
Alison Salvesen

Symmachus in the Psalter

The Jewish Greek revision of the Septuagi  nt ascribed to Symmachus and dated to 
the end of the second century CE was included by Origen in his great synoptic work, 
the Hexapla, along with Aquila and Theodotion and some more minor versions. 
Like all of these, Symmachus’ translation survives only in fragmentary readings, 
mostly through citation by Christian writers and scribes of Septuagint manuscripts.

Fortunately, what survives of Symmachus’ version in the Psalter is more exten-
sive than for many other books. Of course, as with other biblical books we have the 
material from Septuagint manuscripts, the Syrohexapla1 and patristic commentar-
ies that Frederick Field usefully assembled and presented, supplemented by more 
recent publications on the indirect transmission of readings from Symmachus’ ver-
sion.2 But for Psalms there are also some particularly precious continuous texts.

(1) Two are derived from the Hexapla and retain some of its format:
a.	 A seventh century palimpsest folio containing verses from the versions of Sym-

machus and Aquila to Psalm 21 (MT 22) in the Cairo Genizah, and given 
the Rahlfs Nummer (Ra) 2005. The column containing Symmachus covers 
vv. 15–24.3

b.	 More extensive but later Hexaplaric fragments from the ninth or tenth cen-
tury Milan palimpsest, Ra 1098.4 These include Pss 18(17):26–48; 28(27):6–9; 
29(28):1–3; 30(29):1–13; 31(30):1–25; 32(31:)6–11; 35(34:)1–28; 36(35):1–6; 

1 For Syriac-Greek equivalents in the rather complex Syrohexaplaric tradition for Psalms, see Hie-
bert, “Textual History”, 178–204.

2 Field, Fragmenta II, 87–305. As in the case of other books, Field relied on the older collection of 
de Montfaucon, and added readings from the Milan Codex of the Syrohexapla, supplied by Ce-
riani, but also added other witnesses, and additionally indirectly transmitted readings. See Ceri-
ani, Codex. See also Devreesse, Commentaire; Dorival, “L’apport”, 45–74; Mercati, Alla ricerca; 
Schenker, Psalmenbruchstücke, giving readings from several Greek revisions, including that of 
Symmachus, from the eleventh and twelfth century catena manuscripts (Ra 1173 and 1122).

3 Taylor, Palimpsests, 1–50 and Plates I and II. In the case of Aquila, the same fragments cover 
vv. 20–28. See also https://exhibitions.lib.cam.ac.uk/linesofthought/artifacts/hexapl/ (last access: 
15.08.2023). Taylor’s edition covers Ps 22(21):15–18, 20–24 in the version of Symmachus, but also 
Aquila for vv. 20–24, 25–28 of the same psalm.

4 Mercati, Codex rescriptus; id., Commento critico. See also the early edition of Klostermann, “Frag-
mente”, including readings from Symmachus. On Ra 1098, see also Roberto Carrera’s and Stefano 
Serventi’s contributions to this volume.
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46(45):1–12; 49(48):1–15; 89(88):26–53, covering five of the Hexaplaric col-
umns, from the Secunda, through Aquila and Symmachus, to LXX and Quinta.5

(2) There are a couple of small papyrus scraps with parts of Symmachus’ version 
of (LXX) Psalms 68:13–14, 30–33 and 80:11–14, perhaps from the Fayum region in 
Egypt. This text, P. Vindob. 39777, has been dated to the late third or early fourth 
century.6 Crucially, this small fragment that has no Hexaplaric columnation, also 
has no nomina sacra that would indicate a Christian origin. Instead it bears the 
paleo-Hebrew Tetragrammaton. Therefore, unlike the Christian and Hexaplaric 
fragments Ra 2005 and 1098, this text was probably copied by a Jewish scribe. It is 
particularly significant in that it suggests that at least parts of Symmachus’ version 
were circulating in Jewish circles in this period, and had not yet been completely 
superseded by that of Aquila.

The discovery of longer, more continuous texts from Symmachus’ version enabled 
the analysis of their translation technique by José Ramon Busto Saiz.7 Busto Saiz 
was mainly interested in Symmachus’ translation technique, and also compiled use-
ful Hebrew-Greek/Greek-Hebrew indices to the Symmachian material for Psalms.

The focus of the present essay is on the lexical and exegetical aspects of Sym-
machus’ version.8 It presents the material from Psalm 22 (MT)/21 (LXX) edited 
by Taylor, chosen because it is relatively old, being palaeographically dated to the 
seventh century, and relates to a psalm that held christological significance from 
the time of the gospel writers.9 For that reason it potentially offered an oppor-
tunity for a later Jewish reviser such as Symmachus to make changes that moved 
the sense away from the Septuagint version used by the Church of his day. Also, a 
continuous text gives a better sense of the original context of the rendering than 
shorter excerpts cited by patristic commentators such as Eusebius of Caesarea.10

  5	 Quinta, not Theodotion, as demonstrated by Mercati, Codex rescriptus, “La versione dell’ultima 
colonna del palinsesto – e di Teodozione o della Quinta? E di chi le lezioni adiacenti?”, XIX–XXXV.

  6 Wessely, “Un nouveau fragment” [actually Symmachus], 224–229. The attribution was corrected 
by Mercati, “Frammenti”, 266–272, and Capelle, “Fragments”, 64–68. The corrected attribution 
appears in Wessely, Studien, 171. See also Tov, “P. Vindob. G 39777”.

  7 Busto Saiz, La traducción.
  8 For a preliminary study, see also Lust, “Lexicon”, with test case of ἀδημονέω.
  9 E. g. Matt 27:35, 46; Mk 15:24, 34; Lk 23:34; Jn 19:24. Justin Martyr declares in Dial. 99.1 to his 

(supposed) Jewish interlocutor, “I will demonstrate to you that the entire psalm was uttered con-
cerning Christ”, which he proceeds to do over the following sections (§ 99–106).

