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I know not a Passage in all the New Testament so contested as this.

Edward Calamy, 1719

It is rather a danger to religion, than an advantage, to make it now lean upon a
bruised reed. There cannot be better service done to the truth, than to purge it of
things spurious.

Isaac Newton, 1690
To use a weak argument in behalf of a good cause, can only tend to infuse a

suspicion of the cause itself into the minds of all who see the weakness of the
argument. Such a procedure is scarcely a remove short of pious fraud.

Richard Porson, 1790
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INTRODUCTION

1. The birth of the Trinity

Perhaps the most characteristic of Christian doctrines is that of the Holy Trinity,
one godhead in three persons: Father, incarnate Son and Holy Spirit. This
doctrine developed out of various attempts to understand the relationships
between God; Jesus, whom the Christian Scriptures designate as “Son of God;”
and the Holy Spirit, whom the Scriptures sometimes describe as sent by God, at
other times as given by Christ; and all this within the context of an expressly
monotheistic system of belief. I say this doctrine “was developed” since it is not
expressed unambiguously in the Christian Scriptures. True, it may be implied
from several episodes in the New Testament, such as the baptism of Christ: “And
just as he was coming up out of the water, he saw the heavens torn apart and the
Spirit descending like a dove on him. And a voice came from heaven, “You are my
Son, the Beloved; with you I am well pleased”” (Mk 1:10-11, cf. Ps 2:7). But some
objected that this meant that Jesus was adopted by God as his Son at his baptism.
At the end of his earthly ministry, Jesus commissioned his disciples: “Go
therefore and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the
Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit” (Mt 28:19). But objectors pointed
out that this does not necessarily mean that the Father, Son and Holy Spirit are
one, or even equal. When Paul bids “the grace of the Lord Jesus Christ, the love
of God, and the communion of the Holy Spirit” be with the church at Corinth (2
Cor 13:13), it is easy to assume from a post-Nicene perspective that he is
referring to the Trinity, but from Paul’s perspective this cannot necessarily be
assumed. Objectors might ask on the basis of Paul’s formulation: “Is Jesus not
God? Is the Holy Spirit not God? Did Paul not know what he was talking about?”
The existence in the early church of widely varying conclusions over the
theological implications of these passages is ample evidence that they are not at
all self-evident, despite what we might think from a post-Nicene perspective.
Nevertheless, on the basis of such passages, the doctrine of the Trinity eventually



crystallised through a vigorous and often acrimonious process of discussion and
debate as the early church attempted to make sense of the witness of Scripture
and the tradition of its interpretation, handed down from one generation of
believers to the next.

But the way people made sense of these texts and traditions varied quite
widely." Among early Christian authors, some defended the doctrine of the
Trinity against those who had a different understanding of Jesus’ nature. Those
who maintained a belief in the consubstantial Trinity described those who did
not as “heretics,” that is, those who adhere to a heresis, a certain choice in the way
of thinking. For example, in the Gospels Jesus is given a number of titles from the
Hebrew Scriptures, and the way these titles were understood had an effect on the
way particular groups understood Jesus’ mission and nature. At Mt 27:42, Mk
15:32, Jn 1:49 and Jn 12:13, Jesus is called “King of Israel.” And in the canonical
Gospels and Acts, Jesus is called “Son of God” more than two dozen times. These
titles are related, since “Son of God” is a royal title given to those who represent
God, like David or Solomon (2 Sam 7:14; Ps 2:7). Did these titles mean then
merely that Jesus’ followers hoped that he would become king of a free Israel in
the future? Or did this title imply that Jesus was also God? Some “heretics”
answered this latter question in the negative, maintaining that Jesus was a human,
albeit one through whom God had chosen specially to proclaim his power. The
belief that Jesus was merely human was maintained by groups such as the
Ebionites, an early Jewish-Christian sect. By contrast, other groups insisted that
Jesus was in some sense one with God. This position is maintained strongly in
the theologically sophisticated Fourth Gospel and in the Johannine Epistles, in
which Jesus is identified as the Word who was in the beginning with God (Jn
1:1). According to the Fourth Gospel, Jesus claimed that he and the Father are
one (Jn 10:30). Yet even this statement does not have to imply that Jesus was
equal to the Father in every respect. Some early Christian thinkers, notably Arius,
suggested that Jesus was essentially subordinate to the Father. Others described
Jesus as co-equal and co-eternal with the Father. This latter understanding of
Jesus’ nature necessarily had implications for the way the Spirit was understood.
Dominant strands in Christianity agreed that all three persons of the Trinity are

' The notion of a monolithic and originary Christian orthodoxy from which “heretical” groups
fell away was first challenged by Bauer, 1934/1971. Bauer’s thesis has been modified in several
ways, but his essential point remains valid; further, see Harrington, 1980; and Ehrman, 1993.



entirely equal in essence and power. At the First Council of Nicaea (325) and the
Council of Constantinople (381), the eternal equality of the Father and the Son
was enshrined as dogma: “And [I believe] in one Lord Jesus Christ, the only-
begotten Son of God, begotten of his Father before all worlds, God of God, Light
of Light, very God of very God, begotten, not made, being of one substance with
the Father, by whom all things were made.”” (While the equality of the Holy
Spirit to the other two persons is not stated explicitly in the Nicene formulation,
it is more or less implicit.) Belief in the equality of the Father and the Son was
thus normative for orthodox Christian belief. Deviations such as Adoptionism
(espoused by Artemon, Theodotus and the Ebionites) and Subordinationism
(Origen, Arius and many others) were rejected. Such ideas were considered by
the orthodox to injure the dignity of Jesus as the Christ, the anointed one of God.
For orthodox apologists like Athanasius, they also raised the suspicion of idolatry.
For if Jesus was created, then to worship him would mean worshiping the
creation rather than the creator. Moreover, if Jesus was merely a creature, he
could have no power to save us. Raising a creature to the status of the divine also
endangered the strict monotheism that followed from Christianity’s Jewish
origins. Arius’ understanding of Jesus as ontically separate from God was also
considered problematic for the understanding of Jesus’ role as mediator; for to
separate Jesus from God would suggest that God is too lofty, or too idle, to take
an interest in our salvation. Moreover, if Jesus was appointed as our Saviour, then
he was created for us, rather than we for God.> Many heterodox ideas were
espoused during the Middle Ages, yet with the virtually universal acceptance of
the Nicene formulation of the Trinity, the arch-heresy of Arius disappeared—
with a few isolated exceptions—for the best part of a thousand years.

The most explicit expression of the doctrine of the consubstantial Trinity
in the New Testament is apparently found in a neatly balanced pair of verses in
the fifth chapter of the first letter of John: “’For there are three that witness in
heaven, the Father, the Word, and the Holy Spirit: and these three are one. *And there
are three that witness on earth, the Spirit, and the Water, and the Blood, and these
three are unto one” (7611 Tpei elow oi papTvpodvTeg &v T 0bpav, 6 matrp, 6 Aéyos,
Kkal T dytov mvedpa, kal obTor of Tpeig &v eion. “kal Tpeig elow of papTvpodVTES €V TR Y,

2 Text of the respective versions given in Denzinger, 2001, 62-64, §§ 125-126 (Nicaea); 83-85,
§ 150 (Constantinople).
> Wiles, 1996, 7-8.



T0 Tvedpa, kai kai 10 Hdwp, kai To alpa, kal oi Tpelg €ig 10 &v eiow; 1 Jn S:7-§,
following the reading in Stephanus’ editio regia of 1550, the ultimate basis of the
textus receptus).* But as we shall see, the textual history of this pair of verses is not
uncontroversial. To begin with, the entire passage from “in heaven” (¢v 1@
odpav@) in verse 7 to “on earth” (#v fj 7fj) in verse 8 does not occur in any of the
earliest Greek manuscripts. These words missing from the Greek text, given
above in italics, are known as the “Johannine comma” or Comma Iohanneum.
(Comma here signifies not a mark of punctuation, but a sentence or clause.)® The
first extant manuscripts of the Latin bible to contain the Johannine comma—a
fragment in Munich and a palimpsest in Leén—date from the seventh century.
The comma is not found frequently in Latin bibles until the ninth century, and is
lacking from many Latin bibles more recent than that. Moreover, the readings in
these early Latin bibles are inconsistent and unstable, suggesting that the comma
relied upon less firm textual support than the verses that surround it. Yet as long
as the Orthodox world remained virtually separate from the Catholic West, and

* The textus receptus of the New Testament is that form of the Greek text which became
generally accepted after it had been printed, with little variation, in the editions of Erasmus,
Robert Estienne (Stephanus), and Beza. It was based on only a limited number of relatively
late manuscripts of the Byzantine text type. In the nineteenth century it was superseded in
critical editions by another text type, based on a selection of much earlier manuscripts; this is
often called the Egyptian or Alexandrian text. The term textus receptus derives from the preface
to the second edition printed by the Elzeviers at Leiden in 1633, in which Daniel Heinsius
wrote (2*v): “Textum ergo habes, nunc ab omnibus receptum, in quo nihil immutatum aut
corruptum damus.” See Metzger and Ehrman, 2005, 149-152. On Heinsius” authorship of this
preface, see de Jonge, 1971. Although Heinsius was the first to apply the phrase textus receptus
to the New Testament, the phraseology was already in use to designate a form of text
recognised by professionals in a particular field, such as law; see for example Dumoulin, 1625,
1:31: “Et hac veritas, quam nuper Canonist. quidam Volzius inuertere nisus est, corrumpendo
antiquum per quadringentos annos receptum textum [ ]

5 The first appearance of the term comma Johanneum occurs in a description of Bebel’s 1524
edition of the Greek New Testament, in Masch, 1778-1790, 1:199: “Textus grecus ex
Erasmica tertia est exscriptus, hinc comma Johanneum hic exhibetur [...].” Cf. also Masch,
1778-1790, 1:198, 247, 248. At first the term was a little vague, as is evident from the
description of Stadtbibliothek Niirnberg, ms Solger 8° 1, a twelfth-century manuscript of the
Latin Vulgate, in Murr, 1786-1791, 1:412; here the word comma actually refers not to the
disputed words, but to the genuine words of 1 Jn 5:7: “Dictum Iohanneum de tribus in czlo
testibus L. Ioh. V. v. 7. in nostro Codice non in margine, sed in textu ipso, integrum, sequens
comma uero de tribus in terra testibus in margine scriptum est.”



as long as knowledge of Greek in the West remained relatively rare, this textual
difference raised only occasional comment.

In 1516, Erasmus of Rotterdam, the greatest textual scholar of his day,
published an edition of the New Testament with a new Latin translation and a
parallel Greek text to justify his choices.® Since the Johannine comma was absent
from all the Greek manuscripts he consulted, Erasmus did not include it in his
edition. He was immediately censured for this decision by a number of humanists
and clerics, notably the Englishman Edward Lee and the Spaniard Diego Lopez
de Zudiga (Stunica). Erasmus defended his choice by pointing out that he was
merely following the evidence of the Greek manuscripts he had inspected. But
Lee argued that since the comma is the most explicit formulation of the doctrine
of the Trinity in the New Testament, its omission could hardly be interpreted as
a neutral editorial decision. Lee went further and accused Erasmus of trying to
promote the long-dormant error of Arius, a charge that had no basis in fact, and
one that Erasmus was naturally keen to shake off” In the midst of this
acrimonious debate, Erasmus was presented with a Greek manuscript from
England which contained the disputed passage as part of its body text. On the
strength of this one textual witness, Erasmus included the comma in his next
edition of the New Testament, in the hope of removing any further grounds of
criticism, but he signalled clearly in the accompanying annotations on the
passage that he believed this “British codex” to have been altered to conform
more closely to the Vulgate. The cognitive dissonance of Erasmus’ decision—his
inclusion of the comma within the text, and his simultaneous questioning of its
textual legitimacy in the annotation—has prompted vigorous debate ever since.®
And as we shall see, Erasmus’ decision became the crux on which a number of
wide-ranging social debates in early modern Europe depended.

® De Jonge, 1984b, argues that Erasmus’ primary intention was not so much the publication of
a Greek text of the New Testament as a reliable translation in contemporary and humanistic—
that is, more classical—Latin, a language better fitted to serve as a vehicle to convey the
philosophia Christi. On the date of the Latin translation, see Brown, 1984; de Jonge 1988a,
1988b.

7 On the course of this debate, see Coogan, 1992, esp. 101-113 on the comma.

® The classic exposition of the theory of cognitive dissonance is Festinger, 1957; see Cooper,
2007, for a critique.



2. The comma as crux

While I was still in the early stages of this project, a friend asked me bluntly:
“Why do you even care if the comma belongs in the text?” “Because it is the
bible,” I remember replying, perhaps a little sanctimoniously, “and what is in the
bible matters.” The importance of the bible for believers goes without saying. But
even those who consider Scripture as merely historically interesting (or even as
irrelevant trash) cannot escape its influence. Worldwide, biblical fundamentalism
is alive and well in Christianity, Islam and Judaism. In its more benign forms it
might induce people to climb Mt Ararat in search of Noah’s Ark. In more
advanced cases it may lead people to lobby governments to prevent the teaching
of evolution in schools, or to influence policy in other ways. In terminal cases it
might lead millions to believe that it is more virtuous to spread an incurable
disease than wear a condom, or that it is a thing pleasing to God to declare a
crusade or a jihad, to enter a foreign country and murder the innocent. The
reliability of the Scriptural record and its interpretation are thus as relevant now
as they have ever been. And as we shall see, the authenticity of the Johannine
comma has been one of the focal points of this debate for a long time. The
resurgence of fundamentalism worldwide, but especially in Evangelical circles in
the Anglophone world, has resuscitated the debate over the comma, an issue
which scholars a generation ago considered dead and buried. As a result of the
historical misrepresentations of many fundamentalists, the divide between
scholarly consensus and lay belief is steadily growing; in a poll taken recently on
the website puritanboard.com, nearly half of the respondents replied that they
believe the comma to be a genuine part of Scripture.” Those who defend the
comma now have a very particular agenda: to bring academic biblical studies into
disrepute as a way to justify their adherence to the textus receptus and the
Authorised version; and to promote a conservative moral order based on a
literalist reading of Scripture.

® http://www.puritanboard.com/f63/johannine-comma-37481/, accessed 6 March 2010.
Support for the comma is also to be found amongst official bodies; the 2006 Report of the
Religion and Morals Committee of the Free Church of Scotland, 17, complains about the omission
of the comma from the English Standard Version;
www.fpchurch.org.uk/ReligionMorals/2006Report.pdf.



There are also scientific reasons why it is time to revisit this topic. Firstly,
the most detailed extended examinations of the early development of the comma
were published at least sixty years ago. Since that time, better critical editions of
most of the Fathers and many mediaeval writers have been made available in the
Corpus scriptorum ecclesiasticorum latinorum and Corpus Christianorum, replacing
the critically inadequate editions available to that point, such as those reprinted
in Migne’s Patrologia. These critical developments have had a significant impact
on the accuracy and reliability of judgments on the textual development of the
Johannine comma. The intensive study of patristic and mediaeval texts over the
past century has led to the discovery of new texts and the reassignment of many
texts of dubious authorship; both developments have had a serious impact on our
understanding of the development of the comma. The study of the surviving
manuscripts of the New Testament has also advanced to an extraordinary degree
over the past century, due most recently to the intensive work done at the Institut
fir neutestamentliche Textforschung at the University of Miinster. The
publication of the Institut’s series Text und Textwert der griechischen
Handschriften des Neuen Testaments and the gradual appearance of the Editio
critica maior of the New Testament, which builds on the data collected for Text
und Textwert, have permitted the identification of relationships between
manuscripts with a degree of accuracy never before possible. The work of the
Vetus Latina-Institut at Beuron has brought advances of a similar magnitude in
our understanding of the early history of the Latin versions of the New
Testament text. In short, the critical tools we now possess to assess this question
from a scientific perspective have never been more powerful.

Accordingly, the first chapter of this study presents the evidence for the
textual authenticity of the comma, and uses the evidence of its earliest attested
forms to suggest how it arose. This is not intended as an attack on Christian
theology. Whatever their opinion of this evidence, mainstream Western
Christian theologians now maintain that the doctrine of the Trinity need not
stand or fall on the authenticity of the comma. Indeed, the Eastern churches have
historically managed quite well without the comma—at least they did until the
sixteenth century, when they too became drawn into the critical debate following
Erasmus’ omission of the comma from his text, and began to include the comma
in their creeds and their lectionaries. But critics have not always been so
comfortable. From the sixteenth to the nineteenth centuries, the debate over the
status of the comma was not simply a matter of a few words here or there. The



importance placed on Scripture by the Protestant Reformation meant that
questions of textual integrity took on great importance, especially where matters
of core doctrine are involved. From the sixteenth century, the debate over this
particular text took on wider social meaning as it was drawn into larger
discussions about Antitrinitarianism.

