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TRANSLATING THE UNTRANSLATABLE:
SEPTUAGINT RENDERINGS OF HEBREW IDIOMS

Jan Joosten
1. INTRODUCTION

It is universally agreed that translating is impossible. All those who have
tried their hand at it see the truth of the Italian proverb:
“the translator is a traitor.”

In everyday life, although the problems are real enough, the limitations
of translation can often be accommodated. Translation is the art of the
feasible. In the religious realm, however, the merely feasible is not good
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In light of these reflections, the Septuagint stands out as a remarkable
achievement, not only for what the translators did, but even more for the
very fact of doing it. From our modern point of view, the decision to
translate Scripture may seem unremarkable. The Septuagint is merely the
first in a very long series. To this day, the Bible has been translated into
over 2000 languages. In its own historical context, however, the production
and publication of a translation that would stand in for the original Hebrew
and be used in its stead, in teaching and liturgy and perhaps other
connections too, are truly momentous events.

Islam went one step further and denied the very
possibility of translating the Qoran: any translations of the Qoran are

. 2
regarded as fafsir, “commentary.”

' T. Meg. 4.41.

2 See A. L. de Prémare, “Coran et langue arabe: quelques réflexions,” in “Dieu
parle la langue des hommes”: Etudes sur la transmission des textes religieux (I
millénaire) (ed. Béatrice Bakhouche and Philippe Le Moigne; Histoire du Texte
Biblique 8; Lausanne: Editions du Zébre, 2007), 93-100.
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How can one explain the distinctive stance reflected in the Septuagint?
What is the background of the decision to translate? Did the Greek
translators fail to think through all the implications of their actions, rushing
in like fools where angels would fear to tread? Or perhaps to them the text
they were translating was not sacred Scripture but merely the traditional
lore, and law, of the Jews?

n explicit statement going somewhat in this
direction is made by Philo—admittedly some three hundred years after the
event }
Or perhaps one should not stress the translators’ desire to affirm their own
identity: they may merely have been pragmatists, thinking that God’s word
would effect the purpose for which it had been sent, even in translation.
Conscious of the limitations of translation, they would nevertheless have
been confident that the essential message of the biblical text could be
transposed into a different language.

It would be presumptuous to pretend answering these deep and difficult
questions in a brief study. The Septuagint is an enigmatic literary corpus
coming from a period about which almost nothing is known.

In the present paper I would like to contribute to this discussion with an
analysis of some expressions illustrating the impossibility of translation with
particular clarity. Translating is always difficult, but some things are harder
to translate than others. Borderline cases may prove to be diagnostic. Where
translators come to the end of their wits, they reveal what “makes them
tick.” One might retort that hard cases make bad law and that exceptions do
not prove the rule. If so, let the proof of the pudding be in the tasting!

2. IDIOMATIC EXPRESSIONS

Idiomatic expressions have often been singled out as comprising a category
that is particularly difficult to translate. Idiomatic expressions can be
defined with Eugene Nida as combinations of words whose semantic and

3 On the Life of Moses 2.37.
4 See H. Orlinsky, “The Septuagint as Holy Writ and the Philosophy of the
Translators,” HUCA 46 (1975): 89-114.
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Joosten: Septuagint Renderings of Hebrew Idioms 3

grammatical structures are radically different.” Although they are
constructed on normal syntactical patterns, the meaning of the whole is not
simply the sum of the meanings of the parts. In English, “to have a chip on
one’s shoulder,” does not mean that something is actually situated on one’s
shoulder but, according to one definition, “to have a harboured grievance or
sense of inferiority and being quick to take offence.” More technically, the
endocentric meaning, i.e., the meaning of the words making up the
expression, differs from the exocentric or global meaning.’

