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Translations of the Old Testament 
Objective: 
1. To know the history of the Bible and the different translations of the Old Testament 

2. To know the acceptable translations in the Orthodox Church
Memory Verse: 

“These words are faithful and true” (Revelation 22:6) 

References: 

· Internet sources
Introduction: 

It is difficult to talk about the different translations of the Bible and determine their faithfulness without identifying the contents of the "True Bible" as recognized in our Orthodox Church. This issue has been hotly debated since ancient times, before the birth of Christianity, and has continued to our current age, where we have different segments of Christianity recognizing different portions of the Bible. 

Lesson Outlines: 

Old Testament Canon 
The word "canon" was originally from a Hebrew word "qaneh," meaning "reed," and from the Greek word "kanon," meaning "rod." The reed or rods were used to measure things. It came to mean "anything that serves to determine or regulate things." The word was applied to the authentication of the Scriptural books. A canon then is "the body of writing which makes up the inspired ruler of faith and practice." The books that were chosen to be in the Old Testament did not represent all the religious works and Scriptures that were available but rather the books that were know to be dictated by the word of God. These scriptures were recognized as authoritative at their inception and were immediately accepted as such by the Jewish people. The Jews accepted all of the 22 books of the Old Testament, the same number of alphabet in the Hebrew language, as inspired. The Old Testament canon, as recognized by the Christian Church, is the 39 books of the Old Testament in addition to the Apocrypha. These are known as the Septuagint and will be defined later. The earliest extant, Christian list of Old Testament books was recorded by Melito, Bishop of Sardis, around A.D. 170. This list does not mention Lamentations, which was usually understood to be part of the book of Jeremiah, or Nehemiah, which was normally appended to the book of Ezra. The only other omission was the book of Esther. 

The difference in number between the 22 Hebrew books and the 39 books approved by the Christian Church comes from the fact that the Palestinian Hebrews considered the book of Ruth as part of Judges, Malachi as part of Jeremiah, Nehemiah as part of Ezra, the books of Samuel, Kings, and Chronicles as one book, and all the minor prophets grouped in one book. 

Language of the Old Testament
The Old Testament was written over a thousand years and most of it was written in the Hebrew language. This language was at its peak in the period between Moses and David and until the king Ezekiel, after which it started being corrupted with other languages and eventually disappeared during the captivity. After the return from the Babylonian Captivity, the Jews, no longer familiar with the old Hebrew, required that their Scriptures should be translated for them into the Chaldaic or Aramaic language (in Old Testament called Syrian Tongue) and interpreted (As seen with Ezra the Wruter in his book). These translations and paraphrases were at first oral (spoken), but they were afterwards placed in writing, and thus targums, (i.e., "versions" or "translations") have come down to us. The Hebrew language did not disappear completely, however, but instead remained used within the priests in the Temple. However, the Hebrew letters were converted from the Old cuniform letters used before the captivity, to the new square-from letters similar to the Aramaic alphabet. It is in this new alphabet that the ancient scriptures in Hebrew were transcribed to our day. 

The original scriptures as written by their writers have completely disappeared. Only translations and rewritten version are available. The accuracy of the present-day Hebrew version of the Old Testament "The Masoretic Text" is a result of the fastidious care with which the Sopherim and the Masoretes transmitted it. The Sopherim copied manuscripts of the Hebrew Scriptures from about 300 B.C. until A.D. 500. According to the Talmud, they came to be called "Sopherim" because, in their endeavor to preserve the text from alteration or addition, they counted the number of words in each section of Scripture, as well as the number of verses and paragraphs. During this time, there were two general classes of manuscript copies, the synagogue rolls and private copies. Even the private copies, or "common copies" of the Old Testament text, which were not used in public meetings, were preserved with great care. For the synagogue rolls, however, there was a very elaborate set of rules for the copyists. The manuscript had to be prepared by a Jew, written on the skins of clean animals and fastened together with strings taken from clean animals. Every skin was to contain a certain number of columns, equal throughout the codex. The length of each column was to be no less than 48 and no more than 60 lines. The breadth was to be 30 letters. The ink was to be prepared according to a definite special recipe. An authentic copy was to be used from which to copy, and the transcriber was not to deviate from it in the least. No word or letter, not even a word, was to be written from memory. The scribe was to examine carefully the codex to be copied. Between all of the consonants of the new copy, a space of at least the thickness of a hair or thread had to intervene. Between every parashah, or section, there was to be a breadth of nine consonants. Between every book, there was to be three lines. During the period 500-900 A.D, the text of the Hebrew Bible was standardized by the Masoretes, who were also very careful in the transmission of the text. They counted every letter and marked the middle letter and middle word of each book, of the Pentateuch and of the whole Hebrew Bible, and counted all parashas (sections), verses, and words for every book. These procedures were a manifestation of the great respect they had for the sacred Scriptures, and secured their minute attention to the precise transmission of the text. The Masoretes also introduced a complete system of vowel pointings and punctuation for the text. Because of their high regard for faithfulness to the text in transmission, wherever they felt that corrections or improvements should be made, they placed them in the margin. They retained certain marks of the earlier scribes relating to doubtful words and offered various possibilities as to what they were. Among the many lists they drew up was one containing all the words that occur only twice in the Old Testament. 

