from the Bible made by other Christian writers. It is estimated that even if we lost all copies of biblical texts we could reconstruct 90% of the New testament from quotations by early Christians.

Text Families:

At an early stage (2nd-4th centuries) the copies began diverging in content from other copies, and it becomes possible to distinguish a copy as fitting into a text “family” belonging to a specific geographical location. Within the region the copies get checked against each other, but the region as a whole differs slightly in content from other regions. These families are the Alexandrian, Western, Caesarean, and Byzantine text types. The Alexandrian type is considered the best and most accurate witness of the original texts, and is sometimes called the “neutral” text type.

In the case of the Old Testament, most of the surviving Hebrew texts belong to only one text-family (the Masoretic texts). However, ancient translations made of the Hebrew text and scrolls found at Qumran provide evidence of other textual families. The Septuagint or LXX is the most important ancient translation. It was the translation of the OT into Greek in about 200BC. It was regarded as a divinely inspired translation by Jews and is the version usually quoted in the NT. It was also the version of the OT used by Christians (since the vast majority of Christians spoke Greek not Hebrew). Another important translation was the Latin Vulgate made by Jerome in the 5th century AD which became the standard Latin translation of the Bible used by the Roman Catholic church.

Textual-critical scholars compile all this information into what are called critical editions of the texts. These works give the most-likely original text, and give notes as to where, and in what ways, various manuscripts differ in their readings. Bible translators then take these critical editions and use them as the basis for their translations. The universally used critical edition goes by various names, all of which contain exactly the same actual text, and were written by the same scholars: NA26, NA27 (Nestle-Aland), UBS3, UBS4 (United Bible Societies), GNT3, GNT4 (Greek New Testatment).

Canon

The word canon just means “rule”. In the church canons are laws decreed by the church, just like politicians make laws in parliament. When we are talking about the Bible, “the canon” refers to which books the church recognises as Biblical. Why our bibles today consist of the books they do is a long and complicated process. 

In general the church adopted the Jewish Old Testament, and considered New Testament books to be scriptural (or not) depending on how well they matched against three criteria:

· They were written by an apostle, or a companion to an apostle.

· They were sound in doctrine and teaching, and non-heretical.

· They were used from the earliest times by churches throughout the world.

Today’s 27-book New Testament canon breaks down into: 4 Gospels, Acts, 13 letters of Paul, 8 general letters, and Revelation. In the beginning Christians didn’t worry much about the canon, and just used whatever books seemed useful to them. By 200AD the canon was pretty much standardised, and by 400AD it was virtually set in stone.

Books:
Canonical history

The LXX (Septuagint) version of the old testament: 48-53 books depending on manuscript
Accepted by virtually all from the beginning. There was some doubt about the exact status of books in the LXX that were not in the Hebrew Jewish canon. 

4 Gospels, Acts, 13 letters of Paul, 1 John, 1 Peter 
Accepted by all from the beginning.

Hebrews
Known from the earliest times, but serious doubt as to whether it was by Paul. Accepted universally by ~400AD.

James, 2&3 John, 2 Peter, Jude
Not well known in the earliest times. Serious debate as to whether they were written by their claimed authors and whether they should be accepted as canon. Accepted universally by ~400AD.

Revelation (of John)
Accepted from the first, but then later very seriously debated (due to its extensive use by heretics). Not finally accepted universally until ~600AD.

Acts of Paul, Shepherd of Hermas, Revelation of Peter, Letter of Barnabas, Teaching of the Apostles, Gospel of Hebrews, 1&2 Clement.
Widely used in the early Church, and regarded as valuable reading material but not seriously advocated as authoritatively canonical.

In the Reformation (16th century) Martin Luther favoured the Hebrew OT over the LXX, and thus appendicised the Apocrypha, he also had issues with 5 NT books (James, 2&3 John, Jude, Revelation) and appendicised them too. He called James an “epistle of straw” and denied Revelation was inspired. Though he claimed justification for these actions in that these books had not been accepted from the earliest times, it is clear that his theology was also a major motivation for removing them. Later Protestants returned the NT books to full canonical status. And finally, a couple of hundred years ago, the protestant Bible translation societies made a decision to remove the OT appendicised books entirely in order to make Bibles cheaper to make. Protestant Bible translators have also followed the reformers in favouring the Hebrew OT text over the LXX in the beliefs that 1. The surviving Hebrew texts better represent the original text than does the LXX (this is doubtful) and that 2. It is the original text that is the important text, not the text used by the Church.

