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Sunday, November 10, 2019— Grace Life School of Theology—From This Generation For Ever—

Lesson 99 Lesson 99 The Fall of Constantinople, the Renaissance, and the History of Transmission 

 

Introduction 

 

• Last week in Lesson 98 we considered the impact of the Printing Press upon the 

preservation/transmission of the Biblical text. 

 

• In doing so, we considered the following points and subpoints with respect to Johannes 

Gutenberg and the advent of printing: 

 

o Before the Advent of Printing 

 

o The Printing Press Changed the World 

 

▪ Gutenberg: Inventor & Businessman 

 

▪ The Gutenberg Bible 

 

▪ The Man of the Millennium: The Printing Press as a Turning Point 

 

o Bible Printing in Transition (“The Cradle of Printing”) 

 

▪ Incunabulum: And the English Bible 

 

o The Early Printing Industry in England 

 

• This week in Lesson 99 we want to consider the impact of the Fall of Constantinople and the 

Renaissance upon the history of transmission.  In order to accomplish this purpose, we will 

consider the following points and subpoints: 

 

o The Fall of Constantinople (1453) 

 

▪ The Fall of Constantinople as a Historical Turning Point 

 

o The Paulicians and the Byzantine Text-Type 

 

o The Italian Renaissance 

 

o The Spirit of the Renaissance 

 

The Fall of Constantinople (1453) 

 

• Constantinople was established by Emperor Constantine as the Eastern capital of the Roman 

Empire in 330 AD.  After the fall of the Western Roman Empire in the late 5th century (400s), the 

Eastern Roman Empire in Constantinople lasted for another 1,000 years.  Historians have called 
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the Eastern Roman Empire the Byzantine Empire or Byzantium.  The citizens of Byzantium 

called themselves Romans believing that they were a continuation of the Ancient Roman Empire. 

 

• Situated on major trade routes, Constantinople earned its wealth through the spice trade.  Traders 

passing back and forth between Europe and Asia would inevitably pass though Byzantine 

controlled lands if not the city of Constantinople itself.  Situated on a strategic chokepoint, the 

Byzantines could control access to the Black Sea through the Bosporus Strait. 

 

• Consequently, given its strategic importance, the city of Constantinople had been sieged 23 times, 

in its history without being breached. 

 

• In 1453, Ottoman Sultan Mehmet II, a Muslim, began an eight-week siege of the city on Monday, 

April 2, 1453.  By 1453, the city of Constantinople was the last Christian stronghold in the East 

as Muslim armies had already taken all of modern-day Turkey and the bulk of the Hinter Land 

beyond the Bosporus in the Balkan region of Europe. 

 

• Knowing that the walls of Constantinople had proven impenetrable, Mehmet II sought to utilize a 

new development in military technology ‒ the bombard, an early form of a canon ‒ to turn the 

tide in his favor.  After pulverizing the city wall for eight weeks, many historians still believe that 

the fall of city was due to a fateful oversight on the part of the Christians ‒ Byzantine defenders 

forgot to lock one of the small gates in the northeastern wall.  Upon discovering the unlocked 

gate, Janissaries, an elite group of Muslim warriors, poured into the breach and established a 

foothold inside the city walls.  Once there, the Muslim armies systematically attacked and 

overthrew the city. 

 

The Fall of Constantinople as a Historical Turning Point 

 

• The fall of Constantinople marked a regional change in power from the Christian Byzantine 

Empire to the great Muslim trading empire of the Ottomans and thereby signified the final fall of 

the Roman Empire.  The fall of Constantinople was met with complete shock and disbelief, the 

“universal” empire of Rome had been a key source of political and symbolic authority. 

 

• The city’s fall challenged the long held Christian notions of empire (imperium—“authority”, the 

ability to command) and translatio imperii or transfer of rule.  History had been viewed as a 

succession of empires, one following another, based on divine favor according to a Biblical 

model: Babylon—Persia—Greece—Rome—? 

 

• The fall of Constantinople led to the Age of Exploration and the “discovery” of the New World.  

