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Everyone who is taking a close look at the research on the Septuagint, the Greek 

translation of the Hebrew Bible, will most likely come across two sentences.1 

The first is the "truism that any translation is an interpretation."2 The second is 

a quotation from the introduction to the Greek translation of the book of Jesus 

Sirach, written by his alleged grandson: "For what was originally expressed in 

Hebrew does not have exactly the same sense when translated into another lan

guage. Not only this book, but even the Law itself, the Prophecies, and the rest 

of the books differ not a little when read in the originaI:'3 

These two statements suggest that some changes were necessarily made 

when the Hebrew Bible was translated into Greek and that these changes can be 

attributed to certain acts of interpretation that inevitably belong to the process 

of translation. If so, several subsequent questions arise: 

1. In this chapter, the term "Septuagint" (and its abbreviation in Roman digits "LXX") is
used for the Greek Bible in general, although it was originally coined as a designation for the 
Greek Pentateuch orily. Also, the content of the canon of the Septuagint can differ between the 
manuscripts. Cf. Jennifer M. Dines, The Septuagint (London: T. & T. Clark, 2004), 1-3, for the 
definition; Martin Hengel, The Septuagint as Christian Scripture: Its Prehistory and the Problem 

of Its Canon. OTS (London: T. & T. Clark, 2002); Mogens Müller, The First Bible of the Church: A 

Plea for the Septuagint. JSOTSup 206. Copenhagen International Seminar 1 (Sheffield: Sheffield 
Academic, 1996), for the problem of the canon. 

2. See, e.g., John W. Wevers, "The Interpretative Character and Significance of the Septua
gint Version," in Hebrew Bible!Old Testament, vo!. 1.1: Antiquity, ed. Magne Sreb0 (Göttingen: 
Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1996), 84-107 (here p. 87). A very stimulating introduction into the 
problems of translation is Umberto Eco, Mouse or Rat? Translation as Negotiation (London: 
Weidenfeld & Nicolson, 2003). It is interesting that even the translated title of Eco's book shows a 
certain degree of interpretation, because the Italian original reads "dire quasi la stessa cosa" ("say
ing almost the same"). The English title is taken from one of the examples discussed in the book. 

3. Vv. 21-26 NRSV.
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(a) How is it possible to trace these acts of interpretation?

(b) Is it possible to make a distinction between different kinds or levels of in

terpretation?

(c) Are the reasons for and strategies of scriptural interpretation in the LXX

discernable?

(d) Are there any differences between the translations of individual books of

the Hebrew Bible, and, if so, are different attitudes towards Scripture per

ceptible?

(e) Finally, is it possible to discern some general principles of scriptural inter

pretation that can be detected in all or at least in most of the books of the

Septuagint?

These five questions will serve to outline the problem. They are kept rather

general here to give an impression of the topics that are discussed in Septuagint 

research.4 Because of the limited space of this article, it will not be possible to 

answer them in detail; they will nevertheless prove helpful to provide the heu

ristic horizon for our dealing with these texts. 

The Lawgiver in Psalm 9:21 as an Example 

Following these general questions, I will begin with a textual example from the 

book of the Psalms in order to illustrate the complexity of LXX exegesis and to 

justify the differentiation just presented. Psalm 9:21 the Hebrew Bible (MT) reads: 

Put fear to them, 0 LORD; 

nations shall know that they are (only) human. 

In the Greek version of the Septuagint, the verse sounds quite different: 

KUTCl<J'TT]<J'OV, KUpLe, voµo0tTT]V bt' au-rouc;, 

yvw-rwaav E0vT] ÖTL äv0pwno[ eimv. 

Appoint, 0 Lord, a lawgiver over them; 
nations shall know that they are humans. 

4. A very stimulation collection of artides describing the current state of research in Sep

tuagint studies is Wolfgang Kraus and R. Glenn Wooden, eds., Septuagint Research: Issues and 

Challenges in the Study of the Greek Jewish Scriptures. SBLSCS 53 (Atlanta: SBL, 2005). 
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When comparing the texts, it is obvious that every element of the Hebrew (suf
fixes included) has a counterpart in the Greek version; the syntactical sequence 
of the words is the same. This is a characteristic of what one usually calls a "lit
eral translation"; it is one of the typical features of most translations of the 
LXX.5 lt should be noticed that the plural äv0pwrrot ("humans") is used to 
translate the singular tviJ� ("man"), but since this word can be understood as a 
collective ("mankind") and the plural is signaled by :i�v ("they") and C�il 
("nations"), the translation only makes this fact explicit. This can be under
stood as a linguistic interpretation, but since acts like these necessarily belong 
to the process of reading and translation, it may be more appropriate to label it 
as linguistic decoding. 6 

The most interes'ting and important deviation in this verse is the transla
tion of :i:ii� ("fear") by voµo0i-r11<; ("lawgiver"). When returning to the ques
tion ( a) posed above (How is it possible to trace acts of interpretation?), the ini
tial answer is quite clear: the meaning of the translated word is completely 
different from its Vorlage, and, moreover, it changes the meaning of the whole 
verse. The nations are able to discern their humanity not through an abstract 
act of fear of God but through his Torah. 

Who was responsible for this interpretation? Since the LXX is a translation, 
it is always possible that it refers back to a different Vorlage so that it faithfully 
reproduces the meaning of a different Hebrew version. This means that, after 
an initial comparison of the texts, we need to employ the help of textual criti
cism in order to determine whether the text we read in the modern Biblia 

Hebraica does in fact represent the same or at least a similar version as the one 
which the translator had as his Vorlage. And, is the modern edition of the Sep
tuagint reliable, so that one can safely assume that this is the text that comes 
from the hand of the translator, not from any kind of later redaction?7 

5. lt is important to notice that this use of the terms "free" and "literal" is approximate. For

an exhaustive treatment of the problem, see James Barr, The Typolog y of Literalism in Ancient 

Biblical Translations. NAWG, Phil.-Hist. Kl. n (Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1979), 294, 

for a !ist of six distinguishing features between literal and free translations. 

6. See Folker Siegert, Zwischen Hebräischer Bibel und Altern Testament: Eine Einführung in

die Septuaginta. MJS 9 (Münster: Lit, 2001), 121, for this distinction. 

7. The problems associated with the use of the LXX for the reconstruction of its parent He

brew text and the text-critical search for the original LXX, the history of its revisions and mod

ern editions, cannot be discussed here. lt may suffice to refer interested readers to the introduc

tions by Karen H. Jobes and Moises Silva, Invitation to the Septuagint (Grand Rapids: Baker, 

2000 ); Emanuel Tov, The Text-Critical Use of the Septuagint in Biblica/ Research. 2nd rev. ed. Je

rusalem Biblical Studies 8 (Jerusalem: Simor, 1997 ); and Natalio Fernandez Marcos, The Septua

gint in Context: Introduction to the Creek Version of the Bible (Leiden: Brill, 2000 ). lt should be 

added that several scholars hold the opinion that in cases of larger divergences between MT and 
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In the case of Ps 9:21, there is in fact a variant in the Hebrew textual tradi
tion concerning ;r:;ii� ("fear"), the word in question. Several manuscripts read 
�,;�, but this is only a orthographical variant that corrects the original, diffi
cult reading to a more usual one. One can therefore conclude that the rendering
"lawgiver" can be judged to be an interpretation as the result of the translation.
Question (a) can thus be answered positively: Ps 9:21 is an example of scriptural
interpretation.

The next question (b) concerns the kind of interpretation we can see in the 
current text. One should bear in mind that the translator read an unvocalized 
text (:ii,� ). When decoding the verse, he obviously derived this word as a par
ticiple Hiphil from the root :,,, III, which can mean "to instruct, to teach" (see 
HALOT). Thus the linguistic decoding would lead to the noun "instructor, 
teacher" (:"1?i�). Moreover, it is also possible that he found an etymological 
connection to the word :"1?ir-l ("law"), which can also be derived from the root 
:ii'.8 Thus one can assume a combination of linguistic signals that has led the
translator to amplify the meaning "instructor" to "lawgiver." This interpreta
tion is clearly a kind of theologically motivated interpretation, because in other 
psalms one can find more "literal" renderings of the verb :,,, ("teach, in
struct").9 Since the Lord is addressed in this verse, the new interpretation has 
consequences which go even further: it is not the Lord but his helpful law that 
brings fear to the nations. 

