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Introduction

In the study of the Bible, one of the most important factors is the Bible’s absolute integrity. From the time of its writing to the current day, the Scriptures have truly held up to the title of being God’s Word. One way of knowing this is through the use of Biblical Criticism.  This discipline allows the in-depth study of the inspiration, writing, transmission, preservation and translation of the Scriptures. Starting with the original autographs, biblical criticism follows the textual evidence of the Scriptures through the centuries arriving at what is available today. As time has passed and more manuscripts have surfaced, the veracity of the Text has only grown stronger from an evidential stand point. Even though it is responsible to be against a negatively critical method, evangelicals have never been against criticism itself.
 With respectful scholarship, God has provided the tools necessary to see the Holy Writ in all of its glory and to know through the eyes of faith, as well as the facts of evidence that the Bible is reliable.


In the study of biblical criticism, variant readings of a given text is often the topic of interest.  When manuscripts vary in their readings of a text, textual criticism, a subcategory of biblical criticism is called upon to arrive at the best reading. At times, these reading variances are almost completely innocuous. Other times, however, the variant reading can seem to be of significant value to one or more schools of thought. A variant reading in 1 John 5:7-8 is one such text.

Later dubbed the Comma Johanneum (Comma), a longer reading of the text is the preferred in those schools of thought that hold to the Textus Receptus as the reliable source for modern translations.
 The addition reads, 
“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 shorter version reads, 
“For there are ﻿three that testify: the Spirit and the water and the blood; and the three are ﻿﻿in agreement.” 
 
The question is why the difference. To discover this, it must be looked at from an historically evidential perspective, as well as a theological perspective.  To achieve this, the manuscript evidence will be viewed first, followed by external evidence and finally compared to the natural reading of the text itself.

Another issue at hand is what sort of impact this variant reading has had on the Christian Church. D. A. Carson says of the spurious text
 of the Comma that,
 “only four passages in the Epistle of John contain variant readings of substantial significance – the most notorious being the Comma Johanneum.”
 
This notorious” text is called so because of the great fervor that has been produced from advocates of the Textus Receptus, such as the King James Version (KJV) advocates. As a mainstay to their arguments about the superiority of the KJV, they often refer to the many texts that have been “removed” from other modern translations.  The Comma  is one of those such passages. This is no small matter in the propaganda of the KJV Only advocates.  Is this argument valid? Was the Comma a part of the original text of 1 John 5:7-8?
The Manuscript Evidence


The longer reading is found only in nine late manuscripts, some of which have the words in a marginal note.
 This becomes what is known as a gloss. This is where extra words intended as explanation accidently become part of the text by repeated use instead of remaining a marginal note. 
 Most of these manuscripts date to the 16th century. The earliest Greek manuscript dates to the 10th century, yet as a marginal note. The oldest manuscript with the Comma in the actual text is from the 14th century, but the wording is not congruent with that of the other manuscripts in many places. Thus, as the NET Bible notes state it, 

“there is no sure evidence of this reading in any Greek manuscripts until the 14th century (629), and that ms deviates from all others in its wording; the wording that matches what is found in the TR was apparently composed after Erasmus’ Greek NT was published in 1516. Indeed, the Comma appears in no Greek witness of any kind (either ms, patristic, or Greek translation of some other version) until a.d. 1215 (in a Greek translation of the Acts of the Lateran Council, a work originally written in Latin).”
 
The reading of the Comma seems to have originated from preaching on the passage where early Fathers would have allegorized the three in the shorter reading and applied them to text. 
 This became such a popular view that it became a gloss. From there, it made its way into copies of the Latin texts, such as the Vulgate. The Comma, also known as the “Trinitarian Formula” was made to be promotable when Desiderius Erasmus included it in his 3rd addition of his Greek New Testament in 1522. Later , his Greek New Testament became part of the basis for the so-called “Received Text” or the Textus Receptus (TR).
 The story of how the text was included in Erasmus’ 3rd edition, while not in the first two, is interesting.

Desiderius Erasmus omitted the longer reading from the first two editions of his Greek New Testament (1516, 1519) and was challenged for making that omission.
 He agreed to add the Comma if someone could produce one manuscript in the Greek that contained it. This proved to be a hasty promise. One 16th century Greek minuscule was provided, and Erasmus followed through with his promise and inserted the longer reading into his 3rd edition. After this as part of its basis, the TR has been in error until now.
 It was extreme pressure from many sides that pressed Erasmus to include the Comma. In one instance, he was accused of Arianism by Edward Lee and Diego Lopez Zuninga because he doubted the veracity of it.

The NET Bible later mentions that, 

“In his annotations to his third edition he does not protest the rendering now in his text, as though it were made to order; but he does defend himself from the charge of indolence, noting that he had taken care to find whatever mss he could for the production of his text. In the final analysis, Erasmus probably altered the text because of politico-theologico-economic concerns: He did not want his reputation ruined, nor his Novum Instrumentum to go unsold.”

