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History of writing (http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Writing)
The beginning of writing
By definition, the modern practice of history begins with written records; evidence of human
culture without writing is the realm of prehistory.
The writing process first evolved from economic necessity in the ancient near
east. Writing most likely began as a consequence of political expansion in ancient cultures, which needed reliable means for transmitting information,
maintaining financial accounts, keeping historical records, and similar activities. Around the 4th millennium BC, the complexity of trade and administration outgrew the power of memory, and writing became a more dependable
method of recording and presenting transactions in a permanent form. The
Dispilio Tablet, which was carbon dated to the 6th millennium BC, may be
evidence that writing was used even earlier than that.
Archaeologist Denise Schmandt-Besserat determined the link between previously uncategorized clay ‘tokens’ and the
GRAPHIC: Globular envelope with a cluster of acfirst known writing, Mesopotamicountancy tokens, Uruk period, from Susa. Louvre
ancuneiform. The clay tokens were used to
Museum
represent commodities, and perhaps even units of time spent in labour, and their number and
type became more complex as civilization advanced. A degree of complexity was reached
when over a hundred different kinds of tokens had to be accounted for, and tokens were
wrapped and fired in clay, with markings to indicate the kind of tokens inside. These markings soon replaced the tokens themselves, and the clay envelopes were demonstrably the prototype for clay writing tablets. In both Mesoamerica and Ancient Egypt writing may have
evolved through calendrics and a political necessity for recording historical and environmental events.
Mesopotamia
In approximately 8000 BC, the Mesopotamians began using clay tokens to count their agricultural and manufactured goods. Later they began placing the tokens in large, hollow, clay containers (bulla) which were sealed; the quantity of tokens in each container came to be expressed by impressing, on the container's surface, one picture for each instance of the token
inside. They next dispensed with the tokens, relying solely on symbols for the tokens, drawn
on clay surfaces. To avoid making a picture for each instance of the same object (for example:
100 pictures of a hat to represent 100 hats), they 'counted' the objects by using various small
marks. In this way the Sumerians added "a system for enumerating objects to their incipient
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system of symbols". The original Mesopotamian writing system (believed to be the world's
oldest) was derived from this method of keeping accounts circa 3600 BC,
and by the end of the 4th millennium BC, this had evolved into using a triangular-shaped stylus pressed into soft clay for recording numbers. This was
gradually augmented with using a
sharp stylus, indicating what was
being counted by means of pictographs. Round-stylus and sharpstylus writing was gradually replaced by writing using a wedge-shaped stylus (hence the term cuneiform), at first only for logograms, but evolved to include phonetic elements by the 29th century BC.
Around 2700 BC, cuneiform began to represent syllables of spoken Sumerian. Also in that period, cuneiform writing became a general purpose writing system for logograms, syllables, and numbers,
and this script was adapted to another Mesopotamian language, the East SemiticAkkadian
(Assyrian and Babylonian) in around 2600 BC, and from there to others such as Elamite,
Hattian, Hurrian and Hittite. Scripts similar in appearance to this writing system include those
for Ugaritic and Old Persian. With the adoption of Aramaic as the ‘lingua franca’ of the Neo
Assyrian Empire, Old Aramaic was also adapted to Mesopotamian Cuneiform. The last Cuneiform scripts in Akkadian discovered thus far date from the 1st Century AD.
The relationship of this to the Bible concerns Abraham who was
described as ‘very rich in cattle,
in silver, and in gold’ (Gen. 13.2).
The evidence from the history of
writing is that it had its first impetus in trying to keep up with one’s
wealth. Writing was initially an
accounting endeavor. From that it
is easy to posit that Abraham
could and did write, if nothing else, in an effort to keep accounts of what he owned. He traveled to Egypt (Gen. 12) as did his progeny, a place known for its history of writing and historical depictions and theological inquiry.
It at one time (even presently among some folks—Elon retired president!) was thought that
the Bible couldn’t have been as ancient as it claims because writing only came about in the 1st
millineum B.C. As shown above, this has been completely negated. The possibility of Abraham and his family having the ability to write is not only possible but more than likely. With
Joseph bringing the family of his father Jacob/Israel to Egypt to live for 400 years, this tradi-
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tion of writing would incubate nicely in a great enviornment. 1 And Moses was a product of
all of that history.
The word for ‘write’ ( ָכ ַתבκατάγραψον) first appears in Exod. 17.14 and is used 225 times
while the word ‘scribe/writer’ ( סֹפֵרγραμματέως) first appears in Judges 5.14 (KJV) and is
used 53 times. We see the office named as one of the royal offices to the king (2 Sam. 20.25,
1 Kings 4.3) giving an indication of how important the job was in Jewish tradition. Again,
remember that in the NT times a blue collar worker (τέκτων—carpenter, builder) could go to a
synagogue in a remote village (Nazareth) and read from the book (βιβλίον) of Isaiah. Which
of course implies that that small synagogue in Galilee also
had the Torah and the rest of the books!
Having established that writing was an active endeavor
from at least the third millennium B.C., we need to look at
writing systems. Our discussion is confined to the biblical
geographic region which extends from Egypt to Persia. The
language and the writing systems that stand behind the text
When heaven above was not yet
of Scripture come from these two distinct areas that develnamed, nor earth below prooped writing in distinctive ways due to a couple of geonounced by name, Apsu, the first
graphic differences. Both areas had materials for clay tabone, their begetter and maker
Tiamat, who bore them all, had
lets and both had the use of potsherds (broken pieces of
mixed their waters together, but
pottery). The major difference was that Egypt had papyrus
had not formed pastures, nor discovered reed-beds. When yet no
while Mesopotamia (Assyria, Babylon) and Persia did not.
gods were manifest, nor names
Both places appear to have begun their languages with a
pronounced, nor destinies decreed,
logographic system, one in which a picture represents a
then gods were born within them.
The Enuma Elish.
word. The eastern regions produced these pictograms on clay tablets (clay was abundant!) and used
a wedge shaped stylus to impress the images in a cuneiform system
of writing. In Egypt, their pictographic system developed more fully
because they had an
easier material to
work with, papyrus.
Papyrus comes from
the stalk of a reed
that grows along the
banks of water ways. It can be split into strips
which can be layed out in two layers going
cross wise to each other and then pounded
together to form a tight bond and producing a
“The Old Kingdom (3rd century B.C. 3rd-6th dynasties) seated scribe is one of the most famous works of Egyptian art in the
world. The scribe sits cross-legged with a papyrus scroll on his lap. The face is lively and enhanced by the quartz eyes (inlaid
in a copper setting). The scribe has a slight roll of fat on his chest / belly, which is is an ancient convention designed to show
that he was well off. The statue was probably set in a separate base (now lost) that would have been carved with the names
and titles of the owner. The statue was found by Auguste Mariette in November 1850 near the row of sphinxes leading to the
Serapeum. While this statue is clearly from the Old Kingdom, a more specific date cannot be arrived at.”
(http://nearchaeology.blogspot.com/2012/09/the-louvres-seated-scribe.html).
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material very conducive to taking ink laid down by a stylus. As such,
the writing system of Egypt is much more ‘artistic’ than that of Mesopotamia. Both systems took the hand sized writing system and reproduced them on larger scales, like the walls of buildings and the
sides of mountains (the Behistun Inscription).2
Though cuneiform was predominantly used to depict either a pictographic or syllabary language (each symbol represents either a whole word or a syllable),
Ugaritic was a cuneiform system whose symbols represented letters, i.e. a single symbol for a
single sound. This was a true alphabet. Egyptian heiroglyphics became more of a true alphabet writing systems, with the first sound of the word represented by the symbol becoming in
essence the sound for the picture.
Ugaritic is a semitic language closely related to Hebrew and found, predominantly, in its own
cuneiform symbols.
Modern
Hebrew

