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Introduction 

Was Aristotle Always Right? 

The highly respected Greek philosopher Aristotle (384 BCE–322) was a 

student of Plato and a teacher of Alexander the Great. In his Poetics, he 

states that the principal effect of good tragedy literature is the purging of 

emotions, particularly pity and fear. He called this catharsis. 

Catharsis is a metaphor derived from the Greek medical term 

katharsis, which means “purgation” or “purification.” Aristotle 

contended that tragedy arouses both terror and pity, thereby affecting the 

catharsis of these emotions. A reader of a tragedy, or an observer of a 

tragic play or film, enjoys a good drama and then feels a sense of relief 

and ease. 

The German playwright Bertolt Brecht (1898–1956) disagreed. He 

was a Marxist who hated capitalism. Regarded as one of the most 

influential playwrights of the 20th century, he felt that if audiences 

experienced an extreme emotion followed by a release of stress, as 

Aristotle claimed, it would benefit no one. The well-controlled and well-

behaved citizen has neither improved himself nor society.  

Brecht felt the drama should do the opposite. It should build tension, 

moral concern, and outrage, prompting the audience to take action to 

resolve the social problems that led to the tragedy. Viewers should be 

prompted by what they see or read to question life and the world. His 

plays are known as “epic theatre,” performances that encourage viewers 

to think critically about the issues presented. One of his most famous 
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statements should surprise no one: “Intelligence is not to make no 

mistakes, but to see quickly how to make them good.” 

His 1939 play, “Mother Courage and Her Children,” is considered 

his most acclaimed play and one of the best-written. It is a perfect anti-

war presentation that raises questions about capitalism. The play depicts 

the Thirty Years’ War, which occurred during the first half of the 

seventeenth century. It recounts the numerous deaths and hardships and 

explains how neutral countries profited from the war. It insists that 

conflicts lead to disasters and a coarsening of humanity. Rather than 

leaving its audience feeling good, the play raises many questions, such 

as: Was the mother courageous? What is courage? Why didn’t she help 

her children? What is a mother’s responsibility?  

The famous 1986 Nobel Peace Prize Winner, Elie Wiesel (1928–

2016), also deserved a Nobel Prize for Literature. He wrote his 57 books 

to stir his readers' imaginations and inspire them to act. He suffered in 

some Nazi concentration camps during World War II, while the Nazis 

murdered his family. His most famous quote is: “I swore never to be 

silent whenever and wherever human beings endure suffering and 

humiliation. We must always take sides.” His goal to encourage 

questions, concerns, anger, and action earned him the Nobel Prize and 

many other accolades. People should read his books, which are 

masterpieces. 

I agree with Brecht and Wiesel that tragedies should not relieve 

emotions, as Aristotle claimed, and I interpret the Torah in my many 

books with this idea in mind. 
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The purpose of the Torah is to raise questions and provoke thinking 

and action, not answers. The goal of the acts is the betterment of the 

world, of respect for all humans, animals, plants, and all that God created 

or formed. 

In short, when we read good literature, we should question what we 

read and why something is happening. We should seek to be stimulated 

by our reading to change and improve ourselves and everything. Is what 

we read proper? Should it have been done differently? Just as the 

patriarch Abraham questions God’s decision to destroy Sodom and 

Gomorrah in Genesis 18, should he have also asked God why He planned 

to kill innocent children? Why was Lot’s wife killed when she turned to 

see the destruction of Sodom?  

This is challenging. The more we know, the more questions we have. 

But study is necessary. Formal schooling was meant to continue learning 

beyond the school building. Schools teach only the basics, even to PhDs. 

What we learned when we were younger must be supplemented. I am 

now 89 years old, and despite holding many postgraduate degrees, I 

continue to study daily. 
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Chapter One 

What Happened in the Garden of Eden?  

 The value of questions 

The great Greek Philosopher Plato (c. 427–348 BCE) describes the 

events and conversations that occurred just before and during the day his 

teacher Socrates died (c. 469–399 BCE). The story is found in Plato’s 

Euthyphro, Apology, Crito, and Phaedo. Phaedo is the most widely read 

of Plato’s dialogues. 

A 500–member jury of Athenians found Socrates guilty of corrupting 

the city’s youth by asking them questions. They gave him a choice. 

Either leave Athens or drink the poison hemlock. Socrates felt that he 

was helping the youth think by asking them questions, so he chose to die 

for his beliefs. 

Today, we recognize that Socrates was correct and a hero. Humans 

need to learn and can only do so by asking questions. 

The Athenians were so disturbed by Socrates’ questions despite their 

politeness that they wanted to kill him. Questions are disturbing, but we 

must remember that if something is easy, there is a good chance that it is 

also wrong.  

Another problem is that some answers shatter what we thought was 

true, ideas we relied upon for years. Frequently, an adult’s answer to a 

question differs from the response given to kids in school, even in 

religious schools. 



 

4 

 

An example is the idea taught to children that God becomes angry 

when humans misbehave and punishes them. Few adult rational thinkers 

believe God becomes emotional. 

Morality 

Another widespread belief is the need to adhere to moral principles. In 

his Guide for the Perplexed 1:2, Maimonides (1138–1204) interprets the 

story of the Garden of Eden as a parable. He emphasizes that people must 

utilize the “image of God,” as stated in Genesis 1:27, which God 

allegedly placed in humans. In Guide 1:1, he interprets the “image” as 

intelligence. In Guide 3:17, he explains that the concept of “Divine 

Providence” does not mean that God directly helps people; instead, 

“Divine Providence” refers to the intelligence that God has placed within 

humans. The more developed this intelligence is, the better it is utilized 

to help. 

He notes that Adam and Eve are not prohibited from eating from the 

tree of truth and falsehood, but from the tree of knowledge and good and 

evil. He explains that this tree is a symbol of morality. Morality is 

generally easy to understand, with wise and courteous rules that guide 

people on how to act. They are frequently perfect guides, but not always. 

Sometimes, it makes more sense to do the opposite.  

Maimonides explains that the parable teaches that people should 

develop their intelligence to decide how to act so that they never rely on 

moral teachings that are good for most citizens, but not the best way to 

determine how to act. 

This view was also shared by the German philosopher Friedrich 

Nietzsche in his 1883 book, Thus Spoke Zarathustra. Nietzsche has 
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Zarathustra teach the Übermensch, the superior human, as a goal for 

humanity to strive for. The Übermensch rejects the otherworldly 

Christian values and the mindless moral concepts that ordinary folks 

need. 

Defining morality 

There are two definitions of morality. One refers to behavior, 

emphasizing the importance of behaving appropriately and considering 

the needs of others and the world. 

The other definition focuses on laws. It encourages people to learn, 

understand, and apply the laws of morality established by society to 

behave appropriately.  

Maimonides, Nietzsche, and others agree that everyone should 

behave morally, which is the first definition. 

Maimonides and Nietzsche address how they should do so. They say 

the best way is for a person to be learned and capable of using their 

intelligence to make correct decisions. They should not rely on the 

imprecise and often differing laws of morality, but rather on their 

intelligence.  

What is Übermensch? 

Übermensch is a German term that translates to “overman” or 

“superman.” It’s a philosophical concept that describes a person who 

transcends conventional morality, relying on their learning and 

intelligence to create values and meaning in life. 

As Maimonides taught, God did not want to create puppets. He did 

not desire that humans should be strapped to strings that He would pull 

to direct their lives and through which He would help them. Humans are 
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not God’s toys. Instead, he gave them free choice, the “image of God,” 

which is intelligence, and explained that intelligence, not God pulling 

strings, helps humans when they need help. The more an individual 

develops intelligence, the more help they receive. 

However, humanity still needs to develop sufficiently. A large 

number of them need to spend more time improving their minds, 

learning, and developing the ability to make informed decisions, yet they 

do not. As a result, society developed moral rules that guide and advise 

people on how to act. These guides are not perfect, vary by location and 

time, and do not address all situations.  

While God did not want to tie people as puppets, society did so with 

the imperfect rules of morality.  

Thinking is challenging, but it usually leads to better results than 

imperfect moral codes. 

For example, some members of the general public find it hard to 

understand many issues of war, such as collateral damage, which 

conflicts with the moral concept of protecting lives. They gather in mobs 

and protest the war because they have insufficient knowledge of how 

philosophers handle the subject. 

The patriarch Abraham can be understood as the epitome of the 

Übermensch. Time after time, he rejected the moral teachings of his era 

and relied on reason. He fearlessly questioned God’s destruction of 

Sodom and Gomorrah. He struggled against the ethical teaching of his 

society that it was proper to sacrifice a son whom one loved to God. 

When his nephew was captured by more than one nation in war, he 

gathered his armed forces and rescued him. In contrast, Rachel, the 
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matriarch, could be understood as not using her intelligence. She agreed 

with the moral idea of her time that an older daughter must be married 

first and deceived and hurt Jacob, who loved her, by allowing her sister 

to marry Jacob. It resulted in Jacob having to work for many years to win 

the woman he loved. 

Far worse, those who rely on morality live a life of passivity, rarely 

taking the initiative. Instead, they allow moral principles to guide their 

behavior. As a result, these moral individuals often fail to reach their full 

potential and contribute little to society. 

Parables in the Torah 

Readers of the Torah should not be bothered by Maimonides’ 

interpretation of the story of Eden as a parable. They can read it as both 

an accurate history and a parable. Or, even if it is a parable that did not 

occur, nor can snakes speak, it is still sacred because of its message. 

It is not the only parable in the Bible. The story of Balaam’s donkey 

speaking to him was either an internal reflection or a parable since 

donkeys cannot converse with humans. 

Did Eve misspeak when she told the snake that God gave two 

instructions: not to eat the fruit of a specific tree and not even touch it? 

Some rabbis say she did. I believe this is one of the many instances in 

which the Bible makes a general statement in one place and then clarifies 

it later with additional information. An example of this is Rashi (1040–

1105), who explains that in Genesis 1, the Bible states that God created 

a male and a female, and Chapter 2 tells how this was accomplished. 

In Plato’s book Symposium, the comic playwright Aristophanes 

states that, initially, humans were single creatures with male and female 
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parts. Later, these creatures were divided into two distinct beings. He 

explains that this is why males and females seek out people of the 

opposite sex; they seek a part of their original selves. The playwright 

expressed this thought at a party where many of the participants were 

intoxicated. Nevertheless, many rabbis agreed that this is the proper 

interpretation of the Torah. 

Why were Adam and Eve’s descendants punished for what they ate? 

This is a Christian concept that rational Jews reject. God does not kill 

innocent children because their parents did wrong. Additionally, such a 

punishment makes no sense. It isn’t kind. No sensible mother or father 

would kill their child for eating a fruit set aside for the dinner dessert. 

Furthermore, the story may be seen as a parable, and no one is killed for 

parables. The Grimm brothers also wrote parables where no one was 

punished. 
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Chapter Two 

Is the Noah Flood Story a Parable?  

The tale of Noah and the flood raises more questions than answers. This 

is good. It is done purposely to prompt readers to think and thereby 

improve. Some of the questions follow. There is also a comparison 

between the Bible and a pagan flood tale. This comparison also raises 

questions and shows how each narrative’s goal is remarkably different 

in its aim to educate readers about proper behavior.  

Was Noah a good man in every way? It seems that he was not, since 

he needed directions on what to do when a calamity threatened, 

and needed to get drunk after it was resolved. Rabbis noted that the Bible 

describes him as “a man righteous and wholehearted in his generation” 

and commented in the Babylonian Talmud, Sanhedrin 108: “If he lived 

in the generation of Abraham, he would not have been considered 

important.” 

The name Noah is based on the Hebrew root meaning “rest” and 

“being at ease.” It is possible that his parents gave him this name, hoping 

he would have an easy life. Does the Bible use this name ironically since 

a flood marred his later life? 

Is there a conflict because Genesis 6:19 says to take two of each 

animal into the ark, but 7:2 says seven “clean” animals? Or is 7:2 a 

clarification? The biblical style mentions something generally and later 

clarifies it, as in Genesis 1 and 2. In 1, it states that God created a male 

and a female, and in 2, it tells how it was done. What is “clean”?  
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Should the numbers in the story be understood figuratively since 

most are numbers used elsewhere figuratively? The flood starts seven 

days after it is announced. Numbers are rounded. The rain lasted forty 

days and forty nights. Noah had three children at age 500, and the flood 

started when he was 600. Birds are sent from the ark three times. The 

waters dried up precisely a year after the flood began. 

Why is a rainbow a sign that there will be no flood in the future? 

Weren’t there floods in the future? 

Did Noah’s flood cover the entire earth or just an area? Why weren’t 

fish killed in the flood? Why did innocent children and animals die in the 

flood? 

Why did Noah plant a vineyard? What is the relevance of the 

vineyard to the entire tale? 

What happened to Noah when he got drunk? 

 The Noah and Gilgamesh flood stories 

There are remarkable similarities between the biblical story of the flood 

and the more ancient version of Gilgamesh. The Babylonian epic 

Gilgamesh was written on twelve tablets around 2000 BCE and has 

survived in several versions. It predates the scriptural story. A tradition 

dates the revelation of the Bible to 2448 after creation, or about 1312 

BCE. Scholars date it around 1200 BCE. The Gilgamesh epic was 

discovered in 1839 among the ruins of a buried library in the excavated 

ancient city of Nineveh. Amazingly, the author’s name is written on one 

of the tablets, Sîn-lēqi-unninni. He is the oldest known human author. 

There are many similarities between the Gilgamesh myth and the 

Bible. The stories of the flood in both accounts are very close, leading 
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one to think that the idea of a flood and many of its details were well-

known in ancient times. This conclusion is strengthened when one 

realizes that the Gilgamesh account is only one of many non-biblical 

accounts of the flood, and they all share similar details. Significantly, the 

Gilgamesh myth is filled with brutality, while the biblical account 

focuses on peace. 

Similarities 

1. Gilgamesh is described as partly divine, and scripture 

portrays humans as having the tzelem	Elohim, the “image 

of God.” 

2. Both stories picture humans as knowledgeable beings. 

3. The number seven occurs frequently in the Gilgamesh 

story and the Bible (seven days are the Sabbath, seven 

weeks are Shavuot, seven months are Rosh Hashanah, 

etc.). 

4. The number twelve occurs frequently in both the myth and 

the Bible, where many biblical figures have twelve sons. 

5. A splendid garden appears in both stories. The gardens 

contain something that could grant eternal life. 

6. In both tales, the protagonists cannot obtain eternal life.  

7. Both heroes are saved from the flood in a boat/ark. 

8. The ark and the boat finally rested on a mountaintop. 

9. Both tales relate that the boat occupant sends out birds on 

three occasions to discover whether the land is still 

flooded. 
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10.  Noah and Utnapishtim offer a sacrifice when they descend 

from their ark/boat. However, Noah “took from every 

clean cattle and every clean fowl and offered burnt 

offerings on the altar (that he built),” while Utnapishtim 

offered a sheep and a libation. 

Differences between the two tales 

1. As in most pagan myths, the gods behave unethically and 

leave humans no absolute freedom to act: humans are 

subject to the will and whims of the gods. In the Bible, 

people are given the power to make decisions and are 

encouraged to use that power properly. 

2. Gilgamesh is the leader of his people and a warrior. Noah 

was neither.  

3. While Gilgamesh is so brutal that he needs to be controlled 

by the gods, the Bible states that Noah is righteous.  

4. Gilgamesh continually fights even after the arrival of 

Enkidu, who was created to moderate his behavior. This 

reflects Babylonian martial thinking. Noah, in contrast, is 

appalled when his son mistreats him after the flood. 

5. One of Gilgamesh’s battles is against a demon. There is no 

mention of demons in the Bible. 

6. Gilgamesh falls apart when Enkidu dies and stops caring 

for himself. When Aaron’s sons die, he is silent. 
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7. The philosophy of life recounted in the myth is the pursuit 

of pleasure, while proper ethical conduct is the way of life 

in the Bible. 

8. When the gods decide to punish Gilgamesh, they kill his 

innocent friend Enkidu. Punishing a person for another’s 

misdeed is generally frowned upon in Judaism. 

9. Gilgamesh is fearful of dying, but Noah expresses no fear. 

10. The hero’s attempt to find eternal life is the principal 

theme of the Gilgamesh epic. Proper behavior is central to 

the biblical story of the flood. 

11. Both the Bible and the Babylonian tale talk about a 

plant/tree that gives life and a serpent that interferes with 

humanity’s future life. However, the biblical account is not 

connected to the flood but to the Garden of Eden. 

12. The trees in the Gilgamesh garden bear precious gems, 

while the biblical trees yield food. 

13. The principal theme of the garden in Gilgamesh is eternal 

life. While the Garden of Eden contains a tree of life, it plays 

no central role in its plot. 

14. God punishes Adam and Eve after eating from the Tree of 

Life and expels them from the Garden. Gilgamesh is 

granted eternal life, but cannot perform the act that would 

bring him success. 

15. God destroys people and saves Noah and his family in the 

Bible. In Gilgamesh, the gods decide to kill people, and a 

single god goes against the decree and saves humanity. 



 

14 

 

16. In Scripture, Noah and his family are saved because they 

act justly. In the myth, the gods wipe out humanity because 

of the noise they produce. The first focuses on proper 

behavior, and the second on the gods’ pleasure. 

17. Noah does not try to save gold and silver on his ark. 

18. Noah’s ark is not square. 

19. Noah takes his entire family, while Utnapishtim only 

brings his wife. 

20. The flood in Gilgamesh lasted seven days and seven nights. 

Noah’s flood lasted forty days and forty nights. 

21. Noah sends a raven first, then a dove twice. The dove later 

became a symbol of peace. Utnapishtim releases a dove, 

which finds no place to land, then a swallow with the same 

result, then a raven, which does not return, showing that it 

has a place to land and food to eat. The raven is a symbol 

of violence. 

22. Noah does not offer wine as a sacrifice, but drinks it 

himself. 

 Is the Noah flood story a parable? 

Given the preceding, one of the many questions asked concerns Noah’s 

general passive behavior—acting only as he understands God directs him 

until after the flood, when he acts on his own by getting drunk. The 

similarities between the Bible and more ancient flood dramas, where 

even if the acts are different, are instigated for similar reasons. The use 

of inexact numbers like 3, 7, 40, multiples of 100, and the flood ending 
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precisely a year after it started prompts readers to wonder whether the 

Bible tale was meant to be understood as a parable. 

Those who choose to see it as a parable are not diminishing its value. 

It is still sacred literature with a message. Perhaps it is more significant 

when seen as a parable. 

The Bible introduces the portrait of a man whose parents may have 

given him the name Noah, which in Hebrew implies “ease,” hoping he 

would have a life of ease. But this is where they were mistaken. Although 

he was “righteous” and did all he felt God wanted him to do, he was 

otherwise passive and at ease. He originated nothing. When dangers 

faced the world, he saved animals but did not attempt to help fellow 

humans. But after the trauma of the flood, he suffered from stress and 

sought relief through drunkenness. He fell asleep naked, leaving his 

children embarrassed. His reaction to their embarrassment was anger. 

There is no indication he ever recovered.  

In short, we see the results of a passive life that must not be copied. 

Abraham's life follows his story. According to Maimonides in his 

Guide for the Perplexed 3:29, Abraham was a man who came to 

understand that he must use his intelligence to understand the world and 

his role as one of its inhabitants. He spent his first 75 years thinking, 

which ultimately turned him into the kind of person we should emulate.  

It is okay to think that Abraham had to study for years. It helps us 

realize that we can improve as well. 

In the Torah, we read that after his first 75 years, he questions the 

existence of evil in the world, even arguing with God. We see him gather 

an armed force to battle four kingdoms to save his nephew. He deals with 
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the defeated forces, negotiates with the King of Salem, and plans to 

protect himself and his wife against Egyptian womanizers when he has 

to go to Egypt. He also negotiated with the Philistines over the use of 

wells and other matters. 

So, in short, we are introduced to Noah to teach us that the biblical 

model is not his life, but that of Abraham. We must avoid being passive. 

We must not live a life relying on God’s help. We must act.  
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Chapter Three 

What Don’t We Know About Abraham? 

Numerous questions arise when we delve into the biblical portion 

concerning Abraham in Lekh Lekha, Genesis 12:1–17:27. One such 

question concerns the apparent discrepancy in the narrative, which 

begins when he is 75. His early life is briefly noted in only six sentences 

from 11:27–32. Shouldn’t the entire story of Abraham, including these 

early years, be presented together with 11:27–32, forming part of chapter 

12?  

Why does the Torah only dedicate six sentences of dry chronological 

facts to Abraham’s first 75 years? The Midrashim, a collection of Jewish 

texts written down in the fifth century CE, delve into Abraham’s early 

life, suggesting its significance. Why doesn’t the Torah share this 

perspective? 

According to 25:7, Abraham died at age 175. Is it a coincidence that 

75 appears in his early life and at the time of his death?  

Should we accept the longevity of life before the flood, which was 

hundreds of years, and after the flood until shortly after Moses’ death, 

around 120 years, as accurate calculations? Or did our early ancestors 

consider each month a year, so that Adam did not die at age 930, but 77, 

and the following group counted each of the two solstices as a year, thus 

Abraham did not die at age 175, but 87, and Moses did not die at age 

120, but 60? 

As we ponder these and other questions, it’s important to remember 

that questioning the Bible is not necessarily a critique. There are two 
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approaches to questioning: mock, criticize, and insist that the other is 

wrong. Some scholars analyze the Torah in this fashion, believing they 

are clever. However, there is a second, more rational way of questioning: 

to search for answers, improve our thinking, and better understand 

ourselves and all God has created. We should always question everything 

in this second way. 

The division of the Torah into chapters was a decision made by 

Christians that Jews generally accepted. This division allows us to refer 

to the same places in the Torah text. Despite the frequent absurdity in 

how the text was divided, it was accepted by Jews and knowledgeable 

non-Jewish scholars. 