Quoting from Metzger, Geisler concludes that,

 “This evidence demonstrates that Erasmus’s text, which was part of the basis for the so-called ‘Received Text,’ or Textus Receptus (after 1633), was not based on earlier manuscripts, not reliably edited, and consequently not as trustworthy as later editions. In fact, the Textus Receptus itself is derived from a few works of the Renaissance period.”

Compared to the thousands of Greek manuscripts available today, it is a wonder that many would hang on to such a reading of a text that has only nine Greek witnesses to it that are at least millennium after the epistle was written.
 The Latin manuscript evidence clearly favors an evolution of acceptance being in the nature of a gloss and not a true original text variation. 
The External Evidence


First, it would seem that if the Comma were the preferred reading that the Early Fathers would have remarked about it often, as it would have been a great addition to Trinitarian discussions.  The fact is that this is not the case. Until the Latin Fathers came into possession of the Latin marginal notes and the gloss itself, no Greek Father ever mentioned it in the context of this doctrine.
 In one of Augustine of Hippo’s sermons, he addresses the passage of 1 John 5:7-8.  In the passage, he exposits the text with the usual allegorical applications of the water, blood and the Spirit, yet never mentions the Comma as a possible reading, much less the reading.
 Schaff goes on to mention that, 

“The clause of “the Three Heavenly Witnesses,” v. 7, appears to be wholly unknown to St. Augustin: a circumstance left unexplained by Mill, who asserts that copies which had the clause “abounded in Africa” in the interval between St. Cyprian and the close of the fifth century.”
Another issue at hand is the origin of the Comma. A portion of this story has to do with Priscillian of Avila, who from the fourth century, has been designated by most of history as a Christian heretic.
 Priscillian’s Latin text is the earliest witness to Comma.  It has been suggested that “some Latin scribe caught up Cyprian’s exegesis and wrote it on the margin of his text, and so it got into the Vulgate and finally into the Textus Receptus by the stupidity of Erasmus.”
 Wagner goes on to say, 

“The New Commentary on the Whole Bible states it this way: ‘It came from a gloss on 1 John 5:8 which explained that the three elements (water, blood, and Spirit) symbolized the Trinity. This gloss, evidently, found its way into the text in the form quoted above. The passage has a Latin origin. Its first appearance was in the work of Priscillian, a fourth-century Spanish heretic.”’
 

In Priscillian’s first tract, Liber apologeticus, a corresponding version appears that reads, 

“As John has said, ‘There are three who give testimony upon the earth: the water, the flesh, and the blood and these three are in one; and there are three who give testimony in heaven: the father, the word, and the spirit, and these three are one in Christ Jesus.”
 

Adding, “in Christ Jesus,” Priscillian actually espouses a full Trinitarian view, despite the accusations against him of heresy. It is ironic that the use of a so-called heretic’s words of true, biblical confession become the foundation by which a spurious textual reading springs. The truth is that the doctrine is actually true and espoused elsewhere in the Scriptures, yet that does not justify the foolish practices by others that have kept the Comma in the text until now.

A third issue at hand is the absence of the Comma from all other outside texts as well.  Metzger says, 
“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 Old Latin in its early form (Tertullian Cyprian Augustine), or in the Vulgate (b) as issued by Jerome (codex Fuldensis [copied A.D. 541–46] and codex Amiatinus [copied before A.D. 716]) or (c) as revised by Alcuin (first hand of codex Vallicellianus [ninth century]).”


A final form of external evidence is actually an argument from silence.  So rare is the view that the Comma is a valid reading
 that many commentators and writers do not even address the textual variant.
 It seems that many are boggled in the modern, conservative evangelical realm that anyone would still follow it.
 Truly, it is an albatross, an anomaly in the modern Christian world.  Except for the King James Version and the New King James Version of the Bible and their advocates, nobody is convinced of the originality of the Comma, nor its so-called rightful place in the Text of Scripture.
The Flow of the Text


The full context of Comma Johanneum reads, “     

5     Who is the one who overcomes the world, but he who ﻿believes that Jesus is the Son of God? 

   

      6     This is the One who came ﻿by water and blood, Jesus Christ; not with the water only, but ﻿with the water and ﻿with the blood. It is the Spirit who testifies, because the Spirit is the truth. 

      7     For there are ﻿ three that testify: 

   

      8     ﻿the Spirit and the water and the blood; and the three are ﻿in agreement. 

    
      9     ﻿ If we receive the testimony of men, the testimony of God is greater; for the   testimony of God is this, that ﻿ He has testified concerning His Son. 

     

      10     The one who believes in the Son of God ﻿ has the testimony in himself; the one who does not believe God has ﻿ made Him a liar, because he has not believed in the testimony that God has given concerning His Son. 

     

     11     And the testimony is this, that God has given us ﻿ eternal life, and this life is in His Son. 

     

     12     ﻿ He who has the Son has the life; he who does not have the Son of God does not have the life. 
 

