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How We Got the Bible

Preface: The Bible Before It Was a Bible

Open a modern Bible and neatly everything about the object in
your hands feels inevitable. Genesis stands first. Revelation stands last.
Every book has a settled name and a settled place. A reader can turn
instantly to Isaiah 53, or John 3:16, or Romans 8:28, as though those
coordinates had always existed, waiting to be found. A table of
contents presents the whole collection as a finished library, bound,

numbered, indexed, ready.
None of that belonged to the men who wrote it.

Isaiah did not call his prophecy "Isaiah." Paul did not address the
church at Rome by writing "Romans" at the top of a letter meant to
become the eighth book of a twenty-seven-book collection with its
own numbered chapters and verses. Moses did not write Genesis 1:1.
He wrote, in Hebrew, a sentence: I the beginning God created the heavens
and the earth. Everything else, the book title, the chapter number, the
verse number, the placement first among sixty-six or seventy-three or
eighty-one books depending on which Christian tradition is doing the
counting, arrived later, sometimes many centuries later, laid over the
ancient words by generations of scribes, translators, editors, and
printers who were trying to make an inherited treasure usable for the

next generation of readers.
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This is not a story of a book falling intact from heaven, bound and
paginated, into human hands. Neither is it a story of religious
authorities in a smoke-filled room manufacturing scripture out of
convenient fictions, as a certain kind of popular skepticism likes to
imagine. It is something more interesting than either extreme: the
history of communities, first Israelite, then Jewish, then Christian, who
believed that particular texts carried the very voice of God, and who
therefore treasured them enough to copy them by hand for a thousand
years before printing existed, to argue over their boundaries, to
translate them into the common tongues of empire after empire, to
risk their lives smuggling them past emperors who wanted them
burned, and finally to standardize their citation so that two readers on

opposite sides of the world could open to the same page.

That history moves along several tracks that are usually run
together into a single blur and that this book will insist on keeping
separate, because collapsing them is where most popular confusion
about the Bible begins. There is a difference between when a book was
written and when it was recognized as carrying divine authority. There is
a difference between which books belong to a collection and in what
order those books are arranged once they are gathered. There is a
difference between the words an ancient author wrote and the chaprer
and verse numbers later readers added so those words could be located
quickly. And there is a difference between asking whether God zuspired
a text and asking whether human scribes accurately #ransmitted it across
centuries of handwritten copying, two questions that get confused

constantly, to the detriment of both faith and history.
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Keeping these questions distinct does not diminish Scripture. It
does the opposite. It lets us tell the true story, which turns out to be
sturdier than either the naive version or the cynical one: a story of real
people, working in real centuries, with real limitations, entrusted with

texts they believed too important to lose.

We begin, as the story itself begins, long before anyone called any
of it "the Bible" at all.
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Prologue: One Story, Told by Forty Hands

Before this book descends into the details of scrolls and councils
and manuscripts, a single fact deserves to be placed in front of the
reader plainly, in ordinary language, because it is the reason any of the

rest of this history is worth telling at all.

The Bible was not written by one person. Tradition and long
scholarly convention together count somewhere around forty distinct
human authors standing behind its sixty-six books, though a careful
historian has to add a qualification immediately: that number is a rough
and traditional estimate, not a fact established with the same certainty
as a modern publication record. Several biblical books never name
their author at all. The book of Hebrews is anonymous, and its
authorship was already disputed in the ancient church itself. Psalms
and Proverbs are collections gathered from multiple contributors
across long stretches of time rather than single compositions. The five
books of Moses carry a compositional history that scholars continue
to debate in real detail. What can be said with real confidence is
simpler, and in some ways more striking: this collection took shape
across a span most careful historians would place somewhere between
one thousand and one thousand five hundred years, in the hands of a
genuinely large number of different writers, most of whom had no way
of knowing one another existed. Many of them were separated from
the nearest other biblical author by centuries, not years, centuries in
which entire empires rose and fell, languages shifted, and whole

civilizations came and went. Moses, by any traditional reckoning, lived
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more than a thousand years before Paul ever picked up a pen. The
prophet Malachi likely never heard of anyone who would write a
Gospel, because the Gospels would not exist for another four

centuries after he finished speaking.

And where a traditional author can be identified with reasonable
historical confidence, the individuals themselves turn out to be about
as different from one another as human beings can be. Moses, by
Isracl's own account, was raised a prince in the royal household of
Egypt and later spent decades tending sheep in the wilderness before
he ever led anyone anywhere. David was a shepherd boy who became
a king, a poet and a warrior in the same body, a man capable of writing
some of the most tender lines ever composed about God's care and
some of the most anguished lines ever composed about his own guilt.
Solomon was a king known across the ancient world for wisdom and
wealth alike. Amos was a farmer and a herdsman from the rural south
who never trained as a professional prophet and said so himself. Isaiah
moved in the royal court of Jerusalem, on close speaking terms with
kings. Daniel served as a senior government official in the courts of
two successive pagan empires while never once compromising his own
convictions. Ezekiel was a priest who received his call to prophesy
while living as a captive exile in Babylon, far from the Temple he had
trained his whole life to serve in. Centuries later, Matthew had worked
as a tax collector, a profession his own countrymen despised as
collaboration with Rome. Peter and John were working fishermen with
no formal education, a detail the book of Acts records the religious

authorities of Jerusalem noticing with open surprise. Early church
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tradition remembers Luke as a physician, and if that identification is
correct, he would be the only writer generally believed to be a Gentile
contributing to either Testament, though the historical evidence for
both details rests on tradition rather than certainty; what is clear
enough from the writing itself is the careful, orderly precision of a man
used to keeping records. Paul, by his own explicit account, had been
trained in the strict Pharisaic tradition under Gamaliel, one of the most
respected Jewish teachers of his generation, before his entire life was
interrupted and redirected on a single afternoon on the road to
Damascus. A king, a shepherd, a farmer, a priest, a prisoner of war, a
tax collector, fishermen, a physician by tradition, a Pharisee: this is not
the guest list for any kind of planning committee. It is closer to a
random sample of an entire ancient society, pulled from every level of
it,and handed, each of them separately, a portion of the same immense

story to tell.

They wrote, moreover, from genuinely different places, not just
different rooms in the same city. Substantial portions of the Bible were
written in and around the land of Israel itself, in Judea and Galilee and
the hill country between them. Other portions were written in exile in
Babylon, in what is now Iraq, hundreds of miles from home, by writers
grieving everything they had lost. Still other material took shape in
Egypt, where Israel's own founding story of slavery and deliverance
had unfolded centuries earlier and where, much later, Jewish scholars
would translate the Hebrew Scriptures into Greek for the first time.
And the New Testament's later chapters were written from cities

scattered across the Roman world, from a prison cell in Rome itself,
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from the island of Patmos in the Aegean Sea, from cities across what
is now Turkey and Greece. This is a genuinely wide geographic sweep,
across the eastern Mediterranean and ancient Near Eastern worlds,
from Israel and Judah to Mesopotamia, Egypt, Asia Minor, Greece,
and Rome, at a time when travel across that whole span took weeks or
months by foot, by donkey, or by sail, and when most people who
lived in any one of those places would never in their entire lives meet

anyone who lived in most of the others.

Given all of that, separation of centuries, separation of distant
lands, separation of social class and occupation and education and life
experience, an honest reader has every reason to expect the result to
read like exactly what it sounds like it should be: a scattered,
inconsistent pile of ancient documents with nothing holding them
together except the accident of being bound inside the same cover
many centuries later. That is not what a careful reader actually finds.
What a careful reader finds, instead, running underneath the enormous
surface variety of poetry and law and history and letter and vision this
book has already surveyed in detail, is a single story, told in the same

basic shape from the first page to the last.

That claim deserves one further word of honesty before it is made,
because it is a different kind of claim from the historical observations
this prologue has been making so far. Counting authors, dating books,
and tracing geography are historical questions, open to the ordinary
tools of historical argument and capable of being revised by new

evidence. What follows now is something else: a reading of the whole

9
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collection's shape from within the perspective of Christian canonical
conviction, the conviction that these particular sixty-six books, read
together as a completed whole, tell a single coherent story of their own.
A reader need not share that conviction to have followed everything
this book has argued up to this point. But it is only fair to say plainly
that this next paragraph is making a theological claim about the Bible's

unity, not merely a historical one about its authorship.

From within that canonical perspective, then, something further
becomes visible. The story begins with a good creation, God making a
world and declaring it good, and placing the first human beings in a
garden in unbroken relationship with him. It moves quickly into
catastrophe, a broken trust, a fall, and with it the entrance of death,
shame, and division into a world that had not previously known any of
them. It does not stay in despair. Almost immediately, a promise is
given, that the damage will one day be undone, and the rest of the Old
Testament becomes the long, often difficult story of God pursuing that
promise through one particular family, Abraham's family, drawing
them out of slavery in Egypt, binding himself to them in covenant at a
mountain in the wilderness, giving them a land and a king and a
Temple, and then watching that same family fail, again and again, to
live up to what they had been given. Exile follows failure. But even
exile does not end the story. Prophets keep insisting, across centuries
of national humiliation, that God is not finished, that a rescuer is still
coming, that the promise made all the way back at the beginning has

not been withdrawn.
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Then, centuries later, in a small, unremarkable corner of a vast
Roman Empire, the New Testament opens with the claim that the
rescuer has finally arrived. Four separate authors tell the story of Jesus
of Nazareth from four different angles, his life, his teaching, his death,
and, at the center of all four accounts, his resurrection from the dead.
The book of Acts tells how the message about him spread outward
from a small circle of frightened followers into a movement that
eventually reached across the entire Roman world. The letters that
follow explain, argue, encourage, and correct as that young movement
worked out what its new life together should actually look like. And
the whole collection closes, in Revelation, with a vision of exactly what
the opening chapters of Genesis had promised from the very start: the
curse lifted, death defeated, and a tenewed ctreation in which God
dwells openly with his people again, the broken relationship of the

garden fully and finally restored.

Creation, fall, promise, a chosen family, exile, prophetic hope, the
arrival of a rescuer, his death and resurrection, the spread of the good
news, and a final restoration that returns, deliberately, to where the
very first page began: that is the shape a Christian canonical reading
finds running underneath every one of the Bible's sixty-six books,
carried forward by a genuinely large number of writers who lived
centuries apart, across a wide and difficult geography, in entirely
different circumstances. Most of them could never have met more
than a small handful of the other biblical authors, and later writers, for
the most part, inherited Israel's earlier Scripture rather than

coordinating with the generations that produced it, quoting, echoing,

11



How We Got the Bible
and building on what had come before rather than comparing notes
with contemporaries who did not yet exist. This book has spent its
remaining chapters explaining, in careful historical detail, exactly how
those individual writings were composed, copied, gathered, translated,
and finally bound together into the collection a modern reader now
holds. But it seemed important to say plainly, before any of that detail
begins, both what the historical evidence actually supports and what
Christian conviction sees further within it: not simply an accidental pile

of ancient documents sharing a cover, but, for the reader willing to

read it that way, one story.
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Chapter One: Memory Before Ink

The world into which the Hebrew Scriptures were born was, first
and primarily, an oral world. Long before a word of Genesis was set
down on any surface, Israel's genealogies, laws, songs of victory and
lament, priestly blessings, and remembered stories of promise
circulated the way such things circulate in cultures without universal
literacy: spoken, memorized, repeated at hearths and festivals and city
gates, carried in the disciplined memory of elders and priests whose

entire social function was to 7o? forget.

This did not mean the ancient Near East was unfamiliar with
writing. Quite the opposite: writing was already ancient by the time
Israel existed as a people. Mesopotamian scribes had been pressing
wedge-shaped cuneiform into wet clay for well over a thousand years
before Abraham is said to have left Ur. Egyptian scribes recorded royal
annals in hieroglyphic and later hieratic script on papyrus grown along
the Nile. Isracl's own Scriptures remember and assume this
technology: the Ten Commandments are described as engraved on
tablets of stone by the finger of God, a covenant document meant to
be permanent, monumental, unforgeable. Centuries later, the prophet
Jeremiah dictates an oracle to his scribe Baruch, who writes it on a
scroll with ink, and when King Jehoiakim cuts the scroll into pieces
and burns it column by column in a brazier, Jeremiah simply dictates
it again, this time longer than before. The text itself remembers its own

materials, its own fragility, and its own resilience.
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The physical substances varied by purpose and permanence. Stone
served monumental and covenantal functions: texts meant to outlast
the men who carved them. Clay tablets, the workhorse medium of
Mesopotamia, appear less often in Israel's own literary self-description
but were common throughout the wider region for correspondence,
contracts, and administrative records. Ostraca, broken pieces of
pottery, cheap and always at hand, served for short notes, receipts, and
letters; archaeologists have recovered Hebrew ostraca from sites across
ancient Judah that give us a rare glimpse of everyday, non-literary
writing. Papyrus, manufactured from the pith of a reed that grew
abundantly along the Nile, offered a lighter and more portable surface,
though it was imported into Israel rather than produced locally and did
not survive well in Israel's damper climate the way it did in Egypt's
deserts. And prepared animal skins (what we call leather or, in a more
refined form, parchment) offered the durability that a text meant for
repeated use over generations required. It is no accident that the most

sacred Israelite and later Jewish texts were preserved chiefly on skin.

For most of the long centuries in which the Hebrew Scriptures
took shape, then, the mental image a reader should hold is not a bound
book but a scroll: a long strip of prepared material, written in narrow
columns, wound around a wooden rod, sometimes two rods, one at
each end, so the reader could unroll from one side while rolling up the
other. A substantial work, the book we call Isaiah, for instance, could
occupy a scroll of considerable length, and Luke's Gospel captures this
wortld precisely when it describes Jesus in the Nazareth synagogue: he

1S handed the book of the prophet Isaiah, and when he has read from it, he

14
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does not close a book, he rolls up the seroll and hands it back to the
attendant. "Book," in that sentence, means scroll, and the physical
gesture, searching for a passage in a column, then re-rolling the whole

thing, is a world away from flipping to a marked page.

The codex, separate sheets, folded and bound together along one
edge, the direct ancestor of the modern book, existed in the ancient
wotld but remained a secondary format for literary and sacred texts
through most of the biblical period. It would take the peculiar
enthusiasm of the eatliest Christians, centuries later, to make the codex
the dominant vehicle for Scripture. That story belongs later in this
book. For now it is enough to know that the earliest chapters of this
history were written, quite literally, in columns on unrolling skins and
reeds, memorized as much as read, and passed from generation to
generation by communities who had not yet begun to ask the questions
that would eventually produce a Bible: which of these texts belong
together, in what order, and how should a reader find a particular line

within them.
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Chapter Two: The Shaping of Israel's Scriptures

The Hebrew Bible was not written in a year, a decade, or even a
single century. It emerged over the better part of a millennium, through
processes of composition, oral transmission, editing, and arrangement
that even careful historians can only partially reconstruct. Traditional
Jewish and Christian conviction has long associated the first five books
with Moses; modern historical and literary scholarship raises further
questions about sources, later editorial hands, and the process by
which individual traditions reached their final written form. This book
takes no position on resolving every such question, because doing so
is not necessary for the larger and more secure point: whatever one
believes about the process of composition, there was no single
morning on which Israel's Scriptures appeared complete, bound, and
numbered as a finished twenty-four-book collection. The final form

was itself an achievement, not a starting point.

What we now call the Hebrew Bible eventually settled into three
great divisions, and the Hebrew names of those divisions, taken
together, give us the word by which Jews still refer to their Scriptures
today: the Tanakh. Torah (instruction, or teaching, though
conventionally rendered "law") comprises the five books traditionally
associated with Moses: Genesis, Exodus, Leviticus, Numbers, and
Deuteronomy, the books Christians commonly call the Pentateuch.
Nevi'im, the Prophets, gathers what scholars distinguish as the Former
Prophets: Joshua, Judges, Samuel, and Kings, essentially Israel's

historical narrative told from a prophetic vantage point; and the Latter
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Prophets: Isaiah, Jeremiah, Ezekiel, and the twelve shorter prophetic
books traditionally counted as one scroll, the Book of the Twelve.
Ketuvim, the Writings, is the most miscellaneous of the three: Psalms,
Proverbs, Job, the five short scrolls read at Jewish festivals, Daniel, the
linked history of Ezra and Nehemiah, and Chronicles. Torah plus

Nevi'im plus Ketuvim gives, by its Hebrew initials, Tanakh.

These three divisions did not achieve authoritative status
simultaneously. The Torah's foundational place came earliest and most
securely; by the time of the return from Babylonian exile and the
reforms associated with Ezra in the fifth century BC, the five books of
Moses appear to have been functioning as something close to Israel's
constitutional document, publicly read and increasingly treated as
binding, though the surviving evidence for exactly how that authority
operated in practice remains fragmentary rather than complete. The
Prophets seem to have achieved a comparably settled status somewhat
later, by the Hellenistic period, on the evidence historians can
reconstruct. The Writings developed more gradually still, its outer
boundaries less crisply fixed even as its inner core, Psalms above all,

was venerated from a very early date.

We possess a remarkable piece of evidence for how this three-part
shape was already being described well before the time of Jesus.
Around 130 BC, the grandson of a Jewish sage named Ben Sira
translated his grandfather's Hebrew wisdom book into Greek for the
benefit of Greek-speaking Jews in Egypt, and in his prologue to that

translation he refers, almost in passing, to "the Law, the Prophets, and
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the other books of our ancestors." A century and a half before Christ,
in other words, a Jewish writer could already speak in three broad
categories that map remarkably well onto Torah, Nevi'im, and the
looser third category that would eventually crystallize as Ketuvim. This
does not mean the third division's exact contents were already fixed in
130 BC, the phrase "the other books" is notably less precise than "the
Law" or "the Prophets," and that vagueness is itself the evidence: the
edges of the collection were still being negotiated even as its threefold
shape was already assumed. Historians are right to resist projecting the
precise, closed twenty-four-book Tanakh backward onto every century
of the Second Temple period. But they are equally right to recognize
that the shape of Israel's Scripture, three nested categories of decreasing
but still substantial authority, was already old news by the time Rome

absorbed Judea into its empire.
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Chapter Three: A Language in Motion: Hebrew
from Exile to Empire

No language stands still, and Hebrew is no exception. The Hebrew
of the biblical text spans centuries of use, and careful readers can detect
chronological, regional, and stylistic variation within the collection
itself. Some of Israel's oldest poetry, the Song of Deborah in Judges,
for instance, preserves grammatical forms and vocabulary that already
looked archaic to later biblical writers, the way a modern English
reader senses that "thou shalt" belongs to an older register than
ordinary conversation without needing a linguistics degree to feel the
distance. Later biblical books, particulatly those composed after the
return from Babylonian exile, Chronicles, Ezra, Nehemiah, Esther,
display vocabulary, syntax, and loanwords characteristic of a later stage
of the language, sometimes called Late Biblical Hebrew, shaped in part
by centuries of contact with Aramaic and, eventually, Persian

administrative culture.

