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In our last lesson we studied the events of Jesus' trials before Roman authorities, as well as His 
crucifixion, death, and burial.  In today's lesson we will conclude our study by looking at Jesus' 
resurrection, ascension, and the Great Commission. 
 
It is important to note that the resurrection is the central doctrine of Christianity.  Without it, 
Christianity has no meaning at all.  Paul very pointedly expresses this truth in 1 Corinthians 
15:14, 17-19:  "And if Christ has not been raised, then our preaching is in vain and your faith is 
in vain . . . And if Christ has not been raised, your faith is futile and you are still in your sins.  
Then those also who have fallen asleep in Christ have perished.  If in Christ we have hope in this 
life only, we are of all men most to be pitied."  If the resurrection is not a historical fact, then 
everything the apostles wrote (and everything that Christianity holds true in terms of 
redemption) can rightly be questioned and/or dismissed.  Paul states this as well in 1 
Corinthians 15:15:  "We are even found to be misrepresenting God, because we testified about 
God that he raised Christ, whom he did not raise if it is true that the dead are not raised."  From 
the earliest days of the church, people have been trying to deny or disprove the resurrection of 
Christ, for even unbelievers realize that the Christian faith depends on the authenticity of the 
resurrection. 
 
Read Mark 16:1-8, along with the parallel passages in Matthew 28:1-8 and Luke 24:1-9. 
 
1. Unbelievers past and present have raised objections against the fact of the resurrection.  

What are some of the arguments used to try to discount the resurrection? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
What are some responses to these objections? 
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2.  What things do we learn from the details of Mark 16:1? 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

STUDY NOTE:  Dr. James R. Edwards notes in his commentary some interesting details 
regarding ancient Jewish burial customs.  "Unlike our modern burial custom of sealing a corpse 
in a coffin and lowering it into the ground, Jews cut burial tombs (or enlarged natural caves) in 
the limestone hillsides of Palestine.  The Mishnah specifies a burial vault six by nine feet, with 
shelf-like niches on which bodies could be placed . . . Nearly a thousand such "kokhim" (Heb.; 
"niche") tombs have been discovered in and around Jerusalem, some of which have body-
shaped depressions carved in their flat surfaces.  After the flesh of the corpse decomposed, the 
bones were removed and deposited in ossuaries hewn out beneath the niches, freeing the 
niche above for repeated use.  The OT refers to depositing the bones in ossuaries as being 
'gathered to their fathers' (e.g. 2 Kings 22:20).  Burial caves were sealed by large, disk-shaped 
stones that were rolled in channels in front of the opening, sealing ritual impurities within the 
tomb and keeping animals and grave robbers out."  Regarding the custom of anointing, he 
notes, "The purpose of anointing was not to embalm, that is, to prevent bodily decay (as was 
the custom in Egypt) but to perfume the decaying corpse as an act of devotion."  (Excerpted 
from The Gospel According To Mark, The Pillar New Testament Commentary.  Grand Rapids:  
Eerdmans, 2002, pp. 490, 491.) 
 

 
3. In addition to the women Mark names -- Mary Magdalene, Mary the mother of James, and 

Salome -- Luke tells us that there were other women present as well.  Who are they?  (Luke 
23:55-56, 24:1, 24:10) 

 
 
 
 
 

How does the fact that women were the first to witness the empty tomb lend authenticity 
to the resurrection of Jesus? 
 
 
 
 
 



  CBC Ladies' Bible Study 2019-2020 
  The Gospel According to Mark 
  Week 17 

 
4. What were the women concerned about as they were on their way to the tomb? (Mark 

16:3)  What does this tell you about what they were expecting? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
5.  How was their concern resolved?  (Mark 16:4)  What additional information are we given in 

Matthew 28:2-3? 
 
