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What's So Special About the Ethiopian Bible?

By Tal Davis

Introduction 9.
Perhaps you have noticed lately on YouTube, and other inter- 10.
net networks, advertisements for purchasing English transla- 1.
tions of the Ethiopian Bible. The ads usually extol the virtues 12.
of the Ethiopian Bible as being one of the earliest translations 13.
of the Scriptures from the original languages of Hebrew, Ara- 14.
maic, and Greek. Copies are available online at Amazon and 15.
other book sellers. It is also promoted to be the most truly com- 16.
plete canon of the whole Bible including some books not found 17.
in the Protestant, Catholic, or Eastern Orthodox standard ver- 18.
sions. The ads sometimes hint that the Ethiopian Bible con- 19.
tains special “truths” and codes not found in other versions. 20.
These are “truths” that the mainline denominations want kept 21.
hidden from their followers. 22.

23.
Another significant feature is that the English version is trans- 24.
lated from the authorized version published by the Ethiopian 25.
Orthodox Church or “The Ethiopian Orthodox Tewahido 26.
Church.” We will explore the history of this interesting branch 27.
of ancient Christianity later. 28.

29.
The language of the authorized Ethiopian Bible version is the 30.
ancient Ethiopian language of Ge’ez and contains 81 books in 31.
its canon (or 88 if the books are arranged differently). Of 32.
course, this differs significantly from both the Protestant canon 33.
containing 66 books, and the Roman Catholic Bible with 73. 34.
According to the Ethiopian Church, this Bible version can be 35.
traced back to about the 4th century A.D. 36.

37.
As you probably know (or should know) the 66 books of the 38.
Protestant Bible are as follows. 39.

39 Old Testament (same as in the Hebrew Bible called the
Tanakh);

Genesis

Exodus

Leviticus

Numbers

Deuteronomy

Joshua

Judges

Ruth
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1 Samuel

2 Samuel

1 Kings

2 Kings

1 Chronicles
2 Chronicles
Ezra
Nehemiah
Esther

Job

Psalms (The middle of the Bible*)
Proverbs
Ecclesiastes
Song of Solomon
Isaiah
Jeremiah
Lamentations
Ezekiel
Daniel
Hosea

Joel

Amos
Obadiah
Jonah
Micah
Nahum
Habakkuk
Zephaniah
Haggai
Zechariah
Malachi

27 New Testament:
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Matthew
Mark

Luke

John

Acts

Romans

1 Corinthians
2 Corinthians
Galatians
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10. Ephesians
11. Philippians

12. Colossians
13. 1 Thessalonians
14. 2 Thessalonians

15. 1 Timothy
16. 2 Timothy

17. Titus

18. Philemon
19. Hebrews
20. James
21. 1 Peter
22. 2 Peter
23. 1 John
24. 2 John
25. 3 John
26. Jude

27. Revelation

The Roman Catholic Bible has those 66
books plus 7 others, along with addi-
tions to Esther and Daniel not found in
Protestant Bibles.

1. Tobit

Judith

1 Maccabees

2 Maccabees,

Wisdom

Sirach

Baruch

Nooak~wdb

The Ethiopian Bible has the same
books as the Protestant and Catholic
Bibles including the following 8, for a
total of 81 (some number them to 88).

Unique OId Testament / Wider Canon
Books

1. 1 Enoch

2 Jubilees

3. Megabyan (1, 2, and 3)

4 Josippon (The Book of Joseph ben
Gorion)

5. Reproof (Tegsats)

Unique New Testament / Church Order
Books

1. Sinodos / Sirate Tsion
2. Ethiopic Clement
3. Didascalia

These extra books of the Ethiopian Bible
have some strange content that have influ-
enced people to embrace unusual doc-
trines. We will discuss some of those later,
but let’s first turn to the unique history of
the Ethiopian Christian Church.

History of the Ethiopian Church

Ethiopian Christianity traces its roots to the
eighth chapter of Acts (vss. 8:26-40). Philip
was one of the Greek speaking Jewish
men chosen by the Apostles to minister to
the neglected Greek speaking widows in
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Jerusalem after the founding of the church
at Pentecost. However, like Stephen, he
took his responsibility beyond just feeding
those poor women and was actively
preaching the Gospel around the territory
of Judea.

