THE SEPTUAGINT: THE EASTERN ORTHODOX PERSPECTIVE

The Septuagint, often abbreviated as LXX (the Roman numeral for 70), is the foundational Old
Testament text for the Eastern Orthodox Church. It's far more than just a translation; it's
the Church's Bible, venerated as the authoritative version of the Old Testament, and its use is
interwoven into the very fabric of Orthodox theology, worship, and history.

What is the Septuagint (LXX)?

The Septuagint is a Greek translation of the Hebrew Scriptures, traditionally said to have been
created by seventy (or seventy-two) Jewish scholars in Alexandria, Egypt, around 250-150 B.C.
It was created for the large Jewish diaspora community in the Greek-speaking world. However,
its most profound impact came in the early Christian era. It was the Bible of the Apostles and the
early Church Fathers, who saw in its translation a clear, Christ-centered light shining through the
ancient texts. For the Orthodox Church, the Septuagint is not merely a historical artifact but the
living text of the Old Testament, used authoritatively in doctrine, liturgy, and Scripture.

The Septuagint's Authoritative Status in the Orthodox Church

The Eastern Orthodox Church holds the Septuagint as its authoritative version of the Old
Testament. It is the text most Orthodox catechumens will encounter in church, as readings during
the Divine Liturgy are almost always taken from the Septuagint. This authority stems from its
apostolic and patristic pedigree. As the late Fr. Thomas Hopko famously noted, "The Septuagint
is the Old Testament of the Orthodox Church.” While the Orthodox Church respects the Hebrew
text, its practice is rooted in the Septuagint, the text of the early Church and the Apostles.

The Canon: A Broader Collection of Books

One of the most notable differences between the Septuagint and the Hebrew Masoretic Text (the
basis for most Protestant Old Testaments) is the canon of Scripture. The Septuagint includes
several books and additions not found in the Hebrew Bible. These are often called the
"Deuterocanonical” books by Orthodox and Catholic Christians (and sometimes pejoratively
called the "Apocrypha" by Protestants). They include:

o Tobit

o Judith

e Wisdom of Solomon

e Sirach (Ecclesiasticus)

e Baruch

e 1 & 2 Maccabees

o Additions to Daniel and Esther

The Septuagint's Christ-Focused Theology

For the Orthodox, the Septuagint is not the same text as the Hebrew Bible. The Church Fathers
were aware of discrepancies, and they understood the Septuagint as a version that often had a



clearer Messianic meaning. They believed that the Jewish rabbis had, in later centuries, altered
the Hebrew text to obscure prophecies that pointed to Jesus as the Messiah. Two key examples
illustrate this Christ-centered focus:

e The Virgin Birth (Isaiah 7:14): The Septuagint translates the Hebrew
word almah (young woman) with the Greek word wap0évog (parthenos), which
specifically means "virgin". This reading is foundational for the doctrine of Christ's virgin
birth, and is the version quoted by St. Matthew in his Gospel (Matthew 1:23). St.
Matthew's use of the Septuagint's rendering is a clear witness to its authority in the early
Church.

e The Suffering Servant (Psalm 22/21 in LXX): The detailed prophecies of Christ's
crucifixion in Psalm 22 (the "My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?" psalm) align
perfectly with the Septuagint's translation.

This theological key is essential: the Orthodox Church sees the Old Testament not just as history,
but as a prophecy that finds its fulfillment in Jesus Christ. The Septuagint, being the version
used by the Apostles and Christ Himself (as evidenced by His quotations), is the authoritative
tool for unlocking these prophecies.

The Septuagint in the New Testament: The Apostles' Bible

When the authors of the New Testament quoted the Old Testament, they overwhelmingly used
the Septuagint. Over 90% of Old Testament quotations in the New Testament align with the
Septuagint, not the Hebrew Masoretic Text. For example, Jesus' quotation of Isaiah 29:13 in
Mark 7:6-8 follows the Septuagint's phrasing. This makes the Septuagint an essential tool for
understanding how the earliest Christians interpreted the Hebrew Scriptures in light of the
Resurrection.

How Catechumens Will Experience the Septuagint

As a catechumen, you will encounter the Septuagint's influence in many practical ways, even if
you don't know Greek:

e Psalm Numbering: The numbering of Psalms in an Orthodox Psalter follows the
Septuagint tradition. For example, what is Psalm 23 in a Protestant Bible ("The Lord is
my shepherd"”) is Psalm 22 in the Orthodox tradition. A conversion table is often
provided in Orthodox Bibles.

e Liturgical Readings: The Old Testament readings heard during Vespers and other
services are always taken from the Septuagint. The specific verses used often differ from
the Hebrew-based lectionaries.

e lcons and Hymnography: The titles given to Christ in icons and hymns (e.g., "The
Ancient of Days" from the Septuagint of Daniel) are frequently drawn from the
Septuagint's translation choices.



. The Orthodox Church does not typically use the Hebrew "Yahweh" or
the common "Jehovah." Instead, it uses the Septuagint's transliteration of the Divine
Name: Kyrios (Lord), which is the title used for Christ and is the basis for understanding
His divinity.

The Septuagint is not a foreign or optional translation for the Orthodox. It is the very lifeblood of
our Scriptural and liturgical tradition. It is a Bible that has been preserved and prayed by the
Church for two thousand years, and it remains a wellspring of spiritual life for all who seek to
understand the faith of the Apostles.



