
part probably in the form rather of catechists' notes than of "books" in

any literary sense. ��  (Encyclopaedia Britannica, Chicago, Encyclopaedia

Britannica, Inc., 1953, Vol. 10, p.537)
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�� The NT is all written in the Greek language: and is wholly in prose,

although a few portions have some of the poetical rhythm of the ancient

Hebrew. ��  (The Annotated paragragh Bible, London: The religious Tract

Society, 1866, p.1052)
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�� The Gospel material was originally taught in Aramic, the language

spoken by Jesus, and in a poetic form which was easy to memorize. ��  
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(The Lion Hand Book to the Bible, Special Edition, Ed. David and Pat

Alexander Herts, England, Lion Publishing, 1973, p. 469)
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Assyrian period. From the eighth ecntury B.C.E., to the fall of the Persian

Empire, in the fourth century, Aramaic was the language of three empires

that dominated the greater Mesopotamian world, namely, Assyria,

Babylonia, and Persia. For those four-hundred years, the fortunes of

Israel and Judah/Judea were firmly under the control of those empires.

Aramaic became so influential within Judaism during this time that even

after Greek became the language of Govenment, Aramaic continued to be

used among Jews for more than a thousand years. Indeed the most

important Jewish writtings in Aramaic �� the Aramaic Dead Sea Scrolls,

parts of the Palestinian and Babylonians Talmuds and other Rabbinic

literature, the translations of Scripture called the Targums, and even the

Zohar ���� come from the centuries after Aramaic lost its imperial support.

Languages are used by people. They do not exist in a vacuum but in

connection with human lives. As such, they are subject to the same

historical and cultural forces as other human creations. This article

studies the growth of Aramaic and the development of its dialects in the

context of the history of the Jews and their geographical locations and

migrations. ... 

After the destruction of the Jerusalem Temple in 70 C.E.,

Aramaic-speaking jewry splits into two groups, one remaining in

Palestine and the other moving to Babylonia. ... 

Aramaic was first spoken by the Aramean tribes who came to historical

prominence during the eleventh century B.C.E. in Syria and Upper

Mesopotamia several Ararmean tribes established small, independent

kingdoms in this region, where they bore the brunt of the later Assyrian

expansion to the west. The longest-surviving Aramean state, Aram, had

its capital in Damascus, and remained independent until 732 B.C.E.,

falling to the Assyrians at the same time as the northern kingdom of

Israel.
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The period of Old Aramaic extends slightly beyond the time of the

independent Aramean states, from eleventh century B.C.E. down to the

start of the seventh. A few inscriptions and other written texts are known

from the tenth century onwards, scattered across this region.

Although there is no evidence Israelites used Aramaic in this period,

Northern Palestine, which was frequently under the control of Aram

during the 9th and 8th centuries, has produced some Aramaic material.

Two recent finds are particularly intriguing. The first is the Tel Dan stele,

which tells of the victory of a king of Aram, perhaps Hazael, over Israel

and the "king of the house of David" in the 9th century. This is the only

known, contemporary reference to the Davidic dynasty outside the

Hebrew Bible. The second find is the Deir Alla text from northern

Jordan. ...

During the Assyrian Empire (more properly called the Neo-Assyrian

Empire), Aramaic replaced Akkadian as the language of the imperial

administration. An Eastern dialect of Aramaic was chosen for this role

and its spread throughout the Empire brought previously unknown

linguistic forms to the Empire's western reaches, particularly areas on the

Mediterranean Sea such as Syria, Palestine and Egypt. This dialect,

known to scholars as Imperial Aramaic (also called official Aramaic and

Reichsarmaisch), became a standard for both spoken and written

communication.

Scholars generally date this period from the start of the 7th century

B.C.E. down to about 200 B.C.E. The general process by which Imperial

Aramaic became dominant is clear, if not fully known in detail. The

Assyrian King Tiglath-Pileser III, who ruled from 744 to 727, first made

Aramaic into the language of governance. He brought Aramean scribes

into his administration to be in charge of the correspondence across the

empire. The spread of Aramaic was assisted by the deportation of
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conquered Aramean populations throughtout the empire and through its

use by imperial administrators and military garrisons. 

The first evidence for knowledge of Aramaic among the Israelites

comes from the siege of Jerusalem ordered by King Sennacherib in 701

B.C.E. This took place when King Hezekiah ruled Judah (to 2 Kgs.

