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THE LANGUAGES SPOKEN BY JESUS
Aaron Tresham *
For decades scholarly consensus has held that Jesus usually spoke the
Aram aic language. To evalua te the accu racy of this assu mption, one m ust
investigate to learn w hich lan guage(s) was(we re) spoken in Israel during the first
century A . D ., and wh ether the sayings of Jesus in the Gospels record the spoken
Greek of Jesus or are translations of what He said in Hebrew or Aramaic. Evidence
for the use of Aramaic in the areas where Jesus lived and taught is strong, but not
necessarily strong enough to exclude His use of other lang uag es. Hebrew was not
a dead langu age a fter the Bab ylonian Exile as som e have assum ed. Do cum ents,
inscriptions, and coins have shown the continued use of Hebrew during the time that
Jesus was in Israel, particularly in the area of Judea. The fact that the Gospels as
well as the rest of the N T were originally w ritten in Greek bolsters the case for a
widespread use of Greek in Jesus’ time. Specific instances of internal evidence in the
NT itself, alon g with wid espre ad u se of the Sep tuag int, in the NT indicate the
trilingual nature of first-century Israel. Indica tions that are external to the N T also
show the use of G reek in Jesus’ first-century surroundings. Yet impressive voices
question the case for Greek as the language Jesus used. A weighing of the evidence
on both sides seems to ind icate th at Jesus spoke and taught in both Greek and
Aramaic, with the degree to which He used each one yet to be clarified by further
resea rch o n this im portant su bject.
*****
The hypothesis that Jesus usually spoke Arama ic has dominated scholarly
discussion for decad es. Joseph F itzmyer writes, “If asked what was the language
com mon ly spok en in P alestine in the time o f Jesus of Nazareth, most p eop le with
some acquaintance of that era and area would almost spontaneously answer
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Aram aic.” 1 Just seven years ago Darrell Bock no ted, “Most New T estament scholars
believe Arama ic was the primary language of Palestine in Jesus’ day.” 2 Coming from
a leading evangelical scholar of the NT, this assessment of the state of current
scholarship is surely accurate. If these scholars are correct, then the sayings of Jesus
found in the Gospels in Greek are usually translations of original Aramaic sayings (at
best). This wou ld make the numb er of Je sus’ ipsissima verba found in the G ospels
very small, and it would discredit the independence view of Syno ptic Gospel origins
(How likely is it that three independent witnesses would make the same translations
from Aram aic into Greek?). It also leads many scholars to adopt an exegetical
metho d whe reby the “original” Aramaic is sought to elucid ate the G reek text. 3
Is this scholarly consensus correct? Is it possible that Jesus actually spoke
and taught in Greek? D o the Gospels provide the original words spoken by Je sus in
Greek (at least occasionally)?
To decide which languages Jesus commonly spoke and which languages He
used for teaching, the languages spoken in Israel4 in the first century A .D . must be
identified. Such a study is necessarily limited and tentative. Available evidence
comes from written sources, but spoken and written languages may not coincide. The
linguistic milieu was subject to change in the period from 200 B . C . to A . D . 135, but
the evidence is sp otty and not evenly distrib uted. D ifferent languages and dialects
were spoken by various groups of people, some of which have no written record
preserved to the present day. 5 Since the teaching of Jesus is the focus of this article,
the discussion will be limited to Hebrew, Aramaic, and Greek. 6
Of course, a distinction may exist between the languages spoken by Jesus

1
Joseph A. Fitzmyer, “The Languages of Palestine in the First Century AD,” in The Language of
the New Testam ent: Classic Essays, Journal for the Study of the New T estament Supplement Series 60,
ed. Stanley E. Porter, 126-62 (Sheffield, Eng.: Sh effield Academ ic, 1991) 14 7. Other sch olars assert
sim ply, “Jesus’ native tongue was Aramaic” (Robert W. Funk, Roy W . Hoover, and the Jesus S emina r,
The Five Gospels: The Search for the Authentic Words of Jesus [New York: M acm illan, 1993 ] 27).
2
D arr ell L. Bock, review of T he Criteria for Authenticity in Historical-Jesus Research: Previous
Discussion and Ne w P rop osa ls, by Stanley E. Porter, Bibliotheca Sacra 159 /633 (J anua ry 200 2):126 . A
similar point is mad e in Scot M cKnight, review of The Criteria for Authenticity in Historical-Jesus
Research: Pre viou s D iscu ssio n an d N ew Pro pos als, by Stan ley E. Porter, Trinity Journal 23/1 (Spring
2002):124.
3
To provide just o ne ex am p le , c on sid er
in The Expositor’s Bible Comm entary, 12
Zondervan, 1984) 3 67-70. H is conclusions
allegedly underlying AXJD@H and BXJD (he

th e d is cu ss io n o f M a tt 1 6:1 8 in D . A. C arson, “ M atthew ,”
vols., ed. Frank E. Gaebelein, 8:1-599 (Grand Rapids:
m ay be correct, but h is arg um ent in volves the A ram aic
also discusses the Aramaic behind ¦6680F\" ).

4
In this article the names “Israel” and “Palestine” are used somewhat interchangeably because use
of “P alestin e” as a na m e for th at pa rt of the wor ld in th e first c entu ry A. D . is anachronistic.
5
Michael O. W ise, “Languages of Palestine,” in Dic tiona ry o f Jesu s an d the Go spe ls, eds. Joel B.
Green and Scot McKnight, 434-44 (Downers Grove, Ill.: InterVarsity, 1992) 434.
6
Some, including Rom an officials and soldiers, would have spoken Latin. However, “Latin never
gained a strong foothold in Palestine” (Eric M . M eyers an d Jam es F. S trange, Archaeology, the Rabbis,
and Ea rly C hris tianity [Nas hville: Abingdon, 1 981] 8 8).
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and the languages usually spoken in Israel, but it is reasonable to assume that Jesus
taught in a language his audience understood. In fact, no reason supports the
assumption that Jesus always spoke the same language. Evidence shows that many
Jews in the first centur y were at least bilingual. Jesus would have used whatever
language best met the needs of the occasion.
W hich languages the Lord spoke is not merely an acad emic conc ern. T his
article seeks to answer whether it is likely that the sayings of Jesus recorded in Greek
in the Go spels are based on the spoken Greek of Jesus or are the translations of words
He spoke in another language. The external evidence may prove it to be likely that
Jesus could speak Greek; the internal evidence can reveal if He actually did.
AR AM AIC
The classic presentation of the view that Jesus spoke primarily Aramaic was
provided by Gustaf Dalman, who concluded that Jesus knew some Hebrew and Greek
but usually used Aramaic.7 That Jews spoke Aramaic after the Exile is ra rely
disputed; even portions of the OT are in Aramaic (see Daniel and Ezra). 8 Those who
see Aram aic as the primary language of Jesus assert that Aramaic dominated Israel
even after Greek had become the lingua franca of the Greco-Roman world. 9
Archaeological finds have confirm ed the continued use of A rama ic in Israel.
Literary documents in Aramaic from the first centuries B .C . and A .D . were found at
Qumran. While the documents in Aramaic are in the minority, they show that
Aram aic was at least a literary language at the time. Ossuary inscriptions show that
Aramaic also continued as a colloquial language in the first century A . D . A contract
in Aramaic dated A . D . 56 was found at Murabba’at. Finds at Masada can be dated
A . D . 68-73. These include an Aramaic invoice written on an ostracon, along with an
inscription on a storage jar and an inscrip tion of o wnership on a vessel. 1 0
Docum ents found in the Cave of Letters at Murabba’at show that Aram aic
was also in use at the beginning of the second century. These documents include