These were the oldest copies of the Old Testament known until the Dead Sea Scrolls were found in 1947 to 1956. Many critics of the Bible cast doubt on the accuracy of the Scriptures, stating that we only had recent copies of the Old Testament. Further, they said that because of supposed copy errors we could not be sure the Old Testament was correct. However, the Dead Sea Scrolls, pushed the date of the manuscripts back a thousand years. The Dead Sea scrolls were a library of a previously unknown first-century Jewish sect. They were stored in caves near the community of Qumran for safekeeping in the face of advancing Roman troops in about A.D. 70. The community was completely destroyed, no one returned, and the caves and scrolls were forgotten until they were discovered by accident in 1948. They contain the text of most of the Old Testament and the rules and regulations of the community at Qumran. When the Scrolls were compared with the Masoretic Text, they compared in 95 per cent of the text word for word. The 5 per cent variations between the two texts were ALL misspelled words, or obvious slips of the pen. Modern critics of the Scriptures were proven wrong again. God's Word was shown to be accurately preserved down through the ages. 

Famous translations of the Old Testament 

1. Aramaic - Targum: 

This was the Aramaic translation of the Old Testament as necessitated by the language conversion after the Captivity. The Targum scriptures that remain to us today are from Palestinian origin whose oldest and most reliable is the "Onkelos Targum" for The first five books of Moses. The translation is considered very accurate and has been reproduced in the past in a number of locations. 

2. Greek - the most famous of which was the Septuagint: 


There were two versions of the Old Testament in use in Judaism before the Church came into existence. The Hebrew version, which was used in Palestine, contained all the books that you find in the Old Testament of a Protestant Bible. The list of books in the Hebrew Bible is called Palestinian Canon. Centuries before the Christian era began, the Jewish community in Alexandria (Egypt) translated the Old Testament into Greek and added a few books. Their list of books is called the Alexandrian Canon and the translation is called the Septuagint,(pronounced "sept-to-a-gent") usually quoted as the LXX, which is the Roman numerical for seventy. The origin of this the most important of all the versions of the Old Testament is involved in much obscurity. It derives its name from the popular notion that seventy-two elders from Jerusalem from all the 12 tribes of Israel were employed at the direction of Ptolemy Philadelphus, king of Egypt, to translate the Torah, which was accomplished in about seventy days, for the use of the Jews residing in that country. The term eventually encompassed all the books of the Old Testament which were completed in the second century A.D. 


Because the Church grew from Greek-speaking synagogues, early Christians, who also spoke Greek, used the Septuagint, which was at that time the official Jewish translation of the Bible used by Greek-speaking Jews in the synagogue. When the New Testament quotes the Old Testament, it uses the Septuagint rather than the Hebrew Bible. All modern Christian Bibles give the Old Testament books their Septuagint names and place them in the order they appear in the Septuagint. Also in our Bibles, the Old Testament books appear in Septuagint order-Law, History, Writings, and Prophecy. The New Testament books are arranged in the same way-Gospels, Acts, Letters, and Revelation. 