10 Sadly, what would have been our best source, Origen’s Psalm Commentary, only survives in in-
direct form (the Latin rendering of Rufinus; catena fragments). The recent exciting discovery of 
twenty-nine of Origen’s Homilies on the Psalms in Codex Monacensis Graecus 314 has not pro-
duced much of direct interest for the Hexapla, since Origen seems to have avoided burdening his 
congregations with variant readings. See, however, his more indirect allusions to readings known 
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Charles Taylor provided a very useful discussion of the renderings of Aquila 
and Symmachus in this fragment in his publication. However, there are additional 
points that could be made in the light of other advances in the field of the study of 
the Greek lexicon and in Hexaplaric studies over the past century.

1.	� Psalm 22 MT/21 LXX in the Cairo Genizah Fragment  
(Cambridge, Taylor-Schechter Collection, T-S 12.182; Ra 2005)

MT LXX Symmachus Symmachus Aquila11

כַַּמַַּיִִם נִִשְְׁפַַּכְְתִִּי֮֮ 15 ὕδωρ 
ἐξεχύθην,

…ἐξεχύθην … I was poured 
out

ל־ ֽ רְְד֗֗וּ �כָּֽ ֽ וְְהִִתְְ�פָּֽ
י ֥ עַַצְְמ֫֫�תָ֥וֹ

καὶ 
διεσκορπίσθη 
πάντα τὰ ὀστᾶ 
μου,

Καὶ διέστη 
πάντα τὰ ὀστᾶ 
μου,

and all my 
bones were 
separated

ܘܐܬܦ̇ܠܓܘ12

֑ג בִִּי כַַּ�נָ֑וֹדּ ֭ ה֣ �לִ֭ הָָ�יָ֣ ἐγενήθη ἡ 
καρδία μου 
ὡσεὶ κηρὸς

ἐγένετο ἡ 
καρδία μου 
ὡσεὶ κηρὸς

My heart 
became as wax

י׃ ֽ �עֵָֽמֵ ס בְְּת֣֣וֹךְ  נָָמֵ֗�֗ τηκόμενος 
ἐν μέσῳ τῆς 
κοιλίας μου·

λελυμένος ἐν 
τοῖς ἐγκατοις 
μου

loosened in 
my entrails

י שׂ כֹּ�חִ֗֗ ֶרֶ שׁ כַַּחֶ֨�֨ ֤ בֵ֤� �יָ֘֘ 16 ἐξηράνθη 
ὡς ὄστρακον ἡ 
ἰσχύς μου,

ἐξηράνθη ὡς 
ὄστρακον ἡ 
ἰσχύς μου,

My strength 
was dried up 
like a potsherd

ק ֣ דְְֻמֻ�בָּ֣  לְְוּנִִוֹשׁי 
י ֑ מַַלְְק�חָ֑וֹ

καὶ ἡ 
γλῶσσά μου 
κεκόλληται τῷ 
λάρυγγί μου,

καὶ ἡ 
γλῶσσά μου 
προσεκολλήθη 
τῷ φάρυγγί 
μου,

And my tongue 
cleaved to my 
throat

ܕܕܒܝܩ
*κεκολλημένος

ת ֶוֶ ֥ לַַעֲֲפַַר־�מָ֥ ֽ  �וְֽ
נִִי׃ ֽ תִִּשְְׁפְְּתֵֽ�

καὶ εἰς χοῦν 
θανάτου 
κατήγαγές με.

Καὶ εἰς χοῦν 
θανάτου 
κατήνεγκάς 
με

And you 
brought me 
down to the 
dust of death

from other sources, such as in Homily III on Ps 73, § 1, lines 8–9, where Origen gives some non-LXX 
readings to support his exegesis (παρὰ δὲ ἑτέροις): these are also attested in Eusebius’ Commentary 
on Psalms 73:15 along with their attributions (Perrone et al., Psalmenhomilien, 253 and note p.).

11 Verses 15–19 for Aquila are supplied from Field, mostly from the Syrohexapla. Verses 20–28 are 
preserved in Ra 2005.

12 Field, Fragmenta II, 119 n. 25, suggests *ἐμερίσθη, *διεμερίσθη, or *διῃρέθη may underlie this 
Syriac form.
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MT LXX Symmachus Symmachus Aquila11

ים ֥ �בִ֥ י סְְבָָב֗֗נִִוּי כְְּ�לָ֫֫ ֥  ὅτι 17 �כִּ֥
ἐκύκλωσάν με 
κύνες πολλοί,

περιεκύκλω 
<σαν> γάρ με 
κύνες13

For dogs 
encircled me 
around 

ܐܬܟܪܟܘܢܝ
*ἐκύκλωσαν με 

עִִֵרֵים  ֭ ת �מְ֭ ֣  עֲֲ�דַ֣
הִִקִִּיפ֑֑נִִוּי

συναγωγὴ 
πονηρευομένων 
περιέσχον με,

συναγωγὴ 
κακούργων 
περιῆλθόν14 με

A gathering of 
malefactors 
surrounded me

י׃ ֽ י וְְרַַגְְ�לָֽ ֥ י יָָ�דַ֥ ֗ כָָּאֲֲ�רִ֗ ὤρυξαν χεῖράς 
μου καὶ πόδας.

ὡς λέων τὰς 
χεῖράς μου καὶ 
τοὺς πόδας μου 

 ܐܝܟܒ̇̇ ܥܝܢ  ≠
 ܠ�ܡܐܣܪ ܐܝ̈̈ܕܝ
ܘܖ̈̈ܓܠܝ15
*ὡς ζητουντες 
δῆσαι τὰς 
χεῖράς μου καὶ 
τοὺς πόδας μου 

like a lion, my 
hands and my 
feet

OR as those 
seeking to bind 
my hands and 
my feet

ܦ̇ܟܪܘ ܐܝ̈ܕܝ ܘܖ̈ܓܠܝ
*ἐπέδησαν /
συνεπόδισαν 
χεῖρας μου καἰ 
πόδας μου 

י ֑ ר כָָּל־עַַצְְמ�תָ֑וֹ ֥  ἐξηρίθμησα 18 אֲֲסַַפֵּ֥�
πάντα τὰ ὀστᾶ 
μου,

ἐξαριθμοῦντός 
μου τὰ ὀστᾶ 
μου,

While I 
counted my 
bones

ܐܚܫܒ
*ψηφίσω

י׃ ֽ יטוּ יִִרְְאוּ־�בִֽ ֝�בִּ֗֗ מָָּה �יַ֝ ֥ הֵ֥� αὐτοὶ δὲ 
κατενόησαν 
καὶ ἐπεῖδόν με.

