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Bart D. Ehrman, Misquoting Jesus:
The Story Behind Who Changed the Bible and Why

It is “acutely ironic” to Bart Ehrman that although
“Christianity from the outset was a bookish religion that
stressed certain texts as authoritative scripture . . . 
we don’t actually have these authoritative texts. . . .”  (Bart
D. Ehrman, Misquoting Jesus - The Story Behind Who Changed the
Bible and Why (Harper One, 2005), p. 69.)  But it is much more
than ironic.  If the problems with the New Testament are as
serious as Ehrman claims, it is an epic scandal.

Ehrman lost his religion, indirectly, because after thorough
study he became convinced of the unreliability of the New
Testament.  What shall we say to those who, because of his work
and example, may be less inclined to regard the Gospel of the
Lord Jesus Christ as verifiable?

We shall say that Ehrman has done a great service to the
Gospel in spite of himself.  The issues he discusses are serious
ones, but to anyone willing to look past Ehrman’s overwrought
rhetoric and think for himself, the integrity of the texts of the
New Testament emerges with increased clarity, precisely because
Ehrman has done his worst to attack them, and they have withstood
him.

I. What is at Stake.

The doctrine of inerrancy posits that the books of the Bible were
divinely inspired and without error in the original autographs. 
It is not to our purpose here to demonstrate the validity of this
doctrine; understanding its importance, however, is very much to
our purpose.

The Bible claims for itself to be God’s revelation to man of the
truth concerning God and concerning man’s origin, purpose,
condition, and means of salvation.  The New Testament claims that
God sent His Son to become man, to live a perfect life, and to
give that life as an atoning sacrifice for human sin, and that
salvation from eternal separation from God is made available to 
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men through faith in the Son of God, and only through faith in
Him.

Bart Ehrman is an example of the consequences of a loss of
confidence in the reliability of the Scriptures.  He states that
after realizing that the original text of the New Testament
cannot be established, he remained a Christian for a time.  It
was not long, however, before he concluded that moral and natural
evil cannot be reconciled with the existence of a good and loving
God.  Only then did he lose his faith.

Ehrman’s difficulty with the problem of evil places him in the
best of company.  No worldly philosopher, and indeed, no single
biblical writer, has fully explained why omnipotence did not or
could not achieve His purposes without a world brimming with
evil.  God’s answer to Job’s complaint was merely, Who are you to
ask?  Jesus Himself only said that “It is necessary,” refusing to
say why.  Many do not fall away, however, and one thing which
distinguishes most of them from Ehrman is that they remain
convinced of the integrity of the Scriptures, which show us that
the intractability of the problem of evil notwithstanding, God is
indeed good.

Meanwhile Ehrman, adrift without mooring in the Word, does as men
have done since the Fall: he forms his own opinions about what is
right.  As Ehrman says, we must “judge for ourselves what to
think and how to live.”  (p. 14.)  Soon, he, and others like him,
realize that since a loving God would never create the world we
live in, there must not be a loving God.  To put it another way,
they set themselves up as God’s judge; and judging Him, find Him
to be in the wrong, and condemn Him to nonexistence.  But
supposing that the Bible really is true, the consequences of that
move are grave indeed.

II. Do We Have the Original New Testament?

Moveable type was not invented until the Fifteenth Century, and
the papyrus and vellum on which the original New Testament
documents were written were perishable.  The only way either to
transmit the books geographically or to preserve their substance
was to copy them manually.  Manual copying entailed the
possibility of error.  We now have over 5,000 Greek manuscripts
or fragments, to say nothing of over 10,000 Latin manuscripts,
and according to Ehrman there are over 200,000 variants in the
Greek manuscripts alone.

Manual reproduction also made deliberate changes feasible, and
there were many of those as well.  Ehrman makes a strong case
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that many of the deliberate changes were made to serve the
scribes’ particular theological agendas.  There were anti-Docetic
changes, anti-Marcionite changes, changes to foil the Gnostics,
the Adoptionists, and the Separationists.  There were changes in
the service of social agendas, including sexism, anti-Semitism,
and more.

But if scholars have been able to identify the changes in the
text, then one may imagine that they could also correct many of
them; and so they have, as Ehrman acknowledges.  As to the
errors, the great majority of the errors are “completely
insignificant, immaterial, of no real importance. . . .”  207. 
As to the deliberate changes, “In a remarkable numbers of
instances – most of them, actually – scholars by and large agree
[as to what constitutes] the earliest attainable form of the
text.”  P. 94.  What is even more remarkable is that it is the
large numbers of variant manuscripts which has proved to be one
of the textual critics’ greatest advantages.  Ehrman explains in
language that makes him sound like a Christian apologist:

Bentley, an expert in the textual traditions of the
classics, goes on to point out that one would expect to find
a multitude of textual variants whenever one uncovers a
large number of manuscripts.  If there were only one
manuscript of a work, there would be no textual variants. 
Once a second manuscript is located, however, it will differ
from the first in a number of places.  This is not a bad
thing, however, as a number of these variant readings will
show where the first manuscript has preserved an error.  Add
a third manuscript, and you will find additional variant
readings, but also additional places, as a result, where the
original text is preserved (i.e., where the first two
manuscripts agree in an error).  And so it goes – the more
manuscripts one discovers, the more the variant readings;
but also the more the likelihood that somewhere among those
variant readings one will be able to uncover the original
text.  Therefore, the thirty thousand variants uncovered [in
1707] by Mill do not detract from the integrity of the New
Testament; they simply provide the data that scholars need
to work on to establish the text, a text that is more amply
documented than any other from the ancient world. [87. 
Emphasis added.]

Elsewhere Ehrman further acknowledges how fruitful textual
criticism has proven to be:

. . . [E]ven if we cannot be 100 percent certain about what
we can attain to, we can at least be certain that all the
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surviving manuscripts were copied from other manuscripts,
which were themselves copied from other manuscripts, and
that it is at least possible to get back to the oldest and
earliest stage of the manuscript tradition for each of the
books of the New Testament. . . .  And so we must rest
content knowing that getting back to the earliest attainable
version is the best we can do, whether or not we have
reached back to the “original” text.  This oldest form of
the text is no doubt closely (very closely) related to what
the author originally wrote, and so it is the basis for our
interpretation of his teaching. [His emphasis.] [62.]

Ehrman notes that in a letter written in the early Second Century
by Polycarp, Bishop of Smyrna, to the Church at Philippi,
Polycarp quotes from the New Testament documents more than 100
times and refers to Paul’s letter to the Ephesians as scripture. 
(He neglects the fact that Polycarp quoted from all twenty-seven
books of what became the Canon, and no others, as authoritative,
and that Polycarp was a disciple of the Apostle John!)

If all of this is true, then why does Ehrman conclude that God
has failed to preserve His Word to our time, or that the
inspiration of the originals is itself therefore in doubt?

For Ehrman, it is not enough that the text of the New Testament
has been very substantially recovered.  It is not enough that, as
he acknowledges, “the essential Christian beliefs are not
affected by the textual variants in the manuscript tradition of
the New Testament.”  P. 252.  For Ehrman, confidence in the
Scriptures is precluded by the mere fact that there were ever any
variant manuscripts; that there are any remaining uncertainties;
and that the books of the New Testament were written by human
authors:

This became a problem for my view of inspiration, for I
came to realize that it would have been no more difficult
for God to preserve the words of scripture than it would
have been for him to inspire them in the first place. . . . 
The fact that we don’t have the words surely must show, I
reasoned, that he did not preserve them for us.  And if he
didn’t perform that miracle, there seemed to be no reason to
think that he performed the earlier miracle of inspiring
those words.

. . . The Bible began to appear to me as a very human book. 
Just as human scribes had copied, and changed, the texts of
scripture, so too had human authors originally written the
texts of scripture.  This was a human book from beginning to
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end.  It was written by different human authors at different
times and in different places to address different needs. 
Many of these authors no doubt felt they were inspired by
God to say what they did, but they had their own
perspectives, their own beliefs, their own views, their own
needs, their own desires, their own understandings, their
own theologies. [p. 11.]

Ehrman then catalogues many textual variants – the woman taken in
adultery (John 7:53 - 8:12), the Johanine Comma (1 John 5:7-8),
and the last 12 verses of Mark – as to which scholars generally
agree were probably not original.  He deplores the fact that
these variants were in the King James Bible for 300 years, though
he knows that the original texts were then recovered in these and
the great majority of other instances.

It does not suffice Ehrman, however, to recount the successes of
textual critics, as if the fact that their work was ever
necessary is in some way surprising.  No, Ehrman finds it
necessary also to impugn both the integrity and orthodoxy of the
Gospel of Luke, and indirectly much of the New Testament, by
means of transparently fallacious arguments which have little or
nothing to do with textual criticism.  Not only will a careful
review of his treatment of the Gospel of Luke illustrate the
perils of treating the Scriptures as merely human documents; it
will also enable us to see a possible connection to Ehrman’s
struggle with the problem of evil.

III. The Gospel of Luke.

Ehrman devotes more ink to the Gospel of Luke than any other book
of the New Testament, and he wishes the reader to believe not
only that Luke has manufactured his story, but also that he is
heterodox concerning the significance of the death of Jesus. 
Such an attack, if it were justified (as it is not, which shall
soon be clear), would immediately place The Acts of the Apostles
in jeopardy also, and by implication would bring several other
books of the New Testament into question: Ehrman also accuses
John’s Gospel of the same depredations as he does Luke’s, though
he does not detail them with regard to John.  But if Ehrman
succeeds in impugning the Gospel of Luke, then the Gospel of John
suffers by association, and so do 1, 2, and 3 John, and the
Revelation as well.  It is a most audacious enterprise.

