The Dead Sea Scrolls

A GREAT DISCOVERY
The accidental discovery of the first group of Scrolls by an Arab shepherd boy Searching for a lost goat, began the amazing story of these celebrated manuscripts.

The Scrolls proved to be the literary remains of a pious sect of Jews which was founded in the 2nd century B.C. and continued until 68 A.D. Thus they were in Palestine during the ministry of Jesus Christ.

They consist of scrolls and fragments of copies of all the books of the Old Testament except the book of Esther, and literary works which originated from within the sect itself.

Near to the caves where the Scrolls were found stood a mound. It was thought for centuries to have been the remains of a Roman fort. When the Scrolls were discovered the mound was thought worthy of more detailed investigation. It proved to be a monastery type settlement used by the sect who wrote the Scrolls.

The Biblical Scrolls have provided us with abundant evidence of the fact that our Old Testament manuscripts have been remarkably free from scribal error during their long history. Before the discovery of the Scrolls, our manuscripts of the Old Testament were no older than the 10th century A.D. The Biblical Scrolls were hidden in the caves in 68 A.D. and must have been written some time before that. They now provide us with an Old Testament a thousand years older than previous copies from which our Old Testament was translated. Comparison has shown that where differences do exist, they concern only the smallest details and do not affect the overall meaning of the established text from which our English translation has been taken. In fact what differences there are, simply result in giving us a smoother and clearer reading of certain minor texts which have hitherto been a little obscure.

As an example, the Authorised Version translation of Isaiah 21, 8: 'he cried, a lion' was puzzling because a lion in that context did not make sense. Yet the Hebrew text quite clearly said 'lion'. The Revised Standard Version of 1952 was still in production when the Dead Sea text of Isaiah became available to scholars working on the revision. In fact the R.S.V. contains no less than thirteen emendations to Isaiah based upon the Dead Sea text, one such being Isaiah 21, 8: the Scroll used the word "seer" instead of "lion". At once the mystery of the intruding lion was explained to scholars. The Hebrew words for 'lion' and for 'seer' (a watchman, one who sees), are very similar, requiring a change of but one letter to make the word 'seer' become the word 'lion'. By a trifling scribal error, centuries ago, it appears that this is what had happened. The R.S.V. renders
the text intelligible by translating it "the seer cried". Other differences concern similar minor points. The fact that no serious difference exists between our 10th cent. A.D. Mss of the Old Testament and Scrolls copies a thousand years older gives us an increased basis of confidence in the text of the Old Testament as it has come down to us.

The critical attitude of many modern scholars to the Bible has had to be scaled down considerably in the light of the Scrolls' evidence. For example, it used to be maintained that the Psalms had mostly come to us from a later date than that of David in the 10th century B.C. But now, the Scrolls have pushed back the possible date of some of the Psalms to the time of David.

Another example concerns the Gospel of John. It used to be contended that this could not have been written by a Jew of Palestine, as John was, but by a Greek, because it seemed to contain so much Greek thought. It was therefore assigned to a date in the 2nd century A.D. when it was known that Greek thought was beginning to influence the early church. Evidence which the Scrolls throw on the background of religious thought in Palestine at the time of Christ, shows that the Gospel of John could have been written by no one else but a Jew of Palestine, and therefore the critical attack on this Gospel has had to be modified completely and a new date assigned for it in the 1st century A.D.

Organised religion began in Old Testament times with the Exodus of the children of Israel from Egypt under the leadership of Moses. When later, in the wilderness at the foot of the sacred mount, Mount Sinai, the people received through Moses the Law which was to be their religion and national rule of life, they pledged themselves to it saying, "All that the Lord hath said will we do." The Israelites later fell away from the proper observance of the Mosaic Law, and
the Dead Sea Sect was formed in the 2nd century B.C. as a sort of reform movement among the Jews to get back to the pure rules of worship as laid down by Moses in the first place.

The sect broke away from the Jerusalem priesthood which they regarded as hopelessly corrupt and retiring to the desolate region by the Dead Sea, established themselves as a little Israel, within Israel, seeking to serve the Lord in a way which they thought was purer than that of their contemporaries. They tried to keep strictly to the precepts laid down by Moses, as interpreted for them by their own priests who were descended from the line of Zadok—a famous priest contemporary with the great king, David. They looked forward to the time, when, at the end of human history, God would vindicate their faith and amazing life of self denial by sending to them two Messiahs, one a priest and the other a war leader, to usher in the Kingdom of God on earth and establish for ever a righteous rule for all men.

Many people have been disturbed by reports from extremist modern scholars, stating that the Scrolls' evidence undermines Christian teaching and destroys the originality of Christ. They need have no fear Because of the sensational nature of such views they receive more newspaper space than the views of more balanced scholars who have evaluated the Scrolls' evidence in considerable detail and deny that it means any such thing.

The argument that the Dead Sea Sect anticipated Christian teaching, and therefore robs it of special value, falls down at the following points.

The religious belief of the Scrolls' sect was to perform exactly the rules of the Law of Moses. (See Community Rule 1, sometimes called The Manual of Discipline).
"The just shall live by faith." (Habbakuk 2, 14). The sect interpreted this to mean," ... all who observed the Law in the house of Judah." (See Habbakuk Commentary 8).

