
3 MAR 2020

Do Arabic Gospel manuscripts matter for Textual Criticism?
 4

Fig 1. CSA f. 28r. Mt 18:11 is omitted. I thank Father Justin for giving permission to use this image.

Arabic versions of the Bible have been frequently overlooked in New Testament textual criticism because of the belief that the Arabic versions are late and were
derived from sources close to the ‘Byzantine’ text, which is the text-form of the majority of manuscripts from the Middle Ages.[1] This supposition can no longer be
sustained. A number of Arabic Gospel versions have been shown to be textually significant with many non-Byzantine readings. This is especially the case for one
particular version, found almost exclusively in the Sinai New Finds of 1975. In 2008, Hikmat Kashouh published a study of Sinai ar. NF Parch. 8 and 28 (see fig. 1)
which he identified having been originally one codex which he dubbed Codex Sinaiticus Arabicus (CSA).[2] Kashouh argued that this version had most likely been
translated from a Greek Vorlage and noted 230 variation units where the manuscript preserved a non-Byzantine reading.[3] In 2011, Kashouh published a
monograph surveying over 200 Arabic manuscripts of the Gospels and placed them into 24 distinct families, labeled from A to X. Codex Sinaiticus Arabicus was
categorised in Family B (hereafter referred to as ar ), together with two other manuscripts from the New Finds: Sinai ar. NF Parch. 24 and Sinai ar. NF Parch. 44.[4] I
have elsewhere shown that the text of this family is also preserved in other manuscript fragments of these codices as well as in the Arabic Gospel lectionary tradition.
[5] For this post, I compare the text of this family with the manuscripts of the Greek tradition using Text und Textwert to further explore how this Arabic version can
enhance our understanding of the history of the text of the Gospels.

The four Text und Textwert (TT) volumes for the Gospels collate the variant readings of around 2000 Greek manuscripts at 466 test locations.[6] At each test location,
I compared the text of the manuscripts of ar  with all attested Greek readings in light of the translation technique of the version.[7] The Greek readings of the TT
volumes are placed in one of three classes:[8]

‘Majority’ readings i.e. readings which agree with the Byzantine Text.
‘Ancient’ readings which represent the earliest recoverable text, which in the TT editions is presumed to be the United Bible Societies (UBS) committee text. Readings from this class can
overlap with the previous one when the Majority Text agrees with the UBS reading.
‘Special’ readings which disagree with both the Majority and the Ancient readings.

In the graphs below, I present the percentage similarity of the manuscripts with these three classes of readings. This is the number of agreements with readings of
this class divided by the total number of unambiguous test locations attested by the manuscript. The TT volumes generally have several sub-variants under each
major variant reading. The distinction between the sub-variants is ignored in the analysis below. In addition, at many test locations the different variant readings in
Greek could have been translated in the same way in Arabic. The ambiguous locations are excluded from the analysis below as well.
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Fig. 2. The similarity of manuscripts with the Majority Text over time. Data are combined across all the test locations used in the Four Gospels. Manuscripts are labeled with the category assigned to them by the Alands.
[9] The approximate dates of Greek manuscripts are taken from the Kurzgefasste Liste.[10] For clarity, the only credible interval (expressing the uncertainty of the calculation) shown is for ar . This graph combines data

from all four Gospels. The equivalent graphs broken down for all four Gospels are found on my Github page.

The graph above (fig. 2) shows the percentage agreement with the Majority Text against the estimated time the manuscript was written. The trend towards increasing
conformity with the Byzantine text is clear. When compared to this trend, the text of Family ar  (marked with the star in the dotted circle) is significantly non-
Byzantine. Overall across the four Gospels there is an agreement percentage of approximately 50%. This would rank ar  at 16  least-Byzantine.[11] When
accounting for uncertainty due to the sample size, with a 95% credible interval, the lowest credible rank of ar  would be 25  and thus ar  would be well within the top
2  percentile of TT manuscripts in terms of dissimilarity with the Majority Text.[12] It is clear therefore that ar  preserves a text with a high proportion of non-
Byzantine readings compared to the vast majority of the Greek tradition.
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Fig. 3. The similarity with the UBS text against similarity with the Majority Text.

The graph above (fig. 3) shows agreement with the Majority Text (as discussed in the previous section) on the x-axis and with agreement with the Ancient Text on the
y-axis. For Matthew, ar  is relatively high on the graph compared to the other manuscripts, indicating a strong connection with the Ancient text.[13] Some examples of
agreements  between ar  and the Ancient Text in Matthew are omitting Mt 17:21 and 18:11 (fig. 1) and including the phrase ‘nor the Son’ in Mt 24:36 (fig. 4). However,
overall across the four Gospels (particularly in Mark and John), the agreement between ar  and the Ancient (UBS) text is relatively low at approximately 35% and
below the majority of Greek manuscripts, giving ar  a rank of 1576 out of 1900.

Fig. 4. Sinai ar. 71, f. 3v. Originally one codex with Sinai ar. NF Parch 44. It includes the non-Byzantine addition of the words ‘nor the Son’ in Mt 24:36. It shares this reading with CSA. I thank Father Justin for giving
permission to use this image.
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Fig. 5. Proportion of special readings (labelled as Sonderlesarten) against proportion of agreement with the Majority Text.

