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This is a guide to the Hebrew Bible unlike any other. Leading us chapter by chapter through its
most important stories--from the Creation and the Tree of Knowledge through the Exodus from
Egypt and the journey to the Promised Land--James Kugel shows how a group of anonymous,
ancient interpreters radically transformed the Bible and made it into the book that has come
down to us today.Was the snake in the Garden of Eden the devil, or the Garden itself
"paradise"? Did Abraham discover monotheism, and was his son Isaac a willing martyr? Not
until the ancient interpreters set to work. Poring over every little detail in the Bible's stories,
prophecies, and laws, they let their own theological and imaginative inclinations radically
transform the Bible's very nature. Their sometimes surprising interpretations soon became the
generally accepted meaning. These interpretations, and not the mere words of the text, became
the Bible in the time of Jesus and Paul or the rabbis of the Talmud.Drawing on such sources as
the Dead Sea Scrolls, ancient Jewish apocrypha, Hellenistic writings, long-lost retellings of Bible
stories, and prayers and sermons of the early church and synagogue, Kugel reconstructs the
theory and methods of interpretation at the time when the Bible was becoming the bedrock of
Judaism and Christianity. Here, for the first time, we can witness all the major transformations of
the text and recreate the development of the Bible "As It Was" at the start of the Common era--
the Bible as we know it.

“[A] wonderfully rich and learned volume...[Kugel's] purpose in The Bible As It Was is to describe
the way the Bible was understood by various ancient peoples, from the Israelites who returned
to Palestine after the Babylonian Captivity to the early Christian redactors of the New Testament.
Using a staggering number of sources, Mr. Kugel evokes the manner in which the Bible was
understood at the time of these interpreters; he also traces the origins of many of the
explanations that have remained standard over the millennia. Mr. Kugel's enormous undertaking
is likely to be seen as a milestone in the long critical history of Bible studies, that is, of the
approach to the Bible as both a human document and a living one, rather than as the immutable
and perfect word of God.”―Richard Bernstein, New York Times“[A] fascinating study...[Kugel's]
main purpose is to provide a detailed look at how the Torah, the first five books, was interpreted
in antiquity, most particularly from the third century B.C. through the first century A.D....To cull
material from these diverse sources requires no small expertise as a sleuth and a scholar. Kugel
is equal to the task...He tackles his chosen subject with erudition and enthusiasm...Compellingly
written.”―Phyllis Trible, New York Times Book Review“It is the general reader whom Kugel has in
view throughout, and his aim, in which he admirably succeeds, is both to provide such reader
with a first-hand acquaintance with some examples of ancient biblical interpretation and also to
show how these make sense, once writers' assumptions and exegetical techniques are



grasped...The Bible At It Was is an enjoyable work. It is beautifully produced, clearly set out, so
that, in spite of its size, it is easy to use, and is written in a lively, often racy, style; it displays that
expository mastery of a complicated subject which is the mark of a distinguished scholar, and it
will make the readers to whom it is directed feel at home in an unfamiliar world.”―J. R. Porter,
Times Literary Supplement“[This book] takes something you thought you knew and shows you--
doesn't just tell you--that you didn't really know it at all...Kugel, who has the wherewithal to be a
world-class academic show-off, instead lets the ancients speak in their own voice, make their
own case. His learning is staggering, but his scholarly humility is exemplary. You mustn't skip a
sentence in his book, and his has so deftly fashioned it that you don't want to.”―Patrick Henry,
Harvard Divinity Bulletin“In this learned yet readable book, James Kugel explains how the
earliest scholars tried to make some sense of difficult passages and how their work has forever
influenced the way later generations understood the Bible...His book is a good introduction to
Jewish biblical tradition and how ancient scribes and scholars understood the Bible.”―Joseph F.
Kelly, Cleveland Plain Dealer“[The Bible As It Was] engages the reader...without demanding
knowledge of any ancient languages, and in a prose so sweetly reasonable that daunting
scholarship gets spooned out as the delight of discovery...It offers rich resources for the study of
comparative scriptural interpretation...[and] not only reminds us of a deeper and broader
tradition of biblical study that the profoundly amnesiac version called the historical-critical, but
provides a sense of what that older tradition might still offer...[Kugel] shows how the 'legends'
developed, not by random imagination, but by means of careful exegetical deduction. Here is the
real intellectual thrill, to see how the 'questions' posed by the notorious gaps, indirections, and
obscurities of the Hebrew text led naturally...to the sorts of 'answers' gathered together in this
volume. Kugel is a talented teacher, who successfully leads his readers through an imaginative
reconstruction of the logic at work at every stage from text to traditions...[This anthology] offers
valuable resources for a fuller and more organic engagement with Scripture...[It is] brilliantly
presented.”―Luke Timothy Johnson, Commonweal“The Bible As It Was guides us deftly through
a web that turns out to have been far more extensive and ecumenical than most of us would
have thought.”―Hillel Halkin, Commentary“With humor and insight derived from modern
scholarship, archaeology, linguistics, and history, Kugel succeeds as did his ancient interpretive
forebears in bringing out 'the universal and enduring messages of biblical texts.”―Steven
Schnur, Reform Judaism“A dazzlingly learned and clever study...Kugel's fascinating, eclectic
anthology of wisdom is graced by many choice passages from Philo, the 1st-century B.C.E. Jew
of Alexandria who excelled in Torah interpretation.”―Stuart Schoffman, Jerusalem
Report“Biblical commentaries from 1,500 years ago? How significant could they be to our
modern-day perception of biblical stories? Extremely. The picture painted by James L. Kugel... in
his recent book, The Bible As It Was, is that it was those interpreters, often anonymous and
today largely unknown, who significantly molded our understanding of the Bible...Kugel offers a
large, well-selected collection of these interpretations on 23 of the better-known biblical stories.
He presents them in a masterful way that makes them easily accessible and enjoyable to the



layman...[and places them in]...proper historical and religious context...The Bible As It Was can
be read from cover to cover or it can be used as a resource by someone studying a particular
biblical incident. The sources in this book are crucial to understanding our Bible, and Kugel has
done a great service by making them accessible to the general public.”―Ari Zivotofsky,
Cleveland Jewish News“The most important biblical study this decade.”―Library Booknotes“An
extraordinary, pathbreaking scholarly achievement: an annotated anthology of interpretations of
ancient (mostly 100 B.C. 300 A.D.) interpretations of the Torah culled from hundreds of
sources...Kugel's great achievement is to demonstrate again and again, with hundreds of
fascinating examples, how the integrity of the text was both respected and reinterpreted by
authors as varied as those of the apocrypha, the earliest midrashim, and the Dead Sea Scrolls,
as well as the early Church fathers. His own interpretive comments are consistently clear and
engaging...This volume, which will be savored by both Jewish and Christian lovers of Scripture,
richly illustrates Kugel's point that what we know as 'the Bible' is really a series of texts filtered
through the imaginative perceptions of its ancient exegetes.”―Kirkus Reviews“Kugel has
marshaled a great many ancient sources. This important work for intelligent readers should be
acquired by all general readership libraries and especially by those intended for theological and
sociological research.”―Library Journal“James Kugel is one of the great scholars of biblical
interpretation in our time, and from the day of its publication this book will become the
indispensable classic in the field. The relationship between the formation of texts and the
development of their interpretive traditions in the evolution of the Hebrew Bible has been given a
treatment both authoritative and innovative, altogether a singular contribution to the realm of
biblical study.”―Peter J. Gomes, author of The Good Book“James Kugel is a scholar much
admired for his learning and originality. In this book he addresses not the biblical expert but the
ordinary intelligent reader, and explains how the tradition of biblical interpretation was shaped by
the earliest interpreters, whether Christian or rabbinical. The Bible As It Was will interest all who
care about traditions of interpretation, and all who wish to deepen their understanding of the
whole Bible.”―Frank Kermode“A book that not only informs--with a vast, mostly hidden erudition
behind it--but also entertains. It is important, and a delight. Kugel invites his readers to think their
way into the several manners in which the ancient readers heard the biblical texts.”―Wayne
Meeks, Yale University“A landmark! This is the story of how we got the Bible that we have today.
It will enthrall all readers who love and hate and care about the Bible. There is no one better
suited than Kugel to have produced this extremely important book. In addition to his
extraordinary erudition in both the Jewish and Christian reading traditions of antiquity, he is
gifted with the ability to write clearly and engagingly but with nuance and preciseness.”―Daniel
Boyarin, University of California, BerkeleyAbout the AuthorJames L. Kugel is a Professor at Bar-
Ilan University.
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and scholars alike. It is intended to be a new kind of guide for anyone interested in the Hebrew
Bible (or Old Testament). Let me begin by saying why I think that such a guide is needed.The
Hebrew Bible contains the history, prayers, songs, laws, and prophecies of ancient Israel. These
texts were written down over a long period of time, more than a thousand years. Recently, thanks
in part to advances in archaeology, linguistics, and ancient history, scholars have been able to
learn much about how the Bible came to be. We now know a great deal of the historical
background of various biblical stories, as well as about how different parts of the Bible first came
together.When people study the Bible nowadays in schools and universities, it is often this “new
knowledge” that is highlighted. Most standard guides and introductions to the Hebrew Bible
discuss little else. Thus, people learn about the various stages in which the Bible was written,
and about the work of different editors or redactors. They are told about the background history
of Israel, and about other texts from the ancient Near East that shed light on biblical events. All
this is extremely interesting information.But it is really only half the story of the Hebrew Bible.The
other half has to do with what happened to these texts once they were written down. For, even
before the Bible had attained its final form, its stories, songs, and prophecies had begun to be
interpreted. From very early times, sages and scholars in ancient Israel had made a practice of
looking deeply into the meaning of these sacred writings, and, with each new generation, their
insights and interpretations were passed on alongside the texts themselves. As a result, as each
new age inherited what were to become the Bible’s various books from the previous age, it also
inherited a body of traditions about what those texts meant.The traditional interpretations were
of all kinds. Some simply aimed at explaining the meaning of a difficult word or resolving an



apparent contradiction. But others were more wide-ranging and imaginative. Interpreters
sometimes felt themselves obliged to explain why a particular person in a biblical story should
have behaved the way that he or she did, or to find some connection between what a particular
prophet had predicted and some later event in history. Often, interpreters ended up actually
adding to what the biblical text said, “deducing” whole incidents or facts that, the interpreters felt,
were implied if not stated outright in the Bible’s words.More than anything, though, these
interpretations tried to bring out the universal and enduring messages of biblical texts, for the
interpreters considered Scripture to be a sacred guidebook for human existence. Interpreters
therefore tried to look beyond the obvious content of what was being said to find some relevant,
usable lesson, even if it was less than obvious at first glance. And so, whatever their particular
form or purpose, these interpretive traditions all tended to transform the apparent meaning of
biblical texts.Such transformations were immensely important. As any reader of this book will
see, chapter after chapter of the Bible took on a new, sometimes radically different, significance
when its words were scrutinized in the characteristic manner of early interpreters.The story of
Adam and Eve, for example, only became the story of the Fall of Man thanks to a certain ancient
interpretation of one of the verses in the story. The snake in the story came to be identified as
the devil—but only by later interpreters, not by the story itself! And it was only because of
another interpretation that the Garden of Eden (also known as paradise) came to be thought of
as a heavenly garden, one in which the righteous would live eternally after their death.Similar
transformations occurred with other biblical narratives. Interpreters came to the conclusion that
Abraham was the son of an idol-maker, that he was the first person to believe in one God, and
that among his many virtues was an extraordinary generosity toward strangers. None of these
things is stated outright in the Bible, though each of them is based on some slight peculiarity in
the biblical text. Other creative interpretations helped to change the “images” of Sarah, Jacob,
Rachel, and Joseph—what each of these biblical figures did and stood for took on an entirely
different aspect when their stories were read and interpreted in the special fashion of these early
interpreters. The shape and significance of the entire Bible came to be modified because of their
work.Then, gradually, as the centuries passed, these traditional understandings came to be the
meaning. The historical circumstances in which a particular biblical passage might have
originally been uttered were eventually forgotten or, in any case, considered irrelevant. What was
important by, say, the third or second century B.C.E. (and, quite possibly, even somewhat earlier)
was what was thought to be the text’s deeper significance, that is, how it was explained by the
traditional interpretations that now accompanied it. And this traditional, interpreted Bible—the
Bible itself plus the traditions about what it really meant—was what was taught to successive
generations of students, expounded in public assemblies and, ultimately, canonized by Judaism
and Christianity as their sacred book.The way in which these traditions of interpretation came to
cling to the biblical text may be difficult for people today to comprehend. We like to think that the
Bible, or any other text, means “just what it says.” And we act on that assumption: we simply
open up a book—including the Bible—and try to make sense of it on our own. In ancient Israel



and for centuries afterward, on the contrary, people looked to special interpreters to explain the
meaning of a biblical text. For that reason, the explanations passed along by such interpreters
quickly acquired an authority of their own. In studying this or that biblical law or prophecy or
story, students would do more than simply learn the words; they would be told what the text
meant—not only the peculiar way in which this or that term was to be interpreted, but how one
biblical text related to another far removed from it, or the particular moral lesson that a text
embodied, or how a certain passage was to be applied in everyday life. And the people who
learned these things about the Bible from their teachers in turn passed on the same information
to the next generation of students.And so, it was this interpreted Bible—not just the stories,
prophecies, and laws themselves, but these texts as they had, by now, been interpreted and
explained for centuries—that came to stand at the very center of Judaism and Christianity. This
was what people in both religions meant by “the Bible.” Of course, Judaism and Christianity
themselves differed on a great many questions, including the interpretation of some crucial
scriptural passages, as well as on just what books were to be included in the Bible.
Nevertheless, both religions had begun with basically the same interpreted Bible. For both
inherited an earlier, common set of traditions, general principles regarding how one ought to go
about reading and interpreting the Bible as well as specific traditions concerning the meaning of
individual passages, verses, and words. As a result, even when later Jews or Christians added
on new interpretations—sometimes directed against each other or against other groups or
ideologies within the world in which they lived—the new interpretations frequently built on, and
only modified, what had been the accepted wisdom until then.This book is essentially an
attempt to reconstruct this traditional Bible, the Bible as it was understood in the closing
centuries B.C.E. and at the very start of the common era. I have tried to assemble evidence of
the things that scholars and ordinary people believed about the most important parts of the
Torah or Pentateuch (that is, the first five books of the Bible).1 But how does one go about
reconstructing this Bible-as-it-was? Unfortunately, there is no single text that contains, chapter
by chapter, the commonly accepted interpretations of the Bible in the closing centuries B.C.E.
Instead there is a mass of literature of various sorts—sermons, apocalypses, retellings of biblical
stories, and other writings—in which these interpretations are mostly only hinted at or else taken
for granted, assumed to be known to every reader. Trying to reconstruct the Bible as it was has
thus been largely a matter of reading between the lines, figuring out interpretations that are
rarely presented as such, from this mass of different sources.Of course there is more to the
Bible as it was than I have been able to include here.2 But I hope that the present volume will
give readers the essential, a view of the most important interpretive traditions that circulated
during the crucial period of the Bible’s emergence as such, when it was becoming the defined
corpus of texts that would lie at the very heart of Judaism and Christianity.I would like to thank
the many colleagues and students who have helped me with various aspects of this book. In
particular, I thank those who have consented to read through and offer suggestions on individual
chapters: Professors Gary Anderson, Ellen Birnbaum, Robert Brody, Hanan Eshel, Jay Harris,



Marc Hirshman, and Bernard Septimus. Throughout the stages of preparing the manuscript I
have been aided by the comments and suggestions of Hindy Najman. My thanks go as well to
Melissa Milgram, who helped at an early stage of the compilation, and to Luke Whitmore for
assistance with the illustrations. I am grateful to David Kugel for his help with the index. I am also
thankful for the assistance of Carol Cross and Rachel Rockenmacher of the Department of Near
Eastern Languages at Harvard. Elizabeth Hurwit admirably edited the manuscript for
publication, while Mary Ellen Geer and Margaretta Fulton helped it through production at
Harvard University Press. I should also like to express my deep gratitude to my literary agent,
Ellen Geiger of Curtis Brown Ltd., for her help and guidance at every phase of publication—I
could not have managed it without her.My gratitude goes as well to the Littauer Foundation,
which generously helped to fund a leave in 1991 during which some of the work of this volume
was completed, and to the Alan Stroock Publication Fund at Harvard’s Center for Jewish Studies
for its support of the actual publication of this project.A final note: Despite all the time spent
assembling and checking the material presented herein, no doubt errors of commission and
omission remain; moreover, texts now being published for the first time or yet to be discovered
will likely provide further insights that might have enriched this study. And so I cannot but make a
request of my learned readers: I will be most grateful for any corrections or additions that you
might be kind enough to pass along, either via the publisher or to me by means of my Web
page, , where I intend to maintain a regularly updated information sheet about this book and
related matters. I can also be reached directly by e-mail, at jlkugel@fas.harvard.edu or
kugelj@ashur.cc.biu.ac.il. It is my hope that the age of electronic publishing may yet provide a
release from the dire sentence of Eccles. 1:15.1. While, for the period covered, the precise
contents of the Bible—which books were to be part of the canon and which not—were still a
subject of debate, all agreed that these first five books were Scripture par excellence, the very
heart of the Bible and the essence of God’s sacred teaching for the people of Israel.2. To make
this book as affordable (and widely available) as possible, I have included in it only the most
important and influential interpretive traditions of the Pentateuch, and these have been
presented largely without technical footnotes or bibliographical references. A considerably larger
(and necessarily more expensive) selection of the Pentateuch’s interpretive traditions, along with
scholarly apparatus, is to be published separately by Harvard University Press.THE BIBLE AS IT
WASNote on TranscriptionsIn transcribing Hebrew words and names, I have chosen not to
confuse nonspecialists with the use of unnecessary diacritical marks and the like. Thus, biblical
figures and places are generally rendered by their standard English equivalents (Joshua,
Bethlehem); the same is true of the names of texts cited in this book (the Mishnah, Yalqut
Shimoni) and certain other, fairly common, transcriptions (halakhah, the Shema). When a
particular point has required more exact transcription, I have relied on that in current use in most
scholarly journals.1The World of Ancient Biblical InterpretersTHE OLDEST PARTS of the
Hebrew Bible go back very far into ancient times, some to before 1,000 B.C.E. These ancient
texts may have been transmitted orally for a time, but soon enough they were committed to



writing. Since the materials on which they were written were perishable, the texts eventually
crumbled or wore out and had to be recopied. The stories, psalms, laws, and prophecies that
have reached us today as part of the Bible must therefore have been copied many, many times
even within the biblical period itself. (There were doubtless other texts, such as the “Book of
Yashar” or the “Book of the Wars of the Lord” mentioned in the Bible itself,1 which did not
survive; for one reason or another, they ceased to be copied and so have been lost.)The scribes
who did the work of copying were not mindless duplicating machines, nor did they likely execute
their copies so that the texts might then be put into some kind of “cold storage.” If these texts
were repeatedly copied within the biblical period itself, it was because they were used; they
played some part in daily life. Some texts, especially the history of past events and of ancient
heroes, were doubtless used in the royal court, perhaps for purposes of literacy instruction, royal
propaganda, or simply record keeping. Other texts were just as certainly associated with
temples and sanctuaries—songs and prayers and priestly instructions and the like. Still others—
ancient statutes, prophecies, speeches, proverbs, and so forth—may have likewise had their
place in court or temple, or they may have belonged to yet some other site. But wherever they
were preserved, the very fact that they were attests to the role that these texts must have played
somewhere in ancient Israelite society. No one would go to the trouble of copying texts for no
purpose.To say only this is virtually to assert that, from a very early period, the texts that make
up the Hebrew Bible were interpreted texts. For, judges who seek to enforce written statutes
have to do more than simply read the texts involved; they have to apply the law’s general
prescriptions to specific situations and, sometimes, adapt fixed formulations to new
circumstances. (This is especially true with the laws contained in the Bible, which often function
by describing a specific case while leaving to others the job of deriving from that case principles
that might apply elsewhere.) The same applies to priests seeking to follow an established
procedure for temple sacrifices or trying to diagnose a disease from a specific set of symptoms.
Teachers, royal counselors, propagandists, or others who might make use of historical records
doubtless did more than simply read them aloud: however much the records might have seemed
to speak for themselves, even the clearest point in a text must sometimes be driven home to an
audience through restatement, elaboration, and the like. And not all texts are clear. Writers often
leave ambiguities in what they write, so that all the figures mentioned—judges, priests, teachers,
and so forth—were of necessity also interpreters because of the simple fact that their work
involved using texts.Thus, it is probably safe to say that, at least in these ways, the interpretation
of the Bible goes back virtually as far as the oldest texts within it. Indeed, evidence of this
process is to be found within the Hebrew Bible itself. Later biblical books frequently mention or
allude to things found in earlier books, and in so doing they often modify or change—sometimes
radically—the apparent sense of the earlier text. The book of Daniel, for example, specifically
interprets a prophecy of Jeremiah (Jer. 25:11–12, 29:10), in which Jeremiah’s reference to
“seventy years” is asserted to mean in reality 490 years (Dan. 9:2, 24). In somewhat less
dramatic fashion, the entire book of Chronicles may be seen as a kind of commentary on



(especially) the biblical books of Samuel and Kings, with numerous additions or modifications of
the earlier material, plus a few blatant omissions.2 Daniel and Chronicles are relatively late
books in the biblical canon, but there is evidence of such interpretive activity far earlier, well
before that “great divide” in biblical history, the point at which the Babylonians conquered
Jerusalem and sent the Jews into exile (586 B.C.E.). Such ancient bits of interpretation, while
generally less striking than later examples, nonetheless bear ample witness to the work of
interpreters from very early times.The Age of InterpretationAnd yet, it would be wrong to
conclude that interpretation proceeded at pretty much the same pace throughout the biblical
period. On the contrary, the Babylonian conquest just mentioned seems to mark the dawn of a
new age with regard to Scripture and its interpretation. The Jews, exiled from their homeland for
half a century, were suddenly informed in 532 B.C.E. that they were free to return home; this right
was granted to them by an edict of the Persian king Cyrus following his stunning victory over
mighty Babylon. Many Jews did indeed return home, and the society that they established in
Judea was one in which—for reasons to be examined presently—the interpretation of ancient
Scripture came to play a central role. As a result, a distinctive approach to interpretation began
to develop, and in the ensuing centuries individual interpretations of biblical laws and stories and
prophecies slowly accumulated and coalesced into a great body of lore that came to be known
widely throughout Israel.Some of the first fruits of this activity may be found among the latest
books of the Hebrew Bible, but the great mass of ancient biblical interpretation appears in books
that, for one reason or another, did not end up being included in the Jewish canon. These books
—expansive retellings of biblical stories, first-person narratives put in the mouths of biblical
heroes, pseudonymous apocalypses, the sayings and proverbs of ancient sages, plus actual
biblical commentaries, sermons, and the like—were composed from, roughly, the third century
B.C.E. through the first century C.E., although some of the interpretations of the Bible found in
them doubtless go back still earlier. These old texts allow us to reconstruct in some detail how
the Bible was read and understood during this crucial period. They are the focus of the present
study.The Need for InterpretersAs mentioned, almost any written text contains potential
ambiguities. Normally, we ordinary readers deal with such ambiguities ourselves, so that there is
no need for a special class of text interpreters. Perhaps it was so, for a time, in ancient Israel as
well—although the job of being a judge, a priest, or a teacher certainly could imply some skill in
interpreting texts. But the postexilic period marked (among other things) a time in which this
interpretive function became a thing unto itself and in which, therefore, the interpreter of
Scripture emerged as a figure in his own right.Part of the reason for this figure’s emergence had
to do with the passage of time itself. For, however much all texts contain ambiguities, such
ambiguities—and even out-and-out incomprehensibility—tend to increase with old texts, for the
simple reason that language and culture are always in the process of changing. A word whose
meaning may have been clear two or three hundred years ago may no longer be clear now;
indeed, it may now mean something else entirely. Few speakers of English nowadays would
understand that to call someone “lewd and silly” in Chaucer’s day was hardly to criticize; the



person was, in fact, being described as uneducated and defenseless.In the same way, many
Hebrew words had shifted their meaning by the end of the biblical period. Even such basic
concepts as “get,” “take,” “need,” “want,” “time,” and “much” were expressed with new terms; the
old words had either shifted their meaning or dropped out of sight entirely. As a result, someone
trying to read a text from the ancient past could not always make sense of it; an expert, someone
acquainted with old texts and their meanings, was needed.Words were not the only thing to
change: ideas, social institutions, and political reality likewise shifted. Some of Israel’s bitterest
enemies of days gone by no longer existed, replaced by new foes unheard of in an earlier age.
Old forms of organization and governance had likewise fallen from view. Successive waves of
conquerors—the Babylonians, Persians, Greeks (subdivided into the Hellenized Ptolemies of
Egypt and the Hellenized Seleucids of Syria), then the Romans—had introduced not only new
words into the Hebrew language, but also new ideas and ways of thinking, indeed, whole new
civilizations. Taken together, such changes had a way of distancing people from their own past:
texts that had at one time been quite comprehensible might now appear to be an encoded
mystery. There is little doubt that, for just such reasons, many of the particulars in the stories of
Genesis or the laws of Exodus were no longer clear to readers as early as the time of the return
from Babylonian exile. Henceforth interpreters of Scripture would increasingly be
necessary.Such interpreters were needed even more because of a curious feature in the
transmission of ancient Hebrew Scripture. The Hebrew writing system was more than a little
ambiguous. Like certain other Semitic languages, Hebrew was written down by recording the
consonants alone: there were no letters to represent vowels. (Eventually, the consonants
corresponding to our H, Y, and W came to be widely used as a way of indicating some vowels,
but this was done only inconsistently at first and in any case still left many ambiguities.)Of
course, writing only the consonants in words would not work at all in English. The letters BRD,
for example, could be interpreted as standing for “bird,” “bard,” “bared,” “barred,” “beard,” “broad,”
“bored,” “board,” “brad,” “bread,” “bred,” “breed,” “braid,” “by-road,” “buried,” “borrowed,” and so on.
In Hebrew, things are far easier: most words are built on a triconsonantal root and there are
relatively few homonyms. The basic meaning of BRD, for example, is “hail.” But even within the
triconsonantal root structure, context alone will often determine whether a particular word is to
be construed as a noun or a verb, or as belonging to one class of verb as opposed to another, or
as being in the passive or active voice. Here, certainly, was plenty of room for ambiguity!What is
more, biblical texts were written without the use of capital letters, periods, commas, or any other
kind of punctuation. Thus, even where a sentence began or ended was often a matter of opinion:
it all depended on how you interpreted it. Indeed, even the separation between individual words
was, in ancient times, frequently left ambiguous by author or scribe. And within the sentence,
basic decisions about which words went together with which others and where, therefore,
syntactic pauses were to occur—these too were a matter of interpretation.Such ambiguities
might at first seem rather minor, even trivial. However, especially when combined with other
obscurities resulting from the passage of time, they created a significant barrier between text



and reader. As a matter of fact, this ambiguous writing system was responsible for a great many
of the interpretations charted in this book. The existence of such a writing system not only
seemed to call forth interpreters to explain the biblical text, but soon enough, it furnished those
interpreters with a flexible tool for tipping the interpretive scales in one particular direction or
another. Carried to an extreme, the freedom of interpreters to read a single word in different
ways or to break up a block of text into various syntactic combinations could at times allow them
to make a text out to be saying exactly the opposite of its apparent meaning. The importance of
the Hebrew writing system can thus hardly be overstated.The Mode of ReturnMany of the above
factors, however, had existed from earliest times; while the passage of time may have
heightened their effect, they alone are probably not sufficient to explain why it was the period
following the return from Babylonian exile that inaugurated a new interest in the interpretation of
Scripture. To account for this, a number of further historical considerations must be
mentioned.3The first might be called the “mode of return” in which the Jews found themselves
after the return from the Babylonian exile. Not all those who had been exiled to Babylon did
return; a number of them stayed in their new home. Those who went back to Judah4 doubtless
did so for a variety of reasons, but certainly one of them was a straightforward desire to return to
the place and the way of life that had been their ancestors’ in days gone by. Yet here was a
problem. For, while the physical places previously inhabited may have been clear enough, the
way of life that had been followed in them was not. One could not interrogate the hills or the trees
to find out how one’s forebears had acted two or three generations earlier: that information
depended on the restored community’s collective memory, a memory embodied in (among other
things) its library of ancient texts. Thus, the very mode of return—the desire to go back to
something that once existed—probably made this community bookish to an abnormal
degree.Political differences among different groups within the returning exiles reinforced this
tendency. To judge by the biblical evidence itself, some Jews at that time were bent on restoring
the Davidic dynasty to full political leadership. (David’s descendants had continuously ruled in
Judah from the time of David himself, in the tenth century B.C.E., until the Babylonian exile.)
Hopes eventually crystallized in the figure of Zerubbabel, heir to the Davidic throne. Many
apparently looked to Zerubbabel to bring about drastic changes in the Jews’ situation, perhaps
through out-and-out rebellion against the Persian authorities; this hope is reflected in, among
others, the writings of the biblical prophets Haggai and Zechariah (see Haggai 2; Zech. 4:6–7).
At the same time, however, other Jews were more reserved in their political opinions. It is
striking, for example, that the biblical books of Ezra and Nehemiah nowhere mention
Zerubbabel’s Davidic origins in their treatment of him; apparently, the author of these books saw
the Persians as legitimate rulers.5 Indeed, the author of Ezra begins by asserting that the
emperor Cyrus had been commissioned by God Himself to rule “all the kingdoms of the earth”
and to build a temple for Him in Jerusalem (Ezra 1:1–2).Such political differences might exist at
any time and in any place. But it is significant that the Jews of this period turned to their own
ancient writings to legitimate their political views. Thus, when the prophet Haggai, a proponent of



Zerubbabel, first prophesied about him,On that day, says the Lord of Hosts, I will take you,
Zerubbabel my servant, son of Shealtiel, and make you like a signet ring, for I have chosen you,
says the Lord of Hosts.—Hag. 2:23his words had a somewhat “biblical” ring, perhaps intended
specifically to evoke a dire prophecy of Jeremiah’s from an earlier age:As I live, says the Lord,
though Coniah the son of Jehoiakim, king of Judah, were a signet ring on my right hand, yet I
would tear you off and give you into the hand of those who seek your life.—Jer. 22:24–25The
same prophet Jeremiah was evoked by members of the opposite camp—in the opposite sense,
of course. The opening words of the book of Ezra, alluded to above, might be cited in full here:In
the first year of Cyrus king of Persia, in order to accomplish the word of the Lord uttered by
Jeremiah, the Lord stirred up the spirit of Cyrus king of Persia so that he made a proclamation.—
Ezra 1:1According to this source, not only was Cyrus a legitimate, divinely chosen ruler, but his
deeds were nothing less than the fulfillment of a biblical prophecy uttered by the same
Jeremiah.So, more generally, the returning Jews used the stories, prophecies, songs, and
prayers saved from before the Babylonian exile to bolster their own ideas on all manner of
different issues. For example, the book of Chronicles has been shown to contain a detailed
program for the restored Jewish community after the Babylonian exile: its author was a firm
supporter of the Davidic monarchy; he was in favor of uniting the northern and southern parts of
the country into a single polity, a state whose very existence was predicated on what he saw as
the people’s eternal (and, in his view, virtually uninterrupted) presence on its own land and
loyalty to its God.6 Yet how interesting, and typical, that this author sought to put forward his
political program not as such, but in the form of a history of bygone times—specifically, a
retelling of much of the biblical books of Samuel and Kings. It was no doubt the mode of return
that led this author, like so many others, to present his ideas not as innovations but as a return to
the glorious past. That is, by omitting some things and adding others, this author reshaped the
past and so made it into a more perfect model of what he himself wished to prescribe for the
future.The Centrality of LawsTexts from the ancient past not only served as a general guide to
how life had been lived before the exile. These texts—and in particular what is called the
Pentateuch or Torah, the first five books of the Bible—contained numerous laws and
commandments from an earlier day. Another result of the mode of return in which the Jews
found themselves was the heightened importance of these laws.Obeying laws is usually thought
of in our society as a rather small and unimportant part of life. True, most people obey speed
limits and traffic lights, stay off private property, and pay their taxes, but such acts of obedience
hardly register in our daily consciousness. Ordinary citizens do not usually spend a lot of time in
court. The whole subject of law seems rather specialized and marginal.Among the returning
exiles, by contrast, laws occupied a central position. According to the book of Nehemiah, the
people at this time specifically took an oath “to walk in God’s law which was given by Moses, the
servant of God, and to observe and do all the commandments of the Lord our master and
perform His ordinances and statutes” (Neh. 10:29). It was, apparently, crucially important that all
members of the restored community do their utmost to conform to the divinely given statutes of



old.One reason was that they were divine, God’s own commandments. If this divine provenance
were not in itself sufficient to command the sustained attention of the community, the whole
atmosphere of the postexilic period made it sufficient. The Babylonian conquest and exile had
been the traumatic event in Jewish history. Not only had the defeat cost the Jews their freedom
and homeland—as well as quite a few lives—but it had challenged the very foundations of
Israel’s understanding of its God and His ways with the world. The Jerusalem Temple, God’s
physical home on earth, had suddenly been razed by the enemy, and the daily Temple
sacrifices, a centuries-old routine by which, in the common esteem, the divine will was
appeased and made favorable toward mankind, had now been brutally put to an end. How could
such events be understood?The explanation offered by Jewish prophets and sages was that
these events constituted God’s punishment for the people’s failure to obey the divine laws.
When, in conformity to Jeremiah’s prophecy (and in contradiction to all that common sense or
political science might have predicted), the Babylonians were in turn overthrown a few short
decades after their defeat of the Jews, it certainly seemed as if the “punishment” explanation
was indeed correct: God had used the Babylonians to show His people Israel the error of its
ways but, once having done so, He in turn toppled the Babylonians from power lest anyone
conclude that it was their military might, rather than God’s will, that had brought them
victory.Back in their homeland, the Jews resolved to learn the lesson of history: henceforth they
would be more careful, henceforth they would be sure to observe the divine statutes with
punctilious zeal. But such resolve only heightened the interpretive crux of biblical law. How could
one demand strict observance of laws that were frequently and notoriously short on particulars?
For example, working on the Sabbath was forbidden—but what constituted “work”? Performing
one’s usual profession? Doing any work which was part of a profession, even if it was not one’s
own? Or perhaps something still more stringent? (For some answers, see Chapter 20.) Similarly,
the book of Leviticus commanded that one not “take revenge or hold a grudge” (Lev. 19:18)
against one’s kinsman—but what did that mean? If “revenge” here implied actually harming him
or killing him to recompense a wrong suffered, did the further prohibition of holding a grudge
mean that one could not even resent him for the harm inflicted? Was this humanly possible? And
did the continuation of this same verse—“And you shall love your neighbor as yourself”—mean
that one was actually ordered by God to love someone whom one might otherwise be inclined to
hate? How can love be commanded? (For answers given to these questions, see Chapter 22.)
Like these, dozens and hundreds of other laws had to be understood precisely and thoroughly if
another catastrophe was to be averted.Quite apart from what we would think of as the “religious”
importance of obeying biblical laws—the desire of the community to find favor with God and to
head off another disaster—there may have been a more immediate spur to making sure that
these laws were definitively interpreted and explained. It is likely that biblical laws were quite
simply the law of the land in the restored community of Judah. Persian imperial policy under
Darius I apparently consisted of giving the empire’s stamp of approval to the old legal systems of
its various subject peoples. Thus, in the year 518 B.C.E., Darius wrote to his satrap in Egypt to



send him Egyptian scholars who might write down “the former law of Egypt.” The scholars
apparently complied, writing their laws “on one roll.”7 It seems likely that something similar
happened with the Jews: the ancient laws, presented in definitive form, acquired the authority of
the ruling powers. The words of Artaxerxes I (who reigned from 465 or 464 to 424 B.C.E.), cited
in the book of Ezra, are eloquent in this regard:“I, Artaxerxes the king, make a decree to all the
treasurers in the province Beyond the River: Whatever Ezra the priest, the scribe of the law of
the God of heaven, requires of you, be it done with diligence … And you, Ezra, according to the
wisdom of your God which is in your hand, appoint magistrates and judges who may judge all
the people in the province Beyond the River, all such as know the laws of your God; and those
who do not know them, you shall teach. Then, whoever will not obey the law of your God and the
law of the king, let judgment be strictly executed upon him, whether for death or for banishment
or for confiscation of his goods or for imprisonment.”—Ezra 7:21, 25–26Henceforth, the ancient
Hebrew laws stood on a par with, or were equated with, the laws of the Persian rulers: the “law of
your God and the law of the king” comprised the legal corpus by which daily life was to be
governed, and not only the Jews but, as well, the Persian government officials in their midst were
required to make sure that ancient biblical statutes were widely understood (“those who do not
know them, you shall teach”) and fully enforced as the law of the land.The Rise of the
InterpreterFor all these reasons, the interpreters of Scripture enjoyed an increasing prominence
and authority in the period following the Babylonian exile. They were, first of all, the guardians of
writings preserved from Israel’s ancient past. With their bookman’s skills, they could explain what
that past was, what had been set down in writing by or about Israel’s historic leaders; they could
likewise look deeply into the words of ancient lore and traditions, the writings of divinely chosen
prophets or sages from days gone by. Clearly, interpreting such ancient texts was a matter of
more than merely antiquarian interest: the interpretation of Scripture could lend support for this
or that political program or leader, and it determined as well the significance of divine law and its
application to daily life.Who were these interpreters? There is good indication that they came
from within different groups and levels of Jewish society. Some of them were, like “Ezra the
priest” (Ezra 7:21) just mentioned, priests or levites—people who, by birth, had a special
association with the service of God—since part of their job had from earliest times involved not
only interpreting divine statutes but promulgating and explaining them to the people. The book of
Deuteronomy had said about the tribe of Levi (from which priests and levites were said to
descend):They shall teach Your statutes to Jacob, and to Israel Your Torah.—Deut.
33:10Elsewhere in the same book, the role of members of this tribe in interpreting the law is
made specific (Deut. 17:8–13). So too in later times:“Thus says the Lord of Hosts: Ask the
priests to decide this question.”—Hag. 2:11True instruction was in his [Levi’s] mouth, and no
wrong was found on his lips … For the lips of the priest guard knowledge, and people seek
instruction [torah] from his mouth, for he is an emissary of the Lord of Hosts.—Mal. 2:6–7But
priests and levites were hardly the only interpreters. We have glimpsed above the special
association that judges, teachers, sages, and scribes probably had with the interpretation of



ancient texts, and people from these walks of life as well served as Scriptural interpreters on into
the Second Temple period and beyond. (Note that Ezra the priest is further described in the
same verse as “the scribe of the law of the God of heaven”; Ezra 7:21). No doubt for a time at
least, interpreting Scripture had merely been a function—one among many—associated with
each of these various offices; indeed, certain areas of interpretation were probably long
associated specifically with certain types of interpreters (for example, laws of sacrifices, purity,
and impurity with priests). From the closing centuries before the common era, however, comes
evidence of more “all-purpose” interpreters, people who held forth on every area of scriptural
interpretation, and such continued to be the case in the centuries thereafter.In explaining
Scripture in their particular fashion, interpreters ultimately came to encroach on territory that had
previously belonged to another, rather different figure: the biblical prophet. For centuries before
the Babylonian exile, prophets had acted as divine spokesmen in Israel. They were seen, quite
literally, as messengers of God, and the messages they brought—words of rebuke and
announcements of divine judgment and punishment, as well as messages of hope and divine
encouragement, or simply divine directives and commandments—compelled the attention of
kings and commoners alike. Prophets, in short, were an intermediary link in communications
between God and humanity. But then, in the period following the return from exile, prophecy
began to fall into disrepute. Although we possess the words of prophets who existed at the time
of the return itself, in the centuries that followed there is a void: apparently, prophecy was no
longer regarded as it had been previously.8 Perhaps the institution itself had fallen, or was
falling, into disrepute:And if anyone again appears as a prophet, his father and mother who bore
him will say to him, “You shall not live, for you speak lies in the name of the Lord”; and his father
and his mother shall pierce him through when he prophesies. On that day, every prophet will be
ashamed of his vision when he prophesies; he will not put on the hairy mantle in order to
deceive, but he will say, “I am no prophet, I am a tiller of the soil.”—Zech. 13:3–5Later prophets
sometimes alluded to, or interpreted, the words of earlier prophets, and these references in
themselves may indicate a change in the air. Were not the words of the great prophets of the
past turned to as a source of inspiration, or even information, about the present precisely
because these words, now part of Scripture, outweighed anything that might be uttered by the
latter-day prophets “in your midst”? God’s word was increasingly thought of as a written word,
given to Israel for all time, and it was therefore those who interpreted sacred texts from the past
who were God’s present-day messengers and spokesmen.If the influence of prophets was on
the decline, on the rise was that of another figure who had long existed in Israel, the sage or
wise man. Sages in ancient Israel—and in the ancient Near East in general—were teachers and
advisers, many or most of them no doubt attached to the royal court. They were often champions
of a particular philosophy and way of life called “wisdom.” Wisdom is not given to easy summary,
but its basic tenet was that all of reality is shaped by a great, underlying pattern. This pattern,
referred to in itself as wisdom, was of divine origin. Everything that happens in the world—the
ways of nature and of human society, the course of history and of individual human lives—



happens in keeping with this divine pattern. While it is not given to humanity to know all the
particulars of the divine pattern, parts of it had certainly been grasped over the centuries by
those who pursued wisdom, namely, the sages themselves. Their insights into the divine pattern
had been “packaged” into little units, the pithy sayings or proverbs that were the sage’s stock-in-
trade. Such proverbs—whose overall message was one of patient self-control, treading the strait
and narrow path—were often cleverly worded and required sustained contemplation to be fully
understood. (Three biblical books that abound in such material are Proverbs, Job, and
Ecclesiastes.) Sages taught this material to their students and sought to live by its teachings in
their own lives.These same sages became interpreters of Scripture. With the passage of time,
the texts they contemplated and explained were no longer limited to ancient proverbs and
sayings: laws and narratives and prophecies likewise came to be included in their repertoire.
Soon enough, the writings they themselves produced encompassed more than old-fashioned
proverbs: without quite abandoning these, they added pithily phrased expositions of Scripture to
their words of wisdom.The process by which such teachers of wisdom (in the sense described
above) became teachers of Scripture is not hard to document: it happens before our very eyes in
books like the Wisdom of Ben Sira (or Sirach, written around 180 B.C.E.) or the Wisdom of
Solomon (late first century B.C.E.).9 The sages who wrote these books are, in a sense,
transitional figures. They are, on the one hand, traditional wisdom teachers whose mission it still
is to put insights into the ways of God and men in little one-line proverbs, and the proverbs they
wrote and included in their books are no different in kind from the proverbs written by earlier
sages, the authors of Proverbs, Job, and Ecclesiastes. On the other hand, Ben Sira or the author
of the Wisdom of Solomon did something no sage had done before: they made Scripture part of
the subject of their inquiry. It is a striking fact that nowhere do earlier wisdom collections—
Proverbs, Job, or Ecclesiastes—ever talk about Abraham or Jacob or Moses, the history of the
people of Israel or the messages transmitted by Israel’s prophets. It is not that these things were
unknown to the sages in question; of course they knew them. Rather, the universal nature of
wisdom itself seemed to rule out any reference to such particulars, such local details: the great
underlying pattern of the universe must, it seemed to them, apply equally to all of humanity and
lie beyond any particularity of time or space.But by the second century B.C.E., all this was
changing: for the Jews Scripture itself had become God’s great book of instruction—no longer
merely the record of events from the distant past of one people, nor prophetic oracles delivered
to a specific audience, but words of eternal validity that were relevant, therefore, to anyone in
any age. In keeping with this view, Ben Sira devoted some of his wise sayings to the elucidation
of biblical laws, since for him these laws embodied timeless principles of God’s wisdom.
Moreover, he addressed himself at length (chapters 44–49 of his book) to a review of the Bible’s
major figures, whose very lives and deeds seemed to him less history than moral example, tales
told for the edification of readers in any age.Enoch pleased the Lord and was taken up [to
heaven], he was an example of repentance to all generations.—(Greek) Sir. 44:1610The biblical
Enoch, mentioned in Gen. 5:18–24, appears in a long genealogical list of people who lived



before the flood. As a figure from the shadowy past, he was of little historical significance to later
generations of Israelites. Yet, by Ben Sira’s time, biblical texts were being scrutinized for all their
possible implications. In the case of Enoch, the fact that God was said to have “taken” him (Gen.
5:24) suggested to many that Enoch had been bodily taken up, transported into heaven while
yet alive, very much as Elijah later was (2 Kings 2:11). Indeed, the idea of Enoch’s heavenly
sojourn found elaborate expression in such ancient writings as 1 Enoch. (For more details, see
below.) Just exactly what Enoch had done to be so “taken” by God the book of Genesis did not
openly say. But Ben Sira, or at least the exegetical tradition being quoted above, found an
answer to this question in the precise wording of the Enoch passage in Genesis:When Enoch
had lived sixty-five years, he became the father of Methuselah. Enoch walked with God after the
birth of Methuselah three hundred years, and had other sons and daughters. Thus all the days of
Enoch were three hundred and sixty-five years. Enoch walked with God; and he was not, for God
took him.—Gen. 5:21–24The passage says that Enoch “walked with God” after the birth of
Methuselah; the clear implication is that before Methuselah’s birth he did not walk with God. If
so, it would seem that Enoch’s great virtue, and the reason for God’s taking him, was that he
repented. Although he may not have been an exemplary youth, Enoch began to walk with God at
age sixty-five and thus became, in the Ben Sira text cited above, “an example of repentance to
all generations.”Enoch is only the first biblical figure treated in Ben Sira’s category of heroes;
after him come Noah, Abraham, Moses, and the others—all of whose lives are presented as
models, embodiments of this or that divine teaching. It is in this sense that, for Ben Sira,
Scripture itself is the great book of wisdom—so that, after having praised the figure of Wisdom
very much in the fashion of earlier sages, Ben Sira can quite naturally add:All this [Wisdom] is
the book of the covenant of the Most High, the Torah which Moses commanded us as an
inheritance to the congregation of Jacob.—Sir. 24:23 (cf. Deut. 33:4)In the same fashion,
another sage, roughly a century later, could assert about Wisdom:11He [God] found the whole
way to knowledge, and gave her to Jacob his servant, and to Israel whom he loved … She is the
book of the commandments of God, and the law that endures forever.—Bar. 3:36–4:1For a third
sage of this period, the author of the Wisdom of Solomon, Scripture is likewise a great repository
of wisdom; and very much in the fashion of Ben Sira, he also presents a catalog of biblical
heroes and examples (chapter 10). What is particularly remarkable in this author’s catalog is the
extent to which it is mediated by interpretive traditions. Thus, for example, in alluding to the
exodus from Egypt, this text observes:She [Wisdom] gave to holy men the reward of their labors;
she guided them along a marvelous path, and became a shelter to them by day and a starry
flame through the night. She brought them over the Red Sea, and led them through the deep
waters; but she drowned their enemies and cast them up from the depth of the sea.—Wis. 10:17–
18The author is obviously referring to the events recounted in the book of Exodus—yet his
account has been touched up a bit to clarify elements that might otherwise be troubling in that
narrative. For example, the Israelites there are said to have borrowed silver, gold, and other
precious items from the Egyptians before leaving, and so to have “despoiled” the Egyptians



(Exod. 12:36). The Wisdom of Solomon is quick to explain that this was not thievery or even
deception, but “the reward of their labors”; that is, it was only fair for the Israelites to take these
items in recompense for all the years of slavery in which they had served the Egyptians without
being paid. As for the pillar of cloud and the pillar of fire that accompanied the Israelites on their
way out of Egypt (Exod. 13:21), the Wisdom of Solomon explains what the book of Exodus
somehow had not, that while the nighttime pillar was made of fire in order to guide them in the
dark, the purpose of the daytime pillar of cloud was to give shelter to the Israelites from the sun—
hence two pillars were necessary. (See Chapter 17.) Moreover, this same author specifies that,
after drowning Israel’s enemies, Wisdom “cast them up from the depth of the sea.” This is no
gratuitous flourish but an attempt to resolve an apparent contradiction in the Exodus account,
which at one point specifies that the Egyptians “were drowned in the Red Sea, the floods
covered them, they went down into the depths like a stone” (Exod. 15:4–5) but elsewhere says
that the Israelites “saw the Egyptians dead upon the seashore” (Exod. 14:30). Where were they,
on the seashore or at the bottom of the sea? This author’s answer is that they at first sank to the
bottom of the sea but then were “cast up” to the shore again to be seen by the Israelites.In short,
it is not that teachers of wisdom began merely to include Scripture among their subjects; rather,
the whole nature of their activity was changing. Where wisdom had previously consisted of
contemplating the natural world and the social order and deducing from them the general plan
by which God conducts the world, it was now more and more Scripture that was consulted to
understand God’s ways. As the examples from the Wisdom of Solomon show, consulting
Scripture did not consist merely of finding the appropriate passage and repeating it, but of
looking deeply into its words, for God’s teachings were often not obvious. Thus, it happened that
the sage, who had previously walked about the world or stood at his window looking out, now sat
down at his table and opened the Book. For, the Book, even more than the world, was the place
in which God’s will and God’s ways were expressed—but much thought and contemplation were
needed if the sage was to understand fully God’s sacred written messages.In giving expression
to these messages, sages—indeed, scriptural interpreters in general—did take over part of the
ancient prophet’s role. For, if the word of the Lord was no longer reliably spoken by chosen
messengers sent directly to Israel, was it not because that word had already been set down in
writing, in the great library of divine wisdom that Scripture had become? The interpreter, as
mediator of that wisdom, was a bit like the prophet: it was he who could peer deeply into words
from the ancient past and explain their present application—how this or that law was to be
observed, what the present implications of some ancient narrative were, or even how, in the
words of some prophet long dead, there nonetheless lurked a message directed to a later
day.The Four AssumptionsIn Ben Sira and the Wisdom of Solomon, we have glimpsed some of
the ancient interpreters’ modus operandi. It might be well, before proceeding, to say something
of a more programmatic nature about how interpreters interpreted.To do so, we must begin with
the interpreters’ own understanding of Scripture: what was Scripture in their eyes, and how did it
mean? At first this might seem like a foolish question. After all, why should one assume that so



varied a group of interpreters as those treated in this book had any one view of Scripture? Surely
what Ben Sira thought about Scripture was not what Philo of Alexandria thought, and their views
in any case were hardly identical with those of the author of Jubilees.This is to some extent true.
And yet, the more one contemplates the whole corpus of ancient biblical interpretation, the more
it becomes clear that, despite the great variety of styles and genres and even interpretive
methods involved, underlying it all is a common approach, a common set of assumptions
concerning the biblical text. Some of these have been alluded to in passing above, but it is
appropriate here to set them out schematically. There are essentially four fundamental
assumptions about Scripture that characterize all ancient biblical interpretation.The first
assumption that all ancient interpreters seem to share is that the Bible is a fundamentally cryptic
document. That is, all interpreters are fond of maintaining that although Scripture may appear to
be saying X, what it really means is Y, or that while Y is not openly said by Scripture, it is
somehow implied or hinted at in X. The chapters that follow abound with instances of this
assumption at work. Numerous interpreters seek to maintain, for example, that when Moses
casts a tree or stick into the waters of Marah (Exod. 15:25), “the word tree here means divine
teachings,” or that when Dinah’s brothers speak deceitfully to the men of Shechem (Gen. 34:13),
“deceitfully really means with ‘wisdom.’” Now it is hardly a natural thing to assume that a
particular text is fundamentally cryptic or esoteric. Whether we are reading a history book or a
newspaper editorial or a rousing hymn, we generally assume that what the words seem to say is
what they mean to say. Yet ancient interpreters, when they read a piece of biblical history, or the
urgings of a biblical prophet, or the hymns of an ancient psalmist, again and again tell us that in
place of, or beyond, the apparent meaning of the text is some hidden, esoteric message. So,
more generally, although the biblical text appears to be talking about a historical figure named
Abraham, “Abraham is,” according to Philo of Alexandria, “a symbol for the virtue-loving soul” in
addition to being that historical figure, while for early Christian interpreters, “Cain’s brother Abel
is a foreshadowing of Christ.”It would be interesting, in another context, to try to trace the roots of
this first assumption, which clearly go back to the Bible itself. To mention but one example cited
earlier, the suggestion of the prophet-sage Daniel that the real meaning of the expression
“seventy years” is 490 years is a classic case of “X really means Y.”12 The obvious question—If
Jeremiah had meant 490 years, why didn’t he say so?—is never addressed by Daniel;
apparently even at the time of that book’s composition it was already a well-known fact that
Scripture often speaks indirectly or cryptically.Whatever the origins of this first assumption, it
was universally shared by ancient interpreters. Indeed, it had not a little to do with the
interpreter’s own standing in the community and with the authority that his interpretations
enjoyed. The very fact that the Bible could be demonstrated time and again to contain some
meaning other than the apparent one vouchsafed the necessity of specially trained interpreters
who could reveal the Bible’s secrets, and the interpretations that they put forward—precisely
because they arose out of careful exegesis and would not appear to most readers at first blush—
acquired an authority of their own.The second assumption shared by all ancient interpreters was



that Scripture constitutes one great Book of Instruction, and as such is a fundamentally relevant
text. To appreciate the significance of this assumption, contrast it to the approach we normally
take to the act of reading. If, for example, we were to open up Gilgamesh or the Enuma Elish or
some other ancient Near Eastern text, we might find the stories moving, the language stirring,
but no one would likely suggest that we ought to behave in keeping with what is written there, or
that the characters are represented as acting in the way that they do so that we might emulate
their example. Similarly, we might be drawn to read the prophecies of ancient sibyls in Greek, or
read the writings of other makers of oracles, but no one would suggest that what these authors
were really talking about was America in the twenty-first century. An ancient Roman law code
might be of interest to a student of legal history; some of its laws might even serve as a model for
new legislation in our own day; but scarcely any reader would think that, because such-and-such
a law appears in this code, that fact alone is sufficient reason for us to regard it as currently
binding upon ourselves. Songs, hymns, prayers, laments culled from centuries past would
likewise have no automatic application to our present situation: we might find them moving, but
the very fact of their existence would hardly constitute a reason for us to recite them in solemn
assembly or obey their calls to celebrate or mourn.Yet, it should be obvious, precisely these
things were said about the Bible by ancient interpreters. As we have seen briefly in the case of
Enoch, so Abraham, Jacob, Moses, and other biblical figures were held up as models of
conduct, their stories regarded as a guide given to later human beings for the leading of their
own lives. (Some interpreters saw the figures themselves as moral exemplars, others as
allegorical representations of virtues to be emulated; it matters little, since the point in any case
is that these historical figures are not merely historical but instructional.) Biblical prophecies
were similarly read as relevant to the interpreter and his audience: one obvious effect achieved
by Daniel’s interpreting 70 years as 490 was to move the relevance of Jeremiah’s prophecy four
centuries into the future (rather close, in fact, to the time when, according to many scholars, this
part of the book of Daniel was probably composed). Similarly, the Dead Sea Scrolls have yielded
many examples of ancient pesharim (“actualized interpretations”) whereby the prophecies of
Habakkuk, Nahum, and other biblical prophets are explained as referring to the politics of
Roman-occupied Palestine centuries after these prophets themselves had lived. The early
Christian interpretation of the prophecies of Isaiah and other Old Testament figures are another
well-known instance of making ancient works relevant. And, as will be seen in the following
chapters, the same fundamental assumption was held to be true about all of the Hebrew Bible,
the songs and psalms and prayers and laws and narratives it contained. Everything was held to
apply to present-day readers and to contain within it an imperative for adoption and application
to the readers’ own lives. Paul’s observation about the biblical narrative of the Israelites’
wanderings in the desert,Now these things [that happened to the Israelites in the desert]
happened to them as a warning, but they were written down for our instruction, upon whom the
end of the ages has come—1 Cor. 10:11is merely one formulation of an assumption that had
long characterized ancient biblical interpretation. For Paul, as for all ancient interpreters, the



Bible is not essentially a record of things that happened or were spoken in the past. That they
happened is of course true; but if they were written down in the Bible, it was not so as to record
what has occurred in some distant past, but “for our instruction,” so that, by reading the sacred
text whose material comes to us from the past, we might learn some vital lesson for our own
lives.The third basic assumption is that Scripture is perfect and perfectly harmonious. By this I
mean, first of all, that there is no mistake in the Bible, and anything that might look like a mistake
—the fact that, for example, Gen. 15:13 asserts that the Israelites “will be oppressed for four
hundred years” in Egypt, while Exod. 12:41 speaks of 430 years, whereas a calculation based
on biblical genealogies yielded a figure of 210 years—must therefore be an illusion to be
clarified by proper interpretation.But this third assumption goes well beyond the rejection of
apparent mistakes or inconsistencies. It posits a perfect harmony between the Bible’s various
parts. Again, a comparison with other texts might be illuminating here. In an anthology of texts in
English or Latin, for example, written by many authors over a period of more than a thousand
years in diverse locales and under different political regimes and cultural norms, we would
hardly expect to find absolute uniformity of views. One text would disagree with another not only
in fundamental matters of orientation and belief, but even in its presentation of past events, since
people’s view of history tends to be colored by their own ideologies and, of course, to change
radically over time. Yet with regard to Scripture—precisely because it was Scripture, a body of
sacred writings—ancient interpreters adopted a different approach. They sought to discover the
basic harmony underlying apparently discordant words, since all of Scripture, in their view, must
speak with one voice. By the same logic, any biblical text might illuminate any other: Josh. 24:2–
3 might provide some of the background information necessary for an understanding of God’s
words to Abraham in Gen. 12:1–3, and Prov. 10:8 might be a reference to Moses’ meritorious
deed in Exod. 13:19.Taken to its extreme, this same view of Scripture’s perfection ultimately led
to the doctrine of “omnisignificance,” whereby nothing in Scripture is said in vain or for rhetorical
flourish: every detail is important, everything is intended to impart some teaching. While this
doctrine finds its fullest expression in rabbinic writings, its traces can be found far earlier. Thus,
the fact that Jacob is said to dwell “in tents” (Gen. 25:27) was used to support the notion that he,
unlike his brother Esau, had had some sort of schooling—that is, the plural “tents” here is
interpreted to imply at least two tents, one for a school and one for home. This understanding of
the special significance of “tents” is openly stated in some rabbinic texts, but it probably
underlies as well the assertion that Jacob “learned to read” in the book of Jubilees (19:14). In the
same vein, the fact that Lev. 19:17 uses the emphatically “doubled” form of the word “reproach”
suggested to Ben Sira that two different acts of reproaching were being urged, one before the
misdeed occurs, and another afterward (Sir. 19:13–14). In similar fashion, all sorts of other,
apparently insignificant details in the Bible—an unusual word or grammatical form, any
repetition, the juxtaposition of one law to another or one story to another—all were read as
potentially significant, a manifestation of Scripture’s perfection.Finally, it should be noted that
this perfection of Scripture of course included the conduct of biblical heroes or the content of



Scripture’s own teachings. Thus, Abraham, Jacob, and other meritorious figures ought not to
behave in unseemly fashion, and if at times they appeared to do so, ancient interpreters
frequently saw themselves as obliged to come to the rescue. As just mentioned, when Dinah’s
brothers speak deceitfully to the men of Shechem (Gen. 34:13), “deceitfully really means ‘with
wisdom.’” This assertion reflects the belief not only that Scripture speaks, or can speak,
cryptically, but that Scripture’s very nature is such that it would scarcely seek to present Jacob’s
sons as a bunch of liars. Something else must have been meant, for Scripture is, in regard to its
teachings as well, perfect. Similarly, although Rachel is said to have stolen her father’s
household gods (Gen. 31:19), she must not really have stolen them so much as taken them to
protect her father from sin or for some other worthy purpose. Likewise, if a given interpreter
believed (as the author of Jubilees did) that the moon has no role in determining the time of
festivals or the duration of months, then all scriptural texts, even Gen. 1:14–18, had to be shown
to conform to this view. Scripture’s perfection, in other words, ultimately included its being in
accord with the interpreter’s own ideas, standards of conduct, and the like.The fourth
assumption is that all of Scripture is somehow divinely sanctioned, of divine provenance, or
divinely inspired. Needless to say, much of Scripture itself asserts that its words come from God:
“Thus says the Lord” is the introductory proclamation of many a prophet, and biblical laws in the
Pentateuch are frequently introduced with “And the Lord spoke to Moses, saying …” Yet this very
fact might have implied to ancient interpreters that the rest of Scripture was somehow of human
fashioning—that, for example, the history of intrigue in David’s court, or the corpus of
supplications and praises directed to God in the book of Psalms, or many other texts within the
canon could not have come from God in the same manner as divine prophecies or laws.I have
saved this fourth assumption for last because it is the one least frequently in evidence:
particularly among the most ancient interpreters, the subject of the divine provenance of
Scripture as a whole is hardly even addressed. What is more, the common practice of
interpreters writing in Greek to refer to “Moses,” “David,” “Solomon,” and others as the authors of
this or that biblical composition—without further reference to them as mere conduits of the
divine word—might suggest that, for such interpreters, the biblical compositions in question
were fundamentally the product of human authors, however extraordinary the humans in
question might be. But this is hardly so for a great many Greek-writing interpreters (as Philo of
Alexandria, for example, makes clear), and evidence of the contrary view is occasionally explicit.
In particular, a certain explanation of Gen. 34:7 found in the book of Judith (see Chapter 13)
gives clear testimony that its author believed the divine authorship of Scripture to extend to the
ordinary narrative fabric of biblical books: God was, according to this author, the omniscient
narrator of Genesis. The author of Jubilees similarly believed all of the Genesis narratives to be
of divine provenance—as much so as the laws of Exodus through Deuteronomy that are
specifically attributed to God. Indeed, Jubilees likewise maintains that later scriptural books
(apparently including, among others, Isaiah and Psalms) were inscribed in the “heavenly tablets”
long before the human transmitters of these texts had even been born. A text from among the



