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• By DWIGHT A. PRYOR 

id the historical Jesus speak Hebrew? The supposition of 
New Testament scholars - indeed, the virtually 
unchallenged assumption in Bible dictionaries and 

Gospel commentaries for well over a century - is that his 
native tongue was Aramaic. 

That is beginning to change. The research of a generation of 
scholars liVing in Israel, both Jews and Christians, strongly 
challenges this conventional conviction. 

irst, some background. The "holy tongue" (lashon kodesh) of 
Hebrew has been spoken for millennia by the Jewish people. 
Written Hebrew dates back more than 3,000 years, to the time 
of David and S.olomon. In the sixth century BCE, however, the 
First Temple was destroyed and the elite population of Judea 
was exiled to Babylon. There they learned to speak Aramaic, 
a sister Semitic language to Hebrew, and the lingua franca of 
the Assyrian, Babylonian and Persian empires. 

The remnant that returned to Israel 70 years later under 
Ezra and Nehemiah spoke Aramaic in daily discourse, like 
the majority of their fellow Jews who remained behind in 
Babylon. (The Oral Law known today as the Babylonian 
Talmud, was compiled in Aramaic around the year 500 CE.) 
The Widespread influence of Aramaic continued in the 
Eastern Mediterranean until the Arab conquest of the 
seventh century CEo It is not a stretch therefore to surmise 
that Aramaic was the vernacular in Israel in the time of 
Jesus. This supposition seems supported by the appearance 
in the Gospels of occasional Aramaic words, like Talitha kumi 
(Mark 5:41) or Raca! (Matthew 5:22). 

What evidence is there to the contrary? First, with the 
resurgent nationalism evoked by the successful Maccabean 
revolt a century and a half before Jesus came a 
corresponding revival in Hebrew as the national language. 
The Dead Sea Scrolls have confirmed that by the first 
century, Hebrew was again a spoken language in IsraeL The 
various documents, the vast majority of which are written in 
Hebrew, reflect a distinct and developing Hebrew language 
in spoken as well as written forms. 

Dr. Randal Booth (in JerusalemPerspective.com) has noted 
another significant feature of the Qumran library: With one 
exception, no targums (Aramaic translations of the Hebrew 
Bible) were discovered. Apparently the Essenes had no need of 
them, since they both read and spoke Hebrew. This finding 
accords with Luke's account of jesus' synagogue sermon in 
4:16ff, in which no use is made of a targum. Only later, in the 
second and following centuries, do targums play an 
important role in Jewish life. 

Considerable additional data support Hebrew as a 
commonly spoken language in the first century: There is 
epigraphic evidence (e.g., Hebrew inscriptions on coins and 

A HEBREW BIBLE, or Tanach. The word is an acronym for 'Torah: 
'Prophets: and 'Writings,' (Courtesy) 

ossuaries) and literary evidence (e.g., in josephus' account of 
the Jewish war against Rome and the Temple's destruction). 
More than 1,000 parables preserved in rabbinic literature, 
including those from the earliest period, are all in Hebrew. In 
the Talmud, even a parable that appears in the midst of a 
story in Aramaic will be told in Hebrew. 

Within the Synoptic Gospels themselves, Matthew and 
Luke especially have preserved hundreds of Hebraisms 
(words or expressions characteristic of the Hebrew 
language), idioms or figures of speech (some of which could 
be either Aramaic or Hebrew, but many of which can only 
be Hebrew), and extended passages that, though written in 
Greek, can be retroverted word-for-word into perfect Hebrew 
syntax, word order and even idiomatic expressions 
characteristic of the period. (For scholarly studies on this 
subject, see jesus' Last Week: jerusalem Studies in the Synoptic 
Gospels, VoL 1 (Notley, et al; Brill, 2005). 

Based on pioneering research in Israel over the past 50 years 
by Jewish and Christian scholars, we now can state the 
following confidently: jesus of Nazareth lived in a vibrant 
multilingual and theologically rich milieu, in which Hebrew 
was a living, spoken language, along with Aramaic and 
Greek. Like other Jewish sages who used Hebrew to transmit 
teachings such as parables, the historical Jesus also taught 
primarily in the "holy tongue." The significance of this 
discovery is far-reaching, and will help us appreciate our 
Hebrew savior more fully • 
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