Antitrinitarianism is invariably associated with its most famous ancient
proponent, Arius. In his important monograph on Arius (1987), Rowan Williams
showed how troublesome the concept of Arianism is in late antiquity; it is
scarcely less difficult to define in the early modern period, but for the moment it
is enough to equate it with a questioning of the traditional Catholic doctrine of
the Trinity, though it was also used as a portmanteau term for heterodoxy of
almost any form. From the mid-sixteenth century until the late seventeenth,
Antitrinitarianism was a particularly hot issue in Poland and Germany, as
controversialists associated with the Socinian church published tracts intended to
put an axe to the root of Christianity: the doctrine of the Trinity. The persecution
and final expulsion of the Socinians from Poland saw many end up in England
during the Civil War, and in the Netherlands. Many English churchmen, both
Anglican and Puritan, feared that Socinianism would promote a laxity of doctrine
which would lead inexorably to a chic liberalism and even worse. John Edwards
(1695) asserted that “in the very Socinian Doctrine it self there seems to be an
Atheistick Tang.”'® Socinianism was also interpreted as a threat to the unity of a
nation recently reunited under a Protestant flag. William Sherlock, dean of St
Paul’s London in 1693, warned that “these Disputes about the Trinity make sport
for Papists.” Should they continue, he admonished, “we shall certainly be
conquered by France.”"’ On the other hand, many Unitarians (the historical
descendants of the Socinians) resented the fact that they were still liable to
punishment—or at least stigmatisation and social disadvantage—on account of
their beliefs. This sense of disenfranchisement was felt by many other minority
religious groups in Great Britain, most notably Roman Catholics. When
Unitarians began to use the philological advances won by pious critics like John
Mills to advance their own doctrinal angle, the worst fears of conservative
commentators seemed to be realised.

19 Edwards, 1695, 64.
' Sherlock, 1693, 23.



From the sixteenth century to the nineteenth, the status of the comma was
thus an issue on which any educated person could be expected to have an
opinion, and tempers ran high on both sides. According to Isaac Newton, the
comma was “in everybody’s mouth.”"> For Jean-Pierre Paulin Martin (1887), this
was “a burning question, one of those by which one can sometimes judge a man’s
mettle.”"® With the spread of Enlightenment ideals in the eighteenth century,
traditional Christian doctrine, including the Nicene formulation of the Trinity,
came increasingly under the spotlight. These issues reached a particular head
when Edward Gibbon dismissed the Johannine comma as an interpolation in his
History of the Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire (1781). Gibbon was refuted
vigorously by the clergyman George Travis, who in turn received an unwelcome
reply from the philologists Richard Porson and Herbert Marsh. The work of
these men can be seen as the culmination of Erasmus’ attempt to historicise
Christianity, to understand it in its historical, literary and linguistic context. But
ever since Erasmus’ time, fears had been voiced that tampering with the text of
Scripture would lead to a scepticism and disbelief which could only undermine
doctrine and faith more generally. Literary and theological journals were deluged
with essays attacking or defending the comma with varying degrees of
competence, from the fatuous to the vertiginously erudite. The heat that this
debate managed to generate is difficult to appreciate until one begins to leaf
through the smart journals like the Gentleman’s Magazine and The Eclectic Review
from the 1780s through to the 1830s. The textual status of the Johannine comma,
minutely dissected by dozens of learned critics and untold thousands of lay
commentators, took on the proportions of a cultural phenomenon. And the
mythology surrounding Erasmus’ inclusion of the comma in the third edition of
his Greek text became a weapon that could be deployed in interdenominational
polemic—and invariably was. The tens of thousands of pages devoted to this
issue on the internet show that this is still an issue of abiding interest.

12 Newton, 1785, 5:504.
'3 Martin, 1887, 98: “[ ... ] nous savons que c’est 1 une question brtilante, une de ces questions
sur lesquelles on juge quelquefois des tendances d'un homme.”



3. Erasmus’ role in the dispute

Throughout this entire story, Erasmus remains a central player, for he more than
anyone else is seen as responsible not only for including the comma in a form of
the Greek text which would dominate the scene from the early sixteenth to the
late nineteenth centuries (what would become known as the textus receptus), but
also for calling the authenticity of the comma into question. Over time, the story
of his decision to include the comma was altered in the telling, in a centuries-long
game of “telephone.” Some variants in this narrative seem innocuous enough, but
they often conceal further motives. According to a popular legend still recounted
widely, Erasmus promised to reinstate the comma if a single Greek manuscript
could be found to support the reading, challenging his adversary Edward Lee to
produce such a manuscript. When such a manuscript was produced, Erasmus is
alleged to have honoured his promise by including the comma in the third
edition (1522)."* This myth, however appealing, suggests misleading conclusions
about Erasmus’ character and his editorial process. More significantly, it implies
that he ultimately came to be convinced of the authenticity of the comma. In
1980, Henk Jan de Jonge roasted this old chestnut, showing decisively that there
is no evidence that Erasmus ever made such a promise, which seems rather to
have grown from a careless misreading of Erasmus’ published reply to Lee.
However, like all good stories which are not true but which really ought to be, the
myth of Erasmus’ promise to Lee refuses to go away. Despite the efforts of
scholars like de Jonge, the myth continues to be cited in scholarly and popular
literature on biblical criticism.'® It is ironic that Erasmus’ attempt to arrive at a

1+ See de Jonge, 1980, 381-389; ASD IX.2:12, 259; Rummel, 1986, 132-133; Goldhill, 2002,
14-59.

> De Jonge, 1980, 381-382, cites many nineteenth- and twentieth century authorities who cite
the myth. Metzger, 1964b, 101, cited the legend, but at the suggestion of de Jonge, he
corrected the error in a supplementary note to the revised edition (1992), 291. It was also
corrected in the third edition of Reynolds and Wilson, 1991, 280. Amongst academic writers,
the legend is still cited by Greenlee, 1985, 45 (from Metzger 1964b); Marshall, 1994, 236
(“Erasmus had to keep his word in his third edition (1522), although he protested forcibly;
subsequently, he again omitted the words”); O’Neill, 1995, 91; Shillington, 2002, 157;
Ehrman, 2005, 81-82; Curley, 2007, 320; Bietenholz, 2008, 34-35. The myth still circulates
widely in popular publications, such as White, 1995, 61; McCrae, 2002, 134; Barber, 2006, 48-
49 (from Metzger 1964b); Knight, 2009, 159. Standish and Standish, 2006, 122-123, even
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more accurate reading of one text should have spawned such a variety of
inaccurate readings of his own writings.

4. The aims of the present study

The disputes over the comma have been examined before, notably by August
Bludau, Henk Jan de Jonge, Robert Coogan and Joseph M. Levine, who
nevertheless remarked: “The long story of the Johannine comma between
Erasmus and Gibbon remains to be told.”*® Besides making some modest steps
towards addressing this desideratum, we shall also try to do something a little
different. Firstly, we shall suggest a new explanation for the textual development
of the comma, partly through the application of linguistic theory; secondly, we
shall investigate the production of the Codex Montfortianus, the Greek
manuscript from which Erasmus took his reading of the Johannine comma,
suggesting a number of new conclusions based on a fresh examination of the
manuscript; thirdly, we shall explain how Erasmus came to examine this
manuscript; fourthly, we shall examine the creation of a mythology surrounding
Erasmus’ inclusion of the comma within his text; and finally, we shall see how this
mythology was deployed in interdenominational disputes throughout the early
modern period and into our own times. In the process we shall see that the
disputed authenticity of the Johannine comma has over time acted as the focal
point for many of the anxieties caused by the pressures of religious difference,
whether in early modern Europe or postmodern America.

purport that the mythical promise was made by Tyndale; in defence of the comma, they make
a number of inaccurate or misleading comments: “[ ...] it must be admitted that numerous
Greek manuscripts do not contain it, although it is to be found in the Latin Vulgate, a version
of the Scripture to which most true Protestants give little credence.”

16 Levine, 1999, 157.
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CHAPTER ONE

1. In the beginning was ...

Ever since the publication of Erasmus’ New Testament, those who have
commented on the authenticity of the Johannine comma—and there have been
many—have argued one of two positions. One party maintains that the comma is
a spurious addition to the Latin versions with no right to be included in the
Greek text, or anywhere else; they reason that its absence from the overwhelming
majority of Greek manuscripts, from the Old Syriac, the Philoxenian Syriac, the
several Arabic versions, the Coptic (Memphitic), Ethiopic, Sahidic, Armenian
and Slavonic versions, from all the earliest Latin manuscripts of the New
Testament, from the works of the Greek Fathers and the earliest Latin Fathers,
and its instability in later Latin texts, all argues against its authenticity. On the
other hand, those who defend the authenticity of the comma argue that its
presence in two Greek manuscripts predating the third edition of Erasmus’ New
Testament; the fact that the comma is quoted by some of the later Latin Fathers;
its appearance in many later manuscripts of the Latin Vulgate; and its
preservation in the textus receptus all goes to show that divine providence has
preserved this verse as an unambiguous witness to the consubstantial Trinity.
Many of those who support the authenticity of the comma argue that its omission
creates an unacceptable solecism in the grammar of the passage. Edward F. Hills,
the most learned of modern defenders of the comma, concluded: “it is not
impossible that the Johannine comma was one of those few true readings of the
Latin Vulgate not occurring in the Traditional Greek Text but incorporated into
the Textus Receptus under the guiding providence of God. In these rare
instances God called upon the usage of the Latin-speaking Church to correct the
usage of the Greek speaking Church.”

1 Hills, 1984, 213.



The first thing we must do then is to examine the fifth chapter of the first
Letter of John as a means to understanding more clearly those arguments for the
authenticity of the comma that rely on grammar and context. We shall then
examine the occurrence of the comma in the various ancient versions, and
quotations of the comma in the works of the early Fathers. On the basis of the
wide variety of textual variants and the patterns of its citation, we shall also
suggest a slightly novel explanation for the way in which the comma developed.
We shall then examine the ways in which the comma was received by various
mediaeval authors, and became part of the Roman liturgy. Finally, we shall look
at the evidence of the Greek manuscripts from the late middle ages.

2. Determining the place of the comma in 1 John S from grammar and context

One argument frequently made to support the authenticity of the comma is the
so-called “argument from grammar,” often associated with Frederick Nolan
(1815), Louis Gaussen (1840) and Robert Dabney (1890), and still promoted
by “King James Only” advocates such as Peter S. Ruckman (1973), Jack A.
Moorman (1988) and Michael Maynard (1995). Nolan believed that the comma
was an integral part of the Greek text, but had been removed by Eusebius out of a
secret inclination to Arianism. To support this hypothesis he argued that while
the masculine participle paptvpodvreg (“those bearing witness”) in verse 7
requires at least one masculine referent, the neuter nouns nvedpa (spirit), H8wp
(water) and aipa (blood) in verse 8 cannot serve as referents without creating a
grammatical problem. This apparent solecism, he argued, disappears if the
Father, Son and Holy Spirit are made the referent of the participle, thus proving
that a reference to the Trinity must have been an original and integral part of the
text.”

Let us examine the context of the passage (1]Jn 5:1-12) to see if these
claims can be sustained. This is a notoriously obscure and elliptical passage,
marked by abrupt shifts of topic, by sentences that change direction half way
through (anacolouthon), by qualification of previous utterances (correctio) as well
as by elements (water, spirit, blood) that could refer to a number of different

*Nolan, 1815, 257-260; Dabney, 1890-1897, 1:377-379.
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things.’ Clearly the author is referring to debates, issues, images and stories
within the Johannine community of which we are only dimly aware. As a
consequence, this passage has failed to find a universally accepted interpretation.*

Yet the one question that does arise persistently throughout the passage is
that of testimony and its reliability: how can we believe the claim that Jesus is the
Son of God, the Christ? (The two terms “Son of God” and “Christ” here seem
virtually synonymous, as in Jn 20:31.) One way to navigate through the
interpretive possibilities offered by this passage is thus to follow the thread of the
‘What testimony do we require to become convinced of the salvific
claim that Jesus is the Son of God, the Christ?” This was a crucial issue for the

Johannine community, one of the differences that caused the community to split.

question:

Judging from what the author (or authors) of the Johannine Epistles wrote,
former members of the community had denied the full humanity of Jesus Christ
(1Jn 2:19, 2:22, 4:2-3; 2 Jn 7; 2 Jn 9).° It has long been suggested that these
secessionists espoused a belief something like that which Irenaeus attributes to
Cerinthus (c. 100): that Jesus and “the Christ”—a divine emanation, or “aeon” in
the language later used by the Gnostics—were two different beings. Unable to
accept the suggestion that God could suffer and die, the proto-Gnostic Cerinthus
taught that the Christ had entered Jesus at his baptism, and departed before his
death (Irenaeus, Adv. her. 1.26.1). Alternatively, the secessionists perhaps held a
docetic position like that refuted by Ignatius in his letters to the churches in
Smyrna and Tralles. It may also be that the thought of the secessionists was even
less clearly articulated than either of these positions; the Epistles simply do not
permit a detailed or firm reconstruction of the secessionists’ beliefs.® By contrast,
the author of the Epistle argues that belief in the claim that Jesus really died

? The diversity of interpretation is chronicled by Meehan, 1986.

* My interpretation engages particularly with those put forward by Westcott, 1892; Brooke,
1912; Dodd, 1946; Schneider, 1961; Schnackenberg, 1975; Brown, 1982, 591; Lieu, 1991, 47-
49; Klauck, 1991, 282-317; Vogler, 1993, 157-170, and Harris, 2003, 195-196.

> By contrast, Perkins, 1979, xxi-xxiii, Lieu, 1991, 13-14, and Painter, 2008, 88-94, suggest that
the representation of the position of the secessionists is perhaps not so much a reflection of the
historical situation as a rhetorical ploy designed to win the assent of the reader/listener.

6 Brown, 1982, 55-68, 766-771; Lieu, 1991, 14-15; Kruse, 2000, 20-27; Harris, 2003, 102. Lieu,
2008, 9-10: “Whether Christology was the overt cause of conflict and would have been
identified as such by the other side is less certain since the letter never [10] reveals what they
did claim, although it is widely supposed that it was so.”
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(apparently contra a docetistic position) and was truly the Son of God
(apparently contra a position like that espoused by Cerinthus) will make us
children of God (cf. Jn 1:12), full of love for our fellows (contra the
secessionists), willing to obey God’s commands and able to conquer the world.

But in order to judge the veracity of any contentious and serious claim,
one needs to examine witnesses. As the Law stipulates (Deut 17:6, 19:15), one
witness is not sufficient to decide a serious legal question. Two witnesses are
required; better yet, three. In the Fourth Gospel, Jesus refers to this principle
when he argued that the Pharisees ought to accept the testimony he gave about
himself, since it was corroborated by the testimony of the Father (Jn 8:17). In
1 Jn 5:5-9, the author seems to imagine a forensic context in which the claim that
Jesus is the Son of God is weighed against the testimony of witnesses. But where
to find such witnesses? The author of the Epistle draws the testimony to be
examined from traditions transmitted in the Johannine community.” Here the
author of the Epistle finds a number of views that expressly and consciously give
testimony to Jesus’s status as Son of God.

