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“KEPT PURE IN ALL AGES”: 

TEXTUAL CRITICISM AND  

THE SEVENTEENTH-CENTURY PROTESTANT ORTHODOX 

 
There is a substantial disconnect between evangelicals in the academy and those in the pew 

regarding which Bible version to use. A 2014 study supervised by Mark Noll found that 55% of 

Americans who read the Bible use the King James Version (KJV) besting the second place NIV by 

more than double (19%).1 Meanwhile, almost every single handbook on text criticism or biblical 

exegesis teaches an eclectic method to text criticism and characterizes the text underlying the KJV as 

inferior.2 A number of books and articles have been published critiquing the KJV and the texts that 

lie behind it3, and yet the majority of American Christians persist in using this version.  

 There are a variety of reasons given for supporting the King James Version. James White 

offers a five point taxonomy from “I like the KJV the best,” to “The KJV as New Revelation.”4 In 

the middle is Group #3: “Received Text Only.” This group insists that the Textus Receptus (TR)—the 

Greek text underlying the KJV—“has either been supernaturally preserved over time or

                                                 
1 Sarah Eekhoff Zylstra, “The Most Popular and Fastest Growing Bible Translation Isn’t What You Think It 

Is,” http://www.christianitytoday.com/gleanings/2014/march/most-popular-and-fastest-growing-bible-translation-niv-

kjv.html. 

 
2For example, “Although this tradition [the Byzantine Text Type] is well attested by its large number of existing 

manuscripts, quantity does not equal quality with regard to the best material for establishing the original reading.” Craig 

L. Blomberg with Jennifer Foutz Markley, A Handbook of  New Testament Exegesis (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2010), 

13. 

 

 3See D.A. Carson, The King James Version Debate: A Plea for Realism (Grand Rapids: Baker Book House Company, 

1979); James R. White, The King James Only Controversy: Can You Trust the Modern Translations?  (Minneapolis, MN: Bethany 

House Publishers, 1995); The Bible Version Debate: The Perspective of  Central Baptist Theological Seminary (Minneapolis, MN: 

Central Baptist Theological Seminary, 1997) 

 
4 White, 1, 4. 
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even inspired, and hence maintained in an inerrant condition.” In particular,  some see “the 

providential hand of God in the work of those who created these original language texts.”5  

 This view is found particularly among those who hold to a Reformed confessional 

persuasion and find their views of Scripture rooted in the theologians and confessions of the 

seventeenth century. Men like Doug Wilson6 and Joel Beeke7, seminaries like the Puritan Reformed 

Theological Seminary8 or the Protestant Reformed Theological Seminary9, associations like the 

Sovereign Grace Baptist Fellowship10, and publishers like the Chapel Library11 all strongly defend the 

KJV and the underlying TR. Even Martyn Lloyd-Jones felt the need in 1959 to defend the 

“Authorized Version” against modern translations which “may mislead theologically.”12 

 Daniel Wallace has subjected the text and theology behind the KJV to rigorous critique, 

particularly this doctrine of providential preservation. In one article, he traces the history of the 

movement back to the nineteenth century. He notes that “the first (and to date only) textual critic to 

defend the TR per se since Burgon was Edward F. Hills.”13 He then mentions Hills’ “protégé, 

Theodore P. Letis.” Letis wrote a Th.M. dissertation on Hills14 and later a Ph.D. related to the 

                                                 
5 Ibid., 2. White’s taxonomy is unclear, in that he includes some TR supporters in Group #2 as well.  

 
6 “Textus Rejectus: When the Bible Gets into the Wrong Hands,” Credenda Agenda, 10.1, (1998). 

 
7 Joel Beeke, “Practical Reasons for Retaining the KJV,” The Banner of  Sovereign Grace Truth , 19.6 (2011), 159–60.  

 
8 See the entire issue of The Banner of  Sovereign Grace 19.6 (2011). 

 
9 See Protestant Reformed Theological Journal 45.1 (2011). 

 
10 “The Full Divine Inspiration of the Holy Scriptures,” Sovereign Grace Messenger, (Fall 2011).  

 
11 see William Einwechter, The Excellence of  the Authorized Version , (Pensacola, FL: Chapel Library, 1996). 

 
12 Martyn Lloyd-Jones, Revival, (Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 1987), 17. 

 
13 Wallace, “Majority Text,” 715. Hills major work is The King James Version Defended! 4th ed. (Des Moines: 

Christian Research, 1984). Despite the title of the book, Hills work is a defense of the TR, not the King James 

translation per se. 

 
14 Theodore P. Letis, “Edward Freer Hills Contribution to the Revival of the Ecclesiastical Text” (Th.M. diss., 

Candler School of Theology, 1987). This dissertation was reprinted in the Journal of Christian Reconstruction 12.2 

(1989), 21–172. 
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history of text criticism.15 Letis has published portions of his work in scholarly journals, 16 an edited 

volume17, and a collection of his own essays.18 It is Letis who has offered the strongest arguments in 

favor of a Reformed confessional approach to text criticism, and it is his construal of the history of 

Reformed textual criticism that has largely shaped the perspective of current TR proponents. It is 

Letis who first made reference to “the orthodox Protestant view of Scripure as represented by 

[John] Owen, the Westminster Confession, the Helvetic Consensus Formula, and [Francis] 

Turretin”19 and it is this same historical argument that is frequently appealed to. For example, Doug 

Wilson, in his issue of Credenda Agenda entitled “Textus Rejectus: When the Bible gets into the 

Wrong Hands,” offers quotes from Owen, Turretin, and the Westminster Confession, as well as 

three quotes from Letis.20 William Einwechter admits: “I freely acknowledge my personal 

indebtedness to both Hills and Letis. It was through their writings that I first clearly saw the need to 

apply the principles of Reformed theology to the question of the NT text.”21 Jeff Riddle lists two of 

Letis’ books in his “The Traditional Text of Scripture: A Select Annotated Bibliography,” alongside 

                                                 
15 Theodore P. Letis, “From Sacred Text to Religious Text: An Intellectual History of the Impact of Erasmian 

Lower Criticism on Dogma as a Contribution to the English Enlightenment and the Victorian Crisis of Faith” (Ph.D. 

diss., University of Edinburgh, 1995). 

 
16 Theodore P. Letis, “The Protestant Dogmaticians and the Late Princeton School on the Status of the Sacred 

Apographa,” The Scottish Bulletin of  Evangelical Theology  8 (1990), 16–42. 

 
17 Theodore P. Letis, ed. The Majority Text: Essays and Reviews in the Continuing Debate (Philadelphia: Institute for 

Renaissance and Reformation Studies, 1987); Letis’ contribution to the book defends the TR over against the MT.  

 
18 Theodore P. Letis, The Ecclesiastical Text: Text Criticism, Biblical Authority and the Popular Mind 

(Philadelphia/Edinburgh: The Institute for Renaissance and Reformation Studies, 1997).  

 
19 Letis, Majority Text , 158. Hills makes no mention of either Owen or Turretin, and only a passing reference to 

the Westminster Confession, King James Version Defended!, 42. 

