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Targum Onkelos The First Five Books
Of The Bible

targum onkelos the first five books of the bible is one of the most significant and
earliest translations of the Hebrew Bible into Aramaic. As a foundational text in Jewish
tradition, it provides invaluable insights into the interpretation, language, and religious
thought of ancient Jewish communities. This article explores the origins, characteristics,
significance, and impact of Targum Onkelos, focusing particularly on its translation of
the first five books of the Bible—Genesis, Exodus, Leviticus, Numbers, and
Deuteronomy.

Introduction to Targum Onkelos

What Is Targum Onkelos?

Targum Onkelos is an Aramaic translation and paraphrase of the Torah, specifically the
five books of Moses. It is widely regarded as the most authoritative and accurate
Targum for these texts, often used as a primary reference in Jewish study and liturgy. Its
name derives from Onkelos, a Roman nobleman who is traditionally credited with its
translation, though scholarly consensus suggests it was likely compiled by Jewish
scholars in the first few centuries CE.

The Historical Context of Its Creation

The translation was produced during a period when Hebrew was gradually losing
prominence among Jewish communities in the Land of Israel and Babylonia, where
Aramaic had become the lingua franca. The need to make the Torah accessible to non-
Hebrew speakers and to preserve its teachings in a language more widely understood
led to the development of the Targum. Key points regarding its historical background:

Produced approximately between the 1st and 3rd centuries CE.1.
Served as a bridge between Hebrew scripture and Aramaic-speaking Jews.2.
Reflects both linguistic translation and interpretative commentary.3.

Characteristics of Targum Onkelos

Linguistic Features

Targum Onkelos is renowned for its relatively literal translation style, aiming to
preserve the original Hebrew text's wording and structure while rendering it in clear,
understandable Aramaic. Unlike some other Targums that contain extensive



paraphrasing or interpretative expansions, Onkelos strives for fidelity to the Hebrew
text. Key linguistic features include:

Use of formal, literary Aramaic.1.
Preservation of Hebrew idioms and terminology where possible.2.
Minimal interpretive additions, focusing mainly on translation.3.

Content and Style

While primarily a translation, Onkelos also includes certain interpretative elements,
especially where the Hebrew text is ambiguous or challenging. It occasionally clarifies
or expands upon Hebrew expressions to aid understanding. Salient features:

Literal translation with slight paraphrasing for clarity.1.
Respect for the original narrative flow.2.
Inclusion of traditional Jewish interpretations embedded within the text.3.

Significance of Targum Onkelos in Jewish Tradition

Religious and Liturgical Importance

Targum Onkelos has played a central role in Jewish religious life, especially in
synagogue settings. It is often recited or read alongside the Hebrew Torah during Torah
readings, serving as an interpretative aid and ensuring comprehension among
congregants. Key points:

Used as a study aid for understanding Hebrew scripture.1.
Incorporated into liturgical practices to facilitate comprehension.2.
Referenced in rabbinic discussions and legal decisions.3.

Educational and Interpretative Value

The Targum offers insights into how ancient Jewish communities understood their
sacred texts. It reflects theological perspectives, cultural nuances, and interpretative
traditions passed down through generations. Noteworthy aspects:

Serves as a window into biblical exegesis of the early rabbinic period.1.
Provides context for understanding Jewish law and ethics.2.
Facilitates comparative analysis with other biblical translations and commentaries.3.

Comparison with Other Targums

Distinct Features of Targum Onkelos

Compared to other Targums, Onkelos is characterized by its fidelity and minimal
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paraphrasing. In contrast, Targum Jonathan (on the Prophets) and Targum Neofiti
contain more interpretative expansions. Main differences:

Onkelos emphasizes translation accuracy.1.
Other Targums include more homiletic and mystical interpretations.2.
Onkelos is often seen as a neutral bridge between Hebrew text and Aramaic language.3.