That contact with Aramaic deserves particular attention, because it
reshaped the linguistic world of the Jewish people more thoroughly
than any other single development before the arrival of Greek. The
Babylonian exile of the sixth century BC placed Judean communities
inside an empire whose administrative and commercial language was
Aramaic, a Semitic cousin of Hebrew close enough that the two
languages share substantial vocabulary and grammar, distinct enough
that they remain genuinely separate tongues. Aramaic's importance did

not recede with the return from exile; if anything, it grew, becoming
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over the following centuries a major vernacular across much of the
Jewish population in the land of Israel, spoken alongside a Hebrew
that, contrary to some older scholarly assumptions, appears to have
remained considerably more alive as an everyday spoken language than
a purely liturgical or scholarly tongue would have been, even as it also
retained its distinct place as the language of Scripture, of the Temple,
and of formal religious discourse. The linguistic evidence sits directly
inside the biblical text itself: substantial portions of the book of Daniel
and of Ezra are written not in Hebrew but in Aramaic, a fact easy to
miss in an English translation that smooths the seam but unmistakable
to anyone reading the Hebrew Bible in its original languages, where the

script does not change but the language plainly does.

By the time of Jesus, then, the linguistic world of first-century
Judea and Galilee was thoroughly multilingual, even if the precise
balance between its languages remains a genuinely debated question
among specialists rather than a settled certainty. Hebrew remained the
sacred language of Scripture, and, as later Jewish literature would
confirm, the evidence increasingly suggests it was still spoken and
understood more widely in everyday religious and scholarly life than
older scholarship sometimes assumed, not a museum piece maintained
only by antiquarian priests. Aramaic was a major vernacular across
Judea and Galilee alike, a language a Galilean carpenter's family would
very plausibly have used at home and in the marketplace, spoken
alongside that continuing Hebrew. Greek, following Alexander's
conquests three centuries earlier, had become the great international

language binding together trade, administration, and intellectual life
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across the eastern Mediterranean, and any Jew who traveled, traded, or
dealt with Hellenistic institutions needed at least functional Greek.
Latin, finally, was present chiefly in the specific domain of Roman
administration and military command, the language of governors,
garrisons, and the sign nailed above a cross reading lesus Nazarenus Rex
Tndaeorum in three languages at once, Hebrew, Greek, and Latin
together, because Pilate wanted no passerby, of any background, to
misunderstand the charge. To imagine Jesus and his contemporaries
moving through a single-language world is to misunderstand from the

outset the linguistic texture of the Gospels themselves.

This linguistic layering matters enormously for how later readers
ought to handle individual Hebrew words, because languages do not
merely add vocabulary over time, they let existing words drift, narrow,
widen, and shift meaning entirely, the same phenomenon linguists call
semantic change and that any English speaker can observe within a
single lifetime. A word like "gay," a century ago, carried as its dominant
sense "carefree" or "merry"; today its primary association has shifted
entirely. "Awful" once meant, transparently, "full of awe", a description
of something overwhelming, even sacred; today it means, almost
exclusively, "very bad." Ancient Hebrew underwent the same kind of
drift across its own centuries, which means one of the least reliable
ways to interpret an ancient Hebrew word is to ask what that word
means in modern Israeli Hebrew and assume Moses or David meant
the same thing. Consider forah itself: root meaning "instruction" or
"teaching," conventionally rendered "law," but carrying in its eatliest

and richest sense something closer to guidance or direction than to a

21



How We Got the Bible
list of statutes, so that when Psalm 1 declares the blessed man's delight
to be "in the law of the LORD," the underlying Hebrew concept is not
merely legal code but the fuller idea of divine instruction, teaching that
forms a life rather than merely constraining it. Consider nephesh,
conventionally translated "soul," a rendering that risks smuggling in
centuries of later Greek philosophical dualism (an invisible, immaterial
essence trapped inside a physical shell) when the Hebrew word itself

" "person," "self," even "throat" or

ranges across "living being," "life,
"appetite,”" depending entirely on context; when Genesis reports that
the man became a nephesh chayyah, "a living being" or "living creature,"
the ancient author is not describing God inserting a ghost into a
machine but describing the whole, integrated, breathing creature that
the man had become. Consider r#ach, capable of meaning wind, breath,
ot spirit, so that the same word undetlying Genesis 1:2's "Spirit of God
hovering over the waters" can, three verses and a different context
away, simply describe the wind blowing across the earth. None of these
words has one fixed, timeless "literal meaning" waiting to be extracted
like a mathematical constant. Their meaning is established, as the
meaning of any word in any language always is, by usage within a
particular context, and recovering that context, across three thousand
years of linguistic drift, is precisely the discipline this book will keep

returning to.
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Chapter Four: The Greek Revolution: How Israel's
Scriptures Learned a New Tongue

If Aramaic reshaped the daily speech of the Jewish people after the
Babylonian exile, Alexander the Great's conquests in the fourth
century BC reshaped the entire linguistic landscape of the eastern
Mediterranean and Near East in a single spectacular generation. In the
wake of Alexandet's armies, a common form of Greek, Koine,
meaning simply "common" or "shared", spread as the language of
trade, administration, philosophy, and cross-cultural communication
across a vast swath of territory stretching from Egypt to Mesopotamia.
It functioned, in its own era, something like international English
functions today: a merchant in Alexandria, a government official in
Syrian Antioch, an educated Jew in Jerusalem, and a traveler passing
through the cities of Asia Minor could all conduct business in a single
shared tongue, whatever their native languages happened to be at

home.

It was into this Greek-speaking world that a momentous
translation project began, probably in the third century BC, in the great
Jewish community of Alexandria, Egypt, a city with one of the largest
and most culturally significant Jewish populations anywhere outside
the land of Israel itself, and a population increasingly more
comfortable in Greek than in Hebrew as the generations passed.
Jewish translators there rendered the Torah into Greek first, and other
books of Israel's Scriptures followed over the ensuing decades and

centuries, translated by different hands, in different styles, with
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different degrees of literalness, at different times, not a single
translation event but a gradual, multi-generational undertaking. The
resulting body of Greek scriptural literature is conventionally known
as the Septuagint, often abbreviated LXX after the Roman numeral for
seventy, in reference to an ancient legend that seventy or seventy-two
translators, working independently, miraculously produced identical
Greek renderings of the Torah, a story more legendary than historical
in its details, but one that testifies to how quickly the Greek translation
itself came to be regarded with something approaching scriptural

reverence in its own right.

The importance of the Septuagint for the story this book is telling
can hardly be overstated, and it operates on at least two distinct levels.
First, and most immediately, it allowed the enormous population of
Greek-speaking Jews scattered throughout the Hellenistic and later
Roman world, far more numerous, in some estimates, than the Jewish
population remaining in the land of Israel itself, to hear the Scriptures
of their ancestors in the language they actually understood, the way an
immigrant community today might treasure a translation of sacred
texts into the language its children speak more fluently than the mother
tongue. Second, and more consequentially for everything that follows
in this narrative, the Septuagint became the primary scriptural
vocabulary from which the earliest Christian movement, itself born
within Greek-speaking Judaism and rapidly extending into the wider
Gentile world, drew its theological language. When New Testament
writers quote Israel's Scriptures, they very often quote them in a Greek

form recognizably descended from the Septuagint rather than
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translating fresh from the Hebrew each time. Greek words that would
become the load-bearing vocabulary of Christian theology, ekklesia,
christos, dikaiosyne, and dozens more, did not arrive in the New
Testament as blank slates awaiting Christian definition; they arrived
already carrying centuries of accumulated meaning from their use in
the Greek Jewish Scriptures, meaning a first-century reader would have
heard resonating beneath the surface even when the New Testament

writer never explained it.

The Septuagint also turns out to be an invaluable witness for an
entirely separate question: what did the underlying Hebrew text
actually say, in the centuries before our surviving medieval Hebrew
manuscripts were copied? At various points, the Greek of the
Septuagint diverges from the Hebrew preserved in the later Masoretic
tradition, the standardized medieval Hebrew text that undetlies most
modern Old Testament translations, a tradition this book will examine
closely in a later chapter. For a long time, scholars faced a puzzle: did
such divergences simply reflect looseness or theological adjustment on
the part of the Greek translators, working freely rather than literally?
Or might the Greek translator, in some cases, have been rendering a
genuinely different Hebrew text, a different [orlage, to use the
technical term for the source text lying behind a translation, than the
one that eventually became standard? The answer, as a later chapter
will show, arrived unexpectedly from the caves above the Dead Sea in
the middle of the twentieth century, and it turned out to be more

interesting than either simple explanation alone.
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Chapter Five: A House Divided: The Jewish World
Before and Around Jesus

First-century Judaism was not a single, uniform religious system
waiting passively for Jesus to arrive and disrupt it. It was, rather, a
vigorously contested and internally diverse world, several movements,
priestly factions, professional guilds, and political currents, all wrestling
in their own ways with a single overriding question: what does
faithfulness to Israel's God and Israel's Torah actually require, here,
now, under foreign occupation? Understanding that internal diversity
is not an optional footnote to the Gospels; it is close to a precondition

for reading them accurately at all.

The roots of this diversity reach back to a national trauma two
centuries before Jesus. Around 167 BC, the Seleucid Greek ruler
Antiochus IV Epiphanes moved to suppress central Jewish religious
practices outright and desecrated the Jerusalem Temple, an act of
provocation severe enough to ignite the Maccabean revolt, the guerrilla
war of Jewish resistance that eventually won a measure of political
independence and gave the Jewish calendar the festival of Hanukkah.
Among those most fiercely committed to Torah fidelity during that
crisis were devout Jews the sources call the Hasidim, Hebrew for "the
pious ones," and emphatically not to be confused with the very
different movement known as Hasidic Judaism that would not arise
for another nineteen centuries, in eighteenth-century Eastern Europe,
under entirely different historical circumstances. Some historians have

proposed, cautiously, since the precise lines of descent are genuinely
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debated rather than firmly documented, that later movements such as
the Pharisees or the Essenes may trace some roots to this broader
current of Maccabean-era piety. What is certain is that the crisis of
Hellenizing pressure and Temple desecration left behind a Jewish
wortld newly alert to the question of what compromise with a dominant
surrounding culture was, and was not, acceptable, a question that
would only sharpen as Rome replaced the Seleucids as the dominant

power a century later.

By the time of Jesus, several distinguishable groups populated this
contested landscape, and it repays the effort to meet each of them on
its own terms rather than through the flattening lens of later Christian

polemic.

The Pharisees are probably the most misunderstood of all these
groups, precisely because Christian readers meet them almost
exclusively through the lens of their conflicts with Jesus in the Gospels,
and conflict narratives are a poor way to get to know anyone fairly.
The Pharisees were not simply stock religious hypocrites; they were a
serious lay movement intensely, even passionately, concerned with
living faithfully before God in the whole of ordinary life, not merely
within Temple precincts. They held that Torah required interpretation
and application to daily circumstance through an inherited body of
tradition, and they affirmed theological convictions, the resurrection
of the dead prominent among them, along with angels, spirits, and
divine providence, that Jesus himself largely shared and that, notably,

Paul explicitly claims as his own Pharisaic inheritance when he stands
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before a divided Jewish council in the book of Acts and deliberately
provokes the assembly by declaring himself on trial precisely over the
doctrine of resurrection. Jesus's frequent disputes with Pharisees over
Sabbath observance, ritual purity, tithing practice, and the grounds for
divorce were, in this light, largely intra-Jewish arguments about how a
shared Torah should be interpreted and lived, conducted between
parties who agreed on far more theological ground than the polemical

surface of the Gospel narratives, read carelessly, might suggest.

The Sadducees stood on very different ground entirely. Closely
bound to the priestly aristocracy and the Jerusalem Temple
establishment, they rejected precisely the doctrines the Pharisees
affirmed: no resurrection, no angels, no spirits, a stance the book of
Acts states plainly. Their religious center of gravity was concrete and
institutional: Temple, priesthood, sacrifice, and a narrower reliance on
the written Torah rather than an expansive body of interpretive
tradition. This helps explain their pointed hypothetical question to
Jesus about a woman married successively to seven brothers under the
ancient law of levirate marriage, not a genuine inquiry into marital
ethics but a calculated attempt to make the doctrine of resurrection
look absurd by reductio ad absurdum, to which Jesus responds not with
sentiment but with an argument drawn directly from the Torah itself,
from the burning bush narrative in Exodus, insisting that the God who
calls himself the God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob is not a God of
the dead but of the living. There is also a stark historical reason the
Sadducees largely vanish from the historical record after the first

century: their institutional foundation was the Jerusalem Temple, and
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when the Roman legions burned that Temple to the ground in AD 70,
the Sadducees' entire institutional base disappeared with it, leaving

them with no continuing structure through which to persist.

Scribes occupied a different kind of category entirely, not a
competing denomination but a professional guild, trained specifically
in the reading, copying, interpretation, and legal application of texts.
Some scribes aligned themselves with Pharisaic teaching; others served
priestly or other interests. When the Gospels pair the phrase "scribes
and Pharisees," they are not necessarily naming two rival sects, any
more than the modern phrase "constitutional lawyers and
conservatives" names two mutually exclusive categories, some
constitutional lawyers are themselves conservative, and the categories
simply describe different things: one a profession, the other a

movement.

The Essenes present a genuinely fascinating puzzle, because the
New Testament never names them explicitly even as ancient writers
outside the New Testament (Josephus, Philo, the elder Pliny) describe
them at some length as a distinct and rigorous Jewish movement
marked by strict ritual purity, disciplined communal life, in some
settings shared property, strict Sabbath observance, and intense
apocalyptic expectation of an approaching, decisive divine intervention
in history. Many scholars associate the Qumran community, and the
extraordinary library of manuscripts discovered near it in the mid-
twentieth century, with an Essene or Essene-related movement,

though the precise identification remains a matter of ongoing scholarly
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debate rather than settled consensus. What the Qumran evidence
undeniably reveals is a Jewish community convinced that Jerusalem's
religious establishment had become thoroughly corrupt, that they
alone constituted God's faithful remnant, and that history was hurtling
toward a climactic conflict between what their own literature calls the
sons of light and the sons of darkness, a vocabulary that supplies
extraordinary background for reading the intensely apocalyptic
language that surfaces throughout the New Testament, even as
responsible historians resist the temptation to simply declare Jesus or
John the Baptist secret Essenes on the strength of shared atmosphere

alone.

Revolutionary resistance to Roman rule found its most direct
expression in the movement known as the Zealots, whose underlying
theological conviction was as much political as religious: Israel belongs
to God alone, so why should God's own people submit to pagan
Roman domination? Historians generally associate the Zealots as an
organized political faction chiefly with the period leading up to the
revolt of AD 66, considerably later than Jesus's own ministry, which
means one detail worth handling carefully is the Gospel designation of
one of Jesus's twelve disciples as Simon the Zealot. The Greek term
behind that title, zelofes, may simply mean "the zealous one," describing
an intense personal disposition rather than proving formal
membership in the later organized movement, and a careful reader
should resist reading the fully developed revolutionary faction of the
AD 60s directly back into Simon's own earlier associations. What the

designation does still suggest, at minimum, is that Jesus's circle of
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followers included people whose sympathies ran in genuinely different,
even potentially conflicting political directions, alongside a tax
collector like Matthew who worked directly for the Roman-aligned
administration Simon's namesake movement would come to oppose
by force. This revolutionary current intensified dramatically in the lead-
up to the great Jewish revolt that broke out in AD 66 and that Rome,
after years of brutal campaign, finally crushed in AD 70 with the
destruction of Jerusalem and its Temple, the same catastrophe that
erased the institutional foundation of the Sadducees. An even more
radical faction, the Sicarii, took their name from the Latin word for the
short dagger, sica, they favored for assassinating perceived Roman
collaborators in crowded public settings, a chilling escalation that

belongs to the increasingly violent final years before the revolt.

The Herodians, by contrast, were not a theological party at all but
a political alignment: people politically supportive of, or allied with, the
Herodian dynasty that ruled at Rome's pleasure. Their appearance
alongside the Pharisees in a moment of shared hostility toward Jesus,
recorded in Mark's Gospel, is precisely what makes the detail so
striking: under ordinary circumstances Pharisees and Herodians would
have had little common cause and considerable mutual suspicion, yet
the Gospel records them conspiring together against Jesus, a telling
sign of just how broadly threatening the establishment had come to

perceive him.

The Samaritans, finally, occupy a category of their own, a related

but historically estranged Israelite community that accepted the Torah
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as authoritative Scripture but centered its worship not on Jerusalem
but on Mount Gerizim, and whose relationship with Judean Jews had
curdled, by the first century, into deep and long-standing mutual
hostility. This context transforms how a modern reader ought to hear
two of the New Testament's most familiar Samaritan episodes. Jesus's
parable of the Good Samaritan is not merely a general exhortation to
kindness toward strangers; it deliberately casts a member of a despised
rival religious community as the story's moral hero, a far more
provocative narrative choice than most modern readers, insulated
from the ancient animosity, tend to register. And when the Samaritan
woman at the well in John's Gospel presses Jesus on the ancient
dispute, Gerizim or Jerusalem, which mountain is the true place of
worship, she is not asking an abstract theological question but naming
the central fracture line of her entire people's identity, a fracture Jesus's

answer pointedly transcends rather than resolves in either direction.

