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Christ’s Eschatological Coming:
Jewish or Universal?
by
Kurt M. Simmons

Introduction
In the almost 25 years I have been a Preterist, my
understanding of the eschaton has grown and
changed. In the early years, it was natural to view
Christ’s eschatological coming almost exclusively in
terms of God’s judgment upon the Jews and the end
of the temple service and Mosaic law. With time, I
began to widen my study to take account of
troublesome passages that seemed outside the scope
of Jerusalem’s fall – for example, passages that spoke
of a time of judgment upon the whole world and
epistles to Gentile churches admonishing them to
“watch” and “wait.” Although difficult to fit into the
picture as I then saw it, I felt sure such passages
could not contradict the basic premise that Christ’s
coming occurred in the events culminating in the
destruction of Jerusalem. I am happy to report that
that conviction remains firm and is now more certain
than ever. However, bringing those passages within
the scope of my understanding has forced me to
broaden my view of the eschaton, so that while I still
see it as being fulfilled by A.D. 70, I now see it as
world-wide, and not merely Jewish in scope.

“latter” days. Because of their place in the divine
economy as God’s chosen people through whom to
bring the Saviour into the world, the Jewish nation
figures prominently in prophetic passages concerning
the latter days. However, the national election of the
Jews was merely provisional – a temporary
arrangement to accomplish a particular purpose.
When that purpose was fulfilled, the Jews’ special
place in the plan of redemption terminated.
Moreover, because they were the murderers of Christ,
and obstinately rejected the gospel and persecuted the
church, their nation was destroyed. As might
therefore be expected, this destruction figures
prominently in the prophets’ writing about the latter
days, and has caused many to see the eschaton
exclusively in terms of its Jewish aspect: For
example, Eusebius explained Jacob’s prophecy (Gen.
49:1ff) of what would befall the tribes of the Jews in
the last days thus:
“For we must understand by ‘the end of the days’
(viz., “the last days,” LXX) the end of the national
existence of the Jews. What, then, did he say they
must look for? The cessation of the rule of Judah, the
destruction of their whole race, the failing and ceasing
of their governors, and the abolition of the dominant
kingly position of the tribe of Judah, and the rule and
kingdom of Christ, not over Israel but over all nations,
according to the word, ‘This is the expectation of the
nations.’”1

The Latter Days of What?
The term “eschaton” means “last things” and speaks
to the time when God would bring to completion his
great work of redemption. In the Holy Scriptures,
this period is often designated by the phrase “last” or
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universal nature of Christ’s eschatological coming.
For example, in Acts 17:3 Paul addressed the
Athenians, saying, “Because he hath appointed a day,
in the which, he is about to judge the world in
righteousness by that man whom he hath ordained;
whereof he hath given assurance unto all men, in that
he hath raised him from the dead.” The term
rendered “world” here is oikoumenen, and is defined
as the inhabitable world, or Roman empire. Clearly,
Paul was warning the Athenians about something
more than the destruction of Jerusalem. Another
example is seen II Thessalonians 2:8 - the companion
text to Daniel 7:22-27 and the destruction of the little
horn – which plainly states that Jesus would destroy
the man of sin (Nero) with the breath of his mouth
and the “brightness of his coming.” Hence, Nero’s
death in A.D. 68 is attributed by Paul to Christ’s
eschatological coming in vengeance upon the
persecutors of his church. Need it be pointed out that
Nero did not live in Jerusalem?

In defining the latter days exclusively in terms of the
destruction of the Jewish polity, Eusebius makes a
mistake common among Preterists – one that until
recently I made myself. The error in this approach is
that it fails to see that more lines intersected in the
eschaton that the fall of Jerusalem; other enemies had
to be put beneath Christ’s feet than merely the Jews.
Paul makes this clear when he says, “For he must
reign, till he hath put all enemies under his feet.” (I
Cor. 15: 25; emphasis added) The universal nature
of Christ’s rule is also affirmed by the Psalmist when
he says “thou hast put all things under his feet.” (Ps.
8:6, emphasis added; cf. Heb. 2:8) In another place,
the Psalmist extends Christ’s rule to all nations:
Ask of me and I shall give thee the heathen for
thine inheritance, and the uttermost parts of the
earth for thy possession. Thou shalt break them
with a rod of iron; thou shalt dash them to pieces
like a potter’s vessel. Ps. 2:8, 9

These passages are essentially eschatological and
speak to Christ’s kingdom coming in power against
his enemies. Psalm two in particular is about the
murder of Christ, his ascension, and vengeance upon
both Jews and Romans. Psalm one hundred ten is to
the same effect:

