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PHYSICAL ASPECTS OF MANUAL 
TRANSMISSION



Always Be 
Prepared

but  sanctify Christ as 
Lord in your hearts, 
always being ready to 
make a defense to 
everyone who asks you to 
give an account for the 
hope that is in you, yet 
with gentleness and 
reverence.

1 Peter 3:15



Preparing Ourselves for the 
Fight

God
Human Author’s 

Mind of the 
Writer

Original

Manuscripts of 
the Bible

Modern 
English 

Translations

Modern Greek 
& Hebrew 

Bibles

Collection of the 
66 books of the 

Bible

Revelation Inspiration

Textual Criticism



Transmission Before 400 B.C.

• Very little is known about the 
transmission of the O.T. at this 
time.

• We have no manuscripts from this 
period.

• Prior to 1350 B.C. Palio-Hebrew 
was used rather than square 
script. 



The Process of Manuscript Transmission

• We do not have any 
ORIGINAL “autographa”

• Ancient Bible was written on 
papyrus scrolls. The scrolls 
deteriorate by use and a new 
copy of the text is made 
when the scroll is worn

• All transmissions of the Bible 
were handwritten until the 
invention of the printing 
press in 1450s by Johann 
Gutenberg.



Stone & Clay: 

• Mesopotamian scribes used clay tablets and pressed 
designs into the wet clay using a reed stylus. 

• cuneiform, derived from two Latin words: cuneus , 
which means "wedge," and forma , which means 
"shape.”

• Very heavy--up to 2.3 pounds per “page.” Difficult to 
transport!

• Melts or weathers away in all climates but arid ones 
without firing.

• Breaks if dropped.

• Once dried or baked, cuneiforms tablets were difficult 
to alter. They were excellent for records and legal 
documents.

• Potential to make rubbings of tablets as copies.

• Cheap and plentiful mud is the building material.

• Using reed stylus to imprint clay is speedy--up to 40 
ideographs a minute



Parchments & Vellum

• Cow skin, goat skin, and sheep skin 
provide a fairly flat but somewhat 
flexible surface. The skin holds inks, 
paints, or even melted gold. Properly 
preserved, such skins could last for 
long centuries.

• Animals hides from goats or sheep are 
generically called parchments. 

• If the skin comes from a calf, lamb, or 
kid, it is technically called vellum. 



The Scroll

• Later civilizations used scrolls, which one read by unrolling 
them along a horizontal frame. 

• Scrolls were compact, but unwieldy for rapid transition from 
one passage to another. 

• Any damage to a scroll would affect large swathes of the text, 
rather than one page alone.

• For practical reasons a scroll could not be longer than 
7.5 meters

• This space limitation probably contributed to the 
determination of length of the Books of Isaiah & 
Jeremiah and why “the twelve”  are grouped together.



Papyrus

• “The ancient papyrus roll was 
elegant to look at but cumbersome 
to use. Size was strictly limited….A 
thousand or so lines of text was all 
that a roll could hold, and that 
would already make a long sheet of 
papyrus, averaging twenty to thirty 
feet in length. To shuffle through 
such a roll looking for a passage was 
time-consuming and bothersome.”

• James J. O’Donnell, Avatars of 
the Word: From Papyrus to 
Cyberspace (Harvard UP, 1998) 
pp. 50-1



Transition to the Codex

• “If you were a very farsighted text of the second 
century [CE] and you wanted to be read a thousand 
or more years later, the thing you most wanted was 
to be copied into a codex format. Books that made 
that transition successfully had a reasonable chance 
of surviving and being read in the centuries to 
come, while books that did not were more likely to 
be orphaned.”

• James J. O’Donnell, Avatars of the Word: From 
Papyrus to Cyberspace (Harvard UP, 1998) pg. 52



Codex
• The new structure was the codex. By putting sheets of papyrus on top of 

each other, with a protective cover on the top and bottom, readers had two 
major advantages.

• The hard outer covering protected the internal pages. This covering--usually 
two pieces of wood or metal with a narrow spine connecting them--was 
easier to make than carving out a hollow scroll tube from bone, ivory, or 
wood. It also remained attached to the book while in use, providing further 
protection. Ancient codices have a much higher rate of survival than 
ancient scrolls do.

