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 Until Jerome translated the Latin Vulgate version of the Bible in the late fourth 

and early fifth centuries, the Scriptures and translations used by the church were based on 

the Septuagint.  Jerome’s preference for the Hebrew for the Old Testament text set a 

decided precedent for most Biblical translation after his own time.  His desire to return 

“ad fontes,” to the source of the Scriptural text, that is, to its original language, influenced 

the way in which Christian theologians understood the authority and inspiration of Holy 

Scripture.  Up to and, largely, for the duration of the early Reformation period, as 

Scripture and its interpretation became increasingly central to doctrine, Jerome’s word 

choice affected translation in both thought and practice.  However, beginning around the 

time of the Reformation, with the literal sense taking precedence amidst a loss of figural 

readings, new methods arose.  This thesis considers some of the implications of divergent 

approaches to Bible translation in the historical context of its practice from the fourth 

century forward. 
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INTRODUCTION 
 

“ἐν ἀρχῇ ἦν ὁ λόγος” 
 
 

When Jerome began to translate the version of the Bible now known as the Latin 

Vulgate, he chose to use the Hebrew text of the Old Testament as the basis for his 

translation.  His decision to do so, rather than working from the Septuagint, was 

innovative at a time when the church in general used either the Septuagint or one of many 

Latin translations created on the basis the Septuagint.  As such, Jerome’s work 

encountered resistance from some Christians.  While his linguistic innovation certainly 

indicates some of Jerome’s views on translation, on a more foundational level, the use of 

the Hebrew text makes a strong statement about the normative interaction between the 

church and the transmitted text and about Jerome’s own preference for the more ancient 

version.  This thesis aims to understand how perspectives on inspiration and Scriptural 

authority have influenced the theory and practice of Bible translation.  Jerome’s work in 

both of these categories set a precedent for later translation, even up to modern times.  

Both the Vulgate itself, as well as his commentaries, prefaces, and letters offer insight 

into the theology and philology supporting the Vulgate translation.  

Taking Jerome as a standard, Chapter One examines his defense of his return to 

the Hebrew text of the Old Testament in reply to Augustine’s objections.  This survey 

introduces the inspection in Chapter Two of the interaction of philology and theology in 

Jerome’s actual practice of translation.  His commentaries serve as an essential element in 

revealing Jerome’s own thought processes with regard to his translation choices.  

Therein, he frequently discusses not only his word choices and their theological 
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motivation, but also notes the discrepancies between the Hebrew and the LXX.  Moving 

forward in history, Chapter Three considers the work of several late Medieval and 

Reformation-era translators from the perspective of Jerome’s standard.  Making a survey 

in this manner allows for perspective on changing ideas and emphases in Bible 

translation in the millennium after the Vulgate.  Finally, Chapter Four considers modern 

translation theory and how it might coalesce with the principles of Jerome and his 

successors in this perennial effort.  

 Centuries of Christian interpreters have affirmed that the Bible cannot be 

approached only as a simple text.  The ideas of inspiration and the questions of authority 

that surround Scripture require consideration.  Both Jerome and Augustine recognized the 

importance of this principle when they entered into a discussion over the inspiration and 

authority of the Hebrew Old Testament and the LXX.  Multiple translators whom I will 

discuss in the following pages acknowledged that standard methods of translation did not 

easily apply to the words of the Bible.  In the context of the modern world, such ideas 

may seem strange.  Translation theory and popular access to the text may have changed, 

but the rich tradition surrounding the Biblical text should not be ignored.  I aim in this 

thesis not merely to provide a historical survey of translation, but also to suggest that this 

history should have a voice in modern approaches to the translation of Scripture.  Though 

our understanding of language and attitudes toward the text may have changed, Jerome’s 

precedent and the thought of those whom he influenced remain significant.  
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CHAPTER ONE 
 

The Correspondence of Jerome and Augustine 
 
 

In this chapter I will examine the correspondence of Jerome and Augustine, who 

opposed Jerome’s approach to translation, in order to understand their perspectives on 

Scriptural authority and inspiration as they relate to translation.  This correspondence 

raises key questions concerning the church’s acceptance of a standard text and the need to 

provide the most accurate translation of Scripture possible.  Augustine wrote many times 

to Jerome expressing his concerns about the introduction of this new translation to 

churches.  While Augustine feared the loss of consistency among the churches 

concerning the words of Scripture, Jerome exhibited a preference for clarity and 

accuracy, promoting faithfulness to the more ancient text of Scripture.  Many of their 

differences demonstrate the importance of considering both the scholarly and the daily 

interaction of the church with Scripture.  Augustine, a bishop working actively in his 

congregation in North Africa, concerned himself with the impact of the use of a Biblical 

text on the belief of the present and functioning church.  Jerome, on the other hand, as a 

textual and linguistic scholar and also as a priest, perceived the need for a more accurate 

text for the benefit of Christian understanding of their sacred text.  Yet, in their 

correspondence, the two men helped to shape a more holistic understanding of the state 

of the Biblical text in the late fourth and early fifth centuries.  This comparison of 

perspectives, in turn, demonstrates how the Scriptural text was and should be used, 

distinguishing methods of approaching the Biblical text according to the spiritual and 

intellectual state of the reader or listener.  In this context, Jerome’s Vulgate translation is 
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important not only for its innovation in textual criticism within the church, but also for 

the impact that its formational ideas, particularly regarding textual authority and 

inspiration, would gradually have on the contemporary and future church. 

 
The Septuagint 

 
 Jerome and Augustine’s debate centers on the authority or the insufficiency of the 

LXX.  An appreciation of the status of the Septuagint at the time of these two authors, 

both its place in the church and its state of corruption from a textual perspective, is 

important to understanding their arguments.  Their correspondence reveals to a 

significant degree two sharply different perspectives on the text commonly used by the 

fourth and fifth century church and, though in dwindling degree, still standard in the 

centuries to follow.  In his letters Augustine promptly reveals his own preference and 

respect for the LXX by requesting more textual critical work from Jerome on the basis of 

that translation.  He asks Jerome, “When it comes to translating the sacred canonical 

writings into Latin . . . do what you did when you translated the book of Job, in other 

words to add signs indicating the points where your translation differs from that of the 

Septuagint, which has such great authority.”1  While expressing his regard for the LXX as 

authoritative, Augustine apparently misunderstood Jerome’s editorial approach to the 

text, in which he had noted by textual markings various discrepancies between the LXX 

and Hebrew text.  Accordingly, Jerome found it necessary to explain that the “former 

translation is from the Septuagint and wherever there are commas, like little daggers, it 

indicates that the Septuagint expands on the Hebrew text, while where there are asterisks, 

                                                
1 Augustine, Ep. 28, in Caroline White, The Correspondence (394-419) between 

Jerome and Augustine of Hippo, (Lewiston, NY: The Edwin Mellen Press, 1990), 66. 



 5 

. . . something has been added by Origen from the edition of Theodotion,”2 a Jewish 

Christian who had revised the LXX.3  In response to Augustine’s preference that the 

LXX should serve as the basis of Scriptural study, Jerome reiterated his dedication to the 

superior authority of the Hebrew text, asserting that if Augustine desires “to be a true 

admirer of the Septuagint . . . [he] should delete such passages from [his] copy” as are 

marked in Jerome’s translation in question.4  The LXX text as Augustine knows it, 

Jerome replied, is unclear and inaccurate, and by expressing such dedication to it, 

Augustine declares not commitment to the LXX itself, but only to the current version 

used by the church. 

In a second letter, presumably written before he had received Jerome’s response 

to the first request, Augustine notes that he “only learned at a later date . . . that [Jerome] 

had translated the book of Job from the Hebrew although we already have a translation 

into Latin . . . which [he] made from the Greek text.”5  He accompanies this distinction 

by expressing his preference for translation from the Septuagint, fearing “that many 

problems would arise if [his] translation began to be read regularly in many churches, 

because the Latin churches would be out of step with the Greek churches.”6  Augustine 

expresses other related concerns, the significance of which will become evident upon a 

later examination of Augustine’s position in the church and educational background.  

                                                
2 Jerome, Ep. 112, in White, Correspondence, 133. 

3 J. N. D. Kelly, Jerome: His Life, Writings, and Controversies, (London: 
Duckworth, 1975), 135. 

4 Ibid., 133-4. 

5 Augustine, Ep. 71, in White, Correspondence, 91. 

6 Ibid., 92. 
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However, ecclesial unity is clearly at the forefront of Augustine’s concerns in his 

assertion that the Septuagint is a version of the Biblical text commonly used, whether in 

the original Greek or in translation to Latin, by all churches, both in the East and in the 

West.  Up to this point in church history, it seems that few people have considered 

electing to use the Hebrew text of the Old Testament over the Septuagint.  

In addition to consistency among churches, the issue of Scriptural authority is 

important for Augustine.  Early in their correspondence, Augustine tells Jerome that the 

“work [of the Seventy] should be accorded preeminent authority in this field.”7  He 

makes this claim on the basis of church usage and his own perspective on the formation 

of the Septuagint.  Although the latter is more difficult to affirm in terms of modern 

scholarship, it must be considered in its early Christian context.  Unlike Jerome, who 

wrote periodically about the value, authority, and even inspiration of parts or all of the 

Septuagint, but in practice emphasized the value of the Hebrew Bible, Augustine 

throughout his career reserved the highest place of scriptural importance in the Christian 

church for the Septuagint.  This posture is evident especially in his work The City of God, 

where he also addresses Jerome’s effort to translate using the Hebrew text of the 

Scripture rather than the Septuagint.  Augustine explains,  

 The Church has accepted this Septuagint as if it were the only version; the Greek-
speaking peoples use it, and most of them do not know whether there is any other. 
From this Septuagint a translation into Latin has been made, which the Latin-
speaking churches retain, although our time has produced a presbyter Jerome, a 
man of great learning and a master of all three languages.  He has translated these 
Scriptures into Latin not from the Greek but from the Hebrew . . . Nevertheless, it 
is the judgment of the churches of Christ that no one man should be preferred to 
the authority of so large a body of men chosen for this important task by Eleazar, 

                                                
7 Augustine, Ep. 28, 66. 
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the high priest at the time . . . we must believe that the depth of prophetic meaning 
appears in that other version.8 

 
Here, then, Augustine asserts the unanimous agreement of the Greek and Latin churches 

that the Septuagint should be regarded as the most pertinent and authoritative version.  

Indeed, Augustine seems to have believed that a new translation directly from the 

Hebrew would by its nature miss many of the prophetic statements of the Septuagint.  He 

makes this opinion clear by the bold nature of his accompanying comments, which assert 

the special nature of this specific translation from Hebrew to Greek.  He grants, like 

Jerome, that the Septuagint contains significant differences from the Hebrew text, but he 

does not believe that these differences affect the truth of either version.  Rather, he 

proposes, 

 If then we see, as we ought to see, nothing in those Scriptures except the 
utterances of the Spirit of God through the mouths of men, it follows that 
anything in the Hebrew text that is not found in that of the seventy translators is 
something which the Spirit of God decided not to say through the translators but 
through the prophets.  Conversely, anything in the Septuagint that is not in the 
Hebrew texts is something which the same Spirit preferred to say through the 
translators, instead of the through the prophets, thus showing that the former and 
the latter alike were prophets.9 

 
Augustine, therefore, expresses his willingness to place trust in the spiritual authority of 

the Septuagint.  This respect he does not extend to the other Hebrew-to-Greek 

translations of the same Scriptures.  Because of the church’s unique affirmation of this 

particular version, and on the basis of the common account of its production by seventy 

translators appointed by the high priest, Augustine regards the Septuagint as privileged, 
                                                

8 Augustine, Concerning the City of God against the Pagans, trans. Henry 
Bettenson, (New York: Penguin Books, 2003), 18.43. 

 

9 Ibid., 18.43. 
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not only or even primarily as translation, but essentially as an extension of revelation 

itself.  The translators themselves, then, become prophets, and every word choice and use 

of phrasing must be regarded as infallible.  

Responding to Augustine’s assertions, Jerome provides several informative 

remarks with regard to the apparent corruption of the text, which do not seem to have 

concerned Augustine.  He explains that Augustine is “not reading the Septuagint in the 

original form as it was produced by the Seventy, but in an edition corrected, or corrupted, 

by Origen.”10  Not only did Origen already edit the text extensively, but the church also 

has accepted and assimilated the revisions that he made.  He emphasizes this issue by 

telling Augustine he “would be forced to condemn all church libraries, for only one or 

two copies are to be found which do not contain these passages.”11  If almost all the 

churches of the time were using this edited version of the Septuagint, while Jerome’s 

efforts were innovative, the church had not demonstrated a prior aversion to textual 

criticism or revision in a desire to improve access to an accurate text.  These distinctions 

emphasize the unresolved position of the church as a whole in adhering to tradition and 

clarifying its position on the development of revelation and the Scriptures.  

 Although the goal of this chapter is not to outline with precision the 

formation of the canon or the variations of the Septuagint with which Jerome and 

Augustine were familiar, it is important to understand the divergence in method between 

these two scholars as revealed in their attitude toward and commentary on the Septuagint.  

The work of Origen in his textual criticism of the Septuagint had already demonstrated 

                                                
10 Jerome, Ep. 112, 133. 

11 Ibid., 144. 
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the church’s progression in understanding Scripture.  His editing of the Septuagint 

exhibits the desire of the church to defend and establish the reliability and authority of the 

Scriptures.  In this sense, Origen’s “work points . . . backward through its apologetic 

material . . . forward through its exegetical material and its systematic.”12  As is evident 

from Jerome’s comments to Augustine, the former was not only aware of but also 

influenced in his textual work by Origen’s Hexapla. This “edition of the Old Testament 

presenting most of the books in six parallel columns,” beginning with the Hebrew text 

and containing several Greek versions, was in the library at Caesarea. Jerome visited the 

city to work with that text. 13  Working with the Hexapla allowed Jerome to recognize 

“where the Greek was redundant or defective as compared with the Hebrew” and to 

advocate for the use of the Hebrew.14  Christians in late antiquity, then, recognized that 

their use of the Septuagint required defense and support against those who wished to 

discredit the Scriptures they claimed, yet Jerome and Augustine appear in one sense to 

stand on opposite sides of the same goal.  While Jerome sought to strengthen the 

Christian scriptures by making a more accurate translation, Augustine attempted to 

defend the text that the church had already accepted.  

However, Origen’s work to restore the original text of the LXX did not lead to 

“the theologically motivated differentiation between the ancient tradition as the ‘Holy 

Scripture’ of the Christian church” and the later work of “Jewish translators of the second 

                                                
12 Martin Hengel, The Septuagint as Christian Scripture: It Prehistory and the 

Problem of its Canon, (New York: T&T Clark, Ltd., 2002), 9. 

13 Kelly, Jerome, 135. 

14 Ibid., 158. 
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Christian century.”  Instead, there came into focus “three Christian recensions.”15  The 

confusion that arises in Jerome and Augustine’s correspondence concerning the meaning 

of textual marks and editing comments, therefore, is consistent with the difficulties of 

determining and unifying the text of Scripture used liturgically among various churches.  

Jerome and Augustine come to different conclusions regarding the seriousness of these 

difficulties, although their correspondence does help them to agree, though in a 

significantly qualified way, with one another’s positions.  Augustine was eventually 

willing to make room for the Hebrew text, essentially allowing for the idea that “both 

texts are similarly inspired and to be taken seriously in the church.”16  In doing so, he 

adopted a more complex view of the concept of scriptural inspiration.  While he 

eventually expressed his readiness to use Jerome’s translation from the Hebrew alongside 

the Septuagint, admitting that Jerome had “persuaded [him] of [his] positive reasons for 

translating the Scriptures from the Hebrew,” he still requested Jerome’s “translation from 

the Septuagint,” indicating that a serious tension remained between those who would turn 

entirely to the Hebrew scriptures and those who wished to maintain the tradition of the 

Septuagint.17  On the other hand, Jerome, having established his position with regard to 

the corrupted state of the Septuagint text, had more difficulty accepting without question 

the continued prioritization of that very text. 

 
Distinguishing Factors 

 

                                                
15 Ibid., 17.  

16 Ibid., 53. 

17 Augustine, Ep. 82, in White, Correspondence, 173. 
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 Aside from the question of the state and nature of the LXX itself, two categories 

distinguish Jerome and Augustine as scholars and churchmen in their approach to 

Scripture and its translation.  First, differing levels and areas of philological expertise 

influence their confidence in the use of Hebrew.  Second, those scholars to whom they 

allocate authority to comment on and work with Scripture affect their choice of source 

text.  Jerome’s emphasis in his own academic development on the study of Biblical and 

related languages led him to a greater concern with textual criticism as a discipline 

related to scriptural study.  Following the example and work of Origen, he traced the 

disparities in the Septuagint as it existed in his century and sought to reestablish through 

his research and that of his predecessors the text most faithful not only to the original 

Septuagint, but also to the original language.  In Jerome one can see at least three specific 

traits that help him arrive at his position with regard to the biblical text.  First, his 

educational formation directed him toward a desire for eloquence and beauty.  Second, 

his detailed study of a variety of Biblical languages allowed him a broader perspective on 

the state of the text both in translation and in its language of authorship.  Third, Jerome’s 

willingness and even eagerness to place value in and make use of the scholarship of 

heretics and non-Christians provided him with a broader basis of knowledge and thought.  

The method and posture that Jerome demonstrates toward the Biblical text must be 

understood in light of these characteristics, because they helped set apart his work from 

others within the church who were content to or who even greatly preferred to continue 

using the Septuagint text primarily.  