 
20 See “Verbatim: Quotations on Textual Purity,” and “The Puritan Eye: Purity of Scripture,” in Credenda 

Agenda, 10.1 (1998), http://www.credenda.org/archive/issues/10-1.php. 

 
21 Einwechter, English Bible Translations, 27 n. 73. He later says, “For a superior essay on this work [Of the Integrity 

and Purity of  the Hebrew and Greek Text of  Scripture] by John Owen the reader is strongly encouraged to see Theodore Letis, 

‘John Owen versus Brian Walton: A Reformed Response to the Birth of Text Criticism.” …his essay is a ‘must read.’” 

Ibid., 39 n. 110. Einwechter’s book draws mainly from Letis’ big four: Westminster, Owen, Turretin, and the Helvetic 

Consensus Formula, and his “Suggested Reading List” includes Owen and Turretin, as well as two books by Letis, Ibid., 

52. 
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Hills, Einwechter, and Owen.22 Because Letis is the most scholarly representative of the TR 

movement, and has been so influential on its current proponents amongst Reformed confessional 

Christians, his account bears looking into.  

 

Thodore Letis’ Account of the History 

Letis’ essay “John Owen Versus Brian Walton,” offers his most extended account of the 

seventeenth-century doctrine of Scripture.23 Letis’ central thesis is as follows: 

“Our analysis on this most fundamental issue of the Reformation finds the Westminster 
Confession, John Owen, The Helvetic Consensus Formula, and Turretin each in complete 
unanimity on the texts of Scripture. Only with the passing of Turretin would this well -
established tenet of Protestantism—providential preservation—also pass from its dominant 
position, giving place to the influences of the Enlightenment in the person of Benjamin 
Breckinridge Warfield.”24  

 

In fact, Warfield is where the Reformed tradition went off the rails regarding text criticism: 

“Warfield… reinterpreted the Westminster Confession to say not that the text had been 

providentially preserved, but that it was in a current state of providentia l restoration, through the same 

naturalistic principles that the Confession, John Owen, the Helvetic Consensus Formula, and 

Turretin were guarding against.”25 

 Wallace, in an article titled “Inspiration, Preservation, and New Testament Textual Criticism,” 

critiques the movement at this particular point: 

                                                 
22 Jeff Riddle, “The Traditional Text of Scripture: A Select Annotated Bibliography,” 

http://www.jeffriddle.net/2011/04/traditional-text-of-scripture-select.html, accessed 1/2/15. 

 
23 Theodore P. Letis, “John Owen Versus Brian Walton: A Reformed Response to the Birth of Text Criticism,” 

in The Majority Text , 145–190. This chapter is a slightly updated version of a portion of his dissertation, “Edward Freer 

Hills,” in Journal of  Christian Reconstruction 12.2 (1989), 40–90. This article is considered worthy of citation in Kelly M. 

Kapic, “Typology, the Messiah, and John Owen’s Theological Reading of Hebrews,” in Christology, Hermeneutics, and 

Hebrews: Prof iles f rom the History of  Interpretation , ed. Jon C. Laansma and Daniel J. Treier (New York: T&T Clark 

International, 2012), 137 n. 8; as well as K.M. Kapic, “Owen, John,” in  Dictionary of   Bible Interpretors, ed. Donald K. 

McKim (Downers Grove: InterVarsity Press, 2007), 799 

 
24 Letis, “John Owen Versus Brian Walton,” 179. 

 
25 Ibid., 183. 

http://www.jeffriddle.net/2011/04/traditional-text-of-scripture-select.html
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 The doctrine of preservation was not a doctrine of the ancient church. In fact, it was not 
stated in any creed until the seventeenth century (in the Westminster Confession of 1646). 
The recent arrival of such a doctrine, of course, does not necessarily argue against it—but 
neither does it argue for it. Perhaps what needs to be explored more fully is precisely what 
the framers of the Westminster Confession and the Helvetic Consensus Formula (in 1675) 
really meant by providential preservation.26 

 

This paper seeks to explore more fully “what the framers really meant,” and in particular, whether 

Letis’ account of the history holds up under scrutiny.  

 

The Seventeenth Century Context 

Richard Muller notes that “the Protestant doctrine of Scripture and its relationship to the movement 

from Reformation to orthodoxy has received more attention than virtually any other theological 

issues in the early history of Protestantism.”27 In spite of all this attention, “Altogether too much of 

the discussion of the Reformation and Protestant orthodox doctrines of Scripture has approached 

the subject from theologically biased perspectives and with the specific intention of justifying one or 

another nineteenth- or twentieth-century view of Scripture.”28 As with all investigation, it is 

important to try to understand thinkers and events in historical context.  

 The Reformation had produced new doctrinal formulations of a number of key doctrines 

including Sola Scriptura. “Scripture alone” is the final authority in matters of faith and doctrine, and 

not the magisterium of Rome. Specifically, Luther and Calvin looked to the scriptures in their 

original languages as their final authority. “Hand in hand with the reformational principle of 

                                                 
26 Wallace, “Inspiration, Preservation, and New Testament Textual Criticism,” Grace Theological  

Journal 12 (1992), 41–2.  

 
27 Richard A. Muller, Post Reformation Reformed Dogmatics vol. 2: Holy Scripture (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker 

Academic, 2003), 24. 

 
28 Ibid. 
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grammatical-historical exegesis was the conviction that at the heart of interpretation are the biblical 

languages.”29 

 In the sixteenth and on seventeeth-centuries the doctrinal conflicts continued from multiple 

angles. From one side was the counter-reformation which sought to defend Roman Catholic dogma. 

The Counsel of Trent (1545–1563), for example, affirmed the canonical status of the Apocrypha, 

anathematized those who “receive not… the old Latin vulgate edition,” and affirmed the “holy 

mother Church—whose it is to judge of the true sense and interpretation of the holy Scriptures.”30 

 From the other side, there were the blossoming fruits of the renewed sciences of humanism. 

The discovery of original language texts had produced philologists who studied these texts critically. 

As a result, “the orthodox began to feel the sting of textual criticism as practiced by the seventeenth 

century heirs of Renaissance humanism, the technical linguists and orientalists.”31 It was with view to 

challenges from both these fronts that the Protestant orthodox of the seventeeth-century formulated 

their doctrine of Scripture. 

 One of the specific challenges faced by the Protestants was integrally tied up with text 

criticism involving the Hebrew text of the Old Testament. Study of the LXX, and other early 

translations revealed textual variants from the Masoretic text. Which was authoritative? Another 

point of controversy was the matter of the vowel points. Were they inspired and preserved from the 

original revelation, or were they added later by the Masoretes in the 5 th century?  

 This was a question with serious polemical implications. Textual scholars began to question 

the original authenticity of the vowel pointing, and put forth arguments for their later insertion into 

the text. An early proponent of this was Levitas (1468–1549) who published his Massoreth ha-

                                                 
29 John D. Currid, Calvin and the Biblical Languages, (Fearn, Scotland: Christian Focus Publications, 2006), 12. 

 
30 Philip Schaff, The Creeds of  Christendom, with a History and Critical Notes Vol.2 (3 vols.; 6th ed.; New York: Harper 

and Brothers Publishers, 1919),  81–3.  

