
Chap.  vi.

ecause the King James Version of the Bible ultimately has 
its textual base in the New Testament text of Erasmus’s 
Greek edition (the Textus Receptus), it is wise to look 
back to that edition for matters of textual integrity and 
questions concerning sources. The English translation 

of the KJV is itself a fairly complex matter and has been thoroughly and 
carefully studied by respected scholars.1 Therefore, this chapter will not 
attempt to unravel any of the nuances of the English translation carried 
out and published in 1611 nor any of the subsequent changes made to the 
English of that edition. Rather, this chapter will look at the peculiarities 
of two passages contained in the current edition of the KJV: the so-called 
longer ending of Mark (Mark 16:9–20) and the final verses of the book 
of Revelation (Revelation 22:16–21). These examinations will serve as 
examples of challenges that scholars face as they examine the text of the 
New Testament and of approaches to deal with those challenges.

Both of these passages presented unique difficulties to Erasmus in his 
five editions of the New Testament in Greek and are recognized today 
as significant textual problems for different reasons. The first issue is the 
rather convoluted and confusing textual history of the final twelve verses 
of the ending of the Gospel of Mark. Mark 16 appears in no less than five 
different forms in Greek New Testament manuscripts, and none of the 
five are absolutely convincing candidates for being the original ending as 
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the author Mark intended. The second issue is the final six verses of the 
book of Revelation, which were not present in any of Erasmus’s Greek 
manuscripts. The omission of those verses forced Erasmus to translate 
them from Latin into Greek, and even though he was quite capable in 
both Greek and Latin, his translation produced a number of unique 
words and phrases not attested anywhere else in Greek literature. Both of 
these issues are subsequently reflected in the English translations of the 
New Testament, including the King James Version.

The Ending of the Gospel of Mark

For most KJV readers of the Gospel of Mark, the story ends with a 
summation of the Apostles’ ministry: “And they went forth, and preached 
every where, the Lord working with them, and confirming the word with 
signs following. Amen” (Mark 16:20). But for some early readers of the 
Gospel, it ended abruptly: “And they went out quickly, and fled from the 
sepulchre; for they trembled and were amazed: neither said they any thing 
to any man; for they were afraid” (Mark 16:8). Because of a series of tex-
tual corruptions, the original ending of the Gospel of Mark has almost 
certainly been lost. The following list summarizes the five different end-
ings that have survived and have been passed on to us.

1. Mark 16:9–20 are missing completely in two important codices, 
Codex Sinaiticus2 (fourth century AD, containing the entire New Testa-
ment) and Codex Vaticanus (fourth century AD, containing almost the 
entire New Testament, with the exception of the Pastorals and Revela-
tion).3 Furthermore, many early versions (Latin, Armenian, Georgian, and 
Ethiopic) do not contain the final twelve verses and instead end with Mark 
16:8.4 Metzger and Ehrman claim that “Clement of Alexandria, Origen, 
and Ammonius show no knowledge of the existence of these verses.”5 
While they are justified in this claim, there is no compelling reason to 
be alarmed at their silence on the matter and to interpret their silence as 
evidence of absence. Jerome acknowledged that the verses were missing 
in some copies of the Gospel when he stated, “In the majority of Gospel 
manuscripts these verses are not present” (in raris fertur Evangeliis, omni-
bus Graeciae libris paene hoc capitulum fine non habentibus).6 Eusebius was 
also aware of the difficulties associated with the ending of the Gospel of 
Mark when he said, “Nearly all the copies of the Gospel of Mark end in 
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this way [i.e., at 16:8], and the things that follow [probably 16:9–20] are 
in some but not all copies and may be spurious.”7

2. Some manuscripts8 contain what is referred to as the intermediate 
or shorter ending, which after Mark 16:8 adds, “But they reported briefly 
to Peter and those with him all that they had been told. And after this 
Jesus himself sent out by means of them, from east to west, the sacred 
and imperishable proclamation of eternal salvation.”9 The shorter end-
ing includes nine words that are not found elsewhere in the Gospel of 
Mark.10 Phrases such as “imperishable proclamation of eternal salvation” 
do not commend themselves as being original to the author of the Gospel 
of Mark and indeed appear secondary and theologically motivated.11