However, question (b) can be answered in yet another way, which leads us 
directly to the problems that have to be discussed with respect to question (c): 
the reasons and strategies for interpretation. Although the word voµo0t,11� 
("lawgiver") in Ps 9:21 is a hapax legomenon in the LXX, one can find similar in
terpretations. According to the difficult text in Ps 84(LXX 83):7, the pious can 
go through a valley that has been covered by the early rain with blessings: 

ev •fi KOLAML 'l"OU KAau0µwvo� d� 'l"OV TOTTOV, öv E0i:to· 
Kal yap EUAoy(a� öwcrEt 6 voµo0E,wv. 

LXX one has to assume the existence of a different Vorlage of the LXX, even if there is no witness 

for this text other than the translation itself. This position minimizes the possibility to attribute 
interpretations to the translators. 

8. See Laurent Monsengwo Pasinya, La notion de Nomos dans le Pentateuque Grec. AnBib

52. Recherches Africaines de theologie 5 (Rome: Pontifical Biblical Institute, 1973), 131-35.

9. Ps 32(31):8; 45:4(5); 86:n; cf. Frank Austermann, Von der Tora zum Nomos: Unter
suchungen zur übersetzungsweise und Interpretation im Septuaginta-Psalter. MSU 27 (Göttingen: 

Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 2003), 177-78. 
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The MT reads :iJi� ("early rain"). The translator of the LXX has chosen a simi
lar linguistic and theological explanation of the Hebrew noun as in Ps 9:21, for 
we can read: "for the lawgiver ( voµo0eniJv) will give blessings:' Thus in Ps 
84(83):7 the difficult metaphor of valley and rain has been avoided, and again 
the emphasis falls on the helpful, benevolent action of God and his law. More
over, in other psalms one can also see that the verb :11' ("teach, instruct") has 
been translated by voµo0n�aei ("to be given the law'').10 Obviously the trans
lator wanted to stress that the Torah is the only reliable base for instruction; 
therefore one can assume that he followed a particular strategy of interpreta
tion when he translated a verse that speaks about instructions and teaching.11 

This means that question (c) can be answered in the affirmative, too: in the 
book of Psalms there are strategies of interpretation concerning the idea of the 
Torah that affect individual renderings throughout the book. 12 But again, the 
question can be answered another way: the translation "lawgiver" in Ps 9:21 and 
elsewhere attests to the phenomenon of intertextuality. 13 By this I mean that a 
text can refer to other texts so that its meaning is enhanced. In the case of a 
translation, "intertextuality" can also mean that the translator has chosen his 
equivalents under the influence of other, previously translated texts. This can 
be due to the fact that in antiquity there has not been something like a lexi
con;14 it may be that he was not sure about the exact meaning of a Hebrew 
word, so that another translation served as an aid for orientation.15 lt is also 
possible that he wanted to create a connection between texts. In this case, the 
translation would refer to a wider horizon of thoughts and concepts than the 
original. 

In the case of the "lawgiver" in Ps 9:21, the translation clearly depends on 

10. Ps 25(24):8+12; 27(26):11, and esp. in the Torah psalm 119(118):33, 102, 104.

11. lt is interesting to note that in the Psalms there are other interpretative translations that

advance the idea of a divine education; cf. Ps 2:12; 90(89):10. 

12. This is the most important result of the dissertation by Austermann, Von der Tora zum

Nomos. 

13. See Gilles Dorival, "Les phenomenes d'intertextualite dans le livre grec des Nombres,"

in KATA TOYI: O': Selon Les Septante. Festschrift Marguerite Harl, ed. Dorival and Olivier 

Munnich (Paris: Cerf, 1995), 253-85, for an introduction to this field of research. 

14. See for this problem Emanuel Tov, "The Impact of the LXX Translation of the Penta

teuch on the Translation of the Other Books;' in The Greek and Hebrew Bible: Collected Essays on 

the Septuagint. VTSup 72 (Leiden: Brill, 1999), 183-94; and the critical remarks by James Barr, 

"Did the Greek Pentateuch Really Serve as a Dictionary for the Translation of the Later Books?" 

in Hamlet on a Hili: Semitic and Greek Studies Presented to Professor T. Muraoka, ed. Martin F. J. 

Basten and W. Th. van Peursen. OLA 118 (Leuven: Peeters, 2003), 523-43. 

15. Emanuel Tov, "Did the Septuagint Translators Always Understand Their Hebrew Text?;'

in The Greek and Hebrew Bible, 203-18. 

68 



Translators as Interpreters 

Exod 24:12 and Deut 17:10, where the verb :,,, ("teach, instruct") refers to the 
tablets of the commandments, which God has given to instruct his people. In 
both instances, the Greek translations were using voµo0e·rew ("to give the 

law"), thus introducing this compound verb into the biblical language and em
phasizing the special kind of divine teaching. The translator of the Psalms ties 

his references to the teaching of the Torah back to the revelation of this law at 
Mount Sinai (or Horeb in Deuteronomy). 

The Greek Bible as a Collection of Scriptures and 
the Question of Overall Concepts 

The discussion of Ps 9:21 has served to give some exemplary answers to three of 
the five questions posed above. Questions (d) and (e) cannot be settled on the 
base of the exegesis of one verse only but require more information. As for the 
individual books of the Septuagint and the different attitudes of their translators 
towards their task, it is now clear from the results of modern research that every 
book has to be treated as a separate unity. As a rule of thumb one can start with 
the assumption that each book has been translated by an individual translator 
(or perhaps by a group with the same working method). Only occasionally have 
scholars found sufficient reasons to reckon with more than one translator; the 
most important case is the tabernacle account in the book of Exodus.16 

Although research on the question of the chronological setting and geo

graphical origins of these individual translations has in most cases not led to 
unambiguous results, it is clear that the books of the Hebrew Bible were trans
lated in the time from the third century B.C.E. until the first century c.E. Dur
ing this period some of the existing translations were reworked or replaced by 
revisions or new translations. This explains why we have duplicate editions, for 
example in the case of the book of Daniel, Judges, or the book of Kingdoms. 
Presumably, most translations were carried out in Alexandria in Egypt, where 
the largest Jewish community outside of Israel flourished and where the needs 
to possess the Holy Scriptures in Greek had been urgent. But it is also possible 
that some of the books were translated in Israel, in Antiochia, or in 
Leontopolis, another important Jewish settlement in Egypt, where even a sec
ond Jewish temple besides the one in Jerusalem was built.17 

16. Martha Lynn Wade, Consistency of Translation Techniques in the Tabernacle Accounts of

Exodus in the Old Greek. SBLSCS 49 (Atlanta: SBL, 2003). 

17. For an overview, see the tables in Gilles Dorival, Marguerite Harl, and Olivier Munnich,

La Bible Grecque des Septante: Du Judai'sme Hellenistique au Christianisme Ancien (Paris: Cerf, 

1988), 93, 107, 111. 
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When working on the books of the Septuagint it is important to bear these 
different chronological and geographical milieus in mind as the background 
for the translator's hermeneutic, because the way Scripture is interpreted always 
depends on theological tendencies and religious experiences ( e.g., the 
Maccabean crisis) that are dominant at that time and in that social group. 

The fact that the Septuagint has to be seen as a collection of Scriptures 
from different historical periods and geographical regions has important rami
fications for our answer to question (e), the question whether or not we can 
detect some overall principles of scriptural interpretation in the whole of the 
Septuagint. The answer cannot be positive. The differences between some 
translations are so important - for example, between the book of Job on the 
one hand and Qohelet on the other, or between Exodus and Samuel - that 
common characteristics in scriptural interpretation that apply equally to all of 
them cannot be found. However, if individual translations are grouped accord
ing to their translational characteristics, then it is indeed possible to see some 
lines of interpretation that can be regarded as typical for these groups of 
books.18 

To illustrate this approach one can refer to the enhanced importance of the 
concept of v6µoc; ("law"). This Greek word has been used very frequently, not 
only for Hebrew ;r:,ir-i ("law"), but also for other words like :ire� ("ordinance") 
or t,�tp� ("judgment"); moreover, the opposite avoµ[a ("lawlessness") was 
used to render a wide variety of Hebrew words, denoting acts of sin, lawless
ness, or unjustness. Therefore the idea of v6µoc; and the negative results of devi
ating from this v6µoc; are much more present in the Greek than in the Hebrew 
Bible. Thus the importance of God's law for Israel is emphasized in most of the 
books of the Septuagint. A similar process can be seen when looking at the con
cept of :,:,;r-, in the late books of the Hebrew Bible or in Qumran. 19 lt is obvi
ous that the individual translations are influenced by an overall theological 
concept that was common in the Hellenistic age. This means that a positive an
swer for question ( e) is possible, as long as we are dealing with a specific topic 
only and with a limited number of books. 

