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      “It is good to have Lanier and Ross as reliable guides to the tricky but fascinating domain of the Greek Old Testament. Their short introduction is a rare achievement: introducing the complexities behind the term ‘Septuagint’ in a simple way without compromising accuracy. An excellent book.”

      Peter J. Williams, Principal, Tyndale House, Cambridge

      “Pastors and seminary students regularly ask me about the Septuagint and its significance for a modern, English-speaking Christian. The Septuagint: What It Is and Why It Matters is my new number-one recommended resource for these inquiries. The book is informed by a scholarly knowledge of the subject, yet it remains accessible and a pleasure to read.”

      Robert L. Plummer, Collin and Evelyn Aikman Professor of Biblical Studies, The Southern Baptist Theological Seminary; Founder and Host, Daily Dose of Greek

      “Interested in the Septuagint? Start here. This accessible introduction carefully navigates the what and the so what of the Septuagint, charting a steady course through a quagmire of complex issues. Tricky matters are treated with scholarly precision and theological sensitivity, and readers will find a corrective both to an overemphasis and to an underemphasis on the Septuagint. This book will be useful to the beginning student, the graduate student, the pastor, and anyone interested in learning more about how we got the Bible.”

      Brandon D. Crowe, Professor of New Testament, Westminster Theological Seminary

      “In class I’m regularly asked how much value and authority we should attribute to the Septuagint. The answer is complex, but students are looking for clear answers. As a teacher, I had yet to come across a clear yet precise resource explaining the origins and role of the Septuagint—until now. Lanier and Ross have produced a book I will be recommending each time this question is posed. I highly recommend it.”

      Patrick Schreiner, Associate Professor of New Testament and Biblical Theology, Midwestern Baptist Theological Seminary

      “The Septuagint is unfamiliar and intimidating to most Bible students. I don’t know of a more accessible introduction than this book.”

      Andrew David Naselli, Associate Professor of Systematic Theology and New Testament, Bethlehem College & Seminary; Pastor, Bethlehem Baptist Church

      “The Septuagint is a minefield of quandaries for both Bible scholar and devoted layperson: Why is the Septuagint in my Bible’s footnotes, offering a different reading from the main text or the source for the reading in the main text? Why do the New Testament authors quote from the Septuagint and not the Hebrew? In this book, Lanier and Ross know the minefield and ably guide readers through the potential dangers related to terminology, the task of ancient translation, textual and translational histories, canonical formation, and biblical authority and lead them safely to the other side. I happily recommend this book!”

      John D. Meade, Associate Professor of Old Testament; Codirector, Text & Canon Institute, Phoenix Seminary; coauthor, The Biblical Canon Lists from Early Christianity
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      and humor their professors’ excessive zeal about obscure topics.
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      Introduction

      Not many people know much about the Septuagint. This is just as true of the majority of churchgoing Christians as it is of many religion students and even pastors. Nor is it all that surprising.

      Many pastors find it challenging enough to get their people to read the Old Testament in English, let alone become familiar with its ancient Greek translation. Devout Bible readers rarely stop to consult the cryptic marginal notes that mention the Septuagint, even though it appears as early as Genesis 2:2 in the CSB and Genesis 4:8 in the ESV and NIV.

      With pressures hitting higher education from all sides, the typical religion curriculum barely has enough room already for courses on church history, theology, and Bible introduction. Should ministers-in-training really spend time learning the intricate textual history of the Bible rather than, say, counseling or preaching? After all, how often can the Septuagint possibly be relevant in sermon preparation? These pragmatic reasons and others like them have led many to conclude that this area of study is excusably ignored.

      Yet this book exists, and you are reading it—two facts that attest to growing interest in the Septuagint. This growth is mostly concentrated among scholars and zealous students. But like some scholarly trends, it is beginning to get attention outside those circles as well. There are several reasons for this wider interest: questions about the text of the Old Testament and its reliability, lack of clarity about the formation of the Old Testament canon, and affirmations—or denials—of the importance of the Septuagint for New Testament authors. Each issue merits serious reflection by thoughtful Bible readers.

      To this end, a few introductions to the Septuagint have appeared in recent years.1 Why write another? This book aims to accomplish what even we as the authors occasionally thought was an impossible task: to distill the enormous complexity surrounding the origins, transmission, and role of the Septuagint into a brief introduction that is accessible to laypeople but still informative for scholars. Achieving this goal requires delving into some details that may be novel and complex for newcomers (press on!), while avoiding other details that may be expected by specialists (forgive us!). A true “introduction” that is around 200 pages and does not require knowledge of the biblical languages cannot say everything that could be said.2 So we focus on answering two big questions, broken down into smaller subtopics.