 
 

 
 

6.  Upon entering the tomb, what did they see?  (Mark 16:5; also Luke 24:3-4)   What was their 
reaction? (Mark 16:5; Luke 24:5) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Matthew notes that, in addition to the women, there were others at the tomb who had 
seen the angels.  Who were they, and what was their reaction?  (Matthew 28:3-4) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
What do you find interesting or significant about the women's and the guards' reaction? 
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7. In verse 6, Mark tells us that the angel inside the tomb speaks to the women.  What is the 

significance of what he says to them? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
8. According to John 20:6-7, what else did the women (and Peter and John, by this time in 

John's account) see in the tomb?  Why is this significant? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

9. What did the angel command the women to do? (Mark 16:7) 
 
 
 
 
 
What is the significance of Peter being singled out? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
What was the women's response to what the angel had told them? (Mark 16:8; Matthew 
28:8) 
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Read Mark 16:9-20. 
 
STUDY NOTE:  Depending on the Bible you are using, these verses (known as the "longer 
ending") may be part of the text of Mark's Gospel, or they may appear as a footnote or 
alternate reading to the text of the Gospel.  The reason for this is that scholars believe these 
verses were not included in Mark's original text (called the "autograph"), but were an addition 
by a later editor in the early church.  There are several pieces of evidence, derived from both 
the manuscript witness and the methodology of textual criticism, that lead scholars to this 
conclusion (see the article about textual criticism at the end of the study guide -- very 
interesting information).  Among the evidence: 
 

 The two oldest and most important manuscripts of the Bible (codex Vaticanus and 
codex Sinaiticus) do not contain these verses. 

 Writings of several of the early church fathers do not reference these verses or indicate 
any knowledge of their existence. 

 The diction and language used in these verses is noticeably different from the rest of the 
Gospel; in just these few verses there are eighteen different Greek words that are not 
used anywhere else in the book. 

 The style of writing differs, particularly when compared with verses 1-8. 

 Certain textual evidence points to another author for these verses.  For example, in 
verse 1 Mary Magdalene, who has already been introduced to Mark's readers from 
15:40, is again referenced as traveling to the tomb. But in verse 9, she seems to be 
referenced as if she is being introduced to Mark's audience for the first time, i.e. the 
woman "from whom he [Jesus] had cast out seven demons."  Also, in verse 19, Jesus is 
referred to as "the Lord Jesus Christ", which is uncharacteristic of Mark, as he typically 
refers to Jesus by His given name.   

 
Though it is generally accepted that these verses are not original to Mark, there is much 
evidence to indicate that they were added at a very early point in the history of the church.  The 
earliest references to the longer ending come from documents dated c. 145 to 180 AD, 
indicating that the longer ending most likely dates to the early decades of the second century.  
It also important to note that the content of the longer ending draws from, and harmonizes 
with, the canonical Gospels, and not the plethora of apocryphal gospels that were beginning to 
circulate in that timeframe.  Thus, we should not be troubled by the fact that these verses were 
added later; there is nothing in them that contradicts other Scripture.  The chief remaining 
question among scholars concerns the original conclusion of Mark's Gospel.  Many scholars 
believe that Mark's Gospel simply ended with verse 8.  Other scholars believe that Mark was 
either interrupted in his work or had died without completing it.  Still other scholars believe 
that Mark's original ending included resurrection appearances and the Great Commission, 
because Matthew includes those things and he used Mark as a source.   
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Read Mark 16:9-14, along with Matthew 28:9-10, Luke 24:1-12, John 20:1-18. 
 
10.  Reading through all the Gospel accounts, it is difficult to ascertain the exact sequence and 

timing of events in regards to the women at the tomb, the announcements to the disciples, 

and the first appearances of Jesus.  It is important to keep in mind that all four Gospel 

writers are writing to different audiences, for different reasons, with differing themes and 

emphases in their Gospels and focusing on different details, and that they, like other 

ancient writers, do not always write in chronological order.  However, the main people and 

main facts in regard to the resurrection are very similar between all four Gospels.  Who are 

the main people involved in the resurrection accounts, and what are the main things that 

happened that first Easter morning? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

11. Matthew records some additional events from that morning.  Read Matthew 28:11-15.  

What do you find interesting or significant in this account? 
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12. Following His initial appearance to the women, Jesus also appeared to others (Matthew 

28:16-17; Mark 16:12-14; Luke 24:13-35, 36-43; John 20:19-20, 26-29, and 21:1-19).  Make 

a list of these appearances and some of the important details. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

13.  Mark records in 16:14 that when Jesus appeared initially to His disciples that "he rebuked 

them for their unbelief and hardness of heart, because they had not believed those who 

saw him after he had risen."  How does this verse support the credibility of the 

resurrection? 