Working with the imagery of testimony and witnesses, the Swiss reformer
Heinrich Bullinger (1504-1575) suggested that the author of the Epistle wants to
draw us temporarily into a kind of courtroom drama:

Just as in a case brought before the court, he calls witnesses. He had

asserted the absolute truth of the claim that Jesus is the Christ, an

assertion which was in turn being denied by many. It was Moses’ wish that
matters in doubt should be decided by two or three witnesses: “Only on
the evidence of two or three witnesses shall a charge be sustained” [Deut

19:15]. Therefore, in order to try this contested matter and to put the

testimony of the water, blood and Spirit into some kind of definite order,

he calls three witnesses, namely the water, the blood and the Spirit. He
speaks of these as if they were persons, although they were not. The figure
of prosopopeia helps provide them with words. Now indeed, if witnesses
do not agree, their testimony is worthless. Accordingly, it was not rash of
him to add, “These three are one,” that is, the depositions or testimony of

7 Lieu, 2008, 8: “[ ... ] 1 John nowhere appeals to or assumes knowledge of the [Fourth] Gospel
[ ... ]; rather each writing is, largely independently, reworking common or shared traditions.”
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all of them agree, and yield the same result. In German, we render this

figure of speech still more precisely: Die Zeugen sind eins.®
We shall use Bullinger’s insightful comments as the starting-point for an
exploration of the passage. The key terms in 1 Jn S:1-12 are witnesses
(paptvpodvreg) and testimony (paptupia), words that draw the reader into an
imaginary tribunal in which the reliability of evidence in favour of the claim
under examination—that “Jesus is the Son of God”—is being judged.’ As
Bullinger notes, the author of the Epistle introduces this evidence to the reader
through the rhetorical figure of prosopopeia, a common technique in forensic
rhetoric, in which inanimate objects or historical figures are “personified” to
provide evidence in the case (e.g. Cicero, Pro Celio 35-36)."°

The first evidence adduced is the Johannine tradition that when Jesus
died, blood and water came out of his side, a tradition attested by Jn 19:34-3S.
These twin “witnesses” of blood and water refute the claims of those former
members of the Johannine community who had denied Jesus” full humanity.
Jesus did not come to us as the Son of God by merging with the Christ at his
baptism (“through water”), as some had suggested, but “came to us” as a full
human being who was born (the “water” could conceivably also refer to the

® Bullinger, 1549, 103: “Veluti in foro res agatur producit testes. Dixerat omnino uerum esse
quod Iesus sit Christus. Id porrd negabatur a multis. At Moses uoluit ut res dubie
discernerentur duorum aut trium contestatione. Nam in ore (inquit) duorum aut trium stabit
omne uerbum. Probaturus ergo rem dubiam Ioannes & in certum ordinem compositurus
testimonia aque, sanguinis & spiritus, tres producit testes, aquam inquam, sanguinem &
spiritum. De ijs loquens tanquam persone sint qu re uera persone non erant. Subest itaque
uerbis prosopopceia. Iam uero si testes non consentiant uanum est testimonium. Proinde non
temere subiunxit, Et hi treis unum sunt, id est, omnium suffragia siue testimonia consentiunt &
in idem recidunt. Germani exactius id schematis ita reddimus, Die ziigen sind eins.”

? The presence of legal language and imagery throughout the Epistle supports the contention
that 1]Jn 5:5-9 presents an imaginary trial scene. Other examples of forensic diction in this
Epistle include apinut (1:9); Jesus as mapdxdntog (2:1; see Klauck, 1991, 102-105);
aioyvvBdpev (2:28); katayvwokw (3:20), and the repeated references to testimony and its
reliability (1:1-3, 4:12). Watson, 1989a, has analysed 1]Jn 2:12-14 in terms of Greco-Roman
rhetoric. See also Watson, 1989b, 1989c¢; Klauck, 1990; Watson, 1993; Bennema, 2002, 215-
242; Harris, 2003, 63, 111, 145; Bass, 2008, 76-78.

' On prosopopeia, see Lausberg, 1960, 411-413, §§ 826-829. Verse 8 is also described as a
prosopopeeia by Giustiniani, 1621, 231.
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waters of birth), who suffered and died, whose death was a central factor in his
salvific role.

But the author of the Epistle suggests that his readers might require more
evidence before being able to assent confidently to the claim that Jesus was the
Son of God. The author of the Epistle therefore looks once more to the
Johannine tradition. According to one of the stories in this tradition, again
attested in the Fourth Gospel (Jn 1:32-34, 5:37), the Father testified to Jesus’
status as his Son when he was baptised. John the Baptist in turn testified to the
significance of this event, which led him to believe that Jesus is the Son of God.
The divine affirmation of Jesus’ Sonship at the baptism is probably the “witness
of God” referred to in 1 Jn 5:9-10."' We can have confidence in the truth of this
assertion because God’s Spirit is the truth, a common identification in the
Johannine tradition (cf. Jn 4:23-24, 14:17, 15:26, 16:13). There is also a possible
resonance with the tradition of the emphatically true testimony of the man—
whatever his identity, real or fictional—who witnessed the blood and water issue
from Jesus’ corpse, and whose testimony to this effect was given in order to
inspire belief (Jn 19:34-35, 20:31)."> The twin testimony of the water and the
blood on one hand, and that of the truthful Spirit of God—or perhaps of the
truthful witness to the crucifixion—on the other, thus provides us with all the
evidence we need to accept the salvific claim that Jesus is the Son of God, and
thus to “possess” that saving knowledge as mioTig, conviction, belief or faith (1 Jn
5:4,5:10).

It is worth noting that the word mioTig in verse 4 occurs only here in the
Johannine writings (excluding Revelation)."® Besides any religious signification,
the word also has a number of forensic meanings which come to the fore here:
legal evidence; the technique of producing such evidence convincingly; and a
state of mind produced by accepting evidence thus tendered (Aristotle, Rhetoric
1354-1356)."* This variety of meanings is hinted at in verse 10: 6 motebwv is the
person who has been convinced by the evidence of the witnesses (miotig as
paptupia) as marshalled in the legal argumentation (miotig) of the author of the
Epistle.

"' Klauck, 1991, 293-294.

2 Lieu, 2008, 214.

13 Klauck, 1991, 289.

' Grimaldi, 1957; Lienhard, 1966; Campbell, 1994.
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A number of disagreements in the interpretation of this passage arise from
the fact that the word 6tuis being used in a number of different ways in these few
sentences.”® It is clear that the 8t introducing verse 7 (8t tpeig eiow of
HapTUPODVTES ... ) is not epexegetical, but serves to signal the fact that there are
now three witnesses to Jesus’ status as Son of God, as the law demands; here 6t
therefore means “thus” or “and so.” More controversially, the 61t introducing
verse 11b (&1L {wiv aidviov E8wkev fuiv 6 Bedg) is usually interpreted as picking
up the abtn in verse 11a (“And the testimony is this, that God has given us
eternal life, and this life is in His Son” [New American Standard Bible]). But such
a reading is for several reasons unsatisfactory, for it glosses over the fact that in
verses 9 and 10, the testimony of God is said to consist in an affirmation of Jesus’
status as the Son of God, not a declaration that God has given us eternal life in his
Son. To take éttin 11b as epexegetical would imply that God is suddenly giving a
second testimony that has nothing to do with the testimony proftered by the
Spirit, the water and the blood in verse 8. The gift of eternal life mentioned in
verse 11b is the result of a belief in Jesus’ status as Son of God, not the content of
the divine testimony. So the 8t in verse 11b is again best understood as meaning
“thus” or “and so.” The word adtn in verse 1la thus does not signal that a
summary is forthcoming (as in the NASB and many other translations), but
serves to summarise the evidence that has just been presented. In fact, the phrase
abtn éotiv 1} paptvpia could even function as a formal iteration signalling that all
the evidence required to make the case has now been presented, just as Greek
forensic orators write the word paptvpia (or paptvpiar) when witnesses are
giving their depositions (e Demosthenes, Against Aphobus 27.8; Against
Aristogiton 25.58; Against Ontenor 30.9, 31.4; Andocides, On the Mysteries 1.112).

A “forensic” interpretation of this passage like that suggested by Bullinger
might yield a translation like the following:

> On the ambiguity of the word 871, see Blaf}, Debrunner and Rehkopf, 1979, § 470.1.
guity p
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[ Defining the question at issue: Is Jesus the Son of God? The importance and
consequences of belief (niotig) in the truth of this claim.]

"Everyone who believes that Jesus is the Christ is a child of God; and
“Everyone who loves the parent loves the child.”'¢ *By this we know that
we love the children of God: when we love God and obey his
commandments. *For the love of God is this: that we obey his
commandments. And his commandments do not weigh us down [cf. Mt
11:30], *for [871] whoever is a child of God conquers the world! And this is
the conquering power that has conquered the world: our belief [nioTig].

*Who is it that conquers the world but the person who believes that Jesus
is the Son of God?

[ Three pieces of evidence are brought forward to bear witness to the fact that
Jesus is the Son of God. The first two pieces of evidence, water and blood, are
presented as if by a human; the second piece of testimony is brought by God’s
Spirit, who is truth itself.]

[ The first witness:] ®*“He is the one who came by water and blood: Jesus
Christ. Not by the water only, but by the water and the blood.”

[ The Spirit of God testifies:] The Spirit too [kai] gives testimony, and [871]
the Spirit is the truth. [ The comma is usually inserted here as verse 7.] *Thus
[871] there are three giving evidence: the Spirit, and the water and the
blood, and these three are in agreement. ’If we accept human testimony,
the testimony of God is greater; and [87t] this is the testimony of God:
that [611] he has borne witness to [Jesus as] his Son [cf. Jn 1:32-34].

[ The implications of accepting or rejecting the three pieces of evidence brought
by the two witnesses]

'°(The person who believes [6 motedwv] in [Jesus’ status as] the Son of
God possesses the testimony in his heart. The person who does not

' This sentence has the appearance of being a proverb; according to Aristotle (Rhetoric
1.15.14), an appeal to proverbial wisdom is an acceptable form of legal evidence.
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believe God has made him a liar by not believing the testimony God has
given about [Jesus’ status as] his Son [cf. 1 Jn 2:22-23].)

[ Conclusion of the depositions] ' This is the testimony.

[ Statement of the consequences of accepting the witness] So [8tt] God gave us
eternal life, and this life is in his Son. “Whoever possesses the Son

possesses life; whoever does not possess the Son of God does not possess
life.

In a forensic interpretation of this passage, we see that the twin testimonies of
blood and water, and the divine testimony of the Spirit, are personified as
witnesses appearing before the tribunal of our belief. It is thus not at all strange
that they should be qualified by a masculine plural participle, even if the words
themselves are grammatically neuter. It is a simple case of constructio ad sensum."”
As Erasmus remarks in his Annotationes: “The Apostle pays more regard to the
sense than to the words, and for three witnesses, as if they were three people, he
substitutes three things: Spirit, water and blood. You use the same construction if
you say: ‘“The building is a witness to the kind of builder you are.”"®

Dabney understood the unusual phrase ¢ig 10 #v eiow in verse 8 (“are unto
one” seems a better translation than simply “are one”) as a reference to the
consubstantial unity of the persons of the Trinity, and thus declared the entire
passage “unintelligible” when the comma was omitted.'” However, this phrase
means simply that the evidence of the water, blood and the Spirit is directed
towards the same end (proving Christ’s status as Son of God), that it is
unanimous, and thus legally compelling. It is the author’s concern to test the
veracity of the claim made by the earlier Christian tradition that Jesus is the Son
of God. A sudden declaration of the ontic unity of the Father, Son and Holy
Spirit would be strangely out of place, and would disturb the logical flow of the

7 On constructio ad sensum, see Blal, Debrunner and Rehkopf, 1979, § 134, esp. § 134.1.

'® Erasmus, 1535b, 771; there is a complete transcription and translation of Erasmus’
annotations on the Johannine comma below in Appendix IL

¥ Klauck, 1991, 293, contrasts this phrase with ig ¢v, without the article, in Jn 11:52 and 17:23.
Further on this Hebraism in New Testament Greek, see Blaf}, Debrunner and Rehkopf, 1979,
§ 145, where it is noted that €ig with accusative can stand for the subject predicate. See also
Lofsted, 1936, 205.
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quasi-legal argument the author of the Epistle is trying to make. Moreover, the
later doctrine of the Trinity does not square very well with the theology of 1 John
which, according to Judith Lieu, “does not reflect theologically on the
relationship between [the Father and the Son]. Moreover, the spirit is not part of
this relationship between Father and Son; the spirit is God’s spirit and God’s gift
to believers, but [ ... ] the concept is still a fluid one (3:24-4:6). [ ... ] The ‘spirit’
was for [the author of 1 John], perhaps, no less (or no more) material and no less
a symbol for a deeper truth than were ‘water’ and ‘blood’; each was a way of
expressing the means of experiencing a relationship with God, and each was
grounded in the reality of the sending of the Son of God, and in his death.” The
author’s line of argument thus makes perfect sense without the comma, and is in
fact disturbed by its intrusion. The “argument from grammar” can therefore be
dismissed as irrelevant.”!

* Lieu, 2008, 215.

* Nolan’s “argument from grammar” contains further deficiencies. For example, he writes that
“the reading of the Greek Vulgate [ ... ] is not to be tolerated; the reading of the Latin Vulgate
[...] is grammatically correct.” This point is a red herring. The Latin versions translate the
participle paptvpodvreg with a relative clause (qui testimonium dant/ testimonium dicunt/
testificantur) because it would not have occurred to a native Latin speaker to translate the
substantival participle in the Greek text as tres sunt testantes. Moreover, spiritus is masculine, so
the three earthly witnesses as a group are construed as grammatically masculine. Nolan’s claim
that the Latin is more correct than the Greek is thus irrelevant. Finally, it is clear that Nolan,
1815, 259, employs doctrine rather than philology as the yardstick for determining the correct
reading of disputed passages, defending the textus receptus’ Trinitarian reading Oe6g at 1 Tim
3:16, where the better manuscripts read é or 8, a reading which could potentially lead to an
Adoptionist position. Likewise, Dabney argues that the “seducers” against whom the author of
the Epistle inveighs were those (such as Ebionites, Cerinthians and Nicolatians) who “vitiated
the doctrine of the Trinity”. However, there was no fully articulated doctrine of the Trinity to
be vitiated when the Johannine Epistles were written. But once Dabney had imagined this
doctrine under threat, he naturally concluded that John wrote the comma to defend it. Apart
from the dubious grammatical authority of their arguments, the position of Nolan and Dabney
takes Eusebius’ model of orthodoxy and heresy at face value, but the inadequacy and bias of
this view was indicated by Bauer.
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3. Before the comma: the early Latin Fathers and the Scriptural witness to the Trinity

Given the fact that the comma is best attested in the Latin tradition, we ought to
investigate its authority in that tradition first. But we must also bear in mind that
the Latin tradition is not monolithic. Until the ninth century we find Latin writers
quoting the context of 1 Jn 5:6-8 but omitting the comma, suggesting that it was
still absent from the Latin text with which those particular authors were
familiar.**

As we have already noted, the early Fathers developed the doctrine of the
Trinity to make sense of the relationship between God, Jesus and the Spirit as
described in Scripture. Perhaps the most pressing issue was to define the nature
of the relationship between Jesus and God. For example, on the basis of Jesus’
statement that “the Father and I are one” (Jn 10:30), the Fathers professed the
unity of the Father and the Son—although there was no full agreement on what
that unity actually involved. Amongst the earliest Latin Fathers to cite Jn 10:30 to
demonstrate the unity of Father and Son are Tertullian (c. 160-c. 220) in
Adversus Praxean VIIL4; XX.1; XX11.10, 12; xx1v.4; Xxv.1; Cyprian of Carthage
(+258) in De ecclesie catholice unitate 6; Epist. 69.5; Novatian (+ after 251) in De
Trinitate 13, 1S, 27; and then of the post-Nicene Fathers, Marius Victorinus
(t after 362) in Adversus Arium 1A.8, 9, 13, 29; 111.17; 1v.10; in De generatione
divini verbi 1; and in Commentarium in Ephes. 11.5.2; and ps.-Eusebius Vercellensis
(+ c. 370) in De Trinitate 111, Iv and VIL

The Fathers also found certain other phrases in the Scriptures that seem to
hint at the mystery of the Trinity more obliquely. In Adversus Praxean, Tertullian
enumerated a number of passages in the Hebrew bible and the Christian
Scriptures in which he saw some hint of the relationship between God and Jesus,
or even evidence of the Trinity. He comments on these passages especially in
chapters x11 (Gen 1:26-27, 3:22; Jn 1:1, 1:3), x11 (Gen 19:24; Ps 44:7-8, 81:1,
81:6, 109:1 [all Vg]; Is 45:14-15, 53:1; Jn 1:1; Rom 1:7, 9:5) and xv1 (Gen 11:7-

22 When Pope Eusebius (309/310) wrote to the bishops of Gaul (Eusebius, History V.1-4; PL
7:1103-1104) he quoted a large chunk of 1]Jn but left out the comma. The same may be
observed in ps.-Cyprian, De rebaptismate Xv (PL 3:1200), in an early treatise on the Trinity
attributed (not definitively) to Ambrose (PL 17:517) and in Pope Leo’s letter to Flavian of
Constantinople (Epist. 28; PL 62:506), cited below. A good review of the evidence of the Latin
Fathers is found in Brooke, 1912, 155-164, from whom I draw several points.
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8, 19:24; Ps 8:6; Mt 28:18; Jn 1:1-3, 1:14, 3:35, 5:22). Clearly Tertullian’s
Trinitarian reading of the Hebrew Bible is one which Jewish readers would not
find acceptable; however, his arguments were picked up and repeated by
numerous Christian readers. Besides the other passages already mentioned,
Tertullian saw the doctrine of the Christian Trinity reflected in the conclusion of
1Jn 5:8: “and these three are [unto] one.” The Trinitarian possibilities suggested
by the equation of tres and unum are quite clear; in its combination of the
linguistic elements plural subject + unum + esse, the phrase also recalls the prize
Trinitarian text Jn 10:30.”> Moreover, Tertullian perhaps felt that the Trinitarian
resonances of this 1 Jn 5:8 were strengthened by the Leitmotif of 1 John: Jesus’
salvific status as Son of God. Accordingly, in Adversus Praxean Xxv.1, Tertullian
interpreted the phrase tres unum sunt—for the first time in Christian exegesis—as
a proof text for the consubstantial Trinity: “Thus the connexion of the Father to
the Son, and of the Son to the Paraclete, creates three [persons] coherent [but
distinct] one from the other. These three are one thing [qui tres unum sunt], not
one person [unus], as it it said: ‘the Father and I are one,’” [Jn 10:30], [which
refers] to the unity of their substance, not to their numerical singularity.”**
Tertullian’s interpretation of this passage was followed by ps.-Eusebius
Vercellensis: “And consequently in the one godhead they are one, but in the
names of the persons they are three; therefore the three are one, or the one are
three.”” Many of those who use the phrase in this Trinitarian signification cite it
in the form tres unum sunt, a direct translation of the Greek: Tertullian (Adversus
Praxean Xxv.1), Cyprian of Carthage (De ecclesie catholice unitate 6), ps.-
Eusebius Vercellensis (De Trinitate 1, I, VII), Phoebadius Aginnensis (+ after
392) (Contra Arianos 27), Victricius of Rouen (4 c. 407) (De laude sanctorum 4),
Potamius of Lisbon (+ after 357) (Epistula ad Athanasium; Epistula de substantia
Patris et Filii et Spiritus sancti), Augustine (Contra Maximinum I1) and Johannes
Maxentius (Responsio contra Acephalos S). There is also a little evidence that the

» On unum as predicate of a plural or multiple subject, see Kaulen, 1904, 163-164, § 57, with
references to Jn 10:30, 17:21; 1 Jn 5:7-8.