With traditional overland trade routes now controlled by the Muslim Turks, Europeans sought 

alternate routes to Asia.  This led to the establishment of the school of navigation by Prince 

Henry the Navigator in Portugal and ultimately to the voyages of Bartolomeo Dias and 

Christopher Columbus. 

 

• The Islamic conquest of Constantinople contributed to the Renaissance, as Greek scholars left 

the city and immigrated to Italy, bringing Greek texts with them.  Please recall from pervious 

lessons that Greek not Latin had been the official language of the Byzantine Empire.  The fall of 

Constantinople is one mechanism that served to introduce Byzantine Greek MSS into Europe on 
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the eve of the Protestant Revolution during the same time frame that the printing press was 

invented.   Another mechanism that exposed Europe to the Byzantine readings of the Greek 

Church before 1453 was the ministry of the Paulicians. 

 

The Paulicians and the Byzantine Text-Type 

 

• Recall that in Lessons 82 through 86 we discussed Wilbur N. Pickering’s argument for “normal 

transmission.” 

 

• In Lesson 82 we looked at the transmission of the text from the death of Paul in the 1st century 

until the year 200.  In doing so we concluded the following: 

 

o These passages (I Cor. 14:37; II Cor. 13:3; I Thess. 4:15;  

II Thess. 3:6, 14; I Tim. 5:8, 6:3; II Pet. 3:1-2, 15-16) make it clear that New Testament 

writers were aware that their writings were inspired and possessed divine authority.  Not 

only were the New Testament writers aware of the inspired nature of the writings, but the 

original recipients and readers were aware that the words of the apostles possessed divine 

authority (I Thessalonians 2:13). 

 

o The reality of the situation in the 1st century is as follows: The body of Christ knew what 

the pure text was on account of corporate exposure, corporate reception, and the 

ministry of the New Testament prophets.  Therefore, the earliest copyists did not need to 

be textual critics because they already knew what the text was. 

 

▪ “Why should modern critics assume that the early Christians, in particular the 

spiritual leaders among them, were inferior in integrity and intelligence?  A 

Father’s quoting from memory or tailoring a passage to suit his purpose in 

sermon or letter by no means implies that he would take similar liberties when 

transcribing a book or corpus.  Ordinary honesty would require him to produce a 

faithful copy.  Are we to assume that everyone who made copies of New 

Testament books in those early years was a knave or a fool? . . . Starting out 

with what they knew to be the pure text, the earlier Fathers did not need to 

be textual critics.  They had only to be reasonably honest and careful.  But is 

there not good reason to believe that they would be especially watchful and 

careful?” (Pickering, 98-99) 

 

o The information presented in Lesson 82 provides objective Biblical and historical 

evidence in support of the following propositions. 
 

▪ The Apostles knew they were writing inspired scripture and informed their 

readers to “receive” their writings as the word of God. 
 

▪ The recipients and readers of the New Testament documents “received” them as 

“the word of God.” 
 

http://gracelifebiblechurch.com/wp-content/uploads/2019/03/Lesson-82-Normal-Transmission-From-Paul-to-Tertullian-200-AD.pdf
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▪ When the body of Christ began the process of transmitting the New Testament 

documents in the 1st century, they did so from the predisposition of faith, 

believing that what they were copying were the words of God. 

 

▪ Starting out with what they knew to be the pure text, the body of Christ did not 

need to be textual critics.  They had only to be reasonably honest and careful in 

the copying process. 

 

▪ By the year 200 AD, thousands of copies of the New Testament documents were 

circulating throughout the Roman Empire. 

 

▪ In AD 200, the exact original wording of several New Testament books could 

still be verified and attested. 

 

▪ The pure text was never “lost.” 

 

• In Lesson 83 we considered Pickering’s “Four Controlling Factors” for “Normal Transmission.”  

