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The resources for the textual criticism of the book of Proverbs are scanty. In 
Hebrew, there is the MT. There are very few significant variants, so far as     
I am aware, in other Masoretic manuscripts, but only differences in 
vocalization and matres lectionis. There are fragments of two texts from 
Qumran, which basically agree with the MT except for a few errors.1 The 
Peshitta of Proverbs is important but tricky as a textual witness, because it 
negotiates between the MT and the LXX in rather erratic ways.2 The Targum 
is essentially a transcription of the Peshitta with dialectical modifications 
and harmonizations toward the MT, and it has virtually nothing to offer text 
criticism.3  

Then there is the Septuagint, which for Proverbs is our most important 
resource besides the MT. The problem with LXX-Prov is that it often 
diverges from the literal sense of the MT, sometimes radically (e.g., 11:25; 
13:23; 16:8; 18:8; 23:27, and in numerous pluses and minuses of lines and 
verses). But we should not give up on it too quickly as a source of variants. 
To be sure, its operating procedure is flexible, and a great many of the 
apparent differences are unlikely to have a textual basis. Still, the freedoms 
the translator takes are not anarchic, and when he has the MT or something 
 

1 4QProva (= 4Q102), preserving parts of 1:27–2:1, and 4QProvb (= 4Q103), with 
parts of 13:6b–9; 14:6–10; 14:31–15:8 and 15:19b–31. For transcription and textual 
analysis, see J. de Waard, “4QProv and Textual Criticism,” Textus 19 (1998) 88–96. 

2 For examples where the Peshitta translator gives attention to the LXX but 
maintains a basic independence, see J. Joosten, “Doublet Translations in Peshitta 
Proverbs,” in The Peshitta as a Translation (ed. P.B. Dirksen and A. van der Kooij; 
Leiden: Brill, 1995) 63–72. 

3 This is now the consensus; see R.J. Owens, “The Relationship Between the 
Targum and Peshitta Texts of the Book of Proverbs” Targum Studies 2 (1997) 95–107. 
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like it, he almost always tries to address its essential meaning as he 
understands it.  

There are many verses in LXX-Prov that have nothing corresponding in 
the MT. These cannot be factored into the book’s translation technique—they 
do not show translational “freedom,” for example—especially since they 
may be later than the original translation. Hexaplaric doublets likewise 
should be excluded from the assessment, insofar as they can be identified.4 
In any case, however free or interpretive the translator may be in translating 
the Hebrew, when he is translating, he is not necessarily translating a text 
identical to the MT.  

The present study inevitably speaks in counterpoint to Johann Cook’s 
ongoing investigation of LXX-Prov. Cook’s main thesis is that this 
translation is a Jewish Hellenistic document that is both interpretive and 
religiously conservative.5 By this he means that it emphasizes and promotes 
specifically Jewish doctrines, above all the centrality of the Law of Moses, 
rather than introducing foreign ideas to any significant degree. I agree with 
this general characterization, though I would not deny many of 
d’Hamonville’s observations of the impress of Greek literature and thought 
on the translation.6 Moreover, I do not deny that the translation was 
(erratically) influenced by stylistic choices, such as the desire to enhance 
alliteration, antithesis, and Greek metrical patterns.7 It is only to be expected 
that an Alexandrian Jew would be influenced by tropes, prosodic patterns, 
and ideas borne by his environment as well as his ancestral traditions. I do 

 
4 Marked Hexaplaric variants are surveyed by C.T. Fritsch, “The Treatment of the 

Hexaplaric Signs in the Syro-Hexaplar of Proverbs,” JBL 72 (1953) 169–181. 

5 Cook’s bibliography on the topic is too massive to list here. His main work is The 
Septuagint of Proverbs: Jewish or Hellenistic Proverbs? (VTSup 69; Leiden: Brill, 1997).  

6 D.-M. d’Hamonville (with E. Dumouchet), Les Proverbes (La Bible d’Alexandrie 
17; Paris: Cerf, 2000). 

7 G. Gerleman, Studies in the Septuagint (Lund: Ohlssons, 1956) 11–35; 
d’Hamonville, Proverbes, 92–99. 
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claim, however, that these qualities do not preclude the recovery of 
variants. Many of the departures from the MT could have been present in 
the LXX’s Hebrew Vorlage. Cook, while granting this in principle, ascribes 
virtually every difference to interpretive or exegetical techniques and 
motives. I am more hopeful about the possibility of recovering many 
variants. We need not default to the MT whenever a “translation technique” 
can be invoked to explain a difference. 

The Septuagint of Proverbs is a diverse translation that cannot be 
characterized globally except very loosely. Often it is what is called “free” 
or “interpretive,” that is to say, a broadly mapped rendering, presenting the 
gist of phrases or even sentences (as the translator understands them) rather 
than smaller components. Even this kind of translation is not simply “free.” 
As Aejmelaeus says, “A distinction should be made between literalness and 
faithfulness. A good free rendering is a faithful rendering. If a translator 
uses free renderings that are faithful to the meaning of the original, this is 
no justification for attributing to this translator all kinds of additions and 
omissions that occur in his book.”8 

In numerous verses, however, the translation is mimetic (a term I prefer to 
the ambiguous “literal”9), meaning that it maps the lower-level components 
of the Hebrew—at least its consonantal text—closely onto the Greek, with 
only a few touches of flexibility for the sake of Greek style (such as a 
 

8 A. Aejmelaeus, On the Trail of Septuagint Translators (Kampen: Kok Pharos, 1993) 
64. 

9 “Literal” is confusing because it also stands as an antonym of “metaphor,” which, 
if translated “literally,” remains metaphorical, whereas if it is translated freely, it 
becomes a “literal” statement. The term “mimetic” comes from the translation 
theorist J.S. Holmes (Translated!: Papers on Literary Translation and Translation Studies 
[Amsterdam: Rodopi, 1988] 25–28), who also describes translation in terms of 
mapping theory. Mimetic translation attempts to map the maximal number of 
linguistic features of the source onto the receptor text and aims at consistency in 
correspondences between the vocabulary of the source and the target. See M.V. Fox, 
“Translation and Mimesis,” in Bible Translation in Context (ed. F.W. Knobloch; 
Bethesda: University Press of Maryland, 2001) 207–221. 
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preference for the postpositive ��� for waw). Here are three examples out of 
scores: 

10:2 �������������	
�	
�� ��������	��������  
   l�     yw�ylw            �ws�rwt       rš� 
�����	�
������������������������������ 
    ws�dqh              ts�yl        mmwt 
����	������������������������	��������� 
 
10:9 ��������
��	��	������
���������	�� �
         hwlk           btm       ylk              bth� 
�������� ������������� �
���� ����������� �� ���
���

           wm�qš                   drkyw              ywd� 
������������������
�������������������������
�������� 
 
10:16 �
�������
����������		����	����� �
   p�lt     s�dyq        lh�yym 
��� ������	���
��!
���� ������

   tbw�t          rš�           lh�t ��t 
��	����������������
������������� 

To be sure, in many verses the Greek departs significantly from the MT. In 
many others, perhaps most, it sticks fairly close to it, apart from trivial 
differences in number, tense, and function words and a certain looseness in 
representing parts of speech. It is thus an oversimplification to characterize 
LXX-Prov in its entirety as “free.” Given the diversity of translation types 
within the LXX-Prov, it is of little use to characterize the translation of the 
book as a whole and apply this assessment to individual verses.10  

The present study does not seek to propose new variants. Most of the 
variants discussed were proposed in earlier literature, most going back to 

 
10 A version, James Barr notes, may be in part a translation and in part a free 

composition. “Where it is actually translating the original text, it may be quite literal, 
but the additional material is free” (The Typology of Literalism in Ancient Biblical 
Translations [NAWG I, phil.-hist. Klasse; Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1979] 
304). 
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the seventeenth, eighteenth, and nineteenth century studies of Vogel, Jäger, 
de Lagarde, and Baumgartner. I cite the older critics in order to root the 
proposed retroversions in early critical scholarship. But, with rare 
exceptions, the early proposals and those of later critics are just back-
translations from the Greek, with little argumentation to justify the 
retroversions. Moreover, retroversions are usually suggested only when a 
commentator prefers the Septuagintal reading.11 The present study is 
concerned not with correcting the MT, but with the reasoning involved in 
recovering the Hebrew of the LXX Vorlage. If I give preference to one 
variant over another, this is incidental to the main concern, and I will not 
deal with variants and emendations besides those relevant to the issue at 
hand.  

