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Chapter 6: A Lesson from History
S

omeone has said that those who do not know history are destined to repeat it.  There is often truth in that statement irrespective of whether it is the history of our own group or that of others with whom we may disagree. We can certainly learn the right thing to do from positive examples we see within our own group.  However, we may also learn what to avoid from the negative examples of others.


Witnesses are known for their teaching that Scripture is inspired of God (meaning that Scripture is "God-breathed") and that the original writings were inerrant (meaning that every word was written without error and exactly as Jehovah intended).
  The Watch Tower Society, and each Witness worldwide, is to be commended for this defense of the Scriptures.

Not all groups have honored Jehovah's Word


Historians agree that Europe and America changed radically after World War I.  The reason for those changes goes back to the end of the 19th century.  The publication of Charles Darwin's Origin of the Species strongly influenced public thinking.  Challenges to absolute religious and moral truth became common.  But even more fundamental was the open attack on the accuracy of the Bible.  The issue was the inspiration and inerrancy of Scripture. 

However, it was not the attack on Scripture from the outside that was the most devastating.  Rather, in the late 1800s many denominations that had earlier defended Scripture allowed professors to teach what is called higher criticism
 in their seminaries.  Disastrous results soon followed.  As young clergymen began teaching from a Bible they believed contained error, the devotion of their listeners to God's Holy Word was destroyed.  Even though the change did not come immediately, it became apparent several decades later.  The teachers in the seminaries were to blame.  The newly trained clergymen were to blame.  But the people who listened to them preach were also to blame for not defending the Word of God.

Many of these churches had followed a long established pattern.  Teaching was done from the Bible, not merely about the Bible.  A Sunday morning sermon was often developed from an entire passage of Scripture.  The whole chapter was read with each verse being fully explained in its context.  Definitions of the words in the original Bible languages were often given if it helped the listeners understand what the passage was teaching.  Finally, there was a concluding application taken directly from the passage studied so that each listener could use that passage of Scripture personally.

But that changed when the Bible was no longer regarded as the inspired, inerrant Word of God.  Clergymen were no longer interested in explaining what the Bible said—they began teaching about the Bible rather than from the Bible.

The making of the Greek text 

We have already mentioned Erasmus (1469-1536) and others who selected and collated the oldest and most reliable Greek manuscripts of their time.  They made important contributions toward eliminating error from the Greek Bible as it was known at that time, but they lacked sufficient manuscript material to adequately complete the task.  It was not until Johann Bengel (1687-1752) began studying manuscripts that the modern science and art of textual criticism
 began.  Textual critics who made important contributions during the succeeding years were Johann Griesbach (1745-1812) who published the Emphatic Diaglott, and B. F. Westcott and J. A. Hort, who after 28 years of work, published The New Testament in the Original Greek in 1881.  (This is the Kingdom Interlinear Translation's Greek text.) 

However, establishing an accurate Greek text required more than the work of textual critics.  It was also necessary to procure ancient and reliable Greek manuscripts from which these scholars could work.  During the late 1800s and early 1900s Egypt was "discovered" as a vacation center and source of antiquity for wealthy Europeans.  Many ancient manuscripts of all sorts were located and sold to private European collectors.  Some of these manuscripts were insignificant—possibly only household inventory lists from the early centuries.  Others were important writings of classic authors or the patristics.  (Because most sellers and many buyers could not read the manuscripts, they were often purchased even when their true value was not known.)  Of interest to us, however, is the fact that many important Bible manuscripts came to light from this haphazard means of acquisition.  This includes the Washington Codex.  It was purchased in 1906 by the American collector Charles Freer.

As a result of the interest in ancient manuscript acquisition and the work of textual critics during the period from approximately 1850 to 1950, over 5,000 ancient Greek manuscripts were classified as Christian Scripture documents.  Important textual criticism work continues today, though it is generally a work of refining existing textual data rather than the discovery of new manuscripts.

The Greek text today


Today we can be confident that we have an extremely close reproduction of the exact words written by the inspired authors of both the Hebrew and Christian Scriptures.  At the beginning of this chapter we read Sir Frederic Kenyon's comment as cited in "All Scripture Is Inspired of God and Beneficial."  Many similar statements supporting the authenticity of the Greek text we possess today are made throughout the books and reference materials published by the Watch Tower Society. 


