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Foreword

4

-

Although Bible scholars have called Aramaic
“the Language of Jesus” most Christians have
never heard of Aramaic. However, anyone who has
read the Bible has been exposed to Aramaic whether
he or she knows it or not. ““Abba, Father” is Aramaic.
Golgotha, the place where Jesus was crucified is
Aramaic for “Skull-Place”. Names such as Thomas,
Barnabas, Martha, and Magdalene are all Aramaic
names. “Maranatha” is a short Aramaic prayer that is
left un-translated in the New Testament. Translated
from the Aramaic it means, “Our Lord, Come!” After
the release of Mel Gibson’s movie “The Passion of
the Christ”, which was filmed mostly in Aramaic,
more people have been exposed to the Aramaic
language than ever before. Aramaic is an important
but often over-looked tool in discovering the mind
of Christ. This book is an introduction to Aramaic
biblical studies and to the last Christians who still
speak the ancient Aramaic language, the Assyrians
of Mesopotamia.

Xi
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This book also explores the Aramaic behind Christ’s
words, such as in the title Christ used for himself, the
Son of Man, which is Barnasha in Aramaic, and looks
at important people in early Aramaic Christianity,
such as James the Just and Mary of Magdala.
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INTRODUCTION

The Restoration of All Things

v

b

“And he shall send Jesus the Messiah, which
before was preached unto you, whom the
heaven must receive until the times of restitu-
tion of all things, which God hath spoken by
the mouth of all his holy prophets since the
world began.” Acts 3:20-21

These Days of Restoration, known as the Days
of Elijah, are spoken of elsewhere in Scripture
(Matthew 17:11, Malachi 3:5-6). Many believers are
yearning for a restoration of pure, unadulterated first
century Christianity. These people are longing to look
past the centuries that seem to block or dim our vision
of the original message of Jesus. They are trying to
rediscover Jesus in the light of his language, culture
and the original historical context of his coming, or
his times. There is a movement across the world of
Christians exploring Christ’s identity as a Jew of the

Xiii
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first century. However, in all of this something very
important has been overlooked.

The New Testament clearly shows that the
primary spoken language of Jesus was Aramaic.
Aramaic is similar to Hebrew but it is a distinct
language from Hebrew. Aramaic is not Arabic and
is not related to the Armenian language. Aram is an
ancient word for Syria and Aramaic is the language
of the ancient Syrians, Assyrians, Chaldeans and
Babylonians. Aramaic has something crucial to offer
in rediscovering the pure and authentic message
of Jesus the Christ. Sometimes Christians impose
Western Culture upon their understanding of Jesus
and the Bible. But it should be realized that Jesus
preached his revelation in a different cultural context;
that of the Semitic culture of the Middle East. The
Assyrian Christians of Iraq and Iran, who still speak
Aramaic as their native tongue and worship in an
ancient Semitic manner, give us an important living
link to Christ, the Apostles and the original Church.
This book is intended to serve as a primer that intro-
duces seekers to the field of Aramaic studies. I have
made repeated journeys to the Middle East and have
lived in several Aramaic-speaking villages including
Maloula near Damascus and Aramaic villages in
the Khabour River Valley in Eastern Syria. While I
was serving in the armed forces in the war in Iraq
I was tutored in Aramaic by native Assyrian and
Chaldean Aramaic-speakers during the time that I
was stationed in Baghdad. A more thorough exami-
nation of the Aramaic roots of Christianity will be
given in a forthcoming volume.

Xiv
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As the Holy Spirit restores the church 1 believe
we will see a return of the church to its Aramaic heri-
tage and this holy language will be maintained as a
spoken tongue. “The Words of Jesus in the Original
Aramaic” is a detailed Biblical and historical account
of the original message preached by Yeshu Meshika,
as Jesus is known in his own Aramaic language.
From the early days of the Church in Jerusalem,
Christianity was an Aramaic movement. The holy
Apostles predicted that there would come a great
“falling away” and the proof of their prediction is
now evident in history. As Christianity spread to
other languages and cultures it began to lose contact
with its Aramaic origin and eventually it was almost
totally forgotten. Aramaic Christianity has been
preserved by small and isolated tribes of Assyrian
Christians in the Middle East. The Aramaic language
is beginning to die away and the Assyrians are in
danger of disappearing as a people but as this book
is written the ancient Aramaic tradition is still alive.
With such evidence in hand, all true believers should
seek, as never before, the simplicity found in Christ
himself and earnestly content for that original faith
which was once delivered unto the saints.

XV
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Part 1

“Of Whom the World
Was Not Worthy”

4

%y

“A Syrian ready to perish was my father...”
(Deuteronomy 26:5).

