The Mother of All Disruptions:
The Bible Code’s Jeremiah Problem

After the publication of Michael Drosnin’s The Bible Code, most work in generating
Bible codes was initially done in the Torah. Gradually, however, the Hebrew text of
the entire Old Testament became fair game for code researchers. Most of my book,
The Bible Code Myth, deals with text transmission discrepancies and scribal errors
(and hence letter sequence interruptions) in the Torah. As devastating as this
material is to the idea of a Bible code, the problem is worst in the book of Jeremiah.
In fact, if one is doing code research on the letter sequences of the entire Hebrew
biblical text, the book of Jeremiah is truly the smoking gun of why the Bible code
should be considered a myth. This paper deals with several facts about the biblical
text that Bible code proponents either don’t know, or simply aren’t telling you.

The basic problem for the Bible code with respect to the book of the prophet
Jeremiah is Jeremiah’s textual status. Put simply, there is a dramatic difference
between the Masoretic Text (MT) of Jeremiah used by all code researchers and the
Hebrew biblical text that was used to create the Septuagint (LXX) of Jeremiah. The
fact is that the MT of Jeremiah is roughly 15% longer than the LXX text of Jeremiah.

In case the terminology is unfamiliar to you, before proceeding any further we need
to review what exactly “MT” and “LXX” mean with respect to one another and the
Bible code. First a little history.

Prior to 1948, the manuscripts of the Hebrew Bible to which scholars had access
were all medieval, the earliest witness being the great manuscript Leningradensis
(the manuscript is also called B19 or L), which was dated by the copyist himself to
1009 A.D.! Hence, scholars who worked prior to the Dead Sea Scroll discoveries had
to try to figure out how the text of the Torah was transmitted using manuscripts that
were well over one thousand years behind the curve. This major manuscript is
considered the best example of what is known as the Masoretic Text, and was the
basis for the Hebrew text used in the mainstream Jewish community and the
academic study (university, seminary) of the Hebrew Bible until well into the 20™
century. The MT is the basis for the text used in Bible code research.

However, scholars did have another resource for the Hebrew Bible: the LXX. The
LXX is an ancient (pre-Christian era) Greek translation of the Hebrew Bible. Having
this Greek translation was valuable since the Greek could be put back into Hebrew
(“retroverted”) so as to form a pretty good guess as to what the Hebrew text from
which the LXX was created. The process wasn’t perfect, but it was helpful. When
the LXX was retroverted and studied by scholars, however, something very obvious
came to light: the Hebrew text of MT was not the same as the text used to create
LXX. This was obvious from places where the Greek read something that, when
retroverted, could not be matched in MT. Hence scholars had two Hebrew Bibles on
their hands.*

! They actually had three counting the Samaritan Pentateuch (SP), but we will skip that for the sake of this
article. The SP is also witnessed in the Dead Sea Scrolls.



So, prior to 1948, scholars had incontrovertible proof of two Hebrew Bibles, but no
actual Hebrew manuscripts older than 1009 A.D. (B19 /L). There were other
problems, though. In terms of the Hebrew manuscript material that was in existence
(B19/L and other manuscripts), no manuscript agreed with any other 100 percent of
the time. There were no identical manuscripts of any meaningful length. This set of
circumstances naturally raised questions: How soon after the biblical books were
written and copying began did different versions arise? Were the different version
proof of different editions of the Bible — not just copyist errors perpetuated through
time? How faithful were medieval manuscripts to the “original” text? Would any
Hebrew text ever be discovered that turned out to be the text used to create the
LXX?

Scholars got significant help in answering these questions in 1948, when the Dead
Sea Scroll (DSS) discoveries came to light. When tested by Carbon-14 and by
analysis of handwriting styles, the DSS date anywhere from 300 B.C. to the first
century A.D. Overnight scholars jumped back in time by over a thousand years to
learn more about how the Hebrew Bible came to be.