Paleo-Hebrew (before
586 B.C.)

Ugaritic



בראׁשית ברא
אֹלהים
הׁשמים ואת
ַ
את
הארץ

So, we are left with the children of Israel coming out of Egypt, a nation with an ancient history of writing. It is not, then, surprising for the words ‘write’ and ‘book’ to show up early in
the writings of the Torah.
In the following verses we find these words:
Book (noun): Hebrew Sēpher ()ס ֶפר, Greek Biblion (βιβλίον)
Write (verb): Hebrew Kātab ()כ ַתב,
ָ Greek Graphō (γράφω)

2

The inscription includes three versions of the same text, written in three different cuneiform script languages: Old Persian, Elamite, and Babylonian (a later form of Akkadian). In effect, then, the inscription is to cuneiform what the Rosetta
Stone is to Egyptian hieroglyphs: the document most crucial in the decipherment of a previously lost script.
(http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Behistun_Inscription).
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Josh. 1.8

this book, that you may fear this glorious and
awful name, the LORD your God,

This Book of the Law shall not depart
from your mouth, but you shall meditate on it
day and night, so that you may be careful to
do according to all that is written in it. For
then you will make your way prosperous, and
then you will have good success.

Deuteronomy 28.61

Every sickness also, and every
affliction which is not recorded in the book
of this law, the LORD will bring upon you,
until you are destroyed.

Deu 31:26

"Take this Book of the Law and put it
by the side of the ark of the covenant of the
LORD your God, that it may be there for a
witness against you.

Deuteronomy 29.27

therefore the anger of the
LORD was kindled against this land, bringing upon it all the curses written in this book;
Deuteronomy 30.10

if you obey the voice of the
LORD your God, to keep his commandments
and his statutes which are written in this
book of the law, if you turn to the LORD
your God with all your heart and with all
your soul.

Exodus 17.14

And the LORD said to Moses,
"Write this as a memorial in a book and recite it in the ears of Joshua, that I will utterly
blot out the remembrance of Amalek from
under heaven."
Exodus 24.7

Then he took the book of the covenant, and read it in the hearing of the people;
and they said, "All that the LORD has spoken
we will do, and we will be obedient."

Joshua 1.8

This book of the law shall not depart
out of your mouth, but you shall meditate on
it day and night, that you may be careful to
do according to all that is written in it; for
then you shall make your way prosperous,
and then you shall have good success.

Exodus 32.32

But now, if thou wilt forgive their
sin -- and if not, blot me, I pray thee, out of
thy book which thou hast written."

Joshua 8.31

as Moses the servant of the LORD
had commanded the people of Israel, as it is
written in the book of the law of Moses, "an
altar of unhewn stones, upon which no man
has lifted an iron tool"; and they offered on it
burnt offerings to the LORD, and sacrificed
peace offerings.

Numbers 21.14

Wherefore it is said in the Book of
the Wars of the LORD, "Waheb in Suphah,
and the valleys of the Arnon,
Deuteronomy 17.18

"And when he sits on the
throne of his kingdom, he shall write for
himself in a book a copy of this law, from
that which is in the charge of the Levitical
priests;

Joshua 8.34

And afterward he read all the words
of the law, the blessing and the curse, according to all that is written in the book of the
law.

Deuteronomy 28.58

"If you are not careful to do all
the words of this law which are written in
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Writing material
Clay tablets (when moist) were imprinted with a hard stylus for the cuneiform writing system. When
they dried the writing was made permanent (some over 5,000 years old!).