Αὐτοὶ 
κατενόουν 
ἐνέβλεπον εἰς 
ἐμέ16

they were con-
sidering, they 
were looking 
at me, 

ם ֑ י לָָהֶ֑� ֣  19 יְְחַַלְְּק֣֣וּ בְְגָָ�דַ֣
διεμερίσαντο 
τὰ ἱμάτιά μου 
ἑαυτοῖς

Διενέμοντο 
τὰ ἱμάτιά μου 
ἑαυτοῖς

They were dis-
tributing my 
garments for 
themselves

Μερίσουσιν 
ἱμάτιόν μου 
ἑαυτοῖς, 

ל׃ ֽ ילוּ ג�רָֽוֹ ֥ י יַַ�פִּ֥ ב�שִׁ֗וּ֗ וְְעַַל־�לְ֝֝ καὶ ἐπὶ τὸν 
ἱματισμόν 
μου ἔβαλον 
κλῆρον.

Καὶ περὶ 
ἐσθῆτος μου 
ἐλάγχανον17

and for my 
clothing they 
were drawing 
lots

καὶ ἐπὶ ἔνδυσίν 
μου βαλοῦσι 
κλῆρον18

13 Field records ’Α. Σ. ὅτι ἐκύκλωσαν με θηραταί from de Montfaucon, but he believes this is derived 
from Pseudo-Jerome (i. e. based on a retroversion from Latin).

14 Here is a case where the Cairo Genizah witness supersedes Field’s use of the Syrohexapla, since 
he retroverted ܐܬܟܪܟܘܢܝ as *ἐκύκλωσαν με (though he was correct in his retroversion of the rest 
of the Syriac reading).

15 Field gives the reading as ܐܝܟ ܕܒܥ̇ܝܢ , following Barhebraeus, but Codex Ambrosianus of the Syro�,
hexapla has ܐܝܟ ܒܥ̇ܝܢ. 

16 Field’s retroversion from the Syrohexapla was very close to the Cairo Genizah reading: *ἀριθμοῦντός 
ἐμου τὰ ὀστᾶ μου, αὐτοὶ κατενόουν καὶ ἐνέβλεπον εἰς ἐμέ.

17 There is a lacuna in the Cairo Genizah text at this point. The reading is supplied from Eusebius, 
Eclogae propheticae, ed. Gaisford, Eclogae propheticae, 87. See Field’s Addenda to Psalms, Frag-
menta II, 305.

18 See above note: Aquila’s reading in v. 19 is supplied from Eusebius, Eclog. proph. p. 87. 
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MT LXX Symmachus Symmachus Aquila11

֭הוָָה אַַל־ ה �יְ֭ ֣ וְְאַַ�תָּ֣
י יָָלוּ�תִ֗֗ ק �אֱ֝֝ ֑ תִִּרְְ�חָ֑

20 σὺ δέ, 
κύριε, μὴ 
μακρύνῃς τὴν 
βοήθειάν μου,

Συ δὲ ΠΙΠΙ μὴ 
μακρὰν γένῃ 
μου

But you, Y., do 
not be far from 
me

Συ δὲ ΠΙΠΙ 
μὴ μακρύνῃς 
ἰσχυρότης μου

תִִי חֽֽשָָׁוּה׃ ֥ זְְֶעֶ�רָ֥ לְְ εἰς τὴν 
ἀντίλημψίν 
μου πρόσχες.

Πρὸς τὴν 
βοήθειάν μου 
σπεῦσον

Hurry to my 
aid,

Εἰς βοήθειάν 
μου σπεῦσον

ב ֶרֶ ֣ חֵֶ֣מֵ� ילָָה  ֣  הַַ�צִּ֣
י ֑ נַַפְְ�שִׁ֑

21 ῥῦσαι ἀπὸ 
ῥομφαίας τὴν 
ψυχήν μου

Εξελοῦ ἀπὸ 
μαχαίρας τὴν 
ψυχήν μου

deliver my soul 
from a sword,

ῥῦσαι ἀπὸ 
μαχαίρας 
ψυχήν μου

י׃ ֽ ב יְְחִִידָָ�תִֽ ֶלֶ מִִיַַּד־כֶּ֝֗��֗ καὶ ἐκ χειρὸς 
κυνὸς τὴν 
μονογενῆ μου·

ἐκ χειρὸς κυνὸς 
τὴν μονότητά 
μου

from a dog’s 
paw my unity

ἀπὸ χειρὸς 
κυνὸς μοναχήν 
μου

ה֑ י אַרְְיֵ֑� ֣ נִִֵעֵי מִִ�פִּ֣ השִִׁוֹי 22 σῶσόν με 
ἐκ στόματος 
λέοντος

σῶσόν με ἐκ 
στόματος 
λέοντος

Save me from a 
lion’s mouth

σῶσόν με ἀπὸ 
στόματος 
λέοντος

ים ֣ �מִֵ֣רֵ י֖   מִִוּקַַּרְְנֵ֖�
נִִי׃ ֽ עֲֲנִִי�תָֽ

καὶ ἀπὸ 
κεράτων 
μονοκερώτων 
τὴν ταπείνωσίν 
μου.

Καὶ ἀπὸ 
κεράτων 
μονοκερώτων 
τὴν κακωσίν 
μου.

And (save) my 
miserable state 
from horns of 
one-horned 
beasts.

