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Aspects of Worship in the Letter of Aristeas 

Abstract: Although the Letter of Aristeas mentions the translation of the Jewish 
nomos into Greek, it is striking that worship is not a fundamental theme of this 
writing. Nevertheless, six passages present acts of worship, which recount wor-
ship from different perspectives: Aristeas prays to God and explains his “Greek” 
idea of worship (Let. Aris. 17), whereas in Let. Aris. 132-140 the high priest ex-
plains the Jewish concept of worship. Sacrifices and prayers at the temple in 
Jerusalem for the Ptolemaic royal house are told in Let. Aris. 45, while at the 
Ptolemaic court in Alexandria one of the Jewish scholars prays at the beginning 
of the symposium (Let. Aris. 184-186). Then the daily prayer of the Jewish schol-
ars are recounted in Let. Aris. 305-306 and finally the Ptolemaic king performs a 
proskynesis before the law at the end of the letter and thereby accepts the trans-
lation (Let. Aris. 317). 
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1 Introduction 

For the following considerations, “worship” is to be understood as a communi-
cative interdependence which manifests itself in certain courses of action. As a 
communicative interdependence, it is in most cases a repeatable communica-
tive course of action, which comprises fixed rites and rituals. Even if worship 
happens spontaneously, it mostly draws on familiar forms, words and rituals, or 
these are put together in new combinations.  

Worship as a communicative course of action manifests itself in different 
ways. One of them is prayer in its different forms: the prayer of the individual 
and community prayer, the public and the private, the spoken and the silent 
prayer. One of the most important forms of communication, especially in the 
ancient world, were the forms of cult at temples and places of worship: the dif-
ferent sacrifices, ritual acts, forms of worship, music and songs, as well as festi-
vals. Moreover, prophetic communication contexts are also included, such as 
symbolic acts, forms of speech, ecstasy, etc., as well as blessings, maintaining 
text traditions or scriptures. Even thinking and speaking about God is counted 
here in a wider sense as worship. 

All of these forms of communication create closeness to a deity. This close-
ness to a transcendent dimension that cannot be experienced in the same form 
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as other people and objects in everyday life, but whose presence is experienced 
in a different way, creates at the same time a distance to one’s own environ-
ment. This means that, in the context of lived worship, one’s own present, is-
sues and crises are newly and differently experienced and interpreted. Thus 
worship can provide security, particularly in situations of uncertainty and in-
stability, or it can help in major crises to find a language in order to find a way 
out of the helplessness. Because this process is not just a process of individuals, 
but usually takes place in groups, belonging to the group in itself provides a 
feeling of security. In other words, worship also has the function of holding 
together a group, of emphasizing and living the affiliation of individuals to a 
community. Worship is thus formation of identity in practice and acts to stabi-
lize the system and affirm it. 

This formation of identity is not seen by practitioners as a one-way street, 
but it is supported by the idea that worship is a dialogue and not a monologue: 
one assumes that there is a response—no matter what form it might take—from 
the deity which can be experienced and decoded by the petitioner. 
 
The writing usually designated as “Letter of Aristeas,” but more appropriately 
as “Book of Aristeas” (διήγησις, Let. Aris. 1.8.322), tells of the translation of the 
Torah into Greek—at least the contents of the Book of Aristeas are usually sum-
marized as such—and thus portrays in legendary form how the Septuagint came 
about.1  

The translation of Holy Scriptures—which are here, as in the case of the To-
rah, extremely central to the formation of the identity of Israel—is a process 
which needs justification: Can Holy Scriptures ever be translated? Is it permissi-
ble to translate Holy Scriptures?  

The very existence of the Greek Bible, and also of the Book of Aristeas as its 
own scripture, themselves affirm these questions, but at the same time show 
that this step must be justified. Against this background, it is striking that wor-
ship is not a central theme of the Book of Aristeas. Different forms of worship 
are found more in passing, they are not important elements of the plot. It is all 
the more interesting to ask where and how worship is addressed in its various 
aspects. For this purpose, seven texts will be examined below.2 

|| 
1 See MEISNER, Aristeasbrief; HONIGMAN, The Septuagint; COOK and VAN DER KOOIJ, Law; 
MATUSOVA, The Meaning. 
2 It is not only interesting where worship can be found, but also where it is not found. For 
example, no evidence of worship is found in the passages of the Book of Aristeas which have to 
do with the translation of the law (here e.g. Let. Aris. 29-31; 38; 176 etc.). Likewise, no acts of 
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2 Aristeas prays to God: the “Greek” concept of 

worship (Let. Aris. 17) 