In doing so we observed the following: 

 

o In answer to the question of who was best qualified to transmit the Biblical text, the four 

controlling factors of 1) access to the autographs (2/3 of the N.T. autographs were sent 

to churches and/or individuals around the Aegean rim), 2) proficiency in the source 

language (Greek was the language of the Eastern church for over 1,000 years), 3) 

strength of the church (even text critics such as Kurt Aland admit that the church was far 

stronger in Asia Minor than it was in Egypt), and 4) attitude toward the text (the 

allegorical hermeneutic was born in Alexandria, Egypt whereas the churches of Asia 

Minor favored the literal interpretation of scripture) points in the direction of the Aegean 

rim, the territory that later comprised the Byzantine Empire. 

 

▪ “The Aegean area was the best qualified to protect, transmit, and attest the true 

text of the N.T. writings.  This was true in the 2nd century; it was true in the 3rd 

century; it continued to be true in the 4th century.” (Pickering 108) 

 

• Lesson 84 compared “normal” verses “abnormal” transmission and applied the “Four Controlling 

Factors” against the historical and textual data. 

 

o When judged in light of Pickering’s four controlling factors for “normal” transmission, 

the evidence does not point in the direction of Egypt as the propagator of the pure form 

of the New Testament text. 

 

▪ “Putting it all together, what are Egypt’s claims upon our confidence?  Frankly, it 

seems to me to be virtually impossible that a faithful, high quality transmission of 

the New Testament Text could have taken place in Egypt—it simply lacked the 

necessary qualifications.  Besides the proof is in the pudding.  Each of the early 

MSS that is assigned to the Alexandrian text-type is itself a poor copy—

demonstrably so.  Not only that, they disagree among themselves to an 

http://gracelifebiblechurch.com/wp-content/uploads/2019/04/Lesson-83-Normal-Transmission-Four-Controlling-Factors.pdf
http://gracelifebiblechurch.com/wp-content/uploads/2019/04/Lesson-84-Normal-Transmission-Application-of-the-Four-Controlling-Factors-1.pdf
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astonishing extent.  Not to mention the hundred, perhaps thousands, of times they 

disagree, as a group, with the rest of the world.” (Kayser & Pickering, 30) 

 

o The transmission of the text was “normal” and it occurred in the majority text of the 

Aegean rim otherwise known as the Byzantine text-type. 

 

• Lesson 86 looked at who was living in Byzantium that would have possessed a vested interested 

in copying, preserving, and transmitting the pure text of scripture ‒ the Paulicians. 

 

• Recall the words of church historian John Urquhart regarding the Paulicians: 

 

o  “They wrote out and multiplied copies of the Scriptures, especially of the Pauline 

Epistles. . . They were banished from Asia Minor and, leaving their fatherland forever, 

passed over into Europe.  They traveled along the valleys and rivers of their new world, 

and settled in quietness here and there, taking with them, as their choicest treasure, the 

Word of God . . . But the truth they preserved lived on and burst forth at last in the 

splendours of the Reformation.” (Urquhart, 102-103) 

 

• August Neander gives the Paulicians credit for translating and circulating portions of Scripture 

amongst the laity.  After discussing how the Paulicians “presented religion to them (people of 

their day) more as a matter of inward experience,” as opposed to the external system of Rome, 

Neander wrote: 

 

o “This was the peculiar bent of the Paulicians, made them better acquainted with the 

Scriptures; for there can be little doubt that by means of the Paulicians, translations 

of particular portions of Scripture were already circulated among the laity.” 

(Neander, 600) 

 

• Not only were the Paulicians Pauline dispensationalists, they were also the ones chiefly 

responsible for preserving and transmitting the pure text of the New Testament.  When weighed 

against Dr. Pickering’s four controlling factors for normal transmission, the Paulicians stand out 

as the prime candidates for so acting in church history. 

 

o Access to the autographs—the Paulicians hail from Asia Minor around the Aegean rim 

where 2/3 of the autographic text was originally sent. 

 

o Proficiency in the source language—for most of their history, the Paulicians were the 

subjects of the Byzantine Empire.  The portion of the Old Roman Empire that spoke and 

wrote in Greek until the fall of Constantinople until 1453. 

