
Precious	Books:	an	Overview	of	Early	Christian	
Manuscripts	
Allan	Dick	

The	First	Mennonite	Church	
Oct.	30,	2016	

	
Introduction	
	
In	1981,	I	left	Canada	for	Switzerland	because	I	was	in	love	with	a	girl.	I	
followed	her	to	her	country	and,	in	order	to	stay	there,	I	needed	a	visa.	The	
only	visa	I	could	get	was	a	student	visa,	so	I	enrolled	at	the	University	of	
Geneva.	Eight	years	later,	I	graduated	with	a	degree	in	history.	Other	
things,	like	a	marriage,	happened	in	the	meantime.	
	
During	my	time	in	the	history	faculty,	I	was	able	to	work	in	the	Geneva	city	
archives.	Wearing	white	cotton	gloves,	I	handled	original	documents	from	
the	17th	and	18th	centuries	while	preparing	a	thesis	on	population	
distribution	in	Geneva	around	1750.	Later,	I	worked	with	original	film	
footage	shot	during	the	1968	Paris	student	uprisings,	using	what	is	known	
as	a	“flat-bed	editor”	to	manipulate	and	analyze	the	newsreels.		
	
Working	with	original	documents	made	me	respect	the	fragility	and	scarcity	
of	the	historical	source.	
	
After	retiring	from	teaching	last	year,	I	decided	to	apply	my	experience	with	
primary	historical	research	to	the	field	of	early	Christian	manuscripts.	
	
In	this	talk,	I	would	like	to	focus	on	the	documents	available	to	us	that	
concern	early	Christianity,	and	give	you	a	historian’s	perspective	on	this	
field.		

A	few	words	about	the	approach	I	am	taking…	
	
For	modern	Christians,	the	New	Testament	texts	are	considered	scripture	
and	have	a	theological	and	devotional	force	that	other	texts	do	not	carry.	



For	the	purposes	of	this	exposition,	however,	I	will	consider	all	the	texts	
equally,	as	an	historian	and	not	as	a	theologian.		

Confessional	vs.	Academic	approaches	to	texts	
	A	Christian	takes	his	readings	of	scripture	as	a	norm	or	standard	for	
Christian	practice.	The	reader	seeks	guidance	for	life,	edification	and	
instruction	in	the	Christian	faith.	This	is	how	most	Christians	read	the	New	
Testament,	either	in	private	devotion	or	as	part	of	a	believing	community.		
	
In	an	academic	setting	we	approach	the	New	Testament	in	such	a	way	that	
both	Christians	and	interested	non-Christians	can	participate.	
	
Since	the	period	of	Christianity	that	we	are	studying	belongs	to	the	ancient	
past	the	method	that	scholars	use	to	understand	it	is	the	same	as	that	used	
to	understand	any	period	of	ancient	history.	The	method	used	to	
understand	the	documents	from	that	period,	including	the	New	Testament,	
is	the	same	that	is	used	to	understand	any	document	from	the	past,	and	is	
known	as	the	historical-critical	method.	
	
	Instead	of	trying	to	transport	the	text	from	the	past	into	the	present,	to	
understand	what	it	might	mean	to	us	now,	the	historical-critical	method	
transports	us	out	of	the	present	into	the	past.	We	are	concerned	with	what	
the	text	meant	then,	to	the	person	who	wrote	it	and	the	people	to	whom	it	
was	originally	written.	
	
The	historian	focuses	on	the	human	character	of	the	documents,	asking	
who	wrote	them,	when,	where,	and	why.	We	do	not	work	with	any	theory	
of	inspiration,	since	this	is	a	theological	claim	rather	than	an	historical	one.		
He	or	she	does	not	give	privileged	status	to	the	New	Testament	over	other	
literature.	We	must	question	and	evaluate	all	texts	to	determine	if	they	are	
authentic,	accurate	and	reliable,	or	whether	they	have	been	altered	or	
corrupted	in	any	way.		
	
It	is	important	to	question	and	examine	the	Bible	critically	and	historically:	
critically,	since	what	is	true	should	stand	up	to	scrutiny;	historically,	lest	
ideas	and	practices	that	simply	reflected	a	particular	situation	or	culture	be	
exalted	to	the	status	of	eternally	valid	truth.		
	