The following classic works are cited by name of author, usually ad 
locum:  

G.J.L. Vogel, in Alberti Schultensii versio integra Prouerbiorum Salomonis (ed. Vogel; 
Halle: Io. Iac. Curt., 1769); as cited by Lagarde. 

Johannes G. Jäger, Observationes in Proverbium Salomonis versionem alexandrinam 
(Meldorf, 1788); as cited by Lagarde.  

Paul de Lagarde, Anmerkungen zur griechischen Übersetzung der Proverbien 
(Leipzig: Brockhaus, 1863). 

Antoine J. Baumgartner, Etude critique sur l'état du texte du Livre des Proverbes 
d'après les principales traductions anciennes (Leipzig: W. Drugulin, 1890).  

Felix Perles, Analekten zur Textkritik des Alten Testaments (Munich: Theodor 
Ackermann, 1895).  

Arnold B. Ehrlich, Randglossen zur hebräischen Bibel, VI (Hildesheim: Georg Olms 
1968 [first published 1913]).  

Sections §§ 1–5 present factors that indicate Hebrew variants in LXX-Prov.12 
Sections §§ 6–7 argue that qualities that are often assumed to controvert 
variants could have arisen in Hebrew transmission as well as in the process 

 
11 Lagarde is often ambiguous in this regard. 

12 Regrettably, the Göttingen Proverbium is many years from completion. The 
present study is based on Rahlfs.  
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of translation.  
 

1. A component that does not serve the translator’s goals  

When a component of the translation diverges from the MT and the 
difference cannot be explained as part of a re-contextualization introduced 
by the translator (such as an ideological shift) but can be explained in terms 
of scribal mechanics, the difference is likely due to a Hebrew variant. Since 
the LXX-Prov allows itself a variety of approaches in dealing with the 
Hebrew, it could have produced a rendering that promoted its ideology. 
When it did not do so, the reason very likely lay in its Vorlage. In other 
words, when we see the translator pushing in a certain direction, but one 
component does not go there, we are probably dealing with a variant. 

13:11 �����������	��	��
�������
�	�   
a. Wealth may dwindle to less than a vapor, 
b. but he who stores up at hand gains increase. 
���"� ��#��������� ��� ��� ����� �������� �������� �������!!!!�������������� �� �������������$������������������
�����������
���%������������
���%���
�&����'�������������� �����������(�
� ���	��������	�������	����	�)��&�*��
� Possessions gathered hastily with illegality dwindle,  
� but he who gathers for himself with piety will be increased. 
� The righteous man has mercy and lends. 

��� ��� ����!����� = ���� (������) (Vogel, Lagarde). The translation of this 
verse follows LXX’s well-recognized tendency of enhancing the religious 
and moral message. By rendering ��� as �������� (only here and Sir 49:2), the 
translator would have us understand the fault in question to be illegality, 
not hard work as such. Also, by rendering the obscure �	� �
 as ���'�
�����������, he further implies that the secure increase of wealth requires 
piety. Stich �, like LXX 13:9a�, of which it is a variant, is based on Pss 
37[36]:21b and 112[111]:5a. The addition explains the meaning of gathering 
wealth “with piety“ and further tempers the praise of “gathering“ in �, lest 
it be misread as affirming greed.  

The moralistic-pietistic message created by these elements is not 
reinforced by ��� ��� ����!�����. The translator’s attention is on dishonesty 
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versus piety, and he would have no reason to invent ��� ��� ����!����� out 
of nowhere. The LXX in fact reflects a doublet: ����� ����. (Since 
��� ��� ����!����� and ����$� ��������� fill different syntactic slots, and since 
the latter phrase is nicely matched with ���'������������ in 11�, ����$���������� 
is unlikely to be a revision toward the MT.) 

The variant ���� (without ����) is confirmed by �"� ��������!����� in 
Symmachus and Quinta as well as by Vulgate’s festinata “gotten in haste.“ 
Since the Vulgate differs from the LXX in lacking any reflex of 
��� ��� ����!�����, it witnesses to ���� independently.  

13:19 �����
���	���������� ��	�	 ����
��������� �
a. A desire fulfilled is sweet to the soul. 
b. What dolts loathe is turning away from evil 
����� ���������������
��������������+ �)��,�
��� �������������
�����	��$�������������� ������ ��������
��
��
��
������
���
���
���
�*�
� The desires of the pious [pl.] please the soul,  
�  but the works of the impious [pl.] are far from knowledge. 

We can easily retrovert ��� ��� ��
���
� to 
��, understood as �
!"#� (Vogel, 
Lagarde), for MT’s 
�� (Lagarde). The well-recognized moralizing Tendenz 
of the translation is manifest in the addition of “the pious” and “the 
impious,” which here underscores that only virtuous desires are truly 
pleasant. MT’s 
�� “from evil” would only have enhanced the LXX’s 
moralism and there are no exegetical reasons that would have led the 
translator to abandon “from evil” in favor of “from knowledge.” But 
exegetical reasons of an elementary sort—just trying to make sense of the 
verse—could have forced the other changes. Once the translator saw ��
��, 

�� would not have made sense (as if to say, “but the abomination of the 
impious is from knowledge”). Hence we cannot determine whether � ��� 
represents ����
 instead of ��
�� or if he just chose � ��� for the sake of the 
context. In any case, the translator had to add ��	���� to make sense of his 
text. The presence of exegetical manipulation in a verse does not always 
preclude recovery of variants. 
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17:21 �����������$�����	 �������	������	 �
a. He who begets a dolt gets grief, 
b. and the father of a scoundrel will have no joy. 
��	����	����	����	������ ������������-���������������
&��	�	�����
&��������*��
�����	������������������������ �����%
&������ �������
&�,�
����%��������������������������������������������* 
�  and the heart of the fool is a grief to its possessor. 
� A father will not rejoice in an undisciplined son, 
� but a prudent son makes his mother rejoice. 

	������ = �� (Jäger, Lagarde). In this case, the clue to a variant is a stylistic 
rather than ideological incongruity. The reading “heart” runs contrary to 
the clear parallelism, a feature that the LXX would not blur if his Vorlage 
allowed.13 In this very verse, stich � (based on 10:1bc) was added for the sake 
of antithesis. 

 
2. An awkwardness in the LXX  

18:9 ��$�	�
��	�����
������������������  
a. He who is slack in his work— 
b. he too is brother to a vandal. 
���%������� �� �� ������������ ��



��������������������������������%% %%������������������ ��������������������� ��������������
���������������������������������������%�������
� He who does not heal himself by his labors  
� is the brother of the one who harms himself. 

��
������� �%������ = �����. The notion of healing oneself by labor is not a 
natural one. (The belief in the “healing power” of hard work seems rather 
modern.) The translator had to add a negative particle to make any sense of 
the verse. Now no one would deny that a translator could translate ����� 
as if it were �����—given the interchange of III-� and III-� verbs in Late 
Biblical Hebrew and beyond, that parsing might sometimes be correct. 
Here, however, the translator could easily have understood ����� as “slack 

 
13 On LXX-Prov’s predilection for antitheses, see Gerleman, Studies, 18–21; 

d’Hamonville, Proverbes, 71. 
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off,” especially since that sense is natural in this context.14 Hence the 
rendering “heal himself” was probably forced by a reading with an aleph, a 
variant that exists in some Hebrew MSS as well. MT’s ����� may be correct 
and original, but it may also be correct and unoriginal—a change intended 
to avoid ambiguity.  

10:21 ��	���	������������� ����	�	���������	��� �
a. The lips of the righteous shepherd many, 
b. while fools die because of senselessness. 
��)�������	���
����� ���� ���� ���� ��� ����������������������������������%% %%+ ��+��+��+���,�
����%������-�������������������&�������
����*��
� The lips of the righteous (pl.) understand lofty things, 
� but the fools die in neediness. 

��� �������� = �
�	, understood as %
&�!	 or %
&��	 (the latter with Vogel and 
Lagarde). If the translator were simply paraphrasing freely, he would not 
have produced the strange metaphor of lips “knowing” or “understanding” 
something. He was constrained by his Vorlage, though he misunderstood it. 
The author probably intended %
#��	 “make known,” “teach.” Vulgate’s 
erudiunt plurimos “teach many” construes the phrase thus and 
independently attests to �
�	 or �
	�	. Since �� is consistently translated 
������ or ������,15 �%+ ��� probably represents �	�� (Vogel, Lagarde); note 
�%+ ���� = ��� in 25:3. (This variant, however, is a mistake, because as a noun 
�	�� is not used elsewhere as an abstraction.)  

