
Where We’ve Come From

Week 4: How We Got the New 
Testament, Part 2



What happened to the New Testament as the 
Church grew?
• People starting making translations. (e.g., 
Syriac, Armenian, Georgian, Coptic)
• People started making copies of the Greek NT.
• What were some challenges confronting 
copyists?
•Doing everything by hand by candlelight with 

sticks and ink.
•Copyists had varying degrees of literacy. 
•Greek script was difficult to copy.



Greek “uncial” script



So what happened as copyist kept 
making more copies of New Testament 
books?
•Errors get introduced of various kinds.

1. Spelling and nonsense errors.
2. Errors that replace words or phrases with 

synonyms or similar phrases.
3. Errors that are meaningful but not viable. 
• Example: additional phrase in 1st John 5:7 in the KJV

4. Errors that are both meaningful and viable (<1%).
• Examples: Turn to John 7:53-8:11; Mark 16:9-20



What do they mean by 
“earliest manuscripts and some 
other ancient witnesses”?
• Major
• Papyri
•Uncials
•Miniscules

• Minor
•Other Ancient 

Translations (e.g., Syriac, 
Coptic)
•Ancient Church Fathers
•Greek Lectionaries 

(liturgical documents)



So how do we determine which 
manuscripts have the best readings? 
1. Priority to the earliest and most reliable manuscripts
• Papyri (most made between 200s and 500s)
• Early uncial codexes like Sinaiticus (300s) and Vaticanus (300s)

2. Shorter reading is to be preferred.
• Copyists would have been more tempted to elaborate or add.

3. More difficult (grammatically or theologically) reading 
is to be preferred.
• Copyists would have been more tempted to smooth out 

grammatically or theologically difficult passages.



What about translation?
• Starting in the late 300s, the Western Church used the 

Latin Vulgate, translated by Jerome from Greek and 
Hebrew, up to the early 1600s.
•Old English versions of portions of the Bible exist 

starting in the 7th century.
• In the mid-1300s, John Wycliffe (according to tradition) 

is the first to translate the whole Bible based on the 
Vulgate.
• In the early-1500s, Martin Luther produces a German 

language Bible from the Hebrew and Greek texts.
• Shortly after, William Tyndale is the first to produce an 

English translation (partial) based on the Hebrew and 
Greek texts.



What about translation?
• In the early 1600s, King James I commissioned a 
new English translation mostly for political reasons. 
The translation was heavily influenced by Tyndale’s 
translation (called The Great Bible).
•KJV becomes the basis for the Revised Version 
(1880s), the American Standard Bible (1901), the 
Revised Standard Version (1952), and the English 
Standard Version (2001).
•What Bible translations do people use now?



What about translation?
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What about translation?
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What about translation?
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What about translation?

0
5

10
15
20
25
30
35
40
45
50

2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017

Which Bible Translation Do You Use Primarily? 
(American Bible Society data, 2011-2017)

KJV NIV ESV NKJV NAS



What about translation?
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How to think about Bible translations



Does “most literal” or “word for word” always 
mean most accurate?

The now of Jesus Christ birth thus was. Having been betrothed, 
the mother his Mary to Joseph, before to come together them, she 
was found in the belly having from Spirit Holy. Joseph now the 
husband of her, righteous was and not wishing her to disgrace 
publicly, intentioned to privately send her away.



Does “most literal” or “word for word” always 
mean most accurate?

The now of Jesus Christ birth thus was. Having been betrothed, 
the mother his Mary to Joseph, before to come together them, she 
was found in the belly having from Spirit Holy. Joseph now the 
husband of her, righteous was and not wishing her to disgrace 
publicly, intentioned to privately send her away.

Point: Decisions always have to be made in translation to adjust 
for word order and idiom. 



Decisions also have to be made based on theology

• Romans 3:22
• Does pisteos Iesou Christou refer to “faith in Jesus Christ” or to “the 

faithfulness of Jesus Christ”? Both work grammatically. (NET and 
ESV choose different things)

• Paul’s teaching about households in Ephesians 5
• Does it begin with v. 21 (suggesting that Christian households are 

characterized by mutual submission? Or does it begin with v. 22 
(suggesting Christian households are to be characterized by wives 
submitting only). Both work grammatically.  (ESV, NAS, HCSB 
chooses something different from NIV, RSV, NLV)



How to think about choosing a Bible translation

•Could choose according to principle. 
•Could choose according to specific 
need/occasion.
•Need something more literal? NASB
•Need something more readable? NIV or NLT

•Could choose according to community.
•Sam’s recommendation:
•Choose whichever *mainstream* version you’ll 
actually read and apply to your life. 