3. The longer ending is attested in the majority of ancient manuscripts 
and is the text that appears in the KJV.12 It has excellent support from 
Greek witnesses, although not from all the earliest Greek manuscripts.13 
Both Irenaeus and Tatian knew of the longer ending, and therefore a date 
prior to the middle of the second century AD can be posited for its ori-
gin.14 Importantly, the longer ending is the first to be mentioned by an 
external source. Irenaeus quoted directly from Mark 16:19, a verse that 
is unique to the longer ending: “At the end of his gospel, Mark says, ‘And 
then after the Lord Jesus spoke to them, he was received up in heaven and 
sits on the right of God.’” (In fine autem euangelii ait Marcus: Et quidem 
Dominus Jesus, posteaquam locutus est eis, receptus est in caelos, et sedit ad 
dexteram Dei.15)

4. One manuscript contains what might be referred to as an expansion 
of the longer ending.16 The Freer Codex contains a rather remarkable pas-
sage directly after Mark 16:14:

And they excused themselves, saying, “This age of lawlessness and un-
belief is under Satan, who does not allow the truth and power of God 
to prevail over the unclean things of the spirits. Therefore reveal your 
righteousness now”—thus they spoke to Christ. And Christ replied to 
them, “The term of years of Satan’s power has been fulfilled, but other 
terrible things draw near. And for those who have sinned I was delivered 
over to death, that they may return to the truth and sin no more, that 
they may inherit the spiritual and imperishable glory of righteousness 
that is in heaven.”17
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5. Some manuscripts contain the short ending and the long ending. 
Although none of these manuscripts is particularly early, they do show 
that the longer and shorter endings could survive side by side. The two 
most notable examples of this tradition are Codex L or Regius of the 
eighth century AD and Codex Ψ or Athous Lavrensis of the eighth and 
ninth centuries AD.

While there are manuscripts that contain both the shorter and longer 
endings, no surviving manuscripts contain the long ending followed by 
the short ending.18

Faced with a seriously complex New Testament textual issue, Erasmus, 
who found the longer ending of Mark both in his Vulgate translation and 
his Greek manuscripts of the Gospels, was likely not aware of the vari-
ety and complexity of this problem because his manuscripts were unified 
in preserving only one of the options.19 For Erasmus, the problem was 
particularly acute because he trusted the Greek text so implicitly.20 His 
trust in the Greek text can be seen in his almost blind acceptance of the 
belief that the Latin text could be only fully understood through learning 

Mark 16 in a 1756 King James Bible, printed by Adrian Watkins,  
His Majesty’s Printer, Edinburgh.
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Greek: “I can see what utter madness it is even to put a finger on that part 
of theology which is specially concerned with the mysteries of the faith 
unless one is furnished with the equipment of Greek as well, since the 
translators of Scripture, in their scrupulous manner of constructing the 
text, offer such literal versions of Greek idioms that no one ignorant of 
that language could grasp even the primary, or, as our own theologians call 
it, literal meaning” (Ep. 149).21 One could hardly expect Erasmus, who 
was pioneering into new territories, to be as critical with his Greek New 
Testament as he was with his Latin Vulgate.

Nonetheless, the significant question arises concerning whether, in his 
exuberance for promoting the Greek text, Erasmus overlooked an issue 
that should have been treated more carefully. The answer to that question 
is that Erasmus likely should have noted that the evidence for the longer 
ending, the one reproduced in the KJV, has excellent support but that 
there were genuine and legitimate questions about its authenticity.22

Looking at the text of Mark 16 in light of the surviving evidence and 
with knowledge that there are some questions about its authenticity, a 
number of important questions must be addressed before Erasmus’s text 
can be discredited as inaccurate, as some scholars have proposed. First, 
the transition between Mark 16:8 and Mark 16:9 is quite abrupt, as the 
subject shifts between the women in verse 8 and Jesus in verse 9: “And 
they went out quickly, and fled from the sepulchre; for they trembled and 
were amazed: neither said they any thing to any man; for they were afraid. 
Now when Jesus was risen early the first day of the week, he appeared 
first to Mary Magdalene, out of whom he had cast seven devils.” The fear 
of verse 8 seems to disappear in verse 9. This disappearance is, of course, 
not fatal to the text, but it does seem to indicate the presence of a textual 
seam, perhaps where the text was at one time lost or altered.23

