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I. INTRODUCTION 

The academic treatment of anti-anthropomorphisms in the Septuagint (hereafter LXX) 

extends back to the mid-nineteenth century,
1
 but first rose to prominence in the mid-

twentieth century with the publication of Charles Fritsch‘s Princeton dissertation, which 

analyzed and classified a wide range of putative anti-anthropomorphisms in the Greek 

Pentateuch.
2
 The following year Harry Orlinsky vehemently rejected Fritsch‘s 

presupposition that a translation that removed anthropomorphism evinced intentional 

anti-anthropomorphism.
3
 Orlinsky and his students then published a series of articles 

which confronted the notion of anti-anthropomorphisms in LXX Isaiah, Job, and Psalms.
4
 

Nevertheless, as a result of the evidence provided by the textual discoveries in the Judean 

Desert, these polarized camps have given way in recent decades to more careful text 

critical methodologies.
5
 This caution has contributed to a contemporary perspective that 

sees the Septuagint, and specifically the Greek Pentateuch, as a largely faithful rendering 

of its Vorlage.
6
 As a result, the possibility of isolating the theological outlook of the 

translators has come to the forefront of the discussion.
7
 Can enough of the translators‘ 

worldviews be identified in the text to adequately reconstruct their theology, and if so, is 

it consistent from translator to translator? The question of anthropomorphism and its 

mitigation has reemerged as an important element of this discussion.    

                                                 
1
 Frankel 1851.  

2
 Fritsch 1943. 

3
 Orlinsky 1944:156–57. See also Manson 1945:78–80. 

4
 Orlinsky 1956; Hurwitz 1957; Soffer 1957; Orlinsky 1959. See also Wittstruck 1976; Zlotowitz 

1980. Against these, see Ervin 1962. 
5
 Olofsson 1990b; Tov 1997; Pietersma 2006:33–46; Aejmelaeus 2007:71–106; Lemmelijn 2007. 

6
 Hanhart 1992:341–42; Aejmelaeus 2007:92; Lemmelijn 2009:103. I define a ―faithful‖ 

translation as one that reproduces accurately the semantic sense of the Vorlage, whether or not it 

mechanically renders the constituent elements and maintains the grammar, syntax, and word order of parent 

text.     
7
 Jellicoe 1968:270–71; Olofsson 1990b:17–19; Rösel 1998:49–62; 2006; Joosten 2000; 

Aejmelaeus 2007:265–94. 
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 This investigation will approach the question of anti-anthropomorphism in LXX 

Exodus on three fronts. First, it will evaluate the translation technique employed by the 

translator
8
 of LXX Exodus and develop a methodology for the interpretation of variations 

between the Greek and the Hebrew. A brief analysis of characteristics of free translation 

in LXX Exodus 20–25 will contribute to this methodology. An important conclusion will 

be the need to examine divergences first for the possibility of a deviating Vorlage, and 

second for translator exegesis. Recent scholarship has tended in this direction and it will 

be further validated in the course of the investigation.
9
  

 Part two of this paper will examine the theological issues related to 

anthropomorphism in MT and LXX, and seek to account for the perspective of LXX 

Exodus, as far as it can be detected. I will identify and evaluate possible attempts by the 

translator to mitigate, as well as occasionally introduce, anthropomorphisms. This will 

help isolate aspects of the translator‘s theological outlook. The texts which illuminate this 

outlook in Exodus are few in number, and so this research must be considered 

preliminary, but some trends will still be evident. I will also discuss briefly the textual 

transmission of LXX Exodus‘ Vorlage.  

                                                 
8
 The question of multiple translators for Exodus is an important one, but space does not allow for 

a full discussion. The tabernacle account is especially complicated in this regard, but that section does not 

bear directly on my thesis (Cf. Aejmelaeus 2007:107–22; Wade 2002). For the sake of simplicity, I will 

presuppose a single, male translator. My primary texts will be BHS and the Göttingen edition of LXX 

Exodus. The former is a diplomatic edition of the Leningrad Codex, an early and complete manuscript from 

the Masoretic tradition. The latter is an eclectic edition of the Greek, edited by John W. Wevers, which 

seeks to reconstruct the text as it was originally translated. I will note variants in the Greek manuscripts 

where they are relevant to the discussion. 
9
 Aejmelaeus has argued that one should begin, with major variants, from the assumption of a 

deviating Vorlage and move toward translator exegesis if the former proves untenable (2007:81–85). 

Lemmelijn recently argued for the same methodology (Lemmelijn 2007:6–13), although she prefers to refer 

to these variants as ―text-relevant.‖ ―Major variant‖ can be misleading, since the size of the divergence is 

not necessarily proportional to its relevance to the meaning of the text. See also Pietersma 2006:45; cf. 

Orlinsky 1946:31; Wevers 1990a:xv; Tov 1997:40; Glenny 2009:10.  
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Part three will evaluate the development of anti-anthropomorphism in Judaism. It 

is generally thought that objections to anthropomorphic representations of deity arose 

from the interaction of Second Temple Judaism with the Hellenic philosophical 

worldview, but mitigation of God‘s visibility is found in several places within the 

Hebrew Bible itself. The independent development of this literary tendency within 

Judaism can easily be confused with Hellenizing influence. The Second Temple Period 

expanded on many of the themes developed in the Hebrew Bible to mediate between 

heaven and earth, particularly in its angelology, but Hellenism need not be assumed to be 

the proximate cause. A clearer picture of the Hebrew Bible‘s perspective on God‘s 

visibility will aid our investigation of the theology of the translator and our understanding 

of Hellenized Judaism. This clearer picture will also inform the study of the textual 

transmission of the book of Exodus.  

Finally, before proceeding, a distinction must be made between the various 

anthropomorphic sentiments expressed in the Hebrew Bible. Strictly speaking, 

anthropomorphism is the attribution to deity of human physical form. Not all these 

attributions are the same.
10

 References to God‘s various body parts are often 

metaphorical expressions of his activity and power, and in many cases do not differ 

significantly from references to his wings.
11

 Compare, for instance, the use of יד in Ps 

80:16 (―Let your hand be upon the man of your right hand‖) with כנף in Ps 17:8 (―Hide 

me in the shadow of your wings‖). In LXX most of these metaphors are rendered into 

                                                 
10

 As Esther Hamori recently wrote, ―the anthropomorphic portrayal of God is a spectrum‖ 

(2008:26–34). 
11

 For a full, somewhat tendentious, discussion, see Korpel 1990.   
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idiomatic Greek, which generally removes the metaphorical anthropomorphism.
12

 In 

contradistinction, face to face meetings with God clearly present him in human form on 

the earth. In Gen 32:31, Jacob, after wrestling with ―a man‖ (ׁאיש), declares ―I have seen 

God face to face‖ (פנים אל־פנים). Likewise Moses, in Deut 34:10–11, is said to have 

known God ―face to face‖ (פנים אל־פנים). Other theophanies describe seeing God without 

necessarily locating him on earth. Exod 24:10 is the clearest example: ―And they saw 

 ,the God of Israel. And under his feet was something like a pavement of sapphire (ויראו)

and it was as clear as the heavens.‖ Still other expressions, more appropriately called 

anthropopathisms, attribute human psychological characteristics to God, like a repentant 

nature.
13

 This paper will focus primarily on anthropomorphism as manifested in texts that 

speak of seeing God. 

 

II. TRANSLATION TECHNIQUE AND LXX EXODUS 

Any attempt to extrapolate theological significance from differences between MT and 

LXX or to draw conclusions regarding the Vorlage must take into consideration the 

translation techniques being employed by those responsible for the translation of the 

relevant book.
14

 By ―translation technique,‖ I mean ―eine Bezeichnung für die Aktivität 

                                                 
12

 This habit is responsible for many of the so-called anti-anthropomorphisms identified by 

Fritsch. As has been argued by Orlinsky and Wittstruck, these changes are the result of dynamic 

equivalence rather than of anti-anthropomorphism. A 2008 PhD dissertation by Angela Thomas has shown 

that anatomical imagery related to emotions (both human and divine) is often removed in the idiomatic 

Greek translations of the Septuagint. This has less to do with anti-anthropomorphism than with the 

rhetorical value of certain anatomical expressions within the Hellenic worldview (Thomas 2008).  
13

 See, for example, Exod 32:14; 1 Sam 24:16; Jonah 3:10. 
14

 Barr 1967; 1979; Pietersma 2006:33–46; Boyd-Taylor 2006; Aejmelaeus 2007:223–40; 

Lemmelijn 2009. 
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des Übersetzers schlechthin, für den Prozess des Übersetzens, der von der Vorlage zur 

Übersetzung überleitet.‖
15

  

 

A. Exegetical and Textual Approaches 

Two general methodological foci related to translation technique have been current.
16

 

James Barr and Emanuel Tov have focused on the principle of literalism,
17

 while Ilmari 

Soisalon-Soininen and his students, the ―Finnish school,‖ have focused on principles of 

―free‖ translation.
18

  

The former approach has been characterized as ―exegetical,‖ emphasizing the 

translator‘s exegesis of the text. Barr and later Tov outlined categories of literalism to 

determine degrees of literal translation.
19

 Barr identified six categories:  

 

1. Division into elements or segments.  

2. Quantitative addition or subtraction of elements.  

3. Consistency or non-consistency in the rendering.  

4. Accuracy and level of semantic information.  

5. Coded ―etymological‖ indication of formal/semantic relationships obtaining in the 

vocabulary of the original language.
20

 

6. Level of text and level of analysis.
21

  

                                                 
15

 Aejmelaeus 2007:225. See also Lemmelijn 2009:24. 
16

 Lemmelijn 2001b; 2009:115–25.  
17

 See Barr 1979; Olofsson 1990b:12–13; Tov 1997:60–63. 
18

 See Soisalon-Soininen 1987b; Aejmelaeus 2007a:1–3; Lemmelijn 2007. 
19

 Barr 1979:20–51; Tov 1997:20–24. For a larger discussion of these and the following principles, 

see Glenny 2009:32–36. See also Lemmelijn 2001b. 
20

 This category identifies attempts to use etymologically related, or similar looking, words in 

translation. For instance, in LXX Job 4:11 the word ִׁלַיש is translated ιίο, ―lion.‖ 
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Tov, engaging Barr‘s list, identified five categories: 

 

1. Internal consistency.  

2. Representation of the constituents of Hebrew words by individual Greek 

equivalents. 

3. Word-order.  

4. Quantitative representation.  

5. Linguistic adequacy of lexical choice.
22

   

 

Tov‘s first category is similar to Barr‘s third,
23

 his second to Barr‘s first, his fourth to 

Barr‘s second, and his last to Barr‘s fourth. Tov‘s third category, word order, is not a part 

of Barr‘s list. 

In contrast to the exegetical approach, the Finnish school has been described as 

―textual,‖ viewing the translators as ―dragomans‖ who prioritized a faithful rendering.
24

 

This approach focuses on linguistic aspects of the Greek translation and what it can 

reveal of the Vorlage. In addition to literalism, this school evaluates the freedom with 

which the translations have rendered their text. Anneli Aejmelaeus identifies four reasons 

for divergences from the Vorlage within more free translations.
25

 First, difficult Hebrew 

                                                                                                                                                 
21

 This category attempts to evaluate the shape of the Vorlage and the translation‘s relationship to 

it.  
22

 Because of the subjective nature of this type of analysis, Tov does not employ it in his study.  
23

 Glenny suggests it also incorporates Barr‘s fifth category (2009:35). Olofsson has criticized the 

utility of this category (2002).  
24

 Glenny 2009:6–9. 
25

 Aejmelaeus 2007:79–81.
 