What all of this diversity means for reading the New Testament is
considerable, and it bears directly on one of the most consequential
and most frequently misread phrases in the Gospel of John: "the Jews."
The undetlying Greek, hoi londaioi, does not automatically mean "the
Jewish people" as a monolithic whole, and reading it that way produces
exegetical nonsense within a single chapter. Consider John chapter
seven: Jesus moves through Galilee, surrounded overwhelmingly by
Jewish people, and the text says "the Jews sought to kill him", yet a few
verses later, describing crowds at the Jerusalem festival who are
themselves entirely Jewish, the same Gospel notes that "no one spoke

openly of him for fear of the Jews." Jewish crowds, in other words, are
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described as afraid of "the Jews." That is only coherent if "the Jews"
in John's usage frequently designates something narrower than the
Jewish people as a whole, most often the Jerusalem-based religious and
political authorities positioned in opposition to Jesus, sometimes
simply "Judeans" in a geographic sense (the Greek word loudaios can
mean either "Jew" or "Judean," much as Galilaios means "Galilean,"
and Jesus himself was a Jewish Galilean, a detail that carried its own
regional charge in first-century Jewish internal politics). John chapter
nine confirms the same pattern from another angle: after Jesus heals a
man born blind, the man's own Jewish parents are described as afraid
of "the Jews," a phrase that plainly cannot include themselves. And
John eleven captures the internal division with unusual precision
within a single episode: after Lazarus is raised, "many of the Jews"
believe in Jesus, while other Jewish religious leaders convene a council
that moves toward his death, belief and lethal opposition sitting side
by side within the very same chapter, among people the Gospel calls
by the very same name. The reliable interpretive habit, whenever "the
Jews" appears in John, is to ask which Jews the immediate context
actually names: the crowd, the geographic Judeans, the Jerusalem
authorities, a specific faction of opponents, because John's Jewish
wortld, read on its own terms, contains believers and skeptics, crowds
and councils, disciples and opponents, and collapsing all of them into
a single undifferentiated block is a habit later Christian readers
developed, to tragic historical consequence, that the text itself does not
support. The earliest controversy over Jesus was, at its origin, chiefly
an argument within the Jewish world, about Israel's God, Israel's
Scriptures, the Messiah, the Temple, and the meaning of covenant
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faithfulness, and only gradually, as growing numbers of Gentiles
entered the movement and as rabbinic Judaism itself took distinct
shape after the catastrophe of AD 70, did Christianity and Judaism
separate into the two visibly distinct religious traditions later centuries

would take for granted.
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Chapter Six: From Oral Tradition to Written Page:
Mishnah, Talmud, and the Rabbinic Library

The catastrophe of AD 70 did more than destroy a building. It
permanently altered the institutional shape of Jewish religious life, and
understanding what grew from its ashes is essential for understanding
both later Judaism and the deeper roots of the New Testament's own
vocabulary, because rabbinic literature, composed well after the New
Testament period yet often preserving traditions considerably older
than its final written form, gives modern readers one of their richest
windows into how ancient Jews thought, argued, and interpreted their

Scriptures.

Rabbinic Judaism holds, as a matter of foundational conviction,
that Moses received at Sinai not only the written Torah but also an
Oral Torah, an interpretive tradition explaining, elaborating, and
applying the commandments to circumstances the bare text alone did
not spell out. For centuries this body of interpretation circulated by
memory and living instruction rather than by fixed written text, passed
from teacher to disciple in an unbroken chain the rabbinic tradition
traces back, link by link, to Sinai itself. But an oral tradition, however
disciplined, is vulnerable to the same catastrophes that scatter and kill
the people who carry it, and the destruction of the Temple, followed
by the crushing of the Bar Kokhba revolt in the following century, gave
Jewish leaders urgent reason to commit at least a core of this oral

material to writing before it could be lost with its teachers.
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Around AD 200, Rabbi Judah ha-Nasi, Judah the Prince, oversaw
the compilation of that written core, a document known as the
Mishnah, organized not by biblical book but by subject matter into six
great orders: Zeraim, covering agriculture and the blessings surrounding
it; Moed, covering Sabbath and festival observance; Nashim, covering
marriage and divorce; Negikin, covering civil and criminal law;
Kodashim, covering sacrifices and Temple matters, preserved in
exacting detail even though the Temple itself no longer stood, a
striking act of memory and hope at once; and Tohorot, covering the
intricate laws of ritual purity. Where the Torah commands, tersely, that
Israel remember the Sabbath and keep it holy, the Mishnah spells out
at length precisely what keeping the Sabbath holy requires and forbids
in the countless particular situations of ordinary life: the interpretive
elaboration the Pharisees, in an eatlier generation, had already been

developing and applying, now given fixed written form.

The Mishnah's compilation did not end interpretation; it launched
a new phase of it. In the generations that followed, in rabbinic
academies first in the land of Israel and later, with growing influence,
in Babylonia, teachers debated, questioned, and expanded upon the
Mishnah's terse rulings, and those centuries of accumulated discussion
became known as the Gemara, Aramaic, fittingly, for "completion,"
since it complements and completes the Mishnah's bare legal
statements with argument, precedent, narrative illustration, and
dissent. Mishnah plus Gemara together constitute what is called the
Talmud, and here a common point of confusion deserves direct

correction: there are, in fact, two Talmuds, not one. The Jerusalem
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Talmud, or Talmud Yerushalmi, took shape in the land of Israel
roughly across the fourth and fifth centuries AD. The Babylonian
Talmud, or Talmud Bavli, developed somewhat later in the great
rabbinic academies of Babylonia and eventually eclipsed its Jerusalem
counterpart in authority and influence across neatly all of subsequent
rabbinic Judaism, so thoroughly that when a Jewish text or a modern
scholar refers simply to "the Talmud" without further qualification, the

Babylonian Talmud is almost always what is meant.

It would badly misrepresent the Talmud to describe it merely as a
legal code, in the way a modern reader might picture a nation's statute
book. Its pages hold legal argument, yes, but also biblical
interpretation, parable and story, ethical instruction, theological
reflection, folk wisdom, medical lore, historical memory, and, perhaps
most distinctively of all, recorded disagreement between named rabbis,
preserved rather than smoothed away, so that a page of Talmud reads
less like a finished ruling than like the transcript of a centuries-long,
still-unresolved conversation among sages who never met each other

in life.

Alongside the legal and narrative material organized around the
Mishnah's structure grew an enormous separate body of literature
devoted directly to interpreting the biblical text itself, called Midrash,
from the Hebrew root darash, meaning to seek, investigate, or interpret.
Midrashic literature divides broadly into two currents: Midrash
Halakhah, concerned chiefly with deriving legal conclusions from

Scripture, and Midrash Aggadah, the far more expansive current
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concerned with narrative, theology, ethics, and homiletical elaboration
of the biblical stories. This distinction matters considerably for
Christian readers who encounter, often secondhand, colorful Jewish
traditions about biblical figures, elaborate stories about Abraham
smashing his father's idols, for instance, or richly embellished accounts
of Moses's early life, that appear nowhere in Genesis or Exodus
themselves. Such stories very often derive not from the Tanakh but
from later Midrash, and knowing the difference between Scripture and
later interpretive elaboration of Scripture is a basic act of intellectual
honesty when handling Jewish tradition, exactly parallel to the caution
any careful Christian reader would want extended toward later
Christian legend that has, over the centuries, attached itself to biblical

tigures without appearing in the New Testament itself.

Two further terms, frequently paired and frequently confused with
one another, deserve their own clarification. Halakhah (literally "the
way" or "the path one walks") designates the entire body of Jewish
religious law governing practical life: Sabbath observance, dietary
regulation, marriage, prayer, festival keeping, business ethics, ritual
purity, and much more, drawing on a chain of sources running from
the Torah itself through rabbinic interpretation, the Mishnah, the
Talmud, and later codifications, most influentially the sixteenth-
century legal code known as the Shulchan Aruch, compiled by Joseph
Karo and still consulted as an authoritative digest of practical Jewish
law today. Aggadah, by contrast, gathers the non-legal material scattered
throughout rabbinic literature, story, parable, theology, moral teaching,

folklore, speculative interpretation, everything, in short, that answers
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not the question "how should Israel live?" but the different question
"what does Israel's story, and Israel's relationship with God, actually

mean?"

One further category of ancient Jewish literature belongs in this
account: the Targums, ancient Aramaic renderings of the Hebrew
Scriptures, produced for congregations increasingly more comfortable
in spoken Aramaic than in the Hebrew of the biblical text itself, not
unlike the earlier Greek Septuagint's patallel purpose for Greek-
speaking Jews. Two Targums in particular have drawn sustained
scholarly attention: Targum Onkelos on the Torah and Targum
Jonathan on the Prophets. What makes the Targums unusually
interesting for the study of ancient biblical interpretation is that they
very often do considerably more than translate; they interpret,
paraphrase, and expand as they go, offering historians a genuine
window into how ancient Jewish communities understood difficult or
theologically sensitive passages, though responsible use of that window
requires real caution, since the surviving Targum texts reached their
final written form later than their earliest oral roots, and dating
precisely which interpretive traditions within them are genuinely
ancient and which reflect later development remains a matter of

ongoing scholarly judgment rather than settled certainty.

It is worth closing this account of the rabbinic library with a
clarification that will matter again in a later chapter, because it is easy
to blur two entirely separate historical questions into one. The

Masoretic Text, the standardized medieval Hebrew textual tradition of
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the Tanakh, meticulously preserved and transmitted by scholars called
the Masoretes between roughly the sixth and tenth centuries AD, and
the tradition underlying nearly every modern translation of the Hebrew
Bible, belongs to a different category altogether from the Mishnah,
Talmud, or Midrash. The Masoretic Text is a question of fextual form:
what precise Hebrew wording, spelling, and pronunciation should the
biblical books themselves contain? The Mishnah, Talmud, and
Midrash are a question of interpretation: what does that already-existing
Scripture mean, and what does faithfulness to it require? Confusing
these categories, treating the Talmud as though it were simply a later
edition of the Bible, or imagining the Masoretes as having composed
rather than preserved the sacred text, is one of the most common
errors in popular treatments of Jewish literature, and one this book

means to avoid at every turn.

One final, genuinely important caution belongs here, because it
governs how the rest of this book, and any responsible study of Jesus
and the Gospels, ought to use rabbinic material at all. The Tanakh and
the Septuagint both predate Jesus by centuries; the Mishnah reached
written form more than a century after him, and the two Talmuds
reached theirs later still, even though both undoubtedly preserve
individual traditions considerably older than their final compilation.
Drawing on the Talmud to illuminate something Jesus said or a
controversy he was embroiled in therefore requires a different, more
cautious historical method than drawing on Isaiah, the Psalms, or the
Septuagint, later evidence can genuinely illuminate earlier practice, but

the historian must always ask, case by case, whether a given rabbinic
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tradition plausibly reaches back into the first century or reflects instead
the concerns of a later, post-Temple rabbinic world reconstructing
Judaism after catastrophe. Held with that discipline, rabbinic literature
becomes an invaluable resource. Held without it, it becomes a soutrce
of easy but unreliable shortcuts, and the history of biblical scholarship

has no shortage of both kinds of use.
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Chapter Seven: Voices from the Dead Sea

In 1947, according to the most familiar account, later retellings
differ on some particulars, and the earliest circumstances remain
somewhat difficult to pin down with full certainty, a Bedouin shepherd
searching for a stray goat near the northwestern shore of the Dead Sea
threw a stone into a cave and heard, instead of the expected silence,
the sound of breaking pottery. What he had stumbled upon, and what
subsequent, more systematic excavation across the following decade
would recover from eleven caves near the ruins of Qumran, was
among the most consequential archaeological discoveries in the history
of biblical scholarship: a library of several hundred manuscripts, copied
across roughly three centuries, from the third century BC into the first
century AD, and therefore predating our previous oldest complete

Hebrew Bible manuscripts by close to a thousand years.

The Qumran collection is far richer and stranger than a simple
cache of biblical texts. Alongside manuscripts of nearly every book that
would later form the Hebrew Bible, every book except Esther, notably,
which appears nowhere in the surviving Qumran material, for reasons
that remain debated, the caves yielded works that never entered the
later Jewish or Christian canon at all: portions of 1 Enoch, of Jubilees,
of Tobit, of Sirach, together with an extensive body of writings unique
to the community itself, its own regulations, hymns, biblical
commentaries, and apocalyptic expectations. This tells historians
something important and easily overstated in either direction: the

presence of a book in the Qumran library does not by itself prove the
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community regarded it as equal in authority to Isaiah or the Torah, any
more than a well-stocked personal library today implies its owner
regards every book on the shelf as equally authoritative. A religious
library can, and evidently did, hold Scripture, commentary, devotional
writing, communal regulation, and simply valued literature side by side,
and sorting which category a given Qumran text belonged to in the

community's own eyes requires care rather than assumption.

Among the biblical manuscripts, one stands out for its scale, its
state of preservation, and its historical significance: the Great Isaiah
Scroll, designated by scholars 1QIsa?, copied in roughly the second
century BC and preserving almost the entire book of Isaiah, a text,
remarkably, already a century or more old by the time of Jesus's birth.
When scholars laid this scroll alongside the medieval Masoretic text of
Isaiah, copied more than a millennium later, the comparison became
one of the great tests of how faithfully the Hebrew Bible had actually
been transmitted across that thousand-year gap. The result was neither
the triumphant, uncomplicated confirmation some popular
apologetics have claimed nor the alarming instability some skeptical
accounts have suggested, but something more textured and, on
reflection, more genuinely impressive than either: substantial spelling
differences, variations in grammatical form, occasional omissions and
additions, and a small number of more substantive variants, real
differences, honestly, that mean the two texts are not letter-for-letter
identical, set against an overall continuity of wording, structure, and
content across ten centuries of handwritten copying that remains, by

any reasonable historical standard, extraordinary.
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The wider Qumran evidence complicates the picture in a second,
equally important way. Rather than revealing a single, uniform Hebrew
text circulating universally throughout Second Temple Judaism, the
scrolls reveal something closer to a family of related textual traditions
coexisting side by side: some Qumran manuscripts closely resemble
what would become the later Masoretic tradition; others align more
closely with the Hebrew text that appears to lie behind the Septuagint's
Greek translation; others show affinities with the distinct tradition
preserved in the Samaritan Pentateuch; and still others exhibit readings
that fit comfortably into none of these established categories at all.
This textual plurality does not mean Second Temple Jews possessed
wildly different, mutually unrecognizable Bibles, the overwhelming
bulk of the variation is minor, a matter of spelling and small verbal
difference rather than substantive content, but it does mean the older,
simpler model of a single perfect Hebrew original copied with
mechanical uniformity from Moses's own hand straight down to the
present day does not survive contact with the actual manuscript
evidence. The real history is more interesting than that model, and
more useful, too, because it is precisely this kind of comparative
evidence, multiple independent witnesses that can be checked against
one another, that makes the discipline of textual criticism possible at
all, in the Old Testament as in the New: where several ancient
witnesses largely agree, confidence in the wording is correspondingly
high; where they diverge, scholars can weigh the evidence, consider
which reading better explains how the others might have arisen

through ordinary processes of scribal error or intentional
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harmonization, and reconstruct the earliest recoverable wording with

a discipline closer to detective work than to guesswork.

The Dead Sea Scrolls have proven especially valuable for
adjudicating exactly the kind of puzzle the Septuagint raised in the
previous chapter: when the ancient Greek translation diverges from
the later Masoretic Hebrew, is the Greek translator simply working
loosely, or was he translating a genuinely different Hebrew text? On a
meaningful number of occasions, a Hebrew manuscript recovered
from Qumran agrees with the Septuagint's reading against the medieval
Masoretic tradition, powerful evidence that the Septuagint translator,
in such cases, was faithfully rendering an authentic, if now less
common, Hebrew textual form rather than inventing or loosely
paraphrasing. This is one of the chief reasons contemporary Old
Testament scholarship treats the Septuagint not merely as a historically
interesting ancient translation but as a genuine textual witness in its
own right, one voice among several, Masoretic Text, Dead Sea Scrolls,
Septuagint, Samaritan Pentateuch, ancient Targums, Syriac and Latin
versions, and quotations preserved in ancient Jewish and Christian
writers, that together allow scholars to triangulate toward the earliest
recoverable form of the Hebrew Bible with a rigor no single

manuscript tradition, however venerable, could provide alone.
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Chapter Eight: The Scriptures Jesus Knew

By the time of Jesus's ministry, in the years scholars conventionally
place around AD 27 to 30, Israel possessed an already ancient and
substantially settled body of sacred literature, even if its outer edges,
chiefly within the more loosely bounded Writings, remained, in some
quarters, still under discussion. Jesus himself refers repeatedly and
unselfconsciously to "the Law and the Prophets" as an already-familiar,
authoritative shorthand, and Luke's Gospel preserves a still more
suggestive threefold formulation in its account of the risen Jesus
opening the disciples' understanding of "the Law of Moses and the
Prophets and the Psalms", a phrase that maps with striking closeness
onto the later technical division of Torah, Nevi'im, and Ketuvim, since
Psalms, standing at the head of the Writings in the traditional Jewish
ordering of that collection, could function almost as shorthand for the
whole third division. This gives good, if not absolutely conclusive,
historical grounds for believing that a three-part conception of Israel's
Scripture already existed in the first century, even as careful historians
continue to debate exactly how firmly the precise boundaries of that

third category were fixed at the time.

The Jewish historian Flavius Josephus, writing near the very end
of the first century AD in his defense of Judaism titled Agaznst Apion,
offers another crucial data point. Josephus describes a bounded
collection of twenty-two sacred books regarded by his people as
divinely authoritative, a number that does not, on its face, match the

twenty-four books of the later rabbinic Tanakh, and that has
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occasionally been misread as evidence of a substantially different or
smaller Jewish canon in the first century. The more likely and better-
attested explanation is simpler: ancient counting conventions
sometimes combined books that later tradition would count separately,
joining Judges with Ruth, for instance, or Jeremiah with Lamentations,
in ways that could reduce twenty-four books to twenty-two without
removing any actual content. Read this way, Josephus's twenty-two
books correspond quite closely in substance to the twenty-four of the
later rabbinic Bible, and his testimony becomes strong evidence that
the boundaries of Israel's Scripture were already well established by the
close of the first century, even if the precise counting convention had

not yet fully standardized.

