11 The Greek of the New Testament

M. JANSE

1 Introduction

The New Testament has come down to us in Greek. But what kind of
Greek 1s 1t? And why was it written in Greek in the first place? The
Fourth Gospel informs us that when Jesus was crucified, Pilate had a
notice prepared and fastened to the cross. It read: “Jesus of Nazareth
the King of the Jews” (John 19.19: "Incotg 6 Natweoiog 6 faoihels tdv
"Tovdainv). According to John, the sign was written in three languages:
goaioti, dwuaioti, EMnvioti (John 19.20). The original meaning of
éBoaioriis, of course, “in Hebrew,”but in the New Testament it, like the
expression tij €BoaidL drahénty (Acts 21.40,22.2,26.14), usually stands
for “in Aramaic,” the home language of the Palestinian Jews and an
important lingua franca in the Near East. As a matter of fact, Jesus 1is
portrayed in the Gospel tradition as occasionally speaking Aramaic (cf.
3 below).

‘Pouaioti means “in Latin,” the language of the foreign oppressors
which never gained a strong foothold in Palestine outside the range of
influence of the Roman civil and military administration. This explains
the extremely low frequency in the New Testament of Latin loanwords,
which are practically confined to the administrative sphere (cf. 2
below). This is no surprise, since Greek was the official language of the
Roman presence in the eastern empire, hence the inclusion of a trans-
lation of the sign on the cross “in Greek,” éMinvioti. The use of Greek
as a lingua franca was so widespread that it was a second language for
many Palestinian Jews (see also 1v.10) and the first, if not the only, lan-
guage of the Jews of the western diaspora, as can be gathered from the
following passage from the Fourth Gospel: u1 &ig v duaomoodav tdv
‘EMivov uéhher mopetveadon xai dddorerv tovg “Erinvag; “Surely he 1s
not planning to go to the Greek diaspora and teach the Greeks?” (John
7.35). The ethnonym “EMAnv is probably used here in the sense of
‘Exnviotg “Greek-speaking Jew” (see also vII.c.1). ("EAwy is twice
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attested as a variant reading for ‘EAMvionis in Acts 9.29 and 11.20.)
This explains why the New Testament, like the Septuagint, had to be
written in Greek if it was to reach the western diaspora Jews. This
brings us back to the question posed at the beginning of this section:
what kind of Greek was the New Testament written in?

Already in antiquity the language of the New Testament was consid-
ered to be somewhat peculiar, the language of “fishermen” (Lactantius,
Divinae Institutiones 5.2.17) or “sailors” (Origen, contra Celsum 1.62).
In the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, the problem of the nature
of New Testament Greek crystallized out into two opposite extremes.
On the one hand, the “Hebraists” emphasized the influence of the
Hebrew Old Testament on the Greek New Testament. On the other,
the “purists” believed that the New Testament was written in a pure
Greek, uncontaminated with any foreign element. In the nineteenth
century, the Hebraist position came to prevail. The Greek of the New
Testament was seen as heavily Semitized under the influence not just of
Jewish languages (Hebrew and/or Aramaic), but of Jewish thought and
Jewish life in general. This led to the idea that the Jewish people at the
time of Jesus did not speak and write ordinary Hellenistic Greek, 1.e.,
Koine (see also 1v.10), but a special “Semitic” dialect of common
Greek, a “Jewish Greek” which was also the language of the New
Testament and of the Septuagint, the Greek translation of the Hebrew
Old Testament. As a result of the close relationship between the
Septuagint and the New Testament, the phrase Biblical Greek gained in
popularity, even up to the present day, when one still finds an occa-
sional reference to the old metaphor of the “language of the Holy
Ghost.”

Around the turn of the century, however, the German pastor Adolf
Deissmann demonstrated that the language of the New Testament
essentially reflects the vernacular Greek of the Hellenistic world, 1.e.,
the koine. He collected ample evidence to show that New Testament
Greek exhibits strong affinities not with the literary works of the time,
but with the vulgar language preserved in the papyri, inscriptions, and
ostraca. Deissmann’s theory is now commonly accepted, even though
it is equally commonly accepted that there are varying degrees of
Semitic interference in the Greek of the New Testament. However, the
acceptance of Semitic interference has not led to a revival of the
Hebraist position. New Testament Greek is no longer seen as illustra-
tive of a particular dialect (“Jewish Greek” or “Biblical Greek”), but
rather as belonging to one particular regional variety or substandard of
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the Koine, 1.e., the Syro-Palestinian Koine (see also 1v.9, 1v.10). The
remainder of this chapter will be devoted to Koine features of New
Testament Greek and Semitisms in the New Testament.