% Tertullian, Adversus Praxean xxv.1, CCSL 2:1195 (cf. CSEL 47:267; PL 2:188): “Ita
connexus Patris in Filio et Filii in Paracleto tres efficit cohrentes, alterum ex altero. Qui tres
unum sunt, non unus, quomodo dictum est: Ego et pater unum sumus, ad substantiz unitatem,
non ad numeri singularitatem.” Further, see Bludau, 1920.

% Ps.-Eusebius Vercellensis, De Trinitate I, CCSL 9:15: “Ac per hoc in deitate una unum sunt et
in nominibus personarum tres sunt, unde tres unum sunt siue unum sunt tres.”
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verse was interpreted in this way by the Greek Fathers, such as in the spurious
Disputation of Athanasius against Arius at the Council of Nicaea, in which the
Trinitarian formulation used in the liturgy of baptism is associated with the
phrase “and these three are one.”® We also find Origen applying 1 Jn 5:8 to the
Trinity, significantly in the context of an allegorical reading of Ps 122:2 (LXX):
“The servants to their lords, the Father and the Son, are the spirit and the body;
and the maidservant to the mistress, the Holy Spirit, is the soul. Our Lord God is
these three things, for the ‘three are one.””” Some later Latin writers employ the
phrase with a deliberate lack of grammatical agreement of number or gender, a
kind of catachresis or synesis apparently intended to reflect the paradox of the
doctrine. Thus we find Marius Victorinus, Augustine and Isidore of Seville citing
the phrase in the form tria unum.*® We also find Augustine and Quodvultdeus
citing this phrase in the more explicitly theologised form hec tria unus deus [est].”

26 Ps.-Athanasius, Disputatio contra Arium 44.18, PG 28:500: “Ti 8¢ xal 10 Tg Aéoews T@V
AUAPTIOY TAPEKTIKOY, Kai {womotév, kal &ylaoTikdov AovTtpdyv, od Xwpig ovdeig Syetat TV
Pactdeiay T@V 0dpav@v, ovk év Tf) Tpropakapia dvopasiq didotat toig motoig; I1pog 8¢ TovToIg
maow Twavwng pdoket- «Kai oi tpeig 0 £v gioy.»”

%7 Origen, Selecta in Psalmos, Ps. CXXIIL.2, PG 12:1633: “Aod)ot kvpiwv ITatpog kai Yiod mvedpa
Kol o@pa- woudioky) 8¢ kvpiag Tod ayiov ITvedpartog 1) Yoxn. Ta 8¢ tpia Koplog 6 Oeog uwv éotiv-
ol yap tpeig 10 &v eiow.” This passage is mentioned by Porson, 1795, 234, who was doubtful
that this could be interpreted as a reference to the comma: “The critical chemistry that could
extract the doctrine of the Trinity from this place, must have been exquisitely refining.”

** Marius Victorinus, Adversus Arium IA.13, CSEL 83:72: “Duo ergo et isti, ex alio alius, ex Filio
Spiritus sanctus, secuti ex deo Filius, et conrationaliter et Spiritus sanctus ex Patre. Quod
omnia tria unum [ ...].” Adversus Arium IB.S6, CSEL 83:154: “Quoniam autem unum duo,
omnia simul exsistunt in counitione, simul exsistente vita in patre, in qua est et sanctus spiritus,
secundum exsistentiam, quoniam tria unum erant et semper sunt.” Adversus Arium 1I1.18,
CSEL 83:223: “Quod cum ita sit, si deus et Christus unum, cum Christus et spiritus unum, iure
tria unum, vi et substantia.” See also Marius Victorinus, Adversus Arium IV.25-26; De
generatione divini Verbi; Commentarii in Epistulas Pauli (ad Phil 2:1); Augustine, De beata vita
4, CCSL 29:84; De civitate Dei V.11, CCSL 47:141; De Trinitate IV.21, CCSL 50:202; De
natura et origine anime 11.3.5, CSEL 60:339; Isidore of Seville, De differentiis rerum 11, PL
83:71-72; Bernard of Clairvaux, Sermo 3.8, in Bernard, 1957-1977, 4:217; Florus Lugdunensis,
Dicta Gregorii Nazianzeni, excerptum 36.11, ad Ep. ad Hebreos pertinens, CCCM 193B:75.

» Augustine, De catechizandis rudibus xxv.47, CCSL 46:171 (cf. PL 40:343): “[...]
@qualitatem Patris et Filii et Spiritus sancti, et ipsius Trinitatis unitatem, quomodo sint hac
tria unus Deus [ ... ].” This passage is cited by Hrabanus Maurus, De ecclesiastica disciplina 1, PL
112:1212. See also Quodvultdeus (formerly attributed to Augustine), De cantico novo et de
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It should be emphasised that none of these authors cite the comma, merely a
Trinitarian interpretation of 1 Jn S:8.

Once the Trinitarian interpretation of the phrase tres unum suntin 1 Jn 5:8
had established itself, the three witnesses of the Spirit, the water and the blood
were ripe for allegorical interpretation as types of the three persons of the Trinity.
The beginnings of this process of allegoresis may be seen in Cyprian’s plea for the
unity in the Church: “The Lord says ‘I and the Father are one’ [Jn 10:30]; and
again, it is written of the Father, the Son and the Holy Ghost: ‘And these three
are one’ [1Jn 5:8]. Is there anyone who believes that this unity, deriving from the
firmness of the divine and cohering with the celestial mysteries, can be sundered
in the church and separated through a divorce of conflicting wills?”*° Cyprian’s
wording does not provide any evidence that the comma was part of the biblical
text with which he was familiar. Rather, it seems that he merely understood the
phrase tres unum sunt (1]Jn 5:8) to refer obscurely to the Trinity, as Tertullian
had done before him.

Going further than this minimalist interpretation, Walter Thiele (1959)
suggested that this passage gives evidence that the comma was already present in
the text known to Cyprian. Most modern scholars before Thiele had argued that
Cyprian’s invocation of Pater, Filius, Spiritus Sanctus rather than Pater, Verbum,
Spiritus Sanctus—the form usually encountered in the comma—suggests that he
did not know the comma, but Thiele showed that several Fathers (ps.-Augustine,
Eugenius of Carthage, Cassiodorus) also cite the comma with Filius, as does the
Leén palimpsest, the Theodulfian recension and the Vulgate ms Dijon, Bibl.
munic. 9bis. Furthermore, Thiele pointed out that the comma was one of a

reditu ad ccelestem patriam ac vie periculis, sermo ad catechumenos 7, CCSL 60:389 (cf. PL
40:684): “Si ergo semper Deus Pater, semper Deus Filius; quia nec ille aliquando non Pater,
nec iste aliquando non Filius. Non enim ut Pater generaret Filium, minuit se ipsum: sed ita
genuit de se alterum qualem se, ut totus maneret in se. Spiritus autem sanctus non pracedit
unde procedit, sed integer de integro, nec minuit eum procedendo, nec auget herendo. Et hac
tria unus Deus, de quo propheta dicit: Tu es Deus solus magnus [Ps 85:10 Vg].” See also
Augustine, Epist. 170, CSEL 44:62S.

30 Cyprian of Carthage, De catholice ecclesie unitate 6, CSEL 3:254 (cf. PL 4:503-504): “Dicit
Dominus: Ego et [504] Pater unum sumus [Jn 10:30], et iterum de Patre et Filio et Spiritu
sancto scriptum est: Et tres [PL: Et hi tres] unum sunt. Et quisquam credit hanc unitatem de
diuina firmitate uenientem, sacramentis calestibus coh@rentem, scindi in ecclesia posse et
uoluntatum conlidentium diuortio separari?” Further, see Bludau, 1920.
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number of interpolations in the Catholic Epistles found in a type of text quite
close to that used in North Africa (Jas 1:1, 2:16, 2:25, 4:1; 1 Pt 1:16, 1:19, 2:23,
3:22,5:4,5:14; 1 Jn 2:5,2:17,2:26, 5:7-8, 5:9, 5:20; 2 Jn 11; Jud 11), which often
draw their material from parallel passages elsewhere in the New Testament.
Several of these interpolations are of a dogmatic nature (1 Pt 1:19, 3:22; 1 Jn 5:9,
20). Traces of this text-type are found in the works of Augustine (1 Pt 3:1-7,
3:22, 5:4; 1]Jn 2:5, 17, 26) and the anonymous author of the Speculum “Audi
Israhel” (Jas 2:16, 4:1; 1 Pt 5:4; 1Jn 5:20; 2 Jn 11). It is also represented in the
Spanish Vulgate manuscripts of the families T (the edition of Isidore of Seville)
and A (North Spanish, seventh century?) (Jas 1:1, 1 Pt 1:16). Traces of some of
these interpolations in the Apostolic Constitutions (1 Pt 2:23) as well as in the
early Sahidic (1 Jn 2:17) and Armenian (1 Pt 5:14) versions led Thiele to suggest
that these interpolations, including the Johannine comma, may derive from a
very early form of the Greek text.>'

However, Thiele’s hypothesis rests on the assumptions that all the
interpolations entered this text-type simultaneously from a Greek original, and
that all were present uniformly in all exemplars of this text-type. These
assumptions cannot necessarily be made. Moreover, Thiele’s hypothesis does not
adequately explain the absence of the comma from the works of the Greek
Fathers or from other Latin writers before Priscillian, notably Augustine, who
seems to have been familiar with this text-type. With the greatest of respect to
Thiele, I am not convinced by his explanation of why Facundus (see below)
should have mentioned Cyprian as one of those who provided a Trinitarian
interpretation of the phrase tres unum sunt. Nor does his hypothesis explain why
the author of De rebaptismate—someone close to Cyprian in space and time,
using a very similar biblical text—should also have cited 1]Jn 5:8 without the
heavenly witnesses. While Thiele was certainly correct to draw attention to the
presence of a complex of interpolations present in this North African text-type
(as far as it can be reconstructed), the passage from Cyprian does not seem to
allow us to conclude anything more definite than the fact that he interpreted the
phrase tres unum sunt in a Trinitarian sense, just like many others before and after
him. But whether or not Thiele’s hypothesis about Cyprian is correct, it should

3 'Wachtel, 1995, 317, notes that Thiele’s hypothesis has found little support in the subsequent
literature.

27



be emphasised that he has never maintained that the comma was anything but an
interpolation.

Augustine (354-430) discusses 1 Jn 5:8 in his late tract against the Arian
Maximinus. He begins by pointing out that although spirit, water and blood are
essentially different, John nevertheless says that they are one. This apparent
contradiction should alert us to the fact that these three things are sacraments,
that is, things that point away from their natural essence towards something
different. Augustine interpreted the spirit as the breath that left Jesus when he
died, along with the water and blood that issued from his side. Each of these
things, he reasons, has a different essence; they are therefore not merely one
thing. Augustine suggests that these things could be interpreted allegorically as
references to the three persons of the Trinity: “About them it might very truly be
said: ‘these are three witnesses, and the three are one.” Augustine works out
these associations more closely, suggesting that “spirit” of 1 Jn S:8 signifies the
Father, since “God is spirit” (Jn 4:24); “blood” signifies the Son, the Word who
became flesh; and “water” signifies the Holy Spirit, whom Jesus promised to give
to those who are thirsty (Jn 7:39). The testimony of the Father and the Son is
manifest in Jesus’ statement (Jn 8:18), “I testify on my own behalf, and the
Father who sent me testifies on my behalf.” Although the Spirit is not expressly
mentioned here, the Spirit is never understood to be separate from the Father
and the Son, so all three persons of the Trinity may justly be said to bear witness
to Jesus. Indeed, Jesus says elsewhere: “When the Advocate comes, whom I will
send to you from the Father, the Spirit of truth who comes from the Father, he
will testify on my behalf” (Jn 15:26). These three then, Father, Son and Holy
Spirit, are rightly described as three witnesses, though of course they remain of
one substance. Augustine continues the allegory by noting that the body of
Christ, from which the spirit, water and blood (that is, the Father, the Son and
the Holy Spirit) issue, is none other than the church which preaches the Trinity
and its unitive nature. This church was commissioned through words that issued
from Jesus’ body, commanding it to baptize all nations, “in the name of the
Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit” (Mt 28:19). Augustine’s exegesis of
1 Jn S:8 thus shows his fascination with the possibilities of Trinitarian allegoresis
of that verse, but also shows that the comma was not present in the biblical text
with which he was familiar. If it were, his attempt to draw allegorical meanings
out of verse 8 would have been pointless. It is also worth noting that Augustine
expressly states that other interpretations of this passage are possible, and should
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even be encouraged as long as they do not compromise the doctrine of the
Trinity by confounding or separating the three divine persons, denying their
existence or suggesting that they have three distinct substances.*

3* Augustine, Contra Maximinum 11.22.3, PL 42:794-795: “Sane falli te nolo in Epistola Joannis
apostoli, ubi ait Tres sunt testes; spiritus, et aqua, et sanguis; et tres unum sunt, ne forte dicas
spiritum et aquam et sanguinem diversas esse substantias, et tamen dictum esse, tres unum sunt;
propter hoc admonui, ne fallaris. Heec enim sacramenta sunt, in quibus non quid sint, sed quid
ostendant semper attenditur: quoniam signa sunt rerum, aliud existentia, et aliud significantia.
Si ergo illa, que his significantur, intelligantur, ipsa inveniuntur unius esse substantiz. [795]
Tanquam si dicamus, ‘petra et aqua unum sunt,’ volentes per petram signiﬁcare Christum, per
aquam, Spiritum sanctum, quis dubitat petram et aquam diversas esse naturas? Sed quia
Christus et Spiritus sanctus unius sunt ejusdemque naturz, ideo cum dicitur ‘petra et aqua
unum sunt,’ ex ea parte recte accipi potest, qua iste duz res, quarum est diversa natura, aliarum
quoque signa sunt rerum, quarum est una natura. Tria itaque novimus de corpore Domini
exisse, cum penderet in ligno: primo, spiritum; unde scriptum est, Et inclinato capite tradidit
spiritum; deinde, quando latus ejus lancea perforatum est, sanguinem et aquam [Jn 19:30, 34].
Quz tria, si per se ipsa intueamur, diversas habent singula quaque substantias; ac per hoc non
sunt unum. Si vero ea, qu his significata sunt, velimus inquirere, non absurde occurrit ipsa
Trinitas, qui unus, solus, verus, summus est Deus, Pater et Filius et Spiritus sanctus, de quibus
verissime dici potuit, Tres sunt testes, et tres unum sunt: ut nomine spiritus signiﬁcatum
accipiamus Deum Patrem: de ipso quippe adorando loquebatur Dominus, ubi ait, Spiritus est
Deus [Jn 4:24]; nomine autem sanguinis, Filium: quia Verbum caro factum est [Jn 1:14]; et
nomine aqua Spiritum sanctum: cum enim de aqua loqueretur Jesus, quam daturus erat
sitientibus, ait evangelista, Hoc autem dixit de Spiritu, quem accepturi erant credentes in eum [Jn
7:39]. Testes vero esse Patrem et Filium et Spiritum sanctum, quis Evangelio credit, et dubitat,
dicente Filio, Ego sum qui testimonium perhibeo de me: et testimonium perhibet de me, qui misit
me, Pater Un 8:18]2 Ubi etsi non est commemoratus Spiritus sanctus, non tamen intelligitur
separatus. Sed nec de ipso alibi tacuit, eumque testem satis aperteque monstravit. Nam cum
illum promitteret, ait: Ipse testimonium perhibebit de me [Jn 15:26]. Hi sunt tres testes: et tres
unum sunt [1Jn 5:8], quia unius substantie sunt. Quod autem signa quibus significati sunt, de
corpore Domini exierunt, figuraverunt Ecclesiam pradicantem Trinitatis unam eamdemgque
naturam: quoniam hi tres qui trino modo signiﬁcati sunt, unum sunt; Ecclesia vero eos
pradicans, corpus est Christi. Si ergo tres res quibus significati sunt, ex corpore Domini
exierunt: sicut ex corpore Domini sonuit, ut baptizarentur gentes in nomine Patris et Filii et
Spiritus sancti [Mt 28:19]: ‘in nomine,” non ‘in nominibus.” Hi enim tres unum sunt, et hi tres
unus est Deus. Si quo autem alio modo tanti sacramenti ista profunditas, qua in Epistola
Joannis legitur, exponi et intelligi potest secundum catholicam fidem, qua nec confundit nec
separat Trinitatem, nec abnuit tres personas, nec diversas credit esse substantias, nulla ratione
respuendum est. Quod enim ad exercendas mentes fidelium in Scripturis sanctis obscure
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Fleeting references to 1 Jn 5:8 in Augustine’s Tractate on the Gospel of John
and City of God also attest to the fact that the comma was not in the scriptural
text with which Augustine was familiar. Nevertheless, they do show that he was
alive to the allegorical possibilities of 1]Jn 5:8. The obvious pleasure that
Augustine takes in this interpretation should not obscure the fact that he wrote
these words in the early fifth century, when the orthodox doctrine of the Trinity
had already been articulated. Consequently, he makes all kinds of assumptions—
such as the notion that the Spirit is understood to be present when the Father
and the Son are mentioned—which may not have seemed obvious two or three
hundred years earlier.