19:28 �������
��	��	
���	���������	�	����� �
a. A corrupt witness mocks justice, 
b. and the mouth of the wicked [pl.] swallows iniquity. 
������%�%�%�%������� �����
���
���
���
������������������������������������������ ���������������-- --���������������������	�������!�����	���
��,�
������������������
���	���� �������	�������*��
� He who goes surety for a foolish child dishonors what is just, 
� and the mouth of the wicked swallows down judgments. 

 
14 ��� is several times translated by ��	������, e.g., in Josh 10:6 (hitpa�el); 18:3; 2 Kgs 

4:1. ����� appears in Prov 24:10, but the Greek is quite different.  

15 In 28:2, LXX 	������� vocalizes #�'	(�	� . In 29:22�, �� is replaced by ��#
���#��, which 
was chosen for paronomasia with ��������� in v. 22�. 
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Though the MT of 19:28a is difficult, the translator could have 
approximated it, if that is what his Vorlage had. Elsewhere he knew that �
 
meant “witness.” There would have been no ethical or religious motive to 
convert a condemnation of a dishonest witnesses into a warning against 
going surety—specifically on behalf of a foolish son—and then to condemn 
this not as foolish leniency but as a dishonor to justice. The translator is 
rendering his Vorlage mimetically. The original �
	���
 was corrupted into 
�
	������
 (i.e., �
	��������
) (Lagarde). This was a mechanical process and 
had nothing to do with “free” or “interpretive” technique. 

21:20 ����������������
��	������	 ������������ �
a. A delightful treasure and oil are in the habitation of the wise, 
b. but a stupid man swallows it up. 
� ������������ ��������������� �������������������������������������������������� �������������������,�
� �-������������-������	���� ���������������*��
� A desirable treasure will rest on the mouth of the wise man,  
� but foolish men will drink it down. 

The Greek of v. 20� means that the wise man has a “treasury” of wise things 
to say. This makes good sense; but then 20� asserts that fools will ingest and 
absorb the wise man’s words, although this is precisely what fools would 
not do. The uncoordinated and illogical couplet more likely resulted from 
textual constraints than from free translation. 

Greek ������������� = ����	 for ���� (Jäger, Lagarde). The letter � can 
easily become �� by the detachment of the left vertical, and the reverse 
ligature is equally possible. ��� ��� ��������� = 	�� or an ungrammatical ���, 
the latter being closer graphically to MT’s ���� (A �� ligature could resemble 
a � in a number of early square scripts).16 

Though the MT is meaningful, it is awkward, listing “oil” alongside 

 
16 Ligatures have been studied by F. Delitzsch, Die Lese- und Schreibfehler im AT 

(Berlin/Leipzig: W. de Gruyter) 120–121; R. Weiss, “On Ligatures in the Hebrew 
Bible [�� = �],” JBL 82 (1963) 188–194; D.M. Beegle, “Ligatures with Waw and Yodh in 
the Dead Sea Isaiah Scroll,” BASOR 129 (1953) 11–14. The ones assumed here, have 
not, so far as I am aware, been noted. 
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“storehouse” (or “treasure”), as if they were equal and commensurate 
goods. We should combine the Greek and MT and read ������������	��������

��
��	������	 ������, “A delightful treasure dwells in the habitation of the 
wise, but a foolish man devours it.” That is to say, he improvidently runs 
through his own property and leaves himself impoverished, like the 
hedonist described in 21:17. 

13:14 ��		���������������
�����������   
a. The teaching of a wise man is a font of life 
b. for avoiding deadly snares. 
����������������� ���!
��,�
� ���������������������� ����������-- --������������������%� ���� ������������������������������ ��������������*�
� The law of the wise man is a font of life,  
� but the mindless will die by a snare. 

�%� ��� � �������� ��������� = ���	� ���� (i.e. �%��	� �!�)* #�) (Jäger, Lagarde). The 
MT is clear and there was no ideological motivation for the translator to 
depart from it.  
��������-���� probably represents �	 � (or ��	 � ) for �� � (Baumgartner). This 

equivalence does not occur elsewhere, but there are a number of unique 
correspondences in Proverbs. To be sure, “fool” stands in antithesis to “the 
wise man,” and LXX-Prov does seem to have a predilection for antithesis,17 
but the antithesis between the two stichoi in the LXX is loose and unlikely to 
be the motive of the change. The LXX probably had ���	�������	 �. 

 
3. Signs of an ambiguous Hebrew text 

Sometimes the relation between the MT and the LXX is best explained by 
postulating an ambiguous variant behind both.   

10:3 �����	����������	��	
�	
���+��	��	
��� �
a. The Lord will not let the soul [= appetite] of a righteous man starve, 
b. while he rebuffs the disaster (?) of evildoers. 
� ��������	��������	�������+�)�����	�����,�
� !
!
!
!
�� ����������������
�����������+ ��*�

 
17 See, inter alia, Gerleman, Studies, 18–20. 
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� The Lord will not let (the) righteous soul starve, 
� but he will overthrow/turn back the life of the impious [pl.]. 

In this example, neither the MT’s nor the LXX’s reading is entirely apropos. 
It does not make good sense to say that God will rebuff the evildoer’s 
“disaster,” as the MT has it, but neither is LXX’s !
�� “life” a likely object of 
“rebuff.” We should retrovert !
�� ��� to �	�� (Jäger, Lagarde). Hebrew �	� 
can mean “life,” as LXX has it, but also "appetite," as in Job 33:20 (// ���) 
and 38:39. The latter sense is what was intended in the translator’s Hebrew 
text, though he misunderstood it. The original �	�� was easily corrupted to 
���� in MT. Alternatively, we can maintain ����  in MT but construe it as 
“desire” (a by-form of ���), a meaning it is supposed to have in Mic 7:3 
(thus, e.g., HALOT). (There, however, it could as well mean “deceit.”) We 
would still have to posit �	�� behind the LXX. Most text critics would not 
scruple at making such a minor emendation. My point is that the Greek 
translation does not have to be right in order to witness to a variant, and, 
further, that an awkwardness in translation can, as noted earlier, be helpful 
in retroversion. 

 
4. External support 

External support for a Septuagintal variant is hard to come by. The Peshitta 
depends heavily on the LXX, and not only in the tough spots. Hence when 
the Peshitta agrees with a posited Greek variant, it might be reflecting that 
variant, but it might be borrowing from the Greek. Sometimes, however, it 
offers independent attestation by agreeing with the posited Hebrew of a 
Septuagintal variant while treating it differently from the way the LXX does. 
Occasionally another composition, such as Ben Sira, helps too. 

6:5 �	��������������������������  
a. Escape like a gazelle from (the) hand, 
b. like a bird from the fowler's hand. 
� �"����
&�!&�
.�� ������	�$�������� ��	�����)
�	�����)
�	�����)
�	�����)
���
� 	����
.�� ���� ��������	�� ���� ������������� ��������������*��
� so that you may be saved as a gazelle from traps  
� and as a bird from a snare. 
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In v. 5�, ��	�����)
� = ����� , allowing for number-variation (Ehrlich).18 MT's 
�	� “from the hand” is not a good parallel to “from a snare.” Moreover, one 
does not catch a gazelle by hand. The greater smoothness of the LXX might 
be adduced as an argument against a Hebrew variant, for the translator 
could render somewhat freely for the sake of logic. However, Ben Sira 
provides an early witness to a word for trap in Prov 6:5a. Sir 27:20 says, 	����
��#�������� 
��� ���	�$�� ��	� ��������.19 This draws on the phraseology of 
Prov 6:5 independently of the LXX. LXX’s Vorlage had ����� , which would 
have become �	� by a double haplography: �-� and 	/� in the archaic 
script.20 Syr ����� �� supports �����, but it is not demonstrably 
independent of the LXX. That said, both MT’s �	� and the hypothesized 
����� may be permutations of an original �	�� “from a hunter,” as 
proposed by Perles (p. 52). This provides a better parallel to “fowler.” 

In v. 5b, LXX’s ��	� �������� possibly reflects ���  for MT’s ���	� �	�� . This 
would be a secondary simplification. It is supported by Syriac ��	� (���	 is 
elsewhere translated �
��
�. The fact that several Hebrew MSS have ���  in 
the second stich shows that the hypothesized change from ���	��	� to ���  is 
feasible.  
 
5. A combination of indicators 

Most effective is an argument based on mutually reinforcing evidence. Lack 
of ideological motive (§ 1) and external support (§ 4) support an important 
retroversion in the following example: 

 
18 ����)�� = ����� in Prov 22:25 and paraphrases ��� “smoothness” in 7:21. 

