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Reasons to Believe
Why we can be confident that the Bible is the Word of God
(a comparison of Isaiah texts)
_____________________________________________________________________________

The King James Version and Isaiah

“They shall beat their swords into plowshares, and their spears into pruning hooks: nation shall not lift up sword against nation, neither shall they learn war any more.”  These famous words are inscribed on a monument outside the United Nations building in New York City, and they remain the ultimate, yet elusive aim of that global organization – a world without war.

The source of those words speaks to the timelessness of its yearning.  It was originally proclaimed to the inhabitants of the kingdom of Judah, in its capital city Jerusalem.  About 2700 years ago, Isaiah ben Amoz encouraged his countrymen with a message that would have seemed as out of reach for them as it does to us.  The words, as they appear on the monument in New York, are lifted from the Bible in the Prophecy of Isaiah chapter 2, verse 4.  In particular, the words come from the King James Version of the Bible, translated in 1611 – exactly 400 years ago this year.  The inscription of this Old Testament prophecy is physical proof of an even more indelible impact that the King James Version has had on the culture of the English speaking world.

While no one denies the impact of the KJV, there are many who challenge the authenticity of its message.  Almost every English Bible, including the KJV, is a translation of a much older Hebrew Bible called the Masoretic Text.  Since the oldest copies we have of the Masoretic Text (MT) date back to about 900 AD, critics of the Bible emphasize that these texts were written some 1600 years after the events they record took place.  How can we possibly be confident, they say, that the texts we have today accurately represent the original words of Isaiah as he received them from God?  How can we even be sure that the Prophecy of Isaiah in our Bibles is the same as the Prophecy of Isaiah from Jesus’ day?

An Extraordinary Discovery

This last question was settled almost sixty-five years ago on an ordinary day in the land of Palestine.  On that day, a Bedouin cast a stone into a cave along the shore of the Dead Sea.  After hearing something shatter in the cave, his curiosity led him literally head-first into one the greatest archaeological discoveries in history.  His initial find encouraged a kind of rush to find additional scrolls in the same geographical area – along the hot and arid environs of the Dead Sea.  Qumran, the same site roamed by the Bedouin, yielded almost 900 manuscripts of various conditions, sizes, and materials.  One of the most entire and unspoiled of these was a copy of the Prophecy of Isaiah.  Appropriately called the Great Isaiah Scroll, this ancient document has provided the entire world with a physical copy of Isaiah’s Prophecy predating the ministry of the Lord Jesus Christ.

Challenges of the Critics

It is easy to imagine the great interest these scrolls generated – especially one as complete as the Great Isaiah Scroll.  Once translated, an examination of the prophecy would finally answer if Jesus’ version of Isaiah was the same as the Isaiah we have today according to the Masoretic Text, that forms the basis of almost every English translation of the Old Testament today.

Surprisingly, for the interested but unscholarly Bible-student, no English translation of that ancient document became available until 1999 – more than 50 years after the first discovery at Qumran.  The Dead Sea Scrolls Bible: The Oldest Known Bible Translated for the First Time into English has the exclusive right to be called “the nearest thing to having ‘the Bible Jesus read.’”  How does this translation answer the great question: Are the Dead Sea Scroll texts of Isaiah different from or the same as our Masoretic Text that forms the basis of almost all our English translations?


The Same or Different?

The critics are of little help.  Here is a sampling of the scholarly commentary on the importance of the Scrolls, having now been translated into English.  The quotations below can be found on the covers and first few pages of the new translation.  All emphasis is mine.