18. A fuller methodological discussion of the possibilities and limitations of such a sum

marizing "theology" of several books of the Septuagint can be found in Martin Rösel, "Towards 

a 'Theology of the Septuagint;"in Kraus and Wooden, Septuagint Research, 239-52. 

19. For a fuller treatment of this problem, see Martin Rösel, "Nomothesie: Zum

Gesetzesverständnis der Septuaginta;' in Im Brennpunkt: Die Septuaginta, vol. 3: Studien zur 

Theologie, Anthropologie, Ekklesiologie, Eschatologie und Liturgie der griechischen Bibel, ed. 

Heinz-Josef Fabry and Dieter Böhler. BWANT 174 (Stuttgart: Kohlhammer, 2007), 132-50. 
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A Minimalistic Objection: The Paradigm of Interlinearity 

The exegesis of Ps 9:21 and the five questions to classify elements of scriptural 
interpretation in the LXX are based on the assumption that most of the transla
tors wanted to produce a text that could be read and understood independently 

of its Hebrew Vorlage. Obviously they were aware that they were translating and 
thereby producing a canonical text .20 Moreover, they were also willing - al

though to a different extent - to correct obvious mistakes, clarify dubious pas
sages, avoid misinterpretations, or bring the texts in line with its common in
terpretation in the religious community of the translator. While it is obvious 

that during the later reception history, especially in Christian communities, 

some new interpretations came to be associated with the texts (e.g., some mes
sianic readings),21 it is also clear that already the act of producing the transla
tion involved several processes, some linguistically, and others culturally and 
theologically motivated (questions b, c + e). 

The basic idea of how to approach the LXX is challenged by a new para
digm, which has been worked out by Albert Pietersma and his colleagues. 22 His 

concept has become very important, because the New English Translation of the 
Septuagint (NETS) is based on its principles. NETS is undoubtedly becoming 
very influential for the evaluation of the Septuagint in the English-speaking 

world. According to Pietersma, many of the translations in the LXX are not 

meant to be read independently. The Greek text was translated as a tool to un
derstand the Hebrew, a "crib for the study of the Hebrew."23 Only at a later stage 
in the history of reception were the Greek texts read independently. The para
digm is called "interlinear" because Pietersma compares the Septuagint with 

bilingual texts that were used in Hellenistic schools . These papyri originally had 
a Latin text (mostly by Vergil) in one column and its translation into Greek in 

the other.24 The lines of these columns were very short, containing no more 

20. Wevers, "Interpretative Character and Significance," 95. 

21. For the necessary differentiation between production and reception, see Albert

Pietersma, "Messianism and the Greek Psalter: In search of the Messiah," in The Septuagint and 
Messianism, ed. Michael A. Knibb. BETL 195 (Leuven: Peeters, 2006), 50-52. I disagree with his 
overall approach. 

22. Albert Pietersma, "A New Paradigm for Addressing Old Questions: The Relevance of

the Interlinear Model for the Study of the Septuagint;' in Bible and Computer: The Stellenbosch 
AIBI-6 Conference: Proceedings of the Association Internationale Bible et Informatique, ed. Johann
Cook (Leiden: Brill, 2002), 337-64. 

23. Pietersma, "A New Paradigm:' 360. 

24. Robert Cavenaile, Corpus papyrorum Latinarum, 1 (Wiesbaden: Harrassowitz, 1958); 

Johannes Kramer, Glossaria bilinguia altera (C. Gloss. biling. II). APF, Beiheft 8 (Leipzig: Saur,
2001), 28, and pp. 100-104 for a fable by Aesop. 
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than one up to a few words. According to this hypothesis it can easily be ex

plained why in the LXX the Greek translation very often follows the word order 

of the Hebrew slavishly, which leads to a syntax that must have sounded very 

strange to Greek-speaking people. The hypothesis can also answer the question 

of why there are inconsistencies in the translations: if the translator was mainly 

thinking in small units as a short line of a column, it is understandable that he 

was not aiming for the same translation of one Hebrew word throughout the 

book. Furthermore, Pietersma argues that the connotations of the Greek words 

stay in the semantic range of the Hebrew. Even if a word like psyche or kosmos 

has a specific significance in the Greek-speaking world, only the meaning of its 

Hebrew counterpart can safely be applied in the translation. Applying its usual 

Greek meaning would mean that the reception overrules the original meaning 

of the text. Finally, Pietersma asserts that, like the parallel bilingual papyri, the 

origins of the Septuagint must also be seen in the educational goals of 

schools.25 

This theory is the basis for one of the most significant features of the new 

translation of the LXX into English (NETS), which has been shaped under the 

editorial leadership of Albert Pietersma. lt uses a translation of the Hebrew Bi

ble, the NRSV, as the basic referential document, which is accepted also as the 

translation of the Greek Bible as long as its rendering can be seen as correct.26 

This means that the English translation of the LXX does not stand alone either 

but also refers back to the Hebrew text. 27 

Although this paradigm can in fact shed some light on obscure phenom

ena of the translational process, some serious problems remain. First, it should 

be stated that the bilingual Vergil papyri are not attested prior to the third cen

tury c.E. From the first century c.E. we have some comparable texts with verses 

by Homer in two columns, one in classic Greek and one in Koine. There is no 

proof that these aids existed as early as in the third century B.C.E. Moreover, 

those texts were not produced to learn basic Latin, but perhaps to give students 

an impression of the exemplary syntactical style of the poet. The Greek transla-

25. But see Raffaella Cribiore, Writing, Teachers, and Students in Graeco-Roman Egypt. ASP 

36 (Atlanta: Scholars, 1996), 28, who argues against the view that these bilingual papyri were 

written for educational purposes in schools. 

26. Cf. Albert Pietersma, "To the Reader of NETS;' in A New English Translation of the Sep

tuagint and the Other Creek Translations Traditionally Included under That Title, ed. Pietersma 

and Benjamin G. Wright (New York: Oxford University Press, 2007), xiii-xx. 

27. For the problem of how to deal with books without a Hebrew original, see Joachim

Schaper, "Translating 2 Maccabees for NETS," in XII Congress of the International Organization 

for Septuagint and Cognate Studies, Leiden 2004, ed. Melvin K. H. Peters. SBLSCS 54 (Atlanta: 

SBL, 2006), 225-32. 
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tions in these papyri are at times fragmented and nearly unintelligible. They are 

not coherent texts but lists of words and phrases that should be used as exam

ples.28 Second, when comparing different papyri in which the same text from 

Vergil is translated, one can see a high degree of variance between the transla

tions. The aim of these texts has obviously not been to produce something like 

an authoritative Greek version of Vergil or Cicero. Therefore these bilingual pa

pyri are not comparable to the LXX, because from the translation of Genesis 

legible and coherent texts were produced, even if their Hebraistic syntax may 

have sounded strange for Greek-speaking readers. 

A third and even more important objection concerns Pietersma's focus on 

small translational units. According to his view, "the primary reason for a word's 

presence in such a translated text is to represent the Hebrew counterpart, rather 

than its appropriateness to the new context that is being created."29 This does in

clude, as mentioned earlier, the assumption that the Greek equivalents chosen by 

the translators have no other meaning than that of their Hebrew counterparts. 

Pietersma himselflabels this position a kind of "linguistic heresy."30 However, if 

this were a correct assumption, one could not explain why there are so many 

newly created Greek words (neologisms) in the Septuagint, for example, why the 

translators have carefully avoided words like ßwµ6c; ("altar") - except for hea

then offerings - and only used 0umaa,�ptov ("place of offering") for the true 

cult of the God of Israel (cf. Num p1 and 23:3). 