Καὶ ἀπὸ 
κεράτων ῥημιμ 
είσάκουσον 
μου

ה שִִׁמְְךָ֣֣ ֣  אֲֲסַַפְְּ�רָ֣
י ֑ �חֶָ֑אֶ לְְ

23 διηγήσομαι 
τὸ ὄνομά σου 
τοῖς ἀδελφοῖς 
μου,

διηγήσομαι τὸ 
ὄνομά σου τοῖς 
ἀδελφοῖς μου,

I will recount 
your name to 
my brothers

διηγήσομαι 
ὄνομά σου τοῖς 
ἀδελφοῖς μου,

ל ֣  בְְּת֖֖וֹךְ קָָ�הָ֣
ךָָּ׃ ֽ אֲֲהַַלְְלֶֽ�

ἐν μέσῳ 
ἐκκλησίας 
ὑμνήσω σε

ἐν μέσῳ 
πλήθους 
ὑμνήσω σε

In the middle 
of a multitude 
I will sing 
praise to you

ἐν μέσῳ 
ἐκκλησίας 
ὑμνήσω σε

לְְל֗֗וּהוּ ֽ ה �הַֽ י יְְה�וָ֨֨ ֤ יִִרְְאֵ֤� 24 Οἱ 
φοβούμενοι 
κύριον, 
αἰνέσατε αὐτόν

Οἱ φοβούμενοι 
ΠΙΠΙ 
ὑμνήσατε 
αὐτὸν

Those who fear 
Y., sing praise 
to him

φοβούμενοι 
ΠΙΠΙ
ὑμνήσατε 
αὐτὸν

ב רַַ֣�ע יַַעֲֲ�קֹ֣֣  כָָּל־זֶ֣�
כַַּבְְּד֑֑וּהוּ

ἅπαν τὸ 
σπέρμα Ιακωβ, 
δοξάσατε 
αὐτόν,

ἅπαν σπέρμα 
Ιακωβ
δοξάσατε 
αὐτόν

All Jacob’s 
seed, glorify 
him

ἅπαν σπέρμα 
Ιακωβ
δοξάσατε 
αὐτόν

וּנּ כָָּל־ מֶּ֗�֗ וְְג֥֥וּרוּ �מִ֝֝
ל׃ ֽ רַַ֥�ע יִִשְְׂרָָאֵֽ�  זֶ֥�

φοβηθήτωσαν 
αὐτὸν ἅπαν 
τὸ σπέρμα 
Ισραηλ,

εὐλαβηθῆτε 
αὐτὸν ἅπαν …

Revere him 
all…

καὶ 
ὑποστάλητε 
ἀπ᾽αὐτοῦ ἅπαν 
τὸ σπέρμα 
Ισραηλ

Differences from the Septuagint are shown in bold type, and verses discussed below 
are indicated in the same way.
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In Symmachus’ revision, there is nothing obvious to either support or contradict 
Christian exegesis, except the apparent replacement in v. 17 of LXX’s ὤρυξαν “they 
dug”, a curious rendering that was often taken by Christian commentators as an allu-
sion to (or prophecy of ) the piercing of Christ’s hands and feet at the Crucifixion.19 

v.17b: The form in MT, כָָּאֲֲרִִי, presents a notorious crux.20  The Septuagint read� 
ing ὤρυξαν mentioned above suggests that either the Vorlage read *כ)א(רו (from 
 dig”)21 or the Greek translator interpreted the word in this way.22 The“ ,כרה
separate Syriac readings of Symmachus and Aquila in the margin of the Syrohexa-
pla suggest that these revisions understood the Hebrew as a verb meaning “bind” 
(cf. also Jerome’s iuxta Hebraeos rendering vinxerunt), and Symmachus’ ܐܝܟ/ὡς 
implies that he read it as י like binders of (my hands and my feet)”.23“ ,*כְְּאֹֹסְְֵרֵ

However, Symmachus’ Greek reading in the Cairo Genizah fragment Ra 2005 
has a quite different interpretation: “like a lion”, suggesting *כארי, and thus is rather 
closer to MT than even Aquila.

Busto Saiz is generally sceptical of the notion of a double edition of Symmachus. 
He prefers to consider such double readings as this as reflecting “predecessors” of 
the version, meaning revisers who aimed at the same kind of lexical and stylis-
tic updating that preoccupied Symmachus.24 However, this particular example in 
Ps 22:17 does raise the question of which of the two readings here is the “authentic” 

19 E. g. Justin Martyr, Dial. 97.3; 98:4; 104.1; 140.2; Apol. 35.5, 7; 38.4; Eusebius of Caesarea, Comm. 
Pss. 23, pp. 209, 512, 856; Dem. ev. 10.8.11-13, 23, 79, 86; Comm. Isa. 2.37. Also in Eusebius’ Pro-
phetic Eclogues, where he discusses this psalm in detail in relation to the gospels’ narratives of the 
crucifixion (ed. Gaisford, pp. 86–87). He does not cite either of Symmachus’ readings for this verse, 
no doubt because they do not support his ‘prophetic’ reading of the psalm. He does cite Aquila’s 
reading as ᾔσχυναν χεῖράς μου καὶ πόδας μου, “they disfigured my hands and my feet”, which also 
does not match the reading given in the Syrohexapla for Aquila.

20 Vall, “Psalm 22:17B”, 45–56 (giving a helpful summary of previous suggestions, and also a diagram 
of the relationship of the various versions, 55). See also the very thorough discussion of Barthéle-
my, Critique, 127–132. Rashi explains the verse by reference to Isa 38:13 ר ֖ ן יְְשַַׁבֵּ֖� ֥ י כֵּ֥� ֔ אֲֲ�רִ֔ ֽ רֶ֙֙קֶ �כָּֽ  יתִִי עַַד־�בֹּ֨֨ ֤  ‏שִִׁ�וִּ֤
י ֑  Taylor, Palimpsests, 17–24, 39–47 has a full if necessarily .(Gruber, Commentary, 257) כָָּל־עַַצְְמ�תָ֑וֹ
rather dated discussion of the problematic reading in MT. For more recent discussions, including 
the rather unclear reading of the verb in the Qumran fragments, see DeClaissé-Walford/Jacob-
son/Tanner, Book, 230 n. 26, referencing a series of articles in the Journal of Biblical Literature 
from 1998 to 2005: Kaltner, “Psalm 22:17b”, 503–506; Strawn, “Psalm 22:17b”, 439–451; Swen-
son, “Psalm 22:17”, 637–648; Linville, “Psalm 22:17b”, 733–744. Vall, Linville, and Swenson refer 
to Symmachus’ reading, Swenson suggesting that he deliberately avoided “an association with Je-
sus” (638).

