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Context is King in Septuagint Lexicography— 
Or is It? 

 
Albert Pietersma 

 
 It is now commonly held, I believe, that the last several decades have 
seen Septuagint lexicography come into its own if not of age. Personally, I 
like to date the beginning of a new era with the publication of John Lee’s, 
“A Note on Septuagint material in the Supplement to Liddell and Scott,” 
Glotta 47 (1969), 234-242. Lee’s critique in this short but seminal article 
is directed at the lexicographical methodology evidenced by the then 
newly published Supplement1 to Liddell-Scott-Jones, and by extension, it 
seems to me, at Liddell-Scott-Jones itself. More particularly, Lee’s 
critique has to do with the lexicography of the Septuagint. 
 Although almost forty years have passed since Lee’s article appeared, 
discussions about LXX lexicography continue and should continue, if for 
no other reason than that much has been done of late in translating the 
LXX into modern languages and much is still being done. One of the most 
intimate ways of engaging a text is to translate it systematically and 
cohesively to the extent that the text itself directs and permits. Little did I 
know, for example, how crucial the meanings of LXX words were until I 
started translating them into English for NETS.2 
 One of the issues that continues to be controversial in LXX 
lexicography, it seems to me, is the role of context. It is all well and good 
to hold that in lexicography generally context determines meaning—i.e., 
context realizes a potential meaning of a word—but even if this principle 
is regarded axiomatic for lexicography generally, just how axiomatic is it 
when used in the lexicography of a translation like the LXX?3 Might it 
possibly be that, at times, context as commonly understood turns out to 
be more irrelevant than relevant—even to the point of being deceptive—
when it can be shown that word X was used not because the context of 
the Greek target text demanded it but because a lexeme of the Hebrew 
source text suggested it? Might the role of context thus have to be 
circumscribed by Hebrew interference, since the horizontal dimension of 
the translated text may have been trumped by its vertical relation to its 

                                       
1 H. G. Liddell, Robert Scott, H. Stuart Jones, Greek-English Lexicon. A Supplement. E. A. 
Barber (ed.). Clarendon Press, Oxford: 1968. 
2 A New English Translation of the Septuagint. Albert Pietersma and Benjamin G. Wright 
(ed). Oxford University Press, New York: 2007. 
3 Cf. James Barr, The Typology of Literalism in ancient biblical translations, MSU 15, 
Göttingen, 1979: “A sophisticated study of the LXX, at least in many books, rather than 
dealing with the contrast between free and literal, has to concern itself much of the time 
with variations within a basically literal approach: different kinds of literality, diverse 
levels of literal connection, and various kinds of departure from the literal. For this 
reason the idea of literality, rather than the idea of free translation, can properly form 
our base line of definition.” 7. 
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source? In other words, might the de facto context be that of the Hebrew 
(or Aramaic) source text rather than the context of the Greek target text? 
After all,  it is the source text that is the context for the selection of  the 
Greek word as an equivalent for the Hebrew word. As I read Lee’s article, 
that is precisely what he is arguing. 
 Lee’s first step of his critique of the LSJ Supplement, is delineated in 
the principle he enunciates at the outset of his article, 
 

It is a basic principle of lexicography that in order to establish 
the existence of a new sense of a given word incontrovertible 
examples of that sense must be found. So long as the word can 
be understood in one of its established senses without undue 
strain, it ought to be classified under that sense. Only if the new 
sense is clearly demanded by the context can it be regarded as 
definitely established.4  

 
Although in Lee’s formulation the Greek context is king, it bears noting 
that reference is being made to lexicography generally, in the first 
instance no doubt the lexicography of composition literature, and as such 
it can readily be endorsed. But that being the case, it does not follow that 
the principle applies, ipso facto, with equal force or in the same manner 
to the lexicography of translation literature.5 In other words, what is 
axiomatic for lexicography of composition literature is not necessarily 
axiomatic for lexicography of translation literature.  
 What the Supplement does—and what Lee takes exception to—is to 
forge new senses of established words by effectively superimposing the 
Hebrew source text on the Greek target text. One might thus say, that the 
context of the source text functions effectively as the context of the 
target text by foisting reputedly new senses onto Greek words. Why is 
such an approach methodologically wrong-headed, in Lee’s view? Let me 
cite his first example from the Supplement: 
 