“The Dead Sea Scrolls contain copies of biblical manuscripts that are more than a thousand years older than those previously available.  Yet these texts are never included in the standard editions of the Scrolls, and have remained virtually inaccessible to the general public.  Here for the first time any reader can see at a glance how the readings from Qumran differ from other biblical texts.”  [John Collins, University of Chicago]

“Here, as never before, the English reader can see personally just how fluid the Early Jewish or pre-Christian texts and canons of the First or Old Testament were, and how adaptable the biblical text was to ancient community concerns.”  [James Sanders, President of the Ancient Biblical Manuscript Center]

Clearly, the commentators quoted above emphasize the difference of the Scrolls with those we have today.  But consider the following comment:

“It shows how Qumran manuscripts enable us to see the immense continuity of biblical tradition as well as the manner in which stabilization was accomplished by the Talmudic rabbis.”  [Lawrence H. Schiffman, New York University]

Here we have a scholar who emphasizes continuity of biblical tradition rather than the fluidity (as opposed to rock-solid uniformity) of ancient texts.  Which are we to believe?

“Now laymen can judge for themselves whether the biblical manuscripts which predate Christian times differ radically from the received text found, for example, in the King James version.”  [Frank Moore Cross, Harvard University]

This is certainly the best path.  The remainder of this paper represents my personal examination of this evidence.  The Dead Sea Scrolls Bible contains a translation of the Great Isaiah Scroll including footnotes that catalogue each place the Great Isaiah Scroll differs (or varies) from the Masoretic Text.  By comparing the Qumran Text (QT) from over 2000 years ago with English translations based on the Masoretic Text (MT) of about 1100 years ago, I have found many reasons to believe that the Bible as we have it today is what it claims to be – the inspired word of God.


Examining the Evidence

The quotations above give evidence to the controversy that interested Bible students come to realize – believers and skeptics appeal to the same evidence to prove their case.  There are extremes on both sides of the issue.  Some skeptics use the Scrolls to argue how the Bible has changed throughout time, and other believers have claimed an almost word-for-word match between the QT and MT.  What does the real evidence show, not that we have the English translation available for the first time?

As a believer in the inspiration of the Bible, I was shocked at the number of differences between the two texts.  After logging and categorizing the variants for examination, I found a staggering sum of 1396.  The very number does not lend itself to confidence in the prophecy of Isaiah.  In fact, it suggests the opposite.  If there are almost fourteen hundred differences between the QT and the MT, what kind of confidence can Bible-believers have in the continuity of the text throughout time?  The skeptics appear to have won the argument from the start.

However, the numbers do not tell the complete story.  It was not until I considered what constitutes a variant that I began to see the light through the fog.  It was then that I made my own truly extraordinary discovery about the Scrolls.


Honest Answers

The truth is that the 1396 variants in the QT can be divided into six categories of variants:

1. Spelling……………………………….75 variants
2. Grammar/Copying……………212 variants
3. Single Words…………………….356 variants
4. Single to Multiple Words….718 variants
5. Full Clauses……………………….....4 variants
6. Possibly Significant………………31 variants

Spelling It is certainly worth noting that a full 5% of the so-called differences in the QT are spelling variants that have had virtually no affect on English translations based on the MT.  Many of them are actually various spellings of names.  In the Bible scrolls at Qumran, sometimes the scribes even corrected their own spelling mistakes by editing above a word or section of text.  I found that the meaning of the contexts where the spelling variants occurred remained consistent from the QT to the MT.  They can hardly be considered ammunition for the skeptics.

Grammar/Copying For every spelling variant in this catalogue, I found about three variants having to do with grammar or copying, making up approximately 15% of the total.  Many of these variants also had virtually no affect on English translations based on the MT.  In other words, a reader of the English translation of Isaiah according to the Dead Sea Scrolls would not notice any difference when comparing it an English translation like the English Standard Version (ESV) or the KJV which is based on the Masoretic Text.  An exception to this rule is found in the Great Isaiah Scroll of Isaiah 4:5-6.  The GIS is actually missing the entire clause in brackets below:

“Then the LORD will create over the whole site of Mount Zion and over her assemblies a cloud by day, [and smoke and the shining of a flaming fire by night; for over all the glory there will be a canopy.  There will be a booth for shade by day] from the heat, and for a refuge and a shelter from the storm and rain.”

