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Proto-Masoretic Text

Early Hebrew manuscripts were in the original form of  Hebrew script-i.e.- with no word breaks and only consonants with  no indications of vowel sounds. In this script written Hebrew a string of letters might be
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The correct understanding of the text was known through the oral tradition passed down through the centuries by priests and parents. This could easily lead to errors, such as the English translation of  Job 21:24, which describes a man "who dies in full strength."   The confusion comes from the fact that the consonants in the word for "milk"  in ancient  Hebrew are identical to those in the word for "fat."  The Masoretic Text uses the former while the Septuagint uses the latter.   The King James Version, following the Masoretic text, has  "his breasts are full of milk, and the marrow of his bones is moistened."   The Douay-Rheims Bible, following the Greek Septuagint, has "his bowels are full of fat, and his bones are moistened with marrow. "

Without the Temple providing the oral tradition,  the Jews feared that the oral tradition and the correct reading of the Hebrew text, would be lost. In order for the text to continue to be understood in succeeding generations, the Jews realized that it would be necessary to find a way of incorporating the oral tradition into the text itself. Thus  began the work of the Masoretes, the 7th-10th c. Jewish scholars who  added the vowel markings and divided the text into paragraphs and verse and also worked to make the text consistent.

The dots and marks which the Masoretes added indicate the vowels 

[image: image3.jpg]JTON I AN DTN




Masoretic Text (MT)

The result became the Masoretic text (MT) and the basis of the Hebrew Bible.   Although the earliest extant manuscript of the Masoretic text today is very late (925-1000 CE), all the evidence we have, based on fragments that predates this oldest manuscript, point to the fact that the text remain practically unaltered in meaning over the long period of time. Most modern English translations of the MT are based on the Leningrad Codex of 1008 CE.  Scholars preparing the 5th edition of the Hebrew Bible are now also studying the Aleppo Codex of about 925 CE.

The Septuagint (LXX)

The Jews of the diaspora, who fled Judah after the fall of Jerusalem 586BC, were widely distributed throughout the Mediterranean and the middle east. A significant segment of these had chosen Alexandria in Egypt as their home. By the fourth century BC the Jews there had largely lost much of their capability to communicate in or understand their original tongue, Hebrew. They adopted the language of the area, which was Greek. The need to understand their religious roots was strong and so the Hebrew Bible (then consisting only of the Torah) was translated into Greek. This translation was called the Septuagint, or seventy, after the traditional number of translators used for this work. 

The Septuagint was translated from a Hebrew Old Testament text-type that is older than the Masoretic text.  The apostles had access to both the Septuagint and to the proto-Masoretic text that was in existence in their time. For the most part, they chose to quote from the Septuagint—not the proto-Masoretic text.  

For example, notice this passage from  Hebrews 10:5-7: "Therefore, when He comes into the world, He says, 'Sacrifice and offering thou hast not desired, but a body thou hast prepared for me.'" In that passage, Paul is quoting from  the LXX version of Psalm 40:6, which reads: "Sacrifice and offering thou wouldest not; but a body hast thou prepared me."  MT has "Sacrifice and offering thou hast no delight in; mine ears hast thou opened. "

In Matthew 21:16, Christ quotes from Psalm 8:2.  The  MT reads: "by the mouths of babes and infants thou hast founded a bulwark" while the LXX  has "Out of the mouths of babes and sucklings thou hast brought perfect praise." 

More examples in  www.geocities.com/Heartland/Pines/7224/Rick/Septuagint/spexecsum.htm

COMPARISON OF MT AND LXX 

1.  Often the LXX reflects a Hebrew  source text different from the standard, Masoretic text (MT) of the 9th c. CE. A number of books feature striking differences between the LXX and MT. For instance: 

· LXX Jeremiah is shorter than MT Jeremiah by roughly one-eighth, and the order of its chapters is quite different. 

· LXX Job is about one-sixth smaller than MT Job, and includes an ending not extant in the Hebrew. 

· Almost half of the verses in LXX Esther are not found in MT Esther. 

· LXX Exodus and MT Exodus differ in many places according to order of verses, and inclusion or exclusion of words and material 

Scholars offer different explanations for these differences, but the consensus is that in many places the LXX reflects a very early Hebrew text no longer available to us.

2.  Differences in interpretation stemming from the same Hebrew text. A good example is Job 21:24 shown above. 

3.  Differences as a result of idiomatic translation issues (i.e. a Hebrew idiom may not easily translate into Greek, thus some difference is intentionally or unintentionally imparted). For example, in Psalm 47:10 the MT reads "The shields of the earth belong to God". (The Hebrew had a metaphoric usage for "shields" as "rulers or princes." )  The LXX reads "To God are the mighty ones of the earth." The metaphor "shields" would not have made much sense to a Greek speaker; thus the words "mighty ones" are substituted in order to retain the original meaning. 

4.  Transmission changes in Hebrew or Greek (copyist errors or changes) 

Psalm 145 is an acrostic in Hebrew.  Each verse begins with a different letter of the Greek alphabet and the one that begins with the letter nen is missing in MT and hence in the KJV.    The missing text,  “The Lord is faithful in all his words, and gracious in all his deeds”,  is in the Septuagint and in the NIV and  NRSV in the second half of verse 13. 

