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    At the heart of The Revision Revised lies a struggle over who has the authority to preserve, correct, and transmit a sacred text without losing confidence in its inherited form.

John William Burgon’s The Revision Revised is a work of religious and textual criticism written in response to the nineteenth-century revision of the English Bible. Emerging from debates surrounding the Revised Version and the principles used to produce it, the book belongs to the contentious world of Victorian biblical scholarship. Its subject is not narrative or devotion in the ordinary sense, but argument: Burgon examines the methods, assumptions, and consequences of altering the established wording of the New Testament as it had long been received in English-speaking Christianity.

Rather than offering a detached survey, Burgon writes as an engaged critic determined to challenge what he sees as unnecessary and insufficiently justified change. The premise is straightforward and spoiler-safe because the book’s interest lies not in unfolding events but in the cumulative force of its case. Readers encounter a sustained rebuttal to revisionary scholarship, one that moves through examples, principles, and objections with the aim of defending the traditional text against what Burgon regarded as unstable editorial innovation.

The reading experience is shaped above all by Burgon’s voice: learned, emphatic, combative, and deeply assured of the stakes involved. He writes with the confidence of a scholar addressing fellow scholars and serious readers, yet his prose also carries the energy of public controversy. The style is dense but purposeful, often pressing technical points in a manner meant to expose larger methodological flaws. Even when the argument becomes specialized, the tone remains urgent, because for Burgon textual decisions are inseparable from questions of trust, continuity, and doctrinal responsibility.

Several themes give the book its enduring interest. One is the tension between tradition and innovation: Burgon asks when inherited forms deserve deference and when proposed corrections are truly improvements. Another is the problem of evidence, especially how textual witnesses should be weighed rather than merely counted or preferred on fashionable grounds. A further theme concerns the relationship between expert judgment and communal reception, since a Bible used in worship and teaching carries a history that cannot, in Burgon’s view, be treated as incidental to scholarly reconstruction.

The book still matters because the questions it raises extend beyond its immediate controversy. Contemporary readers, whether religious or secular, continue to confront disputes about editing, authority, institutional expertise, and the status of long-accepted texts. Burgon’s arguments illuminate how debates over evidence are often also debates over trust, legitimacy, and cultural inheritance. Even readers who do not share his conclusions can find in the book a rigorous example of resistance to scholarly consensus, as well as a reminder that methods of revision are never neutral in their public effects.

Approached today, The Revision Revised is best read as a major intervention in a historical debate that remains relevant to textual studies and the history of the Bible in English. Its importance rests not only on the positions it advances but also on the seriousness with which it treats the act of revision itself. Burgon insists that changes to a revered text demand transparent reasoning, careful evidence, and humility before tradition. That insistence, expressed in forceful Victorian prose, gives the work a lasting place in conversations about scholarship, faith, and the stewardship of words.
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    John William Burgon’s The Revision Revised is a sustained critique of the English New Testament of 1881 and of the Greek text that stood behind it. Written in the wake of the Revised Version controversy, the book addresses the principles, methods, and consequences of modern textual revision rather than offering a simple defense of familiar wording. Burgon presents himself as a defender of the continuity of the church’s received text against what he sees as a hasty and overly speculative reconstruction. From the outset, he frames the dispute as one touching biblical authority, editorial responsibility, and the limits of scholarly innovation.

The argument first turns to the revisers’ general method. Burgon objects that the new version departs too freely from the traditional English Bible and that such departures often reflect uncertain textual choices rather than necessary improvements in translation. He scrutinizes the confidence placed in a small number of ancient manuscripts and argues that age alone should not confer decisive authority. In his view, textual criticism must weigh the broad and complex history of transmission, including widespread ecclesiastical use, rather than elevate a narrow documentary basis into a controlling standard for the whole New Testament text.

A central portion of the book is devoted to the theories associated with B. F. Westcott and F. J. A. Hort, whose Greek text strongly influenced the revision. Burgon contests their genealogical approach and especially their preference for readings found in manuscripts such as Codex Vaticanus and Codex Sinaiticus. He does not deny the importance of ancient witnesses, but he insists that these documents are far from infallible and must be tested against the larger manuscript tradition, ancient versions, and patristic citations. The conflict thus becomes one between rival models of evidence, not merely between old and new preferences.