While considering Jerome’s strong emphasis on language and accuracy, we 

should not overlook the theological and practical arguments that Augustine presents for 



 12 

his favor of the Septuagint over the Hebrew text.  To an extent, these preferences arise 

from his educational background and his more limited understanding of languages, but 

they also depend upon his public position within the church as a bishop, holding a 

different view of the needs of the Church than Jerome.18  The words of Augustine 

distinguish his approach to the Biblical text from Jerome’s method, and this difference 

requires careful consideration, because their respective methods of approaching the 

Biblical text have implications for how they understand the authority of Scripture and the 

nature of inspiration.  By placing less emphasis on the languages themselves and focusing 

on the nature of inspiration and revelation, Augustine provides a balancing perspective to 

Jerome’s need to reconstruct an original text.  Like Jerome, he seeks truth and beauty no 

matter the medium in which it is found, but this predilection leads him to different 

conclusions about the Septuagint text.  Additionally, Augustine, as a prominent bishop 

and scholar in the church, speaks for the western church and, in particular, its practical, 

liturgical concerns about the use of Scripture.  In this context, Augustine’s posture toward 

the Septuagint and the Hebrew text of the Old Testament is more dynamic than that of 

Jerome.  As a result, his arguments are both appealing and theologically important.  

 
Philology 
 
 Formationally, Jerome’s education served an important role in developing his 

love of beauty and eloquence as well as his desire for precision and accuracy.  Erasmus 

relates in his Life of Jerome how this man “learned Greek and Latin literature right from 

                                                
18 It is important that these differences did not come from what one might 

perceive as a dichotomy between the church and scholarship.  Rather, both Augustine and 
Jerome were ministers in the Christian church and their scholarship existed as a part of 
that identity.  
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the beginning, as he himself testifies, and his early training in these studies gave him a 

surer grasp.”19  Indeed, his strict education in the liberal arts taught him both “to speak 

with exactness and clarity . . . [and] with brilliance, dignity, and wisdom.”20  He studied 

under Donatus, “perhaps the most famous grammarian of the fourth century.”21  Under 

this instruction, Jerome learned a way of examining and commenting on classical texts 

that would transfer to his interaction with the Biblical text.  Importantly, as Jerome 

succeeded at this intensive education in Greek and Latin literature, he also applied those 

lessons to the knowledge of foreign languages.  On the basis of these “methods of ancient 

Greek and Latin literary scholarship,” Jerome built up his philological practices.22  By 

advancing his understanding of the examination and criticism of literature in his own 

language into an application in languages beyond Latin and even Greek, Jerome entered 

into his distinctive perspective on the Biblical text.  Accordingly, it is important to 

recognize that the difference between Jerome and Augustine on the state of the 

Septuagint is not only a matter of theological variance, but depends as well on 

philological training.  

 As Augustine reveals in his Confessions, his reaction to his early education 

demonstrates a disregard for languages that distinguishes him at an early stage from 

Jerome.  He explains that, though he loved the eloquence of Latin poets like Virgil, “the 

                                                
19 Erasmus, Hieronymi Stridonensis vita, in Collected Works of Erasmus, ed. and 

trans. James F. Brady and John C. Olin, (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1992, 25-
6. 

20 Ibid., 26. 

21 Michael Graves, Jerome’s Hebrew Philology: a Study Based on his 
Commentary on Isaiah, (Boston: Brill, 2007), 14. 

22 Ibid., 16. 
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drudgery of learning a foreign language sprinkled bitterness over all the sweetness of the 

Greek tales.”23  Likewise, he laments that although “among these studies, [he] learnt 

many a useful word . . . these might have been learnt equally well in studies not vain.”24  

Augustine here raises two concerns regarding his literary education.  First, he marvels at 

his lack of desire to read Greek literature or to learn the Greek language, because of the 

manner in which his teachers forced it upon him.  While Augustine certainly would make 

use of his language skills over the course of his life as a scholar and bishop, his early 

aversion to learning new languages presages an ongoing tendency to prefer familiar 

words and texts.  To state such a claim exclusively would, of course, overlook great 

contributions that Augustine made with reference to scholarship on Greek works, the 

Greek scriptures, and even more remotely on originally Hebrew works.  However, 

compared with Jerome, Augustine’s lesser concern for language learning becomes clear.  

Secondly, Augustine states his desire that young students learn from wholesome sources, 

worrying that vain ideas are absorbed when the source of good literature includes harmful 

stories.  In his comments in book one of the Confessions, he makes the corruption or 

proper education of young minds his primary emphasis.  This attitude also arises in his 

correspondence with Jerome, extending to his concern for the less learned within 

Christian congregations.  Writing to Jerome, he discusses that he “wanted to avoid 

introducing [the translation from the Hebrew Bible] as something new and as a rival to 

the authority of the Septuagint, in case it should confuse the Christian congregation when 

                                                
23 Augustine, Confessions, trans. F.J. Sheed, (Indianapolis: Hackett, 2006), 

1.14.23. 

24 Ibid., 1.15.24. 
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their ears and hearts are used to this translation which even the apostles approved of.”25  

To introduce a new text could give the impression that the old text was inadequate, 

causing misunderstanding for those Christians who were accustomed to hearing 

translations based on the Septuagint in liturgical worship. 

 In spite of this potential confusion, which Augustine was sure to make known to 

Jerome, the understanding of linguistics that the latter had developed provided him with a 

new body of information that forced him to reevaluate the sufficiency of the Septuagint 

as a foundational text of the Christian church.  Already, because of his background 

education in the “grammatical tradition,” Jerome was familiar with the “practice of 

utilizing a ‘source’ language in the explanation of a word.”26  In his commentaries, 

Jerome used “his knowledge of Hebrew in order to clarify the ambiguities of Hebrew 

words for the Latin reader.”27  Consistent with this practice, Jerome would often use his 

knowledge of this polyvalence to argue for the insufficiency of the currently available 

translations of the Hebrew text into Greek and Latin.  

Augustine, on the other hand, noted the difficulty of the Hebrew language, 

expressing his fears that Jerome would confuse rather than clarify the words of Scripture.  

He initially objected to Jerome’s translation efforts on the basis that “if these things are 

obscure,” Jerome, “too, can be mistaken about them.”28  Yet, Jerome argued for his 

greater fitness, as a believing Christian, than the previous Jewish (or “pagan”) translators 

                                                
25 Augustine, Ep. 82, in White, Correspondence, 174. 

26 Graves, Hebrew Philology, 37. 

27 Ibid., 38. 

28 Augustine, Ep. 28, in White, Correspondence, 66-7. 
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to correctly convey the meaning of the text.  He responded strongly to Augustine’s 

rebuke, claiming that “on [Augustine’s] principle, no one will dare express their view 

once their predecessors have spoken and whatever ground one person has covered will be 

out of bounds to any later writers.”29  By insisting on his own fitness to work directly 

with and interpret the Hebrew text, Jerome implicitly indicates that the translated 

versions of the Biblical text that the church used during that era were quite insufficient as 

a representation of the original text for the Christian church.  He neither entirely nor 

directly rejects Augustine’s perspective on the inspiration of the Septuagint text, but 

through his comments and linguistic efforts, he makes clear his belief that the church 

should not be satisfied with the Septuagint alone in any form.  In addition to differing 

widely in many parts from the Hebrew text, the translation of the Septuagint leaves many 

questions open for interpretation.  As a result, because not everyone could return to the 

text in its original language, Jerome expressed the necessity of someone providing the 

greater Christian community with a more holistic view of their sacred text.  

 
Source and Authority 
 
 Not everyone in the church actively pursued the scholarship and input of non-

Christian sources or approved of such a pursuit.  Augustine, for instance, worried about 

the necessity of consulting Jewish sources for the lack of Christians knowledgeable in 

Hebrew, expressing his concern that “they might give a different answer and so [Jerome] 

might appear indispensable as the only one who could prove them wrong,”30 Yet, both 

Jerome’s location in Syria and his language study there brought him into contact with 
                                                

29 Jerome, Ep. 112, in White, Correspondence, 135. 

30 Augustine, Ep. 71, 92. 
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those of various beliefs and traditions, and he readily used such sources to aid him in 

understanding the language of the text.  In his response to Augustine’s concern, Jerome 

doubts that “the whole Jewish population [will] keep silent about [his] translation” or 

“conspire to misrepresent” him.31  In his research and scholarship, Jerome neglected 

neither Christian nor Jewish nor pagan, neither orthodox nor heretic.  According to 

Erasmus, he “favoured writers with rich talent, especially those whom the gift of 

eloquence also commended, even to the extent of honouring heretics with praise . . . 

especially in the case of Origen.”32  As his educational background had introduced him to 

the eloquence and value of classical literature, he was willing to make use of the truth, 

wherever it was found in literature and scholarship, a practice which Augustine himself 

promoted.33  Although it seems that Jerome did, indeed, seek first to find truth and beauty 

in the scriptures themselves and the broader category of Christian writing, he did not 

hesitate to seek out assistance from other sectors when unorthodox scholars were able to 

provide the information or scholarship that he required.  Inasmuch as an abundance of 

Hebrew-speaking Christians did not exist at that time, Jerome is reported to have studied 

with “the most learned of Hebrew scholars.”34  Indeed, Jerome seems to have had a 

number of sources for his Hebrew scholarship, including learning from noted Jewish 

scholars and comparing various recensions of the Greek text with the Hebrew text.35  

                                                
31 Jerome, Ep. 112, 136. 

32 Erasmus, Hieronymi Vita, 33-4. 

33 Augustine, On Christian Doctrine, trans. D.W. Robertson, Jr., (Upper Saddle 
River, NJ: Prentice Hall, 1958), 2.18. 

34 Ibid., 34. 

35 Graves, Hebrew Philology, 127. 
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From this manifold effort to learn the language, and to read and translate the text, it is 

evident that Jerome believed strongly in the preeminent value for the Christian world of 

having reliable and accurate access to the Hebrew text of the Old Testament, a goal that 

required the use of sources beyond the orthodox Christian world. 

 However, as much as Jerome’s attention to non-Christian scholars increased his 

respect for and understanding of the Hebrew Old Testament, it also negatively affected 

his tolerance of the Septuagint.  Indeed, it seems that he had a dwindling regard for the 

authority and inspiration of the Septuagint over the course of his life.  Having claimed 

that the Septuagint actually obscured references to Christ or the Trinity in the Hebrew 

text, Jerome also asserted “that the version of the LXX was influenced not by a divine 

dispensation, but by the expectations of a pagan patron.”36  In expressing this opinion, 

Jerome revealed his doubt about the faithfulness of the LXX as a translation, much less as 

an inspired text.  Yet, Jerome was “interested in LXX problems for their own sake 

without always being consumed by the Hebrew/LXX opposition.”37  Additionally, he 

made statements over the course of his life indicating to various degrees an agreement, or 

at least not an opposition, to the idea of inspiration of the Septuagint.38  Whatever the 

degree of Jerome’s final respect for the Septuagint, he evidently did not believe that it 

was ultimately sufficient as a text for the church.  Notably in this regard, he indicates that 

Augustine is “not following the translation, undistinguished though it may be, of a 

Christian, especially when [that Christian translator] has removed those additions which 
                                                

36 Adam Kamesar, Jerome, Greek Scholarship, and the Hebrew Bible: A Study of 
the Queaestiones Hebraicae in Genesim, (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1993), 65. 

37 Ibid., 55. 

38 Ibid., 52.  
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came from the edition of a Jew and blasphemer after Christ’s passion.”39  In making this 

observation, Jerome emphasizes the influence that non-Christian translators and scholars 

have had even on the edition that the Christian churches of the West use and for which 

Augustine claims a strong position of inspiration.  Jerome’s own recognition that the 

Septuagint text in use had been influenced by both pagan and non-Christian Jewish 

sources caused him to reject that text as sufficiently authoritative, even as he accepted 

similar scholars’ work in his fields of language study and textual criticism.  This ability to 

separate philology and theology provided Jerome with a distinction between consulting 

non-Christian sources for linguistic help and allowing similar sources to produce a 

translation of the Scripture accepted by the church as authoritative and inspired.  

 
Beauty and Faithfulness 
 
 This significant difference between Jerome and Augustine, however, did not 

entirely divide the two men on the question of the proper Latin expression of Scripture.  

Each one wrote with appreciation for the work of the other, within the context of his own 

scholarship and teaching.  Certainly, they disagreed about which texts could claim the 

authority of inspiration.  Jerome appeared wary of fully trusting any text that does not 

approximate as closely as possible the original text of Scripture.  Augustine, on the other 

hand, presented a dynamic view of progressive revelation, allowing for the possibilities 

of added or clarified meaning within a translation.  Yet, the two scholars finally agreed 

that the Hebrew text does naturally possess some advantages over the Septuagint text, 

and they worked together to emphasize those strengths for the benefit of their more 

erudite audience, both Christian and Jewish.  
                                                

39 Jerome, Ep. 112, 133. 
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 Along with a significant number of educated people at their time, Jerome and 

Augustine recognized that the Bible as it existed in Latin translation lacked a certain 

element of eloquence and beauty.  In his Confessions, Augustine explains that the 

Scriptures at first “seemed  . . . unworthy to be compared with the majesty of Cicero.”  

His “conceit was repelled by their simplicity, and [he] had not the mind to penetrate into 

their depths.”40  One approach that Augustine takes to unattractive form of the Scriptures 

is to emphasize the depths of its wisdom.  He says of his early experiences trying to 

“make some study of the Sacred Scriptures,” that “what [he] came upon was something 

not grasped by the proud, not revealed either to children . . . and shrouded deep in 

mystery.”41  For Augustine to understand and argue that the Scriptures have deeper 

meaning and beauty than meets the untrained eye is consistent with his assertions on the 

inspiration of the Septuagint.  Under this view, the Bible should not be rejected for a 

simple lack of classical literary quality.  Neither does Augustine suggest that the text 

should never make use of classical style.  He addresses this problem in De Doctrina 

Christiana.  Though “we do not say that the Apostle followed the precepts of eloquence, 

so also we do not deny that his wisdom was accompanied by eloquence.”42  This 

eloquence, however, was not evident to Augustine in two senses.  First, understanding the 

beauty of Sacred Scripture required greater spiritual discernment than appreciating the 

beauty of classical oratory.  Thus, maturity in the Christian faith would provide greater 

glimpses of the beauty of Scripture otherwise hidden to the eye.  On the other hand, the 

                                                
40 Augustine, Confessions, 2.5. 

41 Ibid., 2.5. 

42 Augustine, On Christian Doctrine, 4.7.11. 
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language of translation, which could not express the same concepts with the same 

structures, also clouded the beauty and even the deeper meaning of Scripture.   

With his educational background Jerome developed a discernment and critical 

method that allowed him to distinguish between a beautifully composed text and an 

ineloquent work.  He seems, according to Erasmus, to have believed that many people 

with educational developments such as his own were turned away from “reading 

theological works” because “up to that time theology in the Latin world was practically 

incapable of effective speech.”43  Jerome was familiar with a world of scholars and well-

educated people whom a perceived lack in Scripture had potentially hindered from 

accepting Christian theology or the Christian Scriptures.  Consequently, “in part it was 

his purpose that some day he might have the power to refute the pagans who viewed the 

Christians with contempt for their lack of eloquence and style.”44  Through increasing his 

linguistic knowledge, Jerome became familiar with an acceptable alternative to the 

rejection of doctrine for the sake of eloquence or the acceptance of ineloquence for the 

sake of orthodoxy.  He satisfied his desire to hear or read truth beautifully expressed 

through his interaction with Hebrew literature, which led him to a greater appreciation of 

the intricacies of the Hebrew Biblical text.  

 Those who recognized the deficiency of Scriptural language in Latin suggested 

several solutions for restoring beauty to the Latin Bible.  For some, “a ‘literary’ solution 

to the problem was to be sought not by turning to the original, but by transforming the 

Greek Bible and rewriting it in a style and in literary forms acceptable to classical 

                                                
43 Erasmus, Vita, 27. 

44 Ibid., 27. 
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tastes.”45  Yet, even ignoring for the moment the questions of translation methods and 

faithfulness to the words of Scripture, Augustine and Jerome both agreed in their 

preference for the Hebrew Bible as a solution to this difficulty.  For example, Augustine 

notes in his discussion of rhythm that in the Scriptures one “will find many kinds of 

expression of such beauty that they are beautiful in our language, although especially 

beautiful in theirs, which are not found at all in that literature concerning which they are 

so vain.”46  However, he warns that “caution must be exercised lest when rhythm is 

added to the divine writings, their gravity be impaired.”47  Thus, he acknowledges the 

risk involved in consciously working to artificially enhance the beauty of a passage in a 

translated version for fear that such changes may alter the actual message of the passage.  