19 In the LXX, ������ corresponds to a number of Hebrew words for “snare.” In 
Sira, in the occurrences for which the Hebrew is extant, the correspondences are 
����� “trap” (9:3), ��� “net” (9:13); and (strangely) ���  “whip” (51:2). 

20 	/� similarity in the archaic script was first noted by Samuel David Luzzatto, 
Commentary to the Book of Jesaiah (Tel Aviv: Dvir, 1970 [orig. 1876]) on Isa 11:15. See 
also Perles, 550–522 and J. Kennedy, An Aid to the Textual Amendment of the Old 
Testament (ed. N. Levison; Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark, 1928) 81. 
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14:32 ��
�����	���
���� ����
�����	��  
a. The wicked man will be shoved down in his wickedness, 
b. while the righteous man trusts in his death. 
� ����	�	���&������������
����������������,�
���%������ �� ���
$������&�&�&�&���������%% %%��������������������������������%% %%��������������������������������	����*�
� The impious man will be shoved aside in his evil/trouble, 
� but he who trusts in his own piety is righteous.  

�&�� �%����� �%������� = &,)*��  (Jäger, Lagarde) or possibly �����.21 This is 
supported by Syriac �� � ���� ��
������
� “and he who trusts that he has 
no sins” and by the displaced doublet of this verse in Syr 
14:35c,�� ��������� � ���� �� 
�������
�. For present purposes, the main 
point to be noted is that the existence of this widely-accepted and often-
debated variant is supported by the fact that “in his death,” implying an 
afterlife, is in line with the translator’s beliefs (the afterlife is implicitly 
affirmed in LXX 11:7a), and there would have been no reason for the 
translator to avoid allusion to it if he had seen �����.22 This is also a case of 
external support (see § 4), since the Syriac reflects the same general idea as 
the LXX but is independent of its wording. If the Syriac were rendering the 
MT here, it would be deliberately avoiding affirmation of the afterlife, 
which neither Jew nor Christian would do in Late Antiquity. 

While the LXX means “but he who trusts in his own piety is righteous,” 
the restored Hebrew, �	��� ������ ��, would be better translated, “but the 
righteous trusts in his innocence.” In favor of the LXX’s reading is the fact 

 
21 �%������ = �� in 1 Kgs 9:4. Within Proverbs, forms of ��� are translated by �"���� 

in 2:21; 10:29; and 29:10. 

22 Contrary to J. de Waard, the fact that 4Q103 (Provb) agrees with the MT by no 
means “reinforce[s] the thesis that the reading in G is due to a kind of �al tiqr� 
treatment” (“4QProv and Textual Criticism,” Textus 19 [1998] 87–96, at 93). It shows 
only that the reading arose sometime before the mid-first century C.E., which we 
knew in any case from �’, �’, �’.  Michael Dick (“Ethics,” 30) believes that the OG 
was introducing the Hellenistic Jewish concept of self-justification, but that is not 
well established and would not force the deliberate elimination of an allusion to the 
afterlife. 



LXX-Proverbs as a Text-Critical Resource 109

that it makes better sense in the context of Proverbs. Read with ����, the 
verse means that when faced with �
� “trouble,” the righteous man relies 
on his innocence—rather than his own cunning (28:26) or wealth (11:28)—
for protection. Prov 11:6 puts it in very similar terms: “The righteousness of 
the upright will save them, while the treacherous will be trapped by deceit.”  

Possibly MT’s ����� is a deliberate change. A. Geiger23 explained MT’s 
reading as a theologically motivated change implying “auf die Belohnung, 
die ihm in der erneuten Welt werden wird” and making the proverb accord 
with Pharisaic doctrine (p. 175). It is unlikely that the word can be expanded 
that far, but a temporal sense—“at the time of his death”—would essentially 
convey that idea. Geiger reasonably compares MT’s variant here to the 
Masoretic vocalization of Qoh 3:21, which, in a rather forced manner, seeks 
to deflect doubt about the afterlife. Still, the use of vocalization to make a 
doctrinally difficult text acceptable is a less radical move than a change in 
consonants in a doctrinally unexceptionable verse. It is probable that MT’s 
reading arose accidentally, from a �/� �metathesis and the subsequent 
addition of the vowel-letter �. ����� is unlikely to have been the original 
reading, because its syntax is unnatural. The verb � � always introduces -� 
+ the source of hope and is not used absolutely, in the sense of “have faith.” 
Once in existence, however, the variant with ����� would reasonably have 
been construed as an allusion to the afterlife, as has indeed been done 
consistently by traditional commentators and modern apologists.24  

 
23 Urschrift und Übersetzungen der Bibel, in ihrer Abhängigkeit von der innern 

Entwicklung des Judentums (2nd ed.; Frankfurt am Main: Madda, 1928 [1st ed. 1857]) 
175. 

24 B. Vawter recognizes that LXX is based on ���� but prefers the MT, which he 
translates “and the just man rejoices in his [sc. the wicked man’s] death” 
(“Intimations of Immortality and the OT,” JBL 91 [1972] 158–171, at 167). But ��  � � 
is always followed by a source of hope and protection, whether real—such as 
Yahweh (most occurrences) or putative—such as the shadow of Egypt (Isa 30:2)—
and not an event, whether good or bad. In other words, it means “rely on” or “seek 
refuge in,” not “expect” or “rejoice in.” In fact, the connotation of refuge and shelter 
is probably always present. In Prov 14:32, the implication is that when disaster 
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14:33 
�����	�	 �������������������������� 
a. Wisdom rests in the heart of the sensible man, 
b. but within fools it becomes known. 
� ����	������&������&������������������,�
� ��������	������&��������
����������������������
��	����*�
� In a good heart of a man is wisdom, 
� but in the heart of fools it is not perceived. 

On the face of it, the MT seems to make the outlandish assertion that 
wisdom is known among fools. In the LXX, the problem is solved by the 
simple addition of a negative particle. (The actual intent of the verse is that 
the wisdom of the sensible man makes itself manifest in the company of 
fools,25 either because he rebukes them with wise words or because his 
wisdom immediately stands out by contrast.) All commentators assume that 
the addition of the negative is the translator’s doing. G. Tauberschmidt 
finds a literary motive for the addition: “to make the second colon 
correspond to the first colon in a contrastive manner.”26  

One of the more audacious moves a translator can make is to reverse the 
valence of a sentence,27 but it is not only translators who do this. In the 
present verse, Theodotion and Aquila have a negative, and neither would 
have undertaken such an intervention independently. Rather, �� was 
supplied within a line of Hebrew transmission to correct an apparent flaw in 
the proverb’s “logic.”  
____________ 
befalls the wicked, the upright can take refuge and seek shelter in their innocence. 
This is the message of 10:2b and 11:4b: when disaster strikes, “righteousness saves 
from death.” 

25 Thus Ehrlich, Randglossen, 81. 

26 G. Tauberschmidt, Secondary Parallelism: A Study of Translation Technique in LXX 
Proverbs (Academia Biblica 15; Atlanta: SBL, 2004) 204. Tauberschmidt’s book 
represents the approach that apparent variants in the LXX are, with few if any 
exceptions, translational phenomena. I review it in Review of Biblical Literature 
(http://www.bookreviews.org/), September 2004. 

27 See, for example, H. Orlinsky, “Studies in the Septuagint of the Book of Job 
(chapter II),” HUCA 29 (1958) 229–271, at 244–246. 
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Combined indicators can even enable restoration of complete Hebrew 
verses, at least approximately. It is of special interest to know which of the 
major LXX additions had a Hebrew Vorlage.  
LXX-Prov 9:12a–12c is one of two long interpolations in ch. 9 that interpret 
Woman Folly allegorically, the other being LXX 9:18a–18d. 

9:12a–12c [Rahlfs’ numbering] 
9:12a� ������������������� ���+ ��������,���/����� ������������������,��
12a� �%��'�����������
�#������ ������ ���������(LXXS lacks �). 
12b� ��� ����� �����$���%������������%����������� ��
����,��
12b� �����������-#��������������������
�������� �� �������*�
12c� ��������������������'��������������������
12c� 	����������������������������+
������,��
12c� �������������)���������	��� ����*�

12a� He who supports himself on deceits—he will shepherd the winds.  
12a� and he will pursue a flying bird. 
12b� For he has abandoned the roads of his own vineyard,  
12b� and has strayed (from) the “axles” of his own field. 
12c� He traverses a waterless desert  
12c� and a land assigned to droughts.  
12c� and he gathers barrenness with (his) hands.  

