Bilby, Bull, and Vinzent (BBV): Computational Data-Mining Methodology

The BBV approach to reconstructing Marcion’s Apostolos (MPaul) relies on statistical “pattern recognition” rather than theological judgment. The algorithm is theologically blind: it does not ask whether Marcion would have objected to a given passage on doctrinal grounds. Instead it asks whether the passage exhibits a statistically anomalous cluster of textual features relative to a mathematically established baseline.
MPaul contains approximately 8,000 words, roughly 25–30% of the size of the Canonical Paul (CPaul) corpus. Bilby therefore establishes a baseline expected frequency ratio of 1:4. Any word, name, or stylistic feature that deviates markedly from this norm — especially if it correlates heavily with the vocabulary of Acts or the LXX — is flagged as a later proto-orthodox canonical insertion.
1. The Core Filter: Named Entities
The primary engine of the algorithm is the tabulation of “Named Entities.” Bilby’s database uses regex (regular expression) queries to track the distribution of proper nouns. Chapters densely clustered with certain names are extracted and assigned to the later canonical redaction.
Personal Named Entities
Ancient Salvation-History Figures
Names such as Abraham, David, Isaac, Jacob, Jesse, Pharaoh, Elijah, Esau, Eve, Hagar, and Hosea are heavily flagged.
1. “Abraham” appears 19 times in canonical additions but only twice in the Marcionite base text.
1. Moses appears heavily clustered in the canonical expansions of Romans 9–11 and 1 Corinthians 9–10.
The Apostolic Collegium and Personal Network
MPaul portrays a minimal personal network. The explosion of “contemporary” names in CPaul is flagged as a later redactional program designed to present Paul as a team player within a large apostolic network.
1. Names flagged include Timothy, Titus, Apollos, Barnabas, Aquila, Prisca, and Markus.
Paul’s Fictive Kinship
Repeated and detailed references to Paul’s “fictive kinship” — addressing people as brothers, children, and other familial terms — are flagged as canonical additions.
Geographical Named Entities
Legendary Sites
1. Sinai, Sodom, Gomorrah, and Zion are flagged as almost entirely exclusive to the canonical expansion, noticeably clustered in Romans 9–11.
Israel, Judea, and Cognates
1. “Israel” appears 17 times in the canonical expansions (densely clustered in Romans 9–11) but only 4 times in the base text.
1. “Israelite” and references to Judea as a land are flagged as entirely canonical additions.
Cities, Regions, and Travel Itineraries
Expansive travel itineraries closely mirroring the travelogue style of Acts are flagged. MPaul contains minimal geographical references; CPaul is saturated with them.
1. Cities flagged: Antioch, Damascus, Athens, Cenchreae.
1. Regions flagged: Arabia, Asia, Cilicia, Macedonia, Spain.
Jerusalem: Spelling as a Diagnostic
1. MPaul exclusively uses the Hellenistic form Hierosoluma.
1. The canonical expansions heavily utilize the Hebrew form Hierousalêm in dense clusters.
2. Macro-Level “Divergent Features” (27 Criteria)
Beyond proper nouns, the algorithm tracks 27 distinct macro-level literary and thematic features. When a feature shifts from “minimal” or “occasional” (characteristic of MPaul) to “repeated,” “detailed,” or “involved,” the passage is assigned to the later canonical redaction.
Hebrew Scripture References
1. Occasional in MPaul.
1. Flagged when they explode into frequent, detailed LXX catenas — extended strings of Old Testament quotations.
Autobiographical Details and Chronology
1. MPaul has minimal autobiographical references.
1. Sections featuring detailed chronological markers or expansive autobiography (e.g., Paul’s past in Judaism, persecution history) are flagged as canonical.
Rhetoric and Greek Philosophy
1. Frequent and involved use of Stoic philosophy.
1. Intense honor/shame language.
1. Virtue litanies — extended lists of virtues or vices.
1. Complex rhetorical devices, including synkrisis (parallelisms).
Theatrical and Dramatic Language
1. Epic or theatrical characterization and dramatic language.
1. Athletic and ascetic imagery (running races, boxing), flagged as part of later proto-orthodox hagiography.
Liturgical and Doxological Language
1. Frequent, layered doxologies.
1. High frequency of words prefixed with συ- (sy/sym/syn, “with” or “together”).
Financial Independence and Fundraising
1. MPaul has minimal focus on money.
1. CPaul features emotive fundraising language and details about Paul’s financial independence — both flagged as canonical additions.
Apostolic Wonder-Working
1. Passages detailing Paul performing signs and wonders are flagged as canonical additions.
Summary
Bilby’s algorithm is entirely blind to theology. It does not ask, “Would Marcion hate this?” Instead, it asks whether a given chapter contains a statistically anomalous cluster of Old Testament names, geographical travel markers, and virtue litanies.
If the data query returns yes — as it does for Romans 4 and Romans 9–11 — the algorithm slices that material out. If the query returns no — as it does for the bodily resurrection in 1 Corinthians 15 or the groaning creation in Romans 8 — the algorithm dictates that the text is original to Paul, regardless of any theological discomfort it might pose to a Marcionite reading.
The result is a reconstruction driven by statistical frequency and literary pattern, not by any prior theological commitment about what Marcion must or must not have included.