Exodus 1:5 in the Masoretic text says 70 people went into Egypt. When Stephen said 75 in Acts 7:14, one could assume scripture was recording Stephen quoting (correctly) from a Septuagint error, which said 75.

The Masoretic 1 Samuel 17:4 says Goliath was 6 cubits and a span, or roughly 9 feet 9

inches. However, the Septuagint and the Dead Sea Scrolls say 4 cubits and a span, or about 6 feet, 9 inches. 

EARLY TRANSLATIONS 

       Origen's Hexapla

Over the 400-500 years from the writing of the Septuagint (300-200BC) to the time of Origen (ca. 200 AD), there had been written a  number of other Greek translations with variations in the text. Origen was probably the first Christian scholar to attempt to compare them. He created the Hexapla, which had 6 columns with the Hebrew and 5 Greek versions.  This would be used later by Jerome in translation to Latin. 

Early Latin Versions

We might expect that the early Latin versions came from Rome, but t he language of Christian Rome was mainly Greek, down to the 3rd century.  It is from North Africa that the earliest Latin literature of the church has come down to us. The church of North Africa  had a distinguished list of Latin authors.  One of the most eminent of these Africans was Cyprian, bishop of Carthage, who was martyred  in 257. His  works consist of a number of short treatises, or tracts, and numerous letters, all teeming with Scripture quotations. Over the years a number of Latin translations of varying quality were written. Cyprian of Carthage and Tertullian had written translations from the Septuagint.  

Latin Vulgate

In 382 AD, the early church father Jerome translated the OT from Hebrew and the NT from its     original Greek into Latin. It was based on a number of manuscripts, including Origen's Hexapla.   Jerome added the  Apocryphal Books without endorsing them as canonical. The first editions of the Vulgate contain  the present 27 books of the New Testament.   

Jerome's version far surpassed the Old Latin version  in scholarship and in literary quality. Jerome was well versed in classical Latin (as well as Greek and Hebrew), but deliberately translated the Bible into the style of Latin that was actually spoken and written by the majority of persons in his own time. This kind of Latin is known as Vulgate Latin (meaning the Latin of the common people), and accordingly Jerome's translation is called the Vulgate. 

The Old Latin translations had been made from the Greek. But Jerome was determined to make his translation from the Hebrew, partly because he considered it to be more accurate, and partly because he wanted a text that he could use as a basis for argument with Jewish opponents, without having them object, "But that is not what the Hebrew text says."  

Other Manuscripts at the time of Jerome's Translation

The Codex Sinaiticus is a 4th century uncial manuscript of the Greek Bible, written between 330–350. While it originally contained the whole of both Testaments, only portions of the Greek Old Testament or Septuagint survive, along with a complete New Testament, the Epistle of Barnabas, and portions of The Shepherd of Hermas. 

The codex Vatinicus-the earliest of the great parchment manuscripts at about 300 AD, has resided in the Vatican since the middle ages and remains there today. 

The Peshitta : the earliest New Testament of the Syriac speaking Church which consisted of the Diatesseron, the Epistles of Paul, and Acts. The Diatesseron was written by Tatian by weaving the 4 canonical Gospels together into a coherent and continuous account and written about 175 AD. 

The Samaritan Pentateuch

We know that the earliest edition of the Bible consists of only the Torah or the Pentateuch. Up to about 400 BC these books are the only contents of the Jewish Bible. We know this for a fact due to an accident of history. The Samaritan sect broke away from orthodox Judaism around 400BC. To this day, the Samaritans recognized only the Pentateuch as sacred scripture. In 400 BCE the Samaritan sect broke away from the Jews and retained only the Pentateuch for their scripture. The earliest Samaritan manuscript available now is from 1211 CE.

Some differences from Masoretic Text (MT)-e.g. Mt Gerazim rather than Jerusalem as center of worship of Yahweh 

The Epistle to the Laodiceans

There is an Epistle to the Laodiceans mentioned in Col 4:16 which was present in some early manuscripts.   It appears in a number of early Latin manuscripts, but it seems that Jerome did not include it in the Vulgate version.   An English translation may be seen at 

 reluctant-messenger.com/epistle-laodiceans.htm

How Accurate are these translations?

Here are Bruce Metzger's estimates compared with other religious literature. There are over 5,000 Greek manuscripts of the New Testament, many of them fragments. . Metzger estimates the New Testament has 20,000 lines, an accuracy of 99.5% with only 40 lines (about 400 words) in question. (This is probably on a letter by letter basis.) Homer's Illiad is the next most reliably preserved document. It has 643-650 manuscripts, and is 95% accurate. It has 15,600 lines, with about 764 lines in doubt. The Hindu Mahabharata has 250,000 lines and is 90% accurate. Over 26,000 lines have textual corruption. 

When we look at the Dead Sea Scrolls, we will see more evidence of the accuracy of the various manuscripts over the years.  