S.v. yuxh/ 
“Add ‘VIII. slave pa=san yuxh/n LXX Ge. 12.5, 1Ma. 10.33; dub. sens., 
yuxa\j a0nqrw&pwn Apoc. 18.13.’ ” 

 
Lee thus cites what the Supplement says, namely, that “slave” should be 
listed as a semantic component of yuxh/, and then supplies the two 
passages that allegedly support this. My interest here is only in Gen 12:5: 

                                       
4 Lee, “Note,” p. 234.  
5 Gideon Toury speaks of a basic functional opposition between translational and non-
translational modes of production and language use, Descriptive Translation Studies and 
beyond, John Benjamins, Amsterdam: 1995, 216. Note especially his discussion on 
interference of the source language in the target language, 274-279.  
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LXX: kai\ e1laben  ’Abra\m th_n Sa/ran gunai=ka au)tou~ kai\ to_n Lw_t ui9o_n tou~ 
a)delfou~ au)tou~ kai\ pa&nta ta_ u(pa&rxonta au)tw~n o/#sa e0kth&santo kai\ pa~san 
yuxh &n, h$n e0kth&santo e0n Xarra/n, . . . (Wevers). 
NETS: And Abram took his wife Sara and his brother’s son Lot and all 
their possessions that they had acquired and every person (yuxh/) 
which they had acquired in Charran, . . . (Hiebert) 

 
 
 His critique runs as follows. The new sense of yuxh/, so Lee, “arises 
from the error of including as part of the indicator value of a word a 
notion expressed by the context in which it is used.” If I read Lee aright, 
one might say that the Supplement confuses ‘sense’ and ‘reference’ in 
the passage at hand.6 As Lee explains, although one might in the specific 
context of Gen 12:5 opt to gloss yuxh/ with “slave,” since that is its 
reference, it does not follow that yuxh/ itself had developed a new sense. 
Why not? Says Lee—and I paraphrase—(a) because, though yuxh/ might 
have developed the sense of “slave” and thus have evolved from 
translation equivalent to semantic component, we have no evidence in 
extant literature that it ever did, and (b) because yuxh/ in Gen 12:5 is 
simply a literal gloss of the Hebrew word #pn in accordance with what is 
its default or unmarked equivalent throughout the LXX.  Therefore, yuxh/ 
is nothing more than a translation equivalent, which as such does not 
belong in the Lexicon—unless duly marked as such and not as a semantic 
component, a new sense. 
 The distinction here made between what I shall refer to as ‘sense’ and 
‘reference’ is, I believe, not only axiomatic for lexicography generally but 
for LXX lexicography as well, even if often ignored by our LXX lexica. 
Given the linguistic make-up of much of the LXX, one might in fact 
expect on the contrary that it would be invoked with some regularity in 
LXX lexicography. 
 As Lee states, what the distinction means is that, if one is intent on 
translating Gen 12:5 exegetically rather than in more formal terms, one 
might render pa=san yuxh/n by “every slave”, since in this specific passage, 
which speaks explicitly of “acquisition” (kta/omai), the reference of yuxh/ is 
clearly to an enslaved person.  
 Although I fully endorse Lee’s conclusion on yuxh/ in Gen 12:5 and I 