The underlying Hebrew was, approximately: 

12a� �����
�	��������� 
12a� 28����
�������+��	�  
12b� �����	�����-
�	��
12b� �.�/�
�������	�$
� �

The evidence for a Hebrew Vorlage in 12a–12b is as follows:  
(1) In the Hebrew Proverbs, ��� always means “grasp,” “hold” (3:18; 4:4; 

5:5, 22; 11:16 [2x]; 28:17; 29:23; 31:19). The meaning the LXX knows for this 
verb is, however, “lean on” or “support oneself on,” as in Rabbinic 
Hebrew.29 While LXX’s “supports himself on/relies on deceits” is 

 
28 Or ��
 or +��
�, understood as a headless relative clause. 

29 ��� in LXX-Prov is usually rendered by a form of ����������, which basically 
means “support” (3:18; 4:4; 5:5; 11:16�; 29:23; 31:19). ���������� “be tied up” is used 
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meaningful, an underlying Hebrew that meant “he who grasps deceit” 
would fit the imagery better. “Grasping” implies an active attempt to get 
something, which can be called a type of “pursuit” (����������� = �
� 
“pursue”), whereas “support oneself on” is static (On the positing of an 
ambiguous Hebrew word as an argument for a variant, see § 3). 

(2) ������ ���� �-#���� is an etymologizing translation of 	�$
� (or ���$
�), 
understood as “axles,” hence, by metonomy “wagon” or “path”; cf. 2:9, 18 
(this is peculiar to LXX-Prov). An original Greek composition would have 
used a more usual word for paths.  

(3) The awkwardness of the middle � �� ������� + accusative looks like a 
mechanical translation of an underlying Hebrew; see § 2. This verb in 
mid./pass. can govern the accus. of place and mean “wander about in” (LSJ 
1411a), but that would not make sense here, since the man in question has 
already left his proper territory. The Greek looks like a mimetic rendering of 
�
�� 	�$
��. Hebrew, however, requires the preposition (�)� in this 
construction. So while the awkwardness in the Greek points to a Hebrew 
Vorlage, we must posit that the latter resulted by haplography from �	�$
���
�
�, or, alternatively, ���$
���. 

It is difficult to reconstruct a Hebrew Vorlage for 12c� and there is reason to 
think that it did not have one. The description of the desert is influenced by 
LXX-Jer 2:6b; compare especially �����&�� �����
�&������&����� ����
&��	����������
�&,�����

�&����������
�&�	������	����
�& in that verse. Prov 9:12c is probably an inner-Greek 
extension of 12b. Its purpose is to teach that the deceitful man has chosen a 
barren, fruitless land in place of his rightful (that is, Jewish) field and 
vineyard. 

What is of interest in 9:12ab is not the exact wording of the Vorlage, which 
can only be approximated, but the evidence that expansive, homiletic 
expansions of the sort thought characteristic of the LXX were being 

____________ 
in 5:22, based on context, which describes being caught in ropes. In 11:16�, ��������� 
should be emended to ���������. Syr ����� supports this reading, because Syr 
follows the LXX here. 
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composed already in the Hebrew manuscript tradition that led to it.  
 

6. Elegance 

Though awkwardness in translation can be a clue to a variant Hebrew (§ 2), 
the reverse is not true: elegance in the translation, evidenced by literary 
qualities such as Gerleman and d’Hamonville catalogued for Proverbs,30 
does not disprove the existence of a variant Hebrew or make the Vorlage 
unrecoverable. Although literary graces would be unlikely to arise from a 
rigidly mimetic rendering, and while they do indicate a degree of 
translational freedom, they do not make the translation opaque to variants 
in the base text. 

12:11–12 
11a. 
��	���������
����   
11b. � ���	�	��+������� �
12a. �	
�������
���� �� �� 
12b. ��	��	�	�������  
11a. He who works his land will be sated with bread, 
11b. but he who pursues empty things is mindless. 
12a. The wicked man covets a snare for evildoers, 
12b. but the root of the righteous he gives.31  
11� �%������!�������������%��������������� �����������-��
�, = MT 11a 
11� ��%�������
�	����������������������������
��* = MT 11b 
11� �"���������%���"���������%���"���������%���"���������%���� ���������� �
����������� �
����������� �
����������� �
�������������,����������,����������,����������, � MT 
11� �����������%���������)��
�������	�������+ ������������(�����������%���������)��
�������	�������+ ������������(�����������%���������)��
�������	�������+ ������������(�����������%���������)��
�������	�������+ ������������( � MT 12a 
12� ��� ��������������
���	�	���, � MT 12a 
12� ��%������%��!����
���������
���������)��
������*������)��
������*������)��
������*������)��
������* � MT 12b 
11� He who works his land will be filled with bread, 
11� but those who pursue vanities are devoid of intelligence. 

 
30 See n. 7. 

31 This is a mechanical translation of a difficult verse. A better translation would 
be, “The wicked man covets a snare for evildoers, but the root of the righteous is 
<secure> [��	�].” In other words, what the wicked man covets is—though he does 
not realize it—a snare in which he himself will be caught; cf. 5:22. 
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11� He who gets pleasure from diversions [or “banquets“] of wine  
11� will leave behind disgrace [as a legacy] in his own fortresses. 
12� The desires of the wicked [pl.] are bad 
12� but the roots of the pious [pl.] are in fortresses. 

LXX 12:11�� (= 11a in Rahlfs) is an example of a meaningful proverb that 
arose from bits of a variant Hebrew. This couplet is a plus, but it didn’t arise 
out of nothing. It must be seen against the background of MT 12:11–12.  

LXX 12:11�� corresponds to MT v. 11ab. The next couplet, 11��, present also 
in the Vulgate, picks up the theme of pursuing vanities from v. 11 but is 
primarily a distorted variant of MT v. 12ab. LXX v. 12 is related to MT v. 12, 
but neither it nor 11�� is close enough to MT v. 12 to be identified as a later 
adjustment to the MT.  

In LXX 12:11��, �� �
� = ���, a corrupt doublet of ���. The latter is 
translated broadly as �"���������%����, i.e., �!��� (where the MT has �� ��� ), then 
��� “wine” is rendered expansively as ���� �� �
�� �����������. In 11�, 
	�������+ �� = ��	 (�#��	)—a common correspondence. The retroverted ��	 
would be a synonym-variant of ��	32 (Compare the variants ��	� in Ps 18:33 
// ��	� in 2 Sam 22:33). LXX’s ���� ������ �%������ ��)��
������ in v. 11� 
corresponds to ���� in MT v. 12a. In the MT, ���� means “net,” but the 
translator equates it with ����� “fortress” (see § 3). In LXX v. 12�, ���� , 
again understood as “fortress(es),” appears at the end of the verse. The 
rather unnatural location of the banquets in “fortresses” supports the 
supposition that the translator was constrained by his Vorlage (see § 2), or, 
more precisely, by the way he understood it. Likewise, the strained 
metaphor of “roots” in “fortresses” (where they would in reality be no more 
secure than elsewhere) is an indicator of a variant Vorlage (§ 2). 

The point of this exercise is to show that distance between the MT and the 
Greek need not be due entirely to “free translation” or “interpretation,” 
even when these techniques enter into the process, and moreover that these 
 

32 Neither variant is necessarily original. The original reading may be conjectured 
to have been ��	� “firm”; thus, e.g., C.H. Toy, Proverbs (ICC; Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 
1899) and many others. 
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factors do not necessarily preclude retroversion. In the present passage, a 
meaningful Greek text is based on worthless—but recoverable—variants. A 
freely composed Greek proverb would not produce reminiscences of errors 
that could arise only in Hebrew. The translator picked up a few words and 
shaped them into a couplet that condemns a king (who alone would possess 
fortresses) for pursuing frivolities, much in the spirit of Qoh 10:16–19.  

11:10–11 
10a. �	�����
���	�	��������
10b. �����	
�������� 
11a. ������������	��	����  
11b.  �����	
���	��� 
10a. When it is well with the righteous, the city rejoices, 
10b. but when the wicked perish, there is jubilation. 
11a. By the blessing of the upright, the city is exalted, 
11b. while it is ruined by the mouth of the wicked. 
10�  ����������������	���
��	��
���
����� �����,   (10b–11a omitted) 
11� �������������������
���	����	���*     
10� By the good deeds of the just [pl.], a city prospers,  
11� but by the mouths of the ungodly [pl.] it is torn down. 