Before leaving Augustine we should note two points. Firstly, in 1934
Norbert Fickermann drew attention to a note in a twelfth-century manuscript of
the Regensburg Epistole rhetorice, which makes the following claims: “St Jerome
argued that that verbal repetition [replicatio] in the [first] Epistle of John—‘And
there are three that bear witness, the Father, the Word and the Spirit'—was
established as certain. By contrast, St Augustine prescribed that it should be
removed, on the basis of the Apostle’s meaning and the authority of the Greek.”*
Given the relatively recent date of this text (eleventh century), its erroneous
attribution of the Prologue to the Catholic Epistles to Jerome, and the fact that the
statement about Augustine seems not to reflect anything in the Father’s extant

ponitur, gratulandum est, si multis modis, non tamen insipienter exponitur.” See also Kiinstle,
1905a, 7; Bludau, 1919b. I have altered Migne’s punctuation slightly to make the sense clearer.
33 Augustine, Tractatus in Ioannis evangelium XXXVIL.10, CCSL 36:330 (cf. PL 35:1669): “Vis
habere bonam causam? Habeto duos vel tres testes, patrem et filium et spiritum sanctum.”
Augustine, De civitate Dei V.11.1, CCSL 47:141: “Deus itaque summus et uerus cum Verbo suo
et Spiritu sancto, que tria unum sunt [ ... ].” Commentary in Kiinstle, 190Sa, 8. Augustine, De
Trinitate IV.20, CCSL 50:199: “Sicut ergo pater genuit, filius genitus est; ita pater misit, filius
missus est. Sed quemadmodum qui genuit et qui genitus est, ita et qui misit et qui missus est
unum sunt quia pater et filius unum sunt; ita etiam spiritus sanctus unum cum eis est quia hec
tria unum sunt.”

3 Munich, Bayerische Staatsbibliothek clm 14596, cit. Fickermann, 1934, 350: “Replicationem
illam in epistola Iohannis: et tres sunt qui testimonium dant, pater et verbum et spiritus beatus
Hieronimus ratam esse astruit; beatus vero Augustinus ex apostoli sententia et ex grece lingu&
auctoritate demendam esse prescribit.” Thiele, 1959, 71-72, takes this statement as possible
evidence that Augustine suppressed the comma in his text, evidence he sees in the occurrence
of the readings Filius and Spiritus Sanctus in Augustine’s Contra Maximinum; we addressed
Thiele’s hypothesis above.
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works, it is difficult to know how much confidence to place in this assertion.
Probably not much. Secondly, it has often been claimed that Augustine cited the
comma in a work called Speculum, but this claim is based on a confusion between
two treatises called Speculum, sometimes found together in the same
manuscripts, only one of which—Speculum “Quis ignorat”, the one that does not
contain the comma—was written by the great African Father.”

Further evidence that the comma arose in an allegorical interpretation of
1Jn 5:8 may be found in the Book of the forms of spiritual interpretation by
Augustine’s younger contemporary Eucherius of Lyon (380-449). Eucherius
explains to his son that various things, such as numbers, can be found mystically
in Scripture; the number one, for example, refers to the unity of God; two refers
to the two dispensations; and three refers to the Trinity, “as in the letter of John.”

* The presence of the comma in the Speculum, first publicised in two letters published by
Nicholas (later cardinal) Wiseman in 1832 and 1833 (repr. in Wiseman, 1853, 1:5-70), has
caused some confusion, since there are two treatises of this name attributed to Augustine, both
of which are included in Weihrich’s edition in CSEL 12: the Speculum “Quis ignorat” and the
Speculum “Audi Israhel”. Only the first of these—preserved in Munich, BSB clm 14513 (ninth
century); Chartres ms 33 (ninth century); Sankt Gallen, Stiftsbibliothek ms 137 (tenth
century); Vatican, BAV cod. Pal. 198 (tenth or eleventh century); Paris, BnF ms. lat. 2473
(thirteenth century)—is actually by Augustine. (When Erasmus came to include the Speculum
“Quis ignorat” in his edition of Augustine’s works, printed by Froben in 1528, he even called
the authenticity of that work into question.) The Speculum “Audi Israhel’—preserved in Rome,
Biblioteca della Basilica di Santa Croce in Gerusalemme, ms 58 (codex Sessorianus, eighth or
ninth century); Paris, BnF ms lat. 6400G (codex Floriacensis, fourth to seventh century, also
known as ms h, Beuron S5, fragmentary); Avranches ms 87 (ninth century); Paris BnF ms lat.
15082 (twelfth century); Paris, BnF ms. lat. 2977A (eleventh or twelfth century); Paris, BnF
ms nouv. acq. 256 (twelfth century); and in abridged versions in Paris, BnF ms lat. 4/4* (codex
Aniciensis), formerly in Le Puy-en-Velay; and Paris, BnF ms lat. 9380 (ninth century), 338-
346—contains a selection of scriptural passages organised under a number of doctrinal heads.
There are a number of reasons to doubt that this work was compiled by Augustine: it uses a
different biblical text from that found in Augustine’s other works; it quotes from the ps.-
Pauline Epistle to the Laodiceans, which Augustine rejected; and it employs the Western order
of the Gospels (Matthew, John, Luke, Mark), which Augustine likewise avoided. Further, see
Weihrich, 1881; Weihrich’s introduction to CSEL 12; and Sanday, 1890, who question some
of Wiseman’s claims. In any case, the text of the comma cited in the Speculum “Audi Israhel’,
CSEL 12:325-326, reads: “Spiritus est qui testimonium reddit, quia spiritus est ueritas. Item illic:
Tres sunt qui testimonium dicunt in celo, pater, uerbum et spiritus, et hii tres unum sunt.” The
transmission is not consistent in the mss; Avranches 87, Paris 15082 and Paris 2977A read:
“Spiritus est qui dicit in calo pater uerbum et spiritus et hii tres unum sunt.”
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The Migne edition cites 1 Jn 5:7-8 at this point, leading many commentators in
the past to assume that the comma formed part of the biblical text known to
Eucherius. But the critical edition of Eucherius’ works (ed. Wotke, 1884) gives
merely the words tria sunt que testimonium perhibent: aqua sanguis spiritus, a more
plausible reading that reflects the neuter plural tria found in two extant bibles of
the ninth and tenth centuries (Madrid, Complutense ms 31 and Leén, Archivio
catedralicio ms 6).3¢ Further evidence is found in the first book of Eucherius’
Instructiones, which contains a section called On rather difficult questions in the
New Testament. One of the questions Eucherius raises here is the meaning of the
water, blood and spirit mentioned in the letter of John. “Here many people,” he
says, “through a mystical interpretation understand the Trinity itself; since it is
perfect, it bears testimony to Christ.” It is not certain who these “many people”
might be, for the set of correspondences given by Eucherius (water = Father,
blood = Christ, spirit = Holy Spirit) differs from that given by Augustine and
subsequently by Facundus, bishop of Hermiane (spirit = Father, blood = Son,
water = Holy Spirit).””

In his Defence of the Three Chapters (546-551), Facundus, like Augustine,
was to argue that the spirit, water and blood testifying on earth correspond

3¢ Eucherius, Liber formularum spiritalis intelligentie 1X (De numeris), ed. Wotke, CSEL 31:59:
“Sane his nominibus absolutis numeros quoque breuiter digeramus, quos mystica exemplorum
ratio inter sacros celebriores efficit. I. hic numerus ad unitatem Deitatis refertur | ... ]. II. ad duo
testamenta | ...]. IIL. ad trinitatem; in loannis epistola: tria sunt que testimonium perhibent:
aqua sanguis spiritus.” The text in PL 50:770 reads: “IIl. Ad Trinitatem; in Joannis Epistola:
Tres sunt qui testimonium dant in ceelo, Pater, Verbum, et Spiritus sanctus, et tres sunt qui
testimonium dant in terra, spiritus, aqua et sanguis.” This reading does not appear in Wotke’s
apparatus. Further on Eucherius, see Bludau, 1927.

37 Bucherius, Instructiones I (De queastionibus difficilioribus Novi Testamenti), CSEL 31:137-138:
“Item Iohannes in epistula sua ponit: tria sunt que testimonium perhibent, aqua, sanguis, et
spiritus; quid in hoc indicatur? [ ... ] Plures tamen hic ipsam interpretatione mystica intelligunt
Trinitatem, eo quod perfecta ipsa perhibeat testimonium Christo: aqua patrem indicans, quia
ipse de se dicit: me derelinquerunt fontem aque uiue, sanguine Christum demonstrans, utique
per passionis cruorem, spiritu uero sanctum spiritum manifestans. Haec autem tria de Christo
testimonium ita perhibent ipso in euangelio loquente: ego sum qui testimonium perhibeo de me,
et testimonium perhibuit de me qui misit me pater, et item: cum autem uenerit paraclitus quem ego
mittam uobis, spiritum ueritatis, qui a patre procedit ille testimonium perhibet de me. perhibet ergo
testimonium pater, cum dicit: hic est filius meus dilectus, filius, cam dicit: ego et pater unum
sumus, spiritus sanctus, cum de eo dicitur: et uidit spiritum dei descendentem sicut columbam
uenientem super se.”

32



respectively to Father, Holy Spirit and Son in heaven. In interpreting 1 Jn 5:8
allegorically, Facundus explictly follows Cyprian.*® We gather from Facundus’
account that there was some dispute over the interpretation of verse 8, a
disagreement related to the ongoing difficulties in articulating a doctrine of the
Trinity that might be held universally. It is not entirely clear whether the
scriptural text with which Facundus was familiar contained the comma—the fact
that he refers specifically to “the apostle John speaking of the Father and the Son
and the Holy Spirit” suggests that it probably was—but it is clear that by
Facundus’ day, well over a century after Augustine wrote against Maximinus, the
Trinitarian allegoresis of 1 Jn 5:8 was well established, at least in Spain and North

% Facundus Hermianensis, Pro defensione trium capitulorum concilii Chalcedonensis libri
duodecim ad Justinianum imperatorem 1.3.8-13, CCSL 90:12-13 (cf. PL 67:535-536): “Tres
tamen sunt Pater et Filius et Spiritus sanctus, ex quibus unus recte dicitur Dominus Iesus
Christus. Nam et Iohannes apostolus in epistula sua de Patre et Filio et Spiritu sancto sic dicit:
Tres sunt qui testimonium dicunt in terra, spiritus, aqua, et sanguis, et hi tres unum sunt. In spiritu
significans Patrem, sicut Dominus mulieri Samaritana secundum ipsius Iohannis euangelium
loquitur, dicens: Crede mihi, quia ueniet hora quando neque in monte hoc, neque in [13]
Hierosolymis adorabitis Patrem. Vos adoratis quod nescitis, nos adoramus quod scimus; quia salus
ex Iudeis est. Sed uenit hora, et nunc est, quando ueri adoratores adorabunt Patrem in spiritu et
ueritate; nam et Pater tales querit qui adorent eum. Spiritus est Deus, et eos qui adorant eum, in
spiritu et ueritate oportet adorare Un 4:21].In aqua uero Spiritum sanctum significans, sicut in
eodem suo euangelio exponit Domini uerba dicentis: Si quis sitit, ueniat ad me, et bibat. Qui
credit in me, sicut dicit scriptura, flumina de uentre eius fluent aque uiuce. Vbi subsecutus adiecit:
hoc autem dixit de Spiritu, quem accepturi erant credentes in eum. Nondum enim erat Spiritus
datus, quia lesus nondum fuerat glorificatus [Jn 7:37-39]. In sanguine uero Filium significans,
quoniam ipse ex sancta Trinitate communicauit carni et sanguini. Non ergo ait Iohannes
apostolus loquens de Patre et Filio et Spiritu sancto, tres sunt persona que testificantur in
terra, spiritus, aqua et sanguis, et hi tres unum sunt, sed hoc potius ait: Tres sunt qui testificantur
in terra, spiritus, aqua et sanguis, et hi tres unum sunt. Quid ergo pro Iohanne respondent
apostolo? Qui sunt hi tres, qui in terra testificari, et qui unum esse dicuntur? Num dii? Num
patres? Num filii, aut spiritus sancti? Non utique, sed hi tres, Pater, et Filius, et Spiritus sanctus
sunt, tamen et si non inuenitur unum nomen, quod de omnibus communiter masculino genere
pradicetur, sicut communiter de illis persona predicantur genere feminino. Aut si forsitan ipsi
qui de uerbo contendunt, in eo quod dixit: Tres sunt qui testificantur in terra, spiritus, aqua et
sanguis, et hi tres unum sunt, Trinitatem que unus Deus est, nolunt intellegi, secundum ipsa
uerba qua posuit pro apostolo Iohanne respondeant: Numquid hi tres, qui in terra testificari et
qui unum esse dicuntur, possunt spiritus, aut aque, uel sanguines dici?” Facundus seems here
to skirt quite close to heterodoxy; the opening sentence in this passage in particular sounds like
an echo of Priscillian’s Panchristism.
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Africa.

It would be wrong to pass over the early Latin Fathers—Tertullian,
Cyprian, Augustine, Eucherius—without mentioning that defenders of the
comma, from the sixteenth century to the present day, claim that the form of
Scripture familiar to all these Fathers contained the comma. However, this
assertion is based on a failure to make two basic distinctions.

First is the failure to distinguish between two issues: 1) Did the particular
Father in question believe in the Trinity? 2) Did the biblical text with which this
Father was familiar contain the comma? To give an affirmative answer to the first
question does not mean that we must give the same answer to the second. But
even to say that the earliest Fathers believed in the Trinity requires qualification:
each one of these Fathers believed in the Trinity as it was understood and
formulated in his own time. The fact that Origen’s understanding of the Trinity
could be considered acceptable during his lifetime and subsequently judged as
heretical is sufficient evidence of the fact that the doctrine of the Trinity was still
in a process of flux and development.

Second is the failure to distinguish between two further issues: 1) Did the
biblical text with which the Father in question was familiar contain the comma?
2) Did a particular Father interpret the phrase tres unum sunt (or the entirety of
1]Jn 5:8) as some kind of reference to the Trinity? Again, to answer the second
question in the affirmative does not imply an affirmative answer to the first.