Ancient Israelites recited this statement every
year to remind themselves of their Aramaic
origins. “Syrian” here refers to a native Aramaic-
speaking person, or an Aramean. The Syrian referred
to here is Abraham, but it is also referring to all
the patriarchs in an inclusive manner. An alternate
translation of this verse is “A wandering Aramean”
or “A nomadic Aramean was my father”. The Bible
speaks of the patriarchs saying, “They went about
in sheepskins and goatskins, destitute, persecuted
and mistreated-the world was not worthy of them”
(Hebrews 11:37b-38 NIV). Christians also must

17
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remember their Aramaic roots, because it was by the
Aramaic people, now known as the Assyrians, through
whom the Gospel message came. In a spiritual sense
the Aramaic people are a ‘father’ to the Christian
world (1 Corinthians 4:15). Now, in the international
war on terrorism, radical Islamic factions have an
agenda to annihilate the Assyrian people. With recent
killings of Aramaic people in Iraq, the Assyrians are
indeed a people ready to perish. Christians ought to
be aware of this and also of the Aramaic background
to the Bible, the Gospel and the Church.

18



CHAPTER ONE

Lost in Translation
4

b

“He [Jesus] spoke to his followers and other
wayfarers in Aramaic, and except for a few
phrases scattered throughout the Gospels,
none of his Aramaic sayings have survived. |
have wondered for some time how this could
be, and wondered even more that Christian
scholars have never joined in my wonder. If
you believe in the divinity of Jesus, would you
not wish to have preserved the actual Aramaic
sayings themselves? Were they lost, still to be
found in a cave somewhere in Israel?...For
some years now. | have asked these ques-
tions whenever I have met a New Testament
scholar, and I have met only blankness. Yet
surely this puzzle matters. Aramaic and Greek
are very different languages and the nuances
of spirituality and wisdom do not translate
readily from one into the other. Any sayings

19
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of Jesus, open or hidden, need to be regarded
in this context.”- The New Covenant: Newly

Translated From the Greek and Informed by

Semitic Sources by Willis Barnstone

S o why should anyone study the words of Jesus in
Aramaic? First, because it was in this language
which these words were originally uttered. Rocco
Errico provides a good secondary reason, “It is very
difficult, when translating from one language to
another, to retain the authentic impact and power of
a certain word or thought. We usually lose something
through translation. This task is even more challenging
when it involves such vastly different cultures as our
Western culture and that of the Near or Middle East.
For example, this has been, and is still, a problem in
translating the Bible from Eastern Semitic tongues
(Aramaic and Hebrew) into Western languages.”
The Bible is written in three languages. These
languages are Hebrew, Aramaic and Greek. Four-
fifths of the Bible is the Old Testament. The Old
Testament section comprises the Bible of the Jewish
religion. It is written mostly in Hebrew but contains
certain long sections in Aramaic. The New Testament
makes up about one-fifth of the Bible. This part of
the Bible tells the story of the coming of Jesus and
the immediate impact of his message upon the world.
The New Testament is written in Greek but contains
numerous Aramaic words and phrases. A few Hebrew
words are also found in the New Testament but much
more Aramaic is used. The Gospel, meaning the
story of Jesus, was originally proclaimed in and then

20
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written in Aramaic. It is evident from the text of the
New Testament that there were Aramaic sources used
in the composition of the New Testament. There is
clearly an Aramaic substratum to the Gospels. Sadly,
the original Aramaic sources are now lost. However,
the Assyrian Christians of Iraq have preserved ancient
Aramaic Bibles that are a valuable tool in rediscov-
ering the words of Jesus in Aramaic, the language
in which he first spoke them. Jesus the Messiah is
the most important person who ever lived in human
history. The words of Jesus are the most important
words ever spoken and they merit careful study.
Greek is a European language that is not at all related
to the Semitic Aramaic language that Jesus spoke and
is totally foreign to the Hebrew culture that to which
he belonged. But what does Semitic mean? Racially
it refers to a descendant of Shem, the son of Noah.
Linguists have used the term to refer to a group of
related languages-the Semitic family of languages.
These languages include Aramaic, Hebrew, Arabic,
Maltese and various Ethiopian languages. There are
also important extinct Semitic languages and peoples
such as the Akkadians and the Amorites.

There are also notable cultural differences
unique to the Semitic people. Semites are a deeply
passionate people. I heard a story of a man from a
Semitic culture who in the United States was invited
to the funeral of a little girl. He cried and wept so
much that the child’s parents asked him to leave the
funeral! In noting cultural differences these differ-
ences don’t necessarily make one culture inferior
or superior to another but noting differences helps

