
How Do We Get Our Bible? (Textual Criticism Exercise) 

 
 
Overview:  
The Hebrew Bible (or ‘Old Testament’) that you have access to today came 
into being over centuries. In the first millennium BCE, scribes began 
recording narratives, genealogies, psalms, proverbs, and much more. During 
the Babylonian Exile (587-539 BCE), many of these records were compiled, 
edited, and made into a scroll that contains content similar to what we have 
access to now. This process continued over the centuries as many writings 
were created by the Jews. 
 
The Christian Bible (or ‘New Testament’) originated in a much shorter period 
of time. The epistles of Paul are believed to have been written in the 40s-50s 
of the first century CE. The Gospels are believed to have been written in the 
60s-90s. Other texts may have originated in the early second-century but 
likely no later than 120 CE. This wasn’t the end of their creation, though. These 
texts were written in Greek then translated into other languages such as 
Latin or Coptic.  
 
The Bible you have available to you in its many translations doesn’t come 
from a single source. It’s a compilation. It’s a reconstruction. Scholars who do 
the work known as ‘textual criticism’ spend their time looking over various 
ancient manuscripts from different places and periods of time in order to 



determine from the variety of texts what the earliest or at least very early 
version or versions of a text may have said. 
 
If you have several versions of a text, where sometimes the wording is 
different, and sometimes whole sections are missing from one but present in 
another, how do you determine which version is the ‘correct’ one? Scholars 
have a few criteria, some of which we’ll discuss here. 
 

1. Date: Theoretically, the older a manuscript the more likely it has had 
less of a chance to be altered.  

2. Geography: If a text is closer to its place of origin, then there’s a chance 
it’s had less of a chance to be altered, though the main difficulty is that 
it’s hard to know where a text originated. If a text stays consistent 
across a wide geographical area, like say from Egypt in North Africa all 
the way to Germany in north Europe, then this stability may testify to 
accuracy. 

3. Language: All of the texts of the New Testament were written in Greek 
then translated into ancient languages such as Coptic, Syriac, Latin, etc. 
Eventually, these texts would be translated into French, German, 
English, Spanish, etc. Usually, the translation comes into modern 
languages from Greek texts. Sometimes they are translations of 
translations. 

4. Genealogy: If a long line of texts based on one another can be traced 
backward with consistency, this genealogy indicates stability, and may 
tell us about its accuracy. 

5. Difficulty: If a text says something that may have made later Christians 
uncomfortable, yet it remains in the text and wasn’t edited out of the 
text, this raises the probability of originality. 

 
Instructions: 
In a few minutes, you’ll play the role of archaeologists and textual critics. First, 
you’ll ‘find’ six hidden text (I’ll say more in a moment). They’ll be damaged, so 
you’ll need to reconstruct them a little. Then when you return, you’ll begin 
comparing your texts as groups. When you compare, do the following: 
 

1. Check the ‘language’: Obviously, I won’t use Greek since that would be 
impossible for you to read. Instead, I’ll use various English and Spanish 
translations. The ‘older’ texts will be evident because it uses older 
sounding English. In this game, we’ll pretend English represents Greek 



and Spanish represent Latin; therefore, Spanish is a ‘translation’ not an 
‘original’. 

2. Check the date: Scholars have to work hard to determine when a text 
originated. This includes things like carbon dating or comparing the 
writing style/script with other texts where the dates were established in 
order to know from what era it originated. I’ll just mark the dates on top 
so you know what’s the oldest. 

3. Check the differences: What’s similar? What’s different? Are there 
additions? Are there parts missing?  

 
 
 


