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\4 TEXTS OF THE NEW TESTAMENT 81

uscripts did not contam, however. This 1s the account of 1 John 5:7-8.
which scholars have called the Johannne Comma. found m the man-
uscripts of the Latin Vulgate but not in the vast majority of Greek
manuscripts, a passage that had long been a favorite among Christian
theologians, since it 1s the only passage in the entire Bible that explic-
1tly delineates the doctrine of the Triuty, that there are three persons
i the godhead, but that the three all constitute just one God. In the
Vulgate, the passage reads:

There are three that bear witness in heaven: the Father, the Word, and
the Spirit. and these three are one; and there are three that bear witness
on earth, the Spirit. the water, and the blood. and these three are one.

It 15 a mysterious passage. but unequivocal in its support of the tra-
ditional teachings of the church on the "triune God who is one.”
Without this verse. the doctrme of the Tranity nwst be wferred from a
range of passages combined to show that Christ 1s God, as 1s the Spirit
and the Father, and that there is, nonetheless, only one God. This pas-
sage, in contrast, states the doctrme directly and succinctly.

But Erasnms did not find it in his Greek manuscripts, which in-
stead simply read: "There are three that bear witness: the Spirit, the
water, and the blood, and these three are one.” Where did the "Father,
the Word. and the Spirit” go? They were not in Erasmus’s primary
mamseript, or in any of the others that he consulted, and so, natu-
rally, he left them out of hus first edition of the Greek text.

More than anything else, it was this that outraged the theologians
of his dav. who accused Erasmus of tampering with the text in an at-
tempt to eliminate the doctrine of the Trimty and to devalue its corol-
larv. the doctrine of the full drvinity of Christ. In particular, Stunica,
one of the chief editors of the Complutensian Polyglot, went public
with his defamation of Erasmus and msisted that in future editions he
return the verse to 1ts rightful place.

As the story goes. Erasmus—possibly in an unguarded moment—

agreed that he would msert the verse in a future edition of lus Greelk
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New Testament on one condition: that his opponents produce a
Greeks manmuscript in which the verse could be found (finding it in
Latin manuscripts was not enough). And so a Greek manuscript was
produced. In fact, it was produced for the occasion. It appears that
someone copied out the Greek text of the Epistles. and when he came
to the passage in question. he translated the Latin text into Greek,
giving the Johannine Comma m its familiar, theologically useful form
The manmuscript provided to Erasmus, in other words, was a six-
teenth-century production, made to order.

Despite his misgivings. Erasmus was true to his word and mcluded
the Johannine Comma in his next edition. and m all his subsequent
editions. These editions, as [ have already noted, became the basts for
the editions of the Greek New Testament that were then reproduced
time and again by the likes of Stephanus, Beza, and the Elzevirs.
These editions provided the form of the text that the translators of the
King James Bible eventmally used. And so fanuliar passages to readers
of the English Bible—from the King James 1 1611 onward, up until
modern editions of the twentieth century—include the woman taken
m adnltery, the last twelve verses of Mark, and the Johannine Comma,
even though none of these passages can be found in the oldest and su-
perior mannscripts of the Greek New Testament. They entered into
the English stream of consciousness merely by a chance of history.
based on manuscripts that Erasmus just happened to have handy to
him. and one that was mamufactured for hus benefit.

The various Greek editions of the sixteenth and seventeenth cen-
turies were so much alike that eventually printers could claim that
they were the text that was universally accepted by all scholars and
readers of the Greek New Testament—as indeed they were. since
there were no competitors! The most-quoted claim is found in an edi-
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(But it is likely this verse is not genuine. It is wanting in every MS. of this

epistle written before the invention of printing, one excepted, the Codex
Montfortii, in Trinity College, Dublin: the others which omit this verse

amount to one hundred and twelve.

It is wanting in both the Syriac, all the Arabic, AEthiopic, the Coptic,
Sahidic, Armenian, Slavonian, the ancient versions but the Vulgate; and
even of this version many of the most ancient and correct MSS. have it not.
It is wanting also in all the ancient Greek fathers; and in most even of the
Latin.

The words, as they exist in all the Greek MSS. with the exception of the
Codex Montfortii, are the following-

~7This is he that came by water and blood, Jesus Christ; not by water only,

but by water and blood. And it is the Spirit that beareth witness because the
Spirit is truth. 7. For there are three that bear witness, the Spirit, the water,
and the blood; and these three agree in one. 9. If we receive the witness of

man, the witness of God is greater .
ol aaladl
Py e Jay 08)y cLnilly wLslll 3 pde el o @1 clde oy Bgdidy Sbid plle 92 (555 Gl
- Y0

( Newton on | John 5:7
Newton states that this verse appeared for the first time in the third edition
of Erasmus's New Testament .