21
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us to understand the context of words and actions.
In noting distinctions it is necessary, sometimes, to
speak in generalizations. Also, it must be remembered
that cultures themselves change with the passing
of years. Consider how different America is today
from what it was in the 1950s. To a certain extent
Western culture has been influenced by Stoicism. In
many circles public displays of emotion are frowned
upon. In Stoic ideal it is best to have no emotions.
This is not a Biblical concept. In the Psalms we have
more dirges, or sad songs, than songs of joy. This
is because God wants us to worship him with the
full range of emotion. These emotions were given
to us by God. The Bible says God is love and love
is an emotion (1 John 4:8). God made man in his
image and part of this image includes emotions,
which are part of God’s nature (Genesis 1:27). In the
Scriptures God is portrayed as having emotions and
why shouldn’t he be? In western tradition, instead of
being passionate the idea is that it is better to be cere-
bral. This concept comes from Plato who elevated
the mind and spirit above the flesh and matter. This
isn’t so in the Jewish tradition. God created this world
and our bodies as well as our minds and pronounced
them “good” (Genesis 1:31). Semites have a greater
tendency to give way to the full range of emotions
and westerners may seem to them to be in compar-
ison, more cold and detached and striving to control
their emotions. This difference between Western
culture, and a culture with a more eastern cultural
orientation, was depicted in an amusing manner in
the film “My Big Fat Greek Wedding”. Semites are
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more prone to exaggeration. Jesus himself often
used the hyperbole. This is inflating things through
extremes for example, as can be seen in phrases such
as “a camel through the eye of a needle” and “a log
in one’s eye” (Mark 10:25, Matthew 7:3). This is a
means of illustrating a truth through extremes. Lying,
as in a willful attempt at deception, is condemned in
scripture (Revelation 22:15). Using the hyperbole is
not an attempt to deceive. Semitic culture is also a
“God Conscious” culture. The Arabic language, for
example, is laced with references to God. If all refer-
ences to God were taken out of Arabic you couldn’t
speak! (This is a hyperbole. It is a truth told in an
exaggerated manner.) God is embedded in the Arabic
language. Even atheist and agnostic Arabs will use
many phrases and figures of speech referring to God.
Semitic people use different modes of thinking and
different modes of speaking than Westerners do.
Semitic languages, such as Aramaic, all full of many
distinct similes, metaphors, idioms and other figures
of speech.

Religious concepts, such as the idea of reward
and retribution in this life and the life to come,
are very powerful in the Semitic culture. Semites
strongly value humility. Among the Assyrians and
Arabs language is seen as an art form. The languages
of the Assyrians (Aramaic) and the Arabs (Arabic)
are highly honored among them. Much respect is
shown to someone with an expansive vocabulary
who can artfully use the language. This is seen in
long introductions and greetings and their love of
negotiating and haggling. (As much as we west-
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erners hold it in disdain, haggling has its place.
Almost everyone haggles when buying a new car.) In
Semitic cultures honor and valor are highly valued.
The concept of “face”, which exists in our culture
too, (when we say things like “save” or “lose face”),
is almost an obsession among Semites. In certain
ancient Semitic cultures women had equality with
men and so there arose strong women leaders such
as Deborah of Israel and Zenobia of Palmyra. In
some Islamic cultures women are viewed as suscep-
tible to shameful behavior and are therefore seen
as a threat to the honor of the men in their families.
Thus many Islamic women live in a very controlled
environment. In the past, Semitic people have had a
strong devotion to their families, their clan and their
tribe. Semites stress the importance of the family and
families stay together. While studying the words of
Jesus in Aramaic the student must also be mindful
of cultural distinctions. Aramaic students must be
familiar with the Aramaic language, history, Semitic
culture and Aramaic literature. Bible students should
be aware of the historical events and circumstances
of the Holy Land at the coming of Jesus. Ancient
historians give us full accounts of activities of King
Herod, Pontius Pilate and many other personali-
ties mentioned in the Bible. Ancient Aramaic and
Hebrew books tell us what people believed and how
they thought at the coming of the Christ. Two helpful
tools for beginners interested in the significance
of Biblical languages are How Biblical Languages
Work by Peter James Silzer and Thomas John Finley
and Biblical Hermeneutics by Walter C. Kaiser and

24



The Words of Jesus in the Original Aramaic

Moises Silva. I first gained useful knowledge of
Aramaic by reading F. F. Bruce’s book The Books
and the Parchments. This book contains three very
helpful chapters on Aramaic which are “The Aramaic
language”, “The Targums”™ and “The Syriac Bible”.
It also contains interesting chapters on Hebrew and
Greek and is written for the non-specialist.

Using language and culture together is a powerful
tool in illuminating the meaning behind the texts of
Scripture. Books such as Song of Our Syrian Guest
and A Shepherd Looks at the Twenty-third Psalm
illustrate this. We read about shepherds in the Bible
but a shepherd from the Middle East or someone who
has experience in shepherding may have a deeper
understanding of this biblical concept and can deepen
our understanding of the word of God by sharing his
personal experience with us. I have had the pleasure
of meeting Spiro Zodhiates. He has produced many
useful study tools in Greek for studying the Greek
of the New Testament. Spiro Zodhiates was born in
Cyprus and grew up speaking Greek as his native
language. An important popularizer of Aramaic was
the Assyrian Christian George Mamishisho Lamsa.
Lamsa was born in the late 19" century and was raised
speaking Aramaic in a community that followed
customs largely unchanged since the time of Christ.
Lamsa translated the Bible from an ancient Aramaic
version and wrote many commentaries. | do not hold
to some of his interpretations. As a child Lamsa
did indeed grow up speaking Aramaic and lived in
a culture that was in many ways similar to that of
biblical days and he did come from the Bible lands
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before emigrating to the United States of America.
While I am not an Assyrian by birth, as a teenager |
left America and journeyed to the Middle East alone.
I have lived in Cairo, Damascus, and Jerusalem
and stayed in Egyptian and Aramaic monasteries
in North Africa and in Syria. [ have gone on jour-
neys into the desert on camel back. I have lived in
Aramaic speaking Christian villages and among
the Bedouins with their tents and sheep and goat-
herds. (I found it amusing that today some Bedouin
tents have satellite.) I have spent years studying the
Aramaic language and legacy. I have consulted the
best authorities on the Aramaic language. Growing
up speaking Aramaic is an asset, but it doesn’t neces-
sarily make one a Bible scholar just as growing up
speaking English doesn’t make one an authority on
Shakespeare. Lamsa has made errors. If I present an
opinion it is an informed opinion and I strive to be as
factual and as accurate as is possible.

