
FLC Bible Study – 1.8.19 – Biblical History Series
How the Biblical Canon Was Formed

Old Testament Manuscript “Family Tree”

Complete Manuscripts of the Old Testament

• “Urtext”
◦ An assumption that at one time there was complete book of the Old Testament 

texts from which all other translations were copied from. It is debated whether such
a full compilation of texts existed.

• “Septuagint” or “LXX” (from Latin meaning, “70”)
◦ Greek translation of the original Hebrew text of the Old Testament.
◦ The first five books translated in the 3rd century B.C.; others in the 2nd century B.C.
◦ Complete manuscripts present in 4th century A.D.

• “Masoretic Text” or “Mt”
◦ The authoritative Hebrew and Aramaic text of the Tanakh (Old Testament).
◦ Oldest complete manuscripts are from the 9th century A.D.

▪ Leningrad Codex is dated 1008 A.D. and is the oldest complete manuscript of 
the Old Testament in the Hebrew language.

Note: When we, as Christians, say “Old Testament” we are referring to the Jewish Tanakh. Both
canons, the Old Testament and the Tanakh, contain the same texts, but the books are divided

in different ways to form 24 books in the Tanakh and 39 books in the Old Testament.
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Old Testament Fragments

Version Language Oldest Fragments

Silver Scrolls Hebrew 587 B.C.

Dead Sea Scrolls Hebrew, Aramaic, Greek 150 B.C. - 70 A.D.

Septuagint Greek 2nd century B.C.

Vulgate Latin 5th century A.D.

Masoretic Hebrew 1st century A.D.

Silver Scrolls

• Discovered near Jerusalem in 1979.
• Made of silver, they are the oldest

fragments of Old Testament text ever
found. 1 inch by 4 inches in size.

• 1. -h/hu. May be blessed h/sh- 
2. -[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, YH- 
9. -[W]H, His face 
10. [upon] you and g- 
11. -rant you p- 
12. -[ea]ce.
[Bottom lines broken.]

• Lines 5-12 can be compared to
Numbers 6:24-26: “The LORD bless
you and keep you; the LORD make his face shine on you and be gracious to you; the LORD
turn his face toward you and give you peace.”

Dead Sea Scrolls

• Discovered in 1947 in the Qumran Caves in the West Bank near the Dead Sea.
• Second oldest fragments of Old Testament ever found.
• 972 scrolls and fragments discovered.
• Their origins have been debated and remain relatively unknown.
• Written between 400 B.C. and 300 A.D.
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• Contain 225 Biblical texts. Fragments from every book in the Old Testament have been 
found except for the book of Esther.

• A complete scroll of Isaiah was found – the only such complete scroll. The scroll is 10 
inches high and 24 feet long.

• According to The Dead Sea Scrolls by Hebrew scholar Millar Burrows, “Of the 166 words
in Isaiah 53, there are only seventeen letters in question. Ten of these letters are simply 
a matter of spelling, which does not affect the sense. Four more letters are minor 
stylistic changes, such as conjunctions. The remaining three letters comprise the word 
‘light,’ which is added in verse 11, and does not affect the meaning greatly.”

“The Great Isaiah Scroll”, or “1Qlsaa”

Old Testament Canonization

• The Hebrew Bible (the Tanakh) has three divisions: the Torah (Law), the Neviʾim 
(Prophets), and the Ketuvim (Writings) – 24 books in total.

• What was included in Hebrew scripture remained fluid until around the 1st century A.D.
• In 95 A.D., the Jewish historian Josephus describes 5 books of the Torah, 13 books of 

the prophets, and 4 books of hymns – 22 books of the 24 in the Tanakh accounted for.
• The apocryphal book of 2 Esdras, written between 70-200 A.D., describes 24 books in 

the Old Testament.
• In short, there is no scholarly consensus as to when the Tanakh was formally canonized.
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Complete Manuscripts of the New Testaments

• Four “complete” manuscripts of the entire Bible in Greek have survived to present day:
◦ Codex Vaticanus, Sinaiticus, Alexandrinus, and Ephraemi Rescriptus.