“When they got the Trinity .into his edition they threw by their manuscript,

If they had one, as an almanac out of date. And can such shuffling dealings
satisfy considering men?....It israther a danger in religion than an
advantage to make it now lean on a  brokenreed .

“In all the vehement universal and lasting controversy about the Trinity in

Jerome's time and both before and long enough after it, this text of the
"three in heaven" was never once thought of. It is now in everybody’s

http://www.cyberistan.org/islamic/newtonl.html @V
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mouth and accounted the main text for the business and would assuredly
have been so too with them .had it been in their books .

et them make good sense of it who are able. For my part, I can make

none. If it be said that we are not to determine what is Scripture what not by
our private judgments, | confess it in places not controverted, but in
disputed places I love to take up with what | can best understand. It is the
temper of the hot and superstitious art of mankind in matters of religion
ever to be fond of mysteries, and for that reason to like best what they
understand least. Such men may use the Apostle John as they please, but |
have that honour for him as to believe that he wrote good sense and

therefore take that to be his which is the best." )
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brief annotations in which Erasmus sought to justify his translation.
He included among the philological notes not a few caustic com-
ments aimed at the corrupt lives of many of the priests. In the words
of J. A. Froude, “The clergy's skins were tender from long impunity.
They shricked from pulpit and platform, and made Europe ring with
their clamour.”™ As a result, “universities, Cambridge and Oxford
among them, forbade students to read Erasmus' writings or book-
sellers to gell them n20

Among the criticisms leveled at Erasmus, the most seri()&
app(:',lred 10 be the t:hm’geg of Stunica, one of the editors of Ximenes'
Complutensian Polyglot, that his text lacked part of the final chapter
of 1 John, namely the Trinitarian statement concerning “the Father,
the Word, and the Holy Ghost: and these three are one. And there are
three that bear witness in earth” (1 John 5.7-8, King James Version).
Erasmus replied that he had not found any Greek manuscript that
contained these words, though he had in the meanwhile examined
several others besides those on which he relied when first preparing
his text, In an unguarded moment, Erasmus may have promised that
he would insert the Comma Johanneum, as it is called,® in future
editions if a single Greek manuscript could be found that contained
the passage.” At length, such a copy was found—or was made to
order! As it now appears, the Greek manuscript had probably been
written in Oxford about 1520 by a Franciscan friar named Froy (or
Roy), who took the disputed words from the Latin Vulgate.®® Erasmus
inserted the passage in his third edition (1522), but in a lengthy foor-
note that was included in his volume of annotations, he intimated his

\.

19. ]. A. Froude, Life and Letters of Frasmus (New York, 1896), p. 127.
See also August Bludau, Die beiden ersten Erasmus-Ausgaben des Newen
Testamenis und ibre Gegner (Freiburg, 1902).

20. Froude, op. cit., p. 138,

21, The word comima in this usage means a short clause of a
sentence.

22, It should, however, be noted that Henk Jan de Jonge, a specialist
in Erasmian smdies, could find no explicit evidence that supports this
frequently made assertion conceming a specific promise made by Erasmus;
see his “Erasmus and the Comma Jobanneum," Fpbemerides Theologicae
Lovantenses, vi (1980), pp. 381-9.

23, See ]. Rendel Harris, The Origin of the Leicester Codex of the New
Testameit (London, 1887), pp. 40-53; C. H. Turncer, The Early Printed
Editions of the Greek Testament (Oxford, 1924), pp. 231
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suspicion that the manuscript had been prepared expressly in order
to confute him,

Among the thousands of Greek manuscripts of the New Testa-
ment examined since the time of Erasmus, only eight are known to
contain this passage. In four of the eight, the Comma appears in the
text; in the other four, it is a marginal addition serving as an alterna-
tive or variant reading. The eight are the following, listed according
to the Gregory-Aland enumeration:*?

01: the Codex Montfortianus, an early sixteenth-century manuscript at
Trinity College, Dublin. This codex was copied from a tenth-century
manuscript at Lincoln College, Oxford, that did not have the
Comma. Insertions elsewhere in the Montfortianus copy have been
retroverted from the Latin.

88Y": a variant reading in a sixteenth-century hand, added to the
twelfth-century Codex Regius ar Naples.

221" 4 variant reading added to a tenth-century manuscript in the
Bodleian Library at Oxford.

429" a variant reading added 1o a fifteenth-century manuscript at
Wolfenbiittel.