To understand the way of salvation and how to
live the Christian life, we can rely on our English
translations of the Bible as being sufficient. But
to understand certain deeper truths and, also, to
understand many disputed points, it is necessary
to examine the cultural and historical background
and the original Hebrew, Aramaic or Greek of the
Scriptures to determine what was in the minds of
the sacred authors as they wrote under the inspira-
tion of the Holy Ghost. To try to understand some of
these issues by using our modern Western culture,
language and customs as a point of reference is to
becloud rather than clarify the issue. Greek is often
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seen as an analytical or philosophical language
while Hebrew, in contrast, is viewed as a more
passionate and colorful language. Cultural concepts
and beliefs are contained within languages. Hebrew
and Aramaic are very similar and many words are
the same in both languages. Hebrew and Aramaic,
as related languages, share many cognates. Cognates
are words that are similar in sound and meaning.
Sometimes English cannot capture all the nuances
and different shades of meaning that are found in the
original languages, such as Aramaic. That is why it
is important to reference the original languages when
we study the words of Scripture.

27
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CHAPTER TWO

Aramaic as a Bible Language
4

e

Our convoy left the barren wasteland of Kuwait
and we entered the fertile region of southern
Iraq. As we passed the area where the Tigris and
Euphrates are connected I knew we were close to
where the Garden of Eden used to be. The Bible says
that it was located near the area where the Tigris and
Euphrates parted (Genesis 2: 14). We headed north
and soon came to the city of Nasiriyah. In ancient
times this city was called Ur and was the home of the
patriarch, Abraham (Genesis 11:27-28). Outside of
Nasiriyah, one of the ancient Zigguratsis still standing.
This was one of the Towers of Babel (Genesis 11:4).
Secular historians agree with the Biblical account
that human civilization began in ancient Iraq and
then spread to Egypt, India and elsewhere. Abraham
grew up beneath the shadow of the Great Ziggurat of
Ur. Many incredible treasures were excavated in Ur
of the Chaldees by the famous biblical archeologist
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Sir Leonard Woolley in the 1920s. These relics help
us to appreciate the advanced culture Abraham came
from. I was able to view these treasures at the British
Museum when I studied at Oxford under the auspices
of my seminary and Regent Park College. While we
journeyed across this ancient land I observed the
people. They had herds of sheep and camels. They
lived in stone and mud houses with straw roofs, and
without electricity or modern conveniences. They
wore robes, not western garb. I almost felt as if my
military vehicle were a time machine and that I had
traveled back in time to Bible Times. Abraham would
be totally at home in the southern region of Iraq in
2003! With the passing of several millenniums there
has been very little change in lifestyle for many of the
marsh Arabs of southern Iraq. According to an ancient
Jewish tradition, quoted by Frederick E. Greenspahn
in An Introduction to Aramaic, Adam and Eve spoke
Aramaic in the Garden of Eden. The Mandaeans,
the Aramaic followers of St. John the Baptist, still
speak and worship in Aramaic in this region. The
Bible indicates that Abraham, who came from Ur of
the Chaldees in southern Iraq, was Aramaic (Acts
7:4). Every year during the Feast of Weeks, also
called Pentecost, Israelites were required to recite a
liturgy that reminded them of their Aramaic origins.
They referred to Abraham and the Patriarchs by
saying; “A Wandering Aramean was my Father...”
(Deuteronomy 26:5). In modern Israel there are
10,000 or so Aramaic speaking Jews who came from
Kurdistan. They have proudly maintained what they
called the “language of their forefather, Abraham.”
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Under the name “Nash Didan” they have produced
several successful albums of Aramaic music.