7
Gustaf D alma n, Jesu s-Je shu a: S tudie s in th e G osp els, trans. Paul P. Levertoff (New Yor k:
MacM illan, 1929) 1-37, esp. 37. Pinchas Lapide says that Dalman is “so far the most eloquent proponent
of Ara m aic as Jesu s’ na tive ton gue ” (“Ins ights from Qum ran into the Languages of Jesus,” Revue de
Qum ran 8/32 [D ecem ber 1975 ]:497).
8
How ever, Chaim R abin writes, “The Aram aic portions of Daniel and Ezra are no evidence that
Ara m aic had becom e a Jewish literary language. The book of D aniel describes happen ings at the court
of the king of Babylon, and the Aramaic portions of Ezra consist largely of official documents to and by
functionaries of the Achaemenid Persian empire” (“Hebrew and Aramaic in the First Century,” in The
Jewish Peo ple in the F irst Ce ntury: Histo rical G eogr aph y, Po litical History, Social, Cultural and
Religious Life and Institutions, 2 vols., eds. S. Safrai and M. Stern, 2:1007-39, Compendia Rerum
Iudaicarum ad Novum Testam entum [Philadelphia: Fortress, 1976] 2 :1013).
9
Stanley E. Porter, “Jesus an d the U se of Greek in Galilee,” in Studying the Historical Jesus:
Evaluations of the State of Current Research, New Testament Tools and Studies 19 , eds. Bruce Chilton
and Craig A. Evans, 123-54 (Leiden, Neth.: E. J. Brill, 1994) 124.
10

M eyers an d Stran ge, Archaeology 75-77.
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deeds and letters. For example, one deed for a palm grove dated December 1 8, 99 is
in Aramaic. A marriage contract from the same cache of documents is also in
Aramaic.1 1
To find the original language of Jesus, James Barr suggests translating the
Go spels into Hebrew and Aramaic. The one which provides a better understanding
of the Greek is more likely to be the original language. He writes, “This kind of
evidence is, as evidence, extremely intangible, and yet in a way it forms, for the New
Testament scholar, the main ultimate importance of the whole exercise.” 1 2 Barr does
not seem to consider the possibility that the Greek itself may be original. Mo reover,
the whole process is subjective, and the assumption that the Greek cannot be
understood without knowing the alleged original betrays a low view of Scripture.
However, it cannot be doubted that Jesus did speak Aramaic.1 3 In fact, the
Go spels record several Semitic words uttered by Jesus and his disciples, and many
scholars believe most of them are Aramaic.1 4 Aramaic was commonly spoken in
Israel in the first century, and so Jesus would likely speak Aramaic at times. Thus,
the question is whether Jesus spoke any other languages, and m ore im portant, Did
Jesus ever teach in a language other than Aramaic?1 5
HEBREW
Scholars have argued that Hebrew became a dead language after the Exile,
so the first-century Jews spoke primarily Aramaic. However, this view has proven
to be too simplistic.1 6 Scholars used to believe that Jews had created an artificial
hybrid of Biblical Hebrew and Aramaic in ord er to w rite the Mishna in the second

11

Ibid., 77-78.

12

Jam es B arr, “ W hich Lang uag e D id Jesus S peak?— Som e Rem arks of a Semitist,” Bulletin of the
John Rylands Library 53/1 (Autumn 1 970):14-15. According to Barr, such a study had not been done,
since ever yone wh o did suc h tran slation assu m ed J esu s sp oke A ram aic (ib id., 1 7). H owe ver, D avid B ivin
and R oy Blizzard argue that translation into Hebrew reveals the true meaning of many difficult passages
in the Gospels (Understanding th e Difficult Words of Jesus [Arcadia, Calif.: Makor Foundation, 1983]
79-91, 11 9-69).
13
Joseph A. Fitzmyer, “Did
(September/October 1992):58.

Jesus
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Greek?” Biblical Archaeology
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14
For example, see Dalman, Jesus-Jeshua 11-13. Barr notes that some may b e H eb re w, b ut h e c la im s
none can be o nly H ebre w a nd n ot Ar am aic (B arr, “ W hich Lang uag e” 1 6-17 ). In this he disagrees with
Isaac Rabinowitz, who argues that ,NN"2" in M ark 7:34 m ust be H ebrew an d not Aram aic (“+ M M ! 1!
(Ma rk VII. 34): Certainly Hebrew, Not A ram aic,” Journal of Semitic Studies 16/2 [Autumn 1971]:15255).
15
Discuss ion of the hypothesis of a Sem itic original of Matthew h as been om itte d (th ere is so m e
disagreem ent whether this alleged document was in Hebrew or Aramaic). Even if such a document
existed, it would not prove that Jesus always taught in a Sem itic language.
16

Wise, “Languages” 435.
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century A . D .1 7 However, M. H. Segal refuted this view eighty years ago.1 8 His
argument was not based on external evidence but on an examination of the grammar
and voca bulary of M ishnaic Hebrew itself.1 9 Far from being an “artificial sc holastic
jargon,” it was “essentially a po pular and colloq uial dialect.” 2 0 The alleged
dependence on Aramaic cannot withstand scrutiny. In fact, the gram mar o f Mish naic
Hebrew essentially depends on Biblical Hebrew, not on Aramaic. Those forms which
Mishnaic Hebrew shares with Ara maic are usually found in other Semitic languages
as well, and Mishnaic Hebrew has some forms that are unknown in Aramaic.2 1 In the
same way that grammatical dependence had been exaggerated, Segal found that the
alleged lexical dependence of Mishnaic Hebrew on Aramaic had also been
exaggerated.2 2
Sega l’s conclusion must have been radical at the time (and still is today): the
language commonly used by educated, native Jews of Judea from 400 B .C . to A .D .
150 was M ishnaic H ebrew. Altho ugh they understood Aramaic, they used it only
occ asionally. 2 3 However, it is important to note a caveat: “With regard to the
language of Jesu s, it is admitted that in the R oma n period, and perhap s earlier,
[Aramaic] was the vernacular of the native Galilean Jews. But even in Galilee,

17

For ex am ple, see D alma n, Jesus-Jeshua 16.