Here	are	the	basic	historical	facts:		
	
During	the	reign	of	the	Roman	Emperor	Tiberius,	a	Jewish	man	named	Jesus	
of	Nazareth	went	about	Palestine	preaching	and	attracting	followers.	After	
his	crucifixion	by	the	Roman	governor	his	Jewish	followers	gathered	in	
various	communities,	and	continued	to	preach	in	his	name,	proclaiming	him	
as	the	Jewish	Messiah	or	Christ.	Christianity	thus	emerged	as	a	sect	of	
Judaism	in	Roman	Palestine.	
	
How	do	we	know	this?	
	
We	have	found	a	large	number	of	manuscripts	that	are	copies	of	texts	that	
purport	to	have	been	written	by	eyewitnesses	of	Jesus,	that	tell	stories	
about	his	actions	and	teaching.	These	are	called	Gospels.	We	also	have	
copies	of	letters	purportedly	written	by	a	man	called	Paul,	others	by	Peter	
and	John,	disciples	of	Jesus,	a	chronicle	of	the	early	days	of	Christianity,	and	
a	strange	text	called	the	Revelation	of	John.	We	also	have	texts	that	deal	
with	the	organization	of	the	early	church,	and	some	devotional	texts.	
	
We	have	around	5,000	manuscripts	dating	from	the	beginning	of	the	
common	era	to	the	invention	of	printing	in	the	15th	century,	way	more	than	
for	any	other	type	of	writing,	or	historical	figure.	On	the	other	hand,	none	
of	these	5,000	texts	are	identical.	
	
Some	of	these	texts	were	assembled	into	a	collection	known	to	us	as	the	
New	Testament.	Other	texts	were	rejected;	many	were	burned.	One	
researcher	estimates	that	we	have	lost	85%	of	Christian	literature	from	the	
first	two	centuries–and	that	includes	only	the	literature	we	know	about.		
	
The	only	evidence	from	the	past	that	we	have	is	what	the	“ravages	of	time”	
have	left	us	–	that	is,	objects	that	have	not	been	destroyed	by	rats,	fire,	
floods,	landslides,	earthquakes,	rust,	war,	mould,	human	ignorance	and	
malice.	(I’d	like	to	remind	you	that	the	famous	library	in	Alexandria	was	
burned	several	times	successively,	accidentally	or	on	purpose,	by	various	
invading	troops.)	The	further	back	you	go,	the	less	evidence	there	is,	the	
more	fragile	and	damaged	the	objects	are	likely	to	be,	the	greater	the	
likelihood	of	corruption	of	the	text,	of	forgery,	and	of	suppression.	On	top	



of	this,	we	basically	have	only	half	the	story,	since	men	did	most	of	the	
writing	in	the	past.	Making	any	kind	of	hard	and	fast	statement	about	the	
distant	past	is	risky	business.	
	
Before	we	go	any	further,	I’d	like	to	show	you	what	some	of	these	objects	
look	like.		
	

- PP	A	page	from	the	Gospel	of	Mary	
- 	
- The	Gospel	of	Mary	is	an	apocryphal	book	discovered	in	1896	in	a	

5th-century	papyrus	codex	written	in	Sahidic	Coptic.	The	
codex	Papyrus	Berolinensis	8502	was	purchased	in	Cairo	by	German	
scholar	Karl	Reinhardt.	

- 	
What’s	interesting	about	this?	

- non-canonical	
- purports	to	be	written	by	a	woman	
- chapter	5:	5-9	
- 	
- 5)	Peter	said	to	Mary,	Sister	we	know	that	the	Savior	loved	you	more	

than	the	rest	of	women.	
- 6)	Tell	us	the	words	of	the	Savior	which	you	remember	which	you	

know,	but	we	do	not,	nor	have	we	heard	them.	
- 7)	Mary	answered	and	said,	What	is	hidden	from	you	I	will	proclaim	

to	you.	
- 8)	And	she	began	to	speak	to	them	these	words:	I,	she	said,	I	saw	the	

Lord	in	a	vision	and	I	said	to	Him,	Lord	I	saw	you	today	in	a	vision.	He	
answered	and	said	to	me,	

- 9)	Blessed	are	you	that	you	did	not	waver	at	the	sight	of	Me.	For	
where	the	mind	is	there	is	the	treasure.	