Dead Sea Scrolls, 11QPs.a, similarly asserts that David’s songs and psalms were “given to him
from the Most High,” and this belief is reflected as well in Philo of Alexandria and Acts 2:30–
31.13If this is so, it would nevertheless be a mistake, in my opinion, to assume that this fourth
assumption stands behind the other three—that, in other words, first it was assumed that all of
Scripture is of divine provenance or inspiration, and then out of this first assumption developed
the others surveyed above, that all of Scripture is perfect, fundamentally relevant, and cryptic in
its form of expression. To begin with, these things do not necessarily follow from the assumption
of divine provenance (although I admit that, with regard to Scripture’s perfection, a certain logical
connection exists). But, more to the point, I do not believe that the interpretive texts themselves
suggest such a sequence of events. As noted, the divine provenance of all of Scripture is a
notion specifically addressed only rather late in the history of ancient interpreters, and it even
seems to be contradicted here or there by some ancient writers, whereas the first three
assumptions are attested across the whole spectrum of ancient interpreters, early and often.
This is not the place to elaborate such a hypothesis, but my own belief is that the first three of
the assumptions named are evidenced within the Hebrew Bible itself, indeed, they extend back
even to parts of the Bible written before the Babylonian exile. If the fourth assumption is plainly
stated about some parts of Scripture, it apparently did not come to be extended in
homogeneous fashion to Scripture as a whole until a relatively late period. Therefore, I must
reject the notion that assumptions 1, 2, and 3 developed out of assumption 4.How Interpreters
InterpretedBearing in mind these four assumptions will help in understanding why interpreters
say what they do about the biblical text. Convinced that Scripture was a fundamentally cryptic
document, they scrutinized its every detail in search of hidden meaning. That meaning was to
be, by definition, relevant to the situation of the interpreter and his listeners—not some insight
into the historical circumstances in which the text was originally written, but a message of
immediate value and applicability, either a timeless moral truth or a law to be observed in one
particular fashion or something bearing in some other way on the present or the immediate
future. In searching for such a message, the interpreter could rest assured that no detail in
Scripture’s manner of speaking was insignificant, nor would there be any inconsistency between
what is said in one place and what is said in another, nor any lesson that contradicted right
thinking. For that reason, any apparent contradiction, or unnecessary detail or repetition or even
an emphatic turn of phrase, seemed to be an invitation to the interpreter to look deeply into the
text’s words and so discover its real meaning, the hidden, relevant, perfect truth that only befit
the word of God.Indeed, the examples of interpretation already glimpsed in the Wisdom of Ben
Sira and the Wisdom of Solomon may serve as a ready illustration of these ideas. Thus, the brief
mention of Enoch in Gen. 5:18–24 says nothing about repentance, and a normal reader of the
text nowadays would probably assume that Enoch’s particular virtue had simply been omitted by
the Bible; it says that Enoch “walked with God” without giving any further details. But an
interpreter convinced of our first assumption, that Scripture is fundamentally cryptic, would be
moved thereby to look more deeply—leading him, as we have seen, to Ben Sira’s conclusion



that Enoch’s virtue was, specifically, repentance. And what greater expression of the second
assumption than Ben Sira’s own assertion that Enoch is not merely some obscure figure from
the distant past but “an example of repentance to all generations”? As for the third assumption,
we saw how the Wisdom of Solomon sought to resolve the apparent contradiction in Scripture
with regard to the drowned Egyptians: first they sank to the bottom of the sea, then they were
vomited up again onto the shore. Underlying this piece of exegesis is the conviction that
Scripture does not contradict itself or even exaggerate: if the song of Exodus 15 says that the
Egyptians sank “like a stone” but the preceding narrative has them “dead upon the shore,” then
both statements must be shown to be true. With regard to the fourth assumption, Ben Sira’s
assertion that the “book of the covenant of the Most High” is nought but divine wisdom (Sir.
24:23) is, while not an utterly unambiguous statement of the divine provenance of all Scripture,
rather representative of the sort of programmatic formulations of this assumption that survive
from our most ancient interpreters.Clues from the TextOne aspect of the way interpreters
interpreted needs to be highlighted. It is frequently said that these ancient writers played fast and
loose with the Bible, twisting the plain sense of the text to fit their own ideology or the events of
their own day, creating all manner of imaginative additions to what the Bible itself says. This is
true, but to say only this is to miss the point about how ancient interpreters worked.The formal
starting point for ancient interpreters is always Scripture itself. An interpreter may be eager to
assert that, for example, the Platonic doctrine of ideal forms is found in the Bible, or that Israel’s
prophets predicted the fall of the Roman empire, or that Jacob did not really deceive his father
into giving him a blessing intended for his brother, Esau, or that the crucifixion of Jesus is an
event foreshadowed in Hebrew Scripture centuries earlier. Interpreters did claim all these things,
and more, but they did not simply claim them: they anchored their claims in some detail,
however insignificant, found in the biblical text itself. That is to say, no matter how far-reaching or
inventive the assertions of ancient biblical interpretation, they are formally a kind of exegesis.
The Platonic doctrine of ideal forms is therefore evidenced in the Bible via a particular feature of
the text, the fact that God created a “heavenly man” in Genesis 1 who was somehow different
from the earthly one in Genesis 2. Similarly, Rome’s fall is amply foretold by the prophet
Obadiah, if only one understands—on the basis of Gen. 27:40 and other texts—that the words
addressed to “Edom” in Obad. 1:4 are really meant for Rome. As for Jacob, he certainly would
not lie to his father—and he doesn’t, so long as his words in Gen. 27:19 and 24 undergo a
radical repunctuation. That the crucifixion had been foreshadowed of old was supported through
a reading of the Genesis account of the binding of Isaac, wherein even Jesus’ crown of thorns
was present in the text’s reference to a “thicket” at the place of the offering (Gen. 22:13).The
foregoing are all examples of what one might call, broadly speaking, ideologically motivated
interpretations—the interpreter clearly wishes to get the text to say something that accords with
his own ideology or outlook. Yet it would be wrong to imply that interpreters were always
motivated by ideology or some outside interest, that they were always seeking to import some
extrabiblical doctrine or political stand into the world of the Bible. Very often their primary or sole



motivation appears to be making sense out of the biblical text—but making sense out of all of it,
its little details, chance juxtapositions, everything. For, once the rules of interpretive procedure
had been established, the biblical text seemed virtually to invite the interpreter to try his hand at
seeking out its fullest possible meaning. In so doing, interpreters were indeed quite free,
reconstructing conversations never reported by the biblical narrator, recounting whole incidents
somehow omitted in the narrative itself, connecting this with that in the most creative fashion. But
if interpreters were, in this sense, free, it was because the text had granted them this freedom by
including some unusual turn of phrase or repetition or unexplained ellipsis. By the rules of
interpretation implied in the Four Assumptions, such creative turns are simply part of the
business of interpreting. They could be used for some ulterior motive, but often they were
not.This point is important because many modern studies of the texts that talk about biblical
figures or biblical stories have focused on their “ideological” side. Scholars have tended to
assume that if an ancient author deviated from the biblical narrative in his retelling of it, that
deviation must somehow have been motivated by the reteller’s political allegiance or religious
agenda or some other matter of ideology, or it must at least have been an attempt (if only an
unconscious one) to retroject the realities of the reteller’s own time back to the time of the
biblical narrative. Such factors certainly did affect the way biblical stories were retold. But to
these factors should be added another extremely significant one, the desire to explain the
biblical text, to account for its particulars in one fashion or another.In general, the attempt to
distinguish between “pure” exegesis among ancient interpreters and exegesis that is
ideologically or politically motivated is doomed to fail for any large sampling of texts. On the one
hand, “pure” exegesis as such does not really exist. The ancient interpreter always had an axe to
grind, always had a bit of an ulterior motive: at the very least, this interpreter wished to convince
listeners or readers that the text means something other than what it might seem to mean at first
glance, that his clever way of explaining things reveals the text’s true significance. Sometimes
that “true” significance does indeed turn out to correspond to something current in the
interpreter’s own world, some part of the political or religious or intellectual backdrop. Often,
however, it does not: the interpretation is just that, an attempt to make sense of the text, albeit in
keeping with the freewheeling methods suggested by the Four Assumptions charted above.
Moreover, even in the case of blatantly ideological interpretations, it is usually quite difficult to
decide whether a given interpreter set out to patrol all of Scripture in search of a place to “plant”
an expression of his own ideology, or whether, on the contrary, faced with a particular exegetical
stimulus in the biblical text—an unusual word, an apparent incongruity, or the like—the
interpreter came up with an explanation that, in one way or another, also reflected his own
ideology or the issues of his day.14 For these reasons, it seems best to leave aside any
distinction between “pure” and other forms of exegesis.The Heritage of WisdomI should add
that, in everything that has been said thus far about the methods of ancient interpretation, the
heritage of wisdom is clearly visible. For, as was mentioned earlier, wise men of old had
packaged their insights in clever proverbs that often demanded sustained scrutiny by later sages



and students of wisdom in order to be fully understood. Schooled in these techniques, sages
quite naturally brought them to bear on Scripture: were not its words just as likely to be cryptic,
esoteric, in need of sustained contemplation in order to be fully understood? Likewise, the very
conception of Scripture as a great corpus of divine instruction whose lessons, therefore, are
relevant to every age—is not this also a projection of the sage’s assumptions about wisdom
literature onto all of Israel’s variegated corpus of ancient writings? The treatment of various
biblical figures as examples, models of proper conduct, is similarly a sagely construct. Indeed, it
is certainly significant, in the light of wisdom literature’s polarized division of humanity into the
righteous and the wicked, the wise and the foolish, that a similar polarization takes place in
ancient exegesis: biblical heroes are altogether good, with any fault air-brushed away, whereas
figures like Esau or Balaam are altogether demonized—as if their neither-good-nor-evil status in
the Bible itself was somehow intolerable. (The most persuasive instances of such polarization
occur with figures like Lot or Enosh, simultaneously demonized by one group of interpreters
while pronounced altogether righteous by another. Apparently they could go one way or another,
but not remain in the intolerable ambiguity of the middle.)15 On another occasion it might be
profitable to explore the “wisdom connection” in ancient interpretation in greater detail.16Where
Is Interpretation Found?In the past, the quantity of surviving ancient biblical interpretations has
frequently been understated. This is because of a peculiar feature of the way ancient interpreters
presented their material; with a few exceptions (Philo of Alexandria, some Dead Sea Scrolls
texts), they did not write commentaries as such, mentioning a biblical verse and then offering
their own interpretation of it. Instead, they followed the practice of substitution: in place of the
element to be explained, X, the interpreter simply substituted his explanation, Y. This practice
can operate on the level of a single word, whereby, for example, a difficult term no longer widely
understood is replaced by a word in common use, or—as was glimpsed earlier—an ideologically
difficult word (like “deceitfully” in Gen. 34:13) is replaced by a more acceptable term (“with
wisdom”). But substitution can go well beyond a single word: as will be seen in Chapter 4,
interpreters inserted, as the direct object of the verb “say” in Gen. 4:8, a whole conversation
between Cain and Abel not found in the Bible itself, and in place of a cryptic reference in Gen.
49:24 they inserted a little story to the effect that Joseph was saved from sinning with Potiphar’s
wife because of the sudden appearance of his father’s face at the critical moment. But the point
is that these explanations were simply inserted in a re-presentation of the biblical text: they were
not labeled or specifically presented as interpretation or commentary.Because interpreters
tended to substitute for, rather than comment upon, difficulties in the text, there emerged the
genre of writing known to modern scholars as “The Rewritten [or “Retold”] Bible.”17 The
Rewritten Bible is really the interpreted Bible: an ancient interpreter—the author of Jubilees or
the Wisdom of Solomon or the Book of Biblical Antiquities—retells a biblical story or group of
stories with the interpretations already inserted in the text. Sometimes, as in the case of
Jubilees, the retelling is a calculated, highly self-conscious attempt to explain Scripture (and, in
this particular case, to explain it in keeping with a definite political and religious program). Other



retellers of Scripture seem less self-conscious: sometimes the reteller himself may not even be
aware where the biblical text leaves off and the interpretation begins, since he is simply passing
along what he has heard or learned as a child is the meaning of a biblical text. In either case,
however, the Rewritten Bible (whether one is talking about an extended retelling of whole biblical
books, or the “retelling” of a single verse) should be recognized for what it is: the most popular
transmitter of biblical interpretation among ancient writers.This being the case, the first step in
studying ancient biblical interpretation is to identify it, to sift carefully any restatement of a
biblical law or any retelling of, or allusion to, a biblical narrative or prophecy or song, in order to
isolate the interpretive elements. Often, this is not easy. An ordinary reader, unschooled in the
ways of ancient interpretation, would probably not recognize as such any of the interpretations
examined above: “a model of repentence,” “reward for their labors,” “cast them up from the
depth”—these would doubtless strike most readers as simple restatement, not interpretation. It
is therefore necessary to scrutinize all potentially interpretive texts with great care. The best
guide in such scrutiny is the Bible itself: any deviation from its words, no matter how slight, may
conceal an ancient interpretation of those words. (To be sure, some deviations are quite
innocent; this too makes difficult the job of isolating interpretive material.)The Exegetical
MotifAncient biblical interpretation is an interpretation of verses, not stories.18 Precisely
because they focused their attention on the little details of the biblical text, interpreters tended to
pass on their insights in the form of verse-centered comments: “The word ‘water’ here means
divine learning,” “What the brothers told Shechem [in Gen. 34:13] was actually true.” It is not that
the overall significance of a particular story was neglected: Ben Sira, for example, sums up in a
single phrase the whole significance of Abraham’s offering up of his son Isaac, “He [Abraham]
was found faithful when tested” (Sir. 44:20), and does the same for numerous other biblical
narratives in the same catalog of biblical heroes (Sirach 44–49). But such summary treatment
could hardly be regarded as insightful: any fool could figure such things out! The true insight was
to realize that, for example, the opening verse of the story of the offering of Isaac, “And it came to
pass, after these things” (Gen. 22:1), was actually an allusion to the previous tests that Abraham
had undergone or, alternately, to certain “words” that had been spoken against Abraham in
heaven (on both, see Chapter 9). And so it was such localized insights as these that tended to
circulate, passed from one sage to another or from teacher to pupil. (Again, the heritage of
wisdom here is clear.)Thus, interpreters frequently explained biblical texts by retelling them,
explaining in their own words not just what Scripture said but what Scripture meant. In the
process, several, or even many, little, verse-centered explanations—either those created by the
reteller himself, or someone else’s explanations that the reteller had learned—became
incorporated into an overall rewording of the text in question. Such retellings are found in a
variety of ancient documents: in a brief prayer made by the heroine of the book of Judith; in
Josephus’ multivolume retelling of all of biblical history; in Abraham’s first-person account of his
trip to Egypt in the Genesis Apocryphon; and so forth.How does one go about studying the
biblical interpretation found in such retellings? Precisely because they tend to incorporate a



number of separate, discrete insights into particular verses, the smooth-flowing unity of these
retellings is deceptive. All too often in the past, scholars have dealt with things like “Josephus’
Version of the Exodus” as if it were all of a piece, the sustained reflection of a single interpreter
contemplating a large chunk of the biblical text. This is misleading on two counts. First, Josephus
—like all his predecessors—had his eye on individual verses or even single words or phrases
within individual verses. When, therefore, in retelling the story of the exodus or any other biblical
narrative, he deviates from what the Bible itself seems to be saying, it is usually because he is
expanding upon some little particularity in the narrative. True, these insights are strung together
into a continuous narrative, Josephus’ retelling of the exodus. But from the standpoint of biblical
interpretation, it is most important not to lose sight of the trees for the forest: Josephus’
“interpretation” consists of interpretations, little insights—selected, to be sure, molded into a
seamless narrative stamped with his own personal seal, but nonetheless capable of being
broken down into its constitutive elements and connected with specific verses or even words.
For this same reason “Josephus’ Version of the Exodus” is misleading on a second count as well:
it is not Josephus’ alone. Many of the little insights that Josephus passes along are ones
attested a century or more earlier in the writings of other people. It is highly unlikely that
Josephus and these earlier figures all arrived at their interpretations independently (although
this may happen every once in a while). After all, Josephus himself recounts how, as a youth, he
was educated in traditional religious instruction (Life 7–12)—indeed, he was uniquely well
acquainted with different schools of interpreters in his day—and he otherwise shows a broad
awareness of exegetical traditions and even individual authors (he refers by name on one
occasion to Philo of Alexandria, Jewish Antiquities 18:259–260). In a great many instances,
therefore, Josephus’ retellings of biblical stories are most likely an amalgam of things he has
learned from different sources—indeed, at times he himself may not always be aware that what
he is telling is interpretation and not, or not necessarily, a straightforward duplication of the
biblical text alone.19When I first began working on this book, I did not appreciate the extent to
which the foregoing was true. I began by assembling long passages from different ancient
authors relating to a given biblical story, and I dealt with each retelling as a unit, comparing, for
instance, Philo’s version of Abraham’s departure from Ur with that found in the book of Jubilees.
After a time, however, I realized that this was the wrong way to proceed: even the briefest
allusion to a biblical story in an ancient writer may sometimes involve two or three quite distinct
bits of traditional interpretation. Take, for example, Augustine’s opening sentence in his
discussion of the binding of Isaac:Among other things, the sum of which it would take too long a
time to mention, Abraham was tested with regard to the offering up of his beloved son Isaac, in
order to prove his obedience to God and make it known to the world, not to God.—Augustine,
City of God 16.32The indicated phrases actually refer to two quite distinct interpretive traditions
about the offering of Isaac, neither of which originated with Augustine. The first is a tradition
mentioned earlier, to the effect that Abraham had undergone other tests prior to that of the
offering of Isaac (which is specifically labeled as a test in Gen. 22:1). The notion that Abraham



had undergone a series of tests is found as early as the book of Jubilees, six hundred years
before Augustine—indeed, Jubilees specifies, as do later, rabbinic sources, that the total
number of tests undergone by Abraham was ten (see Chapter 9). Augustine does no more than
allude to this tradition here,20 apparently because he felt it would be known to at least some
readers; in any case, he is clearly recycling earlier interpretive material. The other bit of
traditional interpretation in this sentence is the idea that God put Abraham to the test not in order
to discover whether or not he would pass—for certainly an omniscient deity knew the answer to
that question in advance, and besides, according to the first tradition Abraham’s faith had
already been amply tested on prior occasions—but in order to make Abraham’s faith “known to
the world.” Again this is an ancient tradition—attested in Jubilees and, somewhat later, in
Pseudo-Philo’s Book of Biblical Antiquities—which is ultimately based on the reading of the
Hebrew phrase “now I know” (yda‘tî) in Gen. 22:12 as if it read “now I have made
known” (yidda‘tî). (Augustine knew the tradition, though he certainly did not know this textual
justification, since he did not know Hebrew.)21The composite nature of such retellings or
reflections on Scripture is the rule among ancient interpreters, not the exception—and such
composites are sometimes found even in our earliest sources, like Jubilees or 1 Enoch. The
following representative passage from a slightly later text, The Testament of Levi, concerns the
revenge taken by Jacob’s sons Levi and Simeon in Genesis 34:[Levi recalls:] And after this I
counseled my father and Reuben my brother to bid the sons of Hamor not to be circumcised; for
I was zealous because of the abomination which they had wrought on my sister. And I killed
Shechem first, and Simeon [killed] Hamor. And after that the brothers came and smote the city
with the edge of the sword. And father heard of it and was angry and distressed, because they
had accepted the circumcision and had been killed after that, and in his blessings he did
otherwise [that is, he cursed Simeon and Levi instead of blessing them: Gen. 49:7]. And we had
sinned in going against his opinion, and he became sick on that day. But I saw that God’s verdict
upon Shechem was “Guilty”; for they had sought to do the same thing to Sarah and Rebecca as
they had [now] done to Dinah our sister, but the Lord had stopped them. And in the same way
they had persecuted Abraham our father when he was a stranger, and they had acted against
him to suppress his flocks when they were big with young; and they had mistreated Ieblae, his
homeborn slave. And in this way they treated all strangers, taking their wives by force and
banishing them. But the anger of the Lord against them had reached its term. So I said to my
father: Do not be angry, lord, because through you the Lord will reduce the Canaanites to
nothing, and he will give their land to you and your seed after you. For from this day on Shechem
will be called a city of imbeciles; for as a someone mocks a fool, so we mocked them; because
also they had wrought folly in Israel in defiling our sister.—Testament of Levi 6:3–7:3Each of the
indicated phrases refers to a different interpretive tradition surrounding this biblical story. Some
of them, such as the assertion that Jacob became sick as a result of the revenge attack, add
details beyond what is explicitly said in the biblical narrative itself. Others, such as Levi’s claim
that he had counseled his father and brother not to tell the Shechemites to undergo



circumcision, or Levi’s assertion that he and Simeon had killed only one man apiece and that the
other Shechemites had been killed by his other brothers, actually seem to contradict what the
Bible says. All of these traditions, however, are rooted in some peculiarity in the biblical text,
justified, as it were, by a particular turn of phrase in the narrative. More to the point, however,
even by the time that the Testament of Levi was written, much of this interpretive material was
traditional, and a good deal of it is attested in sources still earlier than this testament. Indeed, in
one matter the above passage contains (again, not atypically) two quite contradictory traditions.
The first maintains that the collective slaughter of the Shechemites was justified since all of them
had somehow participated in the rape of Dinah; this tradition is alluded to in the very last clause
of the above passage. (The same tradition is found elsewhere—for example, in Jth. 9:2–4.)
Another interpretive tradition, however, maintained that the collective punishment was justified
because of the city’s criminal past, its history of previous outrages. This tradition is set forth in
the group of three sentences beginning “But I saw that God’s verdict was: ‘Guilty.’” Since both
traditions arose to solve the same difficulty—the apparent unfairness of a collective punishment
for crimes committed by one man alone—a single explanation would have sufficed. Indeed, a
careful reader might ask, If the Shechemites were killed because they had all participated in the
rape of Dinah, then why had God pronounced them guilty even before the rape occurred? But
precisely because this author has heard two traditional explanations each of which he regards
as authoritative, he incorporates them both, even when the result is redundancy or internal
inconsistency.Such is the nature of ancient biblical interpretation. Once propounded,
interpretations circulated widely, passed on largely by word of mouth. Presented by authoritative
teachers as insights into the particulars of the biblical text, these interpretations soon acquired
an authority of their own: they were repeated and repeated, often combined with other bits of
interpretation, sometimes modified in the process, sometimes misunderstood by later
transmitters, and passed on further.This being the case, it eventually became clear to me that
talking about large units of text, “Josephus’ Version of the Exodus” and the like, was the wrong
way to proceed. The first task was to identify and discuss each and every component of larger
units, each of the individual bits of interpretation out of which the larger retellings were made,
and to try to identify the same or similar bits of interpretation in the retellings of other ancient
authors. So it was that I came to focus this book not on large blocks of texts nor on their authors
as such, but on exegetical motifs, the individual pieces of interpretation that circulated far and
wide and found their way into the writings of different authors of that period.Simply put, an
exegetical motif is an explanation of a biblical verse (or phrase or word therein) that becomes
the basis for some ancient writer’s expansion or other alteration of what Scripture actually says:
in paraphrasing or summarizing Scripture, the ancient writer incorporates the exegetical motif in
his retelling and in so doing adds some minor detail or otherwise deviates from mere repetition
or restatement of the Bible.To return to the examples given above: an ancient interpreter,
scrutinizing Gen. 5:21–24, came to the conclusion that Enoch was a penitent sinner. Thus was
born the exegetical motif that we might refer to as “Enoch the Penitent.” In alluding to the story of



Enoch, the book of Ben Sira incorporates this motif: Enoch “was an example of repentance to all
generations.”22 Who was the originator of this motif? The fact that it appears for the first time in
the book of Ben Sira does not necessarily mean that that is where it was first created. After all,
the same motif is found not too much later in the writings of Philo, and it may be hinted at as well
in the Wisdom of Solomon (4:14). Perhaps, then, even before Ben Sira, “Enoch the Penitent”
was a motif that circulated widely. Similarly, an ancient interpreter scrutinizing the drowning of
the Egyptians in the Red Sea came to the conclusion that after they sank to the bottom of the
sea, the Egyptians were lifted up again and deposited on the shore. Thus was born the
exegetical motif that we might call “Ups and Downs of the Egyptians.” This motif first appears in
the Wisdom of Solomon and subsequently in the writings of Philo, Josephus, and later
interpreters. Again, its original author is a matter of speculation.As these examples imply,
exegetical motifs circulated widely and soon acquired an authority of their own. They were the
very fabric of ancient biblical interpretation. Individual authors may have put their own stamp on
the motifs that they inherited, and even the choice to include or not include a given motif may
reflect the tastes, ideology, or other particulars of a specific author. But the motifs themselves
constituted the raw material out of which most ancient retellings and commentaries were made.
For that reason I present the material in this book motif by motif, seeking to demonstrate in each
case how different authors in different periods explained individual verses or episodes in similar
fashion.There are, of course, some things that are lost by focusing on these individual units of
interpretation. Identifying common exegetical motifs does not tell us much about the specific
authors who pass them along, about the particular “spin” that a certain author may seek to put
on a given piece of Scripture, nor about how that spin may be attested elsewhere in his writings.
Indeed, the individuality of a given text is somewhat submerged by focusing solely on the
traditional motifs found within it. Moreover, merely identifying motifs common to different sources
does not tell us anything about the history of their transmission—who borrowed what from
whom. (Often it is impossible to piece such things together with any certainty, but sometimes we
can do so, or at least make an educated guess.) And if, as may have happened in some cases,
two interpreters came to the same conclusion quite independently, there is something
misleading about treating both under a single rubric, as if both are attestations of a common
tradition.In recognizing these limitations, I hardly seek to belittle them. (Indeed, I myself have
elsewhere spent some effort in, for example, trying to trace the development of specific motifs
over the centuries, or charting the relationship between one ancient interpreter and another, or
characterizing the overall exegetical approach of a single author.) But given the purpose of this
book—to offer a detailed look at how the Bible was interpreted in antiquity, to show what the
Bible essentially was in that period—I found it necessary to focus on motifs in and of
themselves, both because such motifs were the actual building blocks of all larger retellings of
biblical stories and passages, and because these building blocks are also the only sure guide to
common elements found among different ancient authors.Scripture or Interpretation?Who were
the ancient writers in whose books these exegetical motifs are found? For the most part, we do



not know their names or their biographies, and often it is difficult to determine even
approximately when or where they lived. Nevertheless, by examining their writings carefully we
can determine some basic facts, and sometimes an illuminating detail or two will go far in
helping us to understand what motivated these largely anonymous writers to say what they
say.Before discussing any individual authors or works, however, it is necessary to spell out an
important truth: one man’s interpreter is another’s Scripture. For example, we have seen briefly
that the biblical books of Chronicles and Daniel sometimes interpret Scripture, say, a verse from
the book of Genesis or Jeremiah. From the standpoint of the authors of Chronicles or Daniel,
these interpretations must have seemed just that. But to a biblical interpreter of, say, the first or
second century C.E., Chronicles and Daniel were, no less than Genesis and Jeremiah, part of
Scripture. For such an interpreter, the fact that Chronicles talks about something found in
Genesis hardly makes Chronicles an interpretation of Genesis: both books were part of the great
sacred corpus of Scripture, that seamless body of divine instruction that was held to be perfect
and perfectly harmonious. Similarly, Ben Sira may have started out by attempting to (among
other things) interpret Scripture, but for those ancient Jews and Christians who subsequently
came to view Ben Sira’s book as part of the Bible, the things that Ben Sira says about Enoch,
Abraham, and other ancient figures simply became part of what Scripture has to say about
Enoch, Abraham, and the others, that is, they became part of the corpus of things to be
interpreted. Likewise, while the New Testament frequently interprets (or reflects earlier
interpretations of) the Old Testament, for later Christians the New Testament is every bit as
authoritative as the Old, and what it says about the heroes of Genesis is thus quite on a par with
what Genesis says.In other words, the corpus of what constitutes “Scripture” and is therefore the
object of interpretation changed over time and varied from one group of readers to the next.23 In
compiling this book, I wanted to create a snapshot, or a portrait at least, of the Bible as it was
interpreted for a specific period—roughly speaking, from about 200 B.C.E. through the first
century or so C.E. This required defining, in somewhat arbitrary fashion, what “Scripture” would
or would not include (since even within this period its content varied over time and from group to
group).The dividing line I have decided to adopt for this purpose is that of the so-called Jewish
biblical canon (though this name is not particularly accurate, since only some Jews in the period
covered accepted its boundaries). In other words, books like Chronicles, Ezra-Nehemiah,
Psalms, and Daniel, even though they all contain here and there what is clearly interpretation of
earlier biblical books, are considered for the purpose of this study to be Scripture, since they
were all probably complete, or virtually complete, by the start of the period covered by this book,
and were already considered by many to be Scripture. By contrast, books like Jubilees, Ben
Sira, the Wisdom of Solomon, and the New Testament are used herein as witnesses to the state
of biblical interpretation during the period covered, since these books were all apparently written
within that period rather than before it; while all of them would eventually be treated as Scripture
by one group or another, for purposes of this study they are not yet Scripture.24Meet the
SourcesThe present volume contains ancient biblical interpretations culled from hundreds of



different sources—far too many to present individually here. (The Terms and Sources section at
the end of this volume contains a brief characterization of each work or author cited herein,
along with an approximate dating of the work and related information.) Nevertheless, it might be
useful at this point to introduce a few of these sources in order to provide some overview of the
sorts of books in which ancient interpretive traditions are to be found. The following, then, are
some of the most important ancient texts I used in compiling this book.1 Enoch: There circulated
in antiquity a number of works focusing on or attributed to Enoch—the same Enoch mentioned
in Gen. 5:21–24 and discussed above. The very fact that this passage apparently asserted that
Enoch had been “taken” by God while he was still alive seemed to imply that he continued to
exist in heaven—indeed, that he exists there still. From such a vantage point, Enoch could
presumably not only observe all that was happening on earth, but was privy to all the secrets of
heaven, including the natural order and God’s plans for humanity’s future.A number of
anonymous writers who wished to discourse on such subjects attributed their writings to Enoch,
and eventually a composite “Book of Enoch”—and then Books of Enoch—began to circulate.
Our present Enoch is composed of a number of different works. Most or all were apparently
originally written in Aramaic, and parts of these Aramaic texts have turned up among the Dead
Sea Scrolls (on which see below). The most ancient manuscripts found—drawn from the “Book
of Luminaries” section (that is, chapters 72–82) of our present 1 Enoch, and the “Book of the
Watchers” (1 Enoch 1–36)—have been dated to the late third or early second century B.C.E.25
Since these manuscripts are apparently only copies of a still earlier work, the date of at least
these Enoch writings can be pushed back even earlier. They thus seem to be the oldest Jewish
writings that have survived outside the Bible itself. New sections were eventually blended in with
the old, and the entire Book of Enoch was subsequently translated into Greek and from Greek
into ancient Ethiopic (Ge’ez), in which language alone the book survived in its entirety.Scriptural
interpretation was hardly the major concern of most of 1 Enoch. The very figure of Enoch in this
book may be modeled on that of a Mesopotamian sage, and the astronomical learning and other
materials presented likewise bespeak the transmission of ancient, eastern lore.26 Nevertheless,
Enoch, Cain and Abel, Lamech, Methuselah, Noah, and other figures from the Bible, as well as
incidents mentioned in biblical history, also appear, and in what is said about some of them it is
possible to see the outline of some very ancient interpretation, in particular, a grappling with
difficulties associated with the story of Noah and the flood.Septuagint: Starting in the third
century B.C.E., Hebrew Scripture began to be translated into Greek, apparently for the use of
Greek-speaking Jews in Hellenistic centers like Alexandria, Egypt. A legend eventually sprang
up about this translation to the effect that seventy, or seventy-two, Jewish elders were
commissioned to do the translation of the Pentateuch, each in an isolated cell; when the
translations were compared, they all agreed in every detail, for the translators had been divinely
guided. As a result, this translation came to be known as the Septuaginta (“seventy”).
(Subsequently, the name “Septuagint” also came to include the old Greek translation of the other
books of the Hebrew Bible, a translation made in stages from the third to the first century



B.C.E.)Any translation by nature contains a good bit of interpretation: ambiguities in the original
text can rarely be duplicated in translation and, as a result, the translator must take a stand and
render the ambiguity one way or another. Moreover, translators aware of this or that traditional
interpretation will sometimes incorporate it (consciously or otherwise) into their translation. For
both these reasons, the Septuagint, although a fairly close rendering, can frequently provide
information about how a particular verse or single word or phrase was understood by Jews as
early as the third century B.C.E.Jubilees: This book purports to contain a revelation given to
Moses by the “angel of the Presence,” one of the angels closest to God, at the time of the Sinai
revelation. It takes the form of a retelling of the book of Genesis and the first part of Exodus: the
angel goes over the same material but fills in many details, sometimes shifting slightly the order
of things and occasionally skipping over elements in the narrative. The book was originally
written in Hebrew, and fragments of it have been found among the Dead Sea Scrolls. From
Hebrew it was translated into Greek (parts of this translation still survive in quotations from
Greek authors) and from Greek into Latin and Ge’ez. The (almost) complete text exists only in
Ge’ez, though a substantial section is extant in Latin as well. Many scholars date the book to the
middle of the second century B.C.E., while a few (myself included) favor an earlier date, perhaps
at the beginning of the second century B.C.E. or even a decade or two before that.The author of
Jubilees is one of the heroes of the present study. This writer was a bold, innovative interpreter in
his own right—one might say, without exaggeration, something of a genius—and subsequent
generations valued highly, even venerated, his book’s insights into Scripture. In seeking to retell
the book of Genesis and the beginning of Exodus, this author had a definite program: he wished
to claim that this initial part of the Pentateuch, although it consists mostly of stories and does not
contain any law code as such, had nonetheless been designed to impart legal instruction no
less binding than the overt law codes found in the rest of the Pentateuch. In other words, by
reading the stories of Genesis carefully, one could figure out all kinds of binding commandments
that God had, as it were, hidden in the narrative. Reading in this fashion, the author of Jubilees
was able to find a set of rules strictly defining what is permitted and forbidden on the Sabbath,
regulations forbidding marriage between Jews and non-Jews, strictures against various forms of
“fornication” and other subjects dear to this writer’s heart. One interesting feature of the book is
its claim that the true calendar ordained by God consisted of exactly 52 Sabbaths (364 days) per
year and that the moon, whose waxing and waning determined the months and festivals for
other Jews, ought rightly to have no such role in the true calendar. The author sought to show
that this calendar, too, was implied by the stories of Genesis.Apart from these pet issues,
Jubilees’ author ended up presenting a good deal more in the way of biblical interpretation.
Some of these other interpretations may likewise have been of his own creation, but others were
certainly widespread traditions at the time of his writing. One way or another, the book is a
treasure of ancient thinking about the Bible. The Dead Seas Scroll sect adopted the same
calendar as that prescribed by Jubilees, and it is clear that the members of that group held this
book in high esteem.Wisdom of Ben Sira[ch]: Yeshu‘a ben El‘azar ben Sira is one of the rare



Hebrew authors of this period known to us by name. He was a sage who wrote his book toward
the beginning of the second century B.C.E., around the year 180 or so. From Hebrew the book
was subsequently translated into Greek (by Ben Sira’s own grandson) and became part of the
Greek Bible of early Christianity; other ancient versions were made into Syriac and Latin (in
which language it came to be known as “Ecclesiasticus”). Ben Sira’s book was particularly
beloved among the founders of rabbinic Judaism, but apparently because his identity was well
known and the book was not attributed to some ancient worthy from the biblical past, they felt
that it could not be included in the rabbinic canon of Scripture, and the original Hebrew version
of it was therefore eventually lost. The book survived for centuries only in translation. Substantial
fragments of the Hebrew text were recovered at the end of the nineteenth century from five
medieval manuscripts that had been stored in a Cairo synagogue; subsequently parts of the
Hebrew original have turned up in ancient manuscripts discovered among the Dead Sea Scrolls
and at nearby Masada.Ben Sira was, as we have glimpsed briefly, a traditional sage who,
characteristically for his period, saw in Scripture a great corpus of divine wisdom; he therefore
made broad use of Scripture in writing his own book, including the lengthy catalog of biblical
heroes mentioned earlier. But Ben Sira was a conservative in all things—a “classicist,” one might
say—and this catalog contains relatively little that is not explicitly stated in Scripture itself. He
certainly was aware of many interpretive traditions, which, for one reason or another, he chose
not to include in his book. This conservatism notwithstanding, the book does contain a number
of interpretations from a relatively early stage of development.Dead Sea Scrolls: This is the
name popularly used for a group of manuscripts found in the general area of Khirbet Qumran, a
site along the shores of the Dead Sea, starting in 1947. Justly described as the greatest
manuscript find in history, this collection of biblical manuscripts and other writings seems to
have belonged to a group of ascetic Jews who retreated to this desert locale perhaps in the
second century B.C.E. and who continued to exist there until 68 C.E. The group may be
identified with the Essenes, a religious sect described by Philo of Alexandria, Pliny the Elder,
and Josephus; these Essenes may in turn be the same sect as the “Boethusians” known from
rabbinic literature.The Dead Sea Scrolls have provided a wealth of information about the history
and development of the biblical text itself, about first-century Judaism and the roots of
Christianity, and about biblical interpretation as it existed just before and after the start of the
common era. The Dead Sea Scrolls texts cited in this book include the Genesis Apocryphon, the
Community Rule (Serekh Hayyaad), the Damascus Document, the Temple Scroll, a Genesis
Pesher (4Q252), the Halakhic Letter (4Q394-399), and others.Wisdom of Solomon: This book
was written in Greek, probably late in the first century B.C.E. or early in the first century C.E. by a
Greek-speaking Jew from, most likely, Alexandria. The book presents itself as the wise writings
of the biblical king Solomon; it contains a lengthy praise of, and exhortation to follow, the path of
wisdom. As already mentioned, it also summarizes a good bit of Scripture in brief, gnomic
sentences that reflect many of the interpretive traditions then current. The author may have
inhabited Egypt, but he was well versed in interpretive traditions otherwise known to us in



Hebrew or Aramaic, traditions that seem to stem, in other words, from the Jewish homeland.The
Wisdom of Solomon, or Book of Wisdom, was part of the Greek Bible of early Christianity and
has remained, along with Ben Sira, Judith, and other books, as part of the Old Testament in
many churches (although these books are classified by some as biblical Apocrypha or “Deutero-
canonical” works).Writings of Philo of Alexandria: Philo was another Greek-speaking Jew; he
lived in Alexandria from sometime before the start of the common era to around 40 C.E. He is
the author of a multivolume series of commentaries on the Pentateuch. Philo inherited an
already existing tradition of interpreting the Bible allegorically, a tradition that appears to have
flourished in Alexandria. Philo championed this approach; for him, although biblical stories
recounted historical events, they likewise had an “under-meaning” (huponoia) by which
Abraham, Jacob, and other biblical figures were understood to represent abstractions or spiritual
realities whose truth applied to all times and places. Philo explained many biblical texts in
keeping with then-current Greek philosophical ideas.Philo’s allegorical explanations of Scripture
were known to (for example) Josephus and perhaps as well to some rabbinic exegetes; his
commentary may even have found a brief echo in the rabbinic work Genesis Rabba.27 Apart
from that, however, his works played almost no role in the later history of Jewish biblical
interpretation.28 They were, however, extraordinarily important to Alexandrine Christianity and,
through the writings of Clement of Alexandria, Eusebius, and other Christian scholars, gained a
place for his ideas and methods in much Christian biblical interpretation.29New Testament: The
varied writings that make up the New Testament were not conceived principally as an exposition
of Scripture; nevertheless, in numerous places these texts set forth interpretations of Hebrew
Scripture that were to prove (or already had proven) critical to the new church. Moreover, New
Testament texts everywhere bear witness to exegetical traditions current among Jews in the first
century C.E. or earlier and, as well, show just how important was the interpretation of Scripture
within the early Christian movement. In addition to the expositions of Scripture found in Paul’s
letters and the frequent references to the Hebrew Bible scattered throughout the four Gospels,
particularly significant for the present study is Stephen’s speech in Acts 7 and the Letter to the
Hebrews.Incidentally, the New Testament is only part of the library of early Christians relevant to
a consideration of ancient biblical interpretation; along with them, the writings of the Apostolic
Fathers (particularly 1 Clement, the Didache, and the Letter of Barnabas), Justin Martyr, Origen,
Eusebius of Caesarea, Ephraem Syrus, Aphrahat, and various later writers supply much of the
material cited in the present study.[Flavius] Josephus: Josephus was a Jewish writer who lived
from c. 37 C.E. to c. 100 C.E. Born of a priestly family in Jerusalem, he was, by his own account,
a gifted student who acquired a broad exposure to the different Jewish schools of thought
existent in his own time. He served as a general in the great Jewish revolt against the Romans
but was defeated and taken prisoner. (Josephus recounts that he prophesied that the Roman
commander, Vespasian, would be made emperor; Vespasian spared Josephus’ life and when,
two years later, the prophecy came true, freed him.) After the war Josephus moved to Rome and
composed, among other books, his multivolume Jewish Antiquities. This work, which purports to



set forth the history of the Jews, begins by retelling much of the Hebrew Bible. Josephus’
account is, as we have briefly seen, an amalgam of the biblical text itself and numerous
interpretive traditions that accompanied it. This book is thus a valuable source of information
about how Jews interpreted Scripture in the first century C.E.Targums: Targum is a general
name for a translation of the Hebrew Bible, or parts thereof, into Aramaic, a Semitic language
related to Hebrew and spoken widely throughout the ancient Near East from the eighth century
B.C.E. onward. Targums are not only interpretations in the sense already mentioned with regard
to the Septuagint; some of them, notably Targum Neophyti, the Fragment Targum, and Targum
Pseudo-Jonathan (all targums of the Pentateuch), contain frequent exegetical expansions of the
biblical text, from a few words to entire paragraphs, not found in the original.It is difficult to date
targums with any certainty. Targum Neophyti, frequently cited on the following pages, may go
back to the early second century C.E. (or perhaps slightly earlier); it is replete with ancient
exegetical traditions. Targum Onqelos belongs to roughly the same period; while it sticks more
closely to the actual text of the Pentateuch, it nevertheless supplies valuable insights into early
biblical interpretation.Composition and Aims of This BookThese brief sketches may give the
uninitiated reader some idea of the sources used in this book, and with them this brief survey of
the world of ancient interpreters is complete. Before, however, proceeding to the body of this
book, I should perhaps add a final word about my intentions in compiling it, as well as some
account of how I hope it may be used.I did not get far into the present work before I began to
worry about its eventual size. There was so much potential material that any one of its twenty-six
chapters might in itself be turned into a book-length study. Indeed, some of the overall topics of
various chapters—and even, in a few cases, a single exegetical motif therein—had already been
the subject of someone else’s whole book or monograph. Moreover, I soon began to amass a
great deal of material which was altogether new and which, I felt, for that reason alone deserved
to be published. All this would mean a book of considerable size—without even counting the
space to be taken up by scholarly footnotes and references to the research of others. Not only
might such a volume end up being rather large and costly, but it would probably prove to be a
difficult one for the nonspecialist to read and use: the more motifs I covered, the more the
average reader was likely to get lost among them, unable to distinguish important, widespread
interpretations from interesting but less crucial ones. What to do?From an early stage, I began to
think in terms of two different editions of the book. One would seek to present only the most
important, most influential motifs—the sorts of things that a broad spectrum of Jews and
Christians in the period covered would have heard or read about various biblical stories and
figures. (These same motifs, not coincidentally, were by and large the ones which were
transmitted to subsequent generations and which continued to shape people’s ideas about the
Bible for centuries and centuries afterward.) To keep this first edition reasonably small and
reasonably simple, I also decided to avoid wherever possible technical discussions of Hebrew or
Aramaic, and to eliminate almost all references to other works of scholarship (apart from the few
references included in the present introductory chapter), saving these—along with more detailed



discussion of some of the complications involved in the motifs set forth here, and the
presentation of quite a few minor motifs not found here at all—for the larger, more technical
edition I was preparing simultaneously.30Even this larger edition has required a lot of pruning
and judicious selection in order to be kept to publishable size. Such being the case, I should
perhaps state from the beginning what this book, in either edition, is not. It is not a presentation
of the whole of ancient biblical interpretation of the Pentateuch—far from it! Even the larger,
annotated version falls considerably short of that goal. Within the time frame established for this
book, the available material far exceeded what could be included. This book therefore
represents a selection of some motifs from among many, and a further selection of some
attestations of a given motif from among many. In deciding what material to include, I have been
guided by three or four different principles.In general, I have tried to favor the oldest attested
motifs within the designated period. In fact, I have tried wherever possible to allow the oldest
texts to determine my agenda. That is, I began by surveying the most ancient sources available
—I Enoch, Jubilees, the Septuagint, Ben Sira, and so forth—to find out which interpretive motifs
are attested there; then I sought to trace the presence of the same motifs in later sources, while
at the same time surveying these later sources for new motifs or new wrinkles in the older
ones.This goal of favoring the oldest may seem to run counter to another aspect of the book:
here and there I have also tried to include attestations of some of the motifs selected found in
sources at the end of, or even well beyond, my stated cutoff time of the late first or early second
century. That is, while I tried to choose the motifs themselves on the basis of the earliest
sources, I also sought to show in some cases how these same motifs survived into later
Judaism and Christianity, specifically, into rabbinic and patristic writings. Of course, not all motifs
did survive, and their survival or nonsurvival was not a factor in my selection of motifs. But where
I was aware of a later attestation or echo of an ancient motif in a rabbinic or patristic text, I tried
to include it.In adducing these later, rabbinic or patristic, attestations of earlier traditions, I have
made no effort to be inclusive, and even where I have mentioned such later parallels I have
usually contented myself with a single reference from either group. These references are
generally taken from the most popular or influential parts of those literatures—books like
Genesis Rabba or the Babylonian Talmud, on the one hand, or references from Augustine or
Jerome or (in the Eastern Church) Ephraem, on the other. I have also from time to time cited
from two other late sources, the Cave of Treasures and the Slavonic Paleya, since these works
often embody exegesis of a far earlier period and sometimes preserve what appear to be
unique, ancient traditions.In addition to all the above, one final principle has operated in my
selection of materials. That principle is what might be called, broadly, “interest.” All other things
being equal, I have tried to include in this selection some of the most interesting motifs, or
interestingly stated attestations of a motif, or some of the material that was to prove particularly
influential in later times. I admit that this quality of interest is hard to define—I will not define it
beyond what was just said—but I must in candor make mention of it in any explanation of how I
went about including what I included.Another disclaimer: This book is not about influences. As



mentioned above, I have not set myself the job of tracing relations among the various sources
listed or speculating about which text may or may not have been known to which authors. Of
course, such things can sometimes be determined with certainty, and even when they cannot,
an educated guess can sometimes be offered. But that is decidedly not the purpose of the
present volume. What I wish to do here is to show how the Bible was interpreted in ancient times
and what conclusions individual interpreters drew about the meaning of individual texts. The fact
that two sources present the same or similar interpretations may in some cases be quite
coincidental; in others it may represent a direct borrowing from source A on the part of source B;
in others, a common source was shared by A and B; and in yet others, A’s and B’s conclusions,
although arrived at quite independently, reflect not so much a coincidental resemblance as the
fact that both interpreters had been “programmed” with the same set of instructions about how to
go about interpreting—including, prominently, the four assumptions listed earlier—and moreover
had approached the text in question equipped with a common stock of other interpretations that
served as models of proper procedure.It is sometimes possible to decide among these various
alternatives, but that is not the purpose of this book: I have attempted simply to assemble the
things that ancient interpreters said about different verses or episodes and, to the extent
possible, try to reconstruct the exegetical thinking that stands behind their assertions.31
However, I would be less than candid if I failed to say that the material collected on the following
pages is such as to persuade me, at least, that there indeed was a great common store of
interpretations in antiquity, one that was widely known to interpreters and their audiences.Having
said all that this book does not do, let me now state briefly what it does seek to provide. The
main purpose of this book is to present a detailed look at how the Bible was interpreted in the
centuries just before and after the start of the common era—to show what the Bible essentially
was in that period—and to do this by seeking to isolate and identify the principal interpretive
traditions of, specifically, the Pentateuch as they are preserved in various ancient writings
outside the Hebrew Bible itself. To be sure, any such reconstruction is bound to provide a
somewhat distorted and only approximate picture. Community X or Group Y, or individual
interpreters, certainly would have differed with this reconstruction on particular points: however
much individual interpretations circulated and were held in common by different people, there
was no single, universally accepted set of interpretations. But in choosing and organizing the
material as I have, I hope that I have been able to provide an overall feeling for what Scripture as
a whole meant for most Jews and Christians in the period covered, as well as to present in detail
some of the most significant and widespread bits of interpretation known from that period.I
perhaps should make explicit here what some readers will have already understood, namely, my
reason for focusing on the particular three centuries or so that I have. It was in these three
centuries that Israel’s ancient library of sacred texts were becoming the Bible. From the
standpoint of scriptural interpretation, then, there could hardly have been a more crucial time
than this one, and the overall interpretive methods, as well as a great many individual
interpretations, that were developed in this period did eventually become “canonized” by Jews



and Christians no less than the scriptural texts that they explained. Interpretations of course
continued to be developed and elaborated in later times; yet it is certainly no exaggeration to say
that the main lines of approach, as well as an enormous body of specific motifs, continued to be
transmitted by Jews and Christians from this crucial period on through the Renaissance and
beyond. In short, the period covered is the formative period for the interpretation of Scripture.A
second purpose, no less important than the first, is to show in detail the how of ancient biblical
interpretation. As we have already glimpsed briefly, Scripture itself was the formal starting point
for ancient biblical interpretation: the motifs that ancient interpreters created and transmitted
addressed specific points in the text. All too often in the past this (broadly speaking) exegetical
function has been neglected; to cite but the most illustrious example, Louis Ginzberg’s Legends
of the Jews programmatically submerged the exegetical aspect of these motifs in order to turn
them into a kind of folk literature, the legends of the Jews. But they are not legends, they are
ways of explaining the biblical text.Of course, the legends approach is not wrong in one respect:
originally exegetical creations eventually did become legendized. Time and again in the history
of the motifs’ transmission, their particular connection to the biblical text came to be forgotten.
The very genre of the Rewritten Bible encouraged this: one had to know the text and its
problems virtually by heart in order to hear their solution in the rewriting. Doubtless many
listeners and readers did, but eventually, the precise connection between text and motif
sometimes came to be lost. Indeed, even in pesharim, commentaries, quaestiones, and the like
—genres, that is, in which the biblical verse itself is first cited and then commented upon—one
often finds that the original biblical site out of which a given motif arose has been lost and the
motif attached to another verse.32 Once they became separated from their original biblical sites,
these exegetical motifs did in effect become something like legends, free-floating additions to
biblical stories that were asserted to be true even though their textual justification had been lost.
For just that reason, trying to figure out the relationship between an individual motif and the
precise verse or word in Scripture upon which it depends is often a difficult, challenging task: a
good bit of detective work and mental reconstruction are sometimes necessary. But figuring out
this relationship is absolutely crucial, since it is the connection between text and motif that is the
key to all ancient biblical interpretation. And so, a second purpose of this book has been to
reconstruct, to the extent possible, the thinking that lies behind the ancient interpretive motifs
collected herein.Another purpose of this book—connected with its focus on motifs, as explained
above—is to show the traditional nature of ancient biblical interpretation. I have set forth the
reasons for which it seemed important to focus on motifs rather than on the individual
documents in which these motifs are found, or on those documents’ authors as individual
shapers of the traditions. For the same reasons, I hope that by setting out clearly the way in
which motifs are passed on and elaborated from generation to generation, the altogether
traditional nature of ancient biblical interpretation will be apparent.It might be said of Jews and
Christians—in line with the well-known witticism about the English and the Americans—that they
are divided by a common Scripture. This is certainly true, and in trying to restore the Bible As It



Was and so trace interpretive elements common to both religions, I am in no way attempting to
paper over the great differences that separate these two faiths, including, prominently, many
matters of scriptural interpretation. Yet I must confess that a fourth purpose I have had constantly
in mind in preparing the present volume is frankly ecumenical. What I wish to show is that, the
history of Jewish-Christian polemics aside (and along with it the sad story of church-supported
anti-Semitism), rabbinic Judaism and Christianity emerged out of a common mentality including,
prominently, a common set of beliefs about the Bible. In other words, it is not only Scripture itself,
the written word, that Jews and Christians share. Both groups received, along with the written
texts that make up the Hebrew Bible, the same set of attitudes about how the Bible ought to be
read and explained, what it was meant for and how it was to be used. Moreover (as any reader of
this book will see), both carried forward a substantial body of common explanations of individual
words, verses, incidents, stories, songs, prayers, laws, and prophecies in Scripture. Of course,
none of this is to suggest that the differences between Judaism and Christianity are somehow
minor—they are not—nor is it my intention in pointing out communalities to encourage the
wrongheaded efforts of those who, even as these lines are being written, have announced their
renewed intention to bring about the “conversion of the Jews” by creating some strange hybrid of
Christian teaching and traditional Jewish practices. Rather, it is simply my hope that in the
present age, when many thoughtful Jews and Christians are trying to turn a dark page of history
and seek out what, despite their distinctness, nonetheless unites them, this book may make
some small contribution to an awareness of common beginnings.How Each Chapter Is
OrganizedAncient interpretations are best broken down into individual interpretive motifs. In the
chapters that follow I have therefore presented the material in this fashion, motif by motif.
(Sometimes I have grouped together under a single rubric two or more related motifs that are
nonetheless distinct; in so doing I have sacrificed a certain technical accuracy to my desire to
present things in as straightforward and readable a fashion as possible.)33 To each motif or
group of related motifs I have given a brief title: “The Punishment Was Mortality,” “The Garden in
Heaven,” “Abraham Saved from Fire.” The titles appear as subheadings in the body of the
chapter.34In presenting each motif, I first seek to reconstruct why and how the motif may have
developed; I then illustrate its existence with brief excerpts from ancient writings. I have kept
these excerpts short, since all that I wish to show is that a particular way of understanding the
biblical text is attested in ancient documents X, Y, and Z. I have generally stayed away from
questions like “Did Y’s author learn this interpretation from reading X?” or “Did the authors of
documents Y and Z arrive at this interpretation independently, or did they have some common
source?” As noted earlier, these are interesting, even fascinating questions, and answers to
them sometimes can be put forward with reasonable certainty. In some cases, we can state
unequivocally that Z’s author read the book X; in other cases, we can just as unequivocally state
that Z’s author would have sooner died than open up X or be thought to have used it. In quite a
few cases, it is reasonable to assume that the authors of X and Y drew on an earlier interpretive
tradition known to both; in a few instances, a resemblance between X and Y seems utterly



coincidental. As fascinating as this subject may be, however, it is somewhat beside the point
here: my main goal is to investigate how these traditions arose and came to be widespread, not
to reconstruct the specific steps involved in that transmission.I have generally tried to present
attestations of a particular motif in (rough) chronological order. However, when a later source
seems to contain an earlier or more complete form of a motif, I do sometimes put the later
source first. Likewise, I sometimes violate chronological order when a later source sets forth a
particular motif more clearly or understandably than earlier sources. Since sources cited are all
described and dated (to the extent possible) in the Terms and Sources section at the back of the
book, I trust that this arrangement will not prove to be a source of confusion.To make perfectly
clear the transformative effect of traditional interpretation upon the biblical text, I decided to
begin and end the body of each chapter with a brief summary, in italics. The opening italicized
summary attempts to restate what an ordinary reader, knowing nothing but the words of the
Bible itself, might think about the meaning of the biblical story or section in question. Then, at the
end of the chapter—having surveyed some of the most important traditions of ancient
interpreters—I summarize the story or section once again, this time with the ancient traditions
included. The difference is of course striking: new details, sometimes whole new incidents, and
a great deal of new “spin” now accompany the bare narrative. Although these summaries are
necessarily somewhat simplified, comparing the one at the beginning of the chapter with the one
at the end illustrates vividly how ancient traditions of interpretation changed utterly the meaning
of the Bible.1. 2 Sam. 1:18, Num. 21:14. On this subject generally: Leiman, Canonization of
Scripture.2. See on this Seligmann, “Voraussetzung der Midraschexegese”; idem, “The
Beginnings of Midrash in the Book of Chronicles”; Willi, Der Chronik als Auslegung; Japhet,
Ideology of the Book of Chronicles.3. I have discussed these factors at greater length in Kugel
and Greer, Early Biblical Interpretation, 31–51.4. Here it might be appropriate to clarify a matter
of terminology. Judah was one of Israel’s original twelve tribes, eventually, the dominant one in
the south. King David had united the twelve tribes into a single monarchy at the start of the tenth
century B.C.E.; when this United Monarchy subsequently split in two under David’s grandson
Rehoboam, the southern part became the kingdom of Judah. The northern kingdom was
subsequently conquered by Assyria in the eighth century B.C.E. and its citizenry dispersed; only
the southern kingdom, Judah, continued to exist, still ruled by David’s descendants. It was this
kingdom that the Babylonians conquered early in the sixth century B.C.E. and to which the exiles
returned at the end of that century. In Greco-Roman sources, the country is called Judaea (or
Judea) and its people the Jews. However, the general term “Israel” also continued to be used as
a name for the Jewish people.5. Japhet, “Sheshbazzar and Zerubbabel”; see also her Ideology
of the Book of Chronicles, 395–504.6. These points are discussed at length in Japhet, Ideology
of the Book of Chronicles.7. Bickerman, The Jews in the Greek Age, 30. Bickerman elaborated
on this theme in a paper presented at the Eighth World Congress of Jewish Studies in
Jerusalem, 1981. (Unfortunately, he died shortly after the conference and the paper was never
published.) If it was similarly demanded of Jewish sages that they write down their “former law,”



this may have been an event of crucial importance not only to the ancient interpretation of
biblical laws but to their very formulation in a final, fixed text of the Pentateuch.8. This is not to
say that prophecy itself ceased to exist as a phenomenon in postexilic times, although this was
indeed asserted or implied in a number of ancient sources (1 Macc. 4:46, 9:27, 14:41; Prayer of
Azariah 15; 2 Bar. 85:3; (perhaps) Testament of Benjamin 9:2; Josephus, AgApion 1:40–41; as
well as in numerous rabbinic sources, e.g., Seder Olam 30, T. Sota 13:2, b. Baba Batra 12b,
etc.). Elsewhere, however, is evidence of a different opinion: Wisd. 7:27, Philo, Who Is Heir 259,
(1QH) Thanksgiving Hymns 4:16, 1 Cor. 11:4–5, 12:10, 14:4–5, etc., Josephus, Jewish
Antiquities 13:311–13, 20:97, 169, etc. It seems not so much that prophecy ceased as that the
prophet’s very identity and role came to be redefined and significantly broadened, while at the
same the conviction was spreading that the great prophets were a thing of the past (and,
perhaps, the future). See further Urbach, “When Did Prophecy Cease?” idem, “Halakhah and
Prophecy,” 1–27; Vermes, Jesus the Jew, 69–82; Blenkinsopp, “Prophecy and Priesthood in
Josephus”; Aune, Prophecy in Early Christianity; Horsely, “Like One of the Prophets of Old”;
Greenspahn, “Why Prophecy Ceased”; Kugel, “David the Prophet”; Winston, “Two Types of
Mosaic Prophecy”; Feldman, “Prophets and Prophecy in Josephus”; Brin, “Biblical Prophecy in
the Dead Sea Scrolls”; and Milikowsky, “The End of Prophecy and the End of the Bible.”9. An
interpreter such as Philo of Alexandria might at first seem altogether free of any connection with
the earlier wisdom heritage, yet even in his case has this connection been asserted: Mack,
Logos und Sophia; Laporte, “Philo in the Tradition of Biblical Wisdom Literature.”10. This verse is
not found at all in the Masada manuscript or the Syriac version of Ben Sira, but it is present (in
somewhat different form) in the Hebrew Geniza manuscript B as well as in the Greek. On the
place of this verse in the development of the text of Ben Sira, as well as on the differences
between the Hebrew and Greek versions: Reiterer, “Urtext” und Übersetzungen, 84–85; Skehan
and Di Leila, Wisdom of Ben Sira, 499; Yadin, Ben Sira Scroll from Masada, 38.11. Note in the
same connection a wisdom text from Qumran that asserts that God has granted wisdom “to
Israel, He gives her as a gracious gift,” (4Q185) Sapiential Work 2:10.12. For some literary
connections to this passage, see Grabbe, “The End of the Desolation of Jeremiah.” See also
Grelot, “Soixante-dix semaines d’années”; Doukhan, “The Seventy Weeks of Daniel 9.”13.
Kugel, “David the Prophet.”14. I have tried to illustrate some of the difficulties involved in making
such a distinction in In Potiphar’s House, 248–251.15. See below, Chapter 10; see also Loader,
Tale of Two Cities; Fraade, Enosh and His Generation.16. Particularly suggestive in connection
with this topic is Otzen, “Old Testament Wisdom Literature and Dualistic Thinking.” “Dualistic
thinking” in his definition includes not only the polarization of humanity into good and evil or wise
and foolish, but as well such dualisms as the “sons of light/sons of darkness” and “two spirits”
found at Qumran. See also such texts as Sir. 15:14–20, Testament of Asher 1:3–5, Philo, The
Worse Attacks the Better 82–84, and Baer, Philo’s Use of the Categories Male and Female.17.
This term was apparently first used by Vermes; see his Post-Biblical Jewish Studies.18. At
greater length, see Kugel, “Two Introductions.”19. See Feldman, “Use, Authority, and Exegesis of



