
WHAT ARE THE DEAD SEA SCROLLS?
O

7Tlh. Dead Sea Scrolls are a collection of 93 | documents discovered

I over a half century ago in a region of the Judean desert in what is
I todav called the West Bank. The scrolls date from different

periods-as early as 300 sc to ep 40-and were hidden in caves along the
edge of the Dead Sea. The discovery of the Dead Sea Scrolls is the greatest
literary and archaeological discovery of our time. The scrolls are not the
original documents that make up the Hebrew Bible (the Old Testament), but
they are the oldest copies of those documents that we have today. The Dead
Sea Scrolls have shed new light on
the practice of the Jewish religion
during the periods when the books
of the Bible were composed. They
hiive given us a snapshot of the
world Jesus ministered in with his
twelve disciples. And they have
helped us better understand the
society in which the early church
first started.
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WHAT ARE THE DEAD SEA SCROLLS?
O

he scrolls are
believed to be fiom
the "library" of a

group of first-century
Jews who separated
themselves from the rest
of society by l iving out in
the desert at a site known
as Qumran. The scrolls
contain a variety of
writings: portions of every
book of the Old Testament
except the Book of Esther,
commentaries on the
books of the Bible, rules
for religious rituals and
community l i fe, texts
designed to prepare the

Qumran sect for a war at
the End of Time, marriage
contracts, deeds of sale,
calendars, horoscopes. and
writings that claimed to
foretell the future.

The texts are composed in
three languages-Hebrew, Aramaic, and Greek. They are written on leather
parchment (made from goat or sheep skins) and papyrus (a fbrm of early
paper). One scroll is inscribed on pure copper and is known as the Copper
Scroll. It appears to be a treasure map, detail ing directions to 66 places
throughout the Judean desert where immense amounts of gold. silvcr. and
other precious items were hidden. Due to the secretive and mystcrious way the
texts were written and the loss of identifying physical f 'eatules in the rcgion
today, all attempts to locate the treasure have thus far proven unsuccessful.

Canonical Division Old Testament Number of Qumran
(Accolding to lhe BOok and Othet ManuSCriOtS
Hebrew Bible) (?=possible fragment) 

'

Pentateuch Genesis 24
(Torah) Exodus 18

Leviticus 18
Numbers 11
Deuteronomy 33

Prophets Joshua 2
(Nevi'im) Judges 3
iormer'proohets 1-2 Samuel 4

' '1-2 Kings 3

Latter Prcphets j'.]j|.n t'
Ezekiel 6
Twelve (Minor) 10

Proohets
Writings
(Ketubim)

Psalms
Proverbs
J00

39
2
6

The Five Scrolls Song of Songs 4
Ruth 4
Lamentation 4
Ecclesiates 3
Esther 0'
Danrel 8
Ezra-Nehemiah 1
1-2 Chronicles 1

TotaI3l
Adjusted 223"

'The lota has been adjusted 1o fead 8 ess. s nce 6 scro ls lrom oumran cofla n pOrl ons ol two
books (counled 2X). and 1 scro lrom Wadi [,4urabbaat conta]ns porlons ol 3 books (counled 3x)

Quntran Manuscripts, vrhich ure topic.s of Book.s o./ the

Oltl Testament

C.

People and
Events in Israel

25 years
between

O Beginning ofretum of O
exiles to Jerusalem

O Second Temple is b

becomes queen

O Nehemiah completes walls of Jerusalem

and dedicated O Alexander the Great conquers Israel

O Simon II anoint

O Ptolemy IV attempts to enter temple

Events at Qumran

O Joshua as Zadokite high priest (Haggai

O Qumran



HOW WERE THE SCROLLS DISCOVERED?

n 1946, shepherds of the
Ta'amireh Bedouin tribe
settled in a desert area

between Bethlehem and the
Dead Sea, where they tended
their flocks and herds. According
to local hearsay, a teenager by
the name of Muhammed edh-
Dhib ("Muhammed the Wolf")
went in search of a stray goat.
Believing it to have wandered
into one of the caves that