Burgon then advances a positive case for what he calls the traditional or commonly received text. He argues that readings preserved across a wide range of manuscripts, lectionaries, and church writers deserve serious trust because they reflect long and extensive transmission within Christian communities. His concern is not only numerical, but historical: he believes a text accepted in many places over many centuries carries cumulative weight that isolated witnesses cannot easily overthrow. This section reveals his broader conviction that providence and history should matter in textual judgment, even while he continues to debate technical questions in detail.

The work also moves through numerous disputed passages, using them as test cases for larger principles. Burgon examines places where the revisers altered wording, omitted clauses, or adopted readings he considers weakly supported, and he argues that such decisions often arise from a flawed estimate of evidence. These discussions are highly specific, yet their purpose is cumulative. By tracing repeated examples, he seeks to show that the issue is systemic rather than occasional. Even where individual cases remain debatable, he maintains that the overall pattern exposes instability in the revision’s textual foundation and editorial confidence.

Alongside technical criticism, Burgon raises questions about the duty owed to ordinary readers and to the church’s scriptural inheritance. He worries that frequent textual disturbance can unsettle confidence in the New Testament and that revision should proceed with greater restraint, transparency, and respect for established usage. At the same time, the book reflects the scholarly energy of nineteenth-century biblical debate, engaging manuscript evidence, patristic testimony, and theories of transmission at length. It is therefore both a polemical intervention and a substantial witness to how urgently questions of text and translation were being contested in its period.

In broader perspective, The Revision Revised remains significant as a major statement of conservative resistance to modern textual criticism in Victorian Britain. Although many of its judgments have been challenged, superseded, or reassessed by later scholarship, the book endures as an important record of the tensions between critical method, ecclesiastical tradition, and public trust in Scripture. Its lasting interest lies not only in the particular readings Burgon defends, but in the larger questions he presses: how texts are established, who has authority to revise them, and how scholarship should relate to inherited forms of religious life.
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    John William Burgon’s The Revision Revised emerged from late nineteenth-century Britain, a period marked by intense debate over biblical scholarship, church authority, and the reliability of the New Testament text. Burgon, dean of Chichester and formerly vicar of St Mary-the-Virgin, Oxford, wrote within the institutional world of the Church of England, where university learning, cathedral office, and public religious controversy overlapped. The book was published in 1883, two years after the appearance of the English Revised Version of the New Testament. Its immediate setting was therefore not abstract theology, but a highly visible national argument about how Scripture should be edited, translated, and authorized for English readers.

The background to that argument lay partly in the prestige of the King James Version of 1611 and the growing sense, by the nineteenth century, that advances in philology and manuscript study justified a new revision. In 1870 the Convocation of Canterbury resolved to undertake a revision of the Authorized Version, leading to the formation of a New Testament Company and an Old Testament Company. Their work was carried out chiefly at Westminster under church auspices, though it soon acquired an international and scholarly dimension. The project represented Victorian confidence that learned committees, guided by historical and linguistic expertise, could improve inherited texts without abandoning ecclesiastical continuity.

This confidence was reinforced by broader European developments in textual criticism. Since the eighteenth century, scholars such as Johann Albrecht Bengel and Johann Jakob Griesbach had advanced methods for comparing manuscript families rather than simply counting readings. In the nineteenth century, Karl Lachmann, Constantin von Tischendorf, and Samuel Prideaux Tregelles brought renewed attention to early witnesses, especially newly available uncial manuscripts. Discoveries and publications made ancient codices more central to discussions of the Greek New Testament. By Burgon’s time, questions once confined to specialist scholarship had entered educated religious culture, and arguments about manuscripts, variants, and editorial principles became matters of public controversy within Britain.

Among the most influential figures in this setting were Brooke Foss Westcott and Fenton John Anthony Hort, whose long-prepared edition of the Greek New Testament appeared in 1881 alongside the Revised Version. Their method gave exceptional weight to very early manuscripts, especially Codex Vaticanus and Codex Sinaiticus, and to genealogical reasoning about textual history. Westcott and Hort also served on the New Testament Revision Company, ensuring that their critical judgments carried practical consequences for the English revision. This convergence of scholarship and translation alarmed opponents, who feared that provisional academic theories were being allowed to reshape the text read in churches and homes across the English-speaking world.