18

W ith the publication of A Gram mar of Mishnaic Hebrew (Oxford , Eng.: Ox ford Un iversity, 1927).
Nevertheless, R ab in co uld w rite in 19 76 of th e v ie w th at M i sh na ic H ebrew w as an artificial hybrid of
Biblical Heb rew and Aram aic, “This theory is still held by many scholars and given in handbooks as
statement of fact” (“H ebrew and A ram aic” 2:10 22). A ccordin g to Rab in, by 1909 Segal had already
“demonstrated in detail that some of the distinct features of mish naic Heb rew could not be accou nted for
by intera ctio n o f biblical Heb rew a nd A ram aic” ( ibid. , 2:1 023 ; Ra bin c ites M . H . Se gal, “M ishn aic
Hebrew and Its Relation to Biblical Hebrew and to Aramaic,” Jewish Quarterly Review, o.s., 20 [19089]:647-73 7). Ra bin adds a few arguments of his own to Segal’s gramm atical arguments. One of interest
is that “the way the Sep tuagint translates some H ebrew w ords show s that the translators understood them
in mishn aic Hebrew senses rather than b iblical ones” (“H ebrew an d Aram aic” 2:1023).
19
Segal calls it “Mishnaic Hebrew” to distinguish it from Biblical Hebrew, but he argues that
M ishn aic Heb rew existed as a vern acular centuries before the M ishna. In fact, he believes the use of
M ishn aic Heb rew overlapped the u se of late Biblical Heb rew. H owever, the Mishna and its associated
literature was the only literature rem aining from the p eriod, which justified the nam e (ibid., 1).
20

Ibid., 6. Barr notes, “That this is so is no longer questioned by major workers in the field”
(“Hebrew, Aramaic, and Greek in the Hellenistic Age,” in The Cam bridge History of Judaism, 2 vols.,
eds. W . D. Davies and Louis Finkelstein, 2:79-114 [Cambridge, Eng.: Cambridge University, 1989]
2:83). Later scholars found m ore Aramaic influence in Mishnaic Hebrew than Segal with out n egatin g his
conclusion of spoken H ebrew (ibid., 2:87).
21

Sega l, Gramm ar 6-7.

22

Ibid., 7-9.

23

Ibid., 13. Segal believes that the use of Aramaic increased during this period. He sees the decline
of Mishnaic Hebrew beginning with the Herodian period. The Herodians probably spoke Aramaic, the
Rom an occupation brought closer connections between Judea and the Aramaic-speaking Jews of the
Eastern D iaspora, and settlement of Aram aic-speaking Jews in Jerusalem spread the use of Aram aic at
the expense of Hebrew (ibid., 14-15).
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[M ishnaic Hebrew] was understood and spoken, at least by the educated classes.” 2 4
Chaim Rabin ad ds, “Tho se who, like Jesus, took part in the synagogues (Mark 1:21)
and in the Temple of Jerusalem (Mark 11:17) and disputed on Halakah (Matthew
19:3 ) no d oubt did so in mishnaic H ebrew.” 2 5
Harris Birkeland also argued for the extensive use of Hebrew in first-century
Israel. He claimed that the prese nce o f Aram aic term s in the G ospels, far from
proving that Jesus usually spoke Aram aic, actually proved that Jesus usually spoke
Hebrew. 2 6 According to Birkeland, Jesus’ usual Hebrew was translated into Greek,
but the occasio nal Aram aic was left untranslated, m uch like a translation of this
article today would leave the Latin phrase ipsissima verba untranslated.2 7 Matthew
Black writes of Birkeland’s view, “This extreme position has found little if any
supp ort am ong comp etent authorities.” 2 8
David Bivin and R oy B lizzard claim the original Gospel was written entirely
in Hebrew , and the cano nical G ospels are merely translations (a nd no t particularly
good translations). They assert that many passages can be understood only after they
have been translated into Hebrew. 2 9 Weston Fields writes, “The ideas of the book are
generally good,” but he ad mits that many scholars will not find them readily
acceptable.3 0 These authors do not consider the possibility that Jesus Himself used the
alleged literal translations into Greek of Heb rew idioms.
Few today would go as far as Bivin and Blizzard,3 1 but external evidence,
including documents, inscriptions, and coins, has demonstrated the continued use of
Hebrew. The discovery of the Dead Sea Scrolls near Qumran made m uch literary
evidence available. This collection of documents includes texts written in Aramaic,
Greek, and Hebrew , with vario us types of Hebrew predom inant. 3 2 For Barr, the Dead

24

Ibid., 17.

25

Rabin, “Hebrew and Aramaic” 2:1036.

26

Ha rris Birke land, The Language of Jesus (Oslo: Dybwad, 1954) 25.

27

Ra bino witz argues that the author of M ark (or one of his sources) m ust h ave tra nslate d bo th
Ara m aic and Hebrew source te xts in to Gre ek , s in ce bo th Ara m aic an d H eb re w te rm s are left untranslated
(“+ M M ! 1! ”156). Rabinow itz does not consider the possibility that Greek was usually original, which
would also explain this.
28
Matthew Black, “Aramaic Studies and the Language of Jesus,” in The Language of the New
Testament 124. Black does admit that Jesus may have used som e H eb rew , si nc e h e w as a ra bb i “w ellversed in the Scriptures” (ibid., 125 ).
29

Bivin a nd B lizzard, Understanding the Difficult Words of Jesus 19-23.

30

W eston W. Fields, review of Un der stan ding the D ifficult Words of Jesus, by David B ivin and Roy
B. B lizzard, Grace Theological Journal 5/2 (Fall 1984):271.
31
For ex am ple , J. A. Em ert on ad m its rab bin ica l liter atu re p rob ab ly implies that “Hebrew w as used
as a vernacular by some Jews in the first tw o cen turies A.D .” (“T he P roblem of V erna cular H ebre w in
the First Century A.D. and the Language of Jesus,” Journal of Theological Studies, n.s ., 24 /1 [A pril
197 3]:1 5). However, he concludes that Jesus normally spoke Aramaic and m ay have spoken Hebrew
occasionally (ibid., 21).
32

Wise, “Languages” 435.
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Sea Scro lls suggest “the Jewish com munity, or some part of it, was biling ual,
trilingual or even multilingual in yet higher multiples.” 3 3 Clearly there were peop le
living at Qumran who could read and write H ebrew, but could they also speak it?
Segal and others argue that Hebrew was a spoken dialect in Judea, while other
scholars continue to m aintain that it was merely a second language for scholars, like
Latin in Europ e during the M iddle Age s.3 4
In addition to the Qumran material, works such as 1 M accabees, Ecclesiasticus, and much of the apocryphal and pseudepigraphic literature from the time period
under consideration are preserved in Hebrew. There is not as much evidence for
written Heb rew apart from these literary texts. Archaeological finds include ostraca,
pap yri, inscriptions, and coins with Hebrew writing from the second ce ntury B .C . to
the second ce ntury A .D . 3 5 One exam ple of a public inscription in Hebrew dates to the
first half of the first century A .D . This inscription on the Tomb of James in the Kidron
Valley written in square Hebrew letters states: “This is the tomb and memorial of
. . .” and lists the names of several priests. 3 6 Presum ably such inscriptions were
intended to be understood by at least some of those who lived in the area.
Finds at Masada also provide important evidence. Literary texts in Hebrew
include fragme nts of bib lical and apocryphal books, including 26 fragments of
Ecclesiasticus, which was previously known only in Greek and medieval Hebrew
fragments. Some vessels are marked with the Hebrew names of their owners, and
several “tags” were found with Hebrew letters on them (apparently abbreviations; one
reads “priest’s tithe” in Hebrew). 3 7
Finds at Murabba’at provide evidence for the use of H ebrew in the early
second century A . D . These include letters between commanders of the Bar Kochba
revolt (c. 132-35 ). Som e of them are in Aramaic, but others are in Hebrew or Greek.
Other documents in Hebrew include deeds, biblical texts, phylacteries, hymns or
prayers, bills of divorce, marriage contracts, real estate transactions, and rental
contracts. 3 8 These documents come from a later period, a time when Jewish
nationalistic fervor was high, but they provide evidence for the continued use of
Hebrew in Israel.
It may be concluded that forms of Hebrew were understood by Jews in
Jerusalem and the outlying villages in the first century. This evidence applies only
to Jude a, since sim ilar evidence from Galilee is lacking. Since Galilee had been
controlled by Aramaic and Greek-speaking rulers for some time, it seems likely that
Hebrew was less well-known there than in Judea. However, the educated classes

33

Barr, “Which Language” 20.