For example, Genesis chapter one tells the tale of the creation. 

Logically, it should include all seven days, but the dividers placed the 

three sentences concerning the seventh day in chapter two. Chapter Two 

should have started with 2:4. 

Every human, even the best of us, makes mistakes. According to the 

rabbis, even Moses made mistakes, and one particular misbehavior led 

God not to allow him to lead the Israelites into Canaan and to give the 

leadership to Joshua. According to many interpretations, God was 

dissatisfied with the way the prophet Elijah rebuked the people of Israel. 

When the Bible states Elijah was transported to heaven in a fiery chariot, 

it is a metaphor for saying God killed him. The sage Ramban, also known 

as Nachmanides (1194–1270), criticized Abraham for claiming that his 

wife Sarah was his sister when he entered Egypt, as Abraham should 

have had faith that God would protect him and his wife.  
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I agree with the first two interpretations, which show that Moses and 

Elijah were great yet human. However, I dislike Nachmanides’ critique 

of Abraham. People should not sit back passively and rely on God. At 

the very beginning of the Torah, in Genesis 1:27, God declares that He 

created humanity in His own image. In chapter one of his Guide for the 

Perplexed, Maimonides explains that the “image of God” is not physical, 

but intellectual. God gave humans the intellect to improve themselves by 

learning and helping all that God has created. Later in Guide 3:17, he 

says that “divine providence” is not divine aid but rather the use of the 

intellect, and that the more individuals improve their understanding, the 

more help it provides.  

I like Rabbi Samuel David Luzzatto’s (1800–1865) interpretation in 

his book Shadal on Genesis, translated and edited by Daniel A. Klein in 

2019. Shadal is the Hebrew acronym of his name. He quotes Rabbenu 

Nissim, Abravanel, and Ovadiah Sforno that when Abraham’s wife 

would say she was his sister, every man would hope that he would agree 

to give her to him in marriage, and they would not kill him. 

However, even according to this interpretation, Abraham made a 

mistake. True, he was not killed, but his wife was kidnapped and given 

to Pharaoh.1  

Christian and Jewish scholars made mistaken calculations, leading 

many people to hold incorrect ideas. For instance, it may be assumed that 

the year 2024 marks the year Jesus was born 2,024 years ago. However, 

this is incorrect. This dating system was invented by a Christian cleric 

                                                            
1  Pharaoh means “Great House.” It is used in the Bible 274 times. 
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around the year 600 CE who felt confident he was calculating the date 

of Jesus’ birth correctly. He was mistaken by forgetting that the New 

Testament Gospel states that King Herod tried to kill the babies born in 

the year Jesus was born, and Jesus’s family had to flee to Egypt. King 

Herod died in 4 BCE. Recognizing this, Jesus was not born in the year 1 

but in 4 or 5 BCE, several years before his alleged birth.  

Jewish scholars made a similar mistake in calculating the years since 

creation. They relied on the literal dating of the lives of the first humans 

until after the flood, when it seemed unreasonable to suppose that people 

lived as long as 930 years. They calculated that Abraham was born in 

1948 after creation. If we assume, as mentioned above, that each month 

was considered a year, Abraham would have been born only about 160 

years after creation.  

This was one of many things that could have been corrected by not 

relying on Midrashim. For example, while the Torah states that Noah’s 

sons were born when he was 500 years old, and Shem was the oldest, the 

Midrash states he was not the oldest and was born when his dad was 502. 

There is no support for the midrashic view. Even worse, when the reign 

of kings is mentioned, scholars recognize that the year of the king’s death 

may be the same as the year his successor ascended to the throne. 

However, the originators of the Anno Mundi, the calculation based on 

the creation of the world, employed guesswork to address this and many 

other issues. 

Although living some 600 years after the creation of the Anno 

Mundi, Maimonides did not use it. 
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 We should not agonize over mistakes because, as we have seen, even 

the best of humans make them. We should reflect on our mistakes, 

acknowledge them, and make a conscious effort to correct them by 

developing habits that prevent us from repeating them. Neither Moses 

nor Elijah did so.  

Perhaps the Torah, in contrast to the Midrashim, recognized that 

Abraham was not as brilliant in his first 75 years as he was later in life. 

The Torah tells us that we, like Abraham, can improve if we utilize the 

“image of God,” which is our intelligence. 

Perhaps we should also not interpret the Midrashim as stories about 

Abraham’s genius, but rather as his struggles to understand the world 

and his responsibility for being part of it. 

This would explain Genesis 22, the story of Abraham’s near sacrifice 

of his son, Isaac. God was not testing Abraham. God does not need to do 

so. The story is about Abraham’s inner struggle and his attempt to 

understand the truth. Are the people of his generation correct when they 

insist that fathers must show their love to the gods by sacrificing to the 

gods what they love the most? In Abraham’s life, his son Isaac is the 

most precious thing. At first, Abraham was persuaded by the prevailing 

belief of the masses until realizing that it was wrong. 
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Chapter Four 

Were Changes Made in Torah? 

Two poignant dramas in the biblical portion of Vayyera, Genesis 18:1–

22:24, involve the patriarch Abraham and his family, and raise many 

questions. However, the questions are answered by recognizing that the 

dramas are internal struggles. Abraham struggles with whether to accept 

societal norms or use his intelligence to reject prevailing views.  

The biblical text was also changed in verse 18:22. The change in this 

and other verses from the original Torah text reveals information that 

will surprise many people who respect the integrity of the biblical text.  

The Destruction of Sodom and Gomorrah, Chapters 18–19 

God visits Abraham after he is circumcised and tells him He will destroy 

the cities of Sodom, Gomorrah, and nearby towns because they are 

wicked. Following God, three visitors reveal that Abraham and Sarah 

will have a son. Two angels leave to warn Abraham’s nephew Lot of the 

destruction, and Abraham implores God not to destroy the cities.  

Some of the following questions are resolved if we understand that 

the episode is an internal struggle for Abraham: Why is there evil in this 

world? They are: Why does God feel compelled to reveal his plans to 

Abraham to destroy the wicked cities? Why does Abraham beg God to 

change His mind? Is Abraham’s concept of God as the just ruler of the 

universe so defective that he thinks God is misbehaving? What is the 

meaning of the strange dialogue between God and Abraham? Can one 

argue with God? Can people change God’s mind? 
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The Near Sacrifice of Isaac, chapter 22 

God told Abraham to take his son, Isaac, and sacrifice him to God at a 

place God would show him. He spends three days traveling to the site 

and nearly sacrifices Isaac, but is stopped at the last moment by an angel. 

Some questions are: Does God need to test Abraham to know 

whether he is faithful? Does God need to test anyone? What role did 

Isaac and his mother, Sarah, play in this episode? Did God speak to Isaac 

about His order to Isaac’s father? How old was Isaac during this event? 

Why are we told this story? 

This episode can also be understood as an internal struggle. Abraham 

was debating whether he should accept his contemporaries’ notion that 

the way to show love to the gods is to give them what they love best. 

Who changed the Bible text and why?    

Whether or not God handed the Torah to Moses, the original version was 

altered through Tikkunei Soferim. Tikkunei Soferim, translated as 

“corrections by the scribes,” refers to at least 18 changes, and probably 

many more, made to the wording of the Bible during the Second Temple 

period, perhaps sometime between 450 and 350 BCE.2  

Most of these changes were made to enhance the honor due to God, 

to avoid problems, or to use less harsh language. Some sources attribute 

the changes to Ezra the Scribe and/or the Men of the Great Assembly.3 

                                                            
2  Tikkunei is spelled by some as Tiqqunie. The Midrashim Sifrei Numbers 10:35 and Mekhilta 

Shemot 15:7 call the replaced wording kina hakhatub, “the verse was substituted.” 
3  The subject of the “Men of the Great Assembly” and the “Sanhedrin” is generally 

misunderstood, and there are many misconceptions about the two of them, and the two are 
often confused. It is an important subject for both Jews and Christians to know to remove 
the misconceptions.  
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We have yet to determine precisely when Ezra lived, but he probably 

lived around 450 BCE.4 We also need to determine, to the extent 

possible, why he was called a scribe and what the function of a scribe 

was. 

What alterations were made? 

The 18 alterations of Scripture are listed in Ochlah v-Ochlah.5 (1) 

Genesis 18:22, (2) Numbers 11:15, (3 and 4) Numbers 12:12, (5) I 

Samuel 3:13, (6) II Samuel 16:12, (7) I Kings 12:16, (8) II Chronicles 

                                                            

Unsubstantiated Jewish tradition supposes that the Men of the Great Assembly, a group of 
120 scribes, sages, and prophets, composed or edited some of the books of the Hebrew 
Bible, but many scholars are convinced that the institution never existed. If the Men of the 
Great Assembly existed, it was probably a kind of kitchen cabinet for Ezra or a kind of 
congress that Ezra formed, and it ceased to exist around 300 BCE when the institution of 
the Sanhedrin began. Jewish tradition supposes that the institution of the Sanhedrin began 
during the days of Moses, and famous Bible commentators such as Rashi ascribe some 
activities to this group during the biblical period. However, the name Sanhedrin is Greek, 
which, together with the fact that no reliable evidence exists for the existence of the 
Sanhedrin before the Greek period in Israel, prompted scholars to date its origin to around 
300 BCE. The Sanhedrin was a court of law, a kind of Supreme Court composed of 71 
members. Scholars insist that writers of the New Testament did not know how the Sanhedrin 
functioned and depicted it improperly in the New Testament.  
My uncle, Rabbi Dr. Sidney B. Hoenig, addresses these problems in his superb scholarly 
study in The Great Sanhedrin, Dropsie College, 1953. Louis Finkelstein also does so in Ha-
Perushim ve-Anshe Kenesset Ha-Gedolah, Jewish Theological Seminary, 1950. The English 
translation of Professor Finkelstein’s excellent book is “The Pharisees and the Men of the 
Great Assembly.” The Pharisees were a group that developed interpretations of the Torah 
that generally liberalized Torah mandates. The Hebrew name Perushim could mean 
“separatist.” They separated from the Tzedukim, in English Sadducees, which could mean 
the righteous ones, those who adhered to the ancient traditions. Many Sadducees functioned 
in the temple, while the Pharisees were associated with the common folk.  
While the present-day consensus is that Ezra made the changes in the Torah, some sources 
insist that Nehemiah, Zechariah, Hagai, or Baruch did them. See the sources in Saul 
Lieberman’s Hellenism in Jewish Palestine, Jewish Theological Seminary, 1994, pages 28-
37, and Menachem Kasher, Torah Shelemah, Parashat Mishpatim, Jerusalem, 1992, volume 
5, book 19, pages 374-375.  

4  Ezra’s activities are described in the biblical book with his name and in the biblical book 
Nehemiah. He was a priest. Ezra 7-10 and Nehemiah 8 state that he reintroduced the Torah 
to Jews in Jerusalem, enforced its observance, and urged Jews about intermarriage with 
pagans.  

5  Frensdorff, S. Ktav Publishing House, NY, 1972, page 113, first published in Hanover in 
1864. 
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10:16, (9) Jeremiah 2:11, (10) Ezekiel 8:17, (11) Hosea 4:7, (12) 

Habakkuk 1:11, (13) Zachariah 2:12, (14) Malachi 1:13, (15) Psalm 

106:20, (16) Job 7:20, (17) Job 32:3, and (18) Lamentations 3:19. 

The following are several examples: 

1. In Genesis 18:22, the original text stating “God was still 

standing before Abraham” was changed to “Abraham was 

still standing before God.” The former is debasingly 

anthropomorphic; it depicts God in a somewhat servile 

manner waiting upon Abraham. 

2. The original wording in Zechariah 2:12 has God saying, 

“Whoever touches you (Israel) touches the apple of My 

eye,” meaning pocking a finger in God’s eye. This suggests 

that God has an eye and can be harmed. It was replaced 

with “his eye,” saying that whoever touches Israel has done 

such grievous harm as if he hit the nation in its eye. 

3. The context of I Kings 21:13 indicates that Naboth is being 

accused of cursing God, but the act is so despicable that 

“cursed” was replaced by “blessed.”6 

Everyone did not agree that words were substitutes in the Torah 

The idea that anyone, even a biblical figure like Ezra, would tamper with 

the divine Torah is so startling that not everyone agreed it was done. 

Many traditional commentators, such as Rashi and the Midrashim 

                                                            
6  Apparently thinking that readers would be confused to read that Naboth is being accused of 

blessing God, the Jewish Publication Society translation changed to wording back to 
“cursed.” 
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Tanchuma, Exodus Rabba, Genesis Rabba, and Minchat Shai7 

unabashedly and explicitly accepted that the divine text was changed 

because those who made the change felt that their respect for God 

required that they hide the actual text and portray God in a better light 

than what was in the original wording of the Bible.  

However, other traditional scholars such as Elijah Mizrachi, Rashba, 

Joseph Albo, Ibn Ezra, and Josephus, in his Contra Apion 1:8, could not 

abide by the notion that anyone would tamper with the holy text.8 They 

felt that statements saying the wording was changed should be 

understood to mean that the Torah wording is “as if” there was an 

original wording that needed to be changed to honor God. The modern 

ultra-Orthodox ArtScroll Chumash commentary, which deletes 

commentaries contrary to the editor’s theology, deleted Rashi’s 

statement that there are Tikkunei Soferim.9 

More changes were made 

Scholars also claim that 18 only counts some of the alterations made to 

the Hebrew text. Many more were identified than the rabbis, which may 

be closer to thirty.10  

                                                            
7  Minchat Shai comments and explains most of the 18 Tikkunei Soferim in its commentary to 

Zechariah 2:12. 
8  See Kasher’s Torah Shelemah and Ibn Ezra’s commentaries to Numbers 11:15, 12:12, and 

Job 32:3. 
9  Another example of ArtScroll censorship is the deletion of the Rashi’s grandson Rashbam’s 

view in the first chapter of Genesis that according to the Torah the day begins in the morning, 
not at sunset, for the Torah states that God performed certain acts of creation and then “there 
was evening and morning” and a new creation was made after the morning on the new day.  

10  See “Tikkunei Soferim, An Analysis of a Masoretic Phenomenon,” by Avrohom Lieberman, 
Hakirah, The Flatbush Journal of Jewish Law and Thought, pages 227-236.  
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How should we understand Maimonides?  

How can we understand that changes were made in the Torah, given the 

eighth principle of the fundamentals of Judaism in Maimonides’s list of 

thirteen principles: that the Torah in our hands today is identical to the 

Torah given by Moses?11 Didn’t Maimonides know that changes were 

made? Didn’t he know that not all of the texts of the Torah that we have 

today are identical? Didn’t he have to decide which Torah text was the 

most precise and select the Aleppo Codex as the best version? 

My late teacher, Rabbi Yaakov Weinberg, Rosh Ha-Yeshiva of Ner 

Israel Rabbinical College in Baltimore, Maryland, who functioned as 

Rosh Ha-Yeshiva after Rabbi Ruderman passed away, offered one 

answer: “Rambam knew very well that those variations existed when he 

defined his principles. The words of Ani Ma’amin in the Siddur prayer 

book, which Maimonides did not write, and his words, ‘the entire Torah 

in our possession today,’ must not be taken literally, implying that all the 

letters of our present Torah are the exact letters given to Moshe 

Rabbeinu. Rather, it should be understood in a general sense that the 

Torah we learn and live by is, for all intents and purposes, the same Torah 

given to Moshe Rabbeinu.”12  

                                                            
11  Found in his introduction to the tenth chapter of Mishnah Sanhedrin called Chelek. 
12  Fundamentals and Faith, Southfield, Michigan, 1991, p. 116. 
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Another answer is that Maimonides wrote the thirteen principles for 

the general population in what he called “essential truths,” not real truths, 

but ideas that the general population needs to know. Actually, 

Maimonides did not believe all thirteen principles, only the first few 

dealing with God. For example, the thirteen principles appear at the end 

of his work called Chelek. At the start of this essay, he states that he does 

not believe in the resurrection, yet at the end, he includes it among the 

principles of Judaism.  
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Chapter Five 

Examples of Interpreting the Bible 

The biblical portion of Hayyei Sarah (Genesis 23:1–25:18) offers readers 

many opportunities to see how rabbis, scholars, and other commentators 

interpreted the Bible verses. It should inspire the readers to use their 

intelligence and do the same. The following are a half dozen examples. 

Abraham purchases the cave of Machpelah as the burial site for his 

wife Sarah (23:9). Rashbam, Nachmanides, Mendelsohn, and others 

understand that Machpelah is a name with no other significance. 

However, Rashi notes that the name contains the Hebrew root kefel, 

“double,” and explains that it refers to a cave-like house with an attic on 

top. Ibn Ezra similarly describes the dwelling as a cave within a cave. 

Genesis 24:1 states that God blessed Abraham with everything, 

indicating that he was wealthy. Why does the Torah tell us this? The 

Torah suggests that Abraham knew that many women would want to 

marry a rich man’s son and wanted a wife for his son, Isaac, who had 

good character. 

Significantly, 24:3 tells us that Abraham was adamant in asserting 

that his son, Isaac, should not marry a Canaanite woman. Many reasons 

are suggested for this, including that if he married a Canaanite, his 

descendants would be Canaanites, and this would create difficulties for 

Abraham’s descendants, who would want to conquer the land from the 

Canaanites. Is this a good answer? Isaac’s grandson Judah married a 

Canaanite woman who became the ancestress of King David.  
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Genesis 24:31 has Laban welcome Abraham’s servant who came in 

search of a wife for Isaac, saying to the servant, “Come in, you who are 

blessed by Y-H-V-H,” using the name of the God that Judaism, but not 

him. Shadal comments, “There is no need to regard this as Laban’s actual 

utterance for the Torah translated his speech from the speaker’s 

language.” He may have said something like “god” in his language. Does 

this suggest we should not take other biblical quotes as the words 

spoken? 

From discussions between Rebecca’s family and her in chapter 24, 

we see no instance where she is asked if she wants to marry Isaac. It 

seems that daughters were not allowed to reject the husband the family 

chose for her. She is only asked if she is ready to leave. 

Genesis 25:1 reveals that Abraham took another woman named 

Keturah. (This is the third woman that he took. The other two were Sarah 

and Hagar, the mother of Ishmael.) Shadal writes, “There is no doubt that 

this occurred a long time previously and not after Sarah’s death. There 

is no chronological order in the Torah.” He also writes,” There is no 

doubt that this woman was merely a concubine ... as stated in I 

Chronicles 132.” 
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Chapter Six 

Questioning the Commentaries 

Asking questions about what one reads in the Bible has enormous 

benefits. The questions prompt answers that give readers a fuller 

understanding of the Bible’s teachings. This results in self-improvement 

and helping others, and is beneficial for all of creation. 

The same applies to questioning the commentaries on the Bible. 

Asking questions about how and why commentators say what they say 

results in a deeper understanding of their thoughts and of the Bible. 

Additionally, by asking questions, questioners may have differing views 

on the commentators’ reasoning, thus developing their own rational view 

of biblical teaching. 

The following are some examples from the biblical portion Toldot 

(Genesis 25:19–28:9), where questioning commentators leads to 

disagreements and a different way of analyzing the Torah. 

Genesis 25:19 begins with the verse: “Now these are the generations 

of Isaac, Abraham’s son; Abraham begot Isaac.” Rashi, the famous 

commentator, whose interpretations are those generally the first that 

Jewish children learn, interpreted the verse to say that “God formed the 

features of Isaac’s face similar to Abraham and thereby proved to 

everyone that Abraham fathered Isaac because the scorners of the 

generation were saying that Abimelech (king of the Philistines) caused 

Sarah to conceive (when she and Abraham were in Abimelech’s country) 

since she was with Abraham for many years and did not conceive from 

him. 
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Why did Rashi say this? 

In the second century CE, two brilliant rabbis disagreed over the 

interpretation of the Torah. Rabbi Akiva insisted that God dictated the 

Torah. Since God is infallible, it is inconceivable that He would say 

anything beyond what He has said. He never repeats nor adds words to 

beautify His language. Rabbi Ishmael disagreed. He argued that the 

Torah was written for humans and, as humans speak, in human language. 

He pointed to hundreds of repetitions, but failed to convince his 

colleague. Rabbi Akiva insisted that the seeming repetitions revealed 

additional information. 

The authors of most midrashim, Talmudic rabbis, and many Bible 

commentators accepted Akiva’s view, including Rashi. Rashi decided 

that 25:19 repeats that Abraham conceived Isaac to reveal that God 

interceded to protect Abraham and Sarah’s honor against slanderers. 

Another example: In the next verse, 25:20, Rashi comments on the 

Torah’s statement, “Isaac was forty years old when he took 

Rebekkah…to be his wife.” He says Isaac was thirty-seven years old 

when Abraham took him to be sacrificed. 

Where did he get this figure? 

There are two ways to understand biblical events. One is to insist that 

the Bible should be understood very literally. Using this approach, if one 

event follows a preceding one in the Bible, it should be understood that 

the second occurred immediately after the one preceding it. The other 

approach recognizes that there could be a long time between the two 

events, even years. Rashi, in this instance, accepts the first method. Most 

commentators prefer the latter one. 
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Rashi notes that Sarah’s death is mentioned immediately after the 

tale of Isaac’s near sacrifice. Rashi calculated that Sarah was ninety years 

old when Isaac was born and 127 when she died thirty-seven years later. 

Since believing Sarrah died immediately after the near sacrifice, Isaac 

must have been thirty-seven when his father took him to be sacrificed.  

Commentators who reject the thirty-seven-year-old idea argue that it 

is inconceivable that Abraham, who would have been 137 when the 

father and son took the near-sacrificial trip, would have been incapable 

of forcing Isaac to allow him to sacrifice him. Even if we accept the idea 

that during Abraham’s time, a year was as long as half a year today, and 

Abraham was 68 and Isaac 18, it is still hard to believe that Abraham 

could control his son. 