Impact on Later Translations and Commentaries

The principles and style of Targum Onkelos influenced subsequent biblical translations
and Jewish exegesis. Its dedication to fidelity served as a model for other scholarly
translations. Key impacts:

Set standards for translation accuracy in Jewish tradition.1.
Informed the development of medieval and modern biblical commentaries.2.
Remained a vital reference for translators and scholars.3.

Modern Relevance and Study of Targum Onkelos

Contemporary Scholarship

Modern biblical scholars analyze Targum Onkelos to understand the linguistic,
theological, and cultural contexts of ancient Judaism. Critical editions and translations
have been produced, facilitating wider accessibility. Main scholarly pursuits:

Textual criticism and comparison with the Hebrew Masoretic Text.1.
Analysis of interpretative additions and their theological significance.2.
Studying its influence on Jewish liturgy and education.3.

Use in Jewish Education and Religious Practice

Many Jewish communities continue to study Targum Onkelos in conjunction with the
Hebrew Bible. It aids in comprehension and enhances appreciation of biblical narratives.
Practices include:

Reading the Targum alongside the Torah during services.1.
Incorporating it into study sessions and rabbinic teachings.2.
Using it as a resource for understanding biblical terminology.3.

Conclusion

Targum Onkelos remains a cornerstone of Jewish biblical tradition, embodying a
meticulous effort to faithfully translate the Torah into Aramaic while preserving its
interpretative nuances. Its influence extends beyond the immediate Jewish community,
informing biblical scholarship, translation practices, and interfaith dialogues. As a



linguistic and theological bridge, it continues to inspire and guide students, scholars,
and practitioners seeking a deeper understanding of the first five books of the Bible.
Whether viewed as a translation, commentary, or liturgical text, Targum Onkelos
exemplifies the enduring importance of faithful biblical interpretation across
generations.

Targum Onkelos: An In-Depth Exploration of the First Five Books of the Bible The
Targum Onkelos stands as one of the most significant and revered translations of the
Hebrew Bible, especially cherished for its fidelity, linguistic beauty, and historical
importance. As an Aramaic translation and interpretive paraphrase of the Torah (the
first five books of the Bible), Targum Onkelos offers invaluable insights into Jewish
textual tradition, biblical exegesis, and linguistic evolution. This comprehensive review
aims to explore its origins, linguistic features, interpretive methods, influence, and
significance within Jewish and biblical scholarship.

Origins and Historical Context of Targum Onkelos

Historical Background

- Time Period: The Targum Onkelos was developed during the post-Babylonian exile
period, roughly between the 1st and 2nd centuries CE. - Authorship: Traditionally
attributed to Onkelos, a Roman convert to Judaism and a disciple of Rabbi Johanan bar
Nappaha. However, the precise authorship remains uncertain, with scholarly consensus
leaning towards an anonymous early Jewish translator. - Purpose: To provide a
comprehensible translation of the Torah for Jews living in the Hellenistic and Roman
worlds who increasingly spoke Aramaic rather than Hebrew.

Historical Significance

- Bridge Between Text and Audience: The Targum served as both a translation and an
interpretive guide, allowing laypeople and scholars alike to access the biblical text. -
Preservation of Tradition: It maintains the nuances of the biblical text while also
embedding interpretive elements rooted in Jewish exegesis. - Influence on Jewish
Liturgical Practices: Targum Onkelos became a standard during synagogue readings,
especially on Sabbath and festivals.

Language and Style of Targum Onkelos

Language Characteristics

- Aramaic Dialect: The translation is primarily in a formal, literary Aramaic that
preserves the biblical Hebrew's grandeur while making it accessible. - Clarity and
Precision: Onkelos's translation is noted for its straightforwardness, avoiding
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unnecessary embellishments, thereby emphasizing fidelity to the original Hebrew text. -
Lexical Choices: The translator often employs precise Aramaic equivalents for Hebrew
words, but occasionally introduces interpretive expansions to clarify ambiguous or
complex passages.