These and other passages all prove that the eschaton
was world wide and not merely Jewish or covenantal.
This leads to an important point. When Preterists
encounter phrases such as “the end of the aenon”
(world or age) (Matt. 24:3) or this “evil aenon” (Gal.
1:4), we typically have interpreted this to mean the
end of the Mosaic age. We do this same thing with
the phrase “last” or “latter” days, which we interpret
to mean latter days of the Mosaic age or national
Israel. But, just as the latter days spoke to more than
the fall of Jerusalem, so the world that passed at the
eschaton was more than merely Mosaic. Paul told
the Corinthians “the fashion of this world (Gk.
kosmos) passeth away.” (I Cor. 7:31) The world of
the Corinthians – like the rest of ancient man,
including the Jews - was not fashioned or defined by
the Mosaic law. The temple ritual and Mosaic law
were indicative of a larger, all-pervading reality; a
reality the law and temple ritual were created in
response to, but did not themselves make. Rather, the
one thing that defined the world condition more than
anything else was the universal reign of sin and
death. This was the enemy Christ ultimately came to
destroy, not the Jews or Romans. The Jews and
Romans came under wrath only because they took
the part of sin and death by opposing the gospel.
Otherwise, Christ had no inherent account to settle
with them. Thus, when Paul said that the fashion of
the world was passing away, it was to a world
languishing under the dominion of sin and death he
alluded to, not the Mosaic age. The latter days
described, not the end of the Mosaic age, but the end
of the universal epoch marked by the reign of sin and
death, the world order that had obtained from the

The Lord at thy right hand shall strike through
kings in the day of his wrath. He shall judge
among the heathen, he shall fill the places with the
dead bodies; he shall would the heads over many
countries. Ps. 110:5, 6

These passages clearly contemplate more than the fall
of Jerusalem; all nations are spoken of as coming
within the sweep of Christ’s eschatological judgment.
Nor are these are not the only verses that affirm
Christ’s universal coming. There should be added to
these Nebuchadnezzar’s dream of the latter days, in
which the Stone smote the inhabited world embodied
in the Roman empire, reducing to shivers the world
of man. (Dan. 2:28-45) I challenge anyone to make
Daniel two fit within the compass of the destruction
of Jerusalem. And what of Daniel chapter seven?
The Jews are not so much as even mentioned. Yet,
Christ is depicted coming in vengeance upon the
fourth world empire (Rome), symbolized by the
beast, and upon Nero, the little horn that made war
upon the saints. (Dan. 7:22-27) These and other
verses, by their express terms, bring within Christ’s
eschatological judgment nations far removed from
Jerusalem.
These are just a few of the Old Testament passages
showing the eschaton was world-wide. The New
Testament also abounds with passages showing the
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time of mankind’s fall. The destruction of Jerusalem
coincided with this event, but did not define it.

under its power, both Jew and Gentile. Bringing in
the Mosaic law did not create mankind’s bondage,
nor would taking away the Mosaic law deliver him
from it. The Mosaic law was superimposed upon the
law of sin and death; its ordinances merely served to
demonstrate man’s condition, which obtained from
the time of the race’s fall in the garden. Paul said
“The law entered that the offence might abound.”
(Rom. 5:20) That is, the Mosaic law did not create
the offence, it merely magnified it; it served to teach
man about his bondage to the law of sin and death,
and the hopelessness of his condition apart from the
substitutionary death and atoning sacrifice of Christ.
Proof of this is seen in the fact that the Mosaic law is
no longer in force today, yet all who are not in Christ
are under bondage to the law of sin and death.
Moreover, the Gentiles were never under the law of
Moses, but they were under bondage to sin and death,
and every bit as much in need of salvation as the
Jews. It was to Gentiles Paul wrote when he said
“And you hath he quickened, who were dead in
trespasses and sins” (Eph. 2:1) - juridically dead in
sin, even though not under the law of Moses.

The Law of Sin and Death
In any discussion of this kind, it is important to take
account of the universal nature of the law of sin and
death and that mankind’s salvation lay in redemption
from it, and not from the Mosaic law, as some
Preterists have supposed. The law of sin and death
was in force from the time God made man and placed
him in the garden. God’s instruction to Adam not to
eat from the tree of knowledge of good and evil
carried with it the sanction of death for its
transgression: “For in the day thou eatest thereof thou
shalt surely die.” (Gen. 2:17) There are no fewer
than five types of death that may be identified in the
scriptures: 1) moral and spiritual, 2) legal and
juridical, 3) physical, 4) hadean, and 5) eternal death.
Moral and spiritual death speaks to mankind’s
inherent fallenness, the moral depravity that besets
the whole race due to Adam’s transgression.
Juridical death speaks to the legal censor and
sentence of death pronounced upon all that transgress
God’s law. Paul alludes to juridical death when he
says, “And you hath he quickened, who were dead in
trespasses and sins.” (Eph. 2:1) That is, God had
acquitted them of their sins and the penalty of death,
and made them heirs of life.

Paul makes express mention of the law of sin and
death in his letter to the Romans:
For the law of the Spirit of life in Christ Jesus hath
made me free from the law of sin and death. For
what the [Mosaic] law could not do, in that it was
weak through the flesh, God sending his own Son in
the likeness of sinful flesh, and for sin, condemned
sin in the flesh. Rom. 8:2, 3; emphasis and
bracketed matter added.