 

o Strength of the church—in Asia Minor, “the heartland of the church” when compared to 

Egypt, the Paulicians represented the silver line of truth that was founded upon the 

Pauline Epistles themselves.  Rather than bow the knee in subjugation to the ruling 

church, the Paulicians were willing to die for their beliefs. 

 

o Attitude toward the text—who has a better attitude toward the Biblical text than a rightly 

dividing Pauline dispensationalist?  Dispensationalism is predicated upon the belief that 

the scriptures should be interpreted literally.  Recall from Lesson 83 that Pickering 

http://gracelifebiblechurch.com/wp-content/uploads/2019/05/Lesson-86-Normal-Transmissioin-The-Paulicians-and-the-Preserved-Text.pdf
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addressed the literal versus allegorical interpretation of scriptures when discussing his 

fourth controlling factor of “attitude toward the text.” 

 

• A comparison between the dates of known persecution against the Paulicians with the number of 

manuscripts by century in the Byzantine text-type reveals a direct correlation between known 

periods of Paulician persecution and a decrease in the number of surviving manuscripts in the 

Byzantine text-type. 

 

• One reason there are not more manuscripts in the Byzantine text-type is because they were 

destroyed by the organized church along with their owners via systemic persecution.  All of this 

leads to the following potential conclusion.  Could the reason that there are not more and earlier 

witnesses in the Byzantine majority be because of the widespread persecution of the 

Paulicians by the organized church? 

 

• The Byzantine Text (the Preserved Text), the text of the Aegean rim, was preserved by the 

Paulicians who introduced the text into Eastern Europe as they migrated across the Bosporus 

Straits to escape persecution.  In this sense, not only did they spread the doctrinal seeds of the 

Reformation into Europe, they also disseminated the text of the Reformation as well. 

 

• The Paulicians copied, translated, and disseminated God’s word within the very region (Aegean 

rim) identified by Pickering’s four controlling factors as the place to look for the pure text of 

scripture.  As such, the Paulicians are one of the groups of saints that were chiefly responsible for 

the preservation and transmission of the pure text of the New Testament.  Not only did these 

saints reject the ceremonial trappings of the Catholic Church, they also rejected aberrant forms of 

the Biblical text. 

 

• So, the Greek text of the Byzantine Empire came into Central and Western Europe via two 

primary mechanisms: 1) the ministry of the Paulicians and 2) Greek Christians from the East 

fleeing the encroachment of Muslim armies upon the Byzantine Empire and the city of 

Constantinople. 

 

The Italian Renaissance 

 

• “During the Middle Ages, Europe suffered from both war and plague.  Those who survived 

wanted to celebrate life and the human spirit.  They began to question institutions of the Middle 

Ages, which had been unable to prevent war or to relieve suffering brought by the plague.  Some 

people questioned the church, which taught Christians endure suffering while they awaited 

rewards in heaven.  In northern Italy, writers and artists began to express this new spirit and 

experiment with different styles.  These men and women would greatly change how Europeans 

saw themselves and their world.” (Beck, 471) 

 

• “About the middle of the 15th century a series of events began which transformed Europe.  The 

capture of Constantinople by the Turks (1453) caused the flight of learned Greeks to the West.  

These carried with them priceless manuscripts containing the old Greek literature, long forgotten 

in the darkened West.” (Broadbent, 133) 

 

• This movement that started in Italy sparked an explosion in creativity in art, writing, and thought 

that lasted approximately from 1300 to 1600.  Historians call this period the Renaissance, a 
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French word meaning “rebirth.”  In this context the Renaissance refers to the revival of art and 

learning sparked by the rediscovery of classical literature. (Beck, 471) 

 

• Three main Italian city-states (Milan, Florence, and Venice) were the driving force behind the 

early Renaissance.  Each of these City-States had strong ties to Byzantine and Muslim merchants.  

In addition, they all specialized in at least one commercial activity: 

 

o Milan—metal goods and armor 

 

o Florence—banking and textiles 

 

o Venice—Asian goods. 