A free translation is one that will depart from a strict rendering of the 

constituent lexical, grammatical, and syntactical elements of the Vorlage, whether or not it departs from its 

semantic sense. 
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words may result in mistranslation.
26

 Transliterated words are also included in this 

category. Second, divergences may arise as a result of an error in copying, or confusion 

like homoioteleuton or homoiarchon. A third category includes divergences concerning 

small details of the text like articles, suffixes, and the conjunction ―and.‖ A final category 

comprises the larger plusses and minuses, which Aejmelaeus believes should first be 

assumed to be the result of a deviating Vorlage, and only attributed to translator exegesis 

if the evidence points in that direction.
27

 Additionally, she argues that harmonization 

makes more sense as a product of transcription rather than translation. Transcription 

moves rapidly and is less focused, affording the scribe a broader perspective and more 

opportunity to contemplate structure and consistency. Translation, on the other hand, is 

an atomistic discipline which requires focus on the individual fragments of text being 

translated.
28

  

Bénédicte Lemmelijn has evaluated the approach of the Finnish school alongside 

that of Barr and Tov, and finds that the exegetical approach is inadequate without a 

comprehensive linguistic and grammatical analysis of both literal and free renderings.
29

 

She recently examined the free translation characteristics of LXX Exod 7:14–11:10.
30

 

Three qualities stood out to her as indicative of a lack of literalism, although she argued 

that in each case the faithfulness of the translator to his Vorlage is affirmed. These 

qualities are as follows: (1) Consistency and non-consistency in the choice of the 

translation equivalents. The section of LXX Exodus Lemmelijn analyzed employed a 

                                                 
26

 On misunderstanding the Hebrew text, see Lemmelijn 2009:99–102. 
27

 Lemmelijn is of the same opinion (2007:11; 2009:131–35). Tov and Cook emphasize the 

difficulty in identifying the sources of harmonization, but they tend toward the translator as more likely to 

be responsible (Tov 1985; Cook 1985:171, 182). 
28

 Aejmelaeus 2007:83–84. Soisalon-Soininen has also developed a theory that the translators 

worked with small segments of text at a time (1987a).  
29

 Lemmelijn 2001b; 2009:108–14. 
30

 Lemmelijn 2007; 2009:150–96.  
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variety of translation equivalents in order to adapt to the context and achieve greater 

semantic precision. The word לב, for instance, is rendered with θαξδία, λνῦο, and δηάλνηα. 

 as a substantive is rendered with ιέγεηλ, ὁξηζκόο, ζάλαηνο, and ῥεηόλ. (2) Different דבר

word order. LXX Exodus shows a propensity for changing word order to accommodate 

an idiomatic translation. An example of this is the transposition of γάξ (rendering כי) in 

LXX Exod 9:11, 15, 32; 10:1, 11, 26. (3) Idiomatic Greek. The translator of LXX Exodus 

often altered Hebrew idioms to conform to idiomatic Greek. For instance, the phrase  ביד

המשׁ  in Exod 9:35 is simply rendered with the instrumental dative, ηῶ Μωπζῇ. Similarly, 

 in Exod 10:25 is translated ἡκῖλ. Lemmelijn concludes that the translator strove for בידנו

fidelity to the sense of his Vorlage, but not at the cost of idiomatic Greek. ―He can be 

described as free in relation to the original text, but nevertheless simultaneously still 

meticulous in the faithful rendering of his Vorlage.‖
31

  

 

B. A Translation Profile for LXX Exodus 20–25 

What follows is a brief translation profile of LXX Exodus 20–25 in which I highlight the 

same three translation characteristics. While Lemmelijn‘s research provides evidence for 

free translation in a portion of Exodus,
32

 the focus of my investigation rests on other 

sections of the text. As a result, the possibility of differing techniques cannot be a priori 

dismissed. The theophany on Sinai in Exodus 24 is central to this paper, and so my own 

analysis will cover that chapter and those surrounding it.  

Level of consistency in the choice of translation equivalents. If Lemmelijn‘s 

observations hold for LXX Exodus 20–25, then one should expect a significant degree of 

                                                 
31

 Lemmelijn 2007:26–27. 
32

 Although LXX Exodus, as a whole, has been characterized by many as generally free. See 

Aejmelaeus 2007:116–30; Lemmelijn 2009:126–29, and n. 127. 
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inconsistency in choosing translation equivalents. The legal genre of 20–23 is particularly 

helpful given its repetitive nature.
33

 The following are select cases. 

 

 יצא = usually ἐμέξρνκαη (LXX Exod 21:3, 11, 22; 22:5; 23:15), but also 

ἀπέξρνκαη (2x), ἐμάγω, ἀπνηξέρω, ἔμνδνο, and ἐθπνξεύω 

 כי = usually γάξ (LXX Exod 20:5, 7, 20; 21:21; 22:21, 27 [2x]; 23:8, 9, 15, 21 

[2x], 23)
34

 or ἐὰλ (LXX Exod 21:2, 7, 14, 18, 20, 22, 26, 28, 33, 35; 22:14, 16; 

23:22), but also ἐὰλ δέ (7x), θαὶ (5x), ὅηη (3x), ἐὰλ νὖλ, ἐὰλ γάξ, ἀιιὰ, and νὗηνη 

 מות = ἀπνζλήζθω (LXX Exod 21:12, 18, 20, 28; 22:2, 14), ζάλαηνο (5x), 

ηειεπηάω (5x), ζαλαηόω (3x), ἀπνθηείλω (2x), ἀλαηξέω, πξνζαπόιιπκη, and 

ζλήζθω  

 נשׂא = usually αἴξω (LXX Exod 25:13, 27, 28), but also ιακβάλω (2x) and 

παξαδέρνκαη   

 שׁוֹר = usually ηαῦξνο (LXX Exod 21:28 [3x], 29 [2x], 32 [2x], 35 [3x],
35

 36 [3x]), 

but also κόζρνο (6x) and βνῦο (3x) 

 

What is immediately evident is the broad range of equivalents utilized by the translator. 

His choices seem to be motivated by context and suitability in Greek. Ταῦξνο, for 

instance, only appears in references to a goring ox (or its victim), while κόζρνο and βνῦο 

                                                 
33

 On the translation of jargon, see Lemmelijn 2006.  
34

 Exodus renders γάξ for 85% כי of the time, which is by far the highest frequency in the 

Pentateuch (Aejmelaeus 2007:214). 
35

 An additional occurrence in v. 35 is not attested in MT, but seems to be provided to clarify a 

potentially vague participle.  
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are used for other references.
36

 ,כי ,יצא .is often rendered with Greek syntax in mind לא 

and מות are translated differently according to context and for lexical variety. The noun 

ζάλαηνο, for instance, is used several times to render the paranomastic infinitive in  מות

 In LXX Exod 21:12 and the first occurrence of the phrase in 21:15 the finite verb .יומת

 ,is rendered with ζαλαηόω. In the second occurrence in v. 15 and in v. 16, however יומת

the translation is ηειεπηάω. Frequently in the translation of paranomastic constructions 

finite verbal forms appear with cognate nouns in the dative (LXX Exod 21:20; 22:15, 25; 

23:22).
37

 The constituent elements are, to some degree, maintained, and, in the case 

above, the translation equivalents are altered for lexical variety.  

 Word order. Olofsson has called word order the main aspect in which free 

translations deviate from more literal ones.
38

 In the text analyzed by Lemmelijn, word 

order was altered in a number of verses ―for grammatical reasons and as a consequence 

of the idiomatic usage of the Greek language.‖
39

 The same holds for LXX Exodus 20–25. 

The following are some select examples of changes in word order. Each word or words 

listed appears in a different place in the Greek translation. Most often, the change is a 

simple transposition. 

 

 כי – γάξ (LXX Exod 20:5, 7, 20; 22:21, 27 [2x], 23:8, 15, 21, 23), ὅηη (LXX Exod 

21:36)  

                                                 
36

 Van der Louw suggests this may be to stress the strength and aggressiveness of the goring ox 

(2007:188). βνῦο seems to be used when an owner is designated, while κόζρνο usually appears without an 

owner designated.  
37

 According to Tov (1999:248–49) this was a construction already used in Classical Greek. It is 

the most common construction used to translate paranomastic phrases in LXX Exodus, followed by the 

finite verb alone (see the rendering of the phrase ׁלםלם ישׁש  in LXX Exod 21:36; 22:3, 6, 13). Another 

method employed by LXX Exodus is to translate the infinitive with a related verbal root in participial form 

(LXX Exod 21:5; 22:22; 23:4).  
38

 Olofsson 1996:217. 
39

 Lemmelijn 2007:16. 
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 כיו  – ἐὰλ δὲ (LXX Exod 21:7, 14, 18, 20, 21, 22, 26, 33, 35, 36; 22:14, 16) 

 ו – δὲ is occasionally transposed with the verb in wayiqqtol constructions (LXX 

Exod 20:18, 21; 24:2 [2x], 3 [2x], 4, 6, 8).
40

 In some cases the conjunction is 

dropped entirely (e.g., LXX Exod 20:26; 21:11, 22, 23).  

 The cardinal number in LXX Exod 25:32 (בקנה האחד, ―on one branch‖) has been 

transposed: ἐλ ηῶ ἑλὶ θαιακίζθῳ, ―on one branch.‖ This pattern (article–cardinal 

number–noun) is not uncommon in LXX Exodus.
41

 

 The place of pronouns in Exodus is frequently changed in translation.
42

 For 

instance, in LXX Exod 22:30, the Hebrew תתנו לי, ―you shall give it to me,‖ is 

rendered ἀπνδώζεηο κνη αὐηó, literally, ―you shall give to me it.‖  

 

Unlike with Lemmelijn‘s analysis, my portion of text does not often alter word order 

beyond smaller grammatical elements like particles, conjunctions, and pronouns. Those 

deviations that do occur, however, are not without significance. The placement of δὲ, in 

particular, is noteworthy in LXX Exodus. According to Aejmelaeus, LXX Exodus 

deviates from the word order of the Vorlage with δὲ more than any other book of the 

Pentateuch.
43

 In most of the cases, the changes are movements toward better Greek.  

Idiomatic Greek. LXX Exodus is frequently noted for its prioritization of idiomatic 

Greek. This section will briefly review some examples from chapters 20–25. 

 

                                                 
40

 In LXX Exod 24:5–9 the translator alternates between the transposed conjunction δὲ and θαὶ in 

the first word of each verse. In vv. 6–8 the conjunction in the second wayiqqtol of each verse is omitted in 

translation. From v. 10 to the end of the chapter, θαὶ is maintained in the first position. 
41

 See Wevers 1990b:171–72. 
42

 See Wevers 1990b:173–75. 
43

 Aejmelaeus 2007:211. LXX Exodus deviates 1.75% of the time with δὲ. LXX Genesis deviates 

1.63% of the time.    
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 The various uses of פנה to express spatial relationships are rendered a variety of 

ways. In LXX Exod 20:3, על־פני is rendered πιὴλ ἐκνῦ, ―besides me.‖ For מ(ל)פניך 

in 23:28, 30, the translation has ἀπὸ ζνῦ, ―from you.‖ על־פניכם in 20:20 is 

translated ἐλ ὑκῖλ, ―in you.‖ In 23:23, 27, and 31, instead of לפניך, we find the 

more idiomatic ἡγνύκελόο ζνπ, ―lead your way.‖
44

 There is a temporal rendering 

of the same phrase in 23:28: πξνηέξαο ζνπ, ―before you.‖ In 23:20, however, each 

lexical element of לפניך is rendered literally: πξὸ πξνζώπνπ ζνπ (―before your 

face‖).
45

 Other translations of פנה include ἐλώπηνλ, ἐλαληίνλ, and various 

constructions with πξόζωπνλ. 

 ׁה הואאם בעל אש  in LXX Exod 21:3 is translated ἐὰλ δὲ γπλὴ ζπλεηζέιζῃ κεη‘ 

αὐηνῦ, ―and if a wife comes in with him.‖  

 In LXX Exod 21:17, בידו is translated ἐλ αὐηῶ, using a more idiomatic rendering 

of ידו. 