It gets worse. 

In this same interpretation of 25:20, Rashi notes that Rebekah’s birth 

is mentioned in 22:23, just after the near-sacrifice. Therefore, Rashi 

understood that this was when she was born. Rashi understands that Isaac 

took the newborn Rebekah home and waited three years until he was 

forty, and when she was three, he could cohabit with her and marry her.  

When he opined this interpretation, Rashi ignored the many events 

recorded in scripture that indicate she was a mature woman.  

How could he do that? I do not know. 

One more: verse 25:29 also mentions that Rebekah was the daughter 

of Bethel of Padan-Aram, the sister of Laban. Rashi notes that we were 

previously informed of this. 

Following the Akiva method, he asks why it is repeated. He responds 

that it is to praise her. Although she was the daughter of a wicked man 
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and the sister of a wicked man, and her place, Padan-Aram, was (filled 

with) wicked men, she did not “learn” their (evil) deeds.  

Didn’t Rashi realize that he had just said in the commentary of the 

same verse that Isaac’s servant brought Rebekah to Isaac just after her 

birth and had to wait three years before he married her? Being newly 

born, she had no way of “learning” anything from the inhabitants of 

Padan-Aram.  

Isn’t Rashi inconsistent? 

Once again, asking questions about how and why commentators say 

what they say results in a deeper understanding of their thoughts and of 

the Bible. Questioners may have differing views on the commentators’ 

reasoning, thus developing their own rational view of biblical teaching. 
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Chapter Seven 

More Questions on the Commentaries 

The biblical portion Vayyetse, Genesis 28:10–32:3, offers us many 

additional midrashic interpretations that, while sermonic and often 

fascinating, are not the plain meaning of the biblical text. They and 

hundreds of others were written to prompt readers to think and improve 

themselves, others, and the world. 

The following examples are taken from Rashi’s commentary, but 

similar ones can also be found in the works of other commentators. 

The portion begins with the words in 28:10, “Jacob left Beer-Sheba 

and went to Haran.” Following Rabbi Akiva’s view that the Torah was 

written by God, who never says anything meaningless, Rashi asks why 

the Torah tells us that Jacob left Beer-Sheba; it would have been enough 

to say he went to Haran. He answers, “It is only to tell that the departure 

of a righteous man from any place makes an impression. While the 

righteous man is in a city, he is its glory, splendor, and crown. When he 

leaves, glory, splendor, and crown depart.”  

Is this true? Isn’t it true that it rarely happens? We are aware of 

numerous historical instances where righteous people were driven from 

the city. Socrates, a virtuous man, was killed to spare the Athenians from 

his teachings. When Maimonides left Spain due to anti-Semitism, Spain 

experienced no decline in its glory, splendor, or crown. 

More to the point, there is no indication in the verse that this is the 

Torah’s teaching. 
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In verse 11, the Torah states that Jacob came to a place, but does not 

specify a place or suggest that it was significant. Since the word place is 

mentioned in the story of Isaac’s near sacrifice, which was assumed to 

be Mount Moriah, even though the Bible does not identify that place, 

Rashi writes that Jacob came to Mount Moriah. (Mount Moriah was the 

site in Jerusalem where the temple would be built centuries later. 

Presumably, Rashi wanted to suggest that Jacob had a prophetic dream 

in a holy site.)  

The word “place” often occurs in scripture, but does not refer to 

Mount Moriah. Is it reasonable to decide that we can identify the place 

as Rashi does? Why did Rashi need to describe Jacob’s dream occurring 

in a holy place? Most prophets had visions while being away from 

Jerusalem. 

Rashi notes that in verse 11, Jacob took a stone, written in the 

singular, and placed it under his head as a pillow while he slept. He tells 

us that there were many stones in the area. The stones began arguing 

among themselves, each wanting the righteous man to place his head on 

it. God resolved the dispute. He turned the many stones into one so they 

could all be honored.  

Did Rashi believe that stones argued in this fashion, or is this a 

variation of the prior sermon in which he also overstates the value of 

being righteous? 

Two sermons in a single verse are not enough. Verse 11 has four 

more, making a total of six. 

Rashi mentions that the Babylonian Talmud, Berakhot 26, 

understands vayifga, “and he chanced (upon the place)” as referring to 
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“prayer.” According to legend, Abraham instituted the morning prayer 

service for the Jewish people. Isaac did so for the afternoon, and Jacob 

for the evening. 

If this is what scripture intended, Rashi asks, why does it not say so 

explicitly, “And he prayed?” Rashi directs us to the Babylonian Talmud, 

Hullin 91. “And he chanced” indicates God wanted to ease Jacob’s 

travel. He shrank the distance for himself. 

He also notes that the Torah states, “He lay there because the sun 

set,” and informs us that the sequence should have been reversed: first, 

the sunset, and then he lay down to sleep. He says this indicates that God 

caused the sun to set early so Jacob could rest.  

Rashi also praises Jacob by interpreting, “And he lay down in that 

place,” informing readers that he slept there. But before reaching Haran, 

he spent fourteen years in the house of Eber, one of Jacob’s ancestors, as 

we will see below. There, he did not sleep at night because he spent his 

time studying the Torah. (This legend is not in the Bible.) 

Who was Eber? 

All we know about him is from midrashic interpretations of biblical 

verses.  

Genesis 11:10–15 states that Noah bore Shem, who had Arpachshad, 

whose son was Shelah, whose child was Eber. Thus, Eber was the fourth 

generation after Noah.  

Genesis 11:16–17 reveals that after Eber, who lived 464 years, came 

Peleg, Reu, Serug, Nahor, Terah, and Abraham. So, Abraham was the 

fifth generation after Eber, and Jacob, Abraham’s grandson, was the 

seventh generation following Eber.  
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Genesis 10:21 tells us that Noah’s son Shem had children, and he 

was the father of all the children of Eber. This verse is the source of the 

words “Semitic” and “Semitic peoples,” as well as the origin of the word 

“Hebrew,” which is derived from the name Eber. Genesis 14:13 refers to 

Abraham as ha’ivri, “the Hebrew,” which denotes that he was “of the 

children of Eber.” In this verse, Rashi relies on Midrash Genesis Rabba, 

which states that he was called “ivri, meaning “Hebrew,” because “he 

came from the other side of the river.” He came from Ur of the Chaldees 

to Canaan when he was 75. The Hebrew word eber means “to go over.” 

Relying on Midrash Seder Olam Rabba, Rashi to 10:21 states that 

Eber was a prophet. He claims this is proven by Eber naming his son 

Peleg, which means “separated, “ predicting that civilization would be 

dispersed in his son’s lifetime because of the incident at the Tower of 

Babel. 

It is possible to conclude from two legends that Jacob studied in the 

house of Eber for fourteen years. Some ancient rabbis were convinced 

that some humans who lived before Abraham observed the Torah laws. 

Jacob went to Eber’s house to study the Torah because Eber was his 

ancestor and a prophet. 

It is improbable that people studied the laws of the Torah before they 

were given to the Israelites centuries after Abraham. The bulk of the 

Torah contains events that did not occur until after Abraham’s lifetime. 

Furthermore, if the Torah intended for us to know that early humanity 

also observed the Torah laws, it would have made that clear.  
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Chapter Eight 

Was Jacob Righteous? 

Rashi begins his commentary on the biblical portion Vayyishlah 

(Genesis 32:4–36:43) with a midrashic, sermonic interpretation 

borrowed from Midrash Genesis Rabba. The portion begins by stating 

that Jacob sent malachim to his brother Esau. The Hebrew malachim has 

many different definitions, including “messengers,” “sailors,” and 

“angels.” Rashi opted for the latter. He may have thought Jacob was so 

righteous that he could control and use divine angels, even for mundane 

tasks such as delivering mail. 

Rashi disagreed with rational thinkers like Maimonides, who were 

convinced that God is not like an Asian sultan who needs servants to 

carry out his will. Maimonides did not believe in divine angels. He felt 

that if you wanted to use the term angel, you could apply it to anything 

that shows God’s will. Rain, snow, the sun, and even humans who do as 

God wills can be called “angels.” 

Aside from this issue, was Rashi correct in thinking that Jacob was 

righteous? Some might argue that in many ways, he was like other 

humans. He had good and bad attributes. He made mistakes, as we all 

do. But generally speaking, he was not uniformly righteous. They will 

say that Jacob’s mistakes are recorded in the Bible to teach us to avoid 

them. When we make mistakes, we should correct the situation and 

develop a plan, including new habits, to ensure we don’t repeat them.  

(Maimonides taught this way of correcting mistakes. It is radically 

different and more rational than the thought that one can correct an error 
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by praying, giving charity, fasting, or pleading with a cleric to seek 

forgiveness for you. The only value of the latter ideas is to prompt people 

to take the actions Maimonides suggested.) 

Asking questions that seem to suggest that we are demeaning Jacob 

has led non-Jewish scholars to mislead many Jews into thinking that the 

Torah is foolish. 

There are answers to these questions. The ancient rabbis and even 

classical Jewish commentators asked questions. They gave answers, 

sometimes, as Rashi did, by relying on ideas stated in Midrashim. Often, 

they may disagree on the best answer. At other times, as when 

Nachmanides criticized Abraham for lying about his wife, Sarah, being 

his sister, they might think that the biblical figure acted improperly. But 

they never criticized the Torah. And neither am I. I am only showing that 

we can and should ask questions to better understand what the Torah 

wants us to think.  

I do not provide the answers here, but I stress that there are answers 

and encourage readers to find them themselves without disparaging the 

Torah. 

Let’s begin. 

The dictionary defines righteous behavior as morally acceptable and 

proper. Biblical righteousness refers to following God’s will in every 

aspect of one’s behavior and words. I will add that it also requires the 

person to behave rationally.  

Does Jacob act in this way? 

Let’s examine some of Jacob’s actions. 
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When Jacob left his mother’s womb, he was seen holding Esau’s 

foot. Midrashic sermons see the just-born Jacob wanting to be the 

firstborn, but there is not even a hint of this intent in the text. The plain 

meaning of its mention is to reveal why he was named Jacob; the name 

is based on the Hebrew word for heel, acab. Earlier, when Esau came 

first, the onlookers saw that he was hairy and called him Esau, based on 

a Hebrew word meaning “hairy.” So, this episode does not indicate their 

temperament. 

However, the Torah follows this by telling readers that Esau “was a 

cunning hunter, a man of the field, while Jacob was a simple man (ish 

tom), dwelling in tents.” Later, we will see his simplicity as a form of 

passivity, a negative portrayal given that Judaism emphasizes action. The 

word for “law” in Hebrew is halakha, based on a Hebrew root meaning 

“to go.” While accepting the title “orthodox,” given to them by non-

religious Jews—the term means those who accept specific ideas—

Orthodox Jews see themselves as “Orthopractic,” or those who 

emphasize acts.  

Readers should note that, despite midrashic legends, there is no 

indication that Abraham’s son Ishmael and Isaac’s son Esau were 

inherently evil. 

Once, when Esau came home from hunting, he told his brother Jacob 

that he was faint, which is mentioned twice. He asked Jacob to give him 

some of the pottage he was making. Jacob said he would only give him 

food if he gave him his birthright. Esau said that he had no choice, for if 

he didn’t eat now, “I am going to die; so, what do I have to gain by having 

the birthright?” Was Jacob’s behavior righteous? Was it even sensible? 
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There is no indication that Jacob benefited in any way by forcing his 

brother to give up the rights of the firstborn. It did not stop their father, 

Isaac, from later wanting to give Esau, not Jacob, his blessing. 

When Jacob and his mother heard that Isaac wanted to give his 

blessing to Esau rather than to Jacob, his mother urged him to disguise 

himself as Esau, deceive his father, and steal the blessing. True to his 

nature, of which we will soon see other examples, Jacob was reluctant, 

but finally gave in to his mother’s pleading. Did Jacob act righteously by 

deceiving his father? Didn’t he violate the latter command to honor his 

father and mother? Do righteous people lie to get what others have, or 

will have? 

When Jacob heard that Esau cried and was justly and understandably 

angry, he fled his home in fear. How frightened was he? He was so scared 

that he stayed away for over twenty years. Is this reasonable? He was 

fearful even when he finally decided to return, as we will soon see. 

During his flight, he had a dream that we do not need Sigmund Freud 

to interpret for us. His daytime fear expressed itself in his dream. He saw 

angels ascending and later descending a ladder. It was a symbol of the 

help he was seeking. God stood at the top of the ladder and assured Jacob 

that He would protect him. Yet, when Jacob awoke, Genesis 28:17 states 

he was still afraid. The dream’s assurances did not resolve his fear.  

In the morning, 28:20–21 states that Jacob made a conditional vow. 

“If God will be with me and watch over me in the way I am going, give 

me food to eat, clothes to wear, and I come back peacefully to my father’s 

house, then Y-H-V-H will be my God.” This conditional oath appears to 
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suggest that fearful Jacob will not accept the Lord as his God until he is 

assured that God will do what He promised in Jacob’s dream. 

If this interpretation is correct, there is serious doubt that, at this time, 

Jacob was not righteous. Furthermore, the Torah does not indicate that 

Jacob worshipped God during his more than twenty-year stay at his 

Uncle Laban’s house.  

(An aside: Jacob’s dream has the angels first ascending the ladder 

and later descending. Rashi explains that the text informs us that the 

angels who accompanied Jacob while he was in Israel left him and were 

replaced by a new squadron of angels, assigned as a protection detail 

after he left Israel. A more rational explanation is that the angels were 

dream symbols of divine protection for Jacob. Being fearful, he feared 

that this protection was slipping away from him. But then his dream 

continued, and angels descended to him, with God speaking to him, 

giving him two assurances that he would be protected.  

More events: 

Jacob fell in love with Rachel, and, being passive, he agreed to his 

uncle’s condition that he work for six years before he could have her. 

This is unreasonable. Women were considered chattel during Jacob’s 

lifetime. Why did he agree to pay with such slave labor? 

Moreover, at the end of the six years, when Jacob awoke the morning 

after his marriage, he discovered that the woman he married was 

Rachel’s sister. He was tricked, and Rachel agreed to the trick. Still love-

struck, he decided to work another six years for Rachel. Would any other 

rational man agree to this? One would expect righteous people to act 

rationally!  
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At the end of some twenty years in Laban’s house, Jacob left with 

his family without saying goodbye to his father-in-law. He gave Laban 

no chance to wish his daughters and grandchildren farewell. Is this the 

behavior of the righteous? 

Recall: We mentioned earlier when we commented upon 28:20, 

where Jacob made a conditional vow: “If God will be with me and watch 

over me in the way I am going, give me food to eat, clothes to wear, and 

I come back peacefully to my father’s house, then Y-H-V-H will be my 

God.” We said that the Torah does not indicate that Jacob worshipped 

God during his more than twenty-year stay at Uncle Laban’s house. The 

following events may confirm this. 

During their flight from Laban, Rachel took along Laban’s idols. 

Later, as told in Genesis 35:4, Jacob collected all his family’s idols just 

before entering Canaan and buried them under a terebinth tree near 

Shechem. Why did he wait some twenty years before discarding the 

idols? Why didn’t he destroy them as his grandfather Abraham did in a 

legend? Scholars note that just as the burial of humans is considered 

respectful, the burial of significant or possibly sacred items rather than 

destruction is also regarded as respectful. (This is why Christians buried 

gospels that were not included in the New Testament, as explained by 

James M. Robinson in his The Nag Hammadi Library. It should also be 

noted that James Frazer informed us in his classic The Golden Bough 

that ancients worshiped—or at least considered holy—trees and poles. Is 

this why Jacob buried the idols near a tree, and Rebekah’s nurse was 

buried under an oak in 35:8?) Is this the way to show proper respect to 

God? 
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We read many episodes where Jacob failed to act because he was 

afraid. 

Were the many plans that Jacob instituted, including bribes and 

dividing his family, good strategies, or examples of his frequent fears? 

The episode of Jacob wrestling with a man in 32:25–30 and later 

retold by the prophet Hosea in 12:3–5, in which the antagonist is 

described as an angel rather than a man, is generally misunderstood. 

Jacob had just come to the area where he had fled from home some years 

earlier, and he dreamed of angels ascending and descending a ladder. We 

interpreted that dream as an expression of Jacob’s fear. Now, in the same 

area, he remembered the past and felt fear again. He was afraid of being 

attacked. Again, the concern was alleviated. (This is the meaning of the 

antagonist’s assurance to Jacob, “You fought with God and men and 

prevailed.” Jacob wrestled with God during his conditional promise in 

the episode of the ladder, and men are now on his return home; the men 

are symbolized in his wrestling antagonist.) The two episodes bookend 

his flight and return; both reflect fear. 

Jacob remained silent when his daughter Dinah was taken by the 

prince of Shechem, who requested permission to marry her. When his 

sons agreed on the condition that all the men of Shechem circumcise 

themselves, he was silent. When the men did so and were incapacitated, 

two of Jacob’s sons killed all the men in Shechem. Were they all guilty? 

Why did Jacob become furious and say he feared the allies of Shechem 

would seek revenge?  

We will explore this story in more detail in the next chapter. 
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Chapter Nine 

Comparing Dinah and Joseph 

The biblical portion Vayyeshev is the first of four portions that deal with 

Jacob’s son Joseph. It begins in Genesis 37:1 and ends in 40:23. 

In the past, I raised questions that suggested Jacob was a very fearful 

person. Jacob remained silent when his daughter Dinah was taken by the 

prince of Shechem, who requested permission to marry her. When his 

sons agreed on the condition that all the men of Shechem circumcise 

themselves, he was silent. When the men did so and were incapacitated, 

two of Jacob’s sons killed all the men in Shechem. Why did Jacob 

become furious and say that he feared the allies of Shechem would seek 

revenge?  

The questions do seem to indicate that Jacob was fearful. Yet, we 

must realize that the Bible’s story does not reveal everything that 

happened. It only conveys what is necessary to make its point. 

Unrevealed information could significantly affect our understanding 

of what happened. The following are some examples in the story of 

Dinah. 

The Torah generally reveals little or no information about women. 

We are told that Jacob had a daughter named Dinah, but there is no 

further information about her beyond what is mentioned in the narrative. 

It does not indicate that Jacob had any other daughters. It only reveals 

this in Genesis 37:35, where it states, “All his sons and all his daughters 

arose to comfort him (Jacob),” and 46:15, where it states that Leah, 
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Jacob’s wife, bore thirty-three children with Jacob among “his sons and 

daughters.” 

This revelation that the Torah leaves out information raises many 

questions about Dinah and what happened in the episode. Was she 

different from Jacob’s other daughters? How old was she? Was she a 

mature woman? Did she have a mind of her own and was uncontrollable, 

rebellious, and a woman that Jacob could no longer control? 

Why did she leave Jacob’s camp? (Rashi and others in Midrash 

Genesis Rabba contend she is responsible for what happened to her. She 

purposely and foolishly stepped into a dangerous situation.) How and 

why did she meet the prince of Shechem? The Bible states the prince had 

sex with her and humbled her. Was she raped or seduced? How was she 

humbled? Why are we not told what she wanted? Was she only humbled, 

that is, degraded, in the eyes of the Torah because of how she acted and 

continued to act? Was she satisfied with what occurred? Did she want to 

leave Jabob and live with the prince? 

 Was Jacob silent when he heard of the incident because of 

understandable human conflicting emotions, his love for his daughter, 

and his inability to control and help her? Was he furious with his two 

sons who killed all the men in Shechem because it is unlikely that every 

one of them was complicit? (Some rabbis assert that the brothers killed 

all the men because they knew every one of them was involved in what 

occurred to their sister. How would they know this?) The ancients had 

laws and people who enforced them. What was the position of the law 

and police? Was there an alternative way to handle the matter?  
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These questions should prompt us to realize that we lack sufficient 

information to determine whether Jacob and Dinah acted reasonably. We 

should also understand that the same questions could be asked about 

fables such as Little Red Riding Hood. We could start with the question: 

Was Little Red an innocent youngster or an adult woman seeking a 

sexual adventure? Was she called “Red” because of her temperament, 

etc.? 

In fables and biblical accounts, we are only given enough to learn a 

specific moral or lesson. This practice is as old as storytelling. The lesson 

from the Dinah episode may be that parents cannot always control and 

be responsible for their children’s behavior, but they should do their best 

to teach them. If they do all that they can, they should not feel guilty 

when their child goes astray.  

In their commentary on Judges 18:30, the rabbis tell us that even the 

grandson of the great lawgiver Moses became a priest for idol worship: 

Jonathan, the priest, is identified as the son of Gershom, the son of 

Moses. Moses was not punished for Jonathan’s deed, nor should Jacob 

or us. 

With these thoughts in mind, was Joseph righteous? 

In rabbinic literature, many refer to him as Joseph the Tzadik or 

Joseph the Righteous. Interestingly, such a title is usually given 

ironically to people and objects others feel are not righteous. The mystic 

Ari is called Ari Hakadosh, the Holy Ari. The mystical book Zohar is 

similarly referred to as the “Holy Book.” Yet, people like Maimonides, 

Nachmanides, and Rashi do not need the tile. So it is with Joseph: Some 

think he was always righteous, and others disagree.  
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Some people think that Joseph misbehaved when he told his brothers 

that he would one day rule over them. Joseph went to seduce his master’s 

wife when he was enslaved in Egypt, and his master and staff were absent 

from his house. Some rabbis say that he changed his mind only after 

having a vision of his father. For about a decade, when Joseph was in a 

high Egyptian position, he did not contact his father and tell him he was 

alive. When his brothers came to Egypt for food, he tormented them and 

even imprisoned one of them for possibly more than a year. He 

persuaded his father and family to settle in Egypt, despite God 

instructing Abraham to reside in Canaan, later known as Israel. God told 

Isaac not to leave the land, but Jacob’s family staying in Egypt resulted 

in the Israelites being enslaved. 