21 E. g. BDB s.v. כרה I.
22 Similarly, both the Peshitta and the Syrohexapla have ܒ̇ܙܥܘ, “pierce, burst” (see Peshitta 2 Kings 

18:21/Isa 36:6, Ezek 29:7 for the latter meaning in the context of a hand being pierced).
23 Cf. HALOT “cj pf. כרו” under IV כרה, citing G. R. Driver’s suggestion “bind together” (citing LXX’s 

use of δέω to render כָָרַַּת in Ezek 16:3(4), in “Mistranslations”, 192–193).
24 Busto Saiz, Traducción, 309–310.
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Symmachian one, given that both are attested quite early: “like a lion” in a Greek 
seventh century fragment originating from the Hexapla itself, or “as those seeking 
to bind” in an eighth century manuscript of the Syrohexapla.25

As well as representing the reading of MT, ὡς λέων in Symmachus’ column 
of the Cairo Genizah fragment accords with several uses of the same phrase ὡς 
λέων in the Septuagint to render כָָּאֲֲרִִי or ה  ;e. g. Gen 49:9; Num 23:24; 24:9) כְְּאַַרְְֵיֵ
Ps 10:9[9:30]), especially in Ps 7:3 which presents a similar passage concerned about 
the threat to the speaker’s life from an enemy.26 Moreover, ה  appears earlier in אַַרְְֵיֵ
Psalm 22, at v.14, and is rendered there by LXX as ὡς λέων, despite the absence of 
the preposition כ in this particular case. Thus the Symmachus reading in Ra 2005 
ὡς λέων corresponds to the text reflected in MT and also with Septuagint render-
ings of the same phrase elsewhere.

In his edition Charles Taylor attempts an explanation of the discrepancy between 
the Greek Symmachus reading in Ra 2005 and the Symmachus reading in the margin 
of the Syrohexapla. He suggests corruption within the Greek majuscule manuscript 
tradition containing Symmachus’ reading, as follows: ΩϹΛΕΩΝΤΑϹΧΕΙΡΑϹΜΟΥ 
> ΩϹΔΕΩΝΤΑϹΧΕΙΡΑϹΜΟΥ > ΩϹΔΕΟΝΤΕϹΧΕΙΡΑϹΜΟΥ. This last stage was 
subsequently paraphrased by the Syriac translator as ܐܝܟ ܒܥ̇ܝܢ ܠ�ܡܐܣܪ . This Syr�.
iac was then understandably retroverted in the modern period by Field as *ὡς 
ζητοῦντες δῆσαι.27

Overall, Taylor’s suggestion has much to commend it, that the Syrohexaplaric 
reading for Symmachus, “like those seeking to bind”, is based on an early Greek 
corruption of his original rendering, rather than representing a Hebrew Vorlage 
that read י כְְּאֹֹסְְֵרֵ *. The only point against the explanation would be the Aquila read�*
ing in the Syrohexapla ܦ̇ܟܪܘ, since this also refers to binding: Taylor has also tried 
to explain this, but less convincingly.28 Another issue is that the resulting sense 
from the Greek Symmachus reading is “A gathering of malefactors surrounded me 
like a lion, my hands and my feet”, thus giving a hanging accusative, unless “hands 
and feet” are meant to be a further object of περιῆλθον.

25 There is also a double reading for Aquila in the same place: Eusebius says that Aquila has ᾔσχυναν 
(χεῖρας μου καὶ πόδας μου) (Ecl. proph. p. 86), which Taylor, Field and others have tried to relate 
to the Hebrew (Taylor, Palimpsests, 21–22; Field, Fragmenta II, 119, n. 33).

26 μήποτε ἁρπάσῃ ὡς λέων τὴν ψυχήν μου < י ֑ ה֣ נַַפְְ�שִׁ֑ ף כְְּאַַרְְיֵ֣� ן־יִִטְְ�רֹ֣֣ ֶפֶּ
27 Taylor, Palimpsests, 22. Vall, “Psalm 22:17B”, 56, suggests that Symmachus’ Syriac rendering re-

sulted from a conflation of two variants that may have co-existed, אסרו and כארו/י.
28 Taylor, Palimpsests, 22, including the possibility that Aquila had ᾔσχυναν (as in the Eusebian read-

ing), which was rendered by the Syrohexapla as ܚܦܪܘ and then corrupted to ܦ̇ܟܪܘ.
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Neither reading recorded for Symmachus in v. 17b would support Christian 
interpretations that linked this psalm to the crucifixion. However, neither is there 
any reason to think that he chose a rendering purposely in order to subvert con-
temporary Christian exegesis. The obscurity of the Hebrew form would have been 
challenge enough to translators to explain.

v. 20: In contrast to the accentuation in MT, the Septuagint breaks the line after 
the hapax legomenon אֱֱיָָלוּתִִי, which it treats as the object of אַל־תִִּרְְחָָק, the verb being 
understood here as a causative (perhaps Hiph’il, “do not make distant/delay my 
help”). Aquila takes the verb as intransitive, “do not be distant”, and אֱֱיָָלוּתִִי  as voc� 
ative, “O my strength!”, either belonging with the preceding or following phrase. 
However, Symmachus as represented in Ra 2005 does not appear to have anything 
corresponding to אֱֱיָָלוּתִִי, unless the personal pronoun μου somehow represents it.29 