The Septuagint became the Old Testament of the church, but its contents varied in differing regions, and it includes several books that were not recognized by Jews in Palestine. These extra books that appear in the Septuagint but not in the Palestinian canon are collectively called the Apocrypha. Today, the Orthodox and The Roman Catholic Churches considers the Apocrypha to be deuterocanonical, which means secondarily canonical. This term refers to the order of acceptance and not to the degree of authority. (These 14 or 15 books are I & II Esdras, Tobit, Judith, The Rest of Esther, The Wisdom of Solomon, Ecclesiasticus, Baruch, The Letter of Jeremiah, The Prayer of Azariah and the Song of the Three Young Men, Bel and the Dragon, The Prayer of Manasseh, I & II Book of the Maccabees. These books were composed during the last two centuries before Christ and in the first Century afterwards. The Apocrypha gives much information on the political and religious developments during the period between the Old and New Testament (400 years from Malachi to John the Baptist). The beginnings of the Pharisees, Sadducees, and the synagogues are recorded in these books. ) 

3. A Syrian version of the Old Testament, containing all the canonical books, along with some apocryphal books (called the Peshitto, i.e. simple translation, and not a paraphrase), was made early in the second century, and is therefore the first Christian translation of the Old Testament. It was made directly from the original, and not from the LXX. Version. The New Testament was also translated from Greek into Syriac about the same time. It is noticeable that this version does not contain the Second and Third Epistles of John, 2 Peter, Jude, and the Apocalypse. These were, however, translated subsequently and placed in the version. 

4. Translations to other languages, including Coptic, and others
Conclusion: 


The Coptic Orthodox church believe in the Old Testament being made of 27 books and the additional second canonical books that are available in the Orthodox or Catholic translations but not in the Protestant Translations of the Bible. 

Applications: 

· Memorize the books of the Old Testament in the order they appear in the Bible. 

· The teacher should hold a competition the following week for this task. 


Why the Old Testament?(

As Orthodox Christians, our truth centers on the fact that Jesus Christ, the Son of God, came to earth, took on flesh from a Virgin woman, lived with us, died for us, and rose from the grave to save us from our life of sin. We are followers of Jesus Christ who is our Savior. This is why we call ourselves Christians, taking Jesus Christ's very own name. The story of Christ's life, His teachings and His miracles are told to us in the New Testament. The New Testament begins with the four gospels, which tell about Christ, from His birth to His ascension into heaven. The New Testament continues with the apostles' teachings, the growth and spread of Christianity and the establishment of churches (in the Acts of the Apostles and the epistles). Just as the Jews were God's chosen people of the Old Testament, so we Christians are the chosen people of the New Testament.


Why, then, does our Bible include the Old Testament? Isn't it just a waste of time? Shouldn't we concentrate only on the New Testament? Think about these questions as you continue to read the lesson.

[image: image1.png]
The history of God's chosen people, the Hebrews, was a difficult one. They were not rich. They owned no land. Often they were plagued by war, famine and drought. Then God revealed Himself to His people and they accepted Him. He promised them a homeland and a culture, and in return they promised to love God and worship only Him. This was the basis of the covenants between God and His people. Even when the people disobeyed, God still loved them. Time after time the Hebrews sinned against their God, and time after time, God forgave them. To show His great love, God promised His people that a messiah (a savior or deliverer) would come. This messiah would save them from their life of sin. The Hebrews often sinned against God. When life became difficult for them, they would remember God's promised messiah, and would find the strength and courage to carry on. We know that Jesus Christ is the Messiah that God promised would come. The Savior that the Hebrews hoped and prayed for came when Christ was born. The Christ we believe in was the hope of the Hebrew people. Therefore it is not possible for us to split our belief in Jesus Christ from the Old Testament promise. What God promised came true, and we must know the Old Testament promise in order to know that Jesus Christ is the fulfillment of that promise. This is why the Old Testament is as important as the New Testament to Christians.

Types of Writings in the Old Testament


Because the Old Testament is so difficult, we will study it in sections. These sections, or parts, were mentioned briefly. Look back for the four main parts of the Old Testament and write them here:
_______________, _________________, _________________ and _______________________

These are the different types of writings found in the Old Testament, and we will study each type of writing in a different unit.

