
References to Organ in the Bible 
 
There are references to organs found in the earliest English translations of 
the Old Testament. And, there are engravings with drawings of ancient 
organs that exist in Psalters from medieval times. However, do not jump up 
and down with excitement thinking, “Wow, I didn’t know the Old Testament 
talks about organs!” Short answer, “It does and it doesn’t.” More about that 
later. But first… 
 
Scholars today generally agree that the earliest organ was a machine 
constructed around 246 years before the Christian era. Organs during this 
period were machines that could make loud prolonged sounds, often heard 
from one end of a city to the other. Hmmm…. Not a lot has changed? These 
machines were small enough to be considered portable, and were associated 
with civic processions or parades to create noise and excitement. The 
illustration to the right is a picture of a modern replica of the Aquincum 
hydraulis organ from 228AD. 
 
This machine/instrument was in use during the life and times of Jesus and it is very possible Jesus may have 
experienced hearing one of these organs, but not in the temple and certainly not in a synagogue. Now, about 
those references in the Old Testament… yes there are four reference to organs in the earliest English translations 
of the Old Testament, but not in later English translations!  
 
Earliest English translations of the Old Testament 

 1382, John Wycliffe and John Purvey hand-printed translation, sometimes called the Early Version of the 
Wycliffe Bible, which translations were not approved by the Catholic Church 

 1395, After John Wycliffe’s death in 1384, John Purvey revised and released another hand-printed 
version commonly called the Later Version of the Wycliffe Bible again, not approved by the Church. 

 1517, Martin Luther posts his 95 Theses: “Houston, we have a problem!” 
 1539, The Great Bible of 1539 (a Protestant English translation) was authorized by King Henry VIII of 

England.  
 1568, The Bishops’ Bible (Protestant) 
 1557/76, The Geneva Bible (Protestant) 
 1611, almost 100 years after the outbreak of the Reformation, another Protestant English translation 

was undertaken by scholars in the Anglican Church during the reign of King James I, thus it is commonly 
called the King James Bible 

 
Here’s how these earliest English translations translated the following Old Testament passages: 
 
Gen. 4:21  

 And the name of his brother was Jubal; he was the father of the singers in harp and organ.                   
John Wycliffe 

 His brothers name was Thubal, whych was the father of such as handle harpe & organe.                          
The Great Bible  

 His brothers name was Iubal, which was the father of such as handle Harpe and Organ.                             
The Bishops’ Bible 

 And his brother’s name was Jubal, who was the father of all that play on the harp and [a]organs.           
The Geneva Bible 

 And his brother's name was Jubal: he was the father of all such as handle the harp and organ.              
King James scholars 



Job 21:12 
 They hold the tympan, and (the) harp; and they (dance with) joy at the sound of the organ.                 

John Wycliffe 
 They beare with them tabrets and harpes, and reioyce in the sounde of the organs.                                 

The Bishops’ Bible 
 They take the tambourine and harp, and rejoice in the sound of the organs.                                               

The Geneva Bible 
 They take the timbrel and harp, and rejoice at the sound of the organ.                                                       

King James scholars 
 

Job 30:31 
 Mine harp is turned into mourning, and mine organ into 
the voice of weepers. (My harp is tuned for mourning, 
and my organ to the voice of those who weep.)                                                                            
John Wycliffe and John Purvey 
 My harpe is turned to mourning, and my organs into the 
voyce of them that weepe. Bishops’ Bible 
 Therefore mine harp is turned to mourning, and mine 
organs into the voice of them that weep. Geneva Bible 
 My harp also is turned to mourning, and my organ into 
the voice of them that weep. King James scholars 

 
Psalm 150:4 

 Praise ye him in a tympan and quire; praise ye him in strings and organ. (Praise ye him with a tympan, or 
a drum, and a dance/Praise ye him with a tambourine, and dancing; praise ye him with strings and an 
organ.) John Wycliffe and John Purvey 

 Prayse ye hym with a tabret and a daunce: prayse ye him vpon the stringes and vpon the Organes.             
Bishops’ Bible 

 Praise ye him with timbrel and flute: praise ye him with virginals and organs.                                             
Geneva Bible 

 Praise him with the timbrel and dance: praise him with stringed instruments and organs.                        
King James scholars 

 
Here’s the problem. The earliest English translations of the Old 
Testament were translated from either Latin or Greek translations of the 
original Hebrew language. In other words, the earliest English 
translations were translations of a translation – not ideal. Also missing: 
scholarly oversight of the Church in Rome. 
 
If we place ourselves in the day and age of the men who made these 
earliest English translations, 14th-16th centuries, they would have been 
familiar with the pipe organ which had been in common use in the 
Christian Church for 300+ years by the time of these translations. So, 
when the Latin translation of these passages used the word organum the 
translators read something into the meaning of the word that was not 
intended. We simply have no evidence that the Hebrews had an 
instrument that corresponded with the organ as we now use the term. 
Thus, a bit of then-current European culture leaked into the thinking of 
the men who were making the earliest English translations. 
 

 



Subsequent English translations depended more on the original Hebrew instead of translating from a translation 
(secondary source), and the results are more accurate, and they correspond with evidence we do have from 
artwork stemming from ancient times. Below are the same passages from the New Revised Standard Version 
(1989). Compare the passages below with those you read previously. 
 
Gen. 4:21 
His brother’s name was Jubal; he was the ancestor of all those who play the lyre and pipe.  
 

 he was the first man to invent music and musical instruments. The reason why ,ועוגב כנור תפש כל אבי...אחיו ושם
the Torah uses the term תפש, “holding in one’s hand,” is probably because the instruments such as pipes and 
stringed instruments have elongated parts which are held by hand. 
 
Job 21:12 
They sing to the tambourine and the lyre, and rejoice to the sound 
of the pipe. 
 

The Hebrew word (עּוגב ‛ûgâb) is derived from עגב ‛âgab - to 
breathe, to blow; and it is manifest that the reference is to some 
wind instrument, but not a pipe organ. 
 
Job 30:31 
My lyre is turned to mourning, and my pipe to the voice of those 
who weep. 
 

Again, the word עגב ‛ûgâb is doubtless from עגב ‛âgab, "to breathe, 
to blow"; and most probably the instrument here intended was the 
pipe, of which numerous tile mosaics, and other artwork abound 
with illustrations supporting these references to pipe.  

 
Psalm 150:4 
Praise him with tambourine and dance; praise him with 
strings and pipe! 
 
Hebrew, עוגב ‛ûgâb. As in the above references, this same 
word is derived from a verb meaning to breathe, to blow; 
and would be applicable to any wind-instrument. It here 
represents the whole class of wind-instruments.  
 
As a reminder, the word organum is found in the Greek 
Septuagint translation; and hence, our Western culture 
association of pipe organ leaked into the earliest English 
translations, incorrectly.  
 
Ah, what a relief! Later English translations, which 
depended on the original language translations, make 
more sense and fall more in line with what we have come 
to know as the evolution of pipes (flutes) to the pipe 
organ. Now you know! 
 

Brad Cunningham, Organist 
St. Joseph Catholic Church 
Columbia, South Carolina 

 

 