 For the paranomastic ורפא ירפא in LXX Exod 21:19, LXX Exodus renders θαὶ ηὰ 

ἰαηξεῖα, ―and for the treatment.‖
46

 

 In LXX Exod 21:14a the clause ends with an anarthrous infinitive, which is 

discussed by Soisalon-Soininen and Aejmelaeus as an indication of ―genuine 

Greek usage.‖
47

 

 

The results from this analysis confirm those of Lemmelijn‘s. Throughout the free 

renderings of this section of text, a close semantic relationship to the parent text is clear.
48

 

                                                 
44

 It is a more precise rendering for v. 23, but misreads v. 27.  
45

 See also LXX Exod 25:19. 
46

 Tov believes the translator may not have recognized the infinitive (1999:253). Ajemelaeus 

attributes it to concerns for an idiomatic rendering (2007:87). 
47

 Soisalon-Soininen 1965:176–90; Aejmelaeus 2007:88–89. 
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The translator of LXX Exodus made concerted attempts to render his translation in a way 

that was comprehensible to Greek speakers but that also accurately transmitted the sense 

of the Vorlage. The text had not yet fully reached the point where the shape of the 

Vorlage was as authoritative as its meaning. Books which were later translated into 

Greek, like Canticles and Ecclesiastes, manifest a concern for that ideal. By the second 

century CE this ideology is more fully developed in the revision of Aquila, which is 

highly isomorphic. According to later rabbinic tradition, Rabbi Akiva famously 

interpreted tomes of halakhot from the smallest orthographic elements of each letter of 

the Torah.
49

 The trajectory toward this ideal is already detectable within the Pentateuch. 

The translation of Deuteronomy is demonstrably more literal than Genesis and Exodus. 

One measurement of this is the ratio of omissions to retentions of resumptive pronouns 

like νὗ . . . ἐθεῖ, a Hebraism that is not found in compositional Greek. LXX Genesis 

omits the Hebraic use of the pronoun, indicating a more idiomatic Greek rendering, in 

45% of the cases, Exodus in 36%, Leviticus in 25%, Numbers in 13%, and Deuteronomy 

in 19%.
50

 Aejmelaeus points to another illustration of this trend in ―the sharp divergences 

in the use of δὲ and in the omission of the apodotic conjunction between the first and the 

latter part of the Greek Pentateuch.‖
51

 In support of the same conclusion, Wevers points 

to ―the much larger number of Hebraisms found in Deut as over against Gen-Exod.‖
52

 In 

general, the translations of the Pentateuchal books increase in literalism. As a result of 

this diachronic development, research with later books of the Greek Bible has found 

                                                                                                                                                 
48

 Significant deviations, like the ordering of the sixth, seventh, and eighth commandments, are the 

result of a deviating Vorlage. The cases in LXX Exod 24:10–11 will be discussed below. 
49

 B. Menahot 29b; b. Eruvin 21b. See also the discussion in Heschel 2006: 47–48.  
50

 Soisalon-Soininen 1987c:60. 
51

 Aejmelaeus 1982:183. 
52

 Wevers 1997:58. 
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greater value in the exegetical approach.
53

 The translation profile of LXX Exodus, 

however, will make the textual approach the more productive framework for this 

investigation.  

 

C. Theories of Oral Translation 

A difficulty in analyzing free translation is the inconsistency of the translator in 

producing free vs. literal renderings. Even the most free of translations often slavishly 

reproduces Hebraic phrases and grammatical structures. Few explanations present 

themselves for this tendency, but two recent theories, promulgated by Aejmelaeus and 

Theo A. W. van der Louw, suggest the translation of the Greek Bible took place orally, 

via dictation. Translation would thus be rather ad hoc, and unfamiliar texts and 

fragmented translation units would be rendered more literally. According to Aejmelaeus‘ 

theory, texts familiar to the translator through prior recitation in a liturgical context could 

be translated with more lexical and syntactic flexibility.
54

 Theo A. W. van der Louw‘s 

theory is more developed. He posits that dictation constitutes the normal mode of 

translation in the ancient world, and was presupposed by ancient writers. Philastrius and 

Epiphanius, for example, expand on the legend of Pseudo-Aristeas, adding the use of 

dictators.
55

 According to van der Louw‘s theory, a reciter read a textual unit aloud, which 

                                                 
53

 Van der Kooij 1998:39; Baer 2001:16; Palmer 2004; Glenny 2009:9–10. 
54

 Aejmelaeus 2009. Familiarity could also be gained over the course of the translation. It has been 

shown that the Greek translation of Genesis moves from very literal renderings in the early chapters to 

more idiomatic renderings in later chapters, indicating inexperience at the start of the project and the 

development of greater facility as time progressed. See van Klinken 2006; van der Louw 2007:152–53. 
55

 See van der Louw 2008:220–22. As noted by van der Louw, Tov rejects the idea of oral 

translation without argument (Tov 1997:139). 
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was orally translated by an interpreter and then copied down by a scribe.
56

 This would 

answer a number of text-critical concerns, according to van der Louw: 

 

The dictation model gives a practical explanation of characteristic features of the 

LXX that Soisalon-Soininen described in 1983.
57

 He noted that a LXX translator 

often begins a sentence with a free rendering, but the sequel is not adapted to it. It 

also occurs that the translator starts, e.g., a conditional clause according to the 

rules of Greek grammar, but it is followed by an un-Greek θαί—apodosis. He also 

found that free renderings of   + construct infinitive occur much more frequently 

when the infinitive precedes the main clause than vice versa. To account for these 

phenomena, Soisalon-Soininen suggested that the translation units were very 

small. Small units could be translated freely, he said, but in long sentences the 

translator simply lost contact with the sentence construction.
58

 

 

 

More research is clearly needed in this area, but these approaches provide 

attractive hypotheses that may, in the future, help to illuminate a great deal concerning 

the communities and individuals responsible for the production of the Greek Bible. For 

the purposes of this investigation, it shows that inconsistency in freedom or literalism in 

translation may not have arisen arbitrarily or as the result of multiple translators.  

 

D. Characterizing the Underlying Textual Tradition 

Several verses illustrate the tendency of LXX toward correction and clarification. Some 

of these variants are shared by Qumran texts (Q)
59

 and SP. A number of them are 

secondary to MT and illustrate emendation subsequent to the isolation of the latter, but 

some betray a more original reading. A few examples will illustrate these characteristics. 

                                                 
56

 Van der Louw 2008:223. 
57

 Soisalon-Soininen 1987a. 
58

 Van der Louw 2008:222. 
59

 Tov has stated, ―4QExod
b
 (previously named 4QEx

a
) contains a substantial number of 

agreements with the LXX‖ (Tov 1999:297). 
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LXX Exod 3:10–11, against MT, identifies Pharaoh as the βαζηιέα Αἰγύπηνπ, 

―king of Egypt,‖ and adds the genitive γῆο, ―land,‖ to the second occurrence of ―Egypt‖ 

to make this clear. In Exod 32:34, there is an ellipsis in the Hebrew that is clarified in the 

Greek: 

 

To that which      ׁר־אל אש        εἰο ηὸλ ηόπνλ ὃλ To the place which 

I told you      דברתי לך    εἶπα ζνη I told you 

 

 

Exod 32:26 has a similar ellipsis: 

 

Who is for Yhwh?      מי ליהוה        ηίο πξὸο θύξηνλ Who is for the Lord? 

To me!      אלי    ἴηω πξόο κε Let him come to me! 

 

 

These examples illustrate the work of the translator, as there would be little reason 

for the clarification in Hebrew. There are a number of variants in LXX Exodus, however, 

that show us the translator‘s parent text was quite different in many ways. A few 

examples illustrate harmonizing qualities in LXX‘s Vorlage that are linked to SP. In 

Exod 11:2, LXX and SP add a statement about clothes being taken from the Egyptians 

along with silver and gold. MT says nothing about clothing here, but it is mentioned 

along with gold and silver in Exod 3:22 and 12:35. It seems a tradition prior to both LXX 

and SP harmonized the accounts to fill in the gaps. The same occurs in Exod 11:3, where 
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LXX and SP, harmonizing with Exod 12:36, explain that favor was given to the Hebrews 

so that the Egyptians would give them their property.
60

  

LXX Exod 12:40, describing Israel‘s 430 year sojourn, also shows harmonization 

similar to that of SP. 

 

 

    ἡ δὲ θαηνίθεζηο η῵λ πἱ῵λ Ιζξαει      And the sojourn of the sons of Israel 

   ἣλ θαηῴθεζαλ ἐλ γῇ Αἰγύπηῳ     which they dwelled in the land of Egypt 

θαὶ ἐλ γῇ Χαλααλ      and in the land of Canaan 

ἔηε ηεξηξαθόζηα ηξηάθνληα     was 430 years 

 

 

 

The problems with locating the Hebrews in Egypt for the entire 430 years compelled 

someone to try to make sense of it by adding ―the land of Canaan.‖ SP has the same 

qualification, although the order is different, making it unlikely the variant derives from 

the same source.
61

  

Another variant shared by LXX and SP shows a reading generally considered 

superior to that of MT. LXX Exod 22:5(4) has a large plus against MT and in agreement 

with SP, adding a second condition to the law concerning restitution for grazing 

animals.
62

 4QBibPar attests to a portion of the variant found in LXX and SP. MT is most 

likely corrupt in that verse.
63

 

These variants illustrate the difficulty inherent in trying to reconstruct the textual 

transmission of the Vorlage of LXX Exodus. The similarities shared by Q, G, and SP 

                                                 
60

 Tov 1998:341–42, n. 17; Lemmelijn 2001a:437–38; 2009:191–94, 205–06. 
61

 For a full discussion, see Kreuzer 1991:252–58; 2006:227.  
62

 The addition reads (from the Greek), ―But if he should graze the entire field, he shall 

compensate with the best of his field and the best of his vineyard.‖ For a full discussion, see Aejmelaeus 

2007:98–99.  
63

 Propp provides a reasonable explanation of the corruption (2006:124). 
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indicate a late split on the part of the Samaritans from the Palestinian Jews. Their textual 

traditions were cohesive at least long enough to detach from MT prior to LXX and Q. 

This accounts for the similarities between the paleo-Hebrew script of certain texts from 

Qumran and the script of the Samaritans.
64

 The fact that some of our putative anti-

anthropomorphisms occur both in LXX and SP indicates some kind of concern for the 

theological propriety of the text was at work in Judea prior to the split of LXX and SP. 

That concern will be discussed below. 

Research conducted by Judith Sanderson and Nathan Jastram has helped to better 

define the textual transmission of Exodus. According to Sanderson, LXX preserves a 

number of preferable readings unique to the Greek, which seems to indicate it was the 

first to split off from the other traditions. Q, SP, and MT contain secondary readings 

against LXX that show they remained unified for a time. A limited number of significant 

expansions shared by Q and SP against MT indicate the two split from MT and shortly 

after from each other.
65

 Jastram, however, places the split of the ―Palestinian‖ tradition 

(SP, LXX, Q) from the MT earliest, followed by LXX and then SP and Q.
66

 The various 

text types preserved at Qumran, however, show that even within an extremely insular 

community separate textual traditions can coexist and maintain their diversity.
67

 These 

texts most likely influenced each other as they were copied, despite their distinction, 

which provides a better model of textual transmission for G, SP, and MT than the strictly 

                                                 
64

 Klein 1974:18. 
65

 Sanderson 1986:311–12. See Reconstruction A in Appendix. 
66

 ―There appears to have been a time when the traditions behind the major texts shared a common 

origin, after which the ‗Palestinian‘ textual tradition (composed of the traditions behind Q, SP, and LXX) 

split off from the tradition behind MT. Before the major interpolations that characterize the Proto-

Samaritan textual tradition were added, G split off and began to develop its many unique secondary 

readings. Finally the traditions behind MT and the Proto-Samaritan texts at Qumran split apart, with both 

sets of traditions showing the ability to continue to make further interpolations on their own.‖ See Jastram 

1998:282 and Reconstruction B in Appendix. 
67

 See Lemmelijn 2010:1–2, and n. 6. 



