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Assignment 3: Report on accessing an on-line concordance and different Biblical translations. 

The Significance of Abraham in Concordances
Online concordances are simple, effective electronic resources for initial biblical textual study. The person of Abraham is a prime example of how online concordances easily present biblical texts concerning a character’s importance biographically and theologically.[footnoteRef:1] The concentration of information about Abraham is seen in Genesis. The few references to him elsewhere in the Old Testament are used intentionally. The New Testament writers of Gospels, Epistles and Hebrews invoke Abraham to support the identity of Jesus christologically. [1:  BibleGateway.Com, n.d., https://www.biblegateway.com.; Logos Bible Software, version 9 (Faithlife Corporation, 2021), www.logos.com.] 


The first mention of Abraham occurs in Genesis chapter 12. Chapters 12 to 25 recount his life. This account emphasises Abraham’s covenantal relationship with Yahweh and thereby the roots of the nation of Israel. It speaks of how the world would become populated through Abraham’s obedience and Yahweh’s steadfastness. Theologically it describes the origin of the tribes and nations of the Middle East and why they are linked together as either friendly neighbours or enemies. Text and story are heavily structured to provide a Hebrew/Judean/Israeli backstory. Their foundational identity and culture are emphasised in the promises and the covenant repeated later in stories of Joseph, Hebrews in Egypt and establishment of the geographical and theocratic culture of Yahweh’s chosen people in Yahweh’s chosen land.[footnoteRef:2] [2:  Cf. Leland Ryken, Jim Wilhoit, and Tremper Longman, eds., Dictionary of Biblical Imagery, Nachdr. (Downers Grove, Ill.: InterVarsity Press, 2005), 3-6.] 


Names are important in biblical history. They provide “insights into the nature of a character’s personality and fate”[footnoteRef:3]. Abram, the childless son of an ‘elevated father’ becomes Abraham ‘father of multitudes’. This is a narrative of fatherhood: from God as father to Abraham’s own experience of fatherhood; from efforts to bear a son to the efforts of raising one; from God’s promise to a covenantal relationship between God and Abraham. [3:  Gahl E. Sasson, ‘The Symbolic Meaning of Biblical Names as a Narrative Tool', 306-307).] 


As ‘father of multitudes’, the promises and covenants present as themes: constant relationship, land, progeny, blessings and fulfilment in the birth of Isaac (17:15-22; 18:1-17; 21:1-8), promise of safety and future security for Hagar’s progeny (21:8-20).[footnoteRef:4]  [4:  Leland Ryken, Jim Wilhoit, and Tremper Longman, eds., Dictionary of Biblical Imagery, Nachdr. (Downers Grove, Ill.: InterVarsity Press, 2005), 3-5.] 


These themes rely on Abraham’s obedience to God and his abiding in relationship with God. They bring the foundation of the Law binding the nation of Israel together. That is not to say that Abraham, like all humans, does not deviate and disobey. Right from the start, Abraham deviates from God’s specific instructions (12:4a-14:16; 12:10-20; 15:1-6; 15:9-11; 18:1-15; 18:16-33). Yet God remains constant to his covenantal relationship. It is not until chapter 22 (Abraham’s obedience to God’s command to sacrifice Isaac) that finally Abraham’s absolute obedience is successfully proven. God “wanted Abraham’s heart, not Isaac’s life”[footnoteRef:5]. [5:  ‘Abram, Abraham - Lockyer’s All the Men of the Bible - Bible Gateway’ (Zondervan 2008), accessed 6 December 2021, https://www.biblegateway.com/resources/all-men-bible/Abram-Abraham.] 


Later mentions of Abraham are linked with the identity of the God of Israel. Abraham’s God (‘the God of Abraham’) is specifically named to give identity to the nation (for example, Gen. 26:24 and within Isaiah 29:22). Combining Abraham with the other Patriarchs (‘the God of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob’) provides motivation for the Exodus (Exod. 3:6, 15; 4:5; 6:3). Jacob’s changed name (‘the God of Abraham, Isaac and Israel’) gives a clear identity to the unified nation of Israel (1 Kgs. 18:36; 1 Chron. 29:18; 2 Chron. 30:6). These all establish the key role Abraham’s name played in cementing the covenantal relationship between God and the nation of Israel.