34

M eyers an d Stran ge, Archaeology 67.

35

Wise, “Languages” 436.
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would probably have had some knowledge of Hebrew.3 9
GREEK
The most obvious factor in considering Greek as a language of Jesus is the
fact that the NT was written and preserved entirely in Gre ek. Alexand er Ro berts
wrote over a century ago,
Here we possess, in the volume known as the New Testament, a collection of writings,
composed for the most part by Jews of Palestine, and primarily intended to some extent
for Jews of Palestine, and all of them written . . . in the Greek language. Now what is the
natural inference? Is it not that Greek must have been well known both to the writers and
their readers, and that it was deemed the most fitting language, at the time, in which for
Jews of Palestine both to impart and receive instruction?40
Of course, for many scholars the Greek NT is not sufficient evidence to conclude that
Greek was co mmonly spoken in first-century Israel; for such scholars the dominance
of Aramaic is often a forgone conclusion. However, archaeological evidence from the
last few decades of the twentieth century provides ample confirmation that Greek was
used in Israel during the time of Christ. This evidence will be reviewed below.
Ho wever, the evid ence provided by the N T itself will be co nsidered first.
Internal Evidence
Not only the Gospels, but the whole NT is in Greek. Peter and John were
recognized as “uneducated and untrained men” (Acts 4:13);4 1 certainly they did not
have special training in the Greek language be yond that of the m iddle classes, and yet
they were able to write in Greek. James, the brother of Jesus, was mo st likely a
carpenter like his father, certainly not one of the social or political elite, and yet he
composed a letter in Greek to other Jews less than two decades after the death of
Christ. 4 2 Did he learn Greek (and of a quality sufficient to produce such an epistle)

39
Wise, “Languages” 437 . Ra bin a sser ts, “La te biblical Hebrew m ust have been widely understood
and read in circles close to nascent Christianity, as well as by the early Christians themselves” (“Hebrew
and Aram aic” 2:1015). H e seem s to base this on the fact that the church pres erved the Apocrypha and
Pseudepigrapha, large parts of which likely existed in late biblical Hebrew, according to Rabin.
40
Alexander Roberts, Greek: The Language of Christ and His Apostles (London: Longmans, Green,
and Co., 188 8) 82 (em phasis in the original). Hans B etz writes, “The fact is that none of Jesus’ s ayings
is transmitted in Aram aic. The Gos pel writers take it as self-evident that Jesus and his con temporaries
spoke and taugh t in Greek” (“W ellhausen’s Dictum ‘Jesus W as Not a C hristian, but a Jew’ in Light of
Present Scholarship,” Studia Theologica 45 [19 91]:90).
41

42

Scripture quotations are from the Ne w A me rica n Sta nda rd B ible, Updated Edition.

T. K. Abbott states, “Probably th e e arli est book in the New T estament is the Epistle of James,
written in Greek, and showing a considerable mastery of the language” (“To What Extent Was Greek the
Language of Galilee in the Time of Christ?” in Essays Chiefly on the Original Texts of the Old and New
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in those few years, while he was leading the church in Jerusalem, where they
alleged ly spoke primarily Aramaic? 4 3 Perhaps Peter, James, and John merely
produced their works in Aramaic, and faithful (bilingual) secretaries translated them
into Greek. However, scholars are agreed that the NT is not written in “translation
Gre ek.” For example, Dalman writes of the G ospels, “He who wishes to re-think the
words of Jesus in Aramaic is confro nted with a considerable difficulty; these words,
as we have them in our Gospels, were not slavishly translated fro m an A rama ic
original, but were moulded into Greek, although into a Greek which has been
influenced by the Semitic idiom and occasio nally also by the O .T. style.” 4 4 Mo st
agree that all of the NT books were originally com posed in Greek. R oberts co ncludes,
“If they, hum ble fishermen of Galilee, understood Greek to such an extent as
naturally and easily to write it, that language must have been generally known and
used amo ng the p eop le.” 4 5
In the Gospels, the authors give no hint that they are translations.4 6 However,
there is a problem with this argument. In Acts 9:4 Jesus co nfronts S aul with the
words, “Saul, Saul, why are you persecuting Me?” These words of Jesus are
presented in Greek without any hint of translation. However, when P aul is relating
these events to Agrippa, he states, “I heard a voice saying to me in the Hebrew
dialect [J¹ {+$D"Ä*4 *4"8X6Jå], ‘Saul, Saul why are you persecuting Me? It is hard
for you to kick against the goads’” (26:14, emphasis added). Regardless of whether
this refers to Hebrew or Aramaic, it appears that Christ did not address Paul in
Greek. 4 7 Unless Jesus said the same thing to Paul in both Greek and a Sem itic

Tes tam ents [London: Longm ans, Green , and Co., 18 91] 15 4).
43
Ro berts notes the suggestion of other scholars that the apostles had the gift of tongues; that is, they
were supernaturally endow ed with the ability to write in Greek (Greek, 84-85). It is doubtful that any
scholar would take this suggestion seriously today. This also fails to explain how the reade rs were
supposed to un ders tand wh at the y wro te, un less on e ass um es th at none of the NT was intended for those
who allegedly spoke Aramaic.
44
Jesus-Jeshua 23. Betz comments, “We now also know that the New Testament sources, even the
older ones, are not thoroughgoing translations from the A ramaic. . . . M ost of even the oldest layers of
the synoptic tradition give the impression that they existed in G reek from the start” (“W ellhausen’s
D ic tu m ” 90). H e later says, “It would be m uch m ore consistent with both the gospel tradition and the
m ultilingu istic culture to assume tha t Greek versions of Jesus’ s ayings existed from the b eginning. If at
that time Aram aic versions of sayings of Jesus also existed, they have not been p reserved” (ibid., 92).
45

