
IS MY BIBLE THE BIBLE? 

Ancient Bookmaking and the Science 

of Textual Criticism 

Part 3 



Class Schedule & Description 

• Session 1- The Inspiration, Authority and  Inerrancy of the Bible 
 

• Session 2- The History & Canon of Scripture 

 

• Session 3- Ancient Bookmaking and the Science of Textual  

          Criticism 
 

• Session 4 - The Manuscript Evidence for the Bible 
 

• Session 5- Textual Variants Examined 

 

• Session 6- Evaluation of Modern English Bible Translations  



Introduction & Overview 

• This series of classes is designed to be a general 
introduction & overview of the main issues concerning 
the reliability and the trustworthiness of the historical 
text of the Bible.  

• We will take a step-by-step approach towards the goal 
of discovering what the real facts are concerning the 
oldest written copies of the Scriptures and whether the 
modern translations are accurate representations of the 
original. 

• We will ultimately attempt to provide an answer to the 
question: Is my Bible THE Bible? 



Review of Previous Session 

• The Jews recognized the OT Scriptures as God’s word over 3,000 years 
ago and Jesus Himself endorsed the OT and authorized the NT 

• The Apostles and early Christians recognized both the OT and the NT as 
Divine Scriptures since the mid 1st century when the Church was 
originally established by Jesus Christ and Christians today still believe 
the same things about the Scriptures almost 2,000 years later 

• The Old Testament Scriptures came into existence over a long time 
period and we saw God’s providence and the leading of His people to 
recognize and revere His Word as it was being given to them 

• The New Testament Scriptures were written over a relatively short time 
period as compared to the Old Testament, but they came into existence in 
exactly the same way- God chose certain persons and inspired them 
through His Holy Spirit so that they would write using their own 
experiences, culture, individual personalities and styles to express the 
exact words that God wanted to give to His people 

• Early Christians and Church councils recognized and accepted the Holy 
Scriptures based upon their own individual character and nature because 
they recognized them as the genuine Word of God 

• Scripture made the Church, the Church did NOT make the Scriptures 



Ancient Bookmaking 

Section 1 



Materials used in Ancient Bookmaking 
Common materials used in the ancient world to receive writing consisted of things such as: 

 

• Wax Coated Wood Tablets 

• Clay Tablets 

• Stone 

• Bone 

• Wood 

• Linen Cloth 

• Potsherds or Ostraca (pieces of broken pottery) 

• Metals 

• Leather 

• Papyrus or Papyri (plural) 

• Parchment or Vellum 

 The Student of the Biblical Manuscripts will be primarily concerned with Papyrus and 
Parchment. 

 
Early Writing Instruments 

• Stylus (used for etching or carving and usually made of metal, bone or wood) 

• Reed Pen (used for papyrus) 

• Quill Pen (feather pen used for parchment) 

Inks 
• Inks usually consisted of some type of charcoal or ashes of  various kinds mixed with a resin 

or gum and water. Common colors were black and brown and red was used frequently. On 
some very ornate manuscripts, gold and silver was melted and used for lettering. 

     

     



Papyrus 

• Papyrus was the most common material for receiving writing for many 
centuries. 

• Papyrus was used in Egypt from the earliest times and grows in swampy 
areas along the Nile River and in very few other places in the Mediterranean 
world. 

• Papyrus is a reed-like plant with a triangular stalk about as thick as a man’s 
wrist and grows to about 12-15 feet in height. 

• Papyrus sheets are naturally perishable and very few papyri documents have 
survived except in the dry climate of Egypt. 

• The earliest papyrus fragment we have dates from about 2400 B.C. 

• Papyrus was the most common writing material until about the 3rd century 
and continued to be used for classical literature until the 6th or 7th century 
and even later for other types of documents. It is therefore virtually certain 
that the New Testament books were originally written on Papyri. 



Papyrus- From Plant to Page 

• The papyrus plant would be harvested and cut into lengths of 12-18 inches. 

• The outer layers of the stalk were stripped away leaving the pithy center. This pith 
was known as biblos. 

• The center section was cut into thin strips which would be laid side by side running 
horizontally on a flat smooth surface. 

• A second layer was then laid on top of the first running vertically and a paste like 
substance may have been used between the layers to secure adhesion. 

