The Languages of the Old Testament

Hebrew

Most of the Old Testament was written in Hebrew, one of several Canaanite dialects which included Phoenicianm Ugaritic, and Moabite. Long before its conquest by the Israelites, such dialects were already used in the land of Canaan.  Hebrew belongs to the Semitic family of languages, that used from the Mediterranean Sea to the mountains east of the Euphrates River valley.

The Hebrew alphabet consists of 22 consonants. Signs for vowels were devised and added late in the language's history.

Aramaic

Small portions of the Old Testament were written in Aramaic, a language with perhaps the longest continuous living history of any language known. Aramaic was used during the Bible's patriarchal period, and is still spoken by some people today. Characterized by simplicity, clarity, and precision, Aramaic adapted easily to the needs of everyday people, merchants, scholars, and lawyers alike. It can be thought of as the Semitic equivalent of English. 

The origins of Aramaic are uncertain, but it is thought that the Jews may have adopted it during their captivity for the sake of convenience. In time, Aramaic came to be used for commerce, with Hebrew confined to scholarly and religious use.

Nehemiah complained that children from mixed marriages were unable to speak Hebrew (Neh. 13:24). The Jewish people continued using Aramaic during the Persian, Greek, and Roman periods. We know that Jesus spoke Aramaic because, although written in Greek, the Gospels retain some of Jesus' actual wording in Aramaic.
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Old Testament Canon

The books that are considered to be part of Scripture are called canonical, or said to be a part of the canon, authoritative in matters of faith and doctrine. The term canon is derived from a Greek word meaning "a rule" or "measuring rod." A canon is a list to which other books are compared and by which they are measured.

The criteria for selecting the books in the Old Testament canon had to do with their worth in the religion of the Jewish nation. Jews call their 39 books of Scripture the Tanakh, an acronym formed from the first letters of Torah (Law), Naviim (Prophets), and Kethubim (Writings). These are known as the "Law of Moses, the Prophets, and the Psalms" in Luke 24:44.

For a thousand years, from Moses to Malachi, the Jewish religion existed wthout a closed canon. The people of the Old Testament didn't have the entire 39 books of the Old Testament, and it is uncertain just when the canon was closed.

The books of the Old Testament were originally divided into 24, according to the testimony of early Hebrew tradition. The Talmud, rabbinic literature, and probably the book of 4 Esdras speak of an arrangement which included 5 books of the Law, 8 of the prophets, and 11 of the Writings.

Of these, the one most important to the Israelites has always been the Law, also known as the Pentateuch, referring to 5 scrolls in one case (Genesis, Exodus, Leviticus, Numbers, and Deuteronomy). The second section, the Prophets, includes 4 historical books (Joshua, Judges, Samuel, and Kings), the books of the 3 major prophets (Isaiah, Jeremiah, and Ezekiel), and the books of the 12 minor prophets (Hosea, Joel, Amos, Obadiah, Jonah, Micah, Nahum, Habbakuk, Zephaniah, Haggai, Zechariah, and Malachi). The last section, known as the Writings, are subdivided into the "Wisdom Writings" (Psalms, Proverbs, Job, the Song of Songs, Lamentations, and Ecclesiastes), and the "Historical Writings" (Esther, Daniel, Ezra, Nehemiah, and Chronicles).

· Historical books 

· Pentateuch - basic law 

· Where did the universe come from? 

· What makes human beings special? 

· Why do people do wrong and evil things? 

· Does God care what happens to us? 

· How can I know what God expects of us? 

· Pre-exile and post-exile history 

· What is God's plan for the world? 

· Does God control what happens in history? 

· Does it pay a nation to honor God? 

· Wisdom literature 

· Can I find meaning in life apart from God? 

· How do I communicate with God? 

· How can we survive suffering? 

· What guidelines help me make wise choices? 

· Prophetic writings 

· Basic prophecy - major prophets 

· Does God ever reveal the future? 

· What prophecies have already come true? 

· What sins is God sure to judge? 

· How will the world end? 

· "Minor prophets" - pre-exile and post-exile 

· How much does God love us? 

· Do people really "get away with" being wicked? 

· What kind of society will God bless? 

· What kind of society is God sure to punish? 

· Is our country in danger today? 