- 	
- One	theologian	has	said	this	about	this	gospel:	
- "…an	intriguing	glimpse	into	a	kind	of	Christianity	lost	for	almost	

fifteen	hundred	years...[it]	presents	a	radical	interpretation	of	Jesus'	
teachings	as	a	path	to	inner	spiritual	knowledge;	it	rejects	His	
suffering	and	death	as	the	path	to	eternal	life;	it	exposes	the	
erroneous	view	that	Mary	of	Magdala	was	a	prostitute	for	what	it	



is—a	piece	of	theological	fiction;	it	presents	the	most	straightforward	
and	convincing	argument	in	any	early	Christian	writing	for	the	
legitimacy	of	women's	leadership;	it	offers	a	sharp	critique	of	
illegitimate	power	and	a	utopian	vision	of	spiritual	perfection;	it	
challenges	our	rather	romantic	views	about	the	harmony	and	
unanimity	of	the	first	Christians;	and	it	asks	us	to	rethink	the	basis	for	
church	authority.[21]"	

	
PP	Rylands	P52		
	
This	is	the	oldest	New	Testament	writing	we	have,	a	fragment	of	the	Gospel	
of	John	measuring	3.5	by	2.5	inches	dated	at	125-175	CE.	The	front	(recto)	
contains	parts	of	seven	lines	from	the	Gospel	of	John	18:31–33,	in	Greek,	
and	the	back	(verso)	contains	parts	of	seven	lines	from	verses	37–38	
	
Discovery	
	
Where	were	these	manuscripts	discovered?	
	
To	give	you	an	idea	of	some	of	the	issues	concerning	the	provenance	of	
these	objects,	I	will	tell	you	the	story	of	the	discovery	of	the	famous	
collection	of	manuscripts	at	Nag	Hammadi.	
	
PP	Nag	Hammadi	

 In December of 1945, two Egyptian brothers found several papyri in 
a large earthenware vessel while digging for fertilizer around 
the Jabal al-Ṭārif caves near present-day Hamra Dom in Upper 
Egypt. Neither originally reported the find, as they sought to make 
money from the manuscripts by selling them individually at intervals. 
The brothers' mother burned several of the manuscripts, worried, 
apparently, that the papers might have 'dangerous effects' 
(Markschies, Gnosis, 48). As a result, what came to be known as the 
Nag Hammadi library (owing to the proximity of the find to Nag 
Hammadi, the nearest major settlement) appeared only gradually, 
and its significance went unacknowledged until some time after its 
initial discovery. 



In 1946, the brothers became involved in a feud, and left the 
manuscripts with a Coptic priest. His brother-in-law in October that 
year sold a codex to the Coptic Museum in Old Cairo (this tract is 
today numbered Codex III in the collection). The resident Coptologist 
and religious historian Jean Doresse, realizing the significance of the 
artifact, published the first reference to it in 1948. Over the years, 
most of the tracts were passed by the priest to a Cypriot antiques 
dealer in Cairo, thereafter being retained by the Department of 
Antiquities, for fear that they would be sold out of the country. After 
the revolution in 1952, these texts were handed to the Coptic 
Museum in Cairo, and declared national property.[4] Pahor Labib, the 
director of the Coptic Museum at that time, was keen to keep these 
manuscripts in their country of origin. 
Meanwhile, a single codex had been sold in Cairo to 
a Belgian antique dealer. After an attempt was made to sell the codex 
in both New York City and Paris, it was acquired by the Carl Gustav 
Jung Institute in Zurich in 1951, through the mediation of Gilles 
Quispel. It was intended as a birthday present to the 
famous psychologist; for this reason, this codex is typically known as 
the Jung Codex, being Codex I in the collection.[4] 
Jung's death in 1961 resulted in a quarrel over the ownership of the 
Jung Codex; the pages were not given to the Coptic Museum in Cairo 
until 1975, after a first edition of the text had been published. The 
papyri were finally brought together in Cairo: of the 1945 find, eleven 
complete books and fragments of two others, 'amounting to well over 
1000 written pages' are preserved there.[5] 
What	is	in	this	collection?	
Books	containing:	

• The Prayer of the Apostle Paul 
• The Apocryphon of James (also known as the Secret Book of 

James) 
• The Gospel of Truth 
• The Treatise on the Resurrection 
• The Tripartite Tractate 

• The Apocryphon of John 
• The Gospel of Thomas a sayings gospel 



• The Gospel of Philip 
• The Hypostasis of the Archons 
• On the Origin of the World 
• The Exegesis on the Soul 
• The Book of Thomas the Contender 
• The Gospel of the Egyptians 
• Eugnostos the Blessed 
• The Sophia of Jesus Christ 
• The Dialogue of the Savior 

Etc.		
These	books	are	evidence	of	an	early	variant	form	of	Christianity	called	
Gnosticism,	which	apparently	emphasized	secret	knowledge	to	be	gained	
through	initiation,	a	broad	community	leadership	that	included	women,	a	
rejection	of	orthodox	concepts	of	sin	and	redemption,	and	saw	God	as	
residing	in	the	self.	
	