Wax Tablets—the ‘post it’ notes of the ancient world. Comprised of wood tablets with a
wax inlay that could be written on with a metal stylus. Good for short term (post it note)
communication.

Potsherd—piece of broken pottery. Good for short
term or temporary communication. Josephus reports that in the final suicidal act of the defense of
Massada, names were written on potsherds and then
drawn from a pot to determine who would do the deed. There is also a report from the
seiged city of Lachish that has been found written on a potsherd. 3 Ink or charcoal is
used on a potsherd.

Papyrus is analogous to today’s paper and so writing is put onto it in the same
way—

“What’s most interesting about these letters was what was written on an ostracon called Letter #4. This letter reports that
the writer could “no longer see the signal fires of Azekah.” This means that Lachish itself, along with Azekah (about 12
miles to the north) was the last city standing.Well, isn’t this intriguing based on what we read in Jeremiah 34:7. Jeremiah,
writing about the Babylonian invasion and the perils, writes, “While the army of the king of Babylon was fighting against Jerusalem and the other cities of Judah that were still holding out – Lachish and Azekah. These were the only fortified cities
left in Judah.” To no surprise, what a perfect match with the archaeological discovery of letter #4!
(http://biblicalisraeltours.wordpress.com/2013/02/02/lachish-etched-on-pottery/).
3
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Ink:
1. Made from charcol, gum (from the hardened sap of the Acacia Senegal and the Acacia Seyal
trees.), water. Good but did not adhere well to parchment.
2. Nut or oak-galls, water, sulfate of iron, gum arabic.
3. Read ink was made from iron-oxide or cinnabar gum; Purple ink uses murex or purpura, a
liguid secreted from sea critters.
Pens:
Any material that could inscribe or lay ink onto a surface.
Reeds, quills-feathers, cane (like bamboo), brushes or
metal devices whether used to inscribed or made to transfer ink (like modern fountain pens).

Parchment and Vellum
(very high quality parchment) is made from animal skin. Writing was done with a pen
with a shaped nib or point. A pen could be made of metal, a
river reed or bird quill. Ink was made of natural materials
such as crushed berries, bark, or soot, and suspended in either
water or linseed oil.
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Progress of the Text of the TaNaK and Gospels and Epistles
Gedanken experiment
From ancient history we know that the earliest documents concerned financial records—receipts, inventory, accounting information.
We know from Genesis that Abraham was a wealthy man, possessing large numbers of animals (Gen.
13.5, 24.34ff). That being true, for Abraham to be literate is a logical assumption. And by extension
his progeny. With Joseph sold into slavery in Egypt and being raised to the high possession that he
was by God, he had access to and ability with all of the wealth of the knowledge in Egypt. It is not
outside the realm of possibility that Joseph began to compile and write the history of his family, possibly from his forefather’s written records and family remembrances.
Skip forward four hundred years and Moses is in a high position in Egypt with access to the same
power and information that Joseph was. With that information and ability Moses led the children of Israel out of Egypt, probably bringing with him the records that could have been produced in Egypt.
In Exodus 17.14 we find the first use of the Hebrew word for write () ָכ ַתב. Throughout the journey in
the wilderness we find references to writing in a book. The end of Deuteronomy and the beginning of
Joshua make a common reference to ‘the book of the Law.’
Deuteronomy 30.10

if you obey the voice of the LORD your God, to keep his commandments and his statutes which are written in this book of the law, if you turn to the LORD your God with all your heart
and with all your soul.
Joshua 1.8

This book of the law shall not depart out of your mouth, but you shall meditate on it day and
night, that you may be careful to do according to all that is written in it; for then you shall make your
way prosperous, and then you shall have good success.
The evidence from these passages is the that Torah, the Five book of Moses (חּומׁש
ַ
Ḥumash/Chumash, book of the Law of Moses—notice the singular!) was completed as the children of
Israel entered the Promised Land.

Ketef Hinnom (Hebrew: ףֵהינֹום
ִ  ָכתkatef hinom, "shoulder of Hinnom") is an archaeological site
southwest of the Old City of Jerusalem, adjacent to St. Andrew's Church, now on the grounds of
the Menachem Begin Heritage Center.
The site consists of a series of rock-hewn burial chambers based on natural caverns. In 1979 two tiny
silver scrolls, inscribed with portions of the well-known apotropaic Priestly Blessing of the Book of
Numbers and apparently once used as amulets, were found in one of the burial chambers. The delicate
process of unrolling the scrolls while developing a method that would prevent them from disintegrating took three years. They contain what may be the oldest surviving texts from the Hebrew Bible, dating from around 600 BCE. (http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ketef_Hinnom)
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KH1 (27 x 97 mm; 1.0 x 3.75 inches)
[Top line(s) broken]
1. ...] YHW ...
2. [...]
3. the grea[t ... who keeps]
4. the covenant and
5. [G]raciousness towards those who love [him]
and (alt: [hi]m;)
6. those who keep [his commandments ...
7. ...].
8. the Eternal? [...].
9. [the?] blessing more than any
10. [sna]re and more than Evil.
11. For redemption is in him.
12. For YHWH
13. is our restorer [and]
14. rock. May YHWH bles[s]
15. you and
16. [may he] keep you.
17. [May] YHWH make
18. [his face] shine ...
[Bottom line(s) broken.]
Compare lines 3-6 to:
Exodus 20:6—showing mercy to thousands of
them that love Me and keep My commandments
Deuteronomy 5:10—showing mercy to thousands
of them that love Me and keep My commandments
Deuteronomy 7:9—keeping covenant and mercy
with them that love Him and keep His commandments to a thousand generations
Daniel 9:4—keeping covenant and mercy to them
that love Him, and to them that keep His commandments