A once-common but now largely abandoned popular explanation
deserves direct correction here, because it still circulates in older
devotional literature: the claim that the Jewish biblical canon was
formally settled at a "Council of Jamnia" around AD 90.
Contemporary scholarship regards this account as considerably too
tidy. There is no solid evidence for a formal council at Yavneh, the
town more commonly called Jamnia in Greek sources, that convened,
deliberated, and voted the canon into existence in anything resembling
the manner of a later Christian church council. Rabbinic discussions
certainly took place at Yavneh and afterward, including genuine debate
over the canonical status of books such as Ecclesiastes and the Song
of Songs, but that debate reflects an already largely settled collection
being discussed and reaffirmed at its remaining edges, not a canon

being invented from scratch in a single legislative session. The most
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defensible historical summary runs roughly as follows: the Torah's
authority was secure centuries before Christ; the Prophets achieved
comparably secure status well before his lifetime as well; the Writings
developed more gradually and remained, at their outer edges, subject
to continuing discussion into the early rabbinic period; and by the first
century AD, the Jewish scriptural collection was already substantially
recognizable as the Tanakh known today, with the twenty-four-book

rabbinic canon essentially settled by roughly the second century AD.

Reading the Gospels against this backdrop transforms how a
modern reader ought to imagine Jesus's relationship to Scripture. He
was not an isolated religious innovator confronting a vague or
undefined body of tradition; he stood squarely within, and constantly
engaged, an already ancient, already substantially bounded, intensely
studied and argued-over body of sacred literature, quoting it, alluding
to it, reinterpreting it, and provoking fierce disagreement about its
meaning with people who knew that same literature at least as
thoroughly as he did. The controversies the Gospels record are, in this
light, not controversies between Scripture and its critic but
controversies conducted entirely within a shared, deeply reverenced
scriptural world, which is, in the end, precisely what made them

controversies worth having.
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Chapter Nine: The Consonants and the Voice:
How the Hebrew Text Was Preserved

Ancient Hebrew manuscripts, for most of the biblical period,
recorded only consonants. Vowels were supplied by the reader, carried
forward through a living oral reading tradition passed from teacher to
student, generation after generation, alongside the written consonantal
skeleton itself, a system that worked, and worked remarkably well,
precisely because Hebrew reading was never meant to be a purely
silent, private encounter with an isolated page but a communal, recited,
memorized practice in which written text and spoken tradition

reinforced one another continuously.

Over the centuries, Jewish scribes developed an increasingly
rigorous discipline for copying that consonantal text with precision,
motivated by more than ordinary professional care: as Torah's status
as sacred, divinely given instruction solidified, faithful transmission
became a matter of religious seriousness in its own right, reinforced by
Deuteronomy's own explicit warning against adding to or subtracting
from the commandments God had given. Later legend would
sometimes exaggerate this discipline into extraordinarily strict
procedures, a single error invalidating an entire scroll, every letter
individually counted before a scroll could be certified fit for use, and
while such systematic rigor is well attested for the later, specifically
Masoretic period, it should not be projected backward, without
evidence, onto every century and every scribal community across the

whole of the biblical period.
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It was, in fact, the Masoretes, Jewish scholars active chiefly
between roughly the sixth and tenth centuries AD, working in centers
of Jewish scholarship in Tiberias and Babylonia, who brought the
discipline of textual preservation to its most sophisticated and
enduring form. Their name detives from Masorah, "tradition," meaning
specifically the tradition of how the sacred text was to be transmitted,
and their achievement went considerably beyond ordinary copying.
They devised and refined a full system of vowel points, placed as small
marks above, below, and within the consonantal letters, to fix the
received pronunciation in writing for the first time. They added accent
marks that indicated both proper cantillation for liturgical chanting
and, in many cases, syntactic structure, effectively an ancient
punctuation system layered atop the consonantal text. They recorded
meticulous marginal notes, called the Masorah itself in its narrower
technical sense, cataloguing unusual spellings, rare grammatical forms,
and statistical counts of words and even individual letters within given
books, an ingenious, labor-intensive early-warning system meant to
flag for future copyists exactly where the text contained something
genuinely unusual, so that no well-meaning later scribe would "correct"

an authentic but odd reading simply because it looked like an error.

Among the Masoretes' most illuminating conventions is the paired
system of Ke#v and Qere, Aramaic for "what is written" and "what is
read." On a modest number of occasions, the traditional consonantal
text as physically written preserved one form, while the equally ancient
oral reading tradition called for a different form to be spoken aloud in

its place. Rather than silently altering the written consonants to match
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the spoken tradition, or silently suppressing the spoken tradition in
favor of the written text, the Masoretes did something more
historically honest: they preserved both, marking the discrepancy
openly rather than erasing evidence of it, a habit of conservatism that
has proven, centuries later, to be a genuine gift to textual historians,
who would rather see an ancient discrepancy honestly flagged than

smoothed invisibly out of existence.

It would therefore badly misrepresent the Masoretic Text to
describe it as some kind of medieval invention, freshly composed from
later tradition or, as an occasional uninformed claim has it, back-
translated from Greek. Its consonantal foundation rests on a Hebrew
textual tradition many centuries older than the Masoretes themselves,
and the Dead Sea Scrolls, examined in the previous chapter, supply the
direct proof: a substantial number of readings characteristic of the later
Masoretic tradition already existed, essentially intact, in Hebrew
manuscripts copied more than a thousand years before the oldest
surviving complete Masoretic codices were produced. The Masoretes
preserved and systematized a genuinely ancient inheritance; they did

not invent one.

Two medieval manuscripts deserve particular mention as the great
physical monuments of this Masoretic achievement. The Aleppo
Codex, produced in the tenth century and long regarded by Jewish
tradition as an especially authoritative exemplar, survives today only in
incomplete form, having suffered damage and partial loss during civil

unrest in Aleppo in 1947, an irony not lost on scholars, given how
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carefully its text had been guarded across the preceding thousand years.
The Leningrad Codex, dated by its own scribal colophon to AD 1008
or 1009, survives complete and stands today as the oldest complete
manuscript of the Hebrew Bible in the Masoretic tradition, serving as
the base text for the major modern critical editions of the Hebrew
Bible used by scholars around the world. Between the Great Isaiah
Scroll from Qumran and the Leningrad Codex lies a gap of roughly a
thousand years, and, as the previous chapter showed, a gap the
manuscript evidence bridges with a continuity that is genuinely
remarkable without ever needing to be exaggerated into an implausible
claim of flawless, letter-for-letter transmission across every intervening

century.
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Chapter Ten: No Chapters Yet: Finding a Passage
in the Ancient World

Neither Moses nor Isaiah nor David wrote in chapters and verses.
When Jesus, in the Gospel of Mark, wishes to direct his hearers to a
particular passage from the Torah, he does not, because he could not,
say "look at Exodus chapter three, verse six." Instead he identifies the
passage by its content and setting: "have you not read, in the book of
Moses, in the passage about the burning bush..." Paul does something
structurally similar in Romans, directing his readers to "what the
Scripture says of Elijah," again locating a passage by its subject matter
rather than by any numbered coordinate, because no such coordinate
yet existed. These small, easily overlooked details inside the New
Testament itself are, in their own way, direct evidence for how ancient
readers actually navigated their Scriptures before the age of chapter

and verse.

This did not mean ancient Hebrew manuscripts were simply
undifferentiated blocks of unbroken text, however. Jewish scribal
tradition had developed its own systems of textual division long before
medieval chapter numbers arrived. The Torah, from an eatly date, was
divided into fixed weekly reading portions, the parashot, allowing an
annual or triennial cycle of public synagogue reading to move
systematically through the entire Five Books across the course of a
year. Within the running text itself, scribes marked paragraph-like
divisions using the Hebrew terms petubab and setumah, roughly, "open"

and "closed" sections, distinguished by specific spacing conventions
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on the physical page, a genuine structural apparatus, just not the
chapter-and-verse apparatus modern readers take for granted. And the
Masoretes, as the previous chapter described, carefully marked the end
of each verse-like sentence unit, the pasug, as part of their broader
system of textual preservation, meaning the concept of verse-sized units
considerably predates the numbering of those units that would

eventually make "Genesis 1:1" a meaningful phrase.

The familiar numbered chapter divisions used across Western
Bibles today, for both Testaments alike, since the same numbering
system, once developed, was applied to the whole Christian Bible, are
most commonly associated with Stephen ILangton, an English
theologian who would later become Archbishop of Canterbury,
working in Paris around AD 1200 to 1220. Langton's chapter divisions,
developed initially for the Latin Vulgate Bible used throughout the
medieval Western church, proved so useful for locating passages,
cross-referencing, and academic citation that they spread rapidly and
were eventually adopted into Hebrew manuscript and printing
traditions as well, not without some historical unease in certain Jewish
scholarly quarters, since a scheme designed by a Christian churchman
occasionally divided the Hebrew text at points a Jewish reader might
not have chosen, and a handful of Langton's chapter breaks in the
prophetic books, most famously the boundary running through
Isaiah's Suffering Servant material, land in places that arguably
interrupt rather than clarify the authot's original literary argument.
Nevertheless, the practical convenience Langton's system offered for

locating any given passage quickly, across an increasingly print-
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saturated and cross-referencing scholarly culture, overwhelmed such
reservations, and his chapter divisions have remained essentially

unchanged in the vast majority of Bibles printed ever since.

Numbered verses arrived still later, in the era of the printing press,
and their story belongs properly to the account of print technology this
book will return to in a later chapter, but it is worth noting here, ahead
of that fuller account, that early printed Hebrew Bibles, most
significantly the Bomberg Rabbinic Bible produced in Venice in the
early sixteenth century, increasingly incorporated chapter and verse
referencing as printers discovered how valuable such a system was for
the kind of careful, cross-referencing scholarly and devotional use that
print, unlike laboriously hand-copied manuscript, could finally make

widely and cheaply available.

The larger point deserves to be stated plainly and remembered
throughout everything that follows: Isaiah did not write "Isaiah 53."
David did not compose "Psalm 23, verse 4." These citation forms are
navigational conveniences, added many centuries after the texts
themselves, immensely useful for locating a passage quickly but
carrying no inspired status of their own, a distinction with real
consequences for careful Bible reading, since a medieval or early-
modern chapter boundary occasionally cuts across a literary unit, a
poem, an argument, a narrative sequence, the original author never

intended to be divided at that particular seam.

55



How We Got the Bible

Chapter Eleven: Witnesses, Not a Book: How the
New Testament Began

The New Testament's origin differs in important respects from the
long, gradual formation of the Hebrew Scriptures, and its story begins

not with a text at all but with an event, and with witnesses to that event.

Jesus himself left behind no known writing of his own
composition. His teaching was transmitted, in the entirely ordinary
manner of an oral culture, through the memory, preaching, and
instruction of his followers, a transmission method that should not
strike a modern, literacy-saturated reader as unreliable simply because
it feels unfamiliar; disciplined oral memorization and transmission,
especially within a rabbinic-adjacent Jewish teaching culture already
practiced in exactly this discipline for its own sacred traditions, was a
robust and well-understood technology of its own era. The book of
Acts repeatedly signals how the earliest movement itself understood its
own foundational authority, returning again and again to a single self-
description: "we are witnesses." The initial ground of Christian
proclamation was not a completed New Testament, obviously, since
no such collection yet existed, but a living chain running from Jesus,

through his apostles, into their public preaching and teaching.

The earliest New Testament writings to survive are, by broad
scholarly consensus, Paul's letters, composed across roughly the
middle decades of the first century, in the AD 40s through early 60s.
Paul did not sit down imagining he was composing a numbered

chapter of a future canonical New Testament; he wrote real letters to
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real, specific congregations wrestling with real, specific problems,
factional infighting and questions of sexual ethics for the Corinthian
church, the fraught question of circumcision and Jewish identity for
the Galatian churches, gratitude and encouragement for the
congregation at Philippi that had supported his ministry, an intensely
personal appeal on behalf of a runaway slave named Onesimus in the
brief letter to Philemon. Several of these letters were physically written
not by Paul's own hand but through the labor of a secretary, or
amanuensis, Romans 16:22 preserves the secretary's own small,
personal signature, as Tertius, the man who actually held the pen, adds
his own greeting in the first person before the letter concludes, a detail
easy to miss but revealing of exactly how such letters were physically
produced. That such intensely occasional, situation-specific
correspondence came to be treasured, copied, and eventually read as
authoritative Scripture, well beyond the single congregation each letter
originally addressed, is itself part of the story this book is telling, and
the New Testament preserves direct internal evidence of that process
already underway within the first century itself. Colossians instructs its
recipients that once the letter has been read among them, they should
see that it is also read in the neighboring church at Laodicea, and that
they in turn should retrieve and read a letter Paul had sent there, plain
evidence of deliberate circulation beyond a single original addressee.
And 2 Peter, whatever one's judgment about its precise authorship and
date, refers explicitly to a collection of Paul's letters already being read
alongside "the other Scriptures" and already, distressingly to its author,
being twisted and misused by careless or bad-faith readers, evidence

that a body of Pauline letters had achieved recognizably scriptural
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status within a relatively short span of decades, not centuries, after

Paul's own lifetime.

The four Gospels emerged within this same broad first-century
window, though scholarly dating of each remains a matter of informed
estimate rather than fixed certainty. Mark is commonly placed earliest,
in the years immediately surrounding the Jewish revolt and the
destruction of the Temple in AD 70, give or take; Matthew and Luke
are generally dated somewhat later in the first century, drawing in
various ways on earlier material including, in the judgment of most
contemporary scholars, Mark itself; and John is usually placed latest of
the four, toward the very end of the first century. These remain
scholarly ranges rather than universally agreed conclusions, and a
publishable history does well to present them honestly as such,
distinguishing, throughout, traditional attribution from critical
historical argument rather than flattening the two into a single settled

narrative where genuine debate persists.

The material substrate of these earliest Christian writings mirrored
the wider ancient world described eatlier in this book: most likely ink
applied to papyrus for the original compositions, though no autograph,
no original manuscript in the authot's own hand or that of his
secretary, survives for any New Testament book, meaning historians
cannot prove with certainty what material a given original was written
on, only what was typical for documents of that kind and period. What
historians can trace with far greater confidence is an unusual and

historically significant pattern in how early Christians chose to copy

58



How We Got the Bible
these writings once composed: rather than relying chiefly on the
traditional scroll format still dominant for Jewish and pagan literary
texts alike, early Christian communities took up the codex, folded,
bound sheets, the direct ancestor of the modern book, with striking
and, so far as the surviving evidence shows, disproportionate
enthusiasm relative to the wider book culture around them. The
reasons remain somewhat debated, but the practical advantages are not
hard to imagine: a codex made it far easier to bind several Gospels, or
a substantial collection of Pauline letters, into a single physical volume,
and to locate a particular passage within that volume, than the older
scroll format, built for sequential unrolling rather than rapid cross-

reference, ever could.
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Chapter Twelve: A New Common Tongue: Koine
Greek and the Vocabulary of the Gospel

The New Testament was composed predominantly in Koine
Greek, the same common, international Greek whose spread across
the eastern Mediterranean this book traced eatlier, in the wake of
Alexander's conquests and through the Jewish Septuagint translation
that preceded the New Testament by some three centuries. It is worth
stating plainly, because the confusion is common: New Testament
Greek is neither the Classical Greek of Plato and Aristotle, composed
some four centuries earlier under quite different literary and linguistic
conventions, nor the Modern Greek spoken in Athens today, itself the
product of many further centuries of grammatical simplification,
vocabulary shift, and dramatic change in pronunciation. Greek, exactly
like Hebrew, did not stand still, and treating any one historical stage of
the language as though it were simply "Greek" in some timeless,

undifferentiated sense is a recipe for real interpretive error.

That error takes a particulatly seductive and particularly common
form in popular Bible study, sometimes called the root fallacy: the
assumption that breaking a word down into its ancient etymological
components somehow reveals its "real," hidden meaning in a given
sentence, as though a word's history were a kind of secret code waiting
to be cracked open. English exposes the fallacy immediately, if we
simply apply the same method to our own language: "butterfly" does
not mean "butter that flies," however delightfully the components

might suggest it. "Understand" does not mean "to stand underneath”
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something, however suggestively poetic that etymology might sound
from a pulpit. Words acquire their working meaning through actual
usage within a linguistic community across time, not through the
permanent, unchanging logic of their component parts, and Koine
Greek, no less than English, is full of words whose accumulated first-
century meaning had drifted, sometimes considerably, from their older

Classical roots.

Several New Testament words illustrate this dynamic with
particular clarity, and each carries real theological weight, which is
exactly why careless etymological shortcuts around them do real
damage. Take e¢kklesia, the Greek term underlying the English
"church." In ordinary Koine usage the word simply denoted an
assembly or gathering, a public meeting of citizens, with no inherently
religious connotation whatsoever, and the Septuagint had already
applied the same word to the assembled congregation of Israel well
before Christianity existed. When Jesus declares, in Matthew's Gospel,
"I will build my ekklesia," his first-century Jewish hearers would have
understood him initially in terms far closer to "I will build my
assembly" or "my congregation" than to the fully institutionalized,
building-and-hierarchy sense that "church" would only gradually
accumulate across the following centuries of Christian history. Take
baptizo, whose basic sense across ordinary Koine usage was to dip,
immerse, or wash, and which only progressively, through specifically
Christian ritual practice, hardened into the narrower technical religious
sense "to baptize" that English simply transliterates rather than

translates outright. Take presbyteros, an entirely ordinary Greek word for
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an elder or older person in secular usage, which within earliest
Christian communities began developing into a specific office-title, an
early linguistic seed that, traced forward through many further
centuries of linguistic development, ultimately contributes to the
English word "priest." Take episkopos, meaning simply "overseet" or
"supervisot" in ordinary Koine usage, which similarly develops within
the New Testament itself into a recognized leadership designation and,
considerably later, into the ecclesiastical office English calls "bishop",
with the historical and theological question of how closely that later
office actually corresponds to the first-century usage remaining a live
matter of ecclesiology rather than a question dictionary definitions

alone can settle.