The precise import of idiomatic expressions is often hard to pin down.
For instance, according to the dictionaries, “to cry wolf” means “to give a
false alarm”.” The contexts, however, in which one uses the former are not
necessarily the same as those in which one uses the latter. Idioms are
somewhat akin to metaphors in this respect: they express meaning in a
roundabout way laden with connotations.® If I say, “So-and-so was
previously unknown and is now prominent,” I communicate something
different than when I say “So-and-so is a dark horse.” Idiomatic expressions
are usually limited to one single language and culture. For all these reasons
idiomatic expressions are a translator’s nightmare.

The Hebrew Bible is full of idiomatic expressions.9 For some reason,
most of them consist of a verb and a noun referring to a part of the body.10
Many of them, such as the expression “to lift up one’s eyes,” are easily
understood, though some, such as “to recognize someone’s face,” are more
difficult, and a few, like “to speak to someone’s heart,” are entirely
opaque.11 But the difficulty for translators is not one of understanding only.
Rather, the problem arises from the discrepancy between form and meaning.
If one follows the words, one may miss the meaning completely; and if one
aims at the meaning, one may take all the savour from the text.

In the Septuagint, one encounters different ways of dealing with this
problem. To begin with, the Hebrew may be rendered literally, which is
often to the detriment of the global meaning. Thus the Hebrew expression

* Eugene Nida, The Theory and Practice of Translation (Leiden: Brill, 1982),
45-46.

 Much more extensively, Jean-Marc Babut, Les expressions idiomatiques de
I’hébreu biblique (CahRB 33; Paris: Gabalda, 1995), 21-59.

7 See, e.g., E. Cobham Brewer, Dictionary of Phrase and Fable (Philadelphia:
Altemus, 1898).

¥ Idiomatic expressions also relate more directly to metaphors when their
meaning is linked to the metaphorical meaning of one of its components. The
semantic analysis of idioms, even when they are well understood, is often rather
involved, however. See, e.g., Babut, Les expressions idiomatiques, 89-90.

% See, e.g., J. C. Liibbe, “Idioms in the Old Testament,” Journal for Semitics
11.1 (2002): 45-63.

1% See Edouard Dhorme, L ‘emploi métaphorique des noms de parties du corps
en hébreu et en akkadien (Paris: V. Lecoffre, 1923).

' See Babut, Les expressions idiomatiques, [page(s)?]
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“to put one’s life in one’s hand,” meaning “to risk one’s life,” is rendered
word for word:

1 Sam 19:5 For he (Jonathan) did put his life in his hand (T8 D(D"T
1922 12D3), and slew the Philistine.?

kal €0eTo TV Yuxnv alToU €V TR Xelpl &UTOU Kol emaTatev
Tov aAhodulov

And he put his life in his hand and smote the allophyle.13

To what extent the idiomatic meaning of the Hebrew would be clear to a
Greek reader is uncertain.'*

A second approach is to render the Hebrew expression freely, keeping
the global sense but sacrificing the wording. Thus the expression “to soften
(?) the face of so-and-so” is translated “to appease” in the Minor Prophets:

Zech 7:2 The people of Bethel had sent Sharezer and Regemmelech and
their men, to entreat the favor of the LORD (7)1 "J271R gkl '77'_[ I7)

ko eEameoTethev els Boubnh Sapacop kot ApBeceep 0 Bactheus kol ot
avdpes auTou Tou € E1Ad caaBal Tov kipiov

And Sarasar and Arbeseer the king and his men sent to Baithel to appease
the Lord.

This translation captures the meaning of the Hebrew well, but makes no
effort to follow the wording.

A third possibility often chosen by the Greek translators is to combine a
free rendering of the global meaning with a literal rendering of the form. A
nice example is the way the Hebrew expression “to lift so-and-so’s face,”
meaning “to show respect to so-and-so,” is rendered in a number of
passages:

Gen 19:21 And he said unto him, See, I have accepted thee (712 'E&ZJJT)
concerning this thing also, that I will not overthrow this city...

kol €1TEV oUTE 180U §0alpaod cou TO TPOCWTOV KAl €M TR
PNUOTI TOUT TOU UM KATAGTPEYOL THY TOAL. ..

And he said to him, “Look, I have indulged your person also in reference
to this matter, not to overthrow the city...”