The first scene in which forms of “worship” are to be found is when Aristeas 
took the opportunity, while the king and Demetrius wanted to have a transla-
tion of the “Jewish law” (τῶν Ἰουδαίων νόμιμα, Let. Aris. 10) and to make it 
available in the Library of Alexandria, to seek audience before the king to plead 
for the release of Jewish prisoners of war. In a speech (Let. Aris. 15-16), he turns 
to the king. The reaction of the king to Aristeas’ request is hesitation: “The king 
refrained himself for a little while” (οὐδὲ πολὺν χρόνον ἐπισχών, Let. Aris. 17).3 
In this moment of silence and uncertainty about the imminent reaction of the 
king, Aristeas prays: “and I prayed inwardly to God” (καὶ ἡμῶν κατὰ ψυχὴν 
πρὸς τὸν θεὸν εὐχομένων). The prayer is not spoken out loud, but rather prayed 
silently, “inwardly” (κατὰ ψυχὴν). The content of the prayer is reproduced in 
the following, in indirect speech: “to prepare his mind for a general release. 
Human beings, since they are creatures of God, are turned by him and swayed.” 
It continues: “and therefore repeatedly and in various terms I called upon him 
who rules the heart that the king might be constrained to fulfill my petition” 
(Let. Aris. 17).  

But who is the God to whom Aristeas prays here? There is no specification of 
the deity using a divine name, instead the deity is simply called “God.” To get a 
more precise idea about this first prayer scene described in the Book of Aristeas, 
not only should the question be raised as to the deity to whom Aristeas prays, 
but also about the petitioner himself, Aristeas.  

Aristeas is presented as the Greek-writing text-internal author of the text in 
the Book of Aristeas.4 Thus Aristeas is the narrative voice, the narrator (intradie-
getic). At the same time Aristeas appears as a character in the text world (homo-
diegetic). The narrative voice and figure of Aristeas introduces himself as a 

|| 
sacrifice, cult or prayer are found in the description of the authorization of the law (Let. Aris. 
308-311). It is also unclear whether or to what extent the purity regulations and other forms of 
everyday Jewish life which are described are to be counted in the area of worship. These are 
mentioned in the response of the high priest to the questions of the Egyptian delegation (Let. 
Aris. 142-171), which had inquired into the legislative provisions relating to food, drink and 
animals regarded as unclean (Let. Aris. 127). It is striking, however, that in the question as well 
as in the reply, the legal provisions are at no point connected to forms of worship or to formula-
tions belonging to worship. Rather, the idea of “justice” (δικαιοσύνη) is at the center.  
3 The translation follows HADAS, Aristeas. 
4 See GENETTE, Figures. 
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Greek and non-Jew (Let. Aris. 16; 121-171), who was working as a high court offi-
cial at the court of King Ptolemy II (Let. Aris. 1-8). In addition, he presents him-
self as an active writer who had already written a text (Let. Aris. 6) and has 
planned other publication projects (Let. Aris. 322).  

The figure of Aristeas as the intradiegetic–homodiegetic narrative voice must 
be clearly distinguished from the pseudonymous writer/author of the Book of 
Aristeas, who could possibly have been a Jew. These distinctions between nar-
rator and writer/author are crucial to understanding the Book of Aristeas.5  

If Aristeas is therefore Greek and a high court official at the king’s court, he 
is likely to have directed his prayer to a deity corresponding to the cultural, 
political and theological context of the Ptolemaic court.6 The only concrete evi-
dence of a “Greek-Ptolemaic” deity throughout the entire Book of Aristeas is 
found immediately before this scene. In the speech addressed to the king before 
the prayer, Aristeas explains that—from his “Greek” perspective—the god of 
Jews is to be equated with the deity who occupies the position of supreme deity 
in the Greek system, and that is Zeus:  

God, the overseer and creator of all things, whom they worship, is he whom all men wor-
ship, and we too, Your Majesty, though we address him differently, as Zeus and Dis 
(προσονομάζοντες ἑτέρως Ζῆνα καὶ Δία) (Let. Aris. 16).  