Theological vocabulary requires the same discipline, and here
popular Christian teaching sometimes gets ahead of the actual
linguistic evidence in ways worth correcting directly. It is a familiar
homiletical device to distinguish three Greek words for love, eros for
erotic or romantic love, philia for the love of friendship, agape for God's
selfless, unconditional love, as though the third term, by its very lexical
nature, automatically encoded Christian theological content the
moment a writer chose it. The distinction is too neat for the actual
evidence. Agape does not, simply by virtue of being the word chosen,
guarantee a sense of selfless divine love; the New Testament itself can
use the same word family for wrongly directed affection, as when 2
Timothy laments that a companion named Demas has deserted Paul
"because he loved this present world", using precisely the agape word

family to describe alove the text plainly regards as a moral failure rather
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than a theological virtue. The profound theological weight agape carries
in Christian usage comes from what the New Testament shows God
doing and commanding, not from some inherent, automatic property
built permanently into the Greek word's dictionary definition,
independent of context. Similatly, pistis, conventionally rendered
"faith," ranges across belief, trust, reliability, and faithfulness
depending on grammatical construction and surrounding context, and
this range generates a genuine, still-unresolved scholarly debate over a
famous and theologically consequential Pauline phrase, pistis Christon,
which grammar alone can support reading either as "faith in Christ" or
as "the faithfulness of Christ," two readings with real and different
theological implications, and a question honest scholarship treats as a
live grammatical crux rather than a settled matter either side can simply
assert away. Sarx, literally "flesh," shifts across Paul's letters between
straightforward physical body, human existence generally, membership
by natural descent, and, in certain characteristically Pauline contexts,
something closer to a whole orientation of human life turned away
from God, so that mechanically translating every occurrence as "flesh"
risks obscuring exactly the theological argument Paul is making in a
given passage, while mechanically translating every occurrence as
"sinful nature" risks importing more theological freight than the
immediate context actually supports. And /ogos, finally, carries across
ordinary Greek usage an enormous semantic range: word, statement,
message, account, reason, matter, so that when John opens his Gospel
with the arresting declaration "in the beginning was the Logos," no
responsible reader can simply reach for a Classical Greek philosophical
dictionary, select "reason" as the "true" meaning, and declare the
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interpretive work finished; John's usage has to be read through John's
own Gospel, through the opening words of Genesis it so deliberately
echoes, through Jewish wisdom traditions that had already personified
God's creative word and wisdom, and through the wider Hellenistic
intellectual environment his first readers inhabited, all of it together,

not any single strand alone.

The scholarly tools for recovering this kind of first-century usage
improved dramatically beginning particularly in the nineteenth and
twentieth centuries, through a discovery almost as consequential in its
own domain as the Dead Sea Scrolls were for the Hebrew Bible: the
recovery, chiefly from the dry sands of Egypt, of enormous quantities
of ordinary, non-literary Koine Greek documents, personal letters,
business contracts, tax receipts, marriage documents, petitions,
everyday government paperwork, written by and for ordinary people
rather than by philosophers or literary stylists. This papyrological
evidence let scholars ask, for the first time on a genuinely broad
evidentiary base, not "what did this word mean in the polished literary
Greek of Plato four centuries earlier?" but the far more historically
relevant question, "how did ordinary Greek speakers, contemporaries
of Paul, actually use this word in their daily lives?", a question that has

reshaped New Testament lexicography substantially since.

All of this points toward a single governing methodological
principle, arguably the single most important interpretive lesson this
book has to offer, and one this narrative has already applied, in an

earlier chapter, to Hebrew: recovering the meaning of any biblical
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word, in either Testament, requires tracing it through several distinct
historical layers at once, the underlying ancient concept, however it
first arose; its Greek or Hebrew expression as that concept crystallized
within a particular linguistic tradition; its further development within
the Septuagint's Jewish Greek usage, for New Testament words with
Hebrew scriptural roots; its specific deployment by Jesus and the
apostles within their own first-century setting; its subsequent reception
and development within the early church; and its long history of
translation into English and other modern languages, each stage of
which risks quietly layering later meaning back onto an earlier word.
Sometimes later Christian theological development genuinely captures
and rightly extends what a New Testament writer meant. But
responsible interpretation earns that conclusion through careful
historical work across all these layers, it does not assume it in advance
by reading a fourth-century creedal definition, a seventeenth-century
English translator's word choice, or a modern dictionary entry directly
backward into a first-century sentence as though no time, and no

change, had passed at all.
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Chapter Thirteen: Copied by Hand: The
Manuscripts and Their Variants

Letters and Gospels were copied, in the first instance, for the
simplest possible reason: communities wanted to read them, and a
single original could serve only a single congregation unless it was
reproduced. Collections of Paul's letters began forming -early,
circulating as bundled groups rather than as isolated individual
documents, and the four Gospels, similarly, came to be copied and
read together as a recognized set well before any formal canonical
decree made that grouping official, usage, in this as in so much of this

history, running well ahead of formal recognition.

The earliest surviving physical fragments of New Testament text
are exactly that, fragments, often quite small, and frequently written on
papyrus rather than the more durable parchment that would become
standard for later, more monumental copies. Scholars conventionally
designate these early papyri with the letter P followed by a number.
P52, a small fragment preserving only a few verses from John's Gospel,
is commonly dated to the second century and stands among the very
earliest surviving physical witnesses to any part of the New Testament
text, a scrap of papyrus small enough to fit in a hand, carrying words
written, on the current scholarly consensus, within roughly a human
lifetime or two of John's own composition of the Gospel it preserves.
P46 preserves a substantial early collection of Paul's letters, generally
dated around AD 200, give or take. P66 and P75 preserve, respectively,

large and substantial portions of John, and of Luke and John together,
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from the late second or early third century. Collectively, fragmentary
as each individual piece is, these early papyri demonstrate something
historically significant in aggregate: New Testament texts were already
being copied, in codex form, and circulating across a fairly wide
geographic range, well before Christianity achieved any kind of official

legal toleration within the Roman Empire, let alone imperial favor.

Christian scribes, for all their evident care, were human beings
copying by hand across long working hours, and the manuscripts they
produced show every ordinary sign of that humanity. Spelling errors
creep in. Words are occasionally skipped, sometimes because a scribe's
eye jumped from one occurrence of a word or phrase to a later, similar
occurrence in the same line or the line below, a well-documented and
easily explained category of error technically called parablepsis, a
Greek term simply meaning "looking beside" or "overlooking." Words
are occasionally repeated, doubled by an inattentive hand. Word order
is sometimes transposed. Scribes copying one Gospel while half-
remembering the parallel wording of another sometimes
unconsciously harmonized the two, smoothing small differences that
the original authors had, in fact, allowed to stand. Occasional
explanatory phrases crept in from what began as a marginal note by an
earlier reader, later mistaken by a subsequent copyist for text
accidentally omitted from the line and therefore reinserted directly into
the body of the text itself. None of this should surprise or scandalize
anyone genuinely familiar with the physical realities of pre-print
manuscript culture across any ancient literary tradition, sacred or

secular alike; what would be genuinely surprising, given how
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manuscripts were actually produced across many centuries by many

different hands, is if no such variation had crept in at all.

What makes the New Testament's manuscript tradition unusually
well-positioned for recovering the earliest wording, despite, precisely
because of, this inevitable scribal variation, is its sheer abundance.
Thousands of Greek manuscripts survive, in whole or in part,
supplemented by early translations into Latin, Syriac, Coptic, and other
ancient languages, and by an enormous body of quotations embedded
in the writings of early Christian authors, who cited New Testament
passages constantly in their own sermons, letters, and treatises. This
abundance means textual critics are almost never dependent on a single
manuscript's testimony for any given passage; they can compare
manuscript against manuscript, weigh the age and geographic
distribution of competing readings, study the known tendencies and
characteristic errors of particular scribal traditions, consult the ancient
translations and patristic quotations as independent cross-checks, and
apply careful internal reasoning about which reading better explains
how the others plausibly arose, the same basic comparative discipline
described eatlier in this book's account of Old Testament textual
criticism, applied now to a far larger body of surviving manuscript
evidence than the Hebrew Bible possesses for any single period of its

own transmission.

Responsible history does well to name the New Testament's most
significant textual variants directly rather than passing over them in

embarrassed silence, because acknowledging them honestly is itself
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part of demonstrating how transparently the discipline of textual
criticism actually operates. The longer ending of Mark's Gospel, verses
nine through twenty of the final chapter, is absent from the earliest and
most highly regarded Greek manuscripts, and most responsible
modern translations flag this fact clearly in a footnote rather than
silently including the material as though its textual status were
uncontested. The account of the woman caught in adultery, positioned
in most modern Bibles at John chapter seven, verse fifty-three, through
chapter eight, verse eleven, is similarly absent from the earliest
manuscripts and appears, where it does appear in the later manuscript
tradition, positioned in different locations by different copyists,
evidence, to most textual scholars, of a genuinely ancient and possibly
historically authentic floating tradition about Jesus that nonetheless did
not originally belong at its now-familiar location within John's own
text. And the brief, explicitly Trinitarian phrase traditionally called the
Comma Johanneum, found in some older English translations at 1
John 5:7 through 8, is now recognized by essentially all serious textual
scholars, across every major theological tradition, as a later Latin scribal
addition entirely absent from the early Greek manuscript tradition
altogether. None of these three well-known cases represents evidence
of some vast, systematic corruption of the New Testament text as a
whole, still less evidence of any organized suppression of manuscripts;
quite the reverse, the fact that modern critical scholarship, and the
modern translations built on that scholarship, so openly identifies,
footnotes, and explains each of these variants is itself the clearest

possible demonstration that textual criticism operates in the open,
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placing the actual manuscript evidence directly in front of ordinary

readers rather than concealing it.

The Christian understanding of scriptural preservation, it is worth
adding, differs in a fundamental respect from certain other religious
traditions' understanding of their own sacred texts. Christianity has
never claimed that God dictated a single physical book to a single
human recipient, whose subsequent preservation then had to proceed
through one uniquely authorized manuscript chain in order for the
tradition's claims to remain coherent. The Christian claim is, at its root,
historical rather than dictational: God acted within real history; human
witnesses genuinely encountered those actions; the apostles
proclaimed what they had witnessed; that apostolic proclamation was
written down by various hands across several decades; and believing
communities then copied and circulated those writings, by ordinary
human means, across the following centuries. A tradition built on that
kind of historical claim can tolerate the ordinary, well-documented
reality of manuscript variation without its central theological
convictions collapsing, because the doctrine of inspiration concerns
what the biblical authors originally wrote, while the separate discipline
of textual criticism concerns the different, entirely answerable
historical question of what those authors can, with appropriate
scholarly rigor, be shown to have actually written, two questions,
related but genuinely distinct, that this book has insisted on keeping

apart from its opening pages onward.
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Chapter Fourteen: Recognizing a Canon

Canonization, the historical process by which Christian
communities came to recognize a bounded collection of writings as
uniquely authoritative apostolic Scripture, is not the same event as the
writing of those books, and it is not the same event as their copying
and circulation, either. It is a third, distinct process, unfolding across
roughly three centuries, by which communities already reading and
treasuring certain texts gradually articulated, with increasing precision,
exactly where the boundary around that treasured collection should be

drawn, and, just as importantly, where it should not.

A strong core of writings achieved wide and largely uncontested
recognition remarkably early: the four Gospels, the book of Acts, and
a substantial collection of Paul's major letters were, by the mid-to-late
second century, already broadly received across geographically
scattered and otherwise quite independent Christian communities,
from North Africa to Asia Minor to Gaul. A smaller number of other
books took considerably longer to achieve the same universal
recognition, and different regional churches, for a time, held genuinely
different views about several of them: Hebrews, whose authorship the
early church itself debated vigorously; James; 2 Peter; the brief letters
of 2 and 3 John; Jude; and the intensely visionary book of Revelation
all remained, in various quarters and for varying lengths of time,
disputed rather than universally settled. Meanwhile, and this point
deserves particular emphasis because it is so often lost in popular

retellings, several other early Christian writings, 1 Clement, the
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Didache, the Shepherd of Hermas, the Epistle of Barnabas, were
genuinely and widely respected within significant portions of the early
church, read publicly in some congregations' worship, quoted
approvingly by serious early Christian teachers, and yet ultimately did
not become part of the twenty-seven-book New Testament canon that
eventually emerged. This tells us something historically important:
early Christians were plainly capable of distinguishing, with real
discernment, between literature they found genuinely valuable, even
edifying, and literature they recognized as belonging to the distinct,
narrower, and more consequential category of authoritative apostolic
Scripture, the canon was not simply "whatever early Christians
happened to like," a common and mistaken popular caricature, but a

considerably more disciplined category than that.

Several criteria recur across the historical evidence for how this
discernment actually operated, even though no single ancient source
presents them as a tidy, formal checklist applied uniformly and all at
once. Apostolicity asked whether a given writing carried a genuine,
traceable connection to an apostle or to the apostolic circle
immediately surrounding Jesus's original followers: Matthew and John
linked by tradition directly to apostles; Mark linked, through early and
consistent tradition, to the preaching of Peter; Luke linked to Paul and
to the wider circle of original eyewitnesses Luke's own preface
explicitly claims to have consulted; Paul's letters, obviously, claiming
Pauline authorship on their face. This mattered because Jesus himself,
in the church's understanding, had specifically commissioned the

apostles as his authorized, foundational witnesses, and a writing's claim
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to authority rose or fell substantially on its genuine, traceable
connection to that original commissioning. Antiquity asked the closely
related but distinct question of whether a document actually originated
within the apostolic age itself, since even a spiritually impressive or
theologically interesting later composition (something written, say, in
the third century) could not, by definition, retroactively become an
apostolic document no matter how edifying its content; chronology, in
this sense, functioned as a genuine structural safeguard protecting the
canon's coherence. Orthodoxy asked whether a writing's content
cohered with the core apostolic teaching, the so-called rule of faith,
already broadly received and taught across the wider church. This was
not, crucially, a circular test of "we like its theology, therefore we will
call it Scripture," but rather a recognition that a document claiming
apostolic origin while teaching something sharply at odds with the
apostolic proclamation already widely known and received raised
serious, legitimate questions about whether that claimed apostolic
origin was genuine in the first place. Catholicity (using the word in its
original, entirely non-denominational sense of simply "universal" or
"throughout the whole") asked whether a given writing had achieved
broad reception across geographically scattered and independent
Christian communities, rather than remaining the treasured possession
of a single isolated congregation or sectarian splinter group; a
document read with reverence simultaneously in Rome, Alexandsria,
Antioch, across Asia Minort, in Palestine, and in North Aftica carried a
self-evidently stronger claim than a document known and used only
within one narrow locality. And liturgical use asked, quite practically,
whether a given writing was actually being read aloud in the gathered
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public worship of Christian communities, inheriting as those
communities did the older Jewish synagogue practice of public
scriptural reading, a practice Paul himself explicitly commands for at
least one of his own letters. This served as a further natural filtering
mechanism, since a text being regularly and publicly proclaimed as
authoritative Scripture within congregational worship was functioning,
in practice, exactly as canonical Scripture functions, whatever formal

status it had yet officially received.

Several specific historical moments sharpened and accelerated this
long process of discernment without, at any point, initiating it from
nothing. Around AD 140, a controversial teacher named Marcion of
Sinope proposed a radically restricted Christian scriptural collection of
his own devising, rejecting the entire Hebrew Bible outright as the
product of an inferior deity, and retaining only a heavily edited version
of Luke's Gospel together with a small selection of Paul's letters,
themselves further edited to remove material Marcion found
theologically uncongenial. The wider church firmly rejected both
Marcion's underlying theology and his severely truncated canon, but
the sharp challenge his movement posed forced Christian leaders to
articulate, with new precision and urgency, exactly which writings they
already regarded as genuinely apostolic and authoritative, Marcion's
controversy accelerated an already-underway process of clarification; it
did not, contrary to a popular but historically backward claim, cause
Christians to invent the very idea of a bounded, authoritative New
Testament collection where none had existed before him. Around AD

180, Irenaeus of Lyon mounted a vigorous and explicit defense of the
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fourfold Gospel collection specifically, arguing, in terms that assume
rather than newly propose the point, that there must be exactly four
Gospels, no more and no fewer, treating Matthew, Mark, Luke, and
John not as a novel or contested grouping he was personally
introducing but as an already widely received collection he was simply
articulating and defending against rival claims. The document scholars
call the Muratorian Fragment, generally dated to the late second
century though its precise dating remains debated among specialists,
preserves an early list of writings regarded as authoritative by the
particular community it represents, a list substantially, though not
perfectly, identical to the eventual twenty-seven-book New Testament,
offering direct documentary evidence that a recognizably New-
Testament-shaped collection was already taking coherent form well
before the fourth-century developments that would eventually
formalize it. In the third century, the great scholar Origen surveyed
and discussed which books various churches across the Christian
world actually recognized; in the early fourth century, the historian
Eusebius of Caesarea, in his monumental Ecclesiastical History, went
further still, offering posterity an unusually candid and historically
invaluable three-way classification of New Testament writings into
those universally recognized, those genuinely disputed in various
quarters, and those he judged spurious or rejected outright, a
classification whose very existence is itself excellent evidence against
any notion of manufactured, retroactive unanimity, since Eusebius
plainly felt no need to pretend the matter had always been simple or

uncontested.
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One of the clearest surviving milestones in this long process
arrived in AD 367, when Athanasius of Alexandpria, in his Thirty-Ninth
Festal Letter, an annual pastoral letter bishops of Alexandria
customarily sent to announce the date of Easter and address other
matters of church discipline, listed, by name and in order, exactly the
twenty-seven books that constitute the New Testament as it exists in
essentially every Christian Bible printed today, and explicitly excluded
all others from that specific category of canonical Scripture. This is the
earliest surviving document anywhere in the historical record to name
precisely this twenty-seven-book collection and no others, though it is
worth remembering that Athanasius wrote as one influential bishop
within a genuinely diverse, geographically scattered church rather than
as a figure holding anything like universal jurisdiction, so his letter
should be read as an unusually clear and early witness to a developing
consensus rather than as the single act that settled the matter
everywhere at once. It is essential, in any case, to state with complete
clarity what Athanasius's letter did and did not accomplish: Athanasius
did not create the New Testament in AD 367, single-handedly settling
by personal decree a matter that had previously been wide open; rather,
his letter documented, articulated, and forcefully endorsed a
substantially settled consensus that had already been developing,
through the whole long process this chapter has traced, across the
preceding two and a half centuries. Regional church councils meeting
subsequently at Hippo in AD 393 and at Carthage in AD 397 and again
in AD 419 affirmed comparable lists, formally ratifying at a regional
ecclesiastical level a consensus whose real historical substance had

already, in practice, developed well before any council formally
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addressed it, recognition and convergence, in short, rather than sudden

invention.