Conformity to the Mosaic Law was strictly enjoined upon all members of the sect. (See Community Rule 1 and 5, also Damascus Rule 6 and 14).

This is at complete variance with Christian teaching in the New Testament. The Apostle Paul writes in Galatians 2, 16: "Knowing that a man is not justified by the works of the Law, but by the faith of Jesus Christ, even we have believed in Jesus Christ, that we might be justified by the faith of Christ, and not by the works of the Law, for by the works of the Law shall no flesh be justified."

The sect's religion was a reaffirmation of piety entirely within the framework of the old Mosaic Law. Christianity was not so confined, and overthrew completely the shackles of Mosaic legalism in an unprecedented way. For example, it would never have occurred to the sect that God would ever choose from among un-circumcised peoples to make up the number of his elect. But New Testament teaching is that Christians need not be circumcised. (See Paul in Galatians 5, 6: "In Jesus Christ neither circumcision availeth any thing, nor uncircumcision.")

Even if we ignore the basic differences between the two religious systems that we mentioned above, the attempt to establish a connection between the Dead Sea sect and the leading figures in the New Testament is based upon points of a minor nature only, and none of them is free from objection. For example, the extremist viewpoint cites the following instances in an attempt to show that Christianity had an association in fact and ideas with the Qumran sect.
There is the story of the wise men (the Magi) who came from the East bringing gifts for the infant Jesus at Bethlehem. The Dead Sea sect lived east of Bethlehem, and were known to have been interested in the movements of stars as being omens of the will of God.

John the Baptist, the forerunner of Christ, was in the wilderness until the day of his showing to Israel. He ate, we are told, locusts and wild honey, and came baptising. Qumran, where the sect lived was in the same wilderness, locusts and wild honey were among their permitted foods, and they practised baptism. John was the son of a priest in Jerusalem, and it is argued that he would have been more welcomed at Qumran because of this.

In the incident of the last supper, recorded in the New Testament, the disciples of Christ were disputing among themselves as to who should be the greatest in the Kingdom of God. Was it because the sect sat down at meals in order of rank and only spoke in order of seniority among themselves? Did Peter beckon to John to ask Jesus who the betrayer should be, because it was not Peter's turn to speak? Were they organised on the same lines as the sect at Qumran?

After the crucifixion and ascension, the church began to live a communal type of existence, pooling all personal possessions. This was also the practice of the Dead Sea sect. Were the Christians modelling themselves on its example?

Let us examine these points one by one. Even if the Magi did come from the sect at Qumran, and saw Jesus as an infant, it does not follow that he would necessarily be inclined to their beliefs when he grew up. His teaching did not follow that of the Dead Sea sect, he sent his followers put into the world and did not advocate their shutting themselves up in a monastic seclusion as did the sect of the Scrolls.
John the Baptist certainly came baptising, and he was the son of a priest But the order of priests to which John's father belonged were the deadly enemies of the Qumran sect, which was founded in complete opposition to the Jerusalem priesthood. Christian baptism was in the name of Christ. There is not the slightest bit of evidence to show that the sect baptised its members in the name of the Teacher Of Righteousness. John's origin from the wilderness, his dress and his diet, was simply those of a man dedicated to a simple life of great austerity.

At the Last Supper the disciples certainly had a dispute. But the way in which Jesus ended it shows once and for all that they were not organised on the same lines as the sect of the Scrolls. He took water and a towel and washed the disciples' feet in turn. He, the Master, washed his followers' feet. Such a thing could not have happened at Qumran. Jesus exploded completely the idea that seniority should decide any question of rank among them.

The practice of communal living which the church adopted at first, was because they expected Christ to return in their lifetime. When it later became apparent that his return would be much longer than they had at first thought, they appointed officers to administer the church and abandoned communal living. In fact communal living was so easily abandoned by the church that it suggests there was no intention of carrying on a tradition inherited from Qumran or anywhere else.

There are great differences between Christianity and the beliefs of the Dead Sea sect. They are two different movements, arising at different points in history, and with different ends in view. Some similarities of viewpoint and expressions are evident, however, but they are due to the fact that both movements based their beliefs upon the same Old Testament Scriptures.
There can be, therefore, no real reason for thinking that the Dead Sea Scrolls are going to affect the validity of the Christian faith, or undermine the value of the teaching of Christ, or cast doubt upon the originality of that teaching. Nor are they going to result in altering our Old Testament Scriptures, except in matters of the smallest detail where they will provide a clearer reading of a few hitherto obscurely understood, minor texts. Rather do the Scrolls confirm the overall general accuracy of the established Hebrew text from which our present translation has been taken.

Properly interpreted, the Dead Sea Scrolls provide us with a priceless heritage from the ancient past and truly rank as the greatest discovery in Biblical archaeology of all time.

We, the Christadelphians (a body of men and women who read the Bible), appeal to you to get back to the Bible, back to God, back to the fundamental truths of Christianity and back to a hope which lightens the present, to a living hope which makes clear the future, a vital hope —a belief in the promise of Jesus—"I will come again."

To help you, we invite you to read the FREE book, "Back to the Bible." 
Write to: C.A.L.S., 3 Regent Street, BIRMINGHAM 1.