“Luke and the Imperturbable Jesus.”

Ehrman claims, wrongly, that there is only one passage in Luke
which depicts Jesus as in less than perfect composure, and it is
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a passage which is in serious doubt among scholars.  He refers to
the prayer in the Garden of Gethsemane, Luke 22:39-46, especially
vv. 43-44:

43 Then an angel appeared to Him from heaven, strengthening
Him.

44 And being in agony, He prayed more earnestly.  And His
sweat became like great drops of blood falling down to the
ground.

It is true that these verses were probably not written by Luke. 
(Timothy Paul Jones, Misquoting Truth, IVP Books 2007, p. 62; 
greekbible.com.)  There is another passage in Luke in which Jesus
breaks His equanimity, however, namely, Luke 9:37-42, which
Ehrman overlooks, and the authenticity of which is not disputed;
and if it is the complete absence of such pericopes from the
Gospel which seems to Ehrman to justify his critique, then he
misses his mark.  But we give Ehrman a bye on Luke 9 so that we
may consider the rest of his argument.

Ehrman then proceeds to contrast the wide range of Jesus’
emotional responses in Mark with the unvarying (except as noted
above) poise He displays in Luke, even on the Cross.  In
Gethsemane, according to Mark, Jesus says “My soul is overwhelmed
to the point of death,” and He “falls” to the ground.  Luke
states that he “kneels.”  In Mark He asks that the hour pass from
him and prays three times; in Luke, He does not ask that the hour
pass, and He prays only once.

Ehrman draws the same contrast in the Evangelists’ presentation
of Jesus at Golgotha.  For Mark, He was silent on His way to the
Cross – His only words were His cry of dereliction when He died;
but Luke has Him telling the women to weep not for Him, but for
themselves, and “engages in intelligent conversation” with one of
the thieves while hanging on the Cross.  “Luke does not share
Mark’s understanding,” says Ehrman, “that Jesus was in anguish. .
. .  It would be difficult to overestimate the significance of
these changes that Luke made in his source (Mark) for
understanding our textual problem. . . .  It appears that the
account of Jesus’s ‘bloody sweat,’ not found in our earliest and
best manuscripts, is not original to Luke but is a scribal
addition to the Gospel.”  143.

What if it was a scribal addition?  Take it out.  Ehrman still
identifies nothing contradictory in the two Gospels – that is, he
does not specify any factual statement in either Gospel which
must be false if everything in the other Gospel is true. 
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Supposing, for the sake of argument, that Mark and Luke contain
different emphases, and even that the average reader will come
away from the two Gospels with contrasting impressions of Jesus:
that does not mean that Luke was anything less than truthful.

Ehrman says it does mean that.  He claims it is impermissible to
credit all of the Gospel accounts, as if each of them told part
of the story, and the parts they told can all be fit together. 
“Anyone who interprets the Gospels this way is not letting each
author have his own say; anyone who does this is not reading what
the author wrote in order to understand his message; anyone who
does this is not reading the Gospels themselves – he or she is
making up a new Gospel consisting of the four in the New
Testament, a new Gospel that is not like any of the ones that
have come down to us.”  (p. 214.  His emphasis.)

Luke nowhere maintains that Jesus was not in anguish in
Gethsamene or on the Cross.  Even if we take Mark’s version of
Gethsamene as the standard of truth, Luke is still truthful.  We
will have more to say about this; but first, let us see how much
further Ehrman goes in his effort place the scriptures in doubt.

Luke’s View of the Death of Christ.

According to Ehrman, “Luke . . . has a different understanding of
the way in which Jesus’s death leads to salvation than does Mark
(and Paul, and other early Christian writers).”  In support of
this view, Ehrman asserts that only at the Last Supper does the
Gospel of Luke contain any support for the doctrine of the
atonement; and that text – Luke 22:19-20, where Jesus tells the
disciples He is giving His body “for you” and where he refers to
“the new covenant in my blood” – is not original, says Ehrman. 
Many scholars agree.  In fact, says Ehrman, “Nowhere in Luke’s
entire two-volume work (Luke and Acts) is Jesus’s death said to
be ‘for you.’”

For Luke it is repentance that brings salvation, according to
Ehrman, not atonement, citing Peter’s sermons to the Jews in
Acts.  “. . . Jesus’s death is what makes people realize their
guilt before God (since he died even though he was innocent). 
Once people recognize their guilt, they turn to God in
repentance, and then he forgives their sins.”

