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Maybe you grew up going to church every Sunday and can recite it with your eyes closed, or perhaps you’ve only heard it once or twice, but chances are you’ve heard of the prayer the “Our Father”. Well, what has been championed as the words of Christ, may not actually be the case. What if you were told that the Our Father may not have been the exact words of Jesus? 
Textual criticism is the scholarly practice of analyzing and comparing various copies and versions of a text in an attempt to determine its most authentic form, and this is the exact technique scholars have been using on the Bible for over a millennium. The goal of textual criticism is to establish the closest representation of the original work possible, and considering that it has been practiced on the New Testament since its inception, it is no surprise that controversy has surrounded the Our Father. But the Our Father is not the only part of the New Testament that scholars are unable to agree upon- in fact, the New Testament is brimming with disagreements.
Compiled from over six thousand Greek manuscripts, all of which contain slight differences in wording and grammatical structure, its no wonder scholars struggle to agree on objectivity. Additionally, there are four codices which have been preserved from as early as 400 CE, which in combination with other papyrus manuscripts and individualized findings, comprise the bulk of text-critical analysis. Furthermore, this has led to scholars strongly supporting the idea that the Gospel authors shared sources, rather than having been written directly by Matthew, Mark, Luke, & John. While this does extend beyond the scope of this blog, it is important to understand that the primary sources we have preserved today are how scholars have been able to uncover these possibilities. Due to the similarities in certain codices and other papyri, this is where the synoptic Gospel author theory originated, and likewise where textual criticism is sourced. When these documents align, it is challenging for scholars to make a case that the overlapping New Testament text is not the most textually accurate version available.
One example that may shock you relates to Jesus’ famous words, “Father, forgive them, for they know not what they do” (Luke 23:34). While the wording of this exclamation may change depending on what version of the Bible you possess, what’s far more interesting is that this verse is solely found in Luke. However, scholars are extremely confident that the authors of certain synoptic Gospels shared sources, and so considering it is only found in Luke, this means that the verse was either added to Luke or removed from the other gospels. Which of the two is it? Even through textual analysis, scholars have no concrete evidence of either, ultimately leading to disagreement to this day.
Another example that showcases the power of textual criticism is in Matthew 27:16-17 when Pontious Pilate makes the citizens of Jerusalem choose between Jesus or Barrabas to be condemned. To reiterate, scholars believe that Matthew and Luke shared a common source (referred to as “Q”), however only in Matthew are there some manuscripts that read: “Now they had then a notorious prisoner, called Jesus Barabbas. Therefore when they had gathered, Pilate said to them, ‘Which of the two do you wish that I should release to you, Jesus Barabbas or Jesus the so-called Christ?’”. Considering that the story of Jesus and Barabbas is shared among all four synoptic gospels, but this difference in name only appears in Matthew, scholars naturally turned to textual evidence. Oftentimes, earlier sources are weighted with more accuracy and dependability than later documents in textual criticism (as many of the over six thousand Greek manuscripts are copies of one another), however in the case of this misnaming, the earliest manuscripts are sourced to the late fourth century. With regards to other papyri, this is far too belated for scholars to put faith in any one manuscript. So, has that left scholars immobilized? Not in the slightest. 
Origen, a Christian theologian of the Church from the early third century, quoted the words of Matthew in one of his various works, and cited the verse as having included “Jesus Barabbas”. With this, we know that earlier manuscripts have existed concerning the verse. Regardless, scholars still don’t believe this indirect testimony is concrete enough evidence to indeed determine Barabbas’ name is Jesus Barabbas, and a consensus still does not exist. There are three possibilities scholars have proposed. One is that the name is a part of the original writing in the Gospel of Matthew. Secondly, the scribes accidentally added the name. Thirdly, other contradictory manuscripts that don’t contain the full “Jesus Barabbas” name did so to make Matthew’s Gospel conform with Mark, Luke, and John (all three of which just state the name as Barabass). All things considered, scholars have not been able to agree upon which of the three theories is correct, however, the case speaks volumes about the power of textual criticism. If not for the techniques and methodologies that scholars have coined, one of which being textual criticism and analysis, then our deeper understanding of the New Testament wouldn’t be possible, especially in cases such as these.
So how does textual criticism relate back to the Our Father? Yet again, further insight is gained as a direct result of these procedures. Firstly, before we answer that question, we must understand the context of the prayer in the New Testament. Written only in the Gospels of Luke and Matthew (recall scholars believe these two to have shared a common source referred to as “Q”), the Our Father, or Lord’s Prayer, as it is commonly referred to, has rather different contexts by which it is presented. In Matthew, Jesus has given his famous Sermon on the Mount in Matthew 5:1, only after which he then continues his teachings by showing the disciples how to pray in Matthew 6:9-13. In Luke, however, the Lord’s Prayer is much more simply introduced, whereas the disciples approach Jesus and ask how to pray: “One day Jesus was praying in a certain place. When he finished, one of his disciples said to him, ‘Lord, teach us to pray, just as John taught his disciples’” (Luke 11:1). This is extremely important to differentiate, as this distinction signifies that these two events are not the same story being retold across Gospels, but rather two different events that both so happen to include the Our Father prayer. For this reason, the subsequent responses by Jesus when delivering the prayer are quite different. In Matthew, Jesus states:
This, then, is how you should pray: 'Our Father in heaven, hallowed be your name, your kingdom come, your will be done, on earth as it is in heaven. Give us today our daily bread. And forgive us our debts, as we also have forgiven our debtors. And lead us not into temptation, but deliver us from the evil one.'