This raises deep and complex questions such as: How should the canon be decided? Do individuals or small groups have authority to add or remove Bible books?

There are several different canons currently in use among in the world. Here are the major ones:

Protestant – Don’t include Apocrypha except for Esther.

Roman Catholic – Includes (a version of) the LXX books.

Eastern Orthodox – Two canons (Greek, and Slavonic), with minor differences in which LXX books included.

Syriac Orthodox – Uses the Syriac translation of the NT, which is short by 2 Peter, 2&3 John, Jude, Revelation. Uses LXX OT.

Ethiopian Orthodox – Two canons, uses LXX OT and std NT as basis, and adds many many books to both.

Inspiration

There are four main ways of thinking about the inspiration. (Some of them can be combined together)

1. Active Inspiration: Specific inspiration to the Bible writers:

The writers of the Bible were particularly inspired by God’s spirit in a way above and beyond inspiration that is experienced by other believers, in such a way that they wrote exactly the words God wanted. (“verbal plenary inspiration”)

2. Active Inspiration: General inspiration to all Christians:

The writers of the Bible were inspired in exactly the same way all other believers in history have been inspired by the sprit.

3. Passive Inspiration: God’s actions reveal him and inspire writers:

The thing that was special about the writers of the Bible was that they saw God acting in the world. It was their unique position of being in the right time and place to see God working in the world that inspired them to write, and caused them to write the truth. Like a painter being inspired by a sunset they were inspired by God. They wrote the truth because they saw the truth.

4. Target Inspiration: The reader is inspired:

It is when the text meets the reader that it becomes for him the Word of God. The importance is the Spirit at work in and inspiring the reader as they read the texts.

Widely used arguments:

Pro 1: Paul says (literally): “All scripture is God-breathed” (2 Tim 3:16)

Pro 1: Jesus said “the scripture cannot be annulled” (John 10:35)

Pro 1: If this view wasn’t true, you couldn’t prove inerrancy, and you wouldn’t know which bits of the bible to believe.

Anti 1: How does this fit in with free will? Cannot the writers block God’s guiding influence by unintentional sin or by deliberate refusal?

Anti 1: If God wrote every word then the apparent contradictions (“tensions”) are deliberate. Would God do that? Surely God could have done a better job of writing clear, unambiguous scripture that what we see?

Pro 2 / Anti 1: Jesus said “When the Spirit of truth comes, he will guide you into all the truth” (John 16:13). We can’t deny that all Christians are (potentially) equally inspired by God.

Pro 2 / Anti 1: On what grounds would the distinction between types of inspiration be made? Athanasius, for example, speaks of “inspired scripture and inspired [later] teachers”. 

Pro 3 / Anti 1: We intuitively want to say it is important that the person writing it is connected to the event (eg many inerrantists argue for the idea that the gospels were written really early and not in the second century) but if the truth of the writing is purely due to plenary inspiration, there need be no connection between the person and the event. God could equally inspire a person in the 1st, 2nd or 21st century to write the true gospels.

Pro 4: “First of all you must understand this, that no prophecy of scripture is a matter of one's own interpretation, because no prophecy ever came by human will, but men and women moved by the Holy Spirit spoke from God” (2 Peter 1:20-21) implies we need the Spirit ourselves to read scripture.

These view are interconnected with five main ways of thinking about the accuracy of the Bible:

A. Inerrancy of original manuscripts

Every word in the original writings of the Bible is true and correct. (Connected to verbal plenary inspiration)

B. Infallibility of original manuscripts

God only cared about theological truth, not earthly truth. Thus he allowed the Bible writers to humanly err on matters of scientific or historic truth, but made every word true on matters of theology. (Connected to verbal plenary inspiration)

C. Observed Infallibility/Reliability of received texts

Christians throughout history have read and approved the Bible: It has been universally recognised as being in accordance with the theological truths of the faith that the church has believed throughout its history. (Connected to 2 & 3)

D. Reliability and Authority of texts

Though we cannot assert the authors of the texts were 100% accurate on any matters, we believe the truth of the major content of the scriptures and consider them a reliable and authoritative witness to the truth of essential matters of faith. (Connected to 2 & 3)

E. Experiential inspiration of the believer

The accuracy of the text is irrelevant, it is their power to motivate and inspire the reader that is important.

