
Translations 2
From Aramaic to Greek



ד"במדבר כ
ֵ֑( כד) ד וְצִים֙ מִיַַּ֣ד כִתִִּ֔ים וְעִנּ֥וּ אַשּׁ֖וּר וְעִנוּ־ע  ב   ּ֥י אב ד  ַַם־ּׁ֖֖וּא עד ר וְ בר

But ships shall come from the coast of Kittim. They shall afflict Asshur and shall 

afflict Eber. He also shall come to destruction.

ומארע  למברנייאוציען יצטרחן במני זיינא ויפקון באוכלוסין סַיאין מן ( יונתן)תרַום ירושלמי 

ויצערון לאתוראי וישעבדון כל בנוי  וקושטנטינירומיויצטרפון בליַיונין דיפקון מן איטלייא

.וי֖וון עד עלמא לאובדנא,ברם סופ֖ון דאיליין ואיליין למיפל ביד מלכא משיחא.דעבר

And ships (lit., sails) armed for war will come forth with great armies from 

Lombadia, and from the land of Italia, conjoined with the legions that will 

come forth from Rome and Constantinople, and will afflict the Assyrians, and 

bring into captivity all the sons of Eber. Nevertheless, the end of these and of 

those is to fall by the hand of the King Messiah and be brought to everlasting 

destruction.



תלמוד בבלי מסכת מַיל֖ דף כא עמוד ב

.  ובלבד שלא י֖א אחד קורא ושנים מתרַמין, בתור֖ אחד קורא ואחד מתרַם: תנו רבנן•

.ובלבד שלא י֖ו שנים קורין ושנים מתרַמין, ובנביא אחד קורא ושנים מתרַמין•

י֖בי דעתיי֖ו  -כיון דחביב֖ ? מאי טעמא. אפילו עשר֖ קורין ועשר֖ מתרַמין-ובמַיל֖ וב֖לל•

.ושמעי

• Our Rabbis taught: As regards the Torah, one reads and one translates, and in no case must one read 

and two translate [together]. As regards the Prophets, one reads and two may translate, but in no case 

may two read and two translate. As regards Hallel and the Megillah, even ten may read [and ten may 

translate]. What is the reason? Since the people like it, they pay attention and hear.

.שאין תרַום בכתובים, לא ַרסינן-ועשר֖ מתרַמין י "רש•

We do not read “ten translate,” because there is no Targum to the K’tuvim.

אבל  ,ובחנם מחקו דודאי יש תרַום.י מוחק מתרַמין לפי שאין מתרַמין תרַום בכתובים"רש-תוספות 

.לא עשאו י֖ונתן אלא מימי ֖תנאים נעש֖

Rashi emended it unnecessarily. There is surely a Targum, but it is not Yonatan’s but tannaitic.







Kiddushin 49a

Rabbi Yehudah said: One2 who 

translates a verse literally is a 

charlatan, 

yet one who adds to [the literal 

sense] curses and blasphemes.

“Blasphemes.” Ridiculing God [by] 

altering His words. Whatever Onkelos

adds, however, was not of his own 

discretion but part of the revelation at 

Sinai that was forgotten and he 

subsequently reintroduced…

֖מתרַם  : רבי י֖וד֖ אומר: ו֖תניא

,  ֖רי ז֖ בדאי–פסוק כצורתו 

֖רי ז֖ מחרף  –ו֖מוסיף עליו 

!ומַדף

משנ֖ את , מבז֖ את ֖מקום". ֖רי ז֖ מחרף"

,  ואונקלוס כש֖וסיף לא מדעתו ֖וסיף. דבריו

…אלא שנשתכח וחזר וייסדו, ש֖רי בסיני ניתן



It’s Greek to me
THE SEPTUAGINT (LXX)



תלמוד בבלי מסכת מַיל֖ דף ט עמוד ב

R. SIMEON B. GAMALIEL SAYS THAT BOOKS [OF 

THE SCRIPTURE] ALSO ARE PERMITTED TO BE 

WRITTEN ONLY IN GREEK. R. Abbahu said in the 

name of R. Johanan: The halachah follows R. 

Simeon b. Gamaliel. R. Johanan further said: 

What is the reason of R. Simeon b. Gamaliel? 