This argument is not convincing.  Peter was preaching to the
people who had killed the Messiah.  “When the people heard this,
they were cut to the heart and said to Peter and the other
apostles, ‘Brothers, what shall we do?’” (Acts 2:37.)  But for
the rest of us who did not kill the Messiah, how is His death
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going to induce us to repent?  Moreover, it was not merely that
they were guilty of murder, but that the one they had murdered
had been raised, which authenticated His Messiahship; thus, faith
in Jesus’ identity as the Messiah, not mere repentance, was
required, even though Peter did not say, repent and believe, but
“Repent and be baptized in the name of Jesus Christ for the
forgiveness of your sins.”  Acts 2:38.

Finally, we should ask what difference it makes how Luke
understood Christ’s death.  According to Green, “The notion of
the cross’s substitutionary role is completely missing in the
missionary sermons in Acts and otherwise present only in Paul’s
farewell address.  (“Be shepherds of the church of God, which he
bought with his own blood.”  Acts 20:28).  Green observes that
elsewhere Luke emphasizes the salvific effect of the Lord’s
exaltation.  pp 763-4.  Did Luke in fact miss the doctrine of the
Atonement?  Ehrman bases his opinion on this question entirely on
Luke’s silence.  I have argued it is unlikely that Luke lacked
this understanding, but what if he did?  His reticence on this
question does nothing to falsify anything he did say, and it
certainly does nothing to falsify what other New Testament
authors taught concerning the Atonement.

Ehrman’s mistake in this connection is two-fold.  First, he takes
offense that each Evangelist tells the story in his own words,
denying the power of God to providentially shape their
experience, and hence their expression.  Second, he takes no
account of the probative power of four witnesses testifying in
detail about the same facts without contradicting one another. 
As Simon Greenleaf, a founder of Harvard Law and the Nineteenth
Century’s foremost authority on the law of evidence, says, 

[I]n a number of concurrent testimonies, where there has
been no previous concert, there is a probability distinct
from that which may be termed the sum of the probabilities
resulting from the testimonies of the witnesses; a
probability which would remain, even though the witnesses
were of such a character as to merit no faith at all. This
probability arises from the concurrence itself. That such a
concurrence should spring from chance, is as one to
infinite; that is, in other words, morally impossible. If
therefore concert be excluded, there remains no cause but
the reality of the fact. [Simon Greenleaf, the Testimony of
the Evangelists.]

Thus, the fact that the Gospel writers offer different
perspectives and emphasize different aspects of the story, 
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without contradicting each other, is not a weakness but a
strength of their witness.

IV. Bart Ehrman and the Problem of Evil.

As noted above, loss of confidence in the integrity of the New
Testament is not what caused Bart Ehrman to fall away:

The big issue that drove me to agnosticism has to do not
with the Bible, but with the pain and suffering in the
world.  I eventually found it impossible to explain the
existence of evil so rampant among us – whether in terms of
genocides (which continue), unspeakable human cruelty, war,
disease, hurricanes, tsunamis, mudslides, the starvation of
millions of innocent children, you name it – if there was a
good and loving God who was actively involved in this world. 
[p. 248.]

Ultimately, Ehrman resorts to the expedient of accepting his
ignorance:

[T]his life is all there is. . . . [This idea] should be a
source of joy and dreams – joy of living for the moment and
dreams of trying to make the world a better place. . . .

. . . The reality is that we can do more in dealing with the
problems people experience in our world. . . .  There does
not have to be world poverty. . . .  Children really don’t
need to die of malaria . . . villages don’t need to die of
massive starvation.  Old people do not need to go for weeks
on end without a single visitor. . . . [Bart D. Ehrman,
God’s Problem, Harper One 2008, pp. 276-277.]

Thus, evil (genocide, war, greed) is what others (including God)
do.  And since others (including God) are so wicked, it falls to
Ehrman and people like him to solve humanity’s problems.

Ehrman would probably quickly acknowledge that he is a sinner,
but he does not seriously see himself as responsible, along with
the rest of us, for the miseries of humanity.  Like many, he does
not seem to appreciate the cosmic proportions of his sin, and of
all sin, including the original sin.  Adam ate of the fruit of
the Tree of the Knowledge of Good and Evil, and we have
consequently become all too familiar with all kinds of evil.  We
participated in Adams’ sin, and we recapitulate it every day.

The problem of evil, epitomized in the doctrines of the Fall and
of the Atonement, is indeed a mystery, but it is a magnificent
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mystery.  It is evil which gives sin its gravity, necessitates
God’s judgment, and places us in need of One to atone for sin,
that is, for my sin.  No one having such awareness would take
Luke’s silence as dissent from that view.  It is evil which
necessitates faith.  If there were no evil, we would already be
in paradise.  Did Adam have faith?  When the Son of Man returns,
will He find faith on the earth?  But for those who do have
faith, paradise awaits.
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