The Talmud also blesses Aramaic as a Sacred
Tongue, “Letnot Aramaic be lightly esteemed by thee,
seeing that the Holy One (blessed be he) hath given
honor to it in the Law, the Prophets and the Writings”
(Palestinian Talmud, Tractate Sota vii, 2). (The
Talmuds are collections of Rabbinic Commentary
on the Books of Moses. There are two Talmuds, the
Palestinian Talmud, which is also called the Jerusalem
Talmud, and the Babylonian Talmud. Both are written
partially in Aramaic, especially the section called the
Gemara. The Talmud were composed centuries after
the time of Christ.) The Jews divide the Old Testament
Scriptures into three sections, which they give the
acronym Tanakh (TNK). T is for Torah and means
the Law or ‘Instruction’. This section is also known
as the Five Books of Moses or the Pentateuch. N is
for Nebieem which means ‘the Prophets’. K stands
for Kethubim which means ‘the writings’. Certain
portions of all three of these sections are written in
Aramaic rather than Hebrew. Thus, in order to read
the entire “Hebrew” Bible in the original one must
know Aramaic.

In the Torah we find Aramaic in Genesis 31:47.
In the Prophets we have JeremiahlO:11 written in
Aramaic, rather than Hebrew, in the original. In
the section called the Writings we have some very
large Aramaic sections (Daniel 2:4-7:8 and Ezra
4:8-6:18; Ezra 7:12-26). (The order of books in the
Christian version of the Old Testament is an older
and more logical division that the one currently
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used in Judaism, and it is also of Jewish origin. The
interesting fact is that in the traditional Jewish divi-
sion Aramaic is found in each section. The Jews are
incorrect to include Daniel in the Writings. It belongs
in the Prophets. The Dead Sea Scrolls indicate that
the Jews of Christ’s day placed Daniel along with the
Prophetical books.)

Aramaisms, which means traces of Aramaic influ-
ence found in Hebrew or Greek, are found throughout
the Old Testament. One example is in the Song of
Deborah in Judges 5:11. (The Song of Deborah
is very ancient and it seemed very curious to find
Aramaic influence in the Hebrew here. The reason
is probably because Deborah belonged to a northern
tribe whose close neighbors were Aramaic.) Others
see Aramaisms in Job and in the Song of Solomon.

In the era of the kings of Judah, Aramaic was the
international language of diplomacy and commerce.
King Hezekiah’s ambassadors requested that the
Assyrian envoys negotiate in Aramaic rather than
in Hebrew (2 Kings 18:26, Isaiah 35:11). This is
because the common people heard the Assyrian’s
threatening words in their own language and were
losing their morale to fight. At this time the educated
elite knew Aramaic but the common people spoke
only Hebrew. Later, this situation was reversed and
was so at the time of Christ. (What we call ‘Hebrew’
is not called Hebrew in the Old Testament section of
the Bible but rather it is called Canaanite and Judean
(Isaiah 36:11, Nehemiah 13:24, Isaiah 19:18). This
language is called Hebrew in Revelation 16:16.
Linguists have identified Hebrew as the Canaanite
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language and as the same language spoken by the
Phoenicians, Carthaginians and by the armies of the
great general Hannibal.)

As English is written in the Latin alphabet, the
Hebrew language is written in a form of the Aramaic
alphabet. The transition from the earlier ancient
Hebrew alphabet to the Hebrew alphabet derived
from the Aramaic letters is seen in the Dead Sea
Scrolls. The alphabet we call Hebrew today is actu-
ally the Square Aramaic Alphabet and was also used
by Aramaic speakers in Palmyra and Petra. Only the
Samaritans still use the original Hebrew alphabet.
This alphabet is sometimes called Paleo-Hebrew.
(There are about 700 Samaritans left and they live in
Nablas in the Palestinian territories and in Tel Aviv.
They also use Aramaic.) Ezra distinguishes between
the Hebrew alphabet and the Square Aramaic
Alphabet. He says, “The letter was written in Aramaic
script and set forth in the Aramaic language” (Ezra
4:7). Some of the Dead Sea Scrolls were written
with Paleo-Hebrew letters but the vast majority was
written using the Aramaic alphabet. On some scrolls
the Aramaic alphabet is used but the Paleo-Hebrew
alphabet is retained to write the word Yahweh, the
personal name of God. This was a method the Dead
Sea Scrolls community used to reverence the name
of God. The Modern Aramaic alphabet is almost
identical with the alphabet known as Hebrew. The
only real difference is that Aramaic is now written in
a cursive form.

Many wonder, “Why are certain sections of
the Old Testament written in Aramaic rather than
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in Hebrew?” In Genesis the Aramaic verse relates
to the passage, “May the Lord watch between you
and me as we are away from one another”. A cove-
nant was made between Laban the Aramean and
his nephew, Jacob. Laban gave the place where this
covenant was made the name “Jegar-Shedutha”,
meaning, in Aramaic, “Heap of Witness” (witness to
the covenant is implied). Jacob named the monument
“Galeed”, meaning “Heap of Witness” in Canaanite,
the language of his home, the Promised Land. This
illustrates also that the language of the Patriarchs was
Aramaic. Laban was from Jacob’s and his mother
Rebecca’s Aramaic-speaking ancestral homeland.