Moreover, there is an overwhelming number of examples - some of them 

are given in the next sections - where the translators did not only look for a 

quantitative equation between the Hebrew text and the Greek version but were 

also trying hard to produce an appropriate meaning, as we have seen in the case 

of the "lawgiver:' Finally, it should be stated that in the translations of the Sep

tuagint numerous instances can be seen where a translation goes far beyond the 

level of the small unit of a single line. Mention has already been made of the 

phenomenon of intertextual translations. One can also refer to renderings in 

which the Greek text is stylistically improved over the Hebrew,31 as well as to 

harmonizations between biblical texts, e.g., in the account of the creation in 

Genesis 1 or in the flood story in Genesis 6-8. One can add that the first known 

translation of the LXX, the book of Genesis, is of high quality and shows such 

lexical consistency as is hardly conceivable if we presume that it was produced 

28. These arguments are based on Robert E. Gaebel, "The Greek Word-Lists to Vergil and

Cicero;' BJRL 52 (1969-70 ): 284-325, esp. 298-301. 

29. Albert Pietersma, "Exegesis in the Septuagint: Possibilities and Limits (The Psalter as a

Case in Point);' in Kraus and Wooden, Septuagint Research, 38. 

30. Pietersma, "Exegesis in the Septuagint;' 38.

31. See, e.g., Arnos 1:13-2:6, and Gen 1:2, in Dines, The Septuagint, 54-57.
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in a school.32 lt is therefore reasonable to conclude that the hermeneutical pre

suppositions that lie behind the paradigm of interlinearity do not fit the 

exegetical problems of the Greek Bible; the paradigm poses more questions 

than it is able to answer. 

Examples of Interpretations in the Septuagint 

Interpretations were introduced into the Greek text for different reasons. They 

were used inter alia because the translators wanted to clarify obscure passages, 

to harmonize or improve texts, or to avoid possible misunderstandings. In a 

number of cases they also wanted to refer to other biblical texts or to theologi

cal or cultural contexts. Moreover, one can also see that texts were applied to a 

new social or historical situation, mostly because of the fact that the translation 

was carried out in the Diaspora. The remainder of this article will illustrate 

these phenomena by collecting some striking examples and arranging them in 

a systematic order. The examples will be taken mainly from the books of the 

Greek Pentateuch and the Psalms, because a lot of important research on these 

books has been carried out. lt is also interesting to see how the translators were 

interpreting in the context of narratives or liturgical texts. In the prophetic texts 

and in the book of Proverbs one can find an even higher degree of scriptural in

terpretation, because from the start prophecies were used for different applica

tions, and educational texts were intended to be actualized. 33 

The following examples are related to questions (b) and (c) posed at the 

32. See Arie van der Kooij, "Perspectives on the Study of the Septuagint: Who Are the

Translators?" in Perspectives in the Study of the Old Testament and Early Judaism. Festschrift 
Adam S. van der Woude, ed. Florentino Garcia Martinez and Edward Noort. VTSup 73 (Leiden: 

Brill, 1998), 214-29, for a more convincing theory that the translators must be seen as well

trained scribes. I for myself have proposed to see the origins of the Greek Pentateuch in an aca

demic milieu like the museion of Alexandria; cf. Martin Rösel, Übersetzung als Vollendung der 
Auslegung: Studien zur Genesis-Septuaginta. BZAW 223 (Berlin: de Gruyter, 1994), 254-60. This 

theory was accepted and expanded by Siegfried Kreuzer, "Entstehung und Publikation der 

Septuaginta im Horizont frühptolemäischer Bildungs- und Kulturpolitik;' in Im Brennpunkt: 

Die Septuaginta, vol. 2: Studien zur Entstehung und Bedeutung der Griechischen Bibel, ed. 

Kreuzer and Jürgen P. Lesch. BWANT 161 (Stuttgart: Kohlhammer, 2004), 61-75. 

33. On Proverbs, see Johann Cook, "The Ideology of Septuagint Proverbs;' in X Congress of

the International Organization for Septuagint and Cognate Studies, Oslo 1998, ed. Bernard A. Tay

lor. SBLSCS 51 (Atlanta: SBL, 2001), 463-79; on Isaiah, see Arie van der Kooij, "The Septuagint of 

Isaiah: Translation and Interpretation:' in The Book of Isaiah - Le Livre d'Isa'ie: Les Oracles et 
leurs Relectures, Unite et complexite de l'ouvrage, ed. Jacques Vermeylen. BETL 81 (Leuven: 

Peeters, 1989 ), 127-33. 
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beginning of this article. lt will be demonstrated what kinds or levels of inter
pretation one can find in the Septuagint and what reasons one can assume that 
have led the translators to produce the renderings in question. I have chosen a 
rough system of classification, which begins with cases in which the translators 
refused to interpret their text and thus created a version that called for an inter
pretation on the side of the readers. I then move to instances in which the inter
pretations are the result of linguistic problems. Finally, we will look at texts that 
prove that the translators were actively attempting to improve their text, to en
hance it, or to give it a specific interpretation. 34 

No Interpretation Means: Interpreting Differently 

First there are several instances in which the translators obviously avoided in
terpreting the text in order to provide their own interpretation. 

Gen 6:14 
:i;n::n,� :iw�o C'�P 
"make it an ark with compartments" 

VO<Jcrtctc; TIOl�<JEI<; T�V KlßWTOV 

"you shall make the ark with nests" 

Well known is the translation vocrcrui ("brood, nest"; also "beehive") for 1P. 
("nest") in Gen 6:14, where Noah is ordered to make the ark with compartments. 
According to James Barr, the translator was not able to understand this passage 
and transferred the problem to his readers by using a literal rendering. 35 

Another example of this type can be found in Gen 11:1. 

Gen 11:1

C''iO� C'-:,;7� r,p� :,�w n�::i-,� ';:l�l 
''And the whole earth had one language and the same words." 

Kal �v mlcra � y� XELAoc; fv, Kal cpwv� µ[a 11acr1v. 
''And the whole earth was one lip, and there was one speech for all." 

34. Detailed discussions of the crucial texts can be found in Wevers on the individual
books of the Pentateuch (e.g., Notes on the Greek Text of Genesis), and in the volumes of the La
Bible d'Alexandrie: e.g., vol. 1: La Genese, Traduction du texte grec de la Septane: Introduction et
Notes par Marguerite Harl (Paris: Cerf, 1986).

35, Barr, The Typology of Literalism, 293; cf. Rösel, Übersetzung als Vollendung der
Auslegung, 168.
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According to the Hebrew text the whole earth had one language (110� :i�tv). In 
the LXX this has been translated quite literally by XEi;\.oc; ev, "the earth was one 
lip;'36 which sounds quite strange. The interesting fact is that in both contexts 
the translator has demonstrated his willingness to explain difficult passages by 
referring to other biblical texts (6:14) or by adding a word (11:1), so translating 
more freely. 

This phenomenon occurs more often, also in other translations. In the book 
of Kingdoms, for example, one can find the tendency to transcribe obscure words 
(4 Kgs 20:12; 23:7).37 In an important article on Ps 29(28):6, Adrian Schenker has 
demonstrated that in some cases the translator obviously wanted to keep the 
meaning of some passages obscure. The Greek text reads: "He will beat them 
small;' instead of "He makes Lebanon skip."38 lt is possible that even this refusal 
to interpret is the expression of a certain theological assumption that the words of 
Scripture can transfer their meaning even if they are hardly comprehensible. 39 

Linguistic Decoding and Interpretation 

As argued earlier, usually the act of vocalizing the Hebrew consonantal text can 
not be seen as an act of interpretation but as necessary linguistic decoding. But 
there are numerous instances where the boundaries between decoding and in
terpretation are porous. A specific decision how to vocalize or to deduce a word 
in its context can change the meaning of the passage in question. 

Hab 3:5 

1'?1j7 t'JW'.J N�P1 1;7 1?.� 1'��7 

1tpo npoawnou auTOÜ 7t0pEUO"ETaL ;\.6yoc;, 
Kai E�EA.EUO"ETm, EV TTEÖLA.oic; oi 1t68E<; auTOÜ. 