When one examines the huge volume of material presently available evaluating the Greek text of the Christian Scriptures, one realizes that none of the 714 Kyrios passages in the entire Christian Scriptures stand out as unique. There is neither more nor less evidence of their authenticity than for any of the other words of Scripture.  Some passages contain variant readings, but the variant is an identifiable word or phrase.  But it is always identifiable, meaning that both the evidence for the word Kyrios and the manuscript evidence for the variant readings are known.  Revelation 19:6 is an example.
  For Revelation 19:6, The Kingdom Interlinear Translation selected the reading of 29 named, highly reliable ancient manuscripts and other support that read, "Lord (Kyrios) the God of us."  Nine less reliable manuscripts and other support are named that read, "Lord (Kyrios) the God."  Of lesser reliability are two manuscripts that read, "the God of us."  Finally, in descending order of reliability is one manuscript that reads, "the God the Lord (Kyrios) of us," three that read "the God," and three that read only, "Lord (Kyrios)."  However, without exception, there is never a variant that identifies the Tetragrammaton in any of the 714 occurrences of the word Kyrios in the entire Christian Scriptures.  From all available evidence, the 237 Kyrios passages that have been translated as Jehovah in the New World Translation are as reliable as any other portion of Scripture.  That is, there is no indication of any variants that would allow the Tetragrammaton as an alternate reading.  However, in a few instances as we have just seen, some ancient manuscripts show "God" as an alternate reading to Kyrios.


The startling realization is simply that if the 237 Kyrios passages in the Christian Scriptures are questionable, so too is the reliability of the entire Greek text of the Christian Scriptures.  If such a lack of certainty could exist, there would be no justification for using the Bible as anything other than literature.  If mere conjecture with no textual evidence could undermine the reliability of the Greek words in even these 237 instances, we would have no basis for building a faith on all of the other similarly "inspired" and "inerrant" words given by Jehovah.

Implications for the Witness reader


Any one of Jehovah's Witnesses must understand the implications of this debate regarding the Tetragrammaton in the Christian Scriptures.  Very simply, it is a debate that has no support in any other scholarly community, whether religious or secular.  There is no textual evidence of any kind to support the claim that the inspired writers used the Tetragrammaton.  That means that the Tetragrammaton does not appear in any known ancient Greek manuscripts.  However, it also means that there is no evidence from ancient versions of the first two centuries C.E. or variants in any Greek manuscripts—such as pipi [PIPI]—indicating an earlier presence of the Tetragrammaton.  Nor is there literary evidence of any kind that the inspired writers used the Tetragrammaton.  There is no reference in any of the copious writings of the patristics citing the Tetragrammaton in any Christian Scripture passage.  Finally, had the Tetragrammaton been removed, it would certainly have caused an outcry from faithful Christians.  Again, there is no historical evidence of any kind in either religious or secular history that this occurred.

Witnesses need to be aware of the consequences of denying the inerrancy of Scripture when supposition and Hebrew versions become the sole support for making alterations.  (As we saw in the companion book, these Hebrew versions contain much more evidence that identifies Jesus with Jehovah than the Watch Tower indicates.)  When the inspiration and inerrancy of Scripture is undermined, faith will be weakened.  The change may not be immediately evident.  But just as the denial of the inerrancy of Scripture destroyed the biblical foundation of certain of Christendom's denominations, so it will happen in the next generation in the congregations of the Watch Tower.  If you allow your Bible to be changed, irrespective of how noble you feel the change may be, your faith will be placed in great jeopardy.  When that change is allowed with no biblical manuscript evidence, you become extremely vulnerable.  The Watch Tower will face a crisis similar to that faced earlier by of some of Christendom's denominations if Witnesses accept a Bible that is not faithful to the Greek text.  Teaching in Kingdom Halls will be about the Bible rather than from the Bible.
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� This means that the original writings were free of error.  Every word on the original scroll was exactly what God intended the inspired author to write.  However, this does not mean that all subsequent copies of the Scriptures were made without errors.  Overall, copyists did an excellent job of preserving Scripture.  However, errors were made—sometimes intentionally.  Today, however, we have an extremely accurate reproduction of what was originally written.  "All Scripture Is Inspired of God and Beneficial," page 319, says, "Sir Frederic Kenyon [says] 'The interval then between the dates of original composition and the earliest extant evidence becomes so small as to be in fact negligible, and the last foundation for any doubt that the Scriptures have come down to us substantially as they were written has now been removed.'"


� For more explanation see the discussion, Higher Criticism—How Reliable? in the book, The Bible, God's Word or Man's?, Watch Tower Bible and Tract Society, pages 38-43.


� Textual Criticism is entirely unrelated to the highly questionable, Higher Criticism.  On page 318, "All Scripture Is Inspired of God and Beneficial" gives this definition, "Textual criticism is the method used for reconstruction and restoration of the original Bible text."


� This material is taken directly from the textual apparatus of the United Bible Societies' The Greek New Testament, third edition.  This is the modern Greek text from which most "New Testaments" are translated.  The phrase "other support" means secondary evidence including ancient verse quotations and the like, which are outside of actual Bible manuscripts.