18:13-27). During the siege, the Assyrian ambassadors stood outside the

city and negotiated with Hezekiah's representatives standing on the city

wall by shouting in Hebrew. When Israelite officials asked them to speak

in Aramaic because although they knew it, the average citizen did not,

the Assyrians refused. They preferred to use their fluency in the local

language  to enable their threats to be understood by everyone, rather

than to negotiate in the language of the empire. ��  (The Encyclopedia Of

Judaism, Second Edition, Ed. Jacob Neusner etc., Brill, 2005, Vol. I, pp.

85,86)
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�� The New Testament books, widely circulated in Greek, were

translated at a very early date into other languages. ... As early as about

A.D. 150 the NT was translated into Syriac and into Latin, ... Syriac is a

dialect of Aramaic, Christ's native tongue, and was the language of

Mesopotamia and Syria. It is known that in Edessa, in the valley of

Euphrates, between about A.D. 150 and 175, a work was circulating

known as the Diatessaron. ... it was the work of a scholar called Tatian

who was a native of Euphrates Valley where he was born about A.D.

110. ... His work was probably written in Rome and taken to Syria, where

it was translated into Syriac, and it is known that this translation was

chief form in which the Gospel story was circulated in Syria till the

fourth century. ��  (Geddes MacGregor, The Bible in the Making, London,

John Murray, 1961, pp.57f.)
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�� Scholars have distinguished five different Syriac versions of all or part

of the NT. They are the Old Syriac, The Peshitta (or common version),

the Philoxenian, the Harclean, and the Palestinian Syriac version. 

(a) The Old Syriac version of  the four Gospels is preserved today in

two manuscripts, both of which have large gaps. ... 

(b) The Peshitta version, or Syriac Vulagate, of the NT was prepared

toward the end of the fourth century, probably in order to supplant the

divergent, competing Old Syriac translations. ... More than 350

manuscripts of the Peshitta NT are known today, several of which date

from the fifth and sixth centuries. ...

(c) The Philoxenian and/or Harclean version(s). ...

(d) The Palestinian Syriac version. The translation into Christian

Palestinian Syriac (i.e. Aramaic) is known chiefly from a lectionary of the

Gospels, preserved in three manuscripts dating from the eleventh and

twelfth centuries. ��  (Bruce M. Metzger, The Text of the New Testament,

Oxford at the Clarendon Press, 1964, pp. 68-71)
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�� ... Jesus probably spoke in Aramaic whereas the Evangelists recorded

his sayings in Greek. ��  (Paul D. Wegner, The Journey from Texts to

Translations, Grand Papids, Michigan, Baker Books, 1999, p.61)
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�� ...  Christianity spread very early into Syria, and from there the Syriac

church took the Gospel as far as China. ... Syriac, generally the name

given to Christian Aramaic, is written in distinctive variation of the

Aramaic alphabet. 

Tatian Diatessaron

Tatian came from Mesopotamia to Rome in about 150; he was

converted to Christianity and taught by Justin Martyr. ... His major work

was the earliest known harmony of  the four Gospels, called the

Diatessaron, written in Syriac. The word diatessaron literally means

"through four". That is to say, the work weaves all four Gospel into one

continuous narrative. ... It is unknown whether the work was originally

written in Greek (the name diatessaron is Greek) or Syriac, but it gained

popularity due in large part to Ephraem, a Syrian church father from

Edessa (306-373), who wrote a commentary on it. Later the Diatessaron
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was translated into Persian, Arabic, Latin, Old Dutch, Medieval German,

Old Italian, and Middle English.

Syriac Peshitta 

For centuries several Syriac translations, as they circulated throughout

this Area, competed for superiority. Most were in Old Syriac, but around

the fifth century the Syriac Peshitta emerged, perhaps prepared by

Rabbula, who was bishop of Edessa from 411 to 435. By about 400

Theodore of Mopsuestia, an early church father, wrote concering the

Syriac Peshitta: "it has been translated into the tongue of the Syrians by

someone or other, for it has not been learned up to the present day who

this was."  In the fifth century the Syriac church split into two groups�� the

Nestorians (East Syriac) and the Jacobites (West Syriac) �� resulting in two

proper recensions [revised editions, compilations] of the Syriac

Peshitta. ��  (Paul D. Wegner, The Journey from Texts to Translations,

op.cit., pp.242-43)
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�� In antiquity Arabia covered the area west of  Mesopotamia, south of