•

•
•
•
•

Nehemiah 1:5—keeping covenant and mercy for
them that love Him and observe His commandments
The omission of "thousands" may have originally
appeared on line 7 as in Deuteronomy 7:9.
Sefer Torah "Bamidbar" (Number) Chapter 6 verse
6:24 to 6:26 6:24 The LORD bless you, and keep
you; 6:25 The LORD make His face shine on you,
And be gracious to you; 6:26 The LORD lift up
His countenance on you, And give you "peace".
[edit]KH2 (11 x 39 mm; 0.5 x 1.5 inches)
[Top line(s) broken: For PN xxxx]
1. -h/hu. May be blessed h/sh2. -[e] by YHW[H,]
3. the warrior/helper and
4. the rebuker of
5. [E]vil: May bless you,
6. YHWH,
7. keep you.
8. Make shine, YH9. -[W]H, His face
10. [upon] you and g11. -rant you p12. -[ea]ce.
[Bottom line(s) broken.]
Compare lines 7-13 to:
Numbers 6:24—Yahweh bless you and keep you;
Numbers 6:25—Yahweh make his face shine
upon you, and be gracious to you;
Numbers 6:26--Yahweh lift up his countenance
upon you, and give you peace.

Non-biblical books mentioned in the Bible: (The Journey from Texts to Translations, 119)
The book of the Wars of Yahweh (Num 21.14)
The book of Jasher (Josh 10.13)
The book of the Annals of Solomon (1 Kings 11.41)
The book of the Annals of the Kings of Israel (1 Kings 14.19; 15.31; 16.5,
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The TaNaK Canon
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Apocrypha and Pseudepigraphic Works
Apocrypha--ἀπόκρυφος . A strict translation of the word means ‘hidden’ or ‘concealed’.
Most folks would list the following books as the Old Testament Apocrypha. These (all or some) are found in
ancient manuscripts (Sinaiaticus, Alexandrinus, Vaticanus, etc.) and in modern Catholic and Orthodox Bibles
today.
Tobith, Judith, Wisdom of Solomon, Ecclesiasticus, 1-4 Maccabees, Baruch, Epistle of Jeremiah, Additions to
Esther, Additions to Daniel (chapt. 3, prayer of Azariah and the prayer of the three young men, Suzanna, Bel,
the Dragon), 1-2 Esdra, and the Prayer of Manasseh.
Most of these works were originally in Greek and only found in Greek (Ecclesiasticus being an exception—a
Hebrew text was found in Qumran among the Dead Sea Scrolls and the Cairo Genizah4).
The addition of these books to the TaNaK (Jewish canonical lists) in Christian canonical listings can probably
be laid at the feet of the quick loss of ability with the Hebrew language in the emerging almost entire gentile
church. Of the early church writers only two, Origen and Jerome, show any real ability with and appreciation
for the Hebrew language and the actual canonical lists and texts of the Jews. Notably, some early church writers do mention the ‘twenty-two book canon of the Jews’ (hinting strongly to Josephus’s orderings whose numbering was based on the letters of the Hebrew alphabet), the early church historian Eusebius being one of
them. For the most part, Hebrew did not return to widespread church attention until Luther in the 15th and 16th
centuries. With its return the church (especially the reformation church) returned to canonical discussions and
then looked closely at what the actual canon was that the first century Jews, Jesus, and the NT writers recognized and used.
Evidence from some early church writings indicate that often the apocryphal books were only recommended
as good books to be read for edification and illustration but not for inclusion as canonical. Some scholars suggest that this use of those books as such led to them being included as canonical due to frequent use. Indications are that at the time of the Reformation and the council of Trent (1545-1563) even Catholic scholars were
arguing for following Jerome on the Jewish and Old Testament canon (Cardinal Cajetan5).