 

• Florence was the most influential of the three.  Dominated by the prominent Medici family, the 

wealthiest family in Europe, Florence dominated the banking industry.  The Medici family bank 

sold insurance to sea traders to protect their overseas investments.  In addition, the Medici family 

set up numerous bank branches where they specialized in making loans and exchanging 

currencies.  This influx of money into Italy allowed wealthy families to become patrons of the 

arts and is largely responsible for the artistic accomplishments by many Renaissance artists. 

 

The Spirit of the Renaissance 

 

• During the Renaissance people became interested in ancient culture.  Knowledge from ancient 

Greece and Rome that had been largely lost during the Middle Ages was rediscovered.  Scholars 

thought that ancient Greek and Roman writings could help them solve contemporary problems. 

(Beck, 472) 

 

• Renaissance artists such as Donatello created statues that copied the Roman ideal of the human 

body.  The architect Brunelleschi designed buildings after studying ruins in Rome.  Using these 

rediscovered techniques, artists such as Michelangelo, Leonardo Da Vinci, and Raphael created 

some of the most celebrated art ever produced by Western culture. (Beck, 474-475) 

 

• The study of classical texts led to the creation of a new type of scholar, the humanist.  Alister 

McGrath explains how the Renaissance usage of the term “humanism” differs from its modern 

connotation.  McGrath writes,  

 

o “The term humanism has now come to mean a worldview which denies the existence or 

relevance of God, or which is committed to a purely secular outlook.  This is not what the 

word meant at the time of the Renaissance.  Most humanists of the period were religious, 

and concerned to purify and renew Christianity, rather than eliminate it.” (McGrath, 37) 

 

• McGrath also confesses that modern scholars have offered two different definitions for 

Renaissance humanism stating, 

 

o “According to the first, humanism was a movement devoted to the study of classical 

languages and literature; according to the second, humanism was basically a set of ideas, 

comprising the new philosophy of the Renaissance.” (McGrath, 37) 
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• It would be inaccurate to assume, based upon McGrath’s writings, that all humanists were 

religious.  As an intellectual movement, humanists focused on human potential and achievements.  

Rather than trying to make classical texts agree with Christian teachings as medieval scholars had 

(Scholastics), humanists studied them to understand ancient Greek values. (Beck, 472)  The 

Italian Renaissance of the Southern Europe therefore took on a more secular flavor than did the 

Northern Renaissance. 

 

• Beck and company summarize the “worldly values” of the Italian Renaissance as follows: 

 

o “In the Middle Ages, some people had demonstrated their piety by wearing rough 

clothing and eating plain foods.  However, humanists suggested that a person might enjoy 

life without offending God . . . Most people remained devout Catholics.  However, the 

basic spirit of Renaissance society was secular—worldly rather than spiritual and 

concerned with the here and now.” (Beck, 472) 

 

• In Northern Europe the ideals of the Renaissance took a more religious track and planted the 

seeds of the Reformation across this region of Europe. 

 

o “Italian humanists were very interested in reviving classical languages and classical texts.  

When the Italian humanist ideas reached the north, people used them to examine the 

traditional teaching of the Church.  The northern humanists were critical of the failure of 

the Christian Church to inspire people to live a Christian life.  This criticism produced a 

new movement known as Christian humanism. . . The best known of the Christian 

humanists were Desiderius Erasmus of Holland and Thomas More of England. . . 

Erasmus believed in a Christianity of the heart, not one of ceremonies and rules.  He 

thought that in order to improve society, all people should study the Bible.” (Beck, 482) 

 

• In terms of literature, Renaissance writers popularized the practice of writing in the vernacular or 

native language of the people instead of Latin. 

 

• It is for these reasons that late 19th and early 20th century scholar Dr. Theodore P. Letis named his 

organization The Institute for Renaissance and Reformation Biblical Studies.  His interest in 

defending the Traditional Greek Text naturally drove him to focus on the history and literature of 

this time period. 
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