For our purposes in this article, what was significant about the scrolls was that, while
many of them matched the MT that was known from medieval manuscripts, others
did not—they matched the LXX or the SP.? This discovery evidenced several things:

1) There was a remarkable accuracy in the transmission of the Hebrew text.

2) There was evidence in some biblical books (notably Joshua and Jeremiah) for
more than one edition of the book as late as 300 BC.

3) The LXX was a real Hebrew text—the ancient Jews had a smaller version of
what we have today with so many English Bibles that are not identical. The DSS
proved that a plurality of texts existed as early as 300 B.C.

4) There was no evidence that this textual plurality was viewed as a bad thing.
The people at Qumran preserved all the texts; they did not censor any (and
so they were not “MT zealots”).

This brings us back to the Jeremiah problem. In the context of the above, the
reader should know that the MT of Jeremiah (the one used by Bible code
researchers) is 15% longer than the LXX of Jeremiah. This amounts to roughly 6000
words. At an average of four letters per word, that adds up to 24,000 letter
differences between the two versions of the Hebrew Bible. According to standard
text-critical rules, which are based on logic and the fact that the scribes held the
Scriptures to be sacred, the MT is arguably not the original text in many cases.® This
is because a scribe who considered Jeremiah to be holy material would be far more
likely to add letters and words than he would to eliminate letters or words. Hence
one of the most familiar text-critical rules: “the shorter text is more likely to be
original than the longer text”—that is, when you have two texts of the same holy
document, the longer one has likely been added to rather than the shorter one
having suffered deletions at the hands of faithful scribes. This would mean that MT
Jeremiah, the text of the Bible code, has a good bit of un-original material in it. The

% The Samaritan Pentateuch (see the previous note).
® | won’t say “all” here because textual criticism is not about size or counting. All readings, long or short,
should be considered “potentially right” until they are weeded out by data.



code then (if it existed, and it does not) cannot claim to be inspired — the thousands
of letters in the longer text of Jeremiah have “infected” the code.

To compound the conundrum for coders, the Dead Sea Scroll fragments of the book
of Jeremiah often agree with the shorter LXX text against the longer MT text!

To make matters even worse (for the Bible code), not only is there a 2700 word
discrepancy between MT and LXX Jeremiah, but chapters 46-51 of Jeremiah turn out
to be chapters 25-31 of LXX! There is a huge difference in the arrangement of the
material! There are 224 verses 46-51 which contain 12,555 letters. This means
that, even if MT and LXX Jeremiah were the same length, there may be as much as a
12,555 word mis-arrangement in the “code” sequence! Here is the precise
breakdown:

MT LXX

1:1—25:13 1:1—25:13a
25:14—46:5 46:1—51:35
46:6—51:64 25:13b, 15—31:44
ch. 52 ch. 52

This is the “Jeremiah problem” for the Bible code, and it is devastating. As | point
out again and again in my book, there not only is no way for us to know which
Hebrew Bible has a code (which text is THE text?), the non-MT texts are witnessed
by the earliest manuscripts. When one combines the 2700 word difference between
LXX and MT, translating to tens of thousands of letter differences, with the 12,555
letter mis-arrangement, the letter sequencing upon which the Bible code is based
can be considered flawed by tens of thousands of letters.

By way of illustration, below is the MT text of Jeremiah 46-51. | have noted how
these are arranged quite differently in LXX. Below, however, | have marked in blue
and with underlining those letters that are NOT PRESENT IN LXX.* There are 1,531
letters involved. There is much more going on in these chapters in text-critical
terms that would result in disruptions of the code’s letter sequence, but this example
will suffice.
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* The MT text is fully pointed (BHS). The word divergences are based upon the work of text-critical expert
Emanuel Tov. See his new electronic work, The Parallel-Aligned Hebrew-Aramaic and Greek Texts of
Jewish Scripture, available through at http://www.logos.com/products/details/1785 through Logos Research
Systems.
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