Whatsoever is not of faith is sin. (Rom. 14:23) This
means that sin is tied to man’s moral faculties of faith
and conscience, exculpating infants and idiots from
guilt. From the time he arrives at the age of
accountability, man lives under the sentence of
juridical death for his sins. Unless he is saved from
his sins, and receives pardon by obedience to the
gospel, at the time of physical death man’s fate is
fixed and the sentence of eternal death awaits him.
However, prior to the eschaton, man’s spirit was kept
in hades; thus, the origin of hadean death. This was
necessary so that the souls of the righteous might be
kept in safety until Christ could accomplish the work
of his cross, making redemption for their sins. It is to
the souls of the just in hades paradise that John refers
in Revelation when he says he saw the souls of them
beheaded for the gospel, living and reigning with
Christ. (Rev. 20:3-6) The wicked were also kept in
hades tartarus until the judgment of the last day,
when they were cast into the lake of fire, which is
called the “second death” (eternal death). (Rev.
20:11-15; cf. I Pet. 3:19; II Pet. 4:2)

Notice that two laws occur in this passage: 1) the law
of sin and death and 2) the law of Moses. The Jews
thought that perfection came by the Mosaic law, but
Paul shows that it could not deliver from the law of
sin and death. This is because man can never rise
completely above his flesh, but lives under
condemnation of the moral and spiritual law he is
bound to transgress. Moreover, the law of Moses
made no provision for redemption (the blood of bulls
and goats could never take away sins, Heb. 10:4):
“For the law made nothing perfect, but the bringing
in of a better hope did, by which we draw nigh to
God.” (Heb. 7:19) A little earlier, Paul identified the
law of sin and death with the law of man’s inherent
fallenness in this passage:
For I delight in the law of God after the inward
man: but I see another law in my members,
warring against the law of my mind, and bringing
me into captivity to the law of sin which is in my
members. O wretched man that I am! Who shall
deliver me from the body of this death? I thank
God through Jesus Christ our Lord. Rom. 7:22-24;
emphasis added.

The point that needs to be made here is that death
came into the world independent of Mosaic law. The
reign of sin and death was universal; all men were
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The “manifestation of the sons of God” points to the
time when God would providentially manifest the
elect according to grace; the time when those that
received the adoption of sonship (redemption) in
Christ would be manifested to the world by the
destruction of the Jewish nation, which claimed the
right of sonship was theirs in Abraham. The
“creature” is the whole of humanity, which was
subjected to vanity by its inherent fallenness and the
impossibility of obtaining salvation by any means it
could devise. “Not only they” refers to the Gentiles;
“ourselves also, which have the firstfruits of the
Spirit” refers to the Jews. The Jews were the
firstfruits to God and the Lamb. (Rev. 14:4; cf. Jm.
1:18; Eph. 1:12, 13) Sin and death reigned from
Adam to Moses (Rom. 5:14); the whole creation both Jew and Gentile - groaned and travailed in pain
together under the bondage of corruption (the law of
sin and death), looking for the glorious liberty of the
sons of God (redemption and salvation) promised our
first ancestor in the garden - the promised Kinsman
Redeemer that would bruise the head of sin and death
through the power of his cross and resurrection and
bring the adoption of sonship to those obey his
gospel.

In this passage, the “law of God” that delights the
inward man is the moral and spiritual law. Violation
of the moral and spiritual law brings man under the
law of sin and death. Like the law of sin and death,
the moral and spiritual law exists independent of the
Mosaic law. Although much of the moral law was
codified by the law of Moses, it did not derive its
force from it, and it continues to exist today even
though the Mosaic law has passed away. The “law
of sin in my members” refers to the elemental forces
of man’s inherent fallenness.
The Spirit and
Inspiration that God breathed into our first ancestor
that enabled him to live above his flesh, was lost to
Adam and his descendants through sin. Man is now
“carnal, sold under sin.”
(Rom. 7:14) It is
impossible that he ever live completely above his
flesh, even though he aspires to do so. Hence, Paul’s
lament “O wretched man that I am, who shall deliver
me from the body of this death.” Paul is not seeking
physical death in this verse, for physical death
without redemption is eternal damnation. Rather,
Paul is expressing the impossibility of ever achieving
salvation under the moral and spiritual law. No
matter how much man might aspire to the moral and
spiritual law, the law of sin in his members brought
him into captivity to the law of sin and death.
However, Paul expresses his thankfulness for the
redemption in Jesus when he says “I thank God
through Jesus Christ our Lord.”
Since man’s
problem laid in the universal law of sin and death, it
should be clear that an exclusively “Jewish” eschaton
would avail man nothing; something more had to be
taken out of the way than the Mosaic law.