One further, frequently repeated popular misconception deserves
direct and unambiguous correction here, because it circulates widely,
including in some faitly recent popular fiction and the loose historical
claims such fiction has helped spread: the Roman Emperor
Constantine did not select the books of the New Testament, and the
great Council of Nicaea in AD 325, called, at Constantine's own
initiative, to address the christological controversy provoked by the
teaching of the presbyter Arius concerning the relationship between
the Father and the Son, together with a range of other, largely
administrative ecclesiastical matters of the period, was not concerned
with, and left no historical trace of having addressed, the question of
the New Testament canon at all. There exists no credible historical
evidence that Nicaea, or Constantine personally, selected Matthew,
Mark, Luke, and John from among some larger pool of dozens of rival,
equally-credentialed gospel texts. Constantine, considerably later in his
reign, did commission a number of official copies of Scripture for the
growing churches of his new capital at Constantinople, a genuinely
interesting episode in the wider story of how imperial patronage
eventually supported large-scale, high-quality biblical manuscript
production, but commissioning copies of an already substantially
recognized collection is an entirely different historical act from
selecting, for the first time, which books belonged within that

collection in the first place, and conflating the two, however
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dramatically satisfying the conflation makes for popular fiction, simply

does not survive contact with the actual surviving historical evidence.
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Chapter Fifteen: Arranging the Collection

Canonical membership and canonical order are, as this book has
already insisted with respect to the Old Testament, genuinely separate
historical questions, and the New Testament's own arrangement makes
the distinction just as clear. Ancient manuscripts did not universally
arrange the twenty-seven books in precisely the sequence familiar from
a modern printed Bible; over time, however, a broadly stable Western
sequence did emerge and eventually predominate: the four Gospels,
followed by Acts, followed by the Pauline letters, followed by the

General or Catholic Epistles, and concluding with Revelation.

The order of the Gospels themselves, Matthew, then Mark, then
Luke, then John, became firmly established quite early, already
assumed rather than newly argued for by the time Irenacus defends the
fourfold collection in the late second century, though the manuscript
tradition was not perfectly uniform on this point across every region
and period; some ancient witnesses preserve alternative orderings.
Matthew's placement first, whatever the precise historical process that
produced it, makes considerable literary and theological sense for
readers moving from the Old Testament directly into the New:
Matthew opens with a genealogy explicitly tracing Jesus's lineage back
through David to Abraham, and its narrative returns again and again,
more insistently than any other Gospel, to the theme of Jesus fulfilling
Hebrew scriptural expectation, an opening book, in other words, that
builds the most direct and explicit bridge between the two Testaments

a reader is about to move between.
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Paul's letters, by contrast, are demonstrably not arranged in the
chronological order of their composition, a point worth stressing
precisely because casual readers sometimes assume otherwise. If
chronology governed the ordering, Romans, generally regarded by
scholars as a relatively late composition among Paul's major letters,
certainly would not stand first. The actual governing logic appears to
combine two simpler organizing principles: letters addressed to
churches as a body are grouped together and placed before letters
addressed to individual persons, and within each of those two groups,
letters are arranged, broadly though not with perfect mathematical
precision, from longest to shortest. Romans, considerably the longest
of Paul's church letters, accordingly stands first among them, followed
by First and Second Corinthians, Galatians, Ephesians, Philippians,
Colossians, and First and Second Thessalonians in roughly descending
length; the letters to individuals, First and Second Timothy, Titus, and
the brief personal appeal to Philemon, follow the same broad longest-
to-shortest logic within their own smaller group. Hebrews occupies a
genuinely unsettled position across different manuscript traditions
precisely because its authorship, and specifically its relationship to the
Pauline corpus, was itself a matter of real ancient debate; different
manuscript families accordingly place it in different locations relative

to the undisputed Pauline letters.

The General or Catholic Epistles (Hebrews in some orderings,
James, First and Second Peter, First through Third John, and Jude)
likewise circulated in varying sequences across different ancient

manuscript traditions rather than in one single, universally fixed order
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from the earliest period onward; one particularly interesting ancient
sequence, for instance, places James, then Petet's letters, then John's,
then Jude, ahead of the Pauline collection entirely, an arrangement
modern Western Bibles do not follow but that reminds us, again, that
canonical membership and the specific sequence in which member
books are bound together were never quite the same question,
historically, even for communities that agreed completely on which

twenty-seven books belonged.

Revelation's position as the New Testament's final book, whatever
the precise historical process that settled it there, produces a literary
and theological effect of genuine power, one worth appreciating on its
own terms as much as tracing historically. The Christian Bible as a
whole, read cover to cover in its now-familiar final arrangement, opens
in Genesis with an account of creation, followed swiftly by humanity's
fall into sin and death and, with it, the loss of access to the tree of life,
and it closes, after the long intervening sweep of Israel's history,
prophetic hope, the Gospels' account of the Messiah's coming, the
book of Acts' narrative of the church's eatliest expansion, and the
apostolic instruction of the epistles, with Revelation's climactic vision
of a renewed creation in which the curse is finally lifted, death itself is
defeated, and the tree of life, lost at the beginning, stands restored at
the very end. Creation, fall, covenant history, Messiah, church, and
finally new creation, a single sweeping narrative arc running from the
Bible's first page to its last. It would be a mistake to imagine that some
single fourth-century editorial committee consciously invented this

narrative shape from nothing, imposing it artificially onto otherwise
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unrelated books; the underlying narrative movement is intrinsic to the
books themselves, present in their content from the moment each was
originally composed. But it is equally true that the final canonical
arrangement (Genesis first, Revelation last, with the long central sweep
of covenant history, Gospel, and apostolic instruction arranged
between them) makes that already-intrinsic movement unmistakably,
powerfully visible in a way a differently ordered collection of the

identical twenty-seven or thirty-nine books simply would not.
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Chapter Sixteen: The Great Codices

As Christianity moved through the fourth century, newly tolerated
under Constantine, then rapidly favored, and eventually established as
the Roman Empire's dominant religion within that same century, the
material resources available for producing large, comprehensive
scriptural manuscripts expanded considerably, and the result was a
small number of monumental parchment codices whose sheer physical
scale had been essentially unachievable for Christian communities
operating under the more constrained, sometimes actively persecuted

circumstances of the two or three centuries before.

Codex Vaticanus, generally dated to the fourth century, contains
most of the Greek Old and New Testaments in a single bound volume,
though portions have since been lost across the many centuries
between its production and its modern preservation in the Vatican
Library. Codex Sinaiticus, similarly dated to the fourth century and
rediscovered by the German scholar Constantin von Tischendorf at
Saint Catherine's Monastery in the Sinai desert in the middle of the
nineteenth century, preserves the complete New Testament along with
a substantial portion of the Greek Old Testament, and, intriguingly for
the history this book has been tracing, also includes two additional
early Christian writings, the Epistle of Barnabas and the Shepherd of
Hermas, bound directly after Revelation within the very same physical
volume. This detail is genuinely instructive rather than merely curious:
it demonstrates, in the most concrete physical terms imaginable, that

the precise boundary between canonical Scripture and other highly
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valued Christian literature remained, even within a single fourth-
century manuscript produced well after Athanasius's own influential
Festal Letter, a matter negotiated with some continuing local variation
rather than instantly and universally standardized the moment any one

authoritative pronouncement was issued.

These great codices belong, in the fullest sense, to a different
material world than the small, often fragmentary papyrus books that
had served earlier generations of Christians meeting in more modest
and more precarious circumstances. Parchment, prepared animal skin,
considerably more expensive to produce than papyrus but far more
durable across the long centuries of storage and use that followed,
allowed for the kind of large-scale, single-volume compilation these
codices represent, gathering what earlier generations had necessarily
kept as multiple separate, smaller papyrus books into unified physical
wholes. Viewed across its entire sweep, the history this book is
narrating is therefore also, in no small part, a history of information
technology in its own right: oral memory giving way to monumental
inscription, inscription to scroll, scroll to papyrus codex, papyrus
codex to parchment codex, manuscript book eventually to the printed
book that the next chapter will examine, and printed book, in our own
recent moment, to searchable digital text, each new technology
reshaping, in its own way, exactly how a sacred text could be produced,
preserved, consulted, and shared with the next generation of readers

who would, in turn, receive it as their own inhetitance.
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Chapter Seventeen: The Press, the Chapter, and
the Verse

The invention of movable-type printing in the middle of the
fifteenth century transformed the preservation of the biblical text as
decisively as any single development in the entire history this book has
traced. Hand-copying, however careful and however disciplined,
necessarily introduced individual variation with essentially every fresh
copy produced, since human hands and human attention inevitably
differ, however slightly, from one copying session to the next.
Movable-type printing, by contrast, allowed hundreds or even
thousands of essentially identical copies to be struck from a single,
carefully prepared setting of type, a technological leap that did not
eliminate the underlying discipline of textual criticism, since editors
and printers still had to decide, with real scholarly judgment, which
manuscripts to base a given printed edition upon in the first place, but
that radically increased the comsistency of whatever text a given edition
ultimately embodied, copy after copy, across an print run that could

run into the thousands.

It was into this newly print-saturated environment that the
medieval chapter divisions this book examined earlier, together with a
wholly new system of numbered verses, finally converged into the
single, familiar citation apparatus modern readers take entirely for
granted. The chapter divisions themselves, as an earlier chapter
recounted, trace back to Stephen Langton's work around AD 1200,

developed initially for the Latin Vulgate and only later carried over into
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the various vernacular translations that the printing press would soon
make possible on an unprecedented scale. Verse numbering,
considerably younger still, is chiefly associated with the French
scholar-printer Robert Estienne, known by the Latinized form of his
name, Stephanus, who introduced the now-familiar system of
numbered verses into his 1551 printed edition of the Greek New
Testament, according to an account, possibly more legend than sober
fact but widely repeated, devised during the successive stages of a long
journey on horseback between Paris and Lyon, and who then extended
numbered verses across the entire Bible, Old Testament included, in
his 1555 Latin edition. By the time of the 1560 Geneva Bible, an
immensely popular and influential English translation that predates the
King James Version by half a century, chapter-and-verse referencing
had already become a standard, expected feature of an English Bible;
and when the King James Version itself appeared in 1611, it did so
within an already well-established citation environment rather than

introducing the system fresh.

A citation such as "Romans 8:28" therefore quietly compresses
three genuinely distinct historical layers into a single, deceptively
seamless-looking reference, and separating those layers out explicitly is
one of the more clarifying exercises this entire book has to offer a
careful reader. "Romans" names Paul's first-century Greek letter,
composed in the AD 50s. The "8" names a chapter division devised
roughly eleven and a half centuries later, around AD 1200, by an
English theologian working on the Latin text in Paris. The ":28" names

averse number devised roughly three and a half further centuries after
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that, around AD 1551, by a French printer working on the Greek text,
reputedly while traveling on horseback. The citation itself is thoroughly
modern, a product of the high medieval and early-modern periods
working in sequence; the sentence it locates is thoroughly ancient,
unchanged in substance across all of that later numbering activity

layered on top of it.

This distinction carries genuine, practical consequences for
responsible Bible reading and ought never be treated as a mere
historical curiosity of interest only to specialists. Chapter and verse
divisions are enormously useful navigational tools, and no one
proposes abandoning them; but they are not inspired components of
the original text, and they were not always drawn by their medieval and
early-modern architects at the precise points a given book's own
original author would have chosen, had he been asked to divide his
own work into numbered sections. A chapter boundary can, and on a
meaningful number of occasions actually does, interrupt a continuous
poem, a sustained rhetorical argument, or a single unfolding narrative
unit that its original author plainly intended to be read as one
continuous whole, the seam running between Genesis 1 and 2 is one
frequently cited example, as is the seam running through Isaiah's fifty-
second and fifty-third chapters, directly through the middle of the
Suffering Servant material, and several junctures within Paul's letters
where a sustained theological argument continues, uninterrupted in the
original Greek, straight across a chapter boundary a medieval editor
happened to draw partway through it. Responsible reading,

accordingly, follows the literary structure, the argument, and the
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discourse the original author actually constructed, rather than
assuming that every medieval chapter boundary necessarily marks a

break the author himself would have recognized or intended.
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Chapter Eighteen: What Can, and Cannot, Be
Claimed

No autograph, no original manuscript, in the actual hand of the
author or of the secretary who took his dictation, survives for any book
of the Bible, in either Testament. We do not possess the specific scroll
Isaiah himself handled, nor the particular sheet of papyrus on which
Tertius first set down Paul's words to the Roman church at his
employer's dictation. What survives, in every single case without
exception, is a manuscript tradition descended from those now-
vanished originals, a tradition that, as this book has traced at length
across both its Old and New Testament chapters, contains genuine,
well-documented, and openly acknowledged variation between

individual manuscripts.

The absence of any surviving autograph does not, however, leave
historians and textual scholars without meaningful evidence, and it is
worth gathering together, in one place, the full range of comparative
witnesses this book has introduced along the way. For the Hebrew
Bible, scholars can set the medieval Masoretic Text alongside the
considerably older Dead Sea Scrolls, the ancient Greek Septuagint, the
distinct textual tradition preserved in the Samaritan Pentateuch, the
interpretive Aramaic Targums, and additional ancient versions in
Syriac and Latin, comparing all of these independent witnesses against
one another. For the New Testament, scholars can set thousands of
surviving Greek manuscripts, spanning many centuries and

considerable geographic range, alongside eatly translations into Latin,
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Syriac, Coptic, and other ancient languages, and alongside the vast
body of quotations preserved within the writings of the early church
fathers, who cited New Testament passages constantly and, in
aggregate across their many surviving works, quote the majority of the
New Testament text at least once over. This is a genuinely unusual, in
some respects historically unparalleled, density and richness of
comparative textual evidence for any body of ancient literature, sacred
or secular, far exceeding, for instance, the manuscript evidence
available for recovering the original text of most Classical Greek or
Latin authors, works whose textual reliability draws vastly less popular
scrutiny than the Bible's despite resting on a considerably thinner

comparative evidentiary base.

Preservation, honestly described on the strength of this full body
of evidence, is neither the mechanical, letter-for-letter photocopying
across three millennia that a certain kind of uncritical popular
apologetic sometimes claims, nor the hopeless, wholesale corruption
that a certain kind of uncritical popular skepticism sometimes counter-
claims with equal and opposite overconfidence. The actual historical
evidence, examined without a thumb pressed on the scale in either
direction, shows something more textured than either extreme, and
more genuinely impressive for being textured rather than simplistically
uniform: disciplined, careful, generation-after-generation transmission,
alongside real, honestly documented, and generally quite minor human
variation, held together by an unusually rich set of independent
opportunities for scholarly comparison and correction. In the great

majority of the biblical text, across both Testaments, the wording is
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not seriously disputed among careful textual scholars working from
any theological starting point. Where genuinely significant variants do
exist, and this book has named the principal examples directly, in both
the Old and New Testament chapters, rather than passing over them
in silence, responsible modern critical editions and responsible modern
translations generally identify them cleatly, in footnotes any ordinary

reader can consult, rather than concealing them.

Four distinct concepts have recurred throughout this book,
sometimes explicitly named and sometimes simply assumed, and it is
worth drawing them together directly in one place as this narrative
approaches its conclusion, because keeping them separate is, in the
end, the single most important intellectual habit this entire book has
tried to cultivate in its reader. Inspiration asks a theological question:
what divine authority belongs to these writings as originally given by
their human authors? Transmission asks a historical question, entirely
distinct from the first: how accurately, across the many intervening
centuries of handwritten copying this book has traced in detail, were
those original writings in fact copied? Textual criticism asks a further,
related but still distinct question: where surviving manuscript witnesses
genuinely disagree with one another, what disciplined, evidence-based
method can responsibly determine which reading most likely
represents the earliest, most original wording? And canonization asks
yet a fourth question, different again from the first three: which
writings, among the considerably larger body of ancient religious
literature that has actually survived from the biblical period, came to

be recognized by the earliest believing communities as belonging
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within the authoritative, bounded collection at all? Confusing any of
these four genuinely separate questions with one another, treating a
legitimate scholarly debate about textual variants as though it somehow
threatened the doctrine of inspiration, for instance, or treating the
historically gradual, centuries-long process of canonization as though
it somehow proved the New Testament's individual books were
composed considerably later than the first century evidence this book
has actually presented, produces a great deal of unnecessary historical
confusion and unnecessary theological anxiety alike, confusion this
book has tried, at every turn, to prevent by keeping the four questions

distinct.
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Chapter Nineteen: The Bible We Hold Today

A modern Bible, printed and bound and placed in a reader's hands
today, represents the simultaneous visible endpoint of several
genuinely distinct historical processes this book has traced individually,
now converged into a single familiar physical object. Its Hebrew
Scriptures preserve ancient Israelite literature through a long,
disciplined chain of Jewish scribal transmission, a chain this book has
followed from the earliest consonantal manuscripts, through the Dead
Sea Scrolls' unexpected and richly illuminating witness, through the
systematic labor of the Masoretes, down to the great medieval codices
that anchor virtually every modern critical edition. Its New Testament
preserves the apostolic witness to Jesus through an even more
extensive Greek manuscript tradition, supplemented by ancient
translations into half a dozen further languages and by the extensive
quotations of the eatly church fathers. Its book order reflects centuries
of accumulated canonical convention rather than any single decisive
act of arrangement. Its chapters are, without exception, a medieval
innovation. Its verse numbers are, without exception, an early-modern
one. And its punctuation, paragraph breaks, section headings, and
cross-reference notes are, every one of them, later editorial
conveniences layered onto the ancient text by later hands, useful
precisely because they are honest about being later additions rather
than concealed as though they belonged to the original composition

itself.
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Even the now-familiar labels "Old Testament" and "New
Testament" belong, strictly speaking, to a later Christian way of
organizing what were originally, and remain for Jewish communities
today, simply "the Scriptures", Tanakh on one side, an emerging body
of apostolic writings on the other, only gradually paired together under
this patticular two-part Christian terminology as the church's own
biblical collection took its final, settled shape. And even setting the
New Testament question entirely aside, Christian traditions themselves
do not universally agree on the precise contents of the Old Testament
portion of their shared Bible. The Jewish Tanakh and the Protestant
Old Testament contain, in substance, essentially the same books,
differently divided and differently counted, twenty-four in the
traditional Jewish reckoning, thirty-nine in the conventional Protestant
one, the difference lying almost entirely in how certain books are split
or combined rather than in any genuine difference of underlying
content. Catholic and Eastern Orthodox Old Testaments, by contrast,
preserve a broader collection still, including additional books and
portions of books, often called, depending on the speaker's own
tradition and intent, either Deuterocanonical or Apocryphal, whose
inclusion traces historically back chiefly to the wider scope of the
ancient Greek Septuagint tradition this book examined at length in an
carlier chapter, and whose own reception history, differing
meaningfully across Jewish, Protestant, Catholic, and Orthodox
communities alike, is itself a genuinely rich and historically fascinating
story in its own right, one this present narrative has only been able to

gesture toward rather than tell in full.
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None of this layered, genuinely complicated history diminishes
Scripture by candidly showing the human hands so visibly at work
throughout its long transmission, from ancient scribe to Masorete to
translator to printer to modern editor. It does something better and,
on reflection, considerably more useful than false simplicity could ever
offer: it explains, honestly and in real historical detail, the actual
mechanisms by which ancient texts written millennia ago have
managed to survive, in substance, into the present moment at all,
communities that remembered before they wrote, scribes who copied
with real and demonstrable discipline, translators who rendered sacred
words into new tongues for new generations of readers, scholars who
compared manuscript against manuscript across many centuries, and,
in every single generation across this entire long history without a
single exception, believing communities who judged the text they had
inherited too important to allow it to be carelessly lost. Whether a given
reader approaches all of this confessionally, as this book's own author
does, or more strictly critically, or by some blend of the two postures
that most thoughtful readers in fact bring, the actual physical and
historical evidence, examined honestly and without a thumb on the
scale in either direction, calls for both real confidence and real humility
held together, confidence that something genuinely ancient and
remarkably well-attested has been faithfully carried forward across an
enormous span of centuries, and humility about the precise, sometimes
genuinely disputed details of exactly how, at every single step along

that very long road.
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Chapter Twenty: Blood and Ink: The Age of
Translation

Everything this book has traced so far, the composition of the
Hebrew and Greek texts, the long labor of canon and copying, the
slow arrival of chapters and verses, took place chiefly within the
biblical languages themselves. But for the overwhelming majority of
the world's Christians across the last thousand years, the Bible has
never arrived first in Hebrew or Greek at all. It has arrived in
translation, in English, in German, in Tamil, in Swahili, in Mandarin,
in thousands of languages spoken by ordinary believers who could
never have read Isaiah or John in the original tongue. That simple fact,
easy to take for granted by anyone who has always owned a Bible in a
language they already speak, is itself one of the costliest chapters in this
entire history, and it deserves to be told in its own right, because the
men and women who carried it forward paid for it, again and again,

with their freedom and their lives.