2 Koine characteristics of New Testament Greek

For matters of phonology and inflectional morphology, the reader is
referred to the preceding chapters on Koine in general and on Syro-
Palestinian Koine in particular (1v.6-1v.9). The best New Testament
manuscripts postdate the original sources by several centuries and
therefore cannot be used as direct evidence for phonological and (to a
lesser degree) morphological developments in the Syro-Palestinian
Koine of the first century. A number of these developments, particularly
itacism and the leveling of vowel quantities, are relevant to the morpho-
syntax, e.g., Moeu (future indicative) vs. Moy (aorist subjunctive), or
Mopev (present indicative) vs. Mwuev (present subjunctive). Some
(morpho)syntactic phenomena characteristic of the Koine are (see also
1v.8): the expansion of the indicative at the expense of the subjunctive,
the increased use of iva with the subjunctive at the expense of infinitive
clauses, the gradual decline of the optative and of the middle voice (espe-
cially in the formation of the future, e.g., dxovom “I will hear,” Guagtiow
“I will sin,” yehdow “I will laugh,” xhavow “I will cry,” gevow “I will
flow”), the incipient decline of the present tense in moods other than the
indicative (especially the imperative), the expansion of articular
infinitives to express cause, time, or purpose, the expansion of the accu-
sative case, the rise of improper prepositions (e.g., éunooo0ev “in front
of,” évdrmov “before,” dmobev “behind”), and the generalized use of the
negative particle od “not” with the indicative vs. u1 with other moods.
The correspondences between the vocabulary of the New
Testament and that of the surrounding Koine are many. In the realm of
derivational morphology, the following formations are extremely pro-
ductive: verbs in -iLw (e.g., youilw “to give in marriage,” ebvouyilw “to
make an eunuch of,” xohagitw “to beat,” onavdahiLw “to cause to fall,
Le., sin,” guloxiCo “imprison”), -4Cw (e.g., aydlo “to sanctify,”
uovato “to separate oneself,” pwwmdaCo “to be short-sighted,” Tvoedtw
“to be (fiery) red,” otvyvdCw “to be shocked”), -¢w (e.g., d0etéw “to
declare invalid,” av0evtém “to have authority,” fatroloyéw “to babble,”
yonyooém “to be awake,” MBoforéw “to throw stones at”), -6w (e.g.,
dexatow “to collect,” dohdw “to deceive,” duvauodw “to strengthen,”
navow “to make sufficient,” npotawdm “to strengthen”) -edw (e.g.,
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abyuolotedm “to capture,” drodexnatedm “to tithe,” Oorappedm “to lead
in triumph,” tepatevw “to hold the office of a priest,” otpatevouon “to
serve in the army”), nouns in -wov/-iov, especially diminutives (e.g.,
Titaviov “darnel,” dypaviov “pay,” tenviov “(little) child,” ywuiov
“piece of bread,” dtiov “ear”), -uodg (e.g., ayviouog “purification,”
Bantoudg “washing,” &vtaguaouds “burial,” ipotouog “clothing,”
xaBaoLopog “purification”), -ua (e.g., dvadepa “devoted to the divin-
ity” > “accursed,” pdéhvyna “abomination,” yévvnua “product,” dépa
“gift,” Bédqua “will”), -mig (e.g., Pamnotig “baptist,” EAnviotig
“Hellenist, Greek-speaking Jew,” edayyehotg “evangelist,” xaOnyntg
“teacher,” peowomigs “divider”), -og (e.g., dyahhicowg “exultation,”
dmondivyig “revelation,” Mtowois “redemption,” pdogpwoig “embodi-
ment,” véxpowolg “putting to death”), and -woa (e.g., pacihooa
“queen,” Zvpogowvinooa “Syrophoenician woman”).