Yet, he recognized that the Latin or Greek expression of the Scriptures might be 

improved.  For this purpose, he qualified his estimation of the “Septuagint translators,” 

by explaining that they, “also inspired by the Holy Spirit, seem to have expressed some 

things in a different way so that the labor of the reader might be directed to a scrutiny of 

the spiritual sense.”48  In other words, difficulty of language required greater care and 

maturity of the reader.  Though Augustine held strongly to the belief that the Septuagint 

as a specific version was written under the inspiration of the Holy Spirit, he did not go so 

far as to claim that it maintained the beauty of the Hebrew.  While he had an explanation 

for the reason that the translators obscured words and phrases rather than conserving the 

                                                
45 Kamesar, Jerome and the Hebrew Bible, 47. 

46 Augustine, On Christian Doctrine, 4.20.41. 

47 Ibid., 4.20.41. 

48 Ibid., 4.7.15. 
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eloquence of the original, he accepted the occasional use of a different translation in 

order to convey the beauty of the Hebrew version.  As such, he chose to “use these 

passages [which show the eloquence of the prophets] as they are translated by the priest, 

Jerome, a skilled translator who knew both languages.”49  In his translations Jerome 

exhibits a “sensitivity to the literary quality of the Hebrew language,” an awareness of 

which enables him to work with various literary elements, such as metaphor and word 

play, as he brings the text from Hebrew into the Latin language.50, 51  While defending his 

translation and his word choices, Jerome “explains that the Old Testament only seems 

like bad literature to the learned because it was not actually written in Greek or Latin, but 

in Hebrew.”52  For Jerome, then, the natural solution to the desire to express the beauty of 

the Hebrew language would not be to use an already unclear translation.  Rather, he 

would work directly from the Hebrew text and attempt to most faithfully convey both the 

meaning and the style of that original text.  In terms of style, both Augustine and Jerome 

agree that the Hebrew is preferable to the Septuagint, but it is Jerome’s active work that 

helps bring this way of speaking nearer to the church.  

                                                
49 Ibid., 4.7.15. 

50 Graves, Hebrew Philology, 49. 

51 In fact, Augustine exhibited a strong awareness of the complexity of the literal 
sense in his writing, especially in his work De Genesis ad Litteram.  For instance, while 
discussing the seventh day in the Creation story, he emphasizes the metaphorical manner 
in which readers must understand the concept of “rest” with regard to God.  Thus, he 
urges that “in order to try, as far as we can with God’s help, to grasp this truth with our 
intellect, we must first drive from our minds all anthropomorphic concepts that men 
might have.” (Saint Augustine and John Hammond Taylor, The Literal Meaning of 
Genesis, vol. 41–42, Ancient Christian Writers  (New York, N.Y.: Newman Press, 1982), 
4.8.15.) 

52 Ibid., 87. 
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Conclusion: Consistency and Clarity 
 
 Ultimately, the disagreement between Jerome and Augustine over the appropriate 

version of the Old Testament text arises not because of stylistic concern, but from 

theological positions that form the basis of their understanding of the Biblical text.  If the 

main concern of the church had been eloquence in expressing a message, according to 

Augustine, then Jerome’s preference for the Hebrew text would likely have gained 

prominence more quickly as a general position in the church.  However, Augustine 

reminds us that a series of other important questions arises when the church shifts to a 

new text.  Although he shared some sympathies with Augustine concerning the important 

position that the Septuagint deserved within the Christian church, Jerome’s lifelong study 

of Hebrew and his emphasis on philology and textual criticism inevitably influenced his 

perception of the Septuagint as inferior to the Hebrew text.  Where Augustine found in 

the Septuagint inspired obscurity that forced the reader to greater spiritual discernment, 

Jerome saw rather intentional obscurity directed to Jewish rather than Christian purposes.  

Accordingly, he could not accept the discrepancies between the Hebrew text and the 

Septuagint to the same extent as Augustine.  Augustine was inclined to view Scripture as 

a progressive revelation in which tradition and church usage heavily determined the 

appropriate text.  On the other hand, Jerome demonstrated a desire for accuracy and 

faithfulness to the ancient words of Scripture.  He showed a greater degree of skepticism 

about the motivations of the translators and the sponsors of the translation, as well as 

doubt of their ability with the languages.  
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 Language awareness was decisive in establishing another difference between 

these two scholars.  While Augustine knew some Greek, he did not know Hebrew, and 

this deficiency seems to have caused him insecurity with regard to working with a text 

directly translated from Hebrew.  Jerome, having studied Hebrew and learned to a certain 

extent its ambiguities and literary qualities, felt confident in his ability, as much as or 

more than in that of any previous translator, to effectively convey the meaning of the 

Hebrew for the Christian church.  In retrospect, concern for church unity and consistency 

seems to strengthen Augustine’s position.  He is concerned not only about the flouting of 

tradition in and of itself but also about the effect of such a change on the understanding 

and consistency of the church.  While Jerome answers this concern by pointing out the 

inconsistent nature of the Biblical text in use in the churches of the time, one can 

understand Augustine’s desire to maintain the use of a text with which the church had 

been satisfied.  The question of which version of the Old Testament text the church 

should use, then, and especially the disagreement between Jerome and Augustine over 

this very issue, arises in great degree from a division in priorities.  Though both men saw 

the value to the church of the Hebrew text and of the LXX, each believed that the benefits 

of his preferred version provided the church with a text in which inspiration and authority 

most clearly converged. 
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CHAPTER TWO 
 

Philology to Theology: Jerome and the Particular Nature of Translation 
 
 

When presenting his case for a new Latin translation from the Hebrew text of the 

Old Testament, Jerome asserts a complex and varied argument on the necessity of this 

approach for the good of the Church.  Certainly, he debates with Augustine the traditional 

nature of the Septuagint and the greater precision provided by the Hebrew text.  Yet, he 

exhibits a number of approaches to translation in the various books and genres of the Old 

Testament, and each of these approaches exemplifies a reason for Jerome’s insistence on 

using the Hebrew text.  For these reasons, Jerome’s emphasis on the distinction between 

the literal and several spiritual senses of the text contributed both to his legacy as an 

exegete and to the philology and theology behind his motivation to translate anew.  

Indeed, of the four doctors of the church, each associated with a particular sense of 

Scripture, Jerome receives the distinction of identification with the literal sense.  This 

chapter argues from the basis of Jerome’s philology, exegesis, and apologetic writing, as 

well as in terms of his lasting reputation, that the literal sense took the most essential 

place in Jerome’s translation, perhaps more so than in his exegesis, but that the literal, 

though foundational, was not the ultimate goal of Jerome’s work. The careful rendering 

of the Hebrew text into Latin led to the higher purpose of making possible a more robust, 

accurate, and enlivening spiritual interpretation of the Church’s beloved Scriptures.   

To demonstrate this premise, I will begin with the reputation that Jerome accrued 

with respect to Scriptural exegesis.  Then I will briefly revisit Jerome’s specific defense 

of his translation method in order to emphasize a few particular philological points that 
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underlie his approach.  Having heard from both Jerome himself and his commentators, I 

will then examine, in light of the arguments that Jerome sets forth, his commentary on 

and philological rendering of several specific Old Testament passages quoted in the New 

Testament.  Finally, the special theological characteristics of Jerome’s translation over 

and against the LXX will become more evident in light of a better understanding of his 

philological methods.  This order resembles the reasoning of Jerome himself concerning 

the importance of the Hebrew text.  

Erasmus provides a laudatory overview of Jerome’s approach to Scripture, as well 

as indicating Jerome’s place within the tradition of Scriptural interpretation.  For 

instance, he explains Jerome’s position within Biblical exegesis as a doctor of the church. 

Although “Jerome makes no distinction between” the three spiritual senses of Scripture, 

anagogy, allegory, and tropology, “to Jerome, to assign him something, they leave the 

literal and grammatical sense,” while Augustine, Ambrose, and Gregory take the other 

three titles.1  Erasmus supposes that those who provide these labels for the four 

aforementioned theologians slight Jerome in their estimation of his primary emphasis.  

Yet, the assignment of the literal sense suits Jerome because of the tremendous work that 

results from the basis of careful literal analysis.  His philology demonstrates that without 

the literal sense, one cannot successfully arrive at higher spiritual interpretation.  In fact, 

Jerome thinks so highly of the importance of this foundational function that he cannot 

abide the use of the LXX as the textus receptus of the Christian church, but prefers to 

pursue a better philological understanding of the Hebrew that underlies it and whose 

intricacies are missed in the Greek approximation thereof.  
                                                

1 Erasmus, Hieronymi Stridonensis Vita, in Collected Works of Erasmus, ed. and 
trans. James F. Brady and John C. Olin, (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1992, 53. 
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However, in order to understand the manner in which Jerome seeks to return to an 

accurate literal rendering of the text, one must first understand the scope of a literal 

translation.  For instance, he often strives to use his word choices in translation to 

emphasize a clearly spiritual way of interpreting a passage.  Yet, at other times, Jerome’s 

preference for translating at the literal level of the text is an attempt to avoid 

interpretation.  In these two senses, the literal level and translation of the text can 

function either as a limitation or liberation for the text, depending on its usage or even on 

the context of the particular translated passage in question.  First, we must consider the 

non-interpretative factor of translating for the literal sense.  Jerome at some points of 

translation may have had the “main motive” of “avoid[ing] interpreting” in order to “pass 

on to his readers . . . the semantic raw material upon which a decision might later be 

built.”2  According to Jerome’s method, providing as little bias as possible toward the 

interpretation of unclear or confusing passages is the best solution to some difficulties.  

He prefers “the policy of passing . . . on, so far as he can,” whatever “interesting or 

puzzling phenomena in the original” he encounters.3  

Jerome himself claims to actively choose this method in his letter to Pammachius 

On the Best Method of Translation.  In this defense of his methods of translation, Jerome 

generally promotes translation for meaning rather than word-for-word literalism.  Near 

the beginning of the letter, discussing a text of a different genre, he makes little of the 

“trifles” that “form the substance of the charges brought against” him concerning his 

                                                
2 James Barr, “The Typology of Literalism in Ancient Biblical Translations,” in 

Nachrichten der Akademie der Wissenschaften in Göttingen, Philologisch-Historische 
Klasse, (Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1971, no. 11), 292. 

3 Ibid., 292. 
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failure to translate exactly word-for-word and his omission of several words.4  He makes 

an argument for translating according to sense in many cases by referring to classical 

approaches, reminding his opponent, “Terence has translated Menander; Plautus and 

Cæcilius the old comic poets.  Do they ever stick at words? . . . What men like you call 

fidelity in transcription, the learned term pestilent minuteness.”5  Nevertheless, when it 

comes to Biblical translation, Jerome insists in this letter that a unique style must be used 

in order to faithfully convey the inspired words.  In spite of referring to the preface to the 

Life of Antony, which advises that a “literal translation from one language into another 

obscures the sense,”6 he “freely proclaim[s] that in translating from the Greek (except in 

the case of the holy scriptures where even the order of the words is a mystery) [he] 

render[s] sense for sense and not word for word.”7  With such a brief letter, then, Jerome 

presents the complexity of the translation question to his readers.  By his multitude of 

comments he makes clear to the reader that he is not universally committed to one 

particular method of translation, but that his approach depends on the subject matter in 

question.  

Primarily, the concept of Scriptural inspiration provides Jerome with his most 

important motivation to take care in translating even the words of Scripture.  For this 

reason, he adds the parenthetical explanation, as quoted above, that the instance of 

                                                
4 Jerome, Ep. 57: To Pammachius on the Best Method of Translating, in Jerome: 

The Principle Works of St. Jerome, ed. Phillip Schaff, trans. M.A. Freemantle, (Grand 
Rapids, MI: Christian Classics Ethereal Library), 292. 

5 Ibid., 294. 

6 Ibid., 295. 

7 Ibid., 294. 
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translating Biblical texts is unique, exactly because in Scripture “even the order of the 

words is a mystery.”  With these few words, Jerome reveals an essential aspect of his 

own view of the functional nature of Biblical inspiration.  If Jerome’s principle stands, 

one must consider authors of Scripture to be inspired not only in terms of conveying the 

sense of the divine message, but also in the very words which they use to proclaim the 

words of God to His people.  Yet, in light of his assertions later in the same letter, one 

must differentiate this preference for word-for-word translation even further.  

Particularly, Jerome does not attribute such a requirement to all those working with 

Scripture in translation.  He recognizes that “the translators of the Septuagint, the 

evangelists, and the apostles have done the same [in changing words and order] in 

dealing with the sacred writings.”8  If these variations are acceptable, or even 

praiseworthy, a distinction must exist between a translator like Jerome and the authors of 

various Biblical texts.  Jerome does not give himself the same license to “give the 

meaning rather than the words” in his translation of Scripture, because he does not 

ascribe to himself the same level of authority as the authors themselves of the text.9  The 

LXX, on the other hand, seems to present a difficult case.  In one sense, Jerome seems to 

group this translation with the writings of the apostles and the evangelists in its variations 

from the Hebrew text.  Nevertheless, in other apologetic works, he expresses little faith in 

the value of the LXX as a final or inspired translation for the church.  Though he 

evidently includes the LXX as an example of an acceptable sense for sense translation, 

his entire effort in translating from the Hebrew appears to negate such a claim.   

                                                
8 Ibid., 296. 

9 Ibid., 300. 
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Keeping these comments in mind, it is necessary next to emphasize that Jerome’s 

argument for his translation according to the Hebrew does not rely on discrediting the 

authority of the LXX, which some Christian thinkers of his time deemed to be inspired.  

Theoretically, his translation could have and, in fact, did, coexist with the LXX as one of 

the Scriptural translations of the church, until it gradually gained prominence and 

acceptance in the West.  Not all of Jerome’s objections to Latin translations on the basis 

of the LXX are also objections to the LXX itself.  Philologically, however, Jerome 

recognizes the depth of difference between Hebrew and Greek as well as Hebrew and 

Latin.  He understands both the manner in which Greek and Latin differ from each other 

in their style and the large semantic and syntactic differences between Hebrew and the 

aforementioned languages.  Whether or not it is possible to transfer one language into 

another in an unbiased manner, Jerome sees difficulty in bringing the Hebrew into Latin 

by means of a third-party language.  Hebrew, he argues, is the language in which God 

chose to reveal his word in the Old Testament.  The Hebrew text is the text given by God 

and assumed by the disciples, and “ad Hebraeos igitur revertendum est, unde et Dominus 

loquitur, et discipuli exempla praesumunt.”10  As seen in the Letter to Pammachius, 

Jerome treats the apostles and evangelists, the LXX, and the Old Testament authors as 

unique entities.  In this sense, his comments on the need to return to the Hebrew pertain 

to two factors.  

First, we must consider how Jerome’s understanding of God as having spoken 

particularly in the Old Testament through the Hebrew language relates to translation, in 

order to further understand the implications of apostolic usage to Jerome.  He holds a 

                                                
10 Jerome, Apologia Contra Rufinum, II.24. 
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high view of Scripture, but in a sense quite different from the tradition within the Church 

that respected the commonly used editions to such a degree that they claimed inspiration 

for the LXX.  If the LXX was indeed inspired, an issue for which Jerome’s answer seems 

to vary over the course of his life, the Hebrew text was also and more originally inspired, 

at the least equal in authority to the LXX and superior in the more likely case.  To show 

this, he emphasizes both the concept that the scriptures are the very words of God and the 

distinct differences between the three languages in question.  As such, he contrasts the 

“fons veritas,” the Hebrew text, with the “rivuli opinionum,” such as the LXX.11  In this 

commentary, which comes rather early in his process of translation and interpretation, 

around the year 388,12 he asserts his effort to “adapt [himself] more to the usage of the 

Septuagint translators, at least where they were not far from the Hebrew text.”13  

Nevertheless, he emphasizes his desire to do so “without losing the source of truth by 

following side channels of interpretation against [his] inner certainty.”14  By removing 

the text “two degrees from the original” in the Old Latin versions translated from the 

LXX, those interpreters had “poured [the source] into the third jar.”15  This imagery not 

only serves a strong purpose in and of itself, but also associates the translation of 

scripture with such words of Christ as are found in John 4:14, where Christ promises to 

                                                
11 Jerome, Comm. in Eccl., prologue, see Adam Kamesar, Jerome, Greek 

Scholarship, and the Hebrew Bible: A Study of the Queaestiones Hebraicae in Genesim, 
(Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1993), 45. 

12 Ibid., 45. 

13 Jerome, Commentary on Ecclesiastes, trans. Richard J. Goodrich and David 
J.D. Miller (New York: The Newman Press, 2012), 33. 

14 Ibid., 33. 

15 Ibid., 45. 
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“whosoever drinketh of the water that I shall give him shall never thirst; but the water 

that I shall give him shall be in him a well of water springing up into everlasting life.”16  

Considering the emphasis on the words of Christ and the apostles that Jerome will 

introduce, these words demonstrate the concept of God and his word as a fountain and 

source of truth.  As Jerome seeks the truth, he desires to return to the sources in order to 

see the church most fully nourished by the words of God.  The imagery of sources of 

water bringing a satisfactory truth extends from Christ himself to the Scriptures, which 

Jerome sees as a word given by God.  It is interesting that Jerome’s understanding of 

inspiration is such that particular words and even word order make a significant 

difference for him.  This perspective influences his eagerness for textual critical work and 

close philological study of the original language.  

