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A Textual Problem in Ephesians 2:21: � � � � �� �

� � 	 � 
 � � � �
 � ��� � � � �� � 	 � 
 � � � �

Ephesians 2:21 in the Nestle-Aland Novum Testamentum Graece, 27th edition, 

hereafter referred to as NA27,1 reads, � � �� �� � � � �� �	 � 
 � � � �� � � � � � � � � � � � � � �� � � �

� �� �	 � � � �	 � � � � �� � �� � � �� � � � �� � �� � �  � � � ��(“in whom the whole house, being fit 

together, grows into a holy temple in the Lord”). A textual problem exists in this verse 

between the reading � � � � �� �	 � 
 � � �  and the variant � � � � �� �� �	 � 
 � � � . 

This paper will argue that � � � � �� �� �	 � 
 � � �  is an early corruption of � � � � �

� �	 � 
 � � � . First external evidence will be examined, followed by internal evidence. 

These will finally be weighed together and possible effects on meaning examined. 

External Evidence 

Witnesses for Each Reading 

For omit �  : �! �" �# �$�%�&&�' �( ) &* ! ���+ ,�- . . 

For include �  : �( �/ �+ �0�1�2( �&31�( ) &* 4�( 22( �� � �- . 456 �( ) &*6 7.2 

                                                 

1 Michael H. Burer et al., New Testament : New English Translation, Novum Testamentum 
Graece, Diglot ed. (Stuttgart; Dallas, Tex.: Deutsche Bibelgesellschaft; NET Bible Press, 2004). 

2 Ibid., 507. 
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Date and Character of the Witnesses 

On the side of omitting � , the earliest evidence is Alexandrian (�! �" �8�95. :; �

4<=:>.?), plus a few later minuscules (33, 1739, 1175, and 104). It is likely that �  is an 

early reading in the Alexandrian tradition though there is dissention (A C – fifth century, 

plus minuscules 81 and 1181). The Alexandrian reading likely dates to the second 

century. Western and Byzantine witnesses present a united front. The Western witnesses 

probably date to the second centry, the Byzantine from the fourth. 

On the side of including � , there is evidence in the Alexandrian tradition (A C – 

fifth century, plus the two minuscules named above). There is also early evidence in the 

first corrector to � (fourth to sixth century) and later evidence in the significant 

manuscript P (ninth century). 

Geographical Distribution 

The reading that includes �  appears to be isolated to the Alexandrian tradition. 

Given this and the fact that the greater evidence within the Alexandrian tradition is in 

agreement with the Western and Byzantine traditions, this reading which includes �  

appears to be an early, but isolated textual corruption. 

Geneological Solidarity 

The Western and Byzantine textypes stand solidly behind their readings and there 

is enough significant evidence in the early Alexandrian tradition to back up their reading. 

Conclusion of the External Evidence 

Though the strongest tradition (Alexandrian) is somewhat conflicted regarding 

this textual problem, and there is no Papyri evidence, it is reasonable to conclude that the 
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best and earliest readings do not include � . The writer gives the shorter reading a rating 

of B-. 

Internal Evidence 

Transcriptional Evidence 

Varients in Uncial Form 
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b. omit��  
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Unintentional Change 

First we examine the possibility of an accidental change being made by a scribe 

from one reading to another. 

From include �  to omit � . The only real possiblity here for a visual error is for a 

scribe to drop the �  outright. An error of hearing might occur if the person reading the 

manuscript to be copied were not enunciating clearly. 

From omit �  to include � . There are two possiblities here, though remote. It is 

possible that the scribe’s eye could have backed up a line and taken the 	 �  together as an 

�  followed by an 5. He may also have looked up two lines and mistaken the �  for an � . 

Intentional Change 

Now we turn to the possibility of intentional changes. 

From omit �  to include � . Since � � � � �� �� �	 � 
 � � �  must mean “the whole 

building,” but � � � � �� �	 � 
 � � �  is ambigous, usually meaning “each building,” but also 

carrying a possible “the whole building” meaning, tthere is a good probability of a scribe 

adding the �  in order to make the second meaning explicit where it might have been 

easily misunderstood.3 

                                                 

3 Frederick W. Danker and Walter Bauer, A Greek-English lexicon of the New 
Testament and other early Christian literature, 3rd ed. (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 
2000). 783. 
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From include �  to omit � . The only real possiblity here for a visual error is for a 

scribe to drop the �  outright. An error of hearing might occur if the person reading the 

manuscript to be copied was not enunciating clearly. 

The evidence is stronger in favor of omitting �  since it is both the shorter reading 

and the addition of �  can be more easily accounted for than its deletion. 