According to Aristeas, God has the same function in the Jewish and in the Greek 
context: he is the creator and overseer of all things. The only difference is God's 
name: In the Greek context, God is called “Zeus.” As Aristeas points out, this is 
only a different choice of name (προσονομάζοντες ἑτέρως) and that even the 
Greeks have different names for the same God: Ζῆνα καὶ Δία “Zeus and Dis.” 
More interesting than the subtle wordplay is the fact that Aristeas identifies 
God, “whom all humans worship,” with the God of the Jews. This idea is often 
connected with the εἷς θεός-formula7 or with the reflexion about “the One” (ἕν). 
The background of the replacement of Zeus and “God,” as Aristeas argues, 

|| 
5 WRIGHT, The Letter of Aristeas, 16.19: “Aristeas’s author cannot be identical with the narra-
tor… By writing in the voice of a Gentile narrator, our author reassures his educated Jewish co-
ethnics/religionists that the Gentile who occupy the upper strata of Hellenistic Alexandrian 
society understand and accept Jews as Jews.” Therefore, Wright uses the definition: “I desig-
nate the Book as Aristeas (using italics), our author as Ps.-Aristeas, and his main character as 
Aristeas (without quotation marks)” (20). See also WRIGHT, Pseudonymous Authorship, 43-62. 
6 Therefore, I have decided not to write the renominalization of God capitalized as “He,” 
“Him” “His” in the translation as Hadas does. With the capitalization, a reference to the God of 
Israel is suggested, who in my opinion is simply not present here, cf. HADAS, Aristeas. 
7 See STAUDT, Der eine und einzige Gott. 
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seems to be the Greek philosophical, probably Stoic context.8 The first use of the 
εἷς θεός-formula can be found in the writings of Xenophanes (in the middle of 
the 6th century BCE).9 For Xenophanes, there is one God and this one God has no 
name. In the Stoa this discussion of the Presocratics is continued, but in a 
slightly different way. Zeno of Citium (335-262 BCE) says: “God is one and the 
same with Reason, Fate, and Zeus (Δία); he has also called by many other names 
(προσονομάζεσθαι)” (Diog. Laert. VII 135,136). Zeno identifies the active princi-
ple with reason (λόγος), destiny/fate (εἷμαρμένη, heimarmene), providence 
(πρόνοια, pronoia), but also with God (θεός), Zeus or the power of thoughts of 
Zeus.10 Zenon’s identification is adopted by his students (Cleanthes, Chrysippos 
and others). One example is the well-known11 hymn to Zeus (approx. 280 BCE) 
written by Cleanthes of Assos (died 230/229 BCE), in which he combines tradi-
tional and mythological motifs with ideas of Greek philosophers, esp. with a 
Stoic interpretation of Heraclitus: “Noblest of immortals, many-named 
(πολυώνυμε), always all-powerful Zeus, first cause and ruler of nature, govern-
ing everything worth your law, greetings!”12 Chrysipp of Soloi (281/277-208/204 
BCE) also describes the deity as without a human form or gender, but as eternal 
and everlasting logos, which can be called “Zeus.”13 This philosophical, espe-
cially Stoic context seems to be the background for the statement from Let. Aris. 
15-16, namely the idea that there is one Deity with the name “Zeus.” Therefore, 
Aristeas is presented as a philosophically, maybe Stoic educated character. 
Therefore, Let. Aris. 15-16 is not, as widely acknowledged, a Jewish tradition, but 
rather a philosophical-stoical position which seems to be well-known in Jewish-
Hellenistic contexts. 