The first five books of the Old Testament are called the Law or Torah. Torah is the Hebrew word for the Law. Together, these books are often called the Pentateuch (which means five books), or the five books of Moses. As we will see, Moses is the central figure in four of these books which tell about the giving of God's Law to the Hebrew people. Many of the Old Testament books tell the history of the people, describing wars, kings, kingdoms, settlers, etc. The prophecy writings are the sayings of the prophets. Some prophets could see events before they happened. They often warned the people who were living sinful lives to change their ways. The rest of the Old Testament books contain the spiritual literature. This spiritual literature was used by the Hebrew people in their services. These are often called the wisdom writings. As we study our units on the Old Testament, we will see that some writings overlap one another. For example, there is history in the "Law", and we will learn about some prophets when we study history.

Who Chose the Books?


You may wonder how the Old Testament got together as one book if many different men, in different places and at different times wrote separate scrolls. How did the scrolls come together? How were they chosen and who did the choosing? A group of Hebrew religious leaders met and under the guidance of God, picked the books that were to form the basis of their beliefs and religion. The books were selected and given a special authority which set them apart from all other writings. This process of selecting and setting apart is called canonization. (Our Church also "canonizes" saints.) A canon is a collection of books which have become the norm or rule. We know the approximate canonization dates for some parts of the Old Testament. The Law was accepted as sacred and special sometime between 400 and 350 B.C. The prophecy writings were canonized around 200 B.C., and the wisdom writings, approximately 90 A.D. As you can see, it took almost 500 years to assemble all the books of the Old Testament together into one great book.

WHY THE OLD TESTAMENT? (Lesson Guide)
Introduction to Teacher: This lesson attempts to impart to the students the importance and relevance of the Old Testament. It breaks down the books of the Old Testament in smaller, workable units for study purposes for the year's work.

Objectives:  The students should be able to:

1. Identify the following terms: Christian; messiah; Law; Torah; fulfillment; Pentateuch; prophecy; canonization; wisdom; spiritual
2. Complete a review activity of words and terms previously studied
Materials:
1. In the Beginning - pupil

2. Construction paper or cardboard

3. Felt; wrapping paper; foil
4. Scissors

5. Glue

6. Pens/pencils

7. Exploring How the Bible Came to Be

	Time
	Procedures
	Notes

	5 min

	1. Opening Prayer.

2. Attendance.
	

	10 min
	3. Teacher begins class by asking what the two main divisions of the Bible are. What is the New Testament about?  When in history does it begin?  What is its importance?  What is the Old Testament about?  When and where does it begin? When does it end?  What is the importance of the Old Testament?  Is it important? (Teacher elicits students' feelings and reactions to these statements.  At this point, we are not trying to obtain correct answers.)
	

	10 min
	4. Students read the lesson silently. Teacher highlights main points of the lesson, answering any questions students might have on the reading.
	

	10 min
	5. Students to make and decorate their own Bible marker.  Place the marker in each Bible in the table of contents.
	

	10 min
	6. Begin lesson activity in class. To be completed for H.W. if not enough time. 

7. Summary

8. Closing Prayer
	

	Teacher’s Comments & Evaluation:
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 Name: ________________________________________
First
                   
Last                                   .
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Translations of the Old Testament 
Memory Verse: 
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1. The four main section of the Old Testament are:

a) ________________________

b) ________________________

c) ________________________

d) ________________________
2. The minor prophets of the Old Testament are 

a) Less important prophets
b) Young prophets
c) Prophets of brief 
d) Prophets of  a lower rank
3. Complete the following Old Testament Prophesy titles:

a) __x______ into Babylon

b) New kingdom rules by the M__________

c) Re___________ the Temple

d) God's J_____________ of all nations on the D_____ of the Lord

4. Match the descriptions of the Bible character representing Jesus Christ with the name:

a) He carried the wood of the sacrifice



   [  ] Adam
b) He saved the world from famine




   [  ] Moses
c) He lead the people out of slavery to freedom


   [  ] Joshua
d) He brought God’s people to the promised land
   

   [  ] Isaac
e) The first man of God’s creation




   [  ] Joseph
5. What type of book is the Book of Esther?    ______________________

6. A P__________ is a short saying that tells a common truth or useful thought.

7. Which of the following books are considered among the Books of Wisdom?

a) Psalms

b) Proverbs

c) Songs of Solomon

d) Ecclesiastes

e) Isaiah

These words are faithful and true.


Revelation 22:6












































( From a Sunday School Curriculum of a sister Orthodox church
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