      In part 1, we answer the question “What is the Septuagint?” by covering the following topics:

      Chap. 1: The basics of the “Septuagint” and why that label is somewhat problematic

      Chap. 2: The origins of the translation (who and where from)

      Chap. 3: The approach(es) used in translating the Hebrew Bible into Greek

      Chap. 4: The transmission of the Greek texts throughout history

      Part 1 gives readers a broad working knowledge about the Septuagint.

      In part 2, we address the question “Why does it matter?” by covering the following topics:

      Chap. 5: The value of the Septuagint for studying the Old Testament (canon, text, and interpretation)

      Chap. 6: The value of the Septuagint for studying the New Testament (adoption by the early church, influence on New Testament style/vocabulary, and use in Old Testament quotations)

      Chap. 7: The nature of the Septuagint’s authority for today’s church

      Part 2 introduces readers to the many ways in which a working knowledge of the Septuagint is vital for Christians today.

      The book concludes with a snapshot of the ten things a minister or Bible teacher should know (and teach) about the Septuagint, including a selected bibliography of key resources for further study.

    

    
      
        1  Especially Karen H. Jobes and Moisés Silva, Invitation to the Septuagint, 2nd ed. (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Academic, 2015).

      

      
        2  For comparison, the volume by Jobes and Silva is over 400 pages, often assuming experience in Greek and Hebrew.

      

    

  
    
      Part 1

      What Is the Septuagint?

    

  
    
      1

      What (If Anything) Is the So-Called Septuagint?

      On the surface, “Septuagint” is a term applied to the collection of Israel’s Scriptures in Greek. But there are many complexities under the surface of that deceptively simple definition. Before delving into them in the chapters that follow, we first need to explain more clearly what exactly the so-called Septuagint is and is not—and whether that term is even useful. We will seek to do this by addressing two issues:

      1. The backdrop of the Hebrew Bible: What aspects of the Hebrew Bible do people need to understand before discussing its Greek translation?

      2. The challenge of terminology: What are unhelpful ways to conceptualize the Septuagint, and what is the best way to label this collection of Greek texts?

      Discussing these topics here lays a foundation for answering the questions posed in subsequent chapters.

      The Backdrop of the Hebrew Bible

      To speak about the Septuagint is to presume the Hebrew Bible.1 In some ways, that presumption is obvious, since one is essentially a translation of the other. But there are less obvious (or less understood) aspects of the Hebrew Bible that are critical for avoiding Septuagint pitfalls right out of the gate.

      The Old Testament Today

      Virtually all modern editions of the Old Testament on the market today are translations of the ancient Hebrew Bible. As stated in their introductory pages, these translations are based on a particular tradition known as the Masoretic Text (MT).2 The best complete manuscript of the Masoretic Text is the Leningrad Codex, which dates to the early eleventh century AD, though it reliably preserves a written tradition that is much older.

      At the same time, modern Old Testament translations also include footnotes that refer to wording found in ancient texts that does not match the Masoretic Text that they are otherwise translating. For instance, the ESV footnote at Genesis 4:8 says, “Samaritan, Septuagint, Syriac, Vulgate add Let us go out to the field.” Or at Genesis 4:15, the NIV main text reads, “Not so,” but the footnote says, “Septuagint, Vulgate and Syriac; Hebrew Very well.” The majority of these differences are minor. But some are significant, which we will consider later. Such footnotes indicate that the Masoretic Text—while very reliable and ancient overall—is not perfect and does not by itself contain the singular “original” text of the Old Testament.

      The point here is to note that the Hebrew text used for modern Bible translations is not absolutely identical to what was circulating thousands of years ago when Scripture was being written—nor to what the ancient Greek translators had in front of them. So it is important to get a sense for where the Hebrew Bible came from and how the differences in wording (like those we see in modern Bible footnotes) began to enter the picture.