Some rabbis find ways to excuse his behavior because the story does 

not reveal all the facts, which can be interpreted in contradictory ways. 

This is beneficial as long as we can understand the rationale behind our 

own actions and approach them with due respect for the Torah. 

Understanding that there is more behind the literal text prompts us to 

think, decide how we interpret a story, and learn from our decisions. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

51 

 

Chapter Ten 

Interpreting Joseph 

The biblical portion Mikkets, Genesis 41:1–44:17, is fascinating. It 

reveals some different, more mature, and intelligent acts by Jacob’s son 

Joseph than the seventeen-year-old youngster who tormented his 

brothers and sold them into slavery. Still, there are some questionable 

and even troubling behaviors. 

Joseph was aware of a series of two dreams his father, Jacob, had 

while fleeing his home. The first dream occurred as he fled and featured 

angels ascending and descending a ladder (Genesis 28:12–15). Secondly, 

during his return to the same area some twenty years later, he had another 

dream, this time of his battle with a stranger (Genesis 32:25–30).  

He experienced the second dual set, in which he saw himself ruling 

over his family (37:5–10). 

In 40:5–13, Joseph listened to and interpreted the dreams of two of 

Pharaoh’s officials. 

Then, in 41:1–36, he was summoned to interpret Pharaoh’s two 

dreams.  

Both were dreams. The fact that there were two in each event 

signifies to the interpreter, Joseph in this case, that dual dreams are 

essential to the dreamer.  

Joseph learned two more things about dreams, both of which 

Sigmund Freud later relearned. First, people often have dreams with 

symbols that are prompted by their daily concerns. Second, while in 

prison for the attempted rape of his master’s wife, he learned from prison 
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talk about the background of two fellow imprisoned Pharaoh officials 

and realized that this knowledge helped him predict the future of each of 

them.  

Pharaoh first requested an interpretation from Egyptian wise men. 

They also understood that dreams are provoked by daily concerns, but 

thought Pharaoh was concerned about himself. Recalling his last lesson 

that the imprisoned officials were worried about their jobs, Joseph 

realized that Pharaoh was concerned about his role as ruler and protector 

of Egypt and its citizens, not his personal life. 

He employed these three-fold dream interpretation understandings 

and skills when he spoke with Pharaoh, as well as one more, a very 

important one. As a seventeen-year-old, he took pride in sharing his 

dreams with his family, but he received a rebuke from his father and 

hatred from his brothers for this behavior. He learned from this 

experience not to praise himself. In his conversation with Pharaoh, he 

repeated more than once that the interpretation he was giving came from 

God. This self-effacement affected Pharaoh greatly. In addition to 

Joseph’s interpretation, like the sweet icing placed on a cake, he 

employed the effacement in the interpretation. The two, the 

interpretation and effacement, prompted Pharaoh to free Joseph from 

prison and elevate him to the position of a top Egyptian official.  

What I described shows that, just as Joseph learned from his 

experiences, we can learn from his behavior, which is one reason the 

Torah tells this tale. 

These were not the only skills Joseph learned. My son Stephen 

reminded me that Joseph spent years as the overseer in the house of the 
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Egyptian Potiphar. While there, he learned how to manage food, a skill 

he used when he oversaw food rationing during the seven years of famine 

in Egypt.  

Scholars of all kinds, both Jewish and non-Jewish, have puzzled over 

Pharaoh’s naming of Joseph’ Zaphenath-Paneah” in 41:45, a name never 

repeated, and the word “paneah” never recurring in any form in the 

Torah. Some scholars think it is a misspelling; others believe it is 

Egyptian, but no one knows. The accepted meaning, albeit pure 

guesswork is “the one who explains hidden things.”  

However, Joseph was not perfect. During the years he was second 

only to Pharaoh, he never attempted to notify his father that he was still 

alive, nor to inquire if his father was alive. He tormented his brothers 

when they came for food for their starving father, his wife, children, and 

their families. He did not reveal his identity to them when they came to 

Egypt to purchase food. He insisted that his brothers bring their youngest 

brother if they came again, even though his brothers told him their father 

did not want Benjamin to leave home and that he feared losing Benjamin, 

as he had lost Joseph. He knew this would agonize not only them, but 

also their aged father. He demonstrated that he controlled the situation 

by imprisoning them for three days and kept his brother Shimon in prison 

when the others were released. He then taunted them by placing the 

money they had given him for the food they had purchased in their 

package. They trembled for a long time, perhaps for more than a year, 

believing they would be charged and killed for robbery and worried 

about Shimon.  
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When they returned to Egypt with Benjamin, Joseph placed his silver 

goblet and the funds from the new purchase in their package to taunt 

them again. He charged Benjamin with robbery. This time, he increased 

the pressure. He sent people to pursue his brothers. We can assume it 

was a platoon of armed soldiers who arrested them. Imagine their fear 

when they saw the soldiers. 

This portion shows Joseph learning a great deal from his experiences 

as he grew older, but not enough. 
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Chapter Eleven 

Judah Personified What Jews Should Be 

Judah steps forward in Genesis 44:18–47:31 with the portion 

Vayyiggash, which means “steps forward. “Judah stepped forward near 

him (Joseph)” to defend his younger brother Benjamin, whom Joseph 

was threatening. Whereas Isaac mistakenly preferred Esau and Jacob 

preferred Joseph, the Torah likes Judah, as do most Jews and some 

Christians today. 

Many people criticize God for not helping them, but Judah acts. By 

acting, he symbolizes Judaism’s emphasis on action. He was not like the 

widow who passively sat at home or the synagogue, prayed three times 

a day, recited the book of Psalms weekly, and constantly complained that 

God was not helping her. “When are you going to take out my trash, 

God? My house smells!” 

Her prayers, recitals, and synagogue attendance filled her ears so 

much that she could not hear God’s response, which would be that “I 

gave you a nose to smell, created a foul odor of trash to alert you that 

trash is harmful, and I sent bugs for the same reason. I gave you two 

hands and two feet. I implanted a mind in your body so that you can 

think, learn, and act, and arranged for you to have a door and the city’s 

trash can outside your house. Get up, step forward, act. Do it yourself.” 

Praise has been associated with Judah since his birth. In Genesis 

29:35, when Jacob’s wife Leah has her fourth son, she exclaims, “This 

time I will praise the Lord.” She calls him Judah, based on the Hebrew 
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word for “praise.” Later, when Jacob’s twelve sons were grown, he was 

dissatisfied with his three eldest and praised Judah and his descendants. 

We see Judah next in 37:26 when Joseph’s other brothers wanted to 

kill him. To save his life, Judah stepped forward and suggested that they 

sell him instead as a slave, an idea they accepted. There is no indication 

in the Torah that Joseph ever thanked Judah for saving his life. 

We encounter him again in chapter 38. He married and had three 

sons. When his wife died, he gave his oldest son to Tamar as a wife. The 

son died, and according to the custom of the time, he gave his second 

son to Tamar, but he also died. Judah was then concerned that if he gave 

Tamar his third son, he would also die, so he told her that she needed to 

wait despite the practice that Tamar needed to marry someone in Judah’s 

family. 

Tamar waited until she felt she could wait no longer. She knew where 

Judah would be passing. She disguised herself as a prostitute, met Judah, 

and had sex with him. (Scholars and many rabbis contend that there is 

no prohibition in the Bible against having sex with a prostitute.) Judah 

had nothing to pay her at the time, so he gave her his seal, cloak, and 

staff as a pledge to send payment later. He sent the payment, but his 

messenger was unable to locate the disguised woman. 

Tamar became pregnant. People insisted that she violated the custom 

that she was tied to Judah’s family and that having sex outside the family 

must be punished with death. She sent the pledged items, stating that my 

children's father had given them to me. Judah could have remained silent. 

But he ignored embarrassment, stepped forward, and said he was the 

man.  
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According to Jewish and Christian tradition, one of the two sons born 

to Judah’s union with Tamar became the ancestor of King David and the 

future messiah. 

Then, in 44:18, unafraid of the man who was second in command 

over Egypt, Judah stepped forward again. This time, he saved Benjamin, 

whom Joseph said he would punish for theft. So impassioned was his 

speech that it struck Joseph like a spear thrust to his heart. Joseph chased 

everyone but his brothers out of the room and cried so loudly that the 

entire palace could hear. After twenty years of silence and ignoring his 

family, he finally screamed, “I am Joseph! Is Dad still alive?”  

In 49:9–10, Jacob blesses his son Judah, his descendants, and his 

tribe as being like lion cubs. The lion is the symbol of power and majesty. 

Jacob states that the ruler’s staff will never depart from Judah. Many 

Jews and Christians understand this to refer to the messiah.  

Although there is no mention of a messiah in the Hebrew Bible, only 

a future time of peace. However, the New Testament book of Revelation 

19:11–16 accepts this idea. In Revelation 5, Jesus is the long-awaited 

lion of the tribe of Judah. In the genealogies of Matthew and Luke, 

although each lists different individuals, Jesus is a descendant of Judah. 

In Deuteronomy 33:7, Moses blesses the tribe of Judah to continue 

defeating its enemies. 

Judah’s descendants followed his example of stepping forward. 

When twelve men of the twelve tribes returned from spying out the land 

of Canaan and virtually all gave an evil report, Caleb, son of Jephunneh 

from the tribe of Judah, stepped forward. His loyalty to God and his 

ancestor, Judah, set him apart from the other spies sent to scout Canaan. 
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The Book of Numbers recounts Caleb’s role as one of the twelve spies 

and his unwavering commitment to enter the land of Canaan. He gave a 

favorable report, earning him a place in the Promised Land.  

Later, during the exodus from Egyptian slavery, the Israelites stood 

at the Red Sea. The Egyptian army pursued them, but they were afraid 

to cross and possibly drown in the Sea. According to several Midrashim, 

Nachshon ben Aminadav, a member of the tribe of Judah, was the first 

to obey Moses’ command to enter the Red Sea. His act prompted God to 

part the sea, allowing the Israelites to cross safely. Like his ancestor 

Judah, he is often depicted as a symbol of courage and initiative.  

There were many other times that Judah’s descendants stepped 

forward. The tribe of Judah led the Israelites in their marches through the 

desert (Numbers 2:3). Later, after Joshua led the Israelites into Canaan 

and died before conquering the entire land, God instructed the Israelites 

in Judges 1:1 that the tribe of Judah would lead the fight against the 

Canaanites. According to the King James Bible Dictionary, the name 

“Judah” is mentioned approximately 812 times in the Hebrew Bible. 

David and his son, Solomon, of the tribe of Judah, were kings of the 

united tribes until ten tribes rebelled after Solomon’s death and formed 

a separate nation in northern Israel, known as Israel. Scholars date the 

separation as 931 BCE. Around 720 BCE, Israel was conquered by the 

Neo-Assyrian Empire. The records of the Assyrian king Sargon II 

indicate that he deported 27,290 Israelites to Mesopotamia, 

approximately one-fifth of the kingdom’s population. This gave rise to 

the notion of the “Lost Ten Tribes.” However, some of the Israelites 

migrated to safety in neighboring Judah. Interestingly, the nation of 
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Israel lasted only about 210 years, virtually the same number that 

tradition gives for the number of years the Israelites were enslaved in 

Egypt.  

Solomon’s descendants were kings in the south. They ruled over 

people who were mainly from the tribe of Judah. Their country was 

called Judea. The last Judean king, Zedekiah, was born circa 617 or 618 

BCE, making him twenty-one years old when he became king. 

Zedekiah’s reign ended with the siege and fall of Jerusalem to 

Nebuchadnezzar II, dated to 587 or 586 BCE.  

Although scholars differ in dating the reigns of King Saul and King 

David, some Jewish kingdoms existed in Israel from approximately 1050 

to 586 BCE. 

Judeans, or Yehudim in Hebrew, were the people of Judea. The name 

was given to all descendants of Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, and Judah, but it 

was later shortened to “Jew.” 

Thus, Jews are named after the man who taught them to step forward 

and act. 
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Chapter Twelve 

Benefits Derived from Questioning the Bible 

The final section of Genesis 47:28–50:26, portion Vay’hi, enables us to 

appreciate the benefits of questioning the Bible. 

Questioning the Bible has many benefits, the most important of 

which is spurring the questioner to act. When the questioner considers 

possible solutions, it encourages learning and prompts one into action, 

which is the goal. It further leads to self-improvement and the betterment 

of society. 

As Elie Wiesel writes in the preface of his book Night: “Man comes 

closer to God through the questions he asks Him.” 

However, as I will show, not all questions can be answered, but this 

is okay. Even if there are no undeniably correct answers to some 

questions about the Torah, we can still benefit from our curiosity by 

offering answers grounded in common sense and respect for the Torah. 

For example: 

Rashi notes that the portion Vay’hi is unlike every other biblical 

portion. There is no space of nine letters.13 between the end of the 

preceding portion and the beginning of this one.  

He offers two possible solutions. 

The lack of space suggests that when Jacob died, the Egyptians began 

to enslave the Israelites, whose eyes and hearts were closed because of 

the affliction. Secondly, as indicated by Midrash Genesis Rabba, Jacob 

                                                            
13  There is usually a space for nine letters between two passages in the Bible. 
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wanted to reveal the end of the bondage to his sons, but his ability to do 

so was closed. Rashi writes that the closed space suggests these ideas. 

Some readers will reject these answers. It is unreasonable to suppose 

that slavery began immediately, or even soon after Jacob’s death. Joseph 

was still alive and remained second to Pharaoh. Also, is it reasonable to 

suppose that Jacob had a prophetic ability not previously mentioned in 

the Torah? If he did, he would have known that Joseph was alive. 

Furthermore, Maimonides suggests in his Guide of the Perplexed that 

prophets do not receive direct communication from God. They are 

individuals who use their intelligence to warn people of possible future 

calamities.  

I suggest another idea. In the second half of the first millennium CE, 

the Masorites divided the Torah into sections, similar to paragraphs. 

They did not divide the portions. The Torah scroll used in the synagogue 

is the Masoretic text. Although Jewish tradition does not always agree 

with the Masorites, the Masoretic Text is the official text. Therefore, the 

failure to insert a space before the word Vay’hi is a decision of the 

Masorites, who believed that the story of Jacob’s death should be 

connected to what follows it; hence, no space. The dividers of the 

portions read weekly or yearly disagreed.  

(There are other famous differences between the Masorites and 

current traditional Judaism. The Masorites did not consider what 

traditional Judaism considers the first command of the Ten 

Commandments. They thus divided what traditional Judaism considers 

the tenth commandment into   both the ninth and tenth.) 
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So, we have no reliable answer to the question, “Why is there no 

space?” Yet the question is good, and the three suggested answers, as 

well as others, prompt us to think about many subjects, such as prophecy, 

the time of Egyptian slavery, the reliability of the Torah text, and more. 

Therefore, there is value in asking questions about the Bible. 

Another example. 

In Genesis 48:5, the dying Jacob tells his son Joseph that his two 

sons, Ephraim and Manasseh, will be his, just as his sons Reuben and 

Simeon are his. This is generally understood as meaning that Joseph 

would be getting a double portion: Joseph’s two sons would inherit two 

portions of land in Canaan. 

Samuel David Luzzatto notes in his Shadal on Genesis that Jacob did 

not say that Joseph would be the “firstborn,” so he is not receiving a 

double portion. He concludes that “until Jacob’s time, the double portion 

of primogeniture was not customary, but on account of his love for 

Joseph, he gave him a double portion.” Shadal admits that another sage 

felt that the verse indicated that Jacob was announcing Joseph as the 

firstborn, thus deserving a double portion. 

Is Shadal or the other sage giving an undeniably correct answer to 

why the Torah does not say that Jacob gave Joseph a double portion? Or 

is each of them reading information that is not in the text? Again, we 

must note that neither answer is indisputably correct. Yet, as previously 

mentioned, the answers make us think of various subjects, such as 

Jacob’s intention, whether primogeniture is sensible, and whether giving 

one child a double portion is fair.  

Still other examples: 
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In 48:7, while on his deathbed, Jacob tells his son Joseph that when 

he arrived in Canaan, Joseph’s mother, his wife Rachel, died. There was 

a distance to the family burial ground at Ephrath, so he buried her in 

Bethlehem. The Torah offers no hint as to why Jacob brought up this 

subject. Commentators offer different solutions, such as that he wanted 

to inform Joseph of his mother’s burial place so that if he wanted to 

exhume her bones and bury them in the family plot, he could do so. Why 

did the commentator think this was the reason? Joseph knew where his 

mother was buried because she died while he was living at home. Other 

solutions have Jacob apologizing to Joseph for not taking Joseph’s 

mother to the family plot before asking him to take his bones there. Or 

that he did not trust Joseph to comply with his request to be buried in the 

family plot because of how he treated Joseph’s mother. While we may 

never know what prompted this revelation to Joseph, our sensitivity to 

the situation and the numerous questions it raises will prompt us to delve 

more deeply into our understanding of Jacob and his relationship with 

Joseph. 

In 50:4 and 5, Joseph addresses Pharaoh’s household, requesting 

permission to leave Egypt temporarily to travel to Canaan and bury his 

father. No information is provided on why Joseph, who was second in 

command to Pharaoh, required permission from the household, which 

held far lower authority than his own. One commentator suggests that it 

was improper to visit Pharaoh in mourning dress. Is this sensible? 

Couldn’t Joseph dress appropriately before his visit? Another quote from 

Midrash Genesis Rabba is that a mourner should not enter a king’s 

palace. Is it reasonable to cite a later Jewish view for an Egyptian 
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practice? There is no clear solution, but thinking about other possibilities 

raises questions about Joseph, his authority, Jewish mourning practices, 

and more.  

Asking questions can yield benefits even when it seems impossible 

to secure an answer, as the following example dramatizes.  

Sir Isaac Newton’s (1643–1727) discovery of universal gravitation 

by observing the fall of an apple in the summer of 1666 is universally 

known. There’s no evidence that the fruit landed on his head, but what 

he saw led him to answer many questions that have bothered him and all 

humanity since the beginning of time, relating to why objects fall.  

The first written account of Newton’s realization of the answer to the 

ancient questions appears in notes on Newton’s life collected by John 

Conduit in 1726. He wrote: “He first thought of his system of gravitation, 

which he hit upon by observing an apple fall from a tree.” Once he 

developed the theory of gravitation, Newton derived several other 

fundamental laws of physics from it. It was fortunate that the ancients 

continued to ask questions about falling objects, as this ultimately led to 

Newton’s discovery. 

The Torah is the same. It contains a wealth of information that raises 

questions. It may take a person a long time to find answers, but the 

answers exist, and once known, like the law of gravitation, much wisdom 

is revealed. 

In summary, we can understand the value of questioning as a sixth 

sense in addition to the five traditional senses: taste, hearing, sight, smell, 

and touch. Each of the five can be restricted, such as individuals who 
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need glasses and hearing aids. When these two are used together, people 

can see and hear what they previously could not. 

Similarly, when people train themselves to question, they improve 

their minds, just as glasses strengthen and improve their eyesight. We 

can understand why the mind is yet another sense, and perhaps the most 

important one when used to search for answers. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

  

PART TWO 

Books that Show the Need for an Education and that the 

Use of Intelligence Helps People 

 

 



 

  



 

68 

 

Chapter Thirteen     

Five Biblical Portraits 

The Bible tells stories about many men and women to delight readers, 

inspire them to act as God desires, help them learn from the lives 

described, and improve themselves and all of creation. 

Many commentaries were composed to highlight and explain the 

tales' messages. In Five Biblical Portraits, Elie Wiesel describes the lives 

and activities of five men mentioned in the Tanakh, the Hebrew name 

for the Bible. The term is composed of the opening letters of the three 

collections of books in the Hebrew Bible: Torah. Nevi’im (Prophets), 

and Ketuvim (Writings).  

Elie Wiesel (1928–2016), a Romanian-born American writer, 

professor, and political activist, received many awards for his 57 books, 

primarily written in French and English. He received the 1986 Nobel 

Peace Prize, the Presidential Medal of Freedom, and the Congressional 

Gold Medal, among his other honors. 

When he was fifteen years old, the Nazis kidnapped him and his 

family and deported them to the Auschwitz-Birkenau concentration 

camp. His mother and younger sister were murdered in gas chambers on 

the night of their arrival. He and his father were deported to Buchenwald, 

where his father died before the camp was liberated on April 11, 1945.  

He is best known for his first book, Night, in which he tells the 

horrible experiences he encountered during the Holocaust. However, the 

brilliant author—who not only deserved the Nobel Peace Prize but also 
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the Nobel Prize for Literature—was also an advocate for peace for all 

people. He wrote about the lessons derived from Hasidic teachings, as in 

the book Souls on Fire, and from the Bible, as well as in this volume. 

These lessons, if learned, understood, and practiced, would ensure that 

horrors such as what occurred in the Holocaust would not be repeated. 

Five Biblical Portraits is a new 2023 edition of the popular 1981 

edition. It contains a new 32–page introduction by Ariel Burger, which, 

among many other things, reveals Elie Wiesel’s paramount thinking. 

Burger knew Wiesel well, having attended his classes in 1996 and served 

as his teaching fellow from 2003 to 2008. He tells us that Wiesel once 

ended a class lecture, saying, “When it is time for me to come before the 

heavenly tribunal, I will ask God my question. It will consist of one 

word: Why.” Burger comments, “This emphatic, passionate ‘Why?’ lies 

behind Wiesel’s reading of biblical tales.”  

Burger also writes that Wiesel was convinced that the power of 

literature lies in its ability to galvanize human action. This includes the 

Bible. “The text is not—cannot be—neutral, nor is it an end in itself: it 

must serve to humanize our society.” 

Wiesel illustrates this in his discussions of the lives and actions of 

Joshua, Elijah, Saul, Jeremiah, and Jonah. 

