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	INTRODUCTION

	 

	 

	
    The New Testament was written in Greek. A type of Greek called Koiné. It was everyday language, spoken throughout the Roman Empire during the first century of our era.

	In 326 BC, Alexander the Great had conquered almost all the then known world. Though his empire collapsed after his premature death, the cultural influence of Greece – language and thought – would still be predominant for centuries. 

	The Gospel of Matthew ends with the great mandate of Jesus: “Go therefore and make disciples of all the nations ...” (Matthew 28:19 – NKJV)

	Later, the apostle Peter - a Jew - will be responsible for the first proclamation of the Gospel to the Gentiles, the non-Jewish people, of which we read a detailed account in the book of Acts. 

	It was just the beginning. 

	Through the ministry of Paul, the Christian faith spread outside the borders of Israel, among the heathen nations, throughout the Mediterranean, in such a powerful way that, by the end of the first century, the majority of the believers were Gentiles.

	Since the Gospel was meant to be a message addressed to everyone, universal, the most natural thing we could expect to happen, was that the New Testament should be written in a language spoken practically everywhere. At that time this language was Greek.

	The adoption of a foreign language and even the conversion of non-Jewish believers could never eradicate the strong Hebrew roots of the Christian faith. 

	Hebrew was the background of the ministry of Jesus and of the apostles.     Hebrew (and Aramaic) was their native language. 

	Hebrew was their culture, their faith, their mind. 

	All these cultural characteristics are alive and well today. They have survived in the Greek used to write the New Testament. They are visible even through today's translations in our Western languages: language barriers and time have not been able to demise their influence. So strong was the influence of the Jewish language and thought in the Gospels, the epistles and the book of Revelation. Greek was simply used to express Semitic concepts and ideas - which remained dominant. 

	In the past, the Jewish background of the New Testament was not kept in the proper consideration. Later discoveries - like the Dead Sea Scrolls - revealed that, in order to better understand the New Testament, it is necessary to seriously consider the language and culture of those through whom it was written. 

	 The New Testament did not betray but embraced and gave the world the riches of the Jewish religion. Its authors interpreted from their original language thoughts, sayings, accounts or even written documents, and wrote in Greek. So deep was their Jewish background that when they could not find an equivalent for some Hebrew words or expressions, they thought well to keep them in their Greek autographs. This use has influenced the language of the church down to our days. In fact, we end all our prayers with a Hebrew word: “Amen.” We shout to God: "Hallelujah." We call Jesus the "Messiah" – the latter word having entirely taken the meaning of the Hebrew term. More details will be given in the pages to follow.

	The study of the Hebrew background of the New Testament, I am sure, will unlock some Scripture truths and will bless the reader with a more reverent attitude concerning the Jewish heritage of our faith.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 


 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER ONE

	 

	Why Greek?

	 

	 

	 

	My studies convinced me that the books which are part of the collection of Holy Writings that we call the New Testament, were all written before the end of the first century in the most widely spoken language of the time: Greek. 

	 

	During those days, the Roman Empire was the leading world power, ruling all over the lands around the Mediterranean Sea. Anyway, Rome's military conquest had not been able to affect the extension of the supremacy of the Greek language and culture. Just like the fall of the British Empire did not mean the end of the diffusion of the English language, also in the ancient world neither the sudden death of Alexander the Great, first agent of worldwide Hellenistic influence, nor the division of his empire could stop the linguistic and cultural dominion of the Greeks. The Romans themselves were fascinated and seduced by the Hellenistic culture.

	After the death of Alexander, his empire was parted among his generals. One of them was Ptolomy, who founded Egypt's last dynasty. 

	In the third century BC, Ptolemy II Philadelphus sponsored the translation of the Torah for the famous library of Alexandria. This version of the Hebrew Scriptures is usually referred to as the Septuagint (which means "Seventy", abbr. LXX) because of the number of the original translators and the providential circumstances under which the Pentateuch’s translations was completed. Whether history or myth, the name remains to this day.

	What was the type of Greek used for the Septuagint?

	Just like today’s English can be distinguished into its derivations: British, American, Australian, etc… The Greek of the third century BC, being a language spoken worldwide, also by non-native speakers, offered a variety of choices.

	Classical Greek was the elegant, sophisticated literary language. It was used by the intellectuals, philosophers and writers. 

	The LXX’s translators preferred the Koiné Greek, a less rhetorical, more practical, accessible, elastic, fluid form of language. More open to innovation and to the introduction of new words, it was definitely more fit to express the Hebrew religious language. The latter was characterized by a very rigid, well fixed technical terminology, fundamentally impossible to be fully translated into classical Greek and that, by consequence, needed a form of language that could be easily adapted to better express foreign terminology. 

	The Septuagint is the object of deep study up to this day. The internet has become a valuable source of information on this subject. The Sinaitic and Vatican manuscripts (which contain it) and the Septuagint itself are now available online for anyone to study. 

	It is indeed hard to underestimate the importance of the LXX version of the Old Testament, its contribution for a better understanding of the Hebrew Scriptures, facts and terminology. 

	The Greek of the Septuagint has influenced the New Testament, which was evidently written in a later development of the same Koiné language.

	 

	Jesus’ mandate was to spread the good news throughout the whole world.