21 

 

 

linear model proposed by Sanderson and Jastram, although the harmonization discussed 

above in LXX and SP against MT supports Jastram‘s interpretation of the complete 

isolation of MT.
68

 While a few of the anthropomorphic concerns of the text of Exodus, 

most notably Exod 33:20, obviously predate this ―Palestinian‖ tradition, emendation of 

the text seems to have continued on the Vorlage to LXX while it was interacting with SP 

and afterward. Many of these emendations probably predate the translation into Greek, 

which would indicate the Vorlage continued its development after its isolation from the 

other texts, either in Egypt or independently in Palestine. 

 

E. Conclusion 

LXX Exodus shows competency with idiomatic Greek and is generally conscious of the 

aesthetic nature of his translation and its understandability to a Hellenic audience. 

Aejmelaeus states the following regarding the fidelity of the translators: 

 

All in all, the scholar who wishes to attribute deliberate changes, harmonizations, 

completion of details and new accents to the translator is under the obligation to 

prove his thesis with weighty arguments and also to show why the divergences 

cannot have originated with the Vorlage. That the translator may have 

manipulated his original does not mean that he necessarily did so. All that is 

known of the translation techniques of the Septuagint points firmly enough in the 

opposite direction.
69

 

 

 

Research like that of Aejmelaeus and Lemmelijn has shown the translators were 

generally faithful to their Vorlage, and less likely to impose divergent ideologies on the 

text, even where they executed more free translations. Where Hebraic characteristics 

                                                 
68

 See Reconstruction C in the Appendix. 
69

 Aejmelaeus 2007:58. 



22 

 

 

define the translation an even closer relationship to the parent text is likely. Given these 

considerations, I will first evaluate the likelihood of a distinct Vorlage in translations that 

deviate from MT. Translator exegesis will be treated secondarily. The translation 

equivalents used throughout LXX Exodus will provide the primary data set for analyzing 

the range of the translator‘s equivalency. When insufficient data are available in Exodus, 

the remaining books of the Pentateuch will provide a secondary pool, although 

conclusions thus drawn must be considered more tentative.  

 

III. THEOLOGICAL ISSUES 

This part will examine theological issues specific to the question of anti-

anthropomorphism in LXX Exodus. It will first investigate the notion of seeing God‘s 

face, and reactions to this notion in the Hebrew Bible and the Septuagint. It will then 

discuss the role of the translator‘s exegesis in those verses relevant to the discussion of 

anthropomorphism. In some of these verses, anthropomorphic sentiments seem to have 

been introduced in the translation. I will seek to account for this phenomenon.  

 

A. Seeing God‘s Face 

That an ideology existed in the ancient world that prohibited the notion of seeing God is 

beyond dispute. What is less clear, however, is the time period in which that ideology 

developed, its catalyst, and its extent. Multiple texts in the Hebrew Bible refer to mortals 

who have seen God. Maimonides is well known as a fierce opponent of 

anthropomorphism,
70

 and referred to ―seeing God‖ as perception by the intellect, not by 

                                                 
70

 According to Shamma Friedman, much of his Guide for the Perplexed is aimed at eradicating 

the notion of a visible deity (2007:158–59). 
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the senses.
71

 This ideology does not originate with him, however. Already in the 

Targumim systematic steps were taken to mitigate anthropomorphic readings of 

theophanies like that of Exodus 24.
72

 Onqelos, for instance, renders Exod 24:10‘s ―they 

saw the God of Israel,‖ as ―they perceived the Glory of the God of Israel.‖
73

 In Neofiti, 

the elders of Israel see ―the Glory of the Shekinah of the Lord.‖ In Pseudo-Jonathan only 

Nadab and Abihu have the vision, and they see ―the glory of the God of Israel.‖ 

Elsewhere in the Targumim the physical appearance of God to humanity is mitigated 

through the interpolation of angelic beings. In Gen 32:31 Jacob names the location where 

he wrestled with a ―man‖ פניאל, ―Face of God,‖ because he had ―seen God face to face.‖
74

 

Onqelos presents Jacob as having seen ―an angel of the Lord face to face.‖ In Exod 4:24 

Yhwh confronts Moses with the intention of killing him ( המיתו הו יהוה ויבקשׁויפגשׁ ). In 

Onqelos, it is an ―angel of the Lord‖ who meets Moses. LXX Exodus reads the same 

way, which adds support to the notion that the translator may have been opposing 

anthropomorphic readings of the biblical text.
75

 The origins of this ideology, however, 

reach further back in time than even the Greek translation.  

Mitigation of seeing God‘s face has been posited in Exod 34:24, where the 

morphologically qal ( את־פני יהוה)לראות   is pointed as niphal in the vocalized texts despite 

                                                 
71

 Guide for the Perplexed 1.4.  
72

 Drazin (1990:30) is only able to list four verses in all of TO Exodus where Onqelos has failed to 

avoid anthropomorphism, although one example is not part of the majority text (TO Exod 4:24).  
73

 Maimonides cites Onqelos‘ rendering of the next phrase—―beneath the throne of his Glory‖ for 

MT‘s ―beneath his feet‖—as an indication of the Targumic mitigation of anthropomorphism. See Guide for 

the Perplexed 1.28. 
74

 Savran asserts that ―the verb ראיתי here cannot refer to visual seeing, as darkness pervades this 

entire encounter,‖ but dawn was breaking by the end of the encounter, and the composition of the pericope 

is unlikely to have taken such factors into that level of consideration. He then states, ―‗face to face‘ should 

be read here as a term for closeness or intimacy, without necessarily implying visual contact‖ (2005:195–

96, and n. 31). The proof texts to which he appeals in support of this interpretation, however, ignore the 

textual trouble with Moses‘ theophany in Exodus 3 and presuppose that he could not have spoken face to 

face with God (imposing a synchronic reading with Exod 33:20). 
75

 This will be discussed at length below. 
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the lack of the preformative ה.
76

 MT vocalizes it as niphal in every allusion to this 

tradition, and the Greek uses a passive form of ὁξάω in translation. There is textual 

evidence to support the qal reading in some instances, and some rabbinic commentary 

indicates a qal reading was not precluded.
77

 The only allusion to this passage that is 

unambiguously niphal is 1 Sam 1:22, which has no known qal variants.
78

 The Exodus 

translator may have been familiar with a traditionally passive reading,
79

 but the context 

may also have guided him toward a passive reading independent of any anthropomorphic 

concerns. In Exod 10:28–29 the verb ראה appears three times in unambiguous qal forms 

in reference to seeing Pharaoh‘s face. The Greek translation, however, uses the passive of 

ὁξάω in the last two occurrences. In LXX Exod 24:11 the qal חזה (―to see‖) is translated 

into Greek in the passive. The same translation occurs in LXX Ps 17:15 and 63:3. The 

translator may have simply understood the phrase ―see the face of . . .‖ as a metaphor for 

appearing before an individual. 

We find the explicit mitigation of seeing God, however, in Exod 33:20: 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
76

 See also Deut 31:11 and Isa 1:12. In Isaiah there is no preposition, which renders the phrase, 

with the niphal vocalization, ―if you come to appear my face.‖ Allusions to the tradition (originally found 

in Exod 23:17) not employing the infinitive construct are found in Exod 34:23, Deut 16:16, 1 Sam 1:22, 

and Ps 42:3. The Samaritan Pentateuch corrects to להראות in Exod 34:24. Gary Rendsburg has argued that 

the elision of the preformative ה in the niphal infinitive construct is found in Mishnaic Hebrew and should 

not be discounted in the Hebrew Bible (Rendsburg 1982:233–34). The examples he provides from the 

Hebrew Bible are rather ambiguous, though, and one can be shown to be elsewhere vocalized as qal. See 

Kautzsch 1910:§51l; and Joüon-Muraoka 2006:§51b. See also Joosten 2008:289–90. 
77

 Namely, Tg. Neof., Deut 31:11; Frg. Tg., Exod 34:20; Mek. R. Shimon, Exod 23:17; and Mek. R. 

Ishmael, Exod 23:14. For a full discussion, see McCarthy 1981:199–205. 
78

 McCarthy, however, prefers a first common plural qal cohortative reading. See McCarthy 

1981:199–200.  
79

 Stefan Schorch has argued that there was no firm tradition of vocalization in the Torah until 

after the translation of the Septuagint (2004:56–60). James Barr also urges caution in presupposing that 

vocalization played a significant role in translation (1967:1–11). 
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לא תוכל לראת         You will not be able to see 

את־פני               my face 

כי לא יראני         for will not see me 

האדם וחי         humanity and live 

 

 

The verse is not avoiding anthropomorphism (it indicates God has a face), but is opposed 

to the idea that God‘s face is accessible to humanity. The text seems exclusively 

concerned with the hiddenness of God.
80

 Exod 24:10–11 provides one of several 

exceptions to this restriction when Moses and the seventy see the God of Israel. The text 

alludes to Exod 33:20 by explaining that God did not kill anyone as a result of seeing 

him. As Daniel Boyarin has written, ―Normally one is not permitted to see God, and it is 

very dangerous to do so, which is why here the Torah makes explicit the fact that in this 

special moment the people were vouchsafed this vision without there being any 

danger.‖
81

 Jacob‘s encounter in Gen 32:25–31 echoes the same perspective. Jacob 

marvels that he saw God face to face and that his life was preserved. The theology behind 

these texts seems to have held that beholding God‘s face was not impossible, but brought 

swift destruction.
82

 Exceptions abound, however (Judg 6:22–23; 13:22; Isa 6:5; Gen 

16:13).
83

 Reference to the prohibition is made in these pericopes to identify the event as 

an unexpected exception to the rule, but later transcribers, translators, and interpreters 

would reject even those exceptions. The divergent reading of LXX Exod 33:20 makes an 

important point that is often overlooked in this discussion, namely that only the vision of 

God‘s face is prohibited. Moses, after all, is said to see God‘s back. The transcribers, 

                                                 
80

 Barr 1960:34; Sommer 2009:3, n. 5.  
81

 Boyarin 1990:535. 
82

 Savran 2005:190–203. 
83

 On Gen 16:13, see Ehrlich‘s emendation: אלהים ראיתי וָאֶחִי הגם  (Ehrlich 1908–1914). 
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translators, and interpreters mentioned above (and many modern scholars) neglect this 

detail. 

LXX Exod 24:10a provides a translation that rejects, based on Exod 33:20, the 

possibility of seeing any part of God. It does not go so far as to preclude his human form, 

and it does not necessarily locate him on earth.  

 

And they saw     ויראו    θαὶ εἶδνλ ηὸλ ηόπνλ And they saw the place 

    νὗ εἱζηήθεη ἐθεῖ where stood there 

the God of Israel     ׂראלאת אלהי יש    ὁ ζεὸο ηνῦ Ιζξαει the God of Israel  

 

 

The Greek plus is often attributed to the exegesis of the translator.
84

 A peculiarity in the 

Greek, however, is the use of ἐθεῖ as a resumptive adverb, a clearly Semitic 

construction.
85

 This Semiticism occurs frequently in the Hebrew Bible, and it is 

consistently represented in the Greek with νὗ . . . ἐθεῖ.
86

 Given the generally idiomatic 

translation style of LXX Exodus, it is unlikely a resumptive adverb would be composed 

directly into the Greek. As has been argued by Aejmelaeus (and later Lemmelijn), when 

―the language is used in a Hebraistic way and when it could easily be retroverted, then 

the variant seems to reflect a reading from the Vorlage.‖
87

 Soisalon-Soininen has 

concluded that constructions such as νὗ . . . ἐθεῖ are ―the natural result of the literal 

                                                 
84

 See Le Boulluec 1989:246; Wevers 1990a:384–85; Wevers 1990b:147, 255; Perkins 2007:48.  
85

 Wevers 1990b:255; Tov 1997:84. ἖θεῖ is omitted in B, the O-text, and several minor 

recensions, but this is an omission made in the interest of a more sophisticated Greek text. 
86

 ἖θεῖζελ is often found where ׁםש  has the locative ה. Using the TLG I found νὗ . . . ἐθεῖ 

translated from ׁםשׁ. . . ר אש  in 26 places, excluding ׁמהש . 
87

 Lemmelijn 2007:8. See also Aejmelaeus 2007:95–100, 107–22, 388; and Tov 1997:84, where 

he explains, ―to the best of our knowledge the translators did not introduce syntactical Hebraisms when 

these were not called for by the source language.‖  
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translation of the Hebrew text.‖
88