One of the most striking examples is Hab 3:5. The MT reads, "Before him went 
pestilence:' The translator has derived the word 1;7 ("pestilence") from i:n

36. Perhaps the translator did not intend the meaning "lip" but "bank:' referring to a pri

meval bank of the waters where all humans lived prior to their dispersion over the world; cf. 

Rösel, Obersetzung als Vollendung der Auslegung, 214. 

37. See Siegert, Zwischen Hebräischer Bibel und Altern Testament, 284-86, for a more ex

haustive discussion of these examples. 

38. Adrian Schenker, "Gewollt dunkle Wiedergaben in LXX? Am Beispiel von Ps 28 (29),"

Bib (1994): 546-55. 

39. Jan Joosten, "Une theologie de la Septante? Reflexions methodologiques sur

l'interpretation de la version grecque;' RTP 132 (2000 ): 31-46, esp. 42-44. 
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("word, speech") - perhaps because he wanted to avoid the notion of God's 
disease - and therefore translated: "Before his face a word will go:' Since the 
second part of the verse now no longer fitted this statement, it was changed to: 
"and he will go out- his feet in sandals." The Hebrew text has: "and plague fol
lowed close behind:'40 

Even today, the exact meaning of ':J'W ,� (usually translated "God Al
mighty") remains unclear. Already in the oldest translations we can find this un
certainty: The translator of the Greek Genesis has used 6 0E6� aou ("your God"; 
Gen 17:i) or 6 0E6� µou ("my God"; 48:3), thus stressing the personal relation be
tween God and the fathers. lt is possible that this rendering is based on the lin
guistic derivation of ':J'W from Aramaic 'j ( + the relative particle V/ or 'iVj), a 
particle of relation that could be used to mark a genitive. Later translators have 
used a different strategy of decoding, because in the book of Ruth one can find 6 
lKav6� ("he who is sufficient"; 1:20) for ':J'W 'i�. Here the rendering is based on 
the Hebrew 'j ("sufficiency"); the theological meaning of this designation of 
God has completely changed. Moreover, in the translation of Job, which is gen
erally judged to be much less literal than others, one can find a third solution of 
the problem: '1!.V was translated rravroKpa:rwp ("Almighty"; 5=17), which has in 
other books been used for MiN;il ("God of hosts"; e.g. , Hab 2:13); the problem is 
solved by intertextuality.41 lt is reasonable that the translation rrav-roKpcnwp 
(''Almighty") reflects the attempt to accentuate God's power. 

Num 24:7 
ir,:,'i� NW3M1 i:l'i� llN� Ci'1 C':!11 C'�::ll il71T1 1''i':f� C'�-'i·T' 

•,, : - •• - • : : - - �: •• T: • - • - : :-: T: T • •- -• 

e�EAEUOE-rm äv0pwrro� eK -roü orrtpµa-ro� au-roü 
Kal KUplEUO'El tevwv TTOAAWV, 
Kal injtw0�oE-rm � fwy ßamh[a au-r oü, 
Kal au�110�anm � ßam;\da au-roü. 

Another interesting development from decoding to interpretation can be seen 
in Num 24:7. The Hebrew text starts with 1;71� C��-,r ("Water shall flow 
from his buckets"). In the Greek version the text reads: e�EA.EUO'E-rat äv0pwrro� 
EK toü orrtpµa-ro� au-roü (''A man shall come out of his seed"). The translator 

40. The same confusion pestilence/word has happened in Ps 91(90):3, 6. For the difficulties

in explaining the whole verse Hab 3:5, see pp. 289-90 in La Bible d'Alexandrie, vol. 23: Les douze 
prophetes 4-9, ed. Marguerite Harl et al. (Paris: Cerf, 1999). 

41. On this problem, see Staffan Olofsson, God Is My Rock: A Study of Translation Tech

nique and Theological Exegesis in the Septuagint. ConBOT 31 (Stockholm: Almqvist & Wiksell, 

1990), m-12; and Siegert, Zwischen Hebräischer Bibel und Altem Testament, 207-8. 
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has obviously derived the verbal form 'ir I from Aramaic ?TN ("go, come").42 

This led him to parallel this verse with 24:17, where it is said that a star will 
come out of Jacob and a man from Israel. Therefore he also translated 24:7 in 
such a way that it is now the second important messianic announcement in the 
Balaam narrative.43 Admittedly, one cannot say definitely whether the transla
tor came from the Aramaic meaning of the verb to the messianic interpretation 
or from a preceding interpretation of the passage to this specific decoding and 
rendering. 

Num 16:15

CJ;:,N�-';,� 1�JJ-';,t( ;·q:,7-,� ,��'l 1�?? :1W:b7 1tl�l 
c:,� inN-riN ,r,371:, N"ii 'riNi.vJ c:,� 1MN ,;�n N·, 

••• •· - - '•' ' •• -: : • T T •,• •• T •,• -: 

Kal tßapu0uµ11aev Mwua�c; acp6öpa Kal ehrev rrpoc; Kuptov µ� rrp6axnc; elc;, 
T�V 0ua(av aunov· OUK tm0uµ11µa ouoevoc; QUTWV e'LÄ11<pa ouöe EKO.Kwaa 
ouöeva aUTWV. 

The same insecurity can be observed in an interesting case of orthographical 
decoding. In Num 16:15 Moses states in the conflict with the group of Korah: "I 
have not taken one donkey from them!" The Greek version has: "I have not 
taken away the desire of any one of them." lt is obvious that the translator has 
read ,,�n ("desire") instead of ,,�n ("donkey"); the confusion of daleth and 
resh is quite frequent. But it is not clear whether this was mere accident or based 
on the translator's idea that the notion of Moses stealing things should be 
avoided.44 

Ps 90(89):2b-3a 
?N :1MN c';,i37-131 C?il7�� 

•• T - T - T •• : 

Kal arro TOU atwvoc; EW<; TOU atwvoc; au eI. 
µ� arroaTpE\j!TI<; äv0pwrrov etc; rnrreivwmv 

42. The problem of the linguistic development from spoken late Hebrew to Aramaic in the

Hellenistic period cannot be discussed here. See Tov, Text-Critical Use of the Septuagint, 105-16; 

Jan Joosten, "On Aramaising Renderings in the Septuagint;' in Basten and van Peursen, Hamlet 

on a Hili, 587-600. 

43. For a fuller discussion of Numbers 24, see Martin Rösel, "Jakob, Bileam und der

Messias. Messianische Erwartungen in Gen 49 und Num 22-24;' in Knibb, The Septuagint and 

Messianism, 151-75. 

44. Tov, Text-Critical Use of the Septuagint, 101, who calls this phenomenon "tendentious

paleographical exegesis." 
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Another phenomenon that can be discussed under the header of "decoding and 
interpretation" is the problem of word and verse divisions.45 In Ps 90(89):2-3 
the translator has seen the last word from v. 2, 7� ("God") as the opening of the 
next verse. Moreover, he understood it as the negation 7�, which completely 
changed the meaning of v. 3. lt now reads: "Do not turn man back to the state 
of humiliation:' The Hebrew text has the contrary: "You return man to dust." 

Deut 26:5 

:,��j�� ,,�'.! '�tt ,�� '�jl$ 
rup(av <'meßa;\ev 6 na-r�p µou Kal Ka-reß11 etc; Aiyumov 

A different division of two words can help to explain the deviation between 
LXX and MT in the confession Deut 26:5. While the MT has "A wandering Ara
mean was my ancestor;' LXX reads "My father abandoned Syria:' This can be 
seen as an improvement of the text because the narratives of the patriarchs do 
not state that the fathers, Abraham and Jacob, were Arameans but that they 
have come from Haran in Syria (Gen 11:31; 28:10). The rendering can easily be 
explained if one assumes that the translator has not read 1:J.� ,�,� ("a wan
dering Aramean") but 1:J.�' �,� ("Aram, he left"), then modernizing ''Aram" 
to "Syria" and taking it as an accusative. Again, it is hard to decide whether this 
was an accidental misreading or an intended act of interpretation on the side of 
the translator. But since in later rabbinic sources this method of enhancing the 
meaning of a text by using new divisons of words ( notarikon) is used frequently, 
one can assume that it was a deliberate exegesis carried out by the translator. 46 

From these few examples it has become clear that interpretation can often 
be induced by linguistic or orthographical peculiarities in the Hebrew text, 
which then led the translator to find a less ambiguous rendering. In this pro
cess, his own religious or theological convictions could easily guide the process 
of translating the word in question adequately.47 This means that there has not 
been a uniform and overall strategy of interpretation but an openness on the 
side of the translator to update the text where it seemed suitable or necessary. 