The Greek verb Baupalew, “to honor, to show respect,” by itself
corresponds rather satisfactorily to the idiomatic expression used in the
Hebrew; it certainly does not render the lexical meaning of Hebrew N2
alone. The words eBatpoca oe would have sufficed to give an adequate,
free translation. The addition of the word “face, person” has no other
motivation than to reflect the word of the same meaning in the Hebrew text.

12 English translations of the Hebrew are given according to the KJV because it
is often more literal than more recent translations. English translations of the
Septuagint generally follow NETS.

13 The Hebrew expression is found also in Judg 12:3; 1 Sam 28:21; Job 13:14
(compare Ps 119:109). In all these passages the Greek rendering is literal.

' The expression Puxnv TopaTifnut is used in Homer with a meaning close

’

to that of the Hebrew expression (see LSJ, “guxn,” 2026).
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The rendering of the idiomatic expression is a mixed one, combining
adequate translation of the global, exocentric, meaning with a degree of
subservience to the wording of the Hebrew.

One would expect the three techniques to depend on the degree of
transparency of the Hebrew expression: idioms that could be readily
understood by the Greek reader might be translated literally, while idioms
that were entirely foreign to the genius of Greek might be rendered freely.
This is not what happens, however. In reality, the three techniques are rather
frequently applied to one and the same Hebrew idiom:

2.1.1727D2 7" literally “it was straight in his eyes” = “it pleased him”
A. Literal Translation

1 Sam 18:26 it pleased David well (717 302 2277 AWM) to be the
king’s son in law

kol g000 VBN O Moyos gv 6dBaApols Aauld emyauBpevoal T
BaoiAel

And the matter was made straight in the eyes of David to become the
king’s son-in-law"’

In this case, the expression was rendered word for word. Since in
Greek, it is not idiomatic to say that something was made straight in the
eyes of so and so, a reader with no Hebrew could gather the meaning of the
phrase only from the context.

B. Free Translation

1 Kings 9:12 Hiram came (...) to see the cities (...) and they pleased
him not (1"3°Y2 17" ®5Y)

ko eENABev Xipay (...) Tou 1861V Tas TOAELs (...) KOl OUK Tj pEG QLY
alTQ

Hiram came (...) to see the cities (...) and they did not please him'®

In this second example, the expression has been decoded and its global
sense has been given in the translation. The target text expresses the
meaning of the phrase correctly, as far as we know, but the wording of the
Hebrew has been abandoned.

C. Mixture of Literal and Free

Judg 14:3 she pleaseth me well ("J"P2 71 R'7)
LXX A npecev ev odBaApols pou
she was pleasing in my eyes '’

'S NETS has: “and the matter was right in the eyes of Dauid...”

'® NETS has: “Chiram departed...”

' NETS has: “...in my sight.” In slightly different form, this type of translation
is found, for the same Hebrew expression, in Jer 18:4 and 34:5.
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Here, the expression has been decoded in the same way as in the second
example, but an element of the wording of the Hebrew has been added. “To
be straight in the eyes of so and so” is rendered “to please — in the eyes of
so and so”.

The three basic approaches to idiomatic expressions are applied to
many different Hebrew expressions. Contrary to what one may expect,
renderings of type A are not limited to literal translation units, nor do free
translation units systematically prefer renderings of type B. All three types
of renderings are found in both free and literal translation units. Moreover,
there is much variation even within one and the same translation unit. Note
the following.

2.2.725 IR lit. “his heart has lifted him up” = “he was moved” (?)
A. Literal Translation

Ex 35:21 And they came, every one whose heart stirred him up
(25 ini) )

Kol VEYKQW EKAOTOS OV § BEPEV AU TAV T) KapSi o

And they brought, every one of those whose heart carried them'®

B. Free Translation of the Global Meaning

Ex 36:2 every one whose heart stirred him up (125 982 )
TGUTOS TOUS £KOUGi s Poulopévous
all those who freely desired

C. Combination of Literal and Free

Ex 35:26 And all the women whose heart stirred them up
(TR 129 800 W)

Kol TAOO1 Ol yuvakes, ais §80Eev T Siavolg oUTGOY

And all the women to whose mind it seemed good

The words “to their mind” have no other justification than to reflect the
presence of “their heart” in the source text. Indeed, ais £8oev, “to whom it
seemed good” would have sufficed as a free rendering of the Hebrew. In
this example, all three approaches are found within the same passage.