That is a substantial omission, and if there were a great number of variants of this kind, it would be difficult to argue that the text has remained consistent throughout the centuries.  However, there is another solution to this possible difficulty.  Tucked away in one of the Qumran caves, other fragmented copies of Isaiah’s prophecy surfaced.  Among those fragments was another copy of chapter 4 that clearly contains the reading mistakenly neglected by the scribe of the Great Isaiah Scroll.

Single Words About 25% of all variants involve an insignificant word – usually the word ‘and’ or an article like ‘the’.  Once again, it is important to stress here as well that many of these variants also had virtually no effect on English translations based on the MT.  An English copy of the QT alongside an English copy of the MT would often show no differences at all.  In all these variants of small single words, the sense of the passage is never compromised.  We can readily see the amazing identify between the MT and the much older QT.

Single to Multiple Words The greatest number of variants in the QT fit into the category of a word or a few words that also do not affect the sense of the text.  Many words that differ from the MT are actually synonyms, so although the word is sometimes different, the meaning is unaffected.  One variant on the larger side can be seen below.  The bracketed text is absent from the QT, but present in the MT of Isaiah 8:9 (ESV).

“Be broken, you peoples, and be shattered; give ear, all you far countries; strap on your armor and be shattered; [strap on your armor and be shattered].”

This is one example of hundreds where the true meaning of a passage shines brilliantly through more than two millennia.

Full Clause A very small minority of variants (0.3%) fall into this category – a full clause.  Full Clause variants are longer than the Single to Multiple Words variants, but even these few examples do not threaten confidence in the authenticity of our Bible today.  Consider this example from Isaiah 38:6 according to the Qumran Text.  The Masoretic Text does not have the bracketed clause.

“Moreover I will rescue you and this city from the power of the king of Assyria.  I will defend this city [for my sake and my servant David`s sake].”

This truly seems that this clause was omitted from our Bible centuries ago; but for those who are familiar with our Bible the variant presents no challenge at all, although those with little acquaintance with the book might be swayed otherwise.  It is evident to every Bible reader that 2 Kings 20:6 (KJV) contains a parallel account of the same narrative Isaiah provides in his prophecy.  That verse says:

“…and I will deliver thee and this city out of the hand of the king of Assyria; and I will defend this city for mine own sake, and for my servant David’s sake.”

The passage had been there all along, but in a different place.  Perhaps the scribe at Qumran added it there as a clarification, knowing it was already there in the book of Kings.  The real reason might satisfy our curiosity, but the question of the clause’s authenticity has already been settled by its presence in another place.

After reviewing approximately 98% of the total variants in the QT, I found that a compelling case for the reliability of the Bible text had emerged from the same evidence that at first seemed to undermine that very text.  The samples I have recorded here are not anomalies – I believe they fairly represent the others in the categories to which they belong.  

Possible Uncertainties The remaining 2% (31 variants) challenged me to look a little deeper, but I found that most of them could be solved by five principles: parallelism, immediate context, word plays, Qumran variants, and comparative exposition.

Parallelism Parallelism is a literary device in which the structure of one clause is repeated in another clause near to it.  It is a beautiful characteristic of Hebrew poetry, but it is also not without practical value in that it often helps to interpret the verse it occurs in.  Consider the parallelism in Isaiah 15:1 (ESV, based on the MT):

“The burden of Moab.  Because in the night Ar of Moab is laid waste, and brought to silence; because in the night Kir of Moab is laid waste and brought to silence.”

There are several parallels in this verse.  One of them is seen the names of two cities of Moab – Ar and Kir.  The Qumran text, however, has “city” instead of “Kir”, as they are both very closely related words in Hebrew.  The best reading is probably Kir because the parallelism is preserved more neatly.  This is more consistent with Hebrew parallelism seen the Bible; but it must be acknowledged that either word is extremely intelligible, and doesn’t change the sense of the passage at all.