In conjunction with the spiritual implications of his work, Jerome places 

significant emphasis on the usage of Christ and the apostles.  As such, he also defends his 

translation method by noting the existing discrepancies between the quotations used in 

the gospels and the Septuagint texts of the same Old Testament passages.  Speaking of 

the gospels, Jerome says, “quod ille habent de Christo, tui codices [the LXX] non 

habent.”17  For Jerome, a version of the Scripture appropriate for use in the Church must 

ideally speak with the words that Christ used and speak of Christ as explicitly as the 

apostles demonstrate the Old Testament to have done.  He notes, “certe apostoli et 

evangelistae Septuaginta interpretes noverant,” reasoning that the evangelists knew the 
                                                

16 John 4:14, KJV. 

17 Jerome, Contra Rufinum, S. Hieronymi Presbyteri Opera, Pars III, Opera 
Polemica I, ed. P. Lardet, (Brepolis, 1982), II.25. 
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LXX but chose not to use it.18  Then, he asks, “Unde eis haec dicere quae in Septuaginta 

non habentur?”19 Taking the apostles and evangelists on highest authority after Christ, 

Jerome considers it of utmost importance to understand their source of Scripture and refer 

to it.  Importantly, another part of his rationale for this movement is that “per istorum os 

mihi Christus sonat.”20  Not only, then, does the voice of the apostles and evangelists 

speak about Christ, but in fact Jerome considers that Christ himself speaks to him and to 

the Christian church by means of their authority and the inspired words of Scripture.  If 

he can confirm that the words of the apostles more closely follow the Hebrew, he will 

show on the basis of authority that these are the true and unhindered sources of truth.  

Simultaneously, however, Jerome does not negate the value of the LXX.  One of 

his primary cases for the advantages of translation from his academic and theological 

perspective over the perspective of the translators at the time of the LXX is historical and 

theological.  Rather than claiming that he has better language resources for working with 

the Hebrew, he asserts a more certain knowledge of the meaning of the text.  First, he 

denies the accusation that “recens editio veteris condemnatio sit.”21  Then, he explains 

another reason for his compulsion to translate anew, saying, “illi interpretati [the LXX 

translators] sunt ante adventum Christi et quod nesciebant dubiis sententiis protulere, nos, 

post passionem et resurrection eius.  Non tam prophetiam quam historiam scribimus.”22  

                                                
18 Ibid., II.24. 

19 Ibid., II.24. 

20 Ibid., II.25. 

21 II.24. 

22 II.25. 
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Prophecies after their fulfillment become history.  Jerome’s belief that Christ fulfilled the 

messianic prophesies of the Old Testament means that many passages within the Old 

Testament contain more certain meaning and, as such, can be translated more 

specifically.  For instance, he calls Isaiah, a text quoted frequently in the gospels, “non 

tum propheta . . . quam evangelista” on account of the copious citation and messianic 

attention that it receives from the New Testament authors.23  Interestingly, however, in 

his commentaries that he bases on the Hebrew text, beginning with the Commentary on 

Ecclesiastes quoted above, he continues to make heavy use of the LXX both in 

comparison to the Hebrew text and in the process of exegesis.  In doing so, he recognizes 

not only the respected position of this translation in the church, but also potential spiritual 

interpretations that may come from the different mode of translation.  

These examples reflect Jerome’s rationale for his new translation philologically 

and theologically from a defensive approach.  However, we must examine how these 

defenses compare to his actual philological practices in translation and exegesis.  In 

general, Jerome emphasizes the philological importance of his particular characteristics 

of translation in four general categories.   First, Jerome speaks at length about passages or 

phrases that he claims the LXX simply omits.  His repeated examples of this come from 

the “evangelistarum et apostolorum auctoritas, in quibus multa de Veteri Testamento 

legimus quae in nostris codicibus non habentur,” for instance, “Ex Aegypto vocavi filium 

meum” from Matthew 2:15, and “Quoniam Nazareus vocabitur” from Matthew 2:23, as 

well as two verses from the Gospel of John.24  With regard to textual omissions such as 

                                                
23 Jerome, Preface to Isaiah. 

24 Ibid., II.25. 



 36 

Jerome claims here and demonstrates elsewhere, he uses textual critical methods as well 

as Hebrew exegesis to regain words and phrases unattested in the LXX.  When, for 

instance “the very phrase needed to explain [a certain] verse theologically had been 

wrongly omitted by the LXX, . . . only by going back to the Hebrew was Jerome able to 

restore the crucial line.”25  In the case of texts that were wrongly omitted because of 

scribal error or interpretative mistake, the Hebrew text helps Jerome clarify the sources of 

the New Testament.  Secondly, Jerome emphasizes his philological research with regard 

to a very careful analysis of single words or small phrases, mostly on the literal level, in 

order to ensure the most accurate and faithful translation that his linguistic abilities 

provide.  An example of the detail which Jerome pursues to his philological and 

theological ends, consider his analysis of a single word in Psalm 118:25 (Psalm 117 in 

the LXX).  Taking the Hebrew word “osianna,” he explains at length in a letter to Pope 

Damasus the complexity of translating such a colloquial interjection and the manner in 

which it has been handled.  For instance, he explains, “Luke . . . decided to omit it rather 

than to confuse his readers,”26 while the LXX translators divided the interjections into its 

constituent meanings, translating “anna” as the Greek particle δή.  Jerome himself 

indicates that the best way to deal with this word is, indeed, to break it down below word 

level and recognize the literal and complex meaning involved, treating it as a 

combination of “the prefix osi,” which “means ‘save,’” and “anna . . . an interjection of 

entreaty.”27  Even in the context of this close philological study, Jerome’s concern 

                                                
25 Graves, Hebrew Philology, 60. 

26 Jerome, Ep. 20, in William Arrowsmith, “Jerome on Translation: a Breviary,” 
(Arion 2.3), 365. 

27 Ibid., 365. 
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remains to demonstrate the messianic nature of the text.  Thus, he also emphasizes in the 

same letter that “the audience would have known that these particular verses had been 

chosen because the personage promised in them, the descendent of David, had come to 

ransom Israel.”28  By demonstrating the significance even of an apparent interjection, 

Jerome shows why he believes diligent and detailed work to be important to conveying 

the proper sense of the Hebrew text.  

Additionally, in an approach related to the previous close reading of words, 

Jerome chooses to translate some words with a special emphasis on drawing out their 

“Christian” sense or at least translating so that a Christian interpretation is fully logical.  

Though he often leaves the work of spiritual interpretation to the LXX, in some cases he 

makes particular comments on how understanding the Hebrew properly can lead to a 

more complete Christian understanding of various passages.  Finally, Jerome places a fair 

amount of emphasis on the etymologies of names and place names.  This last category 

steps away from the literal into the spiritual interpretation and, as such, is reflected more 

in his commentaries than in his translation practices.  Although “Jerome generally 

employs his knowledge of Hebrew to elucidate the wording of the text as part of the 

contextual (‘literal’) meaning,” in the case of name etymologies, Jerome’s philological 

tendencies are consistent with “the Greek exegetical tradition.”29  Thus, though such 

etymological work makes evident that Jerome can and sometimes does employ the 

Hebrew language to an end other than establishing the literal text, this is a less common 

characteristic of his work. 

                                                
28 Ibid., 364. 

29 Graves, Hebrew Philology, 163. 
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On the basis of these categories, it will be useful to examine in particular 

Jerome’s translation of and comments on those Old Testament passages that are quoted in 

some way in the book of Matthew.  Because Matthew quotes frequently from the Old 

Testament and because Jerome makes a practice of citing certain of these passages in 

defense of his Hebrew work, this will allow insight into Jerome’s perspective of the 

usage of both Christ and the evangelist.  To begin, the passages from Matthew 2 in 

Jerome’s Apologia contra Rufinum demonstrate those selections that Jerome believes 

have been omitted to some extent from the LXX reading.  He deals with these New 

Testament quotations in various manners, according to the literality of the quotation.  

Interestingly, one of his examples of a passage not found in the LXX is a passage that 

does not appear explicitly in the Hebrew text either.  With regard to Matthew 2:23, which 

says, “And he came and dwelt in a city called Nazareth: that it might be fulfilled which 

was spoken by the prophets, He shall be called a Nazarene,”30 Jerome argues circuitously 

about which prophet is being quoted.  Recognizing, therefore, that these words do not 

appear exactly as such, he claims that “by saying ‘prophets’ in the plural, he is showing 

that he has not taken the words, but rather the sense, from the Scriptures.”31  Even in his 

introduction to the cited passage, he uses a small linguistic detail, the plural, to justify his 

exegesis.  Next, he argues that though the word “Nazarene” is not found in this context, 

“‘Nazarene’ is translated ‘holy,’” and “all scripture relates that the Lord was to be holy.”  

This piece of linguistic analysis is, indeed, interesting.  In his commentary on Matthew, 

and also in his commentary on Isaiah, Jerome emphasizes that the word that he translates 
                                                

30 Matthew 2:23, KJV. All Scripture quotations in English are from the KJV. 

31 Jerome, Commentary on Matthew, trans. Thomas P. Scheck (Washington, D.C.: 
The Catholic University of America Press, 2008), 67. 
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as “flos” in Isaiah 11:1 and that appears as ἄνθος in the LXX version of the same verse, 

can be translated as Nazarene.  This seems to be based on the sound of the Hebrew word 

used, neser.32  According to John Lightfoot, in his commentary on Matthew, the word 

used in the passage has been interpreted foremost as “Netzer, the Branch,” but also “not a 

few . . . derive the word . . . from Nazir, a Nazirean, that word denotes a separation, 

dedicated to god . . . but it signifies also the separation of a man from others, as being 

unworthy of their society.” 33  In this double meaning, “you may observe that fulfilled to 

a title which is so often declared by the prophets, that the Messias should be Nazor, a 

stranger, or separate from men, as if he were a very vile person, and not worthy of their 

company.”34  This passage in particular, therefore, demonstrates a distinct and essential 

factor of Jerome’s philological technique in translation in a paradoxical manner that 

shows the complexities of his approach.  Although he presents a linguistic argument for 

the origin of the sense that he wants to attribute to the word that he translates ‘flos,’ he 

does not translate the spiritual sense, but rather retains the literal word in the text.  This 

translation, then demonstrates a situation in which the ambiguity of the Hebrew allows 

Jerome to expose a potential polyvalent reading, first, and interpretation, second.  

Nevertheless, the ambiguity of the Hebrew cannot be faithfully translated into Latin 

while maintaining both the literal and spiritual senses of the passage.  In the case of this 

passage, then, he gives a theological argument in his exegetical and apologetic work, but 

leaves the most basic, literal sense in his rendering into Latin from the Hebrew.  
                                                

32 Jerome, Comentary on Isaiah, …, 144. 

33 John Lightfoot, A commentary on the New Testament from the Talmud and 
Hebraica, v. 2, (Baker Book House Company, 1979), 44. 

34 Ibid., 44-5. 
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Nevertheless, one reason is evident why he would insist in this case on returning to the 

Hebrew only to use an equivalent word in Latin to the Greek word in the LXX.  If the 

precedent remained to translate to Latin by way of the LXX, the linguistic possibilities of 

the original word would be lost in this second degree of removal from the original text.  

In order to make the argument about neser, Jerome must have direct access for both 

himself and his readers to the original, polyvalent semantic element.  

The second passage that Jerome frequently cites as not being found in the LXX 

occurs in Matthew 2:25, which says, “that it might be fulfilled which was spoken of the 

Lord by the prophet, saying, Out of Egypt I called my son.”  Matthew cites this prophecy 

in a Christological setting, and therefore Jerome strongly emphasizes the minute wording 

of the passage.  In the Greek, Matthew says “τὸν υἱόν µου” for “my son.”  However, in 

Hosea 11:1, the LXX reads, “ἐξ Αἰγῦπτου µετεκάλεσα τὰ τέκνα αὐτοῦ.”  Because of the 

context in which Matthew cites Hosea, the difference between “τὸν υἱόν µου” (my son) 

and “τὰ τέκνα αὐτοῦ” (his children) is essential.  Jerome prefers a reading of Hosea 11:1 

which he translates into Latin in the Vulgate, “ex Aegypto vocavi filium meum,” 

agreeing with “τὸν υἱόν µου” for at least two major reasons.  First, “filios suos . . . in 

Hebraico non habetur.”35  As Jerome finds neither the plural, nor the third person 

possessive attested in the Hebrew manuscripts to which he has access, he says 

confidently that this is not attested “juxta Hebraicum veritatem.”36  However, as is 

common with Jerome, he does not simply give an argument based on the Hebrew text 

from which he works. Rather, the next step of his argument for “filium meum” is the 

                                                
35 Jerome, Commentariorum in Osee, PL 25.915. 

36 Ibid., III.11, 915. 
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attestation of the evangelist himself.  The fact that Matthew uses this verse as a 

Christological reference when the LXX provides little opportunity for such interpretation 

indicates that he is familiar with and using a different text.  Because “Matthaeum de hoc 

loco sumpsisse testamonium juxta Hebraicum veritatem,” identifying the son as Christ, 

Jerome also should return to the Hebrew text, emphasizing along the way the importance 

of word-level details to proper interaction with the Scriptures.  In his translation of this 

verse, then, Jerome works to restore the original text, thereby not only regaining 

philological accuracy, but also providing for the church a reading of the Old Testament 

that demonstrates more clearly the Christological potentialities of various passages.  

While in this case Jerome translates to some extent for a spiritual sense, he is yet more 

concerned with the specific words in a literal sense, that is, accurately presenting the most 

correct and directly translated reading possible.  

Not only does Jerome make linguistic distinctions in passages that he claims the 

LXX has in some way omitted, but also in a variety of other quotes in the book of 

Matthew.  In the many quotations of Isaiah used in the Gospel of Matthew, Jerome often 

comments about specific linguistic distinctions and the benefits of the Hebrew text.  The 

details of Isaiah’s language are important, not least because Jerome says he “should not, 

then, be called so much a prophet as an evangelist.”37  Additionally, in his preface to the 

Gospels, he reemphasizes, “that would be the true interpretation which the apostles 

approved.”38  For the reason that his own words suggest, understanding Jerome’s 

commentary on, translation of, and perspective on the quotations from Isaiah in the 

                                                
37 Jerome, Preface to Isaiah.  

38 Jerome, Preface to the Gospels. 
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Gospel of Matthew can help make sense of several particular philological characteristics 

of the Vulgate translation of Isaiah. 

For example, Jerome’s close reading of Isaiah 7:14 demonstrates in a manner 

somewhat different from the Matthew 1:23 passage Jerome’s careful attention to single 

words and his etymological work to emphasize a particular meaning consistent with the 

doctrines of the church.  One of Jerome’s primary discussions in his commentary on the 

text in Isaiah concerns the Greek word “παρθένος” and the Latin translation “virgo.”  In 

this case, his discussion centers not so much on providing a different Latin translation, 

but rather on clarifying the meaning of the Hebrew word behind both translations.  If the 

sense of “virgo” comes only from “παρθένος,” then a large part of the meaning of the 

Hebrew word in its context will disappear.  Rather than working backward through the 

Greek to find the Hebrew, which leads to a lack of clarity, he goes directly to the Hebrew 

to determine both what word in the Greek would have fit the verse better and also what 

meaning should be understood in the Latin.  The word for “virgo” in Hebrew, Jerome 

points out, would be bethula.39  Yet, the actual word used in the Hebrew is alma, which 

indicates “ut non solum virgo sit, sed virgo junioris aetatis, et in annis adolescentiae.”40  

In spite of the fact that Jerome chooses still to translate the word as “virgo,” he does so 

with the caveat that the sense of the LXX translation only gives a partial understanding of 

the person to whom the passage refers.  Once again, then, he provides an underlying 

rationale for a deeper understanding of a single word, maintaining essentially the wording 

of the LXX while nevertheless specifying the sense of the passage.   

                                                
39 Jerome, Commentary on Isaiah, PL 24.108. 

40 Ibid., 108. 
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The book of Jeremiah provides one more example of Jerome’s philology and the 

manner in which it affects his translation and his understanding of the text.  He discusses 

the quotation found in Matthew 2:18, “In Rama was there a voice heard, lamentation, and 

weeping, and great mourning, Rachel weeping for her children, and would not be 

comforted, because they are not.”  Both in his commentary on Matthew and in his 

commentary on Jeremiah, Jerome discusses the word “Rama,” which in the LXX and the 

Greek text of Matthew has simply been transliterated to “Ραµα” from the Hebrew.  When 

he translates the text of Matthew, therefore, he keeps the transliteration, but makes a 

comment on its Hebrew meaning.  He advises the reader “not to think that this is the 

name of the place near Gabaa” but that “Rama is translated ‘on high,’ so that the meaning 

is: a voice has been heard on high, that is, it has gone forth far and wide.”41  Because of 

Matthew’s usage, Jerome seems content to leave the word untranslated in the gospels, 

making only a comment that helps the reader interpret. However, Jerome is not hindered 

by any such limitations in his translation of the original verse in Jeremiah.  Instead of 

following the precedent of transliteration from the LXX, he gives “in excelso.”  He notes 

in his commentary that “nec iuxta Hebraicum nec iuxta LXX Mattheus sumsit 

testimonium.”42  Perhaps because he finds that Matthew has quoted neither source text 

exactly, he considers himself free to interpret the name “Rama” rather than leave it 

untouched on the assumption that it signifies merely a place name.  Interestingly, though, 

the primary reason given for this translation choice in the Old Testament occurs with 

regard to the New Testament quotation.  By commenting in this manner, Jerome 
                                                

41 Jerome, Commentary on Matthew, I.2, 67. 

42 Jerome, In Hieremiam Prophetam: Libri Sex, Corpus Christianorum Series 
Latina LXXIV, trans. Sigofredus Reiter (Turnholt: Brepols, 1960), 306. 
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demonstrates the continuity that he believes the texts holds, reading both the prophet and 

the evangelist together, as if they are of one voice.  