Rob erts, Greek 91.
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Ibid., 95.
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It is comm only assumed that the references to “Hebrew” ({+$D"^FJ\ or J¹ {+$D"Ä*4 *4"8X6Jå)
in the NT actually refer to Aramaic, allegedly the usual language of the “Hebrews” ({+$D"Ã@4, see Ac ts
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language, then this seems to be an instance in which the ipsissim a verba of Jesus
were not recorded. This raises the possibility of similar situations occurring in the
Gospels. Nevertheless, other indications show that Jesus used Greek.
Roberts rightly questions those who cite the occasional appearance of
Aram aic words in the Gospels as proof that Jesus usually spoke Aramaic.4 8 The fact
that a few Aramaic words show up in the midst of predominantly Greek wo rds wo uld
seem to argue the opposite. If Jesus habitually spoke Aramaic, then why would only
a few of these word s app ear in the Gospels while the rest were translated? 4 9 In fact,
when the Gospel writers provide translations for the A rama ic originals of Jesus, they
explicitly note that they are doing so.5 0 On the con trary, if Jesus often sp oke in Greek,
then it is easy to believe that he would also use Aramaic when appropriate. For
examp le, when speaking to the daughter o f Jairus, Jesus says, “Talitha cum” (M ark
5:41). It is understandable that the young daughter of a synagogue official (vv. 22-23)
would not be familiar with Greek. 5 1
Roberts next examines the quotations of the OT found in the NT . These
quotations could be Greek translations of the original Hebrew, Greek translations of
an Aramaic version, or the Greek of the Septuagint. W hen one examines the citations
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churc h father s (ibid., 33) . H owe ver, it is not clear that the alleged Hebraisms in Matthew are based on a
Hebrew original. Accepting these H ebraism s and assu ming for the sake of argum ent that Jesus spoke
Hebrew as His first language and Greek as His second language, would it not be possible for H ebra ic
expressions to creep into any of H is teaching which w as originally in Greek?
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of the OT in the NT, he finds that the majority are derived from the Sep tuagint. 5 2 This
implies at the very least that the NT authors were familiar with the OT in Greek. B ut
does their use of the Septuagint reflect the language commonly spoken by the
authors, or do es it represent the language spoken by the original readers? The fact
that the NT is in Greek itself implies that it was intended for an aud ience who also
knew the OT in Greek. T hus it would be reasonable to find quotations from the
Sep tuagint in the Epistles and portions of the Gospels.
The situation is slightly different when a Gospel has an OT citation in direct
speech. It is conceivable that the G ospel autho rs used the Septuagint for these OT
quotations regardless of what the original speaker used. But if these OT quotations
reflect what was spoken, then the language reflected in them should reflect the
language commo nly spoken. Roberts does not seem concerned with the situation of
direct speech in particular, but T. K . Abb ott makes this distinction. In fact, he says
that Matthew usually follows the Septuagint in direct speec h, but his o wn co mments
“never agree with the LXX exactly, and their variations sometimes are clear
approximations to the H ebrew.” 5 3 Abb ott uses this argument to show that Matthew
was originally composed in Greek, but it also provid es evid ence that Jesus Him self
used the Septuagint (and thus spoke Greek). If Matthew put the Septuagint on Jesus’
lips, then why did he not use the Septuagint consistently throughout his Gospel? It
app ears that Matthew faithfully repro duced Jesus’ ow n citations of the Septua gint.
Robert Gundry, who has studied Matthew extensively, disagrees. He
suggests that explicit quotations of the OT in the “Markan tradition” (Gundry, of
course, holds to Markan priority) were “assimilated to the Septuagint.” However,
Gundry asserts that “allusive quotations” were not so assimilated. These allusions
show “affinities with both the Septuagint an d the S emitic forms of the OT.” 5 4 He
states, “This early qu otation material exhibits the same threefold language milieu
which archaeological evidenc e should have taught us to ex pect.” 5 5 Thus, even if
assimilation of direct quotations has occurred, the Gospels still provide evidence for
the use of the Sep tuagint by Jesus.
According to Abbott, there are similar cases in Acts. At the Jerusalem
Council James argues from the Greek version of Amos where it differs from the
Hebrew (15:16-18). 5 6 Martin Hengel asserts that this Council must have been in
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Greek (at least “also in Greek”) since the Greek Titus was there.5 7 Stephen a lso
quotes from the Sep tuagint in his defense before the Sanhedrin (7:2-53). This is not
surprising, since he was a H ellenistic Jew, but it may be assumed that his speech was
unde rstandable to the co uncil. 5 8 Luke’s use of the terms {+880<4FJ"\ and {+$D"Ã@4
in Acts 6 :1 may also imply the use of Greek in Jerusalem. C. F. D. Moule argued
from the context of Acts that the best way to understand these terms (in Acts) is
linguistically. The first refers to “Jews who spoke only Greek” and the second to
“Jews who, while able to speak Greek, knew a Semitic language also .” 5 9 If this
interpretation is correct, it pro vides textual ev idenc e for the use of G reek in
Jerusalem.
Stanley Porter notes, “The G reek used b y Jesus in Mark’s G ospel at po ints
conforms to a higher register than the Greek o f the narrative itself.” 6 0 W ould M ark
have put better word s on the Master’s lips o n purpose? O r does M ark reflect the
actual language of Jesus? This latter po ssibility seems more consistent with the
writing of an inspired G ospel.
Consider also th e S ermon on the M ount. M atthew states, “Large crowds
followed Him from Galilee and the Decapo lis and Jerusalem and Judea and from
beyond the Jordan. When Jesus saw the crowds, He went up on the mountain” (M att
4:25-5:1). Then Jesus began to teach his disciples. However, many people were
listening to the sermon, since at the end Ma tthew record s, “When Jesus had finished
these word s, the crowds were amazed at His teaching” (7:29, emphasis added).
Presumably this crow d consisted o f people from all the regions mentioned in 4:25,
including the Decapolis. Roberts argues that the cities of the Decapolis were
primarily Gentile, and the Jews living there were Hellenized . These peop le pro bab ly
did not speak Aramaic, so if Jesus wanted such peo ple to understand his sermon, he
needed to speak in Greek. 6 1
A similar situation is found in Luke’s Sermon on the Plain (it is not
important to this argument how this relates to the Sermon on the Mount). Luke 6:1718 says, “Jesus came down with them and stoo d on a leve l place; and there w as a
large crowd of H is discip les, and a great throng of people from all Judea and
Jerusalem and the coastal regions of Tyre and Sidon, who had come to hear Him .”
Roberts provides evidence that the inhabitants of Tyre and Sidon generally spoke
Greek, so if the Lord was to be understood by them, he would have spoken in
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Greek. 6 2 Since peop le from Judea and Jerusalem we re also present, this implies that
these also understo od G reek. H ence, it is possible that Jesus spoke Greek even when
peo ple from T yre, Sidon, or the D ecap olis were not p resent.
John 12:20 -21 tells of some “G reeks” who wanted to see Jesus. They spoke
to Philip, presumably in Greek (or had these “Greeks” learned Aramaic?). 6 3 The text
notes that Philip was from Bethsaida of Galilee;6 4 it seems that this comment is
intended to indicate that Philip was more likely to respond to these Gentiles (Because
those from Galilee spoke Greek and the other disciples did not or because those from
Galilee had more contact with Greek-spe aking G entiles?). The text does not indicate
whether Jesus spoke directly to them, but it seems unreasonable to think that Jesus
would completely ignore those who were seeking him. Thus Jesus could have spoken
in Greek at this poin t so that the Greeks might understand.6 5 Ho wever, he was in
Jerusalem at the time for the upcoming Passover, so if the rest of the crowds