 The difference in LXX Exod 24:10 is best understood 

as originating with the Vorlage, and the change seems a clear attempt to avoid intimating 

that Moses and his seventy saw God.
89

 The retroversion of Exod 24:10 is quite 

straightforward: 

 

ויראו את־המקום      And they saw the place  

    
90

םר עמד שׁאשׁ      where stood there 

ראלאלהי ישׂ      The God of Israel 

 

 

Aquila and Symmachus are aligned with MT, although Symmachus adds ὁξάκαηη, ―in a 

vision,‖ after εἶδνλ, thus avoiding the notion of seeing God. Exod 24:11a continues the 

divergence: 

 

And against the nobles       ואל אצילי  η῵λ ἐπηιέθηωλ  Of the chosen  

of the sons of Israel     ׂראל בני יש  ηνῦ Ιζξαει of Israel 

he did not send his hand     ׁלח לא ש

 ידו

νὐ δηεθώλεζελ νὐδὲ 

εἷο 

not even one was lost 

 

 

δηαθωλέω
91

 seems to act as an evasion of the anthropomorphism of God‘s hand. Tov has 

argued that since the Hebrew אצל (similar to אצילי) connotes a sense of lacking, it may 

form the basis both for the word ἐπηιέθηωλ and δηαθώλεζελ, making a variant in the 

                                                 
88

 Soisalon-Soininen 1987c:59–60. 
89 See Hanson 1992:559; Aejmelaeus 2007:273–74. 
90

םר עמד שׁאשׁ   is found in Gen 19:27, but the LXX translation of that verse lacks the resumptive 

adverb, as does Exod 24:10 in Vaticanus. 
91

 Literally, ―to be wanting, lacking.‖ See ―δηαθωλέω,‖ Muraoka 2002:123. 
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Vorlage unlikely.
92

 Another explanation, however, exists. In Num 31:49 δηαθωλέω is 

used to translate the military status report, which in Hebrew reads, ׁולא נפקד ממנו איש, ―and 

not a man from among us was lost.‖
93

 Like LXX Exod 24:11, LXX Num 31:49 ends with 

the phrase νὐδὲ εἷο, ―not one.‖ According to the TLG, the verb δηαθωλέω and the phrase 

νὐδὲ εἷο do not occur together anywhere outside of a translation from the Hebrew Bible. 

Tov‘s explication of the verse also seems out of character for the Exodus translator, who 

maintained closer fidelity to the sense of the Hebrew.
94

 I do not think it unlikely that the 

translator could have been looking at a Hebrew phrase similar to that of Numbers, which 

may have looked something like this: 

 

 

ראל מבחר ישׂומ      And of the chosen
95

 of Israel 

לא נפקד אישׁ      not a man was lost 

 

 

 

The complete deviation from the MT and the relationship to Numbers indicate the 

difference is not the work of the translator. The second portion of LXX Exod 24:11 (θαὶ 

ὤθζεζαλ ἐλ ηῶ ηόπῳ ηνῦ ζενῦ) has been referenced above in relation to the passive 

translation of the active verbs ראה and חזה. The phrase ἐλ ηῶ ηόπῳ is probably a 

harmonization with 24:10, arising most likely from the Vorlage. 

                                                 
92

 Tov 1984:81–82. Tov argues the previous verse appeals to exegetical manipulation, and so is a 

possibility here, but that manipulation is far less clear in light of the evidence presented here. 
93

 Judg 10:13 also uses the verb with a sense of loss of life. 
94

 The phrase ׁלח ידוש  is found eight times in the Hebrew Bible, with three occurrences in Exodus 

(22:7, 10; 24:11). In both cases in Exodus 22 the translator renders the phrase with the verb πνλεξεύνκαη, 

―to act wickedly,‖ which retains the subject, object, and voice of the original Hebrew, only doing away 

with the metaphor. In LXX Exod 24:11 the original accusative object has been made genitive, the original 

subject has disappeared, the active voice has changed to passive, and the sense of the verb has been altered 

(rather than addressing God‘s treatment of the elect, the Greek addresses the final state of the elect). This 

degree of manipulation is uncharacteristic. 
95

 ἖πηιέθηνπο is the plural accusative translation of  מבחר in LXX Exod 15:4. 
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Another important text related to the visibility of God is LXX Exod 33:20, 

mentioned above. 

 

You cannot see        לא תוכל לראת  νὐ δπλήζῃ ἰδεῖλ You cannot see 

my face        את־פני  κνπ ηὸ πξόζωπνλ  my face  

for cannot see me          כי לא־יראני  νὐ γὰξ κὴ ἴδῃ  for will not see 

humanity             האדם  ἄλζξωπνο humanity 

        ηὸ πξόζωπνλ κνπ my face 

and live        וחי             θαὶ δήζεηαη and live 

 

 

LXX Exodus‘ plus is a literal rendering of the Hebraism את־פני, but the 

occurrence of the same phrase earlier in the translation has the pronoun at the beginning, 

in good Greek style. The Hebraism is a harmonization with the first clause and seems 

prima facie to indicate the presence of the phrase in the Vorlage. The intention is to 

clarify the Hebrew‘s vague prohibition, which leaves open the possibility that Moses 

would not have been able to see God‘s back. Whatever the origin of the deviation, it is 

intended to clarify that it is specifically God‘s face which is inaccessible to humanity.  

 

B. Translator Exegesis 

Other mitigation of anthropomorphism seems to be the result of the exegesis of the 

translator, whether intentional or otherwise. Exod 32:11 is an example of the latter.
96

 The 

translator recognized the metaphorical use of ויחל את־פני and provided a more precise 

Greek translation: 

                                                 
96

 See also LXX Exod 16:3, which renders the metaphorical ביד יהוה with the more precise ὑπὸ 

θπξίνπ. Aejmelaeus lists this verse as an example of the translator‘s high Greek standard (Aejmelaeus 

2007:98). 
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And Moses entreated  ׁהויחל מש  θαὶ ἐδεήζε Μνϋζῆο And Moses supplicated 

the face of Yhwh   את־פני יהוה אלה  ἔλαληη θπξίνπ ηνῦ ζενῦ before the Lord God 

 

 
   

 

The translation indirectly circumvents the anthropomorphism by more accurately 

rendering the metaphorical phrase, drawing out the semantic sense of the Vorlage rather 

than altering it. Anthropomorphic concerns may or may not have played a role. 

Another group of texts that may manifest the exegesis of the translator is found in 

LXX Exod 25:22; 29:42, 43; and 30:6, 36. These verses in the MT portray God meeting 

with humanity utilizing the verb יעד in the Niphal (―to meet with‖). LXX translates all but 

Exod 29:43 with γλωζζήζνκαη, ―to be known.‖ In this way the presence of deity on earth 

is avoided. It has been suggested (in BHS, for instance) that these readings are the result 

of metathesis of the ayin and the dalet in the Vorlage, but, as Wevers and Propp have 

pointed out, it is unlikely that metathesis accidentally took place in every instance.
97

 

They conclude the metathesis was intentional, but the change may also have been 

introduced into the Vorlage. The only verse in the group that uses a Greek word unlikely 

to derive from 29:43 ,ידע, has ηάμνκαη. This is the verb used for יעד in the Qal in 2 Sam 

20:5. The Samaritan Pentateuch (SP) contains a different Hebrew verb entirely, using ׁדרש 

in the niphal,
98

 but it would be difficult to conclude LXX Exod 29:43 derived from ׁדרש. 

The Pentateuch contains six other occurrence of the verb יעד (Num 10:3, 4; 14:35; 16:11; 

17:19; 27:3). Num 17:19 is the only one that speaks of God meeting with humanity, and 

                                                 
97

 See Wevers 1990a:401 (he also argues that the Niphal of יעד is meant as a word play on the 

nearby אהל־מועד), and Propp 2006:323.  
98

 The two other appearances of the verb in Exodus (21:8, 9) are translated with the verb 

θαζνκνινγέω. Of the 16 other biblical attestations of the verb, none reference the meeting of God and 

humanity, although one (Amos 3:3) renders a form of γλωξίδω in the Greek. 
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it also employs γλωζζήζνκαη in the Greek. The translator of Exodus may be interpreting 

the text away from anthropomorphism or he may also have found ידע in his Vorlage. If 

the former, the ideology that influenced the translator of Exodus was also held by the 

translator of Numbers. No clear answer presents itself, however. 

LXX Exod 17:6 manifests a reticence on the part of the translator to render God 

standing before Moses, which may have been considered inappropriate: 

 

Behold, I will stand    הנני עמד  ὅδε ἐγὼ ἕζηεθα Here I stood 

before you there     ׁםלפניך ש  πξὸ ηνῦ ζὲ ἐιζεῖλ before you came  

 

 

πξὸ ηνῦ is a Greek temporal idiom. Its only other use in Exodus is found at LXX Exod 

12:34, where it translates טרם.
99

 It is plausible this divergence derives from the Vorlage: 

the pronoun in Greek is maintained in position after לפני, showing a rather Hebraic 

construction. טרם, however, is never followed by the pronoun. We would expect תבוא, 

which is not suggested by the Greek. The Hebraic nature of the translation renders 

unlikely the conclusion that concerns for idiomatic Greek contributed to the divergence. 

It is likely this divergence results from the exegesis of the translator. לפניך was rendered 

temporally and שׁם was replaced with the verb ἐιζεῖλ. Several witnesses preserve שׁם, 

without ἐιζεῖλ, in translation.
100

 This example provides an important clue to the 

translator‘s theology. The verb does not exclusively or even primarily refer to God‘s 

visibility. It is anthropomorphic because it presents God as physically meeting with 

humanity on earth. The translator renders it in a way that avoids that event.    

                                                 
99

 Other occurrences of לפניך are discussed above. 
100

 M, Oʹ‘
–72 376 707

, 376c. It is also moved to various places in the versions to accommodate the 

addition of ἐιζεῖλ while maintaining the constituent elements (A
c
, B, F

b
). See the discussion in Wevers 

1990a:266, n. 8. 
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C. Introducing Anthropomorphisms 

In limited occurrences in the Greek Pentateuch the translator may be introducing, directly 

or indirectly, the notion of seeing God into texts where it is not found in MT. Two 

examples occur in LXX Exodus. In Exod 33:13, prior to Moses‘ theophany, Moses asks 

that God reveal his ―way‖ to him: 

 

Show me your way   הודעני נא את־דרכך  ἐκθάληζόλ κνη ζεαπηόλ Reveal yourself to me. 

   γλωζη῵ο  Knowingly  

so I may know you   ואדעך  εἰδ῵ ζε let me see you 

    

 

 

The Greek is more anthropomorphic here. Anthony Hanson finds it to be irreconcilable 

with the Hebrew and has argued the translator may have had a Hebrew phrase before him 

similar to the following
101

: 

 

 

הראני נה ואראך      Reveal yourself that I may see
102

 you 

 

 

This retroversion is problematic, however. ἐκθάληζόλ is not a common equivalent for 

.which is rendered δεῖμόλ in Exod 33:18, Judg 1:24, and Ps 85:8 ,הראני נה
103

 As Jan 

                                                 
101

 See Hanson 1992:565–66. Aejmelaeus arrives at a similar conclusion (Aejmelaeus 2007:272–

74). 
102

 The translation γλωζη῵ο εἰδ῵ ζε may conceivably derive from ואדעך. In LXX Exod 33:12 the 

Hebrew ראה and ידע are both translated with the verb εἶδνλ. On the other hand, γλωζη῵ο sounds rather 

redundant if we interpret εἰδ῵ in the sense of ―to know.‖ NETS translates the phrase, ―Let me see you 

recognizably.‖  
103

 Vaticanus translates ἐκθάληζόλ in Exod 33:18, but also omits the object (את־כבדך). Wevers 

concludes it is a harmonization with v. 13 (Wevers 1990a:551), which is likely correct. 
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Joosten has pointed out, Ps 103:7 seems to allude directly to the reading found in MT, 

making it extremely improbable that LXX preserves an earlier reading.
104

 It is more 

likely that the translator simply rendered the phrase in more idiomatic Greek and was not 

concerned with the implications of God being revealed to humanity.  