While the presence of a textual seam is not indicative of any specific 
ending, the final two words of Mark 16:8, ἐφοβοῦντο γάρ (“for they were 
afraid”), are.24 This otherwise unprecedented ending does little to restore 
confidence in the reader that the author had finalized his work. Instead, 
it suggests an unfinished thought, something that would be explained in 
the following verses. Whether Mark was the one to add those final verses 
explaining how the fear of verse 8 was resolved or whether a later Chris-
tian scribe supplied them is now unknown. The non-Markan vocabulary 
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suggests perhaps that a later follower added them in the spirit of the Gos-
pel author. That is about as far as the textual evidence can take us.

In addition to the manuscripts that survive, a number of quotations that 
appear to have portions of Mark 16:9–20 in mind are an important wit-
ness to the longer ending. For example, Eusebius, quoting the early histo-
rian Papias, relates “a miracle that happened to Justus, surnamed Barsabas, 
who swallowed a dangerous poison and by the grace of the Lord was none 
the worse.”25 The parallel to Mark 16:18 is striking: “And if they drink any 
deadly thing, it shall not hurt them.” Justin Martyr may also refer to the 
longer ending in his First Apology 1.45.26 Latter-day Saints may also see 
a parallel in Mormon 8:24, although its sweeping language is hardly con-
clusive evidence that the wording is directly derived from Mark 16:18.27

This issue certainly cannot be decided in an essay-length study, and in-
deed entire books have been dedicated to the subject.28 Nor has it been the 
purpose of this essay to decide the matter. Rather, the text produced by 
Erasmus, the text that would eventually become influential for the KJV, has 
been the subject of criticism because it shows little awareness of this sig-
nificant issue. In criticism of Erasmus, it should be observed that he should 
have noted and explained the issue in his Adnotationes or perhaps omitted 
it as he did another sticky textual issue in 1 John 5:7.29 Despite this criti-
cism, the evidence is hardly definitive on which ending is to be preferred, 
and Erasmus’s choice, or more accurately the text that he used, is a viable 
and defensible option. Erasmus was not a modern text critic. His purpose 
in printing a Greek text is something that will be examined shortly, but it 
is quite clear that he intended to undermine the longstanding authoritative 
position of the Vulgate, and debating the ending of Mark inconclusively 
would have done little to further Erasmus’s aims.

Erasmus’s Translation of Revelation 22:16–21

At the heart of Erasmus’s edition of the New Testament in Greek and 
Latin is the issue of manuscripts that were either incomplete or corrupted 
due to wear, rot, and neglect. Erasmus was certainly aware of the simple fact 
that the manuscripts he used to create a new edition of the New Testament 
were themselves artifacts that were subject to physical shortcomings and 
scribal mistakes. But one problem in particular, the ending of the book of 
Revelation, must have given him pause. In an odd twist of fate, Erasmus did 



Thomas A. Wayment

  82 

not have a single manuscript with the complete book of Revelation, and being 
pressed for time he was forced to produce a Greek text of the last six verses 
based on the Latin Vulgate. Erasmus carried out the translation himself and, 
from the surviving evidence, did not seek input from colleagues or peers.

Before looking at those final verses with a critical eye, it is important to 
first review the time constraints that Erasmus was under to prepare the 
text for printing, as well as his purpose in printing a Greek text in the first 
place. The widely established timeline of events leading up to the printing 
of Erasmus’s first edition, which later advertisements referred to as the 
Textus Receptus or the “received text,” is as follows: Erasmus arrived in Ba-
sel in July 1515 and began printing in August of that same year. On Feb-
ruary 1, 1516, Erasmus dedicated the work to Leo X; this date serves as 
a likely estimate for when his job of preparing the manuscript was either 
complete or nearly so. By March 7, 1516 the work was completed, printed, 
and available for purchase. It is believed that two presses worked on the 
text simultaneously to hurry the process along. By June 1, 1516, Erasmus 
wrote a letter to Remaclus, the secretary of Prince Charles, in which he 
stated that he had just completed six years of work in eight months.30 In 
what can only be described as a stunning achievement, Erasmus compiled, 
edited, critiqued, and oversaw the printing of the first Greek New Testa-
ment in the modern era.31