Abraham is linked in Chronicles with his genealogy (1 Chr. 1:27-34)  and with God’s covenant (1 Chr. 16:14-2). In Nehemiah the link is with Abraham’s calling and God’s promises to Abram (Neh. 9:7-8 ) and in Isaiah within the Servant Songs (Isa. 51:2). Finally Abraham’s name is associated with Micah’s confidence in God’s compassion for his people through the promises made with Abraham (Mic. 7:20). [footnoteRef:6] [6:  Anthony R. Pyles, ‘Abraham’, in The Lexham Bible Dictionary, ed. John D. Barry et al. (Bellingham, WA.: Lexham Press, 2016).] 


It is notable that many of the Old and New Testament references correspond with specific verses within Genesis that bear the hallmark of hypothetical JEPD’s careful and purposeful redaction and additions. The Jahwist, reputedly written in Judah during David’s unifying reign, underlines unity of the nation, promises of salvation and importance of worship.[footnoteRef:7] The Elohist, from Israel, with the nation later divided again, used Abraham to emphasise the Temple, morality, faith and fear of God.[footnoteRef:8] Priestly additions encouraged right worship, religious identity, re-establishment of God’s Laws.[footnoteRef:9] These three strands show Abraham as ‘father of all nations’ (J), ‘guarantor of Israel's survival’ (P, in the context of exile) in the Hebrew scriptures and, within the New Testament, the  ‘model of faith’ (E, see Rom. 4.9; Heb. 11.8).[footnoteRef:10] [7:  Genesis 11.28–30; 12:1-9; 13:1-18; 18:1-33; 21:1-7; 24:1-25:11]  [8:  Sections of Genesis 15, esp 15:13-16; 20; 21:6-34; 22]  [9:  Parts of Genesis 11-12 and 17; 23; 25:7-11]  [10:  Robert North, ‘Abraham’, in Oxford Companion to the Bible, ed. Bruce M. Metzger and Michael D. Coogan (Oxford, UK: Oxford University Press, 2004), https://www.oxfordreference.com/view/10.1093/acref/9780195046458.001.0001/acref-9780195046458-e-0006.; ‘The JEPD Theory' Living in Christ Series (St Mary’s Press, Winona MN 55987, 2010), https://www.smp.org/dynamicmedia/files/9f86f9ff327c4e2eb3a9f985b135a6ff/TX001002_1-content-The_JEPD_Theory.pdf.] 


In the New Testament, writers cite Abraham as a “pioneer in the Old Testament of trust in God (e.g. Rom. 4; Heb. 7:1-10)”[footnoteRef:11]. Further mentions develop Jesus’ Christology through God’s covenantal promises reaching beyond the exclusivity of the nation of Israel to all humankind. Jesus is linked genealogically with Abraham[footnoteRef:12]. In parables and in debate with the Jewish opposition, Jesus cites Abraham to reinforce justification for true adherence to God.[footnoteRef:13] John cites Abraham to identify Jesus with God.[footnoteRef:14] For Paul, Abraham is the model spiritual father and the epitome of faith for the Christians.[footnoteRef:15] In essence, “Abraham so loved God as to give up his only son, and centuries before Christ was born, entered into the inner heart of John 3:16”[footnoteRef:16]. He is a spiritual father of all believers, and offers the unity and harmony sought by Jew, Christian, Muslim alike.[footnoteRef:17]  [11:  W. R. F. Browning, Dictionary of the Bible (Oxford, UNITED KINGDOM: Oxford University Press, 2009), 2-3, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/trinity/detail.action?docID=602496.]  [12:  Mathew 1:1-17; Luke 3:34]  [13:  For example, Mt. 3:9, 8:11, 22:32; Mk. 12:26; Lk. 16:19-31, 19:19; Jn. 8:31-59]  [14:  Jn. 8:58]  [15:  Rom. 4:11; Gal. 3:6–9; 4:28, Heb. 11:8-19]  [16:  ‘Abram, Abraham - Lockyer’s All the Men of the Bible - Bible Gateway (Zondervan 2008)’.]  [17:  R.F. Youngblood, Nelson’s Illustrated Bible Dictionary: New and Enhanced Edition (Thomas Nelson, 2014), e-book. Cf. Mt. 3:9; Lk. 13:16; Rom. 11:1] 


Simple use of a concordance reveals Abraham as a significant foundation block within the development of a nation of Israel and, through Jesus Christ, all people. Abraham is cited as the epitome of godly obedience and righteous living, despite his faults. How the Bible recounts the stories for study or everyday use depends on the different Bible translations available.