Literary Style

- Conciseness: The translation is succinct, aiming for clarity without excessive
elaboration. - Literal Approach: It generally adheres closely to the Hebrew text,
translating words literally, but with some interpretative modifications when the Hebrew
is ambiguous. - Inclusion of Interpretive Elements: When necessary, Onkelos adds
interpretive explanations within the translation to aid understanding.

Content and Structure of Targum Onkelos

Scope

- Coverage: Encompasses the entire Torah (Genesis, Exodus, Leviticus, Numbers,
Deuteronomy). - Format: Each biblical book is translated chapter by chapter,
maintaining the original structure.

Features of the Text

- Translation Style: Primarily translation, with occasional paraphrasing for clarity. -
Interpretive Additions: When the Hebrew text is ambiguous or difficult, Onkelos
sometimes provides interpretive glosses or explanations. - Consistency: Maintains a
consistent approach across all five books, emphasizing theological and legal themes.

Examples of Key Passages

- Creation: The opening of Genesis emphasizes God's role as Creator, translating
Hebrew phrases with precision. - The Ten Commandments: The translation carefully
captures the core commandments, sometimes adding interpretive clarifications to
emphasize their moral and theological significance. - Sacrificial Laws: In Leviticus,
Onkelos often clarifies the purpose and spiritual significance behind sacrificial rituals.

Interpretive Methods and Theological Emphases

Translation Philosophy

- Fidelity: Strives to stay true to the Hebrew text, avoiding unnecessary embellishments.
- Clarification: When Hebrew words are obscure or have multiple meanings, Onkelos
chooses the most contextually appropriate Aramaic equivalents. - Interpretation: The
translation often reflects traditional Jewish exegesis, incorporating rabbinic



interpretations, especially from the Talmud and Midrash.

Theological Emphases

- Monotheism: Reinforces the concept of one God as the creator and ruler of the
universe. - Covenantal Relationship: Highlights the covenant between God and Israel,
especially in laws and commandments. - Moral and Ethical Values: Emphasizes justice,
righteousness, and obedience to God's laws. - Divine Justice and Mercy: Balances
themes of divine justice with mercy, especially in narratives involving punishment and
forgiveness.

Examples of Interpretive Approach

- Eden Narrative: Adds clarification about the nature of the forbidden fruit and the
consequences of Adam and Eve’s disobedience. - The Flood: Emphasizes divine justice
and mercy, highlighting God's covenant with Noah. - Patriarchal Stories: Clarifies the
significance of Abraham’s faith and God's promises.

Comparison with Other Targums and Translations

Differences from Other Targums

- Targum Jonathan: Focuses more on interpretative expansions, especially in prophetic
and Messianic passages. Targum Onkelos is more literal. - Targum Pseudo-Jonathan:
Contains more paraphrasing and aggadic material, often elaborating on biblical
narratives. - Targum Jerusalem: A less complete translation, with more paraphrasing.

Comparison with Modern Translations

- Literal vs. Dynamic Equivalence: Onkelos leans toward literal translation, whereas
modern translations may prioritize readability. - Use in Contemporary Study: Despite its
age, Onkelos remains a key resource for understanding traditional Jewish exegesis and
the linguistic nuances of biblical Aramaic.

Impact and Legacy of Targum Onkelos

In Jewish Tradition

- Liturgical Usage: The Targum is recited in synagogues during Torah readings,
especially on Sabbath and festivals. - Educational Tool: Used in Jewish education to
teach Hebrew, Aramaic, and biblical exegesis. - Preservation of Language: Contributes
to the preservation of biblical Aramaic as a liturgical and scholarly language.
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In Biblical and Linguistic Scholarship

- Source for Textual Criticism: Provides clues about the Hebrew text’s original wording. -
Linguistic Insights: Offers valuable data on Aramaic language and idioms during the
Second Temple period. - Exegesis and Commentary: Serves as a foundation for later
rabbinic commentaries and biblical interpretations.

Modern Reprints and Studies - Numerous editions of Targum
Onkelos are available today, many with scholarly commentaries,
bilingual texts, and critical apparatuses. - Researchers analyze
its translation techniques, theological emphasis, and
relationship to rabbinic literature.

