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Archaeological Spotlight:  The Copper Scroll
“In the ruins which are in the Valley of Achor, under the steps which go eastward, forty rod-cubits: a strongbox of silver and its vessels – a weight of seventeen talents…”

The Copper Scroll.  One of the most fascinating treasures connected to the unearthing of the Dead Sea Scrolls was the 1952 discovery of the Copper Scroll.  The scroll labeled 3Q15, (after the cave near the Qumran Community in which it was found), was an anomaly.  It was unlike its companion manuscripts in almost every way.  It was written in a different form of Hebrew than the rest.  It was not made of leather or papyrus, but from a sheet of almost pure copper.  It was found alone in the back of a cave.  The contents were not literary or doctrinal in nature.  It was simply a list with 64 entries that described where to find a unique and fabulous treasure of incalculable value.  Not necessarily an intellectual or spiritual treasure, but one composed of gold and silver.

When originally found in 1952, it was generally assumed the Copper Scroll would have been written by the Essenes, the presumed tenants of the Qumran community.  Even before it was opened, it was evident that the scroll contained a list of treasure.  When found, this scroll had already broken into two separate parts.  Apparently when the scroll was being rolled up, the thin copper sheet snapped into two sections.
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After almost two-thousand years in the cave, the document was so badly oxidized that it was obvious that it would crumble if anyone attempted to open it.  Despite great enthusiasm to unwind the document and examine the contents, no method could be found that would preserve the manuscript from harm.  Finally, after four years of debate, the scroll was eventually sent to Manchester College of Technology in England and cut open using a saw to cut it into sections.
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Translation of the scroll has been extremely difficult.  It is unbelievably fragile, and some information has been lost.  Extremely specific place names are listed as clues, many of which have been obscured with the passage of time due to changes in the geography and topography of the surrounding areas.  The language of the scroll is of a more ancient nature, and is extremely non-religious in nature.

(This presents a problem because most of the Hebrew words of which we are familiar come religious documents that have been preserved).  So even understanding what some of the words mean has been a major challenge for modern examiners!


Significance of the Find:  There are four documents connected with the discovery of the Copper Scroll that describe the “hidden treasures” of the Tabernacle.  These documents confirm and validate one another.  They are: 

1).
The Copper Scroll, (which contains a list of the artifacts and where they were hidden). 

2).
A silver scroll, (which contains an inventory of each item and an explanation of all that was hidden with private inventory marks corresponding to the items). 

3).
Two marble tablets hidden at Mt. Carmel. 

4).
An ibex skin scroll which is an instruction manual on how to re-institute the service of the Holy Temple once these hidden treasures have been found.

Working from clues provided by the scroll, excavators in 1998 uncovered the first of the 64 items mentioned in the Scroll – the Holy Anointing Oil from the Holy Temple, used during the First Temple Period.  This is the same oil that is mentioned in Exodus 29:7, Leviticus 21:10 and Psalm 133.  “Take the anointing oil and anoint him by pouring it on his head…”  (Exodus 29:7).  The oil was used as the fragrance on the oblation for a sweet smelling savor on the sacrifices.  It was also used as the Holy Anointing Oil for the priest, prophets and kings. 

The finding of the oil was important for two reasons.  It is the first item to be found from the First Temple period and verifies the authenticity of the Copper Scroll.  These treasures were not a hoax!

What has become apparent in the last decade is that the treasures described in the Copper Scroll are not those presumed to be hidden from the Herodian temple as has commonly been believed – rather, these are the treasures from the First Temple Period!  Moreover, the Copper Scroll itself is not an Essene Document – rather it was produced over 5 centuries earlier, just prior to the destruction of the First Temple.  Some scholars also believe that the Scroll was not written down by a single individual, but five different people, as five distinct scripts have now been identified – starting and stopping at different points within the writing.  Some even now believe that Haggai and Zechariah were two of the five writers of the Copper Scroll!

Coming Next Issue:  The Cyrus Cylinder



Cross-sectional diagram depicting how the Copper Scroll was cut at the Manchester College of Technology in England.  (It took four-years to devise the method through which the scroll could be cut, in order to best preserve its contents).








A small earthen vessel found in a cave near Qumran.  Excavators believe that this jug and its sacred contents was one of the items listed on the Copper Scroll.








