
OLD TESTAMENT MANUSCRIPTS 
The text of the Old Testament is a true testament to the diligence of God’s children in this world. 

The Hebrew people were lacking in many things, but preserving God’s Word wasn’t one of them. 

Their efficient, exhaustive work ensured that we have today the preserved text of the ancient 

people of Israel. We owe them a great deal of respect and gratitude.  

As we study this week, we’ll see how the text was transmitted from the original letters down 

through history to you and me today.  

1 The original copies of the OT text are called ___________________________ . None of them exist 

anymore. The were all presumably written between 1500 - 500 BC in the Mediterranean Sea 

region. We assume the validity of several authors (e.g. Moses, Joshua, Samuel, most of the 

prophets) but quite frankly, just don’t know about others at all (e.g. Job, Ruth, Esther, Daniel).  

2 While it may seem unsettling that we don’t have the originals, take peace in the fact that we 

have over ______________________ OT manuscripts. Most of them are merely fragments and there 

is a large gap (sometimes centuries) between the original scrolls of the OT and the manuscripts 

we use today to authorize the text.  

3 We are indebted to the work of the Jewish ______________________ , who devoted themselves 

to the accurate transmission of the OT text (see 1 Chronicles 2:55). These men were trained in 

the art of writing and specialized in knowing the Law of Moses. They were the “supreme 

guardians” of the text and responsible with its safe keeping, retention, and advance into the next 

generation.1 There are even sections in the Talmud (the Jewish civil and religious law) where 

extremely strict and rigid directions were laid down to instruct the scribe how the copies of the 

Pentateuch were to be produced and read in worship (see Lightfoot pg. 133). There are 

numerous details we can highlight to show the care they placed on the text: 

 A If a scribe found a ____________________ that differed in size from the others, they were   

 carefully duplicated exactly as found.2 

 B If a scribe found an _________________ letter in a word he would leave the word as it was   

 but put a dot above it to show it was questionable. They didn’t leave it out or remove it,   

 because they believed the text to be unalterable. That high regard for the text is strong   

 evidence to suggest we have the best copies of the originals imaginable.3 

 C To the scribes, a ______________ copy of the text was just as valuable as an older copy.   

 Since changes weren’t allowed, no thought to keeping the old because its more accurate   

 was needed. The scribes were almost superstitious when it came to their scriptural activity.   

 If a manuscript was damaged or defective, they would give them a proper burial. Faulty   

 manuscripts were often hidden in a storeroom because they were unusable before this   



 burial process. Those ideas led to the discarding of older manuscripts and the eventual loss   

 of them to time or wear and tear.4 

4 There was a specialized group of Jewish Scribes dating back to 500 BC called the 

______________________ who standardized the the Hebrew text.5 They were responsible for several 

things: 

 A Because the OT was first written in Hebrew, it was written without __________________ .   

 When, eventually, that language was no longer spoken regularly, there was a danger that no 

 one would be able to properly pronounce the text. Due to that issue, the Masorites inserted 

 vowel points above and below the lines of the text. They didn’t bother with the text, merely   

 added a means by which readers could properly pronounce the words.6 

 B They also ______________________________ the verses, words, and letters of each book.   

 They did this to create safeguards in the text so that a scribe could check the accuracy of   

 his work before using it or distributing it.7 

 C These scribes are considered some of the first ________________________ critics. They   

 examined the text carefully and handed down the text to the best of their abilities that had   

 been delivered centuries before.8 

  
 D Historians of the text believe these scribes ____________________________ all the    

 manuscripts that didn’t agree with their research and standardization of the text.9 There   

 aren’t a ton of these manuscripts left today, but there quality is above reproach. The quality 

 of these can be measured by the following: 

 There are very few ________________________ because they are all descendants of one text   

 that was established around 100 BC.  There devotion to the text was remarkable. It is   

 believed that if just one mistake was found, the entire manuscript was discarded and   

 destroyed (which may help explain why we have so few of them today). When you compare 

 duplicate passages from the Masoretic text itself you find at times remarkable similarity.   