He climbed up into what is today called Cave l and found ancient clay
storage jars fi l led with seven scrolls. Four of these scrolls were sold in
Bethlehem to an antiquities dealer known as Kando. He in turn sold them

fbr $97.20 to the archbishop of
the Monastery of St. Mark's in
Jerusalem, the Metropolitan (a
high office in the priesthood of
the Syrian Orthodox Church)
Mar Athanasius Yeshue Samuel.
The other three were sold to
Fe id i  Sa lah i .  ano the r  an t i qu i t i es
dealer in Bethlehem, who in turn
sold them to Hebrew Univers i ty
Professor Eleazar Sukenik in
Jerusalem.

HOW WERE THE SCROLLS DISCOVEREDT
( D . .  -  :

he Bedouin shepherds searched more caves, bringing most of their finds to
Kando. Meanwhile, the Metropolitan permitted John Trever of the
American Schools of Oriental Research to publish news and photographs

of the find to the world in April 1948. Soon
after, British archaeologists conducted a
careful survey of the region and discovered
several other caves with scrolls, including
those along a terrace at Qumran. Of these,
Cave 4 yielded approximatelyl5,000
fragments representing some 600
manuscripts. These were not found in
storage jars but beneath the cave floor,
indicating a rapid burial because of
impending danger-perhaps the Roman

invasion of Jewish territory in ao 68 that led two years later to the complete
destruction of Jerusalem. Cave 7 was also unique in that it contained the
fiagments of l9 texts in Greek-the same language
used to write the New Testament.

When the Arab-Israeli war broke out in 1948. the
Metropolitan took his four scrolls to the United
States and otfered them for sale in an ad in the Wall
Street Journol. Yigael Yadin, an archaeologist and
the son of Prof'essor Sukenik. anonyrnously
purchased the scrolls fbr the State of Israel fbr
$250,000. Later these fbur scrolls and three others
were put on public display at the Shrine of the
Book, a museum built in Jelusalem especially fbr
scrolls. The State of Israel also houses other of the
scrolls in a climate-controlled basentent of the
Rockefeller Museum in Jerusalem. Some scrolls are
located in other countries, such as the Copper Scroll
in the Citadel Museum in Amman. Jordan.
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honeycombed the l imestone cliffs,
he threw a rock into the cave to scare
a goat, he heard the sound of breaking

Insicle Cuve l

it out. Instead of hearing the bleat of
pottery.
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Cuve I

Sltr irre of t l tc Book

od high priest O Simon anointed high priest. Jews rule themselves for 79 years Alexander Jannaeus in
civil war with Pharisees,
who are aided by
Demetrius III Eucaerus

O Forces ofAristobulus II
besieged by the Roman
general Pompey on Temple
Mount. Jewish rule falls to
Rome on Yom Kippur.

O King Herod, aided by Roman general
Sosius, takes Jerusalem from Antigonus

-
o Antiochus IV desecrates the temple; o Jerusalem besieged by Antiochus vII Sidetes of Syria

the Maccabean Revolt begins
O Death of Judas Ma 

O John_Hyrcanus destroys Samaritan temple on
,ccaoeus Mt. Gerizim; forces the Judaization of idumea(leaoer or me revoll)

sect in Damascus?