• : As an additional benefit, it was possible to browse through a codex or 
book. One could mark pages, compare passages, and flip back and forth.

Scrolls required laborious rolling and unrolling. In the case of the Hebrew 
Torah, it might take a rabbi twenty or thirty minutes to roll back to the 
opening section of Genesis from the end of Leviticus. It’s hard to cross-
reference scrolls!



No Word, Sentence or Paragraph Breaks

• ITEINABOOKANDSENDITUNTOTHESEVENCHURCHESWHI
CHAREINASIAUNTOEPHESUSANDUNTOSMYRNAANDUNT
OPERGAMOSANDUNTOTHYATIRAANDIHEARDAVOICEINT
HEMIDSTOFTHEFOURBEASTSSAYAMEASUREOFWHEATFO
RAPENNYANDTHREEMEASURESOFBARLEYFORAPENNYA
NDSEETHOUHURTNOTTHEOILANDTHEWINE



Manuscripts: Uncials & Miniscules



ANCIENT TRANSLATIONS



The Samaritan Pentateuch
• an independent Hebrew witness to the text. 
• Some of the Exodus fragments from Qumran 

demonstrate that it has close affinities with 
a pre-Christian Palestinian text type and 
testify to the faithfulness with which it has 
been preserved. 

• It contains about 6,000 variants from the 
Masoretic text, of which nearly a third agree 
with the Septuagint. 

• Only a minority, however, are genuine 
variants, most being dogmatic, exegetical, 
grammatical, or merely orthographic in 
character.

• The Samaritan Pentateuch first became 
known in the West through a manuscript 
secured in Damascus in 1616



Septuagint
250 BC

• The Septuagint is the Greek 
translation of the Hebrew Bible

• It is the most ancient translation of 
the Old Testament 

• The Septuagint Version was accepted 
first by the Alexandrian Jews, then by 
all the Greek-speaking countries.

• In the time of Jesus it was a 
legitimate text.

• Quotations of the Old Testament in 
the New Testament come from the 
Septuagint.



Septuagint

Psalm 90, Greek Papyrus 

From 2nd Century



Sources of the Septuagint

• A Greek translation of the Old Testament, known as the Septuagint because there allegedly were 
70 or 72 translators, six from each of the 12 tribes of Israel, and designated LXX, is a composite of 
the work of many translators labouring for well over 100 years. It was made directly from Hebrew 
originals that frequently differed considerably from the present Masoretic text. Apart from other 
limitations attendant upon the use of a translation for such purposes, the identification of the 
parent text used by the Greek translators is still an unsettled question. The Pentateuch of the 
Septuagint manifests a basic coincidence with the Masoretic text. The Qumr(n scrolls have now 
proven that the Septuagint book of Samuel–Kings goes back to an old Palestinian text tradition 
that must be earlier than the 4th century BCE, and from the same source comes a short Hebrew 
recension of Jeremiah that probably underlies theGreek.



GREEK OT: 
The Codex Sinaiticus C. 350 AD

COPY OF GREEK 

SEPTUAGINT OLD 

TESTEMENT



GREEK OT:
Codex Vaticanus, 350 AD

COPY OF 

GREEK 

SEPTUAGINT 

OLD 

TESTEMENT



Syrian OT:
Peshitta: 100 AD –400 AD

• Tanak and NT in Syriac – a dialect of 
Aramaic used in Syria and much of the 
east

• Term meaning “simple”



Aramaic OT:
Targums

• Aramaic (and other) language translations for the 
people who spoke different languages

• First Targums were from Bablylon.  Later were in 
Palestine.



Latin OT
Vulgate: 400 AD TO 1400 AD

• Jerome’s translation of the Tanakh and 
NT into Latin

• Commissioned in 382 or 383 AD to 
produce an authoritative Latin version

• Word means “common” or “common 
translation.”