                                       
6 The terminology is derived from Max Black’s English translation of Gottlob Frege, 
“Über Sinn und Bedeutung,” Zeitschrift für Philosophie und philosophische Kritik, 100 
(1892), 25–50. See Max Black,  The Philosophical Review 57 (1948), 209–230. The 
Oxford Companion to the English Language (1992) describes the terms as follows: 
“Generally, sense relations are associated with the word or lexical item / lexeme and 
with a lexical structure; their study is known as structural or lexical semantics. 
Reference is concerned with the meaning of words, sentences, etc., in terms of the 
world of experience: the situations to which they refer or in which they occur” (p. 914).  
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agree that Lee’s principle, cited above, might be invoked here, I wonder 
whether his argumentation is not rather more expressive of another 
principle, more directly applicable, namely, that, from a lexicographical 
perspective, notions taken from nearby words (cf. ‘reference’) are to be 
ignored, since what we see here is not straightforward performance of 
language; hence context in standard lexicographical terms cannot be 
relied upon. What Lee is implying is that we should not be blindsided by 
the use of yuxh/ in Gen 12:5, not only because we lack attestation 
elsewhere but also because yuxh/ is patently an instance of Hebrew 
interference introduced by a literal and isomorphic mode of translation. 
Consequently, yuxh/ is more of a representation of #pn than a translation 
thereof. The role of context is thus circumscribed, in that the operative 
context for the translator is not that of the Greek text but that of the 
Hebrew source text, seeing that the source text is the context for the 
selection of the Greek equivalent. 
 The full force of Lee’s principle—that no new senses be posited as 
long as established senses can work—might thus better be reserved for 
an item like kw~lon for Hebrew rgp, “corpse,” in Num 14:29 and a few 
other passages, noted by Lee later on in his article. But before looking at 
kw~lon, I would like to press yuxh/ a little further.  
 As Lee notes, the equation of yuxh/ - #pn occurs “very frequently 
throughout the LXX.”7 In point of fact, although it is not quite a closed 
equation, there is no question that yuxh/ is the standard or default 
rendering of #pn. That being the case, one might surmise that Gen 12:5 is 
not the only verse in which yuxh/ is used awkwardly. If, therefore, we 
should effectively ignore ‘reference’ in Gen 12:5 for lexicographical 
purposes, we should presumably do the same in other instances where 
yuxh/ is used in an unconventional manner.  
 A case in point, it seems to me, is yuxh/ with the apparent sense of 
“corpse,” as, for example, in Lev 22:4: 
 

MT: #pn )m+ lkb (gnhw 
 NRSV: Whoever touches anything made unclean by a corpse [is 
unclean] 

 
LXX: kai\ o( a(pto&menoj pa&shj a)kaqarsi/aj yuxh~j 
NETS: And he who touches anything of the uncleanness of a soula [is 
unclean] 
aI.e., departed soul tantamount to a corpse 

 
What is of interest here, and in other instances like it, is that yuxh/ is a 
contextual misfit (hence the note in NETS), whereas it is not a misfit in 
Gen 12:5, even though straightforward linguistic performance would 