4

The Greek version of Sirach is found in many codices of the Septuagint. As early as 1896, several substantial Hebrew texts of Sirach,
copied in the 11th and 12th centuries, were found in the Cairo geniza (a synagogue storage room for damaged manuscripts). Although
none of these manuscripts is complete, together they provide the text for about two-thirds of the Wisdom of Sirach. According to scholars including Solomon Schechter and Frederic Kenyon, this shows that the book was originally written in Hebrew. In the 1950s and
1960s three copies of portions of Sirach were found among the Dead Sea Scrolls. The largest scroll was discovered at Masada, the famous Jewish fortress destroyed in AD 73. The earliest of these scrolls (2Q18) has been dated to the second part of the 1st century BCE,
approximately 150 years after Sirach was first composed. These early Hebrew texts are in substantial agreement with the Hebrew texts
discovered in Cairo, although there are numerous minor textual variants. With these findings, scholars are now more confident that the
Cairo texts are reliable witnesses to the Hebrew original. scm: I want to check to see if the Hebrew texts are or are not translations of a
Greek original.
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sirach
5 “Here we close our commentaries on the historical books of the Old Testament. For the rest (that is, Judith, Tobit, and the books of
Maccabees) are counted by St Jerome out of the canonical books, and are placed amongst the Apocrypha, along with Wisdom and Ecclesiasticus, as is plain from the Prologus Galeatus. Nor be thou disturbed, like a raw scholar, if thou shouldest find anywhere, either in
the sacred councils or the sacred doctors, these books reckoned as canonical. For the words as well of councils as of doctors are to be
reduced to the correction of Jerome. Now, according to his judgment, in the epistle to the bishops Chromatius and Heliodorus, these
books (and any other like books in the canon of the bible) are not canonical, that is, not in the nature of a rule for confirming matters of
faith. Yet, they may be called canonical, that is, in the nature of a rule for the edification of the faithful, as being received and authorised in the canon of the bible for that purpose. By the help of this distinction thou mayest see thy way clearly through that which Augustine says, and what is written in the provincial council of Carthage.” (In ult. Cap. Esther. Taken from A Disputation on Holy Scripture by William Whitaker (Cambridge: University, 1849), p. 48. See also Cosin's A Scholastic History of the Canon, Volume III, Chapter XVII, pp. 257-258 and B.F. Westcott's A General Survey of the Canon of the New Testament, p. 475.).
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Pseudepigraphic Books (Old Testament related)
Pseudepigraphic (ψευδεπιγραφος-false writing) are writings that are falsely attributed to ideal figures of the
Old Testament. For instance, this is a list of some of the OT pseudepigraphic works:
Sibyline Oracles – Predictions of the prophetess concerning the woes and disasters to come upon manking
1 Enoch – Enoch was taken up by God and shown the mysteries of the universe and the future world.
2 Baruch is told about future disasters for the Jews that will come with the coming of of the Anointed One, the
Messiah, the Christ.
Jude 14-15 quotes from 1 Enoch 1.9 and Jude 9 appears to make an illusion to the Assumption of Moses.
Several pseudepigraphic works were found at Qumran, the Dead Sea Scrolls. Among them were Jubilees,
1Enoch, Testament of the Patriarchs. Too many people have concluded that if a work was found in Qumran
(or even the Cairo Genizah) then the sect of Jews that had those works considered them Scripture. This is a
non-sequitur. It is as if someone walked into your library and assumed that you considered each work to be inspired by God. The classification of an inspired work is different than a library. What was found at Qumran
and the Cairo Genizah was a library, nothing more.
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The New Testament and its canonization
The early church inherited from its Jewish roots a canon and the idea and concept (and prompting of the Holy Spirt) of
sacred books and a canon. The Bible of the early church was the TNK or OT. Acts 15.5 gives the fact that many of the
Jewish leaders (Pharisees, etc.) had become believers and brought to the church the Jewish tradition and appreciation for
the books of the canon and a desire and ability to create the canon of Sacred Books for the early church.
In the early church the witness to the events of the life and works of Jesus were the apostles and disciples. While they
were still alive and could be talked to then the message of Christ had an authentic, undoubted witness. As they died out,
many by martyrdom, the need arose for there to be a written record, something that the early church was familiar with and
would naturally gravitate to because of the Bible that they were using at the time, the TaNaK or Old Testament.
Because of the Jewish roots and foundations of the church and because many Pharisees and scribes and priests were also
believers in Jesus as the promised Messiah, it was a natural (and God inspired!) thing for the teachings of Jesus to be written down. As noted in our book, “At first that witness was orally known and could be attested by those who had heard
apostles or their personal assistants. As time went on, more emphasis inevitably was placed on the apostolic writings that
continued that witness.”
Eastern Christianity comprises the Christian traditions and churches that developed in the Balkans, Eastern Europe, Asia Minor, the Middle East,Africa, India and parts of the Far East over several centuries of religious antiquity.
The term is generally used in Western Christianity to describe all Christian traditions that did not develop in Western Europe. As such the term does not describe any single communion or common religious tradition and in fact some "Eastern"
churches have more in common historically and theologically with "Western" Christianity than with one another. The
terms "Eastern" and "Western" in this regard originated with divisions in the church mirroring the cultural divide between
the Hellenistic east and Latinate west and the political divide between the weak Western and strongEastern Roman empires. Because the most powerful church in the East was what has become known as the Eastern Orthodox church, the
term "Orthodox" is often used in a similarly loose fashion as "Eastern", although strictly speaking most churches consider
themselves part of an Orthodox and Catholic communion. (wiki)
The Eastern church had a much expanded OT canon, including even more apocryphal books than the Roman Catholic
Tradition which had a follow on tradition in the NT in that they accepted more supposed NT writings earlier than the
Western Church. “Eusebius of Caesarea (c. 303) made three distinct classifications:
1. homologoumenoi, referring to books agreed upon by everyone.
2. antilegomenoi (spoken against), referring to those that were questioned by some.
3. “altogether abseurd and impious writings—writings that few believed were canonical.”
Several books took longer being accepted into the canon. Revelation and Hebrews took a longer time, as did 2-3 John,
Jude. (145).
Early local councils and canon discussions—Table 9.1, page. 144.
Muratorian Fragment and canonical criteria:
1. Was the book written by an apostle, or at least someone of recognized authority.
2. did it agree with the canon of truth?
3. Did it enjoy universal (catholic) acceptance?
4. does it have a self-authenticating divine nature?
2 Tim. 3.16.
All Scripture is breathed out by God
and profitable for teaching, for reproof, for
correction, and for training in righteousness,

πᾶσα γραφὴ θεόπνευστος
καὶ ὠφέλιμος πρὸς διδασκαλίαν, πρὸς ἐλεγμόν, πρὸς
ἐπανόρθωσιν, πρὸς παιδείαν τὴν ἐν δικαιοσύνῃ,