 Another example is found in LXX Exod 25:8.  

 

They will make for me        ׂו ליועש  θαὶ πνηήζεηο κνη And you will make for me 

a sanctuary         ׁמקדש   ἁγίαζκα  a sanctuary  

that I may dwell        ׁכנתיוש  θαὶ ὀθζήζνκαη and I will be seen 

among you        בתוכם  ἐλ ὑκῖλ among you  

 

 

Joosten sees little chance of the divergence arising from a variant Vorlage, given the 

Greek Pentateuch‘s systematic obscuring of the Hebrew ׁכןש  in reference to deity.
105

 This 

―systematic obscuring,‖ however, reaches beyond the translation of Exodus, meaning 

multiple translators responded in the same way to this theological issue or a later redactor 

has harmonized the texts. If the former, it indicates the verb שׁכן was a technical term that 

had a firmly established interpretation. There is textual evidence that suggests the 

divergence was, in fact, a response to the verb שׁכן. In Deut 12:21 and 14:24 MT has לשׂום 

where SP reads לשׁכן. In both instances the translator followed the Vorlage of SP and 

reproduced each element of the construction. In LXX Exod 25:8 God‘s presence on earth 

                                                 
104

 Ps 103:7 reads ׁהיודיע דרכיו למש , ―He made known his ways to Moses.‖ See Joosten 2008:293. 
105

 Joosten 2000:39–40, and 2008:292–93, n. 20. In LXX Exod 24:16 the verb in reference to 

God‘s glory is rendered θαηέβε, ―descended.‖ In Exod 29:45–46 the verb refers directly to God, and the 

Greek renders ἐπηθιεζήζνκαη, ―I will be invoked,‖ and ἐπηθιεζῆλαη, ―to be invoked,‖ respectively. In Exod 

40:35 the verb refers to the cloud which represents God‘s presence, and the Greek renders ἐπεζθίαδελ, 

―overshadowed.‖ 
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was removed and replaced with his potential visibility. It is likely the former was 

theologically problematic for the translator, but not the latter.    

 

C. Conclusion  

This section has argued that the translator of LXX Exodus rendered a translation that 

often prioritized Greek idiom over literalism, but also frequently rendered literally his 

Vorlage. In light of this, it has been suggested that, in LXX Exodus, significant 

deviations from MT should first be assumed to arise from a deviating Vorlage. When the 

putative anti-anthropomorphisms of the translation are critically examined within this 

framework a small number of preliminary observations can be made. Some degree of 

mitigation of anthropomorphism was already present in the translator‘s parent text. That 

mitigation was not comprehensive, however. It seemed most concerned with harmonizing 

the text with Exod 33:20, which simply precluded the notion of seeing God‘s face. That 

God might physically visit humanity does not seem to have been a concern for those 

responsible for the transmission of the Vorlage. The translator of Exodus, however, was 

more concerned with the latter, and in at least one place (LXX Exod 25:8) his attempt to 

avoid God‘s communion with Moses resulted in the execution of what is today 

considered a blatant anthropomorphism. Unfortunately, there are few texts which bear 

directly on this question, but LXX Exod 25:8 illuminates an important aspect of the 

translator‘s theology. At the same time, it raises questions concerning the origins and 

exact nature of the concerns manifested in the Vorlage and the translation. The following 

section will seek answers for some of those questions.              
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IV. THE ORIGINS OF ANTI-ANTHROPOMORPHISM WITHIN JUDAISM 

This section will argue that the origins of the anti-anthropomorphism espoused by the 

translator of LXX Exodus and his Vorlage extend back beyond the Hellenistic Era. The 

clearest manifestation of this doctrine is found in the occasional interpolation of the 

messenger of Yhwh. This interpolation occurs in the Greek at LXX Exod 4:24.  

 

And encountered him      ׁהו ופגש  ζπλήληεζελ αὐηῶ  And met him 

Yhwh      יהוה  ἄγγεινο Κπξίνπ a messenger of the Lord 

And he sought      ׁהמיתו ויבקש  θαὶ ἐδήηεη  and he sought  

to kill him     המיתו  αὐηὸλ ἀπνθηεῖλαη to kill him 

 

 

In the Greek it is not Yhwh himself, but an ἄγγεινο θπξίνπ, ―messenger of the Lord,‖ 

who seeks to kill Moses. Ἄγγεινο was interpolated, either in the Vorlage or by the 

translator, to mitigate the meeting of God and humanity.
106

 This parallels previous 

mitigation of the same in other portions of the Greek translation of Exodus, such as LXX 

Exod 17:6.
107

   

The editorial use of ἄγγεινο θπξίνπ is not unique to LXX, however. As discussed 

above, it is found throughout the Targumim, and, in fact, appears in MT in a number of 

pericopes where it may serve a similar anti-anthropomorphic purpose.
108

 Hagar, for 

                                                 
106

 Saul M. Olyan suggests, based on the presence of the wicked angel Mastemah in a reference in 

Jubilees to Exod 3:4, that it is not the divine presence that is mitigated, but God‘s participation in an 

immoral act, namely trying to kill Moses (1993:7, n. 17). This conclusion neglects the proliferation of the 

messenger of Yhwh in the Septuagint and prior (and subsequent) texts in contexts unrelated to questionable 

morality (LXX Judg 6:14, 16, and 20, for example). Olyan also finds an anti-Jewish agenda in concluding 

that angels served as intermediaries to an increasingly remote deity (1993:89–91). 
107

 As well as LXX Exod 25:22; 29:42, 43; 30:6, 36. 
108

 These pericopes include Gen 16:7–13; 18–19; Exod 3:2–4:17; Num 22:22–35; Judg 2:1–4; 

6:11–23; 13:3–23. As has been pointed out in the past (Irvin 1978:91–93), the Hebrew Bible does not 

lexically differentiate between human messengers and angels. There is no word in Biblical Hebrew that 

communicates the modern concept of an ―angel.‖ We read modern theology into the text by translating the 
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instance, is said to speak with a מלאך יהוה, ―messenger of Yhwh,‖ which visited her in 

Gen 16:7, 9, 10, 11, but in v. 13 the text states, ׁיהם־יהוה הדבר אלותקרא ש , ―And she called 

on the name of Yhwh, the one who spoke with her.‖
109

 In Exod 3:2–4:17 Moses carries 

on a conversation which a being repeatedly identified as Yhwh, but in the opening verse 

Moses‘ interlocutor is identified as a messenger of Yhwh. In Judges 6 Gideon speaks 

with an individual identified as a messenger of Yhwh in vv. 11, 12, and 20–22, but 

identified as Yhwh in vv. 14, 16, 17, and 23. In Judg 2:1 a messenger of Yhwh is said to 

come up from Gilgal to Bochim to rebuke Israel, referring to himself as the source of 

Israel‘s covenants, commandments, and exodus from Egypt.
110

 In all the above examples, 

the use of ―messenger of Yhwh‖ predates the translation into Greek. The presence of 

ἄγγεινο θπξίνπ in LXX Exod 4:24 can hardly be attributed to a theological concern 

unique to Hellenized Judaism.
111

 An investigation of this phenomenon is necessary to 

shed additional light on early Jewish responses to anthropomorphism, particularly as they 

bear on the doctrine of angels. 

 

A. The Textual Context of the Messenger of Yhwh 

Several difficulties obstruct our understanding of the use of the messenger of Yhwh. 

First, there is a great deal of textual variation in the ancient witnesses to the relevant 

                                                                                                                                                 
same word ―messenger‖ in one passage and ―angel‖ in another when there is often nothing in the context 

that justifies the distinction.  
109

 There is an additional occurrence of ―messenger of the Lord‖ in LXX Gen 16:8. 
110

 LXX Exodus seems to update MT‘s angelology in Exod 23:21. Where MT states that the angel 

has power to forgive transgressions, LXX states that he will not ―hold you in undue awe,‖ according to the 

NETS translation. LXX Exodus also changes MT‘s ―for my name is within him‖ ( מי בקרבוכי שׁ ), to ―for my 

name is upon him‖ (ηὸ γὰξ ὄλνκα κνύ ἐζηηλ ἐπ᾿ αὐηῶ). Hans Ausloos discusses the likely harmonization 

with Deuteronomy in these verses in Ausloos 1996 and 2008. 
111

 It is also found in later texts. Targum Onqelos agrees with LXX at Exod 4:24 and interpolates 

―angel‖ in Gen 32:31. In Targumim Pseudo-Jonathan and Neophiti it reads, ―I have seen angels of the 

Lord.‖ The Cotton Genesis Codex makes the same alteration.  
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verses.
112

 For instance, in LXX Judges 6 the inconsistencies are leveled off, attesting to 

ἄγγεινο θπξίνπ in vv. 11–22.
113

 Only v. 23 mentions ―the Lord‖ independent of any 

messenger. In Genesis 16 the Greek has an extra reference to the ἄγγεινο θπξίνπ at v. 8. 

In Exod 3:2 the Vulgate makes no reference to a messenger, instead reading apparuitque 

ei Dominus, ―The Lord appeared to him.‖   

To further complicate matters, the messenger of Yhwh also defies the ancient 

Near Eastern literary conventions associated with divine messengers. As Samuel Meier 

and Lowell Handy have both noted, messengers were generally sent between deities.
114

 

When deities communicated with humanity they appeared personally. This was the 

general pattern in the earliest biblical texts, but in later texts the messenger became the 

preferred mode of visitation.
115

 Between the two stand the cases mentioned above, which 

seem to portray Yhwh and his messenger delivering messages simultaneously. It would 

be unnecessary, however, to send a messenger if the deity would also be participating in 

the conversation. This undermines the point of sending the messenger and conflicts with 

the associated literary conventions. Furthermore, we would expect a message delivered in 

the first person on behalf of God to be preceded by some formula identifying the actual 

origins of the message, like כה אמר יהוה, ―thus says Yhwh.‖ In none of the examples 

where Yhwh seems to be confused with the messenger do we find an angelic introduction 

or any kind of self-identification on the part of the messenger.
116

 According to Meier, this 

is a significant departure from acceptable messenger behavior.
117

 

                                                 
112

 For a full discussion of the related texts, see Meier 1999b:97–108. 
113

 The Hebrew of v. 20 reads מלאך האלהים, which is maintained in Vaticanus, but not in 

Alexandrinus. 
114

 Meier 1999b:96–97, Handy 1991:154. 
115

 Meier 1999a:84. 
116

 In later biblical literature the יהוה מלאך  seems to have been largely integrated into the literary 

matrix. This is not to say that it was no longer interpolated into texts where it was expedient, but that 
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A variety of explanations have been proposed for these irregularities.
118

 The two 

most common explanations appeal either to textual interpolation, or the use of 

hypostases. The latter first received wide exposure from Helmer Ringgren, who described 

the messenger of Yhwh as an aspect of God‘s personality that is not distinct or separate. 

The messenger speaks on behalf of God and is able to be identified with God.
119

 Other 

similar theories see the messenger as a ―visible or audible phenomenon through which 

God manifests himself,‖
120

 an ―emanation from the Godhead,‖
121

 a ―personified divine 

attribute,‖
122

 or some other extension of God‘s identity.
123

 Underlying these theories is 

the prioritization of a univocal and/or synchronic text. They seek to synthesize the data as 

if each attestation was simply another perspective of a consistent and unified theology. 

The recognition of historical and editorial layers is largely avoided, as is the textual 

instability of the relevant texts. Priority is given to the final form of the text, which 

necessitates a synthesis of conflicting textual layers. The close relationship of biblical 

literature to the wider literary traditions of the ancient Near East must also be 

downplayed. The methodologies of reception history and canonical criticism thus define 

the reconstruction of the early messenger of Yhwh, and textual criticism is entirely 

neglected.  