Clearly the contextual focus of the passage is on the belief in Jesus Christ as the Son of God.
 The referents of the three witness, namely the Spirit, water and the blood, has been debated heavily. Some have seen this referring to the crucifixion account where, as Jesus was dying and giving up His Spirit, the centurion stabbed Him with the spear in the side and blood and water flowed out.
 Others propose that this is an evangelistic reference that relates the spiritual life of the believer to the Lord’s Supper, or Eucharist. It is preferred though, to take the meaning of the passage at its most plain reading, in that the person of Jesus Christ is being witnessed to as to His Sonship. When those whom Christ came to save had doubts, it was not unusual to have others attest to Who He was.
 This attestation apexed at His baptism where the Father spoke from Heaven as to Jesus’ Sonship. This is now referenced again in the 1 John text where the Spirit is the He Who quickens the mind and heart of the believer to believe the testimony of the baptism of Jesus, the blood-shedding crucifixion of Jesus and the Spirit’s subsequent indwelling.


To divert from the shorter reading would deflect the context of the passage from being a testimonial witness for Jesus as the Son of God.  It requires that Jesus become His own witness which does not fit the further mentioning of the witness of God in verse nine. It becomes a very awkward reading and loses the thrust of the apparent direction of the text.


Another issue at hand is the doctrine itself. The Comma is a very important issue, as it was for Priscillian, because it affirms a very essential doctrine to the Christian faith, namely the Trinity.  Here you have a clear and active rendering of the entire Godhead in one place. The doctrine of the Trinity is truly biblical. The doctrine of the Trinity has been attacked and debated since the Early Church. Yet, the doctrine of the Trinity in no way stands or falls on the testimony, or lack thereof, of the Comma.
  To include the Comma, as is required by the King James Version Only advocates, actually amounts to dissolving the witness of Scripture.  It is to propose that significant major sections of the text can disappear without a trace or a witness for centuries and then resurface with little or no responsible support.
  This is not the proper method of biblical criticism.  This is not an accurate Bibliology. 

A final issue that is often brought up by the King James Only advocates is the grammar of the text. The fact that the water and the blood take on a persona due to the masculine participle, μαρτυροῦντες, being connected to the neuter noun phrase, τὸ πνεῦμα καὶ τὸ ὕδωρ καὶ τὸ αἷμα, actually makes perfect sense, in contrast to what the King James Only advocates claim. It is a natural agreement of the gender that overrides the strict grammatical rules because of the appositional list including the Spirit, as well as the anthropomorphic value of the ὕδωρ and the αἷμα bearing witness. To this end, Daniel Wallace states that, 
“ The Trinitarian formula is not a better reading due to gender agreement.”


It is therefore, not an appropriate reading for the natural flow of the text.  To include the Comma would derail the plain flow of the passage as a whole.  Second, it is a doctrine that is taught elsewhere in Scripture, so whereas it is absolutely biblical, this does not justify and certainly not necessitate that it be included based on doctrinal reasons. Finally, as stated above, even though the grammatical structure of the text has often been used as an attempt to prove the natural flow of the Comma into the text, this is not to be the case.

Conclusion


In the discussion of the text-critical issue of 1 John 5:7-8, otherwise known as the Comma Johanneum, or the “Trinitarian Formula,” it would seem that only the fringe of evangelical, conservative  Christians still regard it as even an issue. On the multiple grounds of manuscript evidence, external evidence and the natural flow of the text itself there is little to no evidence that it should be included, much less warrant that it must. In his book, A Textual Commentary on the Greek New Testament, Second Edition a Companion Volume to the United Bible Societies' Greek New Testament, Bruce Metzger provides a very abbreviated and concise listing of the scholarly reasons why the text should be rejected. He states that, 

“That these words are spurious and have no right to stand in the New Testament is certain in the light of the following considerations.

(A) EXTERNAL EVIDENCE. (1) The passage is absent from every known Greek manuscript except eight, and these contain the passage in what appears to be a translation from a late recension of the Latin Vulgate. Four of the eight manuscripts contain the passage as a variant reading written in the margin as a later addition to the manuscript. (2) The passage is quoted by 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 Old Latin in its early form (Tertullian Cyprian Augustine), or in the Vulgate (b) as issued by Jerome (codex Fuldensis [copied A.D. 541–46] and codex Amiatinus [copied before A.D. 716]) or (c) as revised by Alcuin (first hand of codex Vallicellianus [ninth century]).

The earliest instance of the passage being quoted as a part of the actual text of the Epistle 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. In the fifth century the gloss was quoted by Latin Fathers in North Africa and Italy as part of the text of the Epistle, and from the sixth century onwards it is found more and more frequently in manuscripts of the Old Latin and of the Vulgate. In these various witnesses the wording of the passage differs in several particulars. (For examples of other intrusions into the Latin text of 1 John, see 2.17; 4.3; 5.6, and 20.)

(B) INTERNAL PROBABILITIES. (1) As regards transcriptional probability, if the passage were original, no good reason can be found to account for its omission, either accidentally or intentionally, by copyists of hundreds of Greek manuscripts, and by translators of ancient versions.

(2) As regards intrinsic probability, the passage makes an awkward break in the sense.”

This reasoning, developed more fully above provides the conclusion that the Comma, is not to be accepted as an appropriate reading of 1 John 5:7-8, nor is the doctrines contained therein to be superimposed upon the plain reading of the shorter version that testifies to the credulity of the Sonship of Jesus, the Christ.
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