Septuagint and Vulgate
The first part of this essay discussed the use and importance of concordances and Bible dictionaries. This second part asks why awareness of the different translations of the Bible is important for academic studies. Discussion is limited to the Septuagint and Vulgate as they are the sources of most modern translations of the Bible. Outcomes of academic biblical studies impact upon theology and on confidence in the authenticity and reliability of biblical texts that are readily accessible to the public. 

All modern versions of the Bible derive from the Septuagint (or LXX) and Vulgate translations of the Hebrew and early Christian Scriptures. It is worth remembering that Septuagint and Vulgate are translations from the Hebrew Masoretic text of what became the Tanakh. Vulgate includes original translations of Greek Gospels and other texts. Thus, unless read in Greek and Latin, students access both Septuagint and Vulgate in mother tongue versions, hence at third hand from the Hebrew/Aramaic of original manuscripts. Provenance becomes important in setting the background to further discussion. 

The Septuagint developed earlier than the Vulgate. The Septuagint was produced during the 3rd-2nd or 1st centuries BCE from Greek translations of various Jewish scriptures, together with other scriptural books composed originally in Greek. In part at least, this was for the Greek-speaking Jewish population in Egypt, more familiar with Greek than the Hebrew or Aramaic texts. It is supposed that about 70 elders translated the texts, hence the title LXX or Septuagint. Given authority equal to the Hebrew Bible, the Septuagint greatly influenced the language and theology of the early Church. With the text very close to the Hebrew original, it is considered “the most important witness for textual criticism of the Hebrew Bible”.[footnoteRef:18] It is worth emphasising that the Septuagint was translated by Jews before the birth of Jesus. There was no intention or expectation beyond being as faithful as possible a translation of the Jewish scriptures. The intention was to create a readily understandable medium for a contemporary Jewish audience. [18:  Tim McLay, ‘Septuagint’, in Eerdmans Dictionary of the Bible, ed. David Noel Freedman, Allen C. Myers, and Astrid B. Beck (Grand Rapids, Mich: W.B. Eerdmans, 2020) Olive Tree Bible Study app.] 


The Vulgate was the outcome of response to a later similar need. By 382 when Pope Damascus commissioned a fresh translation of the Bible, the vulgate, or everyday language, of the people was Latin. Jerome, a leading 4th-5th century scholar, undertook an initial Latin translation of the Gospels in about 383, followed by translations of other Hebrew Bible books from the Greek Septuagint. Finding these unsatisfactory, Jerome translated his Old Testament directly from extant original Hebrew versions, completing it in about 405. Later, Pope Gregory the Great made a number of changes. The Vulgate became the definitive Bible including both Jewish and Christian writings. Significantly, Wycliffe used this Vulgate for his English translation of the Bible. The University of Paris edited a definitive version, “to provide an agreed standard for theological teaching and debate”, which met approval at the Council of Trent in 1546 (and remains the official Latin authority for the Bible today for the RC Church following several later editions).[footnoteRef:19] Thus, by 1546, the Vulgate had been subjected to a multiple amendments, additions and deletions over more than a thousand years. Thirty years earlier, Erasmus published his Greek translation of the Bible, which coincided with the introduction of coffee and development of coffee shops and discussion groups in 1516. It is no surprise that a call for Reformation emerged quickly in 1517: “Greek New Testament plus a cup of coffee—and the next thing you know, you have the Reformation”[footnoteRef:20]. [19:  The Editors of Encyclopedia Britannica, ‘“Septuagint.” Encyclopedia Britannica’, 12 May 2020, https://www.britannica.com/topic/Septuagint.]  [20:  ‘The Vulgate | 5 Minutes in Church History’, https://www.5minutesinchurchhistory.com/, accessed 14 December 2021, https://www.5minutesinchurchhistory.com/the-vulgate/.] 


Impact of Septuagint and Vulgate
Why is awareness of Septuagint and Vulgate so important for academic biblical studies? Evidence suggests that Paul and the writers of the Gospels and the letter to the Hebrews possessed prior knowledge of the Septuagint. For example, the Magnificat and Benedictus, the angelic proclamation of peace and the Nunc Dimittis echo specific Septuagint language, grammar and thought. There are explicit quotations from the Old into the New Testament.[footnoteRef:21] Because of this, Luther and the Protestants accepted the  authority of the Septuagint in their discrediting of the Catholic Church. Indeed, the Orthodox Church attributes “a dogmatic merit to the Translation of the Seventy, in some cases placing it on equal level with the original and even elevating it above the Hebrew text, as is generally accepted in the most recent editions”[footnoteRef:22]. [21:  Cf. Timothy Michael Law, ‘The Septuagint behind the New Testament’, in When God Spoke Greek (Oxford University Press, 2013), chs. 8-9, https://doi.org/10.1093/acprof:oso/9780199781713.003.0008.]  [22:  Hilarion Alfeyev, Orthodox Christianity Volume II: Doctrine and Teaching of the Orthodox Church: 2 (Yonkers, NY: St. Vladimir’s Seminary Press, 2011), 34.] 