Mikra in the Writings of Josephus,” esp. 471–47620. Unless his use of the phrase “other things”
is intended to invoke the biblical phrase “After these things” (Gen. 22:1) to which this tradition
was attached.21. The basis of these traditions was certainly known to Eastern Christianity: see
Brock, “Genesis 22 in Syriac Tradition.”22. This is one form of the text; see above, n. 10.23. A
further complication is presented by such books as 1 Enoch or Jubilees, books that arguably
were at one time considered by some readers to be as scriptural as Genesis or Exodus, but that
later in the course of their transmission came to be viewed as less authoritative or altogether
irrelevant. If so, then—for a time, at least—the interpretations contained within them must not
have been viewed as interpretations at all: they were no less scriptural than the interpretations
found in Chronicles or Daniel. Did not the books’ subsequent change of status mean that these
same interpretations reverted back to their original state, that is, turned from Scripture into
interpretation (thereby reversing the path traced by the interpretations canonized in Chronicles
and Daniel)?24. Having taken care of this matter of definition, I must add that I have been careful
to breach it in the honoring whenever I judged it worthwhile. That is, in tracing what “the Bible”
has to say about a particular matter, I have been careful to include, in addition to the
Pentateuchal material itself, later reflections or elaborations found elsewhere within the Jewish
canon. While I have necessarily treated such reflections and elaborations as Scripture, the alert
reader will certainly recognize in many of them an earlier stage of biblical interpretation.25. The
implications of this dating have been explored by Stone, Scriptures, Sects, and Visions, 37–47;
idem, “Enoch, Aramaic Levi, and Sectarian Origins.”26. Grelot, “La légende d’Hénoch dans les
apocryphes et dans la Bible”; idem,“La géographie mythique d’Hénoch et ses sources
orientales”; Neugebauer, “Astronomy of the Book of Enoch.”27. See on this Runia, Philo in Early
Christian Literature, 74–78.28. Winston, “Philo’s Nachleben”29. A lively debate continues over
the extent of Philo’s acquaintance with biblical interpretation as it existed among his Jewish
contemporaries in Judaea. See (inter alia): Siegfried, Philo von Alexandria als Ausleger;
Bousset, Judischchristlicher Schulbetrieb in Alexandria und Rom; Heinemann, Philons
griechische und jüdische Bildung; idem, Altjüdische Allegoristik; Ginzberg, Legends of the Jews,
5:viii–ix; Stein, Philo und der Midrasch; Wolfson, Philo; Belkin, Philo and the Oral Law; idem,
Philo’s Midrash; Sandmel, Philo’s Place in Judaism; idem, “Parallelomania”; Nikiprowetzky, Le
Commentaire de l’Ecriture; Bamberger, “Philo and the Aggadah”; Rokeach, “Philo of Alexandria,
Midrash, and Ancient Halakhah”; Grabbe, “Philo and Aggada.” Even the last author, highly
skeptical of certain others’ claims, is prepared to concede that Philo knew “a modest amount” of
aggadic traditions from elsewhere. My own feelings on this question are not given to easy
summary, but in the end they are somewhat analogous to Kafka’s words to the Jews of Prague:
“You know more Yiddish than you think.” (On the last, see Brod, Franz Kafka, 113.)30. This plan
of two separate editions has indeed gone forward: publication of the present volume is to be
followed by that of a longer version, designed for specialists in the field, containing additional
motifs and extensive notes discussing some of the more technical aspects of the subjects
covered.31. Despite this disclaimer, I fear that some may fail to understand this book’s format (or



even to read this introductory chapter) and consequently find me guilty of the sin made famous
by Sandmel, “Parallelomania.” It may therefore be appropriate here to repeat his definition: “We
might for our purposes define parallelomania as that extravagance among scholars which first
overdoes the supposed similarity in passages and then proceeds to describe source and
derivation as if implying a literary connection flowing in an inevitable or predetermined
direction” (p. 1, emphasis added). It is precisely that possible literary connection that I have not
addressed in this book.32. Again, I have presented several detailed examples in In Potiphar’s
House.33. In such cases I have generally tried to distinguish the individual subgroups by
inserting some commentary—sometimes only the word “similarly”—between citations.34.
Sometimes I have grouped together quite different motifs whose only common element is that
they all address the same difficulty within the biblical text. In such cases, I have phrased the title
of the section as a question: “Why Did Joseph Put It Off?” “Whose Bad Idea?” “Which Ten
Commandments?”2The Creation of the World(GENESIS 1:1–2:3)The Creation of the
World(GENESIS 1:1–2:3)The Bible begins with an account of God’s creation of the world in six
days: on the first day, light was created and separated from darkness; on the following days the
sky and the earth were made, then plant life, heavenly lights, fish and reptiles, the animals and,
lastly, humankind. Once the work was completed, God rested on the seventh day—the first
Sabbath in the world.THE BIBLE opens with the words “In the beginning God created the
heavens and the earth.” But did this mean the very beginning? Many interpreters believed that it
did not. They arrived at the conclusion that God’s work must have begun even before He created
heaven and earth. One reason for this belief was the Bible’s discussion of the creation in a few
places other than Genesis; in one of these, a passage from the book of Proverbs, Wisdom (here
personified as a female figure) says the following:The Lord made me the beginning of his work,
the first of his acts of old.Ages ago I was formed, before the establishment of the earth …When
He made the heavens, I was already there, when he drew a circle on the face of the deep.—
Prov. 8:22–27These words clearly state that God had created wisdom even before the heavens
and the earth were made. (The idea that “wisdom”—that is, the great plan underlying all of reality
—was of divine origin was in any case widespread in the ancient world.)1 There was thus every
reason to believe that the creation of wisdom had come at the very beginning of things; this fact
was plainly stated in the book of Proverbs.Wisdom Came FirstAnd so, when ancient interpreters
spoke about God’s creation of the world, many mentioned specifically that wisdom existed even
before the creation itself:One of our ancestors, Solomon [the reputed author of the biblical book
of Proverbs], said more clearly and better that wisdom existed before heaven and earth, which
agrees with what has been said [by Greek philosophers].—Aristobulus, Fragment 5 (cited in
Eusebius, Praeparatio Evangelica 13.12.11)[Wisdom says:] From eternity, in the beginning, He
created me.—Sir. 24:9Wisdom is older than the creation … of the whole universe.—Philo, On
the Virtues 62Two thousand years before the world was created, [God] created the Torah [that is,
divine wisdom].—Targum Neophyti Gen. 3:24But if Scripture said that wisdom was created
before all things, was this not because wisdom actually was to play some role in the creation of



the rest of world? Such an idea made good sense, and it was also suggested elsewhere in
Scripture:But the Lord God is true … who made the earth with His power, established the world
with His wisdom, and by His understanding stretched out the heavens.—Jer. 10:10, 12Oh Lord,
how great are your works, with wisdom You have made them all.— Ps. 104:24The Lord by
wisdom founded the earth, establishing the heavens with understanding.— Prov. 3:19Many
ancient interpreters therefore felt justified in asserting that wisdom was “present at the creation”
or even had some part in creating the rest of the world:With you [O God] is wisdom, who knows
your works and was present when you made the world, and who understands what is pleasing in
your sight, and what is right according to your commandments.—Wisd. 9:9And who is to be
considered the daughter of God but Wisdom, who is the firstborn mother of all things.—Philo,
Questions in Genesis 4:97Blessed is He who created the earth with his power, who established
the world with His wisdom.— (11QPsa) Hymn to the CreatorGod looked into the Torah [that is,
the corpus of divine wisdom] and created the world.—Genesis Rabba 1:1For reasons to be
seen presently, wisdom was associated in particular with the creation of humanity on the sixth
day:Having given order by your Wisdom, You created, saying, “Let us make man according our
image and likeness.”—Hellenistic Synagogal Prayer, Apostolic Constitutions 7.34.6And on the
sixth day I commanded my wisdom to create man.—2 Enoch 30:8The “Beginning” Did ItBut if
wisdom was the first thing that God had created, and if God had in fact used it to create the rest
of the world, then biblical interpreters had to wonder: why did the book of Genesis leave out this
crucial detail? Why didn’t the first verse in the Bible read: “In the beginning God created wisdom,
and afterwards, the heavens and the earth”?In looking for an answer, interpreters noticed a
striking coincidence. In Prov. 8:22, wisdom says, “The Lord made me the beginning of his work,”
while the Genesis account opens, “In the beginning God created the heavens and the earth.”
Perhaps this was not just a coincidence. Perhaps the word “beginning” in the Genesis verse was
in fact a subtle hint, an allusion, to wisdom. For, if wisdom is called the beginning of God’s work
in Proverbs, then (one might argue) the word “beginning” itself might be used elsewhere in the
Bible as a kind of nickname for wisdom, a shorthand reference to the very first thing that God
created. If so, then the first verse of Genesis could now be understood as meaning not “At the
start God created the heavens and the earth” but “In [or “with”] wisdom God created the heavens
and the earth.” This is precisely how that verse was translated in two ancient translations of the
Bible:With wisdom did God create and perfect the heavens and the earth.—Fragment Targum
Gen. 1:1In the beginning with wisdom did God create …2—Targum Neophyti Gen.
1:1Similarly:By using different names for it, Moses indicates that the exalted, heavenly wisdom
has many names: he calls it “beginning,” “image,” and “appearance of God.”—Philo, Allegorical
Interpretations 1:43And so, interpreters came to the conclusion that not only was wisdom the
first thing God created, but the phrase “In the beginning” in Gen. 1:1 was intended to imply that it
was by means of, or with the help of, wisdom that God had created the world.Now of course a
modern reader might well object to this kind of interpretation. Was not the fact that the word
“beginning” was used in both Gen. 1:1 and Prov. 8:22 really just a coincidence? And doesn’t “In



the beginning” in Gen. 1:1 mean just that, at the start of the creation of the world?There is no
single answer to this type of question, which comes up again and again with ancient biblical
interpretation. It often happens that interpreters pass up what seems to us to be the more likely
sense of a text in favor of some rather improbable meaning. Sometimes they do so because they
want to read the text in that fashion—there is some doctrine or idea of their own (or some idea
that they have inherited from elsewhere, from ancient Near Eastern tradition or Greek philosophy
or some other source) for which they would like to find support in the Bible. Sometimes they
depart from the straightforward meaning because they feel they have to: the text as is appears to
them illogical or seems to contradict something found elsewhere in the Bible. And sometimes,
they take an apparent pleasure in willful, even playful, distortion—as if the interpreter were
saying: “Look, read the text my way and you will see that this or that surprising conclusion can be
derived from it.”But behind any of these sorts of interpretations is the fundamental conviction that
the Bible’s precise wording is both utterly intentional—that is, nothing in the Bible is said by
chance or said in vain—and infinitely significant.3 This meant that almost every aspect of the
biblical text ought to be looked into, and that almost any sort of interpretive subtlety was justified
in explaining it. The slightest unusual feature in its manner of expression—even a coincidence
like the appearance of the word “beginning” in both Gen. 1:1 and Prov. 8:22—could not be
dismissed as mere accident. Thus, ancient interpreters had a large task before them, but they
also had enormous freedom as interpreters. For, once it was understood that Scripture required
deep investigation in order for its full sense to be revealed, the groundwork was laid for
interpretations that sometimes departed drastically from what the text seemed to be saying. In
this way, it became possible to conclude that by the word “beginning” in Gen. 1:1 the Bible had
really meant “wisdom.”A Special LightGod says on the first day, “Let there be light” (Gen. 1:3).
But the light created on the first day could not have been sunlight or the light of the moon or
stars, since these heavenly bodies were not created until the fourth day. Many ancient writers
therefore said that it was a special light that enabled God to see as He created the world:Then
You commanded that a ray of light be brought forth from your treasuries, so that your works
might then appear.—4 Ezra 6:40If so, then perhaps it was a light unlike any other, one that
illuminated all of creation at once:… the first [day], the one in which the light was born by which
all things are seen together.—Aristobulus, Fragment 3 (cited in Eusebius, Praeparatio
Evangelica 13.12.9)God commanded that there should be light. And when this had come about,
He considered all of matter.—Josephus, Jewish Antiquities 1:27[After summoning light, God
says:] And I was in the midst of the light. And light out of light is carried thus. And the great age
came out, and it revealed all the creation which I had thought up to create. And I saw that it was
good.—2 Enoch (J) 25:3God said: Let there be light to illuminate the world, and at once there
was light.—Targum Pseudo-Jonathan Gen. 1:3Said R. Eli‘ezer: With the light that God created
on the first day one could see from one end of the world to the other.—b. Hagigah 12aAnother
possibility was that the light that was later to come from heavenly bodies was created, or
conceived, on the first day, even though the heavenly bodies themselves were not created until



the fourth:And [He created] the abysses and darkness—both evening and night—and light—
both dawn and daylight—which He prepared in the knowledge of His heart.—Jubilees 2:2It is
said that from this [primal] light, [now] diffused, and from fire—both of which were created on the
first day—the sun was fashioned, which was made in the firmament, and likewise the moon and
the stars, it is said, were made from that same first light.4—Ephraem, Commentary on Genesis
9:2Similarly:Now that invisible light, perceptible only by mind, was created as an image of the
God’s Word [Logos], who made its creation known. It was a light higher than the stars, the
source of the starlight that can be seen.—Philo, On the Creation 31 (also 55)The Angels Were
Also CreatedThe creation account in Genesis purports to tell how everything in the universe
came to be. But this account apparently omits a number of details (besides the creation of
wisdom). For example, where were the angels? Although all sorts of other biblical texts (and
texts from outside the Bible) make mention of angels, nothing is said here about when they were
first created.The Bible contained at least one indication for ancient interpreters that the angels
had in fact been created sometime during the first six days. For, after the sixth day is completed,
the Bible says,Thus, the heavens and the earth were finished, and all their hosts.—Gen. 2:1The
phrase “hosts of heaven” is frequently used in the Bible for angels (see, for example, 1 Kings
22:19). This verse thus seemed to imply that the creation of these “hosts of heaven” had been
finished by (at least) the end of the sixth day. What is more, the book of Psalms mentioned the
angels along with other things created by God in the beginning:[God,] who has stretched out the
heavens like a curtain, roofed His upper chambers with the waters,who has made clouds His
chariot and walks about on the wind’s outskirts,who makes the winds His angels and flaming fire
His servants,He established the earth on its foundations, so that it shall never be displaced.—
Ps. 104:2–5In mentioning the angels in the context of the creation of the heavens, waters, and
earth, this psalm seemed to be saying that God had created the angels at the same time as
these other things. As a result of such passages (see also Job 38:7), a number of ancient
interpreters included the angels among the things that God had created during the first six days
—even though the book of Genesis made no mention of them.When during the six days were
the angels created? With no clear hints from the text, there was no unanimity among ancient
interpreters. It seemed likely, however, that their creation preceded that of mankind and the other
creatures created at the end of the six days:When God created his created ones [that is, the
angels]5 in the beginning, their portions He allotted to them:He established [their] activities for
all time, and their dominions forever:So that they not hunger nor grow weary, nor cease from
their labors, And so that one not interfere with another, and never might they rebel.Afterward the
Lord looked down at the earth and He filled it with His stores;He covered its face with the breath
of all life, and to it they shall return.— Sir. 16:26–30Dividing light from darkness, he established
the dawning in His mind’s decision;When all His angels saw [it] they exulted, for He showed
them what they had not previously known.He crowned the hills with crops, abundant food for all
the living.— (11QPsa) Hymn to the CreatorThese are the holy angels, who were created first …
— Shepherd of Hermas Vision 4:1Some ancient interpreters pointed specifically to the first day



as the time of the angels’ creation. Perhaps they did so because of the mention of the “spirit of
God” in Gen. 1:2, since “spirit” was one term commonly understood to refer to angels:For on the
first day He created the heavens which are above and the earth and waters and all the spirits
which serve before Him—the angels of the presence, and the angels of holiness, and the angels
of the spirits of fire and the angels of the spirits of the winds, and the angels of the spirit of the
clouds, and of darkness, and of snow and of hail and of frost, and the angels of the sounds, the
thunders and the lightnings, and the angels of the spirits of cold and of heat, and of winter and of
spring and of autumn and of summer, and of all the spirits of His creatures which are in the
heavens and on the earth.— Jubilees 2:2When Scripture speaks of the creation of the world, it
does not indicate clearly whether, or in what order, the angels were created. But if they are
alluded to at all, it is perhaps in the word “heavens” when it says, “In the beginning God created
the heavens and the earth” [Gen. 1:1] or, more likely, in the word “light” [in the phrase, “Let there
be light,” Gen. 1:3].—Augustine, City of God 11:9In the beginning, on the first day … God
created heaven and earth, the angels, and the archangels and thrones and dominions and
principalities and authorities6 and cherubs and seraphs, all the heavenly hosts of spirits.—Cave
of Treasures (W) 1Other sources saw the second day as the time of the angels’ creation
(because that was the day when the “firmament”—deemed to be part of heaven, where the
angels lived—was created):Then evening came, and morning, and it was the second day. And
… [on the second day] I created the ranks of the bodiless armies—ten myriad angels—and their
weapons are fiery and their clothes are burning flames.—2 Enoch (J) 29:3And God said to the
angels who serve before Him and who had been created on the second day of the Creation …—
Targum Pseudo-Jonathan Gen. 1:26[On the second day,] after separating off the waters He
created the er’elim and angels and ophanim and seraphim and hashmalim [different classes of
angels] and He blew upon the fire and ignited the seven bonfires of Gehenna.—Midrash
KonenOn the second day God created the firmament and the angels … The angels, who were
created on the second day, when they are sent by His word they become winds, but when they
serve before Him, they are made of fire, as it is written, “Who makes His messengers the winds,
and flaming fire his servants” [Ps. 104:4].—Pirqei deR. Eliezer 4There were yet other
possibilities:When were the angels created? R. Yoanan said: they were created on the second
day … R. anina said: they were created on the fifth day, as it is said “[on the fifth day God
created] birds to fly about above the earth across the firmament of the heavens” [Gen. 1:20], and
it says elsewhere [speaking of an angel], “with two wings it would fly about” [Isa. 6:2].—Genesis
Rabba 1:3God and Someone ElseAfter the heavens and the earth had been created, and the
earth stocked with fish and birds and animals, God finally created mankind. But the precise way
in which this event is related in the Bible aroused the curiosity of ancient interpreters:Then God
said, “Let us make man in our image, after our likeness; and let them have dominion over the fish
of the sea, and over the birds of the air, and over the cattle, and over all the earth, and over every
creeping thing that creeps on the earth.” So God created man in His own image, in the image of
God He created them; male and female He created them.—Gen. 1:26–27Ancient readers were



struck by a number of things in this passage, perhaps most of all by the fact that God starts
speaking here in the plural, “Let us make man … our image … our likeness.” What did this
mean? (The “royal we” is less common in biblical Hebrew than in English, so such an
explanation was not necessarily obvious.)Many ancient interpreters concluded that God was
indeed addressing some other being or beings—though they did not necessarily agree on
whom:O God of my fathers and Lord of mercy, You who have made all things by Your word and
by Your wisdom have formed man.—Wisd. 9:1–2Thus it was fitting and right that when man was
formed, God should assign a share in the work to His lieutenants, as He does with the words “let
us make men,” so that man’s right actions might be attributable to God, but his sins to others. For
it seemed to be unfitting to God, the ruler of all, that the road to wickedness within the
reasonable soul should be of His making, and therefore He delegated the forming of this part to
His inferiors.—Philo, Confusion of Tongues 179And on the sixth day I commanded my wisdom
to create man.—2 Enoch (J) 30:8Having given order by your Wisdom, You created, saying, “Let
us make man according to our image and likeness.”—Hellenistic Synagogal Prayer, Apostolic
Constitutions 7.34.6R. Joshua b. Levi said: He consulted with the heavens and the earth … R.
anina said:… When God set out to create the first human, He consulted with the ministering
angels. He said to them: “Let us make man.”—Genesis Rabba 8:3–4Among Christians, the plural
“Let us” suggested another interpretation:And furthermore, my brothers:… He is lord of the
whole world, to whom God said at the creation of the world, “Let us make man according to our
image and likeness.”—Letter of Barnabas 5:5 (also 6:12)The Father commanded with His voice;
it was the Son who carried out the work.—Ephraem, Hymns of Faith 6:13 (also Commentary on
Genesis 1:28, etc.)Other interpreters vigorously denied the idea that the phrase implied more
than one Creator:When all His angels saw [it] they exulted, for He showed them what they had
not previously known.—(11QPsa) Hymn to the CreatorO sovereign Lord, did you not speak at
the beginning when You created earth—which You did without help—and commanded the dust7
and it gave you Adam.—4 Ezra 3:4These [the world and its contents] God created not with
hands, not with toil, not with assistants, of whom He had no need; He willed it, and so they were
made in all their beauty.—Josephus, Against Apion 2:192R. Samuel b. Naman said in the name
of R. Yonatan: When Moses was writing down the Torah, he would write down what was created
on each day [in the creation account]. When he got to the verse, “And God said, ‘Let us make
man …’” he said, “Master of the Universe! Why should you give support to the heretics?” He
answered: “Let anyone who wishes to go astray go astray!”—Genesis Rabba 8:8Completed on
FridayThe traditional Hebrew text at the end of the creation narrative contains a slight
ambiguity:And God ended on the seventh day His work which He had done, and God rested on
the seventh day from all His work which He had done.—Gen. 2:1The word “ended” here is
somewhat enigmatic. Does it mean “finished off,” in which case, presumably, at least some work
was done on the seventh day? Or does it mean “ceased,” in which case the last bit of work was
presumably done before the seventh day actually started? One would certainly think that the
latter was the case, but the wording left room for misunderstanding.Some ancient versions and



retellings—perhaps in an attempt to clarify things, or perhaps reflecting a different form of the
Hebrew text—specify that God had actually finished His work on the sixth day:And on the sixth
day God finished His works which He had done. And God ceased [or “rested”] on the seventh
day from all of His works which He had done.—Septuagint, Vetus Latina, Samaritan Pentateuch,
and Peshitta, Gen. 2:1And He finished all His work on the sixth day—everything in heaven and
on the earth, and in the seas and in the depths, in the light and in the darkness, and in every
place. And He gave us a great sign, the Sabbath day, so that we should perform work for six
days, but keep the Sabbath on the seventh day from all work.—Jubilees 2:16–17Now, when the
whole world had been brought to completion in accordance with the properties of six, a perfect
number, the Father invested with dignity the seventh day which comes next, extolling it and
pronouncing it holy.—Philo, On the Creation 89In short: Early interpreters transformed the
opening chapter of Genesis in several significant respects. The very first thing that God had
created was wisdom. When He said “Let there be light” God was referring to a special light
unknown to human eyes. God created the angels, either on the first, the second, or the fifth day.
God’s words in Gen. 1:26, “Let us make man,” were understood to mean that He had received
aid or advice in creating man. Finally, some translations and retellings of the creation story
differed from the traditional Hebrew wording of Gen. 2:1 by making it clear that the creation was
entirely finished by the end of the sixth day.1. See Chapter 1.2. This is an example of a “double
translation,” in which the original word is translated twice (here, both “in the beginning” and “with
wisdom”) to fit two different understandings of the text.3. This fundamental assumption of
ancient interpreters is treated at great length above, in Chapter 1.4. Ephraem’s overall view is
that this first day’s primal light was created to serve until the sun and other luminaries could be
made and take over.5. The Hebrew word ma‘sim (“created ones”) frequently refers to people
rather than things: see Pss. 8:7, 103:22, 104:24; Prov. 31:31; Job 14:15, etc. It seems likely that
the “created ones” mentioned here are the angels in heaven. Ben Sira’s wording paraphrases
Deut. 32:8, which was understood to refer to angels being allotted their “portions”; what is more,
the idea that these celestial creatures never need food or rest and do not interfere or overlap
with one another in their heavenly missions—all these are elsewhere frequently asserted to be
true of angels. A similar usage appears in Odes of Solomon 16:13.6. These are different ranks of
angels; this list is apparently based on the New Testament, Col. 1:16; cf. Eph. 1:21, 2 Enoch
20:1, Testament of Levi 3:7, Book of the Bee ch. 5.7. Here God’s words “Let us make man” are
deemed to have been spoken to the dust of the earth from which the first human was made
(Gen. 2:7).3Adam and Eve(GENESIS 2:4–3:24)Adam and Eve(GENESIS 2:4–3:24)Adam and
Eve were the first human beings created by God. They were put in the Garden of Eden and told
that they could eat any of the fruit in the garden except that of the “tree of the knowledge of good
and evil.” A certain serpent in the garden tempted Eve to disobey and she did, eating the
forbidden fruit and giving it to Adam to eat. As a result, Adam and Eve were punished and
expelled from the garden forever: henceforth, he was to earn his bread by the sweat of his brow,
while Eve was condemned to bring forth children in pain.THE STORY of Adam and Eve and their



life in the Garden of Eden fascinated the Bible’s earliest interpreters, since it seemed to concern
the very nature of the human species. This biblical story was probably written about more than
any other. Not coincidentally, readers today are likely to have great difficulty looking at this story
“without blinders.” For the importance of this episode to the Bible’s ancient interpreters has given
their interpretations of it a unique staying power. Who nowadays, for example, does not
automatically think of the story of Adam and Eve in the Garden of Eden as telling about some
fundamental change that took place in the human condition, or what is commonly called the Fall
of Man? And who does not think of the “serpent” in the story as the devil, or paradise as the
reward of the righteous after death? Yet a careful reading of the Bible itself shows that none of
these things is said explicitly by the text—they are all a matter of interpretation.Death in a DayNo
doubt many factors influenced the way ancient interpreters came to understand the Adam and
Eve story. But certainly one of the most important was a glaring inconsistency in the story itself.
When God first put Adam into the garden, He said to him:You may freely eat of every tree in the
Garden. But of the tree of the knowledge of good and evil you shall not eat, for on the day that
you eat of it you shall die.—Gen. 2:16–17The trouble is that Adam didn’t die, at least not right
away. After eating the fruit, he went on to live to the age of 930 (according to Gen. 5:5). Eve
presumably had an equally impressive lifespan (we are not told exactly when she died). So what
did God mean by saying, “for on the day that you eat of it you shall die”? Was this just an idle
threat?One way of resolving the situation was to claim that the “day” being referred to here was
not an ordinary day. And indeed, the Bible itself provided support for this idea. A verse from the
book of Psalms asserts:A thousand years in your [God’s] sight are like yesterday.—Ps. 90:4In
context, this verse seems to mean that for God, centuries and centuries of past history are no
more remote than yesterday; since He is eternal, a thousand years pass as quickly for God as a
single day for us. But if so, interpreters reasoned, then perhaps there is an actual unit of time, a
“day” of God’s, that lasts a thousand years:But do not ignore this one fact, beloved, that with the
Lord one day is as a thousand years, and a thousand years as one day.—2 Pet. 3:8… for with
Him a “day” signifies a thousand years. And He himself bears witness when he says, “Behold,
the day of the Lord will be as a thousand years.”—Letter of Barnabas 15:4One day of God’s is a
thousand years long, as it is said, “A thousand years are in your sight as yesterday” [Ps. 90:4].—
Genesis Rabba 8:2Here then was a possible solution. If Adam lived to the age of 930, then he
actually lived less than a single one of “God’s days”—and so, from God’s standpoint at least, he
did die on the day that he ate the fruit:Adam died, and all his sons buried him in the land of his
creation, and he was the first to be buried in the earth. And he lacked seventy years of one
thousand years [that is, he died at the age of 930]; for one thousand years are as one day in the
testimony of the heavens [that is, according to Psalm 90], and therefore was it written concerning
the tree of knowledge: “On the day that you eat thereof, you shall die.”— Jubilees 4:29–30It was
said to Adam that on the day in which he ate of the tree, on that day he would die. And indeed,
we know that he did not quite fill up a thousand years. We thus understand the expression “a day
of the Lord is a thousand years” [as clarifying] this.—Justin Martyr, Dialogue with Trypho 81:3He



[God] did not specify to Adam if it would be a day of his [own days] or a day of God’s, which lasts
one thousand years, since “a thousand years in your [God’s] sight are like yesterday” [Ps. 90:4].
—Pesiqta Rabbati, Bahodesh ha-shebi‘i 40 (similarly Genesis Rabba 19:8)The trouble with this
explanation, however, is that it skirts the issue of punishment. After all, Adam and Eve had done
what they were specifically warned not to do. Shouldn’t the threatened punishment, death, have
come right away? Why did God wait?The Punishment Was MortalityThere was another possible
explanation, and it answered the same question in a better way. It understood the Bible’s words
“you shall die” not as “you shall immediately cease to exist,” but “you shall become a person who
dies,” you shall become mortal. This explanation assumes, in other words, that God had
originally created Adam and Eve to be immortal: they would continue to live in the garden forever
and ever, so long as they obeyed the rules. But God also warned them from the beginning: If you
disobey, I will take away your immortality on the very day of your disobedience, and you will from
then on be subject to death, mortal—even though you will, of course, still have a normal (for
those days, at least) lifetime of nine hundred years or so.If this was indeed the meaning of “you
shall die,” then the sentence was in fact carried out. Adam and Eve lived a long time after their
disobedience, but eventually they did die—which was, by this interpretation, exactly the
punishment God had intended by the words that He uttered. And so the real punishment meted
out to Adam and Eve was not the sweat of agriculture or the pains of childbirth but mortality
itself.How early was the story understood in this fashion? We have little way of knowing, but it is
witnessed in a number of very early texts:From a woman was sin’s beginning, and because of
her, we all die.—Sir. 25:24 (also 15:14)For God did not make death, nor does He take delight in
the destruction of the living.For God created man for incorruption [immortality], and made him in
the image of his own eternity, but through the devil’s envy death entered the world.—Wisd. 1:13,
2:23–24Giving up immortality and a blessed life, you [Adam] have gone over to death and
unhappiness.—Philo, Questions and Answers in Genesis 1:45 (also Creation 152; Virtues 205;
etc.)For men were created no different from the angels, that they might remain righteous and
pure, and death which destroys everything, would not have touched them; but it is through this
knowledge of theirs that they are being destroyed.—1 Enoch 69:11… you shall be mortal.—
Symmachus Gen. 2:17Adam said to Eve, “Why have you brought destruction among us and
brought upon us great wrath, which is death gaining rule over all our race?”—Apocalypse of
Moses 14:2But that man transgressed my ways and was persuaded by his wife; and she was
deceived by the serpent. And then death was ordained for the generations of men.—Pseudo-
Philo, Biblical Antiquities 13:10But a very horriblesnake craftily deceived them to go to the fateof
death …The Immortal [God] became angry with them and expelled them from the place of the
immortals.— Sibylline Oracles 1:39–41, 50–51And you set one commandment on him [Adam],
but he violated it; as a result you established death for him and his descendants.—4 Ezra
3:7What did it profit Adam that he lived nine hundred and thirty years and transgressed that
which he was commanded? Therefore, the multitude of time that he lived did not profit him, but it
brought death and cut off the years of those who were born from him.Adam sinned, and death



was decreed against those who were to be born.—2 Baruch 17:2–3, 23:4 (also 48:43, 54:15–19,
56:6)And while he was sleeping, I took from him a rib. And I created for him a wife, so that death
might come [to him] by his wife.—2 Enoch (J) 30:17When God created Adam He created him so
that he might live forever like the ministering angels [as it is written] “And God said, Behold man
has become like one of us” [Gen. 3:22], just as the ministering angels do not die, so will he not
know the taste of death … But since he did not abide by His commandments, death was
consequently decreed for him.—Pesiqta Rabbati 41:2Sinfulness Is HereditaryThus, Adam and
Eve were punished by becoming mortal. But this explanation raised another question: is the rest
of humanity also mortal because we are being punished for Adam and Eve’s sin? This hardly
seemed fair. Why did not Adam and Eve’s children get the same chance their parents had had
and go back to being immortal as long as they obeyed God?Some interpreters clearly did
believe that Adam and Eve’s punishment had been transmitted to all subsequent generations.
Others, however, came to the conclusion that it was not their punishment, but their sinfulness,
that was passed on. Yes, these interpreters said, death was decreed for Adam and Eve. But if
we, their descendants, also are mortal, it is because we, in some fundamental way, are just like
Adam and Eve. We inherited from them (just as children always inherit traits from their parents)
their defective heart, with its predisposition to sinfulness; or they introduced sin, and it has
existed ever afterward; or else, the banishment from Eden meant the end of the possibility of a
sinless existence. In any case, we, too, are given over to sinning, and it is for that reason that we
will die like them.For the first Adam, burdened with an evil heart, transgressed and was
overcome, as were also all who were descended from him. Thus the disease became
permanent.For a grain of evil seed was sown in Adam’s heart from the beginning, and how much
fruit of ungodliness it has produced until now, and will produce until the time of threshing comes!
O Adam, what have you done? For though it was you who sinned, the fall was not yours alone,
but ours also who are your descendants.—4 Ezra 3:21–22, 4:30, 7:118 (also 4:30–32, 7:48)And
Adam said to Eve, “What have you done? You have brought upon us a great wound,
transgression and sin in all our generations”—(Latin) Life of Adam and Eve 44:2By this
interpretation, the narrative of Adam and Eve is indeed the story of the Fall of Man: human
beings have ever afterward been condemned to a life of “transgression and sin in all our
generations.” Although this idea occurs in Jewish texts of (probably) the first century C.E., it
came to be championed by Christians, while later Jews by and large abandoned it. Thus, this
teaching is found in the New Testament:Therefore as sin came into the world through one man
and death through sin, and so death spread to all men in that all men sinned.—Rom. 5:12For
Christians, this interpretation of the Adam and Eve story also suggested a certain
correspondence between that story and the Resurrection: the latter seemed to answer, and set
aright, the Fall of Man. Paul thus saw a relationship between the “first Adam” of the Old
Testament and the “second Adam” of the New:For as by a man came death, by a man has come
also the resurrection of the dead. For as in Adam all die, so also in Christ shall all be made alive.
—1 Cor. 15:21–22And so, thanks in part to the problem raised by God’s threatened punishment,



“on the day that you eat of it you shall die,” interpreters came to see the true significance of the
story as relating to human mortality and, perhaps, a human predisposition to sinfulness.
Ultimately, Christianity developed the doctrine of original sin, whereby Adam and Eve’s
sinfulness was transmitted (in the view of some, through the act of sexual intercourse) to all
subsequent generations.The Serpent Was SatanThe identity of the serpent in the story was
certainly tied to the overall meaning of the story. Who was he? In the text itself, the serpent (or
snake) appears to be merely a clever animal who leads the humans astray. But this also struck
interpreters as strange. To begin with, snakes are not particularly clever: they can be dangerous
or annoying, but they are hardly distinguished by their intelligence. Why, then, did the Bible flatly
assert that the serpent “was cleverer than any other beast of the field that the Lord God had
made” (Gen. 3:1)? And why was he a talking serpent?A number of ancient interpreters
maintained that this snake was simply a snake, albeit an unusual one. If he talked, it may have
been because snakes, or perhaps all animals, originally knew how to speak:On that day [when
Adam and Eve were expelled from the garden], the mouth of all the beasts and cattle and birds
and whatever walked or moved was stopped from speaking because all of them used to speak
with one another with one speech and one language.—Jubilees 3:28It is said that, in olden
times, … snakes could speak with a man’s voice.—Philo, On the Creation 156At that time all
living things spoke the same language.—Josephus, Jewish Antiquities 1:41Similarly, if the snake
was ultimately condemned to slither about on his belly (Gen. 3:14), this merely implied that
snakes originally had legs like dogs or horses. None of these details necessarily meant that the
snake had any supernatural qualities. After all, did not the Bible plainly say that the serpent was
one of the “beasts of the field” (Gen. 3:1)?Other interpreters, however, saw the snake as Satan
(or Satan’s agent), or some other devil-like figure in disguise. This identification not only
explained why this particular snake talked and was smarter than all other creatures, but also was
reinforced by God’s words to the snake at the end of the story:I will put enmity between you and
the woman, and between your seed and her seed; he [mankind] shall bruise your head, and you
shall bruise his heel.—Gen. 3:15It seemed most unlikely that the Bible here was really
concerned with future relations between humans and snakes. (Moreover, how was this “enmity”
between humans and snakes different from the enmity that exists between humans and lions or
bears or tarantulas, none of whom had done anything to Adam and Eve in the garden?) Instead,
many interpreters concluded that these words were addressed to the eternal Tempter with
whom humanity would forever after be pitted in an unending struggle.[The angel Michael
explains:] “And the name of the third angel is Gadreel: this is the one who showed all the deadly
blows to the sons of men, and he led Eve astray, and he showed the weapons of death to the
children of men.”—1 Enoch 69:6The devil said to him [the serpent]: “Do not fear, only become
my vessel, and I will speak a word through your mouth by which you will be able to
deceive.”[Later, Eve recalls:] “The devil answered me through the mouth of the serpent.”—
Apocalypse of Moses 16:4, 17:4[A woman recalls:] … nor did the Destroyer, the deceitful
serpent, defile the purity of my virginity.—4 Macc. 18:7–8The devil is of the lowest places … and



he became aware of his condemnation and of the sin which he had sinned previously. And that
is why he thought up the scheme against Adam. In such form he entered paradise and corrupted
Eve.—2 Enoch 31:4–6And the great dragon, the ancient serpent, who is called Devil and Satan,
was cast out, he who deceives the whole world.And he [an angel] seized the dragon, the ancient
serpent, who is the Devil and Satan, and bound him for a thousand years.—Rev. 12:9, 20:2The
tree is sinful desire which Satanel [a wicked angel] spread over Eve and Adam, and because of
this God has cursed the vine because Satanel had planted it, and by that he deceived the first-
formed Adam and Eve.—3 Baruch (Slavonic) 4:8Satanel, when he took the serpent as a
garment …—3 Baruch (Greek) 9:7The devil … whom Moses calls the serpent …—Justin
Martyr, Dialogue with Trypho 103[God says:] However, he [Adam] disobeyed my commandment
and, having been deceived by the devil, he ate from the tree.—Apocalypse of Sedrach 4:5And
the woman said, “The serpent is the one who instructed me.” And He cursed the serpent and
called him “devil.”—Testimony of Truth 47:3–6And the woman saw Sammael [a wicked angel]
the angel of death and was afraid.—Targum Pseudo-Jonathan Gen. 3:6Perhaps also:Through
the devil’s envy death entered the world, and those who are on his side suffer it.1—Wisd.
2:24God’s announcement of the serpent’s punishment (“I will put enmity between you and the
woman, and between your seed and her seed”) thus came to have a new meaning. It now
appeared really to be a statement about the fight against the devil that all subsequent human
beings would have to wage. And this view in turn strengthened the conclusion that the true
subject of the story was the Fall of Man, how humanity gained its susceptibility to sinfulness.
That susceptibility meant that the devil would henceforth be humanity’s eternal enemy, always
playing on people’s weakness in the face of temptation.Blame It on the WomanAnother question
occurred to interpreters: whose fault was it? A great deal hung on the answer. If Eve was mostly
to blame, then this first female was responsible (according to the line of reasoning we have been
following) for nothing less than sin and death, and women ever after could be blamed for these
human ills. But if it was primarily Adam’s fault, then the opposite was true.What does the Bible
itself say? It is Eve who is persuaded by the serpent to try the fruit, and she in turn gives it to
Adam—so the evidence does seem to support blaming Eve somewhat more than Adam. What is
more, when God details the punishments to be given out to the various principals (Gen. 3:14–
19), He first announces the serpent’s punishment, then Eve’s, then Adam’s. To interpreters this
seemed to suggest a descending order of guilt: the serpent was certainly the most guilty, since
he instigated the crime. If Eve came next and only after her Adam, did this not imply that she was
more guilty than Adam but less guilty than the serpent? For both these reasons, many of the
sources mentioned earlier specify that Eve bore the primary responsibility:From a woman was
sin’s beginning, and because of her, we all die.—Sir. 25:24Woman becomes for him [Adam] the
beginning of blameworthy life. For so long as he was by himself, as accorded with such solitude,
he went on growing like to the world and like God … But when woman too had been made …
love [ers] enters in … and this desire [pothos] likewise engendered bodily pleasure, that
pleasure which is the beginning of wrongs and violation of law, the pleasure for the sake of



which men bring on themselves the life of mortality and wretchedness in lieu of that of
immortality and bliss.—Philo, Creation 151–152 (also 165–166)But the woman first became a
betrayer to him [Adam].She gave, and persuaded him to sin in his ignorance.—Sibylline Oracles
1:42–43Adam said to Eve, “Why have you brought destruction among us and brought upon us
great wrath, which is death gaining rule over all our race?”“Oh evil woman! Why have you
wrought destruction among us?”—Apocalypse of Moses 14:2, 21:6But that man transgressed
my ways and was persuaded by his wife … And then death was ordained for the generations of
men.—Pseudo-Philo, Biblical Antiquities 13:10Thereupon God imposed punishment on Adam
for having yielded to a woman’s counsel … Eve He punished by childbirth and its attendant
pains, because she had deluded Adam, just as the serpent had beguiled her.—Josephus,
Jewish Antiquities 1:49I permit no woman to teach or to have authority over men; she is to keep
silent. For Adam was formed first, then Eve; and Adam was not deceived, but the woman was
deceived and became a transgressor.—1 Tim. 2:13–14I [God] created for him a wife, so that
death might come [to him] by his wife.In such a form he [the devil] entered paradise and
corrupted Eve. But he did not contact Adam.—2 Enoch (J) 30:17, 31:6An Extra ProvisoThere
was, however, one detail in the text that supported Eve’s side in the debate. It might at first
appear to be a minor discrepancy. When God first told Adam the rules of the garden, He did so
in these terms:And the Lord God commanded the man, saying, “You may freely eat of every tree
in the garden; but of the tree of the knowledge of good and evil you shall not eat, for in the day
that you eat of it, you shall die.”—Gen. 2:16–17But when the serpent asked Eve about the same
rules, she had a slightly different answer:And the woman said to the serpent, “We may eat of the
fruit of the trees of the garden, but God said, ‘You may not eat of the fruit of the tree which is in
the midst of the garden, neither shall you touch it, lest you die.’”—Gen. 3:2–3Why should this
additional proviso, “neither shall you touch it,” have been added? It could hardly have been an
accident. Here, then, was another question interpreters had to answer:Why, when the command
was given not to eat of one particular tree, did the woman include even approaching it closely
…? First, because taste—and every sense—functions by means of contact. Second, [because]
if even touching [the tree] was forbidden, how much greater a crime would those have done who,
in addition to touching it, then ate of it and enjoyed it? Would they not therefore have condemned
and brought punishment down upon themselves?—Philo, Questions and Answers in Genesis
1:35Later interpreters, however, saw in the extra words “neither shall you touch it” a very subtle
hint in the text—a hint, first of all, about how the serpent managed to trick Eve into eating the
forbidden fruit and, as well, a clue as to who was ultimately responsible:The text says, “And God
commanded Adam, saying, ‘Of the tree of the knowledge of good and evil you shall not eat, for
in the day that you eat of it you shall die’ [Gen. 2:17].” But Adam did not choose to tell. God’s
words to Eve exactly as they had been spoken. Instead he said to her, “God said, ‘You shall not
eat of the fruit of the tree which is in the midst of the garden, neither shall you touch it, lest you
die’ [as per Gen. 3:3].” Whereupon the wicked serpent said to himself, “Since I seem to be
unable to trip up Adam, let me go and try to trip up Eve.” He went and sat down next to her and



started talking with her. He said: “Now you say that God has forbidden us to touch the tree. Well,
I can touch the tree and not die, and so can you.” What did the wicked serpent then do? He
touched the tree with his hands and feet and shook it so hard that some of its fruit fell to the
ground … Then he said to her, “[You see? So likewise] you say that God has forbidden us to eat
from the tree. But I can eat from it and not die, and so can you.” What did Eve think to herself?
“All the things that my husband has told me are lies” … Whereupon she took the fruit and ate it
and gave to Adam and he ate, as it is written, “The woman saw that the tree was good to eat
from and a delight to the eyes” [Gen. 3:6].Once again, to R.Copyright © 1997 by James L.
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and scholars alike. It is intended to be a new kind of guide for anyone interested in the Hebrew
Bible (or Old Testament). Let me begin by saying why I think that such a guide is needed.The
Hebrew Bible contains the history, prayers, songs, laws, and prophecies of ancient Israel. These
texts were written down over a long period of time, more than a thousand years. Recently, thanks
in part to advances in archaeology, linguistics, and ancient history, scholars have been able to
learn much about how the Bible came to be. We now know a great deal of the historical
background of various biblical stories, as well as about how different parts of the Bible first came
together.When people study the Bible nowadays in schools and universities, it is often this “new
knowledge” that is highlighted. Most standard guides and introductions to the Hebrew Bible
discuss little else. Thus, people learn about the various stages in which the Bible was written,
and about the work of different editors or redactors. They are told about the background history
of Israel, and about other texts from the ancient Near East that shed light on biblical events. All
this is extremely interesting information.But it is really only half the story of the Hebrew Bible.The
other half has to do with what happened to these texts once they were written down. For, even
before the Bible had attained its final form, its stories, songs, and prophecies had begun to be
interpreted. From very early times, sages and scholars in ancient Israel had made a practice of
looking deeply into the meaning of these sacred writings, and, with each new generation, their
insights and interpretations were passed on alongside the texts themselves. As a result, as each
new age inherited what were to become the Bible’s various books from the previous age, it also
inherited a body of traditions about what those texts meant.The traditional interpretations were
of all kinds. Some simply aimed at explaining the meaning of a difficult word or resolving an
apparent contradiction. But others were more wide-ranging and imaginative. Interpreters
sometimes felt themselves obliged to explain why a particular person in a biblical story should
have behaved the way that he or she did, or to find some connection between what a particular
prophet had predicted and some later event in history. Often, interpreters ended up actually
adding to what the biblical text said, “deducing” whole incidents or facts that, the interpreters felt,
were implied if not stated outright in the Bible’s words.More than anything, though, these
interpretations tried to bring out the universal and enduring messages of biblical texts, for the
interpreters considered Scripture to be a sacred guidebook for human existence. Interpreters
therefore tried to look beyond the obvious content of what was being said to find some relevant,
usable lesson, even if it was less than obvious at first glance. And so, whatever their particular
form or purpose, these interpretive traditions all tended to transform the apparent meaning of
biblical texts.Such transformations were immensely important. As any reader of this book will
see, chapter after chapter of the Bible took on a new, sometimes radically different, significance
when its words were scrutinized in the characteristic manner of early interpreters.The story of
Adam and Eve, for example, only became the story of the Fall of Man thanks to a certain ancient
interpretation of one of the verses in the story. The snake in the story came to be identified as
the devil—but only by later interpreters, not by the story itself! And it was only because of
another interpretation that the Garden of Eden (also known as paradise) came to be thought of



as a heavenly garden, one in which the righteous would live eternally after their death.Similar
transformations occurred with other biblical narratives. Interpreters came to the conclusion that
Abraham was the son of an idol-maker, that he was the first person to believe in one God, and
that among his many virtues was an extraordinary generosity toward strangers. None of these
things is stated outright in the Bible, though each of them is based on some slight peculiarity in
the biblical text. Other creative interpretations helped to change the “images” of Sarah, Jacob,
Rachel, and Joseph—what each of these biblical figures did and stood for took on an entirely
different aspect when their stories were read and interpreted in the special fashion of these early
interpreters. The shape and significance of the entire Bible came to be modified because of their
work.Then, gradually, as the centuries passed, these traditional understandings came to be the
meaning. The historical circumstances in which a particular biblical passage might have
originally been uttered were eventually forgotten or, in any case, considered irrelevant. What was
important by, say, the third or second century B.C.E. (and, quite possibly, even somewhat earlier)
was what was thought to be the text’s deeper significance, that is, how it was explained by the
traditional interpretations that now accompanied it. And this traditional, interpreted Bible—the
Bible itself plus the traditions about what it really meant—was what was taught to successive
generations of students, expounded in public assemblies and, ultimately, canonized by Judaism
and Christianity as their sacred book.The way in which these traditions of interpretation came to
cling to the biblical text may be difficult for people today to comprehend. We like to think that the
Bible, or any other text, means “just what it says.” And we act on that assumption: we simply
open up a book—including the Bible—and try to make sense of it on our own. In ancient Israel
and for centuries afterward, on the contrary, people looked to special interpreters to explain the
meaning of a biblical text. For that reason, the explanations passed along by such interpreters
quickly acquired an authority of their own. In studying this or that biblical law or prophecy or
story, students would do more than simply learn the words; they would be told what the text
meant—not only the peculiar way in which this or that term was to be interpreted, but how one
biblical text related to another far removed from it, or the particular moral lesson that a text
embodied, or how a certain passage was to be applied in everyday life. And the people who
learned these things about the Bible from their teachers in turn passed on the same information
to the next generation of students.And so, it was this interpreted Bible—not just the stories,
prophecies, and laws themselves, but these texts as they had, by now, been interpreted and
explained for centuries—that came to stand at the very center of Judaism and Christianity. This
was what people in both religions meant by “the Bible.” Of course, Judaism and Christianity
themselves differed on a great many questions, including the interpretation of some crucial
scriptural passages, as well as on just what books were to be included in the Bible.
Nevertheless, both religions had begun with basically the same interpreted Bible. For both
inherited an earlier, common set of traditions, general principles regarding how one ought to go
about reading and interpreting the Bible as well as specific traditions concerning the meaning of
individual passages, verses, and words. As a result, even when later Jews or Christians added



on new interpretations—sometimes directed against each other or against other groups or
ideologies within the world in which they lived—the new interpretations frequently built on, and
only modified, what had been the accepted wisdom until then.This book is essentially an
attempt to reconstruct this traditional Bible, the Bible as it was understood in the closing
centuries B.C.E. and at the very start of the common era. I have tried to assemble evidence of
the things that scholars and ordinary people believed about the most important parts of the
Torah or Pentateuch (that is, the first five books of the Bible).1 But how does one go about
reconstructing this Bible-as-it-was? Unfortunately, there is no single text that contains, chapter
by chapter, the commonly accepted interpretations of the Bible in the closing centuries B.C.E.
Instead there is a mass of literature of various sorts—sermons, apocalypses, retellings of biblical
stories, and other writings—in which these interpretations are mostly only hinted at or else taken
for granted, assumed to be known to every reader. Trying to reconstruct the Bible as it was has
thus been largely a matter of reading between the lines, figuring out interpretations that are
rarely presented as such, from this mass of different sources.Of course there is more to the
Bible as it was than I have been able to include here.2 But I hope that the present volume will
give readers the essential, a view of the most important interpretive traditions that circulated
during the crucial period of the Bible’s emergence as such, when it was becoming the defined
corpus of texts that would lie at the very heart of Judaism and Christianity.I would like to thank
the many colleagues and students who have helped me with various aspects of this book. In
particular, I thank those who have consented to read through and offer suggestions on individual
chapters: Professors Gary Anderson, Ellen Birnbaum, Robert Brody, Hanan Eshel, Jay Harris,
Marc Hirshman, and Bernard Septimus. Throughout the stages of preparing the manuscript I
have been aided by the comments and suggestions of Hindy Najman. My thanks go as well to
Melissa Milgram, who helped at an early stage of the compilation, and to Luke Whitmore for
assistance with the illustrations. I am grateful to David Kugel for his help with the index. I am also
thankful for the assistance of Carol Cross and Rachel Rockenmacher of the Department of Near
Eastern Languages at Harvard. Elizabeth Hurwit admirably edited the manuscript for
publication, while Mary Ellen Geer and Margaretta Fulton helped it through production at
Harvard University Press. I should also like to express my deep gratitude to my literary agent,
Ellen Geiger of Curtis Brown Ltd., for her help and guidance at every phase of publication—I
could not have managed it without her.My gratitude goes as well to the Littauer Foundation,
which generously helped to fund a leave in 1991 during which some of the work of this volume
was completed, and to the Alan Stroock Publication Fund at Harvard’s Center for Jewish Studies
for its support of the actual publication of this project.A final note: Despite all the time spent
assembling and checking the material presented herein, no doubt errors of commission and
omission remain; moreover, texts now being published for the first time or yet to be discovered
will likely provide further insights that might have enriched this study. And so I cannot but make a
request of my learned readers: I will be most grateful for any corrections or additions that you
might be kind enough to pass along, either via the publisher or to me by means of my Web



page, , where I intend to maintain a regularly updated information sheet about this book and
related matters. I can also be reached directly by e-mail, at jlkugel@fas.harvard.edu or
kugelj@ashur.cc.biu.ac.il. It is my hope that the age of electronic publishing may yet provide a
release from the dire sentence of Eccles. 1:15.1. While, for the period covered, the precise
contents of the Bible—which books were to be part of the canon and which not—were still a
subject of debate, all agreed that these first five books were Scripture par excellence, the very
heart of the Bible and the essence of God’s sacred teaching for the people of Israel.2. To make
this book as affordable (and widely available) as possible, I have included in it only the most
important and influential interpretive traditions of the Pentateuch, and these have been
presented largely without technical footnotes or bibliographical references. A considerably larger
(and necessarily more expensive) selection of the Pentateuch’s interpretive traditions, along with
scholarly apparatus, is to be published separately by Harvard University Press.PrefaceTHIS
BOOK was written for students and scholars alike. It is intended to be a new kind of guide for
anyone interested in the Hebrew Bible (or Old Testament). Let me begin by saying why I think
that such a guide is needed.The Hebrew Bible contains the history, prayers, songs, laws, and
prophecies of ancient Israel. These texts were written down over a long period of time, more
than a thousand years. Recently, thanks in part to advances in archaeology, linguistics, and
ancient history, scholars have been able to learn much about how the Bible came to be. We now
know a great deal of the historical background of various biblical stories, as well as about how
different parts of the Bible first came together.When people study the Bible nowadays in schools
and universities, it is often this “new knowledge” that is highlighted. Most standard guides and
introductions to the Hebrew Bible discuss little else. Thus, people learn about the various stages
in which the Bible was written, and about the work of different editors or redactors. They are told
about the background history of Israel, and about other texts from the ancient Near East that
shed light on biblical events. All this is extremely interesting information.But it is really only half
the story of the Hebrew Bible.The other half has to do with what happened to these texts once
they were written down. For, even before the Bible had attained its final form, its stories, songs,
and prophecies had begun to be interpreted. From very early times, sages and scholars in
ancient Israel had made a practice of looking deeply into the meaning of these sacred writings,
and, with each new generation, their insights and interpretations were passed on alongside the
texts themselves. As a result, as each new age inherited what were to become the Bible’s
various books from the previous age, it also inherited a body of traditions about what those texts
meant.The traditional interpretations were of all kinds. Some simply aimed at explaining the
meaning of a difficult word or resolving an apparent contradiction. But others were more wide-
ranging and imaginative. Interpreters sometimes felt themselves obliged to explain why a
particular person in a biblical story should have behaved the way that he or she did, or to find
some connection between what a particular prophet had predicted and some later event in
history. Often, interpreters ended up actually adding to what the biblical text said, “deducing”
whole incidents or facts that, the interpreters felt, were implied if not stated outright in the Bible’s



words.More than anything, though, these interpretations tried to bring out the universal and
enduring messages of biblical texts, for the interpreters considered Scripture to be a sacred
guidebook for human existence. Interpreters therefore tried to look beyond the obvious content
of what was being said to find some relevant, usable lesson, even if it was less than obvious at
first glance. And so, whatever their particular form or purpose, these interpretive traditions all
tended to transform the apparent meaning of biblical texts.Such transformations were
immensely important. As any reader of this book will see, chapter after chapter of the Bible took
on a new, sometimes radically different, significance when its words were scrutinized in the
characteristic manner of early interpreters.The story of Adam and Eve, for example, only
became the story of the Fall of Man thanks to a certain ancient interpretation of one of the verses
in the story. The snake in the story came to be identified as the devil—but only by later
interpreters, not by the story itself! And it was only because of another interpretation that the
Garden of Eden (also known as paradise) came to be thought of as a heavenly garden, one in
which the righteous would live eternally after their death.Similar transformations occurred with
other biblical narratives. Interpreters came to the conclusion that Abraham was the son of an idol-
maker, that he was the first person to believe in one God, and that among his many virtues was
an extraordinary generosity toward strangers. None of these things is stated outright in the Bible,
though each of them is based on some slight peculiarity in the biblical text. Other creative
interpretations helped to change the “images” of Sarah, Jacob, Rachel, and Joseph—what each
of these biblical figures did and stood for took on an entirely different aspect when their stories
were read and interpreted in the special fashion of these early interpreters. The shape and
significance of the entire Bible came to be modified because of their work.Then, gradually, as
the centuries passed, these traditional understandings came to be the meaning. The historical
circumstances in which a particular biblical passage might have originally been uttered were
eventually forgotten or, in any case, considered irrelevant. What was important by, say, the third
or second century B.C.E. (and, quite possibly, even somewhat earlier) was what was thought to
be the text’s deeper significance, that is, how it was explained by the traditional interpretations
that now accompanied it. And this traditional, interpreted Bible—the Bible itself plus the
traditions about what it really meant—was what was taught to successive generations of
students, expounded in public assemblies and, ultimately, canonized by Judaism and
Christianity as their sacred book.The way in which these traditions of interpretation came to cling
to the biblical text may be difficult for people today to comprehend. We like to think that the Bible,
or any other text, means “just what it says.” And we act on that assumption: we simply open up a
book—including the Bible—and try to make sense of it on our own. In ancient Israel and for
centuries afterward, on the contrary, people looked to special interpreters to explain the meaning
of a biblical text. For that reason, the explanations passed along by such interpreters quickly
acquired an authority of their own. In studying this or that biblical law or prophecy or story,
students would do more than simply learn the words; they would be told what the text meant—
not only the peculiar way in which this or that term was to be interpreted, but how one biblical



text related to another far removed from it, or the particular moral lesson that a text embodied, or
how a certain passage was to be applied in everyday life. And the people who learned these
things about the Bible from their teachers in turn passed on the same information to the next
generation of students.And so, it was this interpreted Bible—not just the stories, prophecies, and
laws themselves, but these texts as they had, by now, been interpreted and explained for
centuries—that came to stand at the very center of Judaism and Christianity. This was what
people in both religions meant by “the Bible.” Of course, Judaism and Christianity themselves
differed on a great many questions, including the interpretation of some crucial scriptural
passages, as well as on just what books were to be included in the Bible. Nevertheless, both
religions had begun with basically the same interpreted Bible. For both inherited an earlier,
common set of traditions, general principles regarding how one ought to go about reading and
interpreting the Bible as well as specific traditions concerning the meaning of individual
passages, verses, and words. As a result, even when later Jews or Christians added on new
interpretations—sometimes directed against each other or against other groups or ideologies
within the world in which they lived—the new interpretations frequently built on, and only
modified, what had been the accepted wisdom until then.This book is essentially an attempt to
reconstruct this traditional Bible, the Bible as it was understood in the closing centuries B.C.E.
and at the very start of the common era. I have tried to assemble evidence of the things that
scholars and ordinary people believed about the most important parts of the Torah or
Pentateuch (that is, the first five books of the Bible).1 But how does one go about reconstructing
this Bible-as-it-was? Unfortunately, there is no single text that contains, chapter by chapter, the
commonly accepted interpretations of the Bible in the closing centuries B.C.E. Instead there is a
mass of literature of various sorts—sermons, apocalypses, retellings of biblical stories, and
other writings—in which these interpretations are mostly only hinted at or else taken for granted,
assumed to be known to every reader. Trying to reconstruct the Bible as it was has thus been
largely a matter of reading between the lines, figuring out interpretations that are rarely
presented as such, from this mass of different sources.Of course there is more to the Bible as it
was than I have been able to include here.2 But I hope that the present volume will give readers
the essential, a view of the most important interpretive traditions that circulated during the crucial
period of the Bible’s emergence as such, when it was becoming the defined corpus of texts that
would lie at the very heart of Judaism and Christianity.I would like to thank the many colleagues
and students who have helped me with various aspects of this book. In particular, I thank those
who have consented to read through and offer suggestions on individual chapters: Professors
Gary Anderson, Ellen Birnbaum, Robert Brody, Hanan Eshel, Jay Harris, Marc Hirshman, and
Bernard Septimus. Throughout the stages of preparing the manuscript I have been aided by the
comments and suggestions of Hindy Najman. My thanks go as well to Melissa Milgram, who
helped at an early stage of the compilation, and to Luke Whitmore for assistance with the
illustrations. I am grateful to David Kugel for his help with the index. I am also thankful for the
assistance of Carol Cross and Rachel Rockenmacher of the Department of Near Eastern