4. Priscillian, early creeds, and the origins of the comma in textual combination

The emergence of established Christological and Trinitarian positions was
attended by the formulation of a number of formal doctrinal statements:
professions of faith, creeds and cathechisms. One step in the construction of
formal doctrinal statements was the collection of a coherent series of short credal
statements (what we will call symbola here for want of a more precise term),
which served as building blocks from which more complex articulations (whether
doctrinal regule fidei or liturgical creeds) could be built. Such symbola probably
arose first in “private creeds,” confessional statements made spontaneously in
response to particular situations.” There is evidence that the phrase “[these]

** On the formation of creeds, see Kelly, 1972; Westra, 2002.
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three are one” in one of its various forms—/[ hac] tria (or [hi] tres) unum sunt (or
unus [est] deus)—was used from an early period as a symbolum professing belief
in the Trinity. For example, Victricius of Rouen (t c. 407) writes in his work De
laude sanctorum: “We confess God the Father, we confess God the Son, we
confess God the Holy Spirit. We confess that the three are one.”*

It is in another such a profession of faith—the Liber apologeticus (c. 380)
of Priscillian, a Spanish bishop executed in 385 on charges of sorcery and
heresy—that we first find the comma cited unambiguously. Priscillian, whose
works were suppressed at the first Council of Braga and only rediscovered in
1885, cites the comma not merely as evidence of the unity of God, but also to
support his notion of “Panchristism.” This position, anathematised by bishop
Pastor of Palencia and the Council of Braga, is a species of Unitarianism that
rejects any attempt to distinguish the persons of the Trinity, identifying Christ as
the one true God.*!

The form in which Priscillian cites the comma is as follows: Tria sunt que
testimonium dicunt in terra: aqua caro et sanguis; et hec tria in unum sunt. Et tria
sunt que testimonium dicunt in celo: Pater, Verbum et Spiritus, et heec tria unum sunt
in Christo Iesu.* Several features of Priscillian’s reading of the comma deserve
notice. Firstly, he places the heavenly witnesses after the earthly witnesses; this
uncertainty is a feature of the manuscript transmission for the next thousand
years. Secondly, Priscillian says that the heavenly witnesses “are one in Christ
Jesus.” Thirdly, Priscillian uses the neuter forms hec tria instead of the masculine
hi tres one would expect in a direct translation from the Greek. Finally, Priscillian
lists the three earthly witnesses as water, flesh and blood, a variant found in no
extant Greek bible, but in the writings of some Latin Fathers and a handful of

* Victricius Rotomagensis, De laude sanctorum 4, CCSL 64, 74: “Confitemur Deum Patrem,
confitemur Deum Filium, confitemur Sanctum Spiritum Deum. Confitemur quia tres unum
sunt.”

*' A convenient survey of Priscillian’s life and thought is Chadwick, 1976. For the text of the
Symbolum Toletanum I (400) and the Libellus in modum symboli (447) of bishop Pastor, see
Denzinger, 2001, 95-98, §§ 188-209; for the letter Quam laudabiliter to bishop Turribius of
Astorga (447), see Denzinger, 2001, 132-134, §§ 283-286; for the Anathemas of the Council of
Braga (574), see Denzinger, 2001, 208-210, §§ 451-464.

* Priscillian, Liber apologeticus, ed. Schepss, CSEL 18:6.
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Latin bibles copied as late as the thirteenth century.®’

Since Priscillian was the first author to cite the comma, Karl Kinstle
(1905) suggested that he had invented it and inserted it in the biblical text. This
suggestion was immediately challenged by Adolf Jiilicher (1905). Joseph Denk
(1906) likewise argued that Priscillian’s citations of Scripture reflect a “very early,
extremely interesting and faithful form of the Itala,” and pointed out that he
himself had not found any other instance of deliberate falsification of Scripture in
Priscillian’s work. Moreover, Denk suggested that if Jerome had suspected
Priscillian of inventing the passage, he certainly would have unmasked and
denounced such an outrageous forgery.* (However plausible Denk’s suggestion
may appear, arguments ex silentio do not compel assent. Indeed, Jerome also fails
to mention the unusual variant “water, flesh and blood” in Priscillian’s reading of
verse 8, which—although it is represented in some later Spanish manuscripts—
would certainly have merited a comment from Jerome if he were familiar with
Priscillian’s text.) Ernest-Charles Babut (1909) concurred with Denk, and added
that the comma is to be found in several orthodox works of the fifth century,
which would hardly be expected if it were the invention of a man condemned as a
heretic. All these factors suggested to Babut that the comma was already to be
found in the bibles of Priscillian’s orthodox opponents as well as in his own.*
Whatever the truth of the matter, the rediscovery of Priscillian’s work, coinciding
with the beginnings of interest in the textual history of the Vulgate by Berger
(1893) and the editors of the Oxford critical text of the Vulgate (1889-1954), led
to the more general suggestion that the comma may have first arisen in Spain
rather than in North Africa, as had hitherto been suspected.

Priscillian’s use of neuter plural forms (hec tria) to refer to the divine
persons instead of the masculine plural forms (hi tres) we might naturally expect
from the Greek original of 1 Jn 5:8 (oi Tpeis) is noteworthy. It has been suggested
that this grammatical peculiarity was consonant with Priscillian’s modalistic

# Kinstle, 1905a, 8-9, 12-15; Kiinstle, 1905b, 60-61; Thiele, 1966, 363; Brown, 1982, 781-
782; Strecker, 1989, 281; Strecker, 1996, 189. The sources reading caro are Madrid,
Complutense ms 31; Dublin, Trinity College ms 52; Paris, BnF ms lat. 315; Vienna, ONB ms
1190% Contra Varimadum 1.5; Beatus and Eterius, Contra Elipandum 1.26; ps.-John 11, Epist. ad
Valerium.

* Denk, 1906.

* Babut, 1909, Appendix IV.3; Brooke, 1912, 160.
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understanding of the persons of the Trinity.* However, we have seen enough
examples of identical or similar phrases being used by orthodox expositors to
realise that this conclusion is not warranted.

More interestingly, Priscillian’s reading of verse 7 contains the phrase in
Christo Iesu. The complete phrase unum sunt in Christo Iesu is derived ultimately
from Gal 3:28 (Opeis ¢ig 0Tt &v ypiot® Inood), and was clearly attracted to the
end of 1 Jn 5:8 by the fact that they share the words unum sunt. The phrase unum
sunt in Christo [Iesu] subsequently occurs as a Trinitarian symbolum in two large-
scale creeds. The first is the Reply to Pope Damasus, written in or before 384 (the
year of Damasus’ death) by Priscillian or one of his followers.*” The second is the
Expositio fidei chatolice, an orthodox creed written probably in Spain in the fifth or
sixth century, in which this symbolum occurs as part of the wording of the
Johannine comma.*

4 Brown, 1982, 781-782, 786; Strecker, 1996, 189.

¥ Ad Damasum papam, cit. Kiinstle, 1905b, 59: “Pater deus, filius deus et spiritus sanctus deus.
Hec unum sunt in Christo Iesu. Tres itaque forme, sed una potestas.” Kiinstle, 1905b, 67,
contrasts this with the orthodox formulation in the creed Clemens Trinitas est una divinitas, also
known as the “creed of St Augustine” (Southern France, fifth/sixth century; text given in
Denzinger, 2001, 49-50, § 73-74). Although Clemens Trinitas does not contain the comma in
its classical form, it contains the phrase tres unum sunt (here with the status of a symbolum)
with an enumeration of the persons of the Trinity, creating an oddly ungrammatical sentence
(Itaque Pater et Filius et Spiritus Sanctus, et tres unum sunt). In combination, these two elements
are clearly moving towards the Johannine comma in its classical formulation. See also the
Canons of the Second Council of Braga, PL 84:582: “LV. Quid in altari offerri oporteat. Non
oportet aliquid aliud in sanctuario offerri praeter panem et vinum et aquam, qu in typo Christi
benedicuntur, quia dum in cruce penderet de corpore eius sanguis effluxit et aqua. Haec tria
unum sunt in Christo Iesu, hec hostia et oblatio Dei in odorem suavitatis.” This document,
which was subsequently absorbed into the Decretum Gratiani, first appears in the forged ps.-
Isidorean collection, put together in the ninth century; it is consequently difficult to know
whether the formulation genuinely reflects the thought of the late fifth century. In any case it is
fascinating that this phraseology occurs in combination with the three elements of flesh, blood
and water, which are found in Priscillian’s citation of 1 Jn 5:8. It is possible that the inclusion of
this phrase in the Canons was suggested by the common interpretation of 1]Jn 5:6 as a
reference to the sacraments.

“ Expositio fidei chatolice, in Caspari, 1883, X1v, 305: “[ ... ] pater est ingenitus, filius uero sine
initio genitus a patre est, spiritus autem sanctus processet [procedit Caspari] a patre et accipit
de filio sicut euangelista testatur, quia scriptum est: Tres sunt qui dicunt testimonium in celo:
pater, uerbum et spiritus, et hec tria unum sunt in Christo Iesu. Non tamen dixit: unus est in
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An examination of all the known citations of 1 Jn 5:7-8 in the works of the
Latin Fathers, as well as of the readings in early manuscripts of the Latin New
Testament, suggested that the variants were created through the variable
convergence of three separate elements, attracted by the shared phrase vNVM
SVNT; this phrase acted as the “switch” at which a given Father or scribe moved
from one verbal formulation to another. It is suggested that the phenomenon that
brought about such textual combination is related to “code switching,” a
psycholinguistic phenomenon observed in conversations between bilingual
conversants, when the uttering of a word or phrase occurring in both languages
causes a transition from one language to another.”

The first stage in the formulation of the comma was the simple translation
of the Greek text of 1Jn 5:8 (87t Tpeig eiow oi papTvpodvreg: TO Tvedpa Kal TO
38wp kal To alpa, kal oi Tpeig eig To &v elow) into Latin: Quia tres sunt qui
testimonium dant, Spiritus [et] aqua et sanguis, et tres YNVM SVNT. This translation
of verse 8 is attested by Leo the Great and Codex Amiatinus. The existence of
Trinitarian allegoresis of this verse before the formulation of the comma is
demonstrated by the fact that some early writers (e.g. Facundus and Haymo) give
the spatial marker in terra in verse 8 but do not yet cite the comma.

The “core” of the comma was then created by substituting the three
persons of the Trinity for the water, spirit and blood enumerated in verse 8, and

Christo Iesu.” The Expositio is preserved in Milan, Biblioteca Ambrosiana ms I 101 sup., the
same eighth-century manuscript that contains the Muratorian Canon. The date and
provenance of the Expositio are disputed. Caspari, 1883, 304-308, the first editor of the
document, suggested that it was written in Africa around the fifth or sixth century. Morin,
1899, 101-102, suggested less convincingly that it was written by Isaac Judaeus in the time of
Pope Damasus (372). A more convincing explanation was offered by Kiinstle, 1905b, 89-99,
who suggested that it was written in Spain in the fifth or sixth century against the position of
Priscillian. In support of his contention that the Expositio is Spanish, Kiinstle noted that the
same manuscript contains a Fides Athanasii, which is identical with the eighth chapter of the De
Trinitate of ps.-Vigilius, and that the whole collection of documents in this manuscript is a suite
of tracts belonging to the anti-Priscillianist movement. He concluded that Isaac cannot have
written the Expositio, since he lived before the comma Johanneum is first attested, though this
argument seems a little circular. Further on Morin’s hypotheses, see Lunn-Rockliffe, 2007, 33-
62. It should be noted that the reading of the comma in Priscillian and in the Expositio is very
similar to that later found in the biblical manuscripts Madrid, Complutense ms 31 and Leén,
Archivio catedralicio ms 6.

* On code switching, see for example Auer, 2002.
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by inserting the spatial marker in celo to distinguish the two sets of witnesses.
This reading can be seen in its simplest form in manuscripts such as the ninth-
century ms Rome, Biblioteca Vallicelliana ms B vi (Codex Vallicellanus):
Quoniam tres sunt qui testimonium dant in terra, spiritus, aqua et sanguis, et tres
VNVM SVNT; sicut tres sunt qui testimonium dant in celo, pater, uerbum, et spiritus
sanctus, et tres VNVM SVNT.

Subsequently, one or both of the symbola “[hec] tria (or [hi] tres) VNVM
SVNT (or unus [est] deus)” and “VNVM SVNT in Christo [Iesu]” were attracted to the
“core” of the comma. The phrase VNVM SVNT, shared by the Scriptural text and
the two symbola, acted as the switch at which verse 7 or 8 could deviate into the
symbola. When this switch occured in verse 8—as testified by Ambrose, De
Spiritu sancto 111.10 (Quia tres sunt testes, spiritus, aqua et sanguis, et hi tres VNVM
SVNT in Christo Iesu—it served to explain that the testimony of the three earthly
witnesses is focussed on establishing Christ’s status as son of God. This switch
could happen where the author was unaware of the comma (as we see in
Ambrose), or in conjunction with the comma, such as in the Testimonia divine
Scripture, a seventh-century work formerly attributed to Isidore of Seville.*® The
switch could also occur at the analagous position in the “core” form of the
comma, as seen in Priscillian and the Expositio fidei chatolice. In Priscillian and the
Expositio, the neuter forms hec tria, borrowed from the symbolum, have even
crept back into the “core,” supplanting the original masculine forms hi tres.

The fact that the form of the comma cited by Priscillian and the author of
the Expositio fidei chatolice is identical shows how heterodox thinkers could use
the same symbola as the orthodox party as the basis of very different systems of
belief. The credal formulation unum sunt in Christo Iesu could be used by the
author of the Expositio fidei chatolice to express the orthodox belief that the Spirit,
water and blood testify unanimously to Christ as the Son of God. The same
symbolum could be used by Priscillian or the Panchristian author of the Reply to
Pope Damasus to show that the three persons of the Trinity are one God, and that
this one God is Jesus Christ.

Other variants in verse 8—aqua caro et sanguis (Priscillian) and tres in

59 Ps.-Isidore, Testimonia diuine scripture, CCSL 108:57: “IN EPISTULA IOHANNIS: Quoniam
tres sunt, qui testimonium dant in terra spiritus, aqua et sanguis; et hi tres unum sunt in Xristo
Iesu; et tres sunt, qui testimonium dicunt in calo pater, uerbum et spiritus; et hi tres unum
sunt.”
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nobis sunt (Ps.-Athanasius, Contra Varimadus)—seem to have entered the Latin
textual tradition through lateral contamination, independently of the process
outlined above, and possibly as the result of doctrinal interference.

This foregoing hypothesis—that the comma arose through the attraction
of the two symbola to the “core” of the comma—seems to explain why the first
references to the Johannine comma are to be found in formal confessions of faith,
the natural environment of symbola: the Liber apologeticus of Priscillian, the
Expositio fidei chatolice, and the Liber fidei catholice, an explanation of Catholic
theology presented by bishop Eugenius of Carthage to the Arian king Hunneric
in 484.!

A snapshot of his process in motion is provided by the Complexiones of
Cassiodorus (c. 490-c. 583), who combines a variant of the symbolum “hi tres unus
est Deus”—also found in Augustine’s Against Maximinus 11.22.3—with the
allegorical notion that the witness of the three persons of the Trinity directly
parallels the witness of the earthly witnesses. While Cassiodorus does not provide
the comma in its classic form, he provides something more interesting: a chance
to see the constituent parts of the comma in the process of convergence.>

Further evidence for this hypothesis is provided by the writings of Alcuin
(c. 735-804), Charlemagne and Leo 111, all written within a few years of each
other. In his treatise on the Trinity, Alcuin provides an exegesis of the symbolum
“heec tria unum”. The result looks like an embryonic version of the Johannine
comma: “And these three things [sc. the persons of the Trinity] are one [hec tria
unum], and truly one; and this one is three. However, there are not three Fathers,

3! Recorded by Victor Vitensis, Historia persecutionis Africane provincie, ed. Petschenig, CSEL
7:60 (cf. PL 58:227-228): “Et ut adhuc luce clarius unius diuinitatis esse cum patre et filio
spiritum sanctum doceamus, Iohannis euangelist testimonio conprobatur. Ait namque: tres
sunt qui testimonium perhibent [v.l.: dant] in celo, pater, uerbum et spiritus sanctus, et hi tres unum
sunt. Numquod ait: ‘tres in differentiee qualitate seiuncti aut quibuslibet diuersitatum gradibus
longo separationis interuallo diuisi?’ sed tres, inquit, unum sunt.” Further, see Bludau, 1919a.