The main purpose of biblical textual studies is to provide the most reliable wording of the Bible to build confidence in the authenticity and accuracy of the Bible and to encourage faith. Any Bible academic must be acutely aware of the potential for meeting and resolving mistranslations, misinterpretations and mis-copying within the Vulgate and Septuagint over the extensive period of their development. For example, modern studies suggest Septuagint wrongly translates the first words of Genesis as the Greek en arche, which in English versions is translated ‘in the beginning’. Hebrew simply states ‘in beginning’, rendered as‘to begin with …’. For the Jews, Genesis 1 is about the beginning of the Earth, not of all matter. Similar translation errors of almah from the Hebrew text of Isaiah 7:14-16 lead to the perpetuation of Mary dubbed as a virgin. If Isaiah had wanted to imply her virginity, he could have used the more accurate betulah. Almah is a generic word for ‘young woman’, ‘girl’ or ‘virgin’. Subtly, Septuagint and Matthew use ‘virgin’ for specific christological and theological reasons.

Past translation errors in the Septuagint (and consequently Jerome’s Vulgate) led to misrepresentations in liturgy, art and sculpture from the 12th century onwards.[footnoteRef:23] For example, in texts from the Psalms, “the splendid verse [Psalm 24:7] was transmitted into art and the liturgy of the church in a garbled manner”[footnoteRef:24]. Indeed, in Montpellier, Psalm 73 was taken too literally, leading to the tragic torture and mutilation of at least ten people.[footnoteRef:25] It is timely to heed Mark Ward’s comment:  [23:  David Kaufmann, ‘Errors in the Septuagint and the Vulgate from Which Illustrations and Sculptures Derived Their Origin’, The Jewish Quarterly Review 11, no. 1 (1898): 163–66, https://doi.org/10.2307/1450406.]  [24:  Kaufmann, Errors in the Septuagint and the Vulgate', 164.]  [25:  Kaufmann, Errors in the Septuagint and the Vulgate', 165-166.] 

“Differences between translations are instructive; they help raise interpretive questions you might not have thought of. But if you start thinking that a given difference between translations is due to textual variants, you’ll confuse the issues, waste your time, and perhaps miss out on what’s really going on in the text.”[footnoteRef:26]
 [26:  Mark Ward, ‘When 2 Bible Translations Disagree, Which One Is Right?’, The Logos Blog, 3 May 2017, https://blog.logos.com/two-bible-translations-disagree-one-right/.] 

The modern Jewish Bible, Tanakh, derives from a Masoretic text. The familiar books of the Jewish Bible, the Tanakh, follow a logical order of priority for the Jews: Torah (the Law, Instructions, ‘word of God’), then Nevi’im (Prophets) [not people who deliver future predictions, but those who deliver a message from God], finally Ketuvim (Writings, inspired literary writings often for Exilic and post-Exilic Jews). Knowledge of the relative importance attached to the three sections should form a constant background to biblical study. Both the Vulgate used by the Roman Catholic Church and modern Septuagint-based Protestant Bibles place books in a different order, often with omissions and additions, thereby distorting the Jewish understanding of Scripture. Serious biblical study needs awareness of these differences and application of testing similar to that undergone within the historical Jesus Quests. Parallel study of Tanakh, Septuagint and Vulgate and familiarity and competent use of interlinear texts and concordances such as Strong’s are essential. 

Conclusion
This essay began by exploring how online concordances, supported by Bible dictionaries and encyclopaedias, provide easy access to initial study of biblical proper nouns, themes or texts. There followed a brief history of the Septuagint and Vulgate, still used as source material for authorised translations of the Bible today. Examples of how deviations and errors need to be considered in any serious biblical studies led to suggestions about initial engagement with the text of the Bible. Biblical study must always be mindful of its raison d’être, which is to encourage deeper faith and understanding for living authentic lives in the real world. Greater awareness of Septuagint, Vulgate and, indeed, Tanakh is key to informed biblical study.
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