Other examples can be found of Hebrew expression rendered literally,
freely and in a third way combining the former two.

2.3.788 77 literally “his nose/anger burned” = “he became angry”

A. 2 Sam 24:1 And again the anger'’ of the LORD was kindled
(1702 AN A0t

kal TPooEBETO O PyT) KUpiou € KKOT Vi

And the anger of the Lord added to blaze

"8 NETS has: “And each one whose heart was inclining brought.” This is hardly
a faithful translation of the Greek.
1 The Hebrew word is never translated as “nose” in this connection.
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B. Gen 30:2 And Jacob’s anger was kindled (3P¥7 R™1"1) against
Rachel

§0upcd B 8¢ lakwP T4 Paxn

And Takob became angry with Rachel

C. Gen 39:19 his wrath was kindled (128 17"7)
kol §0upcdBn dpyn *°
he was incensed with anger

To the free rendering, the word 0 pyfj, “in anger,” has been added in
order to have a formal equivalent of 1DN.

2477 850 literally “fill his hands” = “ordain him (to a priestly office)”

A. Ex 28:41 and thou shalt anoint them, and consecrate them
@TTOR DR '?D’l), and sanctify them, that they may minister unto
me in the priest’s office.

Kol XPiOElS aUTOUS kal §MTANOELS GUTAV TAS XETPAS Kol
AY160ELS oUTOUS, VO IEPTEVCCIY oL,

And you shall anoint them and fill their hands and consecrate them so
that they may serve me as priests.

B. Lev 21:10 the high priest among his brethren (...) and that is
consecrated (177718 R 517)

O lepeUus O HEYas Omo TV aSeAddV  oUuTou  (...) Kol
TeTEAELOHEVOU?!

the priest who is great among his brothers (...) and when he has been
validated

C. Ex 29:35 seven days shalt thou consecrate them (077 8 '7?31'1)
ETTA NUEPOS TEAEICIOELS GUTV TAS XEIPOS
For seven days you shall validate their hands™

Several other idioms could be quoted for which the three basic
approaches are attested. For many other expressions, only two or even one
of the possibilities—Iliteral, free, or a combination of the two—is found.

3. OBSERVATIONS REGARDING IDIOMATIC RENDERINGS

A few comments may be formulated in regard to each type of rendering.
Literal renderings (type A) almost always result in unusual turns of
phrase in the target text. To different degrees they may have been hard to
understand for Greek readers. This does not mean that such renderings
presuppose readers who had access to the Hebrew source text. While literal
renderings may lack clarity, they make up for this by making the target text
more “Hebraic.” Literal renderings of Hebrew idioms are an index of

» Similarly Isa 5:25.

2! The function of the genitive is problematic in this verse, but the meaning is
nevertheless clear.

22 Similarly Ex 29:33; Lev 8:33; 16:32; Num 3:3.
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foreignness. A large part of the intended readership may not have been
averse to this.”> At the same time, Hebraisms of the type created in this way
would have been at least partly comprehensible from the context, even to
those who did not know Hebrew.

Free renderings (type B) show that most Septuagint translators are
prepared occasionally to diverge from word-for-word rendering for the sake
of clarity. Usually, free renderings lead to a simplification of the grammar
and to a more prosaic target text. “Idiom substitution” is extremely rare.**
Type B renderings of idiomatic expressions demonstrate that, on the whole,
the Greek translators’ grasp of the source language was excellent. Of course,
the meaning of one or another Hebrew expression may indeed have been
forgotten by the Hellenistic period.25 But on the whole, the translators
understood the idiomatic expressions well enough: literal renderings are not
to be attributed to a lack of understanding.