                                                                                                                                                 
several texts portray it in messenger type-scenes and attest to a deliberate distinction between Yhwh and his 

messenger. In these texts, however, the messenger announces that he has been sent (1 Chr 21:12; 2 Sam 

24:16; Tob 12:15–22; Dan 14:34–39). 
117

 Meier 1999b:96–97. 
118

 For a summary of interpretations, see Gieschen 1998:53–57. 
119

 Ringgren (DGG
3
:2.1301–02; 3.503–506). See also, with slight nuances, van der Woude 

1963/64:6–13; Pfeifer 1967:74; Gieschen 1998:67–69; Heiser 2004:6, n. 30; 50–51; 61–64; and Tuschling 

2007:99–101. 
120

 Heidt 1949:70. 
121

 Friedman 1995:13. Friedman continues, ―It is a hypostasis, a concrete expression of the divine 

presence, which is otherwise unexpressible to human beings.‖ 
122

 Hurtado 2003:37. 
123

 Cho explains the identification of the deity with his messenger as confusion that has arisen as a 

result of the first person speech of the (90–2007:189) מלאך יהוה. He also presupposes the pristine nature of 

the text.    
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Without that exegetical presupposition, however, the interpolation theory is to be 

preferred. This theory holds that a redactor (or redactors) inserted the concept of the 

messenger of Yhwh where God‘s physical presence, for whatever reason, was not 

wanted. In Exod 13:21 Yhwh is said to go before Israel in a pillar of fire,
124

 but in Exod 

14:19–20 it is the messenger of Yhwh in the pillar of fire. In light of the authority 

ascribed to the messenger in Exod 23:20–23 and 32:34, and his role in going before Israel 

into Canaan, the interpolation in 14:19–20 is likely contemporaneous. Exod 23:20–23 

also shares great similarities with Judg 2:1–5. These texts are generally ascribed to a late-

Deuteronomic, or post-Deuteronomic, editor. This would place the interpolation of the 

messenger of Yhwh in Exod 14:19–20, and likely most other early interpolations, 

somewhere in the sixth century BCE.
125

 The rationalizing of God‘s simultaneous 

presence and absence is unnecessary with this theory. Additionally, the incompatibility of 

the messenger of Yhwh with the standard biblical and greater Near Eastern conventions 

of divine emissaries is easily explained, as is the textual instability of the related 

pericopes. Finally, several pericopes associated with the messenger of Yhwh (Judg 13:22; 

Gen 16:13; 32:30; Judg 6:22–23) end with the fear that the person involved will die as a 

result of their vision. No such prohibition is found in the Hebrew Bible, however. Death 

is only decreed for those who see God himself.
126

 

                                                 
124

 See Deut 4:37, where it is asserted that God himself led the Israelites. 
125

 On the ―messenger of Yhwh‖ within the Deuteronomistic tradition, and specifically Exodus 23 

and Judges 2, see Ausloos 2008.  
126

 See also Exod 3:6.  
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Nahum Sarna, Marjo Korpel, and Samuel Meier have recently advocated this 

theory.
127

 Several scholars, however, take issue with it. Barr provided an early response, 

commenting that,  

 

The introduction of the mal‘ak is too extremely spasmodic, and leaves too many 

fierce anthropomorphisms untouched, for its purpose to be understood in this 

way. The voice and presence of the mal‘ak alternates in a number of stories so 

much with the voice and appearing of Yahweh that it is hardly possible to 

understand his place as a substitute for the latter.
128

 

 

 

Gieschen takes up Barr‘s objection in his review of the scholarly responses to the 

messenger of Yhwh.
129

 Of course, ―too extremely spasmodic,‖ and ―too many fierce 

anthropomorphisms‖ are subjective judgments, and ignore the variegated approaches of 

the translators of the various books of the Greek Bible.
130

 The translators were not guided 

by identical methodologies and ideologies. Additionally, in a text like LXX Exodus, 

which is characterized by inconsistent translation techniques, such an objection can 

hardly be sustained. Later versions show explicit interpolations that also lack consistency. 

SP Num 22:20, for instance, interpolates מלאך, giving us ויבא מלאך אלהים אל בלעם, ―And 

the messenger of God came to Balaam,‖ but 22:9 omits מלאך. In SP Num 23:4 מלאך is 

added to the phrase ויקר אלהים אל בלעם, ―And God met Balaam,‖ but not to the phrase  ויקר

                                                 
127

 Sarna 1989:383; Korpel 1990:296; and Meier 1999b:106. See also Gunkel 1910:187; 

Baumgartner 1959:245; and Irvin 1978:101–04. 
128

 Barr 1960:3. 
129

 ―The problems with this approach have been ably exposed by James Barr‖ (Gieschen 1998:54). 

Esther Hamori has more recently argued along the same lines, citing as the strongest evidence the fact that 

the mitigation seems to have ―failed utterly‖ (Hamori 2008:117). Another interesting argument is made by 

Alexander Rofé, who concludes that the earliest texts made frequent mention of the messenger of the Lord, 

but that later redactors rejected angelic representatives of Yhwh as remnants of polytheism (1999:51). 
130

 Barr cites Genesis 18–19 as an example of the problems with the interpolation theory, but this 

pericope hardly characterizes the מלאך יהוה type-scene. There are plural messengers, and the phrase  מלאך

 ‖.does not appear. Yhwh is also never identified as a messenger, only as a ―man יהוה
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אל בלעםיהוה  , ―And Yhwh met Balaam,‖ in v. 16. Lastly, anthropomorphism is a 

spectrum, and two texts which are vaguely labeled as anthropomorphic may appeal to 

entirely distinct literary themes. Seeing God, for example, is not necessarily the same as 

being visited by God.  

 

B. The Development of Jewish Angelology and the Mediator Figure 

The interpolation theory also illuminates questions related to the development of 

angelology between the pre-exilic period and the Hellenistic era. The theophanies into 

which the messenger of Yhwh was interpolated served as the subject of subsequent inner-

biblical exegesis, and contributed to the later development of the angelic type-scene. 

 often translated ―angel‖ in the Hebrew Bible, is the same word used for human ,מלאך

messengers, and so the divinity or superhuman nature of the messenger should not 

necessarily be presupposed in the early narratives.
131

 The term is also applied to prophets 

and others sent by God to deliver messages (1 Sam 29:9; 2 Sam 14: 17, 20; Hag 1:13; 

Mal 2:7), and ambiguity arises in some cases where the author makes no attempt to 

identify the messenger as human or divine (Judg 2:1–5; 5:23; Mal 3:1; Eccl 5:5). This is 

significant as it indicates the messenger was a messenger because he was commissioned 

to carry a message, not because he was a certain class of being.
132

 The same can be said 

for the ml‘ak in the Ugaritic texts, but the analogy there does serve to bridge the gap 

                                                 
131

 See Irvin 1978:91: ―To translate one occurrence of mal‘ak by ‗messenger‘ and another by 

‗angel‘ is certainly to read later theological ideas into the text.‖ In the final form of the aforementioned 

theophanies the divine messenger is confused for a human or even called ―a man‖ (ׁאיש). See Gen 19:1–22; 

32:24–30; Judg 13:3–23. 
132

 Thus the biblical cherubim and seraphim were not originally conceived of as מלאכים (Irvin 

1978:92; Meier 1999:83–84). This is largely overlooked in the scholarship (see, for instance, Tuschling 

2007:16–21). 
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between the lexical sense of the word and later conceptualizations of the divine ―angel.‖ 

The ml‘akm in the Ugaritic texts was often explicitly divine.
133

  

Between the sixth century BCE and the Hellenistic period, the picture changed a 

great deal. By the latter period the messenger had taken on a specialized and divine 

ontological identity. In Dan 10:5–14, a divine being who is sent to deliver a message to 

Daniel is called ׁ־אחדאיש , ―a man,‖ but is described in the following terms: ―His body was 

as beryl-stone; his face, as the appearance of lightning; and his eyes were as torches of 

fire; and his arms and feet were like the color of copper; and the sound of his words was 

as the voice of a multitude.‖
134

 The theological function of the divine messenger had also 

expanded considerably, assimilating the roles of various other minor deities of the Syro-

Palestinian pantheon which had been preserved in the literature.
135

 Angels became 

identified with divine guardians (Gen 19:15; Exod 23:20), warriors (Exod 23:23; Josh 

5:13–15), executioners (1 Chr 21:15–16),
136

 and even the Sons of God (LXX Deut 

32:43).
137

 A setting common to the roles assumed by the divine messenger is the physical 

intersection of human and divine realms. Where divinity interacts with humanity on 

earth, the messenger is present.
138

 W. Randall Garr explains, ―Angels can therefore 

                                                 
133

 For example, see KTU 1.13.25: ml‘ak šmm, ―heavenly messenger.‖ KTU 1.3.3.32 refers to the 

ml‘akm sent by Baal as ‘ilm. See also Cho 2007:13–55.  
134

 This text is also not without inconsistency in its angelology, however. V. 18 describes another 

being sent to Daniel as, ―one with the appearance of a human,‖ although the being delivers no message. His 

charge seems simply to be to strengthen Daniel. Irrespective of his identity, the text presupposes the divine 

nature of the being and asserts that he only had the appearance of a human.  
135

 Handy 1994:166; van Henten 1999:92.  
136

 Garr 2003:53. 
137

 More appropriately, the Sons of God became מלאכים. Olyan anachronistically identifies the 

Seraphim, Cherubim, ―Holy Ones,‖ ―Sons of God,‖ and ―Living Ones‖ as various classes of angels 

(1993:15–16).  
138

 For Robert Hayward, this is the determining factor in the Targumic interpolation of the 

messenger of the Lord (2009): ―This concentration of angels in places where the Bible does not name them, 

while eye-catching, is nonetheless most often suggested to the Targumists by the Bible itself:  that is to say, 

the Targumim do not put angels into their translation-exegesis without good reason based in the Scriptural 
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appear as contact between divinity and humanity grows direct. They act as intermediaries 

between God, whom they represent, and humankind, whom they address.‖
139

 

Two complementary rhetorical expediencies could thus be served by this 

expansion of angelic roles. First, it could facilitate mediatory contact between the divine 

and the mortal where God‘s presence was considered undesirable. Second, the more 

expansive and all-encompassing the authority and hierarchy of the angels, the more 

exalted God, their ruler, becomes. These are not mutually exclusive applications of the 

messenger theme. The more intermediary figures are devised, the more authority is 

ascribed to God. The more exalted God becomes in the literature, the more the need for 

intercession becomes. For this reason, by the time of the New Testament, God does not 

even appear to humanity in dreams (cf. Num 12:6; Gen 31:24; 1 Kgs 3:5). An angel is 

sent for that purpose (Matt 1:20; 2:13, 19). In the Hellenistic book of Tobit, Raphael, one 

of the seven holy angels (ἑπηὰ ἁγίωλ ἀγγέιωλ), is responsible for presenting the prayers 

of elect humans before God (Tob 12:12, 15). While prayers are usually directly answered, 

this presents an example of an intermediary duty assigned to an angel in an effort to 

further exalt God‘s authority. The many examples of the interpolation of angels in 

transcriptions and translations of the biblical texts where God was originally present 

confirm the intermediary function of the angel in the mind of Hellenistic and Common 

Era Jews.
140

 Thus LXX Exod 4:24 shows an angelic interpolation that post-dates the 

isolation of the Vorlage of MT from that of LXX.
141

 SP Num 22:20 and 23:4 does the 

                                                                                                                                                 
text itself. In all the verses we have looked at, the angels are present in contexts where the heavenly and 

earthly worlds come most closely into contact, so to speak.‖ 
139

 Garr 2003:53.  
140

 For example, LXX  Judg 14:16, 20; Josephus, Ant. 5.213–14; b. Ned. 32a; Jub. 48:2–4; and the 

Theodotian text of Susanna 1:45. 
141

 See also LXX Judges 6, mentioned above. Where MT has scattered interpolations, the Greek 

translation has harmonized the entire account.  
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same. The Targumim discussed above systemize the mediatory interpolation of the 

Shekinah, the Glory of the Lord, and the angel of the Lord.  