Languages at Harvard. Elizabeth Hurwit admirably edited the manuscript for publication, while
Mary Ellen Geer and Margaretta Fulton helped it through production at Harvard University Press.
I should also like to express my deep gratitude to my literary agent, Ellen Geiger of Curtis Brown
Ltd., for her help and guidance at every phase of publication—I could not have managed it
without her.My gratitude goes as well to the Littauer Foundation, which generously helped to
fund a leave in 1991 during which some of the work of this volume was completed, and to the
Alan Stroock Publication Fund at Harvard’s Center for Jewish Studies for its support of the
actual publication of this project.A final note: Despite all the time spent assembling and checking
the material presented herein, no doubt errors of commission and omission remain; moreover,
texts now being published for the first time or yet to be discovered will likely provide further
insights that might have enriched this study. And so I cannot but make a request of my learned
readers: I will be most grateful for any corrections or additions that you might be kind enough to
pass along, either via the publisher or to me by means of my Web page, , where I intend to
maintain a regularly updated information sheet about this book and related matters. I can also be
reached directly by e-mail, at jlkugel@fas.harvard.edu or kugelj@ashur.cc.biu.ac.il. It is my hope
that the age of electronic publishing may yet provide a release from the dire sentence of Eccles.
1:15.1. While, for the period covered, the precise contents of the Bible—which books were to be
part of the canon and which not—were still a subject of debate, all agreed that these first five
books were Scripture par excellence, the very heart of the Bible and the essence of God’s
sacred teaching for the people of Israel.2. To make this book as affordable (and widely available)
as possible, I have included in it only the most important and influential interpretive traditions of
the Pentateuch, and these have been presented largely without technical footnotes or
bibliographical references. A considerably larger (and necessarily more expensive) selection of
the Pentateuch’s interpretive traditions, along with scholarly apparatus, is to be published
separately by Harvard University Press.THE BIBLE AS IT WASTHE BIBLE AS IT WASNote on
TranscriptionsIn transcribing Hebrew words and names, I have chosen not to confuse
nonspecialists with the use of unnecessary diacritical marks and the like. Thus, biblical figures
and places are generally rendered by their standard English equivalents (Joshua, Bethlehem);
the same is true of the names of texts cited in this book (the Mishnah, Yalqut Shimoni) and
certain other, fairly common, transcriptions (halakhah, the Shema). When a particular point has
required more exact transcription, I have relied on that in current use in most scholarly
journals.Note on TranscriptionsIn transcribing Hebrew words and names, I have chosen not to
confuse nonspecialists with the use of unnecessary diacritical marks and the like. Thus, biblical
figures and places are generally rendered by their standard English equivalents (Joshua,
Bethlehem); the same is true of the names of texts cited in this book (the Mishnah, Yalqut
Shimoni) and certain other, fairly common, transcriptions (halakhah, the Shema). When a
particular point has required more exact transcription, I have relied on that in current use in most
scholarly journals.1The World of Ancient Biblical InterpretersTHE OLDEST PARTS of the
Hebrew Bible go back very far into ancient times, some to before 1,000 B.C.E. These ancient



texts may have been transmitted orally for a time, but soon enough they were committed to
writing. Since the materials on which they were written were perishable, the texts eventually
crumbled or wore out and had to be recopied. The stories, psalms, laws, and prophecies that
have reached us today as part of the Bible must therefore have been copied many, many times
even within the biblical period itself. (There were doubtless other texts, such as the “Book of
Yashar” or the “Book of the Wars of the Lord” mentioned in the Bible itself,1 which did not
survive; for one reason or another, they ceased to be copied and so have been lost.)The scribes
who did the work of copying were not mindless duplicating machines, nor did they likely execute
their copies so that the texts might then be put into some kind of “cold storage.” If these texts
were repeatedly copied within the biblical period itself, it was because they were used; they
played some part in daily life. Some texts, especially the history of past events and of ancient
heroes, were doubtless used in the royal court, perhaps for purposes of literacy instruction, royal
propaganda, or simply record keeping. Other texts were just as certainly associated with
temples and sanctuaries—songs and prayers and priestly instructions and the like. Still others—
ancient statutes, prophecies, speeches, proverbs, and so forth—may have likewise had their
place in court or temple, or they may have belonged to yet some other site. But wherever they
were preserved, the very fact that they were attests to the role that these texts must have played
somewhere in ancient Israelite society. No one would go to the trouble of copying texts for no
purpose.To say only this is virtually to assert that, from a very early period, the texts that make
up the Hebrew Bible were interpreted texts. For, judges who seek to enforce written statutes
have to do more than simply read the texts involved; they have to apply the law’s general
prescriptions to specific situations and, sometimes, adapt fixed formulations to new
circumstances. (This is especially true with the laws contained in the Bible, which often function
by describing a specific case while leaving to others the job of deriving from that case principles
that might apply elsewhere.) The same applies to priests seeking to follow an established
procedure for temple sacrifices or trying to diagnose a disease from a specific set of symptoms.
Teachers, royal counselors, propagandists, or others who might make use of historical records
doubtless did more than simply read them aloud: however much the records might have seemed
to speak for themselves, even the clearest point in a text must sometimes be driven home to an
audience through restatement, elaboration, and the like. And not all texts are clear. Writers often
leave ambiguities in what they write, so that all the figures mentioned—judges, priests, teachers,
and so forth—were of necessity also interpreters because of the simple fact that their work
involved using texts.Thus, it is probably safe to say that, at least in these ways, the interpretation
of the Bible goes back virtually as far as the oldest texts within it. Indeed, evidence of this
process is to be found within the Hebrew Bible itself. Later biblical books frequently mention or
allude to things found in earlier books, and in so doing they often modify or change—sometimes
radically—the apparent sense of the earlier text. The book of Daniel, for example, specifically
interprets a prophecy of Jeremiah (Jer. 25:11–12, 29:10), in which Jeremiah’s reference to
“seventy years” is asserted to mean in reality 490 years (Dan. 9:2, 24). In somewhat less



dramatic fashion, the entire book of Chronicles may be seen as a kind of commentary on
(especially) the biblical books of Samuel and Kings, with numerous additions or modifications of
the earlier material, plus a few blatant omissions.2 Daniel and Chronicles are relatively late
books in the biblical canon, but there is evidence of such interpretive activity far earlier, well
before that “great divide” in biblical history, the point at which the Babylonians conquered
Jerusalem and sent the Jews into exile (586 B.C.E.). Such ancient bits of interpretation, while
generally less striking than later examples, nonetheless bear ample witness to the work of
interpreters from very early times.The Age of InterpretationAnd yet, it would be wrong to
conclude that interpretation proceeded at pretty much the same pace throughout the biblical
period. On the contrary, the Babylonian conquest just mentioned seems to mark the dawn of a
new age with regard to Scripture and its interpretation. The Jews, exiled from their homeland for
half a century, were suddenly informed in 532 B.C.E. that they were free to return home; this right
was granted to them by an edict of the Persian king Cyrus following his stunning victory over
mighty Babylon. Many Jews did indeed return home, and the society that they established in
Judea was one in which—for reasons to be examined presently—the interpretation of ancient
Scripture came to play a central role. As a result, a distinctive approach to interpretation began
to develop, and in the ensuing centuries individual interpretations of biblical laws and stories and
prophecies slowly accumulated and coalesced into a great body of lore that came to be known
widely throughout Israel.Some of the first fruits of this activity may be found among the latest
books of the Hebrew Bible, but the great mass of ancient biblical interpretation appears in books
that, for one reason or another, did not end up being included in the Jewish canon. These books
—expansive retellings of biblical stories, first-person narratives put in the mouths of biblical
heroes, pseudonymous apocalypses, the sayings and proverbs of ancient sages, plus actual
biblical commentaries, sermons, and the like—were composed from, roughly, the third century
B.C.E. through the first century C.E., although some of the interpretations of the Bible found in
them doubtless go back still earlier. These old texts allow us to reconstruct in some detail how
the Bible was read and understood during this crucial period. They are the focus of the present
study.The Need for InterpretersAs mentioned, almost any written text contains potential
ambiguities. Normally, we ordinary readers deal with such ambiguities ourselves, so that there is
no need for a special class of text interpreters. Perhaps it was so, for a time, in ancient Israel as
well—although the job of being a judge, a priest, or a teacher certainly could imply some skill in
interpreting texts. But the postexilic period marked (among other things) a time in which this
interpretive function became a thing unto itself and in which, therefore, the interpreter of
Scripture emerged as a figure in his own right.Part of the reason for this figure’s emergence had
to do with the passage of time itself. For, however much all texts contain ambiguities, such
ambiguities—and even out-and-out incomprehensibility—tend to increase with old texts, for the
simple reason that language and culture are always in the process of changing. A word whose
meaning may have been clear two or three hundred years ago may no longer be clear now;
indeed, it may now mean something else entirely. Few speakers of English nowadays would



understand that to call someone “lewd and silly” in Chaucer’s day was hardly to criticize; the
person was, in fact, being described as uneducated and defenseless.In the same way, many
Hebrew words had shifted their meaning by the end of the biblical period. Even such basic
concepts as “get,” “take,” “need,” “want,” “time,” and “much” were expressed with new terms; the
old words had either shifted their meaning or dropped out of sight entirely. As a result, someone
trying to read a text from the ancient past could not always make sense of it; an expert, someone
acquainted with old texts and their meanings, was needed.Words were not the only thing to
change: ideas, social institutions, and political reality likewise shifted. Some of Israel’s bitterest
enemies of days gone by no longer existed, replaced by new foes unheard of in an earlier age.
Old forms of organization and governance had likewise fallen from view. Successive waves of
conquerors—the Babylonians, Persians, Greeks (subdivided into the Hellenized Ptolemies of
Egypt and the Hellenized Seleucids of Syria), then the Romans—had introduced not only new
words into the Hebrew language, but also new ideas and ways of thinking, indeed, whole new
civilizations. Taken together, such changes had a way of distancing people from their own past:
texts that had at one time been quite comprehensible might now appear to be an encoded
mystery. There is little doubt that, for just such reasons, many of the particulars in the stories of
Genesis or the laws of Exodus were no longer clear to readers as early as the time of the return
from Babylonian exile. Henceforth interpreters of Scripture would increasingly be
necessary.Such interpreters were needed even more because of a curious feature in the
transmission of ancient Hebrew Scripture. The Hebrew writing system was more than a little
ambiguous. Like certain other Semitic languages, Hebrew was written down by recording the
consonants alone: there were no letters to represent vowels. (Eventually, the consonants
corresponding to our H, Y, and W came to be widely used as a way of indicating some vowels,
but this was done only inconsistently at first and in any case still left many ambiguities.)Of
course, writing only the consonants in words would not work at all in English. The letters BRD,
for example, could be interpreted as standing for “bird,” “bard,” “bared,” “barred,” “beard,” “broad,”
“bored,” “board,” “brad,” “bread,” “bred,” “breed,” “braid,” “by-road,” “buried,” “borrowed,” and so on.
In Hebrew, things are far easier: most words are built on a triconsonantal root and there are
relatively few homonyms. The basic meaning of BRD, for example, is “hail.” But even within the
triconsonantal root structure, context alone will often determine whether a particular word is to
be construed as a noun or a verb, or as belonging to one class of verb as opposed to another, or
as being in the passive or active voice. Here, certainly, was plenty of room for ambiguity!What is
more, biblical texts were written without the use of capital letters, periods, commas, or any other
kind of punctuation. Thus, even where a sentence began or ended was often a matter of opinion:
it all depended on how you interpreted it. Indeed, even the separation between individual words
was, in ancient times, frequently left ambiguous by author or scribe. And within the sentence,
basic decisions about which words went together with which others and where, therefore,
syntactic pauses were to occur—these too were a matter of interpretation.Such ambiguities
might at first seem rather minor, even trivial. However, especially when combined with other



obscurities resulting from the passage of time, they created a significant barrier between text
and reader. As a matter of fact, this ambiguous writing system was responsible for a great many
of the interpretations charted in this book. The existence of such a writing system not only
seemed to call forth interpreters to explain the biblical text, but soon enough, it furnished those
interpreters with a flexible tool for tipping the interpretive scales in one particular direction or
another. Carried to an extreme, the freedom of interpreters to read a single word in different
ways or to break up a block of text into various syntactic combinations could at times allow them
to make a text out to be saying exactly the opposite of its apparent meaning. The importance of
the Hebrew writing system can thus hardly be overstated.The Mode of ReturnMany of the above
factors, however, had existed from earliest times; while the passage of time may have
heightened their effect, they alone are probably not sufficient to explain why it was the period
following the return from Babylonian exile that inaugurated a new interest in the interpretation of
Scripture. To account for this, a number of further historical considerations must be
mentioned.3The first might be called the “mode of return” in which the Jews found themselves
after the return from the Babylonian exile. Not all those who had been exiled to Babylon did
return; a number of them stayed in their new home. Those who went back to Judah4 doubtless
did so for a variety of reasons, but certainly one of them was a straightforward desire to return to
the place and the way of life that had been their ancestors’ in days gone by. Yet here was a
problem. For, while the physical places previously inhabited may have been clear enough, the
way of life that had been followed in them was not. One could not interrogate the hills or the trees
to find out how one’s forebears had acted two or three generations earlier: that information
depended on the restored community’s collective memory, a memory embodied in (among other
things) its library of ancient texts. Thus, the very mode of return—the desire to go back to
something that once existed—probably made this community bookish to an abnormal
degree.Political differences among different groups within the returning exiles reinforced this
tendency. To judge by the biblical evidence itself, some Jews at that time were bent on restoring
the Davidic dynasty to full political leadership. (David’s descendants had continuously ruled in
Judah from the time of David himself, in the tenth century B.C.E., until the Babylonian exile.)
Hopes eventually crystallized in the figure of Zerubbabel, heir to the Davidic throne. Many
apparently looked to Zerubbabel to bring about drastic changes in the Jews’ situation, perhaps
through out-and-out rebellion against the Persian authorities; this hope is reflected in, among
others, the writings of the biblical prophets Haggai and Zechariah (see Haggai 2; Zech. 4:6–7).
At the same time, however, other Jews were more reserved in their political opinions. It is
striking, for example, that the biblical books of Ezra and Nehemiah nowhere mention
Zerubbabel’s Davidic origins in their treatment of him; apparently, the author of these books saw
the Persians as legitimate rulers.5 Indeed, the author of Ezra begins by asserting that the
emperor Cyrus had been commissioned by God Himself to rule “all the kingdoms of the earth”
and to build a temple for Him in Jerusalem (Ezra 1:1–2).Such political differences might exist at
any time and in any place. But it is significant that the Jews of this period turned to their own



ancient writings to legitimate their political views. Thus, when the prophet Haggai, a proponent of
Zerubbabel, first prophesied about him,On that day, says the Lord of Hosts, I will take you,
Zerubbabel my servant, son of Shealtiel, and make you like a signet ring, for I have chosen you,
says the Lord of Hosts.—Hag. 2:23his words had a somewhat “biblical” ring, perhaps intended
specifically to evoke a dire prophecy of Jeremiah’s from an earlier age:As I live, says the Lord,
though Coniah the son of Jehoiakim, king of Judah, were a signet ring on my right hand, yet I
would tear you off and give you into the hand of those who seek your life.—Jer. 22:24–25The
same prophet Jeremiah was evoked by members of the opposite camp—in the opposite sense,
of course. The opening words of the book of Ezra, alluded to above, might be cited in full here:In
the first year of Cyrus king of Persia, in order to accomplish the word of the Lord uttered by
Jeremiah, the Lord stirred up the spirit of Cyrus king of Persia so that he made a proclamation.—
Ezra 1:1According to this source, not only was Cyrus a legitimate, divinely chosen ruler, but his
deeds were nothing less than the fulfillment of a biblical prophecy uttered by the same
Jeremiah.So, more generally, the returning Jews used the stories, prophecies, songs, and
prayers saved from before the Babylonian exile to bolster their own ideas on all manner of
different issues. For example, the book of Chronicles has been shown to contain a detailed
program for the restored Jewish community after the Babylonian exile: its author was a firm
supporter of the Davidic monarchy; he was in favor of uniting the northern and southern parts of
the country into a single polity, a state whose very existence was predicated on what he saw as
the people’s eternal (and, in his view, virtually uninterrupted) presence on its own land and
loyalty to its God.6 Yet how interesting, and typical, that this author sought to put forward his
political program not as such, but in the form of a history of bygone times—specifically, a
retelling of much of the biblical books of Samuel and Kings. It was no doubt the mode of return
that led this author, like so many others, to present his ideas not as innovations but as a return to
the glorious past. That is, by omitting some things and adding others, this author reshaped the
past and so made it into a more perfect model of what he himself wished to prescribe for the
future.The Centrality of LawsTexts from the ancient past not only served as a general guide to
how life had been lived before the exile. These texts—and in particular what is called the
Pentateuch or Torah, the first five books of the Bible—contained numerous laws and
commandments from an earlier day. Another result of the mode of return in which the Jews
found themselves was the heightened importance of these laws.Obeying laws is usually thought
of in our society as a rather small and unimportant part of life. True, most people obey speed
limits and traffic lights, stay off private property, and pay their taxes, but such acts of obedience
hardly register in our daily consciousness. Ordinary citizens do not usually spend a lot of time in
court. The whole subject of law seems rather specialized and marginal.Among the returning
exiles, by contrast, laws occupied a central position. According to the book of Nehemiah, the
people at this time specifically took an oath “to walk in God’s law which was given by Moses, the
servant of God, and to observe and do all the commandments of the Lord our master and
perform His ordinances and statutes” (Neh. 10:29). It was, apparently, crucially important that all



members of the restored community do their utmost to conform to the divinely given statutes of
old.One reason was that they were divine, God’s own commandments. If this divine provenance
were not in itself sufficient to command the sustained attention of the community, the whole
atmosphere of the postexilic period made it sufficient. The Babylonian conquest and exile had
been the traumatic event in Jewish history. Not only had the defeat cost the Jews their freedom
and homeland—as well as quite a few lives—but it had challenged the very foundations of
Israel’s understanding of its God and His ways with the world. The Jerusalem Temple, God’s
physical home on earth, had suddenly been razed by the enemy, and the daily Temple
sacrifices, a centuries-old routine by which, in the common esteem, the divine will was
appeased and made favorable toward mankind, had now been brutally put to an end. How could
such events be understood?The explanation offered by Jewish prophets and sages was that
these events constituted God’s punishment for the people’s failure to obey the divine laws.
When, in conformity to Jeremiah’s prophecy (and in contradiction to all that common sense or
political science might have predicted), the Babylonians were in turn overthrown a few short
decades after their defeat of the Jews, it certainly seemed as if the “punishment” explanation
was indeed correct: God had used the Babylonians to show His people Israel the error of its
ways but, once having done so, He in turn toppled the Babylonians from power lest anyone
conclude that it was their military might, rather than God’s will, that had brought them
victory.Back in their homeland, the Jews resolved to learn the lesson of history: henceforth they
would be more careful, henceforth they would be sure to observe the divine statutes with
punctilious zeal. But such resolve only heightened the interpretive crux of biblical law. How could
one demand strict observance of laws that were frequently and notoriously short on particulars?
For example, working on the Sabbath was forbidden—but what constituted “work”? Performing
one’s usual profession? Doing any work which was part of a profession, even if it was not one’s
own? Or perhaps something still more stringent? (For some answers, see Chapter 20.) Similarly,
the book of Leviticus commanded that one not “take revenge or hold a grudge” (Lev. 19:18)
against one’s kinsman—but what did that mean? If “revenge” here implied actually harming him
or killing him to recompense a wrong suffered, did the further prohibition of holding a grudge
mean that one could not even resent him for the harm inflicted? Was this humanly possible? And
did the continuation of this same verse—“And you shall love your neighbor as yourself”—mean
that one was actually ordered by God to love someone whom one might otherwise be inclined to
hate? How can love be commanded? (For answers given to these questions, see Chapter 22.)
Like these, dozens and hundreds of other laws had to be understood precisely and thoroughly if
another catastrophe was to be averted.Quite apart from what we would think of as the “religious”
importance of obeying biblical laws—the desire of the community to find favor with God and to
head off another disaster—there may have been a more immediate spur to making sure that
these laws were definitively interpreted and explained. It is likely that biblical laws were quite
simply the law of the land in the restored community of Judah. Persian imperial policy under
Darius I apparently consisted of giving the empire’s stamp of approval to the old legal systems of



its various subject peoples. Thus, in the year 518 B.C.E., Darius wrote to his satrap in Egypt to
send him Egyptian scholars who might write down “the former law of Egypt.” The scholars
apparently complied, writing their laws “on one roll.”7 It seems likely that something similar
happened with the Jews: the ancient laws, presented in definitive form, acquired the authority of
the ruling powers. The words of Artaxerxes I (who reigned from 465 or 464 to 424 B.C.E.), cited
in the book of Ezra, are eloquent in this regard:“I, Artaxerxes the king, make a decree to all the
treasurers in the province Beyond the River: Whatever Ezra the priest, the scribe of the law of
the God of heaven, requires of you, be it done with diligence … And you, Ezra, according to the
wisdom of your God which is in your hand, appoint magistrates and judges who may judge all
the people in the province Beyond the River, all such as know the laws of your God; and those
who do not know them, you shall teach. Then, whoever will not obey the law of your God and the
law of the king, let judgment be strictly executed upon him, whether for death or for banishment
or for confiscation of his goods or for imprisonment.”—Ezra 7:21, 25–26Henceforth, the ancient
Hebrew laws stood on a par with, or were equated with, the laws of the Persian rulers: the “law of
your God and the law of the king” comprised the legal corpus by which daily life was to be
governed, and not only the Jews but, as well, the Persian government officials in their midst were
required to make sure that ancient biblical statutes were widely understood (“those who do not
know them, you shall teach”) and fully enforced as the law of the land.The Rise of the
InterpreterFor all these reasons, the interpreters of Scripture enjoyed an increasing prominence
and authority in the period following the Babylonian exile. They were, first of all, the guardians of
writings preserved from Israel’s ancient past. With their bookman’s skills, they could explain what
that past was, what had been set down in writing by or about Israel’s historic leaders; they could
likewise look deeply into the words of ancient lore and traditions, the writings of divinely chosen
prophets or sages from days gone by. Clearly, interpreting such ancient texts was a matter of
more than merely antiquarian interest: the interpretation of Scripture could lend support for this
or that political program or leader, and it determined as well the significance of divine law and its
application to daily life.Who were these interpreters? There is good indication that they came
from within different groups and levels of Jewish society. Some of them were, like “Ezra the
priest” (Ezra 7:21) just mentioned, priests or levites—people who, by birth, had a special
association with the service of God—since part of their job had from earliest times involved not
only interpreting divine statutes but promulgating and explaining them to the people. The book of
Deuteronomy had said about the tribe of Levi (from which priests and levites were said to
descend):They shall teach Your statutes to Jacob, and to Israel Your Torah.—Deut.
33:10Elsewhere in the same book, the role of members of this tribe in interpreting the law is
made specific (Deut. 17:8–13). So too in later times:“Thus says the Lord of Hosts: Ask the
priests to decide this question.”—Hag. 2:11True instruction was in his [Levi’s] mouth, and no
wrong was found on his lips … For the lips of the priest guard knowledge, and people seek
instruction [torah] from his mouth, for he is an emissary of the Lord of Hosts.—Mal. 2:6–7But
priests and levites were hardly the only interpreters. We have glimpsed above the special



association that judges, teachers, sages, and scribes probably had with the interpretation of
ancient texts, and people from these walks of life as well served as Scriptural interpreters on into
the Second Temple period and beyond. (Note that Ezra the priest is further described in the
same verse as “the scribe of the law of the God of heaven”; Ezra 7:21). No doubt for a time at
least, interpreting Scripture had merely been a function—one among many—associated with
each of these various offices; indeed, certain areas of interpretation were probably long
associated specifically with certain types of interpreters (for example, laws of sacrifices, purity,
and impurity with priests). From the closing centuries before the common era, however, comes
evidence of more “all-purpose” interpreters, people who held forth on every area of scriptural
interpretation, and such continued to be the case in the centuries thereafter.In explaining
Scripture in their particular fashion, interpreters ultimately came to encroach on territory that had
previously belonged to another, rather different figure: the biblical prophet. For centuries before
the Babylonian exile, prophets had acted as divine spokesmen in Israel. They were seen, quite
literally, as messengers of God, and the messages they brought—words of rebuke and
announcements of divine judgment and punishment, as well as messages of hope and divine
encouragement, or simply divine directives and commandments—compelled the attention of
kings and commoners alike. Prophets, in short, were an intermediary link in communications
between God and humanity. But then, in the period following the return from exile, prophecy
began to fall into disrepute. Although we possess the words of prophets who existed at the time
of the return itself, in the centuries that followed there is a void: apparently, prophecy was no
longer regarded as it had been previously.8 Perhaps the institution itself had fallen, or was
falling, into disrepute:And if anyone again appears as a prophet, his father and mother who bore
him will say to him, “You shall not live, for you speak lies in the name of the Lord”; and his father
and his mother shall pierce him through when he prophesies. On that day, every prophet will be
ashamed of his vision when he prophesies; he will not put on the hairy mantle in order to
deceive, but he will say, “I am no prophet, I am a tiller of the soil.”—Zech. 13:3–5Later prophets
sometimes alluded to, or interpreted, the words of earlier prophets, and these references in
themselves may indicate a change in the air. Were not the words of the great prophets of the
past turned to as a source of inspiration, or even information, about the present precisely
because these words, now part of Scripture, outweighed anything that might be uttered by the
latter-day prophets “in your midst”? God’s word was increasingly thought of as a written word,
given to Israel for all time, and it was therefore those who interpreted sacred texts from the past
who were God’s present-day messengers and spokesmen.If the influence of prophets was on
the decline, on the rise was that of another figure who had long existed in Israel, the sage or
wise man. Sages in ancient Israel—and in the ancient Near East in general—were teachers and
advisers, many or most of them no doubt attached to the royal court. They were often champions
of a particular philosophy and way of life called “wisdom.” Wisdom is not given to easy summary,
but its basic tenet was that all of reality is shaped by a great, underlying pattern. This pattern,
referred to in itself as wisdom, was of divine origin. Everything that happens in the world—the



ways of nature and of human society, the course of history and of individual human lives—
happens in keeping with this divine pattern. While it is not given to humanity to know all the
particulars of the divine pattern, parts of it had certainly been grasped over the centuries by
those who pursued wisdom, namely, the sages themselves. Their insights into the divine pattern
had been “packaged” into little units, the pithy sayings or proverbs that were the sage’s stock-in-
trade. Such proverbs—whose overall message was one of patient self-control, treading the strait
and narrow path—were often cleverly worded and required sustained contemplation to be fully
understood. (Three biblical books that abound in such material are Proverbs, Job, and
Ecclesiastes.) Sages taught this material to their students and sought to live by its teachings in
their own lives.These same sages became interpreters of Scripture. With the passage of time,
the texts they contemplated and explained were no longer limited to ancient proverbs and
sayings: laws and narratives and prophecies likewise came to be included in their repertoire.
Soon enough, the writings they themselves produced encompassed more than old-fashioned
proverbs: without quite abandoning these, they added pithily phrased expositions of Scripture to
their words of wisdom.The process by which such teachers of wisdom (in the sense described
above) became teachers of Scripture is not hard to document: it happens before our very eyes in
books like the Wisdom of Ben Sira (or Sirach, written around 180 B.C.E.) or the Wisdom of
Solomon (late first century B.C.E.).9 The sages who wrote these books are, in a sense,
transitional figures. They are, on the one hand, traditional wisdom teachers whose mission it still
is to put insights into the ways of God and men in little one-line proverbs, and the proverbs they
wrote and included in their books are no different in kind from the proverbs written by earlier
sages, the authors of Proverbs, Job, and Ecclesiastes. On the other hand, Ben Sira or the author
of the Wisdom of Solomon did something no sage had done before: they made Scripture part of
the subject of their inquiry. It is a striking fact that nowhere do earlier wisdom collections—
Proverbs, Job, or Ecclesiastes—ever talk about Abraham or Jacob or Moses, the history of the
people of Israel or the messages transmitted by Israel’s prophets. It is not that these things were
unknown to the sages in question; of course they knew them. Rather, the universal nature of
wisdom itself seemed to rule out any reference to such particulars, such local details: the great
underlying pattern of the universe must, it seemed to them, apply equally to all of humanity and
lie beyond any particularity of time or space.But by the second century B.C.E., all this was
changing: for the Jews Scripture itself had become God’s great book of instruction—no longer
merely the record of events from the distant past of one people, nor prophetic oracles delivered
to a specific audience, but words of eternal validity that were relevant, therefore, to anyone in
any age. In keeping with this view, Ben Sira devoted some of his wise sayings to the elucidation
of biblical laws, since for him these laws embodied timeless principles of God’s wisdom.
Moreover, he addressed himself at length (chapters 44–49 of his book) to a review of the Bible’s
major figures, whose very lives and deeds seemed to him less history than moral example, tales
told for the edification of readers in any age.Enoch pleased the Lord and was taken up [to
heaven], he was an example of repentance to all generations.—(Greek) Sir. 44:1610The biblical



Enoch, mentioned in Gen. 5:18–24, appears in a long genealogical list of people who lived
before the flood. As a figure from the shadowy past, he was of little historical significance to later
generations of Israelites. Yet, by Ben Sira’s time, biblical texts were being scrutinized for all their
possible implications. In the case of Enoch, the fact that God was said to have “taken” him (Gen.
5:24) suggested to many that Enoch had been bodily taken up, transported into heaven while
yet alive, very much as Elijah later was (2 Kings 2:11). Indeed, the idea of Enoch’s heavenly
sojourn found elaborate expression in such ancient writings as 1 Enoch. (For more details, see
below.) Just exactly what Enoch had done to be so “taken” by God the book of Genesis did not
openly say. But Ben Sira, or at least the exegetical tradition being quoted above, found an
answer to this question in the precise wording of the Enoch passage in Genesis:When Enoch
had lived sixty-five years, he became the father of Methuselah. Enoch walked with God after the
birth of Methuselah three hundred years, and had other sons and daughters. Thus all the days of
Enoch were three hundred and sixty-five years. Enoch walked with God; and he was not, for God
took him.—Gen. 5:21–24The passage says that Enoch “walked with God” after the birth of
Methuselah; the clear implication is that before Methuselah’s birth he did not walk with God. If
so, it would seem that Enoch’s great virtue, and the reason for God’s taking him, was that he
repented. Although he may not have been an exemplary youth, Enoch began to walk with God at
age sixty-five and thus became, in the Ben Sira text cited above, “an example of repentance to
all generations.”Enoch is only the first biblical figure treated in Ben Sira’s category of heroes;
after him come Noah, Abraham, Moses, and the others—all of whose lives are presented as
models, embodiments of this or that divine teaching. It is in this sense that, for Ben Sira,
Scripture itself is the great book of wisdom—so that, after having praised the figure of Wisdom
very much in the fashion of earlier sages, Ben Sira can quite naturally add:All this [Wisdom] is
the book of the covenant of the Most High, the Torah which Moses commanded us as an
inheritance to the congregation of Jacob.—Sir. 24:23 (cf. Deut. 33:4)In the same fashion,
another sage, roughly a century later, could assert about Wisdom:11He [God] found the whole
way to knowledge, and gave her to Jacob his servant, and to Israel whom he loved … She is the
book of the commandments of God, and the law that endures forever.—Bar. 3:36–4:1For a third
sage of this period, the author of the Wisdom of Solomon, Scripture is likewise a great repository
of wisdom; and very much in the fashion of Ben Sira, he also presents a catalog of biblical
heroes and examples (chapter 10). What is particularly remarkable in this author’s catalog is the
extent to which it is mediated by interpretive traditions. Thus, for example, in alluding to the
exodus from Egypt, this text observes:She [Wisdom] gave to holy men the reward of their labors;
she guided them along a marvelous path, and became a shelter to them by day and a starry
flame through the night. She brought them over the Red Sea, and led them through the deep
waters; but she drowned their enemies and cast them up from the depth of the sea.—Wis. 10:17–
18The author is obviously referring to the events recounted in the book of Exodus—yet his
account has been touched up a bit to clarify elements that might otherwise be troubling in that
narrative. For example, the Israelites there are said to have borrowed silver, gold, and other



precious items from the Egyptians before leaving, and so to have “despoiled” the Egyptians
(Exod. 12:36). The Wisdom of Solomon is quick to explain that this was not thievery or even
deception, but “the reward of their labors”; that is, it was only fair for the Israelites to take these
items in recompense for all the years of slavery in which they had served the Egyptians without
being paid. As for the pillar of cloud and the pillar of fire that accompanied the Israelites on their
way out of Egypt (Exod. 13:21), the Wisdom of Solomon explains what the book of Exodus
somehow had not, that while the nighttime pillar was made of fire in order to guide them in the
dark, the purpose of the daytime pillar of cloud was to give shelter to the Israelites from the sun—
hence two pillars were necessary. (See Chapter 17.) Moreover, this same author specifies that,
after drowning Israel’s enemies, Wisdom “cast them up from the depth of the sea.” This is no
gratuitous flourish but an attempt to resolve an apparent contradiction in the Exodus account,
which at one point specifies that the Egyptians “were drowned in the Red Sea, the floods
covered them, they went down into the depths like a stone” (Exod. 15:4–5) but elsewhere says
that the Israelites “saw the Egyptians dead upon the seashore” (Exod. 14:30). Where were they,
on the seashore or at the bottom of the sea? This author’s answer is that they at first sank to the
bottom of the sea but then were “cast up” to the shore again to be seen by the Israelites.In short,
it is not that teachers of wisdom began merely to include Scripture among their subjects; rather,
the whole nature of their activity was changing. Where wisdom had previously consisted of
contemplating the natural world and the social order and deducing from them the general plan
by which God conducts the world, it was now more and more Scripture that was consulted to
understand God’s ways. As the examples from the Wisdom of Solomon show, consulting
Scripture did not consist merely of finding the appropriate passage and repeating it, but of
looking deeply into its words, for God’s teachings were often not obvious. Thus, it happened that
the sage, who had previously walked about the world or stood at his window looking out, now sat
down at his table and opened the Book. For, the Book, even more than the world, was the place
in which God’s will and God’s ways were expressed—but much thought and contemplation were
needed if the sage was to understand fully God’s sacred written messages.In giving expression
to these messages, sages—indeed, scriptural interpreters in general—did take over part of the
ancient prophet’s role. For, if the word of the Lord was no longer reliably spoken by chosen
messengers sent directly to Israel, was it not because that word had already been set down in
writing, in the great library of divine wisdom that Scripture had become? The interpreter, as
mediator of that wisdom, was a bit like the prophet: it was he who could peer deeply into words
from the ancient past and explain their present application—how this or that law was to be
observed, what the present implications of some ancient narrative were, or even how, in the
words of some prophet long dead, there nonetheless lurked a message directed to a later
day.The Four AssumptionsIn Ben Sira and the Wisdom of Solomon, we have glimpsed some of
the ancient interpreters’ modus operandi. It might be well, before proceeding, to say something
of a more programmatic nature about how interpreters interpreted.To do so, we must begin with
the interpreters’ own understanding of Scripture: what was Scripture in their eyes, and how did it



mean? At first this might seem like a foolish question. After all, why should one assume that so
varied a group of interpreters as those treated in this book had any one view of Scripture? Surely
what Ben Sira thought about Scripture was not what Philo of Alexandria thought, and their views
in any case were hardly identical with those of the author of Jubilees.This is to some extent true.
And yet, the more one contemplates the whole corpus of ancient biblical interpretation, the more
it becomes clear that, despite the great variety of styles and genres and even interpretive
methods involved, underlying it all is a common approach, a common set of assumptions
concerning the biblical text. Some of these have been alluded to in passing above, but it is
appropriate here to set them out schematically. There are essentially four fundamental
assumptions about Scripture that characterize all ancient biblical interpretation.The first
assumption that all ancient interpreters seem to share is that the Bible is a fundamentally cryptic
document. That is, all interpreters are fond of maintaining that although Scripture may appear to
be saying X, what it really means is Y, or that while Y is not openly said by Scripture, it is
somehow implied or hinted at in X. The chapters that follow abound with instances of this
assumption at work. Numerous interpreters seek to maintain, for example, that when Moses
casts a tree or stick into the waters of Marah (Exod. 15:25), “the word tree here means divine
teachings,” or that when Dinah’s brothers speak deceitfully to the men of Shechem (Gen. 34:13),
“deceitfully really means with ‘wisdom.’” Now it is hardly a natural thing to assume that a
particular text is fundamentally cryptic or esoteric. Whether we are reading a history book or a
newspaper editorial or a rousing hymn, we generally assume that what the words seem to say is
what they mean to say. Yet ancient interpreters, when they read a piece of biblical history, or the
urgings of a biblical prophet, or the hymns of an ancient psalmist, again and again tell us that in
place of, or beyond, the apparent meaning of the text is some hidden, esoteric message. So,
more generally, although the biblical text appears to be talking about a historical figure named
Abraham, “Abraham is,” according to Philo of Alexandria, “a symbol for the virtue-loving soul” in
addition to being that historical figure, while for early Christian interpreters, “Cain’s brother Abel
is a foreshadowing of Christ.”It would be interesting, in another context, to try to trace the roots of
this first assumption, which clearly go back to the Bible itself. To mention but one example cited
earlier, the suggestion of the prophet-sage Daniel that the real meaning of the expression
“seventy years” is 490 years is a classic case of “X really means Y.”12 The obvious question—If
Jeremiah had meant 490 years, why didn’t he say so?—is never addressed by Daniel;
apparently even at the time of that book’s composition it was already a well-known fact that
Scripture often speaks indirectly or cryptically.Whatever the origins of this first assumption, it
was universally shared by ancient interpreters. Indeed, it had not a little to do with the
interpreter’s own standing in the community and with the authority that his interpretations
enjoyed. The very fact that the Bible could be demonstrated time and again to contain some
meaning other than the apparent one vouchsafed the necessity of specially trained interpreters
who could reveal the Bible’s secrets, and the interpretations that they put forward—precisely
because they arose out of careful exegesis and would not appear to most readers at first blush—



acquired an authority of their own.The second assumption shared by all ancient interpreters was
that Scripture constitutes one great Book of Instruction, and as such is a fundamentally relevant
text. To appreciate the significance of this assumption, contrast it to the approach we normally
take to the act of reading. If, for example, we were to open up Gilgamesh or the Enuma Elish or
some other ancient Near Eastern text, we might find the stories moving, the language stirring,
but no one would likely suggest that we ought to behave in keeping with what is written there, or
that the characters are represented as acting in the way that they do so that we might emulate
their example. Similarly, we might be drawn to read the prophecies of ancient sibyls in Greek, or
read the writings of other makers of oracles, but no one would suggest that what these authors
were really talking about was America in the twenty-first century. An ancient Roman law code
might be of interest to a student of legal history; some of its laws might even serve as a model for
new legislation in our own day; but scarcely any reader would think that, because such-and-such
a law appears in this code, that fact alone is sufficient reason for us to regard it as currently
binding upon ourselves. Songs, hymns, prayers, laments culled from centuries past would
likewise have no automatic application to our present situation: we might find them moving, but
the very fact of their existence would hardly constitute a reason for us to recite them in solemn
assembly or obey their calls to celebrate or mourn.Yet, it should be obvious, precisely these
things were said about the Bible by ancient interpreters. As we have seen briefly in the case of
Enoch, so Abraham, Jacob, Moses, and other biblical figures were held up as models of
conduct, their stories regarded as a guide given to later human beings for the leading of their
own lives. (Some interpreters saw the figures themselves as moral exemplars, others as
allegorical representations of virtues to be emulated; it matters little, since the point in any case
is that these historical figures are not merely historical but instructional.) Biblical prophecies
were similarly read as relevant to the interpreter and his audience: one obvious effect achieved
by Daniel’s interpreting 70 years as 490 was to move the relevance of Jeremiah’s prophecy four
centuries into the future (rather close, in fact, to the time when, according to many scholars, this
part of the book of Daniel was probably composed). Similarly, the Dead Sea Scrolls have yielded
many examples of ancient pesharim (“actualized interpretations”) whereby the prophecies of
Habakkuk, Nahum, and other biblical prophets are explained as referring to the politics of
Roman-occupied Palestine centuries after these prophets themselves had lived. The early
Christian interpretation of the prophecies of Isaiah and other Old Testament figures are another
well-known instance of making ancient works relevant. And, as will be seen in the following
chapters, the same fundamental assumption was held to be true about all of the Hebrew Bible,
the songs and psalms and prayers and laws and narratives it contained. Everything was held to
apply to present-day readers and to contain within it an imperative for adoption and application
to the readers’ own lives. Paul’s observation about the biblical narrative of the Israelites’
wanderings in the desert,Now these things [that happened to the Israelites in the desert]
happened to them as a warning, but they were written down for our instruction, upon whom the
end of the ages has come—1 Cor. 10:11is merely one formulation of an assumption that had



long characterized ancient biblical interpretation. For Paul, as for all ancient interpreters, the
Bible is not essentially a record of things that happened or were spoken in the past. That they
happened is of course true; but if they were written down in the Bible, it was not so as to record
what has occurred in some distant past, but “for our instruction,” so that, by reading the sacred
text whose material comes to us from the past, we might learn some vital lesson for our own
lives.The third basic assumption is that Scripture is perfect and perfectly harmonious. By this I
mean, first of all, that there is no mistake in the Bible, and anything that might look like a mistake
—the fact that, for example, Gen. 15:13 asserts that the Israelites “will be oppressed for four
hundred years” in Egypt, while Exod. 12:41 speaks of 430 years, whereas a calculation based
on biblical genealogies yielded a figure of 210 years—must therefore be an illusion to be
clarified by proper interpretation.But this third assumption goes well beyond the rejection of
apparent mistakes or inconsistencies. It posits a perfect harmony between the Bible’s various
parts. Again, a comparison with other texts might be illuminating here. In an anthology of texts in
English or Latin, for example, written by many authors over a period of more than a thousand
years in diverse locales and under different political regimes and cultural norms, we would
hardly expect to find absolute uniformity of views. One text would disagree with another not only
in fundamental matters of orientation and belief, but even in its presentation of past events, since
people’s view of history tends to be colored by their own ideologies and, of course, to change
radically over time. Yet with regard to Scripture—precisely because it was Scripture, a body of
sacred writings—ancient interpreters adopted a different approach. They sought to discover the
basic harmony underlying apparently discordant words, since all of Scripture, in their view, must
speak with one voice. By the same logic, any biblical text might illuminate any other: Josh. 24:2–
3 might provide some of the background information necessary for an understanding of God’s
words to Abraham in Gen. 12:1–3, and Prov. 10:8 might be a reference to Moses’ meritorious
deed in Exod. 13:19.Taken to its extreme, this same view of Scripture’s perfection ultimately led
to the doctrine of “omnisignificance,” whereby nothing in Scripture is said in vain or for rhetorical
flourish: every detail is important, everything is intended to impart some teaching. While this
doctrine finds its fullest expression in rabbinic writings, its traces can be found far earlier. Thus,
the fact that Jacob is said to dwell “in tents” (Gen. 25:27) was used to support the notion that he,
unlike his brother Esau, had had some sort of schooling—that is, the plural “tents” here is
interpreted to imply at least two tents, one for a school and one for home. This understanding of
the special significance of “tents” is openly stated in some rabbinic texts, but it probably
underlies as well the assertion that Jacob “learned to read” in the book of Jubilees (19:14). In the
same vein, the fact that Lev. 19:17 uses the emphatically “doubled” form of the word “reproach”
suggested to Ben Sira that two different acts of reproaching were being urged, one before the
misdeed occurs, and another afterward (Sir. 19:13–14). In similar fashion, all sorts of other,
apparently insignificant details in the Bible—an unusual word or grammatical form, any
repetition, the juxtaposition of one law to another or one story to another—all were read as
potentially significant, a manifestation of Scripture’s perfection.Finally, it should be noted that



this perfection of Scripture of course included the conduct of biblical heroes or the content of
Scripture’s own teachings. Thus, Abraham, Jacob, and other meritorious figures ought not to
behave in unseemly fashion, and if at times they appeared to do so, ancient interpreters
frequently saw themselves as obliged to come to the rescue. As just mentioned, when Dinah’s
brothers speak deceitfully to the men of Shechem (Gen. 34:13), “deceitfully really means ‘with
wisdom.’” This assertion reflects the belief not only that Scripture speaks, or can speak,
cryptically, but that Scripture’s very nature is such that it would scarcely seek to present Jacob’s
sons as a bunch of liars. Something else must have been meant, for Scripture is, in regard to its
teachings as well, perfect. Similarly, although Rachel is said to have stolen her father’s
household gods (Gen. 31:19), she must not really have stolen them so much as taken them to
protect her father from sin or for some other worthy purpose. Likewise, if a given interpreter
believed (as the author of Jubilees did) that the moon has no role in determining the time of
festivals or the duration of months, then all scriptural texts, even Gen. 1:14–18, had to be shown
to conform to this view. Scripture’s perfection, in other words, ultimately included its being in
accord with the interpreter’s own ideas, standards of conduct, and the like.The fourth
assumption is that all of Scripture is somehow divinely sanctioned, of divine provenance, or
divinely inspired. Needless to say, much of Scripture itself asserts that its words come from God:
“Thus says the Lord” is the introductory proclamation of many a prophet, and biblical laws in the
Pentateuch are frequently introduced with “And the Lord spoke to Moses, saying …” Yet this very
fact might have implied to ancient interpreters that the rest of Scripture was somehow of human
fashioning—that, for example, the history of intrigue in David’s court, or the corpus of
supplications and praises directed to God in the book of Psalms, or many other texts within the
canon could not have come from God in the same manner as divine prophecies or laws.I have
saved this fourth assumption for last because it is the one least frequently in evidence:
particularly among the most ancient interpreters, the subject of the divine provenance of
Scripture as a whole is hardly even addressed. What is more, the common practice of
interpreters writing in Greek to refer to “Moses,” “David,” “Solomon,” and others as the authors of
this or that biblical composition—without further reference to them as mere conduits of the
divine word—might suggest that, for such interpreters, the biblical compositions in question
were fundamentally the product of human authors, however extraordinary the humans in
question might be. But this is hardly so for a great many Greek-writing interpreters (as Philo of
Alexandria, for example, makes clear), and evidence of the contrary view is occasionally explicit.
In particular, a certain explanation of Gen. 34:7 found in the book of Judith (see Chapter 13)
gives clear testimony that its author believed the divine authorship of Scripture to extend to the
ordinary narrative fabric of biblical books: God was, according to this author, the omniscient
narrator of Genesis. The author of Jubilees similarly believed all of the Genesis narratives to be
of divine provenance—as much so as the laws of Exodus through Deuteronomy that are
specifically attributed to God. Indeed, Jubilees likewise maintains that later scriptural books
(apparently including, among others, Isaiah and Psalms) were inscribed in the “heavenly tablets”



long before the human transmitters of these texts had even been born. A text from among the
Dead Sea Scrolls, 11QPs.a, similarly asserts that David’s songs and psalms were “given to him
from the Most High,” and this belief is reflected as well in Philo of Alexandria and Acts 2:30–
31.13If this is so, it would nevertheless be a mistake, in my opinion, to assume that this fourth
assumption stands behind the other three—that, in other words, first it was assumed that all of
Scripture is of divine provenance or inspiration, and then out of this first assumption developed
the others surveyed above, that all of Scripture is perfect, fundamentally relevant, and cryptic in
its form of expression. To begin with, these things do not necessarily follow from the assumption
of divine provenance (although I admit that, with regard to Scripture’s perfection, a certain logical
connection exists). But, more to the point, I do not believe that the interpretive texts themselves
suggest such a sequence of events. As noted, the divine provenance of all of Scripture is a
notion specifically addressed only rather late in the history of ancient interpreters, and it even
seems to be contradicted here or there by some ancient writers, whereas the first three
assumptions are attested across the whole spectrum of ancient interpreters, early and often.
This is not the place to elaborate such a hypothesis, but my own belief is that the first three of
the assumptions named are evidenced within the Hebrew Bible itself, indeed, they extend back
even to parts of the Bible written before the Babylonian exile. If the fourth assumption is plainly
stated about some parts of Scripture, it apparently did not come to be extended in
homogeneous fashion to Scripture as a whole until a relatively late period. Therefore, I must
reject the notion that assumptions 1, 2, and 3 developed out of assumption 4.How Interpreters
InterpretedBearing in mind these four assumptions will help in understanding why interpreters
say what they do about the biblical text. Convinced that Scripture was a fundamentally cryptic
document, they scrutinized its every detail in search of hidden meaning. That meaning was to
be, by definition, relevant to the situation of the interpreter and his listeners—not some insight
into the historical circumstances in which the text was originally written, but a message of
immediate value and applicability, either a timeless moral truth or a law to be observed in one
particular fashion or something bearing in some other way on the present or the immediate
future. In searching for such a message, the interpreter could rest assured that no detail in
Scripture’s manner of speaking was insignificant, nor would there be any inconsistency between
what is said in one place and what is said in another, nor any lesson that contradicted right
thinking. For that reason, any apparent contradiction, or unnecessary detail or repetition or even
an emphatic turn of phrase, seemed to be an invitation to the interpreter to look deeply into the
text’s words and so discover its real meaning, the hidden, relevant, perfect truth that only befit
the word of God.Indeed, the examples of interpretation already glimpsed in the Wisdom of Ben
Sira and the Wisdom of Solomon may serve as a ready illustration of these ideas. Thus, the brief
mention of Enoch in Gen. 5:18–24 says nothing about repentance, and a normal reader of the
text nowadays would probably assume that Enoch’s particular virtue had simply been omitted by
the Bible; it says that Enoch “walked with God” without giving any further details. But an
interpreter convinced of our first assumption, that Scripture is fundamentally cryptic, would be



moved thereby to look more deeply—leading him, as we have seen, to Ben Sira’s conclusion
that Enoch’s virtue was, specifically, repentance. And what greater expression of the second
assumption than Ben Sira’s own assertion that Enoch is not merely some obscure figure from
the distant past but “an example of repentance to all generations”? As for the third assumption,
we saw how the Wisdom of Solomon sought to resolve the apparent contradiction in Scripture
with regard to the drowned Egyptians: first they sank to the bottom of the sea, then they were
vomited up again onto the shore. Underlying this piece of exegesis is the conviction that
Scripture does not contradict itself or even exaggerate: if the song of Exodus 15 says that the
Egyptians sank “like a stone” but the preceding narrative has them “dead upon the shore,” then
both statements must be shown to be true. With regard to the fourth assumption, Ben Sira’s
assertion that the “book of the covenant of the Most High” is nought but divine wisdom (Sir.
24:23) is, while not an utterly unambiguous statement of the divine provenance of all Scripture,
rather representative of the sort of programmatic formulations of this assumption that survive
from our most ancient interpreters.Clues from the TextOne aspect of the way interpreters
interpreted needs to be highlighted. It is frequently said that these ancient writers played fast and
loose with the Bible, twisting the plain sense of the text to fit their own ideology or the events of
their own day, creating all manner of imaginative additions to what the Bible itself says. This is
true, but to say only this is to miss the point about how ancient interpreters worked.The formal
starting point for ancient interpreters is always Scripture itself. An interpreter may be eager to
assert that, for example, the Platonic doctrine of ideal forms is found in the Bible, or that Israel’s
prophets predicted the fall of the Roman empire, or that Jacob did not really deceive his father
into giving him a blessing intended for his brother, Esau, or that the crucifixion of Jesus is an
event foreshadowed in Hebrew Scripture centuries earlier. Interpreters did claim all these things,
and more, but they did not simply claim them: they anchored their claims in some detail,
however insignificant, found in the biblical text itself. That is to say, no matter how far-reaching or
inventive the assertions of ancient biblical interpretation, they are formally a kind of exegesis.
The Platonic doctrine of ideal forms is therefore evidenced in the Bible via a particular feature of
the text, the fact that God created a “heavenly man” in Genesis 1 who was somehow different
from the earthly one in Genesis 2. Similarly, Rome’s fall is amply foretold by the prophet
Obadiah, if only one understands—on the basis of Gen. 27:40 and other texts—that the words
addressed to “Edom” in Obad. 1:4 are really meant for Rome. As for Jacob, he certainly would
not lie to his father—and he doesn’t, so long as his words in Gen. 27:19 and 24 undergo a
radical repunctuation. That the crucifixion had been foreshadowed of old was supported through
a reading of the Genesis account of the binding of Isaac, wherein even Jesus’ crown of thorns
was present in the text’s reference to a “thicket” at the place of the offering (Gen. 22:13).The
foregoing are all examples of what one might call, broadly speaking, ideologically motivated
interpretations—the interpreter clearly wishes to get the text to say something that accords with
his own ideology or outlook. Yet it would be wrong to imply that interpreters were always
motivated by ideology or some outside interest, that they were always seeking to import some



extrabiblical doctrine or political stand into the world of the Bible. Very often their primary or sole
motivation appears to be making sense out of the biblical text—but making sense out of all of it,
its little details, chance juxtapositions, everything. For, once the rules of interpretive procedure
had been established, the biblical text seemed virtually to invite the interpreter to try his hand at
seeking out its fullest possible meaning. In so doing, interpreters were indeed quite free,
reconstructing conversations never reported by the biblical narrator, recounting whole incidents
somehow omitted in the narrative itself, connecting this with that in the most creative fashion. But
if interpreters were, in this sense, free, it was because the text had granted them this freedom by
including some unusual turn of phrase or repetition or unexplained ellipsis. By the rules of
interpretation implied in the Four Assumptions, such creative turns are simply part of the
business of interpreting. They could be used for some ulterior motive, but often they were
not.This point is important because many modern studies of the texts that talk about biblical
figures or biblical stories have focused on their “ideological” side. Scholars have tended to
assume that if an ancient author deviated from the biblical narrative in his retelling of it, that
deviation must somehow have been motivated by the reteller’s political allegiance or religious
agenda or some other matter of ideology, or it must at least have been an attempt (if only an
unconscious one) to retroject the realities of the reteller’s own time back to the time of the
biblical narrative. Such factors certainly did affect the way biblical stories were retold. But to
these factors should be added another extremely significant one, the desire to explain the
biblical text, to account for its particulars in one fashion or another.In general, the attempt to
distinguish between “pure” exegesis among ancient interpreters and exegesis that is
ideologically or politically motivated is doomed to fail for any large sampling of texts. On the one
hand, “pure” exegesis as such does not really exist. The ancient interpreter always had an axe to
grind, always had a bit of an ulterior motive: at the very least, this interpreter wished to convince
listeners or readers that the text means something other than what it might seem to mean at first
glance, that his clever way of explaining things reveals the text’s true significance. Sometimes
that “true” significance does indeed turn out to correspond to something current in the
interpreter’s own world, some part of the political or religious or intellectual backdrop. Often,
however, it does not: the interpretation is just that, an attempt to make sense of the text, albeit in
keeping with the freewheeling methods suggested by the Four Assumptions charted above.
Moreover, even in the case of blatantly ideological interpretations, it is usually quite difficult to
decide whether a given interpreter set out to patrol all of Scripture in search of a place to “plant”
an expression of his own ideology, or whether, on the contrary, faced with a particular exegetical
stimulus in the biblical text—an unusual word, an apparent incongruity, or the like—the
interpreter came up with an explanation that, in one way or another, also reflected his own
ideology or the issues of his day.14 For these reasons, it seems best to leave aside any
distinction between “pure” and other forms of exegesis.The Heritage of WisdomI should add
that, in everything that has been said thus far about the methods of ancient interpretation, the
heritage of wisdom is clearly visible. For, as was mentioned earlier, wise men of old had



packaged their insights in clever proverbs that often demanded sustained scrutiny by later sages
and students of wisdom in order to be fully understood. Schooled in these techniques, sages
quite naturally brought them to bear on Scripture: were not its words just as likely to be cryptic,
esoteric, in need of sustained contemplation in order to be fully understood? Likewise, the very
conception of Scripture as a great corpus of divine instruction whose lessons, therefore, are
relevant to every age—is not this also a projection of the sage’s assumptions about wisdom
literature onto all of Israel’s variegated corpus of ancient writings? The treatment of various
biblical figures as examples, models of proper conduct, is similarly a sagely construct. Indeed, it
is certainly significant, in the light of wisdom literature’s polarized division of humanity into the
righteous and the wicked, the wise and the foolish, that a similar polarization takes place in
ancient exegesis: biblical heroes are altogether good, with any fault air-brushed away, whereas
figures like Esau or Balaam are altogether demonized—as if their neither-good-nor-evil status in
the Bible itself was somehow intolerable. (The most persuasive instances of such polarization
occur with figures like Lot or Enosh, simultaneously demonized by one group of interpreters
while pronounced altogether righteous by another. Apparently they could go one way or another,
but not remain in the intolerable ambiguity of the middle.)15 On another occasion it might be
profitable to explore the “wisdom connection” in ancient interpretation in greater detail.16Where
Is Interpretation Found?In the past, the quantity of surviving ancient biblical interpretations has
frequently been understated. This is because of a peculiar feature of the way ancient interpreters
presented their material; with a few exceptions (Philo of Alexandria, some Dead Sea Scrolls
texts), they did not write commentaries as such, mentioning a biblical verse and then offering
their own interpretation of it. Instead, they followed the practice of substitution: in place of the
element to be explained, X, the interpreter simply substituted his explanation, Y. This practice
can operate on the level of a single word, whereby, for example, a difficult term no longer widely
understood is replaced by a word in common use, or—as was glimpsed earlier—an ideologically
difficult word (like “deceitfully” in Gen. 34:13) is replaced by a more acceptable term (“with
wisdom”). But substitution can go well beyond a single word: as will be seen in Chapter 4,
interpreters inserted, as the direct object of the verb “say” in Gen. 4:8, a whole conversation
between Cain and Abel not found in the Bible itself, and in place of a cryptic reference in Gen.
49:24 they inserted a little story to the effect that Joseph was saved from sinning with Potiphar’s
wife because of the sudden appearance of his father’s face at the critical moment. But the point
is that these explanations were simply inserted in a re-presentation of the biblical text: they were
not labeled or specifically presented as interpretation or commentary.Because interpreters
tended to substitute for, rather than comment upon, difficulties in the text, there emerged the
genre of writing known to modern scholars as “The Rewritten [or “Retold”] Bible.”17 The
Rewritten Bible is really the interpreted Bible: an ancient interpreter—the author of Jubilees or
the Wisdom of Solomon or the Book of Biblical Antiquities—retells a biblical story or group of
stories with the interpretations already inserted in the text. Sometimes, as in the case of
Jubilees, the retelling is a calculated, highly self-conscious attempt to explain Scripture (and, in



this particular case, to explain it in keeping with a definite political and religious program). Other
retellers of Scripture seem less self-conscious: sometimes the reteller himself may not even be
aware where the biblical text leaves off and the interpretation begins, since he is simply passing
along what he has heard or learned as a child is the meaning of a biblical text. In either case,
however, the Rewritten Bible (whether one is talking about an extended retelling of whole biblical
books, or the “retelling” of a single verse) should be recognized for what it is: the most popular
transmitter of biblical interpretation among ancient writers.This being the case, the first step in
studying ancient biblical interpretation is to identify it, to sift carefully any restatement of a
biblical law or any retelling of, or allusion to, a biblical narrative or prophecy or song, in order to
isolate the interpretive elements. Often, this is not easy. An ordinary reader, unschooled in the
ways of ancient interpretation, would probably not recognize as such any of the interpretations
examined above: “a model of repentence,” “reward for their labors,” “cast them up from the
depth”—these would doubtless strike most readers as simple restatement, not interpretation. It
is therefore necessary to scrutinize all potentially interpretive texts with great care. The best
guide in such scrutiny is the Bible itself: any deviation from its words, no matter how slight, may
conceal an ancient interpretation of those words. (To be sure, some deviations are quite
innocent; this too makes difficult the job of isolating interpretive material.)The Exegetical
MotifAncient biblical interpretation is an interpretation of verses, not stories.18 Precisely
because they focused their attention on the little details of the biblical text, interpreters tended to
pass on their insights in the form of verse-centered comments: “The word ‘water’ here means
divine learning,” “What the brothers told Shechem [in Gen. 34:13] was actually true.” It is not that
the overall significance of a particular story was neglected: Ben Sira, for example, sums up in a
single phrase the whole significance of Abraham’s offering up of his son Isaac, “He [Abraham]
was found faithful when tested” (Sir. 44:20), and does the same for numerous other biblical
narratives in the same catalog of biblical heroes (Sirach 44–49). But such summary treatment
could hardly be regarded as insightful: any fool could figure such things out! The true insight was
to realize that, for example, the opening verse of the story of the offering of Isaac, “And it came to
pass, after these things” (Gen. 22:1), was actually an allusion to the previous tests that Abraham
had undergone or, alternately, to certain “words” that had been spoken against Abraham in
heaven (on both, see Chapter 9). And so it was such localized insights as these that tended to
circulate, passed from one sage to another or from teacher to pupil. (Again, the heritage of
wisdom here is clear.)Thus, interpreters frequently explained biblical texts by retelling them,
explaining in their own words not just what Scripture said but what Scripture meant. In the
process, several, or even many, little, verse-centered explanations—either those created by the
reteller himself, or someone else’s explanations that the reteller had learned—became
incorporated into an overall rewording of the text in question. Such retellings are found in a
variety of ancient documents: in a brief prayer made by the heroine of the book of Judith; in
Josephus’ multivolume retelling of all of biblical history; in Abraham’s first-person account of his
trip to Egypt in the Genesis Apocryphon; and so forth.How does one go about studying the