Syria, and east of Palestine; ... Very little is known about early Christian

contacts with this era, ... Little is known about the first translation of the

Bible into Arabic, ... The spread of Islam in the seventh century forced

Jews and Christians who remained in the conquered lands to adopt

Arabic. ... The Scriptures do not seem to have been extant in an Arabic

version before the time of Muhammad (570-632), who  knew the gospel

story only in oral form, and mainly from Syriac sources.  ... Evidence

suggests that translations into Arabic were made from Greek, Old Syriac,

the Syriac Peshitta, Coptic, and Latin versions. ��  (Paul D. Wegner, The

Journey from Texts to Translations, op. cit., p.249-50)
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�� Syriac designates several dialects of Aramaic which arose in the early

centuries of the Christian era in Old Aramaic speaking regions, which

roughly include the modern Israel and Jordan, Syria, Lebanon, the

portion of Turkey adjacent to Syria, and Iraq. The dialects of Syriac fall

into two principal groups, eastern and western. As a living language

Syriac fell into disuse with the Mohammedan conquests and yielded to

Arabic; it now survives as a liturgical language in some dissident eastern

churches and in a few isolated pockets. ... The Old Syriac versions are the

versions older than the Peshitto NT. These were replaced in common use

by the Peshitto and have survived only in fragments. ��  (John L.

McKenzie, S.J., Dictonary of The Bible, London, Geoffrey Chapman,

1984, p.860)
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�� The NT books were written in Koine Greek, the language of that

day. ��  (Harper's B. D., Gen. Ed. Paul J. Achtemeier, Bangalore,

Theological Publications in India, 1994, p. 1042)
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�� One of the first efforts to render the Greek Gospel into Syriac was that

of Tatian, who produced what has come to be called the Diatessaron. ...

He wove the four Gospels together into one continuous account. It came

to be known in the East as the "mixed" Gospel. The whole work had

some fifty-five chapters, and that suggests that the Diatessaron was

designed to be read in the churches. The Diatessaron became very

popular and was translated into a number of other languages (Persian,

Arabic, ... In 1933, a fragment of the Diatessaron in Greek was

discovered and so there has been some debate on whether the "harmony"

was made first in Greek and then translated into Syriac or whether it was

made in Syriac to begin with.

For some time, the Diatessaron  circulated side by side with other

Syriac translations of the Gospels, known as the Old Syriac vss. ... As

time went on, the Old Syriac vs was superseded by the Peshitta.

The Peshitta (Syriac, "simple") was prepared in the early part of the

fifth century and became the standard version of the Syriac church. ...

In A.D. 509, Philoxenus, bishop in eastern Syria, asked a certain

Polycarp to revise the Peshitta. His effort was in turn revised again in 616

by Thomas Harkel. ... There is also the Palestinian Syriac vs in the

Aramaic dialect of Christians in Palestine. ��  (Harper's B. D., Gen. Ed.

Paul J. Achtemeier, op.cit., pp. 1047, 48) 
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�� Several Arabic versions are known to exist, some being translations

from the Greek, some from Syriac, and some from Coptic, while others

are revisions based upon some or all of these. None is earlier than the

seventh century, perhaps none so early; and for crirtical purposes none is

of any value. ��  (Sir Frederic Kenyon, Our Bible and the Ancient

Manuscripts, NY, Harper and Brothers: Publishers, 1951,  p.170)
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�� Aramaic remained the vernacular tongue of Palestine, as well as Syria

and other adjoining territories, until the Arab conquest of these lands in

the seventh century A.D. It was thus the language commonly spoken in

Palestine in NT times, the customary language of our Lord and His

apostles and the early Palestine church. ��  (F. F. Bruce, The Books and the

Parchment, London, Pickering & Inglis Ltd., 1963, p. 56)
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apostles and the early Palestine church.apostles and the early Palestine church.

Parchment, London, Pickering & Inglis Ltd., 1963, p. 56)Parchment, London, Pickering & Inglis Ltd., 1963, p. 56)
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translation of an Aramaic original; the majority of scholars have not

accepted this proposal, since the Greek is not evidently a translation.

There are some Hebrew and Aramaic words which are interpreted (1:38,

41f; 4:25; 5:2; 9:7; 19:17; 20:16, 24). Boismard cautiously concludes that

while it is too much to say that the entire Gospel had an Aramaic orignal,

it is possible that parts of it may have been composed in Aramaic. ��  (John

L. McKenzie, D.B. op. cit., p. 447).
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