Conclusion: The Significance of Targum Onkelos Today

The Targum Onkelos remains an essential link between the
biblical text and Jewish tradition. Its remarkable fidelity,
linguistic clarity, and interpretive depth make it a cornerstone
of Jewish biblical study and liturgy. Beyond its religious
importance, it provides scholars with a window into the
linguistic, cultural, and theological milieu of Second Temple
Judaism. As a bridge between Hebrew scripture and Aramaic-
speaking communities, Onkelos exemplifies the enduring power
of translation—not merely as a linguistic act but as a profound
interpretive enterprise that shapes understanding, belief, and
practice. In today's scholarly landscape, Targum Onkelos
continues to be studied for its linguistic features, interpretive
methods, and influence on subsequent biblical commentaries.
Its legacy endures as a testament to the Jewish commitment to
preserving and elucidating the sacred text for generations to
come.

Questions & Answers About targum onkelos the first



five books of the bible

N
o

Question Answer

1 What is Targum Onkelos and
why is it important for
understanding the first five
books of the Bible?

Targum Onkelos is an Aramaic translation and
interpretation of the Hebrew Torah (the first five
books of the Bible). It is highly regarded for its
accuracy and clarity, serving as a key resource for
understanding biblical texts in their historical and
linguistic context.

2 Who was Onkelos, and what
is his significance in Jewish
tradition?

Onkelos was a Roman convert to Judaism during
the 1st century CE who is traditionally credited
with translating the Torah into Aramaic. His
version is considered the most authoritative
Targum of the Torah and is valued for its faithful
and poetic translation.

3 How does Targum Onkelos
differ from the original
Hebrew text of the Torah?

Targum Onkelos provides a translation that often
clarifies or elaborates on the Hebrew text,
incorporating interpretative elements to explain
difficult passages, making it more accessible for
those who spoke Aramaic.

4 In what ways is Targum
Onkelos used in Jewish study
and liturgy today?

Targum Onkelos is used as a study aid to deepen
understanding of the biblical text, especially in
educational settings. It is also recited in some
synagogues during Torah readings to provide an
Aramaic translation alongside the Hebrew.

5 What are the main features
of Targum Onkelos compared
to other Targums?

Targum Onkelos is known for its close adherence to
the Hebrew text, minimal paraphrasing, and
emphasis on literal translation. Unlike other
Targums that may include extensive interpretative
material, Onkelos maintains a straightforward
translation style.

6 Why is Targum Onkelos
considered an essential tool
for biblical scholars and
historians?

Because it offers insight into how the Hebrew Bible
was understood and transmitted in the Jewish
communities of the Second Temple period,
providing valuable historical and linguistic context.

7 Are there any notable
differences between Targum
Onkelos and the Septuagint
in translating the Torah?

Yes, Targum Onkelos is a literal Aramaic
translation that aims to closely follow the Hebrew
text, while the Septuagint is a Greek translation
that sometimes reflects different interpretative
choices and cultural influences, leading to
variations in wording and emphasis.

8 How has the study of Targum
Onkelos influenced modern
biblical translation efforts?

Studying Targum Onkelos has helped translators
understand traditional Jewish interpretations and
nuances of the Hebrew text, informing more
accurate and culturally sensitive modern
translations of the Bible.
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9 What challenges do scholars
face when interpreting
Targum Onkelos today?

Scholars must consider the historical context,
linguistic nuances, and interpretative traditions
embedded in Onkelos, which can sometimes
obscure the original Hebrew meaning or reflect
specific theological perspectives.

10 Is Targum Onkelos used in
contemporary Jewish
practice outside of academic
study?

Yes, some communities incorporate Targum
Onkelos into their Torah readings and study
sessions to enhance understanding and connect
with traditional interpretations of the biblical text.

Targum Onkelos, first five books, Torah translation, Aramaic Bible, biblical targum,
Jewish scripture, biblical translation, Hebrew Aramaic, biblical commentary, Old
Testament paraphrase
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