biblical interpretation found in such retellings? Precisely because they tend to incorporate a
number of separate, discrete insights into particular verses, the smooth-flowing unity of these
retellings is deceptive. All too often in the past, scholars have dealt with things like “Josephus’
Version of the Exodus” as if it were all of a piece, the sustained reflection of a single interpreter
contemplating a large chunk of the biblical text. This is misleading on two counts. First, Josephus
—like all his predecessors—had his eye on individual verses or even single words or phrases
within individual verses. When, therefore, in retelling the story of the exodus or any other biblical
narrative, he deviates from what the Bible itself seems to be saying, it is usually because he is
expanding upon some little particularity in the narrative. True, these insights are strung together
into a continuous narrative, Josephus’ retelling of the exodus. But from the standpoint of biblical
interpretation, it is most important not to lose sight of the trees for the forest: Josephus’
“interpretation” consists of interpretations, little insights—selected, to be sure, molded into a
seamless narrative stamped with his own personal seal, but nonetheless capable of being
broken down into its constitutive elements and connected with specific verses or even words.
For this same reason “Josephus’ Version of the Exodus” is misleading on a second count as well:
it is not Josephus’ alone. Many of the little insights that Josephus passes along are ones
attested a century or more earlier in the writings of other people. It is highly unlikely that
Josephus and these earlier figures all arrived at their interpretations independently (although
this may happen every once in a while). After all, Josephus himself recounts how, as a youth, he
was educated in traditional religious instruction (Life 7–12)—indeed, he was uniquely well
acquainted with different schools of interpreters in his day—and he otherwise shows a broad
awareness of exegetical traditions and even individual authors (he refers by name on one
occasion to Philo of Alexandria, Jewish Antiquities 18:259–260). In a great many instances,
therefore, Josephus’ retellings of biblical stories are most likely an amalgam of things he has
learned from different sources—indeed, at times he himself may not always be aware that what
he is telling is interpretation and not, or not necessarily, a straightforward duplication of the
biblical text alone.19When I first began working on this book, I did not appreciate the extent to
which the foregoing was true. I began by assembling long passages from different ancient
authors relating to a given biblical story, and I dealt with each retelling as a unit, comparing, for
instance, Philo’s version of Abraham’s departure from Ur with that found in the book of Jubilees.
After a time, however, I realized that this was the wrong way to proceed: even the briefest
allusion to a biblical story in an ancient writer may sometimes involve two or three quite distinct
bits of traditional interpretation. Take, for example, Augustine’s opening sentence in his
discussion of the binding of Isaac:Among other things, the sum of which it would take too long a
time to mention, Abraham was tested with regard to the offering up of his beloved son Isaac, in
order to prove his obedience to God and make it known to the world, not to God.—Augustine,
City of God 16.32The indicated phrases actually refer to two quite distinct interpretive traditions
about the offering of Isaac, neither of which originated with Augustine. The first is a tradition
mentioned earlier, to the effect that Abraham had undergone other tests prior to that of the



offering of Isaac (which is specifically labeled as a test in Gen. 22:1). The notion that Abraham
had undergone a series of tests is found as early as the book of Jubilees, six hundred years
before Augustine—indeed, Jubilees specifies, as do later, rabbinic sources, that the total
number of tests undergone by Abraham was ten (see Chapter 9). Augustine does no more than
allude to this tradition here,20 apparently because he felt it would be known to at least some
readers; in any case, he is clearly recycling earlier interpretive material. The other bit of
traditional interpretation in this sentence is the idea that God put Abraham to the test not in order
to discover whether or not he would pass—for certainly an omniscient deity knew the answer to
that question in advance, and besides, according to the first tradition Abraham’s faith had
already been amply tested on prior occasions—but in order to make Abraham’s faith “known to
the world.” Again this is an ancient tradition—attested in Jubilees and, somewhat later, in
Pseudo-Philo’s Book of Biblical Antiquities—which is ultimately based on the reading of the
Hebrew phrase “now I know” (yda‘tî) in Gen. 22:12 as if it read “now I have made
known” (yidda‘tî). (Augustine knew the tradition, though he certainly did not know this textual
justification, since he did not know Hebrew.)21The composite nature of such retellings or
reflections on Scripture is the rule among ancient interpreters, not the exception—and such
composites are sometimes found even in our earliest sources, like Jubilees or 1 Enoch. The
following representative passage from a slightly later text, The Testament of Levi, concerns the
revenge taken by Jacob’s sons Levi and Simeon in Genesis 34:[Levi recalls:] And after this I
counseled my father and Reuben my brother to bid the sons of Hamor not to be circumcised; for
I was zealous because of the abomination which they had wrought on my sister. And I killed
Shechem first, and Simeon [killed] Hamor. And after that the brothers came and smote the city
with the edge of the sword. And father heard of it and was angry and distressed, because they
had accepted the circumcision and had been killed after that, and in his blessings he did
otherwise [that is, he cursed Simeon and Levi instead of blessing them: Gen. 49:7]. And we had
sinned in going against his opinion, and he became sick on that day. But I saw that God’s verdict
upon Shechem was “Guilty”; for they had sought to do the same thing to Sarah and Rebecca as
they had [now] done to Dinah our sister, but the Lord had stopped them. And in the same way
they had persecuted Abraham our father when he was a stranger, and they had acted against
him to suppress his flocks when they were big with young; and they had mistreated Ieblae, his
homeborn slave. And in this way they treated all strangers, taking their wives by force and
banishing them. But the anger of the Lord against them had reached its term. So I said to my
father: Do not be angry, lord, because through you the Lord will reduce the Canaanites to
nothing, and he will give their land to you and your seed after you. For from this day on Shechem
will be called a city of imbeciles; for as a someone mocks a fool, so we mocked them; because
also they had wrought folly in Israel in defiling our sister.—Testament of Levi 6:3–7:3Each of the
indicated phrases refers to a different interpretive tradition surrounding this biblical story. Some
of them, such as the assertion that Jacob became sick as a result of the revenge attack, add
details beyond what is explicitly said in the biblical narrative itself. Others, such as Levi’s claim



that he had counseled his father and brother not to tell the Shechemites to undergo
circumcision, or Levi’s assertion that he and Simeon had killed only one man apiece and that the
other Shechemites had been killed by his other brothers, actually seem to contradict what the
Bible says. All of these traditions, however, are rooted in some peculiarity in the biblical text,
justified, as it were, by a particular turn of phrase in the narrative. More to the point, however,
even by the time that the Testament of Levi was written, much of this interpretive material was
traditional, and a good deal of it is attested in sources still earlier than this testament. Indeed, in
one matter the above passage contains (again, not atypically) two quite contradictory traditions.
The first maintains that the collective slaughter of the Shechemites was justified since all of them
had somehow participated in the rape of Dinah; this tradition is alluded to in the very last clause
of the above passage. (The same tradition is found elsewhere—for example, in Jth. 9:2–4.)
Another interpretive tradition, however, maintained that the collective punishment was justified
because of the city’s criminal past, its history of previous outrages. This tradition is set forth in
the group of three sentences beginning “But I saw that God’s verdict was: ‘Guilty.’” Since both
traditions arose to solve the same difficulty—the apparent unfairness of a collective punishment
for crimes committed by one man alone—a single explanation would have sufficed. Indeed, a
careful reader might ask, If the Shechemites were killed because they had all participated in the
rape of Dinah, then why had God pronounced them guilty even before the rape occurred? But
precisely because this author has heard two traditional explanations each of which he regards
as authoritative, he incorporates them both, even when the result is redundancy or internal
inconsistency.Such is the nature of ancient biblical interpretation. Once propounded,
interpretations circulated widely, passed on largely by word of mouth. Presented by authoritative
teachers as insights into the particulars of the biblical text, these interpretations soon acquired
an authority of their own: they were repeated and repeated, often combined with other bits of
interpretation, sometimes modified in the process, sometimes misunderstood by later
transmitters, and passed on further.This being the case, it eventually became clear to me that
talking about large units of text, “Josephus’ Version of the Exodus” and the like, was the wrong
way to proceed. The first task was to identify and discuss each and every component of larger
units, each of the individual bits of interpretation out of which the larger retellings were made,
and to try to identify the same or similar bits of interpretation in the retellings of other ancient
authors. So it was that I came to focus this book not on large blocks of texts nor on their authors
as such, but on exegetical motifs, the individual pieces of interpretation that circulated far and
wide and found their way into the writings of different authors of that period.Simply put, an
exegetical motif is an explanation of a biblical verse (or phrase or word therein) that becomes
the basis for some ancient writer’s expansion or other alteration of what Scripture actually says:
in paraphrasing or summarizing Scripture, the ancient writer incorporates the exegetical motif in
his retelling and in so doing adds some minor detail or otherwise deviates from mere repetition
or restatement of the Bible.To return to the examples given above: an ancient interpreter,
scrutinizing Gen. 5:21–24, came to the conclusion that Enoch was a penitent sinner. Thus was



born the exegetical motif that we might refer to as “Enoch the Penitent.” In alluding to the story of
Enoch, the book of Ben Sira incorporates this motif: Enoch “was an example of repentance to all
generations.”22 Who was the originator of this motif? The fact that it appears for the first time in
the book of Ben Sira does not necessarily mean that that is where it was first created. After all,
the same motif is found not too much later in the writings of Philo, and it may be hinted at as well
in the Wisdom of Solomon (4:14). Perhaps, then, even before Ben Sira, “Enoch the Penitent”
was a motif that circulated widely. Similarly, an ancient interpreter scrutinizing the drowning of
the Egyptians in the Red Sea came to the conclusion that after they sank to the bottom of the
sea, the Egyptians were lifted up again and deposited on the shore. Thus was born the
exegetical motif that we might call “Ups and Downs of the Egyptians.” This motif first appears in
the Wisdom of Solomon and subsequently in the writings of Philo, Josephus, and later
interpreters. Again, its original author is a matter of speculation.As these examples imply,
exegetical motifs circulated widely and soon acquired an authority of their own. They were the
very fabric of ancient biblical interpretation. Individual authors may have put their own stamp on
the motifs that they inherited, and even the choice to include or not include a given motif may
reflect the tastes, ideology, or other particulars of a specific author. But the motifs themselves
constituted the raw material out of which most ancient retellings and commentaries were made.
For that reason I present the material in this book motif by motif, seeking to demonstrate in each
case how different authors in different periods explained individual verses or episodes in similar
fashion.There are, of course, some things that are lost by focusing on these individual units of
interpretation. Identifying common exegetical motifs does not tell us much about the specific
authors who pass them along, about the particular “spin” that a certain author may seek to put
on a given piece of Scripture, nor about how that spin may be attested elsewhere in his writings.
Indeed, the individuality of a given text is somewhat submerged by focusing solely on the
traditional motifs found within it. Moreover, merely identifying motifs common to different sources
does not tell us anything about the history of their transmission—who borrowed what from
whom. (Often it is impossible to piece such things together with any certainty, but sometimes we
can do so, or at least make an educated guess.) And if, as may have happened in some cases,
two interpreters came to the same conclusion quite independently, there is something
misleading about treating both under a single rubric, as if both are attestations of a common
tradition.In recognizing these limitations, I hardly seek to belittle them. (Indeed, I myself have
elsewhere spent some effort in, for example, trying to trace the development of specific motifs
over the centuries, or charting the relationship between one ancient interpreter and another, or
characterizing the overall exegetical approach of a single author.) But given the purpose of this
book—to offer a detailed look at how the Bible was interpreted in antiquity, to show what the
Bible essentially was in that period—I found it necessary to focus on motifs in and of
themselves, both because such motifs were the actual building blocks of all larger retellings of
biblical stories and passages, and because these building blocks are also the only sure guide to
common elements found among different ancient authors.Scripture or Interpretation?Who were



the ancient writers in whose books these exegetical motifs are found? For the most part, we do
not know their names or their biographies, and often it is difficult to determine even
approximately when or where they lived. Nevertheless, by examining their writings carefully we
can determine some basic facts, and sometimes an illuminating detail or two will go far in
helping us to understand what motivated these largely anonymous writers to say what they
say.Before discussing any individual authors or works, however, it is necessary to spell out an
important truth: one man’s interpreter is another’s Scripture. For example, we have seen briefly
that the biblical books of Chronicles and Daniel sometimes interpret Scripture, say, a verse from
the book of Genesis or Jeremiah. From the standpoint of the authors of Chronicles or Daniel,
these interpretations must have seemed just that. But to a biblical interpreter of, say, the first or
second century C.E., Chronicles and Daniel were, no less than Genesis and Jeremiah, part of
Scripture. For such an interpreter, the fact that Chronicles talks about something found in
Genesis hardly makes Chronicles an interpretation of Genesis: both books were part of the great
sacred corpus of Scripture, that seamless body of divine instruction that was held to be perfect
and perfectly harmonious. Similarly, Ben Sira may have started out by attempting to (among
other things) interpret Scripture, but for those ancient Jews and Christians who subsequently
came to view Ben Sira’s book as part of the Bible, the things that Ben Sira says about Enoch,
Abraham, and other ancient figures simply became part of what Scripture has to say about
Enoch, Abraham, and the others, that is, they became part of the corpus of things to be
interpreted. Likewise, while the New Testament frequently interprets (or reflects earlier
interpretations of) the Old Testament, for later Christians the New Testament is every bit as
authoritative as the Old, and what it says about the heroes of Genesis is thus quite on a par with
what Genesis says.In other words, the corpus of what constitutes “Scripture” and is therefore the
object of interpretation changed over time and varied from one group of readers to the next.23 In
compiling this book, I wanted to create a snapshot, or a portrait at least, of the Bible as it was
interpreted for a specific period—roughly speaking, from about 200 B.C.E. through the first
century or so C.E. This required defining, in somewhat arbitrary fashion, what “Scripture” would
or would not include (since even within this period its content varied over time and from group to
group).The dividing line I have decided to adopt for this purpose is that of the so-called Jewish
biblical canon (though this name is not particularly accurate, since only some Jews in the period
covered accepted its boundaries). In other words, books like Chronicles, Ezra-Nehemiah,
Psalms, and Daniel, even though they all contain here and there what is clearly interpretation of
earlier biblical books, are considered for the purpose of this study to be Scripture, since they
were all probably complete, or virtually complete, by the start of the period covered by this book,
and were already considered by many to be Scripture. By contrast, books like Jubilees, Ben
Sira, the Wisdom of Solomon, and the New Testament are used herein as witnesses to the state
of biblical interpretation during the period covered, since these books were all apparently written
within that period rather than before it; while all of them would eventually be treated as Scripture
by one group or another, for purposes of this study they are not yet Scripture.24Meet the



SourcesThe present volume contains ancient biblical interpretations culled from hundreds of
different sources—far too many to present individually here. (The Terms and Sources section at
the end of this volume contains a brief characterization of each work or author cited herein,
along with an approximate dating of the work and related information.) Nevertheless, it might be
useful at this point to introduce a few of these sources in order to provide some overview of the
sorts of books in which ancient interpretive traditions are to be found. The following, then, are
some of the most important ancient texts I used in compiling this book.1 Enoch: There circulated
in antiquity a number of works focusing on or attributed to Enoch—the same Enoch mentioned
in Gen. 5:21–24 and discussed above. The very fact that this passage apparently asserted that
Enoch had been “taken” by God while he was still alive seemed to imply that he continued to
exist in heaven—indeed, that he exists there still. From such a vantage point, Enoch could
presumably not only observe all that was happening on earth, but was privy to all the secrets of
heaven, including the natural order and God’s plans for humanity’s future.A number of
anonymous writers who wished to discourse on such subjects attributed their writings to Enoch,
and eventually a composite “Book of Enoch”—and then Books of Enoch—began to circulate.
Our present Enoch is composed of a number of different works. Most or all were apparently
originally written in Aramaic, and parts of these Aramaic texts have turned up among the Dead
Sea Scrolls (on which see below). The most ancient manuscripts found—drawn from the “Book
of Luminaries” section (that is, chapters 72–82) of our present 1 Enoch, and the “Book of the
Watchers” (1 Enoch 1–36)—have been dated to the late third or early second century B.C.E.25
Since these manuscripts are apparently only copies of a still earlier work, the date of at least
these Enoch writings can be pushed back even earlier. They thus seem to be the oldest Jewish
writings that have survived outside the Bible itself. New sections were eventually blended in with
the old, and the entire Book of Enoch was subsequently translated into Greek and from Greek
into ancient Ethiopic (Ge’ez), in which language alone the book survived in its entirety.Scriptural
interpretation was hardly the major concern of most of 1 Enoch. The very figure of Enoch in this
book may be modeled on that of a Mesopotamian sage, and the astronomical learning and other
materials presented likewise bespeak the transmission of ancient, eastern lore.26 Nevertheless,
Enoch, Cain and Abel, Lamech, Methuselah, Noah, and other figures from the Bible, as well as
incidents mentioned in biblical history, also appear, and in what is said about some of them it is
possible to see the outline of some very ancient interpretation, in particular, a grappling with
difficulties associated with the story of Noah and the flood.Septuagint: Starting in the third
century B.C.E., Hebrew Scripture began to be translated into Greek, apparently for the use of
Greek-speaking Jews in Hellenistic centers like Alexandria, Egypt. A legend eventually sprang
up about this translation to the effect that seventy, or seventy-two, Jewish elders were
commissioned to do the translation of the Pentateuch, each in an isolated cell; when the
translations were compared, they all agreed in every detail, for the translators had been divinely
guided. As a result, this translation came to be known as the Septuaginta (“seventy”).
(Subsequently, the name “Septuagint” also came to include the old Greek translation of the other



books of the Hebrew Bible, a translation made in stages from the third to the first century
B.C.E.)Any translation by nature contains a good bit of interpretation: ambiguities in the original
text can rarely be duplicated in translation and, as a result, the translator must take a stand and
render the ambiguity one way or another. Moreover, translators aware of this or that traditional
interpretation will sometimes incorporate it (consciously or otherwise) into their translation. For
both these reasons, the Septuagint, although a fairly close rendering, can frequently provide
information about how a particular verse or single word or phrase was understood by Jews as
early as the third century B.C.E.Jubilees: This book purports to contain a revelation given to
Moses by the “angel of the Presence,” one of the angels closest to God, at the time of the Sinai
revelation. It takes the form of a retelling of the book of Genesis and the first part of Exodus: the
angel goes over the same material but fills in many details, sometimes shifting slightly the order
of things and occasionally skipping over elements in the narrative. The book was originally
written in Hebrew, and fragments of it have been found among the Dead Sea Scrolls. From
Hebrew it was translated into Greek (parts of this translation still survive in quotations from
Greek authors) and from Greek into Latin and Ge’ez. The (almost) complete text exists only in
Ge’ez, though a substantial section is extant in Latin as well. Many scholars date the book to the
middle of the second century B.C.E., while a few (myself included) favor an earlier date, perhaps
at the beginning of the second century B.C.E. or even a decade or two before that.The author of
Jubilees is one of the heroes of the present study. This writer was a bold, innovative interpreter in
his own right—one might say, without exaggeration, something of a genius—and subsequent
generations valued highly, even venerated, his book’s insights into Scripture. In seeking to retell
the book of Genesis and the beginning of Exodus, this author had a definite program: he wished
to claim that this initial part of the Pentateuch, although it consists mostly of stories and does not
contain any law code as such, had nonetheless been designed to impart legal instruction no
less binding than the overt law codes found in the rest of the Pentateuch. In other words, by
reading the stories of Genesis carefully, one could figure out all kinds of binding commandments
that God had, as it were, hidden in the narrative. Reading in this fashion, the author of Jubilees
was able to find a set of rules strictly defining what is permitted and forbidden on the Sabbath,
regulations forbidding marriage between Jews and non-Jews, strictures against various forms of
“fornication” and other subjects dear to this writer’s heart. One interesting feature of the book is
its claim that the true calendar ordained by God consisted of exactly 52 Sabbaths (364 days) per
year and that the moon, whose waxing and waning determined the months and festivals for
other Jews, ought rightly to have no such role in the true calendar. The author sought to show
that this calendar, too, was implied by the stories of Genesis.Apart from these pet issues,
Jubilees’ author ended up presenting a good deal more in the way of biblical interpretation.
Some of these other interpretations may likewise have been of his own creation, but others were
certainly widespread traditions at the time of his writing. One way or another, the book is a
treasure of ancient thinking about the Bible. The Dead Seas Scroll sect adopted the same
calendar as that prescribed by Jubilees, and it is clear that the members of that group held this



book in high esteem.Wisdom of Ben Sira[ch]: Yeshu‘a ben El‘azar ben Sira is one of the rare
Hebrew authors of this period known to us by name. He was a sage who wrote his book toward
the beginning of the second century B.C.E., around the year 180 or so. From Hebrew the book
was subsequently translated into Greek (by Ben Sira’s own grandson) and became part of the
Greek Bible of early Christianity; other ancient versions were made into Syriac and Latin (in
which language it came to be known as “Ecclesiasticus”). Ben Sira’s book was particularly
beloved among the founders of rabbinic Judaism, but apparently because his identity was well
known and the book was not attributed to some ancient worthy from the biblical past, they felt
that it could not be included in the rabbinic canon of Scripture, and the original Hebrew version
of it was therefore eventually lost. The book survived for centuries only in translation. Substantial
fragments of the Hebrew text were recovered at the end of the nineteenth century from five
medieval manuscripts that had been stored in a Cairo synagogue; subsequently parts of the
Hebrew original have turned up in ancient manuscripts discovered among the Dead Sea Scrolls
and at nearby Masada.Ben Sira was, as we have glimpsed briefly, a traditional sage who,
characteristically for his period, saw in Scripture a great corpus of divine wisdom; he therefore
made broad use of Scripture in writing his own book, including the lengthy catalog of biblical
heroes mentioned earlier. But Ben Sira was a conservative in all things—a “classicist,” one might
say—and this catalog contains relatively little that is not explicitly stated in Scripture itself. He
certainly was aware of many interpretive traditions, which, for one reason or another, he chose
not to include in his book. This conservatism notwithstanding, the book does contain a number
of interpretations from a relatively early stage of development.Dead Sea Scrolls: This is the
name popularly used for a group of manuscripts found in the general area of Khirbet Qumran, a
site along the shores of the Dead Sea, starting in 1947. Justly described as the greatest
manuscript find in history, this collection of biblical manuscripts and other writings seems to
have belonged to a group of ascetic Jews who retreated to this desert locale perhaps in the
second century B.C.E. and who continued to exist there until 68 C.E. The group may be
identified with the Essenes, a religious sect described by Philo of Alexandria, Pliny the Elder,
and Josephus; these Essenes may in turn be the same sect as the “Boethusians” known from
rabbinic literature.The Dead Sea Scrolls have provided a wealth of information about the history
and development of the biblical text itself, about first-century Judaism and the roots of
Christianity, and about biblical interpretation as it existed just before and after the start of the
common era. The Dead Sea Scrolls texts cited in this book include the Genesis Apocryphon, the
Community Rule (Serekh Hayyaad), the Damascus Document, the Temple Scroll, a Genesis
Pesher (4Q252), the Halakhic Letter (4Q394-399), and others.Wisdom of Solomon: This book
was written in Greek, probably late in the first century B.C.E. or early in the first century C.E. by a
Greek-speaking Jew from, most likely, Alexandria. The book presents itself as the wise writings
of the biblical king Solomon; it contains a lengthy praise of, and exhortation to follow, the path of
wisdom. As already mentioned, it also summarizes a good bit of Scripture in brief, gnomic
sentences that reflect many of the interpretive traditions then current. The author may have



inhabited Egypt, but he was well versed in interpretive traditions otherwise known to us in
Hebrew or Aramaic, traditions that seem to stem, in other words, from the Jewish homeland.The
Wisdom of Solomon, or Book of Wisdom, was part of the Greek Bible of early Christianity and
has remained, along with Ben Sira, Judith, and other books, as part of the Old Testament in
many churches (although these books are classified by some as biblical Apocrypha or “Deutero-
canonical” works).Writings of Philo of Alexandria: Philo was another Greek-speaking Jew; he
lived in Alexandria from sometime before the start of the common era to around 40 C.E. He is
the author of a multivolume series of commentaries on the Pentateuch. Philo inherited an
already existing tradition of interpreting the Bible allegorically, a tradition that appears to have
flourished in Alexandria. Philo championed this approach; for him, although biblical stories
recounted historical events, they likewise had an “under-meaning” (huponoia) by which
Abraham, Jacob, and other biblical figures were understood to represent abstractions or spiritual
realities whose truth applied to all times and places. Philo explained many biblical texts in
keeping with then-current Greek philosophical ideas.Philo’s allegorical explanations of Scripture
were known to (for example) Josephus and perhaps as well to some rabbinic exegetes; his
commentary may even have found a brief echo in the rabbinic work Genesis Rabba.27 Apart
from that, however, his works played almost no role in the later history of Jewish biblical
interpretation.28 They were, however, extraordinarily important to Alexandrine Christianity and,
through the writings of Clement of Alexandria, Eusebius, and other Christian scholars, gained a
place for his ideas and methods in much Christian biblical interpretation.29New Testament: The
varied writings that make up the New Testament were not conceived principally as an exposition
of Scripture; nevertheless, in numerous places these texts set forth interpretations of Hebrew
Scripture that were to prove (or already had proven) critical to the new church. Moreover, New
Testament texts everywhere bear witness to exegetical traditions current among Jews in the first
century C.E. or earlier and, as well, show just how important was the interpretation of Scripture
within the early Christian movement. In addition to the expositions of Scripture found in Paul’s
letters and the frequent references to the Hebrew Bible scattered throughout the four Gospels,
particularly significant for the present study is Stephen’s speech in Acts 7 and the Letter to the
Hebrews.Incidentally, the New Testament is only part of the library of early Christians relevant to
a consideration of ancient biblical interpretation; along with them, the writings of the Apostolic
Fathers (particularly 1 Clement, the Didache, and the Letter of Barnabas), Justin Martyr, Origen,
Eusebius of Caesarea, Ephraem Syrus, Aphrahat, and various later writers supply much of the
material cited in the present study.[Flavius] Josephus: Josephus was a Jewish writer who lived
from c. 37 C.E. to c. 100 C.E. Born of a priestly family in Jerusalem, he was, by his own account,
a gifted student who acquired a broad exposure to the different Jewish schools of thought
existent in his own time. He served as a general in the great Jewish revolt against the Romans
but was defeated and taken prisoner. (Josephus recounts that he prophesied that the Roman
commander, Vespasian, would be made emperor; Vespasian spared Josephus’ life and when,
two years later, the prophecy came true, freed him.) After the war Josephus moved to Rome and



composed, among other books, his multivolume Jewish Antiquities. This work, which purports to
set forth the history of the Jews, begins by retelling much of the Hebrew Bible. Josephus’
account is, as we have briefly seen, an amalgam of the biblical text itself and numerous
interpretive traditions that accompanied it. This book is thus a valuable source of information
about how Jews interpreted Scripture in the first century C.E.Targums: Targum is a general
name for a translation of the Hebrew Bible, or parts thereof, into Aramaic, a Semitic language
related to Hebrew and spoken widely throughout the ancient Near East from the eighth century
B.C.E. onward. Targums are not only interpretations in the sense already mentioned with regard
to the Septuagint; some of them, notably Targum Neophyti, the Fragment Targum, and Targum
Pseudo-Jonathan (all targums of the Pentateuch), contain frequent exegetical expansions of the
biblical text, from a few words to entire paragraphs, not found in the original.It is difficult to date
targums with any certainty. Targum Neophyti, frequently cited on the following pages, may go
back to the early second century C.E. (or perhaps slightly earlier); it is replete with ancient
exegetical traditions. Targum Onqelos belongs to roughly the same period; while it sticks more
closely to the actual text of the Pentateuch, it nevertheless supplies valuable insights into early
biblical interpretation.Composition and Aims of This BookThese brief sketches may give the
uninitiated reader some idea of the sources used in this book, and with them this brief survey of
the world of ancient interpreters is complete. Before, however, proceeding to the body of this
book, I should perhaps add a final word about my intentions in compiling it, as well as some
account of how I hope it may be used.I did not get far into the present work before I began to
worry about its eventual size. There was so much potential material that any one of its twenty-six
chapters might in itself be turned into a book-length study. Indeed, some of the overall topics of
various chapters—and even, in a few cases, a single exegetical motif therein—had already been
the subject of someone else’s whole book or monograph. Moreover, I soon began to amass a
great deal of material which was altogether new and which, I felt, for that reason alone deserved
to be published. All this would mean a book of considerable size—without even counting the
space to be taken up by scholarly footnotes and references to the research of others. Not only
might such a volume end up being rather large and costly, but it would probably prove to be a
difficult one for the nonspecialist to read and use: the more motifs I covered, the more the
average reader was likely to get lost among them, unable to distinguish important, widespread
interpretations from interesting but less crucial ones. What to do?From an early stage, I began to
think in terms of two different editions of the book. One would seek to present only the most
important, most influential motifs—the sorts of things that a broad spectrum of Jews and
Christians in the period covered would have heard or read about various biblical stories and
figures. (These same motifs, not coincidentally, were by and large the ones which were
transmitted to subsequent generations and which continued to shape people’s ideas about the
Bible for centuries and centuries afterward.) To keep this first edition reasonably small and
reasonably simple, I also decided to avoid wherever possible technical discussions of Hebrew or
Aramaic, and to eliminate almost all references to other works of scholarship (apart from the few



references included in the present introductory chapter), saving these—along with more detailed
discussion of some of the complications involved in the motifs set forth here, and the
presentation of quite a few minor motifs not found here at all—for the larger, more technical
edition I was preparing simultaneously.30Even this larger edition has required a lot of pruning
and judicious selection in order to be kept to publishable size. Such being the case, I should
perhaps state from the beginning what this book, in either edition, is not. It is not a presentation
of the whole of ancient biblical interpretation of the Pentateuch—far from it! Even the larger,
annotated version falls considerably short of that goal. Within the time frame established for this
book, the available material far exceeded what could be included. This book therefore
represents a selection of some motifs from among many, and a further selection of some
attestations of a given motif from among many. In deciding what material to include, I have been
guided by three or four different principles.In general, I have tried to favor the oldest attested
motifs within the designated period. In fact, I have tried wherever possible to allow the oldest
texts to determine my agenda. That is, I began by surveying the most ancient sources available
—I Enoch, Jubilees, the Septuagint, Ben Sira, and so forth—to find out which interpretive motifs
are attested there; then I sought to trace the presence of the same motifs in later sources, while
at the same time surveying these later sources for new motifs or new wrinkles in the older
ones.This goal of favoring the oldest may seem to run counter to another aspect of the book:
here and there I have also tried to include attestations of some of the motifs selected found in
sources at the end of, or even well beyond, my stated cutoff time of the late first or early second
century. That is, while I tried to choose the motifs themselves on the basis of the earliest
sources, I also sought to show in some cases how these same motifs survived into later
Judaism and Christianity, specifically, into rabbinic and patristic writings. Of course, not all motifs
did survive, and their survival or nonsurvival was not a factor in my selection of motifs. But where
I was aware of a later attestation or echo of an ancient motif in a rabbinic or patristic text, I tried
to include it.In adducing these later, rabbinic or patristic, attestations of earlier traditions, I have
made no effort to be inclusive, and even where I have mentioned such later parallels I have
usually contented myself with a single reference from either group. These references are
generally taken from the most popular or influential parts of those literatures—books like
Genesis Rabba or the Babylonian Talmud, on the one hand, or references from Augustine or
Jerome or (in the Eastern Church) Ephraem, on the other. I have also from time to time cited
from two other late sources, the Cave of Treasures and the Slavonic Paleya, since these works
often embody exegesis of a far earlier period and sometimes preserve what appear to be
unique, ancient traditions.In addition to all the above, one final principle has operated in my
selection of materials. That principle is what might be called, broadly, “interest.” All other things
being equal, I have tried to include in this selection some of the most interesting motifs, or
interestingly stated attestations of a motif, or some of the material that was to prove particularly
influential in later times. I admit that this quality of interest is hard to define—I will not define it
beyond what was just said—but I must in candor make mention of it in any explanation of how I



went about including what I included.Another disclaimer: This book is not about influences. As
mentioned above, I have not set myself the job of tracing relations among the various sources
listed or speculating about which text may or may not have been known to which authors. Of
course, such things can sometimes be determined with certainty, and even when they cannot,
an educated guess can sometimes be offered. But that is decidedly not the purpose of the
present volume. What I wish to do here is to show how the Bible was interpreted in ancient times
and what conclusions individual interpreters drew about the meaning of individual texts. The fact
that two sources present the same or similar interpretations may in some cases be quite
coincidental; in others it may represent a direct borrowing from source A on the part of source B;
in others, a common source was shared by A and B; and in yet others, A’s and B’s conclusions,
although arrived at quite independently, reflect not so much a coincidental resemblance as the
fact that both interpreters had been “programmed” with the same set of instructions about how to
go about interpreting—including, prominently, the four assumptions listed earlier—and moreover
had approached the text in question equipped with a common stock of other interpretations that
served as models of proper procedure.It is sometimes possible to decide among these various
alternatives, but that is not the purpose of this book: I have attempted simply to assemble the
things that ancient interpreters said about different verses or episodes and, to the extent
possible, try to reconstruct the exegetical thinking that stands behind their assertions.31
However, I would be less than candid if I failed to say that the material collected on the following
pages is such as to persuade me, at least, that there indeed was a great common store of
interpretations in antiquity, one that was widely known to interpreters and their audiences.Having
said all that this book does not do, let me now state briefly what it does seek to provide. The
main purpose of this book is to present a detailed look at how the Bible was interpreted in the
centuries just before and after the start of the common era—to show what the Bible essentially
was in that period—and to do this by seeking to isolate and identify the principal interpretive
traditions of, specifically, the Pentateuch as they are preserved in various ancient writings
outside the Hebrew Bible itself. To be sure, any such reconstruction is bound to provide a
somewhat distorted and only approximate picture. Community X or Group Y, or individual
interpreters, certainly would have differed with this reconstruction on particular points: however
much individual interpretations circulated and were held in common by different people, there
was no single, universally accepted set of interpretations. But in choosing and organizing the
material as I have, I hope that I have been able to provide an overall feeling for what Scripture as
a whole meant for most Jews and Christians in the period covered, as well as to present in detail
some of the most significant and widespread bits of interpretation known from that period.I
perhaps should make explicit here what some readers will have already understood, namely, my
reason for focusing on the particular three centuries or so that I have. It was in these three
centuries that Israel’s ancient library of sacred texts were becoming the Bible. From the
standpoint of scriptural interpretation, then, there could hardly have been a more crucial time
than this one, and the overall interpretive methods, as well as a great many individual



interpretations, that were developed in this period did eventually become “canonized” by Jews
and Christians no less than the scriptural texts that they explained. Interpretations of course
continued to be developed and elaborated in later times; yet it is certainly no exaggeration to say
that the main lines of approach, as well as an enormous body of specific motifs, continued to be
transmitted by Jews and Christians from this crucial period on through the Renaissance and
beyond. In short, the period covered is the formative period for the interpretation of Scripture.A
second purpose, no less important than the first, is to show in detail the how of ancient biblical
interpretation. As we have already glimpsed briefly, Scripture itself was the formal starting point
for ancient biblical interpretation: the motifs that ancient interpreters created and transmitted
addressed specific points in the text. All too often in the past this (broadly speaking) exegetical
function has been neglected; to cite but the most illustrious example, Louis Ginzberg’s Legends
of the Jews programmatically submerged the exegetical aspect of these motifs in order to turn
them into a kind of folk literature, the legends of the Jews. But they are not legends, they are
ways of explaining the biblical text.Of course, the legends approach is not wrong in one respect:
originally exegetical creations eventually did become legendized. Time and again in the history
of the motifs’ transmission, their particular connection to the biblical text came to be forgotten.
The very genre of the Rewritten Bible encouraged this: one had to know the text and its
problems virtually by heart in order to hear their solution in the rewriting. Doubtless many
listeners and readers did, but eventually, the precise connection between text and motif
sometimes came to be lost. Indeed, even in pesharim, commentaries, quaestiones, and the like
—genres, that is, in which the biblical verse itself is first cited and then commented upon—one
often finds that the original biblical site out of which a given motif arose has been lost and the
motif attached to another verse.32 Once they became separated from their original biblical sites,
these exegetical motifs did in effect become something like legends, free-floating additions to
biblical stories that were asserted to be true even though their textual justification had been lost.
For just that reason, trying to figure out the relationship between an individual motif and the
precise verse or word in Scripture upon which it depends is often a difficult, challenging task: a
good bit of detective work and mental reconstruction are sometimes necessary. But figuring out
this relationship is absolutely crucial, since it is the connection between text and motif that is the
key to all ancient biblical interpretation. And so, a second purpose of this book has been to
reconstruct, to the extent possible, the thinking that lies behind the ancient interpretive motifs
collected herein.Another purpose of this book—connected with its focus on motifs, as explained
above—is to show the traditional nature of ancient biblical interpretation. I have set forth the
reasons for which it seemed important to focus on motifs rather than on the individual
documents in which these motifs are found, or on those documents’ authors as individual
shapers of the traditions. For the same reasons, I hope that by setting out clearly the way in
which motifs are passed on and elaborated from generation to generation, the altogether
traditional nature of ancient biblical interpretation will be apparent.It might be said of Jews and
Christians—in line with the well-known witticism about the English and the Americans—that they



are divided by a common Scripture. This is certainly true, and in trying to restore the Bible As It
Was and so trace interpretive elements common to both religions, I am in no way attempting to
paper over the great differences that separate these two faiths, including, prominently, many
matters of scriptural interpretation. Yet I must confess that a fourth purpose I have had constantly
in mind in preparing the present volume is frankly ecumenical. What I wish to show is that, the
history of Jewish-Christian polemics aside (and along with it the sad story of church-supported
anti-Semitism), rabbinic Judaism and Christianity emerged out of a common mentality including,
prominently, a common set of beliefs about the Bible. In other words, it is not only Scripture itself,
the written word, that Jews and Christians share. Both groups received, along with the written
texts that make up the Hebrew Bible, the same set of attitudes about how the Bible ought to be
read and explained, what it was meant for and how it was to be used. Moreover (as any reader of
this book will see), both carried forward a substantial body of common explanations of individual
words, verses, incidents, stories, songs, prayers, laws, and prophecies in Scripture. Of course,
none of this is to suggest that the differences between Judaism and Christianity are somehow
minor—they are not—nor is it my intention in pointing out communalities to encourage the
wrongheaded efforts of those who, even as these lines are being written, have announced their
renewed intention to bring about the “conversion of the Jews” by creating some strange hybrid of
Christian teaching and traditional Jewish practices. Rather, it is simply my hope that in the
present age, when many thoughtful Jews and Christians are trying to turn a dark page of history
and seek out what, despite their distinctness, nonetheless unites them, this book may make
some small contribution to an awareness of common beginnings.How Each Chapter Is
OrganizedAncient interpretations are best broken down into individual interpretive motifs. In the
chapters that follow I have therefore presented the material in this fashion, motif by motif.
(Sometimes I have grouped together under a single rubric two or more related motifs that are
nonetheless distinct; in so doing I have sacrificed a certain technical accuracy to my desire to
present things in as straightforward and readable a fashion as possible.)33 To each motif or
group of related motifs I have given a brief title: “The Punishment Was Mortality,” “The Garden in
Heaven,” “Abraham Saved from Fire.” The titles appear as subheadings in the body of the
chapter.34In presenting each motif, I first seek to reconstruct why and how the motif may have
developed; I then illustrate its existence with brief excerpts from ancient writings. I have kept
these excerpts short, since all that I wish to show is that a particular way of understanding the
biblical text is attested in ancient documents X, Y, and Z. I have generally stayed away from
questions like “Did Y’s author learn this interpretation from reading X?” or “Did the authors of
documents Y and Z arrive at this interpretation independently, or did they have some common
source?” As noted earlier, these are interesting, even fascinating questions, and answers to
them sometimes can be put forward with reasonable certainty. In some cases, we can state
unequivocally that Z’s author read the book X; in other cases, we can just as unequivocally state
that Z’s author would have sooner died than open up X or be thought to have used it. In quite a
few cases, it is reasonable to assume that the authors of X and Y drew on an earlier interpretive



tradition known to both; in a few instances, a resemblance between X and Y seems utterly
coincidental. As fascinating as this subject may be, however, it is somewhat beside the point
here: my main goal is to investigate how these traditions arose and came to be widespread, not
to reconstruct the specific steps involved in that transmission.I have generally tried to present
attestations of a particular motif in (rough) chronological order. However, when a later source
seems to contain an earlier or more complete form of a motif, I do sometimes put the later
source first. Likewise, I sometimes violate chronological order when a later source sets forth a
particular motif more clearly or understandably than earlier sources. Since sources cited are all
described and dated (to the extent possible) in the Terms and Sources section at the back of the
book, I trust that this arrangement will not prove to be a source of confusion.To make perfectly
clear the transformative effect of traditional interpretation upon the biblical text, I decided to
begin and end the body of each chapter with a brief summary, in italics. The opening italicized
summary attempts to restate what an ordinary reader, knowing nothing but the words of the
Bible itself, might think about the meaning of the biblical story or section in question. Then, at the
end of the chapter—having surveyed some of the most important traditions of ancient
interpreters—I summarize the story or section once again, this time with the ancient traditions
included. The difference is of course striking: new details, sometimes whole new incidents, and
a great deal of new “spin” now accompany the bare narrative. Although these summaries are
necessarily somewhat simplified, comparing the one at the beginning of the chapter with the one
at the end illustrates vividly how ancient traditions of interpretation changed utterly the meaning
of the Bible.1. 2 Sam. 1:18, Num. 21:14. On this subject generally: Leiman, Canonization of
Scripture.2. See on this Seligmann, “Voraussetzung der Midraschexegese”; idem, “The
Beginnings of Midrash in the Book of Chronicles”; Willi, Der Chronik als Auslegung; Japhet,
Ideology of the Book of Chronicles.3. I have discussed these factors at greater length in Kugel
and Greer, Early Biblical Interpretation, 31–51.4. Here it might be appropriate to clarify a matter
of terminology. Judah was one of Israel’s original twelve tribes, eventually, the dominant one in
the south. King David had united the twelve tribes into a single monarchy at the start of the tenth
century B.C.E.; when this United Monarchy subsequently split in two under David’s grandson
Rehoboam, the southern part became the kingdom of Judah. The northern kingdom was
subsequently conquered by Assyria in the eighth century B.C.E. and its citizenry dispersed; only
the southern kingdom, Judah, continued to exist, still ruled by David’s descendants. It was this
kingdom that the Babylonians conquered early in the sixth century B.C.E. and to which the exiles
returned at the end of that century. In Greco-Roman sources, the country is called Judaea (or
Judea) and its people the Jews. However, the general term “Israel” also continued to be used as
a name for the Jewish people.5. Japhet, “Sheshbazzar and Zerubbabel”; see also her Ideology
of the Book of Chronicles, 395–504.6. These points are discussed at length in Japhet, Ideology
of the Book of Chronicles.7. Bickerman, The Jews in the Greek Age, 30. Bickerman elaborated
on this theme in a paper presented at the Eighth World Congress of Jewish Studies in
Jerusalem, 1981. (Unfortunately, he died shortly after the conference and the paper was never



published.) If it was similarly demanded of Jewish sages that they write down their “former law,”
this may have been an event of crucial importance not only to the ancient interpretation of
biblical laws but to their very formulation in a final, fixed text of the Pentateuch.8. This is not to
say that prophecy itself ceased to exist as a phenomenon in postexilic times, although this was
indeed asserted or implied in a number of ancient sources (1 Macc. 4:46, 9:27, 14:41; Prayer of
Azariah 15; 2 Bar. 85:3; (perhaps) Testament of Benjamin 9:2; Josephus, AgApion 1:40–41; as
well as in numerous rabbinic sources, e.g., Seder Olam 30, T. Sota 13:2, b. Baba Batra 12b,
etc.). Elsewhere, however, is evidence of a different opinion: Wisd. 7:27, Philo, Who Is Heir 259,
(1QH) Thanksgiving Hymns 4:16, 1 Cor. 11:4–5, 12:10, 14:4–5, etc., Josephus, Jewish
Antiquities 13:311–13, 20:97, 169, etc. It seems not so much that prophecy ceased as that the
prophet’s very identity and role came to be redefined and significantly broadened, while at the
same the conviction was spreading that the great prophets were a thing of the past (and,
perhaps, the future). See further Urbach, “When Did Prophecy Cease?” idem, “Halakhah and
Prophecy,” 1–27; Vermes, Jesus the Jew, 69–82; Blenkinsopp, “Prophecy and Priesthood in
Josephus”; Aune, Prophecy in Early Christianity; Horsely, “Like One of the Prophets of Old”;
Greenspahn, “Why Prophecy Ceased”; Kugel, “David the Prophet”; Winston, “Two Types of
Mosaic Prophecy”; Feldman, “Prophets and Prophecy in Josephus”; Brin, “Biblical Prophecy in
the Dead Sea Scrolls”; and Milikowsky, “The End of Prophecy and the End of the Bible.”9. An
interpreter such as Philo of Alexandria might at first seem altogether free of any connection with
the earlier wisdom heritage, yet even in his case has this connection been asserted: Mack,
Logos und Sophia; Laporte, “Philo in the Tradition of Biblical Wisdom Literature.”10. This verse is
not found at all in the Masada manuscript or the Syriac version of Ben Sira, but it is present (in
somewhat different form) in the Hebrew Geniza manuscript B as well as in the Greek. On the
place of this verse in the development of the text of Ben Sira, as well as on the differences
between the Hebrew and Greek versions: Reiterer, “Urtext” und Übersetzungen, 84–85; Skehan
and Di Leila, Wisdom of Ben Sira, 499; Yadin, Ben Sira Scroll from Masada, 38.11. Note in the
same connection a wisdom text from Qumran that asserts that God has granted wisdom “to
Israel, He gives her as a gracious gift,” (4Q185) Sapiential Work 2:10.12. For some literary
connections to this passage, see Grabbe, “The End of the Desolation of Jeremiah.” See also
Grelot, “Soixante-dix semaines d’années”; Doukhan, “The Seventy Weeks of Daniel 9.”13.
Kugel, “David the Prophet.”14. I have tried to illustrate some of the difficulties involved in making
such a distinction in In Potiphar’s House, 248–251.15. See below, Chapter 10; see also Loader,
Tale of Two Cities; Fraade, Enosh and His Generation.16. Particularly suggestive in connection
with this topic is Otzen, “Old Testament Wisdom Literature and Dualistic Thinking.” “Dualistic
thinking” in his definition includes not only the polarization of humanity into good and evil or wise
and foolish, but as well such dualisms as the “sons of light/sons of darkness” and “two spirits”
found at Qumran. See also such texts as Sir. 15:14–20, Testament of Asher 1:3–5, Philo, The
Worse Attacks the Better 82–84, and Baer, Philo’s Use of the Categories Male and Female.17.
This term was apparently first used by Vermes; see his Post-Biblical Jewish Studies.18. At



greater length, see Kugel, “Two Introductions.”19. See Feldman, “Use, Authority, and Exegesis of
Mikra in the Writings of Josephus,” esp. 471–47620. Unless his use of the phrase “other things”
is intended to invoke the biblical phrase “After these things” (Gen. 22:1) to which this tradition
was attached.21. The basis of these traditions was certainly known to Eastern Christianity: see
Brock, “Genesis 22 in Syriac Tradition.”22. This is one form of the text; see above, n. 10.23. A
further complication is presented by such books as 1 Enoch or Jubilees, books that arguably
were at one time considered by some readers to be as scriptural as Genesis or Exodus, but that
later in the course of their transmission came to be viewed as less authoritative or altogether
irrelevant. If so, then—for a time, at least—the interpretations contained within them must not
have been viewed as interpretations at all: they were no less scriptural than the interpretations
found in Chronicles or Daniel. Did not the books’ subsequent change of status mean that these
same interpretations reverted back to their original state, that is, turned from Scripture into
interpretation (thereby reversing the path traced by the interpretations canonized in Chronicles
and Daniel)?24. Having taken care of this matter of definition, I must add that I have been careful
to breach it in the honoring whenever I judged it worthwhile. That is, in tracing what “the Bible”
has to say about a particular matter, I have been careful to include, in addition to the
Pentateuchal material itself, later reflections or elaborations found elsewhere within the Jewish
canon. While I have necessarily treated such reflections and elaborations as Scripture, the alert
reader will certainly recognize in many of them an earlier stage of biblical interpretation.25. The
implications of this dating have been explored by Stone, Scriptures, Sects, and Visions, 37–47;
idem, “Enoch, Aramaic Levi, and Sectarian Origins.”26. Grelot, “La légende d’Hénoch dans les
apocryphes et dans la Bible”; idem,“La géographie mythique d’Hénoch et ses sources
orientales”; Neugebauer, “Astronomy of the Book of Enoch.”27. See on this Runia, Philo in Early
Christian Literature, 74–78.28. Winston, “Philo’s Nachleben”29. A lively debate continues over
the extent of Philo’s acquaintance with biblical interpretation as it existed among his Jewish
contemporaries in Judaea. See (inter alia): Siegfried, Philo von Alexandria als Ausleger;
Bousset, Judischchristlicher Schulbetrieb in Alexandria und Rom; Heinemann, Philons
griechische und jüdische Bildung; idem, Altjüdische Allegoristik; Ginzberg, Legends of the Jews,
5:viii–ix; Stein, Philo und der Midrasch; Wolfson, Philo; Belkin, Philo and the Oral Law; idem,
Philo’s Midrash; Sandmel, Philo’s Place in Judaism; idem, “Parallelomania”; Nikiprowetzky, Le
Commentaire de l’Ecriture; Bamberger, “Philo and the Aggadah”; Rokeach, “Philo of Alexandria,
Midrash, and Ancient Halakhah”; Grabbe, “Philo and Aggada.” Even the last author, highly
skeptical of certain others’ claims, is prepared to concede that Philo knew “a modest amount” of
aggadic traditions from elsewhere. My own feelings on this question are not given to easy
summary, but in the end they are somewhat analogous to Kafka’s words to the Jews of Prague:
“You know more Yiddish than you think.” (On the last, see Brod, Franz Kafka, 113.)30. This plan
of two separate editions has indeed gone forward: publication of the present volume is to be
followed by that of a longer version, designed for specialists in the field, containing additional
motifs and extensive notes discussing some of the more technical aspects of the subjects



covered.31. Despite this disclaimer, I fear that some may fail to understand this book’s format (or
even to read this introductory chapter) and consequently find me guilty of the sin made famous
by Sandmel, “Parallelomania.” It may therefore be appropriate here to repeat his definition: “We
might for our purposes define parallelomania as that extravagance among scholars which first
overdoes the supposed similarity in passages and then proceeds to describe source and
derivation as if implying a literary connection flowing in an inevitable or predetermined
direction” (p. 1, emphasis added). It is precisely that possible literary connection that I have not
addressed in this book.32. Again, I have presented several detailed examples in In Potiphar’s
House.33. In such cases I have generally tried to distinguish the individual subgroups by
inserting some commentary—sometimes only the word “similarly”—between citations.34.
Sometimes I have grouped together quite different motifs whose only common element is that
they all address the same difficulty within the biblical text. In such cases, I have phrased the title
of the section as a question: “Why Did Joseph Put It Off?” “Whose Bad Idea?” “Which Ten
Commandments?”1The World of Ancient Biblical InterpretersTHE OLDEST PARTS of the
Hebrew Bible go back very far into ancient times, some to before 1,000 B.C.E. These ancient
texts may have been transmitted orally for a time, but soon enough they were committed to
writing. Since the materials on which they were written were perishable, the texts eventually
crumbled or wore out and had to be recopied. The stories, psalms, laws, and prophecies that
have reached us today as part of the Bible must therefore have been copied many, many times
even within the biblical period itself. (There were doubtless other texts, such as the “Book of
Yashar” or the “Book of the Wars of the Lord” mentioned in the Bible itself,1 which did not
survive; for one reason or another, they ceased to be copied and so have been lost.)The scribes
who did the work of copying were not mindless duplicating machines, nor did they likely execute
their copies so that the texts might then be put into some kind of “cold storage.” If these texts
were repeatedly copied within the biblical period itself, it was because they were used; they
played some part in daily life. Some texts, especially the history of past events and of ancient
heroes, were doubtless used in the royal court, perhaps for purposes of literacy instruction, royal
propaganda, or simply record keeping. Other texts were just as certainly associated with
temples and sanctuaries—songs and prayers and priestly instructions and the like. Still others—
ancient statutes, prophecies, speeches, proverbs, and so forth—may have likewise had their
place in court or temple, or they may have belonged to yet some other site. But wherever they
were preserved, the very fact that they were attests to the role that these texts must have played
somewhere in ancient Israelite society. No one would go to the trouble of copying texts for no
purpose.To say only this is virtually to assert that, from a very early period, the texts that make
up the Hebrew Bible were interpreted texts. For, judges who seek to enforce written statutes
have to do more than simply read the texts involved; they have to apply the law’s general
prescriptions to specific situations and, sometimes, adapt fixed formulations to new
circumstances. (This is especially true with the laws contained in the Bible, which often function
by describing a specific case while leaving to others the job of deriving from that case principles



that might apply elsewhere.) The same applies to priests seeking to follow an established
procedure for temple sacrifices or trying to diagnose a disease from a specific set of symptoms.
Teachers, royal counselors, propagandists, or others who might make use of historical records
doubtless did more than simply read them aloud: however much the records might have seemed
to speak for themselves, even the clearest point in a text must sometimes be driven home to an
audience through restatement, elaboration, and the like. And not all texts are clear. Writers often
leave ambiguities in what they write, so that all the figures mentioned—judges, priests, teachers,
and so forth—were of necessity also interpreters because of the simple fact that their work
involved using texts.Thus, it is probably safe to say that, at least in these ways, the interpretation
of the Bible goes back virtually as far as the oldest texts within it. Indeed, evidence of this
process is to be found within the Hebrew Bible itself. Later biblical books frequently mention or
allude to things found in earlier books, and in so doing they often modify or change—sometimes
radically—the apparent sense of the earlier text. The book of Daniel, for example, specifically
interprets a prophecy of Jeremiah (Jer. 25:11–12, 29:10), in which Jeremiah’s reference to
“seventy years” is asserted to mean in reality 490 years (Dan. 9:2, 24). In somewhat less
dramatic fashion, the entire book of Chronicles may be seen as a kind of commentary on
(especially) the biblical books of Samuel and Kings, with numerous additions or modifications of
the earlier material, plus a few blatant omissions.2 Daniel and Chronicles are relatively late
books in the biblical canon, but there is evidence of such interpretive activity far earlier, well
before that “great divide” in biblical history, the point at which the Babylonians conquered
Jerusalem and sent the Jews into exile (586 B.C.E.). Such ancient bits of interpretation, while
generally less striking than later examples, nonetheless bear ample witness to the work of
interpreters from very early times.The Age of InterpretationAnd yet, it would be wrong to
conclude that interpretation proceeded at pretty much the same pace throughout the biblical
period. On the contrary, the Babylonian conquest just mentioned seems to mark the dawn of a
new age with regard to Scripture and its interpretation. The Jews, exiled from their homeland for
half a century, were suddenly informed in 532 B.C.E. that they were free to return home; this right
was granted to them by an edict of the Persian king Cyrus following his stunning victory over
mighty Babylon. Many Jews did indeed return home, and the society that they established in
Judea was one in which—for reasons to be examined presently—the interpretation of ancient
Scripture came to play a central role. As a result, a distinctive approach to interpretation began
to develop, and in the ensuing centuries individual interpretations of biblical laws and stories and
prophecies slowly accumulated and coalesced into a great body of lore that came to be known
widely throughout Israel.Some of the first fruits of this activity may be found among the latest
books of the Hebrew Bible, but the great mass of ancient biblical interpretation appears in books
that, for one reason or another, did not end up being included in the Jewish canon. These books
—expansive retellings of biblical stories, first-person narratives put in the mouths of biblical
heroes, pseudonymous apocalypses, the sayings and proverbs of ancient sages, plus actual
biblical commentaries, sermons, and the like—were composed from, roughly, the third century



