
A New Bible Translation?

The  old  Scriptures  had  been  good
enough  for  their  ancestors.   It  was
revered as the Word of God.  But now
a new generation had come along, and
they  gravitated  toward  this  newer,
“modern”  translation,  because  it  was
in a language they understood.  Within
a relatively  short  period of  time,  the
learned scholars  and experts,  as  well
as the common people, were using the
new  text  enthusiastically.   In  some
quarters,  the  modern  translation  was
used nearly exclusively.  

The burning question, of course, was,
would God Himself put His approval
on  this  new translation?   Would  He
seal it with His approbation?  

What  is  this  translation?   Is  it  the
RSV, the NIV, the NASB?  Is it the
ESV?  No,  we are  talking  about  the
Septuagint,  the  Greek  translation  of
the Hebrew Old Testament, finished in
Alexandria,  Egypt  a  few  hundred
years before the time of Christ.

Very briefly,  let  us consider  the his-
tory of this translation of the Word of
God,  its  use  in  the  New  Testament,
and its significance and relevance for
discussions  of  modern  translation
work.

I.  The Origin of the Septuagint

According  to  an  ancient  story,  the
Septuagint came about because “King
Ptolemy  Philadelphus,  by  the  advice
of  his  librarian  Demetrius  Phalereus,
asked from the high priest Eleazar of
Jerusalem seventy-two  scholars,  who
translated for him in seventy-two days
the law, and after a later form of the
legend,  in  seventy-two (or  thirty-six)
cells,  the  seventy-two  or  thirty-six
copies being found without any vari-
ation when brought together and com-
pared.  The story is first told in the so-
called “Letter of Aristeas”1  

This  story,  of  course,  sounds  quite
fanciful to the modern ear.  It is more
probable  that  the  Jews  of  Egypt,
scattered  there  since  the  diaspora  of
Nebuchadnezzar’s  day,  desired  a
Greek translation  of  their  Scriptures.2

Nehemiah 13:24 records the fact that
Jews returning from exile had learned
the language of the people where they
had been living, and could not speak
Hebrew.   Indeed,  Acts  chapter  two
bears out the fact that the primary lan-
guage  of  most  Jews  was  no  longer
Hebrew.  In the Mediterranean world
after 330 B.C., the lingua franca was
Greek.

In spite of the apparent fictional nature
of the story of the “Letter of Aristeas,”
it  is  factual  that  “there  was in  exist-
ence  towards  the  end  of  the  second
century B.C. a Greek translation of the
whole, or at least of the essential parts,
of the O.T.”3  

Incidentally,  the story of the  seventy
translators of the Septuagint has given
rise  to  the  abbreviation  LXX com-
monly  used  when  referring  to  this
translation.   The  LXX  was  held  in
high regard by the Jews of Alexandria,
and Hebrew “writers such as Philo and
Josephus used it preferably, if not ex-
clusively.   The  LXX  proved  of  su-
preme importance in the work of the
preservation  and  expansion  of  Juda-
ism.  The Jews who, in the Dispersion,
dwelt far from the land of their fath-
ers, came to be less and less acquain-
ted with Hebrew, yet the LXX caused
them to  remain  continuously  faithful
to the Law…”4

II.  The Use of  the  Septuagint  in  the
New Testament

It will be apparent that by the time of
the events of the New Testament there
were  two  strands  of  Old  Testament
text  –  the  original  Hebrew  and  the
translation of that original into Greek,
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the LXX.  There are often differences
in  the  wording  between  these  two.
Sometimes the variation is subtle, oth-
er times it is quite pronounced.  It is
an intriguing and enlightening study to
search how the New Testament Scrip-
tures make use of the Old.  When our
Lord  spoke,  did  He  use  the  Hebrew
text,  or  the  LXX?   When  James  or
Peter  or  Paul  authored  their  great
treatises on the truths of the Christian
faith,  now  captured  in  written  form
forever as God’s Word – in what form
did they put Old Testament quotations
and allusions into their writings?  Did
they use the Hebrew text or the Sep-
tuagint primarily?

Here are some words by writers who
have pondered the question:
“Whatever  mysteries  surround it,  the
Septuagint  will  always  hold  interest
among Christians.  For a while it was
the only Bible for the early church.  It
was the text most often quoted by the
apostles  and  inspired  writers  of  the
New Testament.”5

“The  fact  that  from  the  first  all  the
New Testament writings were written
in Greek is conclusively demonstrated
by their citations from the Old Testa-
ment, which are from the Septuagint,
the Greek translation of the Old Testa-
ment,  and  not  from  the  original
Hebrew text.  This is true even of the
rabbinic scholar Paul.”6

“The  second  Old  Testament  version,
the Septuagint, is an actual translation
from the Hebrew into the Greek.  It is
the first translation of the Old Testa-
ment known.  It was the Bible of Jesus
and  the  apostles,  the  version  from
which most Old Testament quotations
in the New Testament come, and the
Bible of the early church as far as the
Old Testament was concerned…”7

Now we need to pause for a moment
to consider a few truths.  First, we cer-
tainly cannot use the word “inspired”
to describe the LXX.  No copied ma-
nuscript,  translated  text  or  modern
version can lay claim to that word, be-
cause only the autographs – the origin-
al writings of Scripture authors – can
be said to be “God-breathed.”  Indeed,
we would not want to say that the Sep-
tuagint is “inerrant” either.  This word
indicates  “free  from  error,  perfect.”
The fact that the LXX exists in several
different varieties (as does the text of
the New Testament) mitigates against
applying this  term to a translation or
copy.   We  cannot  say  these  are
“without  error”  because  we  can  see
the scribal errors in the manuscripts.