• Codex Vaticanus
◦ Oldest “complete” manuscript of the New Testament.
◦ Dated around 300 A.D.
◦ It, along with Codex Sinaiticus, are considered the best Greek texts of the New 

Testament.
◦ Contains a near complete copy of the Septuagint (Old Testament). Missing 1 and 2 

Timothy, Titus, Philemon, and Revelation.

New Testament Fragments

• 139 fragments, known as papyri, are known.
• One of the oldest papyrus is Papyrus 52 – dated around

125-175 A.D.; 3.5 inches by 2.5 inches.
• Contains lines from John 18:31-33 on the front and verses

37-38 on the back.

1.  the Jews, “For us it is not permitted to kill
2.  anyone,” so that the word of Jesus might be fulfilled, which he sp-
3.  oke signifying what kind of death he was going to
4.  die. Entered therefore again into the Praeto-
5.  rium Pilate and summoned Jesus
6.  and said to him, “Thou art king of the
7.  Jews?” 
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New Testament Canonization

• The Marcionite Canon
◦ The first to separate writings from the Old and New Testaments. It contained 11 

books compared to the 27 later canonized.
◦ Compiled around 130-140 A.D.
◦ It contained its own version of the four Gospels called the “Gospel of Marcion”. It 

closely resembles the Gospel of Luke.
◦ The Book of Acts was left out, some of the Pauline letters were included, and none 

of the remaining letters were included. 
• The Muratorian Fragment

◦ A copy of the oldest known list of New
Testament books; dated to around 170
A.D.

◦ Includes four Gospels (Luke and John
mentioned specifically), doesn’t include
Hebrews, James, 1 and 2 Peter. 2 and 3
John possibly left out. Apocalypse of
Peter and Wisdom of Solomon included
although they later would be removed
from the New Testament canon.

• In 367 A.D., a bishop of Alexandria gave a list
of the now 27 books of the New Testament
and described them as “canonized”.

• Councils in the years 382, 393, 397, and 419 A.D. all described the current 27 books of 
the New Testament as canonized.

New Testament Text
• What are English translations of the New Testament based on?

◦ Manuscripts and fragments with writing occurring in two different styles:
• Alexandria text-type or Byzantine text-type.

◦ Alexandria is written in all upper-case letters.
◦ Byzantine is written in upper-case and lower-case letters.
◦ The difference in styles often relates to the age of a manuscript:

▪ All upper-case (Alexandria text-type) usually occurs before the 9th century A.D., 
▪ Upper and lower-case (Byzantine text-type) occurs after the 9th century A.D.

◦ Most manuscripts containing any parts of the New Testament are Byzantine text-
type – nearly 5,000 documents.

◦ Very few contain Alexandria text-type – less than 1% of all manuscripts and 
fragments known to exist.

• How do scholars know which manuscripts to use for translations if there are so many 
and they differ at times in spelling, grammar, omissions, additions, etc.?
◦ Through a series of benchmarks:
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▪ 1) Older manuscripts
• Older manuscripts tend to have fewer errors and edits over the years and 

should be closer to the original text.
▪ 2) Shorter variants

• Over the centuries translators are more likely to add and smooth out rough 
and short texts, so a manuscript containing a shorter variant of a text is 
more likely closer to the original text.

▪ 3) Difficult readings
• Again, translators and editors are more likely to either omit or tone down a 

textual variant that is troublesome or difficult. Therefore, a textual variant 
that is more difficult is considered closer to the original text.

▪ 4) Grammatical style
• If the grammar changes within a particular book it could be a sign of 

additions by editors over the years.

Date (A.D.) Category 1 Category 2 Category 3 Category 4 Category 5

150 P52, P90, P104

200 P32, P46, P64, P66, 
P75, P77, 0189

250 P1, P4... 0212 P48, P69

300 P13, P16... P38, 0171

350 01, 03... P6, P8... P88...