 
31 Richard Muller, Post Reformation Reformed Dogmatics vol. 2: Holy Scripture (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Academic, 

2003), 372. 
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Massoreth in 1538, arguing for the late addition of the vowel points. It is interesting to note that: 

“With very few exceptions, the men of the Reformation period sided with Levita,” including Luther, 

Zwingli, and Calvin.32 

 The Roman Catholic polemicists seized on this as an argument for the supremacy of the 

Vulgate and the Roman church. Robert Bellarmine (1542–1621), argued that “the vocalization was 

developed by the Masoretes and that, therefore, the Hebrew text was corrupt, potentially inferior to 

the Vulgate, and subject to the magisterial interpretation of the church.”33 Morinus called the 

Hebrew language without vowels a “very nose of wax.”34 The Protestants were between a rock and a 

hard place. Should they concede the recent advances in the science of texts? Would such a 

concession be an outright capitulation to the Catholics? 

 Louis Cappel (1585–1568), was “a learned French Protestant, Professor of Hebrew at 

Saumur, and one of the most distinguished men of the seventeenth century.”35 At the time, Saumur 

was “the principal training ground for French Protestant ministers,” and was were Amyraut also 

taught.36 In 1624 Cappel published Arcanum Punctationis Revalatum “The Mystery of the Points 

Unveiled,” in which he offered the strongest arguements to date in favor of the later addition of the 

vowel points.37 With Cappel we see “the beginning of scientific Biblical textual criticism.”38 He was 

                                                 
32 B. Pick, “The Vowel-Points Controversy in the XVI and XVII Centuries,” Hebraica 8, ¾ (April-July 1892), 

162. 
33 Muller, PRRD, 410. 

 
34 John Bowman, “A Forgotten Controversy”, Evangelical Quarterly, 20 (1948), 52. 

 
35 Ibid. 

 
36 M. Legaspi, “Cappel, Louis,” in Dictionary of  Majory Biblical Interpretors (ed. Donald K. McKim; Downers 

Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 2007), 295. See also J.H. Hayes, “Cappel, Louis,” in Dictionary of  Biblical Interpretation (ed. 

John H. Hayes; Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1999), 167–68. 

 
37 Pick, 166. 

 
38 Bowman., 54. 
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vigorously opposed by John Buxtorf (1564–1629), a professor in Basel. He defended the vowel 

points as originally inspired by God, and his arguments were carried forward by his son.  

 All of these controversies had a formative influence on the doctrine of Scripture. Muller 

highlights a “massive alteration of perspective brought about in the seventeenth and eighteenth 

centuries by the development of text-critical and historical-critical methodology.”39 

  

The Westminster Confession of Faith 

The Westminster Confession of Faith finds a place at the “threshold of high orthodoxy (1640-

1700),” and “represents a summary of the early modern Reformed doctrine of Scripture given in 

confessional form.”40 Muller praises it as “undoubtedly the greatest confessional document written 

during the age of Protestant scholasticism.”41 Perhaps because of its acknowledged greatness, and its 

position as a foundational confession for several Reformed denominitions, its proper interpretation 

has been the subject of hot debates since at least the nineteenth century. 42 In 1893 Benjamin B. 

Warfield could already note that it “may be at once highly praised and seriously misunderstood.”43  

Between the publishing of the Irish articles in 1615 and the Westminster Confession in 1647, 

“Reformed theology underwent significant development.”44 Specifically, the doctrine of Scripture 

“received considerable augmentation” and had to come to terms with all of the latest developments 

                                                 
39 Muller, 29. 

 
40 Fesko, J.V., The Theology of  the Westminster Standards (Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2014), 67; Muller uses the term 

“high orthodoxy” to refer to ca. 1640–ca. 1725: “The Debate over the Vowel Points and the Crisis in Orthodox 

Hermeneutics,” in After Calvin, (New York: Oxford University Press, 2003), 155. 

 
41 Muller, PRRD, 87. 

 
42 On some of these debates, see Richard A. Muller and Rowland S. Ward, Scripture and Worship (Phillipsburg, 

NJ: P&R Publishing Company, 2007), 37. 

 
43 Warfield “The Westminster Doctrine of Holy Scripture,” in The Westminster Assembly and its Work (Vol. 5of 

The Works of  Benjamin B. Warf ield; Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Books, 2003), 155; cf. Carl Trueman: “for all their worldwide 

significance, the documents are rarely understood”, “Preface,” in Muller, Scripture and Worship, ix. 

 
44 Muller, PRRD, 87. 
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in textual criticism.45 “Expansion and clarification of the doctrine of Scripture was to be one of the 

foremost tasks of the Westminster Confession.”46 

The Westminster Divines placed the chapter on Scripture “at the head of their Confession 

and… at the foundation of their system of doctrine.”47 It addresses textual issues in section viii:  

The Old Testament in Hebrew (which was the native language of the people of God of old), 
and the New Testament in Greek (which at the time of the writing of it was most generally 
known to the nations), being immediately inspired by God, and by his singular care and 
providence kept pure in all ages, are therefore authentical; so as in all controversies of 
religion the Church is finally to appeal to them.48 

  

John Woodbridge concedes that “the interpretation of Chapter I, Section viii of the Westminster 

Confession has long perplexed Reformed theologians.”49 Nevertheless, help may be given by looking 

at the writings of some of the Westminster divines. 

John Lightfoot was “probably the greatest Biblical scholar that took any part in the 

discussions of the Assembly.”50 Lightfoot is a crucial figure in the period, one who demonstrates 

that “the advance of ‘critical’ study and the exetetical work of Protestant orthodoxy… cannot be 

easily separated, either historically or personally.”51 In Warfield’s own controversy over the 

interpretation of the Confession, he offers an extended analysis of Lightoot’s views.  

                                                 
45 Ibid. 

 
46 Ibid.  

  
47 Warfield, “Westminster Doctrine,” 155. 

 
48Schaff, Creeds vol. 3, 604–605.    

 
49 John D. Woodbridge, Biblical Authority: Infallibility and Inerrancy in the Christian Tradition (Grand Rapids, MI: 

Zondervan Corporation, 1982)., 113–114; “The twists and turns of this debate are tortuous,” 114. 