 

 

 

 

Read Mark 16:15-20, Matthew 28:16-20, and Acts 1:8-11. 

14. Compare the Markan and Matthean accounts of the Great Commission.  What are the 

similarities between the passages?  What are the differences? 

 

 

 

 

 



  CBC Ladies' Bible Study 2019-2020 
  The Gospel According to Mark 
  Week 17 

 

15.  In Mark 16:17-18, several signs are mentioned.  These may seem far-fetched to us, but all 

of them except one have fulfillments recorded in Scripture.  Make a list of the signs, and 

record the verses in which they are fulfilled.  (Hint:  Take a walk through the book of Acts.) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

How have these verses at times been misapplied?   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

16.  What connection do we find in Mark 16:20 and Acts 1:1-2? 
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New Testament Textual Criticism 

Michael J. Kruger 

Because our modern Bibles are neatly bound together in printed editions or even read on a 

computer screen, we can easily forget that ancient believers had a very different experience.  

Before the invention of the printing press, the Scriptures could only be accessed in the form of 

handwritten manuscripts.  In order for any text in the ancient world to be transmitted or 

"published," it first had to be copied by hand -- letter by letter and word by word.  As that book 

spread, more copies would be made.  Then copies would be made of the copies.  And on it 

would go.  This could be a laborious process (especially for longer texts), and scribes would 

occasionally make mistakes.  Words might get left out.  Other words might be replaced with a 

synonym.  Others would be misspelled.  Thus, unlike today, a copy of a particular book in the 

ancient world could -- and often would -- be slightly different than another copy of that same 

book.  The task of textual criticism is to analyze the textual differences between these various 

copies and to reconstruct, as much as possible, what the original text would have said. 

Of course, when it comes to reconstructing the text of the New Testament, the task of textual 

criticism takes on a more significant role.  There is relatively little concern over whether we can 

accurately reconstruct the texts of Homer or Tacitus -- those writings are not regarded as 

containing the words of God.  People do not trust these writings as the basis for their religious 

expression.  But as Christians we understand that the New Testament documents are sacred 

Scripture.  So, whether the words of the New Testament -- and thus the words of Jesus -- can be 

recovered is of utmost importance for the Christian faith.  Christians cannot rely on the words 

of Jesus if they do not, in fact, possess the words of Jesus.   

It is the purpose of this article to explore the state of the New Testament text.  Do we have 

good reasons to think that we can recover the original words of the New Testament with a 

reasonable level of certainty?  Although there are some modern scholars who are highly 

skeptical about recovering the text of the New Testament -- and have challenged the integrity 

of the Christian faith on these grounds -- the historical practice of textual criticism has not been 

nearly so pessimistic.  Certainly this does not mean there are no thorny issues, or that decisions 

between textual variants are always clear.  But, as a whole, scholars have recognized that we 

are able to recover the New Testament text in a manner that is so very close to the original that 

there is no material difference between what the biblical authors wrote and what we have 
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today.  We shall now turn to the four tenets of textual criticism that have led scholars to this 

conclusion. 

1. THE ORIGINAL TEXT PRESERVED (SOMEWHERE) IN THE OVERALL TEXTUAL TRADITION 

If we are trying to recover the original text of the New Testament, we first have to ask whether 

there are good reasons to think that it has been preserved somewhere within the manuscripts 

at our disposal.  Or to put it another way, do we have enough New Testament manuscripts to 

make us think that at least some of them contain what was originally written, even if others 

have been changed?  A key issue, then, is the quantity of manuscripts.  As scholars seek to 

recover the original wording of any text, the more copies we possess, the better.  The higher 

the number of manuscripts, the more assurance we have that the original text has been 

preserved somewhere in the manuscript tradition. 