An interesting feature of the Septuagint version of the Psalter is the prominence 
of the word group ἀντιλαμβάνομαι. There is now an excellent HTLS article on this 
word group in Greek as it pertains to the Septuagint corpus.30 This explains that 
the verb originally meant “grasp, take hold of, take up”, and the derived sense of 
“help, assist” appears from Euripides onwards, especially in Hellenistic and Ptol-
emaic papyri and epigraphy. The verb appears 53 times in the Septuagint corpus, 
around 40 of which are in the translated books, and 13 times in Psalms, for a wide 
range of different Hebrew words. The noun ἀντιλή(μ)τωρ “helper, supporter” 
appears only in around a dozen papyri of the Ptolemaic and Roman period in 
Egypt. It is used in petitions, as a kind of “courtly language”, addressed to office 
holders. However it occurs 20 times in the Septuagint corpus, 16 of which are in 
Psalms, and it is normally used there to refer to God. The noun ἀντίλη(μ)ψις in 
the sense of “help, support” is used in papyri some 50 times, from the second cen-
tury BCE. It occurs 17 times in the Septuagint, six of which are in Psalms, and the 
rest in books such as 2 Maccabees and 3 Maccabees, Sirach, and Psalms of Solo-
mon; again, these are books whose lexicon Symmachus often shares. Once more 
the main referent is God as the help of Israel and of the individual praying. Thus 
the use of this ἀντιλαμβάνομαι group for a wide variety of Hebrew terms is a par-
ticular feature of the Septuagint Psalter.

In contrast, in what remains of his version Symmachus hardly uses any words 
from the ἀντιλαμβάνω group, in Psalms or elsewhere. This is in line with the prac-
tice of Philo and Josephus, who only employ the verb in its original sense of “take 

29 As if related to the preposition אל plus 1st pers. sg. suffix? In MT the preposition following רחק 
to indicate distance from is normally מן, and rendered by ἀπό, e. g. Pss 71(70):12; 88(87):19, 
109(108):17; Isa 49:19, Lam 1:16; Eccl 3:5. Compare also Peshitta in 22:20, ܠܐ ܬܪܚܩ ܡܢܝ ܐܝܠ ܐܝܠ� 
“Do not be far from me, El, El!”. 

 Taylor, Cairo-Genizah, 27, believes that Symmachus rendered both זְְֶעֶרָָתִִי  with πρὸς אֱֱיָָלתִִוּי and לְְ
τὴν βοήθειάν μου.

30 Bons/Carminati/Passoni dell’Acqua/Scialabba, “ἀντιλαμβάνομαι (ἀντιλαμβάνω)”, 823–846.
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hold of”; also the New Testament, which does not employ this word group except 
in allusions to older Scripture in LXX form.31 ἀντιλαμβάνομαι and derived nouns, 
all with the sense of “help”, must have been seen as archaic or odd a century before 
Symmachus’ time; and so he avoids them.32 In Ps 22(21):20 Symmachus prefers 
βοήθεια (a word also used by Aquila) to render זְְֶעֶרָָה , over LXX’s ἀντίλημψις. But 
the renderings are switched in Ps 89(88):20, where the Septuagint has βοήθεια and 
Symmachus ἀντίληψις for,ר ֶזֵֶעֵ  according to Eusebius.33

v. 21b: Symmachus’ reading for יחידתי, the term μονότης, is not found in the 
Septuagint corpus, the New Testament, Philo, or Josephus. Despite μονογενῆς 
being preceded by a feminine article, LXX μονογενῆς ‘only begotten’ in 22(21):21 
was understood by Justin Martyr as a prophetic reference to the Passion of Christ.34 
Could Symmachus’ use of μονότης here and in Ps 35(34):17 be an attempt to avoid 
using μονογενῆς?35 Or did Symmachus merely consider that “only-begotten” made 
no sense in the context of defining the unique life of an individual?

The earliest attestation of μονότης seems to be in Alexander of Aphrodisias in 
his commentary on Aristotle’s Metaphysics.36 Alexander flourished around 200 CE, 
close to the time of Symmachus’ version. The lexeme μονότης also occurs in anti-
heretical works by the early patristic writers Hippolytus and Irenaeus, who also 
lived at a similar period. Both define the term as synonymous with ἑνότης.37 (Only 
in the late fourth century does the word μονότης become used to refer to [single-
ness” in the sense of celibacy.38)

v. 22: The Septuagint and Symmachus both treat the form as a noun (ענוה* 
or ענות*, cf. v. 25) with a possessive suffix. The Septuagint treats it as referring to 

31 Lk 1:54 (in the “Magnificat”); Acts 20:35; 1 Cor 12:28; 1 Tim 6:2: probably all examples of a for-
mal, “biblicizing” style.

32 In fact Eusebius needs to provide explanations for ἀντίλ(η)ψις when used theologically (rather 
than in the sense of intellectual grasp): Dem. ev. 10.8.17, 22, and uses the gloss βοηθεία for it in 
Dem. ev. 10.8.89.

33 Eusebius of Caesarea, Comm. Pss. PG 23, 1097, citing LXX Ἐθέμην βοήθειαν ἐπὶ δυνατόν and 
contrasting it with Symmachus’ ἐπέθηκα ἀντίληψιν ἀνδρῶν, for MT ר עַַל־גִִּבּ֑֑וֹר ֶזֶ ֭ יתִִי עֵ֭� ֣ .שִִׁ�וִּ֣

 According to Field, citing Nobilius, in Ps 36(37):17 Symmachus employs ἀντιλαμβάνεται for ְך  .סֵֹֹמֵ
However, in the absence of further details this cannot be proven.

34 Justin Martyr, Dial. 105.1–2, where he says that this part of Psalm 21(22) was prophetic of events 
to come, since Christ was the only-begotten of the Father of all (μονογενὴς γὰρ ὅτι ἦν τῷ πατρὶ 
τῶν ὅλων οὗτος).

35 Aquila has μοναχήν μου in both instances.
36 οὕτως καὶ ἡ μονότης τοῦ καθ’ αὑτὸ ὑπάρχοντος δηλωτική· ὃ γὰρ μόνῳ ὑπάρχει, καὶ καθ’ αὑτὸ 

ὑπάρχειν ἐκείνῳ δοκεῖ (ed. Hayduck, Commentaria, 416 [end]).
37 Hippolytus, Philosophumena/Ref. haer. 6.38.2 and 6.38.49; Irenaeus, adv. Haer 1.5.2. Ἔστι τις πρὸ 

πάντων προαρχὴ, προανεννόητος, ἄῤῥητός τε καὶ ἀνονόμαστος, ἣν ἐγὼ μονότητα ἀριθμῶ […]. 
Αὕτη ἡ ἑνότης, ἥ τε μονότης […] ἥ τε μονότης καὶ ἑνότης […].