• Jerome knew Greek, but 
learned Hebrew, Aramaic, 
Syriac, and Arabic to 
translate from as many 
different manuscripts as 
possible



OT Quotations
100 AD – 500 AD

• Quotations in Talmud 
and other Jewish writings

• Early Church Quotations



Judean 
Desert 
Scrolls 
73-135 AD

• practically identical with the 
MT

• fragments of Leviticus, 
Deuteronomy, Ezekiel, and 
Psalms discovered at Masada
(the Jewish fortress 
destroyed by the Romans in 
AD 73)

• fragments of Genesis, 
Exodus, Leviticus, and Isaiah
in addition to the 
substantially preserved 
Minor Prophets scroll from  
WadY al-MurabbaÅat, the 
latest date of which is AD 
135. 

• The same phenomenon 
characterizes the fragments 
of Numbers found at NaPal 
Qever.



Transmission: 
300 B.C.—500 A.D.

Palestine

Samaritan Pentateuch

Proto-Masoretic Text

Qumran Text

Babylon

Proto-

Masoretic Text

Egypt

Septuagint 

(LXX)

Proto-Masoretic 

Text

Standardized 

(First century 

A.D.)



No Hebrew Manuscripts 
From 135 to 900 AD



HEBREW MASORATIC TEXT



Masoretes: 
500 A.D.—1500 A.D.

• Preservers of tradition 
(“masorah”)

• Group of scribes who 
carried on the 
meticulous 
transmission process 
of the standardized 
text



Sopherim: Scribes

• From the same root as “sepher” or 
book; it also can mean “counters”

• Worked from approximately the 5th

century BC to the 4th century AD

• Updated script, added headings 
and titles



Key Masoretic Manuscripts

Leningrad Codex

Oldest complete Hebrew Bible  ca. 1010 AD

• Ben Asser Family: (9th & 

10th century) a Masoretic 

family of scribes. 

• Cairo Codex (Codex C) 

made in 950 A.D. 

Prophets Only

• Leningrad Codex

(Codex P) written in 916 

A.D. Text behind BHS.

• Alppo manuscript

(Codex A)-written before 

940 A.D.



Masorites Rules:
• No word or letter was to be 

written from memory.

• There was to be a space of a 
hair between each consonant 
and the space of a consonant 
between each word.

• Calculated total numbers of 
letters, words and verses in 
biblical books, and middle 
verses and letters of books and 
of the three major divisions of 
the canon. 



Masoretes’ Scrolls and Ink

• Only parchments from clean animals 
could be used.

• Each column of the scroll was to 
have no fewer than forty-eight and 
no more than sixty lines whose 
breadth must consist of thirty letters.

• The ink was to be black, prepared 
according to a specific recipe.

Goose quills, cut with a knife to a sharp point, were the 
preferred writing instrument. Every few pages, the scribe 
would need to take a knife and cut the quill anew in case 
ink had dried on the tip or the tip had grown dull from 
friction.



Comparing 900 AD & 70 AD
• DSS Little difference with the Masoretic Text (MT)

• Consistency between two copies of Isaiah

• “…proved to be word for word identical with our standard 
Hebrew Bible in more than 95% of the text.  The 5% of 
variation consisted chiefly of obvious slips of the pen and 
variations in spelling.”



Comparing 900 AD to 1500 AD

• “The earliest printed editions of the Hebrew Bible derive from the last quarter of 
the 15th century and the first quarter of the 16th century.   The oldest Masoretic 
codices stem from the end of the 9th century and the beginning of the 10th. A 
comparison of the two shows that no textual developments took place during the 
intervening 600 years.  A single standardized recension enjoyed an absolute 
monopoly and was transmitted by the scribes with amazing fidelity. Not one of 
the medieval Hebrew manuscripts and none of the thousands of fragments 
preserved in the Cairo Geniza (synagogue storeroom) contains departures of any 
real significance from the received text.”

• Ency. Britannica



Key Masoretic Manuscripts

Leningrad Codex
Oldest complete Hebrew Bible  ca. 1010 AD

• Ben Asser Family: (9th & 

10th century) a Masoretic 

family of scribes. 

• Cairo Codex (Codex C) 

made in 950 A.D. 

Prophets Only

• Leningrad Codex

(Codex P) written in 916 

A.D. Text behind BHS.

• Alppo manuscript

(Codex A)-written before 

940 A.D.



Unintentional Errors 

1.Mistaken Letter Similar-looking letters were sometimes interchanged. d r Q O.

2. Homophony Substitution of similar-sounding words. Rom. 5:1 ecomen “We 

have.” Or ecwmen “Let us have.”