45. See Tov, Text-Critical Use of the Septuagint, 117-21, for further examples.

46. See Siegfried Kreuzer, "Die Septuaginta im Kontext alexandrinischer Kultur und

Bildung:' in Fabry and Böhler, Im Brennpunkt, 3:49. The observation that some predecessors of 

the rabbinic rules stand behind some of the Septuagint translations goes back to the pioneering 

work of Zacharias Franke!, Ueber den Einfluss der palästinischen Exegese auf die alexandrinische 

Hermeneutik (Leipzig: Barth, 1851), where still a wealth of interesting examples can be found. 

47. See also the different strategies to deal with unknown words, which Tov has system

atized: contextual guesses and manipulations; reliance on parallelisms; employments of general 

words; or etymological renderings ("Did the Septuagint Translators Always Understand Their 
Hebrew Text?"). 
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Improvements of the Text 

As we have seen earlier, there is sometimes a tendency to keep literal transla

tions, even if the text thus produced is hard to understand. On the other hand, 

in some cases we notice an effort to improve the text. One of the most striking 

phenomena of this kind is the frequently occurring harmonization. As an ex

ample, in Genesis 1 the translator has not only added several sentences that 

seem to be missing in the clearly structured Hebrew text. Moreover, he tried to 

smooth out the problem that there are two conflicting accounts of the creation. 

Thus he translated 2:3: "God ceased from all his works which he began to do," 

instead of: "God rested from all the work that he had clone in creation" (NRSV). 

In 2:9, 19 he added ETl ("further God made .. :') over against his parent text, 

thus emphasizing that there is only one act of creation. lt should be added that 

the translator not only harmonized the texts of Genesis 1 and 2; from his choice 

of equivalents it is also clear that he used the platonic idea of a twofold creation 

of the immaterial and material world as a paradigm to understand the sequence 

of Genesis 1 and 2.
48 

Harmonizations can be found throughout the LXX. In some cases, as in 

Genesis 1 or in the account of the flood ( e.g., Gen 7:3), texts were added so that 

different passages match each other. In Numbers 1 the list of tribes has been 

standardized by additions and omissions. Moreover, it has been rearranged to 

match the order of the sons of Jacob in Genesis 35 and 49. In other instances it 

was sufficient to use only one Greek equivalent for different Hebrew words, or 

to change the number of verbs or nouns. There are also cases in which one 

translator harmonized his text with passages from other books.49 For example, 

Num 24:7, which we discussed above, obviously has been brought in line with 

Gen 49:10. 

Another way to improve a text was to translate some of the stylistic features 

of the Hebrew into better Greek. The Hebrew narratives are characterized by 

the use of a paratactic syntax: the sentences are mostly connected by "and;' 

which led to a rather clumsy style. The easiest way was to translate the conjunc

tive waw not only by Ka[ ("and") but also by other particles like the adversative 

8€. ("but"). This can be easily seen in Genesis 3. In Gen p 8€. is used to signal the 

new topic. In Gen 3:3 M stands to emphasize the central commandment, and in 

3:17 one can find Min the final condemnation of Adam (this is also a harmoni-

48. For a detailed argumentation, see Rösel, Übersetzung als Vollendung der Auslegung, 28-

49. See the instructive !ist in Gilles Dorival, Les Nombres: La Bible d'Alexandrie 4 (Paris:

Cerf, 1994), 42-43, and the discussions of the texts in his commentary. lt should be added that it 

is not always easy to distinguish harmonizations from intertextual translations; see pp. 66-72. 
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zation with v. 11). The same attempt to bring a clearer structure into the narra
tive can be seen in Gen 4:1. Here the use of "but" marks the beginning of the 
story, and in 4:5 emphasis is laid on the main problem: but God did not accept 

Cain's offering. 
The account of the flood begins in its Greek version (Gen 6:5-6) with an

other stylistic improvement. Here the paratactical structure of the sentence 

("and .. . and . .. and") was rendered into a hypotactical, subordinate one, 
using a participle: "When Lord-God saw .... "50 This rendering is quite frequent 

in the Balaam narrative in Numbers 22-24 (but not in the surrounding pas
sages); the Greek version of this account gives a much more dynamic impres

sion. In other cases sentences have been changed from a prospective to a retro
spective view by using the future tense in the Greek text for an imperfect in the 
Hebrew (Gen 22:14). In Num 14:3 one can see that a question of the Hebrew has 
been changed to an affirmative sentence in the Greek version. 

Num 8:9 

,�,tp� '�:;i m�-,;-ri� �7tii?::i, 
Kai cruva�w; micrav cruvaywy�v ulwv Icrpa11A 

Although some of the improvements have the effect that the translated text 

sounds more like a Greek text, it is also possible to find the contrary. In Num 
8:9 the Hebrew "assemble the whole congregation" is translated as "you shall 
assemble all the assembly." The Septuagint version has a figura etymologica, 

which is not very common in Greek literature.51 But there are also instances 

where this figure has not been translated, for example, in Gen 2:16 or in 11:3. 

Gen 11:3 

:,�jif? :,�,tp�1 C'��7 :,;:;i7� :i;t:J 
�eün: TIAtv0eucrwµev TIA[v0ouc; Kai om�crwµev airrac; Tiup[ 

50. There are also cases in which the use of participles to avoid the paratactical structure of

the Hebrew cannot be seen as an improvement; see the striking example in Gen 22:9-10, where a 

chain of seven waw-consecutive clauses has been used in the Hebrew to intensify the drama of 

the story. The LXX has used three participles and sounds much less dramatic. John A. Beck, 

Translators as Storytellers: A Study in Septuagint Translation Technique. Studies in Biblical Liter

ature 25 (New York: Lang, 2000), 30, offers a lot of interesting examples for the stylistic inten
tions of the translators. 

51. See, e.g., Emanuel Tov, "Renderings of Combinations of the Infinitive Absolute and Fi

nite Verbs in the Septuagint - Their Nature and Distribution," in The Creek and Hebrew Bible, 
247-56; and Raija Sollamo, "The LXX Renderings of the Infinitive Absolute Used with a

Paronymous Finite Verb in the Pentateuch;' in La Septuaginta en la Investigaci6n Contem

poranea (V. Congreso de la IOSCS), ed. Natalio Fernandez Marcos (Madrid: Instituto "Arias
Montano;' C.S.I.C., 1985), 101-13. 
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Here the first figura etymologica has been translated "let us brick-makingly 
make bricks:' the second not: "let us burn them in fire" ( the translator also 
added at'rrac; ["them"] for the sake of clarification). There is no strategy 
discernable why the translators sometimes kept this Hebraism, sometimes 
skipped it, and occasionally imitated it. 

Another characteristic feature of the Hebrew texts, especially from the Pro
phetie or the Wisdom literature, is the use of the parallelismus membrorum.

Here the same multiplicity of approaches can be seen. Sometimes it is rendered 
quite literally, as in Gen 27:29: "accursed is who curses you, and blessed is who 
blesses you:'

Num 27:17: 
CN':J' 1iVN1 CN':iti' 1iVN1 c:i'J!:J? N:l' 1iVN1 c:i'J!:J? N:it'-iiZiN 
:iv.,· c;:ij-�1,-� ;·w� 1Nii' �!�-� -�,� :i��i:i ·-�--�, ·.• .. , • .. .

. 
••• -, 

öaw; E�EAEUO'eTUl 1tpo 1tpocrw1tou mhwv Kal ÖO'TI<:; ELO'EAEUO'ETUL 1tpo 
1tpocrw1tou mhwv Kal öcrnc; e�a�e1 m'nouc; Kal öcrnc; Eicra�e1 mhouc;, Kal ouK 
EO'TUL � cruvaywy� KUp[ou WO'EI 1tp6ßaTa, oic; OUK EO'TIV TTOLµ�v. 