What this means in terms of the eschaton is that
mankind’s deliverance from bondage to sin and death
could never be accomplished by merely removing the
Mosaic law. Hence, the age that concluded at the
eschaton was not the Mosaic age - a phrase that never
occurs in the Bible, but which Preterists have
imposed upon it due largely to Matt. 24:3 and the
apparent connection between the end of the “aenon”
and the destruction of Jerusalem – not the end of the
Mosaic age, I say, but the world-age (ton aiona tou
kosmou-toutou, Eph. 2:1) marked by the reign of sin
and death. Isaiah speaks to this when he says

The Veil Spread Over all Nations
Although the main thrust of Paul’s letter to the
Romans is to show Jews the futility of the Mosaic
law for soteriological perfection, Gentiles were
equally under bondage to the law of sin and death.
Paul speaks to this in chapter eight, as follows:

And he will destroy in this mountain the face of the
covering cast over all people, and the veil that is
spread over all nations. He will swallow up death in
victory; and the Lord God will wipe away tears from
off all faces; and the rebuke of his people shall he take
away from off all the earth: for the Lord hath spoken
it. Isa. 25:6-8; emphasis added

For the earnest expectation of the creature waiteth
for the manifestation of the sons of God. For the
creature was made subject to vanity, not willingly,
but by reason of him who hath subjected the same
in hope, because the creature itself also shall be
delivered from the bondage of corruption into the
glorious liberty of the children of God. For we
know that the whole creation groaneth and
travaileth in pain together until now. And not only
they, but ourselves also, which have the firstfruits
of the Spirit, even we ourselves groan within
ourselves, waiting for the adoption, to wit, the
redemption of our body. Rom. 8:19-23

The “veil spread over all nations” was not the Mosaic
law, but the bondage of sin and death rising in man’s
inherent fallenness, and the sentence of death that
transgression of the moral law brings. This was the
veil that separated man from God. The time for the
promised deliverance began at the cross - when the
veil of the temple was rent in twain - but finally
accrued to the saints’ benefit at the eschaton, when
the last enemy was destroyed. Paul refers to this as
the “redemption of the purchased possession.” (Eph.
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1:14) The “purchased possession” was the church;
the price of its redemption was paid at the cross. The
earnest-money given in token or seal (evidence) that
God would complete the transaction was the
miraculous gifts of the Holy Ghost. The redemption
came when death delivered up its hoard and the
sentence of death hanging over those still living was
absolved (the eschatological “change”). We might
ask at this point if the fall of Jerusalem could
accomplish all this? Not at all. The temple and veil
stood in testimony to mankind’s universal
banishment from the presence of God (Gentiles
worshipped there too) and the need of an Intercessor
to make peace through the sprinkling of blood. In
terms of God’s promise to bring salvation to all
mankind, its destruction did not mark the end of
anything uniquely Jewish. Rather, it spoke to the end
of the veil cast over all nations from the time of
Adam’s fall.

involved in a time of universal wrath upon the world
of man. The “little apocalypse” of Isa. 24-29, which
Preterists are sometimes guilty of applying only to
Judah and Israel, describes this same judgment. It is
often overlooked that in the nine preceding chapters,
the prophet describes God’s judgment upon Moab
(Isa. 15, 16), Syria and Israel (Isa. 17), Ethiopia (Isa.
18), Egypt (Isa. 19, 20), Babylon, Dumah and Arabia
(Isa. 21), Judah (Isa. 22), and Tyre. (Isa. 23) Thus,
the judgment spoken of in the little apocalypse was
world-wide; chapter twenty-four merely summarizes
the judgments that overtook the ancient world in the
preceding chapters.2
God’s judgment in carrying the Jewish nation into
captivity under the Assyrians and Babylonians was
typical of the eschatological judgment under Rome
when the nation would suffer ultimate and
irrevocable destruction. Hence, prophecies of the
coming salvation and wrath under the Messiah are
interwoven throughout the little apocalypse, showing
it has a secondary meaning or fuller sense (plenior
sensus in the terminology of theologians), which
looked to the days of Christ. (Cf. Isa. 25:8; 26:19;
28:16-22) Like Isaiah, the apostle Peter wrote of the
coming eschatological judgment under the Messiah.
II Pet. 3:7-13 speaks of the dissolution of the heavens
and earth, but, as we have seen, this language never
contemplates the chemical components of the
universe.
The hermeneutic established by the
prophets governs our interpretation; we cannot depart
from it without clear evidence of God’s intent that we
are so to do. Indeed, Peter’s reference to Isaiah’s
promise of a “new heavens and earth” makes certain
that the physical elements are not view. (See
discussion, below.) However, just as more was
involved in the little apocalypse than the Jews, so
more is involved in II Peter than Jerusalem. As the
judgment of the little apocalypse by Assyria brought
within its sweep the whole world of ancient man, so
Christ’s eschatological judgment would not be
limited to Jerusalem and Palestine. All men would
feel the rod of Christ’s correction as he meted out
judgment and prepared to remake the world in greater
conformity with his kingdom and gospel.

The Little Apocalypse and Elements of the World
In the usus loquendi of the prophets, cataclysmic
language in which the elements of nature are
dissolved spoke to God’s judgment upon nations, not
the dissolution of the earth and its elements. The
language is hyperbolic and poetically exaggerated to
emphasize the universal destruction coming upon the
nations of the earth, but not the earth itself. Isaiah’s
prophecy of Edom’s fall to the Babylonians makes
the point:
Come near, ye nations, to hear; and hearken, ye
people: let the earth hear, and all this is therein; the
world, and all things that come forth of it. For the
indignation of the Lord is upon all nations, and his
fury upon all their armies: he hath utterly destroyed
them, he hath delivered them to the slaughter. Their
slain also shall be cast out, and their stink shall come
up out of the carcasses, and the mountains shall be
melted with their blood. And all the host of heaven
shall be dissolved, and the heavens shall be rolled
together as a scroll: and all their host shall fall down,
as the leaf falleth off from the vine, and as a falling
fig from the fig tree. Isa. 34:1-4