For the understanding of the first prayer scene in the Book of Aristeas, this 
means that the first prayer from the “Greek” Aristeas could be directed to his 
(highest) deity, Zeus. This deity is designated by Aristeas as “overseer” 
(ἐπόπτης) and as “creator” (κτίστης, Let. Aris. 16; “human beings since they are 
all creatures of God” κτίσμα γὰρ ὄν θεοῦ τὸ γένος τῶν ἀνθρώπων, Let. Aris. 17). 
“Overseer and creator” are rarely used Jewish descriptions for the God of Is-
rael.14 In the Hellenistic tradition, a (Hellenistic) king is called κτίστης when he 

|| 
8 SCHMITZ, Using Different Names (forthcoming). 
9 See FREEMAN, The Pre-Socratic Philosophers, 95. 
10 Cf. STEINMETZ, Die Stoa, 535.537.539.606. 
11 See e.g. Acts 17:28. 
12 The translation follows THOM, Cleanthes’ Hymn to Zeus, 40. 
13 Cf. STEINMETZ, Die Stoa, 609. 
14 Next to Let. Aris. 16 in the LXX “overseer” (ἐπόπτης) is in view of God only used in Esth D 
2LXX; 2 Macc 3:39; 7:35; 3 Macc 2:21; παντεπόπτης is used only once in 2 Macc 9:5 “creator” 
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founded, built or renamed a city.15 Therefore, κτίστης should be translated as 
“founder,” and not as “creator.” God as “overseer” (ἐπόπτης) is known in the 
Greek tradition (i.e. Epicharmos: “he himself is our overseer and nothing is 
impossible to him, God,” frag. 23). Neither of these are genuine areas of tradi-
tional expertise of Zeus, which shows that it has nothing to do with the Olympic 
divinity, but rather that “Zeus” here, in the Stoic tradition, serves the purpose of 
a cipher that indicates the divine, and therefore comprehensively stands for a 
deity who is behind everything else. In this sense, Aristeas describes the deity to 
whom he turns: “God, who is the Lord of all, guides their [= human beings] 
actions and their designs” (κατευθύνει τὰς πράξεις καὶ τὰς ἐπιβολὰς ὁ κυριεύων 
ἁπάντων θεός, Let. Aris. 18). The chief of the bodyguards, Sosibius (see Let. 
Aris. 12), present at the scene, expresses himself in a similar manner; he speaks 
not only of a “supreme deity,” but even refers to the release of Jewish prisoners 
of war as a thank offering for the supreme deity (χαριστήριον ἀναθῇ τῷ μεγίστῳ 
θεῷ τὴν τούτων ἀπόλυσιν, Let. Aris. 19). Thus, the release of Jewish prisoners of 
war is not only a fact with which the king can show himself as a philanthropic, 
good king (see φιλάνθρωπος, Let. Aris. 36) and prove his generosity 
(μεγαλομοιρία, Let. Aris. 21), it is rather at the same time an act of worship, as 
the king himself emphasizes in his letter to the high priest:  

we, then have given liberty to above a hundred thousand captives, paying their owners 
proper market prices and making good whatever injury may have been inflicted through 
the impulses of the mob. Our resolve in this matter was to do pious deed (διειληφότες 
εὐσεβῶς τοῦτο πρᾶξαι) and they dedicate a thank-offering to God the Most High (καὶ τῷ 
μεγίστῳ θεῷ χαριστικὸν ἀνατιθέντες), who has preserved our kingdom in tranquility and 
in the mightiest esteem throughout the inhabited world (Let. Aris. 37).  

With the fulfillment of Aristeas’ request, the deity he calls upon thus proves to 
be reliable: God has completely fulfilled the request of Aristeas (Let. Aris. 18 and 
20). 

|| 
(κτίστης), actually “founder” (of cities), is only found in 2 Macc 1:24; 7:23; 13:14; 2 Sam 
22:32LXX; Jdt 9:12; 4 Macc 5:25; 11:5; Sir 24:8; “creator” (κτίστης) cf. Leschhorn, Gründer; 
Casevitz, Le vocabulaire, 13-72; BONS and PASSONI DELL’ACQUA, A Sample Article, 173-187. The 
impact of the Hellenistic concept of kingship on the concept of the God of Israel cf. SCHMITZ, 
Tradition und (Er)Neuerung (forthcoming). 
15 E.g. Antiochus IV Epiphanes is called the κτίστης of Babylonia in an inscription: θεὸς 
σωτὴρ τῆς Ἀσίας καὶ κτίστης τῆς πόλεως (OGIS 253), see LESCHHORN, Gründer, 241-246; vgl. 
MITTAG, Antiochus IV, 205. Eumenes II is called σωτὴρ καὶ εὐεργέτης καὶ κτίστης τῆς πόλεως 
(OGIS 301). 
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3 The high priest explains the Jewish concept of 

worship (Let. Aris. 132-140) 

