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THE BOOKS which make up Sacred Scrip-
ture and which we read today in the Bible
were written over a period of more than a
thousand years beginning in the thirteenth
century before Christ and ending in the first
century after Christ. How can we know that
the texts now in our hands correspond liter-
ally to the original texts? This is the question
we will try to answer in this booklet. The
thesis we defend is that we conserve “substan-
tially” the text of the Old Testament.

By this we mean that the documents writ-
ten by the sacred authors correspond to those
which we now possess in our printed Bibles,
though there may have been some modifi-
cations of minor importance in the trans-
mission of the text.

One must remember that no original man-
uscript of either the Old or the New Testa-
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ments has come down to us — that is, no
manuscript written by the hand of the sacred
authors. But we conserve a multitude of
hand-written copies of later epochs. From the
fifteenth century onwards, the time of the
invention of printing, there are no problems:

we still have copies of the earliest printed.

editions.

1. History of the text of the
Old Testament

The text of the Old Testament was written

the Maccgbe s.and Ecc;sgg_gm;usﬂ
© written ori jlngilyw;gmecek Some passages
also exist in Aramaic. So the conservation of
the Old Testament has been achieved princi-
pally from copies in the Hebrew tongue.
Many Hebrew texts of diverse epochs are
conserved. Through them we can see the rela-
tionship among the various manuscripts and
compare all the material available in order to
make a faithful reconstruction of the Old
 Testament. We possess two types of manu-
script: (1) some, as we have said, are in the
~ original Hebrew; (2) others are translations
© into ancient languages, but each version re-
flects a Hebrew text. Very useful also, in
questions of detail, are quotations from the
Old Testament in Jewish literature and in
Christian authors, chiefly in the Fathers of
the Church.
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The manuscripts in the Hebrew tongue
itself are usually called direct witnesses to the
text; translations or versions in other lan-
guages are indirect witnesses, since they do
not transmit the text to us in the same lan-
guage in which it was written.

Manmmptx of the H ebrew text
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As far as the direct witnesses are concerned,
that is, the manuscripts themselves, there are
three types: Q one type is called the Masore-,

tic Text and it is the most important; (2) a
second type, very much smaller in number is
the so-called Samaritan Pentateuch, that is to
say a group of manuscripts conserved by the
Samaritans for their religious rites on Mount
Gazarim and used by them to the exclusion of
all the Hebrew Bible except the Pentateuch;
(3) finally, we have the Dead Sea Scrolls
(Qumram) texts which are short but very

importatit.

Dating the Hebrew manuscripts

What is of primary interest is to know in
-what epoch these documents were written. (1)
The manuscripts of the Masoretic text number

seve w,,...,l%,‘hundreds and were written from the
ninth century after Christ onwards. Since it is
known that the most recent books of the Old
Testament are from the first century before

Christ, some ten centuries elapsed between

_the date of composition of the originals and
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the copies of the manuscripts that we now
PpOssess.

It is clear that the fact that a manuscript
dates from the ninth century does not mean
that its fidelity to the original text is mini-
mal: it may be totally exact: for example, if a
direct copy is made of an earlier document.

And this is how the treasures of Greek and

Roman culture have come down to us; there is
no doubt at all about their fidelity. Think, for
example, of the works of the great Greek
philosopher, Aristotle, who lived around the
fourth century before Christ. (2) Of the

“are from the thxrteenth 1 ry, and all of
“them are absolutely trustworthy copies of a
much more ancient text which dates probably
as far back as the fourth century before Christ.

(3) The date of composition of the Dead Sea
Scrolls is vefi}/fnuc ore ancient;.they were
written around the second century before
Christ. As we see, the j jump backwards with
these new manuscripts, found beside the
Dead Sea, is enormous. Hence the sensation
caused by their discovery and the work de-
voted by scholars in recent years, to these old

manuscripts.

Language of the primitive texts

Around the eighteenth century before Christ,
Abraham reached Palestine and learned the
tongue of the Canaaneans; some inscriptions
in Canaanean have been found and it is ex-
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tremely similar to Hebrew.

Canaanean, by means of a slow evolution,
gave rise to Hebrew. In the beginnings of
biblical literature, during the time of Moses,
the language was in a state of development
and underwent changes throughout the suc-
ceeding centuries. If we go back to the origi-
nal composition of the sacred books we come
to the conclusion that the different sacred
writers were writing the Bible over a period of
a thousand years: from the thirteenth century
before Christ (the time of Moses) until the
second century.