• The sheets were then pounded and pressed and left to dry. 

• Once dry, the sheets were smoothed with a piece of ivory or a shell. 

• The finished sheets would range in size from 6 x 9 inches to 12 x 15 inches. 

• The sheets would be pasted together with the side of the sheets that had the papyrus 
strips oriented left to right on the inside of the roll. Writing was usually done only on 
the inside of the roll since it was more difficult to write on the side of the sheet where 
the strips ran perpendicular to the lines of writing. A roll written on both sides is 
called an Opisthograph, one of which may be referred to in Rev.5:1. 

• The best sheets would be placed on the ends of the roll since they would receive the 
greatest amount of wear and sometimes an extra strip would be glued onto the ends 
of the entire roll to give further reinforcement and to aid in rolling. 

• A book in roll form was called a biblos or biblion from the name of the papyrus 
strips. 



The Scroll Form of Ancient Books 

• Rolls or Scrolls are exactly the same form except that a roll is 
not wound around a single stick or a stick at both ends, it would 
simply be rolled up and usually tied.  

• The earliest rolls were made using papyrus and commonly 
consisted of 20 sheets glued together, but more could be added 
or more than one roll glued together. 

• Most Greek literary scrolls did not exceed 35 feet in length due 
to handling considerations. It is estimated that the two longest 
books in the New Testament- Luke & Acts- would each have 
filled a normal papyrus scroll of 31 to 32 feet in length. Most 
NT scholars agree that this is one of the primary reasons why 
Luke & Acts were written in two volumes instead of one. 

• If a work comprised several rolls, each roll was called a ‘tomos’ 
from the Greek word which means ‘to cut’ and from which we 
derive our English word ‘tome’. 



Parchment and Vellum 
• Parchment is the name given to tanned leather and was made from the skins 

of such animals as cattle, sheep, goats and antelopes. The word is derived 
from the name of the ancient city of Pergamum, which was renowned for its 
superior quality of parchment. 

• Vellum is also parchment and was originally made using only fine calfskin, 
but the term also came to be used of a much finer and superior quality of 
skins from other animals as well. The two terms are now used 
interchangeably. 

• Parchment made much stronger and more durable rolls than papyrus. They 
were used by the Persians, Greeks and the Hebrews among others and was 
probably used as early as papyrus if not earlier among non-Egyptians. The 
Egyptians did not use parchment because of their plentiful supply of papyri. 
The earliest extant specimens of leather scrolls date from about 1500 B.C. 

• It seems surprising that parchment was considered for many centuries to be 
inferior to papyrus and was commonly used for notebooks, rough drafts and 
other non-literary purposes. It mostly replaced papyrus by about the 4th 
century. 

• By the 7th or 8th century, parchment or vellum would ultimately supplant 
papyrus as the most preferred material for receiving writing. Paper came on 
the scene around the 12th or 13th century and then became the most common 
material. 

 



Parchment- From Skins to Scrolls 

• The animal skins were washed and then soaked in a limewater 
solution. 

• After soaking in limewater, the hair was scraped off of the skins. 

• The skins were then washed again and scraped smooth on both sides 
and left to dry. 

• Once dry, the skins were rubbed with pumice and/or chalk to produce 
a fine, smooth surface ready to receive writing. 

• The skins would be sewn together to create a roll like the papyrus 
rolls, but it would be heavier and more difficult to handle. 

• Some of the finer vellum skins were dyed a deep purple and written 
on with gold and silver decorative inks. (St. Jerome did not approve 
of such extravagance and wrote: “Parchments are dyed purple, gold is 
melted into lettering, manuscripts are decked with jewels, while 
Christ lies at the door naked and dying.”) 



The Codex Form of Ancient Books 

• Waxed tablets were widely used in Greece and Rome from very early times. 
To make these tablets a piece of wood was hollowed slightly and the 
hollowed surface was coated with wax. 

• Several tablets could be fastened together by a leather thong threaded 
through holes in the edges of the tablets forming a hinge. 

• These hinged tablets were no doubt the earliest form of the Codex or modern 
book form.  