5 Cassiodorus, Complexiones canonicarum epistularum septem, PL 70:1372-1373: “Omnis qui
credit quia Jesus est Christus, ex Deo natus est, et reliqua. Qui Deum Jesum credit, ex Deo Patre
natus est, iste sine dubitatione fidelis [1373] est; et qui diligit genitorem, amat et eum qui ex eo
natus est Christus. Sic autem diligimus eum, cum mandata ejus facimus, quae justis mentibus
gravia non videntur; sed potius vincunt seculum, quando in illum credunt qui condidit
mundum. Cui rei testificantur in terra tria mysteria: aqua, sanguis et spiritus, qua in passione
Domini leguntur impleta: in ccelo autem Pater, et Filius, et Spiritus sanctus; et hi tres unus est
Deus.” Further, see Bludau, 1927.
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three Sons or three Holy Spirits; but three persons, one Father, one Son, one
Holy Spirit. And these three [hi tres], namely the Father, and the Son, and the
Holy Spirit, are one [unum sunt) in nature, omnipotence and eternity.”>* One of
the tasks with which Charlemagne entrusted Alcuin was the recension of the
Vulgate, a task completed in 801. Codex Vallicellanus shows that Alcuin’s
recension contained the Johannine comma.** In a letter written by Charlemagne
to Leo III in 809, the emperor cites a commentary on the Creed by Jerome—a
work now lost, or perhaps even misattributed—in which a particularly dissonant
form of the symbolum is cited: “these three things is one God” (hec tria unus Deus
est).”> The same year, Frankish monks in Jerusalem were being persecuted for
reciting the Nicene Creed with the filioque. In response, Leo issued a general
letter to all the Western churches containing a profession of faith containing a
summary of the orthodox doctrine of the Trinity, the first doctrinal statement
from Rome to formulate the classic Catholic position. In this creed we find the

53 Alcuin, De fide sancte et individue trinitatis 1.11, PL 101:19-20: “Pater solus Pater, [20] et
Filius solus Filius, et Spiritus sanctus solus [est] Spiritus sanctus. Et Pater hoc habet proprium,
quod ex omnibus quz sunt, solus est qui ab alio non est: ac per hoc solus est in paternitatis
persona, non [solus] in deitatis essentia. Unigenitus vero Filius Dei hoc habet proprium, quod
ex solo, id est, Patre consubstantialiter et coessentialiter solus genitus est; et in hoc est personz
su@ proprietas. Spiritus sanctus itaque hoc habet proprium, quod ex Patre et Filio @®qualiter
procedit; et est amborum Spiritus, ejusdemque substantie et wternitatis cum Patre et Filio.
Sed hac tria vere etiam tria sunt, ineffabiliterque tria, et essentialiter tria, habentia proprietates
suas. Et hec tria unum, et vere unum; et hoc unum tres, sed non tres Patres, nec tres Filii, nec
tres Spiritus sancti; sed tres person, unus Pater, unus Filius, unus Spiritus sanctus. Et hi tres,
id est, Pater, et Filius, et Spiritus sanctus, unum sunt in natura, omnipotentia, et ®ternitate.”
See also the Invocatio ad ss. trinitatem, et fidei symbolum ejusdem constituting book III of the
same treatise, PL 101:57: “Et hac tria unus Deus, et unus Deus hzc tria; idem Deus et
Dominus [ms Sanct-Germ.: Et hac tria unus Deus et unus Dominus; hac tria idem Deus et
Dominus] vera et sempiterna Trinitas in personis, vera et sempiterna unitas in substantia, quia
una est substantia Pater, et Filius, et Spiritus sanctus.”

> Westcott, 1892, 206; Berger, 1893, XVI.

5% Carolus Magnus, Epist. XIX, ad Leonem III papam, PL 98:928: “Hieronymus quoque de hac
ipsa Spiritus sancti processione in Symboli expositione inter cetera sic ait: Spiritus qui a Patre
et Filio procedit, Patri Filioque cozternus et per omnia coequalis est. Haec est sancta trinitas,
id est, Pater, et Filius, et Spiritus sanctus, una est deitas et potentia, una et essentia, id est, Pater
qui genuit, Filiusque genitus, et Spiritus sanctus qui ex Patre Filioque procedit. Hec tria unus
Deus est.”
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symbolum cited by Charlemagne, hec tria unus Deus.>

S. The uneven reception of the comma in the Latin middle ages

Such is the early evidence for the comma, which suggests that it was not taken for
granted or even uniformly well known for the first six or seven hundred years
after the first Epistle of John was written. Pope Leo’s Tomus ad Flavianum (449)
cites the fifth chapter of John’s epistle, but omits the comma. Fascinatingly, Leo’s
gloss on verse 8 contains both symbola, que tria unum sunt and in Christo Iesu
(though this latter phrase is also omitted in some manuscripts).”’” The

3¢ Pope Leo 111, Epistola XV, seu symbolum orthodoxe fidei Leonis pape, PL 102:1031: “Et heec
tria unus Deus. Hac tria idem Deus et Dominus, vera et sempiterna trinitas in personis, vera et
sempiterna unitas in substantia, quia una est substantia Pater et Filius et Spiritus sanctus.”
Haufleiter, 1920, 37-38. We also find the credal phrase hec tria unus deus in other Frankish
sources, suggesting more strongly that it had enjoyed a particular popularity as a credal phrase
in the Frankish territories: Ratramnus Corbeiensis, Contra Grecorum opposita romanam
ecclesiam infamantium (written 868) 1113, PL 121, 281-283 (paraphrasing Augustine, Sermo 52
[De verbis Evangelii Matthei 3:13-17] 10.23, PL 38, 364): “Non est enim illa Trinitas, qu est
summa et immobilis essentia, id est Deus, memoria, intelligentia, dilectio, ut hac tria sint Pater
et Filius et Spiritus sanctus, tanquam Pater memoria, Filius intelligentia, et Spiritus sanctus
dilectio; sed solus Pater hec tria sit, et Filius similiter heec tria, Spiritus quoque sanctus hac tria
pariter [ ... ]. Nec enim quemadmodum imago Trinitatis hujus habet illa tria, id est memoriam,
intelligentiam, dilectionem, et propterea in una persona Trinitas est, non quod unus homo sit
trinitas, sed quod in uno homine sint illa tria; ita est in illa summa Trinitate: sed tres personz
sunt Pater et Filius et Spiritus sanctus, sed heac tria unus Deus, et propterea Trinitas unus
Deus.” Guibert of Nogent (c. 1055-1124), Historia que dicitur gesta dei per francos 1.2, PL 121,
688 (Gracorum erronea doctrina): “Si enim, ex Filii Dei pracepto, in Patris et Filii et Spiritus
sancti nomine baptizandum est [Mt 28:19], et hoc idcirco quia hac tria unus Deus est:
quidquid in his tribus asseritur minus alterutro, Deus profecto non est.” Gaufridus
Clarevallensis (c. 1114/20-1188), Contra capitula Gilberti Pictaviensis episcopi. De capitulo
secundo, PL 185, 608: “Ibi enim unitas vere est Trinitas, et Trinitas vere est unitas. Tunc
perfecte cognoscemus, quod modo salubriter credimus. Neque enim aliter animadvertere
merebimur, nisi nunc, que vera sunt, fateamur, hoc est, veram, co@ternam, incommutabilem,
distinctam personis et inseparabilem Trinitatem, replentem omnia simul substantiali virtute
sua. Unum simplex, trinumque: hec tria unum, et hoc unum tres: sed non tres Patres, nec tres Filii
nec tres Spiritus sancti [Alcuin, De fide sancte et individue trinitatis 1.11]. Tres unum, et unum
tres confiteor. Hac tria unus Deus, et unus Deus hzc tria [Alcuin, De fide I11].”

57 Leo the Great, Tomus ad Flavianum [Epist. 28], in Bindley 1899, 203; Cavallera, 1936, 371:
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commentary on the Catholic Epistles by Bede (672/3-735) shows no trace of the
comma, and only the faintest hint of a Trinitarian interpretation of verse 8.
Interestingly, it seems that Bede was aware of the textual variant in nobis hec
unum suntin verse 8, which he explains by means of a citation from Ambrose’s De
Spiritu sancto.®® In his homily on the Epistle for the first Sunday after Easter (1 Jn

“Hic est, qui venit per aquam et sanguinem, lesus Christus; non in aqua solum, sed in aqua et
sanguine. Et spiritus est, qui testificatur, quoniam Spiritus est veritas. Quia tres sunt qui testimonium
dant, Spiritus aqua et sanguis, et tres unum sunt. Spiritus utique sanctificationis et sanguis
redemptionis et aqua baptismatis, que tria unum sunt et individua manent nihilque eorum a

sui connexione seiungitur: quia catholica ecclesia hac fide vivit, hac proficit, ut in Christo Iesu
nec sine vera divinitate humanitas nec sine vera credatur [om. Bindley ] humanitate divinitas.”

58 Bede, Super epistolas catholicas expositio, ad 1 Jn 5:7-8, CCSL 121:321-322, 1. 84-111 (cf. PL
93:114): “Quia tres sunt qui testimonium dant, spiritus et aqua et sanguis. Spiritus dedit
testimonium quoniam esus est ueritas quando super baptizatum descendit [Mt 3:16]. Si enim
uerus Dei filius non esset, nequaquam in eum tanta manifestatione spiritus sanctus ueniret.
Aqua etiam et sanguis dedere testimonium quoniam Iesus est ueritas quando de latere eius in
cruce mortui manarunt [Jn 19:34], quod nullatenus fieri posset, si ueram carnis naturam non
haberet. Sed et hoc quod ante passionem cum oraret factus est sudor eius sicut gutte sanguinis
decurrentis in terram [Lk 22:44] ueritati carnis assumpte testimonium dat. Nec reticendum
quod in hoc quoque sanguis et aqua testimonium illi dederunt quod de latere mortui uiuaciter
effluxerunt, quod erat contra naturam corporum atque ob id mysteriis aptum et testimonio
ueritatis fuit congruum uidelicet insinuans quia et ipsum domini corpus melius post mortem
esset uicturum resuscitatum in gloria et ipsa mors illius nobis uitam donaret. Hoc quoque quod
sudor eius instar guttarum sanguinis decurrebat in terram testimonium perhibebat illi
sacrosancto mysterio quod ecclesiam totum per orbem suo sanguine lauaret. Tres sunt ergo qui
testimonium perhibent ueritati, et tres, inquit, unum sunt. Indiuvidua namque hzc manent
nihilque eorum a sui conexione seiungitur, quia nec sine uera diuinitate humanitas nec sine
uera credenda est humanitate diuinitas. Sed et in nobis hec unum sunt non nature eiusdem
substantia sed eiusdem operatione [322] mysterii. Nam, sicut beatus Ambrosius ait: Spiritus
mentem renouat, aqua proficit ad lauacrum, sanguis spectat ad pretium. Spiritus enim nos per
adoptionem filios Dei fecit, sacri fontis unda nos abluit, sanguis domini nos redemit. Alterum igitur
inuisibile, alterum uisibile testimonium sacramento consequitur spiritali [Ambrose, De Spiritu
sancto; CSEL 79:179].” Jenkins, 1942, pointed out that the following manuscripts of Bede’s
commentary give the reading Quia tres sunt qui testimonium dant: spiritus et aqua et sanguis:
Oxford, Bodleian ms 849 (dated 818); Oxford, Bodleian ms Laud misc. 442 (ninth century);
Oxford, Oriel College ms 34 (tenth century); Oxford, Jesus College ms 69 (eleventh century);
Oxford, Jesus College ms 70 (twelfth century). Two slightly later manuscripts show traces that
the comma is starting to circulate (although they do not quote verse 7), since they give the
reading “[...] dant in terra: spiritus [...]”: Oxford, Bodleian ms Laud misc. 78 (twelfth
century); Oxford, Lincoln College ms D. Lat. 31 (twelfth or thirteenth century). Jenkins next

43



5:4-12), Hrabanus Maurus (c. 780-856), archbishop of Mainz, likewise moves
systematically through the passage in question but does not include the comma, a
circumstance that suggests strongly that it was not in his lectionary. Like Bede
(one of his principal sources), Hrabanus only hints at a Trinitarian reading of
verse 8. The immediate context of the passage in 1 Jn is cited no less than four
times by another Frankish bishop, Hincmar of Reims (806-882), who likewise
fails to include the comma in every instance, even in the midst of his vigorous
defence of the Trinity against the propositions of Gottschalk.®® More definite
traces of the allegorical interpretation are to be found in a sermon on the same
lectionary reading by Hrabanus’ contemporary Haymo, bishop of Halberstadt
(t 853). Although the comma was apparently absent from the lectionary Haymo
was using, he does imply that the three persons of the Trinity are “signified
mystically” by the Scriptural verse, a conclusion he apparently reached through
his reading of Eucherius. Interestingly, Haymo also says that the water, blood and
spirit testify on earth, thus providing evidence of the uneven entry of the markers

draws attention to the relevant passage as it appears in Oxford, Balliol College ms 177 (dated
tentatively to the end of the twelfth century), 83r: “[ ... ] qui eum uel deum uel hominem esse
uerum denegant. Quia tres sunt qui testimonium dant in celo pater uerbum et spiritus sanctus. Et
hii tres sunt [sic]. Pater dedit testimonium deitatis quando dixit Hic est filius meus dilectus [ Mt
3:17]. Ipse filius dedit testimonium qui in monte transfiguratus potentiam diuinitatis et
speciem eterne beatitudinis ostendit [Mt 17:2]. Spiritus sanctus dedit qui [quando?] super
baptizatum in specie columbe requieuit [Lk 3:22] uel quando ad inuocacionem nominis xpi
corda credencium impleuit. Et hii tres unum sunt una uidelicet substantia et unius deitatis
essencia. Et tres sunt qui testimonium dant in terra spiritus aqua et sanguis. Spiritus dedit
testimonium quoniam ihs est ueritas quando super baptizatum descendit. Si enim non uerus
[...].” Jenkins’ comments were followed up by Laistner, 1942, who noted that this reading
does not occur in two further manuscripts of Bede (Karlsruhe, mss Aug. xliii and cliii, both
ninth century), and that both these manuscripts also lack the words in terra. Jenkins and
Laistner were apparently unaware that the words “pater dedit... impleuit” in the Balliol
manuscript are interpolated from the Glossa ordinaria, 1603, V1:1414, perhaps by way of the
Speculum speculationum of Alexander Neckam, who attributed this part of the Glossa to Bede.
The words “Spiritus... descendit” are perhaps based on Neckam’s explication: “Spiritus ergo
Sanctus in terra dedit testimonium Christo super humanitate, et in conceptione quia de ipso
conceptus est, et in descensu super ipsum quando baptizatus est, et tercio quando ab ipso
ductus est in desertum.” See Neckam, 1988, 73, 78.

%9 Hrabanus Maurus, Homilia xvi1, PL 110:174-175.

% Hincmar, De pradestinatione Dei XXXV, PL 125:376; De una et non trina deitate X, PL 125:555;
Explanatio in ferculum Salomonis, PL 125:821; Epist. X, PL 126:75.
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in celo—in terra used to distinguish the heavenly and earthly witnesses.®!

The fact that some writers show no knowledge of the comma centuries
after others quote it as a matter of course is matched by its sporadic appearance
in Latin bibles. It is missing from the earliest dated Latin bible, Codex Fuldensis,
written between 541 and 546 and corrected upon its completion by Victor,
bishop of Capua (Fulda, Hochschul- und Landesbibliothek ms Bonifatius 1,
Gregory Aland ms F, prerecensional text). It is absent from several important
manuscripts of a later date, such as codex Amiatinus (Florence, Bib. Medicea-
Laurenziana ms Amiatino 1; GA ms A, recension of Cassiodorus, copied in
England some time between 688 and 716);% the Lectionary of Luxeuil (Paris,
BnF ms lat. 9427; seventh or eighth century, Hispano-Frankish recension);
Codex Harleianus (London, British Library, ms Harley 1772; eighth century);
the Book of Armagh (Dublin, Trinity College ms 52; c. 807); and Codex
Sangermanensis (St Petersburg, Publichnaya Bibliotheka ms gr. 20).° The
earliest surviving fragments of Latin bibles to contain the comma date from the
seventh century.® In 1886, J. P. Martin published the results of his examination

' Haymo of Halberstadt, Homilia LXXX, PL 118:488: “Spiritus est qui testificatur, quoniam
Christus est veritas. Spiritus enim sanctus, per quem nobis in baptismo omnium datur remissio
peccatorum, nos per adoptionem filios Dei facit: quos ipse Dominus in morte crucis et suo
sanguine redemit, et per gratiam ejusdem sancti Spiritus, quem in baptismo suscepimus, verae
fidei lumen et agnitionis Dei recepimus, unde salutem consequi debemus aeternam. Quoniam
tres sunt qui testimonium dant in terra, aqua, et sanguis, et spiritus. Quidam hic sanctam
Trinitatem mystice significatam intelligunt, quae Christo testimonium perhibuit. In aqua
Patrem significari intelligunt, quia ipse de se dicit: Me dereliquerunt fontem aque vive [Jer
2:13]. In sanguine, ipsum Christum, qui pro salute mundi suum sanguinem fudit. In spiritu,
eumdem Spiritum sanctum. Hec sancta Trinitas Christo testimonium ita perhibet, ipso per
Evangelium loquente: Ego sum qui testimonium perhibeo de meipso, et testimonium perhibet de
me, qui misit me Pater. Et cum venerit paracletus, quem ego mittam vobis a Patre meo, Spiritum
veritatis, ille testimonium perhibebit de me [Jn 8:15). Et hi tres unum sunt, id est Pater et Filius et
Spiritus sanctus. Unum in natura, unum in divina substantia, cozquales in omnibus, et
coxternales per omnia, in nullo dissimiles.” It is possible that the phrase in terra was later
introduced into Haymo’s text in the process of transmission, as was the case with Eucherius’
text, but in the absence of a critical edition of Haymo’s works it is difficult to be sure.