LXX 11:10� + 11� (Rahlfs 10–11) form a nice couplet, cast in the antithetical 
form that the Greek favors even more than the MT. But it came about by 
accident, the loss of 10b–11a in the OG Vorlage by homoioarkton, from �	�� 
to ���. There is no ideological or interpretive motive for the loss. The fact 
that the translator shaped the remaining stichoi into a elegant couplet does 
not show “freedom,” at least not of a sort that overrides the text.  

29:22 �	���+������
����������������
�� �
a. An angry man provokes conflict 
b. and a wrathful one is full of transgressions. 
a ���������
���������������������������������������������	��,�
� ����������������������#
���#�������������*��
� A wrathful man digs up conflict,  
� and a man of anger digs out sin.  

This couplet shows a finesse that must be the translator’s doing, the 
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paronomasia of the added ��#
���#��33 with ���������. But this inner-Greek 
word-play is a clue to a variant, because it presupposes ���	34 instead of ��$	 
in the Vorlage of v. 22a. 

 
7. Interpretation  

Interpretive motives in the rendering of a verse do not disqualify it as 
evidence for textual variants. Interpretive reshapings, even ideologically 
charged ones, could arise in Hebrew, in the stemmatic line of either the OG 
or the MT. “Interpretive” in this context must be understood to refer to the 
importation of ideological concepts that seem—to the modern scholar—to 
be extraneous to the original. The scribe or the translator who introduced 
the changes very likely thought that he was clarifying concepts inherent in 
the original. 

11:7 �����������
�����������
���
�������	����  
a. When the wicked man dies, hope is lost, 
b. and the expectation of strength is lost. 
� �������������������������	���������	�� ����������� ���,�
� ���������� ���������������� ���	���)���	���)���	���)���	���)����
��������
���� ������*��
� When a just man dies, hope is not lost, 
� but the pride of the wicked [pl.] perishes. 

LXX’s �
��������
�� associates �	��� “strength” with ��0; “wickedness.” LXX 
v. 7� is a converse translation, that is, it converts a clause into the negation 
of its opposite.35 By this means, the LXX hints at the afterlife. Since MT’s 
����� would have reinforced that message, the translator would have used 
it if he had it; see above, §1. Hence 	���)�� = ����� (Jäger, Lagarde). A 
verse can be both interpretive and based on a variant. 
 

33 ��������� in LXXB is an adjustment to MT. 

34 As in Prov 16:27; 26:27, and elsewhere. 

35 Orlinksy (“Studies,” 231–238) discusses the frequent use of this device in LXX-
Job. The technique is used in the Targumim, see M. Klein (“Converse Translation: A 
Targumic Technique,” Biblica 57 [1976] 515–537) and R.P. Gordon, (“‘Converse 
Translation’ in the Targums and Beyond,” JSP 19 [1999] 3–21). 
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5:22 �������	��	����

���������	�������	������ �
a. His—the evildoer’s—iniquities will trap him, 
b. in the cords of his sin he’ll be seized. 
� �������������-�����������������,�
� ��������������
����%��������������
����"	����������������*��
� Transgressions hunt down a man,  
� and each one is bound in the cords of his own sins. 

MT's ���
���  is not represented in the Greek. The phrase ���
���  is not 
integrated in the Hebrew syntax (see above, §2) and is commonly 
recognized as an epexegetical gloss.36 

We easily recognize moralizing additions in the LXX, such as an added 
���	���� or 	�	���.37 This example shows that the same process went on in 
Hebrew transmission too. Hence some of LXX’s moralizing ingredients may 
have been present in its Vorlage. It is probably impossible to determine just 
when this is the case, but we should be aware that some of the features 
considered indicative of translation technique belong to scribal practice as 
well. Still, the presence of the gloss is part of the textual growth of the MT 
and text criticism should identify it but not remove it, just as a text critic of 
the LXX would not remove the additional moralizing components from it, if 
those are judged to be OG. The variant proverbs are equally valid, each in 
its own text.  
 
8. Equally valid variants 

Some of the variants I have discussed are preferable to the MT. Others make 
for poor, even incomprehensible, Hebrew. (This does not argue against their 
existence. Nothing says that the MT was the worst text around.) At this point 
the scholar will employ a highly individualized set of criteria in preferring 
one variant to the other. But we do not always have to choose. In the book 
 

36 Thus BHS. For argumentation see my Proverbs 1–9 (AB; Garden City, NY: 
Doubleday, 2000) 204–205. 

37 See M. Dick, “The Ethics of the Old Greek Book of Proverbs,” Studia Philonica 
Annual 2 (1990) 20–50, 21–26. 
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of Proverbs, especially, we can often accept multiple variants simply as 
variant proverbs, such as we frequently have within MT-Prov.38 Even a 
determination of which variant was earlier would not disqualify the other 
one. I would not apply this rule in cases where a verse is simply corrupt, 
since no one ever intended it to be a proverb. This reasoning can be used in 
defense of MT’s influential ����� in 14:32b, discussed in § 5.  

17:14 ��������������	���
�$���	�����������	���� �
a. The start of strife is (like) releasing water, 
b. so before a quarrel breaks out, leave off!  
� ��#������������
������������������������������������)����	��������,�
� �������������������������������������	�������)*�
� Righteous rule gives authority to words,  
� but sedition and strife precede poverty. 

The LXX of the second stich is a guess at a difficult text, so it might be 
prudent not to use the first stich as textual evidence. Nevertheless, v. 14� 
does witness to a significant variant, namely �	�� for �	� (Jäger, 
Baumgartner). The phrase �	������� has a parallel in Ps 22:8, ����� ��	��	 
“they release with the lip” = “let loose words” (of scorn). LXX’s variant read 
����� �	���� �	��� ���� but, contrary to the LXX, it should be translated, 
“Releasing words starts a quarrel.” That is to say, uncontrolled speech 
provokes conflict—a teaching found often in Wisdom Literature, such as in 
Prov 10:19 and 17:27. The MT warns that provoking a quarrel is like 
opening a sluice: The flow starts in a trickle but quickly surges out of 
control. Both the MT and the retroverted Vorlage of the LXX make good 
sense, and both can stand as alternate proverbs.  

14:27 
�����		����������	���������	����� �
a. The fear of the Lord is a source of life, 
b. for turning away from deadly snares 

� �����������������������������������������	�������� ���!
��,�
� ������ ����� ����� ������������		����������	������������������*��

 
38 These are precisely catalogued and interconnected by D. Snell, Twice-Told 

Proverbs and the Composition of the Book of Proverbs (Winona Lake, Ind.: Eisenbrauns, 
1993). 
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� The command of the Lord is a fount of life.  
� It makes (one) turn away from the trap of death. 

Instead of MT’s “fear,” LXX has “command.” This formulation was 
probably influenced by 13:14, which reads, � 	������� ���		���������������
���. The influence was in the Hebrew transmission, not the Greek, because 
in 13:14 ���� is rendered ������. It is not certain just what Hebrew word 
underlay ����������. LXX-Prov usually translates ���� as ������, but there 
are five exceptions, ���������� not among them.39 However, ���������� = 
���� in Jer 32[39]:23; 44[51]:10 and 2 Chr 19:10, and this may well have been 
the form in LXX’s Vorlage. Alternatively, ���������� may represent ����, as 
often in the LXX. In either case, the proverb behind the LXX is a legitimate 
variant, not a mistake. We should no more emend the MT to the retroverted 
LXX than we would make MT 14:27 conform to the variant in MT 13:14 or, 
for that matter, make MT 2:16 read ����� instead of ��	��� just because its 
doublet in MT 7:5 has this. The present verse in the LXX also has a minor 
error that could arise only in Hebrew copying: ������� ���� ��		������� = �	 � 
(understood as hiphil) for �� �. 

18:22 ���	���������	�����������������  
22a. He who finds a wife has found something good, 
22b. and received favor from the Lord. 
22� ������/����������	������������������������������,���/����)�������,��
22� � ����������� ���$��������%��������*�
22� ������	��������������	���������,���	����������$��������* [Rahlfs 22a] 
22� �%�����	����)
�����)��������-��
��	�����������* [Rahlfs 22b] 
� He who has found a good wife has found favor, 
� and has received cheerfulness from God.  
� He who expels a good wife expels happiness [lit. ‘the good’; pl.],  
� but he who retains an adulteress is foolish and wicked. 

In v. 22�, LXX adds ������� to make it clear that only a good woman (for 
MT's “a woman”/“wife”) is intended. Likewise Syr, Vul and a Hebrew MS 
add "good," as do quotations in b. Ber. 8a; b. Yeb. 63b; Mid. Shoh �er T �ov 151ab. 