• Codices (books) are formed of quires which are individual or sets of folded 
sheets that are sewn down the center of the fold. The most common type of 
quire was formed of 4 folded sheets. In a papyrus codex, the sheets of the 
quires would be placed so that the vertical strips faced the vertical strips on 
the facing page and the horizontal strips would face the horizontal strips. In a 
parchment codex, the quires would have the hair side face the hair side and 
the flesh side face the flesh side since the hair side was darker in color than 
the flesh side of the skin. In both cases the quires themselves would be 
matched to adjacent quires during the compilation of the codex. 

• Both papyrus and parchment codices have been found and there are papyrus 
fragments from as early as the 2nd century that cannot be clearly identified as 
coming from a roll. 



Palimpsests 

• The word Palimpsest comes from two Greek words: 

palin meaning ‘again’ and psao meaning ‘I scrape’. 

• A parchment manuscript was sometimes re-used since 

it was very costly and time consuming to make and the 

material is so durable that scribes would often scrape 

off the old ink and write over the top of it with a new 

text when a manuscript was no longer considered 

worth keeping. We have about 50 extant palimpsest 

manuscripts of the New Testament. 

 



Scroll or Codex…? Which one is better? 

• Scrolls were heavy and bulky and were difficult to quickly look up any 
specific passage or reference. This made it difficult to just pick up where you 
had left off if you were reading through a roll in several sittings.  

• Scrolls had to be rolled back up after the writer or reader had completed it. 
To re-roll a book, it would usually be held under the chin and rolled with 
both hands. Failure of a reader to roll up a book was considered a mark of 
laziness. There was even a proverb that arose: “A great book, a great evil.” 

• The issue of looking up references became an issue very shortly after the 
creation of the New Testament Scriptures. As a result, Christianity exercised 
perhaps the greatest single influence in bringing about the usage of the codex 
book form and displacing the scroll as the common literary device. There is 
even a suggestion that early gentile Christians adopted the codex form of 
scripture as a way of differentiating themselves from the Jews and the Jewish 
use of their Scriptures as recorded on scrolls in the synagogues. 

• The advantage of both parchment and the codex form seems obvious to us 
today. Parchment was more durable and easier to write on both sides, which 
was more economical and it was much more practical for the reader as well.  

 



Paleography 

 Paleography is the study of ancient writing. It 
technically involves the analysis of the handwriting 
(script) of the ancient manuscripts. The paleographer 
studies such things as the angles of strokes, density of 
ink and its composition, and the general style as 
compared with other handwriting. Such study enables 
the scholar to detect different handwriting which in 
some cases may mean a different person has taken 
over the task of copying or in other cases it represents 
the work of a corrector of the text. By comparing 
handwriting styles and other features of a manuscript, 
the paleographer often may be able to date a 
manuscript.  



Summary 

• The earliest forms of Biblical books were most likely scrolls for 

both the OT and NT. 

• The earliest materials used for Biblical writings were papyrus 

and parchment. 

• Papyrus is most likely the earliest material used for NT 

writings. It is difficult to determine the original material for the 

OT writings since we do not have any extant copies before 

about 200 B.C. thanks to the discovery in 1947 of the Dead Sea 

Scrolls. 

• We have relatively few extant manuscripts for the OT as 

compared to the NT (we will look into these details in the next 

session). 



Textual Criticism: 

A Brief Introduction 

Section 2 



The Biblical Manuscript Languages 
• The Old Testament was written originally in Hebrew and 

Aramaic and later translated into Greek around the 3rd century 
B.C. 

• The New Testament was almost certainly written in Greek 
although a few scholars suggest that certain books such as the 
Gospels or Acts may have been written originally in Hebrew or 
Aramaic and then translated into Greek. We have discovered 
over 5,600 Greek manuscripts and fragments to date. 

• The NT manuscripts were translated into various other 
languages early on such as Syraic, Coptic and Latin. We 
currently have over 25,000 documents consisting of fragments 
and entire manuscripts of recorded New Testament Scripture in 
various languages.  

• The New Testament is the most significant written work in 
existence today. No other book in history has the mountain of 
evidence to attest to its original textual base. 



The Problem 

• We do not have any of the original writings of 

Scripture which are called the Autographs. All  

of the autographs have been lost and all we 

have left are copies of them. In fact, we really 

only have copies of copies. 