Erasmus’s rush to meet Johannes Froben’s printing deadlines permitted 
him no significant time to digress about the notes on the Latin New Tes-
tament text by Lorenzo Valla, the fifteenth-century humanist and scholar, 
nor to enhance and augment his own collection of notes on the biblical text 
(Adnotationes), which were certainly prepared prior to his arrival in Basel.32 
Under such strict deadlines, it is unimaginable that any one problem in the 
text of the New Testament could have delayed Erasmus for more than a few 
moments.33 Issues had to be decided quickly, which is why Erasmus handed 
over the marked-up Greek manuscripts directly to the printer rather than 
making a copy and working through textual discrepancies.34 Because all signs 
point to a rushed production, some scholars tend to draw the conclusion that 
Erasmus’s Greek text was not as important as his Latin text because of the 
implications that the latter had for the Vulgate text then widely in use.35

This point will be important for understanding Erasmus’s translation of 
the final verses of the book of Revelation because, rather than attempting 
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to put together a critical edition of the Greek text, Erasmus was establish-
ing the controversial point that the Vulgate text was not as secure as some 
had supposed. Other indications that his Latin text was more important 
than his Greek text are that the Latin text he created was eventually pub-
lished apart from the Greek text, alongside Tyndale’s English translation 
and in four diglot New Testaments issued between 1538 and 1550.36 In 
addition to his emphasis on the Vulgate, it appears that only later did 
Erasmus begin to significantly correct the Greek text that he had publicly 
offered in his first edition.37 In the 1519 edition, Erasmus changed the 
name from the Novum Instrumentum to the Novum Testamentum (New 
Testament), probably in recognition of the attention being paid to the 
Greek text. In addition to changing the name, Erasmus also used Codex 
Corsendoucensis to correct the Greek text.38 The fifth edition, published 
in 1535, was the first edition to publish the Greek text without the Latin.

All of these facts point to someone who was rushed to put together 
a Greek text that was in some instances imperfect but served the main 
purpose of challenging the standing tradition of the Vulgate as well as 
putting Erasmus’s notes in print and making them available to the public. 
This first edition achieved those ends and therefore should not be consid-
ered a failure in all senses. When Erasmus did what he thought necessary, 
in this case keeping the printing moving forward by translating the final 
verses of the book of Revelation, it was in conformance with his overall 
purpose and mindset. Additionally, for the reader who wished to see the 
translation process, Erasmus plainly indicated what he had done in the 
final verses in his notes.

The Text of Revelation 22:16–21

The final verses of Revelation (22:16–21) read in English (KJV):

I Jesus have sent mine angel to testify unto you these things in the 
churches. I am the root and the offspring of David, and the bright and 
morning star.

And the Spirit and the bride say, Come. And let him that heareth say, 
Come. And let him that is athirst come. And whosoever will, let him take 
the water of life freely.
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For I testify unto every man that heareth the words of the prophecy 
of this book, If any man shall add unto these things, God shall add unto 
him the plagues that are written in this book:

And if any man shall take away from the words of the book of this 
prophecy, God shall take away his part out of the book of life, and out of 
the holy city, and from the things which are written in this book.

He which testifieth these things saith, Surely I come quickly. Amen. 
Even so, come, Lord Jesus.

The grace of our Lord Jesus Christ be with you all. Amen.

For his Greek text of the book of Revelation, Erasmus relied upon minus-
cule 2814, formerly identified as 1 or 1r.39 This manuscript was thought 
to be lost for several centuries but was subsequently rediscovered in the 
mid-nineteenth century by Franz Delitzsch.40 This manuscript is ascribed 
to the Byzantine text type or family, which is typically viewed as later 
than, or secondary to, the Alexandrian text family.41 Erasmus was aware 
of problems in the Greek text of Revelation, but the concept that certain 
biblical manuscripts were of higher quality and reliability than others had 
simply not yet entered into the mainstream of the academic mindset.42 
Having rushed to complete his translation of Revelation 22, he warned 
the reader of potential problems in both the Vulgate and Greek versions 
of the text:43 “However, at the end of this book, I found some words in our 
versions which were lacking in the Greek copies, but we added them from 
the Latin” (Quamquam in calce huius libri nonnulla verba reperi apud nostros 
quae aberrant in Graecis exemplaribus; eat amen ex latinis adiecimus).44 The 
final verb adiecimus conveys the sense of supplying or putting in rather 
than translating. Erasmus actually did the latter.