Type A and type B renderings correspond to a basic option in favour of
either the form or the meaning of the source text. In rendering idiomatic
expressions, the translator faced a dilemma: he could either translate the
individual words, and thereby mystify at least part of his audience, or he
could translate the global meaning, sacrificing an adherence to the precise
wording of the source text. This brings us to renderings of type C. Very
often, the Septuagint translators reject the basic choice between form and
meaning.

In renderings of type C, elements of the form are combined with
elements reflecting the meaning. To a twenty-first century specialist of
translation, the negative aspects of these renderings leap to the eye: they
cannot be qualified as faithful calques of the Hebrew wording, nor as
intelligent transpositions of the semantics. Nor can they be called doublets,*®
for in the target language they constitute a single grammatical unit. They are
true hybrids, monstrosities, that would be allowed in no modern Bible
translation.”’

2 See Jan Joosten, “Language as symptom. Linguistic clues to the social
background of the Seventy,” Textus 23 (2007): 69-80.

2 Examples cited by John Lee illustrate formulaic language more than
idiomatic expressions of the type discussed in the present paper: e.g., Gen 43:27
jmh '7(&7'7 Dﬂ'? '?8(@7'7] - NPWITNOEY 8¢ aUTOUs Tads ExeTe. See John Lee, A Lexical
Study of the Septuagint Version of the Pentateuch (SBLSCS 14; Chico, CA: Scholars
Press, 1983), 25.

5 A good example is the expression 25 5D 127 “to speak on the heart,” the
meaning of which seems to have been no longer known to late biblical authors. See
Babut, Les expressions idiomatiques, 87-89.

% perhaps renderings of type C functioned virtually as doublets to
knowledgeable readers.

77 Liibbe, “Idioms,” [page(s)?] draws attention to the NIV translation of Ezek
20:5, where the idiomatic expression [Should the Hebrew expression be given?] is
rendered: “I swore with uplifted hand,” combining, somewhat in the manner of C
type renderings in the Septuagint, the global meaning (“I swore”) with a nod to the
wording (“with uplifted hand”). Liibbe attributes such renderings to “uncertainty as
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Within the Septuagint, however, such renderings are far from rare.
They clearly do not result from occasional blunders. They reflect a
conscious policy, shared by a large group of Greek translators who
otherwise show much diversity in their approach. Type C renderings are
found not only in the Pentateuch but all through the Greek Bible:

1 Sam 4:20 ﬂ:'? ﬂ{l@"& '71 “she did not set her heart” = “she did not
understand”
kal OUK Ewonoev T kapSia aUThs “her heart did not understand”™*®

Jer 7:31 12575y iy '7;] &'71 “it did not go up to my heart” = “I did not
intend it”
ka1 ou Stevonbnu ev TN kapdia pou “I did not intend it in my heart”

Zec 8:22 M1 "IDTON gk 57'[’77 “to soften the LORD’s face” = “to
propitiate the LORD”

ka1 Tou e€ihaokeoBan To TPOGWTTOV Kuplou “to propitiate the face of the
LORD””

Renderings of this type are created by translators whose technique is
very literal, as in Judges B:

Judg 3:24 7" '?Jﬁ_ﬁN RIT 701 “he is covering his feet” = “he is relieving
himself”

LXX B & mokevol Tous mwodas auTtol >’ “he is emptying his feet

And by translators whose approach is very free, as in Isaiah or
Proverbs:

Prov 28:21 2i0™85 079727
0S OUK OOXUVETOI TPOOW T SIKaiaV oUK &yabos
He who does not feel shame for the person (the face) of the righteous is not
32
good.

To the translators, the positive aspect of these hybrid renderings may
have been that they allowed them to overcome, to a certain extent, the
impossibility of translating idiomatic expressions. When they create a type
C reading, the translators are eating their cookie and having it too, so to
speak.

to the idiomatic quality of the Hebrew.” Even in the NIV, such translations are
exceptional, while in the Septuagint they are frequent.