Identical language to this occurs in the New
Testament regarding the eschaton. (Matt. 24:29; Lk.
21:25; 24: II Pet. 3:7-12) Hence, there is much we
can learn from it. Foremost for present purposes, this
passage is not confined to Idumea as Preterists
sometimes assert. Although obviously the elements
that would be dissolved were not the chemical or
atomic elements of the earth, it is equally clear that
more than Idumea was involved. All nations would
come within the sweep of judgment that God was
bringing upon the world through the Assyrians and
Babylonians; the Idumeans were merely one nation

The New Heavens and Earth: Not the New
Testament
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It is possible that the devastations described reach to
the Persian empire inasmuch as the day of the Lord
against Babylon by the Medes is spoken of in
chapters 13 and 14, immediately preceding the
catalogue of nations surveyed from chapters 15-23.
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After the desolations of the world by the Assyrians
and Babylonians, God promised a time of renewal.
The cities that lay waste would be rebuilt and the
desert blossom like the rose as men again filled the
earth and Israel returned to their land and brought it
under cultivation. (Cf. Amos 9:9-15) The return
from captivity was a type of the “restoration of all
things” (Acts 3:21) that would be accomplished in
Christ. The new heavens and earth promised by
Isaiah (Isa. 65:17; 66:22) and mentioned by Peter and
John (II Pet. 3:13; Rev. 21, 22) however, are not the
New Testament as Preterists have sometimes
supposed. The new Jerusalem is the covenantal
habitation of the saints, not the new heavens and
earth. Foy E. Wallace Jr., who, perhaps more than
any other man, deserves the title as the “father” of
modern Preterism for his work in the early twentieth
century, refuting Premillennialism in the churches of
Christ, says this about the new heavens and earth:

law of Moses, but the elements of the social and
political environment making up the pre-parousia
world. The picture of Revelation twenty-one and
twenty-two is the church in the world victorious, not
the church in the world minus merely the Jews or the
law of Moses. The elements consumed at the
eschaton included the Jewish polity and nation, yes;
but were by no means limited to them.
Conclusion
The early days of the modern Preterist movement
confronted us with themes that were unfamiliar. We
correctly assessed that the eschaton was an event of
the past, which occurred within the lives of the
apostles. However, we tended to interpret it in overly
narrow, purely Judaistic terms. Hopefully, we are
beginning to see that its judgments were world wide
and not at all limited to Palestine.

The new heaven and earth, and trouble[d] sea, having
passed away and represented as being no more,
indicated the changed conditions within the existing
governments and society to make them favorable for
the prosperity of the cause of Christ and his church
throughout the empire…the vision represented the
new conditions to surround the church in the changed
world.3

___________________________

A Brief History of the Hebrew Bible

Thus, according to Wallace, the new heavens and
earth simply spoke to the world after the
eschatological judgments and persecutions had
ceased, in which the church emerged victorious with
Christ. There can be no clearer proof that this is so,
and that the new heavens and earth are not the New
Testament, than the fact that the wicked inhabit them
outside the city:

By
D. E. Anderson

For the greater part of its history our Society has
given a very prominent place to the Word of God in
Hebrew for the Jew."1

For without are dogs, and sorcerers, and
whoremongers, and murderers, and idolaters, and
whosoever loveth and maketh a lie. Rev. 22:15

This work increased in 1882, when Isaac Salkinson
formed an association with the Society in order to
publish his translation of the New Testament into
Hebrew, a work which was completed by Dr. C. D.
Ginsburg. For some years the Trinitarian Bible
Society published the Ginsburg-Salkinson New
Testament and the Ginsburg Old Testament
separately, and in 1937 as a whole Bible in the
Hebrew language. This year sees the continuation of
this work with the publication by the Society, in
conjunction with the Gereformeerde Bijbelstichting
in The Netherlands, of the Ginsburg Old
Testament/Delitzsch New Testament Hebrew Bible.

The new heavens and earth speak to the world after
the eschatological judgments of the last days were
past, when the saints reign with Christ through the
gospel. Like leaven folded within dough, the gospel
message would breed and grow until it filled the
world and every institution of man bore its imprint.
However, the point we want to make at present is
that, as the new heavens and earth are not the new
covenant, so the old heavens and earth that passed at
the eschaton spoke to more than Jerusalem and
Jewry. The elements that would burn with fervent
heat were not the furniture of the temple cultus or the

The Old Testament
3

Foy E. Wallace, The Book of Revelation (1963,
Wallace Publications, Ft. Worth), p., 426.
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The story of God's providential preservation of His
Word as is found in the Old Testament has a long,
distinguished and intricate history. Some fifteen
centuries before the birth of Christ, God raised up the
prophet Moses to begin His great work of written
communication with man. Thus began the writing of
the Old Testament, a work which would continue for
eleven centuries and would constitute the basis for
the growth and development of Christianity.