understood him, then Greek was also spoken in Jerusalem6 6 (of course, many Jews
from outside Jerusalem would also be there for Passover).
Roberts then considers the accounts of Jesus before Pilate, which R obe rts
believes “bears the clearest and most conclusive testimony” to the common use of
Greek. 6 7 In these accounts Jesus speaks to Pilate, and Pilate speaks to Jesus, the
priests, and the crowds. There is no mention of an interpreter, and many of the
exchanges would not lend themse lves to the use of an interpreter.6 8 As a Roman,
Pilate spoke Latin, but this language was p robab ly not spoken b y Jesus, the priests,
or the crowd. It also seems unlikely that Pilate had learned Aramaic or Hebrew.
Greek would be the natural medium of communication for Pilate to use with the
people of Judea.
John 20 records a meeting between Jesus and Mary after the resurrection.
In the middle of the conversation John w rites, “She turned and sa id to H im in
Hebrew, ‘Rabboni!’ (which means, Teacher)” (v. 16). W hether {+$D"^FJ\ refers to
Hebrew or Aram aic in this verse is beside the point.6 9 In the midst of a conversation
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recorded in Greek, John makes a point of noting Mary’s use of a Semitic language.
It seems safe to conclude that the rest of the conversa tion actually occ urred in
Greek. 7 0
In John 21:15-17 a conversation takes place between Jesus and Peter, which
involves the interplay of three pairs of near-synonymous Greek term s: ("BVT and
N48XT, B@4:"\<T and $`F6T, and @É*" and (4<fF6T. These pairs cannot be
reproduced in Aramaic or H ebrew. Similarly, the wo rdplay between BXJD@H and
BXJD" in Matthew 1 6:18 is lost in Ara maic or Hebrew.7 1 Should these be explained
by the creativity of the Evange lists, or are these the actual words o f Jesus?
Porter suggests Mark 7:24-30 records another situation in which Jesus spoke
Greek. 7 2 Jesus is in the region of Tyre and speaks with a G entile wo man. Mark calls
her an {+880<\H and GLD@N@4<\64FF". This region had b een un der H ellenistic
influence for some time, and Mark’s reference to her as “Greek” emphasizes that she
spoke Greek (since she was Syrophoenician she was not ethnically Greek). 7 3 There
is no mention of an interpreter, so Jesus likely spoke to her in Greek.7 4
Joseph Fitzmyer notes John 7:35: “The Jews said to one another, ‘W here
doe s this man [Jesus] intend to go that we will not find Him? H e is not intending to
go to the Dispersio n amo ng the G reeks, and teach the Greeks, is H e?” Presumably
Jesus would teach the Greeks in Gre ek, so these Je ws must have thought He could
speak Greek. 7 5
Porter also no tes the N T use of ¦6680F\" This term is found in the Gospels
only in Matthew 16:18 ; 18:17 in q uotations of Jesus. D id those in the early church
call themselves an ¦6680F\" because of Jesus’ use of the term, or do es M atthew’s
use of the term indicate his reda ctional tendencies? 7 6 If Matthew put the term on
Jesus’ lips, then why did the early church use that name in the first place? It seems
more likely that Jesus used the term than that Matthew introduced an anachronism
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into his G ospel.
A similar argument regarding the use of a single word is made by A . W .
Argyle. He cites the use of ßB@6D4JZH, which appe ars 17 times in the Synoptics, all
on the lips of Jesus. The term is used only twice in the Septuagint (Job 34:30; 36:13),
where it translates 41F (E , “godless.” This does not fit the context in the NT , where the
Greek meaning “play actor” makes sense (note Matt 6:2, 5, 16). Since theater was
forbidden among the Jews, neither Hebrew nor A ramaic has an equivalent for Jesus
to have spoken. According to Argyle, M atthew Black gives an Aramaic equivalent
that refers to a liar, which does not fit the context. 7 7 Thus Argyle concludes that Jesus
spoke Greek o n this occasion. 7 8
Argyle also no tes that the J ewish Sanhedrin got its name from the Greek
word FL<X*D4@<. Moreo ver, P aul quotes from the Greek poet Menander (1 Cor
15:33), indicating that Greek literature was studied in the rabbinic training of the
time.7 9 G. H. R. Ho rsley finds Argyle’s arguments to be weak. Regarding
ßB@6D4JZH, Horsley notes the distinction between loanwords and bilingualism. For
example, an English speaker may use a French phrase without knowing French. 8 0
This is true, but to be understood the audience must also understand the foreign
phrase, so it must be something of a stock phra se. Is ßB@6D4JZH likely to have been
such a word?
No te also the use of ¦B4@bF4@H in the Lord’s Prayer (Matt 6:11; Luke
11:3). 8 1 This word is unknown outside of these two verses and Christian writings
dependent on them.8 2 Since Matthew and Luke wrote independently, this word must
go back to Jesus Himself. This is consistent with the conclusion above that Jesus
spoke the entire Sermon on the Mount/Plain in Greek.
Nigel Turner no tes that “the characteristically Gree k phrase, men . . . de,
occurs twenty time s in [M atthew], and tha t is an unusual prop ortion for translation
Greek. . . . Every o ccurrence of men . . . de is in the words of Jesus, His disciples, or
the Baptist.” 8 3 Similarly, Matthew and Luke have the genitive absolute more
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frequently than the Septuagint. 8 4 These facts argu e against a Semitic original for this
material, for in that case the translations provided by M atthew and Luke were very
free. This is not consistent with the reverence a Christian translator would have had
for the sayings of Christ. The Septuagint offers a para llel: “As reverence for the
sacred books increased, so did the degree of litera lness in the translation.” 8 5 Turner
also notes Jesus’ use of the phrase “an honest and good heart” in Luke 8:15, which
reflects the traditional Greek phrase for a gentleman. Ho wever, it has no parallel in
Hebrew or Arama ic. Th e alliteration also argues fo r a Greek o riginal (¦< 6"D*\
6"8± 6"Â ("2±).8 6 Similarly, 6"6@×H 6"6äH (M att 21:41), 84:@Â 6"Â 8@4:@\
(Luke 21:1 1, Jesus speaking), and the wordplay "ÇD,4 . . . 6"2"\D,4 (John 15:2,
Jesus speak ing) suppo rt the claim of Gree k originals. 8 7
This testimon y from the Gospels is not surprising. Jesus’ fam ily fled to
Egypt shortly after His birth, where G reek w as used . Jesus sp ent mo st of his life in
Galilee, where many Greek-speaking Gentiles lived. Gerard Mussies notes that Jesus
“grew up in surround ings whe re Greek w as the second language of many peo ple if
not a majority of the pop ulation.” 8 8 Thus, Jesus must have spoken Greek. The
passa ges ab ove indicate that H e also used G reek in His ministry. 8 9
External Evidence
Now consider the external evidence for the use of Greek in Israel. Greek had
been making inroads long before the first century A .D ., and even before the conque sts
of Alexander the Great. Acc ording to M ussies, G reek individuals had been in Israel
as early as the eighth century B . C . 9 0 Greek pottery from the sixth ce ntury B . C . has
been found in coastal sites in Israel. Greek coins are kno wn in Isra el befo re the fourth
century B . C . Ostraca from the early third century B .C . were found at Khirbet el-Kôm.
These eight ostraca include six in Aram aic, one in Aramaic and Greek, and one in
Greek. The bilingual one is dated July 25, 277 B . C . The text refers to a loan from a
certain moneylender (the word for mon eylend er in the A rama ic text is actually a
Greek loanword). This moneylend er had clients with Nabataean, Aramaean, Jewish,
Greek, Arab, and Egyptian names. A businessman with such diverse clientele
app arently used Aram aic and Greek (as inelegant as it may be) for business
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purpo ses. 9 1
Pub lic inscriptions also testify to the use of Greek before the time of C hrist.
An inscription honoring Ptolemy IV was ere cted in Jop pa in 217 B . C . The remains of
several Seleucid inscriptions in Greek fro m the se cond cen tury B .C . have been found
in various locations in Israel. In addition to these political inscriptions, religious
inscriptions in Greek have bee n found d ating to the second and first centuries B .C .9 2
Even Dalman, the proponent o f Aramaic, admitted that Greek was the
common language in the coastal cities and had “o btained a footing also in
Palestine.” 9 3 Summarizing the available evidence, Abbott wrote in 1891:
Taking roughly the period from B.C . 170, and ending A.D. 160 or 150, we find at the
beginning Greek was making its way; we find at the end that it had superseded Aramaic,
and in the middle of the period we find Galileans speaking and writing Greek, and
speeches in Greek made to the authorities in Jerusalem. The inevitable inference is that
the language was steadily making its way all the time, the middle period being one in
which both languages were used, more or less.94
The evidence made available since Abbott’s time has only served to strengthen this
view. W riting in 1968, J. N. Sevenster has an extended discussion of archaeological
finds in Israel relating to the question of language.9 5 He cites evidence for the use of
Greek in the centuries before Christ, as well as evidence for the use of Greek in the
second and third centuries after Christ in various parts of Israel. Also, an interesting
inscription from Galilee has been found, dated in the first half of the first century
A . D ., based on the form of the letters. This inscriptio n is in Greek, and it pronounces
a death sentence on anyone who desecrates tombs. Presumably the inhabitants of this
region were expected to understand this Greek inscription.9 6
Sevenster also discusses Greek synagogue inscriptions. W hile many of these
date to later centuries, the old est com es from the first century A .D . It was found in
Jerusalem and probably dates before A .D . 70. It refers to a man named T heodotos (a
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Greek name), who was head of the synagogue and a priest. This provides testimony
to the use of Greek in certain Jewish circles in Jerusalem before A .D . 70.9 7
Similar testimony is provided by the large number of ossuaries discovered
in and around Jerusalem . Many scholars d ate these to the first century before A .D . 70.
There are inscriptions on the ossuaries in Hebrew, Aramaic, Greek, and comb inations
thereo f. W hile som e of these may belong to Diasp ora Jews who were buried in
Jerusalem, it is unlikely that all of them can be explained this way. Thus, evidence
for a variety of languages commonly spoken in Jerusalem at the time of Christ has
surfaced.9 8 Speaking of funerary inscriptions, Porter no tes, “Gre ek was app arently
that dominant, that in the majority of instances it took precedence over the Jew ish
sacred language, even at a moment of highly personal and religious significanc e.” 9 9
Since Sevenster wrote, additional examples of the use of Greek in Israel
have been found. Porter reviews the evidence provided by coins, papyri, literary
texts, and inscriptions. 1 0 0 This evidence supports the use of Greek in the centuries
before and after Chr ist. One example is an inscription, probably from the time of
Herod the Great, which hono rs a man who paid for a stone pa vement for the Temple
precincts. Although this man was from Rhodes, one would expect that those honoring
him would want the local population to understand the inscription.1 0 1
In addition to this physical evidence is the commonly accepted view that
Greek was the lingua franca of the Greco-Roman world .1 0 2 James V oelz claims,
“Greek was alive and well in Israel in the first century of the Christian era (and many
years before). For Greek had supplanted Aramaic as the lingua franca of the eastern
Mediterranea n.” 1 0 3 Porter ma kes a noteworthy observ ation worth quoting in full:
I find it interesting, if not a bit perplexing, that virtually all biblical scholars will accept
that the Jews adopted Aramaic, the lingua franca of the Persian empire, as their first
language, with many if not most Jews of the eastern Mediterranean speaking it in the
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fourth century BCE. Many of these same scholars, however, will almost categorically
reject the idea that the Jews adopted Greek, the lingua franca of the Graeco-Roman world,
as their language, even though the social, political, cultural and, in particular, linguistic
contexts were similar in so many ways, and the evidence is at least as conclusive.104
Although the evidence indicates that Israel was multilingual, Greek
functioned as the “prestige language .” Porter states, “Prestige languages are those
languages that dominate political, educational and economic forces at play in a
language milieu. In Palestine, the prestige language was Greek, even if Greek was not
the first language for a significant numb er of its speakers.” 1 0 5 In such a situation it
would be very natural for the inhabitants of Israel to obtain a functional knowledge
of Greek. This would be particularly true of Galilee, which was surrounded by
Hellenistic culture and acted as a center for trade, with a number of waterways and
roads connecting important cities running through Galilee.1 0 6
Jesus grew up in Nazareth. While this was a small village (pop. 1600-20 00),
it overlooked an important trade route, the Via Maris, which connected Damascus
and the Med iterranean. Jesus also spent time in Capernaum, a city of 12,000-15,000,
which acted as an entrance to Gaulanitis (Golan Heights) and had the mean s to
support tax collection (Mark 2:14 ).1 0 7 Fitzmyer notes, “Jesus was no t an illiterate
peasant and did not come from the lowest stratum of P alestinian society. . . . He
would naturally have conducted business in Greek with gentiles in Nazare th and
neighboring Sepphoris.” 1 0 8 Matthew was a tax collector from Capernaum, so he
probab ly used Greek in the course of his official duties. Many of the other disciples
were fishermen, and they most likely used Greek in the business of selling fish.1 0 9
Dissenting Voices
This understanding of the Hellenization and the use of Greek in Israel is not
without critics. P. Casey notes that Aramaic documents from before A . D . 70 “show
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significant interference from Hebrew,” which one would expect after centuries of
diglossia among educated Jews. However, he finds “no significant interference from
Greek” at this time (although there was later). Casey concludes, “We must infer that,
at the time of Jesus, Aramaic was not generally spoken by people who were bilingual
with Greek.” 1 1 0 Casey cites Porter: “T here is a possibility if not a likelihood that we
have some o f the actual words of Jesus recorded in the Gospels,” to which Casey
respond s, “This is a fundamentalist’s dream, and ultraconservative assumptions are
required to carry it thro ugh.” 1 1 1 On the contrary, even the Jesus Seminar admits, “It
is possible that Jesus was bilingual. Recent archaeological excavations in Galilee
indicate that Greek influence was wid espre ad there in the first century of our era. If
Jesus could speak Greek, some parts of the oral tradition of sayings and parables
prese rved in the gospels m ay actua lly have o riginated with him.” 1 1 2
Mark Chancey argues that the case for the widespre ad use of G reek in
Galilee is flawed.1 1 3 He notes two ma in problems: using finds from elsewhere in
Israel to make conclusions about Galilee and using artifacts from a range of centuries
to draw conc lusions about the first century. 1 1 4 He is critical (rightly it seems) of
earlier scholars who used rabbinic materials from later centuries to conclude that
Greek was widespread in the first century. 1 1 5 Discussion o f these materials has been
omitted from this article.
Chancey then critiques the use of archaeological data by some scholars. He
accuses them of using inscriptions and ossuaries from several centuries found all over
Israel and assuming that these data allow them to make valid conclusions about
Galilee.1 1 6 For example, one catalogue of 897 ossuaries fro m the late first century B .C .
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to the third century A . D . included 22 7 with inscriptions. Approximately one-third of
these inscriptions were in G reek, but only one was from G alilee (in a tomb with
pottery from the first and second centuries A .D .).1 1 7 Later he claims, “The only extant
inscriptions definitely produced within Galilee during the first part of that century
[1st century A . D .], the lifetime of Jesus, are the bronze coins of Herod Antipas and
a lead marker weight from T iberias from 29/30 C E nam ing its agoranomos, Gaius
Julius.” 1 1 8 This evidence is indeed slight, if accurate. The present writer is not in a