Since, in general, the agreement with both the Majority Text and the Ancient Text was low, it is no surprise that the number of agreements with ‘Special Readings’
was relatively high when compared against Greek Gospel manuscripts. In the graph above (fig. 5), ar  consistently has a higher proportion of special readings when
compared with the majority of Greek manuscripts. An example of this is the omission of the words ‘the Son of God’ from Mark 1:1 (see fig. 6).[14] Another example is
in John 3:20 where ar  adds the special reading: ‘because they are evil’ (see fig. 7). Manuscripts with high proportions of Special Readings are interesting because
they have the potential to be helpful in reconstructing the history of transmission of the New Testament for less well preserved branches of the tradition.[15] To truly
appreciate how ar  sheds light on the history of the transmission of the Gospels in particular, we will need more sophisticated analysis than I can present here but I
hope to speak more about the topic with a follow-up post in the future.
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Fig. 6. Sinai ar. NF Parch 36, f. 22v. Originally one codex with Sinai ar. NF Parch 15, 24 and 64. It omits the words ‘the Son of God’ at the end of Mk 1:1. This reading is shared with CSA. I thank Father Justin for giving
permission to use this image.

Fig. 7. Sinai ar. 138 f. 17r. A Gospel lectionary showing John 3:20 (for the 2nd Tuesday after Easter). It as the special reading ‘because they are evil’ at the end. It shares this reading with CSA and other lectionaries of this
family. I thank Father Justin for giving permission to use this image.

Conclusion
In conclusion, probing the character of Family B of the Arabic Gospels using Text und Textwert gives similar results to Kashouh’s earlier study from Luke. Family B is
consistently non-Byzantine throughout the four Gospels and with high credibility would rank together the top 25 manuscripts of the Greek tradition in terms of
dissimilarity with the Majority Text. The text of ar  in Luke and the latter half of Matthew shows a high proportion of similarity with the ‘Ancient’ (UBS) Text though
more test passages are necessary to demonstrate this with greater certainty. In particular, there are a very high number of ‘special’ readings which disagree with both
the Majority and Ancient texts. This potentially makes ar  of great value in explaining poorly understood branches of the transmission of the Gospels. This Arabic
version is of high significance and it would be appropriate for it to be cited in the apparatus of future critical editions of the Gospels. It is hoped that through further
study of this version, it can be precisely related to other manuscripts in the Greek tradition to illuminate the history of transmission of the Gospels.

Robert Turnbull is a PhD student working on Arabic manuscripts of the Gospels under the supervision of Alexander Treiger and Michael Bird. This article is
an abridged version of his paper at the 11th Birmingham Colloquium on the Textual Criticism of the New Testament in March, 2019. The full version will be
available with the conference proceedings volume under the title ‘The Textual Character of Codex Sinaiticus Arabicus and its Family.’

Footnotes
[1] Shahîd, for instance, states that extant Arabic biblical versions are ‘late… and thus have little value for biblical textual criticism.’ Shahîd, Byzantium and the Arabs
in the Fourth Century, 443.

[2] Hikmat Kachouh, ‘Sinai Ar. N.F. Parchment 8 and 28: Its Contribution to Textual Criticism of the Gospel of Luke,’ NovT 50.1 (2008): 28–57. NB. In the text, I follow
the English spelling of Kashouh’s name from the later publication of his monograph.

[3] Kachouh, ‘Sinai,’ 53–54.

[4] Hikmat Kashouh, The Arabic Versions of the Gospels: The Manuscripts and Their Families (Berlin: De Gruyter, 2011), 96–112.

[5] I’m currently preparing a monograph on the transmission history of this family with a critical edition of the text.

[6] I thank Klaus Wachtel for sharing with me the data for the TT volumes for the Synoptics. I was not able to utilize the data from the TT volume which contains
Bruce Morrill’s full collation from John 18. The results of my comparison of ar  with TT in John 1–10 was also presented in part in a forthcoming article entitled:
‘Codex Sinaiticus Arabicus and its Family.’

[7] In Matthew, only the last 32 test locations are used in the analysis below due to contamination in Matthew 1–11 from Family D which was translated from the
Peshitta.

[8] Kurt Aland and Barbara Aland, The Text of the New Testament: An Introduction to the Critical Editions and to the Theory and Practice of Modern Textual
Criticism (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1987), 107, 333–34.

[9] Aland and Aland, Text, 107–40.

[10] Kurt Aland et al., Kurzgefasste Liste der griechischen Handschriften des Neuen Testaments (Berlin: De Gruyter, 1994). Available online: http://ntvmr.uni-
muenster.de/liste

[11] When compared with the Greek manuscripts attesting to at least 10 test locations in TT.

[12] Explanation for how I handle the uncertainty is given in the unabridged print version of this article.

[13] The number of unambiguous test-locations in Matthew is only 20 which is a very small sample size.

[14] With the help of Kashouh, Wasserman notes this reading in CSA: Tommy Wasserman, ‘The “Son of God” was in the Beginning (Mark 1:1),’ JTS 62.1 (2011): 20–
50, esp. 31. To this, I can add Sinai ar. NF Parch 36 (originally one codex with Sinai ar. NF Parch 15, 24 and 64) also shares this reading.

[15] Using the categories specified by the Alands, ar  could appropriately be placed in Category III since it disagrees consistently with both the Byzantine and the
‘Ancient’ texts. The Alands regarded this category as particularly important for uncovering the history of the transmission of the text due to the distinctive character of
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the readings. Aland and Aland, Text, 106, 159, 335–36.
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