The books of Scripture cannot be “declared” canonical by any individual or group of individuals—they are of God and
are such ontologically—Israel and the church can only “recognize” the divine nature of the books and accept them.
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The Making of New Testament Manuscripts
By the 2nd Century A.D. the codex (modern book form) had come into widespread use, supplanting
the scroll is most book production.
Paleography is the study of ancient hand writing to determine the age of a piece of writing.
The earliest NT manuscripts were writing in UNCIALS or all capital letters. Most of the manuscripts
had no spacing between the letters (scripta coninua)
whichreallywasn’tashardtoreadasyouwouldthinkrightoff thebat.
The key to reading the text if you are not practiced at it but know the language fairly decently is to
find easily recognized words (like the conjunction ΚΑΙ) or endings of words. Interestingly, Hebrew
manuscripts had word divisions and supplied final forms of letters to aid in identifying the ends of
words.
Wegner reports that about one hundred NT uncial manuscripts
written on papyrus from the 4th to the 8th century have survived
while there are about 266 parchment manuscripts.
Eventually cursive script came to dominate from the third to the
ninth centuries and following. This was known as MINISCULE
writing and became popular because it was faster and easier to
write and most of the time smaller and more compact. Of the two
styles of writing, miniscule, I have found, is much more difficult to
read! The largest portion of Codex Vaticanus’s text is written in uncials, befitting its 4th century date but it was missing portions of Genesis
(?) which was filled in with miniscule texts.
Division of the Texts.
Codex Vaticanus was divided into 170 sections in Matthew, 62 in
Mark, 152 in Luke, and 50 in John. Archbishop Andrew of Caesarea in Cappadocia (6th Century) divided the book of Revelation into twenty-four parts, keying on the twenty-four elders found in Rev.
4.4. Eusebius (4th Century) “devised a system of notations to aid in the location of parallel passages.
Stephen Langton (1150-1228) added chapter divisions to a copy of the Vulgate which were later added to English translations.
Current verse divisions in the New Testament were added by Robert Stephanus, who published a
Greek and Latin edition of the New Testament in Geneva in 1551. Wegner notes (p. 214) the role of
his horse in the verse divisions. The first English Bible to contain numbered verses was the Geneva
Bible of 1560.
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Once the books of the Bible had been written and came to be gathered into canons (TNK & NT) large
scale copying began and with that copying errors and differences crept into the texts. As more copies
were made in different locations and by different people groups or families of texts were promulgated, each distinguished by their particular readings. Notice the following different readings.
King James Version

English Standard Version
John 1.18

No man hath seen God at any time; the only begotten
Son, which is in the bosom of the Father, he hath declared him.

No one has ever seen God; the only God, who is at the
Father's side, he has made him known.

Θεὸν οὐδεὶς ἑώρακεν πώποτε· ὁ μονογενὴς υἱός, ὁ ὢν εἰς
τὸν κόλπον τοῦ πατρός, ἐκεῖνος ἐξηγήσατο.

Θεὸν οὐδεὶς ἑώρακεν πώποτε· μονογενὴς θεὸς ὁ ὢν εἰς τὸν
κόλπον τοῦ πατρὸς ἐκεῖνος ἐξηγήσατο

1 John 5.7-8, the ‘Johanine Comma’
For there are three that bear record in heaven, the Father, the Word, and the Holy Ghost: and these three are
one. And there are three that bear witness in earth, the
Spirit, and the water, and the blood: and these three
agree in one.

For there are three that testify: the Spirit and the water
and the blood; and these three agree.

7

7

ὅτι τρεῖς εἰσιν οἱ μαρτυροῦντες, 8 τὸ πνεῦμα καὶ τὸ ὕδωρ
καὶ τὸ αἷμα, καὶ οἱ τρεῖς εἰς τὸ ἕν εἰσιν.

Ὅτι τρεῖς εἰσὶν οἱ μαρτυροῦντες ἐν τῷ οὐρανῷ, ὁ πατήρ,
ὁ λόγος, καὶ τὸ ἃγιον πνεῦμα. καὶ οὗτοι οἱ τρεῖς ἓν εἰσι.
καὶ τρεῖς εἰσίν οἱ μαρτυροῦντες ἐν τῇ γῇ, 8 τὸ πνεῦμα,
καὶ τὸ ὕδωρ, καὶ τὸ αἷμα· καὶ οἱ τρεῖς εἰς τὸ ἕν εἰσιν.

Add to these the Pericope Adultera (Woman taken in adultery) in John 7.53-8.116 and the ending of
Mark 16.9-197 and you see that there are manuscript families with various readings. The investigation
into these differences in an attempt to come closest to the original or autograph is called Textual Criticism, the field that Bart Ehrman is most noted or notorious!
Wegner points out that with Jerome’s Vulgate version produced in the late 4th century there was a
standard text that held sway for over 1,000 years. He notes that Jerome “tediously sifted through the
6