B.C.E. through the first century C.E., although some of the interpretations of the Bible found in
them doubtless go back still earlier. These old texts allow us to reconstruct in some detail how
the Bible was read and understood during this crucial period. They are the focus of the present
study.The Need for InterpretersAs mentioned, almost any written text contains potential
ambiguities. Normally, we ordinary readers deal with such ambiguities ourselves, so that there is
no need for a special class of text interpreters. Perhaps it was so, for a time, in ancient Israel as
well—although the job of being a judge, a priest, or a teacher certainly could imply some skill in
interpreting texts. But the postexilic period marked (among other things) a time in which this
interpretive function became a thing unto itself and in which, therefore, the interpreter of
Scripture emerged as a figure in his own right.Part of the reason for this figure’s emergence had
to do with the passage of time itself. For, however much all texts contain ambiguities, such
ambiguities—and even out-and-out incomprehensibility—tend to increase with old texts, for the
simple reason that language and culture are always in the process of changing. A word whose
meaning may have been clear two or three hundred years ago may no longer be clear now;
indeed, it may now mean something else entirely. Few speakers of English nowadays would
understand that to call someone “lewd and silly” in Chaucer’s day was hardly to criticize; the
person was, in fact, being described as uneducated and defenseless.In the same way, many
Hebrew words had shifted their meaning by the end of the biblical period. Even such basic
concepts as “get,” “take,” “need,” “want,” “time,” and “much” were expressed with new terms; the
old words had either shifted their meaning or dropped out of sight entirely. As a result, someone
trying to read a text from the ancient past could not always make sense of it; an expert, someone
acquainted with old texts and their meanings, was needed.Words were not the only thing to
change: ideas, social institutions, and political reality likewise shifted. Some of Israel’s bitterest
enemies of days gone by no longer existed, replaced by new foes unheard of in an earlier age.
Old forms of organization and governance had likewise fallen from view. Successive waves of
conquerors—the Babylonians, Persians, Greeks (subdivided into the Hellenized Ptolemies of
Egypt and the Hellenized Seleucids of Syria), then the Romans—had introduced not only new
words into the Hebrew language, but also new ideas and ways of thinking, indeed, whole new
civilizations. Taken together, such changes had a way of distancing people from their own past:
texts that had at one time been quite comprehensible might now appear to be an encoded
mystery. There is little doubt that, for just such reasons, many of the particulars in the stories of
Genesis or the laws of Exodus were no longer clear to readers as early as the time of the return
from Babylonian exile. Henceforth interpreters of Scripture would increasingly be
necessary.Such interpreters were needed even more because of a curious feature in the
transmission of ancient Hebrew Scripture. The Hebrew writing system was more than a little
ambiguous. Like certain other Semitic languages, Hebrew was written down by recording the
consonants alone: there were no letters to represent vowels. (Eventually, the consonants
corresponding to our H, Y, and W came to be widely used as a way of indicating some vowels,
but this was done only inconsistently at first and in any case still left many ambiguities.)Of



course, writing only the consonants in words would not work at all in English. The letters BRD,
for example, could be interpreted as standing for “bird,” “bard,” “bared,” “barred,” “beard,” “broad,”
“bored,” “board,” “brad,” “bread,” “bred,” “breed,” “braid,” “by-road,” “buried,” “borrowed,” and so on.
In Hebrew, things are far easier: most words are built on a triconsonantal root and there are
relatively few homonyms. The basic meaning of BRD, for example, is “hail.” But even within the
triconsonantal root structure, context alone will often determine whether a particular word is to
be construed as a noun or a verb, or as belonging to one class of verb as opposed to another, or
as being in the passive or active voice. Here, certainly, was plenty of room for ambiguity!What is
more, biblical texts were written without the use of capital letters, periods, commas, or any other
kind of punctuation. Thus, even where a sentence began or ended was often a matter of opinion:
it all depended on how you interpreted it. Indeed, even the separation between individual words
was, in ancient times, frequently left ambiguous by author or scribe. And within the sentence,
basic decisions about which words went together with which others and where, therefore,
syntactic pauses were to occur—these too were a matter of interpretation.Such ambiguities
might at first seem rather minor, even trivial. However, especially when combined with other
obscurities resulting from the passage of time, they created a significant barrier between text
and reader. As a matter of fact, this ambiguous writing system was responsible for a great many
of the interpretations charted in this book. The existence of such a writing system not only
seemed to call forth interpreters to explain the biblical text, but soon enough, it furnished those
interpreters with a flexible tool for tipping the interpretive scales in one particular direction or
another. Carried to an extreme, the freedom of interpreters to read a single word in different
ways or to break up a block of text into various syntactic combinations could at times allow them
to make a text out to be saying exactly the opposite of its apparent meaning. The importance of
the Hebrew writing system can thus hardly be overstated.The Mode of ReturnMany of the above
factors, however, had existed from earliest times; while the passage of time may have
heightened their effect, they alone are probably not sufficient to explain why it was the period
following the return from Babylonian exile that inaugurated a new interest in the interpretation of
Scripture. To account for this, a number of further historical considerations must be
mentioned.3The first might be called the “mode of return” in which the Jews found themselves
after the return from the Babylonian exile. Not all those who had been exiled to Babylon did
return; a number of them stayed in their new home. Those who went back to Judah4 doubtless
did so for a variety of reasons, but certainly one of them was a straightforward desire to return to
the place and the way of life that had been their ancestors’ in days gone by. Yet here was a
problem. For, while the physical places previously inhabited may have been clear enough, the
way of life that had been followed in them was not. One could not interrogate the hills or the trees
to find out how one’s forebears had acted two or three generations earlier: that information
depended on the restored community’s collective memory, a memory embodied in (among other
things) its library of ancient texts. Thus, the very mode of return—the desire to go back to
something that once existed—probably made this community bookish to an abnormal



degree.Political differences among different groups within the returning exiles reinforced this
tendency. To judge by the biblical evidence itself, some Jews at that time were bent on restoring
the Davidic dynasty to full political leadership. (David’s descendants had continuously ruled in
Judah from the time of David himself, in the tenth century B.C.E., until the Babylonian exile.)
Hopes eventually crystallized in the figure of Zerubbabel, heir to the Davidic throne. Many
apparently looked to Zerubbabel to bring about drastic changes in the Jews’ situation, perhaps
through out-and-out rebellion against the Persian authorities; this hope is reflected in, among
others, the writings of the biblical prophets Haggai and Zechariah (see Haggai 2; Zech. 4:6–7).
At the same time, however, other Jews were more reserved in their political opinions. It is
striking, for example, that the biblical books of Ezra and Nehemiah nowhere mention
Zerubbabel’s Davidic origins in their treatment of him; apparently, the author of these books saw
the Persians as legitimate rulers.5 Indeed, the author of Ezra begins by asserting that the
emperor Cyrus had been commissioned by God Himself to rule “all the kingdoms of the earth”
and to build a temple for Him in Jerusalem (Ezra 1:1–2).Such political differences might exist at
any time and in any place. But it is significant that the Jews of this period turned to their own
ancient writings to legitimate their political views. Thus, when the prophet Haggai, a proponent of
Zerubbabel, first prophesied about him,On that day, says the Lord of Hosts, I will take you,
Zerubbabel my servant, son of Shealtiel, and make you like a signet ring, for I have chosen you,
says the Lord of Hosts.—Hag. 2:23his words had a somewhat “biblical” ring, perhaps intended
specifically to evoke a dire prophecy of Jeremiah’s from an earlier age:As I live, says the Lord,
though Coniah the son of Jehoiakim, king of Judah, were a signet ring on my right hand, yet I
would tear you off and give you into the hand of those who seek your life.—Jer. 22:24–25The
same prophet Jeremiah was evoked by members of the opposite camp—in the opposite sense,
of course. The opening words of the book of Ezra, alluded to above, might be cited in full here:In
the first year of Cyrus king of Persia, in order to accomplish the word of the Lord uttered by
Jeremiah, the Lord stirred up the spirit of Cyrus king of Persia so that he made a proclamation.—
Ezra 1:1According to this source, not only was Cyrus a legitimate, divinely chosen ruler, but his
deeds were nothing less than the fulfillment of a biblical prophecy uttered by the same
Jeremiah.So, more generally, the returning Jews used the stories, prophecies, songs, and
prayers saved from before the Babylonian exile to bolster their own ideas on all manner of
different issues. For example, the book of Chronicles has been shown to contain a detailed
program for the restored Jewish community after the Babylonian exile: its author was a firm
supporter of the Davidic monarchy; he was in favor of uniting the northern and southern parts of
the country into a single polity, a state whose very existence was predicated on what he saw as
the people’s eternal (and, in his view, virtually uninterrupted) presence on its own land and
loyalty to its God.6 Yet how interesting, and typical, that this author sought to put forward his
political program not as such, but in the form of a history of bygone times—specifically, a
retelling of much of the biblical books of Samuel and Kings. It was no doubt the mode of return
that led this author, like so many others, to present his ideas not as innovations but as a return to



the glorious past. That is, by omitting some things and adding others, this author reshaped the
past and so made it into a more perfect model of what he himself wished to prescribe for the
future.The Centrality of LawsTexts from the ancient past not only served as a general guide to
how life had been lived before the exile. These texts—and in particular what is called the
Pentateuch or Torah, the first five books of the Bible—contained numerous laws and
commandments from an earlier day. Another result of the mode of return in which the Jews
found themselves was the heightened importance of these laws.Obeying laws is usually thought
of in our society as a rather small and unimportant part of life. True, most people obey speed
limits and traffic lights, stay off private property, and pay their taxes, but such acts of obedience
hardly register in our daily consciousness. Ordinary citizens do not usually spend a lot of time in
court. The whole subject of law seems rather specialized and marginal.Among the returning
exiles, by contrast, laws occupied a central position. According to the book of Nehemiah, the
people at this time specifically took an oath “to walk in God’s law which was given by Moses, the
servant of God, and to observe and do all the commandments of the Lord our master and
perform His ordinances and statutes” (Neh. 10:29). It was, apparently, crucially important that all
members of the restored community do their utmost to conform to the divinely given statutes of
old.One reason was that they were divine, God’s own commandments. If this divine provenance
were not in itself sufficient to command the sustained attention of the community, the whole
atmosphere of the postexilic period made it sufficient. The Babylonian conquest and exile had
been the traumatic event in Jewish history. Not only had the defeat cost the Jews their freedom
and homeland—as well as quite a few lives—but it had challenged the very foundations of
Israel’s understanding of its God and His ways with the world. The Jerusalem Temple, God’s
physical home on earth, had suddenly been razed by the enemy, and the daily Temple
sacrifices, a centuries-old routine by which, in the common esteem, the divine will was
appeased and made favorable toward mankind, had now been brutally put to an end. How could
such events be understood?The explanation offered by Jewish prophets and sages was that
these events constituted God’s punishment for the people’s failure to obey the divine laws.
When, in conformity to Jeremiah’s prophecy (and in contradiction to all that common sense or
political science might have predicted), the Babylonians were in turn overthrown a few short
decades after their defeat of the Jews, it certainly seemed as if the “punishment” explanation
was indeed correct: God had used the Babylonians to show His people Israel the error of its
ways but, once having done so, He in turn toppled the Babylonians from power lest anyone
conclude that it was their military might, rather than God’s will, that had brought them
victory.Back in their homeland, the Jews resolved to learn the lesson of history: henceforth they
would be more careful, henceforth they would be sure to observe the divine statutes with
punctilious zeal. But such resolve only heightened the interpretive crux of biblical law. How could
one demand strict observance of laws that were frequently and notoriously short on particulars?
For example, working on the Sabbath was forbidden—but what constituted “work”? Performing
one’s usual profession? Doing any work which was part of a profession, even if it was not one’s



own? Or perhaps something still more stringent? (For some answers, see Chapter 20.) Similarly,
the book of Leviticus commanded that one not “take revenge or hold a grudge” (Lev. 19:18)
against one’s kinsman—but what did that mean? If “revenge” here implied actually harming him
or killing him to recompense a wrong suffered, did the further prohibition of holding a grudge
mean that one could not even resent him for the harm inflicted? Was this humanly possible? And
did the continuation of this same verse—“And you shall love your neighbor as yourself”—mean
that one was actually ordered by God to love someone whom one might otherwise be inclined to
hate? How can love be commanded? (For answers given to these questions, see Chapter 22.)
Like these, dozens and hundreds of other laws had to be understood precisely and thoroughly if
another catastrophe was to be averted.Quite apart from what we would think of as the “religious”
importance of obeying biblical laws—the desire of the community to find favor with God and to
head off another disaster—there may have been a more immediate spur to making sure that
these laws were definitively interpreted and explained. It is likely that biblical laws were quite
simply the law of the land in the restored community of Judah. Persian imperial policy under
Darius I apparently consisted of giving the empire’s stamp of approval to the old legal systems of
its various subject peoples. Thus, in the year 518 B.C.E., Darius wrote to his satrap in Egypt to
send him Egyptian scholars who might write down “the former law of Egypt.” The scholars
apparently complied, writing their laws “on one roll.”7 It seems likely that something similar
happened with the Jews: the ancient laws, presented in definitive form, acquired the authority of
the ruling powers. The words of Artaxerxes I (who reigned from 465 or 464 to 424 B.C.E.), cited
in the book of Ezra, are eloquent in this regard:“I, Artaxerxes the king, make a decree to all the
treasurers in the province Beyond the River: Whatever Ezra the priest, the scribe of the law of
the God of heaven, requires of you, be it done with diligence … And you, Ezra, according to the
wisdom of your God which is in your hand, appoint magistrates and judges who may judge all
the people in the province Beyond the River, all such as know the laws of your God; and those
who do not know them, you shall teach. Then, whoever will not obey the law of your God and the
law of the king, let judgment be strictly executed upon him, whether for death or for banishment
or for confiscation of his goods or for imprisonment.”—Ezra 7:21, 25–26Henceforth, the ancient
Hebrew laws stood on a par with, or were equated with, the laws of the Persian rulers: the “law of
your God and the law of the king” comprised the legal corpus by which daily life was to be
governed, and not only the Jews but, as well, the Persian government officials in their midst were
required to make sure that ancient biblical statutes were widely understood (“those who do not
know them, you shall teach”) and fully enforced as the law of the land.The Rise of the
InterpreterFor all these reasons, the interpreters of Scripture enjoyed an increasing prominence
and authority in the period following the Babylonian exile. They were, first of all, the guardians of
writings preserved from Israel’s ancient past. With their bookman’s skills, they could explain what
that past was, what had been set down in writing by or about Israel’s historic leaders; they could
likewise look deeply into the words of ancient lore and traditions, the writings of divinely chosen
prophets or sages from days gone by. Clearly, interpreting such ancient texts was a matter of



more than merely antiquarian interest: the interpretation of Scripture could lend support for this
or that political program or leader, and it determined as well the significance of divine law and its
application to daily life.Who were these interpreters? There is good indication that they came
from within different groups and levels of Jewish society. Some of them were, like “Ezra the
priest” (Ezra 7:21) just mentioned, priests or levites—people who, by birth, had a special
association with the service of God—since part of their job had from earliest times involved not
only interpreting divine statutes but promulgating and explaining them to the people. The book of
Deuteronomy had said about the tribe of Levi (from which priests and levites were said to
descend):They shall teach Your statutes to Jacob, and to Israel Your Torah.—Deut.
33:10Elsewhere in the same book, the role of members of this tribe in interpreting the law is
made specific (Deut. 17:8–13). So too in later times:“Thus says the Lord of Hosts: Ask the
priests to decide this question.”—Hag. 2:11True instruction was in his [Levi’s] mouth, and no
wrong was found on his lips … For the lips of the priest guard knowledge, and people seek
instruction [torah] from his mouth, for he is an emissary of the Lord of Hosts.—Mal. 2:6–7But
priests and levites were hardly the only interpreters. We have glimpsed above the special
association that judges, teachers, sages, and scribes probably had with the interpretation of
ancient texts, and people from these walks of life as well served as Scriptural interpreters on into
the Second Temple period and beyond. (Note that Ezra the priest is further described in the
same verse as “the scribe of the law of the God of heaven”; Ezra 7:21). No doubt for a time at
least, interpreting Scripture had merely been a function—one among many—associated with
each of these various offices; indeed, certain areas of interpretation were probably long
associated specifically with certain types of interpreters (for example, laws of sacrifices, purity,
and impurity with priests). From the closing centuries before the common era, however, comes
evidence of more “all-purpose” interpreters, people who held forth on every area of scriptural
interpretation, and such continued to be the case in the centuries thereafter.In explaining
Scripture in their particular fashion, interpreters ultimately came to encroach on territory that had
previously belonged to another, rather different figure: the biblical prophet. For centuries before
the Babylonian exile, prophets had acted as divine spokesmen in Israel. They were seen, quite
literally, as messengers of God, and the messages they brought—words of rebuke and
announcements of divine judgment and punishment, as well as messages of hope and divine
encouragement, or simply divine directives and commandments—compelled the attention of
kings and commoners alike. Prophets, in short, were an intermediary link in communications
between God and humanity. But then, in the period following the return from exile, prophecy
began to fall into disrepute. Although we possess the words of prophets who existed at the time
of the return itself, in the centuries that followed there is a void: apparently, prophecy was no
longer regarded as it had been previously.8 Perhaps the institution itself had fallen, or was
falling, into disrepute:And if anyone again appears as a prophet, his father and mother who bore
him will say to him, “You shall not live, for you speak lies in the name of the Lord”; and his father
and his mother shall pierce him through when he prophesies. On that day, every prophet will be



ashamed of his vision when he prophesies; he will not put on the hairy mantle in order to
deceive, but he will say, “I am no prophet, I am a tiller of the soil.”—Zech. 13:3–5Later prophets
sometimes alluded to, or interpreted, the words of earlier prophets, and these references in
themselves may indicate a change in the air. Were not the words of the great prophets of the
past turned to as a source of inspiration, or even information, about the present precisely
because these words, now part of Scripture, outweighed anything that might be uttered by the
latter-day prophets “in your midst”? God’s word was increasingly thought of as a written word,
given to Israel for all time, and it was therefore those who interpreted sacred texts from the past
who were God’s present-day messengers and spokesmen.If the influence of prophets was on
the decline, on the rise was that of another figure who had long existed in Israel, the sage or
wise man. Sages in ancient Israel—and in the ancient Near East in general—were teachers and
advisers, many or most of them no doubt attached to the royal court. They were often champions
of a particular philosophy and way of life called “wisdom.” Wisdom is not given to easy summary,
but its basic tenet was that all of reality is shaped by a great, underlying pattern. This pattern,
referred to in itself as wisdom, was of divine origin. Everything that happens in the world—the
ways of nature and of human society, the course of history and of individual human lives—
happens in keeping with this divine pattern. While it is not given to humanity to know all the
particulars of the divine pattern, parts of it had certainly been grasped over the centuries by
those who pursued wisdom, namely, the sages themselves. Their insights into the divine pattern
had been “packaged” into little units, the pithy sayings or proverbs that were the sage’s stock-in-
trade. Such proverbs—whose overall message was one of patient self-control, treading the strait
and narrow path—were often cleverly worded and required sustained contemplation to be fully
understood. (Three biblical books that abound in such material are Proverbs, Job, and
Ecclesiastes.) Sages taught this material to their students and sought to live by its teachings in
their own lives.These same sages became interpreters of Scripture. With the passage of time,
the texts they contemplated and explained were no longer limited to ancient proverbs and
sayings: laws and narratives and prophecies likewise came to be included in their repertoire.
Soon enough, the writings they themselves produced encompassed more than old-fashioned
proverbs: without quite abandoning these, they added pithily phrased expositions of Scripture to
their words of wisdom.The process by which such teachers of wisdom (in the sense described
above) became teachers of Scripture is not hard to document: it happens before our very eyes in
books like the Wisdom of Ben Sira (or Sirach, written around 180 B.C.E.) or the Wisdom of
Solomon (late first century B.C.E.).9 The sages who wrote these books are, in a sense,
transitional figures. They are, on the one hand, traditional wisdom teachers whose mission it still
is to put insights into the ways of God and men in little one-line proverbs, and the proverbs they
wrote and included in their books are no different in kind from the proverbs written by earlier
sages, the authors of Proverbs, Job, and Ecclesiastes. On the other hand, Ben Sira or the author
of the Wisdom of Solomon did something no sage had done before: they made Scripture part of
the subject of their inquiry. It is a striking fact that nowhere do earlier wisdom collections—



Proverbs, Job, or Ecclesiastes—ever talk about Abraham or Jacob or Moses, the history of the
people of Israel or the messages transmitted by Israel’s prophets. It is not that these things were
unknown to the sages in question; of course they knew them. Rather, the universal nature of
wisdom itself seemed to rule out any reference to such particulars, such local details: the great
underlying pattern of the universe must, it seemed to them, apply equally to all of humanity and
lie beyond any particularity of time or space.But by the second century B.C.E., all this was
changing: for the Jews Scripture itself had become God’s great book of instruction—no longer
merely the record of events from the distant past of one people, nor prophetic oracles delivered
to a specific audience, but words of eternal validity that were relevant, therefore, to anyone in
any age. In keeping with this view, Ben Sira devoted some of his wise sayings to the elucidation
of biblical laws, since for him these laws embodied timeless principles of God’s wisdom.
Moreover, he addressed himself at length (chapters 44–49 of his book) to a review of the Bible’s
major figures, whose very lives and deeds seemed to him less history than moral example, tales
told for the edification of readers in any age.Enoch pleased the Lord and was taken up [to
heaven], he was an example of repentance to all generations.—(Greek) Sir. 44:1610The biblical
Enoch, mentioned in Gen. 5:18–24, appears in a long genealogical list of people who lived
before the flood. As a figure from the shadowy past, he was of little historical significance to later
generations of Israelites. Yet, by Ben Sira’s time, biblical texts were being scrutinized for all their
possible implications. In the case of Enoch, the fact that God was said to have “taken” him (Gen.
5:24) suggested to many that Enoch had been bodily taken up, transported into heaven while
yet alive, very much as Elijah later was (2 Kings 2:11). Indeed, the idea of Enoch’s heavenly
sojourn found elaborate expression in such ancient writings as 1 Enoch. (For more details, see
below.) Just exactly what Enoch had done to be so “taken” by God the book of Genesis did not
openly say. But Ben Sira, or at least the exegetical tradition being quoted above, found an
answer to this question in the precise wording of the Enoch passage in Genesis:When Enoch
had lived sixty-five years, he became the father of Methuselah. Enoch walked with God after the
birth of Methuselah three hundred years, and had other sons and daughters. Thus all the days of
Enoch were three hundred and sixty-five years. Enoch walked with God; and he was not, for God
took him.—Gen. 5:21–24The passage says that Enoch “walked with God” after the birth of
Methuselah; the clear implication is that before Methuselah’s birth he did not walk with God. If
so, it would seem that Enoch’s great virtue, and the reason for God’s taking him, was that he
repented. Although he may not have been an exemplary youth, Enoch began to walk with God at
age sixty-five and thus became, in the Ben Sira text cited above, “an example of repentance to
all generations.”Enoch is only the first biblical figure treated in Ben Sira’s category of heroes;
after him come Noah, Abraham, Moses, and the others—all of whose lives are presented as
models, embodiments of this or that divine teaching. It is in this sense that, for Ben Sira,
Scripture itself is the great book of wisdom—so that, after having praised the figure of Wisdom
very much in the fashion of earlier sages, Ben Sira can quite naturally add:All this [Wisdom] is
the book of the covenant of the Most High, the Torah which Moses commanded us as an



inheritance to the congregation of Jacob.—Sir. 24:23 (cf. Deut. 33:4)In the same fashion,
another sage, roughly a century later, could assert about Wisdom:11He [God] found the whole
way to knowledge, and gave her to Jacob his servant, and to Israel whom he loved … She is the
book of the commandments of God, and the law that endures forever.—Bar. 3:36–4:1For a third
sage of this period, the author of the Wisdom of Solomon, Scripture is likewise a great repository
of wisdom; and very much in the fashion of Ben Sira, he also presents a catalog of biblical
heroes and examples (chapter 10). What is particularly remarkable in this author’s catalog is the
extent to which it is mediated by interpretive traditions. Thus, for example, in alluding to the
exodus from Egypt, this text observes:She [Wisdom] gave to holy men the reward of their labors;
she guided them along a marvelous path, and became a shelter to them by day and a starry
flame through the night. She brought them over the Red Sea, and led them through the deep
waters; but she drowned their enemies and cast them up from the depth of the sea.—Wis. 10:17–
18The author is obviously referring to the events recounted in the book of Exodus—yet his
account has been touched up a bit to clarify elements that might otherwise be troubling in that
narrative. For example, the Israelites there are said to have borrowed silver, gold, and other
precious items from the Egyptians before leaving, and so to have “despoiled” the Egyptians
(Exod. 12:36). The Wisdom of Solomon is quick to explain that this was not thievery or even
deception, but “the reward of their labors”; that is, it was only fair for the Israelites to take these
items in recompense for all the years of slavery in which they had served the Egyptians without
being paid. As for the pillar of cloud and the pillar of fire that accompanied the Israelites on their
way out of Egypt (Exod. 13:21), the Wisdom of Solomon explains what the book of Exodus
somehow had not, that while the nighttime pillar was made of fire in order to guide them in the
dark, the purpose of the daytime pillar of cloud was to give shelter to the Israelites from the sun—
hence two pillars were necessary. (See Chapter 17.) Moreover, this same author specifies that,
after drowning Israel’s enemies, Wisdom “cast them up from the depth of the sea.” This is no
gratuitous flourish but an attempt to resolve an apparent contradiction in the Exodus account,
which at one point specifies that the Egyptians “were drowned in the Red Sea, the floods
covered them, they went down into the depths like a stone” (Exod. 15:4–5) but elsewhere says
that the Israelites “saw the Egyptians dead upon the seashore” (Exod. 14:30). Where were they,
on the seashore or at the bottom of the sea? This author’s answer is that they at first sank to the
bottom of the sea but then were “cast up” to the shore again to be seen by the Israelites.In short,
it is not that teachers of wisdom began merely to include Scripture among their subjects; rather,
the whole nature of their activity was changing. Where wisdom had previously consisted of
contemplating the natural world and the social order and deducing from them the general plan
by which God conducts the world, it was now more and more Scripture that was consulted to
understand God’s ways. As the examples from the Wisdom of Solomon show, consulting
Scripture did not consist merely of finding the appropriate passage and repeating it, but of
looking deeply into its words, for God’s teachings were often not obvious. Thus, it happened that
the sage, who had previously walked about the world or stood at his window looking out, now sat



down at his table and opened the Book. For, the Book, even more than the world, was the place
in which God’s will and God’s ways were expressed—but much thought and contemplation were
needed if the sage was to understand fully God’s sacred written messages.In giving expression
to these messages, sages—indeed, scriptural interpreters in general—did take over part of the
ancient prophet’s role. For, if the word of the Lord was no longer reliably spoken by chosen
messengers sent directly to Israel, was it not because that word had already been set down in
writing, in the great library of divine wisdom that Scripture had become? The interpreter, as
mediator of that wisdom, was a bit like the prophet: it was he who could peer deeply into words
from the ancient past and explain their present application—how this or that law was to be
observed, what the present implications of some ancient narrative were, or even how, in the
words of some prophet long dead, there nonetheless lurked a message directed to a later
day.The Four AssumptionsIn Ben Sira and the Wisdom of Solomon, we have glimpsed some of
the ancient interpreters’ modus operandi. It might be well, before proceeding, to say something
of a more programmatic nature about how interpreters interpreted.To do so, we must begin with
the interpreters’ own understanding of Scripture: what was Scripture in their eyes, and how did it
mean? At first this might seem like a foolish question. After all, why should one assume that so
varied a group of interpreters as those treated in this book had any one view of Scripture? Surely
what Ben Sira thought about Scripture was not what Philo of Alexandria thought, and their views
in any case were hardly identical with those of the author of Jubilees.This is to some extent true.
And yet, the more one contemplates the whole corpus of ancient biblical interpretation, the more
it becomes clear that, despite the great variety of styles and genres and even interpretive
methods involved, underlying it all is a common approach, a common set of assumptions
concerning the biblical text. Some of these have been alluded to in passing above, but it is
appropriate here to set them out schematically. There are essentially four fundamental
assumptions about Scripture that characterize all ancient biblical interpretation.The first
assumption that all ancient interpreters seem to share is that the Bible is a fundamentally cryptic
document. That is, all interpreters are fond of maintaining that although Scripture may appear to
be saying X, what it really means is Y, or that while Y is not openly said by Scripture, it is
somehow implied or hinted at in X. The chapters that follow abound with instances of this
assumption at work. Numerous interpreters seek to maintain, for example, that when Moses
casts a tree or stick into the waters of Marah (Exod. 15:25), “the word tree here means divine
teachings,” or that when Dinah’s brothers speak deceitfully to the men of Shechem (Gen. 34:13),
“deceitfully really means with ‘wisdom.’” Now it is hardly a natural thing to assume that a
particular text is fundamentally cryptic or esoteric. Whether we are reading a history book or a
newspaper editorial or a rousing hymn, we generally assume that what the words seem to say is
what they mean to say. Yet ancient interpreters, when they read a piece of biblical history, or the
urgings of a biblical prophet, or the hymns of an ancient psalmist, again and again tell us that in
place of, or beyond, the apparent meaning of the text is some hidden, esoteric message. So,
more generally, although the biblical text appears to be talking about a historical figure named



Abraham, “Abraham is,” according to Philo of Alexandria, “a symbol for the virtue-loving soul” in
addition to being that historical figure, while for early Christian interpreters, “Cain’s brother Abel
is a foreshadowing of Christ.”It would be interesting, in another context, to try to trace the roots of
this first assumption, which clearly go back to the Bible itself. To mention but one example cited
earlier, the suggestion of the prophet-sage Daniel that the real meaning of the expression
“seventy years” is 490 years is a classic case of “X really means Y.”12 The obvious question—If
Jeremiah had meant 490 years, why didn’t he say so?—is never addressed by Daniel;
apparently even at the time of that book’s composition it was already a well-known fact that
Scripture often speaks indirectly or cryptically.Whatever the origins of this first assumption, it
was universally shared by ancient interpreters. Indeed, it had not a little to do with the
interpreter’s own standing in the community and with the authority that his interpretations
enjoyed. The very fact that the Bible could be demonstrated time and again to contain some
meaning other than the apparent one vouchsafed the necessity of specially trained interpreters
who could reveal the Bible’s secrets, and the interpretations that they put forward—precisely
because they arose out of careful exegesis and would not appear to most readers at first blush—
acquired an authority of their own.The second assumption shared by all ancient interpreters was
that Scripture constitutes one great Book of Instruction, and as such is a fundamentally relevant
text. To appreciate the significance of this assumption, contrast it to the approach we normally
take to the act of reading. If, for example, we were to open up Gilgamesh or the Enuma Elish or
some other ancient Near Eastern text, we might find the stories moving, the language stirring,
but no one would likely suggest that we ought to behave in keeping with what is written there, or
that the characters are represented as acting in the way that they do so that we might emulate
their example. Similarly, we might be drawn to read the prophecies of ancient sibyls in Greek, or
read the writings of other makers of oracles, but no one would suggest that what these authors
were really talking about was America in the twenty-first century. An ancient Roman law code
might be of interest to a student of legal history; some of its laws might even serve as a model for
new legislation in our own day; but scarcely any reader would think that, because such-and-such
a law appears in this code, that fact alone is sufficient reason for us to regard it as currently
binding upon ourselves. Songs, hymns, prayers, laments culled from centuries past would
likewise have no automatic application to our present situation: we might find them moving, but
the very fact of their existence would hardly constitute a reason for us to recite them in solemn
assembly or obey their calls to celebrate or mourn.Yet, it should be obvious, precisely these
things were said about the Bible by ancient interpreters. As we have seen briefly in the case of
Enoch, so Abraham, Jacob, Moses, and other biblical figures were held up as models of
conduct, their stories regarded as a guide given to later human beings for the leading of their
own lives. (Some interpreters saw the figures themselves as moral exemplars, others as
allegorical representations of virtues to be emulated; it matters little, since the point in any case
is that these historical figures are not merely historical but instructional.) Biblical prophecies
were similarly read as relevant to the interpreter and his audience: one obvious effect achieved



by Daniel’s interpreting 70 years as 490 was to move the relevance of Jeremiah’s prophecy four
centuries into the future (rather close, in fact, to the time when, according to many scholars, this
part of the book of Daniel was probably composed). Similarly, the Dead Sea Scrolls have yielded
many examples of ancient pesharim (“actualized interpretations”) whereby the prophecies of
Habakkuk, Nahum, and other biblical prophets are explained as referring to the politics of
Roman-occupied Palestine centuries after these prophets themselves had lived. The early
Christian interpretation of the prophecies of Isaiah and other Old Testament figures are another
well-known instance of making ancient works relevant. And, as will be seen in the following
chapters, the same fundamental assumption was held to be true about all of the Hebrew Bible,
the songs and psalms and prayers and laws and narratives it contained. Everything was held to
apply to present-day readers and to contain within it an imperative for adoption and application
to the readers’ own lives. Paul’s observation about the biblical narrative of the Israelites’
wanderings in the desert,Now these things [that happened to the Israelites in the desert]
happened to them as a warning, but they were written down for our instruction, upon whom the
end of the ages has come—1 Cor. 10:11is merely one formulation of an assumption that had
long characterized ancient biblical interpretation. For Paul, as for all ancient interpreters, the
Bible is not essentially a record of things that happened or were spoken in the past. That they
happened is of course true; but if they were written down in the Bible, it was not so as to record
what has occurred in some distant past, but “for our instruction,” so that, by reading the sacred
text whose material comes to us from the past, we might learn some vital lesson for our own
lives.The third basic assumption is that Scripture is perfect and perfectly harmonious. By this I
mean, first of all, that there is no mistake in the Bible, and anything that might look like a mistake
—the fact that, for example, Gen. 15:13 asserts that the Israelites “will be oppressed for four
hundred years” in Egypt, while Exod. 12:41 speaks of 430 years, whereas a calculation based
on biblical genealogies yielded a figure of 210 years—must therefore be an illusion to be
clarified by proper interpretation.But this third assumption goes well beyond the rejection of
apparent mistakes or inconsistencies. It posits a perfect harmony between the Bible’s various
parts. Again, a comparison with other texts might be illuminating here. In an anthology of texts in
English or Latin, for example, written by many authors over a period of more than a thousand
years in diverse locales and under different political regimes and cultural norms, we would
hardly expect to find absolute uniformity of views. One text would disagree with another not only
in fundamental matters of orientation and belief, but even in its presentation of past events, since
people’s view of history tends to be colored by their own ideologies and, of course, to change
radically over time. Yet with regard to Scripture—precisely because it was Scripture, a body of
sacred writings—ancient interpreters adopted a different approach. They sought to discover the
basic harmony underlying apparently discordant words, since all of Scripture, in their view, must
speak with one voice. By the same logic, any biblical text might illuminate any other: Josh. 24:2–
3 might provide some of the background information necessary for an understanding of God’s
words to Abraham in Gen. 12:1–3, and Prov. 10:8 might be a reference to Moses’ meritorious



deed in Exod. 13:19.Taken to its extreme, this same view of Scripture’s perfection ultimately led
to the doctrine of “omnisignificance,” whereby nothing in Scripture is said in vain or for rhetorical
flourish: every detail is important, everything is intended to impart some teaching. While this
doctrine finds its fullest expression in rabbinic writings, its traces can be found far earlier. Thus,
the fact that Jacob is said to dwell “in tents” (Gen. 25:27) was used to support the notion that he,
unlike his brother Esau, had had some sort of schooling—that is, the plural “tents” here is
interpreted to imply at least two tents, one for a school and one for home. This understanding of
the special significance of “tents” is openly stated in some rabbinic texts, but it probably
underlies as well the assertion that Jacob “learned to read” in the book of Jubilees (19:14). In the
same vein, the fact that Lev. 19:17 uses the emphatically “doubled” form of the word “reproach”
suggested to Ben Sira that two different acts of reproaching were being urged, one before the
misdeed occurs, and another afterward (Sir. 19:13–14). In similar fashion, all sorts of other,
apparently insignificant details in the Bible—an unusual word or grammatical form, any
repetition, the juxtaposition of one law to another or one story to another—all were read as
potentially significant, a manifestation of Scripture’s perfection.Finally, it should be noted that
this perfection of Scripture of course included the conduct of biblical heroes or the content of
Scripture’s own teachings. Thus, Abraham, Jacob, and other meritorious figures ought not to
behave in unseemly fashion, and if at times they appeared to do so, ancient interpreters
frequently saw themselves as obliged to come to the rescue. As just mentioned, when Dinah’s
brothers speak deceitfully to the men of Shechem (Gen. 34:13), “deceitfully really means ‘with
wisdom.’” This assertion reflects the belief not only that Scripture speaks, or can speak,
cryptically, but that Scripture’s very nature is such that it would scarcely seek to present Jacob’s
sons as a bunch of liars. Something else must have been meant, for Scripture is, in regard to its
teachings as well, perfect. Similarly, although Rachel is said to have stolen her father’s
household gods (Gen. 31:19), she must not really have stolen them so much as taken them to
protect her father from sin or for some other worthy purpose. Likewise, if a given interpreter
believed (as the author of Jubilees did) that the moon has no role in determining the time of
festivals or the duration of months, then all scriptural texts, even Gen. 1:14–18, had to be shown
to conform to this view. Scripture’s perfection, in other words, ultimately included its being in
accord with the interpreter’s own ideas, standards of conduct, and the like.The fourth
assumption is that all of Scripture is somehow divinely sanctioned, of divine provenance, or
divinely inspired. Needless to say, much of Scripture itself asserts that its words come from God:
“Thus says the Lord” is the introductory proclamation of many a prophet, and biblical laws in the
Pentateuch are frequently introduced with “And the Lord spoke to Moses, saying …” Yet this very
fact might have implied to ancient interpreters that the rest of Scripture was somehow of human
fashioning—that, for example, the history of intrigue in David’s court, or the corpus of
supplications and praises directed to God in the book of Psalms, or many other texts within the
canon could not have come from God in the same manner as divine prophecies or laws.I have
saved this fourth assumption for last because it is the one least frequently in evidence:



particularly among the most ancient interpreters, the subject of the divine provenance of
Scripture as a whole is hardly even addressed. What is more, the common practice of
interpreters writing in Greek to refer to “Moses,” “David,” “Solomon,” and others as the authors of
this or that biblical composition—without further reference to them as mere conduits of the
divine word—might suggest that, for such interpreters, the biblical compositions in question
were fundamentally the product of human authors, however extraordinary the humans in
question might be. But this is hardly so for a great many Greek-writing interpreters (as Philo of
Alexandria, for example, makes clear), and evidence of the contrary view is occasionally explicit.
In particular, a certain explanation of Gen. 34:7 found in the book of Judith (see Chapter 13)
gives clear testimony that its author believed the divine authorship of Scripture to extend to the
ordinary narrative fabric of biblical books: God was, according to this author, the omniscient
narrator of Genesis. The author of Jubilees similarly believed all of the Genesis narratives to be
of divine provenance—as much so as the laws of Exodus through Deuteronomy that are
specifically attributed to God. Indeed, Jubilees likewise maintains that later scriptural books
(apparently including, among others, Isaiah and Psalms) were inscribed in the “heavenly tablets”
long before the human transmitters of these texts had even been born. A text from among the
Dead Sea Scrolls, 11QPs.a, similarly asserts that David’s songs and psalms were “given to him
from the Most High,” and this belief is reflected as well in Philo of Alexandria and Acts 2:30–
31.13If this is so, it would nevertheless be a mistake, in my opinion, to assume that this fourth
assumption stands behind the other three—that, in other words, first it was assumed that all of
Scripture is of divine provenance or inspiration, and then out of this first assumption developed
the others surveyed above, that all of Scripture is perfect, fundamentally relevant, and cryptic in
its form of expression. To begin with, these things do not necessarily follow from the assumption
of divine provenance (although I admit that, with regard to Scripture’s perfection, a certain logical
connection exists). But, more to the point, I do not believe that the interpretive texts themselves
suggest such a sequence of events. As noted, the divine provenance of all of Scripture is a
notion specifically addressed only rather late in the history of ancient interpreters, and it even
seems to be contradicted here or there by some ancient writers, whereas the first three
assumptions are attested across the whole spectrum of ancient interpreters, early and often.
This is not the place to elaborate such a hypothesis, but my own belief is that the first three of
the assumptions named are evidenced within the Hebrew Bible itself, indeed, they extend back
even to parts of the Bible written before the Babylonian exile. If the fourth assumption is plainly
stated about some parts of Scripture, it apparently did not come to be extended in
homogeneous fashion to Scripture as a whole until a relatively late period. Therefore, I must
reject the notion that assumptions 1, 2, and 3 developed out of assumption 4.How Interpreters
InterpretedBearing in mind these four assumptions will help in understanding why interpreters
say what they do about the biblical text. Convinced that Scripture was a fundamentally cryptic
document, they scrutinized its every detail in search of hidden meaning. That meaning was to
be, by definition, relevant to the situation of the interpreter and his listeners—not some insight



into the historical circumstances in which the text was originally written, but a message of
immediate value and applicability, either a timeless moral truth or a law to be observed in one
particular fashion or something bearing in some other way on the present or the immediate
future. In searching for such a message, the interpreter could rest assured that no detail in
Scripture’s manner of speaking was insignificant, nor would there be any inconsistency between
what is said in one place and what is said in another, nor any lesson that contradicted right
thinking. For that reason, any apparent contradiction, or unnecessary detail or repetition or even
an emphatic turn of phrase, seemed to be an invitation to the interpreter to look deeply into the
text’s words and so discover its real meaning, the hidden, relevant, perfect truth that only befit
the word of God.Indeed, the examples of interpretation already glimpsed in the Wisdom of Ben
Sira and the Wisdom of Solomon may serve as a ready illustration of these ideas. Thus, the brief
mention of Enoch in Gen. 5:18–24 says nothing about repentance, and a normal reader of the
text nowadays would probably assume that Enoch’s particular virtue had simply been omitted by
the Bible; it says that Enoch “walked with God” without giving any further details. But an
interpreter convinced of our first assumption, that Scripture is fundamentally cryptic, would be
moved thereby to look more deeply—leading him, as we have seen, to Ben Sira’s conclusion
that Enoch’s virtue was, specifically, repentance. And what greater expression of the second
assumption than Ben Sira’s own assertion that Enoch is not merely some obscure figure from
the distant past but “an example of repentance to all generations”? As for the third assumption,
we saw how the Wisdom of Solomon sought to resolve the apparent contradiction in Scripture
with regard to the drowned Egyptians: first they sank to the bottom of the sea, then they were
vomited up again onto the shore. Underlying this piece of exegesis is the conviction that
Scripture does not contradict itself or even exaggerate: if the song of Exodus 15 says that the
Egyptians sank “like a stone” but the preceding narrative has them “dead upon the shore,” then
both statements must be shown to be true. With regard to the fourth assumption, Ben Sira’s
assertion that the “book of the covenant of the Most High” is nought but divine wisdom (Sir.
24:23) is, while not an utterly unambiguous statement of the divine provenance of all Scripture,
rather representative of the sort of programmatic formulations of this assumption that survive
from our most ancient interpreters.Clues from the TextOne aspect of the way interpreters
interpreted needs to be highlighted. It is frequently said that these ancient writers played fast and
loose with the Bible, twisting the plain sense of the text to fit their own ideology or the events of
their own day, creating all manner of imaginative additions to what the Bible itself says. This is
true, but to say only this is to miss the point about how ancient interpreters worked.The formal
starting point for ancient interpreters is always Scripture itself. An interpreter may be eager to
assert that, for example, the Platonic doctrine of ideal forms is found in the Bible, or that Israel’s
prophets predicted the fall of the Roman empire, or that Jacob did not really deceive his father
into giving him a blessing intended for his brother, Esau, or that the crucifixion of Jesus is an
event foreshadowed in Hebrew Scripture centuries earlier. Interpreters did claim all these things,
and more, but they did not simply claim them: they anchored their claims in some detail,



however insignificant, found in the biblical text itself. That is to say, no matter how far-reaching or
inventive the assertions of ancient biblical interpretation, they are formally a kind of exegesis.
The Platonic doctrine of ideal forms is therefore evidenced in the Bible via a particular feature of
the text, the fact that God created a “heavenly man” in Genesis 1 who was somehow different
from the earthly one in Genesis 2. Similarly, Rome’s fall is amply foretold by the prophet
Obadiah, if only one understands—on the basis of Gen. 27:40 and other texts—that the words
addressed to “Edom” in Obad. 1:4 are really meant for Rome. As for Jacob, he certainly would
not lie to his father—and he doesn’t, so long as his words in Gen. 27:19 and 24 undergo a
radical repunctuation. That the crucifixion had been foreshadowed of old was supported through
a reading of the Genesis account of the binding of Isaac, wherein even Jesus’ crown of thorns
was present in the text’s reference to a “thicket” at the place of the offering (Gen. 22:13).The
foregoing are all examples of what one might call, broadly speaking, ideologically motivated
interpretations—the interpreter clearly wishes to get the text to say something that accords with
his own ideology or outlook. Yet it would be wrong to imply that interpreters were always
motivated by ideology or some outside interest, that they were always seeking to import some
extrabiblical doctrine or political stand into the world of the Bible. Very often their primary or sole
motivation appears to be making sense out of the biblical text—but making sense out of all of it,
its little details, chance juxtapositions, everything. For, once the rules of interpretive procedure
had been established, the biblical text seemed virtually to invite the interpreter to try his hand at
seeking out its fullest possible meaning. In so doing, interpreters were indeed quite free,
reconstructing conversations never reported by the biblical narrator, recounting whole incidents
somehow omitted in the narrative itself, connecting this with that in the most creative fashion. But
if interpreters were, in this sense, free, it was because the text had granted them this freedom by
including some unusual turn of phrase or repetition or unexplained ellipsis. By the rules of
interpretation implied in the Four Assumptions, such creative turns are simply part of the
business of interpreting. They could be used for some ulterior motive, but often they were
not.This point is important because many modern studies of the texts that talk about biblical
figures or biblical stories have focused on their “ideological” side. Scholars have tended to
assume that if an ancient author deviated from the biblical narrative in his retelling of it, that
deviation must somehow have been motivated by the reteller’s political allegiance or religious
agenda or some other matter of ideology, or it must at least have been an attempt (if only an
unconscious one) to retroject the realities of the reteller’s own time back to the time of the
biblical narrative. Such factors certainly did affect the way biblical stories were retold. But to
these factors should be added another extremely significant one, the desire to explain the
biblical text, to account for its particulars in one fashion or another.In general, the attempt to
distinguish between “pure” exegesis among ancient interpreters and exegesis that is
ideologically or politically motivated is doomed to fail for any large sampling of texts. On the one
hand, “pure” exegesis as such does not really exist. The ancient interpreter always had an axe to
grind, always had a bit of an ulterior motive: at the very least, this interpreter wished to convince



listeners or readers that the text means something other than what it might seem to mean at first
glance, that his clever way of explaining things reveals the text’s true significance. Sometimes
that “true” significance does indeed turn out to correspond to something current in the
interpreter’s own world, some part of the political or religious or intellectual backdrop. Often,
however, it does not: the interpretation is just that, an attempt to make sense of the text, albeit in
keeping with the freewheeling methods suggested by the Four Assumptions charted above.
Moreover, even in the case of blatantly ideological interpretations, it is usually quite difficult to
decide whether a given interpreter set out to patrol all of Scripture in search of a place to “plant”
an expression of his own ideology, or whether, on the contrary, faced with a particular exegetical
stimulus in the biblical text—an unusual word, an apparent incongruity, or the like—the
interpreter came up with an explanation that, in one way or another, also reflected his own
ideology or the issues of his day.14 For these reasons, it seems best to leave aside any
distinction between “pure” and other forms of exegesis.The Heritage of WisdomI should add
that, in everything that has been said thus far about the methods of ancient interpretation, the
heritage of wisdom is clearly visible. For, as was mentioned earlier, wise men of old had
packaged their insights in clever proverbs that often demanded sustained scrutiny by later sages
and students of wisdom in order to be fully understood. Schooled in these techniques, sages
quite naturally brought them to bear on Scripture: were not its words just as likely to be cryptic,
esoteric, in need of sustained contemplation in order to be fully understood? Likewise, the very
conception of Scripture as a great corpus of divine instruction whose lessons, therefore, are
relevant to every age—is not this also a projection of the sage’s assumptions about wisdom
literature onto all of Israel’s variegated corpus of ancient writings? The treatment of various
biblical figures as examples, models of proper conduct, is similarly a sagely construct. Indeed, it
is certainly significant, in the light of wisdom literature’s polarized division of humanity into the
righteous and the wicked, the wise and the foolish, that a similar polarization takes place in
ancient exegesis: biblical heroes are altogether good, with any fault air-brushed away, whereas
figures like Esau or Balaam are altogether demonized—as if their neither-good-nor-evil status in
the Bible itself was somehow intolerable. (The most persuasive instances of such polarization
occur with figures like Lot or Enosh, simultaneously demonized by one group of interpreters
while pronounced altogether righteous by another. Apparently they could go one way or another,
but not remain in the intolerable ambiguity of the middle.)15 On another occasion it might be
profitable to explore the “wisdom connection” in ancient interpretation in greater detail.16Where
Is Interpretation Found?In the past, the quantity of surviving ancient biblical interpretations has
frequently been understated. This is because of a peculiar feature of the way ancient interpreters
presented their material; with a few exceptions (Philo of Alexandria, some Dead Sea Scrolls
texts), they did not write commentaries as such, mentioning a biblical verse and then offering
their own interpretation of it. Instead, they followed the practice of substitution: in place of the
element to be explained, X, the interpreter simply substituted his explanation, Y. This practice
can operate on the level of a single word, whereby, for example, a difficult term no longer widely



understood is replaced by a word in common use, or—as was glimpsed earlier—an ideologically
difficult word (like “deceitfully” in Gen. 34:13) is replaced by a more acceptable term (“with
wisdom”). But substitution can go well beyond a single word: as will be seen in Chapter 4,
interpreters inserted, as the direct object of the verb “say” in Gen. 4:8, a whole conversation
between Cain and Abel not found in the Bible itself, and in place of a cryptic reference in Gen.
49:24 they inserted a little story to the effect that Joseph was saved from sinning with Potiphar’s
wife because of the sudden appearance of his father’s face at the critical moment. But the point
is that these explanations were simply inserted in a re-presentation of the biblical text: they were
not labeled or specifically presented as interpretation or commentary.Because interpreters
tended to substitute for, rather than comment upon, difficulties in the text, there emerged the
genre of writing known to modern scholars as “The Rewritten [or “Retold”] Bible.”17 The
Rewritten Bible is really the interpreted Bible: an ancient interpreter—the author of Jubilees or
the Wisdom of Solomon or the Book of Biblical Antiquities—retells a biblical story or group of
stories with the interpretations already inserted in the text. Sometimes, as in the case of
Jubilees, the retelling is a calculated, highly self-conscious attempt to explain Scripture (and, in
this particular case, to explain it in keeping with a definite political and religious program). Other
retellers of Scripture seem less self-conscious: sometimes the reteller himself may not even be
aware where the biblical text leaves off and the interpretation begins, since he is simply passing
along what he has heard or learned as a child is the meaning of a biblical text. In either case,
however, the Rewritten Bible (whether one is talking about an extended retelling of whole biblical
books, or the “retelling” of a single verse) should be recognized for what it is: the most popular
transmitter of biblical interpretation among ancient writers.This being the case, the first step in
studying ancient biblical interpretation is to identify it, to sift carefully any restatement of a
biblical law or any retelling of, or allusion to, a biblical narrative or prophecy or song, in order to
isolate the interpretive elements. Often, this is not easy. An ordinary reader, unschooled in the
ways of ancient interpretation, would probably not recognize as such any of the interpretations
examined above: “a model of repentence,” “reward for their labors,” “cast them up from the
depth”—these would doubtless strike most readers as simple restatement, not interpretation. It
is therefore necessary to scrutinize all potentially interpretive texts with great care. The best
guide in such scrutiny is the Bible itself: any deviation from its words, no matter how slight, may
conceal an ancient interpretation of those words. (To be sure, some deviations are quite
innocent; this too makes difficult the job of isolating interpretive material.)The Exegetical
MotifAncient biblical interpretation is an interpretation of verses, not stories.18 Precisely
because they focused their attention on the little details of the biblical text, interpreters tended to
pass on their insights in the form of verse-centered comments: “The word ‘water’ here means
divine learning,” “What the brothers told Shechem [in Gen. 34:13] was actually true.” It is not that
the overall significance of a particular story was neglected: Ben Sira, for example, sums up in a
single phrase the whole significance of Abraham’s offering up of his son Isaac, “He [Abraham]
was found faithful when tested” (Sir. 44:20), and does the same for numerous other biblical



narratives in the same catalog of biblical heroes (Sirach 44–49). But such summary treatment
could hardly be regarded as insightful: any fool could figure such things out! The true insight was
to realize that, for example, the opening verse of the story of the offering of Isaac, “And it came to
pass, after these things” (Gen. 22:1), was actually an allusion to the previous tests that Abraham
had undergone or, alternately, to certain “words” that had been spoken against Abraham in
heaven (on both, see Chapter 9). And so it was such localized insights as these that tended to
circulate, passed from one sage to another or from teacher to pupil. (Again, the heritage of
wisdom here is clear.)Thus, interpreters frequently explained biblical texts by retelling them,
explaining in their own words not just what Scripture said but what Scripture meant. In the
process, several, or even many, little, verse-centered explanations—either those created by the
reteller himself, or someone else’s explanations that the reteller had learned—became
incorporated into an overall rewording of the text in question. Such retellings are found in a
variety of ancient documents: in a brief prayer made by the heroine of the book of Judith; in
Josephus’ multivolume retelling of all of biblical history; in Abraham’s first-person account of his
trip to Egypt in the Genesis Apocryphon; and so forth.How does one go about studying the
biblical interpretation found in such retellings? Precisely because they tend to incorporate a
number of separate, discrete insights into particular verses, the smooth-flowing unity of these
retellings is deceptive. All too often in the past, scholars have dealt with things like “Josephus’
Version of the Exodus” as if it were all of a piece, the sustained reflection of a single interpreter
contemplating a large chunk of the biblical text. This is misleading on two counts. First, Josephus
—like all his predecessors—had his eye on individual verses or even single words or phrases
within individual verses. When, therefore, in retelling the story of the exodus or any other biblical
narrative, he deviates from what the Bible itself seems to be saying, it is usually because he is
expanding upon some little particularity in the narrative. True, these insights are strung together
into a continuous narrative, Josephus’ retelling of the exodus. But from the standpoint of biblical
interpretation, it is most important not to lose sight of the trees for the forest: Josephus’
“interpretation” consists of interpretations, little insights—selected, to be sure, molded into a
seamless narrative stamped with his own personal seal, but nonetheless capable of being
broken down into its constitutive elements and connected with specific verses or even words.
For this same reason “Josephus’ Version of the Exodus” is misleading on a second count as well:
it is not Josephus’ alone. Many of the little insights that Josephus passes along are ones
attested a century or more earlier in the writings of other people. It is highly unlikely that
Josephus and these earlier figures all arrived at their interpretations independently (although
this may happen every once in a while). After all, Josephus himself recounts how, as a youth, he
was educated in traditional religious instruction (Life 7–12)—indeed, he was uniquely well
acquainted with different schools of interpreters in his day—and he otherwise shows a broad
awareness of exegetical traditions and even individual authors (he refers by name on one
occasion to Philo of Alexandria, Jewish Antiquities 18:259–260). In a great many instances,
therefore, Josephus’ retellings of biblical stories are most likely an amalgam of things he has



learned from different sources—indeed, at times he himself may not always be aware that what
he is telling is interpretation and not, or not necessarily, a straightforward duplication of the
biblical text alone.19When I first began working on this book, I did not appreciate the extent to
which the foregoing was true. I began by assembling long passages from different ancient
authors relating to a given biblical story, and I dealt with each retelling as a unit, comparing, for
instance, Philo’s version of Abraham’s departure from Ur with that found in the book of Jubilees.
After a time, however, I realized that this was the wrong way to proceed: even the briefest
allusion to a biblical story in an ancient writer may sometimes involve two or three quite distinct
bits of traditional interpretation. Take, for example, Augustine’s opening sentence in his
discussion of the binding of Isaac:Among other things, the sum of which it would take too long a
time to mention, Abraham was tested with regard to the offering up of his beloved son Isaac, in
order to prove his obedience to God and make it known to the world, not to God.—Augustine,
City of God 16.32The indicated phrases actually refer to two quite distinct interpretive traditions
about the offering of Isaac, neither of which originated with Augustine. The first is a tradition
mentioned earlier, to the effect that Abraham had undergone other tests prior to that of the
offering of Isaac (which is specifically labeled as a test in Gen. 22:1). The notion that Abraham
had undergone a series of tests is found as early as the book of Jubilees, six hundred years
before Augustine—indeed, Jubilees specifies, as do later, rabbinic sources, that the total
number of tests undergone by Abraham was ten (see Chapter 9). Augustine does no more than
allude to this tradition here,20 apparently because he felt it would be known to at least some
readers; in any case, he is clearly recycling earlier interpretive material. The other bit of
traditional interpretation in this sentence is the idea that God put Abraham to the test not in order
to discover whether or not he would pass—for certainly an omniscient deity knew the answer to
that question in advance, and besides, according to the first tradition Abraham’s faith had
already been amply tested on prior occasions—but in order to make Abraham’s faith “known to
the world.” Again this is an ancient tradition—attested in Jubilees and, somewhat later, in
Pseudo-Philo’s Book of Biblical Antiquities—which is ultimately based on the reading of the
Hebrew phrase “now I know” (yda‘tî) in Gen. 22:12 as if it read “now I have made
known” (yidda‘tî). (Augustine knew the tradition, though he certainly did not know this textual
justification, since he did not know Hebrew.)21The composite nature of such retellings or
reflections on Scripture is the rule among ancient interpreters, not the exception—and such
composites are sometimes found even in our earliest sources, like Jubilees or 1 Enoch. The
following representative passage from a slightly later text, The Testament of Levi, concerns the
revenge taken by Jacob’s sons Levi and Simeon in Genesis 34:[Levi recalls:] And after this I
counseled my father and Reuben my brother to bid the sons of Hamor not to be circumcised; for
I was zealous because of the abomination which they had wrought on my sister. And I killed
Shechem first, and Simeon [killed] Hamor. And after that the brothers came and smote the city
with the edge of the sword. And father heard of it and was angry and distressed, because they
had accepted the circumcision and had been killed after that, and in his blessings he did



otherwise [that is, he cursed Simeon and Levi instead of blessing them: Gen. 49:7]. And we had
sinned in going against his opinion, and he became sick on that day. But I saw that God’s verdict
upon Shechem was “Guilty”; for they had sought to do the same thing to Sarah and Rebecca as
they had [now] done to Dinah our sister, but the Lord had stopped them. And in the same way
they had persecuted Abraham our father when he was a stranger, and they had acted against
him to suppress his flocks when they were big with young; and they had mistreated Ieblae, his
homeborn slave. And in this way they treated all strangers, taking their wives by force and
banishing them. But the anger of the Lord against them had reached its term. So I said to my
father: Do not be angry, lord, because through you the Lord will reduce the Canaanites to
nothing, and he will give their land to you and your seed after you. For from this day on Shechem
will be called a city of imbeciles; for as a someone mocks a fool, so we mocked them; because
also they had wrought folly in Israel in defiling our sister.—Testament of Levi 6:3–7:3Each of the
indicated phrases refers to a different interpretive tradition surrounding this biblical story. Some
of them, such as the assertion that Jacob became sick as a result of the revenge attack, add
details beyond what is explicitly said in the biblical narrative itself. Others, such as Levi’s claim
that he had counseled his father and brother not to tell the Shechemites to undergo
circumcision, or Levi’s assertion that he and Simeon had killed only one man apiece and that the
other Shechemites had been killed by his other brothers, actually seem to contradict what the
Bible says. All of these traditions, however, are rooted in some peculiarity in the biblical text,
justified, as it were, by a particular turn of phrase in the narrative. More to the point, however,
even by the time that the Testament of Levi was written, much of this interpretive material was
traditional, and a good deal of it is attested in sources still earlier than this testament. Indeed, in
one matter the above passage contains (again, not atypically) two quite contradictory traditions.
The first maintains that the collective slaughter of the Shechemites was justified since all of them
had somehow participated in the rape of Dinah; this tradition is alluded to in the very last clause
of the above passage. (The same tradition is found elsewhere—for example, in Jth. 9:2–4.)
Another interpretive tradition, however, maintained that the collective punishment was justified
because of the city’s criminal past, its history of previous outrages. This tradition is set forth in
the group of three sentences beginning “But I saw that God’s verdict was: ‘Guilty.’” Since both
traditions arose to solve the same difficulty—the apparent unfairness of a collective punishment
for crimes committed by one man alone—a single explanation would have sufficed. Indeed, a
careful reader might ask, If the Shechemites were killed because they had all participated in the
rape of Dinah, then why had God pronounced them guilty even before the rape occurred? But
precisely because this author has heard two traditional explanations each of which he regards
as authoritative, he incorporates them both, even when the result is redundancy or internal
inconsistency.Such is the nature of ancient biblical interpretation. Once propounded,
interpretations circulated widely, passed on largely by word of mouth. Presented by authoritative
teachers as insights into the particulars of the biblical text, these interpretations soon acquired
an authority of their own: they were repeated and repeated, often combined with other bits of



interpretation, sometimes modified in the process, sometimes misunderstood by later
transmitters, and passed on further.This being the case, it eventually became clear to me that
talking about large units of text, “Josephus’ Version of the Exodus” and the like, was the wrong
way to proceed. The first task was to identify and discuss each and every component of larger
units, each of the individual bits of interpretation out of which the larger retellings were made,
and to try to identify the same or similar bits of interpretation in the retellings of other ancient
authors. So it was that I came to focus this book not on large blocks of texts nor on their authors
as such, but on exegetical motifs, the individual pieces of interpretation that circulated far and
wide and found their way into the writings of different authors of that period.Simply put, an
exegetical motif is an explanation of a biblical verse (or phrase or word therein) that becomes
the basis for some ancient writer’s expansion or other alteration of what Scripture actually says:
in paraphrasing or summarizing Scripture, the ancient writer incorporates the exegetical motif in
his retelling and in so doing adds some minor detail or otherwise deviates from mere repetition
or restatement of the Bible.To return to the examples given above: an ancient interpreter,
scrutinizing Gen. 5:21–24, came to the conclusion that Enoch was a penitent sinner. Thus was
born the exegetical motif that we might refer to as “Enoch the Penitent.” In alluding to the story of
Enoch, the book of Ben Sira incorporates this motif: Enoch “was an example of repentance to all
generations.”22 Who was the originator of this motif? The fact that it appears for the first time in
the book of Ben Sira does not necessarily mean that that is where it was first created. After all,
the same motif is found not too much later in the writings of Philo, and it may be hinted at as well
in the Wisdom of Solomon (4:14). Perhaps, then, even before Ben Sira, “Enoch the Penitent”
was a motif that circulated widely. Similarly, an ancient interpreter scrutinizing the drowning of
the Egyptians in the Red Sea came to the conclusion that after they sank to the bottom of the
sea, the Egyptians were lifted up again and deposited on the shore. Thus was born the
exegetical motif that we might call “Ups and Downs of the Egyptians.” This motif first appears in
the Wisdom of Solomon and subsequently in the writings of Philo, Josephus, and later
interpreters. Again, its original author is a matter of speculation.As these examples imply,
exegetical motifs circulated widely and soon acquired an authority of their own. They were the
very fabric of ancient biblical interpretation. Individual authors may have put their own stamp on
the motifs that they inherited, and even the choice to include or not include a given motif may
reflect the tastes, ideology, or other particulars of a specific author. But the motifs themselves
constituted the raw material out of which most ancient retellings and commentaries were made.
For that reason I present the material in this book motif by motif, seeking to demonstrate in each
case how different authors in different periods explained individual verses or episodes in similar
fashion.There are, of course, some things that are lost by focusing on these individual units of
interpretation. Identifying common exegetical motifs does not tell us much about the specific
authors who pass them along, about the particular “spin” that a certain author may seek to put
on a given piece of Scripture, nor about how that spin may be attested elsewhere in his writings.
Indeed, the individuality of a given text is somewhat submerged by focusing solely on the