 
39 ������ (4:2; 6:23; 13:14; 28:4 [2x]; 28:7, 9; 29:18); ������� (1:8; 6:20); �������� (3:1); 

������ (7:2); ������
� (31:26). 
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The diversity of these sources suggests that ���� was supplied in some 
Hebrew MSS. The proverb with the addition is an equally valid variant. 

The LXX appends another couplet, v. 22��. LXX 22� is a second translation 
of MT v. 22a. The LXX twice implicitly vocalizes � #�)� (or � #���)—“expel” for 
“find.” “Good” must have been present in the Vorlage of v. 22a—������� 
������������—to provide the basis for the construal provided in the present 
verse. The Vulgate represents 22��, but 22� would not retrovert well to 
Hebrew and is probably a later elaboration in the Greek whose purpose is 
to supply an antithesis to 22�. Syr has only: “And he who expels a good wife 
expels good from his house.” Since Syr has nothing corresponding to LXX's 
v. 22�, it probably had the equivalent of v. 22� in its Vorlage (perhaps 
without “from his house”). (See the criterion in § 4). 

 
***** 

Much in LXX-Prov results from translational freedom, interpretation, or 
simply misinterpretation, of a text identical to the MT. But appeal to 
“interpretation” should not be used as a magic wand to vanish Hebrew 
variants. There are many such variants, recoverable with greater or lesser 
degrees of confidence. Still others—who knows how many?—are lost in the 
fog of broad-scale translation and unmarked editorial meddling. 

If scholars have tended to ascribe most of the MT–LXX differences to 
translation technique, that may be because LXX-Prov is a translation.40 But 
we may weigh another hypothesis—that a significant percentage of the 
substantive differences arose in the Hebrew scribal transmission. The only 
differences that can be definitively ascribed to the translator are those 
dependent on Greek syntax and style. It is impossible to determine the 
origin of all the other differences, but it should be noted that all the types of 
 

40 Cook says that a determination that the translator handled his text freely “could 
naturally lend support to a view that would ascribe deviations from the MT to the 
translator” (Septuagint, 31). But the assessment of the translation as “free” rests in 
large measure on the assumption that deviations from the MT are to be ascribed to 
the translator. 
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variation found between these two versions, other than the language-
dependent ones, are well-attested in single-language redaction and 
transmission. The Appendix provides examples.  

The production of variants is one way that Wisdom Literature evolves; 
indeed, this is true for the MT Proverbs itself. These differences may be 
considered recensional,41 except that they can occur piecemeal, over a long 
period of time, rather than in a single act of revision. 

Of course, variations of all sorts are known in other genres, not only 
wisdom literature. But, though I cannot quantify this, it seems to me that 
wisdom literature is especially malleable and even invites manipulation—in 
the form of additions, rephrasings, variations, glossings, reorderings, and 
more. Wisdom Literature does not present itself as the words of God, but 
rather as the teachings of sages, and the scribes who followed could view 
themselves as part of the creative wisdom tradition. This process is 
evidenced in MT-Proverbs as well, in the numerous duplicates and near-
duplicates that are preserved and that testify to the mechanics of wisdom 
creativity. Nothing fundamentally different happens when one line of the 
textual tradition emerges as the Vorlage of LXX-Prov. 

 
Appendix 

Revisions in Single-Language Transmission of Wisdom Literature 

Most of the kinds of differences that pertain between the MT and the LXX of 
Proverbs are well known within Hebrew manuscript transmission, but a 
few illustrations from Ben Sira and the Egyptian MSS of Ptahhotep should 
provide a reminder that LXX–MT differences in Proverbs should not 
automatically be ascribed to “translation technique.” A translator could 
introduce them, but so could a copyist. However, it seems unlikely that a 

 
41 E. Tov (“Recensional Differences Between the Masoretic Text and the Septuagint 

of Proverbs,” in Of Scribes and Schools: Festschrift J. Strugnell [ed. H.W. Attridge, J.J. 
Collins, and T.H. Tobin; Lanham: University Press of America, 1990] 43–56) argues 
that the differences between LXX-Prov and MT-Prov are recensional. 
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translator would undertake to shift material around (§ D) at the same time 
as he was trying to figure out the Hebrew and transpose it into good Greek.  

Ben Sira:42 MSS A, B, C,43 D, E, and F are medieval and none can claim 
textual priority in all regards. MS M (Masada) belongs to the first century 
B.C.E., as do the Qumran fragments. The following examples do not imply 
that the cited MSS were directly dependent on each other, but only that the 
changes did occur, in one direction or the other, somewhere along the line.  

Ptahhotep:44 Numerous examples can be brought also from the Egyptian 
book, the Instruction of Ptahhotep. The textual changes are catalogued and 
analyzed by G. Burkard.45 In my view, Burkard is too inclined to ascribe 
differences, even meaningful synonymous changes, to scribal and 
mnemonic errors of various sorts, though he does recognize deliberate 
“redaktionelle Textänderungen” (pp. 192–209; 230–241). MS P is the oldest 
form of the text, while L1, L2, and C are later and belong to a single 
redaction. (There are some other ostraca and fragmentary MSS as well.46) It is 
interesting that whenever Ptahhotep is quoted in Egyptian literature, it is in 
the form of this redaction.  

 
42 The differences among the Hebrew MSS are easily visible in the synoptic edition 

of P.C. Beentjes, The Book of Ben Sira in Hebrew (VTSup 68; Leiden: Brill, 1997). 
Chapter/verse numbering follows this edition. The inner-Hebrew variants are 
collated and evaluated for priority by H.P. Rüger, Text und Textform im hebräischen 
Sirach (BZAW 112; Berlin: W. de Gruyter, 1970) passim.  

43 MS C is problematic for determining quantitative variation because it is a 
florilegium, but it is relevant to observing variations within a verse. 

44 Z. Žába, Les Maximes de Ptahhotep (Prague: Editions de l'Académie 
Tchécoslovaque des Sciences, 1956). 

45 G. Burkard, Textkritische Untersuchungen zu ägyptischen Weisheitslehren des alten 
und mittleren Reiches (Äg. Abh. 34; Wiesbaden: Otto Harrassowitz, 1977) passim 

46 Note especially Turin CGT 54024, published by P. Vernus, “Le début de 
l’Enseignement de Ptahhotep: un nouveau manuscrit,” Cahier de recerches de l’Inst. de 
papyrologie et d’égytologie de Lille 18 (1996) 119–140. Vernus describes this as a didactic 
MS, for school use. 
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A. Normalization, simplification and modernization 

Ben Sira: 4:31. A’s ����� “closed” is a normalization of C’s �����, a rare 
word with the same meaning. 

Ptahhotep: Synonym-substitutions and grammatical reformulations are 
pervasive.47 

Line 9. P: “Weakness has arrived, helplessness (?) (ih �w) is renewed.” 
Ptahhotep means that the helplessness of infancy has returned in his old 
age. P uses a hapax legomenon, ih �w. L2C have “old age (iswt) is renewed.” iswt 
is a common word and is prompted by context but does not really fit the 
verb. For other examples, see Burkard 192–209. 

Line 30. P “Of him who rebuffs petitions, it is said, ‘Why does he 
transgress (thi) it?’” L2 “Of him who rebuffs petitions, it is said, ‘Why does 
he do (iri) it?,’” i.e. rebuff petitions. Thi “transgress,” “trespass,” is a 
common enough word, but here it is unclear just what is being 
transgressed, so the redactor substitutes an expected expression. 

In his epilogue, MS P has Ptahhotep declaring that he received “honors 
exceeding (h �nty) those of the ancestors” (643). MS L1 has him more modestly 
claiming “honors like (mi) those of the ancestors.” 
 
B. Exegetical and explicatory changes 

Ben Sira: 5:12. A: “If you have something, answer your fellow, and if not—
your hand on your mouth—�	���
���	.” MS C adds a verb, �	� “place.”  

Ptahhotep: Line 29. P “Command that a staff of old age be appointed for 
your servant.” Ptahhotep requests that his son be appointed as his assistant 
and subsequently replaced him as vizier. “Staff of old age” was apparently 
an otiose metaphor or technical term, which a redactor glossed it by adding 
“that he may enter into my place” (L2C).  

 
47 They are listed in Burkard, Textkritische Untersuchungen, 91–93. 
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Line 245b. P: “His heart is [b]ald, his heart unanointed.” L2 resolves the 
metaphors: “then his heart will be desolate, his face sad.”  