                                       
7 Lee, “Note,” 235. 



 5 

scarcely have produced it. Thus if we were to apply Lee’s principle as 
enunciated, we might conclude that “corpse” is demanded by the context 
and should therefore be listed in the Lexicon as a bona fide semantic 
component, a new sense. If, on the other hand, we apply what I perceive 
to be his supporting argumentation in Gen 12:5, we would conclude that, 
since yuxh/ with the sense “corpse” is not elsewhere attested (except in 
translation from Hebrew) and since, as in Gen 12:5, yuxh/ appears to be an 
obvious instance of Hebrew interference, lexicographically we should 
ignore its reference. To be sure, one might exegetically render it as 
“corpse,” but if Lee’s argumentation on Gen 12:5 is correct—as I believe it 
is—to assign it this sense lexicographically would seem out of the 
question.  
 Our two Septuagint Lexica disagree. As in the case of “slave,” LEH8 
makes no mention sub voc. of “corpse” as a new semantic component. 
MSL9, on the other hand, though ignoring “slave” does list “corpse” with 
the following supporting references: Lev 22:4, Num 6:11; 9:6, 10; 19:11; 
Hag 2:13. Granted, the sub-entry is marked with an asterisk (*) indicating 
that yuxh/ with the sense of “corpse” does not predate the LXX, but it is 
included all the same as a bona fide lexical component, which points up a 
failure to distinguish between ‘sense’ and ‘reference’.10 
 Who gets the nod of approval? I would suggest that LEH is correct in 
not listing it, since it upholds the basic validity of Lee’s principle and at 
the same time follows the lead of his argumentation. That is to say, when 
one realizes that yuxh/ as “corpse” is not attested except in translated 
literature and is, furthermore, a literal translation of Hebrew #pn, it 
follows that lexicographically it should be disregarded, as in Gen 12:5. 
On the other hand, if yuxh/ as “corpse” is to be accepted, while yuxh/ as 
“slave” is to be rejected, the only available criterion would seem to be that 
the one occurs six times, while the other occurs but twice. That the 
difference between six occurrences and two occurrences could make all 
the difference seems highly improbable—which is not to say that the 
number of occurrences is wholly irrelevant. 
 If what I perceive to be Lee’s argument in Gen 12:5 is accepted, we 
can then go to other words which, like yuxh/ in Num 14:29 etc., (a) are 
misfits in their respective translated contexts, (b) are not attested in 
compositional literature (or equivalent), and (c) can readily be explained 
as instances of negative transfer from the parent text.  
 As an example I take a word discussed by James Barr in his Typology 

                                       
8 J. Lust, E. Eynikel, K. Hauspie, A Greek – English Lexicon of the Septuagint, 2 vols. 
Deutsche Bibelgesellschaft, 1992 and 1996. 
9 T. Muraoka, A Greek-English Lexicon of the Septuagint. Peeters, Louvain: 2009. 
10 If translation equivalents are to be included in a lexicon they should be clearly marked 
as such. The asterisk in MLS does no more than to mark a reputedly new sense as 
having limited distribution. 
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of Literalism.11 The reference is Gen 6:14 and the Hebrew and Greek texts 
run as follows:  

 
MT: hbth t) h#(t Mynq 
NRSV: Make rooms in the ark  
 
LXX: nossia_j poih&seij th_n kibwto/n 
NETS: You shall make the ark with nests  

 
The point of interest here is Hebrew Nq (generally meaning “nest” but here 
apparently “compartment”), rendered by Greek nossia/ “nest.” What 
happened here is exactly what happened in Gen 12:5, discussed by Lee 
and cited above. Just as a literalistic rendering produced yuxh/ in Gen 
12:5, so it represents Hebrew Nq by Greek nossia/ in Gen 6:14.12 In neither 
case does the Greek translator make any contextual adjustment. Nq equals 
nossia/ and that’s that!  
 The traditional interpretation, as Barr notes, is that nossia/, like Hebrew 
Nq, must here refer to a compartment in a ship, and that is clearly its 
reference. The lexicographical problem is, however, that such a sense is 
unattested for nossia/. To invoke Lee’s critique regarding Gen 12:5, one 
should not confuse “the indicator value” of a word with “a notion 
expressed by the context.” Differently put, ‘sense’ and ‘reference’ should 
not be confused. Hence, though in the specific translational context of 
Gen 6:14 one might gloss nossia/ with “compartment,” that can clearly not 
be considered a lexicographical component, i.e., a new sense. As Barr 
comments, the Greek rendering of the Hebrew “simply reproduces the 
contour of the Hebrew without asking the interpretative question.”13  
 The contextual fit of nossia/ in Gen 6:14 is fully as bad as is yuxh/ in Lev 
22:4 (et al.) but not as good as yuxh/ in Gen 12:5. The issue, however, is 
the same in all three cases. A literalism produces an oddity, which 
exegetically might be glossed over but lexicographically cannot be taken 
seriously. LEH, however, lists nossia/ as “compartment” and MSL notes it 
as a cabin of a ship. As I see it, ‘sense’ and ‘reference’ are confused in 
both. 
 That the LXX contains “Greek words with Hebrew meanings,” i.e., 
institutionalized borrowings from Hebrew, is certainly the case, if for no 
other reason than that translating the Hebrew Scriptures into Greek did 
not occur in a vacuum. It is a priori likely that transcribed words like 
sabbata and sikera antedate the LXX. It is equally likely that certain 