When compared to other documents of antiquity, the quantity of New Testament manuscripts 

is overwhelming.  Although the exact count is always changing, currently we possess more than 

5,700 manuscripts of the New Testament in Greek alone.  No other ancient document even 

comes close to that number of copies.  Moreover, we possess thousands more manuscripts in 

other languages.  The total for just our Latin manuscripts of the New Testament exceeds ten 

thousand copies, and we possess thousands more in Coptic, Syriac, Gothic, Ethiopic, Armenian, 

and other languages.  In addition to all these manuscripts, there are also a countless number of 

citations of the New Testament preserved in the writings of the early church fathers -- so many, 

in fact, that we could reconstruct almost the entire New Testament text just from these 

citations alone.  Thus, if there were ever an ancient text that had enough extant manuscripts 

(and other witnesses) that we could be reasonably assured that the original text has been 

preserved for us in the multiplicity of copies, then the New Testament would be it.  Most 

scholars working with ancient texts have large gaps in the manuscript witness to the original 

text.  When it comes to the New Testament, scholars do not have that problem at all. 

The large quantity of manuscripts should also be considered alongside the fact that a number of 

these manuscripts come from a very early time period, even as early as the second century.  

Indeed, a papyrus fragment called P52, which contains a bit of the gospel of John, is our earliest 

New Testament manuscript and dates from c. 125, only thirty to forty years after the gospel 

was written.  The brief time span between the production of the New Testament and our 

earliest copies gives us access to the New Testament text at a remarkably early stage -- much 

earlier than most classical works of antiquity -- making it unlikely that the textual tradition 

could have been substantively altered within this time frame. 

The early date of these manuscripts, combined with the large quantity, provides good grounds 

for thinking the original text has been preserved somewhere within the manuscript tradition.  If 
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so, then the challenge of textual criticism is a different one than we might expect.  It is not that 

we are lacking in material (as if the original words were lost); rather, we have so much material 

(the original words, plus some variations).   

2. THE VAST MAJORITY OF SCRIBAL CHANGES ARE MINOR AND INSIGNIFICANT 

Given that there are scribal variations within the multiplicity of New Testament manuscripts we 

possess, we now turn our attention to the nature of these variations.  How serious are these 

changes?  Do they pose considerable problems?  It might seem reasonable to evaluate the 

seriousness of these variations on a numerical basis.  Perhaps we could just add up all the 

textual variations and we would have our answer.  All scholars agree that there are thousands 

of textual variants throughout our many manuscripts, maybe two hundred thousand or more 

(no one knows the exact number).  Although at first glance this may seem to be an 

overwhelming number -- more variants than the number of words in the New Testament -- we 

must remember that sheer statistics do not tell the whole story. 

The problem with a numbers-only approach to assessing textual variation is that it does not 

address the kind of textual variations in the New Testament.  The issue is not just the quantity 

but the quality of variations.  Scholars have long recognized that the vast majority of textual 

variations in the New Testament are ones that can legitimately be regarded as insignificant.  By 

"insignificant," we mean that they do not pose an obstacle to reconstructing the original text.  

Most scribal variations in the New Testament are quite minor -- run-of-the-mill scribal slips that 

would exist in any ancient document.  Examples include spelling differences, nonsense 

readings, meaningless word order changes, and the like.  Even though these types of changes 

are quite abundant, they are also quite irrelevant, at least for establishing the reliability of 

textual transmission.  

But there is another important, and often overlooked, fact about the quantity of variations.  