In what langliage were those books written
which are traditionally attributed to Moses?
From the Biblical narrative we deduce that
Moses was a man instructed in Egyptian cul-
ture and who received a careful education at
the court of Pharaoh.

For this reason we might think that Moses,
during the exodus through the desert used
bz‘eg‘qﬁg&lﬁygéigﬂyg iting, but this seems unlikely.

At that time two other types of writing were

known, both more petfect than the hierog-
lyphic.

We usually call Phoenician_writing a type
which'is fBund for the first time in that geo-
graph1cal region and from Wthh come the

~alphabets of the western world. A thltd type

has been called cuneiform writing “because the
shape of the Jetters resembles wedges (Latin:
cuneus) and this form of writing was widely
used in the Middle East.

The first texts of the Bible would have been
written in three totally different types of
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writing, but in any case this problem would
affect only the more ancient narratives. Once
the conquest of Palestine took place and the
jgv(lxsh _people established themselves there,
there s no doubt that they used the Phoeni-
" cian alphabet, which is nearer to Hebrew and
‘the latter probably derives from it. It is cer-
tain that the Israelites, heir return from
exile in Babylon, used the square alphabet (so
“called because of the shape of its letters) used

in the present-day manuscripts that we have.

Variations from the original text

What happened to the text of the Old Testa-
ment from its origins in the thirteenth cen-
tury until the second century before Christ?
In the Dead Sea Scrolls it has been established
that the text has suffered some small var-
iations. The greater part aremr;;Zs in spel-
ling of little importance, or the substitution
of s gggw\gy“ggds In some manuscripts one
“word is given, while in others an equivalent
word appears. Infrequently, there are_ var-
iations of an entire phrase which sh:zhrlv
modxf;egﬂtbeémegnmg

ol N For this period, besides the manuscripts
&

4 which are direct witnesses of the text, we can

also use the Greek version known as the > Sep-

&“ﬂg‘g}_gt which was written in the third and
second centuries before Christ. We have
complete manuscripts of this version and so it
can be verified that small variations also exist
in regard to the Dead Sea scrolls where some
books of the Old Testament have appeared —
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for example the entire text of the prophet
Isaias. This is a fact of great interest, because
the manuscripts of the Qumram are approxi-
mately of the same era as the version of the
Septuagint,

To summarize, until the first century after
Christ all the evidence we have shows a sub-
stantial identity in the Hebrew text of the
Old Testament. In other words, throughout
this first period, from the composition of the
original texts until the end of the first century
after Christ, the sacred text has undergone
slight variations which do not affect the sub-
stance of the Word of God.

A A

Iszzng the Hebrew text |

We have set a limit to this first epoch: the end
of the first century after Christ. The reason
for choosing this date is that around the year
ish Congress of Jamnia or
jamne took place At this congress the most
celebrated rabbis and masters of Israel
gathered to deal with different religious and
juridical questions, and one of them was the
problem of the diversity of texts of the Bi
 As Jews travelled from one city to another

they realized that, in the sabbath readings in

the synagogues, differences appeared in some

phrases. So they thought it advisable to unify
the sacred text. To do so, they turned to the

maﬁuscrlpts which they considered most'
faithful, most of them originating in
Jerusalem, and they made a detailed compari-

son_of various. versions. of the whole Bible.
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The result was a new official text which wasa
synthesis of the most iMportant Manuscripts.
“Liztle by little all of the synagogues of the
Jewish world, in Palestine and the Diaspora,
began to adopt this text; they shelved their
ancient copies and substituted for them the
copies of the now official text. This happened

at the end of the first century after Christ.

" Gonsonantic text and vocalic text

A piece of information which it is important
to recall is that the Hebrew text of that epoch,
as happens with other Semitic languages, is
written with consonantic text. For example,
in English the word woman is written in its
entirety, with five letters: In Hebrew it
would be written wmn, that is to say with the
three consonants. This type of writing does
not lend itself to mistakes if one is familiar
with the text.

But around the sixth century after Christ,
the readers in the synagogues began to make
E}iﬁg}fﬁs because of the absence of vowels,
which had to be improvised at the moment of
reading; and this difficulty led the rabbis to
invent some vowel signs.