He informs us that although Joshua led a successful battle during 

Moses' lifetime, he was not confident after his teacher’s death. The book 

of Joshua begins with God encouraging Joshua to be strong. We read 

how he lost a battle when he led the Israelites into Canaan, but he learned 

from his mistake and was successful the next time he fought. We also 

read about his goal to have the Israelites conquer all of Canaan, but he 
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failed to do so. (We are reminded of the advice of Rabbi Tarfon in Pirkei 

Avot 2:21, “It is not incumbent upon you to complete the work. But you 

are not free to desist from it.”) 

He mentions the scholarly dispute over whether God was satisfied 

with Elijah’s activities and offers his view that God was delighted. He 

notes that many see a marked difference between the depiction of Elijah 

in the Bible and the depictions in the many legends about how he helped 

people after his death. Elijah is the most famous of all prophets. One 

legend claims that he will return to Earth and announce the Messiah’s 

arrival. Wiesel recounts many of these legends and reveals much about 

proper behaviors and Jewish law. An example of the latter is the tale of 

a dispute between a single rabbi and most of his colleagues, with God 

siding with the lone rabbi. The rabbis disregarded God’s view, saying 

Jewish law is decided on earth by a majority. One of the many rabbis met 

the legendary Elijah and asked him how God reacted. Elijah responded, 

“God said, Natzchuni banai—’ My children have defeated Me.’” Wiesel 

adds, “I would prefer to change the punctuation, 'Please, children, defeat 

Me!” God loves to be defeated by His children—but only in debates.” 

Wiesel is bothered by how the Bible depicts King Saul. Saul was 

Israel’s first king, followed by King David. In many ways, he views Saul 

as being superior to David. He never dreamed of being a king. God chose 

him for a task he did not seek. He told Samuel, who appointed him king, 

that he did not deserve this honor. Saul’s failures fascinate us. David has 

many wives, while Saul has only one. David marches behind his troops 

while Saul leads them in battle. David committed adultery and had the 

woman’s husband killed; Saul’s crime was that he sought a sorceress to 
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bring Samuel up from the dead to give him advice. Samuel rebukes Saul 

for not killing King Agag. Is Samuel correct that this act of kindness 

shows he is unfit to be a king? What does his life teach us? 

We are shown the prophet Jeremiah as a man searching for truth. He 

was born in 645 BCE and began engaging in public affairs at the age of 

twenty-two. He spent more than a decade in prison for his activities. The 

word “falsehood” appears seventy-two times in biblical literature, half in 

the Book of Jeremiah. He alone predicted a catastrophe, the destruction 

of the Jewish state in 586 BCE, experienced it, and lived to tell the tale. 

He alone sounded the alarm before the fire, and after being singed by its 

flames, went on to retell it to anyone who would listen. People ignored 

what he said while he was alive, but they hear it today. We use his words 

to describe our struggles. 

The prophet Jonah is unusual. He argued with God not to save the 

people of the city of Nineveh, a city of non-Jews, but to punish them. 

Why? We read his story at the most solemn moment while fasting on the 

Holy Day of Yom Kippur. Why? It moves us to think. Why? Is it about 

repentance or free choice, or the need to think of helping not only Jews 

but all people? Jonah sits under a plant that shades him as he broods that 

Nineveh is saved. God kills the plant. Jonah weeps for the dead plant. 

The Book of Jonah ends with God’s question to Jonah, “You feel sorry 

for the plant, and you want Me not to feel sorry for Nineveh and its 

people and its animals?” Jonah does not respond. Isn’t it true that we, 

too, are not responding? 
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Like all of us, the five men Wiesel described had severe problems, 

for life is complicated. But each of them made it into the Bible. This may 

teach us that we, too, can achieve success in some way. 
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Chapter Fourteen 

Hasidic Rebbes and What They Taught Us 

Eight of Elie Wiesel’s fifty-seven books that could be called 

“Theological Biographies” are listed here, as they are about biblical 

figures and Hasidic stories. They are Souls on Fire (1982), Four Hasidic 

Masters and Their Struggle Against Melancholy (1978), Somewhere a 

Master (1982), Wise Men and Their Tales (2003), Messengers of God 

(1976), Five Biblical Portraits (1981), and Sages and Dreamers: 

Biblical, Talmudic, and Hasidic Portraits and Legends 

 (1991), which examines biblical figures. Filled with Fire and Light: 

Portraits and Legends from the Bible, Talmud, and Hasidic World. It is 

a 2021 posthumous book addressing biblical, Talmudic, and Hasidic 

figures.  

The full title of the 1982 volume is Somewhere a Master: Further 

Hasidic Portraits and Legends. It contains a history of the founding of 

the modern Hasidim in the eighteenth century and the biographies and 

teachings of about a dozen Hasidic Masters called Rebbes. Also included 

are charts, maps, and Synchronology showing the names and dates of the 

Rebbes, along with what was happening during their lives in the Jewish 

world, the world at large, and the arts. There is also an eight-page 

Glossary explaining many terms.  

The book describes the existence of Hasidim of various kinds before 

the eighteenth century. Some of the subjects it covers are why modern 

Hasidim emerged, who they are, and why it started, opponents, and the 

various ways it flourished until the present. It is like a tree with many 
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branches, sometimes far from others. The information is fascinating, 

eye-opening, and thought-provoking, and presented in an easy-to-read 

manner by a master writer.  

One of the book’s many highlights is the fascinating statements of 

the Rebbes; a small example follows.  

A good story in Hasidism is not about miracles, but of friendship and 

hope—the greatest miracle of all. 

Hasidim is a tree with many separate branches. They are all alive 

because the tree is alive. 

A Rebbe said, “Everything I know I learned earlier when I sat in the 

last row, out of sight. Now I am here, occupying a place of honor (as a 

Rebbe), and (I realize) I don’t understand.” 

What summarizes the Hasidic movement? Ask the utmost of people, 

but accept them as they are. 

One Rebbe told of his wild life as a youngster. One day, he saw his 

dad looking at his tefillin (two religious boxes containing biblical 

passages) with tears rolling down his cheeks. From that moment on, the 

future Rebbe changed his ways. His father’s tears succeeded where his 

sermons had failed.  

Forgetfulness is a gift from God. If people could not forget certain 

things, they would be unable to live. They would no longer work, build 

a house, or care for children. 

One must never avoid asking questions. 

Asked why he did not come to the holiday synagogue service, the 

Rebbe admitted that he heard a child crying while walking to the 

synagogue; how could he leave this child alone? 
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A disciple could not understand why the serpent in the story of Adam 

and Eve was punished so that it would forever crawl and eat dust. Is this 

punishment? If it were given dust to eat, it would never go hungry. The 

Rebbe explained that it is the worst punishment: never to go hungry or 

to seek or desire anything. 

A disciple came to the Rebbe and complained about many 

unanswered questions, suffering, and injustice. The Rebbe replied, “Let 

us be angry together.” 

Love of God only exists if it brings you closer to other humans. God’s 

love is linked to the love of all His creations—one without the other leads 

to idolatry and inhumanity. 

A disciple argued with a Rebbe, “God created the universe in six 

days—and it’s ugly!” The Rebbe snapped back, “Would you have done 

better?” The forlorn disciple stammered, “Yes.” The Rebbe shouted, 

“Then what are you waiting for? Start working—right now!”  

A wealthy man refused to give charity. He relied on God. He said, “I 

believe in God and His justice. If He had wanted you to have money, He 

would have given it to you, not me. Why do you expect me to oppose 

God’s will?” The Rebbe commented, “When it comes to charity, be an 

atheist; do not use God as an excuse; help those in need of help.”  

A Rebbe gave charity to a drunkard who headed straight to the 

nearest inn for another drink. “Why aren’t you more discerning?” 

someone asked the Rebbe. The Rebbe answered, “God gave me money, 

didn’t He? Why should I be choosier than He?” 
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The biblical book of Genesis tells us that Cain spoke to his brother 

Abel, but it does not tell us what he said. Scripture tells us that Abel did 

not listen to him. This kind of silence results in death.  

The Talmud stipulates that close relatives may not testify for or 

against a defendant. The relative cannot testify for a defendant because 

they are biased. But why couldn’t they testify against it? A Rebbe 

answered, “The Torah states that two anashim, 'humans must give 

testimony,' and a person willing to testify against a close relative is not 

human.  
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Chapter Fifteen 

Jewish Achievements in America and the World  

 Education and the utilization of intelligence enabled many Jews to 

obtain awards. 

Jonathan Sapir’s 597–page book, A Celebration of Jewish 

Achievements in America and Beyond, is an easy-to-read, informative 

volume about the enormous contributions Jews made in America and the 

world. The book is filled with eye-opening facts, information that most 

people do not know, and numerous pictures. 

Jews and non-Jews need to know about this long list of involvements 

and their influences. Hopefully, this information will help people 

understand why the current widespread anti-Semitism is misguided. 

For example, between 1901 and 2023, the Nobel Prize was awarded 

to over 900 individuals. At least 214 of them are believed to be Jewish 

or to have been raised Jewish. 

Jews contributed significantly to world health. There were 59 Jewish 

Nobel Prize winners, comprising 26% of the worldwide recipients and 

38% of the American recipients. 

Ten percent of the worldwide winners of the Peace Prize were Jews, 

and eight percent were Americans. 

The economy was an essential concern in the 2024 presidential 

election. Jews won 41 percent of the prizes for work in economics, while 

51 percent were awarded to Americans. 

Besides relating the astonishing data of Nobel Prize winners, the 

book shows the other gifts Jews gave the world in high numbers, despite 
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Jews being only two percent of the American population and two-tenths 

of a percent worldwide. 

We read about their profound positive influence upon American and 

world history, politics, science, technology, arts, literature, movies, 

music (we read, for example, that without Jews, there would have been 

no Beatles), food, business, hotels, publishing, stores, fashion, 

Broadway, comedians, and every aspect of society.  
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Chapter Sixteen 

Chutzpah Girls 

Chutzpah Girls by Julie Esther Silverstein and Tami Schlossberg Pruwer 

is both entertaining and informative. The book is akin to taking college 

courses in history, psychology, Jewish women’s studies, and the 

contributions of Jewish women to society, all while attending classes 

taught by fascinating instructors who are a pleasure to hear. 

It is an excellent companion to Jonathan Sapir’s book, A Celebration 

of Jewish Achievements in America and Beyond. Jews and non-Jews 

need to know about this long list of Jewish involvements and their vast 

influences in the world. For example, between 1901 and 2023, the Nobel 

Prize was awarded to more than 900 individuals, and over 24 percent of 

them were Jewish or had a Jewish heritage, even though Jews constitute 

only two-tenths of one percent of the world's population. 

The Hebrew term Chutzpah describes a person who has the daring to 

speak when silenced, takes action when others do not, tries when others 

say it is impossible, and perseveres when there is doubt. The Jerusalem 

Talmud, Ta’anit 4:5:22, quoted the ancient Rabbi Zeira, who said. 

“Come and see what chutzpah the Land of Israel has, that it produces 

fruit [in barren land].” This 216-page book, Chutzpah Girls, provides us 

with fascinating and inspiring information about 100 Jewish women who 

persevered and made a positive impact on the world. 

The authors devote a page to each woman’s tale with a colorful 

drawing depicting the woman (including black Jews) on the right of each 

narrative. They include four pages of one-line definitions in a Glossary 
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defining words used in the book, and a map showing the women’s 

origins, illustrating their widespread distribution across regions such as 

Russia, Asia, Oceania, Europe, Africa, the Americas, and more.  

We read about ancient and modern women from Rachel and the 

prophetess Abigail to modern educators, sports figures, dancers, and 

diarists like Anne Frank. Also included are writers such as Emma 

Lazarus, female Rosh Yeshivas, rabbis, Talmudic scholars such as 

Bruria, activists such as Bella Abzug, humanitarians, scientists, and 

businesswomen. The authors also mention actresses like Gal Gadot, 

politicians like Golda Meir, Zionist leaders such as Henrietta Szold, 

warriors like Judith, poets such as Leah Goldberg, Torah teachers such 

as Nechama Leibowitz, chiefs of staff, supreme court justices, inventors, 

doctors, philanthropists, and many more. 
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Chapter Seventeen 

Why did Cain kill Abel, and how did he know that God 

rejected his Sacrifice? 

We can understand the story of Cain and Abel as natural rather than 

supernatural. 

The Bible does not explain why the brothers decided to offer a 

sacrifice to God, why each chose what he did, what Cain said to Abel, 

why he became angry, and why he killed Abel. Nor can we know how 

he knew that God rejected his sacrifice, or any related details about the 

events. The details are left to our imagination. 

Many people believe that the brothers Cain and Abel built an altar, 

with Cain burning fruit and Abel offering the firstlings of his flock. 

However, God only accepted Abel’s offering. Yet, there is no mention 

of an altar or burning in the chapter, and no passage says that God 

“accepted” Abel’s offering; it states that “the Lord had respect for Abel 

and his offering,” but without details. 

Dr. Marc B. Shapiro, a highly respected rabbi and scholar, described 

Rabbi Chaim Hirschensohn’s interpretation of this event in his article 

“Assorted Comments,” published in Seforim Blog. Rabbi Hirschensohn 

lived from 1857 to 1935 and was the Chief Rabbi of Hoboken, New 

Jersey, from 1904 until he died in 1935.  

Rabbi Hirschensohn supposed that Cain brought his vegetables to the 

top of a mountain closer to heaven, where he would commune with God, 

and left the gift there. Because of his “meager religious, philosophical 

knowledge,” Cain probably thought God would take his gift after he left. 
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Later, when Cain returned to the site, he saw the vegetables where he 

had left them and concluded that God had rejected his sacrifice. Actually, 

God was not involved. The notion that the Lord had no respect for his 

offering was only in Cain’s mind. 

Rabbi Hirschensohn imagines that Abel did not leave his animal 

offering on the mountain; instead, he sent them to wander freely, 

expecting God to find and accept it. He did not kill the animal, perhaps 

thinking that God would not want a dead beast. What would God do with 

a dead animal? Since Abel sent the animal away and did not find it, he 

assumed that God had accepted his offering. 

Rabbi Hirschensohn thought Noah offered the first burnt sacrifice 

when he left the ark after the flood. God did not like the offering and 

thought it was ridiculous, even offensive, since Noah was killing beings 

that God had created, thinking that God wanted him to do so. Rabbi 

Hirschensohn accepted the traditional view that when Noah descended 

from the ark, he was not yet allowed to eat meat, yet Noah thought that 

he was allowed to murder animals and birds to thank God for saving his 

life during the flood. 

The rabbi recognized that Noah’s behavior was strange. We would 

have assumed that after virtually every animal died in the flood, Noah 

would have preferred to ensure the animals multiplied rather than killing 

some of them. 

Rabbi Hirschensohn notes God’s reaction to Noah’s sacrifice. In 

Genesis 8:20, Noah offers his sacrifice of thanks. Genesis 8:21 reads, 

“And the Lord smelled the sweet savor; and the Lord said in His heart: 

‘I will not again curse the ground any more for man’s sake; for the 
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imagination of man’s heart is evil from his youth; neither will I again 

smite any more everything living, as I have done.’” 

Rabbi Hirschensohn understands that God disapproved of Noah’s 

sacrifice. The rabbi wrote: “It is not far-fetched to interpret this verse that 

God laughed and had pity on the simplicity of a man who thinks he can 

thank Him by offering a burnt animal or bird and destroy them at a time 

when there are so few of them in the world, and think he is doing what 

is right. This indicates that the imagination of man’s heart is evil from 

his youth in that even a gift to God is given with such cruelty…. How is 

it possible that this would please God?” In essence, Rabbi Hirschensohn 

reflects Maimonides’ understanding of sacrifices that God only 

“allowed” to continue for these primitive people. 

In summary, while most people do not bother to learn more about the 

Bible beyond what they learned as children, a more mature examination 

of Scripture can be achieved by questioning what we are reading, as seen 

in Rabbi Hirschensohn’s interpretation of the Cain and Abel story. 
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Chapter Eighteen 

The History of Targum Onkelos 

In this book, I discussed misunderstandings about the Bible and the 

Midrashim. Another misunderstanding concerns the Aramaic translation 

of the Five Books of Moses, known as Targum Onkelos. Since the time 

of Nachmanides, but not before, many people thought that Onkelos 

contained Midrash. They cleverly interpreted many Onkelos translations 

as Midrashim. The following are the facts.  

The Babylonian Talmud has the earliest report of the authorship and 

date of Targum Onkelos. It states that an individual named Onkelos 

composed the translation in the first third of the second century CE. 

Since the nineteenth century, scholars have generally rejected this 

recollection and dated the Targum, or its final redaction, in the third 

century CE. I will demonstrate that the proper date is likely the late 4th– 

or early 5th century CE. This dating is supported by the consistent 

references to the Targum in the final version of tannaitic Midrashim, 

which was not edited until the late fourth century. 

The Traditional View and Its Problems  

The Babylonian talmudic scholars preferred the literal Aramaic 

translation of the Pentateuch, which they called targum didan (“our 

translation”), over other translations.14 However, they had but a single 

unreliable memory of its author. 

                                                            
14  The word “Targum” means “translation”, “interpretation”, or “version.” See Targum 

Onkelos to Genesis 42:23; Exodus 4:16, 7:1; Targum to II Chronicles 32:31; and Targum 
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A Palestinian Amora (Babylonian Talmud, Seder Mo’ed, Megillah 

3a) curiously states that Onkelos composed the authorized translation 

after it had been forgotten. 

R. Jeremiah—or some say R. Hiyya b. Abba—also said: 

Onkelos the proselyte, under the guidance of R. Eleazar and 

R. Joshua, composed The Targum of the Pentateuch…. But 

did Onkelos, the proselyte, compose the targum to the 

Pentateuch? Has not R. Ika said in the name of R. Hananel 

who had it from Rab: What is meant by the text, “And they 

read in the book, in the law of God, with an interpretation, 

and they gave the sense, and caused them to understand the 

reading” (Nehemiah 8:8)? “And they read in the book, in the 

law of God” this indicates the [Hebrew] text; “with an 

interpretation”: this shows the Targum; “and they gave the 

sense” this suggests the verse stops; “and caused them to 

understand the reading” this indicates the accentuation; or, 

according to another version, the Masoretic notes?—These 

had been forgotten and were not established again.15   

                                                            

Sheni to Esther 3:8, 7:5. The words “Targum Onkelos,” as we shall see, denote “the 
Translation of Aquilas.” 

  In the Babylonian Talmud, Kiddushin 49a, Rabbi Judah said: “If one translates a verse 
literally, he is a liar; if he adds thereto, he is a blasphemer and a libeler. Then what is a 
proper translation? Our translation.” 

  The first mention of Targum Onkelos after the Babylonian Talmud does not occur until the 
seventh century. Sar Shalom in Sefer Shaarei Teshuvah, ed. F. Hirsch (Leipzig. 1858), 29c, 
and Seder Rab Amram (1865), 29. 

15  The translation is from The Babylonian Talmud, ed. I. Epstein, Soncino Press (London, 
1938). This passage, it is important to note, is the only source for this legend. The verse 
itself is discussed again in the Babylonian Talmud, Nedarim 37b. If Onkelos received 
guidance from R. Eleazer and R. Joshua, who lived around 130 CE, this opinion would date 
the translation to the early part of the second century. 
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The Babylonian Talmud states that Onkelos was the son of 

Kallinikos, the nephew of the Roman Emperor Titus. He converted to 

Judaism, and several miraculous stories are told about him. These tales 

are virtually identical to those conveyed by the Greek translator Aquilas 

and, as we shall see, were confusedly ascribed to Onkelos.16 Thus, 

according to R. Jeremiah and the Babylonian Talmud, Targum Onkelos 

was composed about 130 CE. 

There are several severe problems with R. Jeremiah’s opinion. The 

Babylonian Talmud translates Pentateuchal words eighteen times using 

the term u’m’targuminun, “and it is translated,” or “the Targum states.”17 

Despite R. Jeremiah’s view of authorship, in none of these instances is 

Onkelos mentioned by name. Midrashim use the same formula seventeen 

times, and Onkelos is cited only once, in a late twelfth-century midrash 

(Numbers Rabba 9).18 Only once in the Talmud is an opinion attributed 

to an individual called Onkelos. This opinion is in no way related to the 

Targum.19 

                                                            
16  The Jerusalem Talmud, Megillah 1, 71c; Kiddushin 1, 59a; Hagigah 2:5, 77a. Although the 

contemporary English spelling is Aquila, the name is Aquilas in Greek and Hebrew. Those 
familiar with rabbinic studies will recall that errors in names frequently occur in the Talmud. 
While writing this note, the author was studying the Babylonian Talmud, Bava Kama and 
found the following errors in a few pages; R. Abba v. R. Abin in 112a; R. Ashi v. R. Assi in 
112b, 113a, 114a; Rava v. Rabba in 114a, R. Huna v. R. Kahana in 114a, Rav v. Abbahu in 
114b; and the Talmud itself was unsure of a name in 114b. 

17  See M. M. Kasher, Torah Shelemah 24 (Jerusalem, 1974), pages 155-161; and J. Reifman, 
Sedeh Aram (Berlin, 1875), pages 8-10. 

18  See Kasher, op. cit., pages 195-238, and Reifman, op. cit., pages 12-14. Numbers Rabba is 
hardly older than the twelfth century. See the 1906 Jewish Encyclopedia, vol. 9 page 346, 
and the 1972 Encyclopedia Judaica, volume 12, p. 1261, 1972. 