In view of the vast territory over which the Koine was used, it is no
surprise that numerous foreign words were borrowed, many of which
had already been incorporated before the New Testament period, e.g.,
pvooog “fine linen,” ydCa “treasury,” xpdfpatog “bed,” véipdog “nard,”
odxxrog “sack.” In the administrative sphere, a relatively small number of
Latin words were borrowed (e.g., dnvdoiov “denarius,” Koiooo
“Caesar,” xevrvoiov “Centurio,” keyubv “legion,” mpoutdorov “praetor-
ium”). But the Koine vocabulary was also enriched by giving new mean-
ings to, or by extending the meaning of, old words, e.g., ddehgog
(“brother” > “member of a religious community”), dowotov (“breakfast”
> “meal in general”), piog (“life” > “way of life”), ddpa (“house” >
“roof™”), énayyehio (“announcement” > “promise”), hahéw (“chatter” >
“say”), uvnuetov (“memorial” > “grave”), dpdolov (“tidbit” > “fish”),
noudevw (“educate” > “chastise”), otavpdw (“fence with stakes” >
“crucify”), p0dvw (“anticipate” > “arrive”).

3 Semitisms in the New Testament

The text of the New Testament contains some instances of transcribed
Aramaic words and phrases uttered by Jesus, followed by a Greek
translation: TaMOa #ovu, & £oTv uebeounvevOUEVOV" TO ROQUOLOV . . .
gvewoe “talitha koum, which means: little girl . . . get up!” (Mark 5.41),
epgada, 6 éotv dwavoixOnu “ephphatha, which means: be opened”
(Mark 7.34), appa 6 mato “4bba, Father” (Mark 14.36), and gkt ehot
hepo cofayBove & Eotiy pebegunvevouevov: 6 Bedg pov 6 Beog pov &ig T
gyratélrés ue “Elot, Elot, lama sabachthani? ,which means: my God,
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my God, why have you forsaken me?” (Mark 15.34 = Matthew 27.46).
It is therefore very likely that the so-called »vowaxd hoyio were origi-
nally uttered in Aramaic. Matthew is said to have recorded these
“sayings of the Lord” in Aramaic (‘Efoaidt dtaléxty), and they were
subsequently translated into Greek (Eusebius, Historia Ecclesiastica
3.39.15). In some cases, it is suspected that Hebrew and/or Aramaic
words and phrases are mistranslated, for instance the use of wohg “city”
instead of ywoa “land” in &ig wolv Tovda “into a city of Judah” (Luke
1.39), probably a mistranslation of Aramaic mdyn’/Hebrew mdynh,
which is ambiguous between “city” and “province” (cf. Acts 26.20, 1)
xwoa g Tovdaiag “the province of Judaea™) or the use of 6t “that”
instead of @ “to him” in tig doo 00tdg Eotv St %ai 6 dvepog xai 1
Bdhaocoo vrarovel adtd “who is this man, whom even the wind and
and the waves obey” (Mark 4.41), where dn reflects the Aramaic d(y)
which can be translated either as a relative pronoun or as a subordinat-
ing conjunction in Greek.

It is no surprise, then, that there is, in varying degrees, Semitic inter-
ference in the Greek of the New Testament. But Aramaic is not the only
candidate. The last quotation, citing Jesus’ cry from the cross, consti-
tutes the Aramaic version of Psalm 22.2 (Thy Thy Im’ sbqtny). The
Hebrew version (ly ‘ly lmh %btny) is preserved in Codex Bezae
Cantabrigiensis: nhev nher hapa Cagdaver (Mark 15.34D = Matthew
27.46D, “Eli, Eli, lama zaphthani?”). This reading not only corre-
sponds with the biblical Hebrew text, but it could also reflect the
Mishnaic Hebrew version of Psalm 22.2. Mishnaic Hebrew is the lan-
guage in which the texts of the Tannaim and of the Amoraim of
Palestine and Babylon were written in Ap 70-500. There is evidence
that Mishnaic Hebrew was still used in first-century Palestine, but it is
a matter of debate whether it was actually a vernacular or an artificially
revived language. However this may be, it will be clear that there are at
least two candidates for Semitic interference in the New Testament:
first-century Palestinian Aramaic, Biblical Hebrew, and possibly first-
century Mishnaic Hebrew. To complicate matters even further,
Semitisms may be due to (conscious or unconscious) imitation of the
translation Greek of the Septuagint, which probably outweighs all the
other influences on the New Testament.