With the continuing sins of the Jews came the
resultant destruction of the First Temple (586 BC; see
2 Kings 25.9; 2 Chronicles 36.19), and the
disappearance of the authoritative copy of the Torah.
However, by the time that Ezra and Nehemiah led the
Jews back into the land of Palestine, there were
numerous copies of the existing books of the Old
Testament available. Some of these, having been
carefully copied from the authoritative Temple copy
before the destruction of the Temple, would have
been very accurate. Others, copies of copies or those
produced with less care, would have been more likely
to contain errors. Regardless, the copy from which
Ezra and Nehemiah taught was considered
authoritative and held the confidence -- and fear -- of
the faithful Jews who returned from exile, for they
"trembled at the words of the God of Israel" (Ezra
9.4) and obeyed it, even to the 'putting away' of their
foreign wives (Ezra 10.19) and strict enforcement of
Sabbath regulations (Nehemiah 13.15-22).

Even as early as the writing of Deuteronomy, God
began to instruct His people in the preservation of
His Word. Each person was commanded to know the
Law of God2 and to teach it to his children in all
situations and at all times (Deuteronomy 6.6-7).
God's people were to bind the law upon their hands
and between their eyes (6.8), a command which the
Jews took literally by producing tefillin or
phylacteries. Jewish homes were to have the Law
written on their doorposts and gates (6.9); in
fulfilment of this Jews still produce mezuzot, copies
of passages of the Law which are placed in metal or
leather receptacles on the doorposts of Jewish homes.
Each person was also to make for himself, or have
made, a copy of the Torah3 for his personal use.

According to the ancient Jewish writings, the
Talmud, Ezra formed a synod of scribes and teachers,
known as the Great Synagogue or Great Assembly
(Kenesseth ha-Gedolah) for the purpose of teaching
and interpreting the Torah. In order to do this
effectively, one of their tasks was the production of a
standard Old Testament text. The Great Assembly
was replaced by specialised schools of scribes, the
soferim, in about 300 BC. The term soferim had been
used somewhat more loosely in previous eras, but
now came to designate a specific group of men who
were trained Torah scholars and copyists. They took
up the mantle from the Great Assembly and
continued the work of producing a standard Hebrew
Old Testament text by evaluating available copies
and working to eliminate textual differences and
variants. This they did by comparing available
manuscripts and copies, ascertaining which were
most correct and where they differed taking the
majority readings of those copies deemed most
reliable as official.

God gave His Word without error in the original
manuscripts, but with all this copying, errors would
have early crept into individual copies. These errors
would have been inadvertently perpetuated in copies
made from these copies. However, God also
commanded that a copy of the Torah be kept beside
the Ark of the Covenant, first in the Tabernacle and
later in the Temple, where it could be safeguarded by
the priests and used to correct errant copies
(Deuteronomy 31.26). This would ensure that there
was always an authoritative copy of the Torah
available. The centuries passed and other writings
were added to the Torah. These, called the Nabi'im
(Prophets) and Ketubim (Writings),4 in due course
came to complete God's Old Testament, and it is
assumed that these were included with those kept in
the Temple.

It is contended, on the basis of ancient Jewish
writings, that some of the early soferim made
corrections to the text based upon variant readings,
spelling changes and even theological conjecture.6
However, the later soferim did not believe themselves
qualified to make such changes and instead accepted
the text as they had it in hand, even to the
perpetuating of peculiar readings and spellings, and
words or letters which were completely out of place.
Instead of changing what they viewed as erroneous
readings, they marked them with various dots or
circles and placed what they believed to be the

The books which formed the Hebrew Old Testament
were written in the common Hebrew style -- without
word breaks and without vowels and accents.5 All
they had was a continuous flow of consonants. This
would be akin to writing "In the beginning God
created" of Genesis 1.1 as "nthbgnnnggdcrtd". It was
necessary for those who knew the Word well to pass
the Word on orally as well as in written form from
one generation to the next in order to maintain
understanding of God's Law.
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correct readings in the margins.7 In addition, over
time the soferim, and then their successors, the
Masoretes, set about counting the words and letters of
the standardised text and established strict rules for
copying, to ensure that no errors or changes would be
allowed in the text. In time the various notes and
marginal readings came to form what is known as the
Masorah.

of the Masoretes entailed introducing into the text a
series of dots and lines with which to indicate vowel
sounds but which would not interfere with the text.
These dots and lines have come to be known as
vowel points. In addition, the Masoretes produced
accents to indicate stops and non-stops, much as in
musical notation, to facilitate the reading of the text.
The work of the Masoretes continued up into the
medieval period. Today we have available two extant
manuscripts, the Leningrad Codex of 1008 AD and
the Aleppo Codex of 925 AD, from the hands of the
greatest of the Masoretic families, the ben Ashers.

While the soferim worked to standardise and protect
the Hebrew text, other Jews, who had been taken
from their homes into Babylon by Nebuchadnezzar,
found themselves and their children losing the ability
to read the Hebrew text. Thus, various alternative
editions and translations began to be made. The
Hebrew-language Samaritan Pentateuch, as the name
suggests, had a limited circulation only outside of
mainstream Judaism. More important was the
Septuagint, the Greek translation of the Old
Testament completed about 200 BC, which was very
popular particularly amongst the Jews living in
Alexandria, Egypt, and those influenced by
Hellenistic thought. By the time of Christ, it was the
Bible of many even in Jerusalem, and was used by
the New Testament writers in some of their Old
Testament quotations.