3. Dittography A letter or word that was written twice rather than once.

4. Fusion Incorrect division of words. GODISNOWHERE

5. Homoioteleuton An omission caused by two words that have similar

endings.

6. Metathesis Reversal of order of two words. Christ Jesus, Jesus

Christ.



Masoretic Variants

• This is an enlargement of the apparatus.

• It contains all the variant readings of the biblical verses on the 
main page.

• These variant readings come from other OT manuscript 
traditions.



Masoretic Corrections
• The Hebrew for "what is 

written", kethib refers to the 
consonants found in the 
Hebrew text and preserved by 
scribal tradition. 

• In the margin they wrote the 
consonants of suggested 
corrections (the qere, "what is 
to be read"), putting the 
vowels of the correction 
around the consonants in the 
text indicating the need for 
correction.

http://www.bible.gen.nz/amos/glossary/qere.htm


Masoretes’ Add Notations

• Added notes to the text 
for things like cross-
referencing, clarity; 

• noted anomalies



Masoretes Add Vowel Points
• added vowels to the consonantal text 
• Added marks for singing, 

accentuation; 
• The basic method was to specify 

vowels by placing dots and strokes 
above or below the consonants.  

• The process was called “pointing the 
text” and the symbols were called 
“vowel points.”  

• The vowel points were accompanied 
by accents that served as 
punctuation and as a guide for 
chanting the texts.



Hebrew Bible “Critical Edition”
Masoretic Text

• This is a page from the 
Masoretic Text

• It’s symbol is M
• At the bottom is the 

apparatus indicated by 
the            arrow

• On the side is the qere-
kethib indicated by the            
arrow



Masoretic Vowels

• On the left is Hebrew without vowels

• On the right is Hebrew with the vowels



Verses Added, 13th Century AD
• The MT had spaces left 

to mark paragraphs 

• Verses were marked but 
not numbered 

• Stephen Langton added 
verses to the Latin 
Vulgate in 1205 AD and 
a rabbi entered them 
into the Hebrew Bible in 
1330 AD



Printed editions
of Hebrew Bible

• The PRINTED Hebrew Bible 1488 with 
punctuation and accents, but without any 
commentary. 

• The first Christian production was a 
magnificent Complutensian Polyglot in six 
volumes, four of which contained the 
Hebrew Bible and Greek and Latin 
translations together with the Aramaic 
rendering (Targum) of the Pentateuch that 
has been ascribed to Onkelos. Printed at 
Alcala (1514–17).

• The first rabbinic Bible—i.e., the Hebrew 
text furnished with full vowel points and 
accents, accompanied by the Aramaic 
Targums and the major medieval Jewish 
commentaries—Venice, 1516/17). 



MASORETIC ACCURACY



Nahash

NRS 1 Samuel 10:27 But some worthless fellows said, "How can this man 
save us?" They despised him and brought him no present. But he held 
his peace. Now Nahash, king of the Ammonites, had been grievously 
oppressing the Gadites and the Reubenites. He would gouge out the 
right eye of each of them and would not grant Israel a deliverer. No one 
was left of the Israelites across the Jordan whose right eye Nahash, king 
of the Ammonites, had not gouged out. But there were seven thousand 
men who had escaped from the Ammonites and had entered Jabesh-
gilead.

NIV 1 Samuel 10:27 But some troublemakers said, "How can this fellow 
save us?" They despised him and brought him no gifts. But Saul kept 
silent.

4QSama



DSS, LXX, MT

Exodus 1:5 The descendants of Jacob numbered seventy in
all; Joseph was already in Egypt.

Acts 7:14 After this, Joseph sent for his father Jacob and his 
whole family, seventy-five in all.

MT = 70 descendants
LXX = 75 descendants
4QExoa = 75 descendants
Acts 7:14 = 75 descendants



DSS Organization of the OT

• Law

• Prophets

• Psalms

Luke 24:44

4QMMT

• Law

• Prophets

• David “Copper Scroll” from

Qumran Cave III



Masoretic Accuracy

• 150 Psalms

• Arranged in 5 Books

• 150 Psalms +

• 9 additional

• Arranged in different order

• Mostly in Books IV-V

Masoretic Text 11QSama