At times, Erasmus has been harshly criticized for his use of inferior manu-
scripts when creating his Greek text, particularly when it comes to the book 
of Revelation. By modern standards this criticism is certainly justified, but a 
quick look at the most modern Greek text of the New Testament reveals that 
for the section in question (Revelation 22:16–21), there are actually rela-
tively few variants in the text that affect the meaning. Here is a brief outline 
of the issues involved in this passage:

1. Verse 16 reads in some manuscripts, “I, Jesus, have sent mine angel 
to testify unto you these things upon the churches,” whereas the KJV text 
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uses the phrase “in the churches.”45 The issue is whether the testifying angel 
bears witness to the churches to prepare them, which fits the overall pic-
ture of the book, or whether the witness was literally a warning “upon” the 
churches for their sins, which would fit the opening chapters, which detail 
their sins.

2. Verse 18 contains a specific mention to the “seven plagues” rather than 
simply the “plagues.” Most translations omit the adjective seven because it 
is only attested in late manuscripts.46

3. The phrase “And if any man shall take away from the words of the 
book of this prophecy” (v. 19) contains an important textual variant that 

Ending of book of Revelation in Erasmus’s 1522 New Testament.
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does alter the meaning slightly.47 A very literal rendering of the passage 
would be, “And if anyone takes away from the words of the book of this 
prophecy.” Some manuscripts add “these” modifying “words” so that the 
passage would read, “And if any man shall take away from these words of 
the book of this prophecy.”48

4. Some manuscripts omit “Amen” in the phrase “Surely I come quickly. 
Amen” (v. 20).49

5. Perhaps the most significant variant occurs in verse 20 in the phrase 
“Even so, come, Lord Jesus.” Some manuscripts read, “Even so, come, Lord 
Jesus Christ”50; others read, “Come, Lord Jesus”51; and still others read, 
“Come Lord Jesus Christ with your saints.”52 It is probable in this instance 
that “Even so” is a later addition reflected in the KJV.

6. Verse 21, “The grace of our Lord Jesus Christ be with you all. Amen,” 
preserves a number of different readings that are largely secondary to the 
text. The changes can be categorized as changes to the title of the Lord 
(“Lord Jesus” or “Lord Jesus Christ” or “our Lord Jesus Christ”) and changes 
to the end “with you all” (“with all the saints” or “with all his saints” or “with 
us”). “Amen” at the end of the verse is judged by some scholars to be second-
ary, but it does have solid textual support.53

The purpose in looking at the several variants for the final six verses is 
to emphasize that there is genuinely no significant dispute concerning the 
meaning of these verses. And even though the text is fairly static, Eras-
mus’s work in Revelation 22 has resulted in fairly harsh criticism.54 What 
occurred in these verses is indeed noteworthy, but the text as we have it 
today has remained fairly safe from Erasmus’s mistakes. One example of 
the type of error that Erasmus introduced through the process of translat-
ing from Latin to Greek is the creation of words. In verse 19, the phrase 
“God shall take away his part out of the book of life” is built on the Greek 
verb ἀφαιρέω, a third-person future. Erasmus apparently misread the verb 
to be ἀφαιρήσει, also a third-person future. The difference is that the first 
form is a second future whereas the second form is a first future, the differ-
ence being that the form introduced by Erasmus is otherwise unattested in 
biblical manuscripts of Revelation.55

A second error in this verse occurred when Erasmus changed the word 
“tree” to “book” in the phrase “take away his part out of the book of life.” 
The Greek text overwhelmingly reads the “take away his part of the tree of 
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life.”56 In this instance, the error is still reflected in the KJV text. Erasmus, 
however, openly warned the reader that errors existed in his translation. 
In his notes he stated:

There was no doubt that some things were missing, and it was not much. 
Therefore we completed the Greek from our Latin texts, so that there 
might be no gap. We did not want to hide this from the reader, however, 
and acknowledged in the Annotations what we had done, in order that, 
if our words differed in some respect from those that the author of this 
work had provided, the reader who obtained a manuscript could restore 
them. . . . And even this that we did here we would not have dared to do 
in the case of the Gospels nor indeed in the apostolic Epistles.57

Two factors are at play here. First, his low view of the book of Revela-
tion probably led Erasmus to pass on a faulty text, and second, he in-
tended that the errors should be corrected by the reader.