Work until the invention of the printing press
continued by hand by Jewish Masoretes and Christian
scribes, and was limited to the copying of the
authoritative text with its Masorah. However, many
of those copying the text were uneducated in the
meaning and purpose of the Masorah; and, while they
were meticulous about the text they were inefficient
in their copying of the Masorah. Thus, by the 15th
century, there were many copies of the Hebrew Old
Testament. Most copies contained odd fragments or
portions of the Masorah, but the items in the Masorah
lacked identifiable order, with references to one verse
being placed next to others, etc., so that the Masorah
in most copies was no longer of any use.

The Christian Era
It was the Hebrew, however, that continued to be
used and copied in Temple circles. However, Jewish
revolt against Rome brought about the destruction of
the Second Temple in 70 AD. The remaining Jewish
scholars met in Jamnia, northeast of Gaza, about 90
AD to discuss, among other things, the preservation
of the Hebrew text. At this time, the text was still in
its original format: without word breaks and without
indications of vowel sounds.8 The correct
understanding of the text was known through the oral
tradition passed down through the centuries by priests
and parents. Without the Temple, the Jews feared that
the oral tradition, and the correct reading of the
Hebrew text, would be lost. In order for the text to
continue to be understood in succeeding generations,
the Jews realised that it would be necessary to find a
way of incorporating the oral tradition into the text
itself. Thus began the work of the Masoretes, the
Jewish scholars who completed the work of
vocalising, standardising and propagating the Hebrew
text.

The first portion of the Hebrew text to be printed was
a Psalter in 1477. Others followed, including a
complete Old Testament in 1488. In 1494 the Old
Testament was published by Soncino, which became
the standard edition for some years and was used by
Luther in his German translation. The year 1517
brought some of the most important work on the
printed Hebrew text. That year saw the publication of
the Complutensian Polyglot and the first Rabbinic
Bible. The Polyglot's Hebrew text was without
accents, and the vowel points were unreliable, but the
consonantal text proved to be very accurate. More
important was the first Biblia Rabbinica, edited by
Felix Pratensis, a Jewish Christian, and published by
Daniel Bomberg. This edition placed chapter and
verse numbers in the margin and included quality
Masoretic information.
The most important edition of the Hebrew Old
Testament to be published before the 20th century
was the second Rabbinic Bible of Jacob ben Chayim
(or Hayyim), published by Bomberg in 1524-5. Ben
Chayim, using money provided by Bomberg,
collected as many manuscripts of the Old Testament
as possible from around the world and collated them
to produce the most complete Bible available. It was

The Masoretes, like their predecessors, held the
consonantal Hebrew text to be sacrosanct, and would
not condescend to change it other than by placing
breaks between words. Thus, much of the early work
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the first to present a complete Masorah and was the
only authorised Masoretic recension, and in time
became the 'textus receptus' of the Old Testament. It
was published and reprinted more or less as it stood
in numerous well-known editions, including such
editions as Plantin 1566, Hutter 1587, Buxtorf 1619,
Athias 1611, Leusden 1667, van der Hooght 1705,
Kennicott 1780, Letteris 1852 and our own Ginsburg
1894/1998, and was used as the basis for the Old
Testament for many Reformation-era translations
such as the English Authorised Version and the
Dutch Statenvertaling.

one major way of doing this has been through the
production of the New Testament in Hebrew. The
New Testament, unlike the Old Testament, was
originally written in Greek. Therefore, for Jewish
readers to have a New Testament in Hebrew, it would
need to be translated from the Greek. This task was
undertaken on various occasions. The first printed
portion of the New Testament in Hebrew was an
imperfect edition of Matthew's Gospel in 1537, with
the first complete New Testament, translated by
Hutter, being printed in 1599.
A variety of other editions of the Hebrew New
Testament appeared in print through the next three
centuries. In 1886 the Society published an edition of
the Hebrew New Testament which was begun by
Isaac Salkinson and completed by C. D. Ginsburg.
This edition, in an idiomatic type of Hebrew and
prepared from a critical form of Greek text, continued
to be circulated by the Society until the 1960s.

The Ginsburg Old Testament
In 1831 Christian David Ginsburg was born in
Warsaw. He was educated in the Rabbinic College
there and became a Christian in 1846. In the late 19th
century, he set out to collate and correct the Masorah
and to study the Hebrew text. He travelled all over
Europe to find as much material as he could, and then
set about the work of examining the text and the
Masorah, avoiding the new principles expounded in
then-current New Testament textual criticism.9
No one, from 1525-6 to the time of Dr. Ginsburg, had
ever attempted to carry out, perfect, and complete the
work so nobly begun by Jacob ben Chayim, until Dr.
Ginsburg devoted his learning to it, and made it the
work of his life.10

The British and Foreign Bible Society in 1873
commissioned Franz Delitzsch to prepare a
translation of the New Testament in Hebrew. This
translation, completed in 1877, was in a more literal
style and was also made from the critical text of the
Greek New Testament. The next year, at the request
of the BFBS, Delitzsch revised this translation in
order to bring it into conformity to the Textus
Receptus.