In Jeremiah we have one verse in Aramaic and it
is a prophecy against the gods of other nations. The
Lord says in Aramaic, “Thus you shall say to them,
‘The gods that have not made the heavens and the
earth shall perish from the earth and from under these
heavens’” (Jeremiah 10:11). Jeremiah is prophesying
against the gentiles and their false gods. In Ezra we
have Ezra the Scribe quoting directly from govern-
ment archives retaining their original Aramaic. The
Persians made Aramaic the official language of their
empire and Ezra wrote during this time period. Daniel
represents the transition among the Jewish people
from Hebrew to Aramaic that took place during the
period of exile in Iraq that is called the Babylonian
Captivity. This period of exile lasted from 586 BC
until 538 BC. During this time period many Jews
began to speak Aramaic rather than Hebrew. Of
course, Hebrew continued to be spoken in certain
circles. By the time of Jesus the educated elite spoke
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Hebrew but the common laborers had limited or no
knowledge of Hebrew and had to have the scriptures
explained to them in Aramaic.
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CHAPTER THREE

The Writing on the Wall: Four
Words that Changed the World

4

b

Most of the Book of Daniel is written in
Aramaic rather than Hebrew. This is because
the story of Daniel is set in the period in which the
Jews were exiled to Babylonia. This was the period
in which there was a transition among the Jews from
the Hebrew language to the Aramaic language. The
exiled Jews were resettled in an Aramaic-speaking
region. The Book of Daniel reflects this transition
in that it is written partially in Aramaic and partially
in Hebrew, reflecting the change of language among
many of the common Jewish people. Many of the
most beloved stories from Daniel are written in
Aramaic. These Aramaic stories include the Dream
of King Nebuchadnezzar, The Story of Shadrack,
Mesheck and Abednego in the Fiery Furnace, The
Story of the Writing on the Wall, and of Daniel in
the Lion’s Den. The story of Daniel in the Lions Den
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is written in Aramaic and is preceded by the story
of the Writing on the Wall during the feast of King
Belshazzar. This king threw a great feast in which he
worshiped idols with sacred vessels that were taken
from the Temple of the Lord. This blasphemous act
incurred the wrath of Almighty God. Suddenly, in
the midst of the drunken debauchery an apparition
of a hand appeared and the finger of God wrote in
Aramaic on the wall of the palace.

During my tour of duty in Gulf War Two [ went to
the city of Babylon and stood in the very room where
this occurred. There are still illegible markings on
the wall that tour guides try to pass off as the actual
“Writing on the Wall” but I doubt this engraving
survived the passing of the centuries. It was awesome
to stand in the Throne Room of Kings of Babylon in
the very room where these biblical events occurred.
It was also the place where Alexander the Great died.
The hand of God wrote in Aramaic, and probably
in the Square Aramaic Script, four Aramaic words.
These words are “Meni, Meni, Teqel Upharsin”
(Daniel 6:25). Translated from the Aramaic this
means “weigh, measure and divide.” The King didn’t
understand what this meant so Daniel the Wise Man
was called. Daniel translated it as “You have been
weighed in the scales and found lacking and shall
be divided.” The interpretation given by Daniel was
that because of the sins of Babylon and its king, this
empire would fall to the Persians. That very night this
prophecy was fulfilled. These Aramaic words were
common words and were often heard in the streets
and the marketplace. The meaning of the words was
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understood but not their interpretation and espe-
cially not their prophetic interpretation. The Aramaic
section of Daniel is also important for a crucial
Aramaic phrase that was often quoted by Jesus. This
is the term ‘the Son of Man’ and is found in Daniel
7:13. 1 will explore the meaning of the Aramaic term,
Son of Man, in the section dealing with Aramaic in
the words of Jesus.
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Part Two

Aramaic As
The Language Of
Jesus of Nazareth

4

v

I have been pursuing Aramaic studies since 1991
and teaching Aramaic since 2002 and I have
discovered that Aramaic is a very controversial field
of study. The common assumption is that Jesus was
primarily a Hebrew speaker. People who study Greek
often fall in love with that language and since the New
Testament is written in Greek they come to assume
that it was the language Jesus spoke. Some Hebraic
Christians and students of Greek reject the notion that
Jesus spoke Aramaic. | have seen people become angry
and very offended at the statement, “Aramaic was the
language of Jesus”. The questions regarding languages
spoken in the Holy Land at the time of Christ are best

dealt with in Aramaic Sources of Mark’s Gospel by
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Maurice Casey. (Casey’s work is beneficial and he is
a good scholar but I cannot condone all of his conclu-
sions. He has attacked the authenticity of the Gospel
of John and I do not agree fully with his understanding
of the Aramaic term Barnasha.)