 
50 Warfield, “The Doctrine of Inspiration of the Westminster Divines,” in The Westminster Assembly and its Work, 

277. Cf. Muller: “Lightfoot continues—and rightly so—to be noted as one of the leading critical scholars and linguists of 

his time.” Holy Scripture, 133 

 
51 Muller, Holy Scripture., 133. 
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Lightfoot was “a very conservative textual critic.”52 He believed that the Holy Spirit inspired 

“the very pointing of the Hebrew text.”53 Lightfoot uses Matthew 5:18 as proof, “adducing our 

Lord’s declaratioin that not ‘one iota shall pass away’ as evidence that the vowels were there in His 

day,” and had not been invented by the Massoretes.54 Indeed, not only the vowel points, but the 

Kethib-Qere marginal notes “are not only human corrections.”55 On the issue of the LXX, a source 

of many textual variants in OT textual criticism, Lightfoot insisted strongly that it was corrupted.56 

Warfield concludes that “the primary fact in Lightfoot’s doctrine of Scripture is, then, that it is 

God’s word, in such a sense that the Divine Spirit is the author of it in its minutest detail.”57 

The framers were clearly aware of the existence of textual variants. John Lightfoot had been 

involved in “the most advanced work which up to that time had been done on the Biblical text, 

Brian Walton’s London Polyglot in which various ancient translations were printed side by side. 58 His 

particular part had been in the editing of the Samaritan Pentateuch.59 Even those who were “less 

skilled in such studies” had English Bibles with notes in the margins, including certain textual 

variants. The Westminster Divines “were not left in total ignorance of the existence of such readings 

and therefore, when they asserted, that by God’s singular care and providence,the originals had been 

kept ‘pure,’ they could not mean to ignore the existence of variant readings.”60 

                                                 
52 Warfield, “The Doctrine of Inspiration,”  309. 

 
53 Ibid., 298. 

 
54 Ibid., 299. 

 

 55 Ibid.; cf. also pp. 307–8.  

 
56 He compared Luke’s use of the LXX to the use of the censors of Korah that were “yet reserved in the 

sanctuary for good by the command of God.” Cited in Ibid., 323. 

 
57 Ibid. 

 
58 Warfield, “Westiminster Doctrine”., 239. 

 
59 Muller, Holy Scripture, 409. 
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Warfield concludes that Lightfoot’s doctrine of Scripture is “generally that of the 

Westminster Confession… he could freely and with a good conscience vote for every clause of that 

admirable—the most admirable extant—statement of the Reformed doctrine of the Holy 

Scripture.”61 

Jack Rogers offers a survey of several other Divines, citing sermons from Cornelius Burges, 

Thomas Gataker, Robert Harris, Charles Herle, and Robert Baillie to show that they made “constant 

reference to primary sources of the Old and New Testament in the Hebrew and Greek texts” 

including issues of textual variants and disagreements in the translations. 62  

Nevertheless, the WCF does not take a specific position on the Hebrew vowel points. Even 

though this was a raging controversy of the day, though one of their own Divines held to this 

position, the Confession does not codify it as a matter of doctrine.  

Concerning 1.8, Muller notes that “the detail here is once again greater than that of previous 

confessions, but it cannot be claimed that we have entered the realm of dogmatic system… The 

emphasis of the confession is simply upon the original-language texts available to the church.”63 

 Muller explains why the confession is less precise. “The lack of definition is certainly also 

due to the genre of the document. A confession, by nature, is not as detailed as a dogmatic treatise, 

and, by intention, does not demand confessional commitment to the niceties of theological 

system.”64 

                                                                                                                                                             
60 Professor Mitchell, The Westminster Confession of  Faith: A Contribution to the Study of  its Historical Relations and to the 

Defense of  its Teaching 3rd Edition (Edinburgh: H. Cameron, 1867), 48. 

 
61 Warfield, “Doctrine of Inspiration,” 333. 

 
62 Jack Bartlett Rogers Scripture in the Westminster Confession: A Problem of  Historical Interpretation for American 

Presbyterianism, (Grand Rapids, MI: William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 1967),., 388–391.  

 
63 Muller, Holy Scripture, 90.; it is “remarkably concise and entirely devoid of unnecessary or tendentious 

argument”; Schaff: the WCF “carefully avoids committing itself to any mechanical or magical or any other particular 

theory concerning the mode and degrees of inspiration, or obstructing the investigation of critical questions concerning 

the text and the authorship of the several books.” The Creeds of  Christendom Vol. 1, 767 
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It is striking that Letis never once interacts with any of the writings of the Westminster 

Divines in attempting to understand their language. Though he interacts with Warfield and with 

Rogers, he never goes beyond them even to the primary sources that they cite. Lightfoot is never 

once discussed, a point of some significance, as will be seen.  

 

John Owen 

Cappel published his second major work Sacra Critica in 1650, four years after the Confession. In it 

he pushed his critical theories even further than the late dating of the vowel-points. In this work, he 

advocated the use of ancient translated “versions” of the Bible for trying to find the true original 

reading, and even allowed for “conjectural emendation,” in which possible readings were put forth 

which were not found in any extant manuscript, in places where the present readings seemed to be 

corrupted. 

Stanley Gundry notes that “Text criticism in Owen’s time was not yet a highly developed 

discipline. Nevertheless, new and startling discoveries were being made, and theories about the 

history of the Greek and Hebrew texts were being proposed. Those were matters of grave concern 

to Owen, for as he viewed the matter they vitally affected the question of the authority of 

Scripture.”65 Owen felt the need to write a treatise on Scripture in the face of these developments. In 

1657 he published an essay, “Of the Divine Original, Authority, Self-evidencing Light and Power of 

the Scripture.”66 

                                                                                                                                                             
64 Muller, Scripture and Worship, 46–47.  

 
65 Stanley N. Gundry, “John Owen on Authority and Scripture,” in Inerrancy and the Church ed. John D. Hannah 

(Chicago: Moody Press, 1984), 208; cf. Kapic: “Owen… worked in a time of significant transition for biblical 

interpretation. In some ways he very much represents the Reformation, and in other ways he anticipates the growth of 

text criticism,” “Typology,” 136. 

 
66 John Owen, “Of the Divine Original, Authority, Self-evidencing Light and Power of the Scriptures; with an 

answer to that inquiry, How we know the Scriptures to be the word of God,” in The Works of  John Owen, Vol. 16, ed. by 

William H. Goold (London: Banner of Truth Trust, 1968). 
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He notes in the preface the various questions of text criticism that had been used by the 

Roman Catholics. He protests that “upon the matter there is nothing left unto men but to choose 

whether they will be Papists or Atheists.”67 He disapporoves of the specific principles of text 

criticism: similarity in Hebrew consonants, transposition of letters, various vowel pointings, using 

the LXX or Latin.68 For Owen, these text critical developments have come “by the subtlety of 

Satan… crept in even amongst Protestants.”69  

All of this makes up the preface. In Chapter One he develops his actual argument. He ties 

preservation to the doctrine of inspiration, describing a process of mechanical dictation: “Their 

tongue in what they said, or their hand in what they wrote, was et sopher [“a writing stylus”], no more 

at their own disposal than the pen is in the hand of an expert writer.”70 Because the very words were 

dictated and not just the general teaching, they must have been preserved: “the providence of God 

hath manifested itself no less concerned in the preservation of the writings than of the doctrine 

contained in them.”71  

Owen admits that all we have today is copies: “It is true, we have not the Αὐτόγραφα of 

Moses and the prophets, of the apostles and the evangelists; but the ἀπόγραφα or ‘copies’ which we 

have contain every iota that was in them.”72 Yet in his very next sentence he seems to contradict this 

statement: “There is no doubt but that in the copies we now enjoy of the Old Testament there are 

                                                 
67 Ibid., 286. 

 
68 Ibid., 290–91. 

 
69 Ibid., 292. 

 
70 Ibid., 298, Hebrew translation mine; “the word that came unto them was a book which the took in and gave 

out without any alteration of one tittle or syllable,” ibid., 299;  “though their mind and understanding were used in the 

chose of words… yet they were so guided, that their words were not their own, but immediately supplied to them,” ibid., 

305. 

