
Multilingual Israel 
A background note to the reflection on “Eloi, Eloi, lema sabachthani?” 

This ‘word’ from Jesus is the only one of the seven ‘words’ from the cross that is reproduced in Jesus’ 

original Aramaic language.  It is also the only one of the seven ‘words’ that is recorded in more than one 

Gospel, and both writers, Mark (chapter 15.33-34) and Matthew (chapter 27.45-46, 50) helpfully translate 

it into the Greek language in which they wrote their Gospels.  Luke and John do not mention this ‘word’, 

but three of the other six ‘words’ are unique to Luke, while the remaining three are unique to John. 

There were four languages commonly spoken in Israel at that time, all for different reasons: Hebrew was 

the official language of the Old Testament; Aramaic was the domestic language; Greek was the lingua 

franca of the Mediterranean; and Latin was the imposed language of the Roman Empire. 

We can see three of these languages signed on the placard nailed on the cross.  In Roman sentencing, 

these placards detailed the crime for which the criminal was being executed.  In this case, “Pilate had a 

placard written out and put on the cross, reading, JESUS OF NAZARETH, THE KING OF THE JEWS. This 

placard was read by many of the Jews because the place where Jesus was crucified was quite near 

Jerusalem, and it was written in Hebrew as well as in Latin and Greek” (John 19.19-20 NLT, although the 

New Testament Greek word “hebraisti”, translated here as “Hebrew”, could also mean “Aramaic” as in the 

NIVUK, so we theoretically could have all four languages by implication...).  This was done so that all who 

could read, or be read to, would have the text in a language they understood – rather like the bilingual 

road signs in Wales or Japan today, only rather more sinister. 

We look at each of these four languages in turn, in no particular order. 

First we have traditional Hebrew, the language of the Old Testament, in which the Bible of the day would 

be read out and taught in more formal situations. 

Second was the colloquial everyday household language, Aramaic.  This is the language which Mark and 

Matthew wanted us to be clear that Jesus used when he said “My God, my God, why have you forsaken 

me?” 

Then we have Greek, not classical Greek, but the everyday Greek which was then the lingua franca of the 

Mediterranean at that time; hugely important, so I’ll spend a bit more time on it.  There was by this time a 

Greek translation of the Hebrew Old Testament, the Septuagint, much more widely readable to Europeans 

than the classical Hebrew.  This would be read by gentile proselytes, but also by the many who were 

attracted to the ethical, god-fearing and monotheistic standards of Judaism – which stood out in quite 

stark contrast to the morality of some Roman and other European religions.  See Acts 2.9-11 for an 

example of the wide range of nationalities, European and North African, which arrived in Jerusalem for 

Pentecost. 

So significant and widespread was Greek that it became the language in which the New Testament was 

written, accessible to all.  It was also exceptionally significant for the spread of the Gospel in New 

Testament times, as Jesus said should happen – see Matthew 28.19, Acts 1.8 and 1 Peter 1.1. 



Usage of Greek at that time was therefore rather like how English is used today for practical convenience, 

in international diplomacy, trade and travel, so we might make for a useful comparison.  English first 

became an international lingua franca by imposition, in the days of the British Empire (perhaps similar to 

Spanish and Portuguese in central and southern America).  This imperialist significance was rather 

overtaken by the use of English in what is now the USA as the US grew hugely in global trading and political 

importance – although US usage has changed it a bit, well sometimes quite bigly (apologies for the 

Trumpism...).  I remember my first visit to the USA in 1971, in a café in Philadelphia, when the waitress said 

“Oh I love your cute English accent, talk to me”.  What can one say? 

Some aspects of British influence are still apparent in, say, India, where there remain at least two 

characteristics carried over from the British Empire days, English and the railways, both of which help 

communications in a very large and diverse land.  Interestingly, both these aspects of the Indian situation 

have a comparison with the Mediterranean of New Testament times: Greek as the lingua franca; and 

Roman roads as the channel that allowed Paul and the Gospel to travel quickly and widely across the whole 

of Europe and North Africa. 

A more recent significance of the English language has been across Europe in the thirty years since 

1989/90.  At that time, at the end of the Communist era in Eastern Europe, I was an international trade 

consultant working mainly on assignments for the European Commission, including in Warsaw where the 

Polish people were uncertain what language to adopt as their second language, to replace the imposed 

and unpopular Russian.  Not, for historic reasons, the German that was prevalent in the west of Poland, 

nor the French that was then the international diplomatic language including in Brussels but not spoken by 

many major trading nations. 

Bit of a puzzle until US, Japanese and other business people starting arriving in Poland in droves and in 

suits, all fluent in English.  Simple answer then.  And so significant that, in less than two years, the day-to-

day language in Brussels moved significantly from French to English, as preparations started to help 

Eastern Europe adapt to western European standards and, in due course, become EU members.  Make no 

mistake; it was nothing to do with the influence of the British on the EU. 

So we can imagine from these examples and parallels why Greek became an international language rather 

than just the local tongue of a single, small, ancient country. 

Finally there was Latin, the official language of the Roman Empire, the occupying forces of Israel and much 

of the Mediterranean.  It was therefore wise – if not essential – to understand and preferably speak Latin 

in some part.  Think of German in occupied France, with René Artois, Michelle of the Résistance, Herr Flick 

and Major-General von Klinkerhoffen, in ‘Allo ‘Allo. 

Paul was a Roman citizen so he both understood and spoke Latin, sometimes (I suspect deliberately...) 

without his Roman interrogators initially realising this: see Acts 16.37-38 and Acts 22.23-29.  It helped both 

his safe conduct and the Gospel’s spread that, when travelling across the Roman Empire, protection was 

guaranteed to anyone who declared, “Civis Romanus sum” (I am a Roman citizen).  Very handy. 
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