                                       
11 Barr, Typology, 19.  
12 Since, according to LSJ, Herodotus 7.72 uses it in reference to a lair of a fox (a0lw&phc) 
and 4 Makk 14:19 in reference to a beehive, it is not inconceivable that the Genesis 
translator meant it to refer to quarters for individual animals. 
13 Barr, Typology p. 19. 
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“Greek words with Hebrew meanings” antedate the LXX, but which these 
are is not easy to tell. Was diaqh/kh (= tyrb) one of them? NETS has 
assumed so and translates it as “covenant,” on the grounds that it is 
attested with the same sense in non-tranlation literature like 2 
Maccabees and Wisdom of Solomon. Was e1leoj < dsx one of them? I 
thought so in the first edition of the NETS Psalter, but John Lee in an 
email to me rightly questioned that. As a result “steadfast love” is absent 
from the second edition of Psalms.14 
 But John Lee’s justified critique of my rendering of e1leoj < dsx does 
not mean that he denies that “Greek words with Hebrew meaning” exist in 
the LXX. He writes, 

 
The cases . . . where a word can be assumed to have a sense 
unlike its known senses and the same as that of its H(e)b(rew) 
original are quite special ones to which certain conditions 
apply.15 

 
He then delineates three groups.16 My interest here lies with the third one 
since it explicitly draws on the notion of context. Here is how Lee 
formulates it: 
 

(iii) if the context of the Gk., preferably in more than one place, 
is such that it is impossible to understand the word in any other 
sense than that of its Hb. original (e.g. kw~lon rendering peger, 
‘corpse’, Nu. 14.29, etc.). This last type is rare and it may be 
that further evidence of the Gk. would show the use to be 
normal for Gk. 

 
Lee’s closing sentence is, of course, all too true, but it is as true of all 
ancient Greek words, not just of kw~lon. Most of ancient Greek literature is 
a closed book to us! Yet we muddle on. 
 To be noted first off is that in this category of “Greek words with a 
Hebrew meaning” (Greek) context is king, apparently, since it is said to 
determine that the word in question must carry a new sense. But does the 
evidence justify that? The LXX picture on rgp is as follows: 

 
rgp “corpse” or “carcass” = 22x; 19 represented in Gk 

                                       
14 On this topic, including e1leoj, see Cameron Boyd-Taylor, “Calque-culations—
Loanwords and the Lexicon,” BIOSCS 38 (2005) 79-99. 
15 “Note,” 238. 
16 As illustrations of (i) Lee cites di/dwmi, as a gloss for Ntn, as both “give” and “put,” and 
u9io/j as a gloss for Nb, marking age, and of (ii) a0postolai/ sou for K7yIxalf#$; in Song 4:13. It is 
not clear to me why such items should be thought of as “Greek words with Hebrew 
meanings” rather than simply as awkward Greek occasioned by a literalistic mode of 
translating.  
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Gen 15:11 sw~ma       
Lev 26:30  kw~lon      
Lev 26:30  kw~lon      
Num 14:29  kw~lon      
Num 14:32  kw~lon      
Num 14:33  kw~lon      
1Sam 17:46  kw~lon      
2Kgs 19:35 sw~ma       
Isa 14:19   zero     
Isa 34:3    nekro/j    
Isa 37:36 sw~ma       
Isa 66:24  kw~lon      
Jer31/38:40   zero     
Jer33/40:5    nekro/j    
Jer41/48:9   zero     
Ezek 6:5     o0ste/on   
Ezek 43:7      fo/noj  
Ezek 43:9      fo/noj  
Am 8:3       peptwkw&j 
Nah 3:3       ptw~sij 
2Chr 20:24    nekro/j    
2Chr 20:25       sku=lon 