 
71 Ibid. 

 
72 Ibid., 300–1. 
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some diverse readings, or various lections.”73 He then lists the Kethiv/Qere, the variations between 

the text of Ben Asher and Ben Naphtali, and those between the eastern and western Jews. “But yet 

we affirm, that the whole Word of God, in every letter and tittle, as given from him by inspiration, is 

preserved without corruption.”74 

 He immediately doubles back and qualifies this: “Where there is any variety it is always in 

things of less, indeed of no, importance.”75 In fact, he posits a possible reason for the existence of 

various readings: “God by his providence preserving the whole entire, suffered this lesser variety to 

fall out, in or among the copies we have, for the quickening and exercising of our diligence in our 

search into his Word.”76 

 Gundry observes “ a basic contradiction running through almost all of what Owen 

has to say on textual preservation. Conflicting statements sometimes appear on the same page.”77 

Owen is tossed back and forth: every iota is preserved in our copies; yet there are “various lections”; 

nevertheless, every letter has been preserved; or rather, there are variations, but but they don’t affect 

doctrine; but God has preserved not just the doctrine but the very words!  

Letis attempts to explain this contradiction blaming the confusion on Gundry,  and his 

“inability to understand how anyone could argue for complete preservation while also admitting 

there were variants.”78 He claims that “Owen saw only the minor variants between the various 

editions of TR as valid areas for discrimination,” reading into Owen a distinction that he never states 

himself. He then goes on to illustrate his point, inserting bracketed references to the TR into quotes 
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from Owen. It’s hard to image clearer evidence of reading back into another author issues that 

belong to a later age. 

Having laid this foundation in inspiration and preservation, Owen treats the rest of his 

subject, an otherwise excellent treatment of the self-evidencing light and power of the Scripture, 

through the testimony of the Spirit. 

 

The London Polyglot 

The same year that Owen published this essay, Walton released the sixth volume of the Polyglot, 

containing his Prologomena and an Appendix listing all the textual variants. Muller claimes that 

““The most notable achievement in the fields of seventeenth-century Protestant linguistics and text-

criticism was surely the great London Polyglot Bible (1654–57).”79 Letis, by contrast, tries to paint 

Walton in Roman Catholic colors. He wonders, “How is one to explain the face that Roman 

Catholics seemed to have had a monopoly on the great polyglots, until Walton’s?”80 He suggests: 

“We would venture that he saw this as a propitious means of striking back at the Puritans. By 

circulating this tangible evidence of the variety and uncertainty… of the texts of Scripture, Walton 

could greatly unsettle the nonconformists’ overconfident view of sola scriptura.”81  

 However, Letis’ portrayal of the history is guilty of a number of misrepresentations.  First, 

the polyglot was not “Walton’s,” though Walton was the chief editor. “Walton’s preface duly 

acknowledges the cooperation of such scholars as James Ussher, Gilbert  Sheldon, John Lightfoot, 

Abraham Wheelock, Edmiund Castell, and Edward Pockocke.”82 Clearly there are no clear lines of 
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demarcation with Walton and the Roman Catholics on one side and Owen and the Westminster 

Confession on the other. Ussher was invited to attend Westminster, and his writings were highly 

influential in its formulation.83 Lightfoot attended the sessions and signed the document. Yet, these 

same men also worked on the Polyglot.  

 Second, Owen’s problem was not with the Polyglot as a whole. In fact, “Owen’s commentary 

on Hebrews consistently used the London Polyglot.”84 He praises the work even in his treatise against 

Walton. His specific issue is with the Prologomena and the Appendix. Letis offers no recognition of 

this distinction, and thus paints with broad strokes this battle between Owen and Walton as another 

episode in the war between the Protestants and Rome. A closer look at the evidence reveals 

otherwise. 

The Reverend Andrew Thomson notes of that when this final volume came into his hands, 

“he became alarmed for his principles, imagined the authority of the Scriptures to be placed in 

imminent jeopardy,” and wrote “A Vindication of the Purity and Integrity of the Hebrew and Greek 

Texts of the Old and New Testaments, in some considerations on the Prologomena and Appendix 

to the late Biblia Polyglotta.”85  

Owen admits that he does not have “any deep skill in the learning used in that work.”86 In 

fact, Owen commends the Polyglot as a whole, for “the usefulness of this work, and the learning, 

                                                                                                                                                             
82 Erroll F. Rhodes, “Polyglot Bibles,” The Oxford Companion to the Bible ed. Bruce M. Metzger and Michael D. 
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diligence, and pains of the worthy persons that have brought it forth.”87 Nevertheless, the 

Prologomena and Appendix written by Walton are “clogged with disputes and pleas for priva te 

opinions, imposed thereby with too much advantage on the minds of men by their constant 

neighborhood unto canonical truth.”88 

 Owen’s main thesis is as follows:  

“That as the Scriptures of the Old and New Testament were immediately and entirely given out by God 
himself, his mind being in them represented unto us without the least interveniency of such mediums and ways 
as were capable of giving change or alteration to the least iota or syllable; so, by his good and merciful 
providential dispensation, in his love to his word and church, his whole word, as first given out by him, is 
preserved unto us entire in the original languages; where, shining in its own beauty and lustre (as also in all 
translations, so far as they faithfully represent the originals), i t manifests and evidences unto the consciences of 
men, without other foreign help or assistance, its divine original and authority.” 89 

  

Owen develops his reasoning: “What, I pray, will it advantage us that God did so once deliver his 

word, if we are not assured also that that word so delivered hath been, by his special care and 

providence, preserved entire and uncorrupt unto us?”90  

He again contradicts himself, amitting that the copyists were not “infallible and divinely 

inspired”: “It is known, it is granted, that failings have been amongst them, and that various lections 

are from thence risen… Religious care and diligence in their work, with a due reverence of Him with 

whom they had to do, is all we ascribe unto them.”91Again, however, he asserts that “the whole 
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Scripture, entire as given out from God, without any loss, is preserved in the copies of the originals yet 

remaining… In them all, we say, is every letter and tittle of the word.”92  

He spends chapter V defending the Hebrew vowel points as part of the originally inspired 

text of Scripture. He attributes the change of the Hebrew letters into their present form to Ezra, 93 as 

well the Kethiv/Qere variants, “That which seems to me most probable is, that they were collected, 

for the most part of them, by the אנשי כנסת הגדולה, “The men of the great congregation.”94  

 He addresses the various translations in turn: the Arabic, the Syriac, the Samaritan 

Penteteuch, the Chaldee Paraphrase, the Vulgar Latin, and the Septuagint. The latter he describes as 

“wofully corrupt [sic].”95  

What can we say about Owen’s view of textual criticism? Kelly Kapic notes that Owen 

“worked in a time of significant transition for biblical interpretation. In some ways he very much 

represents the Reformation, and in other ways he anticipates the growth of text criticism.”96 Did 

Owen reflect the consensus Protestant view of the text? Muller disagrees: “Scholars have tended to 

overlook the fact that the practice of most exegetes of the seventeenth century was somewhere in 

between the fairly radical conjectural emendation on the basis of ancient versions recommended by 

Cappel and the virtual denial of the usefulness of text-critical efforts that can be elicited from 

Owen’s attack on the London polyglot.” 97 
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Helvetic Consensus Formula 

Francis Turretin was born in Geneva in 1623.98 He studies in the Genevan Academy and after 

graduating in 1644, he studied abroad, at one point listening to Cappel himself at Saumur.”99 In 

1653, at the age of 30, Turretin was appointed to the chair of theology at the Genevan Academy.   