19  Babylonian Talmud, Bava Batra 99a: “Onkelos the proselyte said, the cherubim were of 
tza’atzu’im (image work) and their faces were turned sideways, as a student who is leaving 
his teacher.” The statement is somewhat obscure. It probably comments upon II Chronicles 
3:10 (where the word is spelt with ayins) by referring to a similar word in Isaiah 22:24 (spelt 
with alephs). Targum Jonathan translates the latter word “son,” which suggests “student.” 
The reference to Onkelos is certainly incorrect. There is no Targum Onkelos to either the 
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Good authority confirms that Aquila translated the Bible into Greek 

about 130 CE. However, there is no corroboration for connecting the 

Aramaic translation called Targum Onkelos to a person named Onkelos 

beyond a single statement in the tractate Megillah. The talmudic sages, 

R. Jeremiah or R. Hiyya, confused the two translations.20 It is hardly 

possible that R. Eleazar and R. Joshua had two students with virtually 

identical names. They were born of the same noble lineage under highly 

unusual circumstances and underwent remarkably similar miraculous 

events.  

It is more likely that the redactors of the Babylonian Talmud did not 

know who composed their “authorized” or “officially accepted” 

translation. They recalled that the Jerusalem Talmud of several 

generations earlier had stated that Aquilas composed the authorized 

Greek translation. They ascribed their Aramaic version to him as well.21 

The only essential difference between the names of Onkelos and 

Aquilas in Hebrew script is the addition of the letter nun, a characteristic 

                                                            

Writings or the Prophets, and Onkelos in the Pentateuch never translates “cherubim.” It 
always repeats the biblical Hebrew word. It is possible that the Talmud is referring to 
Jonathan ben Uzziel or Aquilas and not Onkelos. 

20  R. Jeremiah lived about 350 CE and his teacher R. Hiyya bar Abba, a generation earlier. It 
is likely that he did not make the statement that tradition attributes to him. First of all, the 
talmudic tradition is itself uncertain as to who made the statement. Secondly, since both R. 
Jeremiah and R. Hiyya bar Abba were scholars of Eretz Israel and not Babylon; the tradition, 
if correct, probably referred to the Eretz Israel Greek translation of Aquilas, and not the 
Babylonian Aramaic translation of “our translation.” Thirdly, in the Babylonian Talmud, 
Megillah 9b, R. Hiyya bar Abba is clearly speaking about the Greek Bible translation and 
seems to know nothing of the Aramaic version. 

21  H. Graetz, History of the Jews (Philadelphia, 1893), volume 2, pages 387, 581, 582, argues 
that the Aramaic translation “was made partly from that of Akylas (sic) on account of its 
simplicity, and was called Targum Onkelos.” See the author’s Targum Onkelos to 
Deuteronomy (Ktav, 1982), pages 2, 14, 15, and A. E. Silverstone, Aquila and Onkelos 
(Manchester University Press, 1970), and other volumes cited therein. 
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insertion in Babylonian Aramaic. Onkelos is thus a Babylonian 

equivalent of the name Aquilas.22 

Some indicators suggest, but do not prove that Targum Onkelos 

could not have been composed in the second century. Aside from the 

unbelievable circumstance that both he and Aquilas underwent the same 

curious life experiences, there must have been some differences if 

Onkelos existed. Why is no difference mentioned in the two stories? 

Moreover, why is there no allusion to Onkelos in the Talmud, where the 

Targum is extolled? If the Babylonian talmudic rabbis knew the author 

of the Targum, we would expect that Onkelos’s name should have been 

cited whenever the Targum is mentioned.23 Suppose Onkelos was a noted 

Palestinian scholar of the second century. In that case, he should have 

been included in the Jerusalem Talmud, whose final redaction occurred 

at the end of the fourth century. Further, if the author of the Targum was 

known, there should have been no need for the tradition of R. Jeremiah, 

and the Talmud should never have questioned this tradition. 

Even more significantly, if Onkelos composed the Targum in the 

second century, why is his name not mentioned in the tannaitic 

midrashim edited in the late fourth century? Jewish tradition is 

meticulous about naming the source of every teaching.24 Additionally, 

                                                            
22  Note, for example, that תגי and מדע in Palestinian Aramaic are תנגי and מנדע in Babylonian 

Aramaic. Another difference is that Onkelos is spelt with an aleph and Aquilas with an ayin. 
Many Palestinian words with an ayin were transposed in Babylonia to an aleph because 
Babylonians had difficulty pronouncing laryngeals; for example, עד=אד. 

23  See notes 4 and 5, and related text. 
24  See for example Mishnah Aboth 6: 6; Babylonian Talmud, Yevamot 97a; Jerusalem Talmud, 

Berakhot 2:1 (4b). Also, many talmudic discussions are based on the idea that Amoraim 
never dispute a subject that was previously disputed in a Mishnah without citing the earlier 
dispute. See for example Babylonian Talmud, Gittin 4a and 16b, middle of pages. 
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the Mishnah in the Babylonian Talmud, Megillah 8b, edited after the 

traditionally held composition date of the Onkelos Targum, quotes R. 

Simeon ben Gamaliel lived during and after the traditional composition 

date of Targum Onkelos. He identified only the Greek translation as 

being holy. The Mishnah knows nothing of Targum Onkelos. The 

Babylonian Talmud, Megillah 9b, comments upon this Mishnah and 

states in the name of R. Abbahu (circa 300 CE), who made his statement 

in the name of R. Johanan (circa 250 CE, both living several generations 

after the supposed composition of Targum Onkelos), that the halakhah 

follows R. Simeon ben Gamaliel. 

Modern Scholarship  

The problems that refute the talmudic view of the dating of Targum 

Onkelos also confront and refute modern scholarship. Some writers, such 

as M. H. Goshen-Gottstein and B. Grossfeld, accept the talmudic 

dating.25 Grossfeld, for example, maintains that Onkelos and Aquila are 

the same person, argues that the parallels between the Targum and the 

midrashim point to a shared tradition upon which both genres of 

scriptural interpretations rest, and concludes that where the school of R. 

Akiva and R. Ishmael differ, Onkelos upholds the views of R. Akiva’s 

school. Grossfeld was aware of only 153 cases in the Pentateuch where 

Targum Onkelos and the tannaitic midrashim parallel each other. He 

attributes Onkelos’s translation to the Akivan school because he notes 

that in 19 of these 153 instances, the Targum’s deviation was like those 

                                                            
25  M. H. Goshen-Gottstein, “The Language of Targum Onkelos and the model of Literary 

Diaglossia in Aramaic,” JNES 37 (1978), pages 169-179; B. Grossfield, “Onqelos, 
Halakhah and the Halakhic Midrashim,” in D. R. G. Beattie and M. McNamara (editors), 
The Aramaic bible (1994), pages 228-46. 
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of R. Akiva. Grossfeld did not know that Targum Onkelos parallels the 

tannaitic Midrashim in 698 cases, as we will show in just four of the 

Pentateuchal books, and he did not analyze the parallels or take note of 

the frequent times that the targumist differed with the Akivan school 

(e.g., Exodus 21:3, 19; 22:3). 

Most scholars reject the Talmud’s date and assign the date of 

composition to the first half of the third century CE. They rely on 

references to the Targum in a volume on targumic traditions collected in 

Die Masorah zum Targum Onkelos,26 which is said to have been 

composed in the first half of the third century CE.27 There is no evidence 

of the time of composition of this Masorah, and no certainty that many 

elements were not added at later dates. A second piece of evidence 

supporting the third-century dating is the presence of non-halakhic 

material in the Targum. The argument is that later rabbis could not have 

authorized divergences from halakhah. These scholars overlook that 

rabbinic tradition has consistently tolerated dissenting opinions 

regarding the peshat, the text's literal sense. Contra-halakhic biblical 

interpretations occur in the early midrashim, the Talmuds, and the later 

                                                            
26  See edition by A. Berliner (Leipzig, 1877). 
27  See for example P. Kahle, The Cairo Geneiza (Oxford, 1959), pages191-228; H. Albeck, 

Jubilee Volume to B. M. Lewin (1940), pages 93-104; A. Diez Macho, Neophyti, I: Genesis 
(1968), page 98; Leopold Zunz, Die Gottesdienstlichen Vorträge der Juden (Berlin, 1832). 
These views and others are discussed in I. Drazin, Targum Onkelos to Deuteronomy (Ktav, 
1982), pages 2-6, and B. Grossfeld, Targum Onqelos to Genesis (Michael Glazier, 1988), 
pages 30-35. No critical evaluation was ever made of Berliner’s Masorah and every modern 
author refers to it without comment. The book and the conclusions drawn from it require 
extensive study. It should be noted that there was or were early Aramaic translations of parts 
of the Hebrew Bible as confirmed by the fragments found in Qumran. See J. T. Milik, 
Discoveries in the Judean Desert, Volume 6: Qumran Grotte 4, II: Tefillin, Mezuzot, et 
Targums (4Q128-4Q157) Oxford, 1977. The comparison between these finds and Onkelos 
are discussed in I. Drazin’s Targum Onkelos to Leviticus (Ktav, 1994), pages 36, 146, 149, 
151. 
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commentaries of Rashi, Rashbam, Ibn Ezra, Nachmanides, and others. 

There is no rabbinic statement indicating that Targum Onkelos has 

halakhic authority. The rabbis only forbade teachings that encourage 

“behavior” contrary to halakhah. 

Dating Onkelos using the Tannaitic Midrashim  

While studying, translating, and commenting on Targum Onkelos to the 

Pentateuch, I noted the remarkable reliance of this Aramaic translation 

on the present version of all the tannaitic midrashim.28 This has led us to 

date the Targum to a time following the final redaction of these 

midrashim.29 

                                                            
28  A tannaitic document is one that transmits the views of the Jewish sages from the period of 

Hillel to the compilation of the Mishnah. This period began about 20 BCE and ended about 
200 CE, although the documents may not have been committed to writing until a later time. 
The tannaitic midrashim were not redacted until the end of the fourth century. 

  The tannaitic midrashim are Mekhilta deRabbi Yishmael and Mekhilta deRabbi Simeon b. 
Yochai to Exodus; Sifra to Leviticus; Sifrei and Sifrei Zuta to Numbers; and Sifrei and 
Midrash Tannaim to Deuteronomy. Each is individualistic in halakhic view, style, and 
character. 

  Although the tannaitic midrashim appear by their name to have been composed during the 
tannaitic period ending in the early third century, later scholars are mentioned therein. The 
tannaitic midrashim, in their present form, were unknown to the scholars in the two Talmuds 
and must have been composed in Eretz Israel no earlier than the end of the fourth century, 
after the completion of the Jerusalem Talmud. They were unknown in the Jerusalem Talmud 
because they were not yet composed. They were unknown in the Babylonian Talmud 
because of their composition in Eretz Israel. See Encyclopedia Judaica for sources 
regarding the dating of each midrash. 

  J. Neusner, Midrash in Context (Fortress Press, 1983), dates the tannaitic midrashim in the 
fifth and sixth centuries. We will see in this study that (1) our targumist drew material from 
the midrashim, which must have pre-existed the Targum, and (2) the scholars of the 
Babylonian Talmud, composed and edited in the fifth and sixth century mention our Targum, 
but did not know the name of its author. Therefore, the Targum must have been composed 
before the Babylonian Talmud. Thus, a sixth-century date for the composition of the 
midrashim is incorrect.  

29  This was done first in the Deuteronomy volume in pp. 8-10. This book showed the reliance 
of Onkelos upon the midrash Sifrei. The subsequent studies did the same with the other 
midrashim. 
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I will illustrate this conclusion by focusing on the book of Numbers. 

A comparison of the words used in Targum Onkelos and Sifrei to 

Numbers reveals the author(s) of the Targum’s reliance on this late 

fourth-century midrash. It highlights the many similarities between the 

two documents.30 The findings are rather startling when one realizes that 

the two documents were written in different languages and that their 

authors and editors, as will be seen, had different agendas. While space 

constraints limit our ability to detail the findings in the other 

Pentateuchal books, we will briefly outline these findings and 

demonstrate the consistency of the targumic borrowings. 

The method used in the following study of Numbers is relatively 

simple. Whenever the Onkelos translation replaces the biblical Hebrew 

word with one that deviates from an exact translation of the original, the 

tannaitic midrash is examined. 

For example, we will see five instances where our targumist relied 

on Sifrei to Numbers’ definitions. Sifrei defined words using what we 

may call a complete definition formula: ein bakhal makom elah (‘there 

is no place that X means anything else but ‘Y’). Onkelos quotes Sifrei’s 

word definition each time this formula is used, except where the midrash 

differentiates dabeir, ‘speak,’ from amar, ‘said.’31 

                                                            
30  Onkelos has many Hebraisms because its audience’s language included many Hebrew 

words. They were used in the translation whenever the Hebrew was more familiar or 
understandable to the reader than the Aramaic equivalent. Similarly, although the midrash 
was composed in Hebrew, there are many Aramaic words in it. 

 ,equals Sifrei’s pisqahs 7, 10 ;גזר used in 6:2 to help define יפרש ;5:17 ,כיור ;twice, 5:6 שקר  31
and 23, respectively. 

  The exception of דבר in 12:1 (=pisqah 99) is understandable. Sifrei interprets דבר as “harsh 
speech.” This is derash, a homiletical exposition, not a true definition; and Onkelos only 
translates according to the peshat, the simple meaning of the text. Yet, even in this instance, 
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Similarly, Sifrei uses what we could call a short definition formula, 

ein (‘There is no… but’), thirteen times.32 Again, Onkelos incorporates 

Sifrei’s exact word or uses a synonym of the midrashic term in each 

instance. Thus, repeatedly and consistently, Onkelos defines the biblical 

terms precisely, just as the midrash does whenever it states that it is 

providing a definition. In each instance, the targumist used Sifrei as a 

dictionary. 

Additionally, our targumist repeats—one might even say “quotes”—

Sifrei’s exact word in 53 other verses and is similar to the midrash an 

additional 35 times in the book of Numbers. Thus, when Onkelos 

parallels the midrash, it is more likely to repeat its exact words than to 

use a synonym. These numbers are extraordinary since the Targum is an 

Aramaic translation of the midrash, a Hebrew document, and there is an 

extant midrash on only a third of the biblical text. 

Targum Onkelos parallels Sifrei to Numbers in 106 instances, in over 

a third of the verses where Sifrei has commentary. This is not a 

happenstance. The Targum uses the word because the Targumist drew it 

from the Midrash.33 

The Onkelos targumist not only drew his translation, indeed his very 

words, from Sifrei to Numbers, but also with the tannaitic midrash Sifrei 

Zuta to Numbers. 

                                                            

although the Targum does not quote the adjective “harsh,” it differentiates the two words, 
rendering מלל for “speak” and retaining אמר for the second. 
A chart of these instances is in I. Drazin, “Dating Targum Onkelos by means of the Tannaitic 
Midrashim,” Journal of Jewish Studies, Autumn 1999. 

33  The 106 instances are listed in the Journal of Jewish Studies article. 



 

94 

 

Sifrei Zuta does not use the complete definition formula contained in 

Sifrei. Still, it has the short formula ein in five verses (7:3, 10:31, 11:3, 

11:18, and 15:38). In each instance, our targumist deviates from the 

biblical text and uses an Aramaic synonym for Sifrei Zuta’s word. 

In addition, Onkelos quotes Sifrei Zuta’s exact words 61 times, 

similar to the midrash 38 times. In total, the Targum parallels this 

midrash in 104 places.34 

Lack of Similarities  

Turning to the opposite perspective, the following answers the question: 

Why did the targumist not copy everything in the midrash, and why did 

he include material not in the midrash? This will help us understand that 

the targumist consistently drew his material from the midrash and only 

failed to do so for good reasons.  

As mentioned earlier, the targumist and the midrash compilers had 

different agendas. The targumist quotes the midrash when their purposes 

are the same, when the midrash translates the text’s simple meaning. He 

deviates from the midrash when the midrash goes beyond this task. He 

adds material that is not in the midrash when the midrash does not 

attempt to clarify the text’s meaning, and his rendering does so. 

The following list catalogs some deviations the targumist inserted to 

clarify the text, but they are not found in Sifrei. These changes, which 

                                                            
34  Like Sifrei, Sifrei Zuta was composed at the end of the fourth century CE. But, unlike the 

former, the latter disappeared and only fragments were rediscovered in the Genizah, in 
Yalkut Shimoni, Midrash ha-Gadol, and other works. H. S. Horovitz compiled these findings 
and published them in Sifrei al Sefer be-Midbar VeSifrei Zuta (1917). Later, J. N. Epstein 
published an additional large fragment in Tarbiz 1/1 (1930). Sifrei Zuta contains many 
halakhot that are not mentioned elsewhere and many that differ with those in the Mishnah. 
Its style and terminology are unique. 
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are explained in chapter 3 and the author’s Targum Onkelos to Numbers, 

either did not concern the halakhic and aggadic-minded commentators 

of the midrash, or they are insertions that the compilers of the midrash 

did not feel compelled to add to every verse when they had already 

commented upon it elsewhere (e.g., Shekhinah or adding a preposition).35  

1. Explaining the text with an Aramaic idiom  

2. Replacing el, which means “God,” with “idol.” 

3. Changing the harsh “take” to the softer “lead.” 

4. Grammatical and tense replacements 

5. Explanation of metaphors 

6. Using words to avoid anthropomorphisms, such as	memra 

7. Treating a name as a verb 

8. Updating and thereby identifying a place name 

9. Being more explicit than the Bible 

10. Avoiding anthropomorphism and anthropopathism 

11. Changes to preserve Israelite honor 

12. Changes to protect God’s honor 

13. Removing redundancies 

14. Replacing the plural Elohim with the Tetragrammaton 

Thus, the targumic insertions not in the midrash are absent because 

they do not concern the midrashic authors. Conversely, the targumist 

only incorporates Sifrei material that interprets biblical verses according 

to their literal meaning. He avoids using derash interpretations to 

                                                            
35  These deviations are identified and explained in the author’s Targum series. See Notes 14, 

21, 27, and 28. Targum Onkelos’s understanding and use of peshat will be addressed in the 
next chapter. 
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disclose the text’s hidden meaning, or where the midrash has halakhah, 

theology, legends, and parables. 

An example of midrashic derash that Onkelos refrains from using is 

the Masoretic Text’s (MT’s) “uncover the woman’s head” (Numbers 

5:18), which implies that Israelite women should keep their heads 

covered. MT’s “place in her hands” (5:18) must tire her out so that she 

will repent. MT’s “two turtledoves and two young pigeons” (6:10) 

implies that people may not substitute turtledoves for pigeons or pigeons 

for turtledoves. 

Halakhic elements are on virtually every Sifrei page. They appear 

only rarely in the Aramaic translation, which also has contra-halakhic 

matter, and only when they help readers understand the text’s simple 

meaning. MT’s “command” (5:2) is said to apply immediately and for 

future generations. MT’s “his sin” clarifies that one does not confess 

one's father’s sins. MT’s “eyes” (5:11) exclude a blind person. 

Aside from its avoidance of anthropomorphism, theology and 

morality are generally absent from Onkelos, but abound in the midrash. 

Sifrei derives the lesson that strength is granted to those who are strong 

and encouragement to those who are stout of heart (5:2). Aaron was 

righteous because he did precisely what Moses told him to do (8:1). The 

Israelites were virtuous because they did what Moses instructed (9:1). 

Merit flows to the deserving and humiliation to those who are disgraceful 

(9:1). 

Various legends and parables do not appear in Onkelos. For example, 

in each of the seven days of preparing the Tabernacle, Moses set it up 

and then dismantled it (7:1). Aaron’s sons did not literally die before the 
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Lord; they fell outside so as not to render the Tabernacle unclean. In fact, 

an angel sustained them after they had been struck by fire, helped them 

outside, and allowed them to fall in the courtyard (7:1). The Israelite 

desert leaders were the same individuals who had been assigned as their 

supervisors while they were slaves in Egypt (7:3). 

In summary, the Onkelos targumist consistently drew on 

explanations and definitions from the late fourth-century midrashim to 

clarify the text’s simple meaning and frequently quoted them. He ignored 

material that did not further this agenda, so he could not have composed 

his translation before the end of the fourth century. 

Consistency With Other Biblical Books 

Targum Onkelos’s significant and unswerving reliance on the tannaitic 

midrashim to Numbers to clarify the simple meaning of the biblical text 

also occurred in the other books of the Pentateuch. Onkelos’s deviations 

from the literal Hebrew translation consistently reflect the late fourth-

century tannaitic midrashim in approximately one-third of the verses 

with midrashic commentary. 

Exodus 

Although the tannaitic midrash Mekhilta deRabbi Yishmael appears in 

only about 14 chapters of the Exodus, Targum Onkelos deviates from 

the biblical text's literal rendering 158 times. It consistently and 

remarkably employs midrashic language, including 95 instances in 

which the targumist quotes the exact word from the Mekhilta, with an 

average of eight per chapter. He parallels Mekhilta in more than 30% of 

the verses in which midrashic comments occur. This is startling since 
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most of the midrash is derash, comments that are contrary to his purpose, 

which he avoids. 

The targumist never explains Exodus in a manner contrary to 

Mekhilta’s peshat, the text’s plain and explicit meaning. He uses all or 

virtually all Mekhilta interpretations that are peshat and neglects only the 

Mekhilta’s derash, halakhah, theology, legends, and parables, since the 

Targum, as we said, is a translation and not a commentary. The reverse 

is not true: he deviates to add clarifications not found in Mekhilta, since 

it was composed after this midrash.36  

Leviticus 

The findings for Numbers and Exodus are repeated in Leviticus and 

Deuteronomy. The targumist relied on the late fourth-century tannaitic 

midrashim to translate the biblical text. His deviations in Leviticus 

parallel the midrash Sifra’s interpretation in 129 instances, including 82 

times that he uses Sifra’s word. Again, he never explains Leviticus 

contrary to Sifra’s peshat; he incorporates all, or virtually all, of Sifra’s 

interpretations that are peshat and neglects its derash, halakhah, 

theology, legends, and parables, and has deviations that clarify the text 

that is not in Sifra.37 

Deuteronomy 

In Deuteronomy, as well, Onkelos’s deviations remarkably reflect the 

late fourth-century tannaitic midrash Sifrei’s interpretation in about a 

third of the verses in less than half of Deuteronomy where extant midrash 

                                                            
36  See the author’s Targum Onkelos to Exodus (Ktav), pages 8-11, 32-33, for details. 
37  See the author’s Targum Onkelos to Leviticus (Ktav), pages 9-11, 26-28, for details. 
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is available. The Targum deviates 201 times, using words that reflect 

interpretations in the Sifrei. This represents about thirty percent of 

Sifrei’s interpretations. 