For most of the medieval period in Western Europe, the Latin
Vulgate, itself a translation, stood as the only Bible the church officially
sanctioned, and it stood in a language the ordinary layperson no longer
spoke or read. An English farmer, a German tradesman, a French
weaver could sit through Mass for an entire lifetime and never once
hear Scripture in words he could understand on his own, without a
priest to mediate every syllable of it for him. This was not universally

regarded, even at the time, as a settled or acceptable state of affairs,
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and the first sustained challenge to it in England came from an Oxford

theologian named John Wycliffe.

To understand why that first act of translation was considered so
dangerous, a reader unfamiliar with this history needs a little more
background than a single paragraph can usually supply, because the
danger was not incidental to the project. It was the entire point of the

opposition to it.

John Wycliffe was born sometime in the 1320s or 1330s in
Yorkshire, in the north of England, and rose to become one of the
most respected philosophers and theologians at Oxford, a scholar of
real intellectual stature long before he became a controversial one.
Over the course of his career he grew convinced of a position that
sounds unremarkable to modern ears but was genuinely radical in
fourteenth-century Europe: that Scripture itself, not the pope, not
church councils, not accumulated tradition, held final authority over
Christian belief and practice, and that ordinary believers therefore had
both the right and the need to read it for themselves rather than receive
it only secondhand, filtered through a Latin-speaking clergy. He
criticized the wealth and worldly power of the institutional church,
questioned the doctrine of transubstantiation, and for a time enjoyed
the political protection of powerful English nobles, John of Gaunt
among them, who found his criticism of church power useful for their
own reasons even when they did not fully share his theology. That

protection allowed Wycliffe to survive controversies that might
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otherwise have ended his career, and his career, much sooner than it

did.

It was in this climate, in the final decades of the fourteenth century,
that Wycliffe and the circle of scholars gathered around him undertook
what his enemies considered a genuinely dangerous project: rendering
the whole Latin Bible into English, so that any literate English man or
woman could read the Scriptures directly, without the church's Latin
standing permanently between them and the text. Wycliffe himself
likely oversaw and inspired the work more than he personally
translated every word of it; his colleagues, chief among them Nicholas
of Hereford and, after Wycliffe's death, John Purvey, carried the
translation to completion and later refined it into a smoother, more
readable revision. Wycliffe died of natural causes in 1384, apparently
still in his own church at Lutterworth, before ever facing formal

execution in his lifetime.

His followers did not escape so easily. Copies of the Wycliffite
Bible, laboriously copied by hand since printing did not yet exist in
Europe, circulated among a growing movement of readers later
derisively nicknamed Lollards, a term originally meaning something
like "mumblers," used by opponents to mock their habit of reading
Scripture aloud together in English. The institutional church moved to
crush the movement directly. In 1401, Parliament passed a statute
permitting the burning of heretics, the first such law in English history,
aimed substantially at the Lollards. In 1409, the Archbishop of

Canterbury, Thomas Arundel, issued a set of church regulations
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known as the Constitutions of Oxford, which made it a punishable
offense to translate any part of the Bible into English, or even to read
an existing English translation, without the explicit written permission
of a bishop, permission that was, in practice, almost never granted.
Simply owning an English Bible could now cost a person their life, and
in the following decades, a number of Lollards were in fact burned at
the stake for exactly that offense, sometimes with the English Bible

pages themselves used to help light the fire.

Wycliffe's own reckoning came only after his body had already lain
in the ground for more than three decades. In 1415, the Council of
Constance, the same great church council that was, in that very season,
also condemning the Bohemian reformer Jan Hus to the stake,
formally declared Wycliffe a heretic as well, listing dozens of his
teachings as errors to be rejected. Because he was already dead, the
council could not burn the living man, but the church did not consider
the matter closed. In 1428, on the direct order of Pope Martin V,
officials broke open Wycliffe's grave at Lutterworth, exhumed what
remained of his body, burned it, and cast the ashes into the nearby
River Swift, a small tributary that would carry them onward into the
River Avon, and from the Avon into the Severn, and from the Severn
out to open sea. Later generations, looking back on that image with
something closer to reverence than horror, saw in it an unintended
prophecy: the river that was meant to erase Wycliffe completely instead
became, in the retelling, a picture of how far his conviction that

ordinary people deserved Scripture in their own language would
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eventually travel, carried outward from one small English parish to

every corner of the English-speaking world.

Wycliffe's influence did not stay contained within England. His
writings reached Bohemia, where a preacher and reformer named Jan
Hus took up many of the same convictions about Scripture's authority
over church tradition and preached them to large and increasingly
troubled crowds in Prague. Hus was summoned to the Council of
Constance under a promise of safe conduct, tried for heresy regardless,
and burned at the stake in 1415, the same council that would soon turn
its attention to Wycliffe's remains. Hus reportedly went to his death
singing, and later Protestant tradition would remember his final words
as a prophecy: that though they burned a goose (the Czech word "hus"
means goose), a swan would one day rise from the ashes that they
could not silence. A century later, many reformers looked back and

recognized that swan in Martin Luther.

The invention of movable-type printing in the middle of the
fifteenth century changed the calculus of this struggle permanently.
Johannes Gutenberg's press, and the Latin Bible it first produced
around 1455, demonstrated that a text could now be reproduced by
the hundreds rather than laboriously copied by hand one exhausting
page at a time, and it was only a matter of decades before reformers
understood what that technology could mean for placing Scripture into
the hands of ordinary readers on a scale no medieval scribe could ever

have matched.
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No figure embodies the cost of that struggle more completely than
William Tyndale, and because his story is less widely known today than

it deserves to be, it is worth telling in full rather than in summary.

Tyndale was born around 1494 in Gloucestershire, in the west of
England, more than a century after Wycliffe's death, into a country
where the Constitutions of Oxford were still in full legal force and an
English Bible was still, in the eyes of the law, a form of contraband.
He proved a brilliant student, mastering Greek, Hebrew, Latin, and
several modern European languages across his education at Oxford
and later Cambridge, a linguistic range that made him, by the time he
reached adulthood, one of the most capable translators in England, at
precisely the moment English law forbade him from using that gift on
the one book he most wanted to translate. Ordained a priest, he took
a position tutoring a wealthy family in Gloucestershire, and it was
there, according to the account of an early biographer, that Tyndale
fell into a heated exchange with a learned clergyman who insisted the
church's authority mattered more than Scripture itself. Tyndale's
reported answer became the sentence history would remember him by:
that he defied the pope and all his laws, and that if God spared his life,
he would see to it that a boy who drove a plough knew more of

Scripture than the clergyman standing in front of him did.

He did not intend to work illegally if he could help it. In 1523,
Tyndale traveled to London and sought permission from Cuthbert
Tunstall, the Bishop of London, to translate the New Testament into

English under the church's own supervision, a reasonable and lawful
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request from a serious scholar. Tunstall refused him, telling Tyndale,
in effect, that there was no room in his household for such a project.
It was this refusal, more than any single event, that convinced Tyndale
that no bishop in England would ever license the work he felt called
to do, and that if the New Testament was going to reach English
readers in their own language, he would have to leave England and do

it beyond the law's reach.

He crossed to the continent in 1524 and never saw England again.
Working first in Hamburg and then in Cologne, where city authorities
raided the print shop and forced him to flee with the pages still
unfinished, Tyndale finally completed the printing of his English New
Testament in the German city of Worms in 1526, translated not from
the Latin Vulgate, as Wycliffe's translation had been, but directly from
the original Greek text, the first time that had ever been done for an
English readership. Copies were smuggled back into England hidden
inside bales of cloth, sacks of grain, and shipments of ordinary
merchandise, distributed quietly among merchants and readers willing
to risk possessing them. Bishop Tunstall, the same man who had
refused to license the project three years earlier, responded by
purchasing large numbers of copies specifically in order to burn them
publicly at Saint Paul's Cross in London, a campaign that backfired in
a way Tunstall never intended: the money his purchases sent to the
continent helped fund Tyndale's ongoing work, and the burnings
themselves only advertised the New Testament's existence to a wider

English public than a quiet print run alone would ever have reached.
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Tyndale did not stop with the New Testament. Working now
chiefly from Antwerp under the protection of the English merchant
community there, he turned to the Hebrew Old Testament and, by
1530, had published an English translation of the five books of Moses,
followed by Jonah and further Old Testament material in the years
after, all while continuing to revise and improve his earlier New
Testament translation. His position remained precarious throughout.
Henry VIII's English church was, by the early 1530s, breaking away
from Rome for reasons of its own, chiefly the king's desire for an
annulment Tyndale himself had publicly and pointedly opposed, which
meant Tyndale found himself unwelcome even among some English
reformers who might otherwise have been his natural allies. In 1535,
an Englishman named Henry Phillips, who had befriended Tyndale
and won his trust, lured him out of the safety of the merchants' house
under false pretenses and delivered him into the hands of imperial
officers waiting outside. Tyndale was imprisoned at Vilvoorde Castle,
near Brussels, for roughly a year and a half, formally tried and
convicted of heresy, and on the sixth of October, 1536, was strangled
at the stake and his body burned. Tradition, recorded by witnesses to
his final moments, remembers his last words as a prayer, cried out
loudly enough for those present to hear: Lord, open the King of

England's eyes.

The prayer was answered with startling speed. Within four years of
Tyndale's execution, Henry VIII authorized an English Bible to be
placed in every parish church in the country, and the translators who

produced that authorized Bible, and every English Bible that followed

103



How We Got the Bible
it across the next century, leaned on Tyndale's work far more heavily
than most churchgoers of the time ever realized. When scholars
assembled the King James Version in 1611, seventy-five years after
Tyndale's death, they found that his English, his phrasing, his rthythm,
his very choice of words, already supplied something close to eighty or
ninety percent of the New Testament they were producing, along with
the portions of the Old Testament he had lived to complete. Words
and phrases Tyndale coined or popularized to render the original
Hebrew and Greek, among them "Passover," "atonement,"

nn

"scapegoat," and "Jehovah," and phrases like "let there be light," "my

nmn

brothet's keeper," "the powers that be," "fight the good fight," and "a
law unto themselves," passed through the King James Version into
ordinary English speech, still spoken today by millions of people who
have never heard Tyndale's name and have no idea they are quoting a
man burned at the stake for translating the very words they are using.
The man executed for putting the Bible into English became, more

than any other single figure, the actual author of the English Bible's

voice.

Tyndale did not finish the Old Testament, and it fell to Miles
Coverdale, drawing on Tyndale's own work along with Latin and
German sources, to produce in 1535 the first complete printed English
Bible. A generation later, during the reign of Mary I, when English
Protestants faced fierce persecution and many fled abroad rather than
face imprisonment or execution, a community of English exiles
gathered in Geneva and produced, in 1560, the Geneva Bible, the first

English Bible divided into the numbered verses this book examined in
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an earlier chapter, and the Bible that Shakespeare quoted and that the
Pilgrims would later carry across the Atlantic. Meanwhile, on the
continent, Martin Luther, condemned as an outlaw after his defiant
stand at the Diet of Worms in 1521, spent months in hiding at
Wartburg Castle translating the New Testament into German at
extraordinary speed, and his complete German Bible, finished in 1534,
did for the German language something close to what Tyndale's
translation did for English: it did not simply translate Scripture into an
existing vernacular, it helped to standardize and shape the vernacular
itself, giving millions of German speakers, for centuries afterward, a
shared literary language built in large part on the cadences of a man
translating Scripture in hiding, aware that his own life remained forfeit

the moment he was found.

This story did not end with the great European vernacular
translations, and it did not end with martyrdom by fire. As Christian
mission expanded across the following centuries into Asia, Africa, and
the Americas, the labor of translation simply moved with it, and the
sacrifice moved with it too, taking new and often quieter forms.
William Carey, a shoemaker turned missionary who arrived in India in
1793, spent decades in Serampore overseeing translation of the
Scriptures, in whole or in part, into dozens of Indian languages, work
that consumed his health and his family's wellbeing along with his
years. Adoniram Judson, who sailed for Burma in 1812, spent years
translating the Bible into Burmese while enduring, at one desperate
point during a war between Burma and British India, more than a year

in a brutal prison, his feet in shackles, all while losing his wife and
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children to the diseases that stalked the mission field relentlessly in that
era. Robert Morrison, arriving in China in 1807 as the first Protestant
missionary permitted to labor there, worked for years in near total
isolation, forbidden by Chinese law from openly teaching the faith he
had come to share, before finally completing a Chinese translation of
the whole Bible. None of these men died at the stake, as Tyndale and
Hus had. Their sacrifice took the slower, less dramatic form of disease,
imprisonment, isolation, and grief, paid out across decades rather than
in a single execution, and it is no less part of this history for being less

sudden.

One particular corner of that global missionary translation effort
deserves its own telling, because it is easy for an account written from
an English-language vantage point to leave the impression that
vernacular translation was chiefly a European and American story
exported outward to the rest of the world. It was not, and the history
of the Malayalam Bible, the Scripture now read by tens of millions of
speakers of Malayalam along India's southwestern coast, in the state of
Kerala, shows why. Christianity in Kerala did not arrive with these
nineteenth-century missionaries at all; local tradition traces the Saint
Thomas Christians of Kerala back to the apostle Thomas himself in
the first century, and by the time European missionaries reached
India's shores many centuries later, that ancient community already
possessed Scripture, though not in Malayalam. Their sacred texts were
preserved in Syriac, the liturgical language their church had used for
well over a thousand years, a language increasingly unfamiliar to

ordinary worshippers even as it remained the language of the altar.
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That gap between an ancient sacred language and the language
ordinary people actually spoke, the same gap Wycliffe and Tyndale had
confronted in England centuries earlier with Latin, drew the attention
of a Scottish chaplain named Claudius Buchanan, who traveled
through Kerala in the early 1800s and was given an ancient Syriac
manuscript of the Scriptures by Mar Dionysius, the head of the local
Syrian church at the time. Buchanan returned to Europe convinced
that Kerala's Christians needed the Bible in their own Malayalam
tongue, and his advocacy helped set in motion the effort that followed.
An early, imperfect attempt came out of William Carey's own
ambitious project at Serampore, where Carey and his colleagues,
working through the same collaborative translation effort that was
simultaneously producing Bibles in Bengali, Marathi, Hindi, and
dozens of other Indian languages, produced a rough Malayalam New
Testament around 1811, working, as they often had to for languages
none of the Serampore team spoke natively, without a translator
actually living among Malayalam speakers on the ground. Separately,
local Syrian priests, working from the ancient Syriac tradition already
in their keeping, produced their own early rendering, later remembered

as the Ramban Bible.

The translation that actually took root, and that ordinary
Malayalam-speaking Christians came to treasure, was the work of a
Church Missionary Society missionary named Benjamin Bailey, who
reached Kottayam, in the heart of Kerala's old Christian communities,
in 1817 and remained there for the next thirty-three years. Bailey did

what Tyndale had done in Cologne and Worms three centuries earlier:
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he mastered the local language, in his case Malayalam alongside
Sanskrit and Syriac, working closely with local Malayalam and Sanskrit
scholars to get the translation right, and then built the physical means
to put it into ordinary readers' hands. In 1821 he established the
Kottayam CMS Press, the first printing press in Kerala, and because
no workable Malayalam printing type yet existed, he personally cut
wooden Malayalam letters with the help of local silversmiths so the
presses would have something to print with at all. His Malayalam New
Testament appeared in 1829, and the complete Bible followed in 1841,
a translation still remembered today as the Bailey Bible. In blending
the ornate, Sanskrit-heavy literary Malayalam of the educated elite with
the plainer Malayalam spoken in ordinary homes, Bailey shaped a new
middle register of written Malayalam prose that later scholars would
credit with much the same formative influence on the language that
Tyndale's English carried into the King James Version, or Luthet's

German carried into the modern German tongue.