The Jewish concept of worship is different from the position represented by the 
Greek Aristeas, the Ptolemaic king and his court. This Jewish concept is ex-
plained by the high priest Eleazar who gives a detailed answer (ὁμιλία) to the 
questions of the Egyptian delegation about the legislation regarding the dishes, 
beverages, and impure animals. The high priest opens his answer with an ex-
planation about the theological fundament (Let. Aris. 131; 132-141):  

But first of all he [= Eleazar] taught that God is one (ὅτι μόνος ὁ θεός ἐστι), and that his 
power is made manifest in all things (καὶ διὰ πάντων ἡ δύναμις αὐτοῦ φανερὰ γίνεται), 
and that every place is filled with his sovereignty, and that nothing done by men on earth 
secretly escapes his notice, but that all that anyone does and all that is to be is manifest to 
Him (Let. Aris. 132).  

The high priest repeats his explicit monotheistic credo in Let. Aris. 139 to the 
“one and mighty God” (τὸν μόνον θεὸν καὶ δυνατὸν σεβόμενοι). He uses the 
μόνος-formula, as it is known from Isaiah II (Isa 43:11; 44:6; 45:1-6.21-22; 46:9 
etc.), but also from the translated books of the LXX (Deut 32:12; 1 Sam 7:3.4; 2 
Kings 19:15.19 // Isa 37:16.20; Ps 50:6LXX; Isa 44:24 etc.) and the Greek books 
(3 Esdr 8:25; Esth C 14 [= Esth 4:17lLXX]; 2 Macc 7:37 etc.). In contrast to the posi-
tion of Aristeas and the Ptolemaic King, the high priest represents the “tradi-
tional” Jewish position: there is one God, and there is no other, besides him, 
there is no God (see Isa 45:5). The high priest illustrates this in his criticism of 
polytheism and his criticism of the worship of images and idols (Let. Aris. 134-
138):  

To believe in many gods is vain worship (σέβονται ματαίως, Let. Aris. 134): “135They make 
idols of stone and wood and declare that these are images of persons who made discover-
ies useful in life, and these they worship (προσκυνοῦσι), though their senselessness is ob-
vious. 136That anyone should be made a god because of some invention he has contrived is 
altogether foolish; for such persons only took things already created and put them togeth-
er and showed that they possessed further usefulness, but they did not themselves create 
the objects. Hence to deify men like themselves is idle and foolish. 137Even at this day there 
are many who are more inventive and more learned than the men of old, and yet they 
would never hasten to worship (προσκυνοῦντες) them. And yet those who devise and 
fashion such fables consider that they are the wisest of the Greeks. 138What need even to 
speak of other infatuated people, Egyptians and their like, who have put their reliance in 
wild beasts and most creeping creatures and animals, and worship (προσκυνοῦσι) these, 
and to these offer sacrifice, whether alive or dead?” (Let. Aris. 134-138).  
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In order to outline the position of the pagan polytheism and image worship, the 
high priest uses in particular the verb “prostrate oneself, honor, worship” 
(προσκυνέω). In the Book of Aristeas the verb is used throughout only for non-
Jews; besides Let. Aris. 135; 137; and 138 it is only used as a gesture of the Ptol-
emaic king (Let. Aris. 177; 317, see below).  

In Greek, the προσκύνησις describes a kind of blown kiss (προσκυνέω actu-
ally: “kissing toward”) often associated with a certain body movement as an 
homage. In Greco-Roman antiquity, the proskynesis was performed strictly be-
fore deities; in the Ancient Near East, particularly in Persia under the Achaem-
enids, this gesture was also customary for the (not divinely worshiped) rulers 
(Herodotus, Hist. 3.86; 7.13; 8.118; Xenophon, Cyr. 8.3.12-14 etc.). It served the 
social classification of subjects: lower Persians, as well as (Greek) petitioners 
and subjugated persona had to connect the proskynesis with a prostration 
(προσπίπτειν), while higher positioned Persians and respected Hellenes com-
bined the proskynesis with a bow ([ἐπι]κύπτειν). In the Hellenistic period, 
proskynesis had become a matter of course as a reverence gesture in front of the 
now divinely revered rulers and Roman emperors. At the time of Alexander, the 
question of whom the proskynesis was for was controversial. Alexander the 
Great had in fact tried to introduce the Persian proskynesis in his court ceremo-
nial, namely due to his claim to the royal dignity of a king of kings. This was 
natural for the Persians; for the Greeks, however, the right to proskynesis was 
regarded as barbaric self-aggrandizement and self-deification and therefore 
rejected.  