• To make matters even more complicated, not 

even one of the copies agrees exactly word for 

word with any of the other copies! 

 



The Question…? 

• The question that arises is this: How can we know for sure that 

the text we have today is the same as the text that Paul or Luke 

or John actually wrote way back then? Is MY Bible the same as 

their Bible? 

• First of all, how can we trust copies when they did not have any 

other way of copying anything except to do it manually? There 

were no Xerox machines back then. Printing did not even come 

about until the late 1400’s. People called Scribes had to write 

out everything by hand, one letter at a time. Mistakes were 

absolutely certain to occur in copies of any length. 

•  Second, none of the manuscripts 100% agree with each other. 

• Where does this leave us? How do we address these problems?  



The Answer: Textual Criticism! 

• Textual Criticism is the study of copies of any written 
work of which the autograph (the original) is 
unknown, with the purpose of ascertaining the original 
text. 

• Textual Criticism is not limited to Biblical writings, it 
is a necessary study for almost any piece of literature 
that was written, and of which copies were made and 
the autograph has been lost, before the invention of 
printing. 

• The principles of  textual criticism are mostly the same 
for the Bible as for any other type of writing so it is 
very useful in comparing the veracity and accuracy of 
different texts and types of literature. 



Scribes: The Earliest Copy Machines 

• Before the invention of printing and movable type, the 

only way to have a copy of any writing was to make 

one by hand. 

• People specifically trained to perform this function 

were called Scribes. 

• A Scribe would sometimes work alone and sometimes 

work along with several other Scribes simultaneously. 

• Scribes commonly did their work of copying in 

facilities (usually monasteries) called Scriptoriums. 

• The job of making a copy was a very demanding and 

tedious task as many ancient records indicate. 



The Old Testament Manuscript Copies 
• The Hebrew scribes known as the Masoretes, who copied the Old Testament 

from about 500 to 1000 A.D. were so concerned with copying God's word 
correctly that they developed an elaborate system of counting to ensure exact 
copying. Their work is some of our most important witnesses to the OT text. 

• If even one small error was found in a copy, it was either burned, sealed in a 
jar and buried, out of respect for God’s word, or marked as flawed and 
limited to use only for reading in the schools and NOT for use as a valid 
copy of the Scriptures.  

• The letters, words and phrases on every single page were counted and if 
there was not an exactly perfect match the whole manuscript was discarded 
or destroyed. 

• They would count to the middle letter in an entire manuscript copy and if it 
was not exactly the same in both the exemplar and the copy, the copy would 
be deemed unfit for use. 

• When the Dead Sea Scrolls were dug up between 1947-1961 (some 40,000 
fragments from 600-1000 scrolls), we found manuscripts that dated over one 
thousand years older than the oldest copies we then had access to: 250 B.C. - 
70 A.D. Almost all of the Old Testament was found in these scrolls. 

• One text, the Isaiah scroll, matched word for word to within 95% of 
manuscripts dated over a thousand years later!  



The New Testament Manuscripts 

• We currently have nearly 6,000 Greek New Testament 

manuscripts, either complete or fragments. 

• The 4 main types or categories of Greek manuscripts are as 

follows: 

• Papyri (Uncials or upper case letter type of script with no spaces 

between words- 2nd to 6th century A.D.) 

• Uncials (Same type of writing only on parchment- 4th to 12th century) 

• Minuscules (lower case or cursive script on parchment- 9th to 14th 

century) 

• Lectionaries (Church liturgical writings containing Scripture verses and 

references and calendar readings- 6th century on) 

• We will go into greater details in each of these in the next 

session as we examine the actual manuscripts. 



The New Testament Manuscripts (cont.) 

• Another category of manuscripts are called Versions. Versions 
are translations of both the Old and  the New Testament into 
other languages.  

• Some of the OT Versions in other languages include the Greek 
Septuagint, the Syraic Peshitta, Aramaic Targums and the Latin 
Vulgate. 

• The New Testament Versions include Latin, Syraic, Old Syraic, 
Coptic (Egyptian dialect), Sahadic, Bohairic, Armenian, 
Georgian, Ethiopic and many others. 