Immediate Context Sometimes the immediate context of a variant suggests the probably reading we should adopt when measuring the QT alongside the MT.  A good example of this is found by comparing the texts at Isaiah 16:7.  The MT says “let Moab wail” and the QT says “let not Moab wail.”  Which is it?  The contest suggests the rendering of the MT, because Isaiah 15:2,3,4, and 5 all talk about the impending destruction coming upon Moab, and how the Moabites would cry out for the severity of the calamities.  Even the prophet would cry out in sympathy!  But even here, a skeptic would be hard pressed to prove that one text destroys the sense of the other.  The result for Moab is the same according to both renderings.  In either case, the prophecy was fulfilled when the Assyrian invaded their land.

Word Plays These are also known as puns.  A common figure of speech in any language, a pun carries with it at least two meanings – one on the surface, and another beneath it.  Seeing these in the Biblical texts could well be the solution to many more so-called contradictions between the QT and MT, but consider this example in Isaiah 14:4.  The variants are in italics:

“…that thou shalt take up this proverb against the king of Babylon, and say, How hath the oppressor ceased!  the golden city ceased!”  (ESV MT)

“…you will take up this parable against the king of Babylon, saying: How the oppressor has ceased!  How his assault has ceased!”  (GIS QT)

The Great Isaiah Scroll is more in keeping with the parallelism (the word ‘assault’ is more related to ‘oppressor’ than ‘golden city’ is), but there is something significant about the rendering of the MT.  The subject of this prophecy is the king of Babylon, which kingdom is symbolized in Daniel 2 as the golden head of a great image.  The great oppressor of Israel and the whole expanse of Mesopotamia was the kingdom of the golden city – Babylon.

Qumran Variants As mentioned before, the Great Isaiah Scroll was not the only manuscript of Isaiah’s prophecy found at Qumran.  There were three other fragments that sometimes provide us with alternate readings not found in the GIS.  One Qumran variant agrees with the MT of Isaiah 1:15 (ESV).

“When you spread out your hands, I will hide my eyes from you; even though you make many prayers, I will not listen; your hands are full of blood.”

But the GIS adds an additional phrase the completes the parallelism: “your fingers with iniquity.”  This possibly belongs to the original text, but in either case the reader easily receives the same message.

A Common Thread

Comparative Exposition This category takes the most effort to get comfortable with because it is so time consuming.  Its value could not be truly demonstrated even if a thousand lifetimes were dedicated to it.  Only a consistent and prayerful reading of the Bible can reveal the internal consistency of its message, and the enduring conviction that it must be the Word of God.  When its readers are sensitive to its words, a certain thread appears that weaves one context into another.  The thread serves to confirm the connectivity of the whole Bible, and to encourage its readers when he is on the right path of its interpretation.  This is particularly helpful in deciding the best reading between the QT and MT.

Consider Isaiah 21, and three variants that occur in that chapter.

The oracle concerning the wilderness of the sea…(MT)
The oracle concerning the pasture by the sea……..(QT)
			Isaiah 21:1

And he cried as a lion…(MT, according to the Revised Version)
The lookout shouted….(QT)
Isaiah 21:8

O my threshed and winnowed one………………….(MT)
O my threshed one and child of my stone wall…(QT)
Isaiah 21:10

Let it first be said that as in all of the variants in the QT, no variant alters any passage to the point that its meaning is greatly compromised.  Any verse must fit into a context, and the context of this chapter in Isaiah cries out for an application to the fall of the kingdom of Babylon.  Both texts (QT and MT) contain verse 9 that makes this point beyond any shadow of doubt.  So the question we must now ask ourselves can only be answered with a knowledge of other portions of Scripture: Where does the Bible talk about the fall of the kingdom of Babylon?  Among the most significant passages are Daniel chapters 2 and 5, and Revelation chapters 14-18.  When we align these passages together, it reveals a remarkable pattern.