traditional motifs found within it. Moreover, merely identifying motifs common to different sources
does not tell us anything about the history of their transmission—who borrowed what from
whom. (Often it is impossible to piece such things together with any certainty, but sometimes we
can do so, or at least make an educated guess.) And if, as may have happened in some cases,
two interpreters came to the same conclusion quite independently, there is something
misleading about treating both under a single rubric, as if both are attestations of a common
tradition.In recognizing these limitations, I hardly seek to belittle them. (Indeed, I myself have
elsewhere spent some effort in, for example, trying to trace the development of specific motifs
over the centuries, or charting the relationship between one ancient interpreter and another, or
characterizing the overall exegetical approach of a single author.) But given the purpose of this
book—to offer a detailed look at how the Bible was interpreted in antiquity, to show what the
Bible essentially was in that period—I found it necessary to focus on motifs in and of
themselves, both because such motifs were the actual building blocks of all larger retellings of
biblical stories and passages, and because these building blocks are also the only sure guide to
common elements found among different ancient authors.Scripture or Interpretation?Who were
the ancient writers in whose books these exegetical motifs are found? For the most part, we do
not know their names or their biographies, and often it is difficult to determine even
approximately when or where they lived. Nevertheless, by examining their writings carefully we
can determine some basic facts, and sometimes an illuminating detail or two will go far in
helping us to understand what motivated these largely anonymous writers to say what they
say.Before discussing any individual authors or works, however, it is necessary to spell out an
important truth: one man’s interpreter is another’s Scripture. For example, we have seen briefly
that the biblical books of Chronicles and Daniel sometimes interpret Scripture, say, a verse from
the book of Genesis or Jeremiah. From the standpoint of the authors of Chronicles or Daniel,
these interpretations must have seemed just that. But to a biblical interpreter of, say, the first or
second century C.E., Chronicles and Daniel were, no less than Genesis and Jeremiah, part of
Scripture. For such an interpreter, the fact that Chronicles talks about something found in
Genesis hardly makes Chronicles an interpretation of Genesis: both books were part of the great
sacred corpus of Scripture, that seamless body of divine instruction that was held to be perfect
and perfectly harmonious. Similarly, Ben Sira may have started out by attempting to (among
other things) interpret Scripture, but for those ancient Jews and Christians who subsequently
came to view Ben Sira’s book as part of the Bible, the things that Ben Sira says about Enoch,
Abraham, and other ancient figures simply became part of what Scripture has to say about
Enoch, Abraham, and the others, that is, they became part of the corpus of things to be
interpreted. Likewise, while the New Testament frequently interprets (or reflects earlier
interpretations of) the Old Testament, for later Christians the New Testament is every bit as
authoritative as the Old, and what it says about the heroes of Genesis is thus quite on a par with
what Genesis says.In other words, the corpus of what constitutes “Scripture” and is therefore the
object of interpretation changed over time and varied from one group of readers to the next.23 In



compiling this book, I wanted to create a snapshot, or a portrait at least, of the Bible as it was
interpreted for a specific period—roughly speaking, from about 200 B.C.E. through the first
century or so C.E. This required defining, in somewhat arbitrary fashion, what “Scripture” would
or would not include (since even within this period its content varied over time and from group to
group).The dividing line I have decided to adopt for this purpose is that of the so-called Jewish
biblical canon (though this name is not particularly accurate, since only some Jews in the period
covered accepted its boundaries). In other words, books like Chronicles, Ezra-Nehemiah,
Psalms, and Daniel, even though they all contain here and there what is clearly interpretation of
earlier biblical books, are considered for the purpose of this study to be Scripture, since they
were all probably complete, or virtually complete, by the start of the period covered by this book,
and were already considered by many to be Scripture. By contrast, books like Jubilees, Ben
Sira, the Wisdom of Solomon, and the New Testament are used herein as witnesses to the state
of biblical interpretation during the period covered, since these books were all apparently written
within that period rather than before it; while all of them would eventually be treated as Scripture
by one group or another, for purposes of this study they are not yet Scripture.24Meet the
SourcesThe present volume contains ancient biblical interpretations culled from hundreds of
different sources—far too many to present individually here. (The Terms and Sources section at
the end of this volume contains a brief characterization of each work or author cited herein,
along with an approximate dating of the work and related information.) Nevertheless, it might be
useful at this point to introduce a few of these sources in order to provide some overview of the
sorts of books in which ancient interpretive traditions are to be found. The following, then, are
some of the most important ancient texts I used in compiling this book.1 Enoch: There circulated
in antiquity a number of works focusing on or attributed to Enoch—the same Enoch mentioned
in Gen. 5:21–24 and discussed above. The very fact that this passage apparently asserted that
Enoch had been “taken” by God while he was still alive seemed to imply that he continued to
exist in heaven—indeed, that he exists there still. From such a vantage point, Enoch could
presumably not only observe all that was happening on earth, but was privy to all the secrets of
heaven, including the natural order and God’s plans for humanity’s future.A number of
anonymous writers who wished to discourse on such subjects attributed their writings to Enoch,
and eventually a composite “Book of Enoch”—and then Books of Enoch—began to circulate.
Our present Enoch is composed of a number of different works. Most or all were apparently
originally written in Aramaic, and parts of these Aramaic texts have turned up among the Dead
Sea Scrolls (on which see below). The most ancient manuscripts found—drawn from the “Book
of Luminaries” section (that is, chapters 72–82) of our present 1 Enoch, and the “Book of the
Watchers” (1 Enoch 1–36)—have been dated to the late third or early second century B.C.E.25
Since these manuscripts are apparently only copies of a still earlier work, the date of at least
these Enoch writings can be pushed back even earlier. They thus seem to be the oldest Jewish
writings that have survived outside the Bible itself. New sections were eventually blended in with
the old, and the entire Book of Enoch was subsequently translated into Greek and from Greek



into ancient Ethiopic (Ge’ez), in which language alone the book survived in its entirety.Scriptural
interpretation was hardly the major concern of most of 1 Enoch. The very figure of Enoch in this
book may be modeled on that of a Mesopotamian sage, and the astronomical learning and other
materials presented likewise bespeak the transmission of ancient, eastern lore.26 Nevertheless,
Enoch, Cain and Abel, Lamech, Methuselah, Noah, and other figures from the Bible, as well as
incidents mentioned in biblical history, also appear, and in what is said about some of them it is
possible to see the outline of some very ancient interpretation, in particular, a grappling with
difficulties associated with the story of Noah and the flood.Septuagint: Starting in the third
century B.C.E., Hebrew Scripture began to be translated into Greek, apparently for the use of
Greek-speaking Jews in Hellenistic centers like Alexandria, Egypt. A legend eventually sprang
up about this translation to the effect that seventy, or seventy-two, Jewish elders were
commissioned to do the translation of the Pentateuch, each in an isolated cell; when the
translations were compared, they all agreed in every detail, for the translators had been divinely
guided. As a result, this translation came to be known as the Septuaginta (“seventy”).
(Subsequently, the name “Septuagint” also came to include the old Greek translation of the other
books of the Hebrew Bible, a translation made in stages from the third to the first century
B.C.E.)Any translation by nature contains a good bit of interpretation: ambiguities in the original
text can rarely be duplicated in translation and, as a result, the translator must take a stand and
render the ambiguity one way or another. Moreover, translators aware of this or that traditional
interpretation will sometimes incorporate it (consciously or otherwise) into their translation. For
both these reasons, the Septuagint, although a fairly close rendering, can frequently provide
information about how a particular verse or single word or phrase was understood by Jews as
early as the third century B.C.E.Jubilees: This book purports to contain a revelation given to
Moses by the “angel of the Presence,” one of the angels closest to God, at the time of the Sinai
revelation. It takes the form of a retelling of the book of Genesis and the first part of Exodus: the
angel goes over the same material but fills in many details, sometimes shifting slightly the order
of things and occasionally skipping over elements in the narrative. The book was originally
written in Hebrew, and fragments of it have been found among the Dead Sea Scrolls. From
Hebrew it was translated into Greek (parts of this translation still survive in quotations from
Greek authors) and from Greek into Latin and Ge’ez. The (almost) complete text exists only in
Ge’ez, though a substantial section is extant in Latin as well. Many scholars date the book to the
middle of the second century B.C.E., while a few (myself included) favor an earlier date, perhaps
at the beginning of the second century B.C.E. or even a decade or two before that.The author of
Jubilees is one of the heroes of the present study. This writer was a bold, innovative interpreter in
his own right—one might say, without exaggeration, something of a genius—and subsequent
generations valued highly, even venerated, his book’s insights into Scripture. In seeking to retell
the book of Genesis and the beginning of Exodus, this author had a definite program: he wished
to claim that this initial part of the Pentateuch, although it consists mostly of stories and does not
contain any law code as such, had nonetheless been designed to impart legal instruction no



less binding than the overt law codes found in the rest of the Pentateuch. In other words, by
reading the stories of Genesis carefully, one could figure out all kinds of binding commandments
that God had, as it were, hidden in the narrative. Reading in this fashion, the author of Jubilees
was able to find a set of rules strictly defining what is permitted and forbidden on the Sabbath,
regulations forbidding marriage between Jews and non-Jews, strictures against various forms of
“fornication” and other subjects dear to this writer’s heart. One interesting feature of the book is
its claim that the true calendar ordained by God consisted of exactly 52 Sabbaths (364 days) per
year and that the moon, whose waxing and waning determined the months and festivals for
other Jews, ought rightly to have no such role in the true calendar. The author sought to show
that this calendar, too, was implied by the stories of Genesis.Apart from these pet issues,
Jubilees’ author ended up presenting a good deal more in the way of biblical interpretation.
Some of these other interpretations may likewise have been of his own creation, but others were
certainly widespread traditions at the time of his writing. One way or another, the book is a
treasure of ancient thinking about the Bible. The Dead Seas Scroll sect adopted the same
calendar as that prescribed by Jubilees, and it is clear that the members of that group held this
book in high esteem.Wisdom of Ben Sira[ch]: Yeshu‘a ben El‘azar ben Sira is one of the rare
Hebrew authors of this period known to us by name. He was a sage who wrote his book toward
the beginning of the second century B.C.E., around the year 180 or so. From Hebrew the book
was subsequently translated into Greek (by Ben Sira’s own grandson) and became part of the
Greek Bible of early Christianity; other ancient versions were made into Syriac and Latin (in
which language it came to be known as “Ecclesiasticus”). Ben Sira’s book was particularly
beloved among the founders of rabbinic Judaism, but apparently because his identity was well
known and the book was not attributed to some ancient worthy from the biblical past, they felt
that it could not be included in the rabbinic canon of Scripture, and the original Hebrew version
of it was therefore eventually lost. The book survived for centuries only in translation. Substantial
fragments of the Hebrew text were recovered at the end of the nineteenth century from five
medieval manuscripts that had been stored in a Cairo synagogue; subsequently parts of the
Hebrew original have turned up in ancient manuscripts discovered among the Dead Sea Scrolls
and at nearby Masada.Ben Sira was, as we have glimpsed briefly, a traditional sage who,
characteristically for his period, saw in Scripture a great corpus of divine wisdom; he therefore
made broad use of Scripture in writing his own book, including the lengthy catalog of biblical
heroes mentioned earlier. But Ben Sira was a conservative in all things—a “classicist,” one might
say—and this catalog contains relatively little that is not explicitly stated in Scripture itself. He
certainly was aware of many interpretive traditions, which, for one reason or another, he chose
not to include in his book. This conservatism notwithstanding, the book does contain a number
of interpretations from a relatively early stage of development.Dead Sea Scrolls: This is the
name popularly used for a group of manuscripts found in the general area of Khirbet Qumran, a
site along the shores of the Dead Sea, starting in 1947. Justly described as the greatest
manuscript find in history, this collection of biblical manuscripts and other writings seems to



have belonged to a group of ascetic Jews who retreated to this desert locale perhaps in the
second century B.C.E. and who continued to exist there until 68 C.E. The group may be
identified with the Essenes, a religious sect described by Philo of Alexandria, Pliny the Elder,
and Josephus; these Essenes may in turn be the same sect as the “Boethusians” known from
rabbinic literature.The Dead Sea Scrolls have provided a wealth of information about the history
and development of the biblical text itself, about first-century Judaism and the roots of
Christianity, and about biblical interpretation as it existed just before and after the start of the
common era. The Dead Sea Scrolls texts cited in this book include the Genesis Apocryphon, the
Community Rule (Serekh Hayyaad), the Damascus Document, the Temple Scroll, a Genesis
Pesher (4Q252), the Halakhic Letter (4Q394-399), and others.Wisdom of Solomon: This book
was written in Greek, probably late in the first century B.C.E. or early in the first century C.E. by a
Greek-speaking Jew from, most likely, Alexandria. The book presents itself as the wise writings
of the biblical king Solomon; it contains a lengthy praise of, and exhortation to follow, the path of
wisdom. As already mentioned, it also summarizes a good bit of Scripture in brief, gnomic
sentences that reflect many of the interpretive traditions then current. The author may have
inhabited Egypt, but he was well versed in interpretive traditions otherwise known to us in
Hebrew or Aramaic, traditions that seem to stem, in other words, from the Jewish homeland.The
Wisdom of Solomon, or Book of Wisdom, was part of the Greek Bible of early Christianity and
has remained, along with Ben Sira, Judith, and other books, as part of the Old Testament in
many churches (although these books are classified by some as biblical Apocrypha or “Deutero-
canonical” works).Writings of Philo of Alexandria: Philo was another Greek-speaking Jew; he
lived in Alexandria from sometime before the start of the common era to around 40 C.E. He is
the author of a multivolume series of commentaries on the Pentateuch. Philo inherited an
already existing tradition of interpreting the Bible allegorically, a tradition that appears to have
flourished in Alexandria. Philo championed this approach; for him, although biblical stories
recounted historical events, they likewise had an “under-meaning” (huponoia) by which
Abraham, Jacob, and other biblical figures were understood to represent abstractions or spiritual
realities whose truth applied to all times and places. Philo explained many biblical texts in
keeping with then-current Greek philosophical ideas.Philo’s allegorical explanations of Scripture
were known to (for example) Josephus and perhaps as well to some rabbinic exegetes; his
commentary may even have found a brief echo in the rabbinic work Genesis Rabba.27 Apart
from that, however, his works played almost no role in the later history of Jewish biblical
interpretation.28 They were, however, extraordinarily important to Alexandrine Christianity and,
through the writings of Clement of Alexandria, Eusebius, and other Christian scholars, gained a
place for his ideas and methods in much Christian biblical interpretation.29New Testament: The
varied writings that make up the New Testament were not conceived principally as an exposition
of Scripture; nevertheless, in numerous places these texts set forth interpretations of Hebrew
Scripture that were to prove (or already had proven) critical to the new church. Moreover, New
Testament texts everywhere bear witness to exegetical traditions current among Jews in the first



century C.E. or earlier and, as well, show just how important was the interpretation of Scripture
within the early Christian movement. In addition to the expositions of Scripture found in Paul’s
letters and the frequent references to the Hebrew Bible scattered throughout the four Gospels,
particularly significant for the present study is Stephen’s speech in Acts 7 and the Letter to the
Hebrews.Incidentally, the New Testament is only part of the library of early Christians relevant to
a consideration of ancient biblical interpretation; along with them, the writings of the Apostolic
Fathers (particularly 1 Clement, the Didache, and the Letter of Barnabas), Justin Martyr, Origen,
Eusebius of Caesarea, Ephraem Syrus, Aphrahat, and various later writers supply much of the
material cited in the present study.[Flavius] Josephus: Josephus was a Jewish writer who lived
from c. 37 C.E. to c. 100 C.E. Born of a priestly family in Jerusalem, he was, by his own account,
a gifted student who acquired a broad exposure to the different Jewish schools of thought
existent in his own time. He served as a general in the great Jewish revolt against the Romans
but was defeated and taken prisoner. (Josephus recounts that he prophesied that the Roman
commander, Vespasian, would be made emperor; Vespasian spared Josephus’ life and when,
two years later, the prophecy came true, freed him.) After the war Josephus moved to Rome and
composed, among other books, his multivolume Jewish Antiquities. This work, which purports to
set forth the history of the Jews, begins by retelling much of the Hebrew Bible. Josephus’
account is, as we have briefly seen, an amalgam of the biblical text itself and numerous
interpretive traditions that accompanied it. This book is thus a valuable source of information
about how Jews interpreted Scripture in the first century C.E.Targums: Targum is a general
name for a translation of the Hebrew Bible, or parts thereof, into Aramaic, a Semitic language
related to Hebrew and spoken widely throughout the ancient Near East from the eighth century
B.C.E. onward. Targums are not only interpretations in the sense already mentioned with regard
to the Septuagint; some of them, notably Targum Neophyti, the Fragment Targum, and Targum
Pseudo-Jonathan (all targums of the Pentateuch), contain frequent exegetical expansions of the
biblical text, from a few words to entire paragraphs, not found in the original.It is difficult to date
targums with any certainty. Targum Neophyti, frequently cited on the following pages, may go
back to the early second century C.E. (or perhaps slightly earlier); it is replete with ancient
exegetical traditions. Targum Onqelos belongs to roughly the same period; while it sticks more
closely to the actual text of the Pentateuch, it nevertheless supplies valuable insights into early
biblical interpretation.Composition and Aims of This BookThese brief sketches may give the
uninitiated reader some idea of the sources used in this book, and with them this brief survey of
the world of ancient interpreters is complete. Before, however, proceeding to the body of this
book, I should perhaps add a final word about my intentions in compiling it, as well as some
account of how I hope it may be used.I did not get far into the present work before I began to
worry about its eventual size. There was so much potential material that any one of its twenty-six
chapters might in itself be turned into a book-length study. Indeed, some of the overall topics of
various chapters—and even, in a few cases, a single exegetical motif therein—had already been
the subject of someone else’s whole book or monograph. Moreover, I soon began to amass a



great deal of material which was altogether new and which, I felt, for that reason alone deserved
to be published. All this would mean a book of considerable size—without even counting the
space to be taken up by scholarly footnotes and references to the research of others. Not only
might such a volume end up being rather large and costly, but it would probably prove to be a
difficult one for the nonspecialist to read and use: the more motifs I covered, the more the
average reader was likely to get lost among them, unable to distinguish important, widespread
interpretations from interesting but less crucial ones. What to do?From an early stage, I began to
think in terms of two different editions of the book. One would seek to present only the most
important, most influential motifs—the sorts of things that a broad spectrum of Jews and
Christians in the period covered would have heard or read about various biblical stories and
figures. (These same motifs, not coincidentally, were by and large the ones which were
transmitted to subsequent generations and which continued to shape people’s ideas about the
Bible for centuries and centuries afterward.) To keep this first edition reasonably small and
reasonably simple, I also decided to avoid wherever possible technical discussions of Hebrew or
Aramaic, and to eliminate almost all references to other works of scholarship (apart from the few
references included in the present introductory chapter), saving these—along with more detailed
discussion of some of the complications involved in the motifs set forth here, and the
presentation of quite a few minor motifs not found here at all—for the larger, more technical
edition I was preparing simultaneously.30Even this larger edition has required a lot of pruning
and judicious selection in order to be kept to publishable size. Such being the case, I should
perhaps state from the beginning what this book, in either edition, is not. It is not a presentation
of the whole of ancient biblical interpretation of the Pentateuch—far from it! Even the larger,
annotated version falls considerably short of that goal. Within the time frame established for this
book, the available material far exceeded what could be included. This book therefore
represents a selection of some motifs from among many, and a further selection of some
attestations of a given motif from among many. In deciding what material to include, I have been
guided by three or four different principles.In general, I have tried to favor the oldest attested
motifs within the designated period. In fact, I have tried wherever possible to allow the oldest
texts to determine my agenda. That is, I began by surveying the most ancient sources available
—I Enoch, Jubilees, the Septuagint, Ben Sira, and so forth—to find out which interpretive motifs
are attested there; then I sought to trace the presence of the same motifs in later sources, while
at the same time surveying these later sources for new motifs or new wrinkles in the older
ones.This goal of favoring the oldest may seem to run counter to another aspect of the book:
here and there I have also tried to include attestations of some of the motifs selected found in
sources at the end of, or even well beyond, my stated cutoff time of the late first or early second
century. That is, while I tried to choose the motifs themselves on the basis of the earliest
sources, I also sought to show in some cases how these same motifs survived into later
Judaism and Christianity, specifically, into rabbinic and patristic writings. Of course, not all motifs
did survive, and their survival or nonsurvival was not a factor in my selection of motifs. But where



I was aware of a later attestation or echo of an ancient motif in a rabbinic or patristic text, I tried
to include it.In adducing these later, rabbinic or patristic, attestations of earlier traditions, I have
made no effort to be inclusive, and even where I have mentioned such later parallels I have
usually contented myself with a single reference from either group. These references are
generally taken from the most popular or influential parts of those literatures—books like
Genesis Rabba or the Babylonian Talmud, on the one hand, or references from Augustine or
Jerome or (in the Eastern Church) Ephraem, on the other. I have also from time to time cited
from two other late sources, the Cave of Treasures and the Slavonic Paleya, since these works
often embody exegesis of a far earlier period and sometimes preserve what appear to be
unique, ancient traditions.In addition to all the above, one final principle has operated in my
selection of materials. That principle is what might be called, broadly, “interest.” All other things
being equal, I have tried to include in this selection some of the most interesting motifs, or
interestingly stated attestations of a motif, or some of the material that was to prove particularly
influential in later times. I admit that this quality of interest is hard to define—I will not define it
beyond what was just said—but I must in candor make mention of it in any explanation of how I
went about including what I included.Another disclaimer: This book is not about influences. As
mentioned above, I have not set myself the job of tracing relations among the various sources
listed or speculating about which text may or may not have been known to which authors. Of
course, such things can sometimes be determined with certainty, and even when they cannot,
an educated guess can sometimes be offered. But that is decidedly not the purpose of the
present volume. What I wish to do here is to show how the Bible was interpreted in ancient times
and what conclusions individual interpreters drew about the meaning of individual texts. The fact
that two sources present the same or similar interpretations may in some cases be quite
coincidental; in others it may represent a direct borrowing from source A on the part of source B;
in others, a common source was shared by A and B; and in yet others, A’s and B’s conclusions,
although arrived at quite independently, reflect not so much a coincidental resemblance as the
fact that both interpreters had been “programmed” with the same set of instructions about how to
go about interpreting—including, prominently, the four assumptions listed earlier—and moreover
had approached the text in question equipped with a common stock of other interpretations that
served as models of proper procedure.It is sometimes possible to decide among these various
alternatives, but that is not the purpose of this book: I have attempted simply to assemble the
things that ancient interpreters said about different verses or episodes and, to the extent
possible, try to reconstruct the exegetical thinking that stands behind their assertions.31
However, I would be less than candid if I failed to say that the material collected on the following
pages is such as to persuade me, at least, that there indeed was a great common store of
interpretations in antiquity, one that was widely known to interpreters and their audiences.Having
said all that this book does not do, let me now state briefly what it does seek to provide. The
main purpose of this book is to present a detailed look at how the Bible was interpreted in the
centuries just before and after the start of the common era—to show what the Bible essentially



was in that period—and to do this by seeking to isolate and identify the principal interpretive
traditions of, specifically, the Pentateuch as they are preserved in various ancient writings
outside the Hebrew Bible itself. To be sure, any such reconstruction is bound to provide a
somewhat distorted and only approximate picture. Community X or Group Y, or individual
interpreters, certainly would have differed with this reconstruction on particular points: however
much individual interpretations circulated and were held in common by different people, there
was no single, universally accepted set of interpretations. But in choosing and organizing the
material as I have, I hope that I have been able to provide an overall feeling for what Scripture as
a whole meant for most Jews and Christians in the period covered, as well as to present in detail
some of the most significant and widespread bits of interpretation known from that period.I
perhaps should make explicit here what some readers will have already understood, namely, my
reason for focusing on the particular three centuries or so that I have. It was in these three
centuries that Israel’s ancient library of sacred texts were becoming the Bible. From the
standpoint of scriptural interpretation, then, there could hardly have been a more crucial time
than this one, and the overall interpretive methods, as well as a great many individual
interpretations, that were developed in this period did eventually become “canonized” by Jews
and Christians no less than the scriptural texts that they explained. Interpretations of course
continued to be developed and elaborated in later times; yet it is certainly no exaggeration to say
that the main lines of approach, as well as an enormous body of specific motifs, continued to be
transmitted by Jews and Christians from this crucial period on through the Renaissance and
beyond. In short, the period covered is the formative period for the interpretation of Scripture.A
second purpose, no less important than the first, is to show in detail the how of ancient biblical
interpretation. As we have already glimpsed briefly, Scripture itself was the formal starting point
for ancient biblical interpretation: the motifs that ancient interpreters created and transmitted
addressed specific points in the text. All too often in the past this (broadly speaking) exegetical
function has been neglected; to cite but the most illustrious example, Louis Ginzberg’s Legends
of the Jews programmatically submerged the exegetical aspect of these motifs in order to turn
them into a kind of folk literature, the legends of the Jews. But they are not legends, they are
ways of explaining the biblical text.Of course, the legends approach is not wrong in one respect:
originally exegetical creations eventually did become legendized. Time and again in the history
of the motifs’ transmission, their particular connection to the biblical text came to be forgotten.
The very genre of the Rewritten Bible encouraged this: one had to know the text and its
problems virtually by heart in order to hear their solution in the rewriting. Doubtless many
listeners and readers did, but eventually, the precise connection between text and motif
sometimes came to be lost. Indeed, even in pesharim, commentaries, quaestiones, and the like
—genres, that is, in which the biblical verse itself is first cited and then commented upon—one
often finds that the original biblical site out of which a given motif arose has been lost and the
motif attached to another verse.32 Once they became separated from their original biblical sites,
these exegetical motifs did in effect become something like legends, free-floating additions to



biblical stories that were asserted to be true even though their textual justification had been lost.
For just that reason, trying to figure out the relationship between an individual motif and the
precise verse or word in Scripture upon which it depends is often a difficult, challenging task: a
good bit of detective work and mental reconstruction are sometimes necessary. But figuring out
this relationship is absolutely crucial, since it is the connection between text and motif that is the
key to all ancient biblical interpretation. And so, a second purpose of this book has been to
reconstruct, to the extent possible, the thinking that lies behind the ancient interpretive motifs
collected herein.Another purpose of this book—connected with its focus on motifs, as explained
above—is to show the traditional nature of ancient biblical interpretation. I have set forth the
reasons for which it seemed important to focus on motifs rather than on the individual
documents in which these motifs are found, or on those documents’ authors as individual
shapers of the traditions. For the same reasons, I hope that by setting out clearly the way in
which motifs are passed on and elaborated from generation to generation, the altogether
traditional nature of ancient biblical interpretation will be apparent.It might be said of Jews and
Christians—in line with the well-known witticism about the English and the Americans—that they
are divided by a common Scripture. This is certainly true, and in trying to restore the Bible As It
Was and so trace interpretive elements common to both religions, I am in no way attempting to
paper over the great differences that separate these two faiths, including, prominently, many
matters of scriptural interpretation. Yet I must confess that a fourth purpose I have had constantly
in mind in preparing the present volume is frankly ecumenical. What I wish to show is that, the
history of Jewish-Christian polemics aside (and along with it the sad story of church-supported
anti-Semitism), rabbinic Judaism and Christianity emerged out of a common mentality including,
prominently, a common set of beliefs about the Bible. In other words, it is not only Scripture itself,
the written word, that Jews and Christians share. Both groups received, along with the written
texts that make up the Hebrew Bible, the same set of attitudes about how the Bible ought to be
read and explained, what it was meant for and how it was to be used. Moreover (as any reader of
this book will see), both carried forward a substantial body of common explanations of individual
words, verses, incidents, stories, songs, prayers, laws, and prophecies in Scripture. Of course,
none of this is to suggest that the differences between Judaism and Christianity are somehow
minor—they are not—nor is it my intention in pointing out communalities to encourage the
wrongheaded efforts of those who, even as these lines are being written, have announced their
renewed intention to bring about the “conversion of the Jews” by creating some strange hybrid of
Christian teaching and traditional Jewish practices. Rather, it is simply my hope that in the
present age, when many thoughtful Jews and Christians are trying to turn a dark page of history
and seek out what, despite their distinctness, nonetheless unites them, this book may make
some small contribution to an awareness of common beginnings.How Each Chapter Is
OrganizedAncient interpretations are best broken down into individual interpretive motifs. In the
chapters that follow I have therefore presented the material in this fashion, motif by motif.
(Sometimes I have grouped together under a single rubric two or more related motifs that are



nonetheless distinct; in so doing I have sacrificed a certain technical accuracy to my desire to
present things in as straightforward and readable a fashion as possible.)33 To each motif or
group of related motifs I have given a brief title: “The Punishment Was Mortality,” “The Garden in
Heaven,” “Abraham Saved from Fire.” The titles appear as subheadings in the body of the
chapter.34In presenting each motif, I first seek to reconstruct why and how the motif may have
developed; I then illustrate its existence with brief excerpts from ancient writings. I have kept
these excerpts short, since all that I wish to show is that a particular way of understanding the
biblical text is attested in ancient documents X, Y, and Z. I have generally stayed away from
questions like “Did Y’s author learn this interpretation from reading X?” or “Did the authors of
documents Y and Z arrive at this interpretation independently, or did they have some common
source?” As noted earlier, these are interesting, even fascinating questions, and answers to
them sometimes can be put forward with reasonable certainty. In some cases, we can state
unequivocally that Z’s author read the book X; in other cases, we can just as unequivocally state
that Z’s author would have sooner died than open up X or be thought to have used it. In quite a
few cases, it is reasonable to assume that the authors of X and Y drew on an earlier interpretive
tradition known to both; in a few instances, a resemblance between X and Y seems utterly
coincidental. As fascinating as this subject may be, however, it is somewhat beside the point
here: my main goal is to investigate how these traditions arose and came to be widespread, not
to reconstruct the specific steps involved in that transmission.I have generally tried to present
attestations of a particular motif in (rough) chronological order. However, when a later source
seems to contain an earlier or more complete form of a motif, I do sometimes put the later
source first. Likewise, I sometimes violate chronological order when a later source sets forth a
particular motif more clearly or understandably than earlier sources. Since sources cited are all
described and dated (to the extent possible) in the Terms and Sources section at the back of the
book, I trust that this arrangement will not prove to be a source of confusion.To make perfectly
clear the transformative effect of traditional interpretation upon the biblical text, I decided to
begin and end the body of each chapter with a brief summary, in italics. The opening italicized
summary attempts to restate what an ordinary reader, knowing nothing but the words of the
Bible itself, might think about the meaning of the biblical story or section in question. Then, at the
end of the chapter—having surveyed some of the most important traditions of ancient
interpreters—I summarize the story or section once again, this time with the ancient traditions
included. The difference is of course striking: new details, sometimes whole new incidents, and
a great deal of new “spin” now accompany the bare narrative. Although these summaries are
necessarily somewhat simplified, comparing the one at the beginning of the chapter with the one
at the end illustrates vividly how ancient traditions of interpretation changed utterly the meaning
of the Bible.1. 2 Sam. 1:18, Num. 21:14. On this subject generally: Leiman, Canonization of
Scripture.2. See on this Seligmann, “Voraussetzung der Midraschexegese”; idem, “The
Beginnings of Midrash in the Book of Chronicles”; Willi, Der Chronik als Auslegung; Japhet,
Ideology of the Book of Chronicles.3. I have discussed these factors at greater length in Kugel



and Greer, Early Biblical Interpretation, 31–51.4. Here it might be appropriate to clarify a matter
of terminology. Judah was one of Israel’s original twelve tribes, eventually, the dominant one in
the south. King David had united the twelve tribes into a single monarchy at the start of the tenth
century B.C.E.; when this United Monarchy subsequently split in two under David’s grandson
Rehoboam, the southern part became the kingdom of Judah. The northern kingdom was
subsequently conquered by Assyria in the eighth century B.C.E. and its citizenry dispersed; only
the southern kingdom, Judah, continued to exist, still ruled by David’s descendants. It was this
kingdom that the Babylonians conquered early in the sixth century B.C.E. and to which the exiles
returned at the end of that century. In Greco-Roman sources, the country is called Judaea (or
Judea) and its people the Jews. However, the general term “Israel” also continued to be used as
a name for the Jewish people.5. Japhet, “Sheshbazzar and Zerubbabel”; see also her Ideology
of the Book of Chronicles, 395–504.6. These points are discussed at length in Japhet, Ideology
of the Book of Chronicles.7. Bickerman, The Jews in the Greek Age, 30. Bickerman elaborated
on this theme in a paper presented at the Eighth World Congress of Jewish Studies in
Jerusalem, 1981. (Unfortunately, he died shortly after the conference and the paper was never
published.) If it was similarly demanded of Jewish sages that they write down their “former law,”
this may have been an event of crucial importance not only to the ancient interpretation of
biblical laws but to their very formulation in a final, fixed text of the Pentateuch.8. This is not to
say that prophecy itself ceased to exist as a phenomenon in postexilic times, although this was
indeed asserted or implied in a number of ancient sources (1 Macc. 4:46, 9:27, 14:41; Prayer of
Azariah 15; 2 Bar. 85:3; (perhaps) Testament of Benjamin 9:2; Josephus, AgApion 1:40–41; as
well as in numerous rabbinic sources, e.g., Seder Olam 30, T. Sota 13:2, b. Baba Batra 12b,
etc.). Elsewhere, however, is evidence of a different opinion: Wisd. 7:27, Philo, Who Is Heir 259,
(1QH) Thanksgiving Hymns 4:16, 1 Cor. 11:4–5, 12:10, 14:4–5, etc., Josephus, Jewish
Antiquities 13:311–13, 20:97, 169, etc. It seems not so much that prophecy ceased as that the
prophet’s very identity and role came to be redefined and significantly broadened, while at the
same the conviction was spreading that the great prophets were a thing of the past (and,
perhaps, the future). See further Urbach, “When Did Prophecy Cease?” idem, “Halakhah and
Prophecy,” 1–27; Vermes, Jesus the Jew, 69–82; Blenkinsopp, “Prophecy and Priesthood in
Josephus”; Aune, Prophecy in Early Christianity; Horsely, “Like One of the Prophets of Old”;
Greenspahn, “Why Prophecy Ceased”; Kugel, “David the Prophet”; Winston, “Two Types of
Mosaic Prophecy”; Feldman, “Prophets and Prophecy in Josephus”; Brin, “Biblical Prophecy in
the Dead Sea Scrolls”; and Milikowsky, “The End of Prophecy and the End of the Bible.”9. An
interpreter such as Philo of Alexandria might at first seem altogether free of any connection with
the earlier wisdom heritage, yet even in his case has this connection been asserted: Mack,
Logos und Sophia; Laporte, “Philo in the Tradition of Biblical Wisdom Literature.”10. This verse is
not found at all in the Masada manuscript or the Syriac version of Ben Sira, but it is present (in
somewhat different form) in the Hebrew Geniza manuscript B as well as in the Greek. On the
place of this verse in the development of the text of Ben Sira, as well as on the differences



between the Hebrew and Greek versions: Reiterer, “Urtext” und Übersetzungen, 84–85; Skehan
and Di Leila, Wisdom of Ben Sira, 499; Yadin, Ben Sira Scroll from Masada, 38.11. Note in the
same connection a wisdom text from Qumran that asserts that God has granted wisdom “to
Israel, He gives her as a gracious gift,” (4Q185) Sapiential Work 2:10.12. For some literary
connections to this passage, see Grabbe, “The End of the Desolation of Jeremiah.” See also
Grelot, “Soixante-dix semaines d’années”; Doukhan, “The Seventy Weeks of Daniel 9.”13.
Kugel, “David the Prophet.”14. I have tried to illustrate some of the difficulties involved in making
such a distinction in In Potiphar’s House, 248–251.15. See below, Chapter 10; see also Loader,
Tale of Two Cities; Fraade, Enosh and His Generation.16. Particularly suggestive in connection
with this topic is Otzen, “Old Testament Wisdom Literature and Dualistic Thinking.” “Dualistic
thinking” in his definition includes not only the polarization of humanity into good and evil or wise
and foolish, but as well such dualisms as the “sons of light/sons of darkness” and “two spirits”
found at Qumran. See also such texts as Sir. 15:14–20, Testament of Asher 1:3–5, Philo, The
Worse Attacks the Better 82–84, and Baer, Philo’s Use of the Categories Male and Female.17.
This term was apparently first used by Vermes; see his Post-Biblical Jewish Studies.18. At
greater length, see Kugel, “Two Introductions.”19. See Feldman, “Use, Authority, and Exegesis of
Mikra in the Writings of Josephus,” esp. 471–47620. Unless his use of the phrase “other things”
is intended to invoke the biblical phrase “After these things” (Gen. 22:1) to which this tradition
was attached.21. The basis of these traditions was certainly known to Eastern Christianity: see
Brock, “Genesis 22 in Syriac Tradition.”22. This is one form of the text; see above, n. 10.23. A
further complication is presented by such books as 1 Enoch or Jubilees, books that arguably
were at one time considered by some readers to be as scriptural as Genesis or Exodus, but that
later in the course of their transmission came to be viewed as less authoritative or altogether
irrelevant. If so, then—for a time, at least—the interpretations contained within them must not
have been viewed as interpretations at all: they were no less scriptural than the interpretations
found in Chronicles or Daniel. Did not the books’ subsequent change of status mean that these
same interpretations reverted back to their original state, that is, turned from Scripture into
interpretation (thereby reversing the path traced by the interpretations canonized in Chronicles
and Daniel)?24. Having taken care of this matter of definition, I must add that I have been careful
to breach it in the honoring whenever I judged it worthwhile. That is, in tracing what “the Bible”
has to say about a particular matter, I have been careful to include, in addition to the
Pentateuchal material itself, later reflections or elaborations found elsewhere within the Jewish
canon. While I have necessarily treated such reflections and elaborations as Scripture, the alert
reader will certainly recognize in many of them an earlier stage of biblical interpretation.25. The
implications of this dating have been explored by Stone, Scriptures, Sects, and Visions, 37–47;
idem, “Enoch, Aramaic Levi, and Sectarian Origins.”26. Grelot, “La légende d’Hénoch dans les
apocryphes et dans la Bible”; idem,“La géographie mythique d’Hénoch et ses sources
orientales”; Neugebauer, “Astronomy of the Book of Enoch.”27. See on this Runia, Philo in Early
Christian Literature, 74–78.28. Winston, “Philo’s Nachleben”29. A lively debate continues over



the extent of Philo’s acquaintance with biblical interpretation as it existed among his Jewish
contemporaries in Judaea. See (inter alia): Siegfried, Philo von Alexandria als Ausleger;
Bousset, Judischchristlicher Schulbetrieb in Alexandria und Rom; Heinemann, Philons
griechische und jüdische Bildung; idem, Altjüdische Allegoristik; Ginzberg, Legends of the Jews,
5:viii–ix; Stein, Philo und der Midrasch; Wolfson, Philo; Belkin, Philo and the Oral Law; idem,
Philo’s Midrash; Sandmel, Philo’s Place in Judaism; idem, “Parallelomania”; Nikiprowetzky, Le
Commentaire de l’Ecriture; Bamberger, “Philo and the Aggadah”; Rokeach, “Philo of Alexandria,
Midrash, and Ancient Halakhah”; Grabbe, “Philo and Aggada.” Even the last author, highly
skeptical of certain others’ claims, is prepared to concede that Philo knew “a modest amount” of
aggadic traditions from elsewhere. My own feelings on this question are not given to easy
summary, but in the end they are somewhat analogous to Kafka’s words to the Jews of Prague:
“You know more Yiddish than you think.” (On the last, see Brod, Franz Kafka, 113.)30. This plan
of two separate editions has indeed gone forward: publication of the present volume is to be
followed by that of a longer version, designed for specialists in the field, containing additional
motifs and extensive notes discussing some of the more technical aspects of the subjects
covered.31. Despite this disclaimer, I fear that some may fail to understand this book’s format (or
even to read this introductory chapter) and consequently find me guilty of the sin made famous
by Sandmel, “Parallelomania.” It may therefore be appropriate here to repeat his definition: “We
might for our purposes define parallelomania as that extravagance among scholars which first
overdoes the supposed similarity in passages and then proceeds to describe source and
derivation as if implying a literary connection flowing in an inevitable or predetermined
direction” (p. 1, emphasis added). It is precisely that possible literary connection that I have not
addressed in this book.32. Again, I have presented several detailed examples in In Potiphar’s
House.33. In such cases I have generally tried to distinguish the individual subgroups by
inserting some commentary—sometimes only the word “similarly”—between citations.34.
Sometimes I have grouped together quite different motifs whose only common element is that
they all address the same difficulty within the biblical text. In such cases, I have phrased the title
of the section as a question: “Why Did Joseph Put It Off?” “Whose Bad Idea?” “Which Ten
Commandments?”2The Creation of the World(GENESIS 1:1–2:3)2The Creation of the
World(GENESIS 1:1–2:3)The Creation of the World(GENESIS 1:1–2:3)The Bible begins with an
account of God’s creation of the world in six days: on the first day, light was created and
separated from darkness; on the following days the sky and the earth were made, then plant life,
heavenly lights, fish and reptiles, the animals and, lastly, humankind. Once the work was
completed, God rested on the seventh day—the first Sabbath in the world.THE BIBLE opens
with the words “In the beginning God created the heavens and the earth.” But did this mean the
very beginning? Many interpreters believed that it did not. They arrived at the conclusion that
God’s work must have begun even before He created heaven and earth. One reason for this
belief was the Bible’s discussion of the creation in a few places other than Genesis; in one of
these, a passage from the book of Proverbs, Wisdom (here personified as a female figure) says



the following:The Lord made me the beginning of his work, the first of his acts of old.Ages ago I
was formed, before the establishment of the earth …When He made the heavens, I was already
there, when he drew a circle on the face of the deep.—Prov. 8:22–27These words clearly state
that God had created wisdom even before the heavens and the earth were made. (The idea that
“wisdom”—that is, the great plan underlying all of reality—was of divine origin was in any case
widespread in the ancient world.)1 There was thus every reason to believe that the creation of
wisdom had come at the very beginning of things; this fact was plainly stated in the book of
Proverbs.Wisdom Came FirstAnd so, when ancient interpreters spoke about God’s creation of
the world, many mentioned specifically that wisdom existed even before the creation itself:One
of our ancestors, Solomon [the reputed author of the biblical book of Proverbs], said more
clearly and better that wisdom existed before heaven and earth, which agrees with what has
been said [by Greek philosophers].—Aristobulus, Fragment 5 (cited in Eusebius, Praeparatio
Evangelica 13.12.11)[Wisdom says:] From eternity, in the beginning, He created me.—Sir.
24:9Wisdom is older than the creation … of the whole universe.—Philo, On the Virtues 62Two
thousand years before the world was created, [God] created the Torah [that is, divine wisdom].—
Targum Neophyti Gen. 3:24But if Scripture said that wisdom was created before all things, was
this not because wisdom actually was to play some role in the creation of the rest of world? Such
an idea made good sense, and it was also suggested elsewhere in Scripture:But the Lord God is
true … who made the earth with His power, established the world with His wisdom, and by His
understanding stretched out the heavens.—Jer. 10:10, 12Oh Lord, how great are your works,
with wisdom You have made them all.— Ps. 104:24The Lord by wisdom founded the earth,
establishing the heavens with understanding.— Prov. 3:19Many ancient interpreters therefore
felt justified in asserting that wisdom was “present at the creation” or even had some part in
creating the rest of the world:With you [O God] is wisdom, who knows your works and was
present when you made the world, and who understands what is pleasing in your sight, and
what is right according to your commandments.—Wisd. 9:9And who is to be considered the
daughter of God but Wisdom, who is the firstborn mother of all things.—Philo, Questions in
Genesis 4:97Blessed is He who created the earth with his power, who established the world
with His wisdom.— (11QPsa) Hymn to the CreatorGod looked into the Torah [that is, the corpus
of divine wisdom] and created the world.—Genesis Rabba 1:1For reasons to be seen presently,
wisdom was associated in particular with the creation of humanity on the sixth day:Having given
order by your Wisdom, You created, saying, “Let us make man according our image and
likeness.”—Hellenistic Synagogal Prayer, Apostolic Constitutions 7.34.6And on the sixth day I
commanded my wisdom to create man.—2 Enoch 30:8The “Beginning” Did ItBut if wisdom was
the first thing that God had created, and if God had in fact used it to create the rest of the world,
then biblical interpreters had to wonder: why did the book of Genesis leave out this crucial
detail? Why didn’t the first verse in the Bible read: “In the beginning God created wisdom, and
afterwards, the heavens and the earth”?In looking for an answer, interpreters noticed a striking
coincidence. In Prov. 8:22, wisdom says, “The Lord made me the beginning of his work,” while



the Genesis account opens, “In the beginning God created the heavens and the earth.” Perhaps
this was not just a coincidence. Perhaps the word “beginning” in the Genesis verse was in fact a
subtle hint, an allusion, to wisdom. For, if wisdom is called the beginning of God’s work in
Proverbs, then (one might argue) the word “beginning” itself might be used elsewhere in the
Bible as a kind of nickname for wisdom, a shorthand reference to the very first thing that God
created. If so, then the first verse of Genesis could now be understood as meaning not “At the
start God created the heavens and the earth” but “In [or “with”] wisdom God created the heavens
and the earth.” This is precisely how that verse was translated in two ancient translations of the
Bible:With wisdom did God create and perfect the heavens and the earth.—Fragment Targum
Gen. 1:1In the beginning with wisdom did God create …2—Targum Neophyti Gen.
1:1Similarly:By using different names for it, Moses indicates that the exalted, heavenly wisdom
has many names: he calls it “beginning,” “image,” and “appearance of God.”—Philo, Allegorical
Interpretations 1:43And so, interpreters came to the conclusion that not only was wisdom the
first thing God created, but the phrase “In the beginning” in Gen. 1:1 was intended to imply that it
was by means of, or with the help of, wisdom that God had created the world.Now of course a
modern reader might well object to this kind of interpretation. Was not the fact that the word
“beginning” was used in both Gen. 1:1 and Prov. 8:22 really just a coincidence? And doesn’t “In
the beginning” in Gen. 1:1 mean just that, at the start of the creation of the world?There is no
single answer to this type of question, which comes up again and again with ancient biblical
interpretation. It often happens that interpreters pass up what seems to us to be the more likely
sense of a text in favor of some rather improbable meaning. Sometimes they do so because they
want to read the text in that fashion—there is some doctrine or idea of their own (or some idea
that they have inherited from elsewhere, from ancient Near Eastern tradition or Greek philosophy
or some other source) for which they would like to find support in the Bible. Sometimes they
depart from the straightforward meaning because they feel they have to: the text as is appears to
them illogical or seems to contradict something found elsewhere in the Bible. And sometimes,
they take an apparent pleasure in willful, even playful, distortion—as if the interpreter were
saying: “Look, read the text my way and you will see that this or that surprising conclusion can be
derived from it.”But behind any of these sorts of interpretations is the fundamental conviction that
the Bible’s precise wording is both utterly intentional—that is, nothing in the Bible is said by
chance or said in vain—and infinitely significant.3 This meant that almost every aspect of the
biblical text ought to be looked into, and that almost any sort of interpretive subtlety was justified
in explaining it. The slightest unusual feature in its manner of expression—even a coincidence
like the appearance of the word “beginning” in both Gen. 1:1 and Prov. 8:22—could not be
dismissed as mere accident. Thus, ancient interpreters had a large task before them, but they
also had enormous freedom as interpreters. For, once it was understood that Scripture required
deep investigation in order for its full sense to be revealed, the groundwork was laid for
interpretations that sometimes departed drastically from what the text seemed to be saying. In
this way, it became possible to conclude that by the word “beginning” in Gen. 1:1 the Bible had



really meant “wisdom.”A Special LightGod says on the first day, “Let there be light” (Gen. 1:3).
But the light created on the first day could not have been sunlight or the light of the moon or
stars, since these heavenly bodies were not created until the fourth day. Many ancient writers
therefore said that it was a special light that enabled God to see as He created the world:Then
You commanded that a ray of light be brought forth from your treasuries, so that your works
might then appear.—4 Ezra 6:40If so, then perhaps it was a light unlike any other, one that
illuminated all of creation at once:… the first [day], the one in which the light was born by which
all things are seen together.—Aristobulus, Fragment 3 (cited in Eusebius, Praeparatio
Evangelica 13.12.9)God commanded that there should be light. And when this had come about,
He considered all of matter.—Josephus, Jewish Antiquities 1:27[After summoning light, God
says:] And I was in the midst of the light. And light out of light is carried thus. And the great age
came out, and it revealed all the creation which I had thought up to create. And I saw that it was
good.—2 Enoch (J) 25:3God said: Let there be light to illuminate the world, and at once there
was light.—Targum Pseudo-Jonathan Gen. 1:3Said R. Eli‘ezer: With the light that God created
on the first day one could see from one end of the world to the other.—b. Hagigah 12aAnother
possibility was that the light that was later to come from heavenly bodies was created, or
conceived, on the first day, even though the heavenly bodies themselves were not created until
the fourth:And [He created] the abysses and darkness—both evening and night—and light—
both dawn and daylight—which He prepared in the knowledge of His heart.—Jubilees 2:2It is
said that from this [primal] light, [now] diffused, and from fire—both of which were created on the
first day—the sun was fashioned, which was made in the firmament, and likewise the moon and
the stars, it is said, were made from that same first light.4—Ephraem, Commentary on Genesis
9:2Similarly:Now that invisible light, perceptible only by mind, was created as an image of the
God’s Word [Logos], who made its creation known. It was a light higher than the stars, the
source of the starlight that can be seen.—Philo, On the Creation 31 (also 55)The Angels Were
Also CreatedThe creation account in Genesis purports to tell how everything in the universe
came to be. But this account apparently omits a number of details (besides the creation of
wisdom). For example, where were the angels? Although all sorts of other biblical texts (and
texts from outside the Bible) make mention of angels, nothing is said here about when they were
first created.The Bible contained at least one indication for ancient interpreters that the angels
had in fact been created sometime during the first six days. For, after the sixth day is completed,
the Bible says,Thus, the heavens and the earth were finished, and all their hosts.—Gen. 2:1The
phrase “hosts of heaven” is frequently used in the Bible for angels (see, for example, 1 Kings
22:19). This verse thus seemed to imply that the creation of these “hosts of heaven” had been
finished by (at least) the end of the sixth day. What is more, the book of Psalms mentioned the
angels along with other things created by God in the beginning:[God,] who has stretched out the
heavens like a curtain, roofed His upper chambers with the waters,who has made clouds His
chariot and walks about on the wind’s outskirts,who makes the winds His angels and flaming fire
His servants,He established the earth on its foundations, so that it shall never be displaced.—



Ps. 104:2–5In mentioning the angels in the context of the creation of the heavens, waters, and
earth, this psalm seemed to be saying that God had created the angels at the same time as
these other things. As a result of such passages (see also Job 38:7), a number of ancient
interpreters included the angels among the things that God had created during the first six days
—even though the book of Genesis made no mention of them.When during the six days were
the angels created? With no clear hints from the text, there was no unanimity among ancient
interpreters. It seemed likely, however, that their creation preceded that of mankind and the other
creatures created at the end of the six days:When God created his created ones [that is, the
angels]5 in the beginning, their portions He allotted to them:He established [their] activities for
all time, and their dominions forever:So that they not hunger nor grow weary, nor cease from
their labors, And so that one not interfere with another, and never might they rebel.Afterward the
Lord looked down at the earth and He filled it with His stores;He covered its face with the breath
of all life, and to it they shall return.— Sir. 16:26–30Dividing light from darkness, he established
the dawning in His mind’s decision;When all His angels saw [it] they exulted, for He showed
them what they had not previously known.He crowned the hills with crops, abundant food for all
the living.— (11QPsa) Hymn to the CreatorThese are the holy angels, who were created first …
— Shepherd of Hermas Vision 4:1Some ancient interpreters pointed specifically to the first day
as the time of the angels’ creation. Perhaps they did so because of the mention of the “spirit of
God” in Gen. 1:2, since “spirit” was one term commonly understood to refer to angels:For on the
first day He created the heavens which are above and the earth and waters and all the spirits
which serve before Him—the angels of the presence, and the angels of holiness, and the angels
of the spirits of fire and the angels of the spirits of the winds, and the angels of the spirit of the
clouds, and of darkness, and of snow and of hail and of frost, and the angels of the sounds, the
thunders and the lightnings, and the angels of the spirits of cold and of heat, and of winter and of
spring and of autumn and of summer, and of all the spirits of His creatures which are in the
heavens and on the earth.— Jubilees 2:2When Scripture speaks of the creation of the world, it
does not indicate clearly whether, or in what order, the angels were created. But if they are
alluded to at all, it is perhaps in the word “heavens” when it says, “In the beginning God created
the heavens and the earth” [Gen. 1:1] or, more likely, in the word “light” [in the phrase, “Let there
be light,” Gen. 1:3].—Augustine, City of God 11:9In the beginning, on the first day … God
created heaven and earth, the angels, and the archangels and thrones and dominions and
principalities and authorities6 and cherubs and seraphs, all the heavenly hosts of spirits.—Cave
of Treasures (W) 1Other sources saw the second day as the time of the angels’ creation
(because that was the day when the “firmament”—deemed to be part of heaven, where the
angels lived—was created):Then evening came, and morning, and it was the second day. And
… [on the second day] I created the ranks of the bodiless armies—ten myriad angels—and their
weapons are fiery and their clothes are burning flames.—2 Enoch (J) 29:3And God said to the
angels who serve before Him and who had been created on the second day of the Creation …—
Targum Pseudo-Jonathan Gen. 1:26[On the second day,] after separating off the waters He



created the er’elim and angels and ophanim and seraphim and hashmalim [different classes of
angels] and He blew upon the fire and ignited the seven bonfires of Gehenna.—Midrash
KonenOn the second day God created the firmament and the angels … The angels, who were
created on the second day, when they are sent by His word they become winds, but when they
serve before Him, they are made of fire, as it is written, “Who makes His messengers the winds,
and flaming fire his servants” [Ps. 104:4].—Pirqei deR. Eliezer 4There were yet other
possibilities:When were the angels created? R. Yoanan said: they were created on the second
day … R. anina said: they were created on the fifth day, as it is said “[on the fifth day God
created] birds to fly about above the earth across the firmament of the heavens” [Gen. 1:20], and
it says elsewhere [speaking of an angel], “with two wings it would fly about” [Isa. 6:2].—Genesis
Rabba 1:3God and Someone ElseAfter the heavens and the earth had been created, and the
earth stocked with fish and birds and animals, God finally created mankind. But the precise way
in which this event is related in the Bible aroused the curiosity of ancient interpreters:Then God
said, “Let us make man in our image, after our likeness; and let them have dominion over the fish
of the sea, and over the birds of the air, and over the cattle, and over all the earth, and over every
creeping thing that creeps on the earth.” So God created man in His own image, in the image of
God He created them; male and female He created them.—Gen. 1:26–27Ancient readers were
struck by a number of things in this passage, perhaps most of all by the fact that God starts
speaking here in the plural, “Let us make man … our image … our likeness.” What did this
mean? (The “royal we” is less common in biblical Hebrew than in English, so such an
explanation was not necessarily obvious.)Many ancient interpreters concluded that God was
indeed addressing some other being or beings—though they did not necessarily agree on
whom:O God of my fathers and Lord of mercy, You who have made all things by Your word and
by Your wisdom have formed man.—Wisd. 9:1–2Thus it was fitting and right that when man was
formed, God should assign a share in the work to His lieutenants, as He does with the words “let
us make men,” so that man’s right actions might be attributable to God, but his sins to others. For
it seemed to be unfitting to God, the ruler of all, that the road to wickedness within the
reasonable soul should be of His making, and therefore He delegated the forming of this part to
His inferiors.—Philo, Confusion of Tongues 179And on the sixth day I commanded my wisdom
to create man.—2 Enoch (J) 30:8Having given order by your Wisdom, You created, saying, “Let
us make man according to our image and likeness.”—Hellenistic Synagogal Prayer, Apostolic
Constitutions 7.34.6R. Joshua b. Levi said: He consulted with the heavens and the earth … R.
anina said:… When God set out to create the first human, He consulted with the ministering
angels. He said to them: “Let us make man.”—Genesis Rabba 8:3–4Among Christians, the plural
“Let us” suggested another interpretation:And furthermore, my brothers:… He is lord of the
whole world, to whom God said at the creation of the world, “Let us make man according to our
image and likeness.”—Letter of Barnabas 5:5 (also 6:12)The Father commanded with His voice;
it was the Son who carried out the work.—Ephraem, Hymns of Faith 6:13 (also Commentary on
Genesis 1:28, etc.)Other interpreters vigorously denied the idea that the phrase implied more



than one Creator:When all His angels saw [it] they exulted, for He showed them what they had
not previously known.—(11QPsa) Hymn to the CreatorO sovereign Lord, did you not speak at
the beginning when You created earth—which You did without help—and commanded the dust7
and it gave you Adam.—4 Ezra 3:4These [the world and its contents] God created not with
hands, not with toil, not with assistants, of whom He had no need; He willed it, and so they were
made in all their beauty.—Josephus, Against Apion 2:192R. Samuel b. Naman said in the name
of R. Yonatan: When Moses was writing down the Torah, he would write down what was created
on each day [in the creation account]. When he got to the verse, “And God said, ‘Let us make
man …’” he said, “Master of the Universe! Why should you give support to the heretics?” He
answered: “Let anyone who wishes to go astray go astray!”—Genesis Rabba 8:8Completed on
FridayThe traditional Hebrew text at the end of the creation narrative contains a slight
ambiguity:And God ended on the seventh day His work which He had done, and God rested on
the seventh day from all His work which He had done.—Gen. 2:1The word “ended” here is
somewhat enigmatic. Does it mean “finished off,” in which case, presumably, at least some work
was done on the seventh day? Or does it mean “ceased,” in which case the last bit of work was
presumably done before the seventh day actually started? One would certainly think that the
latter was the case, but the wording left room for misunderstanding.Some ancient versions and
retellings—perhaps in an attempt to clarify things, or perhaps reflecting a different form of the
Hebrew text—specify that God had actually finished His work on the sixth day:And on the sixth
day God finished His works which He had done. And God ceased [or “rested”] on the seventh
day from all of His works which He had done.—Septuagint, Vetus Latina, Samaritan Pentateuch,
and Peshitta, Gen. 2:1And He finished all His work on the sixth day—everything in heaven and
on the earth, and in the seas and in the depths, in the light and in the darkness, and in every
place. And He gave us a great sign, the Sabbath day, so that we should perform work for six
days, but keep the Sabbath on the seventh day from all work.—Jubilees 2:16–17Now, when the
whole world had been brought to completion in accordance with the properties of six, a perfect
number, the Father invested with dignity the seventh day which comes next, extolling it and
pronouncing it holy.—Philo, On the Creation 89In short: Early interpreters transformed the
opening chapter of Genesis in several significant respects. The very first thing that God had
created was wisdom. When He said “Let there be light” God was referring to a special light
unknown to human eyes. God created the angels, either on the first, the second, or the fifth day.
God’s words in Gen. 1:26, “Let us make man,” were understood to mean that He had received
aid or advice in creating man. Finally, some translations and retellings of the creation story
differed from the traditional Hebrew wording of Gen. 2:1 by making it clear that the creation was
entirely finished by the end of the sixth day.1. See Chapter 1.2. This is an example of a “double
translation,” in which the original word is translated twice (here, both “in the beginning” and “with
wisdom”) to fit two different understandings of the text.3. This fundamental assumption of
ancient interpreters is treated at great length above, in Chapter 1.4. Ephraem’s overall view is
that this first day’s primal light was created to serve until the sun and other luminaries could be



made and take over.5. The Hebrew word ma‘sim (“created ones”) frequently refers to people
rather than things: see Pss. 8:7, 103:22, 104:24; Prov. 31:31; Job 14:15, etc. It seems likely that
the “created ones” mentioned here are the angels in heaven. Ben Sira’s wording paraphrases
Deut. 32:8, which was understood to refer to angels being allotted their “portions”; what is more,
the idea that these celestial creatures never need food or rest and do not interfere or overlap
with one another in their heavenly missions—all these are elsewhere frequently asserted to be
true of angels. A similar usage appears in Odes of Solomon 16:13.6. These are different ranks of
angels; this list is apparently based on the New Testament, Col. 1:16; cf. Eph. 1:21, 2 Enoch
20:1, Testament of Levi 3:7, Book of the Bee ch. 5.7. Here God’s words “Let us make man” are
deemed to have been spoken to the dust of the earth from which the first human was made
(Gen. 2:7).The Creation of the World(GENESIS 1:1–2:3)The Bible begins with an account of
God’s creation of the world in six days: on the first day, light was created and separated from
darkness; on the following days the sky and the earth were made, then plant life, heavenly lights,
fish and reptiles, the animals and, lastly, humankind. Once the work was completed, God rested
on the seventh day—the first Sabbath in the world.THE BIBLE opens with the words “In the
beginning God created the heavens and the earth.” But did this mean the very beginning? Many
interpreters believed that it did not. They arrived at the conclusion that God’s work must have
begun even before He created heaven and earth. One reason for this belief was the Bible’s
discussion of the creation in a few places other than Genesis; in one of these, a passage from
the book of Proverbs, Wisdom (here personified as a female figure) says the following:The Lord
made me the beginning of his work, the first of his acts of old.Ages ago I was formed, before the
establishment of the earth …When He made the heavens, I was already there, when he drew a
circle on the face of the deep.—Prov. 8:22–27These words clearly state that God had created
wisdom even before the heavens and the earth were made. (The idea that “wisdom”—that is, the
great plan underlying all of reality—was of divine origin was in any case widespread in the
ancient world.)1 There was thus every reason to believe that the creation of wisdom had come
at the very beginning of things; this fact was plainly stated in the book of Proverbs.Wisdom
Came FirstAnd so, when ancient interpreters spoke about God’s creation of the world, many
mentioned specifically that wisdom existed even before the creation itself:One of our ancestors,
Solomon [the reputed author of the biblical book of Proverbs], said more clearly and better that
wisdom existed before heaven and earth, which agrees with what has been said [by Greek
philosophers].—Aristobulus, Fragment 5 (cited in Eusebius, Praeparatio Evangelica 13.12.11)
[Wisdom says:] From eternity, in the beginning, He created me.—Sir. 24:9Wisdom is older than
the creation … of the whole universe.—Philo, On the Virtues 62Two thousand years before the
world was created, [God] created the Torah [that is, divine wisdom].—Targum Neophyti Gen.
3:24But if Scripture said that wisdom was created before all things, was this not because
wisdom actually was to play some role in the creation of the rest of world? Such an idea made
good sense, and it was also suggested elsewhere in Scripture:But the Lord God is true … who
made the earth with His power, established the world with His wisdom, and by His