At this point I will begin to look at the evidence
that Jesus spoke the Aramaic language. Scholarly
consensus is that Aramaic was the language Jesus
spoke. This has been determined by careful study of
the text of the New Testament, archeological discov-
eries and other ancient sources, such as the Dead Sea
Scrolls. Aramaic archeological discoveries include
the Prophecy of Balaam Son of Beor, the Tombstone
of King Uzziah the Son of David, the Tel-Dan “House
of David” inscription, the Elephantine Papyri, the
Caiaphas Ossuary, the Nazareth Inscription, the Bar-
Kokba Scrolls, the Cairo Genizeh and the Tomb of
Queen Helen of Abidene. It is possible to compose
a book entirely of statements by respected biblical
scholars that Aramaic was the language of the Holy
Land at the time of Jesus. The first I want to cite is
the historian Flavius Josephus. Flavius Josephus was
a Jewish historian who wrote his monumental The
Jewish War and The Antiquities of the Jews during the
time that the New Testament was still being written.
Josephus was a Jew born in the Holy Land. He wrote
The Jewish War in what he called his “ancestral
language” and then re-wrote it in Greek. So, what
was his ancestral language? Josephus said he wrote
initially in his ancestral language for two reasons.
The first is, as a Jew from the Holy Land, he did not
have a command of the Greek language. He says, “I
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have also taken a great deal of pains to obtain the
learning of the Greek; although I have so accustomed
myself to speak our own tongue, | cannot pronounce
Greek with sufficient exactness. For my nation does
not encourage those that learn the languages of many
nations. On this account, as there have been many
who have done their endeavors, with great patience, to
obtain this Greek learning, there have yet hardly been
two or three that have succeeded therein, who were
immediately rewarded for their pains.” This means
that very few Jews who lived in the Holy Land could
speak Greek, or speak it well. The second reason
was that Josephus was hoping that the version of his
book written in his native tongue could be read by
gentiles and Jews in Assyria, Chaldea and Babylonia,
since his native tongue was their native tongue as
well. In the first century this region was Aramaic-
speaking and the direct descendents of the Assyrians,
Chaldeans and Babylonians still speak Aramaic till
this day. (The writings of Josephus were preserved
in Aramaic by Aramaic Christians who looked upon
them as important sacred writings.) This proves that
Aramaic was the ancestral language of the common
Jew born in the Holy Land during the first century.
Also, when Josephus includes a word from his native
language in his books we find it is almost always an
Aramaic word rather than a Hebrew word.

Many respected modern Bible scholars have
determined that Aramaic was the language of Jesus
the Messiah. Alan Millard in Discoveries from the
Time of Jesus states that, “A Jewish Craftsman’s
son brought up in Nazareth, a town on a main road,
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could be expected to talk in Aramaic, to use Greek
when necessary, and to have more than a reading
knowledge of Hebrew.” Joachim Jeremias stated in
his New Testament Theology, “The mother-tongue
of Jesus was a Galilean version of western Aramaic.
We find the nearest linguistic analogies to the sayings
of Jesus in the popular Aramaic passages of the
Palestinian Talmud and Midrashim which have their
home in Galilee...In addition to the sentences and
words preserved in the original Aramaic [in the New
Testament], there are many passages in which an
underlying Aramaic wording can be disclosed. This
includes expressions which are idiomatic in Aramaic
but alien to both Hebrew and Greek (Aramaisms), and
translation mistakes which show up when recourse is
had to Aramaic.” Maurice Casey in Aramaic Sources
of Mark’s Gospel says, “The Gospel of Mark is written
in Greek, though Jesus spoke Aramaic...It follows
that the change in language from Aramaic to Greek
was part of a cultural shift from a Jewish to a Gentile
environment. If therefore we wish to recover the Jesus
of history, we must see whether we can reconstruct
his sayings, and the earliest accounts of his doings, in
their original Aramaic. This should help us to under-
stand him within his own cultural background.”
Joseph A. Fitzmyer in The Semitic Background of
the New Testament says, “As for the language that
Jesus would have used, the evidence seems to point
mainly to Aramaic...Jesus used Hebrew on occa-
sion...the consensus of opinion at the moment seems
to support Aramaic as the language commonly used
by Jesus and his immediate disciples in Palestine.”
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Gustaf Dalman in The Words of Jesus: Considered
in_the Light of Post-Biblical Jewish Writings and
the Aramaic lLanguage states that, “From all these
considerations must be drawn the conclusion that
Jesus grew up speaking the Aramaic tongue, and that
He would be obliged to speak Aramaic to His disci-
ples and to the people in order to be understood.”
Matthew Black in An Aramaic Approach to the
Gospels and Acts says, “Jesus must have conversed
in the Galilean dialect of Aramaic, and His teaching
was probably almost entirely in Aramaic.” According
to Biblical archeologist John Romer in Testament:
The Bible and History, “Recent linguistic analysis of
all four gospels, however, has tied them not to these
grand cities of the Empire, but to the verbal culture
of Palestine itself. The construction of their Greek
texts, the shading and coloring of the writing strongly
suggest that much of them had been translated from
Palestinian Aramaic, Jesus’ own language.” Bart
Ehrman in Jesus the Apocalyptic Prophet of the New
Millennium states, “Jesus was Jewish. Realizing the
Jewish-ness of Jesus is critical if we are to make sense
of his teachings. For despite the fact that the religion
founded in his name quickly came to be filled with
non-Jews...it was founded by a Jewish teacher who
taught his Jewish followers about the Jewish God
who guided the Jewish people by means of the Jewish
Law. Jesus kept and discussed Jewish customs like
prayer and fasting, he worshiped in Jewish places of
worship like the synagogue and the Temple, and he
kept Jewish feasts like the Passover...He maintained
that God’s will was revealed in the books written by
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Moses, especially in “the Law” that was delivered to
Moses on Mount Sinai...Most of Jesus’ teachings,
in fact, relate in one way or another to his under-
standing of Jewish Law. This Jewish Law, of course
included the Ten Commandments, but it contained
much more besides...”About Aramaic Ehrman
says, “there are multiple attested traditions that
Jesus spoke Aramaic. Sometimes, for example, the
Gospels quote his words directly without translating
them into Greek (see Mark 5:41, 7:34; John 1:42).
.It is also indicated in the Gospels that Jesus could
read the scripture in Hebrew (e.g., Luke 4: 16-20; see
also Mark 12: 10, 26), and that he eventually became
known as an interpreter of them. He is sometimes,
for example, called “rabbi,” that is, “teacher” (see
Mark 9:5; John 3:2)...There are no traditions that
specifically indicate that Jesus spoke Greek, although
some historians have surmised that living in Galilee
where Greek was widely known [among non-Jews|,
he may have learned some. Moreover, some have
suspected that he communicated with Pontius Pilate
in Greek at his trial...At best we can say that it is
at least possible that Jesus was tri-lingual-that he
normally spoke Aramaic, that he could at least read
the Hebrew Scriptures, and that he may have been
able to communicate a bit in Greek. The final point
is, in my judgment, the least assured.” Scholarly
consensus and data from the New Testament agree
that the primary spoken language of Jesus, the
language he used when working miraculous cures
and teaching the multitudes, was Aramaic.
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CHAPTER ONE