Scripture says, “God enlarge Japheth, and he 

shall dwell in the tents of Shem.” [This means] 

that the words of Japheth shall be in the tents 

of Shem. But why not say [the words of] Gomer 

and Magog? — R. Hiyya b. Abba replied: The 

real reason is because it is written, Let God 

enlarge [yaft] Japheth: implying, let the chief 

beauty [yafyuth] of Japheth be in the tents of 

Shem.

אף : רבן שמעון בן ַמליאל אומר

בספרים לא ֖תירו שיכתבו אלא  

אמר רבי אב֖ו אמר רבי . יונית

֖לכ֖ כרבן שמעון בן  : יוחנן

מאי : ואמר רבי יוחנן. ַמליאל

? טעמא דרבן שמעון בן ַמליאל

יפת אל֖ים ליפת וישכן "אמר קרא 

דבריו של יפת י֖יו -" בא֖לי שם

!  ואימא ַומר ומַוַ-. בא֖לי שם

֖יינו  : אמר רבי חייא בר אבא

-"יפת אל֖ים ליפת"טעמא דכתיב 

.יפיותו של יפת י֖א בא֖לי שם



There are two principal accounts of the origin of the Jewish translation of
the Torah into Greek. One account is a Hellenistic Jewish work of the second
century BCE known as The Letter of Aristeas, which is echoed in both Philo
and Josephus. The other account appears in a variety of talmudic and post-
talmudic rabbinic sources.

The Letter of Aristeas informs us that a Greek king, assumed to be Ptolemy II
Philadelphus (285–246 BCE), discovered that his library in Alexandria lacked a
copy of the Torah. His librarian contacted the High Priest Elazar in Jerusalem,
who dispatched seventy-two scholars, six from each tribe (!), who sat—
together (!)—on the island of Pharos, outside Alexandria (site of the fabled
lighthouse), for seventy-two days (!), completing the translation.



Megillah 9a

• Rabbi Yehudah said: Even when the Rabbis

permitted translation into Greek, they

permitted it only regarding the Torah, due to

the incident involving King Ptolemy …

• Once upon a time, King Ptolemy gathered 

seventy-two elders in seventy-two separate 

rooms, without revealing to them his 

purpose. He visited each one individually and 

said: Write for me the Torah of your master 

Moses [in Greek]. God inspired them 

[identically] and all their translations were 

identical.

• אף : אמר רבי י֖וד֖: ותניא
לא  , כש֖תירו רבותינו יוונית
ומשום  , ֖תירו אלא בספר תור֖

: דתניא–מעש֖ דתלמי ֖מלך 
מעש֖ בתלמי ֖מלך שכינס  

שבעים ושניים זקנים ו֖כניסן 
ולא ַיל֖ , בשבעים ושניים בתים

ונכנס אצל  , ל֖ם על מ֖ כינסן
כתבו : כל אחד ואחד ואמר ל֖ם

נתן ֖קדוש . לי תורת מש֖ רבכם
ברוך ֖וא בלב כל אחד ואחד 

.ו֖סכימו כולן לדעת אחת, עצ֖



Sof’rim 1:7-8

• It once transpired that five elders translated the Torah
into Greek on behalf of King Ptolemy. That day was as
difficult for Israel as the day on which the golden calf
was made, because the Torah cannot be properly
translated.

• In another instance, King Ptolemy summoned
seventy-two elders and placed them in seventy-two
houses, without revealing to them why he had
gathered them. He approached each one individually
and instructed him, Write for me the Torah of your
master Moses [in Greek]. God provided [the same]
inspiration to each and every one and they concurred
unanimously, writing the Torah alone [i.e. only the
Pentateuch] while introducing thirteen emendations
in it …

לתלמישכתבוזקניםבחמיש֖מעש֖•
֖יוםאותוו֖י֖,יוונית֖תור֖את֖מלך
,֖עַלבושנעש֖כיוםלישראלקש֖
כלל֖תרַםיכול֖֖תור֖֖ית֖שלא

.צורכ֖
שבעיםשכינס֖מלךבתלמימעש֖שוב•

ושניםבשבעיםו֖ושיבםזקניםושנים
נכנס.כינסםמ֖עלל֖םַיל֖ולא,בתים
:ל֖םאמר,מ֖םואחדאחדכלאחר
֖מקוםנתן.רבכםמש֖תורתליכתבו
דעתןו֖סכימ֖,ואחדאחדכלבלבעצ֖

,עצמ֖בפניתור֖לווכתבו,אחתלדעת
…ב֖שינודברעשרושלוש֖



The most significant difference between the sources is the reported reaction
of the Sages of Israel to the translation. According to the Letter of Aristeas,
they endorsed it, while according to the talmudic, midrashic, and post-
talmudic rabbinic sources, they viewed it with disapproval. Indeed, later
Jewish tradition actually assigned a day of public fasting in commemoration
of the translation:

.ימיםשלוש֖בעולםחושךו֖י֖,֖מלךתלמיבימייוונית֖תור֖נכתב֖בטבתבשמונ֖

“On the eighth of Tevet: The Torah was written in Greek in the days of King
Ptolemy, and the world was darkened for three days.”