“He would hold this position until his death in 1687.”100 In 1678, the Helvetic Consensus Formula was 

adopted, with Turretin as its “great advocate.”101 

 The Helvetic Consensus Formula is often held up to the ridicule of the modern academic world. 

Philip Schaff calls it “the product of scholasticism, which formularized the faith of Calvin into a  stiff 

doctrinal system, and ansiously surrounded it with high walls to keep out the light of freedom and 

progress.”102Yet he also notes that “it is more liberal than is generally represented and than might be 

expected from the bigotry and polemical violence of the seventeenth century.”103 

 After one of Amyraut’s books was published in 1634, a major division ruptured the 

Reformed churches on the continent. “Saumur and Paris were aligned against Geneva and most 

cities of the Netherlands. For the next fifty years, the Reformed constituency was divided, with 

synods, books and formulae hurled into the fray.”104 Not all of the professors at Geneva condemned 

the teachings of Saumur… “[Jean] Claude argued that the rigid mechanical theory of biblical 

inspiration advocated in the consensus would render the entire study of textual criticism and of the 
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ancient translations useless because of the insistence on the perpetual miracle of the divine 

preservation of the text.”105 

 Canon I of the Formula affirms that God has “watched and cherished” his word, down to 

“the smallest letter or the least stroke of a pen.”106 Canon II asserts that the Hebrew text is “not only 

in its consonants, but in its vowels—either the vowel points themselves, or at least he power of the 

points—not only in its matter, but in its words, inspired by God.”107 Finally, Canon III condemns 

those who would “remodel a Hebrew reading which they consider unsuitable, and amend it from 

the versions of the LXX and othe Greek versions, the Samaritan Penteteuch, by the Chaldaic 

Targums, or even from other sources.”108 

 While the Formula certainly takes very specific positions regarding textual issues, it also leaves 

some room for a range of positions. Muller notes that the Formula, while disapproving of Cappel’s 

particular arguments, allows for a view like Walton’s: “what is not often noted about this 

formulation is that it does not at all reflect the insistence on a Mosaic origin of the vowel points, as 

advocated by Owen in his denunciation of Walton—rather it asserts Walton’s main point about the 

Hebrew language,” namely that if not the vowels points themselves, at least “the power” of the 

points.109 

 Timothy Phillips also notes this spectrum in the Formula: “Turretin’s interpretation of this 

thesis to the Company of Pastors at Geneva reiterates this point. He flatly states that this Canon is 

worded in such a way to be acceptable to those who think advocate the antiquity of the vowel points 
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as well as those who defend their novelty. The point was not to decide critical questions, but to 

guard the authenticity of the text.”110 In fact, the Formula did not brand Cappel or the others as 

heretics, “but referrd to them as ‘revered brethren’” whose writings on these subjects were 

nevertheless to be disapproved.111 

 Other professors besides Claude had issues with the Formula : “During two years of debate 

between Tronchin and Mestezat, on one hand, and Turrettini on the other, the Academy of Geneva 

witnessed intense arguments over the issue.”112 In the end, “it took pressure from the civil power in 

the various Swiss cantons to persuade the authorities in Geneva to go along with the creed.”113  

 Is there “complete unanimity” between the creeds? Muller notes that the Westminster 

Confession stands in “pointed contrast with the Formula Consensus Helvetica which attempted to make 

normative among the Reformed churches the most rigid of verbal inspiration theories.”114 While 

they both do appeal to the providence of God, the Formula pushes to a level of specificity not seen 

in creedal statements before. The Formula is “a late orthodox essary that, in many of its points, steps 

beyond the bounds usually assigned to confessional documents and elevates fine points of 

theological system to the level of fundamental articles of the faith.”115 Further, as Muller points out, 

the Formula agrees with Walton and not Owen on the issue of the vowel points. Finally, there 

wasn’t even “complete unanimity” among the faculty in Geneva, let alone the whole of seventeenth-

century Protestantism.  
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 By 1706 candidates for the ministry “did not have to sign the Formula” and by 1725, it was 

abrogated altogether, giving the Formula an operative life of less than a single generation.116 

 

Francis Turretin 

Turretin spent the last years of his life “preparing what he had taught and defended for years” and 

published his Insitutio, volume one in 1679, volume two in 1682, and volume three in 1685. He “was 

planning a major revision of the whole when he died.”117  

“The Holy Scriptures” are the second topic in the Institutes, following the first, “Theology.”  

His fifth question asks whether “real contradictions occur in Scripture?”118 He clarifies the question 

under consideration: “The question does not concern… whether the copies which we have so agree 

with the originals as to vary from them not even in a little point or letter. Rather the question is 

whether they so differ as to make the genuine corrupt and to hinder us from receiving the original 

text as a rule of faith and practice.”119 Additionally: 

“the question is not as to the particular corruption of some manuscripts or as to the errors 
which have crept into the books of particular editions through the negligence of copyists or 
printers. All acknowledge the existence of such small corruptions. The question is whether 
there are universal corruptions and errors so diffused through all the copies (both 
manuscript and edited) as that they cannot be restored and corrected by any collation of 
various copies, or of Scripture itself and of parallel passages.”120  
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However, he also states: “Nor can it be said that these corruptions are only in smaller things 

which do not affect the foundation of faith… Nor can we readily bel ieve that God, who dictated 

and inspired each and every word to these inspired (theopneustois) men, would not take care of their 

entire preservation.”121 Here we see the same sort of contradiction as in Owen: on one hand, “all 

acknowledge the existence of small corruptions,” on the other “it will not do say that providence 

wished to keep it free from serious corruptions, but not from minor.” Unlike Owen, however, 

Turretin’s predominant point is a discussion of variants and how to sort them out. This sort of 

reasoning regarding “each and every word” does not appear again.  

 He makes an important clarification: “Although we give to the Scriptures absolute integrity, 

we do not therefore think that the copyists and printers were inspired ( theopneustos), but only that the 

providence of God watched over the copying of the sacred books, so that although many errors 

might have crept in… they can be easily corrected by a collation of others (or with the Scriptures 

themselves).”122 Interestingly, Letis directly contradicts Turretin on just this point. In his PhD 

dissertation, he states: “Somehave argued that the words ‘immediately inspired’ meant that only the 

autographs were inspired and authoritative. Whereas, while Turretin uses the same language as the 

WCF, for him the apographs also share this quality.”123 Turretin explicitly denies that the copyists, 

those who gave us the apographs, were inspired. 
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“Although various corruptions might have crept into the Hebrew manuscripts through the carelessness of transcribers 

and the waste of time, they do not cease to be a canon of faith and practice. For besides being in things of small 

importance and not pertaining to faith and practice… they are not universal in all the m anuscripts; or they are not such 

as cannot easily be corrected from a collation of the Scriptures and the various manuscripts.” 2.10.8 – 108–9; cf. also 

2.12.14. 