◦ Novum Testamentum Graece (The New Testament in Greek) a.k.a. Nestle-Aland
▪ Critical edition of the New Testament in the original Greek.
▪ It forms the basis for most modern Bible translations.
▪ First edition published in 1898; it is currently in its 28th edition.
▪ Called a “critical edition” - it combines the evidence of manuscripts and 

fragments and produces what should be the closest Greek text to the original 
authored sources.

▪ Any textual variants – and there are many – are listed on the bottom of each 
page and reference by catalog number which manuscript, unical, or fragment 
they are referring to.

◦ There are 7 major editions of the Greek New Testament.
▪ 62.9%, or 4,999 of 7,947 verses, are in agreement between all editions.
▪ Scholars agree that no textual variant changes any major theological beliefs.

◦ Bible translation agreement with the Nestle-Aland edition:
▪ 1-10 Ranking: New American Standard (NASB), NRSV, NIV
▪ 11-20 Ranking: Good News Bible (GNB), King James Version (KJV)
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New Testament Text-Type Family Trees

Alexandrian (4th Century A.D.) Byzantine (10th Century A.D.)

New Revised Standard Version (NRSV)
New International Version (NIV)
English Standard Version (ESV)
Good News Bible (GNB)

King James Version (KJV)
New King James Version (NKJV)
Luther Bible (1534)
Geneva Bible (1560)

New Testament Translations
• The Vulgate

◦ Latin translation of the Bible.
◦ Translated in the late 300s A.D.
◦ The Old Testament was translated directly into Latin from Hebrew – instead of 

being translated from the Greek Septuigint.
◦ Became the official Catholic Church Latin version

in the 16th century.
◦ Earliest surviving copy is from 700 A.D.; known as

the Codex Amiatinus.
▪ The book is massive – 19 inches by 13 inches

and 7 inches thick. 
▪ It weighs 75 pounds.

◦ For 1,000 years it was the only Bible translation
most Christians ever viewed.

◦ The Gutenberg Bible was a Vulgate translation
printed in the 1450s.

• Novum Instrumentum omne
◦ First published New Testament in Greek in 1516.
◦ Based on Greek manuscripts from after the 9th century A.D.
◦ The second edition was used by Martin Luther in his translation of the New 

Testament into German.
◦ The third edition used by translators of the Geneva Bible and King James Version. 

• Luther Bible
◦ First full translation of the Bible into German.
◦ Published in 1534.

• King James Version, or Authorized Version
◦ Published in 1611.
◦ Translated for the Church of England under King James I.
◦ 47 scholars translated the Old Testament from Hebrew and the New Testament 

from Greek and the Apocrypha from Latin.
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Type Translation Text – John 3:16 Example

Word-for-Word New American 
Standard Bible 
(NASB)

For God so loved the world, that He gave His only begotten Son, 
that whoever believes in Him shall not perish, but have eternal 
life. 

Thought-for-
Thought

New International 
Version (NIV)

For God so loved the world that he gave his one and only Son, 
that whoever believes in him shall not perish but have eternal 
life.

Paraphrase The Message (MSG) This is how much God loved the world: He gave his Son, his one 
and only Son. And this is why: so that no one need be 
destroyed; by believing in him, anyone can have a whole and 
lasting life. 

Type Text – Matthew 6:9-13 Example

Word-for-Word NASB Our Father who is in heaven, Hallowed be Your name. Your kingdom come. 
Your will be done, On earth as it is in heaven. ‘Give us this day our daily bread. 
‘And forgive us our debts, as we also have forgiven our debtors. ‘And do not 
lead us into temptation, but deliver us from evil. 

Thought-for-
Thought

NIV Our Father in heaven, hallowed be your name, your kingdom come, your will 
be done, on earth as it is in heaven. Give us today our daily bread. And forgive 
us our debts, as we also have forgiven our debtors. And lead us not into 
temptation, but deliver us from the evil one.

Paraphrase MSG Our Father in heaven, Reveal who you are. Set the world right; Do what’s best
—as above, so below. Keep us alive with three square meals. Keep us forgiven 
with you and forgiving others. Keep us safe from ourselves and the Devil. 
You’re in charge! You can do anything you want! You’re ablaze in beauty! Yes. 
Yes. Yes.
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