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IV. Early Translations of the Bible

A. The Septuagint 
1. The oldest and most important translation of the Old Testament is known as the

Septuagint, abbreviated as LXX.
a. The name is taken from the Latin term for “seventy” (hence the abbreviation), in

accordance with the legend that the translation was the result of seventy
Palestinian Jewish scholars who translated the Scriptures from Hebrew and
Aramaic to Greek.1 
(1) The legend states that the work was undertaken in Alexandria at the

instigation of Ptolemy II (309-246 B.C.E.) for inclusion in its famous library.
(2) According to the story, the seventy Jews worked independently, yet with the

miraculous result that all seventy translations were identical.
b. The legend probably hides some factual information about the translation.

(1) It was likely completed in Alexandria, during the years ca. 300-200 B.C.E.
(2) The task was undertaken in order to accommodate the needs of Greek-

speaking Jews living in Alexandria.
(3) Copies of the translation were probably housed in the Library of Alexandria.

2. Technically, the original Septuagint included only the Pentateuch. The need for Greek
translation of the Hebrew Scriptures, however, led to the translation of the rest of the
Old Testament.2

a. These later translations of the rest of the Hebrew Scriptures were added to the
existing texts of the Pentateuch, forming a composite translation.

b. At some point, additional books (known as the Apocrypha), most of which were
written in Greek (rather than translated from Hebrew), were added to the LXX.

3. Scholars use the term “Septuagint” to refer to the oldest Greek translation of the
Pentateuch or, by extension, to the oldest Greek translation of the Hebrew Scriptures,
to distinguish it from later Greek versions.3

4. Our oldest extant manuscript of the LXX dates from ca. 300-500 C.E. as part of a
Christian manuscript containing the entire Bible.

B. Targums
1. The targums are expanded paraphrases of the Hebrew Scriptures in Aramaic with

additional commentary included. They were used in the synagogues to explain the
Scripture to Jews who no longer read Hebrew.
a. Most date from the 6th -11th c. C.E., with some parts going back to ca. 200 B.C.E.
b. The oldest extant portions of manuscripts date from ca. 150 C.E.

2. The targums give us evidence about the Hebrew text that was translated, as well as
evidence for how the Jewish community interpreted the Scriptures.
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C. Other early translations
1. In the Christian era, translation of the Bible, especially of the New Testament

documents, happened quite early and widely.
2. Portions of the New Testament were first translated into Latin (known as Old Latin)

in the second century C.E.4 
a. Later, Latin translations became quite numerous, often done without proper care

or accuracy, so much so that Augustine (354-430) complained about the
extraordinary number of translations.

b. As a result, Pope Damasus (366-384) commissioned a number of scholars to
produce a new Latin translation that would accurately convey the meaning of the
original texts. This new translation (late fourth/early fifth century) was largely the
work of Jerome and became known as the Vulgate (from vulgare, referring to the
common speech of the people), which formed the basic version of the Bible used
in Western Christianity for over a thousand years.5

3. Two other significant early translations of the Bible, including the New Testament,
were the Syriac versions, especially the version known as the Peshitta (4th/5th c.),6

and the Coptic versions.7

4. Other Greek translations of the Hebrew Scriptures appeared during the early Christian
era. 
a. The most widespread of these were made by Jewish (or Jewish-Christian?)

scholars and published in order to counter the influence of the Septuagint, which
was being widely used by Christians. 

b. Three in particular were moderately significant: those of Aquila, Symmachus, and
Theodotion (all completed in the 2nd c.).8

D. Significance of the translations
1. The existence and spread of the various versions and translations tell us several

important things about the early church and the history of the Scriptures.
a. The extensive work of copying and distributing the manuscripts, versions, and

translations shows that the church highly valued the Scriptures as a vehicle for
communicating the gospel and Christian doctrine.

b. The church recognized that God’s word could be translated into different
languages without losing the essence of the message or its truth content.

c. Conflict between the Jewish and Christian communities over the meaning of the
Hebrew scriptures and the identity of the Messiah led to the separation of the two
groups, with each community selecting a different version of the Old Testament
for its Bible.
(1) The Christians followed the Septuagint (or the Latin version), which included

several books or portions of books that were not recognized as inspired by the
Jews.9
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(2) Not until the Reformation, and then only within Protestantism, did the Church
return to the standard held by the Jewish Scriptures and reject the books and
portions not included within the Jewish canon.

d. Significant scholars in the early church, such as Jerome and Origen, helped the
church retain its commitment to the determination and preservation of the original
text of the Scriptures, and thus retain its connection to the foundational documents
containing the revelation of God’s word.

2. The various translations provide a significant tool for determining the textual
traditions for the underlying texts of both the Old and New Testaments, and therefore
are an important source for helping to determine the original text of the Biblical
documents.
a. By comparing the translations with the Hebrew and Greek manuscripts, we can

derive support for readings that confirm the reliability of the extant Greek text, or
find support for a variant text that may help us discern how and when the
variation appeared.

b. For example, comparison of the Septuagint with manuscripts from the Dead Sea
Scrolls that contain books of the Old Testament occasionally demonstrates that
both were using Hebrew texts that were more similar to each other than to the text
that underlies the Masoretic text (MT)–the traditional version of the Hebrew
Bible.10
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1. The legend is related in The Letter of Aristeas, sometimes referred to as Pseudo-Aristeas, a Greek
document written ca. 150-100 B.C.E., and included in the collection of Jewish intertestamental literature
known as the Old Testament Pseudepigrapha.

2. For a brief, but interesting, introduction to the Septuagint, see the article by Tavis Bohlinger on the
Logos Acadademic Blog, “The Origin of the LXX,” February 15, 2020,
https://academic.logos.com/the-origin-of-the-lxx-2/ (accessed October 22, 2020).

3. Such as the versions by Aquila, Symmachus, and Theodotion (2nd c. CE). 

4. See Clinton E. Arnold, How We Got the Bible: A Visual Journey (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2008),
32-33. 

5. Jerome’s translation of the Old Testament into Latin was completed ca. 405. He had earlier completed
a revision of the New Testament that corrected and improved the existing Latin translations (ca. 390).

6. The Hebrew Scriptures as well as the New Testament were translated into Syriac, perhaps as early as
the second century, in a version known as Old Syriac. The Peshitta was a revision that was completed in
the 4th/5th century. Two later Syriac versions were completed in the sixth century. See Barbara and Kurt
Aland, et al., eds. Greek-English New Testament, 8th rev. ed. containing the Greek text of Novum
Testamentum Graece, in the tradition of Eberhard Nestle and Erwin Nestle [NA 27/UBS4] and the 2nd

ed. of the Revised Standard Version of the English text (Stuttgart: Deutsche Bibelgesellschaft, 1994), 22-
25.

7. The Coptic versions comprise several Egyptian dialects; translations of the New Testament in Coptic
appear as early as the third century (Aland and Aland, Greek-English New Testament, 25-27).

8. These three translations were known and used in the second century, and were included in Origen’s
famous Hexapla, an edition containing six versions of the Bible laid out in parallel columns. His work of
perhaps fifty volumes was destroyed (certainly by the Muslim invasion of Caesarea in 638, if not earlier),
so that only fragments of the three translations are still extant today.

9. These extra books and portions of books are known as the Apocrypha (see later material).

10. John Sailhamer includes one such example (concerning Deuteronomy 1:5) in his How We Got the
Bible, 59.

Endnotes
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