In other cases it is changed as if the translator wanted to play with words. See, 
for example, Num 27:17, where the Hebrew text has the verbs N1:J ("come") and 
N:it' ("go out"). In both parts of the parallelism, the translator has used epxoµm 
("go") in the first stichos and äyw ("go, lead") in the second, differentiating 
them by two different prefixes. Finally, sometimes one can find texts in which 
the translator is constructing a new parallelism; this phenomenon is frequent in 
the Psalms and in the book of Proverbs, and it can already be found in the book 
of Deuteronomy (32:23).52 

There can be no doubt that in most cases there is no possibility to explain 
those improvements of the text with the assumption of a diverging Vorlage.

Therefore these phenomena prove that some of the translators, especially those 
of the books which were translated first, wanted to produce a text that could 
stand on its own and does not refer back to the Hebrew original in any detail. 
Obviously they thought that some corrections or alterations might be in order, 
if these served to improve the persuasiveness of the Scriptures. 

52. See Gerhardt Tauberschmidt, Secondary Parallelism: A Study of Translation Technique in

LXX Proverbs. Academia Biblica 15 (Atlanta: SBL, 2004), for an extensive discussion of this phe
nomenon in the book of Proverbs. 
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Identifications and Actualizations 

Another possibility to improve a translation and to bring it closer to the reader 
is to modernize the text. As we have already seen in Deut 26:5, the ancient "Ara
mean" has been rendered by "Syria;' which was easily recognizable as the terri
tory of the Seleucids. For Padan-Aram, where Jacob's relative Laban dwelled, 
Mesopotamia was used (Gen 28:5). Other actualized names include Idumea for 
Edom (Gen 36:16) and Heliopolis for On (41:45). And even the third river of 
paradise in Gen 2:14 has been explicitly identified with a well-known stream, 
the Euphrates. 

Especially in the Joseph story one can find a lot of Hellenistic designations 
for professions. Most striking is the fact that in Gen 50:2 the word C'��iv 
("doctors") was translated tvrncj>tacrTtj<;, which means the "embalmer" well 
known in Egypt. According to the Greek book of Numbers, the tribes of Israel 
are not segmented into clans (r,in�ip�) but into demous ( ötjµou<;, 1:20 ), the 
usual designation for ethnic groups in Hellenistic Egypt. In the account of the 
wandering through the desert the Israelites' way of life has been accommodated 
to modern tim es. In the Hebrew text of Num 19:14 the Israelites live in tents, but 
according to the LXX they live in houses. The officials of the Israelites are now 
called 01JYKATJTOL ßou\�<; ("councilors"); according to the Hebrew text they 
were only chosen from the assembly (1�i� 'W'.li?, Num 16:2). It is obvious that 
outdated or unknown elements of the Scripture were identified with more 
modern terms. This is also true for God's blessing after the flood (Gen 8:22). In 
the Hebrew text God promises that "seedtime and harvest, summer and winter" 
shall not cease. The LXX has "summer and spring," which at first is quite aston
ishing. But in the Egyptian agricultural year there were only three seasons, the 
folding of the Nile in the winter, the heat of the summer, and sowing and har
vesting in the spring. lt is therefore easy to understand why the translator chose 
"spring" to designate the third season of the Egyptian year. 

There are many other modernizations or actualisations like these. 53 Well 
known is the example of the Ibis in the list of unclean animals in the book of 
Leviticus, who replaces the owl (Lev 11:17). Because the Ibis was the holy bird of 
the Egyptian god Thot, it is clear that a pious Jewish translator wished to have 

53. See, e.g., the path-breaking article by the Egyptologist Siegfried Morenz, "Ägyptische

Spuren in der Septuaginta;' in Mullus. Festschrift Theodor Klauser, ed. Alfred Stuidber and Al

fred Hermann. JAC, Erg. 1 (Münster: Aschendorffsche, 1964), 250-58; Armin Schmitt, "Interpre
tation der Genesis aus hellenistischem Geist;' ZAWB6 (1974): 137-63. See most recently Manfred 
Görg, "Die Septuaginta im Kontext spätägyptischer Kultur;' in Im Brennpunkt, vol. 2: Studien 

zur Entstehung und Bedeutung der griechischen Bibel, ed. Heinz-Josef Fabry and Ulrich 
Offerhaus. BWANT 153 (Stuttgart: Kohlhammer, 2001), 115-30. 
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the bird of this pagan god in the official list of detestable anirnals and therefore 
skipped the owl. On the other hand the hare is rnissing in the Greek lists of un
clean anirnals (Lev 11:6; Deut 14:7), because the usual Greek translation Aaywc; 
sounded too sirnilar to the bynarne "Lagos" of the Ptolernaic king Ptolerny L 

One final exarnple in this category will dernonstrate that even a kind of de
rnythologization could take place. In the account of the flood in Genesis 6-9, 
the Hebrew ward ,�:!l� ("flood") has been translated by the Greek Ka-ra
KAU0'µ6c; ("deluge"; e.g., Gen 7:6). Upon closer exarnination one can see that 
this ward has a special rneaning. According to a theory by the philosopher 
Eudoxos frorn Knidos, the terrn designates regular catastrophes when all the 
planets are properly aligned. This theory has also been accepted by Plato 
(Timaeus22a-g; 39d). The Greek text brings the biblical tradition in accord with 
the philosophical knowledge of its time. Moreover, the flood is now a kind of a 
natural phenornenon rather than a punishrnent by an angry God. 54 

Besides this rendering there are rnany others which prove that the transla
tors had a good knowledge of the philosophical and religious discussions in the 
cultures around thern. 55 They are not hesitant to adopt those concepts. lt is also 
interesting to see that the translator of Genesis corrected the whole chronology 
in Genesis 5 and 11, presurnably to bring the biblical chronology in line with the 
Egyptian reckoning of dynasties. 56 But there are also lirnitations to this ap
proach. One irnportant line that is never crossed is the idea of God. This will be 
illustrated in the next section. 

Corrections, Expansions, and Explanations: Theological Exegesis 

The last exarnple has already shown that the Greek version reveals aspects of a 
specific theology. Recent research has brought up nurnerous exarnples in which 
the Greek version shows distinctive deviations when it cornes to anthropologi
cal, rnessianic, cultic, or theological topics. 57 Only a srnall selection of these can 
be given here, but they suffice to dernonstrate that the translators were also 
theological thinkers. 

54. See Rösel, Übersetzung als Vollendung der Auslegung, 169-70, for a fuller discussion of

this t opic. 

55. See for the book of Proverbs, Cook, "The Ideology of Septuagint Proverbs."

56. Genesis has a "long" chronology that shows that the Second Temple was built in the

year 5000 anno mundi; see Rösel, Übersetzung als Vollendung der Auslegung, 129-44. 

57. See Emanuel Tov, "Theologically Motivated Exegesis Embedded in the Septuagint:' in

The Creek and Hebrew Bible, 257-69; and, for my own approach, Rösel, "Towards a 'Theology of 

the Septuagint:'' 
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Gen 2:2, 3 

0Wi ,w� in�K?i? 'lr:;i,::i ci�� C';:i·,� ,;i�J 

in� lV:Tj?�l 'l!':;l';J c;,-n� C':J'� ,,��l 
niiv�? C';:i·,� K:,;i-,w� iM�K?i?-1r�i? n�W i:J ':;) 

KUL <HJVETE/1.WEV O 0Eo<; EV Tfi �µtp<;t Tfi EK,n TU fpya UUTOÜ, ä f.7t01'1CTEV ... 

Kal 11uMy11aEV 6 0Eo<; T�V �µtpav T�V tßö6µ11v Kal �y(aaEV au-r�v, ÖTL f.V 
au,fi KUTETTUtJCTEV Cl7tü 7t<lVTWV TWV fpywv UUTOÜ, WV �p�aTO o 0Eo<; 7tOL�CTaL. 