Although these four examples provide only a small sample of Jerome’s careful 

and cross-referential translation work, they do effectively show several of the diverse and 

yet logically continuous characteristics of the philology and theology that support his 

efforts.  First, Jerome expects and looks intently for continuity between the testaments of 

Scripture.  As such, he compares the quotations of the New Testament with their source 

texts in the Old Testament, or searches diligently for that source text if none is 

immediately obvious, as in the case of Matthew 2:23 and Isaiah 11:1.  This philological 

comparison, for Jerome, makes evident the theological necessity of his translation.  This 

necessity is especially clear in the case of Matthew, who frequently prefers some version 

closer to Jerome’s Hebrew text over the words of the LXX.  Arguing from a basis of the 

Hebrew background of this evangelist, as well as apostolic authority, Jerome chooses 

Matthew’s Old Testament text over the LXX as well.43  When, linguistically, Jerome 

observes the strong preference for the Hebrew text in that gospel, theologically he finds 

that he must also observe that preference.  This choice not only makes him consistent 

with the apostles and Jesus himself, but also allows him to continue treating the Old and 

New Testaments as one Scripture.  

Secondly, Jerome’s preference for the literal in translation does not limit the 

interpretation of the text, but, rather, works to expand accurate theological and spiritual 

exegesis of both testaments.  Again, in allowing the two testaments to work together in 

order to make clear the meaning or even multiple meanings of a single text, Jerome 
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works around the limitations of literal translation.  The potential for polysemy in Hebrew 

words at times forces him to make a distinct choice between two different, if spiritually 

complementary, Latin words.  In such cases, “even literal translators seem often to yield 

to the polysemy,” and this is true also of Jerome, but not necessarily with a negative 

result to the theological efforts of his translation.44  Two of the examples cited above give 

strong demonstrations of Jerome’s ability and choice to compromise on polysemous or 

ambiguous words.  The text of the gospel aids him in this endeavor by providing one 

interpretation.  To complement the gospel’s reading, he chooses in these two specific 

instances, to translate the quoted passage with a different word and thus, somewhat 

different meaning.  Thus, where in Matthew 2:23, the text gives the more ambiguous and 

theologically potential meaning of the original Hebrew word, Jerome translates Isaiah 

11:1 with a word that agrees with the LXX.  In an opposite way, when in Matthew 2:18 

the text prefers a more neutral transliteration, Jerome prefers to interpret the Hebrew 

word ramah.  Both examples rely on a careful reading of the text that expounds the 

multiple possibilities of word choice.  They also demonstrate that Jerome does not rely so 

heavily for his argument on the gospel passages that he would change the interpretation 

of the Hebrew in order to agree with their quotations.  Again, the manner in which 

Jerome carefully examines each word ultimately helps him to demonstrate the 

complementary nature of the gospels and the Old Testament.  

In sum, Jerome’s translation provides a firm basis for the exegesis that follows.  

As such, he pays careful attention to lexical items, making an effort to expound to the 

greatest extent possible the multiple meanings or definitions that cannot be fully 
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conveyed into another language.  Translating in this manner of detail and translating 

directly from the Hebrew text helps Jerome to decrease the distance between Latin and 

Hebrew.  Yet, it is also evident that such a result is impossible at times due to the 

differences between those two languages.  In some instances, then, Jerome somewhat 

reluctantly maintains the wording of the LXX and must use his commentaries to provide 

any further clarification.  His restraint in this area once again demonstrates his 

commitment to translating in as much of a literal and non-interpretive manner as possible.  

He does not always provide a clear spiritual meaning in his word choices, but 

nevertheless, his rather literal translation is “a necessary preliminary to the explanation of 

the deeper meaning of the Bible.”45  Through his linguistic work, he indicates that one 

must begin from a faithful rendering of the actual text in order to also faithfully interpret 

it for the benefit of the church.

                                                
45 Dennis Brown, Vir Trilinguis: A Study in the Biblical Exegesis of Saint Jerome 

(Kampen: Kok Pharos, 1992), 87. 
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CHAPTER THREE 
 

Reconsidering Jerome: Translation as a Perennial Question 
 
 

With Jerome’s innovative linguistic efforts in the Vulgate translation, the question 

of language and scripture by no means found an absolute settlement.  The concept of a 

sacred language of Scripture and of translation began gradually to find a new basis in the 

Latin of the Vulgate.  In the form of his work with Scripture, Jerome’s legacy and legend 

pervaded the medieval and reformation eras.  In the context of the late Middle Ages and 

Reformation, I argue that a somewhat altered theology of Scripture affected the 

interpretation and application of Jerome’s principles in the practice of vernacular 

translation.  As became evident in the examination of Jerome’s philological practices in 

the preceding chapter, translation inherently requires interpretive decisions on many 

levels.  Several of the key influential participants in Biblical translation during this period 

exhibited a shift in the focus of their interpretation to the literal sense of Scripture, a 

pattern that is evident especially in John Wyclif and Martin Luther, following the 

influence of the postils of Nicholas of Lyra.  The emphasis on the exegesis of the literal 

sense allowed for a greater distance between exegesis and the authorized text of the 

church.  Importantly, then, translations of Scripture began to function not simply as aids 

to more widespread popular understanding of the Latin texts of the Vulgate, but as a 

replacement, entirely sufficient in themselves for the spiritual understanding of the 

church.  Erasmus of Rotterdam also served an important function in his endeavors to 

imitate Jerome’s philological work for his own age.  By the end of the Middle Ages, 

Jerome’s influence appears on both sides of a strong debate over the nature of the 
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Biblical text and translations thereof.  The legacies claimed by scholars and churchmen 

on both sides of the question offer to the modern reader a clear view of the perennial 

question of Biblical translation, its extent, limitations, benefits, and dangers.  

Certainly, to conduct a thorough examination of Biblical translation in the 

fourteenth through sixteenth centuries would require far more length and detail than this 

chapter can provide.  The particular goal of this brief survey will be to note in the 

exegetical patterns, comments, and other related writings of Nicholas of Lyra, John 

Wycliff, Erasmus, and Martin Luther, a few particular instances of choices in translation 

and interpretation that demonstrate overall continuity with or difference from Jerome’s 

precedent.  Beginning with an examination of the state of and attitude toward the Vulgate 

during this period, I will continue by introducing the thought of these men on Scripture 

and Authority and concluding with an examination of two particular Biblical passages 

from the Old and New Testaments that demonstrate difficulties and exegetical decisions 

made in the process of translation.  

 
Sacred Language, Theological Language 

 
 At the end of the middle ages, many groups claimed Jerome as their precedent.  

His reputation was such that Erasmus wrote a thorough defense of him in his Vita 

Hieronymus.1  While some desired to follow the pioneer translator’s example by revising 

Biblical texts and providing vernacular translations, others viewed Jerome’s work more 

as a single, inimitable endeavor, the sacred nature of which centuries of tradition had 

confirmed.  Many proponents of Jerome and especially the Vulgate suggested “that a 

                                                
1 Desiderius Erasmus, Patristic Scholarship: The Edition of St. Jerome, Collected 

Works of Erasmus 61, (Toronto; Buffalo: University of Toronto Press, 1992). 
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special providence of the Holy Spirit had acted directly on the translator to guarantee his 

trustworthiness.”2  The definition and extent that this inspiration was thought to cover 

varied significantly among supporters of the Vulgate.  Some posited that he was like a 

prophet or an author of Scripture.  This popular idea appears, for instance, in the 

iconography of period paintings.  Many of these images portray Jerome seated in a 

position reminiscent of the gospel writers, with a bird or angel at his ear, apparently 

dictating to him the words of his text.3  Additionally, the words of the endorsement found 

in many Vulgate Bibles explaining that Jerome was “ad Scripturas sacras interpretandas 

divinitus excitatus,” came to be interpreted by some commentators as “meaning that 

Jerome translated the Vulgate Bible under the direct . . . inspiration of the Holy Spirit.”4  

The concept of direct translation of a kind rather parallel to the legend of the LXX 

translation, then, had developed around the history of Jerome and the Vulgate.  

 Certainly, however, many commentators, theologians, and other scholars seemed 

willing to discuss Jerome’s inspiration in translation without positing a direct process 

similar to that of the authors of Scripture in its original languages.  Such people suggested 

that the Scriptures require the inspiration and aid of the Holy Spirit to enable a faithful 

translation, and that this inspiration resulted in a translation free from error “in matters 

pertaining to faith and morals.”5  Between these two groups, one extreme suggesting 

word-for-word inspiration and another suggesting the enabling of the translator to remain 

                                                
2 Eugene Rice, Saint Jerome in the Renaissance, (Baltimore: John Hopkins 

University Press, 1985), 181. 

3 Ibid., 189. 

4 Ibid., 188. 

5 Ibid., 187. 
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faithful to the sense of the original, the question of the flawlessness of the Vulgate edition 

in its contemporary condition arose.  Those scholars, such as Lorenzo Valla and Roger 

Bacon, preceding Erasmus, who pointed out the errors and corruptions of the text in its 

late medieval state, searched to explain the inconsistencies and apparently unrefined 

language of that version.  Some suggested that someone other than Jerome had translated 

the edition in use.6  Additionally, the late Middle Ages brought with them a fascination 

with the Hebrew text, especially with regard to Jerome’s influence and use of the 

“Hebrew truth.”  There came to exist a nearly universal respect for “the unqualifiedly 

normative value of the ‘Hebrew source,’” passed down by the Church fathers, including 

Origen, Jerome, and Augustine.  This focus on Hebrew led to sometimes “omitting 

passages attested only by the Septuagint version” and including Hebrew words in 

commentaries.7  Even in this sense, however, Jerome’s work had become somewhat of a 

legend and an unquestioned standard.  In some situations, the way in which medieval 

writers refer to the “veritas hebraica” indicates little more than “simply the Latin text of 

Jerome.”8  Once again, because of this widespread respect for Jerome’s exemplar of 

biblical philology, multiple approaches developed, with some insisting on constant return 

to the Hebrew itself, and with others placing a greater emphasis on making use of what 

Jerome had already produced.  

 Because of his emphasis on the literal text, from the original Greek and Hebrew, 

Jerome continued to be known as the doctor of the literal sense.  The other three senses of 
                                                

6 Ibid., 175. 

7 Henri de Lubac, Medieval Exegesis: The Four Senses of Scripture v. 3, trans. 
E.M. Macierowski (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 2009), 178. 

8 Ibid., 181. 
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Scripture still exerted influence, and their interpretation could well be based on the Latin 

standard of that age.  In the fourteenth century, Nicholas of Lyra, through his postillae on 

the literal and moral sense of the Bible, influenced future exegetes and translators with 

his emphasis on and explanation of the nature of the literal sense, and on the importance 

of that sense.  Much of what Nicholas of Lyra has to say concerning interpretation and 

the literal sense echoes Jerome’s practices from nine centuries previous in his careful 

work with the letter of the text in order to ensure faithful and orthodox exegesis in the 

remaining three senses.  Nicholas of Lyra’s emphasis on the words of Scripture 

themselves earned him the title of the “plain and useful doctor,” on account of his 

dedication to commenting on the biblical text itself.9  This exegete’s key emphasis was 

on the “double-literal sense,” by which he argued that the literal sense encompassed 

“both the historical and mystical.”10  A part of this double-literal sense is the double 

authorship of Scripture, in which both God and the human author serve essential roles.  In 

this sense, “God is the principle author of Scripture” and “has the power not only to use 

words to signify things, but to use the things signified by the words to signify still other 

things.”11  Nevertheless, in the medieval understanding, the two authors of any given 

passage of Scripture work in unity to create a whole.  The human author serves as the 

efficient cause of the Scripture, and has his own purpose in writing, consistent with the 

divine authorial intent, but not necessarily encompassing its entirety.  Indeed, “the fact of 

                                                
9 Philip Krey and Lesley Smith, Nicholas of Lyra: The Senses of Scripture 

(Boston: Brill, 2000), 7. 

10 Ibid., 17. 

11 James George Kiecker, The Postilla of Nicholas of Lyra on the Song of Songs 
(Milwaukee: Marquette University Press, 1998), 15. 
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the divine inspiration no longer interfered with thorough examination of the literary 

issues involved.”  Rather, the human authors themselves “were established as features of 

the literal sense, as facets of their personal purposes in writing.”12  Although there is an 

emphasis on the “essential unity and rapport of the roles of God and man in the 

production of Scripture,” a distinction also exists “between the primary efficient cause,” 

God, “and the secondary or instrumental efficient causes,” the human authors.13  The 

question of a translator’s potential role as an efficient cause of Scripture himself remains 

an implicit possibility in medieval paradigm of authorship. 

 For Nicholas of Lyra, then, the literal sense takes precedence inasmuch as the 

fundamental and certain sense and a proper interpretation thereof prepares the way for a 

proper interpretation the Scripture’s other senses.  All of the mystical senses 

“praesupponunt sensum litteralem tamquam fundamentum.”14  As such, “exposito 

mystica discrepans a sensu litterali, reputanda est indecens et inepta.”15  Moreover, the 

literal sense provides the most secure foundation for interpretation and argument.  

Recognizing, then the deficiencies of the Scripture of that day, which “videtur multum 

obfuscatus diebus modernis” on account of the fact that “in multis locis aliter scripserunt 

quam habeat veritas textus,” Nicholas of Lyra himself emphasizes the need to return to 
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the Hebrew text in accordance with Jerome’s precedent.16  After all, if one must begin 

from an accurate understanding of the literal sense, even in its double comprehension, 

one must also begin with the most accurate texts possible, faithful in all regards to the 

literal intent of the two authors.  There are cases in which “sub eadem littera sensus 

historicus et mysticus: quia veritas historiae est tenenda, et tamen ad spiritualem 

intellectum est referenda.”17  This happens, for instance, when Old Testament passages 

are referenced both with regard to Christ and the Church or with regard to Christ and to a 

historical figure of the Old Testament.  In such cases, the letter of the text encompasses 

both senses, and can be interpreted as such without issue.  However, the question of 

whether even the literal sense, when understood in such a way, can be understood by 

those who are not theologians or scholars remains to be addressed.  The complexity of the 

nature of scriptural interpretation, no matter how much one relies upon the literal sense, 

affects the freedom one believes oneself to have in translation.  

 
Wyclif and Scriptural Authority 

 
 The character and writing of John Wyclif provide us with an essential late-

medieval understanding of the sacredness of the text and language of Scripture.  Between 

his treatise On the Truth of Holy Scripture and his work to advance the translation of the 

Bible into English, he necessarily set forth an understanding of the inherent nature of 

Scripture that exhibited a great number of differences from the arena of religious life that 

fought to keep the Vulgate Bible at the forefront of any theological exegesis.  By 

understanding Scripture as something greater than its textual form, Wyclif did away with 
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any fear of altering a syllable or changing the word order.  However, in the midst of 

taking such a stance, he continued to emphasize the unity and mystery of the Scripture 

and to respect its complex logic.  

 First, Wyclif establishes a paradigm of the five levels of Scripture, of which the 

written text is only a small part.  Indeed, the first and highest level of Scripture “is the 

Book of Life, which Apocalypse speaks of in Chapters 20 and 21.”18  The second level is 

“the truths inscribed in the Book of Life according to their intelligible being.”19  These 

first two types of Scripture stand apart in a category of their own, in that they exist 

“according to necessity.”20  Within the hierarchy of this structure, Wyclif places two 

kinds of truth in the third and fourth levels, first those “truths which are to be believed in 

their proper genus,” and next the “truth which must be believed as it is inscribed in the . . 

. soul” of man.21  It becomes evident as Wyclif explains this pattern that, if one concedes 

that these levels of Scripture do indeed exist, there is far more to the Scripture and to 

revelation than is evident simply in the written text.  The firmest reality of Scripture 

“surpass[es] sensible signs,” a category to which the fifth level, “the manuscripts, sounds, 

or other artificial signs designed to bring to mind that first truth,” pertains by necessity.22  

By defining Scripture as a multivalent term with several realities in various dimensions of 

truth, thought, and finally physical reality, Wyclif freed the idea of the divine word and 
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20 Ibid., 97. 

21 Ibid., 97. 

22 Ibid., 98-99. 



 55 

revelation from the fears of finding physical and written errors or corruptions in the 

Biblical text.  The written Bible is defined as Scripture in the most tentative sense, not as 

the absolute and final manifestation of divine truth, but rather as a collection of signs that 

indicate to its reader the other four layers of truth underlying and supporting it.  While 

this paradigm retains the respect due to the written Scripture and while its logic requires 

significant care while handling its words, an error with regard to the physical text of the 

Scripture does not compromise Scripture itself.  

 As a result, Wyclif also emphasizes that Scripture must be read, understood, and 

interpreted in its totality, allowing that the interpretation of words points to the sense of 

Scripture on its more absolute levels of truth.  If the “pages and the husk of words” do not 

“dispose [one] to this sense by leading to it, then “they lead away [from the Truth] and 

are to be condemned as poison.”  The words and propositions of Scripture, as interpreted 

by the church, must be seen to cohere to the sense of the entire Scripture.  For this reason, 

he argues that on account of the ambiguity of written signs, “Christ and many saints did 

not write anything except in the sense of writing on the tablets of the heart, since this is 

the place in which Scripture’s translation becomes more perfect.”23  In the Wycliffite 

understanding, all Scripture as it exists in written form or even in the human heart is a 

translation of the highest levels of Scripture, that is the heavenly book of life and the 

truths found therein.  As such, while the written words of the Bible are important and 

every effort should be made to ensure faithful transmission both across time and across 
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languages, the truth of Scripture does not rely upon a single word or phrase of the biblical 

text.  