In the LXX, προσκυνέω mainly reflects the verb “to prostrate oneself, bow 
deeply” (השׁתחוה), used in much of the Hebrew Bible as a terminus technicus for 
worship, and describes the falling down on the earth, which can take place 
before people as well as deities. The refusal of proskynesis towards a person in 
the book of Esther is the motive that triggers Haman’s anger towards Mordecai, 
and the consequence of which is the creation of the plan for the extermination 
of the Jews (Est 3:2,5; C 5-7; E 11LXX).  

In contrast to the non-Jewish position outlined by the high priest, and cer-
tainly caricatured, he again profiles the Jewish concept of worship: through 
Moses, the lawgiver, the Jews are surrounded by the laws of “impregnable pali-
sades and with walls of iron” (ἀδιακόποις χάραξι καὶ σιδηροῖς τείχεσιν, Let. Aris. 
139). They are  

pure in body and in spirit, emancipated from vain opinions, revering the one and mighty 
God above the whole of creation (τὸν μόνον θεὸν καὶ δυνατὸν σεβόμενοι παρ᾽ ὅλην τὴν 
πᾶσαν κτίσιν). 140Whence the priests who are the guides of the Egyptians, have looked 
closely into many things and are conversant with affairs, have named us “men of God,” a 
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title applicable to none others but only to him who reveres the true God (εἰ μή τις σέβεται 
τὸν κατὰ ἀλήθειαν θεόν). The rest are men of food and drink and raiment, for their whole 
disposition has recourse to these things. 141With our countrymen, however, these things 
are reckoned as of worth nothing, but throughout the whole of life their contemplation is 
of the sovereignty of God (περὶ δὲ τῆς τοῦ θεοῦ δυναστείας) (Let. Aris. 139-141). 

4 Sacrifice and prayer at the Temple in Jerusalem 

for the Ptolemaic royal house  

Another act of worship, which is described in the Book of Aristeas, is a primarily 
cultic act. In the response letter from the high priest to the Ptolemaic king, 
Eleazar writes that he offered a sacrifice for the Ptolemaic royal house at the 
temple in Jerusalem and prayed publicly for it.  

We have therefore straightway offered sacrifices (θυσίας) on your behalf and on the behalf 
of your sister and children and friends, and the entire multitude prayed (ηὔξατο) that your 
affairs might always turn out as you desire, and that God Lord of all (ὁ κυριεύων ἁπάντων 
θεός) might preserve your kingdom in peace and with honor (Let. Aris. 45).  

That the high priest offers sacrifices for the Ptolemaic royal house is repeated in 
Let. Aris. 172.  

This is the only place where a sacrificial act is described. Otherwise, the cul-
tic context in the Book of Aristeas is in this respect very present, because among 
the gifts sent by the king to Jerusalem, cultic objects can be found which are 
described in detail (see Let. Aris. 33; 40). Here it is a detailed description of the 
table (Let. Aris. 51-72), the bowls (Let. Aris. 73-78) and the golden flagons (Let. 
Aris. 79-82). In response, Eleazar emphasizes that the gifts were understood by 
all the people as “piety for our God” (πρὸς τὸν θεὸν ἡμῶν εὐσέβειαν, Let. Aris. 
42). The description of the temple of Jerusalem (Let. Aris. 84-91) and of the altar 
(Let. Aris. 87-88), each of which is described in detail, are also part of the ritual 
dimension. In this context, the tasks of the priest (Let. Aris. 92-95) and of the 
high priest (Let. Aris. 96-99) are also described in detail. 
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5 Prayer at the beginning of the symposium (Let. 

Aris. 184-186) 

Another prayer can be found at the beginning of the symposium. As usual in an 
ancient symposium, it is opened by sacrificial offerings. But other than usual, 
the king prohibits—as told in Let. Aris. 184—his sacred heralds and sacrificial 
ministers from beginning the symposium with the prayers which are usually 
offered. Instead the king calls on Elissaios, the eldest of the priests who traveled 
to Alexandria, to say a prayer (ποιήσασθαι κατευχήν). 