Several statistics illustrate the remarkable nature of this achievement. 

For example, there are 489 verses in the first 17 chapters, which comprise 

the first half of Deuteronomy. Only 186 of these sentences, about 38 

percent, have comments by Sifrei. The targumist’s deviations from a 

literal rendering of Deuteronomy parallel those of the Sifrei in 56 

passages (in 60 instances), or approximately 30%. As noted, the 

sentences in which he does not reflect Sifrei are all instances of derash 

in the midrash. Thus, again, Onkelos contains virtually all of the non-

aggadic Sifrei material, and there is no instance where the Targum differs 

with this midrash except where the latter has derash, or there is a scribal 

error in the Targum.38 

Genesis 

H. Albeck39 noted that the author(s) of the fourth-century midrash 

Genesis Rabba did not use Onkelos, despite having difficulty 

understanding verses that the targumist had understood and translated. 

For example, Genesis Rabba recounts an incident where rabbis sought 

to determine the Aramaic equivalent of a biblical term and had to travel 

to where Aramaic was spoken. They did not look at Onkelos, where the 

word is explained in Aramaic. Albeck’s observations are supplemented 

                                                            
38  See the author’s Targum Onkelos to Deuteronomy (Ktav), pages 9-10, 43-44, for details. 
39  “Mekoroth Ha-Bereshit Rabba,” Einleitung und Register zu Berechit Rabba volume 3 

(Jerusalem 1965), pages 44-54. Albeck did not reach the author’s discovery that the Onkelos 
targumist took material from the tannaitic midrashim.  
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in the author’s Targumic Studies.40 We now know that the midrash’s 

authors could not have utilized Onkelos as a source because it did not 

exist at the time it was composed. 

Conclusion 

My studies of the Targum Onkelos Aramaic translation of the Hebrew 

Bible compared the words used in the Aramaic translation when the 

translator did not render the Bible literally with the language used in the 

late fourth-century midrashim. The study showed that Onkelos 

consistently used the language in the midrashim. There were 698 

similarities between Targum Onkelos to the four biblical books we 

studied (excluding Genesis) and the text contained in the five midrashic 

volumes we analyzed, most of which were exact quotes.41 The Targum 

parallels these midrashim in a third of the verses where there are 

midrashic comments. Since the targumist drew material from these 

volumes, his Targum Onkelos must have been composed after the end of 

the fourth century CE. 

While the editors of the Babylonian Talmud had Targum Onkelos in 

hand and could not recall its author, it stands to reason that the Targum 

must have been completed before the editing of this Talmud began in the 

fifth century. Thus, a date of 400 CE is probably very close to the exact 

date of our Targum’s composition. 

                                                            
40  See the author’s Targumic Studies, “Analysis of Targum Onkelos Deviations to Genesis” 

(University Microfilms International, 1981), pages 1-76. 
41  No study was made of Bereshit Rabba, Mekhilta deRabbi Simeon b. Yochai and Midrash 

Tannaim. The author believes that more parallels will be found between Targum Onkelos 
and the other tannaitic midrashim when these books are studied. 
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An afterword 

It is worthwhile to repeat the following from Targum Onkelos in 

Deuteronomy. 

As to which composition is earlier, Sifrei or Targum Onkelos, there 

are four possibilities. First, Sifrei was composed after Targum Onkelos 

and followed an interpretative tradition that originated with, or was 

incorporated into, the Targum. This is possible, but because of the subtle, 

concise, and often ambiguous nature of Targum Onkelos’s deviations, it 

is doubtful that the editor of Sifrei sat down and examined every 

deviation. Nor would he have found a reason, or written an expansion of 

it, to prove his point by citing the opinions of tannaitic sages who lived 

over many generations. Furthermore, this would fail to explain Sifrei’s 

derash, the material in Targum Onkelos not included in Sifrei, the 

collection of divergent tannaitic views, and so forth.  

 The second possibility is that both Sifrei and Targum Onkelos 

were composed over several generations by a series of authors, with 

mutual borrowing, both basing their interpretations on the same rabbinic 

tradition, which was either transmitted orally or in written form, but is 

no longer extant. 

 Thirdly, it is similarly possible that both Sifrei and Targum 

Onkelos are based on an earlier, more expansive Targum that is no longer 

extant. While both (2) and (3) are possible, they are unlikely due to the 

remarkable and consistent parallels between the two documents, as well 

as the other reasons mentioned above. Furthermore, if Sifrei drew from 

a Targum, one would expect some mention of a Targum among the many 

other cited sources, but there is none in Sifrei. 
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 The fourth possibility is that Sifrei preceded Targum Onkelos, 

and the author(s) of the Targum translated with “one finger in the MT 

and another in Sifrei.” This would explain the remarkable parallelism 

and the additional material in Targum Onkelos. 

 The author acknowledges that his late fourth or early fifth-

century CE date for Onkelos relies on the generally accepted scholarly 

dating of the tannaitic midrashim. It can be argued that earlier versions 

of these midrashim existed. The author would dismiss this idea because 

the targumist consistently follows the present midrashic text and must 

have used the final version. Another argument could be made in favor of 

the minority view that the midrashim were composed at an earlier 

redaction date. In any event, however, the author’s contribution remains 

regardless of when the midrashim are dated. The Onkelos targumist 

borrowed from the tannaitic midrashim and therefore must be dated after 

them. 
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Chapter Nineteen 

Nachmanides introduced the Idea that Onkelos has 

Derash 

People today read Targum Onkelos and search it for derash, halakhah, 

and homiletical teachings. The following will demonstrate that the rabbis 

in the Talmuds and Midrashim, as well as the Bible commentators who 

utilized the Targum before the thirteenth century, recognized that the 

Aramaic translation only contains the Torah’s peshat, its plain meaning, 

and not sermonic material. It will survey how pre-thirteenth-century 

rabbis and scholars utilized Onkelos and how Nachmanides influenced 

the understanding of the Targum. Only after Nachmanides’ change did 

other interpreters of Onkelos read more than the plain meaning into this 

Targum. The article also introduces the reader to Onkelos and explains 

why the Talmudic rabbis required that it be read weekly. 

The Law 

The Babylonian Talmud and the later Jewish codes mandate that Jews 

read the Torah portion weekly, twice in the original Hebrew and once in 

Targum Onkelos.42 Moses Maimonides and Josef Karo, whose law codes 

are regarded as binding in many circles, felt that it is vital to understand 

the Bible text through the lens of its rabbinically accepted translation, 

                                                            
42  Babylonian Talmud, Berakhot 8a, b, Maimonides’ Mishneh Torah, Laws of Prayer 13:25, 

and Shulchan Aruch, Orach Chayim, The Laws of Shabbat 285, 1. The requirement is not 
in the Jerusalem Talmud because Targum Onkelos did not exist when this Talmud was 
composed. See I. Drazin, Journal of Jewish Studies, volume 50, 1999, pages 246-258, where 
I date Onkelos to the late fourth century, based on the targumist’s consistent use of late 
fourth century Midrashim. 
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Targum Onkelos. Many authorities agree that no other translation will 

do.43 This raises some questions. 

What is Targum Onkelos? 

The word Targum means “translation,” thus Targum Onkelos means a 

translation by Onkelos. Targum Onkelos is a translation of the five books 

of Moses from Hebrew into Aramaic. The rabbis placed their imprimatur 

upon Targum Onkelos.44 and considered it the official translation. 

Although there are other Aramaic translations,45 ancient Greek ones,46 

and later translations into other languages, Targum Onkelos is the most 

literal. Yet, despite being extremely literal, it contains over 10,000 

differences from the original Hebrew text.47  

The Significance of Onkelos 

All the Bible commentaries extolled Onkelos. Rashi states that the 

Onkelos translation was revealed at Mt. Sinai.48 Tosafot49 made a similar 

statement and contended that places in the Torah cannot be understood 

without the Onkelos translation.  

                                                            
43  Although some authorities, such as the Shulchan Aruch, discussed below, say that a person 

can fulfill the rabbinic obligation by reading Rashi. 
44  Babylonian Talmud, Megillah 3a. 
45  The two other complete Jewish Aramaic translations are Targum Pseudo-Jonathan and 

Targum Neophyti. 
46  The Septuagint composed about 250 BCE, and the translation by Aquila composed about 

130 CE. 
47  There are many reasons for the targumic changes, such as to clarify passages, to protect 

God’s honor, to show respect for Israelite ancestors, etc. These alterations were not made to 
teach derash, as will be shown below. The differences between peshat and derash is a 
complex subject. Simply stated, peshat is the plain or simple or obvious meaning of a text. 
Derash is the reading of a passage with either a conscious or unconscious intent to derive 
something from it, usually a teaching or ruling applicable to the needs or sensibilities of the 
later day, something the original writer may have never meant. 

48  S.v, m’charef, Babylonian Talmud, Kiddushin 49a. 
49  S.v. shnayim, Babylonian Talmud, Berakhot 8a, b. 
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Some people consider these comments hyperbolic or metaphorical, 

and that the authors meant that Onkelos is so significant that it is as if it 

were a divine gift handed to Moses at Sinai. But whether literal or 

metaphoric, it is clear that these sages are expressing a reverence for 

Onkelos not accorded to any other book in Jewish history, a reverence 

approaching the respect they gave to the Torah itself. This veneration 

continued and is reflected in the fact that, for many centuries, every 

printed edition of the Pentateuch contained an Onkelos text, which was 

generally given preferential placement adjacent to the Torah.  

Why did the rabbis require Jews to read Targum Onkelos? 

Notably, the Talmudic dictum was composed during a period of 

significant rabbinical exegetical activity, characterized by numerous 

important collections, including the Talmuds, Genesis Rabba, Mekhilta, 

Sifra, and Sifrei. Remarkably, the rabbis did not require Jews to read 

these books, which were filled with interesting derash explanations 

written by the rabbis themselves. They only mandated the reading of 

Onkelos when reviewing the weekly Torah portion.  

Furthermore, by the time the Shulchan Aruch was composed in the 

sixteenth century and the Talmudic law was stated in it, most of the 

classical medieval biblical commentaries, which included derash, were 

already in circulation. While Joseph Karo, its author, suggests that one 

could study Rashi weekly instead of the Targum, he quickly adds that 

those who have “reverence for God” will study both Rashi and Onkelos. 

The explanation offered by TAZ, a commentary on the Shulchan Aruch, 

is that while Rashi enables the student to read the Bible and access 
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insights from the Talmud and the Oral Law, Onkelos remains 

indispensable for understanding the text itself.  

Thus, the rabbis, who composed books containing midrashic 

interpretations, deemed it so necessary for Jews to understand the plain 

meaning of the Torah that they mandated that Jews read Targum Onkelos 

on a weekly basis.50 When did people stop seeing that Onkelos contains 

the Torah’s plain meaning and read derash into the wording of the 

Targum? 

The Earliest Understanding of Targum Onkelos 

There was no problem understanding the intent of Targum Onkelos until 

the thirteenth century, close to a millennium after it was composed. At 

that time, Nachmanides was the first commentator to introduce the 

concept that people should read Onkelos to find deeper meaning beyond 

the text’s plain sense. These included mystical lessons, which 

Nachmanides referred to as derekh haemet, the path of truth.  

The conclusion that Onkelos contains only the simple meaning of the 

Torah is supported by an examination of how the ancients, living before 

the thirteenth century, consistently and without exception, used Onkelos 

only for its peshat. Although many of these Bible commentators were 

interested in and devoted to the lessons, derash that could be derived 

from biblical verses, and although they were constantly using Onkelos 

for the Torah’s plain meaning, its peshat, they never employed the 

Targum to find derash or to support their conclusion that the verse they 

were discussing contained derash. This situation changed when, for the 

                                                            
50  They may have also been implying that one cannot understand their derash unless they first 

understood the Torah’s peshat. 
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first time, Nachmanides mined the Targum to uncover derash.51 

Nachmanides used Onkelos to support his interpretation of the Torah. 

This is significant since many of these rabbinical commentators were 

far more interested in derash than peshat. If they felt that Onkelos 

contained derash, they would have used this translation, which they 

extolled, as Nachmanides later did, to support their midrashic 

interpretations of the Torah. The following are the ancient sources. 

Midrashim and Talmuds 

The first references to a Targum are in the Midrashim and the Babylonian 

Talmud. A Targum is mentioned 17 times in the Midrashim52 and 18 

times in the Babylonian Talmud.53 Each of the 35 quotes is an attempt to 

search the Targum for the meaning of a word. Although these sources 

leaned towards midrashic explanations, and were scrupulous in naming 

the source for their teachings, they never tried to draw midrashic 

interpretations from the Targum or stated that their idea was in Onkelos. 

Thus, the Midrashim and the Babylonian Talmud understood that the 

Targum is a translation, not a derash source. 

                                                            
51  Our view that Onkelos was written without derash is also supported by the following 

interpretation of the Babylonian Talmud, Megillah 3a. The Talmud recalls a tradition that 
the world shuttered when Targum Jonathan to the Prophets was written. Why, the Talmud 
asks, did this not occur when Targum Onkelos was composed? Because, it answers, Onkelos 
reveals nothing (that is, it contains no derash), whereas Targum Jonathan reveals secrets (by 
means of its derash). 

52  See M. M. Kasher, Torah Shelemah 24 (Jerusalem, 1974), pages 225-238, and J. Reifman, 
Sedeh Aram (Berlin, 1875), pages 12-14. The mention of a Targum in the Midrashim and 
Talmuds are not necessarily references to Onkelos; the wording in these sources and 
Onkelos frequently differ. 

53  See Kasher, supra pages 155-161 and Reifman, supra, pages 8-10.  
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Die Masorah Zum Targum Onkelos 

A volume of targumim traditions collected in Die Masorah Zum Targum 

Onkelos is said to have been composed in the third century, but was most 

likely written a couple of centuries later54 after the Talmuds. There is no 

suggestion in the collection that Onkelos contains derash. The book 

attempts to describe the Targum in its entirety, but it contains only 

translational traditions related to Onkelos. If an author believed that 

Onkelos had derash, he would have included traditions about it. 

Saadiah Gaon 

The works of Saadiah Gaon, born in 882 CE, also contain no indication 

that Onkelos has derash. Saadiah composed a translation of the Bible 

into Arabic and extensively used Targum Onkelos to discern the plain 

meaning of words. He never even hinted that his predecessor’s work 

contains derash.55 This is significant because Saadiah emphasized the 

Torah’s plain meaning and frequently used Onkelos in his Arabic 

translation.56 He quotes Onkelos on every page without attribution. He 

                                                            
54  See edition by A. Berliner (Leipzig, 1877). See I. Drazin, JJS 50.2, supra, and note 15, for 

a summary of the scholarly comments on this volume. 
55  See my study of Saadiah Gaon and Onkelos in the introduction to Onkelos on the Torah: 

Leviticus, pages xvii-xxii. 
56  Perushei Rabeinu Saadia Gaon al HaTorah, Mossad Harav Kook, Jerusalem, 1986, and 

Daf-Chen Press, Jerusalem, 1984. The uses of Onkelos are indexed in Genesis in the 1984 
volume on page 471. See Erwin Rosenthal, “The Study of the Bible in medieval Judaism,” 
Studia Semitica, Cambridge, 1971, pages 244-271, especially pages 248 and 249 regarding 
Saadiah. 

  Saadiah established Hebrew philology as a prerequisite for the study of the literal sense of 
the Bible and he used rabbinic interpretations in his translation only when it complied with 
reason. He stated at the end of his introduction to the Pentateuch that his work is a “simple, 
explanatory translation of the text of the Torah written with the knowledge of reason and 
tradition.” As we will see, Gaon, ibn Ezra, and Onkelos included another meaning only 
when the literal sense of the biblical text ran counter to reason or tradition. His failure to 
mention that Onkelos contains derash does not prove indisputably that he saw no derash in 
the commentary. However, since he copied Onkelos’s interpretations so very frequently in 
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uses it as a translation so extensively that, if readers have difficulty 

understanding Onkelos, they can refer to the Saadiah translation to see 

what the targumist is conveying. 

Menachem ibn Saruq 

Menachem ibn Saruq, a tenth-century Spanish lexicographer, was 

explicit. He called Onkelos a ptr, a translation.57 

Samuel ben Hofni Gaon 

Samuel ben Hofni Gaon served as head of the Babylonian Academy at 

Sura in Babylonia from 997 to 1013 and wrote a biblical commentary. 

He refers to Targum Onkelos on several occasions,58 uses the Targum to 

understand the meaning of words, and always treats it as a literal 

translation without derash. 

Rashi 

No biblical commentator relied more on Onkelos than Rabbi Shlomo 

Yitzchaki, better known as Rashi, born in 1040. He extols Onkelos as 

stated above, mentions the targumist by name hundreds of times,59 and 

                                                            

his Arabic translation, it is likely that if he saw derash in Onkelos he would have mentioned 
it. 

57  In his Sefer Machberet Menahem (H. Filipowski, editor), London and Edinburgh, 1854, 
pages 14a, 16b 17a, 17b, 20a, and others. 

58  Peirush Hatorah L’Rav Shmuel ben Hofni Gaon, Mossad Harav Kook, Jerusalem, 1978, 
index on page 111.  

59  See the listing in Perushei Rashi al Hatorah by Charles B. Chavel, Mossad Harav Kook, 
Jerusalem, 1982, pages 628 and 629. For Rashi’s struggle against derash, see, for example, 
his commentary to Genesis 3:8. While Rashi believed he interpreted Scriptures according 
to its peshat, ibn Ezra criticized him: “He expounded the Torah homiletically believing such 
to be the literal meaning, whereas his books do not contain it except once in a thousand 
(times),” Safah Berurah, editor G. Lippmann, Furth, 1839, page 5a. See also S. Kamin, 
Rashi’s Exegetical Categorization concerning the Distinction Between Peshat and Derash 
(Doctorial Theses), Jerusalem, 1978; M. Banitt, Rashi, Interpreter of the Biblical Letter, Tel 
Aviv University, 1985; and Y. Rachman, Igeret Rashi, Mizrachi, 1991. 
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incorporates the targumic interpretation without attribution in hundreds 

of other comments. He employs a blend of peshat and derash in his 

commentary, frequently quoting the Talmuds and Midrashim as the 

sources of his derash. He never uses Onkelos as a source for his derash, 

or treats the Targum as anything other than a translation. It should be 

evident that since Rashi relied so extensively on Onkelos, whom he 

considered holy, for peshat, if he had seen derash in the Targum, he 

would have said so. 

Rashbam  

Rashi’s grandson, Samuel ben Meir (known as Rashbam, 1085–1174), 

wrote his Bible commentary in large measure to liberate people from 

derash and to show his disagreement with Rashi’s frequent use of 

derash.60 He seldom mentions his sources, but draws from Onkelos with 

respect, usually by name. In Genesis, for example, where Rashi is only 

named in 37:2, Onkelos is quoted in 21:16, 25:28, 26:26, 28:2, 40:11, 

and 41:45. In Deuteronomy, to cite another example, Onkelos is 

mentioned in 4:28, 16:2, 16:9, 17:18, and 23:13. While he criticizes his 

grandfather with and without attribution for his use of derash,61 and 

occasionally disagrees with Onkelos, he never rebukes the targumist for 

                                                            
60  M. I. Lockshin, Rabbi Samuel ben Meir’s Commentary on Genesis, Jewish Studies, The 

Edwin Mellen Press, 1989. See especially Rashbam to Genesis 37:2 and 49:16 where he 
criticizes his grandfather with strong language.  

61  Lockshin, supra, pages 391-399, notes that Rashi’s Torah Commentary is the primary focus 
of Rashbam’s own commentary. Of some 650 periscopes of interpretation in the latter’s 
commentary to Genesis, only about 33 percent concern issues not relevant to Rashi. Of the 
remaining two-thirds, in only about 18 percent does Rashbam feel Rashi is correct, and in 
just over 48 percent he is in disagreement with him, consistently criticizing him for 
substituting derash for peshat, exactly what Rashi declared he would not do. With this 
sensitivity and opposition to derash, it is very telling that he did not sprinkle even one drop 
of his venom on the targumist.  
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using derash.62 Like his predecessors, he saw no derash in Targum 

Onkelos. 

Abraham ibn Ezra 

Abraham ibn Ezra (1089–1164), like Rashbam, was determined to 

distance himself from derash and establish the literal meaning of the 

biblical text in his Bible commentaries, as he states in his two 

introductions. He uses Onkelos frequently, only as a translation to prove 

the meaning of words. 

Ibn Ezra was the first to note a few isolated instances of derash in 

the Targum. I believe this first observation of derash in Onkelos is due 

to the fact that derash did not exist in the original Targum text.63 Various 

overzealous, well-meaning scribes later embedded it, probably around 

the time Ibn Ezra discovered it. Ibn Ezra recognizes that Onkelos’s 

purpose is to offer peshat because he states that the targumist is following 

his (ibn Ezra’s) own method, the “straight (or right) way” of peshat to 

interpret the Hebrew according to grammatical rules.64 

                                                            
62  See Genesis 25:28, for example, where Rashbam issues the accolade: “the plain meaning of 

scripture is the one offered by the Targum.” It is significant to note that although Rashbam 
railed against the insertion of derash into a biblical commentary, his own commentary was 
frequently adulterated, as was Targum Onkelos, by the improper insertions of derash by 
later hands. See, for example, Deuteronomy 2:20, 3:23, 7:11, and 11:10 in A. I. Bromberg, 
Perush HaTorah leRashbam, Tel Aviv, 5725, page 201, note 25; page 202, note 111; page 
206, 7, note 9; and page 210, note 3. 

