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The history of the text of the Bible in the church may be divided into several basic periods, especially with 

reference to the New Testament: (1) the period of reduplication (to 325), (2) the period of standardization of the 

text (325-1500), (3) the period of crystallization (1500-1648), and (4) the period of criticism and revision (1648-

present). During the period of criticism and revision, a struggle has been waged between proponents of the 

“received text,” and those advocating the “critical text.” In this struggle the critical text has come into the position 

of dominance. Although not many modern scholars seriously defend the superiority of the received text, it should 

be noted that there is no substantial difference between it and the critical text. What differences there are 

between these two textual traditions are merely technical rather than doctrinal, for the variants are doctrinally 

inconsequential. Nevertheless, the “critical” readings are often helpful in interpreting the Bible, and for all 

practical purposes both text traditions convey the content of the autographs even though they are separately 

garnished with their own minor scribal and technical differences. 

 

THE PERIOD OF REDUPLICATION (to 325)  

From as early as the third century B.C. scholars in Alexandria attempted to restore the texts of the Greek poets 

and writers of prose. It was at this center that the Septuagint (LXX) version of the Old Testament was produced 

about 280-150 B.C. Alexandria was also a center of Christianity during the early centuries of the church, a position 

it retained until the rise of Islam in the seventh century. It is understandable that this city would be a center of 

activity in attempts at restoring the Bible text prior to 325. Basically, however, there was no real textual criticism 

of New Testament books during these centuries. Instead, it was a period of reduplication of manuscripts rather 

than one of textual evaluation. In contrast to Alexandria, however, diligent textual work was performed on the 

Old Testament by rabbinical scholars in Palestine A.D. 70-100. 

 

Copies of autographs (to 150). During the second half of the first century the New Testament books were written 

under the direction of the Holy Spirit and were inerrant. Undoubtedly written on papyrus, these autograph copies 

have all subsequently been lost. Before they perished, however, they were providentially copied and circulated. 

These first copies were made as early as A.D. 95, very soon after the autographs had been written. These early 

copies were also written on papyrus rolls, and later they were recopied in papyrus codices, and parchment and 

vellum were employed later. Very few, if any, of these early copies are extant today. While there were many early 

copies of the autographs, not all of them were of the same quality, for as soon as copies began to appear errors 

and misprints crept into the text. The quality of a copy depended upon the capabilities of the particular scribe. 

Highly accurate copies were quite expensive, for they were the work of professional scribes. Less capable scribes 

made poorer copies, although their very cost made them more widely distributed. Still other copies were of quite 

poor quality since they were done by nonprofessionals for use by individuals or groups. 

 

Copies of the copies (150-325). As the apostolic period drew to a close, persecution became more widespread 

against the Christian church. The sporadic persecutions culminated in two imperial persecutions under Decius and 

Diocletian. In addition to their confrontation with intense persecution, suffering and even death, Christians 

frequently saw their sacred writings confiscated and destroyed. As a result of this destruction, the Scriptures were 

in danger of being lost to the church. Therefore, Christians often made copies of whatever manuscripts they had, 

however, hastily it deemed necessary. Since scribes were in danger of persecution if apprehended, the Scriptures 

were often copied “unprofessionally,” or in an amateur manner by members of a given church. The possibility of 

errors creeping into the text became even more pronounced in this situation. Meanwhile, during these very years, 
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the church of Alexandria began to do pioneer work at the local level and compared and published texts in the 

period around 200-250. Their leadership was followed in other parts of the empire as well, and some basic work 

in textual criticism was done by the time of the persecution under Decius (249-251). Origen in Alexandria worked 

on his Hexapla, although it was never published in its entirety. In addition to this work in the Old Testament, he 

wrote commentaries on the New Testament and became something of a textual critic in that area as well. Other 

examples of early textual criticism include such works as the Lucian Recension, Julius Africanus’ work on Susanna, 

and Theodore of Mopsuestia’s Song of Songs in the area about Caesarea. These early textual critics did some 

elementary selection and editorial revision of the text materials, but their work did not stem the tide of casual, 

unsystematic, and largely unintentional creation of variant readings in the New Testament text. 

 

THE PERIOD OF STANDARDIZATION (325-1500) 

After the church was released from the threat of persecution following the Edict of Milan (313), the influence was 

soon felt on the copying of biblical manuscripts. This period was marked by the introduction of parchment and 

vellum codices, and paper books toward its close. During this period Greek uncials gave way to minuscules; i.e., 

printed works were replaced by those written in a modified cursive script. Throughout the period critical revisions 

of the text were relatively rare, except for the efforts of such scholars as Jerome (c.340-420) and Alcuin of York 

(735-804). Nevertheless, the particular period between 500 and 1000 witnessed the Masoretic work on the text 

of the Old Testament which resulted in the Masoretic text. 

 

When the Emperor Constantine wrote to Eusebius of Caesarea instructing him to make fifty copies of the Christian 

Scriptures, a new direction in the history of the New Testament began. This was the period of standardization of 

the text, as the New Testament began to be carefully and faithfully copied by copyists of that region.  When 

Constantine moved the seat of the empire to the city named after him (Constantinople) it was only reasonable 

that the city would come to dominate the Greek-speaking world and that its scripture text would become the 

dominant text of the church. This was especially true in light of the emperor’s patronage in producing careful 

copies of the New Testament text. As a result of the precedent set by Constantine, great numbers of carefully 

copied manuscripts were produced throughout the Middle Ages, but official and carefully planned revision of the 

text was relatively rare. Since a standardized text was developed, there we little need for classification and critical 

evaluation of the earlier manuscripts of the New Testament. As a result, the text remained relatively unchanged 

throughout the entire period. Toward the end of the period a completely standardized text with the unlimited 

more-or-less identical copies became possible with the introduction of cheap paper and the printing press. Paper 

copies of the Bible became more abundant after the twelfth century. About 1454 Johann Gutenberg developed 

movable type for the printing press, and the door was open for efforts at more careful textual criticism during the 

Reformation era. 

 

[…to continue reading about period 3 (crystallization) and period 4 (criticism and revision) see From God to Us 

by Geisler and Nix, pages 165-173] 