 
121 2.5.7. 

 
122 Ibid., 2.5.10. 

 
123 Letis, “From Sacred Text to Religious Text,” 121. 



 

 

24 

 Turretin offers discussion of several specific passages. He discusses the discovery of a 

manuscript the previous century. He views some errors as being “of little consequence.”124 He 

understands that some Hebrew letters can be mistaken for each other. 125 He supports one of his 

solutions with “the most ancient versions,” including the Septuagint, the Arabic, the Syriac and the 

Ethiopic.”126 

He then takes up the issue of the vowel points, noting that some have tried to “weaken the 

authenticity of the Hebrew edition [by] recourse to the ‘newness of the points.’”127 He notes that 

“even if the points were lately added, it would not follow that the punctuation was a merely human 

invention, depending solely upon human will… because the points are not supposed to have been 

made at the pleasure of the Rabbis, but according to the analogy of Scripture, the genius of the 

sacred language, and the sense established by usage amont he Jews. For although (according to this 

latter hypothesis) the points may not have been from the beginning as to form, still it cannot be 

denied that they were always as to sound and value or power.”128 He makes note of the matres 

lectiones, noting that “this is the opinion of the very learned Walton.”129  This is an argument that 

Walton used in which the Hebrew consonants aleph, waw, and yod functioned as vowels even if the 

actual vowel points weren’t there. However, Turretin’s own opinion is that the vowel points were 

original to the text. He qualifies himself, though, by saying: “But as this question seems rather to be 

grammatical than theological, we are unwilling to bring it into our field.” He sees dating of the 
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vowels as of no consequene to the authority of Scripture: “Therefore, the adversaries err who wish 

to impugn the authority of the Hebrew manuscript from the newness of the points.”130 His position 

is careful: note that he does not say that “they err who hold to the newness of the points” but rather 

those who “impugn the authority of the Scripture from the newness of the points.” That is, Cappel 

could be right, and Bellarmine wrong about the Scriptures.  

 Though he disagrees with him, he says of Cappel: “we do not wish to detract from the 

reputation of a man deserving well otherwise of the church of God.”131 Contrary to Cappel, Turretin 

holds that “no other codex should be held as authentic than the present Hebrew one, to which as to 

a touchstone, all the ancient and modern versions should be referred and if they differ from it be 

corrected by it, and not it to be amended by them.”132 

 With regard to conjectural emendations, Turretin clarifies: “The question is not whether in 

the examination and collation of codices (both manuscript and printed) we can use our own 

judgment and the reasoning faculty to distinguish the more approved and to decide which reading is 

better and more suitable; but whether it is lawful to make critical conjectures about he sacred 

text.”133 He notes that if the variant readings found in the versions were actually from a presently 

unknown Hebrew text, that “it is surprising that not one has come down to our time.”134 One 

wonders what he would say today, after the discovery at Qumran of Hebrew texts supporting LXX 

readings. He seems keen to consider all the extant evidence. 

In question fourteen he addresses the Septuagint: Is it authentic? He clarifies the question: 

“It is not to be asked whether it should have any authority in the church. We concede that it is of 
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great weight and rightly to be preferred to the other translations.”135 This is for several reasons: it is 

the most ancient, it was read by the dispersed Jews, the apostles and evangelists used it by quoting 

from it, the apostles gave it to the church, and “the Greek and Latin fathers held it as the authorized 

version for six hundred years.”136   

Turretin’s basic approach to the text can be summed up thus: “It is not necessary that the 

scribes should have been unerring (anamartetoi)… It is enough that providence has so watched over 

the integrity of the authoritative codex that although they might have brought into the sacred text 

many errors either through carelessness or ignorance, yet they have not done so (or not in all the 

copies), nor in such a way that they cannot be corrected and restored by a collation of the various 

manuscripts and of Scripture itself.”137 Note the language of “restoration” by means of the collation 

of manuscripts. This is precisely the point at which Letis criticizes Warfield, and accuses him of 

innovating a “restoration” into a settle tradition of “preservation.” Perhaps Warfield got such 

notions from reading Turretin. 

 

Timothy Phillips’ Interpretation of Turretin 

Phillips believes that “no other post-Reformation Reformed figure has been as influential for 

American Evangelicalism.”138 However, “modern Evangelicals have scarcely any first hand 

acquaintance with his works.”139 Phillips work is a careful reading of Turretin’s doctrine of Scripture 

that contradicts many prevailing notions in the “secondary literature.” 
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Phillips notes that “Turretin does not demand complete identity with the autographs.” He 

takes issue with Beardslee’s translation of the Turretin’s Latin in 2.10.8 of The Doctrine of Scripture.140 

Beardslee translates the Latin vel as “and” instead of “or” which “obscures Turretin’s intent, namely, 

that it is possible that ‘changes’ are universally present among all extant texts.”141  

Phillips notes that Turretin is in favor of textual criticism, using various manusripts, other 

parts of Scripture, and th analogy of faith, and allowing for the use of human reason in the process. 

However, he also notes Turretin’s inconsistency: “Questions remain regarding how this proposal is 

precisely related to his denial of deceit within the transmission of the text and why Turretin insists 

upon the priority and the authenticity of the editions.”142 

Phillips offers a useful spectrum for describing the “range of responses among the 

seventeenth-century Reformed” to text critical issues.143 On the vowel points, Phillips finds 

Turretin’s position in accord with Walton’s and in contrast with Owen’s: “Turretin’s stand on the 

theological consequences of the vowel points’ novelty corresponds with the position represented by 

Cappel and Walton, the leading stance within Protestant Biblical scholarship in the late seventeenth 

century. Turretin bluntly states that the question of the points has no direct bearing upon the issue 

of authenticity.”144 There is continuity and discontinuity: Turretin agrees with Owen that the points 

are original, but he denies with Walton and Cappel that the authority of Scripture rests on the 

question. 
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Phillips offers a similar spectrum regarding “The Relationship Between the Autographs and 

the Apographs.”145 Again, Phillips finds Turretin more in line with Walton than Owen: “Turretin 

acknowledges that the present copies of Scripture are not identical with the original, and that 

‘various small changes’ may exist universally within the textual tradition. However these changes do 

not undermine the canon of faith and conduct, for they ‘represent matters of small importance, not 

connected with faith and conduct.’ (2.5.4, 5. 10; 2.10.8)” 

Phillips clarifies Turretin’s critique of Cappel. Turretin does not critique Cappel simply for 

using reason or rational probabilities and conjecture. “Rather, the problem is the Cappel places no 

restraint upon conjecture. Because no methodological limits have been placed upon Cappel’s 

speculative reconstruction of the text, in theory the text becomes completely arbitrary.”146 Phillips 

concludes that “Turretin’s critique of Cappel’s position which opened the text to all types of rational 

conjecture is correct.”147  

Phillips again takes the scholars to task: “Within the secondary literature, Turretin’s stance 

has frequently been misrepresented as a repristination of Owen’s position.”148 Here he cites 

specifically Rogers and McKim.149 To this list could be added Letis and those who follow him in 

equating Owen’s and Turretin’s positions. Phillips notes that “clearly, Turretin has no hes itancy 

toward textual criticism. That in itself lies in sharp contrast to Voetius and Owen.”150 

                                                 
145 Ibid., 707. 

 
146 Ibid., 721–22. 

 
147 Ibid., 724. 

  
148 Ibid., 716. 

 
149 See the remarks of Klauber: “Phillips’ case is much stronger than that of Rogers and McKim because it is 

grounded on a through examination of Turrettini’s published writings while Rogers and MCKim based most of their 

analysis on secondary sources,” “Continuity and Discontinuity in Post-Reformation Reformed Theology: An Evaluation 

of the Muller Thesis,” Journal of  the Evangelical Theological Society 33/4 (1990), 473. 