	 

	“Go therefore and make disciples of all the nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit.” (Matthew 28:19 – NKJV)

	 

	In another occasion he openly said to his disciples:

	 

	“you shall be witnesses to Me in Jerusalem, and in all Judea and Samaria, and to the end of the earth.” (Acts 1:8 – NKJV)

	 

	The most obvious thing to happen was that the apostles and the disciples would choose a language for the Scriptures of the Christian faith that would permit the growth of the Church outside of the boundaries of the Jewish nation. 

	Literarily speaking the New Testament – as well as the Old – is not the work of one single writer. Usually, when we read the various versions, the change of the language and the presence of a translator, will naturally tend to uniform the style of the books of the Bible. But if we read the Biblical books, in their original language, we will suddenly notice the linguistic peculiarities of each writer. 

	If we compare Mark to John in the original Greek, both words and style could hardly be more different. 

	Paul writes in a more sophisticated way than the other New Testament authors. He has a perfect knowledge of both Greek and Hebrew. It is quite evident in the accurate terminology that he uses in his epistles, where he lays the foundations of the Christian doctrine.

	Luke wrote the introduction to his Gospel in classical Greek. His style is quite elegant. This made his work popular among the Gentile Christians, but also among the Gnostics sects, hostile to the Jewish heritage of Christianity: The (in)famous heretical Marcion, believed that only Luke and the epistles of Paul should be received as Scriptures.

	Notwithstanding their personal styles, all the writers of the books of the New Testament had one thing in common: they gave up artificial structures, in order to embrace the vivid and accessible vernacular of the people.     

	The consequences of this choice are amazing and we experience them on a daily basis when we read, understand and live the Word of God.

	The Greek of the New Testament is simple and clear, but by no means elementary or simplistic. It is not sophisticated beyond measure because it is intended to be understood by everyone – its authors did not boast knowledge and technique, but introduced people to the Revelation of God's Person and Will. 

	These traits make the New Testament an unparalleled literary phenomenon, with which almost every culture of the last two thousand years had to confront itself.   

	It is worthwhile notice that the Hebrew influence on the biblical Greek gave rise to a new religious terminology which enriched the Greek vocabulary so that it could properly describe the truths of the Christian religion.

	As far as the Greek influence on the Hebrew religion is concerned, there might be different opinions on the subject, since it is objectively a far more complicated matter. Personally, I believe that though the Jews might recognize the value of the Greek language, their religious identity was too strong to be contaminated with Hellenistic mind or beliefs. 

	Tyrants like Antiocus Epiphanes, who tried to impose pagan rituals and thought to the Jews, led only few to deny their heritage. Orthodox Judaism, after the Babylonian captivity of the sixth century BC, was not inclined to compromise with any foreign culture. Time and circumstances have abundantly left evidence of this in history.

	 

	Going back to our main topic, the language of the LXX and that of the New Testament, was simple, innovative; clear, live and stimulating.

	Let’s see some examples in detail.

	

	The Greek word "agape" (in the original Greek alphabet: αγαπη), which is famous also to many who have nothing to do with biblical Greek, is a peculiar word from the LXX and the New Testament. It is not found in classical Greek. The King James Version translates it "charity", which corresponds to the current word “love” used by more up to date versions.

	The meaningful expression "God is love" is in the original Greek "῾Ο Θεὸς ἀγάπη ἐστί." Such a statement, which we give for granted, brings a powerful innovation in the idea of God. It was a conclusion drawn through the meditation of the Old Testament, that became evident because of the incarnation of the Son of God. Such Truth found its perfect expression in Koiné Greek. 

	 

	The Greek word "zoe" (ζωη) means “life”. We find it used in particular in the gospel of John, where it is enriched with quite a significant spiritual meaning. Though "zoe" originally was used to describe life in a physical way, in the fourth gospel is used to communicate the most wonderful implications of true life springing from God and His Son Jesus.  

	 

	In the book of Revelation we find the word "pantokrator" (παντοκράτωρ), which means "Almighty". 

	 

	"I am the Alpha and the Omega," says the Lord God, who is and who was and who is to come, the Almighty." 

	(Revelation 1:8 - RSV)

	 

	Outside of the Revelation we find this term in the epistles of Paul too.

	 

	“And will be to you a Father, And ye shall be to me sons and daughters, saith the Lord Almighty.” 

	(2 Corinthians 6:18 - ASV)

	 

	The Apostles took the word Pantokrator from the Greek version of the Old Testament, where it thus rendered the Hebrew expression צבאות יהוה, usually translated in English: “Jehovah of hosts” (ASV) or “Lord of Hosts” (KJV). 

	In Nahum 2:13 the LXX reads Kyrios Pantokrator (κύριος παντοκράτωρ), literally: "Lord Almighty".

	Why did the LXX choose to translate the Hebrew original in this way?

	The Greek Pantokrator does not literally translate the Hebrew Sebaoth (צבאות). In a sense, it reviews the word, giving it a more universal meaning, expressing the absolute sovereignty of God over all creation and every creature. 

	Some scholars believe that Pantokrator might have been created to render the Hebrew. This would explain why not all the Old Testament books of the LXX translate צבאות, but simply transliterate it into the Greek alphabet. The original “צבאות יהוה,” becomes in the Greek alphabet “κύριος σαβαωθ,” (Isaiah 1:9). 
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