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The Greek Translation(s) of the Hebrew Bible (LXX) and Biblical Studies 

 

Noah Kelley 

Septuagint Seminar, Spring 2016 

 

Introduction 

 

How the LXX informs the study of the Hebrew Bible (30 min) 

The LXX and OT textual criticism (30 min) 

The LXX and New Testament studies (30 min) 

 

Part 1: How the LXX informs the study of the Hebrew Bible (45 min): 

When we read the Greek translations, we are reading the result of someone reading a Hebrew 

text and interpreting it into another language. What we have witnesses to the text that the 

translators had in front of them, and to their understanding of it. 

 

Two important uses flow from this fact: 

A. The use of the LXX for HB textual criticism (TC) 

B. The use of the LXX in the study of early HB interpretation 

 

A. The LXX and HB textual criticism: the Good, the Bad, and the Ugly (20 min) 

  “By far the greatest significance of the LXX . . . has been its extensive use by scholars in 
the textual criticism of the Hebrew Bible” (Jobes and Silva, 157). 

 Independent early witness to the OT text (the good) 

 Textual history of HB:  

o 1) a standardized text emerged around the second century (proto-MT) 

o 2) Masoretic activity (ca. 500–1000 CE) The earliest MSS date to around the 9th 

century 

 The Septuagint is the earliest translation of the Old Testament. As a result, the LXX 
reaches back before the standardization of the Hebrew text and provides a crucial witness 

 The Septuagint “reflects more important variants than all other witnesses combined” 
(Brotzman, 73). 

 The multiple levels of possible variants (the bad) see Swete 441. 

o Manuscripts  revision/recensions  OG/LXX  Vorlage (parent text)  

Autograph? Errors are possible at each   

o Any given reading could originate from Multiple levels (see handout) 

 Using the LXX for OT Textual criticism (the ugly): Three issues 

o MSS to recensions 

 “there is no single uncial that exclusively reflects any of the three editions 
of the early fourth century A.D.” (Brotzman, 78). 

 “The major task of Septuagint research today is to move from the great 

uncial manuscripts (primarily Vaticanus, Sinaiticus, and Alexandrinus) 

back to the texts of Origen, Lucian, and Hesychius. Once these texts have 

been established, attempts can be made to penetrate even further back until 

the original text of the Septuagint [OG] is established” (Brotzman, 78). 

 Reconstruction of recensions:  
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 Lucian: cf. the work of Lagarde (Swete, 483) and Marcos, Taylor 
(Jobes and Silva, 316–). 

 Kaige: not a monolithic recension, but more of a tendency (Jobes 

and Silva, 322) 

o An “original” LXX text?  

 Khale (multiple texts) vs Lagarde (one original translation). Most follow 
Lagarde today. 

 Jobes and Silva add caveats (p. 311): 

 for at least some books, there were several versions in circulation 
(Daniel)  

 revision took place early (proto-Lucian; Kaige) 

 “While accepting the Lagardian theory, Fernandez Marcos 
nevertheless observed that some LXX books have ‘several text 

forms that cannot be reduced stemmatically to a single text, nor 

stratified chronologically in a sequence of coherent recensions,’ 

The complexities involved in reconstructing the history of the 

Greek texts have led him to conclude that ‘the alternative between 

unity/plurality does not appear as final and exclusive as Kahle and 

Lagarde supposed.’ After more than a century of work, the task of 

determining the original form of the Greek text remains incomplete 

and, barring the discovery of additional early manuscripts, will no 

doubt remain an elusive goal.” (311). 

o MT or LXX? 

 Jobes and Silva say that most scholars assign equal weight (165). 
o Deciding between the LXX and MT (general): 

1. Prefer agreements between the MT and LXX (Swete 445). 

2. Take into consideration the quality of both the MT and LXX for the 

particular book with which you are working (Jobes and Silva, 166) 

3. “Translations which are free can be used for text critical purposes only 

with much caution” (Wevers, 93). 

4. The existence of an actual Hebrew text strengthens the possibility that 

an LXX reading is genuine (Jobes and Silva, 167). 

5. Swete says to prefer the LXX when: “It (a) fills up a lacuna which can 

be traced to homoioteleuton in the Hebrew, or (b) removes an apparent 

interpolation, or (c) appears to represent a bona fide variant in the 

original, which makes better sense than the existing text” (Swete, 445). 

This is strengthened when it is supported by other independent 

witnesses (ibid). 

6. Jobes and Silva’s checklist (pp. 167–9): 

1. “Ascertain the Greek text.” Are there variants in the Greek 

text? Is it uniform, or divided in its reading? 