However, the fact that the Lord Jesus
Christ,  along with the authors of  the
New  Testament,  relied  most  heavily
on the LXX is irrefutable.  “That the

LXX  was  the  principal  Bible  of  the
early church can hardly be refuted if
one is to judge on the basis of the text
form of the OT most frequently used
throughout  the  entire  NT  in  quota-
tions.”8

The Word of God is still the Word of
God, and it is authoritative and bind-
ing upon man, whether it be translated
into  Greek  from  Hebrew,  or  into
Hebrew from Greek.  The same is true
of English translations.

III.  The Relevance of the Septuagint
to  Discussion  of  Modern  Transla-
tions

So  how  does  this  interesting  –  but
seemingly technical - discussion relate
to students of the Word of God who
speak English today?

There  are  two  fundamental  lessons
which can be drawn from studying the
Septuagint  in  connection  with  the
whole arena of translations.  The first
is simply the fact that the Lord Jesus
used a translation.  Indeed, it could be
accurately  called  a  modern  speech
translation.   The  whole  New  Testa-
ment was written in the common lan-
guage of the people – the lingua franca
of the day – Koine Greek.  The Sep-
tuagint,  likewise,  was  composed  in
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Koine  (common)  Greek.   It  was  not
written  in  Latin,  the language of  the
Roman  Empire,  nor  in  the  ancient
Hebrew; nor yet again in the Greek of
monuments and high society.  The lan-
guage  of  the  LXX  and  of  the  New
Testament  is  the language which the
common people of the day understood
and used.

This is enlightening because most fun-
damentalist  churches  and  pastors
today want  their  flocks  to  know and
understand the Word of God.  Unlike
the elitist Roman Catholic mentality of
the middle ages, which kept the com-
mon people  from owning,  using  and
understanding the Bible  in  their  own
language,  faithful  students  of  the
Word desire to have the Bible in a lan-
guage  they  understand  so  they  can
search the Scriptures for themselves.  

To  be  specific,  the  New  Testament
Scriptures used a modern-speech, un-
derstandable  translation,  whereas
today there is a movement to require
Christians  to  use a translation  whose
language  was  passing  off  the  scene
400 years ago.  Indeed, a proponent of
the KJV-only position has published a
special edition of the KJV which has
footnoted definitions for words in the
text.   “This  Bible  uses  footnotes  to
define virtually all of the archaic, ob-
solete,  difficult,  or  uncommon words

in the King James Bible.”9   In contrast,
Jesus Christ used a translation which
was fresh, modern and in the language
of the common people.

The second lesson we can learn from
the history of the Septuagint is a little
more  technical,  but  also  very  much
germane to the discussion of transla-
tions.   You will  recall  that  the early
church  loved  the  LXX  and  used  it
nearly exclusively.   The early believ-
ers,  particularly  in  North  Africa
(where the LXX originated),  actually
attributed the concept of inspiration to
the  Septuagint.   The  difficulty  is,  of
course, that no translation is inspired,
or  God-breathed.   Only  the  original
documents,  the autographs,  have that
quality.  Inspiration does not apply to
men, to processes of divine control, to
copies or to translations.  Only the ori-
ginal  writings  of  Scripture  authors
were inspired by God.

“In  the  early  fifth  century,  Jerome
provided a fresh translation of the Old
Testament  in  Latin.   What  made  his
work unique was that it was based not
on the Greek Septuagint  version,  but
upon the actual Hebrew of the original
Old Testament.”10    As a result  of the
people’s misunderstanding of inspira-
tion,  when  Jerome’s  translation  was
read  in  the  churches  of  Carthage,  it
caused  near-riots.   Augustine,  the

Bishop  of  Hippo,  wrote  a  letter  to
Jerome  in  405  A.D.  expressing  his
concerns  over  the  new  translation.
“My only concern for objecting to the
public reading of your translation from
the Hebrew in our churches was, lest,
bringing forward anything which was,
as it were, new and opposed to the au-
thority of  the Septuagint  version,  we
should trouble by serious cause of of-
fense the flocks of Christ, whose ears
and hearts have become accustomed to
listen to that version to which the seal
of  approbation  was  given  by  the
apostles themselves”11

Observe that Augustine did not object
to the translation on grounds of its tex-
tual  base  or  accuracy,  but  only  be-
cause the believers were not used to it.
The  believers  had  really  transferred
their  concept  of  inspiration  from the
Hebrew Old  Testament  to  the  Greek
translation.  The flaw in this thinking
is obvious: are we to say that a transla-
tion has become the standard by which
the original is to be judged?

And  yet  this  shallow  and  mistaken
thinking  has  become  mainstream  in
some quarters of Christianity.   Some
people  judge  the  Greek  and  Hebrew
text of God’s Word by their own Eng-
lish translation.   We might  even call
this arrogance.  Who gave anyone the
right to judge the content of Scripture
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in the original language by a transla-
tion?  And if we pick a translation to
be the standard, why would it be ne-
cessary for it to be English?  Why not
Hindi,  Portuguese  or  Inuit?   No,  the
standard cannot be an English transla-
tion, no matter how beloved it is; we
must use the original language texts as
our standard.

Conclusion

The lessons of the Septuagint are rel-
evant  to  the  discussion  of  modern
translation work.  It is not evil to use a
translation  which  people  can  under-
stand.  The Lord Jesus and the writers
of the New Testament used a modern
translation.   In addition,  we must  al-
ways  use care  to  make sure that  our
standard for translation is not a trans-
lation  itself,  but  the  proper  original
language text behind the translation.  

May  the  Lord  help  believers  every-
where to grow in the grace and know-
ledge of Christ through His Word, and
may  His  children  have  grace  and
knowledge in their hearts and lips con-
cerning translations.
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