Line 315. P: “The greedy man shall have no house [pr].” L1L2: “The greedy 
man shall have no grave (is).” P’s “house” can refer to both an earthly estate 
and a tomb. Both meanings are intended, with the latter the deeper sense, 
the “real” meaning, at which the reader is to arrive.48 The reading in L1L2 

disambiguates the threat. 
 

C. Expansions and Doublets 

Ben Sira: 5:1b A: “Do not rely on your strength, to go after your soul’s 
desire.” This couplet, lacking in G, is a doublet of 5:1a: “Do not rely on your 
wealth, and do not say, ‘I have the power.’” 

15:11bc B is a doublet of 15:11ad. (A has only 15:11ad). This case is 
interesting because of the way a doublet is created inside another couplet: 

a. 	
�������������� A, B 
b. [...] ������������������	� B 
c. 	��
������������ B 
d. �
����������������	�1�2  A (read �
1�2 ) B (��
) 

32:14bc, 15ab B > F. This expansion adds a Torah-oriented message.  
14a. ��1����2��1	2�1��2����  B � F (= Gk 14b) 
b. ������	�������� B � F (Gk 15b) 
c. �� �����	�������  B > F 
d. ��
��$	�	�������� B > F 
e. ������	����	�������� B � F 
f . ����������
	� B � F 
15a. ���	�	���������� B > F 
b. ������	�������� B > F 

Verse 15 introduces the idea of Torah study by using vocabulary present in 
the context, then repeats v. 14b.  

The following example, 32:21ab B, is an additional warning, preceding the 

 
48 See G. Fecht, Der Habgierge und die Maat in der Lehre des Ptahhotep (5. und 19. 

Maxime) (ADAIK I; Glückstadt-Hamburg-N.V.: Augustin, 1958) 43–44. 
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couplet on which it elaborates: 

a. +���������������� Do not be trustful on the road, because of robbery.  
b. �������	�����         and be careful about your future. 
c. �����	
�����������  Do not be trustful on the road of evildoers, = E F 
d. ��-����	�����           and be cautious about your future. � E F (�	�-��	�) 

Similarly, 16:4cd (B > A) is a doublet of 16:4ab and Sir 31:26cd (B > F) 
expands on 31:26ab. A case of omission (by homoioarkton) is 40:12 M > B. 

Some additions have a religious-ethical emphasis, Ben Sira underwent a 
major pietistic recension, though most is extant only in Greek.49 Most of this 
recension is preserved in Greek and much of it was composed in Greek, but 
some verses are present in the extant Hebrew MSS, as in the following 
example: 

11:14bcd [sometimes numbered 15–16], A only. 11:14a is in GI; lines 14bcd 
are in GII, but in a different form. 

(a. 	�����
���	��������		��
������
	

����	 ) 
b. 1�2���	���������������	�

	
����	� �

c. 	���	��	��	��������
	

����	 �
d. ���������1���2��
��
���	
�����������	
��� �

Taking a cue from the phrase “it is from the Lord,” the redactor adds three 
stichoi that reinforce teachings found in the original Sira: divine control and 
his creation of misfortunes for the wicked. Also belonging to HII are A 3:25 
(�
� is a precondition for ����) and A 16:15–16 (God’s treatment of 
Pharaoh and his mercy to all).50 By Kearns reckoning, some 25 of 90 HII 
additions of a stich or more have doctrinal significance. Other examples are 
A 15:14b (man is given into the power of the [evil] inclination51); AB 15:15c 
 

49 See P.W. Skehan and A. Di Lella, The Wisdom of Ben Sira (AB 39; Garden City, 
N.Y.: Doubleday, 1987) 57–59. HI=Hebrew original; HII=Hebrew recension; 
GI=original translation; GII=Greek recension. 

50 Skehan-Di Lella, however, regards the latter addition as a retroversion from 
Syriac (ibid., 269).  

51 This idea runs contrary to Ben Sira’s own statements in 15:11, 16, 17. On Ben 
Sira’s idea of free will, see Skehan-Di Lella, Ben Sira, 81–83. 
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(importance of faith; based on Hab 2:4); B 31:6d (amplification of warning 
against trusting wealth in gold).52  

Ptahhotep: Line 53. “(52; P L2) “Let not your heart be arrogant [lit. ‘be great’] 
about what you know. (53; L2) Let your heart not rely [mh �, lit. ‘be full’] on 
what you know.” In l. 53, L2 adds an admonition not to be too reliant on 
one’s knowledge, thereby underscoring the importance of humility. 

Line 122. If you are sitting at the table of a superior... “(121; PL2) Take 
what he places before your nose. (122; L2) Do not stare at what is before 
him.” By adding 122, L2 reinforces the warning by a converse paraphrase of 
121. 

In maxim §12, ll. 197–219, L2 intersperses an additional seven lines among 
P’s sixteen, thereby elaborating the advice on the appropriate treatment of 
the two kinds of sons, the obedient and the obstinate. This change is 
likewise exegetical. 
 
D. Displacement  

Ben Sira: Numerous displacements of verses occurred in the transmission of 
the Hebrew and Greek Ben Sira, though most are not evidenced in the 
preserved synoptic portions of Hebrew MSS. A minor displacement is 27:5–6 
following 6:22 in MS A. The major displacement occurred in the Greek 
transmission, the transposition of 30:25–33:13a and 33:13b–36:16a. This is 
generally believed to have resulted from accidental shuffling of leaves in the 
codex of the Greek Sira ancestral to all extant Greek MSS (but not the Old 
Latin).  

Ptahhotep: There are numerous cases of relocation of lines and even of larger 
units. For example, at the end of a complaint about the infirmities of aging, 
P reads: 

 

 
52 C. Kearns, “Ecclesiasticus,” in A New Catholic Commentary on Holy Scripture (ed. 

R.C. Fuller et al.; London: Nelson, 1969) 541–62, at 548. 
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(18) Good things have become bad things. 
(19) All taste has departed. 
(20) What old age does to men.  
(21) is evil in every way. 
(22) The nose is too blocked to breathe. 
(23) It is painful to rise up and sit down 

The redactor (in L2C) transposed ll. 18–21 with ll. 22–23, thereby providing a 
summary—especially in ll. 20–21—to culminate the complaint.  

Major displacements occur among the thirty-seven maxims, which range 
from four to eighteen lines in length. The maxims are rubricized in later MSS 
and easily identifiable. If we number the maxims according to P’s order as 
§§1–37, L2 shows these variations in the middle section:...9 11 10 12 13 14 [15 
om.] 16 17 19 20 18 22 21 23 24 26 25 27...53  Since most of the maxims move 
in their entirety (except 31 which is split) the changes are not accidents of 
copying or memory.54 Ptahhotep’s example shows that displacement of 
literary units may not be accidental, yet sometimes lack clear motivation. 

To such displacements we can compare the major reorderings in LXX-
Prov. The LXX has 30:1–14 after 24:22 and 30:15–31:9 after 24:34. It is unclear 
whether this happened in Greek or Hebrew transmission. No recensional 
logic explains this dislocation, at least not a logic based on thematic 
association.55 It is possible that two units of fifteen and nineteen verses 
 

53 This sequence differs in some particulars from Burkard’s (Textkritische 
Untersuchungen, 80). Starting with 27, L2 is fragmentary and some of the placement is 
uncertain. 

54 It is very unlikely that the reordering is due to numerous Gedächtnisfehlern, as 
Burkard (80–81) proposes. The proudly literate scribal subculture, within whose 
schools Ptahhotep was copied, would have no reason to memorize a lengthy book 
and copy it from memory. 

55 Cook argues that 31:1–9 was moved in order to join 31:10 to 29:27, to create a 
contrast between the “unrighteous man” in 29:27 and the “virtuous woman” in 
31:10, and that 25:1–7 was placed after 31:1–9 because the theme of both is the king 
(Septuagint, 312–15). The association of 29:27 + 31:10, however, seems too minor a 
gain to explain the major dislocation, especially when moving 29:27 alone would 
have had the same effect. The association of the two passages on kingship is more 
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respectively were accidentally displaced. If a major dislocation could have 
occurred in the Greek Sira and entered all Greek exemplars, the same could 
have occurred in the Greek Proverbs or somewhere in the Hebrew textual 
line behind it. 

____________ 
striking, but it does not explain why chapter 30 was split in two or why 30:15–33 
was moved as well. In any case, there is no reason to ascribe the relocations to the 
OG translator, as Cook believes, rather than to a Hebrew scribe or a later Greek 
copyist. 