The rabbinical schools, moreover, added to
these texts notes of an exegetical or literary
character taken from Jewish tradition; di-
vided the text into verses; and at the end of
each book indicated the number of verses
which it contained—which is very important
data for subsequent studies. They also added
marginal notes, or at the end of the book they
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clarified questions relating to the text: for
example, they clarified doubts about which is
the more correct reading, and so there are
notes which say “Written .. . . such and such;
read . . .. such another” because from the time
of the unification of the text already men-
tioned, Sacred Scripture was respected in
such a way that no rabbi dared to change even
a single letter.

Let us examine a very graphic case. If the
copyist had made a fault of spelling, for
example, writing.the word man wit t the
{etter ‘a’, the rabbis did fiot dare to co plete
the word, correcting the fault, but they noted
“Written man without #; read with.” They

“dared not make any modifications in the text

because it was sacred. They confined them-
selves to proposing corrections when they
thought that the spelling or grammatical
error derived from the copyist.

This ‘work of the rabbinical schools gave
rise to a text which remained fixed in a defi-
nite way in the tenth century after Christ, and
which receives the name of Masoretic Text
(Masora means Tradition) because the rabbis
adhered faithfully to the traditions of Jewish
culture in composing those notes, as we have
seen. :

The manuscripts of the Dead Sea present
some variations as compared with the
Masoretic text, but in spite of being older the
text is not a better quality; at times even it has
words which, are incorrectly written. From
comparing these studies, one reaches the con-
clusion that the Masoretic scholars worked
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with care and even succeeded in correcting
previous errors or at least indicated them in
their notes.

Ancient versions

During the third and second centuries before
Christ the version known as the Septuagint
was made. This is a translation from Hebrew
into Greek; the need for this version derived
from the commercial and cultural importance
which the Greek language had achieved.
Centuries later, and as a consequence of the
predominance of the language of Imperial
Rome, a Latin translation was made: this is
known as Vetus Latina and became wide-
spread. Around the year 480, St. Jerome set
out to improve on this ancient version, and
wrote the Vulgate, another translation into

et

Latin. In~the meantime, translations were .

made into Aramaic, Syrian, Armenian,
Ethiopian, and Coptic, and when the Roman
Empire fell, it was translated also into some
Slavic languages. Very ancient manuscripts
are kept of all these translations, but those of
the Vulgate are especially numerous — there
are approximately 30, 0 of them..

"With all these texts in different languages,
the critics have been able to make compari-
sons with the Hebrew text and have come to
the following conclusion: the text which re-
produces most perfectly the original, as we
suppose it to have come from the hands of the
sacred writers, is the Masoretic Hebrew.text.
This can be credited to the enormous care the
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Jewish scholars took to conserve the text in-
spired by God.

"The conclusion of these Scriptural studies
is that we conserve substantially the original
text of the Old Testament. The small var-
iations indicated are not great enough to alter
the meaning substantially. These studies,
therefore, confirm that the text of the Old
Testament which we have today, faithfully
reproduces what God inspired in the sacred
authors. )

Editions from the Sixteenth Century on

Lt{;ﬁ’ { \%’*x, &W\tf

W B b C C S
After the invention of printing, the Hebrew
text was printed on the basis of the best
manuscripts which the editors had at hand.
As the centuries passed and the culture of the
modern era advanced, this work of editing
became more perfect.

Around 1520 the Hebrew text was pub-
lished in an edition known as the “Polyglot of
Alcala.” A polyglot Bible is one in which
different languages are arranged in parallel
columns so that the different versions can
more easily be compared. Improvements
were made in successive polyglot editions
published in Paris and London.

In the eighteenth century the period -of
textual criticism began — experts trying to
handle not just a group of manuscripts, but
all the possible manuscripts, and at the foot of
the page, adding some notes in abbreviated
form, explaining why one text or'another has
been chosen.
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This is a technique similar to that used for -

critical editions of secular literature, with the
difference that in classical Graeco-Latin liter-
ature the manuscripts are few, while those of
the Bible are very many. This is why the
critical editions of the Bible always involve
much more work than the edition of any
secular work, but the enormous number of
manuscripts which have been preserved as-
sure the integrity and fidelity of the text.