2. “Inquire whether the Greek translator’s method of work can 

account for a change in this passage.”  

3. “Determine whether the equivalence is merely possible or 

likely.” 

4. “Evaluate the internal evidence.”  
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5. “Determine whether the LXX variant is supported by other 

witnesses.” 

6. “Choose between the two competing readings.” 

 Gen 4:8: there is some external support. Makes sense of the Grammar. On the other hand, 
it could have been added to ease the difficulty. 

 Gen 47:21:  

o Conclusion: 

1. The goal is to reconstruct the recensions, and by their witness, to 

reconstruct the text of the original Greek translation(s). 

2. After that, it is necessary to use the original Greek translation as a witness 

to its Vorlage, and use it as a witness to the original text of the Hebrew 

Bible. 

 

Transition: “The astute reader will realize that the value of a Greek translation for understanding 

the theology and interpretation of the Hebrew Bible actually runs counter to its text-critical value 

in establishing the Hebrew Vorlage, or parent text, from which it was translated. Generally 

speaking, if a given reading has arisen from translation technique, whether linguistically or 

theologically motivated, it has not arisen from a variant Hebrew text. . . . Unfortunately, it is 

often impossible to determine with certainty which explanation is correct” (Jobes and Silva, 94). 

 

B. The LXX as an early interpretation of the Hebrew Bible (20 min) 

  “The LXX is the earliest translation of the Hebrew OT, and in those places where it 

paraphrases, it often represents an interpretation. In this respect, the LXX is the earliest 

commentary on the Hebrew OT” (Beale, 108). 

 Jobes and Silva distinguish between words and concepts (93).  

 Words 

o “Study of the Greek text shows that the ancient translators encountered such basic 

problems as understanding homonyms (that is, words of identical form that have 

different meanings), correctly identifying the root of irregular verbs, and reading 

unpointed text (that is, Hebrew text that uses only consonants)” (Jobes and Silva, 

90). 

o The LXX can help the OT student interpret obscure words (Swete, 446–450) 

o However, Jobes and Silva caution not to quickly resort to emendation where the 

translator himself seems to be struggling to understand the words (237, 242). 

 Concepts 

o  “Because the biblical texts were both ancient and sacred, the translators were 

concerned with relating the translation to the religious understanding, traditions, 

and sensibilities of their contemporary target audience. They worked not only 

within the linguistic context of Hellenistic Greek but also within a social, 

political, and religious context that shaped their translation, probably both 

deliberately and unconsciously. . . . Thus the Septuagint translation has the 

potential of enlightening our understanding of how the Hebrew Bible was used at 

the time it was translated into Greek. It can provide access to the theological 

trends and hermeneutical principles of Judaism in the Hellenistic period and 

furnish clues to the social and political concerns of that day” (Jobes and Silva, 

93–94). 
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o However, we need to remember that they are composite documents. 

o Hellenization? 

 Does the LXX represent a Hellenization of the Hebrew Bible? 

 The answer must be nuanced because of the mixed character of the texts 

(Marcos, 311–12) 

 Hellenistic influences in Wisdom Literature 

 Wisdom writings reflect a familiarity with Greek wisdom (Marcos, 
314) 

 “praise of the bee” (LXX Prov 6:8) has no parallel in HB.  

 Some of the wisdom books of the Apocrypha are more markedly 

Hellenistic (Wisdom of Solomon, Ben Sira, etc.). They appear to 

“build a bridge” between Greek Culture and Jewish tradition 

(Marcos, 316). 

 However, it is noteworthy that this is mostly external (Marcos, 
316). 

 “More recent research has shown that it is not possible to make a division 
between Palestinian and Alexandrian Judaism. Both in Palestinian circles 

and in those of the diaspora, Hellenism was accepted and rejected to 

various extents and in various ways” (Marcos, 317). 

o Midrash 

 “Those elements are considered Midrashic which deviate from the plain 

sense of the MT and either reflect exegesis actually attested in Rabbinic 

sources or resemble such exegesis but are not found in any Midrashic 

source.” (Tov, Quoted in Greenspoon, 91). 

 In Joshua: “the substitution by the Greek translator of new corn for 
parched corn at Josh. 5:11, for example, may parallel rabbinic 

terminology concerned with when produce can be eaten.” (Greenspoon, 

91). 

