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The word "Aramaic" (tyim'r]a), referring to the language, occurs five times in the Tanakh: 2 Kings 

18:26 (quoted at Isaiah 36:11), twice in Ezra  4:7, and once more at Daniel 2:4.  There are two 

Aramaic words found in Genesis 31:47, giving us our earliest recorded witness to the language's 

usage, but we find the region of Mesopotamia to have been called early on "Aram" after the 5th 

son of Shem (Genesis 10:22-23).  Some older tools incorrectly call the language Chaldee.  Extra-

biblical inscriptions in Aramaic date back to the time of Tiglath-Pileser (ca. 8th Century BCE). 

 

Aramaic was the lingua franca of the empires of both the Assyrians (to a large degree) and the 

Persians (entirely), and thus spread north and west from its original locale.  A dialect of Aramaic 

was widely spoken in First Century Israel as well.  During that time, Hebrew and Aramaic both 

used the Asshuri block script found in the Masoretic text, an aleph-bet having first belonged to 

the Aramaic language. 

 

The Aramaic of the Elephantine Papyri (which date to 407 BCE) is very close to that used by 

Daniel a few centuries earlier.  The Aramaic of the later Targumim is different in some 

significant ways, e.g. the use of verbal tense (time of action built into the verbs) - a feature which 

was foreign to Biblical, aspect-based (kind of action) Aramaic.  The consonantal shifts we find in 

comparing Biblical Hebrew to Aramaic also differentiate earlier Aramaic from the Aramaic of 

the Targumim, which seem to prefer a Hebraic sound over the classical Aramaic dialect. 

 

Aramaic, in its several dialects, continued to flourish into the 7th Century CE, when Arabic 

began to take its place as the Middle Eastern lingua franca.  In the chart below, those dialects 

listed to the "west" (i.e. left) are found primarily in First Century CE writings, and those 

appearing to the "east" (right) are 4th to 8th Century BCE varieties.  Many other dialects 

exist(ed), but only those which are relevant to Biblical studies have been presented here.  A more 

complex chart can be accessed at Aramaic Designs: http://aramaicdesigns.rogueleaf.com/wp-

content/uploads/2008/04/aramaic_family_tree_02.png. 
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