The pericope is not found in any place in any of the earliest surviving Greek Gospel manuscripts; neither in the two 3rd century papyruswitnesses to
John - î66 and î75; nor in the 4th century Codex Sinaiticus and Vaticanus, although all four of these manuscripts may acknowledge the existence of the
passage via diacritical marks at the spot. The first surviving Greek manuscript to contain the pericope is the Latin/Greek diglot Codex Bezae of the late
4th or early 5th century. It is also the earliest surviving Latin manuscript to contain it; 17 of the 23 Old Latin manuscripts of John 7-8 contain at least
part of the Pericope. wiki.
7
Most scholars, following the approach of the textual critic Bruce Metzger, hold the view that verses 9-20 were not part of the original text.[1] Textual
critics have identified two distinct endings—the “Longer Ending” (vv. 9-20) and the “Shorter Ending,” which appear together in six Greek manuscripts,
and in dozens of Ethiopic copies. The “Shorter Ending,” with slight variations, runs as follows: “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.”
In one Latin manuscript from c. 430, the “Shorter Ending” appears without the “Longer Ending.” In this Latin copy (Codex Bobbiensis, “k”), the text of
Mark 16 is anomalous: it contains an interpolation between 16:3 and 16:4 which appears to present Christ’s ascension occurring at that point; it omits
the last part of 16:8, and it contains some strange errors in its presentation of the “Shorter Ending.” Other irregularities in Codex Bobbiensis lead to the
conclusion that it was produced by a copyist (probably in Egypt) who was unfamiliar with the material he was copying. Because of patristic evidence
from the late 2nd century for the existence of copies of Mark with the “Longer Ending,” it is contended by a majority of scholars that the “Longer Ending” must have been written and attached no later than the early 2nd century. [2] Scholars are divided on the question of whether the “Longer Ending”
was created deliberately to finish the Gospel of Mark (as contended by James Kelhoffer) or if it began its existence as a freestanding text which was
used to “patch” the otherwise abruptly ending text of Mark. Its failure to smoothly pick up the narrative from the scene at the end of 16:8 is a point in
favor of the latter option. There is disagreement among scholars as to whether Mark originally stopped writing at 16:8—and if he did so, if it was deliberate or not—or if he continued writing an ending which is now lost. Allusions to a future meeting in Galilee between Jesus and the disciples (in Mark
14:28 and 16:7) seem to suggest that Mark intended to write beyond 16:8.wiki
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Old Latin manuscripts to determine the correct text for the Latin Vulgate (382-390). He lamented that
‘there are almost as many different translations as there are manuscripts.’ . . . He used a relatively
good Latin text as the basis for his revision, and compared it with some old Greek manuscripts”
(217).
It wasn’t until the Renaissance (14th-16th centuries) with its emphasis on the classical writings in the
original languages (mainly Greek) that there was a return to a serious study of the Greek (and Hebrew) texts of the New Testament. Instrumental in this return was Desiderius Erasmus (1466-1536),
who is “generally credited with preparing the first Greek New Testament in 1516” (267).
With this investigation and return to the Greek texts scholars discovered the different readings and
classified them as groups of families of texts. Wegner notes that most scholars divide these families
of text into:
Text Family8

Alexandrian

Caesarean

Western

Byzantine

Manuscripts

Early uncilas (A,
B,  )אmost of
the Chester
Beatty9 and
Bodmer10 papyri.

Though Wegner
(222-3) lists a
Caesarean text
family,
Aland/Aland
(66) note that
“research has not
yet been able to
establish any
such indentification.”

Codex Bezae &
codex Claromontanus.
Most often quoted by early Latin
and Syriac
church fathers.

Characteristics

Gospel of Mark
ends at 16.8 and
Pericope Adultera (John 8) is
omitted.

Later uncials,
nearly all
miniscules, Syriac Peshitta, later church fathers. In A the
gospels contain
the oldest example of the
Byzantine text
type. The rest of
A is Alexandrian.
Replaces difficult readings
with easier readings. Tries to
remove Semitisms and improve Greek
style. This is the
Textus reeptus,
the basis for the
KJV.

Out of this review of families of texts comes a discussion as to what should be the most important determing factor of selecting the ‘correct’ text. Is there more value in older texts (Alexandrian and the
Great Manuscripts) or the more numerous texts, the Byzantine text argument? So too, as Wegner asks
(223), should you rely on one base text, like we do in the TNK with the Leningrad manuscript, or do
we produce a text that contains the ‘best reading’ for each separate verse.
Basic texts used for translations:
Diplomatic text. In this case the original language text for the translation is based on a single manuscript or uniform family of manuscripts. In English Bibles this is found in the OT/TNK whose
8

Taken primarily from David Ewert, From Ancient Tablets to Modern Translations (Grand Rapids: Zondervan Publishing House, 1983) 158-162.
9
Chester Beatty (American living in Dublin) bought twelve manuscripts discovered in jars in a Coptic graveyard. Some
of the papyri pushed the dating of NT manuscripts back to A.D. 200-250. Ewert, 144.
10
Martin Bodmer of Geneva (Swiss business man).
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base text is the Leningrad text. In the NT, this is found in the King James (and daughter) versions
which uses as its base text the Textus Receptus. This is not to say that there may be minor corrections form other manuscripts but by and large the translation is from one text of textual family.
Eclectic Text. The original language text(s) for these translations is a compilation of texts from
several different sources that the translators aruge is closer to the autograph. The basic text for
modern translations in the NT is the Nestles-Aland or United Bible Society editions.
Rules followed by modern translators (and good pastors and teachers!) to establish the underlying
text:
1. The age of the text is more important than the age of the manuscripts, since it can happen that a
late manuscript was prepared from an early examplar.
2. Readings supported by ancient witnesses, especially when those come from a wide geographical
area, are generally preferred.
3. The quality, not the quantity of manuscripts (Maurice Robinson would disagree!) is the determining factor in choosing a reading. For example, ten manuscripts have the same reading and one
does not, then the ten are of equal value to the one.
4. The shorter reading is generally preferable, since scribes tend to add rather than eliminate.
5. Readings that bear the marks of stylistic improvement are suspect.
6. The more difficult reading is generally preferable, since scribes tend to ‘ease’ difficult readings.
7. Readings that reflect and author’s characteristic tendencies are favored.
8. In parallel texts (e.g., in the synoptics) differences in readings in the individual Gospels tend to
be preferred because scribes have a penchant for harmonizing them.
9. The readings that best accounts for variant readings is likely to be correct.
Scholars and translators also look to ancient writers and lectionaries to help establish the text.
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THE HISTORY OF ENGLISH TRANSLATIONS.
Old English (5th-11th centuries) Just after the Roman period to just after the Norman conquest.
The Venerable Bede (672-735) is said to have “translated portions of Scripture into English” and purportedly
was finishing up a translation of the Gospel of John on
his death bed.11
Alfred the Great (849-901) had translations of the Decalogue made as well as “portions of Exodus 21-23 and
Acts 15.23-29).12
Ælfric (955-1020) made translations of several OT
books.