Intrinsic Evidence 

For omit � . The omission is the more difficult reading because it could carry the 

meaning “each building.” Since the surrounding context is discussing the unity of Jews 

and Gentiles in the church as a whole, this would not be a natural interpretation. But the 

phrase omitting the �  could also carry the meaning “the whole building,” which is a 

better fit to the context. It is also the shorter reading. 

For include � . This reading explicitly carries the meaning “the whole building,” 

which is a more natural fit to the context than the possible “each building” rendering for 

the other side of the problem. 

Conclusion of Internal Evidence 

Even though there is no clear possibility for an unintentional change in the 

transcriptional evidence, the rest of the internal evidence points to the shorter reading, 

� � � � �� �	 � 
 � � � . The shorter reading omits �  and is also the more difficult reading. 

Since � � � � �� �	 � 
 � � �  can mean “the whole house” (which is the more probable 

meaning given the contect) it is likely that a scribe intentionally added the �  to make this 

meaning explicit. The writer would give the shorter reading a B+ rating. 
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Conclusion 

First, even though there are no Papyri and the Alexandrian tradition is conflicted, 

the external evidence points to the shorter reading. 

Second, the internal evidence also concludes in favor of the shorter reading. 

Since the internal and external evidence are is such close agreement, the writer’s 

conclusion is in favor of the shorter reading, � � � � �� �	 � 
 � � �  which omits the � �@/ AB" C�

.D:E=7F��

How does this conclusion affect exegesis? Since the shorter reading carries a 

range of meanings in addition to “the whole building,” the exegete should investigate 

carefullly. The adjective � � � � �� �	 � 
 � � �  could possibly mean “each building” 

emphasizing the individual members of the class “building.”4 It could mean “just any” 

singling out one member of the class.5 It could stand as a “marker of the highest degree” 

though this proves difficult to render with � �	 � 
 � � � G a possible rendering would be “the 

greatest building.”6 Finally, it could mean “the whole building,” though BDAG lists this 

as pertaining to nouns which are “proper names, mostly geographic”, though they do list 

our passage as a possible occurrence of this meaning.7 

Contextually, “the whole building” and “every building” are the most likely 

candidates. If it means “the whole building,” the author is emphasizing the unity of the 

                                                 

4 Ibid., 782. 

5 Ibid.., 783. 

6 Ibid.. 

7 Ibid.. 
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universal church made up of Jew and Gentile, now one in Christ. This church as a whole 

is being joined together in Christ and is growing into a temple. This stands in continuity 

with the rest of the passage and would flow naturally. 

However, if � � � � �� �	 � 
 � � �  means “every building” this would stand in 

contrast with the main flow of thought in the passage. The author would be emphasizing 

each individual congregation as being joined together in Christ, growing into a temple. 

This would be a sharp contrast. The emphasis would be on the local church as the focus 

of God’s activity in joining Jew and Gentile together to form many temples.
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Appendix 1: New Testament Textual Criticism 
Chart of Manuscript Evidence 

 
Reference: HI ; <� ED=� �3J3( � �( �/ �+ �0�1�2( �&31�( ) &* 4�( 22( �� � �- . 456 �( ) &*6 7�

 
Reading # (and wording, if room): K=4,>L<�� �

 Alexandr ian Western Byzantine Other  
Papyr i � � � �

Uncials / �+ �@MF� � � �( �@KMBMKF�
0�@KNF�

Minuscules 2( �@( OPPF�
( 22( �@NKMF�

� � 1�@NKKKF�
&31�@NF�
( ) &* 4�@QNF�
� � �

Lectionar ies � � � �

Versions � � � �

Fathers � � � - . 456 �( ) &*6 7�
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New Testament Textual Criticism 
Chart of Manuscript Evidence 

 
 
Reference: HI ; <� ED=� �3J3( � �! �" �# �$�%�&&�' �( ) &* ! ���+ ,�- . �

 
Reading # (and wording, if room): - 6 E:�� �

 Alexandr ian Western Byzantine Other  
Papyr i � � � �

Uncials �! �" �@KMF� # �@MKF�
$�%�@KNF�

R�S�@KNF� ' �@KNBNF�

Minuscules &&�@KNF�
( ) &* ! �( ( ) T�@NF�
( OP�@( O2) F�

� " ?U�@KNANMKF� 3P1P�@KNF�
&1T�@NKKF�
( TOT�@NKKF�
1&O�@NKKBNKKKF�

Lectionar ies � � � V3P*�V2P1�@KNF�

Versions � � � �

Fathers � � � + ,�- . �
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Appendix 2: New Testament Textual Criticism 
Chart of Uncial Evidence 

 
 
Reference: HI ; <� ED=� �3J3( � @3W( *A33F�

 
Reading # (and wording, if room): K=4,>L<�� �
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