O Founding of Qumran Settlement
near the Dead Sea (early date)

O Period Ia founding of settlement; time
ofJohn Hyrcanus (?) (late date)

O Period Ib begins, by building at
Period Ib ends either with
Parthian invasion (40 nc) or
earthquake (3 I nc)

time ofAlexander leader of Judea



any of the scrolls were found in Caves 4-10 along the terrace
known as Qumran, where archaeologists were quick to notice
ancient ruins of buildings. Because the caves would have only

been accessible via the Qumran plateau, archaeologists began to
investigate a connection between the scrolls and the site. Archaeologist
Roland de Vaux supported the connection with his discovery of pottery
kilns that were used to fire the scroll jars and with his excavation of a two-
story building that contained the remains of writing benches and ink wells.
Roland deVaux (in the 1950s), Yitzhak Magen (in the 1990s), and Randall
Price (as recently as 2005) have uncovered deposits of animal bones
overlaid with sherds (broken pottery). The Dead Sea Scrolls speak of ritual
meals, and several scholars contend that the animal bone deposits that
were found buried in a ritual manner are the remains of these ritual meals.

Some scholars believe that the site of Qumran may have been originally
the biblical "City of Salt" mentioned in a list of cities in this region in
Joshua 15:61-62. Scholars have suggested the following time line for the
historical development of the Qumran site. There appea$ to have been two
main phases, one beginning in the time of the Jewish king Alexander
Jannaeus (134-104 nc) and continuing until a destruction of buildings in
the settlement in 31 sc, and
a final phase in the late
Second Temple period (4-1
Bc) until the destruction of
the site in no 68 by the
Roman army's response to
the First Jewish Revolt of
to 66-73. Thereafter for a
short time the site was
turned into a Roman
garrison.

Site of Qumran

7th-8th
centuries Bc

c. 134-104 nc

c. 103-31 nc

Interruption in Occupation (31-4 nc)
Buildings destroyed by fire, allegedly as the result of an
earthquake (reported to have occuned in 31 ec by Joseph
Flavius, War | :27 0-7 2; Antiquities | 5 :l2l -22).

c.4 nc-an 68

Destruction of Jewish Settlement
(au 68 by Roman Army)

after AD 68
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7Tln" ancient keepers of the scrolls purposely hid their treasures,

I trusting that the God of whom they spoke in those documents would
I- guard those documents until the proper time. That time, it turns out,

would be our time, some 2,000 years later. Perhaps the most significant
single contribution of the scrolls has been thbir witness to the earliest
known text of the Hebrew Bible. Before the discovery of the scrolls, the
oldest known complete Hebrew manuscript of the Old Testament was a

,Masoretic text (made by Jewish scribes called Masoretes), which is known
as the Ben Asher Codex located today in the Public Library ofleningrad,
Russia. It dates to about
eo 1008. Although this
Masoretic version of the
Bible is ancient, it was
still penned 1,000 years
after the last book of
the Old Testament was
written (around 325 nc).
But because it was the
oldest existing Hebrew
manuscript, the Ben
Asher Codex served as
basis for the scholarly
standard edition of the
Hebrew Bible. Kiltel's
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Biblia Hebraicc, as well \i \ 
-

as Christian translations \
of the Old Testament \, \
such as the Kins James )' \ .
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WHAT DO THE SCROLLS TELL US
ABOUT THE OLD TESTAMENT?

O

he Dead Sea Scrolls confirm the accuracy of Bible translation over
the years, despite skeptics' accusations that these translations were
flawed. As copies of copies of copies of the Old Testament books

were made over the centuries, many scholars concluded that mistakes may
have been introduced into the Masoretic texts. Comparisons with other
ancient versions of the Old Testament, such as the Greek Septuagint, Latin
Vulgate, and Siimaritan Pentateuch, seemed to confirm this "transmission"
problem and called into question the integrity and rcliabil i ty of the
traditional Hebrew text.

These doubts were settled
with the discovery in Cavc
I of a copy of the entirc
Book of Isaiah clatccl to
125 ec.  This is  I  , (XX) ycars
earlier than thc Masrlrctiu
Ben Ashcr Coclcx. Whcn
compared to the Ben
Asher Codex, this scroll
proved to be identical to
the later versior.r of Isaiah
in more th:in 95 percent of
the text. The 5 percent
variation consisted
primarily of obvious slips of the pen and spell ing alterations, many of which
are no more significant than the difl'erence in rneiining between the word
"over" being used in place of the word "trbovc."