 Indeed, in keeping with this five-fold paradigm of the nature of Scripture, Wyclif 

argues that Scripture has a grammar and logic of its own that differs from the standard 

grammar and logic expected of a literal text.  A misinterpretation of the text, often 

stemming from a failure to read a biblical text in light of the whole of Scripture, leads 

people to “either disbelieve Scripture or maintain some perverted understanding of it, “ 

which “prompts a person to be offended by Scripture” and even “to abandon the very 

faith which he ought to have receive from Scripture.”24  Wyclif’s understanding of 

Scripture requires a broad and complex perspective that exists in parallel with the five-

fold reality of Scripture.  In attaining to Wyclif’s manner of approaching the written text, 

the reader is able to go beyond apparent equivocation and comprehend more clearly the 

full sense and intention of scripture.  As such, Wyclif posits a “five-fold armor” of “the 

co-eternal ideas, which are those reasons or exemplars subsisting within him by which 

the universe was created, . . . an actual reality to universals beyond signs,” the idea that 

“things which belong as much to one species as to another . . . really form one totality” in 

creation, a “lofty metaphysic declaring that all things . . . exist now in the presence of 

God,” and finally the understanding “that there is no contradiction between equivocal 

signs” in Scripture.25  Once again, in his approach to comprehending the written text of 

Scripture, Wyclif makes the words themselves, those “equivocal signs” a small, though 

crucial part of interpretation.  In order to see the continuity of Scripture and work with its 

                                                
24 Wyclif, On the Truth of Holy Scripture, 116. 

25 Ibid., 122-126. 



 57 

unique grammar, a person must understand that those things which seem different and 

even contradictory from a point of view bound by time comprise a coherent whole in the 

sight of God, whose knowledge and existence is eternal.  Approaching Biblical texts in 

this manner allows the reader to “penetrate the surface of that language and apprehend 

meaning at the level of authorial intention, where it is then found to be literally true.”26  

With regard to translation, this approach is essential because of the manner that it 

distances the specific word-for-word structure of the text from its meaning.  Because 

proper biblical interpretation requires far more than a basic grammatical and logical 

reading of the words on the page, translation is both permissible and somewhat flexible, 

as far as it does not hinder the communication and comprehension of the true sense and 

logic of Scripture in its fullest sense.  

 Writing several decades after Nicholas of Lyra, Wyclif continued to build upon 

the former’s conception of the double literal sense by his emphasis on these various 

levels of scripture.  Where Nicholas of Lyra, for instance, emphasized the importance of 

grammatical, philological, and historical details, Wyclif emphasized the ultimate 

importance of the divinely intended literal sense.  Wyclif writes of the meaning of the 

text de virtute sermonis, “its literal sense . . . which he equates with the intended sense of 

the divine author,” because “the words of Scripture derive their virtus . . . directly from 

God.”27  This literal sense can include “metaphors and rhetorical figures,” and the best 

method by which to understand exactly what the divinely intended literal sense includes 
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is the “context of the Bible as a whole,” seen as one word of God.28  By his emphasis on 

the intended literal sense, Wyclif does not disregard the possibility for mystery or for 

human confusion in the interpretation of that sense.  In some “cases there is a mystery to 

be observed which rests hidden in the logic of Scripture, one that we have rejected in our 

ignorance.”29  Consequently, the reader of Wyclif can see that the emphasis on the literal 

sense combined with a multi-level concept of Scripture does not lead to necessarily 

straightforward access to the truest sense of Scripture.  Literal cannot be equated with 

simple.  One must be careful to understand the logic of Scripture and to view any single 

passage in the context of the whole with the goal of a consistent and faithful reading of 

the text.  

 
Erasmus Ad Fontes 

 
 Erasmus was one of the scholars of this period who most closely identified with 

Jerome and his philological principles.  Evidence of this association appears in his letters, 

the Vita Hieronymi, and especially in the testimony of his scholarly revision of the New 

Testament and partial efforts at expositing the Psalms.  Although vernacular translation 

was not a primary concern for Erasmus, he edited the corrupted Latin of the Vulgate by 

revising the contemporary versions of the texts in the Greek language and editing the 

Latin according to his linguistic findings.  In doing so, he resisted the solidification of 

Vulgate Latin as the inalterable and perfect version of the sacred texts of the church.  His 
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rhetoric reflects Jerome’s desire to return to the sources, the original languages, of 

Scripture, and base exegesis on the primary languages rather than on translations.  

 In certain of his letters, Erasmus addresses the question of his prerogative in 

revising the Greek New Testament and editing the Latin of the Vulgate.  First, he speaks 

of the need for Greek, emphasizing that “it is one thing to guess, another to judge; one 

thing to trust your own eyes, and another again to trust those of others.”30  Though he 

speaks of the difficulties of Hebrew, this attitude displays once again the mentality of 

returning to the sources for the purpose of best understanding the meaning of the texts 

under consideration, rather than accepting it second- or third-hand on the basis of a 

translation.  If one is capable of working from an original rather than a translation, one 

will better be able to see for himself and judge concerning the truth.  Next, he strongly 

suggests that it is the job of a grammarian to translate the New Testament, because that 

discipline provides the greatest capabilities of working with the actual words of the text.  

With regard to interpretation, the focus on the literal sense lends itself to the work of a 

grammarian, so that, for instance, “when Lyra discusses the meaning of a word he is 

surely acting as a grammarian rather than a theologian.”31  Translation requires a 

particular skill in grammar and logic, rather than any special inspiration.  Jerome, for 

instance, gives advice on translating Scripture, in response to which Erasmus wonders 

“what point [there would] be in advice  . . . if the power to do so is bestowed by divine 
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inspiration.”32  Additionally, it was possible that the “translators of the Old Testament 

[made] mistakes occasionally” and yet “the faith is not impugned.”33  Translations should 

be produced and revised to correct corruption, and these tasks should fall to the 

grammarians, even if they will necessarily make some mistakes.  As such, Erasmus calls 

for a grasp of the original languages of Scripture where possible, particularly for scholars 

and theologians who wish to discuss matters of interpretation, and reliance on a careful 

and humble translator when necessary.  

 Additionally, Erasmus writes in the Enchiridion with regard to the relationship of 

language and meaning in Holy Scripture.  In the medium of the Bible, “vast mysteries 

[are] contained in words that are, so to speak, crude and inadequate.”34  Divine meaning 

expressed by human language is limited if one looks simply to the literal sense.  Rather, 

one must look beyond “this surface content” of the literal sense and “dig out the spiritual 

meaning,” than which “nothing is sweeter.”35  This secondary, but more important sense 

is “hidden under the literal sense,” and must be sought with diligence.36  In light of 

Erasmus’s exhortation to return to the original languages, the fountainhead of the 

Scripture, this perspective cannot mean that one should ignore the literal sense, but rather 

one must work through careful examination of the literal text to reach the more obscure 

meaning, a sense that one can only reach by first looking closely at the very words 
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themselves of scripture, inadequate as they may be.  Although Erasmus did not himself 

produce a vernacular translation of Scripture, his work is important in a study of 

translation not only because of his work with the Greek and Latin editions of the New 

Testament, but also because of the importance of his Greek New Testament to 

contemporary and later translators.  

 
Martin Luther’s German 

 
 Unlike Erasmus, Martin Luther did not hold Jerome in higher esteem than 

Augustine, preferring the latter, “who knew only one language” to “St. Jerome with his 

five languages.”37  Luther spared no words in revealing his opinions on and approach to 

Biblical translation into a vernacular language.  Certainly, he was not the first person to 

produce a German translation of the Bible.  Nevertheless, his work is unique in that he 

put it forward as a potential replacement of the Vulgate text instead of as a supplementary 

aid.  His translation is directed toward common readers for their comprehension.  To 

attain this goal of providing the common Christian with an accurate and comprehensible 

text of Scripture required a bold approach to translation and a nuanced handling of both 

the sense and the letter.  Luther generally prefers a sense-based translation to a word-for-

word translation.  In his efforts to convey the meaning of the text, he both necessarily 

posits an interpretation and also limits the potential interpretations.  

 Much of this thought concerning the proper method of translation appears in 

Luther’s Open Letter on Translation (Sendbrief von Dolmetschen).  Most importantly, 

Luther claims to have combined careful philological attention with consideration for the 
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common expressions of the German language.  On the one hand, he explains that he has 

“sometimes searched and inquired about a single word for three or four weeks . . . 

sometimes barely translating three lines after four days.”38  Accordingly, his translation 

would be intentional and involved, not flippantly or quickly translated.  Nevertheless, he 

admits that he was unable to come to a satisfying conclusion on some words and phrases, 

in spite of consulting authorities on the subject.  Luther claims not perfection, but rather 

care, consideration, and piety in his efforts at producing an acceptable German edition of 

Scripture.  However, he also insists that his philological care has not transferred into a 

preference for word-for-word, literal translation.  Rather, he has sought to “convey the 

sense of the text” into German, rather than translating Latin and Greek syntax into 

German words.39  In many cases, “the literal Latin is a great barrier to speaking proper 

German.”40  As such, Luther attempts to convey the literal sense of the original languages 

of Scripture and of the Latin without being constrained to the manner of expression of 

any of those languages, which in many cases do not parallel German syntax, vocabulary, 

and usage.  This perspective on the language of Scripture allows for freedom while still 

claiming to maintain faithfulness to the sense of Scripture.  Luther’s position anticipates 

the theory of dynamic equivalence that will arise in the twentieth century.  Finally, 

however, like Jerome, Luther admits that in some cases the language of Scripture is 

mysterious in such a way that it must be translated far more directly than his customary 

practice allows.  He keeps “literally to the original, without the slightest deviation, 
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wherever it appeared that a passage was crucial.”41  In keeping with the tradition of his 

predecessors, Luther has maintained a complex understanding of the manner in which 

one should translate the Scriptures.  This approach requires careful consideration and 

sensitivity to the text, something of which Luther believes not every scholar is capable.  

Translators must frequently make interpretive decisions and theological statements in the 

very text themselves by means of vocabulary and grammatical choices.   

 
Comparative Exegesis 

 
 In order to understand how these various philosophies of interpretation and 

translation practically factor into translations, one must examine commentaries on and 

translations of certain key verses.  Luther provides a strong beginning for such an 

investigation in his Open Letter on Translation by indicating several words and phrases 

that he feels he must defend from the detractors of his translation.  One potentially 

controversial verse that he chooses to construe differently than the Vulgate is the “ave 

gratia plena” of Luke 1:28.  In place of the German literal equivalent of “gratia plena,” 

Luther chooses to translate the Greek word χεκαριτωµένη with the German word 

Holdselige.  Altogether, the verse in Luther’s translation reads, “Und der Engel kam zu 

ihr hinein und sprach: Gegrüßet seist du, Holdselige!”42 In spite of refusing to “translate 

from the simple Latin” for the sake of “good German,” he claims that this adjective is a 

compromise, as he “still [has] not used the most satisfactory German,” which would have 

more closely followed “what the angel was intending to say and what he would have said 
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had he even been German.”43  Luther presents his word choice as a compromise between 

faithfulness to the Vulgate and translating for sense, which he generally prefers, by using 

the approximate meaning of the Greek word.  

He has precedent in doing so, for Erasmus in his Latin and Greek New Testament 

chooses to translate “Χαἲρε, κεχαριτωµένη” as “Ave gratiosa,”44 rather than “ave gratia 

plena.”  This difference continued also into the English translations.  Whereas the Douay-

Rheims following the Vulgate and the Wycliffe Bible as well read “And the angel being 

come in, said unto her: Hail, full of grace, the Lord is with thee”45 and “And the angel 

entered to her, and said, Hail, full of grace; the Lord is with thee,”46 the 1599 Geneva 

Bible reads instead, “And the Angel went in unto her and said, Hail thou that art freely 

beloved: the Lord is with thee,” adding the comment, “It might be rendered word for 

word, full of favor and grace, and he showeth straight after, laying out plainly unto us 

what that favor is, in that he saith, the Lord is with thee.”  The translator and 

commentator of the Geneva Bible seems to hold to the opinion that the Greek word can 

be translated colloquially not only because it generally encompasses the meaning and 

intent of the word in its original language, but also because Scripture clarifies itself.  

Translating for meaning rather than literal equivalence, then, does not endanger the truth 

of the greeting and the tradition surrounding it.  These disputes and differences over a 

single word demonstrate the importance that was placed on the debate over literal as 
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opposed to sense translation, certainly, but they also demonstrate the difference in texts 

that were given priority in the process of translation.  The choice of Erasmus especially, 

and Luther secondarily, demonstrates adherence to the principle which Erasmus claims as 

an inheritance from Jerome, that one should return to the original source, gathering 

knowledge from the texts in their original form rather than allowing them to be filtered 

through another language as a medium.  Nevertheless, the solidification of the Vulgate 

phrasing within the usage of the Latin church caused resistance to such a divergence from 

the Latin.  

 While the variations on κεχαριτωµένη demonstrate the questions surrounding 

simply an adjective, other examples of metaphorical and poetic import can demonstrate 

further the importance of understanding literal and spiritual senses when translating.  

Psalm 18:2 (Psalm 17 in the Vulgate) can serve as an apt example of the manner in which 

translators have chosen to interpret and convey metaphorical language in the vernacular.  

The Psalms, being poetry, present a more difficult situation for the translator than do the 

prose passages of the New Testament.  Not all metaphors translate directly from Hebrew 

to another language, so that just as in the question of proper vernacular expression that 

the translators encountered in Luke 1:28, in the psalms also words must be carefully 

chosen.  In his essay “Defense of the Translation of the Psalms,” Luther admits that he 

has “at many places . . . departed rather freely from the letter of the original,”47 stating his 

justifications, including interpretations based on the possibility of variability in vowel 
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points of the Hebrew48 and the general lack of equivalence between Hebrew and German 

poetic style.49 

 The difference between German and Hebrew renderings of the Psalms, especially 

the difference in translation method between Latin and German, appears in a strongly 

symbolic passage such as Psalm 18.  The Vulgate renders this passage, “Dominus 

firmamentum meum et refugium meum et liberator meus Deus meus auditor meus et 

sperabo in eum protector meus et cornu salutis meae et susceptor meus.”50  For the most 

part, Luther’s translation closely parallels that of the Vulgate, but there are some 

differences that show flexibility in translation.  The German reads, “HERR, mein Fels, 

meine Burg, mein Errtretter, mein Got, mein Hort, auf den ich traue, mein Schild und 

Horn meines Heils und mein Schutz.”51  The differences are perhaps not immediately 

obvious between the two passages, but a look at the Wycliff and Geneva Bibles will 

demonstrate the slight discrepancies in language usage.  Two words in particular stand 

out.  First, the difference between “firmamentum meum et refugium meum” and “mein 

Fels, meine Burg” becomes perhaps more clear in the choice of the Wycliff Bible to use 

“my steadfastness and my refuge” and of the Geneva Bible to use “my rock, and my 

fortress.”  The Wycliffe Bible follows the example of the Vulgate in using a somewhat, 

though certainly not completely, abstract concept of support and steadfastness.  Luther 

and the Geneva Bible, on the other hand, choose concrete images to convey the Hebrew.  
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Indeed, this choice is in accordance with Jerome’s Hebrew Psalter, which reads, “Domine 

petra mea et robur meum et saluator meus Deus meus fortis meus sperabo in eo scutum 

meum et cornu salutis meae susceptor meus.”52  When looking at Jerome’s Psalms 

according to the Hebrew, which were not included in the Vulgate, the difference in word 

choice becomes more evident.  Here the word “petra” accords with Luther’s use of “Fels” 

and the Geneva Bible’s choice of “rock.”  On the other hand, the words “Burg” and 

“fortress” are interpretative translations of the Hebrew word which Jerome has translated 

“robur,” meaning “oak, strength, hardness,” a quite different word from the “refugium” 

of the Vulgate.  In commenting on his choice of language in his commentary on the 

Psalms, Luther says, “Herr, mein Fels, meine Burg.  Das find vorzeiten die besten 

Schubmehren gewesen: ein festes Schloß auf einem Fels.”53  According to Luther’s 

opinion, the best way in which to convey the sense and meaning of the Hebrew 

metaphorical words into German was by a similar but not strictly equivalent usage in 

German.  He chooses words of protection, strength, and defense, giving the image of a 

castle built on a rock.  This imagery, besides conveying the image of God as a strong 

defender and firm resting place, also recalls the man in Matthew 7:24, who “sein Haus 

auf einen Felsen baute,” built his house upon a rock.  In sum, these two word choices 

diverge from the Vulgate translation but come closer to Jerome’s Hebrew Psalter, but 

Luther values accurate imagery over accurate and equivalent words.  
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 One other interesting word choice in Luther’s translation of Psalm 18:2 is the 

word “Hort.”  He himself notes this word in particular in his commentary, saying “Das 

hebräische Wort, zur, meint einen Felsen, Hort, Trost . . . darauf ich poche, stolz und 

mutig bin.”54  The word “Hort” gives the image of stronghold and refuge, a dissimilar, 

although not completely different idea than the “helper” of the Wycliffe Bible and the 

“auditor” of the Vulgate.  The Hebrew word seems to tend more toward the meaning 

“rock,”55 which Luther could have conveyed with the word “Felsen,” which he references 

in his commentary.  However, the word “Hort” seems fit poetically better into the verse, 

introducing alliteration with the later “Horn meines Heils” and demonstrating freedom in 

word choice, while also compromising between an image of solidity and of succor. 

