MY BOOK REVIEW
When God Spoke Greek; The Septuagint and the Making of the Christian Bible, by Timothy Michae Law, Oxford University Press: New York, 2013. Pp 216 ISBN 978-0-19-978172-0

Research on the Septuagint remains sparse and limited in comparison to other fields of the Biblical studies. A probable reason would be that, commencing with Jerome’s Vulgate, the modern biblical translations are more based on the Masoretic Hebrew text than on the Greek translation. Law’s book attempts to fill this gap emphasizing the significance of the Septuagint in the shaping of the Christian theology.

In the Introduction, Law exposes his main arguments on the importance of reconsidering the Septuagint :  The Septuagint draw from a different textual tradition often older than the Masoretic text – and this was successfully proved after the discovery of the manuscripts in Qumran. Besides, the Septuagint was the translation that Jesus himself and the apostles used, and the Early Church fathers relied on to crystalize the new dogma. Furthermore, considering the Hellenistic -Jewish cultural context is vital to the in depth knowledge of the New Testament; the Septuagint sheds new light to that era and enable us to better understand the Jewish thought between the 3rd century BCE- 1st century CE. 

From the next chapter onwards, the author narrates the historical journey of the Septuagint, opening with Alexander the Great and the spread of the Greek language in the mid-4th century BCE and concluding the account with Jerome and Augustine, in the early 5th century CE. In the course of the narration, Law  is not limited to the mere description of the historical context  but he also addresses a plethora of key issues such as textual tradition and criticism, the so-called Apocrypha and Pseudepigrapha and the formation of the Church Canon, disagreements between the Septuagint and the Masoretic Text, the Septuagint's influence on the New Testament authors, and its use in by the Early Church.

 Chapters 8 and 9 hold a preeminent place within the book. Using OT and NT excerpts in parallel, the author thoroughly shows how the specific lexical choices of the Greek translators offered the authors of the New Testament the perfect linguistic and conceptual background to support the new faith. A typical example is the passage from Isaiah 7:14. While the Masoretic text reads / almah/[= young girl] the Septuagint translates as παρθένος  which, actually,  in Hebrew would more accurately be/ betulah/  [=virgin, woman not sexually engaged]. Matthew  (1:23) used this citation to ground the virgin birth of Jesus  on the prophetic prediction. We see how the Septuagint provided abundant support for Christological and Mariological concepts, hence its use by the Early Church fathers and apologetics.

Law’s book was criticized by certain scholars for unclear definitions and for the generic use of the "anachronistic" term Septuagint.[footnoteRef:1] I would like to differ with regards to these allegations;  Law repeatedly reminds us that neither the Greek nor the Hebrew scriptures were stabilised, and fluidity was the hallmark of both traditions,[footnoteRef:2] at least before their inclusion or exclusion in the canon -that is to say, before the 2nd century CE. More convincing seem the claims that he uses oversimplifying statements without supportive arguments, or, even,  that he projects a post-modern  "comfort" of the readers (= the believers) regarding this “pluralistic” textual tradition [footnoteRef:3]; let alone when the texts themselves expressly prohibit any addition or subtraction or  falsification of the words under dreadful curses. (Revelation, 22:18-19, Deuteronomy, 4:2). However, this in no way diminishes the freshness and liveness of the book, which engages specialists and general readers alike; actually, its accessibility is its greatest virtue. I would even say that, due to its concise form, the engaging language and the generous reading list provided at the end, this book  is the ideal springboard for anyone wishing to further explore the subject.  [1:   Theocharous, Myrto. "When God Spoke Greek: The Septuagint and the Making of the Christian Bible." Journal of the Evangelical Theological Society 57.2 (2014): 423.]  [2:  See, for example pp. 86 and 117 where the author makes clear that the term Septuagint is extended to include all revisions and amendments to the initial work of the LXX.]  [3:  Theocharous, ibid] 


To recapitulate, Law's arguments about the importance of the Septuagint and the need of its re-establishment within the Church  are convincing and logical. I would just like to add to the whole image by putting in my two pence, coming right from the opposite side. I'll explain right away; for many years, as a Greek Orthodox, the Septuagint was the only OT translation  that I was acquainted with. Subconsciously I had associated it with the ecclesiastical life, the hymns of the Holy Week, the hastily recited psalms at the Matins and  the Vespers, the awe-inspiring readings from the prophet Daniel on Holy Saturday. When at a mature age I was taught some basic Hebrew and started exploring the book of Exodus, I experienced a personal revelation : the plainness - nearly dryness - of the Hebrew  language -so far from the verbal frills and the countless grammatical particles of the elaborated Greek – and that almost journalistic description of the episode with the burning bush, left in my mind the unwavering impression that everything happened exactly as the text says - and what I was reading was both a sacred text and the newspaper of the time. I mean that a reader’s immersion into the Hebrew scriptures is equally important since, obviously, the two textual traditions are and should be seen as complementary and not in competition - original vs. copy, older vs. newer, Jewish vs Christian.
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