This accuracy also proved to be the case fbr all the other biblical scrolls
among the Dead Sea Scrolls. Although interesting difl-erences and additions
do appear and are of great value in understanding the history of the
transmission of the biblical text. on the whole the witness of the scrolls is to
the exceptional preservation of the biblical text through the centuries.
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Abbreviations For the Dead Sea Scrolls

Example: 4Q5212:6

4 : number of the cave in which the document was found

a : Qumran
521: designated number for the scroll
2 : column number (abbreviated Col.)
6 : line numbers

This scroll is a reference to Text 521, from Cave 4 at Qumran, colurrn 2, Iine 6
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WHAT DO THE SCROLLS REVEAL
ABOUT IEWTSH HTSTORY?

O

ne thing the scrolls demonstrate is that a number of Jewish groups
who separated themselves from society by l iving in "separatist"
communities flourished during what is called the Second Temple

Period. The Second Temple Period is the period from -520 BC to AII 70. lt is
called the "Second Temple" because in 520 ec, the Jews were allowed to
rebuild Solomon's temple. which had been destroyed by King
Nebuchadnezzar. This second temple stood unti l i t was destroyecl by the
Romans in eo 70. The separatist Jewish groups included the Pharisees.
Sadducees. the Zealots all of whom we read about in the Gospel stories-
as well as the Essenes, and the Siccari. So far as we know, nonc of these

-qroups letf behind documents concerning their sects. The exception woulcl be
the authors and collectors of the Dead Sea Scrolls. Some believe thc Esscncs
produced and collected the scrolls. Whether or not scrolls belonged to thc
Essenes, the texts provide historians with original writ ings on the belic't\ and
practices of other sects of this period
with which the Qumriin Jews interacted

The discovery of the scrolls shows ns
that Second Temple Judaism, although
similar to the older biblical Judaism we
read about in the Old Testamenl. was
not identical to it. Neither was Second
Temple Judaism identical to what is called Rabbinic Judaism, which began tcr
emerge after the destruction of the Second Temple in eo 70. As a result. the
scrolls give us a snapshot of a moment of -qreat disagreer.nent ancl changc in
the Jewish practices and beliefs of the day. For example, in many of the
writings, the Qumran Jews conclemn what they viewed as the ritual abuses of
the priests of the day who ran the temple (the same group of Pharisees that
Jesus often crit icizcd). Bclow is a portion of the War Rule. The War Rule is a
scroll that contains a prophecy that Gocl would soon destroy these corrupt
Temple Jews, as well as a prophecy about the defeat of the Gentile powers
oppressing lsrael in an end-of-timc battle.

, '  The War Rule (Scroll abbreviation: lQM 1:5-8)

Col . l'lThen thelre','shull be u tinre oJ sulwtionJitr the People of'Gotl,utttl u
tinrc ol clomittion.fitr ull nren o.f Hi.s.fitrces, utrtl the etertrul unnililution Jor ull
the.forces of'Belial."There shull be glreutlputrit' lunnngl the sons uJ Jupheth,
A.i.n'r'ra shall litll vith no otrc to u)nte to his aicl , ttntl the suprenuct o.f the
Kittim shull ceose, thut vric'ketlttess be oyerunne n'ithofi o rennott.:Tllere
slruLl be tn surt,ivrtr.s of'Ioll the Sons of] Dorktte.ss

'Then 
Ithe Sons ol Rig]hteoustrcss shttll shitte lo ull ends rf'the u'orld,

t'otttittLtittg to shine Jorth until Ithe] end of'the uppoinletl seosotts of tlarkness.

1'  I  I  b lackets indicate proposecl  l ransl : r t ion t r  d i f f icLr l t  or  nr iss ins lc t tcrs or  words.



he scrolls opened a window into the time surrounding the climactic
events leading up to the birth of the early church, a period that
witnessed the development of an end-times movement in Judaism,

the birth and ministry of Jesus, the destruction of Jewish independence, the
rise of Christianity, and the formation of Rabbinic Judaism.