At one point an angel directed Philip to go
down to the road in Gaza where travelers
from Egypt and other African countries
traveled back and forth to Jerusalem.
There he encountered an entourage of an
official from the royal court of Kandake (or
Candace, a title meaning “Queen of the
Ethiopians”). At that time, Ethiopia (from
the Septuagint, or “Cush”) was a flourish-
ing kingdom south of Egypt. The royal
official was apparently a gentile God-fear-
ing eunuch who had been worshipping in
Jerusalem. As he rode in his carriage the
official was reading a scroll from the book
of Isaiah, chapter 53, but could not under-
stand its meaning. So Philip jumped up on
his carriage with him and showed how it
was a prophecy of Jesus the Messiah. The
man was led by the Spirit to believe in Je-
sus and was baptized right there in water
by the road. Tradition says the man went
back to his home country and spread the
news of Christ. A church was founded and
flourished for several centuries on its own.
The church was formally organized in the
early fourth century A.D. along lines similar
to those of Eastern Orthodox bodies.

The church suffered various periods of per-
secution down through the centuries.
Queen Yodit (960-1000 AD) for forty years
caused great damage to the life of the
church. The 16th century Islamic invasion
was even more destructive. Again, during
the 17th century, the church suffered per-
secution at the hands of the Roman
Catholic Jesuit Alphonzo Mendez and his
followers. In modern times, the occupation
by Mussolini’s Italian army, from 1935 to
1940, cost several bishops, many priests,
and thousands of faithful to lose their lives.
More than 2,000 churches were destroyed
and numerous church manuscripts taken
away. (World Council of Churches - https://
www.oikoumene.org/member-churches/
ethiopian-orthodox-tewahedo-church)

The land of Ethiopia, or Cush, mentioned
in Scripture is not the same geographically
as the modern East African land-locked na-
tion of Ethiopia. Nonetheless, Ethiopians
for centuries have believed the converted
eunuch of Acts 8 went back to Ethiopia and
established one of the oldest indigenous
churches in the world. When Christian mis-
sionaries from Europe went to Africa in the
middle ages, they were astonished to find
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a thriving body of Christian believers (and
Jews) already established in that area of
eastern Africa. One of the most remark-
able sites in the country is Lalibela, where
Christian churches were cut completely
out of solid rock during the 12th-13th cen-
turies A.D. Another is the ruins of Aksum,
an ancient city with obelisks, tombs, cas-
tles, and Our Lady Mary of Zion church.

Remarkably, the Ethiopian Orthodox
Tewahedo Church managed to evade
much of the internecine conflicts of the
Middle Ages between the Western (Ro-
man Catholic) Church and the Eastern Or-
thodox churches. And, though the
Ethiopian church is theologically and ec-
clesiologically more like the Eastern
churches, it has maintained its indepen-
dence from Eastern Orthodox ecclesiolog-
ical governance and doctrinal creedalism.
It is estimated that today about 38 million
to 51 million members live in Ethiopia
(40%-43% of the country’s population),
and about 50 million to 60 million mem-
bers live worldwide. So it is a significant
portion of the world Christian community.

Since 1951 the church has been totally
self governing. The language of the liturgy
is Ge’ez, the ancient language of Ethiopia
and the official translation of the Ethiopian
Bible. Today, however, portions of the
liturgy are also done in Amharic, the com-
mon language of the majority of modern
Ethiopians. The church has seven official
fasting periods: (1) all Wednesdays and
Fridays (except during the 50 days after
Easter); (2) the Lenten fast; (3) the Nen-
veh (meaning unknown) fast; (4) the vigils
or Gahad of Christmas and Epiphany; (5)
the fast of the apostles; (6) the fast of the
prophets; and (7) the fast of the Assump-
tion of Mary. The supreme authority in
matters of church administration and jus-
tice falls to the holy synod which meets
twice a year, under the chairmanship of
His Holiness the Patriarch.

Content of the Ethiopian Bible

Now that we have examined the Ethiopian
Tewahedo Church, let’'s turn back to the
unusual content of the extra-biblical
canonical books in the Ethiopian Bible.

Perhaps the one book that has drawn the
most interest in recent years from the
Ethiopian Bible is the Book of Enoch. The
Book of Enoch is actually referenced in the
New Testament. The Epistle of Jude
quotes a short passage from it (Enoch 1:9).