 In Exodus: Halakhic exegesis that has points of contact with the rabbinic 
commentary Mekilta (92). Def: “It is clear that the majority of agreements 

between G Ex [Greek Exodus] and MC [Mekilta] lie at the level of 

halakhic exegesis… and more specifically that type of interpretation that 

can be called adaptation of the text in translation to the reality of the 

concrete juridical situation.” (Büchner, quoted in Greenspoon, 92). 

o Theological interpretation 

 Some raise the questions whether the LXX shows a development in 
thought with regard to messianism and eschatology. It is disputed (Jobes 

and Silva, 337ff). Some see development while others do not. Overall it 

appears that there is not overwhelming evidence for blatant theological 

development within the Greek translations (as opposed to the Targums). 

 Additions to Esther: “In the Hebrew text of Esther, God is not mentioned, 

nor is there reference to the central elements of Judaism, such as the 

covenant, past heroes of the faith, previous events in the history of Israel, 

the law, the temple, circumcision, prayer, sacrifice, and so forth. Most of 

these elements absent in the Hebrew text are introduced in the additions to 

Esther, especially in the prayers of Esther and Mordecai for the 
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deliverance of their people (addition C). The addition of such extensive 

material moves the Greek version of the Esther story more into the 

mainstream of biblical tradition.” (Jobes and Silva, 334–5). 

 Translation of ַ ח   with θυσιαστήριον when referring to an altar to the ִמְזבֵּ

Lord, and βωμός when referring to a pagan altar. 

 Isa. 19:25 (Jobes and Silva, 333) See Handout 
 

Part 2: The LXX and the New Testament (45 min) 

 Two-Way Street: 

o NT contributions to LXX 

o LXX contributions to NT 

 

A. NT contributions to LXX studies (5 min) 

 The NT quotations originate before the great recensions, and are therefore able to 
function as a textual witness to the early versions of the Greek OT (Marcos, 265). 

 However, sometimes scribes changed LXX readings to agree with their quotations in the 
NT (Jobes and Silva, 210). 

 The questions is whether we have reason to think that a variant originated with a NT 

author: “If we have good reason to believe that the variant is an innovation on the part of 

the NT author, then the evidence is decisively negative in character for text-critical 

purposes, that is, such a variant could not have been the original LXX reading. If, on the 

other hand, the presence of this variant in the NT suggests that it was already in 

existence, then it would count as strongly positive external evidence, since the NT 

provides exceptionally early witness. Even then, however, a final decision final decision 

regarding its originality depends on other text-critical factors.” (Jobes and Silva, 211). 

 

B. LXX Contribution to NT Studies (25 min) 

 LXX as a help to establishing the NT text. 
o Understanding the what text the authors likely knew resolve textual difficulties 

 The two most important areas for the use of the LXX in NT studies has to do with the 
LXX influence on the language of the NT and influence on the thought of the NT 

 The question of the influence of the LXX on the language of the NT. 
o NT authors were steeped in the language of the LXX (Swete, 451–2) 

o The Question of Semiticisms: 

 NT Greek used to be thought of as Jewish Greek (Swete). This is widely 

rejected today.  

 The LXX surely had an influence on the phraseology of the NT (Luke’s 
use of καὶ ἐγένετο, or Mark’s use of καί). However, these are used within 

the limits of acceptable Greek. Jobes and Silva, following J. H. Moulton, 

assert that Semiticism in the NT consists of the use of correct but rare 

Greek idioms that are used more frequently because they corresponds to a 

Semitic idiom (205).  

 Dr. Black speaks of a “Semitic tone and flavor of the New Testament” 
(“Semiticisms,” 216) and “an overstraining” of Greek idiom (217). 

o LXX influence on NT word usage: 
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 Dr. Black: νόμος for (2–221) תורה 

 Jobes and Silva (206): καρδία for לב  

 Baukham, Glory 

 LXX influence on the thought of the NT (Jobes and Silva, 212–26): 
o Quotations 

 NT Quotations of LXX (Jobes and Silva, 207): 

 NT, LXX, and MT agree: 20% 

 Some disagreement: 80% 
o NT agree with MT over LXX: < 5% 

o NT agree with LXX over MT: 33% 

 See Gal 3:10 

 Reasons that the author might have used the LXX (Beale, 108): 1) it was 

the only text available; 2) “the interpretation of the Hebrew that [the Greek 

translation] gives is the point he wants to make” (Beale, 109). 

o Theological Vocabulary 

 Use of ὁ κύριος for Christ 

 Use of ὁ ἄγγελος (“messenger”) for “angel” 
o Allusions: “the deepest and most pervasive impact of the LXX” is found in 

allusions (Jobes and Silva, 223). 

o See Phil 2:14–15 

 

Conclusion: The LXX is important for the Study of the Whole Bible. “Gentlemen, have you a 

Septuagint? If not, sell all you have, and buy a Septuagint” (Ferdinand Hitzig, quoted in Jobes 

and Silva, 9). 

 