This is the edition of the prayer that is most common and lies as the foundation for the version prayed by churches around the world. The Gospel of Luke states the prayer as such: “When you “Father, hallowed be your name, your kingdom come. Give us each day our daily bread. Forgive us our sins, for we also forgive everyone who sins against us. And lead us not into temptation”. Clearly, there is a distinct difference between the two, despite the fact that Jesus is referring to the same prayer in both. So now the question is raised: did Jesus really say the prayer differently, or was there a scribal/authorial error that caused the differences? If so, which is the more accurate version? Scholars, albeit unable to unanimously agree on any one answer to these questions, have made headway in understanding why these differences exist. 
One such example of why scholars have been extraordinarily suspicious of possible tampering is due to the fact that scribes have already been proven to have tampered with the New Testament, and the Lord’s Prayer in particular. The original scribe of Codex Sinaiticus (one of the four influential codices mentioned earlier) added verses from the prayer in Matthew to Luke, and these changes have found their way into hundreds of Greek manuscripts that copied from the codex. Luckily, scholars determined that the codex had been altered due to other codices, as well as primary sources and accounts.
Even with this alteration being discovered, further similar findings add speculation. The Didache, also known as the "Teaching of the Twelve Apostles," is an ancient Christian document believed to have been written anywhere from 95-150 CE. It provides practical guidance for Christian living, including instructions on baptism, the Eucharist, etc. The writing contains the Lord’s Prayer from Matthew, however slight variations in wording can be found. It is presented as follows: “Our Father, who art in heaven, Hallowed be thy Name, thy kingdom come, thy will be done, as in heaven, so on earth; give us this day our daily bread, and forgive us our debt as we forgive our debtors, and lead us not into temptation, but deliver us from the evil one, for thine is the power and the glory for ever and ever.”
These minute differences wouldn’t be of concern, except for the extremely early composition of the Didache. As stated previously, scholars practicing textual criticism prioritize the documents that were written earlier, due to their minimized likelihood of being a copy of an already changed document. The Didache, despite its lack of information regarding the life of Jesus, does offer insights into the beliefs and practices of early Christians and therefore is considered an extremely important theological and historical document. 
In answering the original question, is the Our Father the exact words of Jesus, the answer scholars have concluded that it likely is the case. While scholars have made significant progress in tracing the textual history and variations of the Lord's Prayer, the exact words spoken by Jesus may forever remain a subject of debate and speculation. In regards to documents like the Didache, it is challenging to establish with certainty whether the Didache represents a more accurate rendition of the prayer or if it, too, was influenced by local liturgical customs and variations. However, the beauty of the Lord's Prayer lies in its enduring significance and universal appeal for Christians worldwide, transcending the specific variations found in early texts. Whether it is recited according to the version in Matthew, Luke, or another ancient source, its core message of seeking God's guidance and forgiveness remains constant, and it continues to be a unifying element of Christian worship and spirituality. For this reason, many Christians have not found major cause for concern for the lack of certainty on the historical accuracy of elements of the New Testament, including the Our Father. 
The study of textual criticism has shed light on the complexities and variations within the New Testament, including the Lord's Prayer. The quest to uncover the original words of Jesus and the historical accuracy of biblical texts has been a subject of rigorous scholarship for centuries, and the findings of textual critics have not only deepened our understanding of the New Testament but have also raised important questions about the authenticity of certain passages.
While scholars have made considerable progress in identifying textual variations, they have yet to reach a consensus on some critical issues. The Our Father, preserved in both Matthew and Luke, exhibits variations in wording and structure, and additional insights are gained from other early Christian texts like the Didache. These variations reflect the challenges of understanding the precise words of Jesus and the potential influence of oral transmission and regional differences.
Despite these uncertainties, the enduring significance of the Lord's Prayer remains undiminished. It transcends the variations and serves as a unifying element of Christian worship and spirituality. Whether recited according to the version in Matthew, Luke, or other ancient sources, the core message of seeking God's guidance and forgiveness continues to resonate with Christians worldwide.
In the ever-evolving field of biblical scholarship, textual criticism plays a crucial role in uncovering the layers of history and tradition that surround ancient texts. The study of ancient manuscripts, variations, and sources provides valuable insights into the early Christian community's beliefs and practices. It reminds us that while the exact words of Jesus may remain a subject of debate, the spiritual essence of the prayer endures, offering guidance and solace to believers through the ages. Textual criticism enriches our understanding of the complexities of religious texts and the ways in which they have been transmitted and interpreted over time.
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