 These two examples only begin to display the variety and detail of the different 

translations involved.  Luther himself has many more examples of translation 

discrepancies and decisions, especially in his Open Letter on Translation and his essay on 

translating the Psalms.  Nevertheless, an understanding of these few small details 

regarding choice in translation help demonstrate the impulse to express Scripture in 

vernacular languages and the manner in which changing views on the literal and spiritual 

senses of Scripture affected the translation of the Scripture, in comparison with the 

precedent of Jerome.  Most importantly, the shift to the emphasis on the literal sense, 

through Nicholas of Lyra and Wyclif to Martin Luther does not mean a translation devoid 

of metaphors and imagery.  Rather, translators begin to make attempts, as is most evident 

in Luther’s translation of the Psalms, to convey the meaning of the images of Scripture 
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into appropriate correlating images in the vernacular language.  This does still allow for 

further interpretation on the basis of an idea of a double-literal sense and the double 

authorship of Scripture.  Nevertheless, translation inherently limits the scope of 

possibilities in interpretation, because few words, especially not metaphorical words, 

contain the exact equivalent meaning in two languages, especially two languages as far 

separated as Hebrew and German.  Jerome addressed this problem of translation in the 

Vulgate by using different words in different contexts, translating in some cases and 

transliterating in other instances, so that in the entirety of the translated Scripture, the 

range of possible interpretations for a word might be adequately represented.  Luther 

appears to take the same approach in Psalm 18:2, with the words “Fels” and “Hort.”  

Generally speaking, the approach to translation continues to be one of balance, providing 

as literal a translation as possible while rendering the words and phrases comprehensible 

in the translated language and leaving room for commentary.  Especially when the 

Scripture is translated, it must be comprehended and considered in its totality, so as not to 

make a mistake on the basis of one word or phrase that is incorrectly translated or simply 

inadequate.  In some sense, however, according to Wyclif’s paradigm of the five levels of 

Scripture, all written Scripture, whether in its original language or a secondary or even 

tertiary language, is already a translation and must be approached accordingly.
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CHAPTER FOUR 
 

The Relation of Modern Translation to its Historical Counterparts 
 
 

Reformation-era translations and doctrines of Scriptural authority no more ended 

the problem of translation than did Jerome’s Vulgate.  Indeed, many of the same 

dilemmas that confronted historic translators also require attention from their modern 

counterparts.  New theories of language have arisen and often scholars approach the task 

of translation from innovative perspectives.  Nonetheless, I argue that if these theories of 

language and translation do not address the basic, perennial questions of man’s role in 

relation to Scripture, they do not adequately consider the scope and importance of care 

with regard to the Biblical texts.  As such, they risk producing a harmful or inadequate 

expression of the ideas encompassed in the original text.  In this chapter I will consider 

the developments in translation theory of the twentieth century in the historical context of 

the precedent of Jerome, with the mediating perspective of Wyclif, Luther, and Erasmus.  

To understand potential approaches to Bible translation, one must first understand the 

prevailing theories of translation, namely dynamic equivalence and formal equivalence, 

and the effect of these theories on the translated text in question.  Within the current 

discussion of theory, several questions arise, including the distinction between form and 

content and the priority of either author or reader.  Second, one must consider the 

historical context of translation, placing these aforementioned difficulties within the 

categories already encountered in various eras and renaissances of translation.  The 

approaches of forbearers in translation can help put modern questions into perspective.  

Finally, one must examine the practical manners in which theoretical and historical 
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questions affect the actual work of translation.  This necessity holds especially true when 

considering the specific nature of the Biblical text and when interacting with theories of 

inspiration and Scriptural authority.  Addressing these questions can help clarify 

important decisions made in the process of translation.  

 
Recent Translation Theory 

 
 Typically, approaches to translation divide into two categories, generally viewed 

as dichotomous from each other.  One approach privileges the reader in the “target” 

language.  The other method prefers the author and the original language.  Because 

languages differ so significantly in vocabulary, syntax, and idiom, it is rarely considered 

possible to remain close to the original author while still producing a readable text in the 

final language.  In terms of Bible translation, these approaches have been called dynamic 

equivalence and formal equivalence, and the supporters of each side tend to portray the 

opposite translation theory as inadequate and undesirable.  In order to understand the 

effects of each theory, let us first consider its general implications and then address its 

major points as related specifically to the Biblical text, which is unique and requires 

special care on the part of the translator.  

 The understanding that translation cannot simply consist of an exact one-to-one 

transfer from a first to a second language precedes the twentieth century, when the 

distinction between these two approaches became more pronounced.  Friedrich 

Schleiermacher, writing more than two centuries earlier, noted the decision that each 

translator must make between the author and the reader.  One of these two entities must 

make accommodations for the other; no perfect and completely understandable 

equivalent of a text can exist in a language other than the original.  Schleiermacher 



 72 

suggests two options, “either the translator leaves the author in peace, as much as 

possible, and moves the reader towards him; or he leaves the reader in peace, as much as 

possible, and moves the author towards him.”1  Using the concept of movement, he 

describes a process in which the words of a text cannot remain themselves and 

simultaneously be readily comprehensible to the reader of a secondary language.  There 

must be a fundamental change either in the text or the reader, similar to movement, that 

allows interpretation of the concepts involved.  Yet, not all languages are equal to every 

task.  Language affects each task and thought process in such a way that, “even what is 

commonly held to be universal is illuminated and colored by language.”2  In other words, 

the form in which a person expresses it fundamentally influences the content.  A rather 

large gap, therefore, exists between the author, who writes and thinks in a particular 

language, and a reader who cannot comprehend that same language.  Texts do not so 

easily transfer from one form of expression to another.  One must ask whether the reader 

should accommodate the author and the unfamiliar concepts of a foreign language, or 

whether the author must be brought into the common parlance of the secondary language, 

regardless of his usage in his native or original tongue.  

 With his proposition of dynamic equivalence in translation, Eugene Nida 

decidedly asserts that the author and the original language must be altered to make room 

for the comfort of the reader, regardless of language barriers and differences.  In 

proposing a method of dynamic equivalence he urges the reader to “assume that the 

writers of the Bible expected to be understood, . . . [and] that they intended one meaning 
                                                

1 Friedrich Schleiermacher, On the Different Methods of Translation, in German 
Romantic Criticism, ed. A. Leslie Willson (Continuum: New York, 1982), 9. 

2 Ibid., 25. 
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and not several.”3 If this intention of comprehensibility can be assumed, Nida concludes, 

a text should be translated in such a way that is easiest to understand for the reader, not 

closest to the author with regard to syntax, vocabulary, and idiom. As such, the 

“translator is bound to ask” what the given author, “writing in his day, understood by the 

Greek that he used.”4 The reader must consider the context of the Scripture carefully, and 

make a “linguistic translation” rather than a “cultural translation,” not altering the content 

in such a way as to obscure the culture of the original text.5  In this way, dynamic 

equivalence does call for faithfulness to the Biblical text, but it “is the type of faithfulness 

to the text of the source language which results in alterations of form in order to preserve 

the content.”6  With this distinction in mind, the theory calls for “the closest natural 

equivalent.”7  By proposing this theory, Nida does not completely dismiss the claims of 

the author on the meaning of his text.  This theory encourages care in considering the 

meaning of the content and retaining this meaning for the reader by moving toward him 

in translation.  

Nonetheless, his propositions seem to oversimplify the matter of form and 

content, as well as the issue of authorial intention.  Unlike Schleiermacher’s propositions, 

dynamic equivalence sees no necessary connection between form and content.  The 

language in which an author expresses an idea does not comprise an essential part of that 

                                                
3 Eugene A. Nida and Charles R. Taber, The Theory and Practice of Translation, 

(Leiden, The Netherlands: E.J. Brill 1969), 7. 

4 Ibid., 8. 

5 Ibid., 13. 

6 Ibid., 10. 

7 Ibid., 13. 
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idea.  As such, the translator can alter style and grammar wherever he deems such 

differences necessary to the reader’s complete comprehension.  Nida also wishes to 

reduce the meaning of the Scripture to straightforward assertions of single-layered 

meaning.  As this examination has already emphasized, however, such a reduction is a 

relatively recent manner of viewing the Biblical text and should not be accepted without 

question.  With regard to polyvalence, the relation of form to content may indeed become 

a much more complex question than dynamic equivalence allows.  

 On the other hand, proponents of formal equivalence prefer to retain as much as 

possible the structure and idiom of the original language, encouraging the reader to 

accommodate his thoughts to the closest feasible rendering of the original text.  Whereas 

interpretation is a fundamental part of translation in the method of dynamic equivalence, 

formal equivalence seeks to demonstrate to the reader as much as possible not just what 

the author wrote, but also how he wrote it.  Though comfort of speech in the second 

language would be convenient, awkwardness of language in translation does not cause 

the greatest concern to translators of this methodology.  Rather, they believe that a “good 

translation preserves the full exegetical or interpretive potential of the original biblical 

text.”8  The possibility of polyvalent interpretation takes precedent over naturalness of 

language.  This theory within the English language follows in the tradition of the King 

James Version, in which, so as “not to mislead their readers as to what the original really 

said, . . . italicized words that were not in the original but that were needed to make the 

English version more intelligible.”9  Intelligibility remains important, then, but not 

                                                
8 Leland Ryken, The Word of God in English: Criteria for Excellence in Bible 

Translation (Wheaton, IL: Crossway Books, 2002), 140. 

9 Ibid., 56. 
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paramount to the original form and content.  The translator following this paradigm must 

work carefully to ensure the possibility of both necessities.  By “first of all preserving the 

language of the original,” translators of the formal-equivalence persuasion then focus on 

also conveying, rather than “interpret[ing] the meaning of the original.”10  As such, this 

theory subscribes to the idea that form and meaning are intrinsically connected.  

Although in translation the form can by no means be preserved, the translator should 

attempt to approximate it as closely as possible.  

 In their book, Scripture and Translation, Martin Buber and Franz Rosenzweig 

propose within the German tradition of translation an approach that carefully decides on a 

case-by-case basis between these two possible methods.  They require the translator to 

ask, “at what points the reader is to be moved, and at what points the original.”11  The 

text must command the attention of the translator to the degree that he can recognize at 

each point the appropriateness of changing the form of the text to help bring it nearer to 

the reader or giving the reader the help he needs to move toward the text.  The 

“theoretical impossibility of translating” in either manner should not interrupt the 

practical work of discernment in effecting the best possible rendering of a text into a 

receptor language.  Such careful work is especially necessary with regard “for Scripture . 

. . whether the word is to be merely adjacent to it or within it.”12  The nature of Scripture 

as a text so often read aloud demands that the words themselves that embody the message 

be somehow also translated along with the content, where possible.  The degree to which 
                                                

10 Ibid., 79. 

11 Martin Buber and Franz Rosenzweig, Scripture and Translation, trans. 
Lawrence Rosenwald (Bloomington, IN: Indiana University Press, 1994), 48. 

12 Ibid., 42. 
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those words themselves form an essential part of the Scripture and to which the degree of 

authority demanded of the Scripture depends on the words themselves remains a question 

of essential consideration for any Biblical translation project.  

 
Historical Insight 

 
 The translation theorists of the last three centuries, of course, were not the first to 

consider the importance of the form of Scripture and its authority.  Those several 

translators and philologists considered here already put forth significant arguments in 

their work and correspondence that demands attention from modern Bible translators and 

all those who are concerned to have the Scriptures faithfully transmitted in their own 

language.  Some have, indeed, considered their example.  As Erasmus used the precedent 

of Jerome in his own time, Buber and Rosenzweig frequently reference their own 

predecessor in the German language, Martin Luther.  Actual examples from the 

translational rendering of Scripture certainly contribute insight into the work that prior 

translators have already accomplished in approaching the difficulties of Scripture.  Yet, 

one should also take into account the developing theory of those key eras of translation in 

order to understand the implications of certain views of Scripture on one’s own approach 

to the text.  Therefore, a brief reconsideration of the historical examples within the 

particular context of the modern translation theory discussed above will be beneficial for 

thinking about the application of more recent methodology and in recognizing that these 

theories long precede their current names.  

 First, let us recollect Jerome and his counterpart Augustine.  Their views of the 

inspiration of Scripture diverged in some important places, but both exhibited a great 

respect for the authority of the text in their translational choices.  Augustine believed that 
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translation itself held the possibility of new inspiration in a significantly different manner 

than simply the Holy Spirit assisting the translators in giving a faithful rendering of the 

original.  He expresses this interesting opinion by asserting, “anything in the Septuagint 

that is not in the Hebrew texts is something which the same Spirit preferred to say 

through the translators,” making the translators “prophets” alongside the original 

authors.13  As such, he acknowledges the presence of significant inspiration in an 

authoritative translation.  He allows for the possibility of form and even of content 

changes, a distance that, in theory, modern methods do not approximate.  Nevertheless, in 

practice, Augustine does not allow such freedom to any given translation.  In fact, he 

opposes Jerome’s efforts on the basis of his view of the inspiration of the LXX.  The 

Scriptures, it appears, are open for special interpretation in translation only in a particular 

instance of the intervention of the Holy Spirit.  When, however, a translator is inspired, 

he has liberty that those like Jerome certainly would not allow.  The possibility exists, 

under these premises, for the translator to become an author and therefore to disregard 

certain matters of form and content.  

 Jerome, on the other hand, did not treat the translation as having equal authority 

with the original text.  His attitude toward the LXX and the Old Latin versions 

demonstrates as much.  In his insistence to return to the Hebrew and to translate 

according to its witness, he set a precedent for a particular understanding of the authority 

of Scripture.  For Jerome, the LXX and the Latin translations made from it were 

convenient in some situations, wherein familiarity created comfort.  Nevertheless, he 

rejected them as insufficient and misleading, preferring the authority of the original text 
                                                

13 Augustine, Concerning the City of God against the Pagans, trans. Henry 
Bettenson, (New York: Penguin Books, 2003), 18.43. 
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to the associations of the church with a particular translation.  A translated text, to 

Jerome, was not the source itself, but rather a stream coming from the source that might 

indeed not be pure.  He encouraged where possible that believers return to the source 

itself, the Hebrew of the Old Testament and the Greek of the New Testament, in order to 

discern the actual words of the Bible.  In doing so, he also encourages actually learning 

those Biblical languages and practices this advice himself.  Thus, Jerome’s rhetoric 

makes it apparent that he prefers the author to the reader, as he exhorts the reader to move 

himself as closely as possible to the source text and language in order to comprehend 

most fully the word of God.  

 Whether intuitively or through concerted effort, both Jerome and Augustine, 

regardless of their rhetorical position, demonstrate the importance of the original 

language to their renderings in a receptor language.  To a certain degree, especially in the 

case of Jerome, this concern arises from the complex understanding of interpretation.  If 

more substance exists in the words of Scripture than one can discover in the literal sense, 

one must certainly take care to leave open the possibility of interpreting these higher 

senses.  This perspective contrasts significantly with the claims of dynamic-equivalence 

theorists that the authors of Scripture “intended one meaning and not several,” and should 

be easily understood.14  In most cases of general translation, Jerome claims to follow the 

principle of dynamic equivalence, translating for sense.  Nevertheless, when considering 

the unique nature of Scripture, he asserts that in Biblical contexts “even the order of the 

                                                
14 Nida, The Theory and Practice of Translation, 7. 
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words is a mystery.”15  Thus, from a person who generally accepts the concept that the 

translator can separate ideas from the words that embody them, the perspective arises that 

the words themselves of Scripture have an authority with which mortal man cannot 

contend.  Augustine also notes the superior advantage of returning to the Hebrew text to 

communicate the beauty and even the literal sense of the Scriptures, even though he does 

claim that the LXX contains a new, inspired spiritual sense.  Such examples emphasize 

for the modern reader the flexibility of the ancient position on this perennial question of 

word-for-word and sense-for-sense translation.  Generally speaking, and especially in 

Jerome, the words of Scripture take nearly as much precedent as its ideas.  Interpretation 

should remain open, according to their practices and commentaries, available to be 

understood in a variety of senses consistent with the teaching of the Bible in general.  

 Nearly a millennium later, John Wyclif’s levels of Scripture suggested a different 

process in the association of form and content.  In one sense, his theory offered freedom 

from the concern about correcting details, and even syllables, in the text.  By considering 

the physical, written Scriptures as only the lowest level of Holy Scripture as a whole, he 

reduced the pressure to maintain an exact form, passed down.  However, he 

simultaneously increased the authority of Scripture as a whole, and of written Scripture 

inasmuch as it points to the higher states of Scripture, including the Book of Life itself 

and the truths that point to that idea.  Additionally, his emphasis on reading Scripture in 

the context of its totality increased the importance of consistent faithfulness to the 

authority of Scripture.  That Bible which has acquired Wyclif’s name and was translated 

                                                
15 Jerome, Ep. 57: To Pammachius on the Best Method of Translating, in Jerome: 

The Principle Works of St. Jerome, ed. Phillip Schaff, trans. M.A. Freemantle, (Grand 
Rapids, MI: Christian Classics Ethereal Library), 292. 
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with his influence tends to follow the Vulgate, demonstrating a lack of concern or 

necessity to return to the most original text.  If the Scriptures are faithful in their totality, 

it seems, their translation may be trusted as a part of this authority.  For Wyclif, then, 

form and content take a less vital position, with authority being paramount.  Nonetheless, 

it must be noted as well that the influence of Nicholas of Lyra with his theory of the 

double literal sense, and the medieval concept of double authorship, continue the concept 

that something exists in the words of Scripture that surpasses the basic comprehension of 

either the author or the translator.  

