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The Text of the Bible 

• There are no ”originals.” 

• The earliest texts in the original language are copied 
manuscripts that are either a codex or papyrus. 

• Codex:  manuscript in book form 

• Papyrus:  a “loose” manuscript – no binding 

• There are also early translations: 

• The Septuagint (3rd C. BCE):  Hebrew to Greek 
translation of the Old Testament 

• Latin Vulgate: (4th C. CE): Greek to Latin translation 
of the New Testament 

 



The Early Texts: Hebrew Scriptures 

• Due to the paramount importance of the Torah in 
Jewish life, the emphasis on accuracy in scribal 
copying began quite early. 

• Rabbinic gathering at Jamnia (90 CE): manuscripts 
were gathered and compared 

• The Septuagint (Hebrew to Greek translation) gives 
an interesting snapshot of the text in the 3rd C. 
BCE. 

• Other early translations existed: the Peshitta in 
Syriac. 



The Early Texts: Hebrew Scriptures 

• “Masoritic Text”: produced in 7th – 10th C. CE, as 
Hebrew was becoming extinct. 

• Vowels were written in, scribal emendations 
were noted. 

• The earliest complete version of the Hebrew 
Bible is the Lenningrad Codex, 13th C. CE. 

• The “Biblia Hebraica” (a version of the Masoritic 
text) is the basis of most modern translations. 

• The Dead Sea Scrolls contain mostly non-Biblical 
texts. 

 



Notes on scribal 
emendations 

The “text 
apparatus”: 
codices listed.  

Song of the Sea: 
Ex 15:1-18 



The Early Texts: Christian 

• Oral tradition to written text is much shorter time 
period than OT. 

• Oldest/most important manuscripts are 

• Papyrus 66:  ~200 CE, Gospel of John 

• Four codices that contain the entire Greek New 
Testament: 

• Codex Sinaticus: 330-360 CE 

• Codex Vaticanus: 325-350 CE 

• Codex Alexandrinus: 400-440 CE 

• Codex Ephraemi: ~450 CE 

 

 



Text 

Text 
Apparatus 

Ex. 1: 
Matt 6:13, 
The Lord’s 
Prayer 



Text 

Text 
Apparatus 

Ex. 2: 
Luke 22:43-46, 
The Agony 
In the Garden 



The Early Texts and the Christian Bible 

• Entire Bible 

• Latin translation by Jerome in late 4th C: Latin 
Vulgate 

• What texts were available to him: 

• Hebrew Scriptures as decided in Jamnia 

• Greek Septuagint 

• Greek versions of the Gospels 

• “Old Latin” translation of the Gospels 

• Aramaic manuscripts 

• Syriac Peshitta 



The Latin Vulgate 

• The standard translation until the Reformation 

• Catholic scholars translated it into English, 1582-
1610: the Douay-Rheims Bible. 

• It was a translation of Jerome’s Latin translation. 

• The Vulgate was the basis of all Roman Catholic 
translation until the mid-20th century. 

• “Return to the texts” movement: mid-20th century 

• Jerusalem Bible, French, 1966 

• New American Bible, 1970, 1986 revision 

 



The Reformation and Bible 

• Since Hebrew and Greek texts were “rediscovered” 
during the Renaissance, new translations in various 
languages were created. 

• The “Received Text,” NT in Greek, Erasmus, 1516 

• The German New Testament, Martin Luther, 1522 

• German Bible, Martin Luther, 1534 

• Tyndale Bible, William Tyndale, 1522 – 1535, 
completed by Miles Coverdale, 1536, after Tyndale’s 
execution for producing the translation. 

• Much of it used in the King James’ Bible 

• King James’ Bible, 1611 



Biblical Scholarship in the 19th C. 

• Rise of historical criticism, and historical-critical 
method.   

• Emphasis on the oldest reliable texts – many more 
were known by the 19th C. 

• Seeks to understand the “world behind the texts.” 

• Gave rise to the Nestle-Aland Greek New Testament, 
in Koine Greek (Koine = the Greek spoken in the 1st C. 
CE). First published 1898, now in its 28th edition. 

• Replaced the “Received Text’ and is the basis of most 
contemporary translations of the New Testament. 



Bible and Translations Today 

• Two kinds of translation: 

• Formal equivalence (close to word-for-word) 

• Dynamic equivalence (thought-for-thought) 

• Both have their plusses and minuses. 

• Every translation is an interpretation.  Interpretation 
cannot be avoided. 

• Issues of gender inclusive language in translation: 

• Much of the New Testament is gender inclusive; it 
was the translations that were not. 



Common Translations 

Name Basis Type 

King James’ Bible/New King 
James’/King James 2016 

Received Text Word-for-word 

Tyndale/Coverdale (16th C.) Received Text Word-for-word 

Modern English Bible Received Text Word-for-word 

Douay/Rheims Latin Vulgate Word-for-word 

RSV/NRSV/ESV BH/GNT* Word-for word 

JB/NJB/GNB/CEV BH/GNT Thought-for-thought 

NAB/NIV/NET BH/GNT Both 

*BH = Biblia Hebraica, GNT = Greek New Testament 



Next Week: 

•The Bible as the Word of God 

•Using the Bible 
for Prayer and Study 