38 Epiphanius, Panarion, ed. Holl, Epiphanius I, 445; II, 402; III, 521.
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humility or a humbled state (ταπείνωσις), a word used elsewhere in the corpus 
for 39.עֹנִִֹי Symmachus prefers κάκωσις here, perhaps because although it is also 
used in LXX renderings for עֹנִִֹי as well as רָָעָָה, it better conveys in the context of 
this psalm the sense of suffering ill-treatment at the hands of another, as it does 
in LXX Exod 3:7, 17. The lexeme κάκωσις also appears in LXX Isaiah, Wisdom of 
Solomon, and Sirach;40 it has been noted in the past that Sym.’s vocabulary often 
aligns with that of these books.41

In contrast Aquila’s εἰσάκουσον μου reflects MT’s interpretation of the form as 
verb plus object suffix, נִִי ֽ עֲֲנִִי�תָֽ  “answer me”, though for him, the rendering is unusu� 
ally free: perhaps he deliberately chose a more respectful way of supplicating God?

v.23: Symmachus’ rendering of קָָהָָל  with πλῆθος is somewhat surprising. Sep� 
tuagint translators frequently render words such as ֹרֹב and הָָמוֹן, both of which 
are often used in the Hebrew Bible of non-human subjects in large groups, or of 
non-Israelite nations, with πλῆθος, which like its Hebrew counterparts has neu-
tral or rather negative connotations.42 In contrast, קָָהָָל is normally positive, often 
used of a smaller and select gathering, especially in a context of praise such as this 
one. Here in 22(21):23 its Septuagint translation ἐκκλησία (also in Aquila) is in line 
with many other books of the translated corpus.43 It is hard to see why Symma-
chus would revise this rendering to πλῆθος, with connotations from “multitude” to 
“rabble”. However, 1 Esdras uses πλῆθος several times for the gathering of returned 
exiles in Jerusalem who assemble to hear the Law.44 It also occurs in 1 Macc 8, and 
in 2 Macc and 3 Macc, of a gathering of Jewish people.45 Symmachus’ rendering 
here in Ps 22(21) reflects this later, more positive sense of πλῆθος also attested in 
later Jewish Greek usage.46 It is just possible that the choice marks an avoidance 
of Septuagint wording that is cited in the New Testament, at Heb 2:12b (ἐν μέσῳ 
ἐκκλησίας ὑμνήσω σε), but Symmachus made no change to the preceding part of 

39 Gen 16:11; 29:32; 31:42; 41:52; Deut 26:7; 1 Sam 1:11; 2 Kgs 14:26; Neh 9:9; Ps 9:14; 25(24):18; 
31(30):8; 119(118):50, 92, 153; Lam 1:3, 7, 9.

40 LXX Isa 53:4 ἐν κακώσει for ה ֶנֶֻּעֻ  Wisd 3:2; Sir 11:27; 13:12, 29:12. Also in LXX Pss 17(18):19 ;מְְ
(for 20:)44(43 ;)יד .(תַַּנִִּים for) ֵאֵ

41 Fernández Marcos, Septuagint, 134–135.
42 Forms with prepositions such as ֹרֵֹמֵבֹ, בְְּרֹב .are neutral and indicate a very large number לָָרֹבֹ, 
43 LXX Deuteronomy, Joshua, Judges, 1–2 Kings, Jeremiah, Joel, Micah, Job, and in several other 

places in Psalms (22[21]:26; 26[25]:5; 35[34]:18; 40[39]:10; 89[88]:6; 107[106]:32; 149:1). The 
other regular Septuagint equivalent is of course συναγωγή, preferred by Genesis, Exodus, Levit-
icus and Numbers, but also used for דֵָָעֵה  (e. g. in Joshua).

44 1 Esdras 8:88; 9:6, 10–12, 38, 40–41, 45, 47–49.
45 2 Macc 11:16; 12:42; 3 Macc 1:24; 7:13; cf. Sir 7:7 πλῆθος πολεως, NRSV “the general public”. 

Symmachus also uses πλῆθος for קָָהָָל in Ps 34/35:18, in contrast to LXX, Aquila, and Quinta who 
each have ἐκκλησία (ed. Mercati, Codex rescriptus, 55).

46 See also Muraoka, Lexicon, 562, who identifies the later sense “4. organised body of members”, cit-
ing Sir 7:7, 1 Esd 9:4, 2 Macc 11:16, 14:20.
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Ps 21:23 which the author of Hebrews also placed in the mouth of Christ, speak-
ing of “my brothers”. So alteration for theological reasons seems unlikely, and in 
v. 17 Symmachus does not avoid using the term συναγωγή in the negative context 
of a group of evil-doers.

Other lexical choices in this psalm that are shared with later books of the Sep-
tuagint corpus, both translated and non-translated include ἐσθής (contrasting 
with LXX ἱματισμός and Aquila ἔνδυσίς)47 and λαγχάνω (LXX and Aquila βάλλω 
κλῆρον, for הִִפּיל רָָוֹגּל), both in v. 19.48 The verb λαγχάνω is used in John 19:24 of 
the soldiers casting lots for Jesus’ clothes, before the citation of LXX Ps 21:19, and 
this is a clear case where the avoidance of support for Christian interpretations 
plays no role in Symmachus’ revision.

Stylistic syntactical features in the psalm include the use of a genitive absolute 
construction in v. 18 (ἐξαριθμοῦντός μου τὰ ὀστᾶ μου).49 We also find render-
ings of the Hebrew imperfect as Greek imperfects, narrating continuous action 
in the past in 22:18–19 (κατενόουν ἐνέβλεπον for ּיַַבִִּיטוּ יִִרְְאו; διενέμοντο for ּיְְחַַלְְּקו; 
ἐλάγχανον for ּיַַפִִּילו); yet Symmachus uses an aorist (κατήνεγκάς με) in v. 16 for 
another Hebrew imperfect נִִֵתֵי  probably because the sense indicates a single ,תִִּשְְׁפְְּ
action in the past. 