(Shulḥan Arukh, Oraḥ Ḥayyim 580:2)



The emendations that the translators included are recorded in
Tannaitic literature in the Mekhilta to Exodus (Bo 14), and in
Amoraic literature in both the Babylonian Talmud (Megillah 9a) and
the Jerusalem Talmud (Megillah 1:9). For the most part, they
comprise alterations to the literal Masoretic Text that are intended
to preclude potential theological problems.

A typical example is that of Genesis 1:26:
ר אמר יםוַיב ִ֖ לֹ ֖:א ֱֿ שר נוּאָדָםנַעד נוּבְצַלְמ  …כִדְמוּת 

“God said: Let us make man …,” implying a plurality of deities.
Another is at Genesis 2:2:

יםוַיְכַל ִ֖ לֹ םא ֱֿ שְבִיעִיבַיוב רמְלַאכְתוב ַ֖ שר …עָשָ֖אד
“On the seventh day, God ceased the work that he had done,” 
suggesting that He worked on the seventh day.



( טז)'בראשית ַ
ִּ֔ נ  רב   ֖ ַּ֣ךְ וְ נ  ֖֙ עִצְבוב רְבָָּ֤֖ אַרְבר ַ֖ אִשַָּ֣֖ אָמַַ֗ר  ָ֖ ל־ ל־אִיש  אר  לְדִַּ֣י בָנִֵ֑ים וְאר ב ת   ּׁ֖צר ךְ֙ ךְ בְער

ִּ֔ךְ ךְ תְשַּ֣וּקָת  וְּׁ֖֖וּא יִמְשׇׁל־בָ 

(JPS) To the woman He said, "I will greatly multiply your labor pangs; with 

pain will you bear children. Yet, your desire will be for your husband and he 

will rule over you.“

LXX: And to the woman he said, I will greatly multiply thy pains and thy 

groanings; in pain thou shalt bring forth children, and thy submission shall 

be to thy husband, and he shall rule over thee.

(?)תשובתך 



( כד)' בראשית ד
ךְ יקַֻם־קֵָ֑יִן כִּ֥י שִבְעָתַּׁ֖יִם  ּׁ֖מר ֖שִבְעִּ֥ים וְשִ וְלר  בְעָ 

• (JPS) If Kayin will be avenged sevenfold, then Lemekh seventy-sevenfold!

• LXX: Because vengeance has been exacted seven times on Cain's behalf, on 

Lamech's seventy times seven.

ךְ ( לא)'בראשית ֖ מר י לר י כׇׁל יְמ  ִ֖ בַע וְשִבְעִים שָנָ֖ וּוַיְ ת שָנָ֖ שר אוב תשְבַע מ  .  וַיָמב



( ַ)' בראשית ֖
יְחִַּ֣י אָדַָ֗ם  ד בִדְמוּתּׁ֖שְלֹשִָּ֤ים וּמְאַת֙ שָנִָּ֖֔ וַ  לר ת וַיּ֥וב ת־שְמּׁ֖וב ש   וב כְצַלְמֵ֑וב וַיִקְרָּ֥א אר

• (JPS) Adam lived one hundred and thirty years, and fathered a son in his 

own likeness, after his image, and named him Shet.

• LXX: And Adam lived two hundred and thirty years, and begot after 

his form, and after his image, and he called his name Seth.



Origen and the Hexapla

• In the third century CE, the Christian scholar Origen of Alexandria 

wrote the Hexapla (Greek for “six”), comprising the Hebrew text of the 

Bible; its transliteration into Greek; its principal later Greek versions 

(Aquila, Symmachus, and Theodotion); and a composite translation that 

combines elements of the three later versions with that of the earlier, 

classical version. For this reason, not all of the emendations reported in 

the talmudic and midrashic accounts appear in the contemporary texts 

of the Septuagint that became the basis of the Christian Bible.