With the issuance of the second edition, Erasmus had already begun 
to address the errors that had been passed over in the first edition.58 
The second edition is perhaps the most important for the KJV because 
it became the base text for Tyndale’s translation as well as for Luther’s 
German translation. The KJV translators would also have had access to 
the fifth edition (1535), but their reliance on Tyndale makes the second 
more textually important. Erasmus added in a note, “When I sent the 
corrected text back to Basel, I wrote to my friends there that they should 
restore this from the Aldine text. I have not purchased this work, but as 
I asked, it (the changes) has been done.” (Cum igitur Basileum mitterem 
recognitum exemplar, scripsi amicis ut ex aeditione Aldina restituerent eum 
locum. Nam mihi nondum emptum erat hoc opus. Id ita, ut iussi, factum 
est.)59 Unfortunately, in the second edition of his work, Erasmus did not 
realize that the edition created by Aldine and mentioned as the text to be 
used to correct his own version was simply an edition of his own text by 
another printer.60

Conclusion

The impact of Erasmus’s Greek text for the English translation of the 
King James Bible is enormous, and the issues associated with that text 
have in some instances been telescoped into the KJV text. No single 
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chapter-length treatment of the issue can discuss and reconcile all of the 
peculiarities of the Erasmian text. This study has looked at two distinct 
issues: first, a convoluted textual question where a variety of conclusions 
are possible and probable but none overwhelmingly satisfactory, and sec-
ond, a case where Erasmus himself entered errors into the biblical text. In 
the latter case, it seems to have been Erasmus’s desire and hope that his 
readers would take the initiative to correct the Greek text and move on 
accordingly. Because his Greek text was in itself a statement on the quality 
of the Vulgate text, it was important to him at some stage of his work to 
certify the accuracy of the Greek text. It should also be noted, however, 
that Erasmus was by no means a modern text critic, and the tools and 
theories available to us today were in large part unavailable to him.

The issue of thorny textual problems where multiple solutions com-
mend themselves appears in several instances in Erasmus’s text, and much 
of the criticism leveled at him in the modern era seems to reveal a desire 
that Erasmus should have acted in the same way that we do today in 
matters of textual criticism. In Erasmus’s defense, the task of developing 
and editing a true critical edition of the Greek text was simply beyond 
his abilities and desires. Had he not started us on the road toward con-
sidering the Greek text superior to the Latin, we would perhaps still be 
laboring under the Latin text’s shadow. Therefore, matters such as the 
ending of Mark should be discussed and resolved to the best of our abili-
ties but at the same time in recognition of the fact that Erasmus is not 
a hindrance but rather part of the process of recognizing these ancient 
textual questions.
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7.	 Quaest. ad Marinus. Strangely, Metzger and Ehrman do not note the Eusebius refer-
ence even though it is important to their thesis. Text of the New Testament, 322. 
The longer text reads, “Nearly all the copies of the Gospel of Mark end in this way 
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witness of the other gospels. These things one might say to avoid and do away with 
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quite fragmentary but also of considerable importance.
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sage,” and σωτηρία “salvation.”
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added to show possible verbal connections).

28.	 See the excellent and balanced treatment in D. A. Black, ed., Perspectives on the End-
ing of Mark: 4 Views (Nashville: B & H Academic, 2008).
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Eerdmans, 2009), 287–93; J. Bentley, “Biblical Philology and Christian Humanism: 
Lorenzo Valla and Erasmus as Scholars of the Gospels,” The Sixteenth Century Jour-
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percent of the KJV derives from the language of Tyndale, who based his translation 
on Erasmus’s Greek and corrected Latin.

38.	 Scrivener, The Authorized Edition of the English Bible, 434.
39.	 Erasmus obtained an incomplete manuscript from Johann Reuchlin, who had him-

self borrowed it from the Dominican monastery in Basel. The manuscript dates 
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55.	 The verb form ἀφαιρήσει occurs thirty-six times in Greek literature. Cf. Diogenes 
Laertius, Vit. Phil. 4.11.1; Aristophanes, Archarnenses 464.

56.	 The confusion may have been visual between βιβλίου (book) and ξύλου (tree). The 
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