% NETS has: “her heart did not give heed.”

¥ NETS has: “to appease the face of the Lord.”

3 The expression is translated freely in the A text and, in a different way, in 1
Sam 24:4.

3! NETS has: “he is draining his feet,” with a note explaining that “feet” may
refer here to the “lowest part.” In light of the general approach of the Greek
translators to idioms, this explanation would seem to be far-fetched and unnecessary.

32 NETS has: “...before the person...”. See also Isa 3:9.
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3. CONCLUSIONS

Idiomatic expressions make up only a small part of the Septuagint’s source
text. Moreover, only part of the evidence could be presented in this paper.
Nevertheless, our tiny sample would appear to be significant in several
ways.

To begin with, the fact that different techniques were applied to
idiomatic expressions is suggestive. Faced with expressions that proved
particularly recalcitrant to translation, the Seventy did not follow a single
approach but tried out different possibilities. Within one and the same
translation unit, indeed within one and the same short passage, a Hebrew
expression may be translated now literally, now freely, and now in a special
mode combining the free rendering with the literal one. To my mind, this
versatility flows mainly from inexperience. (The translators of the
Pentateuch did not come to their task with ready-made recipes. Although
they were rather proficient in Hebrew, and had at least some knowledge of
traditional exegesis, they had not been trained as translators—Iet alone as
translators of Scripture. They learnt their trade “on the job,” dealing with
particular problems as they arose in their successive rendering of the
Hebrew text. Recurrent problems were not solved by following one
consistent course but by applying a mix of strategies, now privileging the
form, now the perceived content of the source text.

The way the translators dealt with idiomatic expressions also reveals
something of their deeper motives. The translators brought great creativity
to their project. Their objective, however, was not to create something new
and unprecedented, but to preserve the old. To all appearances, the ultimate
goal of the translators was to give to their readers as much as possible of
what they found in the source text. Although the translational process
sometimes demands that one should abandon either the wording of the
source text or its global meaning, the Seventy were not at ease with this
alternative. More often than not, they refused this basic dilemma and tried to
compose in Greek an expression that paid tribute to both the wording and
the sense. Although some of their renderings are open to criticism, because
they follow neither the form nor the meaning of the source, they reflect
much intelligence and a general preparedness to try out new formulas.

The facts brought to light in our analysis indicate that the Septuagint
was meant by its creators to represent the Hebrew source text. The version
was designed in such a way as to suggest to its audience that this is not
simply a Greek text, nor even simply a Greek translation, but a sort of
replica of the Hebrew scriptures in a different language. In the passage from
the Life of Moses already referred to above, Philo writes:*

33 See note 3.[When you quote the English translation of an author like Philo,
The SBL Handbook of Style says that the translator needs to be acknowledged (p.
57). When quoting this passage of Philo I have used the Loeb edition (which I note
that you have not used), and the note for that edition would read: Moses 2.37
(Colson, LCL).]
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(...) in every case, exactly corresponding Greek words were employed to
translate literally the appropriate Chaldaic words, being adapted with
exceeding propriety to the matters which were to be explained; for just as I
suppose the things which are proved in geometry and logic do not admit
any variety of explanation, but the proposition which was set forth from
the beginning remains unaltered, in like manner I conceive did these men
find words precisely and literally corresponding to the things, which words
were alone, or in the greatest possible degree, destined to explain with
clearness and force the matters which it was desired to reveal. And there is
a very evident proof of this; for if Chaldacans were to learn the Greek
language, and if Greeks were to learn Chaldaean, and if each were to meet
with those scriptures in both languages, namely, the Chaldaic and the
translated version, they would admire and reverence them both as sisters,
or rather as one and the same both in their facts and in their language.

Although he was no translation specialist and may have known no
Hebrew (or Chaldaic as he calls it), it appears that Philo has here captured
something of the essence of the translation approach encapsulated in the
Septuagint.
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