      The Earliest Copies of Scripture in Hebrew

      As the Hebrew Scriptures were recorded over the centuries, the text was written and copied by hand (as were all texts prior to the printing press). Most ancient writing was done on stone, clay tablets, wood, parchment, and even metal. Because Scripture was more esteemed as a written text, it was likely written on sheets of papyrus or leather, which were joined into a roll called a megillah or sepher.3

      Because of the intricacies of early writing systems (like cuneiform), writing in much of the ancient world was a specialized task. But with the development of simpler alphabetic scripts between 2000 and 1500 BC, literacy among the general population grew.4 Among Israelites it appears that some portion of the population could read and perhaps write at a basic level (e.g., Deut. 6:9; Judg. 8:14).5

      By the time of David a system of professional training had likely emerged for Hebrew scribes in association with the Jerusalem palace and temple (e.g., 2 Sam. 8:16–18; 1 Kings 4:1–6; 2 Kings 18:18).6 Given the importance of the monarchy and religious practice within Israelite society (e.g., Deut. 17:18–19), scribal training focused on recording and copying written documents with as much consistency and accuracy as possible. Foremost among these documents was the text of Scripture itself, which had to be reproduced precisely when making extra copies or when scrolls wore out.7 While many details remain unclear, it appears that certain priestly scribes who were connected with Israel’s religious administration preserved the authoritative copies of the sacred writings in a temple archive. This practice continued as long as the temple of Solomon was standing.

      Textual Diversification and the Septuagint

      The fall of Jerusalem in 586 BC had major consequences for the text of the Hebrew Bible. In their conquest, the Babylonians destroyed the temple, as well as the royal infrastructure that supported it. Many priestly scribes and other officials were killed or exiled, along with the royal court and other well-educated figures (2 Kings 24:14–15; Jer. 24:1). Any copies of Scripture that survived the destruction were geographically scattered along with the people.

      As the biblical text was copied in disparate areas over the following centuries with much less coordination or oversight by the Jerusalem priesthood, textual variations both large and small inevitably started to enter the picture. Although the reconstruction of the temple around 516 BC reinvigorated priestly scribal activity, some measure of textual diversification of the Hebrew Bible had already begun. The results of this process are visible in the biblical manuscripts of the Dead Sea Scrolls, which were discovered in the 1940s but include scrolls dating as early as the third century BC. Some of these scrolls closely or even perfectly match the much later Masoretic Text tradition. But others differ from the Masoretic Text in nontrivial ways, at both the microlevel (specific words or phrases) and the macrolevel (larger differences in the arrangement or length of books).8

      These developments do not mean that every copy of Scripture was considered equally valid or equally good in the ancient world. In chapter 7, we discuss the evidence for a standardized temple copy or majority text existing amid other nonstandard texts (such as those found among the Dead Sea Scrolls). But the fact remains: when the Greek translators began their work, a plurality of Hebrew texts was on the scene. Not only did ancient copies of Hebrew Scripture not perfectly match the Hebrew Masoretic Text used for modern translations today, but also ancient copies differed from each other to varying degrees. The history of the Hebrew Bible is, ultimately, not as tidy as we might like.

      The Challenge of Terminology

      The preceding discussion highlights the need to establish concepts and terminology carefully, particularly to avoid pitfalls about what the Septuagint is and is not. Thus far we have been talking somewhat plainly about the “Septuagint,” but now we need to refine our terms.

      First, as shown above, it is an oversimplification to say that the Septuagint is a Greek translation of the Hebrew Bible in a straightforward way, since the translators were not working with a standardized text (or with the same text we use today).

      Second, it is an oversimplification to say that the Septuagint is a singular or homogenous entity in itself, as if it were produced in full, at one time, by a single translation committee (like many modern Bible translations). This mistake is common among students, pastors, and even scholars for at least two reasons. First, there is an assumption—often unconscious—that because we can purchase a copy of “the” Septuagint today, it must have come into being in antiquity all at once, like a new publication.9 But that is not the case, as we discuss in subsequent chapters. Second, the standard terminology itself can perpetuate this misconception: the Septuagint is called “the Septuagint.” It has a singular title, just like all books, and that can create the impression of coordination and homogeneity.

      In the ancient world, however, not only did writing and publishing work differently than it does today, but there is no actual evidence that “the” Septuagint was conceptualized as a singular entity anyhow. In fact, we have no evidence for any notion of either unity or uniformity for the Greek translations (note the plural) of the Hebrew Bible as a whole, at any point, anywhere, all the way from the earliest translation efforts to at least the end of the Second Temple period (ca. mid-third century BC through late first century AD).10 As far as we know, based on ancient writings, including the New Testament, there was no terminology used to refer specifically to Jewish Scriptures written in Greek.
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