“The Joy of the Lord is
Your Strength!”
Christ’s Use of the Aramaic
Version of the Old Testament

4

b

The Bible began in the spoken form. Parts of the
Bible were passed down orally, perhaps forcentu-
ries, before they were written down. The prophets
proclaimed their messages aloud and then later wrote
them down. The power of many verses is only fully
experienced when they are spoken aloud. The reality
is that very few people could read and write in ancient
times. The few that could were regarded as profes-
sionals and were called ‘scribes’. That illiteracy was
widespread and that most people were familiar with
the scriptures in an oral form is seen in Christ’s state-
ment in the Sermon on the Mount, “You have heard
it said...But I say unto you...” (Matthew 5:21). As
demonstrated in the books of Ezra and Daniel, at the
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time of the Babylonian Captivity many of the Jews’
language shifted from Hebrew to Aramaic. As many
Jews spoke Aramaic rather than Hebrew, this neces-
sitated an Aramaic version of the Old Testament in
order for the people to understand their sacred scrip-
tures. Aramaic versions of the Old Testament are
called the Targum. (There are different Targums,
such as Targum Jonathon, Targum Ongelos and so
on. The Syriac Aramaic version of the Old Testament
is called the Pesheeta. It is the official Bible version
of Aramaic Christians and it originated as a Targum
used by Christian Jews.) Jews consider the Targums
as part of the official Rabbinic Bible. Targums repre-
sent an important oral tradition. They were passed
down by word of mouth for centuries before being
written down. Yet we do have Targums that date to
the time of Jesus.

In Nehemiah 8:8 Nehemiah describes the begin-
ning of the Aramaic Targums. As the time of Feast
of Tabernacles neared Ezra stood behind an elevated
pulpit and read the scriptures to those who have
returned from exile. Almost the entire nation was
dislocated after being defeated by the Babylonians.
The Babylonians forced almost every Jew to march
from Canaan all the way to Babylon in Iraq, where
they lived in captivity for an entire generation before
they were allowed to return to their homeland. Ezra the
Scribe and Nehemiah the Governor were instrumental
in re-establishing the Jews in their native land. The
Feast of Tabernacles is an important Biblical Holiday
that was celebrated by Jesus Christ (John 7:2). It was
an autumn festival in which people lived in tents and
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outdoor shelters to remember how their ancestors
lived as nomads while Moses led them from slavery
in Egypt and to the Promised Land. When Ezra read
the law he made sure that the assembly was inclusive.
Women were allowed to come and hear the scriptures
read with the men. The text specifically mentions that
women participated in thisevent(Nehemiah 8:2). First,
Ezra read the Hebrew text, and then he orally trans-
lated it into Aramaic. A translation or paraphrase of
the Bible into Aramaic is called a Targum. Nehemiah
8:8 states that Ezra first read the passage of the scrip-
ture then he gave the sense and explained it. Scholars
believe this explanation was given in the Aramaic
language. According to both the traditional Jewish
understanding and the current scholarly interpretation
of this passage, the event chronicled in this passage is
the beginning of the Aramaic Targum version of scrip-
tures. For many of those present this was the first time
they could hear and understand the scriptures in their
own language. The crowd began to weep on hearing
the scriptures. They were weeping perhaps for two
reasons. First, tears of joy for being able to hear the
word of God. Secondly, tears