2.	 Conclusion

To sum up, overall, there is no evidence that Symmachus made the changes he did 
in Psalm 21(22) to combat early Christian uses and interpretations of that text. It 
is possible to argue that he merely followed the emerging standard Hebrew text, 
improved on the style of Aquila, and avoided some of the older expressions of the 
Septuagint.

What function would Symmachus’ version of Psalms have had? Was it merely 
a study tool to access the Hebrew, as Aquila’s version seems to have been, or did it 
play a part in the liturgy of Greek-speaking synagogues, for instance in Caesarea 
Maritima,50 as the stylistic focus might suggest? Without further finds from his 
version beyond those of the Cairo Genizah and Milan Hexaplaric palimpsests – 

47 As in 1 Esd 8:68, 70, and 2 Macc 8:35, 11:8.
48 3 Macc 6:1, Wisd.8:19, though neither of these uses occurs in the sense of casting lots but of ob-

taining a good old age and a good soul, respectively (cf. 2 Pet 1:1). However, Lk 1:9 and Acts 1:17 
use λαγχάνω to refer to the casting of lots.

49 Taylor, Palimpsests, 25, referencing Field’s Prolegomena III.4.1, p. xxxi, who gives other examples 
of the use of the gen. abs. by Symmachus in Psalms (28/27:1; 9:4; 30/29:10).

50	 J. Sotah 71, 21b:
 רבי לוי בר חיתה אזל לקיסרין שמע קלון קריין שמע אלוניסתין בעא מעכבתון. שמע רבי ייסי ואיקפד אמר כך

.אומר אני מי שאינו יודע לקרות אשורית לא יקרינה כל עיקר. אלא יוצא בכל לשון שהוא יודע
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such as a fragment from a clearly Jewish source that is more extensive than P. Vin-
dob. 39777,51 or a synagogue inscription52 – we may never know.

Appendix: Studies Covering Symmachus’ Version of the Psalms
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by Apollinaris of Laodicea”, ZAW 123 (2011) 406–423.54

Geiger, Abraham, “Symmachus, der Übersetzer der Bibel”, Jüdische Zeitschrift für Wissen-
schaft und Leben 1 (1862) 39–64.55
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org/v05/Lust2000.html  (last access: 15.08.2023).56

Meer, Michaël N. van der, “Symmachus”, in A. G. Salvesen/T. M. Law (ed.), The Oxford 
Handbook of the Septuagint (Oxford Handbooks; Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
2021) 469–480.

Mulder, Stefan, “‘A conquering of animals’: Symmachus’ depoliticising translation re-exam-
ined”, in W. Kraus/M. Meiser (ed.), Die Septuaginta – Orte und Intentionen (WUNT 361; 
Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2016) 437–447.57

	 “R. Levi bar Hita went to Caesarea and heard people reciting the Shema in Greek [Ellenisti]. He 
tried to prevent them. Rabbi Jose heard and was angry. He said, ‘I declare: whoever does not know 
how to recite in Hebrew [Ashurit], should he not recite it at all? Rather, he fulfills it in any language 
he knows’”. The Shema‘ appears in “Aquilanic” Greek on a sixth or seventh century amulet, along 
with Ps 90(91):1 and Deut 11:13–21, though its provenance is unknown: Benovitz, “Psalm 91:1”, 
143–172. 

51 See Albrecht, “Bibelübersetzung”, especially 227 and n. 80, where he notes the existence of refer-
ences to manuscripts of Symmachus in a private library of the 16th century in Greece. It would 
be wonderful if these were ever recovered.

52 See Dimitrios Papanikolaou’s contribution in the present volume, “The Psalms in Postclassical 
Greek Epigraphy”, n. 16. However, Constantine Zuckerman’s suggestion that an inscription from 
Nicea is from the version of Symmachus in Psalms is not convincing. In fact the inscription may de-
rive from Aquila’s version instead (Zuckerman, “Psalm 135:25”; see Salvesen, “Psalm 135(136).25”).

53 Discusses the translation technique displayed by Symmachus in the continuous texts of his ver-
sion in Psalms.

54 Ibidem pp. 420–421: Ps 39(40):6 attributed to Aquila by Apollinaris but perhaps conflated with 
that attributed to Symmachus in other sources.

55 Brief discussion of short phrases in Symmachus’ renderings in Psalms pp. 43–44, 46–47, 53, 60–
61, but these pre-date the extensive finds with fuller readings in the editions of Field, Taylor, and 
Wessely.

56 With test case of ἀδημονέω. NB: Uses pre-Unicode fonts.
57 On Symmachus’ renderings of Pss 2:12; 69(68):3; 110(109):1–2, pp. 442–443.
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Schoeps, Hans-Joachim, “Die Spuren ebionitischer Theologie in der Bibelübersetzung des 
Symmachus” (Coniectanea Neotestamentica 6: Seminarium Neotestamenticum Upsa-
liense: Uppsala, 1942) 65–93  ; repr. in H.-J. Schoeps, “Symmachusstudien”, in: id., Aus 
frühchristlicher Zeit. Religionsgeschichtliche Untersuchungen (Tübingen: J.C.B. Mohr 
[Paul Siebeck], 1950) 82–119.58

—,	 “Mythologisches bei Symmachus  ” Biblica 26 (1945) 100–111; repr. in H.-J. Schoeps, 
“Symmachusstudien”, in: id., Aus frühchristlicher Zeit. Religionsgeschichtliche Untersu-
chungen (Tübingen: J.C.B. Mohr [Paul Siebeck], 1950) 82–119.59

—,	 “Symmachus und der Midrasch” Biblica 29 (1948) 31–51; repr. in H.-J. Schoeps, “Sym-
machusstudien”, in: id., Aus frühchristlicher Zeit. Religionsgeschichtliche Untersuchun-
gen (Tübingen: J.C.B. Mohr [Paul Siebeck], 1950) 82–119.60
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