629 the Codex Ouomobonianus at the Vatican. It is of the fourteenth
century and has a Latin text alongside the Greek, which has been
revised according o the Vulgate.

636"": a variant reading added to a fifteenth-century manuscript at
Naples.

918: a sixteenth-cenmiry manuscript at the Escorial, Spain.

2318: an eighteenth-century manuscript influenced by the Clementine
Vulgate, at Bucharest, Rumania,

The oldest known citation of the Comma is in a fourth-century
Latin treatise entitled Liber apologeticus (Chapter 4), attributed either

24. Today, the codex (designared manuscript 61 in the Gregory-Aland
listing), which is in the lbrary of Trinity College, Dublin, opens almost of
its own accord at 1 John 5—so often has it been consulted at this passage!

25. Omined from the list is Codex Ravianus (Tischendorf w 1100, pre-
served in the Roval Library at Berlin, It is of the sisteenth century and had
been copied from the printed Complutensian Polyglot Greek text. For
further discussion of the spurious nature of the Comma, see R, E. Brown,
The Epistles of Jobn (Garden Cloy, NJ, 1982), pp. 775-87; B. M. Metzger,

A Textual Commentary on the Greek New Testament, 2nd ed, (New York,
1994), pp. 6G47-9.
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ﬁ-; Priscillian or to his follower, Bishop Instantius of Spain. TI;;\‘
Comma probably originated as a piece of allegorical exegesis of
the three witnesses and may have been written as a marginal gloss in
a Latin manuscript of 1 John, whence it was taken into the text of the
Old Latin Bible during the fifth century. The passage does not appear
in manuscripts of the Latin Vulgate before about A.D. 800, In view of
its inclusion in the Clementine edition of the Latin Vulgate (1592), in
1897 the Holy Office in Rome, a high ecclesiastical congregation,
made an authoritative pronouncement, approved and confirmed by
Pope Leo XIII, that it is not safe to deny that this verse is an authen-
tic part of $t. John's Epistle.® Modern Roman Catholic scholars,
however, recognize that the words do not belong in the Greek
Testament; for example, the four bilingual editions of the New Tes-
tament that were edited by Bover, Merk, Nolli, and Vogels include/
the words as part of the Vulgate text approved by the Council of
Trent but reject them from the Greek text that faces the Latin on the
opposite page.*’

Subsequently, Erasmus issued a fourth and definitive edition
(1527}, which contains the text of the New Testament in three paral-
lel columns, the Greek, Erasmus' own Latin version, and the Latin
Vulgate. He had seen Ximenes' Polyglot Bible shortly after the pub-
lication of his own third edition in 1522 and wisely decided to avail
himsell of its generally superior Greek text to the improvement of his
own, In the Book of Revelation, for example, he aliered his fourth
edition in about 90 passages on the basis of the Complutensian text.
A fifth edition, which appeared in 1535, discarded the Latin Vulgate
but differed very little from the fourth regarding the Greek text.

Thus, the text of Erasmus’ Greek New Testament rests upon a
half-dozen minuscule Greek manuscripts. The oldest and best of
these manuscripts (Codex 1, a minuscule of the tenth century, which
agrees ofien with the earlier majuscule texi) he used least because he

26. The Holy Office declared subsequently (2 June 1927) that its
decree was not intended o hinder Catholic scholars from thoroughly
investigating the matter and from espousing an opinion contrary to the
authenticity of the passage, provided that they profess themselves ready
1o stand by the judgment of the Church; see H. Denzinger and K. Rahner,
Enchiridion symbolorum, 28th ed. (Freiburg, 19523, n. 2198; idem,
Enchiridion biblicum, 3rd ed. (Rome, 1956), n. 130

27. For a full discussion by a noted Roman Catholic textual scholar, see
Tedfilo Ayuso Marazuela, “Nuevo estudio sobre el *Comma loanneum,””
Biblica, xxviil (1947), pp. 83-112, 216-35; xxix (1948), pp. 52-76.
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The Comma Johanneum and Cyprian ¥

by
Daniel B. Wallace, Ph.D.
Associate Professor of New Testament Studies

Dallas Theological Seminary

A friend recently wrote to me about the KJV reading of 1 John 5:7-8. He
noted that | had not mentioned Cyprian in my essay on this text and that
some KJV only folks claimed that Cyprian actually quoted the form that
appears in the KJV (“For there are three that bear record in heaven, the
Father, the Word, and the Holy Ghost: and these three are one. And there
are three that bear witness in earth, the spirit, and the water, and the blood:
and these three agree in one.”) The question 1s, Did Cyprian quote a version
of 1 John that had the Trinitarian formula of 1 John 5:7 in it? This would, of
course, be significant, for Cyprian lived in the third century; he would
effectively be the earliest known writer to quote the Comma Johanneum.
Before we look at Cyprian per se, a little background is needed. The
Comma occurs only in about 8 MSS, mostly in the margins, and all of them
quite late. Metzger, in his Textual Commentary (2nd edition), after
commenting on the Greek MS testimony, says this (p. 648):