 Finally, Martin Luther attempted to find a balance between favoring the author 

and preferring the reader.  His translation and method in particular have provoked 

discussion among later translators.  In his Open Letter on Translation, it will be recalled, 

he expressed his method of attempting to translate Scriptural passages into the way he 

imagines the author would have written if he were German.  This fully reflects the theory 

of translation in which the author is moved toward the reader, as well as the theory of 

dynamic equivalence in which content expressed in the vernacular takes precedent over 

form.  Yet, at some points, Luther considered it essential to maintain the Hebrew or 

Greek nature of the original, “without the slightest deviation, wherever it appeared that a 

passage was crucial.”16  Evidently, Luther recognized that in some places the words of 

Scripture were perhaps as important as the content.  Thus, using his own discretion, he 

chose not to follow his naturalizing tendencies in every instance.  Rosenzweig calls the 

Luther Bible “a trumpet-call in the ear of those who had fallen asleep happy in their 

                                                
16 Martin Luther, “An Open Letter on Translating,” trans. Gary Mann (Project 

Gutenburg, 2008), Kindle ebook, loc. 142. 
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possession of the ‘received and certified text.’”17  Certainly, his translation did not 

hesitate to alter the customary phrasings of prior German translations or the accepted 

Latin Vulgate.  His work is interesting in this context because he altered his German 

rendering both with the purpose of being more faithful to the original form of the text, as 

in the translation of the Annunciation, and in his efforts in other instances to make the 

text accessible to the ears of the German speaker.  Luther wished to respect the authority 

of Scripture without making it remote from the hearer.  

 As a whole, these historical considerations of translation theory center on an 

authoritative text.  First the LXX, then a millennium later the Vulgate, claimed the 

respect of the church as the inspired translation, transmitted with the same authority as 

the words of the original authors.  However, such a view did not withstand theological 

scrutiny and practical considerations.  Scholars such as Jerome and Erasmus 

acknowledged the need for a continual return to the sources of Scripture in order to 

ensure that the church would hear the most accurate text possible.  Some translations, 

such as Jerome’s, were made in an essentially literal manner, seeking to leave open 

possibilities of interpretation.  Others, like Luther, sought a more flexible approach.  

None of these most influential translations, however, were completed on the assumption 

that the form could always be ignored in favor of the content.  In at least some cases each 

translation, even those done by scholars who claimed flexibility and the possibility of 

inspiration for translators, made recourse to the original wording and consented to let the 

form take an equal place with the ideas of Scripture.  

 
Practice and Discernment 

                                                
17 Buber and Rosenzweig, Scripture and Translation, 57. 
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 Having considered the historical context that helped develop these translation 

theories, several questions remain with regard to modern approaches.  First, what special 

considerations arise for the translation of the Bible into a language that has a cultural and 

linguistic precedent in Scripture? Such became the case in German after the Luther 

translation and the same holds true for English biblical translations.  In these instances, 

the translations either follow the wording and influence of their predecessors or encounter 

resistance due to their unfamiliarity.  For example, the Luther Bible became for German 

speakers at once “the book by which the church is made visible, [and] the book by which 

the German Schriftsprache was founded.”18  This translation significantly influenced the 

common written language of the German people, and the language in which Luther wrote 

became a sort of set Scriptural register for German.  Likewise, in English the KJV 

established much of the spiritual and liturgical vocabulary of the language that survives 

into the present.   

Nonetheless, languages are not static instruments for expressing thought.  While 

“certain sacred and magical tongues can be preserved in a condition of artificial stasis, . . 

. ordinary language is, literally at every moment, subject to mutation.”19  Certainly, the 

language of Scripture is in part a sacred tongue, especially in those common passages of 

the liturgy.  A vocabulary may arise which will not significantly change in a culture 

accustomed to hearing the language of Scripture, and this vocabulary may even extend to 

those not directly in contact with the Biblical text.  However, language itself changes, and 

                                                
18 Buber and Rosenzweig, Scripture and Translation, 56. 

19 George Steiner, After Babel: Aspects of Language and Translation, (New York: 
Oxford University Press, 1975), 18. 
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many idiomatic expressions lose their significance.  Words also alter in meaning and 

some definitions become obsolete.  Because of this change, “interpretation . . . gives 

language life beyond the moment and place of immediate utterance or transcription.”20  

All texts not immediate to one’s context require careful and detailed interpretation in the 

context of the original writer for proper understanding.  Scriptural language should be 

respected, but the original text should be considered closely.  Translators ought to 

examine how their predecessors dealt with certain difficult phrases of scripture and also 

consider the best rendering of the original language into the receptor language in its 

current state.  The original text retains authority, but faithful translations of Scripture also 

require respect.  

Moreover, even if one believes in faithfully maintaining the form, to what extent 

may more accessible translations be created for less educated readers? It is wrong and 

potentially dangerous to claim that “the writers of the Bible expected to be understood,” 

and therefore wrote in straightforward, simple language.21  Indeed, one cannot claim that 

the original Greek of the New Testament, for instance, was completely in the basic, 

common tongue.  New Testament Greek arose from a variety of sources and each author 

composed in a different style.  For instance, “the language of the Gospel According to 

John has a simplicity and a grandeur which are unrivaled by any other book of the New 

Testament,” while Luke writes in “the purest Greek,” and Matthew’s “language is neither 

very poor koine nor highly polished Greek.”22  Many words, especially those related to 

                                                
20 Ibid., 27. 

21 Nida, Theory and Practice of Translation, 7. 

22 Bruce M. Metzger, “The Language of the New Testament,” in The Interpreter’s 
Bible, v. 7, (New York: Abingdon-Cokesbury Press, 1951), 47-50. 
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religious belief and ritual, were influenced by or even came directly from Hebrew and 

Aramaic sources.  Indeed, “the meaning of many of the richest and most significant 

words of in the New Testament cannot be found in the ordinary Greek dictionary,” and 

“most of the religious terminology can be understood only as it is read against the 

background of the Hebrew Old testament and its Greek translation, the Septuagint.”23  

The details of Biblical vocabulary, even in its original language, require careful scrutiny 

and a depth of theological understanding surpassing a general knowledge of Greek 

vocabulary.  Not all parts of Scripture were authored on the same register and they 

certainly did not always use the most simple or uninvolved language.  Accordingly, if 

translators wish to demonstrate respect of the authority of the text, their work should take 

into careful consideration the level and complex meaning of each passage.  Neither 

should the translator take for granted that he has entirely grasped the meaning of every 

passage of Scripture, nor should he oversimplify its content in rendering the text into a 

second language.  Perhaps in light of the complexities of language and of the medieval 

concept of a complex literal sense and overarching spiritual senses, modern readers of 

Scripture should not be led to believe “that the God of Holy Scripture will always talk 

just as we talk.”24  Even if a culture and its language progressively reduce the distance 

between their common speech and their sacred tongue, Scriptural translation should not 

shrink from communicating the depth of content involved and the need for a richer 

theological vocabulary.  

                                                
23 Ibid., 55. 

24 David Lyle Jeffrey, “Translation and Transcendence: The Fragile Future of 
Spiritual Interpretation,” in Modern Theology, v. 28 n. 4 (October 2012), 689. 
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 Considering that reading Scripture in its fullest sense may require a significant 

amount of literacy and flexibility, how might a translation encourage more careful 

reading of the text? In an effort to answer this question, one can examine a variety of 

translations of certain phrases and gauge their effectiveness.  For example, the phrase 

“son of man” appears in a variety of Old and New Testament contexts and is especially 

significant with regard to the gospels and as a reference to Jesus Christ.  The RSV, a 

translation that follows the premises of formal equivalence, consistently translates the 

Greek words, “υἱὸς ἁνθρώπου,” as “son of man.”  For instance, Matthew 16:27 reads, 

“For the Son of man is to come . . .” for the Greek, “µὲλλει γὰρ ὁ υἱὸς τοῦ ἀνθρώπου 

ἒρχεσθαι . . .,” and the RSV translates “Τίνα λέγουσιν οἱ ἄνθρωποι εἶναι τὸν υἱὸν τοῦ 

ἀνθρώπου” in Matthew 16:13 as, “Who do men say that the Son of man is?” Likewise, 

the Good News Translation, which follows the theory of dynamic equivalence, renders 

these passages respectively, “For the Son of Man is about to come . . .” and “Who do the 

people say the Son of Man is?”  In these cases, no significant difference arises, except 

perhaps for the obscuring of the parallelism between “men” and “man,” which the Good 

News Translation replaces with “people” and “man.”  

However, discrepancies arise in passages such as Hebrews 2:6.  The Greek text, 

quoting Psalm 8, says, “Τί ἐστιν ἄνθρωπος ὅτι µιµνήσκη αὐτοῦ, ἤ υἱὸς ἀνθρώπου ὅτι 

ἐπισκέπτη αὐτόν;” While the RSV reads, “What is man that thou art mindful of him, or 

the son of man, that thou carest for him?”, the GNT says instead, “What are human 

beings, O god, that you should think of them; mere human beings, that you should care 

for them?” Similarly, the passage quoted, Psalm 8:5 in the LXX, reads “Τἰ ἐστιν 

ἄνθρωπος, ὅτι µιµνήσκη αὐτοῦ, ἢ υἱὸς ἀνθρώπου ὅτι ἐπισκέπτη αὐτόν;” These are 
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exactly the words of the Hebrews passage, and the RSV gives the same translation.  

Nonetheless, the GNT chooses instead, “what are human beings that you think of them; 

mere mortals, that you care for them?” 

In sum, where in the Matthew passages, both translations from both methods used 

the phrase, “son of man,” the situation became more complex and questionable in the 

Hebrews quotation.  For Hebrews 2:6, the RSV continued to use “son of man,” but the 

GNT chose “mere human beings.”  Again, in the source passage in the Psalms, the RSV 

translated consistently with “son of man,” while the GNT added yet another possibility 

with “mere mortals.”  Such differentiation raises issues, particularly with regard to a 

phrase that fills the prophetic books and is used to refer to Jesus himself.  Although it 

may be true that “words cover areas of meaning and are not mere points of meaning,” and 

as such at points word choice in the “receptor language . . . depends more on the context 

than upon a fixed system of verbal consistency,” these examples make it evident that free 

variation of vocabulary choice for a single phrase may obscure a text.25  The choice to 

translate with an interpretation of the original, such as “mere human beings” or “mere 

mortals” obscures the connection that these verses have to other parts of the Scripture.  

While context may indeed call for flexibility in word choice, in that the same English 

word might not be appropriate in two different situations for a single Greek word, in 

many cases maintaining vocabulary allows the reader to see Scripture in its totality.  

 
Conclusion 

 
 Although linguistic theory has changed in the millennium and a half since Jerome 

translated the Vulgate, the same methods of translations and perspectives on the authority 
                                                

25 Nida,  Theory and Practice of Translation, 15. 
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of Scripture remain active under new names.  The recognition of the difficulty of 

translating both form and content from one language to another existed to some degree, 

as when Jerome methodically explained his choices in his commentaries.  However, his 

method was more unspoken than those of modern translators, who openly debate the 

subject.  Jerome sought to provide a Latin rendering of Scripture as close as linguistically 

possible to the Hebrew text available to him.  The Old Latin translations based on the 

LXX fell short of providing textual accuracy, and as such Jerome rejected them.  His 

commentaries reveal an effort to allow for interpretation rather than perform the 

interpretation itself.  While Jerome does express his opinion on words and explain his 

choices in his extensive commentaries, for the most part he omits interpretation and 

commentary from the Biblical text itself.  The translators of and just before the 

Reformation took Jerome as a precedent, emphasizing the authority of the text and the 

need to read Scripture in its totality, as well as seeking to further improve the Hebrew and 

Greek source texts to the greatest possible degree.  In that period, however, with the 

literal sense taking greater precedent and with the Reformation’s emphasis that each 

Christian should be able to read and understand the scriptures himself, translators began 

to introduce more flexibility in what they considered faithfulness to the text.  Martin 

Luther, in particular, notes that he generally translates sense-for-sense, making 

exceptions where it seems best to maintain the Hebrew or Greek nature of a text.  Such an 

explanation makes a marked departure from Jerome, who claimed the words of Scripture 

as a mystery and largely chose to translate word-for-word.  This difference shows a shift 

from desiring the reader to move toward the text almost entirely to making attempts for 

the most part to move the text toward the reader.  These Reformation-era examples serve 
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as essentially the midpoint of a shift from accommodating the original language of the 

text to accommodating the reader.  This process gradually opened the possibility of 

claiming that all translation, even Scriptural translation, requires interpretation, and 

choosing a dynamic equivalent, heavily sense-for-sense, approach in the belief that it was 

most faithful to the original text.  To a great degree, the modern debate over translation 

theory has ceased to consider the authority and potential mystery of Scripture as valid 

bases for method.  

 Nonetheless, it is unnecessary to accept this methodological shift as inevitable.  

Those who wish to produce a translation that takes seriously theological concepts of 

scriptural authority and multivalence should not avoid strange vocabulary and difficult 

syntax too readily.  Instead, Scriptural translations should seek to reclaim a vocabulary 

and manner of speaking that recognizes the mystery and transcendence of God, even as 

an author of Scripture, without resorting simply to archaic language.  It may be that 

readers who find difficulty with such translations need the help of commentary or 

paraphrases as aids to reading.  However, such works should be recognized for what they 

are, interpretation rather than translation.  Moreover, difficult texts can challenge the 

reader to seek further understanding rather than resting content in the assumption that one 

understands on first reading.  Lastly, translators should, like Jerome, make every effort to 

leave interpretation open to commentators and exegetes.  Many paraphrastic or idiomatic 

vocabulary choices obscure the interconnected nature of the Scriptural text.  Repetitious 

vocabulary, on the other hand, provides an indication that that there is more to be 

understood.  Certainly, style and genre must factor into translations as well, in such a way 

as to reflect the genre and style of the original, and with beauty where possible.  To 
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conclude, when we consider translation in the current period, we should take into account 

the entirety of the tradition that has spoken about, written on, and produced translations 

on the basis of a concept of sacred language and sacred authority.  Though later 

generations may, as in the case of the LXX and the Vulgate, deem a translation inspired, 

no translator should consider himself inspired to the degree of the original author.  

Religious translators require humble attention to the potential holiness of their task.  
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CONCLUSION 
 
 

Translation is no straightforward project, less so Biblical translation.  This thesis 

has been an effort to examine the intersection of philology and theology in a variety of 

Biblical translations with particular reference to the standard set by Jerome and the Latin 

Vulgate in the early centuries of Christianity.  In order to complete this translation, he 

first had to validate his choice to use the Hebrew text of the Old Testament rather than 

the LXX, which had served as the basis of the Old Latin translations.  Although such a 

scholarly decision seems natural to those accustomed to a tradition that consistently seeks 

the most accurate Biblical text in its original language, such thinkers as Augustine 

opposed this choice, claiming that the LXX text was inspired and equally authoritative 

with the Hebrew version.  

Jerome emphasized in his discourse with Augustine, as well as in his prefaces to 

and commentaries on the various books of the Bible, the importance of the very words of 

Scripture.  Desiring to provide the church with the most accurate and clear translation 

possible, he took care to give heed to each word of Scripture.  Philologically speaking, he 

accomplished this task by conveying the words as often as possible into Latin in such a 

way that the full depth of the spiritual senses underlying the literal sense of Scripture 

could still be expounded in commentary.  As such, his work implied that a translation of 

Scripture, wherever possible should allow for interpretation rather than equating 

translation with interpretation.  

As Scriptural exegesis continued to develop in the Middle Ages, even the 

scholarly understanding of the literal sense became increasingly complex.  Nicholas of 
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Lyra expounded Biblical texts according to their double literal sense and influenced both 

John Wyclif and Martin Luther, who took important roles in the translation of the Bible 

into English and German.  However, in Luther the importance of making Scripture 

accessible to the common reader in the common dialect began to overcome the effort to 

leave the words of Scripture open for interpretation in commentaries.  Nonetheless, 

Wyclif’s emphasis on comprehending Scripture in its totality prevailed in the attitude of 

that age toward the Bible.  

Many modern translations, on the other hand, have taken Luther’s principles of 

sense-for-sense translation, or dynamic equivalence, further than Reformation-era 

translation theory ever allowed.  This attempt to bring the content of the Bible into the 

target language has come at the expense of its form.  It is no longer common to consider 

the Bible as a unique document that requires special translation techniques.  Instead of 

the careful philological work that Jerome exerted to bring the reader nearer to the Hebrew 

and Greek original, the modern translator often seeks to bring the ideas of the Bible into 

the common language of the reader.   

For modern readers and translators of the Bible, Jerome’s example should not 

become simply an interesting but antiquated historic instance.  Rather, the philological 

and theological motivation behind the Vulgate should urge readers of the Bible in any 

language to consider the ideas of authority and inspiration that have driven translators in 

the past to treat this document as its own category, unable to fit easily into popular 

translation theory.  Perhaps primarily, we must recall that the methods that exist in 

today’s translation are not novel.  In spite of his awareness of what today takes the name 

“dynamic equivalence,” Jerome recognized the insufficiency of this method in his own 
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age for conveying the eternal words of Scripture.  The words of the Bible preceded the 

modern English idiom and they will persist long after the current manner of speaking has 

become obsolete.  In all our interactions with these words, and especially in seeking to 

translate them, the Bible demands to be read and conveyed in its totality.  
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