More particularly, the messianic emphasis (that the long-awaited Messiah
of Israel would soon come with power) and prophetic orientation found in
many of the scrolls provide insight into the religious viewpoint expressed
in the New Testament and early Christianity. When considering the history
and religious controversy depicted in the scrolls, it reaffirms the
Jewishness of Jesus, the Gospels, and Christianity. In addition the scrolls
help us better understand the Apostle Paul's vocabulary and his discussion
of customs.

The scrolls also provide help in resolving questions related to Christian
interpretation of the Old Testament. For example, Christian tradition has
accepted the reading of the Greek Septuagint version of PsaIm 22:16,
which reads: "They have pierced my hands and feet." This reading
appeared to justify a messianic interpretation, where this statement was a
prophecy of Christ's crucifixion. At odds with this reading was the
Hebrew-language Masoretic Text, which reads "like a lion are my hands
and my feet." Because of this it was thought those who made the
Septuagint translation (followed here by the New Testament) had
mistakenly read the Hebrew word as a verb (= "pierced") rather than a
noun (= "lion"). However, the Greek Septuagint, and Christian copyists,
were proven to be correct when the Psalms Scroll clearly indicated a verb
instead of a noun and reads "thev oierced" rather than
"like a lion."
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ince the scrolls generally come to us from a time before the formation
ofChristianity, they offer a context for understanding the expected
nature and role of the Messiah in Judaism. Many of the scrolls from

Cave 4 demonstrate a high view of the coming Messiah as being a divine
agent with supernatural qualities and powers. These words from a Cave 4
scroll illustrate this understandine:

The Messianic Apocalypse (Scroll abbreviation: 4Q521 2:6-13)

Col.2oHis spirit will hover over the humble, and He renews the faithful in
His strength.TFor He will glorify the pious with the th[ro]ne of His eternal
kingdom, sfree the captives, open the eyes of the blind, raise up those
op[pressed] .'And for[ev]er I shall hold fast [to] the [ho]peful and pious [ ...]
t0[...] holy [Messiah] will be delayed [...] ttand the Lord shall do glorious
things which have not been done, just as He said. Lord.

l2For He shall heal the critically wounded, He shall resurrect the dead, He
shall proclaim good news to the poor, "He shall [...], He shall lead the

[ho]ly ones, and the hungry He shall enrich...

The scrolls also explained the sense of prophetic purpose of the Qumran sect
in the Judean desert in terms of Isaiah's statement, "A voice is crying,
Prepare a way for the Lord in the wilderness" (Isaiah 40:3), the same
expression of purpose given by John the Baptist in the Gospels. The scrolls
also contain "beatitudes" (4Q525) similar to those of Jesus' Sermon on the
Mount (Matthew 5:3-12) and on the Plain (Luke 6:20-23), use vocabulary
unique to the New Testament ("sons of light," "works of righteousness,"
"Belial"), and have similar political and social views on such subjects as
predestination, the Temple, divorce, and prophetic events climaxing in a
messianic age. With respect to motive for the Sanhedrin's condemnation of
Jesus and approval for the Roman punishment of crucifixion, the Temple
Scroll shows that the condemnation was based on an interpretation of
Deuteronomy 2l:22-23 in which the punishment of hanging a man on a
tree is mentioned. The Temple Scroll states that this was the prescribed
punishment for sedition (betraying the Jewish nation), and this agrees
with the statement of the high priest Caiaphas in John 11:49 that
Jesus was guilty of this crime.

The discovery of the Dead Sea Scrolls was heard
around the world, because the scrolls prove

'!
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the accuracy of the Bible we have today,
shed light on the culture in which Jesus
lived, and provide fresh and new insight
into the context of early Christianity.
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