He prays:  

May Almighty God fill Your majesty full of the good things which he has created, and 
grant uninterrupted and lifelong possession of them to you and your wife and children 
and those like-minded with you (Πληρώσαι σε, βασιλεῦ, πάντων τῶν ἀγαθῶν ὧν ἔκτισεν ὁ 
παντοκράτωρ θεός καὶ δῴη σοι ταῦτ᾽ ἔχειν καὶ γυναικὶ καὶ τέκνοις καὶ τοῖς ὁμονοοῦσι 
πάντα ἀνέκλειπτα τὸν τῆς ζωῆς χρόνον, Let. Aris. 185).  

The prayer in honor of the king and his family is clever diplomatically and theo-
logically. It is so openly formulated that it can be understood by both the Jewish 
participants and the participants of the Ptolemaic court, even if the respective 
understanding varies according to their own theological tradition. The Jewish 
symposium participants will think of their God, the one and only God of Israel, 
when the talk is of God the Almighty (ὁ παντοκράτωρ θεός), who created the 
good things; the non-Jewish participants are likely to connect the prayer with 
the philosophical, perhaps Stoic concept of God as it is likely to be known and 
represented at the Ptolemaic court (cf. Let. Aris. 15-16). The fact that this theo-
logical balancing act succeeded is shown by the reaction of the audience: “At 
these words there was a burst of applause, and shouts and joyful jubilation 
continued for a considerable time” (Let. Aris. 186).  

Thus, the seven-day symposium is opened, in the course of which the king 
asks every Jewish scholar a question which they then answer. It does not have 
to do with questions of worship (εὔχομαι only twice in Let. Aris. 196; 248), but 
rather with good governance and responsible use of power. These are central 
topoi of the peri basileias-literature, which emphazise the king’s righteousness / 
justice (δικαιοσύνη), his beneficence (εὐεργεσία) and his philanthropy 
(φιλανθρωπία).16 All 72 scholars commend the king for these values (δικαιοσύνη: 

|| 
16 MURRAY, Aristeas, 337-371; MENDELS, On Kingship, 245-252; MORE, Kingship, 299-319; cf. 
HAAKE, Warum, 83-138, 90. 



 Aspects of Worship in the Letter of Aristeas | 315 

  

Let. Aris. 189.193.209.212.215.231.232.267.278.280-279.292-293; εὐεργεσία: Let. 
Aris. 190.205. 210.249.273-274.281.290; φιλανθρωπία: Let. Aris. 208.265.290), but 
more important is that, in all 72 answers, “God” is the central aspect. The Jewish 
scholars recommend the king as an imitatio dei, an imitatio dei of the God of 
Israel (explicitly in Let. Aris. 281). 

6 The daily prayer of the Jewish scholars 

Another time, the reference to forms of worship is found in Let. Aris. 305 and 
306, in a description of what the daily life of the translators is like:  

Every day they would come to the court early in the morning, and when they had made 
their salutations to the king they departed to their own place. 305When they had washed 
their hands in the sea, as is the custom of all Jews, and had offered their prayers to God 
(εὔξωνται πρὸς τὸν θεόν), they addressed themselves to the interpretation and clarifica-
tion of each passage (Let. Aris. 304-305).  

The fact that the Jewish scholars wash their hands before praying amazed 
Aristeas: “I questioned them on this point too, why it was that they washed their 
hands before praying (εὔχονται). And they explained that it was in witness that 
they had done no wrong, since the hands are the organs of all activity” (Let. 
Aris. 306). 

7 The king performs a proskynesis before the Law  

A final aspect which falls within the area of worship could be the scene in which 
the king performs a proskynesis (προσκυνήσας) after the completion of the 
translation, and orders that great care be taken of the books and that they be 
watched over reverently:  

And after the king, as I have already said, had received the explanation from Demetrius on 
this point, he did homage (προσκυνήσας) and ordered that great care should be taken of 
the books, and that they should be sacredly guarded (Let. Aris. 317). 