At present, first place among critical edi-
tions of the Bible is given to 2 German edition
in which a good number of Scriptural scholars
collaborated. It was originally directed by
Rudolf Kittel and Paul Kahle. It is the basic
edition, the one used by the experts; in it are
incorporated all the variations of the manu-
scripts of which we have spoken, including in
its latest edition, the Dead Sea Scrolls. The
researchers who prepared this Bible are Pro-
testants, but the work has been done with the
utmost care and the edition is made with all
scientific guarantees.

11. History of the
text of the New Testament

The books of the New Testament were Writ-
ten in a short period which covers, in round
figures, from the year 50 A.D. to the year

St S

100. The language used is Hellenistic Greek,
that is, the language which developed in the
time of the empire of Alexander the Great. At

chis time Greek became unified in the near
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“already said.

Sometimes, as in t

P

. \
East and a new language was born callediKoine {
dialectos which means the common GreeléTa:r‘;jw
guage. This is an international language
which was used in all the Eastern parts of the
Mediterranean, in the cities, in trade and
among the educated classes of Rome.

The vocabulary of the New Testament is
very homogeneous because the Gospels and
Epistles were composed in a short period of
time, within some fifty years, as we have

;

Except for St. Luke, the other authors of
the New Testament were of Hebrew origin
and therefore their language was influenced
by Hebrew and i

A

of phrase.
t. Mark, one
also finds some Latin idioms. This confirms
the origin of the Gospel of St. Mark who,
according to Christian tradition, wrote down
the catechesis of St. Peter in Rome. The ste-
reotyped formulas of preaching and of the
liturgy appear as Latin derivations in the
Greek text. As we know, in Rome two lan-
guages were used: Latin as the official langu-
age and Greek as the commercial and cultural”
language.

—

Integrity of the text

All these causes combine to permit the text of
the New Testament to present far fewer diffi-
culties than the Old. Indeed, we can say that
there is no major difficulty, since the varia-
tions of the New Testament are insignificant,
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most of these are variations of spelling, omis-
sion of an article or something of this sort
arising from copyists’ errors.

= Some authors count only fro

variations which gffg:gt the si,

phrase in any way: Generally these var
are minimal, and in o case are there proofs
that the text was written latef.

Scriptural scholars have taken tremendous
crouble to reconstruct scrupulously the text
of the books of the New Testament just as it
left the hands of the sacred authors. We have
co remember that the small differences indi-
cated, such as the omission of an article, or
some spelling variations, which are unimpos-
cant as far as spiritual reading is concerned,
do have importance for dogmatic theological
study. For this reason, and because of the
veneration owed to the sacred text, we can
underétand the enormous interest with which
the exegetes have tried to reconstruct the
original Greek text.

This reconstruction of the text is based on
the study of the many ancient manuscripts
which are conserved in the original Greek,
and, in translations. Useful also in this work
of reconstruction are the gumerous quota-
tions which are found in the books of
ecclesiastical authors, chiefly the Fathers of
the Church.

variations

T he Greek texts on papyris

Today there are about 4,000 known Greek

manuscripts of the W‘nt.uThe most
ancient date from t

y. In other

languages, that is in translations, they are

even more abundant, Of the Tatin Vulgate’
“there are around 30,000; in other languages,
several hundred. The Greek manuscripts,
which are the “direct witnesses” of the origi-

nal text, date from the fourth century after

_ Christ. So therefore, we have a gap of four

centuries which is filled by fragments of
Egyptian manuscripts, in papyrus, which
contain a part of the Greek text of the New
Testament.

The most ancient manuscript (owned by

the Ryland Library in Manchester) is dated
\arougd the year 125 and r,gpgpglwgﬂgggw@b,,sxb_g)'gt
fr of the eighteenth chapter of the

pel of St. John. Bearing in mind that the

Go

apostle wrote-his gospel at the end of the first
century, it appears that only twenty five years
intervene between the original and the
papyrus that was found.

yrus is the one

ppears to date fr
the second century. This contains the firs

called

fourteen gﬁapté‘?smcw)?gt. John and some frag-
ments of the final chapters: so that almost the
whole of the Fourth Gospel appears in this
very ancient document. Other noteworthy
papyri are the Barcinonen, dating from the
second century; and the papyri of the Epistles
of St. Paul (Chester Beatty) which date from
the third century. Although they are very
small fragments, they serve to verify what
happened to the text of the New Testament
before the fourth century. Up to the present
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time, about sixty-five papyri have been
discovered.