• The last category of witnesses is the Early Church Fathers’ 
Quotations. These quotations are so extensive that virtually the 
entire New Testament could be reconstructed from them 
without even referring to any of the other NT MSS. (Scholar 
Dean Burgeon compiled a 6 volume index that contained 
86,489 quotations from the early Fathers of the NT alone!) 



Textual Similarities In The Manuscripts 

• Many factors caused errors to creep into manuscripts as they 
were being copied.  

• We are able to recognize these errors as part of the process of 
comparison of manuscripts. 

• Errors that exist in manuscript copies are called Textual 
Variants. 

• There are many types of causes for the existence of the textual 
variants that have been identified. 

• There is also a pattern recognized among the various 
manuscripts that reflect a kind of text type or ‘family’ 
relationship among the manuscripts both in correct and variant 
readings. 

• This allows scholars to group the manuscripts into various Text 
Types. 

 



Old Testament Manuscript Text Types 

• The Old Testament text has been very stable for some time, 

which does not mean that it does not have its difficulties, but 

during its development three text types have been recognized: 

• Text similar to the Samaritan Pentateuch 

• Text similar to the Greek Septuagint (LXX) 

• The Masoretic Text  

 

• The Old Testament manuscripts most valuable text type is the 

Masoretic Text which was produced between 500-1000 A.D. 

This is the text type being used currently as a basis for a new 

Hebrew critical text being produced by the Hebrew University 

in Jerusalem. 



The Rise of New Testament Text Types 

• The NT books were copied and distributed very quickly and very widely 
since Christianity was a missionary religion. Copies were carried to various 
localities, each containing its own characteristic variants. These MSS would 
then be copied again resulting in a copy that contained the characteristics of 
the original plus some additional errors. In this manner, over a period of 
time, the MSS circulating in a given locality would tend to resemble each 
other more than MSS circulating in another locality.  

• Sometimes a manuscript from one area would be compared to manuscript 
from a different area and be ‘corrected’ by it. This would result in a 
manuscript with a ‘mixed’ text type. 

• We need to remember that most MSS are 100% identical in over 75% of 
their readings even though they contain variants. MSS of the same Text 
Types are in actual practice identified by their “agreement in error”. 

• Agreement in numerous small details or in a peculiar reading is very strong 
evidence of a close relationship. The NT MSS have been grouped into three 
or four distinctive Text Types. 



New Testament Text Types 

• The Alexandrian or Egyptian is considered to be the earliest and best text 
type by most scholars. It is believed to originate during the 2nd century with 
well-trained scribes in the vicinity of Alexandria, Egypt. The oldest and best 
papyri and early parchment uncials are of this type. This text type is 
characterized by shorter and what scholars refer to as more difficult readings. 
It is the most concise form of text overall. 

• The Western text type is also believed to originate during the 2nd century and 
was widely distributed. This text type is characterized by additions to the text 
and paraphrase, indicating a freer and less disciplined copying process. The 
Western text of Acts is about 10% longer than the Alexandrian. 

• The Caesarean text type is thought to have originated when the 3rd century 
Church Father, Origen, took early Egyptian texts with him from Alexandria 
to Caesarea in Palestine and later on to Jerusalem where they were used as 
exemplars for copying the Greek New Testament. This text type is 
characterized by its tendency to mix readings that are distinctively 
Alexandrian and Western. The Caesarean text type is the least homogenous 
or consistent text type and some scholars even dispute that it exists as a 
separate text type. 



New Testament Text Types (cont.) 
• The Byzantine text type is considered the latest text type which did not appear until 

very late in the 4th century. The earliest Byzantine extant MSS date from the 5th 
century. Some scholars propose that the Byzantine is based on a late 3rd century 
edition of the Greek NT by Lucian of Antioch in Syria. The Byzantine appears to 
have deliberately combined elements from earlier text types, called conflation of 
readings. It is speculated that Lucian and later editors wanted to produce a complete, 
smooth, easy to read text. It is evident that by the time of the origination of the 
Byzantine text type, all of the other text types had been previously established and 
this is demonstrated by the complete absence of distinctively Byzantine readings in 
the earliest MSS. As a result the Byzantine is often considered to be an inferior text 
type not representing the best form of the text and is regarded as secondary in nature 
by many scholars, but this is still an issue of dispute particularly for KJV only 
advocates. 