Widely used arguments:

Pro A/B / Anti C/D: If you cannot have complete assurance in the God-given truth of the whole Bible, your reliance on it is uncertain and you are stuck with using fallible human authority.

Pro C / Anti A/B: The canon issues demonstrate it is impossible to define the Bible without human authority, we need an integrated view of human authority, inspiration and the authority of the Bible.

Pro D/C/B / Anti A: There are apparent contradictions in the text on matters of earthly fact, and possibly contradictions on matters of theology.

Pro D/C / Anti A/B: “How can you say, "We are wise, for we have the law of the LORD," when actually the lying pen of the scribes has handled it falsely?” (Jeremiah 8:8)

“Then the LORD said to me, "The prophets are prophesying lies in my name. I have not sent them or appointed them or spoken to them. They are prophesying to you false visions, divinations, idolatries and the delusions of their own minds."” (Jeremiah 14:14)

One interpretation of these verses is that D (The deuteronomist from JEPD) is accusing P of falsity.

Pro D/C: Why does Paul say the scriptures are inspired? “so that everyone who belongs to God may be proficient, equipped for every good work.” (2 Tim 3:17) The scriptures don’t need to be inerrant to fulfil the purpose to encouraging us to good works.

Anti E: Truth is important too.

From a letter to Clyde S. Kilby, May 7, 1959, from C. S. Lewis

Whatever view we hold of the divine authority of Scripture must make room for the following facts:

1. The distinction which St. Paul makes in 1 Cor vii between not myself but the Lord (v. 10) and I myself say, not the Lord (v. 12).

2. The apparent inconsistencies between the genealogies in Matt. i and Luke ii; with the accounts of the death of Judas in Matt. xxvii 5 and Acts i 18-19.

3. St. Luke’s own account of how he obtained his matter (i 1-4).

4. The universally admitted unhistoricity (I do not say, of course, falsity) of at least some of the narratives in Scripture (the parables), which may well also extend to Jonah and Job.

5. If every good and perfect gift comes from the Father of lights, then all true and edifying writings, whether in Scripture or not, must be in some sense inspired.

6. John xi 49-52 Inspiration may operate in a wicked man without him knowing it, and he can then utter the untruth he intends (propriety of making an innocent man a political scapegoat) as well as the truth he does not intend (the divine sacrifice).

It seems to me that 2 and 4 rule out the view that every statement in Scripture must be historical truth. And 1, 3, 5, and 6 rule out the view that inspiration is a single thing in the sense that, if present at all, it is always present in the same mode and the same degree. Therefore, I think, rule out the view that any one passage taken in isolation can be assumed to be inerrant in exactly the same sense as any other: e.g., that the numbers of O.T. armies (which in view of the size of the country, if true, involve continuous miracle) are statistically correct because the story of the Resurrection is historically correct. That the over-all operation of Scripture is to convey God’s Word to the reader (he also needs his inspiration) who reads it in the right spirit, I fully believe. That it also gives true answers to all the questions (often religiously irrelevant) which he might ask, I don’t. The very kind of truth we are often demanding was, in my opinion, not even envisaged by the ancients. 

From the Chicago Statement of Biblical Inerrancy (1978):

Being wholly and verbally God-given, Scripture is without error or fault in all its teaching... The authority of Scripture is inescapably impaired if this total divine inerrancy is in any way limited of disregarded, or made relative to a view of truth contrary to the Bible's own; and such lapses bring serious loss to both the individual and the Church… We deny that the Scriptures receive their authority from the Church, tradition, or any other human source… We deny that church creeds, councils, or declarations have authority greater than or equal to the authority of the Bible… We deny that the Bible is merely a witness to revelation, or only becomes revelation in encounter, or depends on the responses of men for its validity… We further deny that any normative revelation has been given since the completion of the New Testament writings… We affirm that the whole of Scripture and all its parts, down to the very words of the original, were given by divine inspiration… We deny that the finitude or falseness of these writers, by necessity or otherwise, introduced distortion or falsehood into God's Word… We affirm that Scripture in its entirety is inerrant, being free from all falsehood, fraud, or deceit. We deny that Biblical infallibility and inerrancy are limited to spiritual, religious, or redemptive themes, exclusive of assertions in the fields of history and science… We affirm that the doctrine of inerrancy has been integral to the Church's faith throughout its history. We deny that inerrancy is a doctrine invented by scholastic Protestantism, or is a reactionary position postulated in response to negative higher criticism.
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