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Oxford papyrus
‘1S eyewitness
record of the
life of Christ’

BY MATTHEW D’ANCONA

A PAPYRUS believed to be the
oldest extant fragment of the
New Testament has been
found in an Oxford library. It
provides the first material
evidence that the Gospel ac-
cording to St Matthew is an
eyewitness account written by
contemporaries of Christ.

In a paper to be published
next month, Carsten Thiede, a
German papyrologist, will
claim that three scraps of
Matthew belonging to Mag-
dalen College date from the
mid-first century AD. The
fragments, which have been
kept at the college since 1901,
were thought originally to
have been written in the late
second century.

Not since the discovery of
the Dead Sea Scrolls in 1947
has there been such a poten-
tially important breakthrough
in biblical scholarship. The
new date is important evi-
dence that Matthew was writ-
ten a generation after the
Crucifixion, or even earlier.

Little work has been done
on the Magdalen papyrus
since it was edited in 1953. Dr
Thiede, who works in Pader-
born, consulted the papyrus
out of curiosity when his
family visited Oxford in
February.

Examination of the writing

style led him to conclude: “The

Magdalen fragment now app-
ears {0 belong to a stvie of
handwriting that was current
in_the first century BC and
slowly petered out around the
mid-first centurv AD. Even a
hesitant approach to questions
of dating would therefore
seem to justify a date in the
first century, about a hundred
years earlier than was previ-
ously thought.”

The lines on the fragments
are from the 26th chapter of
the gospel and therefore in-

clude the oldest surviving
written reference to the treach-
ery of Judas and to Mary
Magdalene.

The publication of Dr
Thiede’s paper in the specialist
journal Zeitschrift fiir Pa-
pyrologie is expected to pro-
voke a fierce argument among
scholars. Early opposition is
being led by Peter Parsons,

Thiede and one of the
gospel fragments

Regius Professor of Greek at
Oxford. “We are not now
inclined to date things late just
because they have Christian
content . . . On the other hand,
that's no reason to push things
too early,” he said.

Professor Parsons, a papy-
rologist at Christ Church, said
that Dr Thiede’s argument
was “sloppy” and based on the
misassumption that all scribes
of the Jewish diaspora wrote
in the same script.
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