Bailey's translation did not remain the final word. A German
missionary named Hermann Gundert, sent out by the Basel Mission,
settled on the Malabar coast at Thalassery in the late 1830s and
remained for two decades, immersing himself so completely in
Malayalam that he became, by the judgment of later Kerala scholars,
the language's first great grammarian and lexicographer: his Malayalam
grammar appeared in 1859 and his monumental Malayalam-English
dictionary in 1872, works still consulted by scholars of the language
today. Alongside that linguistic labor, Gundert produced his own

revised New Testament in 1868, and by 1880 had completed a full
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translation of the Bible, published a few years later at Mangalore. When
representatives of the Church Missionary Society, the Basel Mission,
the London Mission, and the Syrian church gathered in 1871 to work
toward a single common Malayalam Bible acceptable across Kerala's
divided Christian communities, it was Gundert's translation the
committee chose as its base text. Gundert eventually returned to
Germany, where, decades later, his own grandson, a boy named
Hermann Hesse who had grown up hearing his grandfather's stories
of India, would become one of the twentieth century's most celebrated
novelists, carrying a faint echo of Kerala into European literature that
almost no reader of Hesse's novels ever thinks to trace back to a

mission house on the Malabar coast.

The Malayalam Bible's history, in other words, follows the same
underlying pattern this chapter has traced across England and
Germany and Burma and China: an ancient community possessing
Scripture in a sacred but no longer spoken language, a slow-dawning
conviction that ordinary believers deserved to read it in the language
of their own homes, translators willing to give years or decades of their
lives learning a tongue not their own well enough to render Isaiah and
John into it faithfully, and, standing behind all of that labor, a Christian
community that received the finished translation as a genuine treasure
rather than a mere convenience. Bailey and Gundert were never
marched to a stake the way Tyndale and Hus were. But thirty-three
years in Kottayam and twenty years at Thalassery, spent largely apart
from the comforts and companionship of home, in a tropical climate

that claimed the health and often the lives of the missionaries who
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attempted it, were their own considerable, quieter kind of sacrifice, no
less devoted to the same conviction that carried Wycliffe's ashes into
the Avon: that Scripture belongs, finally, in the language its readers

actually speak.

That labor continues today, in a world where the great majority of
the largest languages already have a Bible of their own but where
several thousand smaller language communities, some numbering only
a few thousand speakers, still do not. Organizations descended from
the work William Cameron Townsend began in the twentieth century
continue, language by language, the same essential task Wycliffe and
Tyndale began centuries earlier, and in a small number of the world's
more hostile regions, that work still carries real danger for the men and
women who carry it out. The instruments of persecution have changed
considerably since 1536. The underlying cost, in some corners of the

wortld, has not entirely disappeared.

It is worth pausing, at the close of this chapter, on what all of this
actually means for the book resting in an ordinary reader's hands today.
Every page of an English Bible, in whatever translation a reader
happens to hold, carries within it the invisible labor of Wycliffe's
Oxford scholars, Tyndale's smuggled printings, Coverdale's
completion of an unfinished task, the Geneva exiles, Luther's hiding
place at Wartburg, and generations of missionary translators who gave
their health, their families, and in more than one case their lives, so that
Scripture could finally speak in a language its readers did not have to

labor to understand. The chapters and verses this book has already
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traced were built for convenience. The translations this chapter has

traced were, again and again, built at the cost of someone's blood.
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Epilogue: A Library Carried Through Time

The Bible, considered simply as a physical and historical object,
began long before the codex existed, long before the printing press
existed, and very long before any numbered verse existed to let a reader
locate a single sentence within it in an instant. Its eatliest worlds knew
monumental stone inscription, humble broken pottery pressed into
service for an everyday note, imported papyrus sheets, carefully
prepared animal-skin scrolls, disciplined oral recitation carried in
trained human memory, public reading before a gathered
congregation, and patient, letter-by-letter handwritten copying,
sustained across many centuries by scribes whose individual names
history has, in almost every case, entirely forgotten even as their
careful, largely anonymous labor survives in the very text a reader holds
today. Israel's Scriptures passed, across those centuries, from a
predominantly Hebrew world into an increasingly Aramaic-speaking
one, and from there into a Greek-speaking Hellenistic and Roman
world whose language, in turn, Christianity inherited and made its own
primary vehicle, adding to Israel's own Scriptures the apostolic writings
that would, across the following three centuries, gradually become the

New Testament.

Along that entire long road, languages themselves kept moving,
refusing to stand still for even a single generation. Hebrew developed,
across three millennia, from its eatliest biblical forms through the
rabbinic Hebrew of the Mishnah and Talmud, through a further
medieval literary and philosophical Hebrew, and finally into the
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vigorously revived modern spoken Hebrew of the State of Israel today,
a revival itself one of the more remarkable linguistic achievements of
the modern era. Greek moved, across a comparably long span, from
its Classical literary forms through the common Koine of the New
Testament and the Hellenistic world, through a further Byzantine
medieval stage, and into the Modern Greek spoken in Athens today.
Individual words shifted their meanings, sometimes subtly, sometimes
dramatically, across every stage of both languages' long development.
Pronunciation itself changed, in both languages, more than once. And
yet, across all of that inevitable linguistic drift, ancient inscriptions,
ancient manuscripts, ancient translations, related and comparable
ancient languages, and, for the New Testament specifically, an entire
recovered world of ordinary, everyday ancient documents together
allow patient modern historians and philologists to recover ancient
usage, in the overwhelming majority of cases, with considerable and
well-founded confidence, even whetre a small residue of individual

words or phrases must, in honesty, remain genuinely uncertain.

The Bible held in 2 modern readet's hands is, therefore, and
precisely because of everything this book has traced across its
preceding chapters, both thoroughly ancient and thoroughly layered at
once, and there is no contradiction whatsoever between those two
descriptions holding simultaneously true. The underlying writings
themselves belong to remote antiquity, composed by real authors
addressing real, specific circumstances many centuries removed from
any modern reader's own. The particular shape of the canon

surrounding those writings reflects centuries of careful, often
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genuinely contested communal reception and discernment. The
precise wording available to a modern reader has been painstakingly
reconstructed, by patient scholarly labor spanning several centuries in
its own right, from a rich, comparative, and openly examined body of
manuscript witnesses rather than handed down through any single
unbroken chain. It bears repeating, one final time, that this book has
drawn a careful distinction throughout between ancient textual
divisions, the paragraph markings, reading portions, and verse-like
units ancient scribes themselves maintained, and the specific
numbered chapter-and-verse coordinates modern readers rely on for
citation. Those numbered coordinates, in the precise form printed in a
Bible today, descend chiefly from Stephen Langton's thirteenth-
century chapter system and Robert Estienne's sixteenth-century verse
numbering, even as the underlying practice of dividing sacred text into
meaningful units reaches back considerably further in both Hebrew
and Greek scribal tradition. The typography, the printed page itself, is
thoroughly modern. What looks, to a reader opening the cover for the
first time, like one single, seamless, ready-made book is, in true
historical fact, something considerably richer and considerably more
remarkable than that first impression suggests: a library, gathered
slowly and carried carefully across an enormous span of human
history, by generation after generation of scribes, translators, scholars,
and ordinary believing readers, each of whom judged what they had
received too precious to let fall silent, and each of whom, in turn, and

one century at a time, handed it forward.
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Afterword: Why This History Matters

The historian's account ends here. The Christian readet's question

does not.

All of this history, the scrolls, the councils, the scribes, the martyrs,
exists for one purpose only, and it would be a genuine failure of this
book if a reader closed its final page having gained an education in
Scripture's history while missing entirely the reason that history was
worth suffering for in the first place. Men were not strangled and
burned so that future readers could enjoy an interesting account of
textual criticism. Wycliffe's bones were not dug from consecrated
ground and cast into a river so that a modern audience could admire,
at a comfortable historical distance, how impressively the manuscript
evidence holds together. Every page of this history points past itself,
toward a single, urgent, entirely practical calling, and that calling is not

simply to read.

It is not simply to understand, either, though understanding
matters, and this entire book has been written in service of it. A person
can master the whole history recounted here, can name the councils
and the codices, can distinguish Ketiv from Qere and Mishnah from
Gemara, and can still close the book having missed the entire point of
the labor that produced it. Tyndale did not smuggle bales of English
New Testaments into England so that a farmhand could pass an

examination on their contents. He wanted, in his own words, a boy
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behind a plough to know Scripture, and knowing, in the sense he

meant it, was never merely informational.

The calling this history has been quietly building toward, page after
page, chapter after chapter, is to take these words into the hands and
let them reach all the way down into a life: to apply them, not admire
them from a careful, respectful distance; to let them correct what wants
correcting, comfort what wants comforting, and unsettle what has
grown too comfortable; to let obedience, not merely comprehension,
be the reader's honest response to what has been read. And beyond
even application, the calling is to fall in love with these words, the way
a man falls in love with the voice of someone he has waited his whole
life to hear speak. Because that, finally, is what this whole long history
has been safeguarding all along. Every scribe copying by candlelight,
every scholar comparing manuscripts, every translator risking the
stake, was preserving not simply an ancient document but a living
voice, and the deepest historical claim underneath every chapter of this
book is the theological one: that this is the primary way God still speaks

to His people today.

Not the only way. God is not confined by the pages that carry His
words, and He has never been. But no experience, no vision, no
impression however vivid, carries the settled, tested, blood-bought
authority of the words themselves, examined across every chapter of
this book precisely so this final claim could be made with an honest,
historically grounded confidence rather than a naive one. When a

reader opens this book to Isaiah, or to John, or to Romans, something
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considerably larger than an ancient document lies open on the table.
Centuries of faithful transmission stand behind that page. Councils
that argued, and settled, and argued again stand behind it. Translators
who died believing an ordinary reader deserved to hear it in his own
tongue stand behind it. And behind all of them, older than all of them,
stands the God who spoke first and who has never, in all the centuries

this book has traced, stopped speaking through exactly these words.

So read them. Study them the way every chapter of this book has
modeled: carefully, honestly, unafraid of hard questions, unwilling to
settle for comfortable half-truths. But do not stop there. Let the
reading become listening. Let the listening become obedience. And let
the obedience become, in the end, what it was always meant to
become: love, for the God who went to such lengths, across so many
centuries and through so much sacrifice, to make sure His voice would

still reach you.
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Timeline

A single continnous timeline cannot do justice to several distinct historical tracks moving

at once, Hebrew Bible, Second Temple Judaism, New Testament, canon, manuscripts,

and translation, but laid end to end it offers a useful reference for how the developments

traced separately throughout this book relate to one another in time.

Date

Development

c. 1200-400 BC

'The Hebrew Bible's books ate composed and edited across
many centuties; traditional and critical dating differ
substantially for individual books.

c. 5th century BC

'The Torah appears to be functioning as something close to
Israel's authoritative foundational document by the time of
Ezra's reforms.

c. 3rd century BC

onward

The Septuagint translation of the Torah begins in Alexandria;
other books follow across the next two centuties.

c. 200-160s BC

'The Hasidim resist Hellenizing pressure; the Maccabean revolt
reshapes the Jewish wortld that follows.

c. 150 BC

'The prologue to Sirach already speaks of "the Law, the
Prophets, and the othet books."

3rd century BC to

'The Dead Sea Scrolls are copied at Qumran, showing both

1st century AD textual plurality and real continuity.

c. AD 27-30 Jesus's public ministry.

c. AD 30-100 The New Testament writings ate composed, Paul's letters
earliest, the Gospels and later epistles following.

AD 70 Rome destroys the Jerusalem Temple; the Sadducees and the
Qumran community disappear from history; rabbinic Judaism
and Christianity begin to take distinct shape.

c. AD 93-94 Josephus describes a bounded, twenty-two-book Jewish
scriptural collection in Against Apion.

c. AD 100-200 The twenty-four-book rabbinic Jewish canon is essentially
settled; the fourfold Gospel and Pauline collections are widely
received.

c. AD 140 Marcion's severely restricted canon forces the widet church to
articulate its own more clearly.

c. AD 180 Irenacus defends the fourfold Gospel as an already received
tradition.

c. AD 200 'The Mishnah is compiled under Rabbi Judah ha-Nasi.
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Date

Development

Late 2nd century

'The Muratorian Fragment witnesses to a developing New
Testament collection.

3rd to 4th century |Origen and later Eusebius classify New Testament writings as
recognized, disputed, or rejected.

4th century 'The great parchment codices, Vaticanus and Sinaiticus, are
produced.

AD 325 'The Council of Nicaea addresses the Arian controversy; it
does not address the New Testament canon.

AD 367 Athanasius's Thirty-Ninth Festal Letter lists exactly the

twenty-seven books of the New Testament.

AD 393, 397, 419

'The Councils of Hippo and Carthage affirm comparable
canonical lists.

c. AD 400-500

The Jerusalem Talmud takes shape.

c. AD 500-600

'The Babylonian Talmud reaches its essential form.

c. AD 600-1000

'The Masoretes systematize vocalization, accentuation, and
textual notation for the Hebrew Bible.

c. AD 1200-1220

Stephen Langton develops the chapter divisions still used in
'Western Bibles.

AD 1382-1395

'The Wycliffe Bible is produced in English, translated from the
Latin Vulgate.

AD 1401-1409

English law criminalizes unlicensed English Scripture; the
Constitutions of Oxford forbid translation and reading
without a bishop's license.

AD 1415 'The Council of Constance condemns Wycliffe as a heretic and
burns Jan Hus at the stake.

AD 1428 Wycliffe's remains are exhumed and burned by order of Pope
Martin V.

AD 1455 Gutenberg's press produces the first printed Latin Bible.

AD 1517-1521

Luther's Reformation begins; the Diet of Worms declares him
an outlaw.

AD 1522-1534

Luther translates the New Testament and then the complete
Bible into German.

AD 1526 Tyndale's English New Testament is printed at Worms,
translated directly from Greek.

AD 1535 Coverdale produces the first complete printed English Bible.

AD 1536 Tyndale is strangled and burned near Brussels.

AD 1551, 1555

Robert Estienne (Stephanus) introduces numbered verses, first
in a Greek New Testament, then throughout a Latin Bible.
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AD 1560 'The Geneva Bible is published, the first English Bible with
numbered verses throughout.

AD 1611 The King James Version is published, incorporating much of

Tyndale's wording.

Early 1800s

Claudius Buchanan's visit to Kerala helps spark the effort
toward a Malayalam Bible.

AD 1817-1841

Benjamin Bailey translates and publishes the Malayalam New
Testament (1829) and complete Bible (1841) from Kottayam.

AD 1838-1880

Hermann Gundert's Malayalam grammar, dictionary, and
revised Bible translation take shape from Thalassery.

1947 'The Dead Sea Scrolls are discovered near Qumran, according
to the traditional account.
1947-1956 Systematic excavation of the Qumran caves recovers several

hundred manuscripts.
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Glossary

Apocrypha. A set of Jewish books, mostly composed in the Second
Temple period, included in Catholic and Orthodox Old Testaments
and in the ancient Septuagint tradition but not in the Jewish Tanakh
ot the Protestant Old Testament. Protestants historically call this

same set the Apocrypha; Catholics generally call it the Deuterocanon.

Autograph. The original manuscript of a biblical book in the
authot's own hand or that of a secretary writing at the authot's

direction. No autograph survives for any book of the Bible.

Canon. The bounded collection of writings a religious community
recognizes as uniquely authoritative Scripture, as distinct from other

valued but non-canonical literature.

Codex. A book made of folded, bound sheets, the direct ancestor of
the modern book, as distinct from a scroll. Early Christians adopted

the codex with unusual enthusiasm.

Deuterocanon. The Catholic and Orthodox term for the set of
books Protestants call the Apocrypha, meaning roughly "second
canon," reflecting their somewhat later and more debated reception
rather than any judgment of lesser inspiration within Catholic

theology.

Gemara. The centuries of rabbinic commentary and debate

surrounding the Mishnah. Mishnah plus Gemara together constitute
the Talmud.
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Ketiv and Qere. A Masoretic convention distinguishing "what is
written" (Ketiv) in the consonantal Hebrew text from "what is read"
(Qere) aloud according to tradition, preserving both rather than

silently harmonizing them.

Ketuvim. The Writings, the third of the three divisions of the

Hebrew Bible, including Psalms, Proverbs, Job, and other books.

Koine Greek. The common, international form of Greek that spread
across the eastern Mediterranean after Alexander the Great, and the
form of Greek in which the New Testament and the Septuagint were

written, distinct from both Classical and Modern Greek.

Masoretic Text. The standardized medieval Hebrew textual
tradition of the Tanakh, preserved and systematized by scholars
called the Masoretes between roughly the sixth and tenth centuries
AD, and the tradition underlying most modern Old Testament

translations.

Midrash. A body of ancient Jewish interpretive literature exploring
the meaning, application, and implications of biblical texts, divided
broadly into Midrash Halakhah (legal) and Midrash Aggadah

(narrative and theological).

Mishnah. The written core of Jewish oral legal tradition, compiled
around AD 200 under Rabbi Judah ha-Nasi and organized into six

thematic ordets.

Nevi’im. The Prophets, the second of the three divisions of the
Hebrew Bible, comprising the Former Prophets (Joshua through
Kings) and the Latter Prophets (Isaiah through the Twelve).
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Papyrus. A writing surface manufactured from the pith of a reed
plant, commonly used for documents and manuscripts throughout

the ancient Mediterranean world.

Parchment. A durable writing surface made from prepared animal
skin, more expensive than papyrus but longer-lasting, favored for

Scripture meant to be used and consulted repeatedly.

Septuagint. The ancient Greek translation of the Hebrew Scriptures,
begun with the Torah in the third century BC in Alexandria and

completed, book by book, over the following centuries.

Talmud. Mishnah plus Gemara. There are two Talmuds, the

Jerusalem Talmud and the more influential Babylonian Talmud.

Tanakh. The Hebrew Bible, named from the initials of its three

divisions: Torah, Nevi’im, and Ketuvim.

Targum. An ancient Aramaic rendering of the Hebrew Scriptures,
often interpretive rather than strictly literal, produced for

congregations more comfortable in Aramaic than Hebrew.

Textual variant. A difference in wording between two or more
surviving manuscripts of the same text, arising from ordinary

processes of hand copying across centuries.

Textus Receptus. The "received text," a printed Greek New
Testament tradition descended chiefly from the editions of Erasmus
and later Stephanus, which served as the base text for the King James
Version and other early printed translations before the wider

availability of older manuscripts reshaped modern critical editions.
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Torah. Instruction or teaching, conventionally translated "law." The
first of the three divisions of the Hebrew Bible, comprising Genesis
through Deuteronomy, and the term Christians commonly render as

the Pentateuch.

Vorlage. The underlying source text, often Hebrew, that lies behind
a given ancient translation, most often discussed in relation to the

Septuagint.

Vulgate. Jerome's Latin translation of the Bible, completed around
the end of the fourth century AD, which became the standard

biblical text of the Western church for over a thousand years.
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