Burgon had already entered these debates before 1883. He was known for sermons, learned polemics, and energetic defenses of traditional readings, including his attacks on proposals to omit disputed passages such as the ending of Mark and the account of the woman taken in adultery. His criticism was not anti-scholarly in a simple sense; he engaged manuscripts, patristic citations, and lectionary evidence in detail. Yet he opposed the increasing authority granted to a small number of ancient codices and resisted what he saw as the undue influence of German critical tendencies. His perspective reflected a conservative Anglican effort to defend ecclesiastical inheritance against rapidly changing scholarly standards.

The immediate reception of the Revised Version intensified these tensions. Published in 1881, the New Testament revision drew enormous public attention, with advance sales, press commentary, and wide discussion among clergy and lay readers. Many welcomed its closer adherence to Greek and its correction of obvious archaisms, but others objected to its style, its departures from familiar wording, and the textual decisions that lay behind it. The revision also appeared in a culture shaped by earlier Victorian disputes over biblical criticism, including Essays and Reviews in 1860 and the Colenso controversy, which had sharpened anxieties about the limits of doctrinal and scholarly innovation within the Church of England.

Within this climate, The Revision Revised functioned as a sustained counterattack on both the English revisers and the textual principles associated with Westcott and Hort. Burgon argued that the revisers had altered the traditional text on insufficient grounds and had followed a theory that privileged a narrow selection of witnesses over the broader manuscript tradition. His case drew on the language of evidence, continuity, and ecclesiastical usage, presenting textual criticism as a matter with consequences for public worship and trust in Scripture. The work therefore belongs to a wider Victorian pattern in which specialized scholarship was contested in print before a broad religious readership.