As far as vocabulary is concerned, the following words have been
borrowed from Hebrew and/or Aramaic: diinlovia “hallelujah”
(hllwyh), duiv “amen” (’mn), Bdtog “bath” (bf), yéevva “Gehenna”
(gy()hnm), vé0og “cor” (kr), pdvva “manna” (mn), ndoyo “Passover”
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(psh’), odppatov “Sabbath” (sbt), catav and catavag “Satan” (sin),
oixeoa “strong drink” (skr(’)), Yoowmog “hyssop” (zwb), and doavvd
“hosannah” (Aws‘n’). The meaning of many words was modified or
extended on the analogy of their Hebrew and/or Aramaic equivalent,
sometimes following the Septuagint, sometimes apart from it: dyyehog
(“messenger” > “angel”), amagyn (“first-fruits” > “first convert”),
amondivyig (“revelation” > “divine revelation”), pontiCo (“to dip” >
“to baptize”), yoapupatetg (“secretary” > “scribe”), dénowg (“entreaty” >
“prayer”), dudBorog (“slanderer” > “devil”), doBiixn (“will” > “cove-
nant”), §6Ea (“opinion” > “splendor”), €6vn (“peoples” > “Gentiles”),
etdwhov (“image” > “idol”), elonvn (“peace” > “salvation”), énnhnoia
(“assembly” > “congregation,” “church”), ¢éEoporoyéw (“to confess” >
“to praise”), eddoyém (“to praise” > “to bless”), neqoiy (“head” >
“chief™), xAngovouia (“inheritance” > “salvation”), Méyog (“word” >
[also] “thing”), udotug (“witness” > “martyr”), petdvowa (“change of
mind” > “repentance”), dgpeétng (“debtor” > “sinner”), nagaoxreuvr
(“preparation” > “day of preparation”), magovoio (“presence” >
“coming, advent”), mevinrootyy (“fiftieth [sc. part]” > “fiftieth [sc.
day],” “Pentecost”), tvetpa (“spirit” > “Holy Spirit”), 06o& (“flesh” >
“person”), xdow (“grace” > “divine grace”), yowotog (“anointed” >
“Messiah”), etc. Many of these words have acquired a distinctively
“Christian” meaning, while others were created or their meaning deep-
ened by Christian authors (see also v11.B.4), e.g. dydmn “love (of God
and Christ),” dvtiyowotog “Antichrist,” dnéotorog “apostle,” dapdviov
“demon,” dudnovog “deacon,” émioxomog “bishop,” edayyéhov
“gospel,” noopog “earth,” Adyog “Logos,” Ebkov “cross,” magafoh)
“parable,” moeopitegog “presbyter,” onavdariCw “to cause to fall,”
pevdddehgog “false brother,” yevdanodotorog “false apostle.”

Apart from the vocabulary, Semitic interference is perhaps most
obvious in syntax. A word of caution is in order, however, since con-
structions have been claimed to be Semitic that are actually possible,
although not frequent, in Greek. Among the more debated Semitisms
are word order and style. The frequency of initial verb position is often
said to be a Semitic feature, but investigation of contemporary and clas-
sical authors has shown that initial verb position is not an absolute, but
rather a relative phenomenon, depending, among other things, on dis-
course type and the information status of the verb and the other words
in the clause. Another feature often claimed to be Semitic is the fre-
quency of postverbal placement of enclitic pronouns, by analogy with
the pronominal suffixes in Hebrew and Aramaic. Research has again
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shown that the increasing frequency of postverbal placement in the
history of Greek is a natural tendency, which has led to the generaliza-
tion of the phenomenon in a great number of modern Greek dialects.