 
As the chart shows, rgp was translated in a number of ways, most notably 
by sw~ma (3x), nekro/j (3x) and kw~lon (7x). Given the numbers, it is 
questionable to speak here of a default rendering. But what about the 
sense of kw~lon? Does it meet the rigorous condition Lee has set for it, 
namely, that the context demands that it be assigned the sense of its 
Hebrew counterpart?17 It may be of interest that LEH recognizes the sense 
“dead body,” “corpse,” but MSL does not.  
 I cite Num 14:29 by way of illustration. 
 

MT: Mkyrgp wlpy hzh rbdmb 
NRSV: Your dead bodies shall fall in this very wilderness. 
 
LXX: e0n th~| e0rh&mw| tau&th| pesei=tai ta_ kw~la u(mw~n  
NETS: In this wilderness your limbs shall fall. 

 
To be sure, one may wonder why translators in a number of passages 
preferred kw~lon to sw~ma or nekro/j, but in none of the passages where 
kw~lon is used does the context demand anything other than its 
conventional sense. It is clearly a case of metonymy, but is that why it 
was used in the first place? Is it of relevance that kw~lon < rgp occurs in, 
and was used by, as many as four translators? Perhaps, but on twelve out 
of nineteen occasions kw~lon was not used. Whatever the reason for its 

                                       
17 It is not without interest that since 1Rgns (1Sam) 17:46 speaks of kefalh/ alongside of 
kw~la < rgp, neither sw~ma nor nekro/j was a realistic option.  
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use, lexicographically kw~lon seems no different from yuxh/ in Gen 12:5 or 
in the other passages cited. kw~lon with the sense of “corpse” is not 
attested in Greek literature.  
 One may well ask, it seems to me, whether there are any contexts in 
the LXX that can be said to demand a sense of a Greek word it has 
nowhere else? Perhaps there are, but their existence remains quod est 
demonstrandum. That is to say, no new senses of established Greek 
words should be posited for the LXX until these can be demonstrated to 
exist—and that includes what NETS calls “calques,” i.e., institutionalized 
borrowings from Hebrew.  
 I called Lee’s article “seminal” not only because of the principle it 
enunciates and because of the distinction he is clearly making between 
lexicography (cf. ‘sense’) and exegesis (cf. ‘reference’) but most of all 
because he recognizes that interference from the Hebrew source text is a 
reality in the LXX and that when it occurs it has a direct bearing on LXX 
lexicography.  
 In attempting to adjust Lee’s principle fully to LXX lexicography I 
would suggest that we combine it with the argumentation he uses to 
apply it to Gen 12:5. It might then read something like this: 

 
It is a basic principle of LXX lexicography that, in order to establish the 
existence of a new sense of a given word, incontrovertible examples of 
that sense must be found and one must be able to exclude the source 
text from being the de facto context.   

 
 In sum, there are three precepts of LXX lexicography, put forward by 
Lee as far back of 1969, that deserve to be wholeheartedly embraced by 
the discipline; first that the established senses of a Greek word be 
adhered to as long as can be justified; second, that a distinction be made 
between ‘sense’ and ‘reference’ (what Lee calls the indicator value of a 
word, on the one hand, and a given notion expressed by the context, on 
the other.); third, that the linguistic make-up of the translated text be 
recognized as a possible constraint on the lexicographical role played by 
(the Greek) context. 
 Agreement on these points would then raise three further questions: 
First, under what specific conditions do lexicographical constraints 
become applicable? Second, can constraints be identified beyond the two 
already noted by Lee, namely, (a) lack of attestation elsewhere, 
presumably in non-translation literature or its equivalent, and (b) the 
literalistic mode of translating used by the translator? Third, how can the 
linguistic make-up of LXX best be conceptualized in order to justify the 
noted constraints on the translated context? In other words, what analytic 
framework can adequately account for what the modern lexicographer 
feels compelled to do? 
 