It was also about these people that Enoch,
in the seventh generation from Adam,
prophesied, saying, “Behold, the Lord has
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come with many thousands of His holy
ones, to execute judgment upon all, and to
convict all the ungodly of all their ungodly
deeds which they have done in an un-
godly way, and of all the harsh things
which ungodly sinners have spoken
against Him.” (Jude 14-15 NASB)

The fact that Jude referenced Enoch does
not mean he regarded it as inspired Scrip-
ture, only that the people he was writing to
were familiar with it. The book was proba-
bly written originally in Hebrew and/or Ara-
maic, the earliest part around 300-200 BC
and later sections around 100 BC. The au-
thor, or authors, whoever he or they were,
likely took what was in Genesis 6 and
greatly enhanced the story; perhaps
based on legends circulating in his day.
No copies in Hebrew survived. And we
only possess about one-third of the Book
of Enoch translated into Greek. Copies of
the earlier sections of Enoch were found
in Aramaic among the Dead Sea Scrolls.
In any case, the only complete texts now
in existence are in Ge’ez.

The Book of Enoch has gotten of lot of
attention from some ancient secret his-
tory buffs because it purports to contain
greater information about the world at the
time preceding the flood. It speaks of an-
gelic beings called “Watchers” who, led
by a fallen angel named Sémiazaz, were
attracted by human women and took
them as their wives. The result of those
relations was the birth of a race of de-
structive giants called the Nephilim
(“fallen ones”) or Anakim (“long necked
ones”). Another fallen angel named
Azazel was charged with teaching hu-
mans to do evil violent behaviors. Thus,
God sent His archangels to tell Noah that
He would soon destroy the world.

The book of Genesis does indeed mention
the Nephilim in the context of Noah and
the flood, and later during the invasion of
the promised land (Gen. 6:1-4; Num.
13:3). Evangelical Bible scholars differ as
to the actual identity of the Nephilim.
Some agree with the theory, not based on
the book of Enoch, that they were the off-
spring of fallen angels (“Sons of God”) and
human women, and were a major cause
for God sending the flood. This view de-
pends to some extent on the support of
Jude 6. It is problematic, however, identi-
fying the “Sons of God” as fallen angels
who married human women. This seems
to contradict Jesus’ own words:

For in the resurrection they neither marry
nor are given in marriage, but are like an-
gels in heaven. (Matthew 22:30 NASB)



For that reason, and others, many scholars identify the “Sons of God’ with the godly line of Seth, the third son of Adam and Eve
(Gen. 4:25; 5:3). He was an ancestor of Jesus (Luke 3:38). So they are less inclined to identify the Nephilim as supernatural in
origin but believe they were the descendants of Seth. They are mentioned as still being in the promised land when Moses sent his
spies, so they obviously were not all wiped out in the flood.

So they brought a bad report of the land which they had spied out to the sons of Israel, saying, “The land through which we have
gone to spy out is a land that devours its inhabitants; and all the people whom we saw in it are people of great stature. We also
saw the Nephilim there (the sons of Anak are part of the Nephilim); and we were like grasshoppers in our own sight, and so we
were in their sight.” (Numbers 13:32-33 NASB)

The identity of the Nephilim has made for something of a cult in some modern circles. Some writers and radio Bible teachers have
built a whole conspiratorial worldview around the notion that Nephilim are still in the world. They are convinced that world events
and economic trends are being secretly determined by Nephilim in high places of government and international business. Some
even claim that they can be identified if we look carefully enough at their family and ethnic backgrounds. [By the way, as far as we
know, the Ethiopian Tewahedo Church does not teach or endorse these bizarre ideas.]

Does this all sound like nonsense? For most of us it does. But for some who take the Book of Enoch seriously and overlay it on a
bizarre philosophy of history, it may make perfect sense. Crazier ideas have taken hold in the past and influenced thousands to
embrace dangerous ideologies. Remember Nazism and Marxism? A lot of people still believe those evil ideologies.

So what is our responsibility as Bible believing Christians? First, we must affirm that only the 66 books of the Protestant Bible
are the inspired Word of God. No other texts, whether ancient or modern, can substitute for genuine biblical truth. Though the
Book of Enoch is an interesting ancient text, it has no place in the canon of authoritative Scripture. The same can be said for
the other extra books in the Ethiopian Tewahedo Church canon. That is also the case for the Apocryphal books in the Roman
Catholic Church canon.

Second, if we hear someone expounding strange doctrines about angels and modern Nephilim, we should regard them as spuri-
ous. We should also help our friends who are buying in to this teaching not to be led astray by so-called experts who expound false
teachings based on non-biblical texts. We should stick to the clear teaching of the 66 books of the real Bible.

And third, we must encourage our churches to teach their peo-
ple sound biblical truth and doctrine. Every church should in- Would You Consider Supporting Us?
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