Taken together, the contexts combine to explain the dramatic fall of Babylon (Isaiah 21:9; Daniel 2:45; 5:31; Revelation 14:8; 18:2), the divine winds of judgment that accomplish the destruction (Isaiah 21:1; Daniel 2:35), the troubling message from God that anticipated it (Isaiah 21:2; Daniel 2:1; 5:6,9; Revelation 10:10) and that was revealed in the night (Isaiah 21:4; Daniel 2:1,19; 5:30).  When compared with each other, the same contexts also expound who the appointed destroyers of Babylon were to be (Isaiah 21:2; Daniel 2:39; 5:28,31; 7:5), and how the careless feasts of Babylon caught its inhabitants unprepared for battle (Isaiah 21:5; Daniel 5:1-4; Revelation 18:13).  And finally, just as Isaiah prophesied in 21:10, Babylon’s idols would be destroyed, culminating in the destruction of the great Babylonian image that signified the whole kingdom (Isaiah 21:9; Daniel 2:35,44-45; 5:4).

There is no doubt that these connections are the result of design and purpose.

What about the variants?  If we take the time to consider the connections above, it is obvious that they are all speaking to the same theme.  The authentic variant will almost certainly be the one that is more in keeping with the great theme we have just established – the destruction of Babylon.

The oracle of the wilderness of the sea is to be preferred above the alternative, then, because Revelation 17 speaks about the destruction of Babylon.  Here, Babylon is symbolized as a prostitute who rides a beast that sits on many waters (a sea).  The prophet who saw this vision was taken in that vision to the wilderness to see it (see verses 1, 3 and 5).

And he cried as a lion is possibly the best reading for this passage.  The symbolic book of Revelation deals extensively with the destruction of the city of Babylon, which has become a symbol of antagonism to God and His ways.  In chapter 10, an angel proclaims the completion of the purpose of God.  This same angel had cried out as a lion, just before the judgments of God thundered throughout the scene.  In both renderings, the messengers speak the word of the God; but the addition ‘as a lion’ seems to more closely identify the contexts.

O my threshed and winnowed one is more consistent in context because the act of separating grain from the chaff follows the threshing of the grain.  The relationship between threshing and stone walls is not as intelligible, and other Bible passages suggest the former relationship.  Instead of Isaiah’s people suffering in the threshing of Babylon, now Babylon is to be threshed!  This is the context of Daniel 2 (see the manner of the destruction of the image of Babylon at verse 35) and Revelation 14 (see verse 8 and then 14-16).


The Big Picture

In my examination of the evidence, I now have even more reasons to believe that the Bible text we have today can be trusted as the Word of God.  I cannot but echo the words of Yigael Yadin who wrote these words in The Message of the Scrolls:

“There is no question that the overwhelming significance of the texts lies in the fact that these scrolls, which are about a thousand years older than any Hebrew text hitherto discovered, vary only slightly from the text as  it is known to us and used today.  It thus proves the antiquity and authenticity of the Masoretic text.”

It is evident that the differences between the QT and the MT do not interfere with our ability to understand it.  The many so-called differences can be easily reconciled with our attention to other Bible passages.  However, in acknowledging the variants that do exist, there is a danger that we miss a most fundamental fact: there is a remarkable identity between the Great Isaiah Scroll and the Masoretic Text we have today.  It can be trusted.  We have many reasons to believe.

What about that monument in New York?  Those words can only be fulfilled when the nations learn them in the city that Isaiah prophesied they would, 2700 years ago:

“The Word that Isaiah the son of Amoz saw concerning Judah and Jerusalem.  It shall come to pass in the latter days that the mountain of the LORD’s house shall be established above mountains and be exalted above the hills, and all nations shall flow over it.  Many peoples shall go and say, ‘Come, let us go up to the house of the God of Jacob, so they may teach us his ways, so we may walk in his paths.’  For out of Zion goes forth instruction, and the word of the LORD from Jerusalem.  He will judge between the nations and give judgment for many peoples; they will beat their swords into plowshares and their spears into pruninghooks; and nation will not lift up sword against nation, nor will they learn war anymore.”

The Great Isaiah Scroll
Isaiah 2:1-4