Complete G7 “@ufﬂiﬁﬂ;

From the fourth centuty on, W

SR

“serve complete manuscripts, writeen of
’ “Whic

; "5 mﬁé‘ﬁ"”l‘iﬁ“ﬁ?e"fwliéstmg
material than papyrus. ‘Some contain the
New Testament alone. Others contain the
whole‘Bible in Grqek, in the version of the
Septuagint for the Old Testament. .
The more ancient codices are written 10
capital letters, following the custom of the
vime. Therefore they are called uncial; about
240 copies are conserved. Moreover, e are
1,800 very anci at lectionaries, designed for
Titurgical purposes- -
Scriptural scholars afe accus'tomed to using
a special system of quotation 10 order t0 refer
to these codices. In the case of the papyrl they
use aPand a aumber; for example P47“The
uncial (texts) are quoted using the letters of
the alphabet followed by some pgmbers. Last-
ly, for the manuscripts in mmlscu}e letter-
ings, numbers alone are used for designation.
From the fifth century on, the manuscripts
are very numerous and ate grouped' into
“families” according to their characteristics.
This means homogeneous roups which take
into account the variations of various phrases,
the gaps Of omissions.
These figures are 2 guarantee of the conser-
vation of the sacred text. An eloquent comm-
parison can be made with the manuscripts
e P NP SR
o

R L
\

}Aready con-

retained of secular works: we have only about
100 manuscripts of the Greek author Sopho-
cles and about 250 of Horace.

The *families” of codices

Each “family” of codices is characterized by
certain details: for example some copyists in-
terchange other more cultural terms for popu-
lar words or phrases. In general, editions
published during. the Renaissance preferred
to use the manuscripts containing cultural
language. Today, however, those which use
popular language ar¢ preferred because the
experts consider that this composition cOmes
nearer to reality, since the majority of the
New Testament authors did not have a fluent
knowledge of the Greek tongue.

It is logical that from the fourth century
there should be more manuscripts. The
Church had been spreading and with the
peace of Constantine, Christianity soon be-
came the official religion of the Empire.
Another detail characteristic of the manu-
scripts of the fourth century is that they are
very rich and are written in parchment which
is very well preserved. There are about five
thousand Greek documents of the New Tes-
tament. With these the original text can be
reconstructed with great accuracy.

For this reason, in the case of the New
Testament,; we usually speak of “accidental
integrity” which means that even in acciden-
tal things we have an assured text, which
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coincides therefore with what was written by

the author whom God inspired.

1L Modern translations into
vernacular languages

From the Renaissance on, many translations
into different European languages Were
made:

A Catholic Commentary o Holy Scripture
(London 195 3) points out that versions of the
whole or of part of the Bible in the language

of ordinary people appeared first in England

and Germany in the eighth century; in France
and Hungary in the cwelfth; in Italy, Spain,
Holland and other countries in the thir-
teenth. During the sixteenth and seventeenth
century the Church tried to ensure that these
cranslations did not become a means to prop-
agate heresies—among other ways by provid-
ing explanatory notes.

The standard Catholic translations were
made from the Latin Vulgate; in English only
one such translation existed for over three
centuries: the Douay version (Old Testament,
Douay 1609-10; New Testament Rheims
1582). This was revised by Bishop Challoner
between 1749 and 1772. In the first half of
this century fresh revisions were made in

America (the Confraternity of Christian Doc-

crine edition being especially noteworthy).
The other major translation of the Vulgate
into English‘which has obtained wide use is
that made by Ronald Knox (1945-49)-
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Much more recent translations have been
made not from the Vulgate but from the orig-
inal texts available. One of these is that called
The Jerusalem Bible, Alexander Jones, general
editor (London 1960); the translation is direct

~into English; the notes are largely a direct

rranslation from the French La Bible de
Jerusalem (1956). Although it has acquired a
great diffusion, it is not a Bible of populat
character; that is to say, its notes are not
intended for spiritual or pious reading, but
are rather specialized and erudite and presup-
pose a certain level of scientific formation
without which they cannot be adequately
evaluated.
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