 
150 Ibid., 717. 
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There are a number of points at which Turretin and Owen disagree. Owen disparages the 

LXX, Turretin views it with respect. Owen sees no compromise on the matter of the vowel points, 

Turretin thinks that either way, it doesn’t effect the authority of Scripture. Owen sees no use for 

ancient versions in textual issues, Turretin uses them as support to sort out difficult textual 

questions. Owen is only critical of human reason, Turretin explicitly allows for its use in the text-

critical endeavor. Owen sees basic issues like the similarity of Hebrew letters as a “subtlety of Satan,” 

Turretin uses them to explain difficult passages. Owen’s treatise bears all the marks of a hasty 

reaction to what he perceives as a threat. Turretin’s is the fruit of a long life of theological reflection, 

and displays careful thought. If one were to pluck quotations about “providential preservation” out 

of context, it might appear that there is “complete unanimity” between Owen and Turretin. Upon 

closer examination, it appears that they are very different. Owen, indeed, appears to be a forefunner 

of the modern TR-only movement.151 Turretin, on the other hand, is much more open to text 

criticism. It is interesting that Letis spends 18 pages discussing Owen’s view of the text, and less 

than 3 on Turretin.  

Nevertheless, similar to Owen, Turretin also makes contradictory statements, thought the 

contradictions are not as widespread in his account. Owen trumpets the perfect preservation of the 

text repeatedly, and seems to only admit variants in the text as an unavoidable concession. Turretin 

on the other hand spends most of his carefully written argument describing the ways to work with 

the textual variants, and on only a couple of places does he the sort of claims that Owen makes 

throughout. If Owen and Turretin are both transitional figures in an age of textual upheaval, it 

seems evident that the ratio of “preservation/textual criticism” is reversed by the time we get to 

Turretin. There is a marked progression, and none of the heated polemic and name-calling. 

                                                 
151 F.F. Bruce: “From time to time objections similar to Owen’s have been voiced against the drawing of 

attention to biblical variants” noting J.W. Burgon as one example. “Scripture in Relation to Tradition and Reason, “ in 

Scripture, Tradition and Reason, ed. Richard Bauckham and Benjamin Drewery (New York: T&T Clark International, 2004), 

62. 
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In Phillips’ estimation, “Not only does Turretin sharply distinguish himself from the 

traditional seventeenth-century Reformed theologian, but he creatively redirects his colleagues 

toward a new way for handling critical difficulties.”152 It seems likely that in light of the many 

manuscript discoveries made since the seventeenth-century, that Turretin would have embraced the 

critical study of them, just as he did in his own time. 

 

 Conclusion 

Muller offers a great summary of the period: “Reformed orthodoxy, for all that it formulated its 

theology within relatively clearly marked confessional boundaries, was hardly a monolith.”153 He 

continues: 

“It would be a major error of historical interpretation, however, to place the work of text -
criticism on one side of an intellectual and theological divide and the Reformers or their 
orthodox successors on the other. Not only was the era of orthodoxy a time of the flowering 
of textual criticism, it was also an era in which the critical establishment of the text of the 
Bible on the basis of collation and comparison of manuyscripts and codices was 
fundamental to the task of the orthodox exegete and theologian.”154 

  

 This study has shown that if anything is true of the seventeeth-century Protestant orthodox, 

it is that there is not “complete unanimity” on the issue of the text of scripture. Letis account of the 

seventeenth-century is dissatisfying at almost every turn. He fails to interact with any primary 

sources for the Westminster Confession. He misrepresents the London Polyglot and makes no 

mention of the men who worked on it. He fails to interact at any length with Turretin, ignores 

multiple points of significant disagreement. However, it does appear that he has gotten Owen 

mostly right, while attempting to explain away his contradictory statements by means of 

                                                 
 152 Phillips., 725–26. 

 
153 Muller, PRRD, 102;  “Much of the contemporary discussion of the orthodox Protestant doctrine of 

Scripture and revelation reflects… a lack of awareness of the variety of formulations.” 98; cf. also 117. 

 
154 Ibid., 398. 
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anachronism. Further, not only the language, but a carefully thought through program of “restoring” 

the text of Scripture by means of collation is found in Turretin, and is not an “Enlightenment 

influenced innovation” by Warfield. Letis, for all of his influence and scholarly work, has 

participated in the same misrepresentations of the seventeenth century as his scholarly peers.. Any 

claims to “the Protestant doctrine of Scripture” or “the confessional approach to the text” are gross 

overstatements.155 

 The field of text-criticism is in a state of flux, and is a mixed field with unbelievers affecting 

the results at the highest level.156 The problems of “over-theologizing” on one end of the question 

are mirrored by an utter lack of any theological moorings on the other. Is there a middle ground? Is 

the only option to follow Owen in overreacting to current issues? Perhaps the Westminster 

Confession, with its broad ecclesial boundaries, Turretin, with his carefully stated doctrinal positions, 

and Warfield in his appropriation of both, offer a constructive way for Reformed Christians to 

engage the science of text criticism while still maintaining a robust and operative doctrine of 

Scripture and providence.157

                                                 
155 Muller: “It needs to be noted here that the so-called textus Receptus, was merely a part of the sixteenth- and 

seventeenth-century process of establishing a normative or definitive text of the New Testament… as the context of the 

phrase itself and the use of the Greek New Testament in the seventeenth-century both testify, there was no claim, in the 

era of orthodoxy, of a sacrosanct text in this particular edition. Nor did it, in the era of orthodoxy, provide som sort of a 

terminus ad quem for the editing  of the text of the Bible.” PRRD, 399. 

 
156 See Bart Ehrman, The Orthodox Corruption of  Scripture: The Ef f ect of Early Christological Controversies on the Text of  

the New Testament (New York: Oxford University Press, 1993). Ehrman is co-editor of two standard volumes in textual 

criticism: The Text of  the New Testament in Contemporary Research: Essays on the Status Quaestionis, ed. Bart Ehrman and 

Michael W. Holmes, 2nd ed. (Leiden: Koninklijke Brill NV, 2013), and The Text of  the New Testament, 4th Edition, ed. Bruce 

M. Metzger and Bart D. Ehrman (New York: Oxford University Press, 2005) 

 
157 7,066 words, not including footnotes. 
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