Historically, the book reflects a transitional moment when older confessional assumptions and newer critical methods confronted one another within the same institutions. Burgon wrote as a churchman trained in classical and ecclesiastical habits of learning, but forced to answer a form of criticism increasingly shaped by comparative philology, manuscript discovery, and editorial theory. His book did not stop the influence of the Revised Version or the growing authority of critical texts, yet it preserved an important record of principled resistance from within Anglican scholarship. As such, The Revision Revised both documents and critiques the intellectual culture of late Victorian biblical revision.
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Scrivener opens with a severe judgment on the system behind Westcott and Hort’s 1881 Greek text: their imposing structure rests on “the sandy ground of ingenious conjecture”; no real historical evidence supports it; the system is “entirely destitute of historical foundation,” improbable, and self-condemned when it leads Hort to say of Luke 23:34, “We cannot doubt” it came from an outside source, to which Scrivener answers, “Nor can we, on our part, doubt, that the System which entails such consequences is hopelessly self-condemned.” Burgon then addresses Lord Cranbrook, saying this volume arose from another delayed work and exists to defeat the 1881 revision.
He declares the revised sacred text untrustworthy from beginning to end because it was built on a false hypothesis. He asks Cranbrook, as one of the faithful and learned laity, to judge when all evidence is heard. The English revision too is, he says, a failure: awkward, jerky, pedantic, unidiomatic, painfully unlike the Authorized Version[1], “like exchanging a well-built carriage for a vehicle without springs.” Worse still, the Greek beneath it has been systematically corrupted, “a poisoning of the River of Life at its sacred source.” The revisers, though well-meaning, have rejected inspired words page after page and replaced them with fabricated readings found in a few depraved documents.
Burgon says they had warning: his 1871 defense of Mark’s last twelve verses still stands unanswered, yet the revisers still marked them off as doubtful, showing blind preference for error and proving themselves dupes of an ingenious theorist. If anyone thinks he has struck hard, he answers that there is “a time for speaking sharply,” especially when inspired words are endangered; with Bishop Ellicott he dealt with the textual critic, not the bishop. In the preface he explains that urgent requests forced these Quarterly Review articles into print, though he regrets their fragmentary form. Still, delay was impossible: he aimed a sharp blow, convinced the new Greek text had already received its death-blow.
After attacking the Revisionists' “New Greek Text,” he found the English revision intolerable even if the Greek had stood. What had been promised as a revision was really a new translation, crowded with needless alterations. Everywhere he saw impatience with the Authorized Version, confidence that the company in the Jerusalem Chamber could better it in every part, and forgetfulness that only “necessary” changes were allowed. Worse still, they had blundered through defective scholarship with astonishing frequency. So he published a second article, “The New English Translation.” Then came the taunt: “Instead of condemning their Text, why do you not disprove their Theory
Many hinted he feared to cross swords with Westcott and Hort, so he answered with a third article, exposing what he calls the absolute absurdity of “Westcott and Hort's New Textual Theory,” a web of unsupported assumptions, “as flimsy and as worthless as any spider's web.” Two years later, his criticism still stood unanswered. Canon Farrar had said “the ‘Quarterly Reviewer’ can be refuted as fully as he desires as soon as any scholar has the leisure to answer him.” He could wait. Others jeered too: one declared ancient witnesses “have absolutely nothing to say which deserves a moment's hearing”; Sanday said he lacked even “the faintest glimmering” of genealogy.
He then answers a sharper critic who laughed at the “simplicity” with which “Lloyd's Greek Testament” was supposedly made “the final standard of appeal.” He quotes his own figures comparing five codices to a common text: 842 divergences in a, 1798 in c, 2370 in b, 3392 in א, 4697 in d, with striking numbers of peculiar readings besides. His point, he says, was comparison, not declaring Lloyd final. Any common standard would have shown the same thing: these manuscripts differ wildly, and several must be corrupt, not exclusive guides to Scripture. He chose Lloyd only because every schoolboy had it. A bishop's pamphlet remained next for consideration.
He says the bishop merely repeats Westcott and Hort in their own words and adds nothing of his own. He agrees with two points: if the Revisionists are wrong in their new Greek text, then Lachmann, Tischendorf, and Tregelles are wrong too; and ancient documents must be carefully studied, compared, and tested more scientifically than by rough comparison with the Textus Receptus. Yet he stands against the bishop almost everywhere else. On 1 Timothy 3:16, he defended “God” in eight pages; the bishop argued sharply for “who” in twelve, and he answered with a seventy-six-page “Dissertation.
He submits that discussion with confidence, asking people to remember the bishop chose 1 Timothy 3:16 as the trial, and that both reputations are staked on it. If anyone asks, “But is it not very remarkable that so many as five of the ancient Versions should favour the reading ‘which’ instead of ‘God’?” he answers, “Yes, it is very remarkable,” yet says the copies and Fathers, with three Versions besides, overwhelmingly support “God.” And if men press the Versions against him, he replies, “That argument is not allowable on your lips,” while they reject Mark’s last twelve verses though all the Versions recognize them.
He asks, “Is it too much to hope” that they will stop substituting “who” for “God” there, since “all sincere inquirers after Truth are bound to accept” the best-attested reading. Then he returns to method: rough comparison is nearly useless, but exact collation with the received text is the foundation of scientific criticism, using that text as a standard of comparison, not a test of excellence. He insists on appealing every disputed reading to Catholic antiquity and taking manuscripts, Versions, and Fathers together as decisive. Against impatient theory, scoffing disciples, and Westcott and Hort’s “epoch-making” claims, he rejects decrees without proof and stands by that method.
If this edition marks any epoch at all, it marks the moment critical thought turned from its wandering course and flowed back into its old, healthy channel. After “Cloud-land” was duly sighted on 14 September 1881, public opinion demanded “a fresh departure,” and there came a deliberate return to firm ground, known ground, and common sense. Its lasting claim, he says, will not be “the restitution of a more ancient and a purer Text,” but that it showed the furthest reach of English followers of Lachmann, Tischendorf, and Tregelles. The recoil, he predicts, will be complete; English good sense prevails at last.
He says he has corrected, enlarged, and expanded these essays while reprinting them. The Rev. R. Cowley Powles helped correct the sheets; his nephew, the Rev. William F. Rose of Worle, gave constant aid; and his secretary, M. W., with tireless patience and consummate skill, transcribed every syllable for the press and prepared two indexes. He gratefully acknowledges many other learned helpers. Though sorely tempted to recast and strengthen everything, he held back, or the work would no longer be “Three Articles reprinted from the Quarterly Review.” He has long wanted a systematic treatise, replacing “absolute Empiricism” with a true science, yet longs to leave controversy and turn to interpretation: “Is there not a cause
He insists textual doubts have escaped the small circle of Greek editions and entered the English Bible itself. Two Cambridge scholars, he says, used the 1871 revision to win sanction for their private Greek text, “the most depraved which has ever appeared in print,” and revised the Authorized Version upon it without marking those changes, while using the margin to sow suspicion. The country has been flooded with Greek texts; schoolboys are taught them; the “Cambridge Greek Testament for Schools” rejects “the text in common use”; translators are allowed to adopt revised readings as they choose. If this is not reason to enter controversy, what is? He closes by offering the volume as proof of how Deans spend their time, from Chichester, All Saints’ Day, 1883.
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