Larry Hurtado espouses a popular view of angelology which rejects the mediatory 

nature of the messenger of Yhwh. He argues that the proliferation of angelology in the 

Second Temple Period derives from a desire to exalt the power and authority of God and 

not from a need for intermediation.
142

 He also notes that direct communication between 

God and humanity is a perennial theme in Second Temple literature.
143

 2 Bar. 48:1–52:7 

is a representative example. In this text, Baruch prays to God, appealing to his mercy and 

mentioning the innumerable hosts which serve him in their several offices. God answers 

directly in 48:25–41 and a lengthy conversation between the two follows. While it is true 

that God needs no mediator to communicate with humanity, Hurtado‘s objection 

conflates divine communication with divine visitation, and the latter is the primary 

capacity in which it is necessary for the divine messenger to act as intercessor. It is not 

every link between the divine and the mortal that must be mediated, but often only the 

physical.
144

 In that sense, Hurtado‘s interpretation is just another side of the same coin. 

The divine messenger and the heavenly organization associated with the Second Temple 

literary context served to rhetorically exalt the power and authority of God over the 

nations and rulers of the earth, but the messenger also acted as mediator in pericopes 

where the deity was precluded by his transcendence from personally visiting and being 

seen by his creations.   

                                                 
142

 ―The angelic hosts do not function in these texts as substitutes for God but as his servants, as 

vehicles of his power and will‖ (Hurtado 2003:25). The fact that the heavenly hierarchy is derived from an 

earthly model is evidence to Hurtado that God‘s authority is conceived of as intimately linked to humanity, 

but he does not address his physical accessibility.  
143

 Hurtado 1979:306–17; 2003:24–27. 
144

 That is not to say the angel does not appear in other contexts. As its role expanded it was 

incorporated into all type-scenes involving the divine.  
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Why, then, must the messenger of Yhwh deliver messages that could just as easily 

be delivered in the same fashion in which God answers prayers? Why is visitation 

necessary at all? The messenger of Yhwh was originally interpolated where God himself 

had visited humanity. The resultant literature preserved the divine visitation type-scene. 

While God could communicate directly from heaven during and after the Exile, the 

literary motif developed through the angelic interpolation could not just be abandoned. It 

comprised the majority of the most important traditions from Israel‘s foundation history. 

The messenger type-scene was preserved and expanded in later literature alongside the 

petition/response type-scene and praise of God‘s transcendence.
145

 In Job 33:23–24 and 

Tob 12:12, 15 the mediatory direction is reversed and angels represent humanity before 

God. Conflict between these conventions and their related ideologies as they began to 

overlap was resolved—again, not without conflict and inconsistency—with the divine 

messenger. These trends all began well before the Hellenistic period and the assimilation 

of Greek philosophical ideals. Hellenism provided a richer literary matrix for the 

exploration of these literary themes, but it did not inspire them.  

Concerns for orthodox (so to speak) conceptualizations of deity can be detected in 

the earliest known Israelite texts.
146

 Much of the concern in the monarchic period seems 

associated with distancing Israel‘s God from those of the surrounding nations and 

exalting him far above them. The divine council ideology found in Psalm 82 and Deut 

                                                 
145

 See, for instance, the assertion of John 1:18: ―No one has ever seen God.‖ 
146

 As Mark Smith has stated, the avoidance of anthropomorphism can be detected ―at the outset of 

known Israelite texts and . . . perhaps in the eighth to sixth centuries‖ (2001:175). Smith engages the 

question in a discussion of the absence of myth in Israelite literature. He isolates detectable points of 

contact between Ugaritic myths and the biblical text, but notes the muting of anthropomorphisms in the 

Hebrew Bible as a likely cause for the lack of Yahwistic mythology.  
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32:8–9
147

 reveals an association with the Canaanite pantheon, but also an apparent desire 

to denigrate that pantheon in the interest of promoting a transcendent and universalized 

view of Yhwh. Part of that campaign involved exalting God above base anthropomorphic 

and anthropopathic features. In Ps 82:6 the divine council is condemned for neglect and 

Yhwh is given rule of all the nations of the earth.
148

 Elsewhere the various Canaanite 

gods are demythologized, de-deified, and marginalized (Deut 4:19, 28; 28:36; 29:16; and 

32:21).
149

 God‘s sexuality is also suppressed very early, as is the role of his consort, 

Asherah.
150

  

Another part of this polemic is aimed at the physical representation of deity 

through idols (Exod 20:4–5; Lev 19:4; 26:1; Deut 4:16; Isa 44:9–10).
151

 Deut 4:15 warns, 

―Since you saw no form when Yhwh spoke to you at Horeb from the fire, watch 

yourselves very closely so that you do not corrupt yourselves and make an idol, the form 

of any figure, a likeness, male or female.‖ To incorporate an idol into Yhwh‘s worship 

not only associates him with the worthless deities of the nations (Deut 32:16–21), but it 

also undermines a universalized view of his nature. In Deut 4:36 we read that Yhwh 

                                                 
147

 Psalm 82 is a hymn of praise that presents Yhwh standing in the Council of El (בעדת־אל) among 

the gods (בקרב אלהים). He condemns them for their negligence and declares that, despite their nature as gods 

and ―Sons of Elyon,‖ they will die in the same manner as humans. On this text, see Miller 1986a:120–24; 

Parker 1995; Smith 2001:48–49; 2008:131–39; Heiser 2004:74–82. In Deut 32:8–9 Elyon is said to have 

divided up the nations according to the number of the ―Sons of God‖ (בני אלהים), traditionally understood to 

be 70 in number (Genesis 10). MT reads ―Sons of Israel,‖ but LXX Deut 32:8 and 4QDeut
j
 at 32:8 attest to 

―Sons of God.‖ On this text, see Heiser 2004:83–88; 2006; Joosten 2007; Smith 2008:139–43, 195–212.   
148

 This interpretation is debated, but is the most parsimonious. See Parker 1995:532–59. For an 

alternative view, see Wyatt 1996:357–58; Smith 2002:37; Heiser 2006:3–9; Cho 2007:47–48. This view 

holds that Yhwh‘s rising indicates a prior seated position, and thus supremacy already within the council. 

The phrase in question קומה אלהים/יהוה, is a liturgical interjection found several times in the Psalms, 

however (Ps 3:8; 7:7; 9:20; 10:12; 17:13; 35:2; 44:27; 74:22; 132:8), and has no bearing on the posture of 

Yhwh within the narrative.   
149

 See also Judith M. Hadley‘s excellent article (2007). 
150

 Smith 2001:172–73.  
151

 The removal of the Asherah from the temple in 2 Kings 23 may be a rejection of the sacred tree 

appropriated by Yhwh as a sign of his virility and life-giving capacities. See Miller 1986b:245–47; Keel 

and Uehlinger 1998:232–40; Hadley 2000:80–81. 



47 

 

 

disciplined Israel from heaven, but also spoke to them from earth. This merism shows 

Yhwh is sovereign over all of creation.
152

 From a very early period this was interpreted to 

mean Yhwh was entirely other, and his physical appearance could not be seen or 

adequately described.    

 

C. Conclusion 

I have argued in this section that anti-anthropomorphism does not find its genesis in 

Hellenistic ideologies, although they provided a more broad literary canvas for its 

exploration. Concerns for the appropriate representation of deity extend back to the pre-

exilic period. These concerns began as propaganda aimed at promoting Israel‘s deity over 

those of the surrounding nations. God grew increasingly transcendent, and increasingly 

hidden as this polemic expanded. When later generations inherited textual traditions 

which contained stories of God visiting humanity, they developed mechanisms for 

reconciling the text with God‘s hiddenness. One example of such a mechanism is the 

interpolation of the messenger of Yhwh. This anti-anthropomorphism was not an 

innovation of the Hellenistic Era, nor was it unique to the Septuagint. It was an active 

practice from the Exile through to the translations of the Targumim and beyond.  

 

V. CONCLUSION 

Exodus‘ translator in Egypt appears relatively unconcerned with, or unaware of, the 

majority of the anthropomorphisms whose mitigation has long been ascribed to his 

exegesis. While he executed what is commonly referred to as a ―free translation,‖ he also 

adhered rather strictly to the semantic content of his Vorlage. Rather than being a loose 
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 For a review of the scholarship associated with the origins of aniconism, see MacDonald 2007. 



48 

 

 

paraphrase of its source text, LXX Exodus presents an idiomatic and often grammatically 

sound Greek text that reproduces as closely as possible the semantic structure of the 

Hebrew original. In at least one instance (LXX Exod 24:10) an obvious Hebraism is 

literally transmitted into the Greek, which reveals an evident anti-anthropomorphism in 

the Vorlage. More research is needed in the other books of the Greek Pentateuch before a 

consistent theology can be delineated, but some tentative conclusions may be drawn from 

the data in Exodus. The verses in which the translator of LXX Exodus seems to be 

responsible for anti-anthropomorphic exegesis are those in which God appears before 

humanity on earth.
153

 It is not God‘s visibility, but his physical presence which the 

translator mitigates. This explains the enigmatic translations toward anthropomorphism in 

LXX Exod 33:13 and 25:8.
154

 The former resulted indirectly from a more idiomatic 

rendering of a Hebrew construction, and the latter from a concern for the propriety of 

representing God as dwelling among the Israelites. The scribe responsible for the 

translator‘s Vorlage, however, seems to have taken another approach to the 

anthropomorphisms in his text. He was more sensitive to the visibility of God. Exod 

24:10–11 likely manifests his hand and provides an example of scribal manipulation 

between the Vorlage‘s isolation from the other text traditions and the text‘s translation 

into Greek.    

As a result of the chasm between God‘s physical presence and humanity, 

traditions developed around the increasingly utile מלאך, who served to bridge the gap 

between the divine and the human. Early traditions which portrayed God himself visiting 
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 LXX Exod 17:6; 25:22; 29:42, 43; 30:6, 36 may belong to this group. 
154

 Although there is much to commend Joosten‘s theory of Egyptian influence (2008), it does not 

address the different types of anthropomorphisms that might accompany the notion of seeing God, or 

explain why the translator felt the need to engage Egyptian ideologies in some texts and not in others.   
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humans were recast with the ―angel‖ filling that role. As God‘s transcendence grew and 

the old traditions became inappropriate, the angel subsumed more and more 

responsibility and was inserted into more texts and traditions. Early Christianity took 

advantage of the versatility of Christ‘s mediatory position in much the same way. 

Eusebius and Justin Martyr, for instance, both assert that many theophanies from the 

Hebrew Bible were premortal manifestations of Christ.
155

 This transcendent theology was 

not introduced by Greek philosophy, although it was likely influenced by it in the 

Common Era. Similar ideological manifestations within Hellenism may be described as 

the first ―view of anthropomorphism as a philosophical weakness.‖
156

 Israelite literature, 

rather, seems to have used anti-anthropomorphic vernacular as propaganda and 

rationalization, and only in the Common Era as an appeal to philosophical orthodoxy. 

While some Hellenistic-Jewish influence no doubt bears upon the text of LXX, it should 

not be appealed to as the sole—or even a primary—cause of the anti-anthropomorphic 

divergences of LXX Exodus. The impetus for those changes is varied and reaches back 

into pre-exilic Israel.  
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 Eusebius, Hist. eccl. 1.2; Justin Martyr, Dial. 58; 61. 
156

 See Hamori 2008:35. 
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APPENDIX 

Reconstruction A: The textual transmission of the Hebrew Bible according to 

Sanderson‘s description
157

: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Reconstruction B: The textual transmission of the Hebrew Bible according to Jastram‘s 

description
158

: 
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 Based on Sanderson 1986:311–12. These graphs are, of course, highly simplified illustrations. 

Unfortunately, there is not room for discussion of the existence of an Urtext, but it is not critical to the 

illustration. 
158

 Based on Jastram 1998:282. 
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Reconstruction C: My proposed reconstruction of the textual transmission of the Hebrew 

Bible. The parallel lines indicate separation without complete isolation, allowing for 

influence between the different manuscripts and continued development.  
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