Genesis 2:2-3 shows how translators were at the same time theologians. The He

brew text reads: "And on the seventh day God ended his work which he had 

made .... And God blessed the seventh day, and sanctified it: because on it he 

had rested from all his work which God created and made." The Greek text is 

rather different. ''And God finished on the sixth day his works which he 

made .... And God blessed the seventh day and sanctified it, because in it he 

ceased from all his works which God began to do." Verse 3 has already been 

cited to demonstrate that the translator wanted to bring the two accounts of the 

creation into line with one another. Moreover, it was also important for him 
that God did not perform any kind of work on the Sabbath, which is why he 

had God finish work already on the sixth day.58 

Gen 4:7 

r�i nKt;tl no�? :l'�'n K·, c�, n�o/ :J'�'�n:i� Ki1rn 
i:i-1iWi?T:1 01;1�1 inj?�wr;, 9'?.�l 

OUK, f.UV 6p0w<; npoaEVEYKn<;, 6p0w<; 8e µ� ÖLE/1.n<;, �µap,E<;; �auxaaov· npo<; 
ae � anoa,pocp� UUTOÜ, KUL au ap�EL<; au-roü. 

Another important deviation can be seen in the crucial story of Cain and 

Abel in Genesis 4. The Hebrew text of v. 7 is very difficult to understand, per

haps because it is damaged. "If you do well, will you not be accepted? And if 

you do not do well, sin is lurking at the door; its desire is for you, but you 

must master it " (NRSV). The translator tried to make sense out of his diffi

cult Vorlage and was also driven by "a desire to understand why God should 

be upset with Cain for bringing an offering that is approved in the Mosaic 

58. This variant is also present in the Samaritan Pentateuch, in the Peshitta, and in Jub. 2:16, 

25. Therefore the possibility cannot be ruled out that this deviation has already been in the

Vorlage, but most scholars now opt for an interpretation of the translator; see Jobes and Silva,

Invitation to the Septuagint, 98; Susan A. Brayford, Genesis. Septuagint Commentary Series
(Leiden: Brill, 2007 ), 225. 
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legislation."59 Thus his rendering reads: "Have you sinned if you have [in 
fact] brought it [the offering] rightly, but not rightly divided it? Calm down, 
to you shall be its [the sin's] return, and you shall rule over it:'60 Although 
this version, too, is not easy to understand, the problem is solved: Cain has 
not divided the offering in a ritually correct way ( the verb Ölmpew, "divide," is 
the same as in Gen 15=10 ); therefore God is not guilty of not accepting his of
fering without a reason. 

The Greek version of Genesis 4 is revealing in yet another aspect. The He
brew text is using the tetragrammaton YHWH to refer to God's actions 
throughout this section. The Septuagint distinguishes between two designa
tions for God: lt is 6 fü:6c; ("God") who is looking upon Abel and his offering; 
in verse 6 Kuptoc; 6 fü:6c; ("Lord God") is speaking to Cain, and in verses 9-10 6 
0e6c; ("God") is accusing the murderer, who in verse 16 is going forth from the 
presence of God ( Toü 0rnü; MT: :1!:1� ,��7� "Lord" /YHWH). lt is interesting to 
see that in this section there are two verses, 3 and 13, in which the regular use of 
Kuptoc; ("Lord") for the tetragrammaton can be seen. These texts speak about 
Cain's offering (v. 3) and Cain's prayer to the Lord (v. 13). Thus one has to con
clude that Kuptoc; is avoided when it is about the punishing or judging aspects 
of God. This view is confirmed by several other texts from the book of Gene
sis, 61 so that the translator of Genesis must have seen a theological differentia
tion between the two most used designations for God - YHWH/Lord on the 
one hand and elohim!God on the other. Moreover, he has made use of this dif
ferentiation to correct the text or to avoid a possible misunderstanding that 
God acts unjustly (see especially the translations in Gen 38:7, 10).

Again, this phenomenon can also be seen in other translations of the LXX. 

Exod 15:3 

;�� :,!:,� :,�07� tv'� :,!:,� 

Kuptoc; auvTp[ßwv rro11.eµouc;, Kupwc; övoµa aih4i. 

According to Exod 15:3 the Lord is not a warrior, as the Hebrew text suggests, 
but someone who is breaking wars; the meaning has been reverted.62 In Num 
16:5, 11 and Deut 2:14 one can detect the same hesitation to say that the Lord has 
killed someone; therefore elohim/God is used although the Vorlage has had the 

59. Jobes and Silva, Invitation to the Septuagint, 213. 

60. For the translation, see Wevers, Notes on the Greek Text of Genesis, 104-7. 

61. Cf. Martin Rösel, "The Reading and Translation of the Divine Name in the Masoretic
Tradition and the Greek Pentateuch;' JSOT 31 (2007): 411-28, for details. 

62. See also Ps 9:21; God brings his law, not fear, to the people.

86 



Translators as Interpreters 

tetragrammaton. 63 Moreover, there are other texts where one can see that sev

eral aspects of the picture of God have been changed: it is no longer possible to 

see God, but only the place where God stood (Exod 24=10 ); not only blasphem

ing the name of the Lord carries the death penalty but already naming his name 

(Lev 24:16). Some of the translators seemed also to avoid anthropomorphic 

renderings.64 Others avoided metaphorical designations, like God as a rock, as 

in Ps 78(77):35, where ,�x ("rock") has been translated by ßo1106c; ("helper"),65 

or in Ps 84(83):12, where God is no longer sun or shield (MT), but he loves 

mercy and truth. 

Conclusion 

Many more examples could be given to demonstrate different phenomena of 

interpretation in the Scriptures collected under the label "Septuagint," and 

many more topics like messianism or cultic terminology or the depiction of 

biblical persons like Moses could be treated.66 One should also bear in mind 

that in this article I have separated the text examples from their contexts and 

arranged them in a systematic way. Usually one should clarify the specific pro

file of an individual translation as the first methodological step. But in spite of 

these - in the present context justifiable - shortcomings, it has become clear 

that the Greek translation of the Bible reflects the earliest stages of the history 

of interpretation of the Jewish Scriptures. Therefore it is good to see that in re

cent years the focus of scholarship has moved from text-critical to exegetical 

questions. Only after the different levels of linguistic and theological interpre

tation of a Greek translation have been described can it be used also for pur
poses of textual criticism.67 

63. One could add that there is also a hesitation to use kyrios -the translation of the name

of the God of Israel -together with foreigners, which can easily be seen in the Balaam story in 

Numbers 22-24; cf. John W. Wevers, "The Balaam Narrative According to the Septuagint;' in 

Lectures et Relectures de la Bible. Festschrift P.-M. Bogaert, ed. J.-M. Auwers and Andre Wenin. 
BETL 144 (Leuven: Peeters, 1999), 133-44. 

64. See, e.g., the classic study by Charles T. Fritsch, The Anti-Anthropomorphisms of the

Greek Pentateuch. Princeton Oriental Texts 10 (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1943). 

65. Olofsson, God Is My Rock.

66. Moreover, much more secondary literature could have been cited. Instead, readers are

referred to reference works like Jobes and Silva, Invitation to the Septuagint; Fernandez Marcos, 

The Septuagint in Context; Dines, The Septuagint; or the systematically arranged bibliography 
by Cecile Dogniez, Bibliography of the Septuagint - Bibliographie de la Septante (1970-1993). 

VTSup 60 (Leiden: Brill, 1995). 

67. Martin Rösel, "The Text-Critical Value of the Genesis-Septuagint;' BIOSCS 31 (1998):
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When comparing the individual profiles of scriptural interpretation in the 

books of the LXX with the Targumim68 or with contemporary literature like the 

Hellenistic-Jewish texts or the texts from Qumran,69 it becomes clear that the 

approach of the Greek translators was different. Their aim was not to rewrite 

the Bible70 or to comment on it, but to produce an authoritative Greek version 

that was suitable for the needs of Jewish groups in the Hellenistic world. Be

cause they were aware that they were translating and producing not an ordi

nary text but Scripture, they obviously feit restricted in how they could treat 

this text. lt is interesting to see that those translations that were clone first are 

less literal than later ones. One can assume that the circulation of the Greek 

Pentateuch has caused discussions about the question of the extent to which 

deviations from the original <1-re acceptable. But even a more literal translation 

like the Greek Psalms shows a dynamic understanding of how to render these 

highly important texts. Even if cast in a new language, they will still be able to 

speak directly into the new situation and provide confidence in the God of Is

rael and his just government of the whole world. Thus scriptural interpretation 

in the LXX is not an end in and of itself or an academic exegetical game. In

stead, it manifests the ways in which the translators and their community un

derstood Scripture and how they thought it should be understood. Therefore, 

the Greek translation is a pivotal part of the earliest reception history of the He

brew Bible. 
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