• Only twice does the Byzantine text preserve an original reading in preference over 
the other text types. 

• The Byzantine is represented in the majority of extant the Greek MSS because they 
are the latest and because this form of text became the standard text for the Greek 
Orthodox Church. This happened as a result of the Church in the west abandoning 
Greek for Latin with the rise of the Papacy and the Roman Catholic Church. The west 
copied their Scripture in Latin while the east continued with Greek into the early 
middle ages. The large number of these Byzantine MSS does not necessarily mean 
that they are the best or that they represent the original text most accurately. This is 
the text type that Desiderius Erasmus used to produce his Greek New Testament that 
was in turn used as the textual basis for the New Testament of the AV or King James 
version of 1611. 



Textual Variants  

• There are many types of textual variants that are found 

upon examination of the MSS, but they occur in very 

similar ways. 

• The copyist may make a mistake either accidentally or 

deliberately. 

• The 2 main categories for these types of errors are: 

• Unintentional Errors 

• Intentional Errors 

• There are further and more specific sub-categories for 

both of these types of errors. 

 



Unintentional Copyist Errors 

• Errors of Sight (Could contribute to writing errors) 

• GODISNOWHERE could be seen as both: 

GOD IS NOWHERE or GOD IS NOW HERE 

• Errors of Writing (Could be the result of a sight error) 

• Errors of Hearing 

• Heard an ‘E’ but should have written an ‘A’- These types of 

errors could occur when the exemplar was read and many 

copyist’s would be copying simultaneously. 

• Errors of Memory 

• Errors of Judgment 

 



Intentional Copyist Errors 

• Grammatical Changes 

• Linguistic Changes 

• Spelling Changes 

• Liturgical Changes 

• Elimination of Apparent Discrepancies 

• Harmonization 

• Conflation 

• Attempt to Correct Errors 

• Doctrinal Changes - 

• These changes ALWAYS tended to clarify and/or strengthen and move 

towards the orthodox doctrinal position not away from it as some critics 

have tried to assert 



Summary 
• The earliest forms of Biblical books were most likely scrolls for both the OT 

and NT. 

• The earliest materials used for Biblical writings were papyrus and 
parchment. 

• Both the OT and NT MSS have clearly recognized text types. 

• Textual Criticism attempts to determine the original text only from copies 
when the autograph is unknown. 

• Rather than being a problem for us, the vast MSS resources as well as the 
textual variants we have in the MSS tradition are a wonderful testimony to 
the providence of God in preserving His Word for us down through the ages.  

• We have thousands of  MSS either in part or complete to act as witnesses for 
both the Old Testament and the New Testament texts. The amount of 
evidence for other ancient works is embarrassing for them in comparison to 
the Bible. 

• No other book in the history of the world is like the Bible. It is unique and 
has absolutely no peers. 



POP-QUIZ 

1. T or F: The manuscripts of the Bible all agree with 

each other 100%. 

2. T or F: The errors in the manuscripts mean we can’t 

trust the Bible. 

3. T or F: Textual Criticism works with both the 

original writings and copies of the originals. 

4. T or F: Copyists never made perfect word for word, 

letter for letter copies. 

5. T or F: The Alexandrian Text Type is considered the 

most accurate to the original autographs overall. 



POP-QUIZ Answer Key 

 

1. False 

2. False 

3. False 

4. Could be True or False – Would depend on the 

Copyist and the document type and length- True 

for the NT extant copies we have, False for some 

of the OT Masoretic texts 

5. True 



THANK YOU! 

 We hope this presentation has been helpful and 

informative for you and we hope to see you 

next time as we continue to learn more about 

the subject of textual criticism and we will be 

examining The Manuscript Evidence for the Bible 

and we will learn all about the early copies of 

both the Old and New Testaments that are still 

in existence. 



Class Schedule & Description 

• Session 1- The Inspiration, Authority and  Inerrancy of the Bible 
 

• Session 2- The History & Canon of Scripture 

 

• Session 3- Ancient Bookmaking and the Science of Textual  

          Criticism 
 

• Session 4 - The Manuscript Evidence for the Bible 
 

• Session 5- Textual Variants Examined 

 

• Session 6- Evaluation of Modern English Bible Translations  