understanding stretched out the heavens.—Jer. 10:10, 12Oh Lord, how great are your works,
with wisdom You have made them all.— Ps. 104:24The Lord by wisdom founded the earth,
establishing the heavens with understanding.— Prov. 3:19Many ancient interpreters therefore
felt justified in asserting that wisdom was “present at the creation” or even had some part in
creating the rest of the world:With you [O God] is wisdom, who knows your works and was
present when you made the world, and who understands what is pleasing in your sight, and
what is right according to your commandments.—Wisd. 9:9And who is to be considered the
daughter of God but Wisdom, who is the firstborn mother of all things.—Philo, Questions in
Genesis 4:97Blessed is He who created the earth with his power, who established the world
with His wisdom.— (11QPsa) Hymn to the CreatorGod looked into the Torah [that is, the corpus
of divine wisdom] and created the world.—Genesis Rabba 1:1For reasons to be seen presently,
wisdom was associated in particular with the creation of humanity on the sixth day:Having given
order by your Wisdom, You created, saying, “Let us make man according our image and
likeness.”—Hellenistic Synagogal Prayer, Apostolic Constitutions 7.34.6And on the sixth day I
commanded my wisdom to create man.—2 Enoch 30:8The “Beginning” Did ItBut if wisdom was
the first thing that God had created, and if God had in fact used it to create the rest of the world,
then biblical interpreters had to wonder: why did the book of Genesis leave out this crucial
detail? Why didn’t the first verse in the Bible read: “In the beginning God created wisdom, and
afterwards, the heavens and the earth”?In looking for an answer, interpreters noticed a striking
coincidence. In Prov. 8:22, wisdom says, “The Lord made me the beginning of his work,” while
the Genesis account opens, “In the beginning God created the heavens and the earth.” Perhaps
this was not just a coincidence. Perhaps the word “beginning” in the Genesis verse was in fact a
subtle hint, an allusion, to wisdom. For, if wisdom is called the beginning of God’s work in
Proverbs, then (one might argue) the word “beginning” itself might be used elsewhere in the
Bible as a kind of nickname for wisdom, a shorthand reference to the very first thing that God
created. If so, then the first verse of Genesis could now be understood as meaning not “At the
start God created the heavens and the earth” but “In [or “with”] wisdom God created the heavens
and the earth.” This is precisely how that verse was translated in two ancient translations of the
Bible:With wisdom did God create and perfect the heavens and the earth.—Fragment Targum
Gen. 1:1In the beginning with wisdom did God create …2—Targum Neophyti Gen.
1:1Similarly:By using different names for it, Moses indicates that the exalted, heavenly wisdom
has many names: he calls it “beginning,” “image,” and “appearance of God.”—Philo, Allegorical
Interpretations 1:43And so, interpreters came to the conclusion that not only was wisdom the
first thing God created, but the phrase “In the beginning” in Gen. 1:1 was intended to imply that it
was by means of, or with the help of, wisdom that God had created the world.Now of course a
modern reader might well object to this kind of interpretation. Was not the fact that the word
“beginning” was used in both Gen. 1:1 and Prov. 8:22 really just a coincidence? And doesn’t “In
the beginning” in Gen. 1:1 mean just that, at the start of the creation of the world?There is no
single answer to this type of question, which comes up again and again with ancient biblical



interpretation. It often happens that interpreters pass up what seems to us to be the more likely
sense of a text in favor of some rather improbable meaning. Sometimes they do so because they
want to read the text in that fashion—there is some doctrine or idea of their own (or some idea
that they have inherited from elsewhere, from ancient Near Eastern tradition or Greek philosophy
or some other source) for which they would like to find support in the Bible. Sometimes they
depart from the straightforward meaning because they feel they have to: the text as is appears to
them illogical or seems to contradict something found elsewhere in the Bible. And sometimes,
they take an apparent pleasure in willful, even playful, distortion—as if the interpreter were
saying: “Look, read the text my way and you will see that this or that surprising conclusion can be
derived from it.”But behind any of these sorts of interpretations is the fundamental conviction that
the Bible’s precise wording is both utterly intentional—that is, nothing in the Bible is said by
chance or said in vain—and infinitely significant.3 This meant that almost every aspect of the
biblical text ought to be looked into, and that almost any sort of interpretive subtlety was justified
in explaining it. The slightest unusual feature in its manner of expression—even a coincidence
like the appearance of the word “beginning” in both Gen. 1:1 and Prov. 8:22—could not be
dismissed as mere accident. Thus, ancient interpreters had a large task before them, but they
also had enormous freedom as interpreters. For, once it was understood that Scripture required
deep investigation in order for its full sense to be revealed, the groundwork was laid for
interpretations that sometimes departed drastically from what the text seemed to be saying. In
this way, it became possible to conclude that by the word “beginning” in Gen. 1:1 the Bible had
really meant “wisdom.”A Special LightGod says on the first day, “Let there be light” (Gen. 1:3).
But the light created on the first day could not have been sunlight or the light of the moon or
stars, since these heavenly bodies were not created until the fourth day. Many ancient writers
therefore said that it was a special light that enabled God to see as He created the world:Then
You commanded that a ray of light be brought forth from your treasuries, so that your works
might then appear.—4 Ezra 6:40If so, then perhaps it was a light unlike any other, one that
illuminated all of creation at once:… the first [day], the one in which the light was born by which
all things are seen together.—Aristobulus, Fragment 3 (cited in Eusebius, Praeparatio
Evangelica 13.12.9)God commanded that there should be light. And when this had come about,
He considered all of matter.—Josephus, Jewish Antiquities 1:27[After summoning light, God
says:] And I was in the midst of the light. And light out of light is carried thus. And the great age
came out, and it revealed all the creation which I had thought up to create. And I saw that it was
good.—2 Enoch (J) 25:3God said: Let there be light to illuminate the world, and at once there
was light.—Targum Pseudo-Jonathan Gen. 1:3Said R. Eli‘ezer: With the light that God created
on the first day one could see from one end of the world to the other.—b. Hagigah 12aAnother
possibility was that the light that was later to come from heavenly bodies was created, or
conceived, on the first day, even though the heavenly bodies themselves were not created until
the fourth:And [He created] the abysses and darkness—both evening and night—and light—
both dawn and daylight—which He prepared in the knowledge of His heart.—Jubilees 2:2It is



said that from this [primal] light, [now] diffused, and from fire—both of which were created on the
first day—the sun was fashioned, which was made in the firmament, and likewise the moon and
the stars, it is said, were made from that same first light.4—Ephraem, Commentary on Genesis
9:2Similarly:Now that invisible light, perceptible only by mind, was created as an image of the
God’s Word [Logos], who made its creation known. It was a light higher than the stars, the
source of the starlight that can be seen.—Philo, On the Creation 31 (also 55)The Angels Were
Also CreatedThe creation account in Genesis purports to tell how everything in the universe
came to be. But this account apparently omits a number of details (besides the creation of
wisdom). For example, where were the angels? Although all sorts of other biblical texts (and
texts from outside the Bible) make mention of angels, nothing is said here about when they were
first created.The Bible contained at least one indication for ancient interpreters that the angels
had in fact been created sometime during the first six days. For, after the sixth day is completed,
the Bible says,Thus, the heavens and the earth were finished, and all their hosts.—Gen. 2:1The
phrase “hosts of heaven” is frequently used in the Bible for angels (see, for example, 1 Kings
22:19). This verse thus seemed to imply that the creation of these “hosts of heaven” had been
finished by (at least) the end of the sixth day. What is more, the book of Psalms mentioned the
angels along with other things created by God in the beginning:[God,] who has stretched out the
heavens like a curtain, roofed His upper chambers with the waters,who has made clouds His
chariot and walks about on the wind’s outskirts,who makes the winds His angels and flaming fire
His servants,He established the earth on its foundations, so that it shall never be displaced.—
Ps. 104:2–5In mentioning the angels in the context of the creation of the heavens, waters, and
earth, this psalm seemed to be saying that God had created the angels at the same time as
these other things. As a result of such passages (see also Job 38:7), a number of ancient
interpreters included the angels among the things that God had created during the first six days
—even though the book of Genesis made no mention of them.When during the six days were
the angels created? With no clear hints from the text, there was no unanimity among ancient
interpreters. It seemed likely, however, that their creation preceded that of mankind and the other
creatures created at the end of the six days:When God created his created ones [that is, the
angels]5 in the beginning, their portions He allotted to them:He established [their] activities for
all time, and their dominions forever:So that they not hunger nor grow weary, nor cease from
their labors, And so that one not interfere with another, and never might they rebel.Afterward the
Lord looked down at the earth and He filled it with His stores;He covered its face with the breath
of all life, and to it they shall return.— Sir. 16:26–30Dividing light from darkness, he established
the dawning in His mind’s decision;When all His angels saw [it] they exulted, for He showed
them what they had not previously known.He crowned the hills with crops, abundant food for all
the living.— (11QPsa) Hymn to the CreatorThese are the holy angels, who were created first …
— Shepherd of Hermas Vision 4:1Some ancient interpreters pointed specifically to the first day
as the time of the angels’ creation. Perhaps they did so because of the mention of the “spirit of
God” in Gen. 1:2, since “spirit” was one term commonly understood to refer to angels:For on the



first day He created the heavens which are above and the earth and waters and all the spirits
which serve before Him—the angels of the presence, and the angels of holiness, and the angels
of the spirits of fire and the angels of the spirits of the winds, and the angels of the spirit of the
clouds, and of darkness, and of snow and of hail and of frost, and the angels of the sounds, the
thunders and the lightnings, and the angels of the spirits of cold and of heat, and of winter and of
spring and of autumn and of summer, and of all the spirits of His creatures which are in the
heavens and on the earth.— Jubilees 2:2When Scripture speaks of the creation of the world, it
does not indicate clearly whether, or in what order, the angels were created. But if they are
alluded to at all, it is perhaps in the word “heavens” when it says, “In the beginning God created
the heavens and the earth” [Gen. 1:1] or, more likely, in the word “light” [in the phrase, “Let there
be light,” Gen. 1:3].—Augustine, City of God 11:9In the beginning, on the first day … God
created heaven and earth, the angels, and the archangels and thrones and dominions and
principalities and authorities6 and cherubs and seraphs, all the heavenly hosts of spirits.—Cave
of Treasures (W) 1Other sources saw the second day as the time of the angels’ creation
(because that was the day when the “firmament”—deemed to be part of heaven, where the
angels lived—was created):Then evening came, and morning, and it was the second day. And
… [on the second day] I created the ranks of the bodiless armies—ten myriad angels—and their
weapons are fiery and their clothes are burning flames.—2 Enoch (J) 29:3And God said to the
angels who serve before Him and who had been created on the second day of the Creation …—
Targum Pseudo-Jonathan Gen. 1:26[On the second day,] after separating off the waters He
created the er’elim and angels and ophanim and seraphim and hashmalim [different classes of
angels] and He blew upon the fire and ignited the seven bonfires of Gehenna.—Midrash
KonenOn the second day God created the firmament and the angels … The angels, who were
created on the second day, when they are sent by His word they become winds, but when they
serve before Him, they are made of fire, as it is written, “Who makes His messengers the winds,
and flaming fire his servants” [Ps. 104:4].—Pirqei deR. Eliezer 4There were yet other
possibilities:When were the angels created? R. Yoanan said: they were created on the second
day … R. anina said: they were created on the fifth day, as it is said “[on the fifth day God
created] birds to fly about above the earth across the firmament of the heavens” [Gen. 1:20], and
it says elsewhere [speaking of an angel], “with two wings it would fly about” [Isa. 6:2].—Genesis
Rabba 1:3God and Someone ElseAfter the heavens and the earth had been created, and the
earth stocked with fish and birds and animals, God finally created mankind. But the precise way
in which this event is related in the Bible aroused the curiosity of ancient interpreters:Then God
said, “Let us make man in our image, after our likeness; and let them have dominion over the fish
of the sea, and over the birds of the air, and over the cattle, and over all the earth, and over every
creeping thing that creeps on the earth.” So God created man in His own image, in the image of
God He created them; male and female He created them.—Gen. 1:26–27Ancient readers were
struck by a number of things in this passage, perhaps most of all by the fact that God starts
speaking here in the plural, “Let us make man … our image … our likeness.” What did this



mean? (The “royal we” is less common in biblical Hebrew than in English, so such an
explanation was not necessarily obvious.)Many ancient interpreters concluded that God was
indeed addressing some other being or beings—though they did not necessarily agree on
whom:O God of my fathers and Lord of mercy, You who have made all things by Your word and
by Your wisdom have formed man.—Wisd. 9:1–2Thus it was fitting and right that when man was
formed, God should assign a share in the work to His lieutenants, as He does with the words “let
us make men,” so that man’s right actions might be attributable to God, but his sins to others. For
it seemed to be unfitting to God, the ruler of all, that the road to wickedness within the
reasonable soul should be of His making, and therefore He delegated the forming of this part to
His inferiors.—Philo, Confusion of Tongues 179And on the sixth day I commanded my wisdom
to create man.—2 Enoch (J) 30:8Having given order by your Wisdom, You created, saying, “Let
us make man according to our image and likeness.”—Hellenistic Synagogal Prayer, Apostolic
Constitutions 7.34.6R. Joshua b. Levi said: He consulted with the heavens and the earth … R.
anina said:… When God set out to create the first human, He consulted with the ministering
angels. He said to them: “Let us make man.”—Genesis Rabba 8:3–4Among Christians, the plural
“Let us” suggested another interpretation:And furthermore, my brothers:… He is lord of the
whole world, to whom God said at the creation of the world, “Let us make man according to our
image and likeness.”—Letter of Barnabas 5:5 (also 6:12)The Father commanded with His voice;
it was the Son who carried out the work.—Ephraem, Hymns of Faith 6:13 (also Commentary on
Genesis 1:28, etc.)Other interpreters vigorously denied the idea that the phrase implied more
than one Creator:When all His angels saw [it] they exulted, for He showed them what they had
not previously known.—(11QPsa) Hymn to the CreatorO sovereign Lord, did you not speak at
the beginning when You created earth—which You did without help—and commanded the dust7
and it gave you Adam.—4 Ezra 3:4These [the world and its contents] God created not with
hands, not with toil, not with assistants, of whom He had no need; He willed it, and so they were
made in all their beauty.—Josephus, Against Apion 2:192R. Samuel b. Naman said in the name
of R. Yonatan: When Moses was writing down the Torah, he would write down what was created
on each day [in the creation account]. When he got to the verse, “And God said, ‘Let us make
man …’” he said, “Master of the Universe! Why should you give support to the heretics?” He
answered: “Let anyone who wishes to go astray go astray!”—Genesis Rabba 8:8Completed on
FridayThe traditional Hebrew text at the end of the creation narrative contains a slight
ambiguity:And God ended on the seventh day His work which He had done, and God rested on
the seventh day from all His work which He had done.—Gen. 2:1The word “ended” here is
somewhat enigmatic. Does it mean “finished off,” in which case, presumably, at least some work
was done on the seventh day? Or does it mean “ceased,” in which case the last bit of work was
presumably done before the seventh day actually started? One would certainly think that the
latter was the case, but the wording left room for misunderstanding.Some ancient versions and
retellings—perhaps in an attempt to clarify things, or perhaps reflecting a different form of the
Hebrew text—specify that God had actually finished His work on the sixth day:And on the sixth



day God finished His works which He had done. And God ceased [or “rested”] on the seventh
day from all of His works which He had done.—Septuagint, Vetus Latina, Samaritan Pentateuch,
and Peshitta, Gen. 2:1And He finished all His work on the sixth day—everything in heaven and
on the earth, and in the seas and in the depths, in the light and in the darkness, and in every
place. And He gave us a great sign, the Sabbath day, so that we should perform work for six
days, but keep the Sabbath on the seventh day from all work.—Jubilees 2:16–17Now, when the
whole world had been brought to completion in accordance with the properties of six, a perfect
number, the Father invested with dignity the seventh day which comes next, extolling it and
pronouncing it holy.—Philo, On the Creation 89In short: Early interpreters transformed the
opening chapter of Genesis in several significant respects. The very first thing that God had
created was wisdom. When He said “Let there be light” God was referring to a special light
unknown to human eyes. God created the angels, either on the first, the second, or the fifth day.
God’s words in Gen. 1:26, “Let us make man,” were understood to mean that He had received
aid or advice in creating man. Finally, some translations and retellings of the creation story
differed from the traditional Hebrew wording of Gen. 2:1 by making it clear that the creation was
entirely finished by the end of the sixth day.1. See Chapter 1.2. This is an example of a “double
translation,” in which the original word is translated twice (here, both “in the beginning” and “with
wisdom”) to fit two different understandings of the text.3. This fundamental assumption of
ancient interpreters is treated at great length above, in Chapter 1.4. Ephraem’s overall view is
that this first day’s primal light was created to serve until the sun and other luminaries could be
made and take over.5. The Hebrew word ma‘sim (“created ones”) frequently refers to people
rather than things: see Pss. 8:7, 103:22, 104:24; Prov. 31:31; Job 14:15, etc. It seems likely that
the “created ones” mentioned here are the angels in heaven. Ben Sira’s wording paraphrases
Deut. 32:8, which was understood to refer to angels being allotted their “portions”; what is more,
the idea that these celestial creatures never need food or rest and do not interfere or overlap
with one another in their heavenly missions—all these are elsewhere frequently asserted to be
true of angels. A similar usage appears in Odes of Solomon 16:13.6. These are different ranks of
angels; this list is apparently based on the New Testament, Col. 1:16; cf. Eph. 1:21, 2 Enoch
20:1, Testament of Levi 3:7, Book of the Bee ch. 5.7. Here God’s words “Let us make man” are
deemed to have been spoken to the dust of the earth from which the first human was made
(Gen. 2:7).3Adam and Eve(GENESIS 2:4–3:24)3Adam and Eve(GENESIS 2:4–3:24)Adam and
Eve(GENESIS 2:4–3:24)Adam and Eve were the first human beings created by God. They were
put in the Garden of Eden and told that they could eat any of the fruit in the garden except that of
the “tree of the knowledge of good and evil.” A certain serpent in the garden tempted Eve to
disobey and she did, eating the forbidden fruit and giving it to Adam to eat. As a result, Adam
and Eve were punished and expelled from the garden forever: henceforth, he was to earn his
bread by the sweat of his brow, while Eve was condemned to bring forth children in pain.THE
STORY of Adam and Eve and their life in the Garden of Eden fascinated the Bible’s earliest
interpreters, since it seemed to concern the very nature of the human species. This biblical story



was probably written about more than any other. Not coincidentally, readers today are likely to
have great difficulty looking at this story “without blinders.” For the importance of this episode to
the Bible’s ancient interpreters has given their interpretations of it a unique staying power. Who
nowadays, for example, does not automatically think of the story of Adam and Eve in the Garden
of Eden as telling about some fundamental change that took place in the human condition, or
what is commonly called the Fall of Man? And who does not think of the “serpent” in the story as
the devil, or paradise as the reward of the righteous after death? Yet a careful reading of the
Bible itself shows that none of these things is said explicitly by the text—they are all a matter of
interpretation.Death in a DayNo doubt many factors influenced the way ancient interpreters
came to understand the Adam and Eve story. But certainly one of the most important was a
glaring inconsistency in the story itself. When God first put Adam into the garden, He said to
him:You may freely eat of every tree in the Garden. But of the tree of the knowledge of good and
evil you shall not eat, for on the day that you eat of it you shall die.—Gen. 2:16–17The trouble is
that Adam didn’t die, at least not right away. After eating the fruit, he went on to live to the age of
930 (according to Gen. 5:5). Eve presumably had an equally impressive lifespan (we are not told
exactly when she died). So what did God mean by saying, “for on the day that you eat of it you
shall die”? Was this just an idle threat?One way of resolving the situation was to claim that the
“day” being referred to here was not an ordinary day. And indeed, the Bible itself provided
support for this idea. A verse from the book of Psalms asserts:A thousand years in your [God’s]
sight are like yesterday.—Ps. 90:4In context, this verse seems to mean that for God, centuries
and centuries of past history are no more remote than yesterday; since He is eternal, a thousand
years pass as quickly for God as a single day for us. But if so, interpreters reasoned, then
perhaps there is an actual unit of time, a “day” of God’s, that lasts a thousand years:But do not
ignore this one fact, beloved, that with the Lord one day is as a thousand years, and a thousand
years as one day.—2 Pet. 3:8… for with Him a “day” signifies a thousand years. And He himself
bears witness when he says, “Behold, the day of the Lord will be as a thousand years.”—Letter
of Barnabas 15:4One day of God’s is a thousand years long, as it is said, “A thousand years are
in your sight as yesterday” [Ps. 90:4].—Genesis Rabba 8:2Here then was a possible solution. If
Adam lived to the age of 930, then he actually lived less than a single one of “God’s days”—and
so, from God’s standpoint at least, he did die on the day that he ate the fruit:Adam died, and all
his sons buried him in the land of his creation, and he was the first to be buried in the earth. And
he lacked seventy years of one thousand years [that is, he died at the age of 930]; for one
thousand years are as one day in the testimony of the heavens [that is, according to Psalm 90],
and therefore was it written concerning the tree of knowledge: “On the day that you eat thereof,
you shall die.”— Jubilees 4:29–30It was said to Adam that on the day in which he ate of the tree,
on that day he would die. And indeed, we know that he did not quite fill up a thousand years. We
thus understand the expression “a day of the Lord is a thousand years” [as clarifying] this.—
Justin Martyr, Dialogue with Trypho 81:3He [God] did not specify to Adam if it would be a day of
his [own days] or a day of God’s, which lasts one thousand years, since “a thousand years in



your [God’s] sight are like yesterday” [Ps. 90:4].—Pesiqta Rabbati, Bahodesh ha-shebi‘i 40
(similarly Genesis Rabba 19:8)The trouble with this explanation, however, is that it skirts the
issue of punishment. After all, Adam and Eve had done what they were specifically warned not
to do. Shouldn’t the threatened punishment, death, have come right away? Why did God wait?
The Punishment Was MortalityThere was another possible explanation, and it answered the
same question in a better way. It understood the Bible’s words “you shall die” not as “you shall
immediately cease to exist,” but “you shall become a person who dies,” you shall become mortal.
This explanation assumes, in other words, that God had originally created Adam and Eve to be
immortal: they would continue to live in the garden forever and ever, so long as they obeyed the
rules. But God also warned them from the beginning: If you disobey, I will take away your
immortality on the very day of your disobedience, and you will from then on be subject to death,
mortal—even though you will, of course, still have a normal (for those days, at least) lifetime of
nine hundred years or so.If this was indeed the meaning of “you shall die,” then the sentence
was in fact carried out. Adam and Eve lived a long time after their disobedience, but eventually
they did die—which was, by this interpretation, exactly the punishment God had intended by the
words that He uttered. And so the real punishment meted out to Adam and Eve was not the
sweat of agriculture or the pains of childbirth but mortality itself.How early was the story
understood in this fashion? We have little way of knowing, but it is witnessed in a number of very
early texts:From a woman was sin’s beginning, and because of her, we all die.—Sir. 25:24 (also
15:14)For God did not make death, nor does He take delight in the destruction of the living.For
God created man for incorruption [immortality], and made him in the image of his own eternity,
but through the devil’s envy death entered the world.—Wisd. 1:13, 2:23–24Giving up immortality
and a blessed life, you [Adam] have gone over to death and unhappiness.—Philo, Questions
and Answers in Genesis 1:45 (also Creation 152; Virtues 205; etc.)For men were created no
different from the angels, that they might remain righteous and pure, and death which destroys
everything, would not have touched them; but it is through this knowledge of theirs that they are
being destroyed.—1 Enoch 69:11… you shall be mortal.—Symmachus Gen. 2:17Adam said to
Eve, “Why have you brought destruction among us and brought upon us great wrath, which is
death gaining rule over all our race?”—Apocalypse of Moses 14:2But that man transgressed my
ways and was persuaded by his wife; and she was deceived by the serpent. And then death was
ordained for the generations of men.—Pseudo-Philo, Biblical Antiquities 13:10But a very
horriblesnake craftily deceived them to go to the fateof death …The Immortal [God] became
angry with them and expelled them from the place of the immortals.— Sibylline Oracles 1:39–
41, 50–51And you set one commandment on him [Adam], but he violated it; as a result you
established death for him and his descendants.—4 Ezra 3:7What did it profit Adam that he lived
nine hundred and thirty years and transgressed that which he was commanded? Therefore, the
multitude of time that he lived did not profit him, but it brought death and cut off the years of
those who were born from him.Adam sinned, and death was decreed against those who were to
be born.—2 Baruch 17:2–3, 23:4 (also 48:43, 54:15–19, 56:6)And while he was sleeping, I took



from him a rib. And I created for him a wife, so that death might come [to him] by his wife.—2
Enoch (J) 30:17When God created Adam He created him so that he might live forever like the
ministering angels [as it is written] “And God said, Behold man has become like one of us” [Gen.
3:22], just as the ministering angels do not die, so will he not know the taste of death … But
since he did not abide by His commandments, death was consequently decreed for him.—
Pesiqta Rabbati 41:2Sinfulness Is HereditaryThus, Adam and Eve were punished by becoming
mortal. But this explanation raised another question: is the rest of humanity also mortal because
we are being punished for Adam and Eve’s sin? This hardly seemed fair. Why did not Adam and
Eve’s children get the same chance their parents had had and go back to being immortal as long
as they obeyed God?Some interpreters clearly did believe that Adam and Eve’s punishment had
been transmitted to all subsequent generations. Others, however, came to the conclusion that it
was not their punishment, but their sinfulness, that was passed on. Yes, these interpreters said,
death was decreed for Adam and Eve. But if we, their descendants, also are mortal, it is because
we, in some fundamental way, are just like Adam and Eve. We inherited from them (just as
children always inherit traits from their parents) their defective heart, with its predisposition to
sinfulness; or they introduced sin, and it has existed ever afterward; or else, the banishment from
Eden meant the end of the possibility of a sinless existence. In any case, we, too, are given over
to sinning, and it is for that reason that we will die like them.For the first Adam, burdened with an
evil heart, transgressed and was overcome, as were also all who were descended from him.
Thus the disease became permanent.For a grain of evil seed was sown in Adam’s heart from the
beginning, and how much fruit of ungodliness it has produced until now, and will produce until
the time of threshing comes!O Adam, what have you done? For though it was you who sinned,
the fall was not yours alone, but ours also who are your descendants.—4 Ezra 3:21–22, 4:30,
7:118 (also 4:30–32, 7:48)And Adam said to Eve, “What have you done? You have brought upon
us a great wound, transgression and sin in all our generations”—(Latin) Life of Adam and Eve
44:2By this interpretation, the narrative of Adam and Eve is indeed the story of the Fall of Man:
human beings have ever afterward been condemned to a life of “transgression and sin in all our
generations.” Although this idea occurs in Jewish texts of (probably) the first century C.E., it
came to be championed by Christians, while later Jews by and large abandoned it. Thus, this
teaching is found in the New Testament:Therefore as sin came into the world through one man
and death through sin, and so death spread to all men in that all men sinned.—Rom. 5:12For
Christians, this interpretation of the Adam and Eve story also suggested a certain
correspondence between that story and the Resurrection: the latter seemed to answer, and set
aright, the Fall of Man. Paul thus saw a relationship between the “first Adam” of the Old
Testament and the “second Adam” of the New:For as by a man came death, by a man has come
also the resurrection of the dead. For as in Adam all die, so also in Christ shall all be made alive.
—1 Cor. 15:21–22And so, thanks in part to the problem raised by God’s threatened punishment,
“on the day that you eat of it you shall die,” interpreters came to see the true significance of the
story as relating to human mortality and, perhaps, a human predisposition to sinfulness.



Ultimately, Christianity developed the doctrine of original sin, whereby Adam and Eve’s
sinfulness was transmitted (in the view of some, through the act of sexual intercourse) to all
subsequent generations.The Serpent Was SatanThe identity of the serpent in the story was
certainly tied to the overall meaning of the story. Who was he? In the text itself, the serpent (or
snake) appears to be merely a clever animal who leads the humans astray. But this also struck
interpreters as strange. To begin with, snakes are not particularly clever: they can be dangerous
or annoying, but they are hardly distinguished by their intelligence. Why, then, did the Bible flatly
assert that the serpent “was cleverer than any other beast of the field that the Lord God had
made” (Gen. 3:1)? And why was he a talking serpent?A number of ancient interpreters
maintained that this snake was simply a snake, albeit an unusual one. If he talked, it may have
been because snakes, or perhaps all animals, originally knew how to speak:On that day [when
Adam and Eve were expelled from the garden], the mouth of all the beasts and cattle and birds
and whatever walked or moved was stopped from speaking because all of them used to speak
with one another with one speech and one language.—Jubilees 3:28It is said that, in olden
times, … snakes could speak with a man’s voice.—Philo, On the Creation 156At that time all
living things spoke the same language.—Josephus, Jewish Antiquities 1:41Similarly, if the snake
was ultimately condemned to slither about on his belly (Gen. 3:14), this merely implied that
snakes originally had legs like dogs or horses. None of these details necessarily meant that the
snake had any supernatural qualities. After all, did not the Bible plainly say that the serpent was
one of the “beasts of the field” (Gen. 3:1)?Other interpreters, however, saw the snake as Satan
(or Satan’s agent), or some other devil-like figure in disguise. This identification not only
explained why this particular snake talked and was smarter than all other creatures, but also was
reinforced by God’s words to the snake at the end of the story:I will put enmity between you and
the woman, and between your seed and her seed; he [mankind] shall bruise your head, and you
shall bruise his heel.—Gen. 3:15It seemed most unlikely that the Bible here was really
concerned with future relations between humans and snakes. (Moreover, how was this “enmity”
between humans and snakes different from the enmity that exists between humans and lions or
bears or tarantulas, none of whom had done anything to Adam and Eve in the garden?) Instead,
many interpreters concluded that these words were addressed to the eternal Tempter with
whom humanity would forever after be pitted in an unending struggle.[The angel Michael
explains:] “And the name of the third angel is Gadreel: this is the one who showed all the deadly
blows to the sons of men, and he led Eve astray, and he showed the weapons of death to the
children of men.”—1 Enoch 69:6The devil said to him [the serpent]: “Do not fear, only become
my vessel, and I will speak a word through your mouth by which you will be able to
deceive.”[Later, Eve recalls:] “The devil answered me through the mouth of the serpent.”—
Apocalypse of Moses 16:4, 17:4[A woman recalls:] … nor did the Destroyer, the deceitful
serpent, defile the purity of my virginity.—4 Macc. 18:7–8The devil is of the lowest places … and
he became aware of his condemnation and of the sin which he had sinned previously. And that
is why he thought up the scheme against Adam. In such form he entered paradise and corrupted



Eve.—2 Enoch 31:4–6And the great dragon, the ancient serpent, who is called Devil and Satan,
was cast out, he who deceives the whole world.And he [an angel] seized the dragon, the ancient
serpent, who is the Devil and Satan, and bound him for a thousand years.—Rev. 12:9, 20:2The
tree is sinful desire which Satanel [a wicked angel] spread over Eve and Adam, and because of
this God has cursed the vine because Satanel had planted it, and by that he deceived the first-
formed Adam and Eve.—3 Baruch (Slavonic) 4:8Satanel, when he took the serpent as a
garment …—3 Baruch (Greek) 9:7The devil … whom Moses calls the serpent …—Justin
Martyr, Dialogue with Trypho 103[God says:] However, he [Adam] disobeyed my commandment
and, having been deceived by the devil, he ate from the tree.—Apocalypse of Sedrach 4:5And
the woman said, “The serpent is the one who instructed me.” And He cursed the serpent and
called him “devil.”—Testimony of Truth 47:3–6And the woman saw Sammael [a wicked angel]
the angel of death and was afraid.—Targum Pseudo-Jonathan Gen. 3:6Perhaps also:Through
the devil’s envy death entered the world, and those who are on his side suffer it.1—Wisd.
2:24God’s announcement of the serpent’s punishment (“I will put enmity between you and the
woman, and between your seed and her seed”) thus came to have a new meaning. It now
appeared really to be a statement about the fight against the devil that all subsequent human
beings would have to wage. And this view in turn strengthened the conclusion that the true
subject of the story was the Fall of Man, how humanity gained its susceptibility to sinfulness.
That susceptibility meant that the devil would henceforth be humanity’s eternal enemy, always
playing on people’s weakness in the face of temptation.Blame It on the WomanAnother question
occurred to interpreters: whose fault was it? A great deal hung on the answer. If Eve was mostly
to blame, then this first female was responsible (according to the line of reasoning we have been
following) for nothing less than sin and death, and women ever after could be blamed for these
human ills. But if it was primarily Adam’s fault, then the opposite was true.What does the Bible
itself say? It is Eve who is persuaded by the serpent to try the fruit, and she in turn gives it to
Adam—so the evidence does seem to support blaming Eve somewhat more than Adam. What is
more, when God details the punishments to be given out to the various principals (Gen. 3:14–
19), He first announces the serpent’s punishment, then Eve’s, then Adam’s. To interpreters this
seemed to suggest a descending order of guilt: the serpent was certainly the most guilty, since
he instigated the crime. If Eve came next and only after her Adam, did this not imply that she was
more guilty than Adam but less guilty than the serpent? For both these reasons, many of the
sources mentioned earlier specify that Eve bore the primary responsibility:From a woman was
sin’s beginning, and because of her, we all die.—Sir. 25:24Woman becomes for him [Adam] the
beginning of blameworthy life. For so long as he was by himself, as accorded with such solitude,
he went on growing like to the world and like God … But when woman too had been made …
love [ers] enters in … and this desire [pothos] likewise engendered bodily pleasure, that
pleasure which is the beginning of wrongs and violation of law, the pleasure for the sake of
which men bring on themselves the life of mortality and wretchedness in lieu of that of
immortality and bliss.—Philo, Creation 151–152 (also 165–166)But the woman first became a



betrayer to him [Adam].She gave, and persuaded him to sin in his ignorance.—Sibylline Oracles
1:42–43Adam said to Eve, “Why have you brought destruction among us and brought upon us
great wrath, which is death gaining rule over all our race?”“Oh evil woman! Why have you
wrought destruction among us?”—Apocalypse of Moses 14:2, 21:6But that man transgressed
my ways and was persuaded by his wife … And then death was ordained for the generations of
men.—Pseudo-Philo, Biblical Antiquities 13:10Thereupon God imposed punishment on Adam
for having yielded to a woman’s counsel … Eve He punished by childbirth and its attendant
pains, because she had deluded Adam, just as the serpent had beguiled her.—Josephus,
Jewish Antiquities 1:49I permit no woman to teach or to have authority over men; she is to keep
silent. For Adam was formed first, then Eve; and Adam was not deceived, but the woman was
deceived and became a transgressor.—1 Tim. 2:13–14I [God] created for him a wife, so that
death might come [to him] by his wife.In such a form he [the devil] entered paradise and
corrupted Eve. But he did not contact Adam.—2 Enoch (J) 30:17, 31:6An Extra ProvisoThere
was, however, one detail in the text that supported Eve’s side in the debate. It might at first
appear to be a minor discrepancy. When God first told Adam the rules of the garden, He did so
in these terms:And the Lord God commanded the man, saying, “You may freely eat of every tree
in the garden; but of the tree of the knowledge of good and evil you shall not eat, for in the day
that you eat of it, you shall die.”—Gen. 2:16–17But when the serpent asked Eve about the same
rules, she had a slightly different answer:And the woman said to the serpent, “We may eat of the
fruit of the trees of the garden, but God said, ‘You may not eat of the fruit of the tree which is in
the midst of the garden, neither shall you touch it, lest you die.’”—Gen. 3:2–3Why should this
additional proviso, “neither shall you touch it,” have been added? It could hardly have been an
accident. Here, then, was another question interpreters had to answer:Why, when the command
was given not to eat of one particular tree, did the woman include even approaching it closely
…? First, because taste—and every sense—functions by means of contact. Second, [because]
if even touching [the tree] was forbidden, how much greater a crime would those have done who,
in addition to touching it, then ate of it and enjoyed it? Would they not therefore have condemned
and brought punishment down upon themselves?—Philo, Questions and Answers in Genesis
1:35Later interpreters, however, saw in the extra words “neither shall you touch it” a very subtle
hint in the text—a hint, first of all, about how the serpent managed to trick Eve into eating the
forbidden fruit and, as well, a clue as to who was ultimately responsible:The text says, “And God
commanded Adam, saying, ‘Of the tree of the knowledge of good and evil you shall not eat, for
in the day that you eat of it you shall die’ [Gen. 2:17].” But Adam did not choose to tell. God’s
words to Eve exactly as they had been spoken. Instead he said to her, “God said, ‘You shall not
eat of the fruit of the tree which is in the midst of the garden, neither shall you touch it, lest you
die’ [as per Gen. 3:3].” Whereupon the wicked serpent said to himself, “Since I seem to be
unable to trip up Adam, let me go and try to trip up Eve.” He went and sat down next to her and
started talking with her. He said: “Now you say that God has forbidden us to touch the tree. Well,
I can touch the tree and not die, and so can you.” What did the wicked serpent then do? He



touched the tree with his hands and feet and shook it so hard that some of its fruit fell to the
ground … Then he said to her, “[You see? So likewise] you say that God has forbidden us to eat
from the tree. But I can eat from it and not die, and so can you.” What did Eve think to herself?
“All the things that my husband has told me are lies” … Whereupon she took the fruit and ate it
and gave to Adam and he ate, as it is written, “The woman saw that the tree was good to eat
from and a delight to the eyes” [Gen. 3:6].Adam and Eve(GENESIS 2:4–3:24)Adam and Eve
were the first human beings created by God. They were put in the Garden of Eden and told that
they could eat any of the fruit in the garden except that of the “tree of the knowledge of good and
evil.” A certain serpent in the garden tempted Eve to disobey and she did, eating the forbidden
fruit and giving it to Adam to eat. As a result, Adam and Eve were punished and expelled from
the garden forever: henceforth, he was to earn his bread by the sweat of his brow, while Eve was
condemned to bring forth children in pain.THE STORY of Adam and Eve and their life in the
Garden of Eden fascinated the Bible’s earliest interpreters, since it seemed to concern the very
nature of the human species. This biblical story was probably written about more than any other.
Not coincidentally, readers today are likely to have great difficulty looking at this story “without
blinders.” For the importance of this episode to the Bible’s ancient interpreters has given their
interpretations of it a unique staying power. Who nowadays, for example, does not automatically
think of the story of Adam and Eve in the Garden of Eden as telling about some fundamental
change that took place in the human condition, or what is commonly called the Fall of Man? And
who does not think of the “serpent” in the story as the devil, or paradise as the reward of the
righteous after death? Yet a careful reading of the Bible itself shows that none of these things is
said explicitly by the text—they are all a matter of interpretation.Death in a DayNo doubt many
factors influenced the way ancient interpreters came to understand the Adam and Eve story. But
certainly one of the most important was a glaring inconsistency in the story itself. When God first
put Adam into the garden, He said to him:You may freely eat of every tree in the Garden. But of
the tree of the knowledge of good and evil you shall not eat, for on the day that you eat of it you
shall die.—Gen. 2:16–17The trouble is that Adam didn’t die, at least not right away. After eating
the fruit, he went on to live to the age of 930 (according to Gen. 5:5). Eve presumably had an
equally impressive lifespan (we are not told exactly when she died). So what did God mean by
saying, “for on the day that you eat of it you shall die”? Was this just an idle threat?One way of
resolving the situation was to claim that the “day” being referred to here was not an ordinary day.
And indeed, the Bible itself provided support for this idea. A verse from the book of Psalms
asserts:A thousand years in your [God’s] sight are like yesterday.—Ps. 90:4In context, this verse
seems to mean that for God, centuries and centuries of past history are no more remote than
yesterday; since He is eternal, a thousand years pass as quickly for God as a single day for us.
But if so, interpreters reasoned, then perhaps there is an actual unit of time, a “day” of God’s,
that lasts a thousand years:But do not ignore this one fact, beloved, that with the Lord one day is
as a thousand years, and a thousand years as one day.—2 Pet. 3:8… for with Him a “day”
signifies a thousand years. And He himself bears witness when he says, “Behold, the day of the



Lord will be as a thousand years.”—Letter of Barnabas 15:4One day of God’s is a thousand
years long, as it is said, “A thousand years are in your sight as yesterday” [Ps. 90:4].—Genesis
Rabba 8:2Here then was a possible solution. If Adam lived to the age of 930, then he actually
lived less than a single one of “God’s days”—and so, from God’s standpoint at least, he did die
on the day that he ate the fruit:Adam died, and all his sons buried him in the land of his creation,
and he was the first to be buried in the earth. And he lacked seventy years of one thousand
years [that is, he died at the age of 930]; for one thousand years are as one day in the testimony
of the heavens [that is, according to Psalm 90], and therefore was it written concerning the tree
of knowledge: “On the day that you eat thereof, you shall die.”— Jubilees 4:29–30It was said to
Adam that on the day in which he ate of the tree, on that day he would die. And indeed, we know
that he did not quite fill up a thousand years. We thus understand the expression “a day of the
Lord is a thousand years” [as clarifying] this.—Justin Martyr, Dialogue with Trypho 81:3He [God]
did not specify to Adam if it would be a day of his [own days] or a day of God’s, which lasts one
thousand years, since “a thousand years in your [God’s] sight are like yesterday” [Ps. 90:4].—
Pesiqta Rabbati, Bahodesh ha-shebi‘i 40 (similarly Genesis Rabba 19:8)The trouble with this
explanation, however, is that it skirts the issue of punishment. After all, Adam and Eve had done
what they were specifically warned not to do. Shouldn’t the threatened punishment, death, have
come right away? Why did God wait?The Punishment Was MortalityThere was another possible
explanation, and it answered the same question in a better way. It understood the Bible’s words
“you shall die” not as “you shall immediately cease to exist,” but “you shall become a person who
dies,” you shall become mortal. This explanation assumes, in other words, that God had
originally created Adam and Eve to be immortal: they would continue to live in the garden forever
and ever, so long as they obeyed the rules. But God also warned them from the beginning: If you
disobey, I will take away your immortality on the very day of your disobedience, and you will from
then on be subject to death, mortal—even though you will, of course, still have a normal (for
those days, at least) lifetime of nine hundred years or so.If this was indeed the meaning of “you
shall die,” then the sentence was in fact carried out. Adam and Eve lived a long time after their
disobedience, but eventually they did die—which was, by this interpretation, exactly the
punishment God had intended by the words that He uttered. And so the real punishment meted
out to Adam and Eve was not the sweat of agriculture or the pains of childbirth but mortality
itself.How early was the story understood in this fashion? We have little way of knowing, but it is
witnessed in a number of very early texts:From a woman was sin’s beginning, and because of
her, we all die.—Sir. 25:24 (also 15:14)For God did not make death, nor does He take delight in
the destruction of the living.For God created man for incorruption [immortality], and made him in
the image of his own eternity, but through the devil’s envy death entered the world.—Wisd. 1:13,
2:23–24Giving up immortality and a blessed life, you [Adam] have gone over to death and
unhappiness.—Philo, Questions and Answers in Genesis 1:45 (also Creation 152; Virtues 205;
etc.)For men were created no different from the angels, that they might remain righteous and
pure, and death which destroys everything, would not have touched them; but it is through this



knowledge of theirs that they are being destroyed.—1 Enoch 69:11… you shall be mortal.—
Symmachus Gen. 2:17Adam said to Eve, “Why have you brought destruction among us and
brought upon us great wrath, which is death gaining rule over all our race?”—Apocalypse of
Moses 14:2But that man transgressed my ways and was persuaded by his wife; and she was
deceived by the serpent. And then death was ordained for the generations of men.—Pseudo-
Philo, Biblical Antiquities 13:10But a very horriblesnake craftily deceived them to go to the fateof
death …The Immortal [God] became angry with them and expelled them from the place of the
immortals.— Sibylline Oracles 1:39–41, 50–51And you set one commandment on him [Adam],
but he violated it; as a result you established death for him and his descendants.—4 Ezra
3:7What did it profit Adam that he lived nine hundred and thirty years and transgressed that
which he was commanded? Therefore, the multitude of time that he lived did not profit him, but it
brought death and cut off the years of those who were born from him.Adam sinned, and death
was decreed against those who were to be born.—2 Baruch 17:2–3, 23:4 (also 48:43, 54:15–19,
56:6)And while he was sleeping, I took from him a rib. And I created for him a wife, so that death
might come [to him] by his wife.—2 Enoch (J) 30:17When God created Adam He created him so
that he might live forever like the ministering angels [as it is written] “And God said, Behold man
has become like one of us” [Gen. 3:22], just as the ministering angels do not die, so will he not
know the taste of death … But since he did not abide by His commandments, death was
consequently decreed for him.—Pesiqta Rabbati 41:2Sinfulness Is HereditaryThus, Adam and
Eve were punished by becoming mortal. But this explanation raised another question: is the rest
of humanity also mortal because we are being punished for Adam and Eve’s sin? This hardly
seemed fair. Why did not Adam and Eve’s children get the same chance their parents had had
and go back to being immortal as long as they obeyed God?Some interpreters clearly did
believe that Adam and Eve’s punishment had been transmitted to all subsequent generations.
Others, however, came to the conclusion that it was not their punishment, but their sinfulness,
that was passed on. Yes, these interpreters said, death was decreed for Adam and Eve. But if
we, their descendants, also are mortal, it is because we, in some fundamental way, are just like
Adam and Eve. We inherited from them (just as children always inherit traits from their parents)
their defective heart, with its predisposition to sinfulness; or they introduced sin, and it has
existed ever afterward; or else, the banishment from Eden meant the end of the possibility of a
sinless existence. In any case, we, too, are given over to sinning, and it is for that reason that we
will die like them.For the first Adam, burdened with an evil heart, transgressed and was
overcome, as were also all who were descended from him. Thus the disease became
permanent.For a grain of evil seed was sown in Adam’s heart from the beginning, and how much
fruit of ungodliness it has produced until now, and will produce until the time of threshing comes!
O Adam, what have you done? For though it was you who sinned, the fall was not yours alone,
but ours also who are your descendants.—4 Ezra 3:21–22, 4:30, 7:118 (also 4:30–32, 7:48)And
Adam said to Eve, “What have you done? You have brought upon us a great wound,
transgression and sin in all our generations”—(Latin) Life of Adam and Eve 44:2By this



interpretation, the narrative of Adam and Eve is indeed the story of the Fall of Man: human
beings have ever afterward been condemned to a life of “transgression and sin in all our
generations.” Although this idea occurs in Jewish texts of (probably) the first century C.E., it
came to be championed by Christians, while later Jews by and large abandoned it. Thus, this
teaching is found in the New Testament:Therefore as sin came into the world through one man
and death through sin, and so death spread to all men in that all men sinned.—Rom. 5:12For
Christians, this interpretation of the Adam and Eve story also suggested a certain
correspondence between that story and the Resurrection: the latter seemed to answer, and set
aright, the Fall of Man. Paul thus saw a relationship between the “first Adam” of the Old
Testament and the “second Adam” of the New:For as by a man came death, by a man has come
also the resurrection of the dead. For as in Adam all die, so also in Christ shall all be made alive.
—1 Cor. 15:21–22And so, thanks in part to the problem raised by God’s threatened punishment,
“on the day that you eat of it you shall die,” interpreters came to see the true significance of the
story as relating to human mortality and, perhaps, a human predisposition to sinfulness.
Ultimately, Christianity developed the doctrine of original sin, whereby Adam and Eve’s
sinfulness was transmitted (in the view of some, through the act of sexual intercourse) to all
subsequent generations.The Serpent Was SatanThe identity of the serpent in the story was
certainly tied to the overall meaning of the story. Who was he? In the text itself, the serpent (or
snake) appears to be merely a clever animal who leads the humans astray. But this also struck
interpreters as strange. To begin with, snakes are not particularly clever: they can be dangerous
or annoying, but they are hardly distinguished by their intelligence. Why, then, did the Bible flatly
assert that the serpent “was cleverer than any other beast of the field that the Lord God had
made” (Gen. 3:1)? And why was he a talking serpent?A number of ancient interpreters
maintained that this snake was simply a snake, albeit an unusual one. If he talked, it may have
been because snakes, or perhaps all animals, originally knew how to speak:On that day [when
Adam and Eve were expelled from the garden], the mouth of all the beasts and cattle and birds
and whatever walked or moved was stopped from speaking because all of them used to speak
with one another with one speech and one language.—Jubilees 3:28It is said that, in olden
times, … snakes could speak with a man’s voice.—Philo, On the Creation 156At that time all
living things spoke the same language.—Josephus, Jewish Antiquities 1:41Similarly, if the snake
was ultimately condemned to slither about on his belly (Gen. 3:14), this merely implied that
snakes originally had legs like dogs or horses. None of these details necessarily meant that the
snake had any supernatural qualities. After all, did not the Bible plainly say that the serpent was
one of the “beasts of the field” (Gen. 3:1)?Other interpreters, however, saw the snake as Satan
(or Satan’s agent), or some other devil-like figure in disguise. This identification not only
explained why this particular snake talked and was smarter than all other creatures, but also was
reinforced by God’s words to the snake at the end of the story:I will put enmity between you and
the woman, and between your seed and her seed; he [mankind] shall bruise your head, and you
shall bruise his heel.—Gen. 3:15It seemed most unlikely that the Bible here was really



concerned with future relations between humans and snakes. (Moreover, how was this “enmity”
between humans and snakes different from the enmity that exists between humans and lions or
bears or tarantulas, none of whom had done anything to Adam and Eve in the garden?) Instead,
many interpreters concluded that these words were addressed to the eternal Tempter with
whom humanity would forever after be pitted in an unending struggle.[The angel Michael
explains:] “And the name of the third angel is Gadreel: this is the one who showed all the deadly
blows to the sons of men, and he led Eve astray, and he showed the weapons of death to the
children of men.”—1 Enoch 69:6The devil said to him [the serpent]: “Do not fear, only become
my vessel, and I will speak a word through your mouth by which you will be able to
deceive.”[Later, Eve recalls:] “The devil answered me through the mouth of the serpent.”—
Apocalypse of Moses 16:4, 17:4[A woman recalls:] … nor did the Destroyer, the deceitful
serpent, defile the purity of my virginity.—4 Macc. 18:7–8The devil is of the lowest places … and
he became aware of his condemnation and of the sin which he had sinned previously. And that
is why he thought up the scheme against Adam. In such form he entered paradise and corrupted
Eve.—2 Enoch 31:4–6And the great dragon, the ancient serpent, who is called Devil and Satan,
was cast out, he who deceives the whole world.And he [an angel] seized the dragon, the ancient
serpent, who is the Devil and Satan, and bound him for a thousand years.—Rev. 12:9, 20:2The
tree is sinful desire which Satanel [a wicked angel] spread over Eve and Adam, and because of
this God has cursed the vine because Satanel had planted it, and by that he deceived the first-
formed Adam and Eve.—3 Baruch (Slavonic) 4:8Satanel, when he took the serpent as a
garment …—3 Baruch (Greek) 9:7The devil … whom Moses calls the serpent …—Justin
Martyr, Dialogue with Trypho 103[God says:] However, he [Adam] disobeyed my commandment
and, having been deceived by the devil, he ate from the tree.—Apocalypse of Sedrach 4:5And
the woman said, “The serpent is the one who instructed me.” And He cursed the serpent and
called him “devil.”—Testimony of Truth 47:3–6And the woman saw Sammael [a wicked angel]
the angel of death and was afraid.—Targum Pseudo-Jonathan Gen. 3:6Perhaps also:Through
the devil’s envy death entered the world, and those who are on his side suffer it.1—Wisd.
2:24God’s announcement of the serpent’s punishment (“I will put enmity between you and the
woman, and between your seed and her seed”) thus came to have a new meaning. It now
appeared really to be a statement about the fight against the devil that all subsequent human
beings would have to wage. And this view in turn strengthened the conclusion that the true
subject of the story was the Fall of Man, how humanity gained its susceptibility to sinfulness.
That susceptibility meant that the devil would henceforth be humanity’s eternal enemy, always
playing on people’s weakness in the face of temptation.Blame It on the WomanAnother question
occurred to interpreters: whose fault was it? A great deal hung on the answer. If Eve was mostly
to blame, then this first female was responsible (according to the line of reasoning we have been
following) for nothing less than sin and death, and women ever after could be blamed for these
human ills. But if it was primarily Adam’s fault, then the opposite was true.What does the Bible
itself say? It is Eve who is persuaded by the serpent to try the fruit, and she in turn gives it to



Adam—so the evidence does seem to support blaming Eve somewhat more than Adam. What is
more, when God details the punishments to be given out to the various principals (Gen. 3:14–
19), He first announces the serpent’s punishment, then Eve’s, then Adam’s. To interpreters this
seemed to suggest a descending order of guilt: the serpent was certainly the most guilty, since
he instigated the crime. If Eve came next and only after her Adam, did this not imply that she was
more guilty than Adam but less guilty than the serpent? For both these reasons, many of the
sources mentioned earlier specify that Eve bore the primary responsibility:From a woman was
sin’s beginning, and because of her, we all die.—Sir. 25:24Woman becomes for him [Adam] the
beginning of blameworthy life. For so long as he was by himself, as accorded with such solitude,
he went on growing like to the world and like God … But when woman too had been made …
love [ers] enters in … and this desire [pothos] likewise engendered bodily pleasure, that
pleasure which is the beginning of wrongs and violation of law, the pleasure for the sake of
which men bring on themselves the life of mortality and wretchedness in lieu of that of
immortality and bliss.—Philo, Creation 151–152 (also 165–166)But the woman first became a
betrayer to him [Adam].She gave, and persuaded him to sin in his ignorance.—Sibylline Oracles
1:42–43Adam said to Eve, “Why have you brought destruction among us and brought upon us
great wrath, which is death gaining rule over all our race?”“Oh evil woman! Why have you
wrought destruction among us?”—Apocalypse of Moses 14:2, 21:6But that man transgressed
my ways and was persuaded by his wife … And then death was ordained for the generations of
men.—Pseudo-Philo, Biblical Antiquities 13:10Thereupon God imposed punishment on Adam
for having yielded to a woman’s counsel … Eve He punished by childbirth and its attendant
pains, because she had deluded Adam, just as the serpent had beguiled her.—Josephus,
Jewish Antiquities 1:49I permit no woman to teach or to have authority over men; she is to keep
silent. For Adam was formed first, then Eve; and Adam was not deceived, but the woman was
deceived and became a transgressor.—1 Tim. 2:13–14I [God] created for him a wife, so that
death might come [to him] by his wife.In such a form he [the devil] entered paradise and
corrupted Eve. But he did not contact Adam.—2 Enoch (J) 30:17, 31:6An Extra ProvisoThere
was, however, one detail in the text that supported Eve’s side in the debate. It might at first
appear to be a minor discrepancy. When God first told Adam the rules of the garden, He did so
in these terms:And the Lord God commanded the man, saying, “You may freely eat of every tree
in the garden; but of the tree of the knowledge of good and evil you shall not eat, for in the day
that you eat of it, you shall die.”—Gen. 2:16–17But when the serpent asked Eve about the same
rules, she had a slightly different answer:And the woman said to the serpent, “We may eat of the
fruit of the trees of the garden, but God said, ‘You may not eat of the fruit of the tree which is in
the midst of the garden, neither shall you touch it, lest you die.’”—Gen. 3:2–3Why should this
additional proviso, “neither shall you touch it,” have been added? It could hardly have been an
accident. Here, then, was another question interpreters had to answer:Why, when the command
was given not to eat of one particular tree, did the woman include even approaching it closely
…? First, because taste—and every sense—functions by means of contact. Second, [because]



if even touching [the tree] was forbidden, how much greater a crime would those have done who,
in addition to touching it, then ate of it and enjoyed it? Would they not therefore have condemned
and brought punishment down upon themselves?—Philo, Questions and Answers in Genesis
1:35Later interpreters, however, saw in the extra words “neither shall you touch it” a very subtle
hint in the text—a hint, first of all, about how the serpent managed to trick Eve into eating the
forbidden fruit and, as well, a clue as to who was ultimately responsible:The text says, “And God
commanded Adam, saying, ‘Of the tree of the knowledge of good and evil you shall not eat, for
in the day that you eat of it you shall die’ [Gen. 2:17].” But Adam did not choose to tell. God’s
words to Eve exactly as they had been spoken. Instead he said to her, “God said, ‘You shall not
eat of the fruit of the tree which is in the midst of the garden, neither shall you touch it, lest you
die’ [as per Gen. 3:3].” Whereupon the wicked serpent said to himself, “Since I seem to be
unable to trip up Adam, let me go and try to trip up Eve.” He went and sat down next to her and
started talking with her. He said: “Now you say that God has forbidden us to touch the tree. Well,
I can touch the tree and not die, and so can you.” What did the wicked serpent then do? He
touched the tree with his hands and feet and shook it so hard that some of its fruit fell to the
ground … Then he said to her, “[You see? So likewise] you say that God has forbidden us to eat
from the tree. But I can eat from it and not die, and so can you.” What did Eve think to herself?
“All the things that my husband has told me are lies” … Whereupon she took the fruit and ate it
and gave to Adam and he ate, as it is written, “The woman saw that the tree was good to eat
from and a delight to the eyes” [Gen. 3:6].
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Student for Life, “This Book is a Must Have.. Kugel gives many examples in which the biblical
text is developed, and how, in parallel cases, the text had been dramatically changed. For
example, when Abraham goes to Egypt, in some traditions, Sarah had been hiding from the
Egyptians but her beauty glowed even through the trunk in which she had hid. This is an
excellent book for those who want to know more about the actual text and tradition.”

Jon Chester, “Excellent exposition on the Old Testament. Surprisingly informative...and much
fun.. Dr Kugel is a brilliant student and professor of ancient Jewish literature. I read this book in
two days because I couldn't put it down. Though the material is complex and dry, Kugel makes it
fun and easy to digest. He has already done the heavy lifting and we get to enjoy his many
years of diligence.Dr Kugel gives us the incredible backstory of the Bible (in this case, the Old
Testament). It is infinitely more extensive than people know and Dr Kugel ferrets out the most
fascinating details that are lost to most lovers of our wonderful Bible.”

C. Dunlap, “subject: Biblical Interpretation. this book was purchased for a class in Biblical
Interpretation and Difference. The writings of ancient writers and philosphers are used to offer
various interpretations of the Pentateuch. Many of the writings offer excerpts from books of the
Aprocaphah which propose explanations for events in scripture. the writings offer an alternate
view of some scripture. traditional readings of scripture are challenged by interpreters that delve
into what they perceive the scripture actually says. while maintaining the core concept, the
interpreters expand the scope of the circumstances and conclusions of traditional scripture
readings.”

linda, “It is thick and somewhat like a textbook. You gain such insight into how the Bible was
written and what it meant to our ancestors. It is thick and somewhat like a textbook. I find it
helpful to read a few pages each day as I can learn so much. Would not have missed this one
for the world.”

Cuervo, “Great book, take your time.. As described. Like new hardcover.Not an easy read for
me, but a very interesting book. I’m very glad I purchased this book.”

Ruah, “Fascinating. A wonderful book that brings together how various scripture stories have
been interpreted through the years- especially how commentators have struggled to make a
positive story out of some of the more challenging narratives. A terrific resource for anyone
interested in how the Hebrew Bible has been understood by Jewish midrash.”

jayde poulos, “QualitY. I bought this for a class and i didnt even use it. The book is good though.”



Irving, “Spirituality. Excellent condition.”

The book by Charles R. Swindoll has a rating of  5 out of 4.7. 69 people have provided feedback.

Title Copyright Contents Preface 1. The World of Ancient Biblical Interpreters 2. The Creation of
the World 3. Adam and Eve 4. Cain and Abel 5. Noah and the Flood 6. The Tower of Babel 7.
Abraham Journeys from Chaldea 8. Melchizedek 9. The Trials of Abraham 10. Lot and Lot’s Wife
11. Jacob and Esau 12. Jacob and the Angel 13. Dinah 14. Joseph’s Ups and Downs 15.
Jacob’s Sons in Egypt 16. Growing Up in Pharaoh’s Court 17. The Exodus from Egypt 18. The
Red Sea 19. Into the Wilderness 20. At Mt. Sinai 21. The Golden Calf 22. Worship in the
Wilderness 23. Trouble along the Way 24. The Bronze Serpent, Balaam, and Phinehas 25. The
Life of Torah 26. Afterword Abbreviations Terms and Sources Bibliography Illustration Credits
Index



Language: English
Paperback: 680 pages
Reading age: 5 - 7 years
Grade level: 3 - 4
Item Weight: 2.36 pounds
Dimensions: 6.13 x 1.52 x 10.27 inches
Hardcover: 56 pages
Lexile measure: 850L
Library Binding: 32 pages
File size: 18814 KB
Text-to-Speech: Enabled
Screen Reader: Supported
Enhanced typesetting: Enabled
X-Ray: Not Enabled
Word Wise: Enabled
Sticky notes: On Kindle Scribe
Print length: 94 pages

http://dl.neutronbyte.com/pdf-file/18oYWaTP/d

