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Introduction 

 
Figure 1 ς Modern Hebrew text of the Bible 

The Hebrew Bible, called the Old Testament by Christians and the Tanakh by Jews, is an Ancient Near 

Eastern text, which was written millennia ago within a time and culture that is vastly different from our 

own. The author's perspectives on life and the world around them are steeped with their own traditions, 

lifestyles, manners and thoughts. When reading and studying this text we cannot interject our own 

cultural perspectives into the text, to do so would bring about interpretations and conclusions that are 

far removed from the authors intended meaning.  

Let's take the concepts of the past and the future to demonstrate how important it is to recognize that 

Biblical concepts are sometimes the opposite of our own. We perceive of the past as behind us and the 

future as before us. The Hebrew word for yesterday, the past, is ˪ˣˬ˸ (temol) and the word for 

tomorrow, the future, is ˶ ˥ˬ (mahhar). Temol comes from a root that means "to be in front" while 

mahhar comes from a root that means "to be behind." And therefore in Hebraic thought the past is in 

front of you and the future is behind you. Why did the Ancient Hebrews perceive of time in this way? 

Because the past is known, it is laid out in front of you to see, while the future is not known and is 

therefore hidden behind you. 

 
Figure 2 ς A portion of the Great Isaiah Scroll from the Dead Sea Caves 

We will be examining the Hebrew alphabet, language, philosophy and culture to uncover the evidence 

that supports a perspective of these ancient Near Eastern texts that is very different from the way they 

are normally perceived and we will dig into the deeper meanings of these texts from an ancient 

perspective. 
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The Hebrew Alphabet  

Old Hebrew and the Samaritan Alphabet  

ò ñ ð ï î ì ê é è æ ä ã á à ß Þ Ý Ü Û Ú Ù Ø 

The mention of the Hebrew alphabet brings to mind the Hebrew letters that are familiar to many today 

that are used in Torah scrolls, Hebrew Bibles and even in Modern Hebrew Books and Newspapers. 

However, history suggests that these Hebrew letters are not the same Hebrew letters used in antiquity. 

In 1854, Thomas Hartwell wrote; "The present Hebrew Characters, or Letters, are twenty two in 

number, and of a square form: but the antiquity of these letters is a point that has been most severely 

contested by many learned men." 

 
Figure 3 ς Judean Half Shekel (Image courtesy of Classical Numismatic Group, Inc.) 

Hartwell continues: "But the most decisive confirmation of this point is to be found in ancient Hebrew 

coins, which were struck before the [Babylonian] captivity, and even engraven on all of them are 

manifestly the same with the modern Samaritan" 1 

 
Figure 4 ς A group of Samaritans, c. 1900 

The Samaritans are, according to themselves, the descendants of the Northern Tribes of Israel that were 

not sent into Assyrian captivity, and have continuously resided in the land of Israel. 

                                                             
1 Thomas Hartwell, An introduction to the Critical Study and Knowledge of the Holy Scriptures, Pub. 
1854, Page 190 



A History of Hebrew  

6 

 

 
Figure 5 ς The Samaritan Torah Scroll 

The Torah Scroll of the Samaritans use an alphabet that is very different from the one used on Jewish 

Torah Scrolls. According to the Samaritans themselves and Hebrew scholars, this alphabet is the original 

"Old Hebrew" alphabet. 

Even as far back as 1691, this connection between the Samaritan and the "Old" Hebrew alphabets was 

made by Henry Dodwell; "[the Samaritans] still preserve [the Pentateuch] in the Old Hebrew 

characters."2 

Humphrey Prideaux also writes in 1799; "And these five books [of the Samaritans] still have among 

them, written in the old Hebrew or Phoenician character, which was in use among them before the 

Babylonish captivity, and in which both these and all other scriptures were written, till Ezra transcribed 

them into that of the Chaldeans."3 

This same theory is presented in the 1831 edition of the Encyclopedia Americana; "During the 

Babylonish captivity , they received from the Chaldees the square character in common use; and in the 

time Ezra, the old Hebrew manuscripts were copied in Chaldee characters."4 

 
Figure 6 ς A portion of the Aleppo Codex 

                                                             
2 Henry Dodwell, A Discourse Concerning Sanchoniathon's Phoenician History, Pub. 1691, Page 118 
3 Humphrey Prideaux, The Old and New Testament connected in the history of the Jews and 
Neighbouring Nations, Pub. 1799, Page 431 
4 Encyclopedia Americana, Hebrew Language and Literature, Pub. 1831, Page 212 
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The Hebrew Torah (Pentateuch) was originally written with an alphabet similar to that of the 

Samaritans, but after the Exile in Babylon it was transcribed with the Chaldean square alphabet, which 

was still used 1,000 years ago for the Aleppo Codex and is still used today in modern Hebrew. 

Old Hebrew and the Phoenician Alphabet 

 
Figure 7 ς A portion of a text from a Phoenician inscription 

While Prideaux noted that the Old Hebrew alphabet was the same as the Samaritan alphabet, he also 

pointed out that it is identical to the Phoenician alphabet. When we compare the letters of these three 

alphabets, we can see this similarity. 

 
Figure 8 ς The letter "beyt" in Old Hebrew, Samaritan and Phoenician 

This is the letter beyt in the Old Hebrew.Φ ǘƘŜ {ŀƳŀǊƛǘŀƴΧ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ tƘƻŜƴƛŎƛŀƴΦ bƻǘŜ ǘƘŜ ŎƭƻǎŜ ǎƛƳƛƭŀǊƛǘȅ 

of each. Also note the similarities of the letter hey in each of these alphabets.  