Location	and	condition	
	
Early	manuscripts	are	to	be	found	all	over	the	world	in	libraries,	museums	
and	archives.	They	range	in	condition	from	rags	to	whole	books	that	have	
been	well	preserved.	In	many	cases,	books	have	been	separated	into	
sections	and	parts	can	be	found	in	many	locations.	A	good	example	is	the	
Codex	Sinaiticus,	which	was	found	in	the	St.	Catherine	Monastery	on	Mount	
Sinai.		
	
The codex is now split into four unequal portions: 347 leaves in 
the British Library in London (199 of the Old Testament, 148 of the 
New Testament), 12 leaves and 14 fragments in the Saint Catherine's 
Monastery, 43 leaves in the Leipzig University Library, and fragments 
of 3 leaves in the Russian National Library in Saint Petersburg.[3] 
	
	
PP	Codex	sinaiticus	
	
Materials	and	construction	
	



The	codex	or	book	appears	to	have	been	created	especially	for	early	
Christian	writings.	Before	the	Christian	era	most	writing	was	contained	in	
scrolls.	It	is	thought	that	the	Christians’	rather	mobile	lifestyle	created	the	
need	for	a	portable	medium.	
	
PP	Creation	of	the	book	
	
Most	early	manuscripts	are	made	of	papyrus,	but	parchment	became	
increasingly	popular,	as	it	was	very	durable.	
	
The	writing	of	the	text	
	
I	am	not	going	to	get	into	the	process	of	the	creation	of	New	Testament	or	
other	texts	in	detail,	firstly	because	it	is	a	terribly	involved	and	complex	
topic	that	I	am	not	at	all	qualified	to	comment	on.	I’d	only	like	to	give	you	a	
way	of	seeing	it	that	might	be	useful.	
	
There	are	two	ways	of	seeing	the	inspiration	of	a	text,	and	we	can	imagine	
these	two	ways	as	documents	that	this	church	might	generate.	One	is	what	
I’d	call	“direct	inspiration,”	and	we’ll	imagine	that	it’s	Chris	preparing	for	a	
sermon.	One	document	is	generated	and	it	comes	directly	from	the	Holy	
Spirit	through	Chris	and	his	computer.	
	
PP	Direct	inspiration	
	
The	other	type	of	inspiration	would	look	more	like	a	document	generated	
by	a	church	business	meeting,	in	which	many	voices	are	heard	and	many	
steps	are	needed	to	create	the	document,	perhaps	basing	it	on	previous	
texts	and	requiring	revision	and	review.	I’d	invite	you	to	look	at	the	texts	in	
the	New	Testament	as	the	result	of	a	long	process	of	memory,	oral	
tradition,	story-telling,	and	finally	writing.	
	
Transmission	and	Preservation	
	
For	me	one	of	the	most	inspiring	parts	of	the	story	of	these	manuscripts	is	
how	they	were	preserved	and	came	down	to	us.		
	



They	were	translated	into	many	languages	living	and	dead.	
They	were	assembled	into	collections.	
Monks	working	in	rooms	called	scriptoria	fastidiously	copied	texts	by	hand.	
Sometimes	they	added	notes	in	the	margins	that	became	part	of	the	text.		
Sometimes	they	were	sleepy	and	made	mistakes.	
Texts	sometimes	became	corrupt	and	had	to	be	revised.	
Some	books	were	“washed”	and	remade	with	other	texts,	these	are	known	
as	palimpsests,	and	some	of	our	best	witnesses	are	of	this	type.	
But	in	general	the	process	of	transmission	was	remarkably	pure.		
	
Conclusion	
	
PP	Bodmer	St.	John	
	
I’d	like	to	conclude	by	presenting	what	is	surely	one	of	the	most	remarkable	
books	in	the	world,	actually	the	first	book,	the	oldest	we	have.	In	
September,	I	had	the	privilege	of	visiting	the	Bodmer	Foundation	in	
Cologny,	just	outside	of	Geneva.	This	museum	contains	the	Bodmer	St.	
John,	a	complete	Gospel	of	John	dating	from	the	second	century.	When	I	
was	there,	they	told	me	it	was	“resting”	away	from	light	sources	in	a	
climate-controlled	environment.	However,	I	was	able	to	purchase	a	
facsimile	edition.	
	
As	Christians,	we	inherit	a	long	and	beautiful	tradition	of	respect	for	our	
scriptures.	We	are	the	guardians	of	these	precious	books.	Their	story	is	also	
our	story.	
	