position to respond to his claims, though the word “definitely” cited above may
indicate that some more possibilities exist. However, one should note the sharp
bifurcation Chancey makes between Galilee and the rest of Israel. W hile there were
certainly differences (e.g., Peter’s Galilean accent was recognizable in Jerusalem;
M att 26:7 3), it seem s likely that many scholars would disagree with the sharp
division Chancey make s.1 1 9
Chancey’s argum ent is largely from silence, but he asserts that there is much
more evidence for the use of Greek in neighboring areas, so he doubts that the
evidence for Galilee has simply been lost. 1 2 0 He also claims that the number of
inscriptions increases during the Roman period in all areas.1 2 1 However, if the relative
absence of inscriptions in Galilee (in any language) is expected in the first century,
then when a few Greek inscriptions are found this would seem to provide even more
evidence for the use of G reek. If the Galileans had only a few inscriptions in the first
century, would one not expect those few to be in the common language? So when
Greek appears at all, is that not noteworthy? Chancey’s argument seems to be that the
presence of more inscriptions itself reflects greater Hellenization, so the relative
infrequency of inscriptions in Galilee from the first century argues for less
Hellenization in this region. The present writer does not see a necessary connection
between the adoption of the Greek language and the adoption of the inscriptional
habits of Greco-Rom an culture. Galileans may well have used the Greek language
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without becoming thoroughly Hellenized.1 2 2
In fact, Chancey questions the use of inscriptions at all. He claims that
inscriptions represent only the official language. He rejects the argument that the
government would necessarily inscribe in a language that the common peop le could
understand, since m ost people were illiterate and would not be able to read the
inscriptions anyway. 1 2 3
Chancey also questions the use of the Q umran material. No t only is Qumran
far to the so uth of Galilee, bu t only three percent of the manuscripts found there are
in Greek. Greek writings also make up a minority of material found at Masada. The
material from M urabba’at post-dates Jesus b y several decades. Chancey notes,
“Using these texts to understand the linguistic environment of second-century Judea
is com plicated eno ugh; using them to und erstand that of first-century Galilee is
almo st impo ssible.” 1 2 4
Chancey notes two important factors after the time of Jesus that would have
likely increased the use of Greek in Galilee. The first is the destruction of Jerusalem
in A . D . 70. Many Judeans would have fled to G alilee, and Chancey accepts the
evidence for the use of Greek in Judea, especially around Jerusalem. The second is
the arrival of the Roman legion around A . D . 120. This increase in Roman presence
would have elevated the use of Greek.1 2 5 Chancey believes that the historical
development of Galilee rules out the use of second- or third-ce ntury da ta to
understand the linguistic situation in first-century G alilee. H e believes that A rama ic
was the most commonly-spoken language.1 2 6
Chancey’s arguments should be given due weight. However, it must also be
noted that he offers no evidence against the use o f Greek— his only complaint is that
evidence is lacking (and this lack is primarily for Galilee, not Judea). 1 2 7 This makes
it clear that one must balance the external and internal evidence. The external
evidence at least raises the likeliho od that Greek was spo ken by some peo ple in Israel
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in the first century. This makes the internal evidence for Jesus’ use of Greek all the
more powerful. Gundry concludes, “Many of the dominical sayings in the present
Greek text of the gospels may be closer to the ipsissima verba of Jesus than has been
supposed. Many may, in fact, be identical with dominical sayings originally spoken
in Greek.” 1 2 8
CONCLUSION
The evidence available today indicates that Hebrew, Aramaic, and Greek
were com mon ly spoken in Israel in the first century A . D .1 2 9 Gundry made an
interesting observation over 40 years ago: “Usually the strongest argum ents in favor
of conflicting views are left largely unrefuted, the weight of discussion being put on
evidence favorable to the author’s view point. This has hap pened for a very good
reason: proof now exists that all three languages in question—H ebrew, Aramaic, and
Greek— were com mon ly used b y Jews in first century Palestine.” 1 3 0 Archaeological
evide nce sinc e Gundry wrote has on ly confirm ed this re ality.
Of course, each individ ual would speak the different languages at va rious
levels of competency. It seems reasonable to conclude that Jesus could speak
Hebrew, Aramaic, and Greek. The language(s) in which He taught would depend not
only on H is abilities but also on the ab ilities of His listeners. 1 3 1 It is unnecessary to
conclude that Jesus taught in Greek only. He may have taught in both Greek and
Aram aic (or Hebrew), perhaps even alternating between them when appropriate. It
is reasonable to conclude that the Gospel authors chose to record things which were
origina lly spoken in Greek since they were writing in Greek. 1 3 2 Jesus may well have
repeated much of the same teaching in Ara maic. It is possib le that the Gospels record
the translations of Aramaic sayings. If so, they are the inspired translations of what
Jesus said, and so they comm unicate the divinely intended meaning, even if they do
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not convey every nuance of the original Aramaic.
It is clear that the last fifty years have seen a dramatic increase in interest
in this question. T his is an encouraging development, and research should continue
in this area. The more one understands about first-century Israel, the better equipped
he is to apply grammatical-historical exegesis to the text of Scripture. Much work
remains to be done. For example, G. H. R. Ho rsley suggests a number of points from
“bilingual theory.” 1 3 3 First, most bilinguals are not fluent in their second language.
It is also important to note the differences between speaking, listening, and writing
comp etencies. Second, bilinguals may prefer their second language ov er their first
language. For example, a native Aramaic-speaker may prefer to speak Greek. Third,
it is necessary to distinguish between “primary bilingualism” and “secondary
bilingua lism.” The former refers to those who are forced to pick up a second
language by circumstances; the latter refers to those who have formal language
instruction. Fourth, there is a difference between “receptive” and “productive”
bilingualism. The first refers to the ability to understand a second language (written
or spoken); the second refers the ability to write and speak a second language. In a
complex linguistic environment like Israel in the first century A .D ., these issues
impact the language(s) available for Jesus to use in his teaching.1 3 4
In a similar vein, Barr notes that “one has to allow for the possibility that the
‘common people’ might be able to understand levels of discourse wh ich they could
not freely produce.” 1 3 5 In fact, they may have expected public discourses to be in a
higher linguistic register. 1 3 6 In such an environment, a discourse like the Sermon on
the Mount, for exam ple, co uld very well be delivered in G reek (it is doub tful that
Barr would go this far), even if Jesus usually spoke Aramaic at home.
One final remark is in order. Even if Jesus spoke only Aramaic (or Hebrew),
the inspired text of Scripture is in Greek; hence, it is questionable whether it is ever
app ropriate to seek the Aramaic “behind” the inspired text to elucidate its meaning.
The authors intended the Greek text to be understood by the original readers, who
presu mab ly spoke G reek and not Aram aic. Thus, knowledge of Aramaic should not
be necessary to understand the meaning the human author intended. Does the divine
Author expe ct modern readers to use Ara maic to get the “real” meaning 2,000 years
later? The facts of history and principles of gram mar are sufficient to understand the
W ord of God w ithout sp eculating about the Aram aic that might have b een o riginally
spoken by Jesus.
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