The reason we know about these many variations is because of the large quantity of 

manuscripts we possess (as noted above).  If we only possessed a handful of manuscripts, we 

would have very few textual variations to account for.  But since we have thousands of Greek 

manuscripts, the overall quantity of textual variants dramatically increases.  The more 

manuscripts that can be compared, the more variations that can be discovered.  Thus, the 

overall quantity of variations is not an indication of scribal infidelity, but is simply the natural 

consequence of having more manuscripts than any other historical text.  It is actually to our 

benefit that we have so many manuscripts to compare.  Otherwise, we would be completely 

dependent on a very small number of manuscripts, including the errors they contain, much like 

we are for other ancient authors such as Homer. 
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3. OF THE SMALL PORTION OF VARIATIONS THAT ARE SIGNIFICANT, OUR METHODOLOGY 

CAN DETERMINE, WITH A REASONABLE DEGREE OF CERTAINTY, WHICH READING IS THE 

ORIGINAL TEXT 

We have argued that the vast majority of textual changes are insignificant.  However, there 

remains a small portion of textual variants that can be deemed "significant" -- i.e., they change 

the meaning of the text in some fashion.  Thus, one might conclude that these sorts of changes 

present a real challenge to the textual integrity of the New Testament.  However, these 

changes only threaten the integrity of the New Testament if we are unable to identify them as 

changes.  In other words, these significant variants would be a problem if every one of them 

was equally viable and we had no way of knowing which reading was original.  But, we do have 

a way of knowing which reading is most likely the original.  The field of textual criticism has a 

methodology by which these determinations are made.  Indeed, the field of textual criticism 

would not even exist if it were not possible to determine, at least to some extent, which 

reading was original.  If that is the case, then these few "significant" textual variants do not 

materially affect the integrity of the New Testament because, put simply, we can usually spot 

them when they occur. 

4. THE REMAINING NUMBER OF UNRESOLVED VARIANTS ARE VERY FEW AND NOT 

MATERIAL TO THE STORY/TEACHING OF THE NEW TESTAMENT 

A very small number of significant variants remain where our methodology is not always able to 

reach a certain conclusion in either direction.  In such a case, we may have two (or more) 

different readings and not know for sure which one is the original.  For example, Luke 22:43, 44 

famously describes the anguish of Jesus in the garden:  "And there appeared to him an angel 

from heaven, strengthening him.  And being in agony he prayed more earnestly; and his sweat 

became like great drops of blood falling down to the ground."   Although these verses are 

included in a number of early manuscripts (and church fathers), they are also omitted in a 

number of other early manuscripts (and church fathers).  The evidence is quite divided, making 

it difficult to know which reading is original. 

It is here, then, that we face a situation where we simply do not know which particular reading 

of the New Testament is the correct one.  Do such instances challenge the integrity of the New 

Testament text?  Not at all.  For one, these instances are extremely rare.  These sorts of 

situations affect only a tiny proportion of the New Testament text.  Moreover, it should be 

noted that these instances, even when they do occur, do not affect any biblical doctrine.  In 

regard to Luke 22:43, 44 it is clear that either reading is consistent with the teachings of 

Scripture.  Even if we conclude that these verses were added later, we can deduce the same 

truths from other New Testament passages.  Other texts tell us that Jesus felt serious sorrow 
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and anguish in the garden (Matt 26:37, 38; Mark 14:34), that He was a real human being who 

could suffer (Heb. 2:17, 18), and that He was often attended by angels in times of suffering 

(Mark 1:13).  So, in the end, neither option really affects our view of Jesus or the message of 

the New Testament.  A single textual variant cannot negate important biblical doctrines 

because such doctrines are not based on single biblical phrases or sentences in the first place.  

Doctrines arise out of the whole testimony of Scripture to a specific issue.   

In sum, these four tenets provide very good reasons to affirm the overall integrity of the New 

Testament text.  In our quest for the original text, we must beware of adopting an "all or 

nothing" approach.  Some will suggest that either we know the wording of the original text with 

absolute certainty in every single instance without exception (meaning we have the original 

copies written by the biblical authors, called the autographs, or perfect copies of them), or we 

can have no confidence at all in the wording of the original text.  But this is a false dichotomy.  

Although we do not have absolute certainty about the original text in every single instance, we 

have sufficient certainty about the original text that enables us to be confident that we possess 

the authentic teaching of Jesus and His apostles. 

 

(Taken from The Reformation Study Bible.  R.C. Sproul, General Editor.  Orlando:  Reformation 

Trust, 2015, pp. 2369-2371) 

 