Wessex Gospels (Anglo-Saxon)

New American Standard
18

But they cried out all together saying "Away
with this man and release for us Barabbas!"
19
(He was one who had been thrown into prison
for an insurrection made in the city and for murder.)
20
Pilate wanting to release Jesus addressed them
again

http://www.bible-researcher.com/wessex-gospels.html

þa hrymde eall ꝥ folc æt-gædere ⁊ cƿæþ; Nim
þisne ⁊ forgyf us barrabban
19
se ƿæs for sumere tƿyrædnesse ⁊ man-slyhte on
cƿer tern asend;
18

Eft spæc pilatus to him ⁊ ƿolde for-lætan þæne
hælend;
20

Middle English (11th-15th Centuries)
John Wycliffe (1329-1384) lecturer at Oxford University and interim pastor in Lincolshire and elsewhere, he was a brilliant scholar and debator and preached against the corruption in the church. He
also preached against the teaching of a requirement for an intermediary (priest or pope) and transubstantiation. He was eventually let go due to the influence of the Roman Catholic church. His
name is attached to a translation that Wegner suggests may have had the help of his students. is
believed that Nicholas of Hereford was responsible for much of the translation of the Old Testament (along with five others). The New Testament was a word for word translation of the Vulgate,
“in places following the Latis so closely that the meaning was obscured.”13 Subsequent to the initial translation subsequent editions showed “a much greater feeling for English.” The translation
was embraced by the people to the point that it cost a load of hay to borrow a Wycliffe Bible to
read for an hour each day for a periond of time. The church, however, was not happy at all. The
translators were jailed and some were burned at the stake with Bibles tied around their necks. People were forbidden to translate any text of Scripture on their own and were forbidden to read the
Historia ecclesiastica gentis Anglorum (The Ecclesiastical History of the English People) gained him the title “The Father of English
History”. wiki, s.v. ‘Bede’. Wegner, 276.
11

12
13

Ibid.
Ibid., 282.
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pamphlets and treatise written at the time of Wycliffe. Wycliffe’s teaching spread to other parts of
Europe. In 1415 the Council of Constance “condemned John Huss (1371-1415), a reformer in Bohemia and disciple of Wycliffe, to be burned at the stake.” The council also condemned Wycliffe’s
writings and ordered his bones dug up and burned! Wegner notes that “it [was] said that Wycliffe’s ashes were carried out to the sea and his teachings spread to other lands, which is why Wycliffe is sometimes called ‘the morning star of the Reformation.’”14
New American Standard

Wycliffe Translation
In the bigynnyng God made of nouyt heuene and
erthe.
2
2
The earth was formless and void, and darkness was
Forsothe the erthe was idel and voide, and derknesover the surface of the deep, and the Spirit of God was sis weren on the face of depthe; and the Spiryt of the
moving over the surface of the waters.
Lord was borun on the watris.
3
3
Then God said, "Let there be light"; and there was
And God seide, Liyt be maad, and liyt was maad.
1

In the beginning God created the heavens and the
earth.

1

light.

Martin Luther (1483—1546) in 1517 nailed his 95 thesis to the door of the Witterburg church and
thus began the Reformation.
William Tyndale (1494—1536), following Wycliffe and finding just about as many problems with
the church (including Thomas More and Henry VIII), translated the New Testament from Greek
(Wycliffe used the Latin Vulgate) and the Pentateuch and other portions of the Old Testament. He
was arrested and condemned to die (Oct. 1536). Less than a year after his death Henry VIII (now
Protestant!) granted permission for an English translation (mostly Tyndale’s!) be made.
Miles Coverdale (1488—1569), less a scholar than Tyndale, his translation followed Tyndale’s by an
large. Wegner notes that, “Since Coverdale was not proficient in the biblical languages, he consulted five different translations (Tyndale’s, Luthers, the Zurich version, the Vulgate, and Pagnini’s Latin version).”15 His version was the first English Bible to have chapter summaries and to
separate the Apocrypha from the canonical books.
John Rogers (aka Thomas Matthew) produced an English Bible (Matthew’s Bible) under British royal license “due mainly to Cromwell’s influence”. It gave the English people greated access to
God’s Word and provided and incintive for people to learn to read. But when Mary Tudor returned, Rogers was one of the first burned at the stake.
Great Bible (1541), a revision of the Matthew Bible, which was a revision of Tyndale’s Bible.
Geneva Bible (1560) was a thorough revision of the Great Bible in the Old Testament. The New Testament was primarily Matthew’s revision of Tyndale’s Bible. Like other Bibles before it, the Geneva Bible had marginal notes, some textual and translational, others more theological, in the Geneva Bible’s case, revealing a Calvinistic and anti-Catholic leaning (beast of Rev. 11.7-“the pope
which has his power out of hell’). The apocrypha was placed separately.
Queen Elizabeth like her father before her and Edward VI decreed that each parish church must have an
English language Bible.
Douay-Rheims (NT, 1582; OT, 1609-1610). Catholic translation from the Vulgate done while Elizabeth was queen and in France (Douay and Rheims). It was revised in 1750 by Richard Challoner
to conform to the authorized versions of the Vulgate (Sixtine and Clementine editions).
14
15

Wegner, 284.
Ibid., 293.
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Authorized (King James) Version (1611).
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Glossary
(mainly from Ewert)

Textus Receptus—These Latin words occurred in the preface of the Greek New Testamtent published
in Leyden in 1633 and mean the “received text” (i.e., the traditional text that goes back as far as
the fourth century).
Westcott-Hort Text—The Cambridge scholars, Westcott and Hort, prepared a new Greek text in
which the Received Text was disregarded and a text based on more ancient manuscripts, such as
the Sinaiaticus and Vaticanus, was printed. The first edition of the Westcott-Hort text was printed
in 1881.
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