Many other constructions owe their frequency, if not their existence,
to Semitic interference. The use of (xoi) éyéveto “(and) it came to pass”
to open a narrative section corresponds to the Hebrew (w)yhy “when”
(see also 1v.10). Often (zai) &yéveto is followed by év 1@ with the
infinitive to express time corresponding to the Hebrew b + infinitive.
This construction is characteristic of Luke (see Text [1]) and of Acts,
e.g., nol £YEVETo &V T elvon 0dTOV TQOOEVYOUEVOV ROTA HOVOG OUVToaV
avt@ ol padnroi “and it came to pass when Jesus was praying in private
and his disciples were with him” (Luke 9.18); »ai éyéveto &v 1@ eivon
adTOV &V g TOV TOAewv %ol idov dvie neng Aémoag “and it came to
pass when he was in one of the towns, a man came along who was
covered with leprosy” (Luke 5.12). In the latter example, the use of (xai)
0ov (lit., “and behold”) to introduce a new topic corresponds to the
Hebrew (w)hnh, especially when it is used without a finite verb follow-
ing, e.g., £t avtod AahoDvTog dol vepéhn pwTewvt) Emeoxiooev avTolg,
zal oV govy éx Tig vepédng Aéyovoa “while he was still speaking, a
bright cloud enveloped them, and a voice from the cloud said”
(Matthew 17.5); xai idob yuviy vetua éovoa dobeveiag £t dexaontd
%ol MY ouyROTTTOVOO. Xod W) Suvauévn dvaxtpon eig To mavtelés “and a
woman was there who had been crippled by a spirit for eighteen years,
and she was bent over and could not straighten up at all” (Luke 13.11).
The use of the so-called periphrastic tenses v ovyrdmtovoa xai i
duvapévn in the latter example has also been taken to indicate
Semitism, e.g., Noav 8¢ &v 1i) 68 avapaivovteg elg Tepoodivpa xai v
modywv avtovg “they were on their way up to Jerusalem, and he was
leading the way” (Mark 10.32); »ai éyéveto &v wa t@v Hueedv ®ai avtog
v dddoxwv, noi Noav xadnuevor Pagioaior “and one day it came to
pass that he was teaching, and Pharisees were sitting there” (Luke 5.17).
Another Semitism is the omission of the article in constructions corre-
sponding to the Hebrew “construct state.” In New Testament Greek
the article is either omitted or used with both nouns, e.g., éx
negooebpatog xapdiag “from the abundance of the heart” (Luke 6.45)
vs. & tod mepuooevpatos tig xaediog “idem” (Matthew 12.34); uéoa
xvpiov “the day of the Lord” (1 Thessalonians 5.2) vs. 1| fuéoa tod
xvpiov “idem” (11 Thessalonians 2.2), doyh 0gov “the wrath of God”
(Romans 1.18) vs. 1) 6py1) 100 0ot “idem” (John 3.36).
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Selected texts
[1] Luke 24.1-8 Nestle and Aland

24.1 T 8¢ wd tdv capPdrov 8eBoov Babéng &l to uvijua AoV pégovoar &
frolpacav dgoduata. 24.2 edgov 8¢ TOV AiBov dmoxrenvhouévov dmd Tod
wvnueiov, 24.3 eloehBoloar 8¢ ody ebgov 1O odua Tod ®vglov *Incod. 24.4
%ol £YEveTo v td dmoeetobon adTds meQl TouTo ®al idov dvdes Vo Eméotnoay
adtolg &v €o0fjtL dotQomTovot. 24.5 Eu@oPwv Of yevoutvov adTtdv nol
AMVOVOHV TA TEdoWITAL £lg TV ViV eltay meog adTde T Inteite TOV LdVTa UeTd
TV vexedv: 24.6 o Eotv e, GAG NyEON. uviioBnte dg Ehdinoev Dulv ETL
v év i) TaMhoiq 24.7  Aéyov ToV viov 10T dvBeodmov dTL Oel mapadobijvar eig
AEWQAG VOQMITWY GUAQTWADY %ail oTavewOTvar xal T1) TeiTY Huéea dvaotijval.

24.8  nai éuvnobnoav OV gnudTwv avTod.

24.1  On the first day of the week, very early in the morning, the women took
the spices they had prepared and went to the tomb. 24.2  They found the
stone rolled away from the tomb, 24.3 but when they entered, they did not
find the body of the Lord Jesus. 24.4  While they were wondering about this,
suddenly two men in clothes that gleamed like lightning stood beside them.
24.5 In their fright the women bowed down with their faces to the ground,
but the men said to them: “Why do you look for the living among the dead?
24.6  He is not here, but he has risen. Remember how he told you, while he
was still with you in Galilee: 24.7  “The Son of Man must be delivered into
the hands of sinful men, be crucified and on the third day be raised again.’”
24.8 And they remembered his words. (Authorized Version 1611)
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