It is not the first, but the second time that the king performs a proskynesis before 
the Jewish law. The first time this took place was as the rolls arrived in Alexan-
dria:  
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When they had uncovered the rolls and had unrolled the parchments the king paused for 
a considerable space, and after bowing (προσκυνήσας) deeply some seven times said: “I 
thank you, good sirs, and him that sent you even more, but most of all I thank God whose 
holy words these are” (Let. Aris. 177).  

Taking both scenes together, both of which are connected by the word 
προσκυνέω, the context of worship is clear: The Ptolemaic king makes a 
proskynesis before the Jewish law! This provides a reversal of roles: instead of 
the scholars honoring him with a proskynesis, he honors the scroll and the 
translation. In this scene, the two lines of worship in the Book of Aristeas, the 
Ptolemaic and the Jewish, come together. Here they are not only merged, but 
rather it is told how the Ptolemaic king honors the Jewish Torah scrolls and their 
translation by a proskynesis. Thus the Book of Aristeas not only gives the Jewish 
way of worship, but also the translation of the Greek Bible a dignity which acts 
to stabilize the system and affirm identity.  

8 Conclusion  

The survey shows that there are divers and varied aspects of worship in the 
Book of Aristeas. The different aspects of worship are shown first of all by the 
use of different words. The verb εὔχομαι “pray” (Let. Aris. 17; 45; 196; 248; 305; 
306) as a general term for the invocation of a deity can be found for prayer by 
Jewish figures in the narrative as well as for those of the Ptolemaic court. The 
situation is similar with the verb σέβομαι “honor” (Let. Aris. 16; 134; 139; 140), 
which can be used for the Greek side (Let. Aris. 16) as well as for the Jewish 
polemic against polytheism and image worship (Let. Aris. 134), but also for the 
worship of the God of Israel (Let. Aris. 139-140). The noun κατευχή “prayer” is 
used once for the usual prayer before an ordinary symposium in the context of 
the customary cultic rites, but it is also used for the Jewish prayer (Let. Aris. 
184). Only the verb προσκυνέω “perform proskynesis” is throughout used for the 
Greek side (Let. Aris. 135; 137; 138; 177; 317).  

Only once is there a directly cited and loudly spoken prayer (Let. Aris. 184); 
once a prayer that is silent or spoken internally is cited in indirect speech (Let. 
Aris. 17); then only once it is mentioned that, and especially how, one is to pray 
(Let. Aris. 305; 306; other forms of worship, sacrifice and prayers in Let. Aris. 45; 
132-140).  

Within the seven passages explained here, very different constellations of 
worship can be found: forms of worship on the Jewish side are described and 
forms of worship are outlined which take place at the Ptolemaic court and rep-
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resent “pagan” ideas (Let. Aris. 17). Aristeas represents a philosophical concept 
of God, probably inspired by Stoic thoughts, in which the one, greatest God, 
who can be referred to as “Zeus,” is presumed behind all other outward forms. 

The Jewish concept of God and worship, which is an exclusive-monotheistic 
concept, is explained by high priest Eleazar. In addition, sacrifices at the temple 
of Jerusalem can be taken for granted and have a strong presence through the 
detailed descriptions of sacrifice, sacrificial implements and the temple itself. 
As the sole sacrificial act itself, a sacrifice and prayer for the Ptolemaic royal 
house is mentioned (Let. Aris. 45).  

The “normal” way of Jewish prayer is experienced by the readers in the de-
scription of the daily prayer rite of the Jewish scholars, which is connected to a 
washing (Let. Aris. 305; 306). This is described through the eyes of Aristeas, that 
is, described from an external perspective and opened up in their interest. 

As a last and final worship scene, the Ptolemaic king makes a proskynesis 
before the translation of the Jewish law (Let. Aris. 317). It is probably no coinci-
dence that this last worship scene is at the end of the Book of Aristeas. In the 
final scene the two strands of worship, the Ptolemaic and the Jewish side, come 
together. While in the narrative the various constellations of worship have been 
run through, the book ends with the fact that even the Ptolemaic king honors 
Jewish law with his proskynesis. Thus the arrival of the scrolls in Alexandria 
stands at the end of the story. The newly translated work is thus proclaimed as 
what the Ptolemaic king already formulated in Let. Aris. 177: “…most of all I 
thank God whose holy words these are”.  
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