(2) The passage is quoted in none of the Greek Fathers, who, had
they known it, would most certainly have employed it in the
Trinitarian controversies (Sabellian and Arian). Its first
appearance in Greek is in a Greek version of the (Latin) Acts of
the Lateran Council in 1215.

(3) The passage is absent from the manuscripts of all ancient
versions (Syriac, Coptic, Armenian, Ethiopic, Arabic, Slavonic),
except the Latin; and it is not found (a) in the OIld Latin in its

“ http://www.bible.org/page.php?page_id=1185



early form (Tertullian Cyprian Augustine), or in the Vulgate (b)
as issued by Jerome ... or (c) as revised by Alcuin...

The earliest instance of the passage being quoted as a part of the
actual text of the Epistle [italics added] is in a fourth century
Latin treatise entitled Liber Apologeticus (chap. 4), attributed
either to the Spanish heretic Priscillian (died about 385) or to his
follower Bishop Instantius. Apparently the gloss arose when the
original passage was understood to symbolize the Trinity
(through the mention of three witnesses: the Spirit, the water, and
the blood), an interpretation that may have been written first as a
marginal note that afterwards found its way into the text.

Thus, a careful distinction needs to be made between the actual text used
by Cyprian and his theological interpretations. As Metzger says, the Old
Latin text used by Cyprian shows no evidence of this gloss. On the other
side of the ledger, however, Cyprian does show evidence of putting a
theological spin on 1 John 5:7. In his De catholicae ecclesiae unitate 6, he
says, “The Lord says, ‘I and the Father are one’; and again it is written of
the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit, ‘And these three are
one.”” What 1s evident 1s that Cyprian’s interpretation of 1 John 5:7 1s that
the three witnesses refer to the Trinity. Apparently, he was prompted to
read such into the text here because of the heresies he was fighting (a
common indulgence of the early patristic writers). Since John 10:30
triggered the ‘oneness’ motif, and involved Father and Son, it was a natural
step for Cyprian to find another text that spoke of the Spirit, using the same
kind of language. It is quite significant, however, that (a) he does not quote
‘of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Spirit’ as part of the text; this is
obviously his interpretation of ‘the Spirit, the water, and the blood.” (b)
Further, since the statement about the Trinity in the Comma is quite clear
(“the Father, the Word, and the Holy Spirit”), and since Cyprian does not
quote that part of the text, this in the least does not afford proof that he
knew of such wording. One would expect him to quote the exact wording of
the text, if its meaning were plain. That he does not do so indicates that a
Trinitarian interpretation was superimposed on the text by Cyprian, but he
did not changed the words. It is interesting that Michael Maynard, a TR
advocate who has written a fairly thick volume defending the Comma (A
History of the Debate over 1 John 5:7-8 [Tempe, AZ: Comma Publications,
1995] 38), not only quotes from this passage but also speaks of the
significance of Cyprian’s comment, quoting Kenyon’s Textual Criticism of



the New Testament (London: Macmillan, 1912), 212: “Cyprian is regarded
as one ‘who quotes copiously and textually’.” The quotation from Kenyon
is true, but quite beside the point, for Cyprian’s quoted material from 1
John 5 is only the clause, “and these three are one”—the wording of which
occurs in the Greek text, regardless of how one views the Comma.

Thus, that Cyprian interpreted 1 John 5:7-8 to refer to the Trinity is
likely; but that he saw the Trinitarian formula in the text is rather unlikely.
Further, one of the great historical problems of regarding the Comma as
authentic is how it escaped all Greek witnesses for a millennium and a half.
That it at first shows up in Latin, starting with Priscillian in c. 380 (as even
the hard evidence provided by Maynard shows), explains why it is not
found in the early or even the majority of Greek witnesses. All the historical
data point in one of two directions: (1) This reading was a gloss added by
Latin patristic writers whose interpretive zeal caused them to insert these
words into Holy Writ; or (2) this interpretation was a gloss, written in the
margins of some Latin MSS, probably sometime between 250 and 350, that
got incorporated into the text by a scribe who was not sure whether it was a
comment on scripture or scripture itself (a phenomenon that was not
uncommon with scribes).
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