The 1831 edition of the Encyclopedia Americana also makes this connection between the Phoenician, 

Samaritan and Hebrew alphabets; "[the Hebrews] written characters were the same as the Phoenician, 

to which the letters of the Samaritan manuscripts approach the nearest."5 

The Phoenicians lived north of the land of Israel centered around the Biblical cities of Sidon and Tyre, in 

modern day Lebanon, between the 16th and 3rd Century BC. 

The Phoenicians shared the same alphabet with the Hebrews and the Samaritans. It was also evident 

that the Phoenicians and Hebrews spoke the same language as the "Foreign Quarterly Review" wrote in 

its 1838 publication; "The learned world had almost universally allowed that the Phoenician language 

was, with few exceptions, identical with the Hebrew"6 

                                                             
5 Encyclopedia Americana, Hebrew Language and Literature, Pub. 1831, Page 212 
6 The Foreign quarterly review, Phoenician Inscriptions, Pub. 1838, Page 446 
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While the origins of the Old Hebrew alphabet was widely accepted, this theory was based on a limited 

amount of evidence as the "Foreign quarterly review" points out; "What is left [of Phoenician] consists 

of ŀ ŦŜǿ ƛƴǎŎǊƛǇǘƛƻƴǎ ŀƴŘ ŎƻƛƴǎΧϦ7 

 
Figure 9 ς Sarcophagus found in Sidon with Phoenician inscription 

The first major discovery connecting the Phoenician alphabet and language with Hebrew occurred on 

January 19th, 1855, when Turkish laborers accidently uncovered an ancient sarcophagus in Sidon, a 

Phoenician city. On this sarcophagus was a lengthy inscription written in the Phoenician alphabet and 

language, which was found to be identical to Hebrew with only a few exceptions.  

Old Hebrew Discoveries  

 
Figure 10 ς Meshe Stele inscription 

The Meshe Stele, also called the Moabite Stone, was discovered in 1868 in the Biblical city of Dibon, the 

capital of the Moabites. The inscription was written with the same letters as the Phoenician, old Hebrew 

                                                             
7 The Foreign quarterly review, Phoenician Inscriptions, Pub. 1838, page 445 
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and Samaritan and it was discovered that Moabite language was also the same as Hebrew with some 

minor variations. 

 
Figure 11 ς The Siloam Inscription 

The Siloam Inscription, discovered in 1880, is written on the wall of Hezekiah's tunnel, which connects 

Gihon spring to the Pool of Siloam in East Jerusalem. This Hebrew inscription was written in the same 

style as the Phoenician and Moabite inscriptions. 

 
Figure 12 ς The Gezer Calendar 

During the excavation of the city of Gezer, 30 miles from Jerusalem, a limestone tablet was discovered in 

1908 with a Hebrew inscription written in the old Hebrew alphabet. 
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Figure 13 ς A Lachish Ostracon 

In 1935 eighteen ostraca (broken pottery fragments) were discovered in the ancient city of Lachish with 

Hebrew writing in the old Hebrew alphabet. 

 
Figure 14 ς An Ammonite inscription 

In 1966 an inscription was discovered in Amman Jordan with an Ammonite inscription whose alphabet 

and language was also similar to Phoenician and Hebrew. 
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Figure 15 ς The Tel Dan Inscription 

The Tel-Dan Stele, discovered in northern Israel in 1993, is an Aramaic inscription using the same old 

Hebrew script. This inscription also revealed another amazing fact.  

 
Figure 16 ς The phrases "king of Israel" (top) and "house of David" (bottom). 

The inscription includes the phrase ˪ ˞˶˷˧ ˨˪ˬ (melek yisrael) meaning "king of Israel" and the line 

below reads l ˣˡ ˸˧˟ (beyt david) meaning "house of david." These phrases are extra-Biblical evidence 

confirming the existence of not only the nation of Israel, but also king David. 

Old Hebrew to Greek and Aramaic 

 

 
Figure 17 ς The Greek Alphabet on ancient inscription 

The old-Hebrew alphabet, also called paleo-Hebrew, was adopted by the Greeks around the 12th 

century BC. 
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Figure 18 ς The first five letters of the Old Hebrew alphabet 

The first five letters of the Hebrew alphabet are aleph, beyt, gimel, dalet and hey. These same letters, 

adopted by the Greeks, became the alpha, beta, gamma, delta and E-psilon (meaning simple E).   

 
Figure 19 ς The first five letters of the Old Greek alphabet 

While Hebrew is usually written from right to left, Greek was written left to right and the orientation of 

the letters were reversed.  

 
Figure 20 ς The Modern Greek alphabet 

Over the centuries, these ancient Greek letters evolved into their modern Greek forms. 

 
Figure 21 ς The Modern Roman alphabet 

Our English alphabet is Roman, and because the Romans adopted the Greek alphabet, we are able to 

see our own modern English alphabet in these ancient Hebrew turned Greek letters, the A, B, C, D and E. 

The Aramaic Alphabet  

As previously mentioned, the old Hebrew alphabet was used by all Semitic peoples including the 

Arameans (also called the Chaldeans), but evolved independently from the Hebrew.   

 
Figure 22 ς 5

th
 Century B.C. Hebrew (Aramaic) alphabet 


































