Rather than change the text, as was becoming
common in New Testament work, Ginsburg's studies
led him to base his 'Massoretico-Critical' edition of
the Hebrew Bible upon the text of Jacob ben Chayim,
the Bomberg 1525.11 In 1894 the Trinitarian Bible
Society published this edition of the Hebrew Old
Testament, and now, in conjunction with the
Gereformeerde Bijbelstichting, are pleased to be able
to provide this edition again. It is our prayer that this
edition will find wide distribution, particularly
amongst the Jews in Israel and throughout the world
who are in desperate need of the Word of God, as
well as for other Hebrew readers, Old Testament
translators and biblical scholars.

In the Society's desire to see the Scriptures produced
in faithful and accurate editions, in 1963 the Rev.
Terence Brown, then Secretary of the Society,
advised the Committee of the Society that the
currently-circulated Ginsburg-Salkinson Hebrew
New Testament was still in conformity to the critical
text, whereas the Delitzsch Hebrew was Textus
Receptus based. Thus, it was decided that the Society
would cease publication of the Ginsburg-Salkinson
and begin publication of the Delitzsch. We continue
to do so to this day, and it is this Delitzsch New
Testament which will complete our Hebrew Bible.
Thus it is with praise to Almighty God that we again
have in print the Bible in the language of the Jews.
May our great God be pleased to use these to the
furtherance of His kingdom amongst the Jews.

The Hebrew New Testament
In order better to reach Jews with the whole Word of
God, the Society is pleased to be producing with its
Ginsburg Old Testament an edition of the Hebrew
New Testament which is based upon the Greek
Received Text.

********
Endnotes

Christians throughout the ages have sought to bring
the Jews to a saving knowledge of Jesus Christ, and

9

1

10

Quarterly Record No. 330, April-July 1943, p. 5

2

Quarterly Record No. 359, April-June 1952, p. 4.

11

These were not just individual laws, but the Torah,
the first five books of the Bible, commonly known by
conservative Christians as the Pentateuch.

In 1937 there was a slight change in Old Testament
publication. Rather than publishing an edition of the
Bomberg text, current Old Testaments are generally
editions of the Leningrad Codex 1008 AD. However,
this change creates only minor repercussions in terms
of translation, since there are only eight differences
between the two texts which affect the translation of
the text. Some scholars have set out to produce new
texts of the Old Testament using variants found in the
Dead Sea Scrolls or translating the Septuagint back
into Hebrew to provide different readings, thus
providing a critical Old Testament text akin to that in
the New Testament. But in the Old Testament, the
idea of the critical text is generally rejected in favour
of printing what is called a 'diplomatic' text, and
placing variants in a critical apparatus at the bottom
of the page. A diplomatic text is a text which is
copied 'as is', without alteration. Today, the
Leningrad Codex is printed verbatim, with any
variants placed in the lower margin. Conversely, a
critical or 'eclectic' text is one which is produced by
sifting through variant readings, choosing those
deemed, on whatever basis, to be 'best', and
producing a text which includes these 'best' readings.
The United Bible Societies' Greek New Testament is
an example of a critical text.

3

See Deuteronomy 31.19, which speaks of the Song
of Moses, but was regarded by ancient Jews as
including all of the Torah.
4

The Jews call the Old Testament TaNaK, (or
Tanakh) taking the first letter from the three Hebrew
words to form an anagram. However, they often also
use the term Torah to refer to all of the books of the
Tanak.
5

Modern Hebrew documents, except for those
designed to be used by people learning the language,
are written with word breaks but without vowels.
However, the Old Testament without vowel points
(except for scrolls used in the Synagogue) would be
unacceptable to most Jewish people.
6

The Talmud calls some of these various changes
ittur soferim (embellishments of the scribes, Ned.
37b) and tikkun soferim (emendation of the scribes,
Sif. Num. 84), and speaks of dislocated verses
(regarding Numbers 10.35; Shab. 115b-116a).
7

The soferim intended that the word in the text, the
Ketiv (meaning 'written'), would be replaced,
particularly in oral readings, with the reading in the
margin, the Qeri (meaning 'read'). One example of
this is in 1 Kings 22.48 (verse 49 in Hebrew). The
Hebrew text (the Ketiv) has "ten" with a small circle
above the word; the margin (the Qeri) has "he made".
Thus, when reading the text, the Hebrew reader will
substitute "he made" for "ten". This Qeri reading was
also substituted in the text by the Authorised Version
translators, who give the reading as "Jehoshaphat
made ships ..."
8

There is some evidence that some non-biblical texts
were vowel pointed as early as the first Christian
century, and some late Talmudic works claim that the
Old Testament text was pointed by Ezra or the Great
Assembly. However, manuscripts from the Dead Sea
region and other materials, as well as notes supplied
by the Masoretes, indicate that vowel pointing of the
Old Testament text was completed, if not begun, by
the Masoretes in the centuries after 200 AD.
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