€2 Tischendorf, 1850, 391.

8 Mabillon, 1697, 446; Griesbach, 1785-1793, 1:377; Kiinstle, 1905a, 4-5; Gwynn, 1913, 308.
% The following list of readings of the Johannine comma in the earliest Latin bibles draws
together the information presented by Ebert, 1825-1827, 1:186; Knittel, 1829, 98-101; Ziegler,
1876, 8; Beer and Jimémez, 1888, 5-8, 16-18; Berger, 1893, 27, 64, 73, 83, 103-111, 121, 128,
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141-143; Westcott, 1892, 202-209; Scrivener, 1893; Wordsworth, 1911, 572; Brooke, 1912,
156-162; Wordsworth, White and Sparks, 1889-1954, 3.2 [publ. 1949]:373-374. Munich, BSB
Clm 6436 (Fris. 236), 24r (the Freising fragments, reconstructed by Ziegler, 1876, 8, 56,
abbreviations resolved) (seventh century): “Quoniam tr[es sunt qui testificantur] in terra.
spiritus et aqua et sa[nguis; et tres sunt qui tes]tificantur in czlo p[a]ter e[t verbum et spiritus
sanctus et hi] tres unum sunt.” Ledn, Archivio catedralico ms 15 (the Leén palimpsest, a
biblical text written in seventh century over sixth-century text of Visigothic law code; the words
in brackets are supplied by Berger, 1893, 10, where the original is unclear; abbreviations are
resolved): “[Et spiritus est testi]monium [quia spiritus est ueritas. Quoniam] tres sunt qui
t[ estimonium dant in terra | spiritus et [aqua et sanguis et tres sunt] qui tes[timonium dicunt
in czlo, pajter [et uerbum et spiritus sanctus et hi tres unum] sunt [in Christo Ihesu].”
Madrid, Biblioteca Universidad Complutense ms 31 (ninth century) [Compl. 1]: “Quia tres
sunt qui testimonium dant in terris, aqua sanguis et caro [in margine: uel spiritus] , et tria hec
unum sunt; et tria sunt que testimonium dicunt in celo, Pater Verbum et Spiritus et hec tria
unum sunt in Christo Thesu.” Compare this with the reading given by Priscillian. Ledn,
Archivio catedralicio ms 6 (c. 920): “Quia tres sunt qui testimonium dant in terra spiritus et
aqua et sanguis et tria hec unum sunt; et tria sunt qui [sic] testimonium dicunt in cxlo Pater
Verbum et Spiritus et hii tres unum sunt in Christo Ihesu.” A coherent group is represented by
the readings in Madrid, Biblioteca Nacional ms Vitr. 13-1 (Codex Toletanus) (mid-tenth
century) [Tol.]; La Cava de’ Tirreni, Biblioteca della Badia, ms memb. 1 (Codex Cavensis)
(Spain [Asturias?], after 850) [Cav.]; Ledn, Biblioteca Capitular y Archivo de la Real Colegiata
de San Isidoro, ms 2 (Codex Gothicus Legionensis) (dated 960) [Leg. 2]; Madrid, Museo
arqueolégico nacional ms 485 (Codex Oscensis) (twelfth century) [Osc.]; Madrid, Biblioteca
Complutense mss 32 (tenth to twelfth centuries) [ Compl. 2]; Madrid, Biblioteca Complutense
ms 34 (twelfth century) [Compl. 3]; Codex Demidovianus (lost, though known through
Matthaei’s collation, published 1782-1789) (thirteenth century) [Dem.]; and Paris, BnF ms
lat. 321 [321]. Berger, 1893, 27, creates the following synthetic reading from this group (I have
added orthographical variants from Cav.): “Quia [Compl. 3: Quoniam] tres sunt qui
testimonium dant [Tol.: dicunt] in terra Spiritus et [om. Osc., Compl. 3, 321, Dem.] aqua et
sanguis et hi[i] [om. Dem.] tres unum [Cav.: hunum] sunt in Christo Thesu [in...Ihesu om.
Dem.]. Et [om. Tol., Compl. 2; 321: Quia] tres sunt [om. Compl. 3] qui testimonium dicunt
[Compl. 2, 321, Dem.: dant] in czlo Pater uerbum et [om. 321] Spiritus [Osc.,, Compl. 2, Compl.
3, 321: Spiritus Sanctus] et hi[i] tres unum [Cav.: hunum] sunt.” Bern, Biirgerbibliothek ms A.
9 (tenth century): “Quoniam tres sunt qui testimonium dant [add. sec. manus: in terra] spiritus
aqua et sanguis et tres unum sunt [add. sec. manus: Et tres sunt qui testimonium dicunt in calo
Pater et Filius et Spiritus Sanctus et hii tres unum sunt].” Rome, Biblioteca Vallicelliana ms B vi
(Codex Vallicellanus) (ninth century, representing the recension of Alcuin, completed in
801): “Quoniam tres sunt qui testimonium dant in terra, spiritus, aqua, et sanguis, et tres unum
sunt; sicut tres sunt qui testimonium dant in czlo, pater, uerbum, et spiritus sanctus; et tres
unum sunt.” Paris BnF mss lat. 4/4> (ninth or tenth century, Puy-en-Velay) (Codex
Aniciensis), addition in near-contemporary hand (note caro in verse 8): “Quoniam tres sunt
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qui testimonium dant in celo Pater Verbum et Spiritus et tres unum sunt; et tres sunt qui
testimonium dant in terra sanguis aqua et caro. Si testimonium [ ... ].” Paris BnF ms lat. 2328
(codex Lemovicensis) (eighth or ninth century, Limoges): “Quia tres sunt qui testimonium
dicunt in terra spiritus aqua et sanguis et hi tres unum sunt; et tres sunt qui testimonium
perhibent Verbum et Spiritus et tres unum sunt in Christo Ihesu”; note the curious omission of
the Father and the marker in celo from the celestial witnesses. Paris, BnF ms lat. 315 (twelfth or
thirteenth century) recalls the Spanish recension; note that both sets of witnesses are placed on
the earth: “Quoniam tres sunt qui testimonium dant in terra, caro aqua et sanguis; et tres sunt
qui testimonium dant in terra Pater Verbum et S. S. et hi tres unum sunt.” Paris, BnF ms lat.
11532 and 11533 (written during the reign of Lothaire II [835-869] at Corbie, copied from
another manuscript dated 809; contains many Old Latin readings; formerly in the library of
Saint-Germain): “Quoniam tres sunt qui testimonium dant [add. sec. manus: in terra] spiritus
aqua et sanguis, et tres unum sunt; et tres sunt qui [sup. ras.: de calo] testificantur [add. sec.
manus: testimonium dicunt in calo], Pater Verbum et Spiritus et tres unum sunt.” The reading
testificantur is found in Cassiodorus, and possibly in the Freising fragments, though that
reading is dependent on Ziegler’s reconstruction. Vienna, ONB ms 1190 (early eleventh
century; possibly from abbey of St Vaast, Arras), has only verse 8 in the text; a second near-
contemporary hand has added: “Quoniam tres sunt qui testimonium perhibent in terra, aqua
sanguis et caro, et tres in nobis sunt. Et tres sunt qui testimonium perhibent in calo, Pater
Verbum et Spiritus, et hi tres unum sunt.” This addition is virtually identical to that found in
the ps.-Athanasian treatise Contra Varimadum, especially with the peculiar reading tres in nobis
sunt; it also recalls the reading in Paris, Bibliothéque Mazarine ms 7, which however gives the
heavenly witnesses first: “Quoniam tres sunt qui testimonium dant in czlo, Pater Verbum et
Spiritus; et tres sunt qui testimonium dant in terra, caro sanguis et aqua, et hi tres in nobis
unum sunt.” A group of mss from Sankt Gallen have virtally the same reading: Sankt Gallen,
Stiftsbibliothek ms 907 (eighth century, written by Winitharius), which served as model for
British Library ms Add. 11852 (copied by Hartmut, 841-872); this ms in turn served as model
for Sankt Gallen, Stiftsbibliothek ms 83 (copied by Hartmut and his workshop, probably from
the British Library ms); virtually identical readings are to be found in Einsiedeln,
Stiftsbibliothek mss 1 and 7: “Quia tres sunt qui testimonium dant, spiritus et [om. SG 72,
Einsiedeln 1, Einsiedeln 7] aqua et sanguis, et tres unum sunt; sicut in celo tres sunt, Pater
Verbum et Spiritus, et tres unum sunt.” Related to these is Wolfenbiittel, HAB cod. Guelf. 99
Weissenburgensis, 117v (an eighth century ms of Augustine): “[...] et Spiritus est veritas.
Quia tres sunt qui testimonium dant, spiritus et aqua et sanguis, et tres unum sunt: sicut et in
ccelum [sic] tres sunt, pater verbum et spiritus, et tres unum sunt.” Two manuscripts of the
Bobbio-Milan school have related readings: firstly, Geneva, Bibliothéque publique et
universitaire ms 1 (tenth or eleventh century), given to the chapter of St Peter’s by Bishop
Frederic (1031-1073): “Quia tres sunt qui testimonium dant spiritus et aqua et sanguis, et tres
unum sunt; et tres testimonium perhibent in czlo, Pater Verbum et Spiritus, et tres unum
sunt.” The reading in Paris, BnF ms lat. 104 is related, but generally a little fuller: “Quia tres
sunt qui testimonium dant in terra, spiritus, aqua et sanguis et, tres unum sunt; et tres sunt qui
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of 258 Latin bibles written between the ninth and the fourteenth centuries and
now housed in the Bibliotheque nationale de France. Martin noted a consistent
pattern: the further back he went, the less frequently the comma was attested.*

testimonium perhibent in calo, Pater Verbum et Spiritus Sanctus, et tres unum sunt.” Paris,
BnF ms lat. 9380 (“Mesmes Bible”, Theodulfian recension) (Orléans, 830/835): “Quia tres
sunt qui testimonium dant in terra, spiritus aqua et sanguis, et tres unum sunt; et tres sunt qui
testimonium dicunt in celo, Pater et Filius et Spiritus sanctus et hi tres unum sunt.” Knittel,
1827, 98-101, collated the readings of the comma in twenty-four Latin bibles at Wolfenbiittel,
all (except for Weissenbergensis 99) dating from after the ninth century. The variety of the
readings displays the textual instability of the comma. In three of the manuscripts the comma
has been added above or below the line, or in the margin. Ten manuscripts place the three
heavenly witnesses after the three earthly witnesses. One bible at Wolfenbiittel clearly shows
how glosses—and even glosses on glosses—entered the text: “Quoniam tres sunt qui
testimonium dant in ccelo, Pater, Verbum, et Spiritus Sanctus, et hi tres unum sunt. Et tres sunt
qui testimonium dant in terra, spiritus, aqua, et sanguis. Quidam habent hic ‘Et tres unum
sunt,” sed non est in glossis. Si testimonium hominis [ ... ].” Fifteen bibles at Wolfenbiittel lack
the words “et hi tres unum sunt” in verse 8; in two mss these words are erased; one ms has
these words added in the margin. One ms (written in 1315 by Sigfried Vitulus in the monastery
of Erbach, Wiirzburg) has “Filius” instead of “Verbum” in verse 7. Thiele, 1966, posited the
existence of three separate readings in the Old Latin versions: K (extrapolated from Cyprian),
C (Priscillian) and T (biblical text-type before final establishment of the Vulgate). He
contrasted with the version that eventually became relatively standard in the Vulgate (V),
which he considers not to have contained the comma in its original form. Thiele’s
reconstructed readings are: K: “(7) quia tres testimonium perhibent (8) spiritus et aqua et
sanguis et isti tres in unum sunt [ ] pater et filius et spiritus sanctus et tres unum sunt.” C:
“(7) quoniam tres sunt qui testimonium dicunt in terra (8) spiritus aqua et sanguis et hi[i] tres
unum sunt in Christo Iesu et tres sunt qui testimonium dicunt in celo pater verbum et spiritus et
hi[i] tres unum sunt.” T: “(7) quia tres sunt qui testificantur in terra (8) spiritus et aqua et
sanguis et tres sunt qui testificantur in celo pater et filius et spiritus sanctus et hi[i] tres unum
sunt.” V: “(7) quia tres sunt qui testimonium dant spiritus et aqua et sanguis (8) et tres unum
sunt.” We have already reviewed some of the difficulties attending Thiele’s hypothesis that
Cyprian knew the comma. For these reasons, Thiele’s form K rests on contested foundations;
cf. Wachtel, 1995, 317.

6 Martin, 1886, V:148-152; Ayuso, 1947, 100-101. The results of Martin’s study are as follows:
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The results of a similar study into further manuscript holdings in Germany,
Spain, France, Italy and Switzerland by Teéfilo Ayuso Marazuela were published
in 1947/1948.% As both scholars pointed out, such studies have certain limits,
most obviously the fact that they can go back no further than the earliest extant
manuscripts and fragments. Nevertheless, there is evidence to suggest that the
comma was found in the text of at least some Latin bibles in the fourth century, as
we shall see.

The most convincing explanation for the occurrence of the comma in
some early Latin bibles is that a gloss recording some version of the comma,
formed from a combination of the allegorical interpretation of verse 8 and the
two symbola, was written in the margin of a particular Latin bible, next to 1 Jn S:8,
possibly already formalised in some kind of credal statement. As Frances Young
has pointed out, “creed-like statements and confessions must in practice have
provided the hermeneutical key to the public reading of scripture.”®” The gloss

Century Total n° N° of mss containing N° of mss without % of mss containing the

of mss the comma the comma comma per century
X 10 3 7 30
X 4 1 3 75
XI S 2 3 60
XII 15 13 2 87
XIII 118 113 S 96
X1V 106 105 1 99

% The results of Ayuso’s study may be summarised as follows; Ayuso, 1947, 102-108:

Century Total n° N° of mss containing N° of mss without % of mss containing the

of mss the comma the comma comma per century

VI 1 0 1 0

VII 3 2 1 67

VIII 1 0 1 0

IX 6 2 4 33

X 13 9 4 69

XI 16 14 2 88

XII 8 6 2 75

XIII 16 16 0 100

X1V 3 3 0 100

% Young, 1997, 18.
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was then evidently absorbed into the text when a later scribe copying this
manuscript mistakenly believed that it was a correction in his parent manuscript
rather than an extraneous addition.

An understanding of how this may have happened is provided by some of
the earliest citations of the comma, found in the De Trinitate attributed
(erroneously) to Athanasius.®® The form of the comma cited in De Trinitate is as
follows: Tres sunt qui testimonium dicunt in celo: Pater et Verbum et Spiritus, et in
Christo Iesu unum sunt.”” This reading is quite close to that given by Priscillian,
but differs in two significant details. Firstly, where Priscillian has et tria sunt, the
author of De Trinitate has tres sunt. Secondly, the author of De Trinitate omits the
phrase et hec tria unum sunt; this latter textual difference thus occurs at the
“switch,” thus underlining the importance of this element in the formation of the

% Despite the attribution, it is clear that Athanasius had no hand in the composition of this
work. Instead, it has been attributed variously by Chiffet (1664) to Vigilius of Thapsus (1 c.
490); and by Kiinstle (1905) to the Spanish bishop Idacius Clarus (fl. c. 380), an opponent and
accuser of Priscillian, as we learn from Isidore of Seville. Morin (1898) pointed out that his
work appears to be a composite of shorter works by a number of different hands. For the first
three books Morin at first suggested an attribution to bishop Eusebius of Vercelli (+ ¢. 370),
and then suggested Gregory of Elvira as a possible author. Saltet (1906) suggested a connexion
with the Luciferians, but his hypotheses were questioned by Simonetti (1949). The last three
books are now generally considered of uncertain authorship. See Ficker, 1897, 55-57; Dattrino,
1976, 10-12 (assessment of evidence for the authorship of Eusebius Vercellensis), 118 (on the
comma); and Brown, 1982, 782. Whoever wrote this treatise, the estimate made by Lieu, 2008,
215, that “Such expansion of t