 It’s safe to conclude that the OT texts didn’t undergo any radical revisions under their   

 watch.10 

 The __________________________ (or the LXX), the Greek version of the OT produced during 

 the 300s - 200s BC is, for the most part, a book-by-book, chapter-by-chapter    

 reproduction of the Masoretic text. This was the OT text of Jesus and the Apostles and   

 most of the NT quotations from the OT come from this version.11 

 The Septuiagent was widely used among Hellenistic Jews, this Greek translation was   

 produced because many Jews spread throughout the empire were beginning to lose their   

 Hebrew language. The process of translating the Hebrew to Greek also gave many non-  

 Jews a glimpse into Judaism. According to an ancient document called the Letter of   

 Aristeas, it is believed that 70 to 72 Jewish scholars were commissioned during the reign of 



 Ptolemy Philadelphus to carry out the task of translation. The term “Septuagint” means   

 seventy in Latin, and the text is so named to the credit of these 70 scholars.  

 The Septuagint contains the standard 39 books of the Old Testament canon, as well as   

 certain apocryphal books. The term "Apocrypha" was coined by the fifth-century biblical   

 scholar, Jerome, and generally refers to the set of ancient Jewish writings written during   

 the period between the last book in the Jewish scriptures, Malachi, and the arrival of Jesus   

 Christ. The apocryphal books include Judith, Tobit, Baruch, Sirach (or Ecclesiasticus), the   

 Wisdom of Solomon, First and Second Maccabees, the two Books of Esdras, additions to   

 the Book of Esther, additions to the Book of Daniel, and the Prayer of Manasseh.  

 The Apocryphal books were included in the Septuagint for historical and religious purposes, 

 but are not recognized by Protestant Christians or Orthodox Jews as canonical (i.e.    

 inspired). Most Biblical teachers will point out that the New Testament writers never   

 quoted from the Apocryphal books, and that the Apocrypha was never considered part of   

 the canonical Jewish scripture. However, the Roman Catholic Church and the Orthodox   

 churches include the Apocrypha in their Bible (except for the books of Esdras and the   

 Prayer of Manasseh).12 

5 There are several OT manuscripts that are considered the most reliable. These mentioned 

below are by far the major source for our most recent critical Hebrew text: 

 A The _____________________ Codex (930 AD) was compiled by a Jewish scribe named   

 Aaron ben Asher. Unfortunately, large portions of it were destroyed in 1947 due to Arab   

 riots against Jews due to the United Nations decision to divide Palestine into a Jewish   

 state. All the synagogues in Aleppo, Syria were looted and burned and among the ashes of   

 the 1500-year old Mustaribah Synagogue, the codex was found. A quarter of it was   

 destroyed including most of the Pentateuch. Today it is housed with the Dead Sea Scrolls   

 at the Shrine of the Book in Jerusalem.13 

 B The largest and only complete manuscript we have is the ____________________ Codex (B   

 19 A or L). It was written on vellum around 1010 AD. It contains three columns of 21 lines   

 each per sheet. The vowel points and accents are placed above the lines. Today, it is housed 

 at the National Library of St. Petersburg, Russia.14 

 C The __________________ Codex (C) or Codex Cairensis is a manuscript that contains the   

 prophets. Written in around 827 AD it came into possession of crusaders before eventually   

 being returned to Egypt. It stayed there until the 1980s when it was given to the Hebrew   

 University of Jerusalem. It is probably the oldest codex we have, but incomplete.15 

 D The Leningrad Codex of the _______________________ or the Babylonian Codex of Latter   

 Prophets is a smaller manuscript that only contains the Minor Prophets and Isaiah,    

 Jeremiah, and Ezekiel.16 



 E The __________________ Museum Codex contains most of the Pentateuch (Genesis   

 39:20 - Deuteronomy 1:33) and is located in London, England.17 

6 We must also mention the _________________________ Scrolls. Their discovery was truly an 

astonishing moment in history. A young boy looking for a lost goat found them in caves outside 

of Jericho near the Dead Sea in March 1947. Between 1947 and 1956, eleven caves were found 

containing more scrolls. The original inhabitants of this community in Qumran were the Essenes, 

a Jewish sect dating back to 300 BC all the way to 50 AD. In all, about 800 scrolls, including 

thousands of fragments have been discovered. Contained in those scrolls were the following: 

 A The OT book of _________________.  

 B A commentary of the OT book of ______________________. 

 C _____________________ of almost every OT book including about 200 scrolls which   

 contain small sections of Scripture including 36 from Psalms, 29 from Deuteronomy, 21   

 from Isaiah, 17 from Exodus and 15 from Genesis.18 

__________________ 
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