63  Chaim Heller and Dov Revel were also convinced that the original text of Onkelos did not 
have derash. However, they did not recognize that Nachmanides was the first commentator 
to argue the opposite. The first is in A Critical Essay on the Palestinian Targum to the 
Pentateuch, NY, 1921, pages 32-57. The second is in Targum Yonatan al Hatorah, New 
York, 1924, page 5. See also Bernard Grossfeld in “Targum Onkelos, Halakhah and the 
Halakhic Midrashim,” in D.R.G. Beattie and M. McNamara (editors), The Aramaic Bible, 
1994, pages 228-46. 

64  In his epigram preceding one of the recessions of his commentary on the Pentateuch, ibn 
Ezra writes that he intends to mention by name only those authors “whose opinion I consider 
correct.” He names Onkelos frequently. In his commentary to Numbers, for example, the 
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Maimonides 

Maimonides, born in 1138, supported part of Ibn Ezra’s rationalistic 

philosophy by using Onkelos. Maimonides recognized that the targumist 

frequently deviated from a literal rendering of the biblical text to remove 

anthropomorphism and anthropopathisms to avoid humanly portraying 

God, for this is “a fundamental element in our faith, and the 

comprehension of which is not easy for the common people.”65 

Maimonides never uses Onkelos for derash. 

Joseph Bechor Schor 

Joseph Bechor Schor (born around 1140) adopted the literal 

methodology of Rashbam.66 However, he is not as consistent as 

                                                            

Targum is cited in 11:5, where he gives another interpretation but respectfully adds, “he is 
also correct,” and in 11:22, where he comments, “it means exactly what the Aramaic 
targumist states.” See also 12:1; 21:14; 22:24; 23:3; 23:10; 24:23 and 25:4. Asher Weiser, 
Ibn Ezra, Perushei Hatorah, Mossad Harav Kook, 1977. 
While he treats Onkelos respectfully, ibn Ezra uses the strongly derogatory terms 
“deceivers” or “liars” for the derash-filled Targum Pseudo-Jonathan to Deuteronomy 24:6. 
See D. Revel, Targum Yonatan al Hatorah, New York, 5685, pages 1 and 2.  

65  The “fundamental element” that Onkelos addresses is the avoidance of a literal translation 
of most anthropomorphic and anthropopathic phrases. See the listing in Moses Maimonides, 
The Guide of the Perplexed, translated and with an introduction by Shlomo Pines, The 
University of Chicago Press, 1963, volume 2, pages 656 and 658, and 1:28 for the quote. 
Maimonides based his interpretation of negative commands 128 and 163 in part upon our 
Targum. Maimonides: The Commandments, translated by Charles B. Chavel, The Soncino 
Press, 1967, pages 116, 117, and 155, 156. This was not because Onkelos deviated from the 
plain meaning to teach halakhah. Command 128 forbids an apostate Israelite to eat the 
Passover offering. Onkelos translates the biblical “no alien may eat thereof” as “no apostate 
Israelite” (Exodus 12:43). The targumist may have thought this was the necessary meaning 
because Exodus 12:45 and 48 state that a sojourner and an uncircumcised Israelite could not 
eat this sacrifice; thus, the earlier verse must be referring to someone else. Command 163 
prohibits a priest from entering the Sanctuary with disheveled, untrimmed hair. Maimonides 
notes that Onkelos translates Leviticus 10:6’s “Let not the hair of your heads go loose” as 
“grow long.” Again, the targumist may have thought that this was the verse’s simple sense 
because it is the language used by the Torah itself in Numbers 6:5, and because when one 
loosens one’s hair, it becomes longer. Indeed, Rashi states explicitly that the peshat of 
“loose” in this instance is “long.” 

66  He is believed to have been a student of Rashbam’s brother Rabbeinu Tam. See the source 
in the next note. 
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Rashbam. He inserts homiletical comments along with those that are 

literal. He mentions Rashbam only twice by name, but quotes Onkelos 

dozens of times to support his definition of a word when his 

interpretation is literal. Although he used Onkelos and derash, he never 

states or even suggests that Onkelos contains derash 67 and never uses 

Onkelos to support his homiletical remarks. 

Radak 

David Kimchi (known as Radak, about 1160–1235) wrote biblical 

commentaries using the text’s plain sense in contrast to the homiletical 

elaborations that were prevalent during his lifetime. He followed the 

methodology of Ibn Ezra and stressed philological analysis. He refers to 

Onkelos frequently and always treats the Targum as a translation. Like 

Ibn Ezra, he occasionally inserted homiletical interpretations into his 

commentary from midrashic legends to add zest and delight readers, but 

he never used Onkelos for this purpose. 

Conclusions from Reading the Ancient Commentators 

The consistent history of most commentators using Onkelos only for the 

plain meaning of the Torah and never mentioning seeing derash in the 

Targum is quite persuasive that no derash was in the original Onkelos 

text. If any commentators who lived before the mid-thirteenth century 

believed that Targum Onkelos contained derash, especially those who 

delighted in, or were concerned with derash, they would have said so. 

                                                            
67  J. Nebo, Perushei Rabbi Josef Bechor Schor al Hatorah, Mossad Harav Kook, 1994, page 

11, Schor went beyond Targum Onkelos in his concern about biblical anthropomorphisms 
and his attempts to whitewash the patriarchs. 
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Only Ibn Ezra did by calling attention to only a few most likely recent 

unauthorized insertions. 

Where did the derash many people think they see in Targum Onkelos 

come from today? First, I am convinced that some of the targumic 

readings that individuals read as derash were intended by the targumist 

as peshat, the text’s simple meaning; people differ in what they see. 

Second, Chaim Heller has shown us many examples where most, if not 

all, of the presently found derash did not exist in the original Targum 

text.68 His findings are supported by the previously mentioned history, 

which shows that Ibn Ezra was the first to observe any derash in our 

Targum. 

Nachmanides was the first Bible commentator to read derash into 

Onkelos 

Nachmanides was influenced by Kabbalah, Jewish mysticism. He 

equated kabala with truth69 and felt70 He stated that since the Torah is 

truth, it must contain Kabbalah. He felt that no one could attain 

knowledge of the Torah or truth based on his reasoning. A person must 

listen to a kabbalist who received the truth from another kabbalist, 

generation after generation, back to Moses, who heard the kabbalistic 

teaching from God.71 He decided to disseminate this truth, or at least hint 

                                                            
68  See note 64. 
69  Genesis 6:13, 18; 31:42; 33:20; 35:13; and others. 
70  This could be seen as a kind of syllogism. Torah is truth. Kabbalah is the truth. Thus, Torah 

“must” contain Kabbalah. 
71  Ramban, Writings and Discourses, translated and annotated by Charles B. Chavel, Shilo, 

1978, page 174. 
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at its existence, and was the first to introduce mystic teachings of the 

Torah into a biblical commentary.72  

He felt it was appropriate to extend his exegetical methodology into 

his interpretations of our Targum,73 erroneously believing that Onkelos 

“lived in the age of the philosophers immediately after Aristotle.” Like 

the philosopher, he was so interested in esoteric teachings that, though 

born a high-placed Roman non-Jew, he converted to Judaism to learn 

Torah and later taught its secret lessons through his biblical translation.74 

Examples of Nachmanides’ problematical interpretations of 

Onkelos  

In a detailed separate study, I studied all the instances where 

Nachmanides interprets Onkelos. I found that Nachmanides mentions 

Targum Onkelos in his Commentary on the Torah while analyzing 230 

verses. Most of his attempts to see the targumist teaching homiletical 

lessons and mysticism seem forced. He reads more into the Aramaic than 

the words themselves state. 

                                                            
72  Ramban, Commentary on the Torah, translated and annotated by Charles B. Chavel, Shilo 

Publishing House, Inc., 1971, volume 1, XII. Chavel points out that the extensive kabbalistic 
influences on future generations can be traced to Nachmanides. 

73  This is my original idea. It is based on several facts. First, we know that he was the first to 
read Kabbalah in the Torah, using its words and phrases. Second, we know that he had 
enormous respect for Onkelos, referring to him about 230 times in his Bible commentary. 
Although he criticized others, he treated Onkelos with great respect, even reverence, and 
considered Onkelos to be generally expressing the truth. Thus, it is reasonable to assume 
that he applied the same syllogism to Onkelos that he applied to the Torah. Finally, we know 
of no one before him who read mysticism into the targumist’s words. 

74  Ramban, Writings and Discourses, supra, pages 75-76. Nachmanides’ error in dating 
Targum Onkelos “immediately after Aristotle” was not his only historical mistake. He 
believed that the Talmud’s implied dating of Jesus at about 100 years before the Common 
Era was correct. See Judaism on Trial, editor H. Maccoby, Associated University Presses, 
Inc., 1982, pages 28 and 29.  



 

116 

 

There are 129 puzzling interpretations of Onkelos in these 230 

verses. This represents about 56 percent of the total 230. However, 55 of 

the 230 Nachmanidean comments reference the Targum without 

analysis. When these 55 comments are subtracted from the total of 230, 

we are left with 175 times Nachmanides analyzes the Targum. The 129 

problematical interpretations represent about 75 percent of the 175 times 

that the sage discusses Onkelos and uses it to support his interpretation 

of the biblical verse. The following are seven examples. 

1. Genesis 1:31 states: “And God saw everything that He 

made, and, behold, it was very good (Torah: tov	meod—

Onkelos: takin	lachada).”  

This verse describes the results of the sixth day of creation 

as “very good.” The Onkelos translator who prefers to 

clarify ambiguous biblical phrases with more specificity 

(good is which way), renders it “well established,” 

implying that the world was established firmly. He may 

have recalled Psalms 93:1, “the world also is established 

that it cannot be moved,” and Psalms 96:10, “the world 

also shall be established that it shall not be moved.”  

Nachmanides reads into Onkelos’s	 words “well 

established” that the targumist is teaching that creation 

contains evil. “The order (of the world) was very properly 

arranged that evil is needed to preserve what is good.75 

                                                            
75  The Midrash Genesis Rabba 9:5, which is the source of this teaching, mentions “death” and 

9:9 “the evil inclination in man” as examples of seemingly bad things that are good from a 
non-personal worldwide perspective. Bachya ben Asher, the student of Nachmanides’ 
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This interpretation is a good sermon, but does not convey 

the plain meaning of Onkelos’s	words. It is problematic 

because “well established” does not suggest “containing 

evil,” and does not imply that evil is necessary to preserve 

what is good. 

2. According to Genesis 2:7, after creating man, God 

“breathed into his nostrils the breath of life, and man 

became a living being.” The Bible uses nefesh	for “breath” 

and “being.” In later Hebrew, nefesh meant “soul,” a 

meaning it did not have in the Pentateuch. Since the 

Hebrew “breath of life” does not indicate how humans 

excel over other creations, Onkelos alters the text and 

clarifies that “man acquired the power of speech,” ruach	

memalela (literally, “speaking breath”). Thus, humans 

transcend animals because of their intelligence and ability 

to speak, communicate, and reason. This is the Aristotelian 

concept accepted by Maimonides: the essence of a human 

being is intelligence, and people must develop that 

intelligence.76 

                                                            

student Rashba, who was also a mystic, mentions 9:9 but not the Targum. He did not see 
this idea in Onkelos. 

76  Guide of the Perplexed 1:1. The Greek term psyche had a similar developmental history as 
the Hebrew nefesh. T. Cahill, Sailing the Wine-Dark Sea, Doubleday, 2003, writes on page 
231. 

 Psyche was, to begin with, a Greek word for “life” in the sense of individual human life, 
and occurs in Homer in such phrases as “to risk one’s life,” and “to save one’s life.” Homer 
also uses it to mean the ghosts of the underworld—the weak, almost-not-there shades of 
those who once were men. In the works of the early scientist-philosophers, psyche can refer 
to the ultimate substance, the source of life and consciousness, the spirit of the universe. By 
the fifth century BC, psyche had come to mean the “conscious self,” the “personality,” even 
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Nachmanides, the mystic, disagreed with Maimonides, the 

rationalist, and interpreted the biblical nefesh 

anachronistically as “soul.” He declared that the Hebrew 

verse alludes to the superiority of the soul, composed of 

three forces: growth, movement, and rationality.77 He 

maintains that Onkelos reflects this concept of the tri-

partite soul and that the rational soul God breathed into 

man’s nostrils became a speaking soul. How the two 

Aramaic words, literally meaning “speaking breath,” 

suggest this elaborate tri-partite theology is problematic. 

Again, Nachmanides seemingly desired to have Onkelos, 

whom he admired, reflect and support his idea, even 

though what he reads into the Targum does not have its 

plain meaning. 

3. Genesis 4:1 states that when Eve gave birth to Cain, she 

exclaimed, “I have acquired a man with the Lord.” Since 

this statement has an anthropomorphic sound, suggesting 

physical help from God, our Targum adds qadam, “before 

(the Lord),” thereby softening this implication of physical 

aid by distancing God from the birth.  

The term qadam was inserted in Onkelos in verse 4 and in 

70 other instances in Genesis for the same reason: to 

                                                            

the “emotional self,” and, thence, it quickly took on, especially in Plato, the meaning of 
“immortal self”—the soul, in contrast to the body. 

77  Bachya ben Asher also mentions the parts of the soul, but not the Targum, again not seeing 
Nachmanides’ idea in Onkelos. 
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soften an anthropomorphic depiction, and 585 additional 

times in the different volumes of Targum	Onkelos to the 

Pentateuch.78 Nachmanides ignores the targumist’s 

frequent use of qadam to avoid anthropomorphism79 and 

its plain meaning. He states that the correct interpretation 

of the biblical Hebrew is that Eve said: “This son will be an 

acquisition from God for me, for when we die, he will exist 

in our place to worship his creator.” Nachmanides assures 

us that this is Onkelos’s opinion, as evidenced by the 

addition of the word qadam. Thus, Nachmanides used the 

Targum’s single word, which is used over five hundred 

times for an entirely different purpose, and cannot 

connote or support his interpretation. Furthermore, 

qadam	 does not have this meaning in the hundreds of 

other instances where it appears. 

4. In Genesis 17:17, Onkelos changes a significant detail in 

the Aramaic translation. Abraham does not “laugh” 

(Hebrew, vayitzchak) when he hears he will have a child in 

his old age, but “rejoices” (Aramaic, vachadi). This 

alteration is not made in 18:12, where Sarah “laughed” 

upon hearing the same news. Rashi explains that the 

couple reacted differently. Abraham trusted God and 

                                                            
78  See the five books by I. Drazin on Targum Onkelos published by Ktav Publishing House. 

Each contains a listing of the deviations by the targumist from the Hebrew original. 
79  In my discussion of Genesis 46:4, I show that Nachmanides was convinced that Onkelos 

never deviates to avoid anthropomorphisms.  
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rejoiced at the good news, while Sarah lacked trust and 

sneered; therefore, God chastised her in 18:13.  

Nachmanides states that Onkelos’s rendering in 17:17 is 

correct because the word tzachak also means “rejoice.” He 

contends that Abraham and Sarah’s reactions were the 

same, proper “rejoicing.”  

As defined by ibn Shoshan and others, tzachak	 is an 

outward expression, a “laugh,” not an inner feeling of 

contentment. Bachya ben Asher mentions the Aramaic 

rendering, but does not mention Nachmanides. Unlike 

Nachmanides, he recognizes that tzachak	does not mean 

“rejoice,” but “laugh.” He states that the targumist changed 

to “rejoices” because it should be understood as an 

expression of joy in the context in which the word appears 

here. This example, unlike the first three instances, does 

not express a theology; it also shows Nachmanides 

insisting, through a forced interpretation, that the 

targumist understands the Torah as he does. 

5. Onkelos replaces the Torah’s “Is anything too wondrous 

for the Lord,” in Genesis 18:14, with “Is anything hidden 

from before the Lord.” The Hebrew “wondrous” is vague 

and seemingly not precisely on point with the tale of 

Sarah’s laughter. The Aramaic explains the text and states 

that Sarah’s laughter, mentioned in the prior verse, was 

not “hidden” from God, although it was not done openly. 

This is also the interpretation of Saadiah, Rashi, 
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Chazkunee, ibn Ezra, and Radak, etc. Thus, in short, all that 

the targumist is doing is clarifying the text, a task he 

performs over a thousand times in his translation. 

However, Nachmanides states that Onkelos uses “hidden” 

in the translation to teach a mystical lesson. Nachmanides, 

as is his habit, does not explain the lesson, but the 

explanation is in Bachya ben Asher and Recanati. Bachya 

writes that God added the letter hay	 to Abram’s name, 

turning it into Abraham, and “the letter hay	 alludes to 

God’s transcendental powers”; thus, God gave Abraham 

the power to have a son. Abraham, he continues, 

exemplified the divine attribute of mercy, and Isaac the 

divine attribute of justice, and now both attributes would 

exist on earth. It is difficult to read this Nachmanidean 

mystical interpretation of Onkelos	 into the word 

“hidden.”80 

6. Genesis 21:7 quotes Sarah’s excited exclamation of joy:81 

“Who (meaning which person) would have said to 

Abraham,” that I would give birth at the advanced age of 

ninety? The Targum	renders her statement as a thankful 

praise of God: “Faithful is He who said to Abraham,” and 

avoids the risk of the general population reading the 

translation and misunderstanding Sarah’s reaction as one 

                                                            
80  Bachya does not mention Nachmanides or Onkelos, again not seeing the Nachmanidean 

interpretation in the Targum. 
81  The “joy” is mentioned in the Targum to verse 6. 
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of surprise, for she should not have been surprised. God 

had assured Abraham that he would have a son a year 

previously.82 Thus, by making the change, the Targum 

shows that she is not only not surprised, but also thankful 

that God fulfilled His prior promise.  

Nachmanides interprets the Torah’s “Who would have said 

to Abraham” to mean that everyone will join Abraham and 

Sarah and rejoice with them over Isaac’s birth because it is 

such a “surprise”; the possibility of the birth would never 

have occurred to anyone. He writes that Onkelos’s 

rendition is “close” to his interpretation of a community 

celebration. As we stated, Onkelos’s “Faithful is He who 

said to Abraham” is quite the opposite. Rather than 

focusing on the people and the unexpected event, the 

targumist deviated from the Hebrew text to avoid 

depicting Sarah being surprised. His Aramaic version 

focuses on God rather than the community and on how the 

divine promise was fulfilled. 

7. Genesis 22:2 recounts God commanding Abraham to take 

his son Isaac to “the land of Moriah” and offer him there as 

a sacrifice. Mount Moriah was traditionally understood to 

be the site of the later Jerusalem Temple. Therefore, the 

targumist renders “Mount Moriah” as “the land of 

worship” to help readers identify the area. This is a typical 

                                                            
82  Genesis 17:19. 
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targumic methodology: the Targum changes the names of 

places mentioned in the Bible and gives them their later 

known names.83  

Nachmanides contends that Onkelos refers to a midrashic 

teaching recorded years after the targumist’s death in 

Pirkei	DeRabbi	Eliezer:84 God pointed to the site and told 

Abraham that this was the place where Adam, Cain, Abel, 

and Noah sacrificed. The site was named Moriah because 

Moriah is derived from the word mora, “fear,” for the 

people feared God there and worshipped Him. 

Nachmanides’ analysis has several problems. First, as we 

already pointed out, our targumist frequently updates a 

site’s name to help readers identify its location.85 This is a 

reasonable, consistent explanation of the targumic 

rendering. Second, the targumic words “land of worship” 

do not suggest the elaborate midrashic story that is not 

recorded until long after the death of the targumist. Third, 

the story is a legend; there is nothing in any text to indicate 

that God had such a conversation with Abraham, or that 

the ancestors sacrificed in this area, and it is contrary to 

                                                            
83  Rashi gives an additional reason why “Mount Moriah” is rendered “the land of worship.” 

He connected “Moriah” to “myrrh,” which was an ingredient of the sacrificial incense and 
an important part of the Temple worship. Rashi states that this is the targumic interpretation. 
Rashi may be explaining why the site was called Moriah, which would not be derash, but 
the plain sense of the word. Nachmanides’ interpretation goes far beyond a simple 
definition. See Genesis Rabba 55:7, Exodus 30:23ff, and Babylonian Talmud, Keritut 6a. 

84  Chapter 31. 
85  This occurs twenty-three times in Genesis alone. 
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the targumist’s style to incorporate legends into his 

translation.  

Summary 

Thus, none of the Bible commentators before Nachmanides saw derash 

in Onkelos. If they saw derash, we would have expected them to say so. 

None did until Abraham ibn Ezra, who was probably referring either to 

recent scribal additions to the original Targum or to his opinion that his 

peshat on certain verses differed from that of the targumist. Nachmanides 

was the first to read sermons, theology, and mysticism into the Targum, 

just as he was the first to read mysticism into the Torah. We provided 

some examples that demonstrate how his interpretations appear forced 

and do not align with the plain meaning of the targumic words. 

Nachmanides’ introduction of the notion that Onkelos contains 

mysticism may be why rabbis.86 Those who respected Nachmanides’ 

teachings began to search the Targum for derash for the first time. 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                            
86  There are many books that explain the derash that they see in Onkelos. The most widely 

known is Netina Lager by Nathan Adler (Wilna, 1886). Others include Biure Onkelos by S. 
B. Schefftel (Munich, 1888), and Chalifot Semalot and Lechem Vesimla by B. Z. J. 
Berkowitz (Wilna, 1874 and 1843). Modern writers using this method include Y. Maori, 
who generally focuses on the Peshitta Targum, Rafael Posen who writes a weekly column 
for a magazine distributed in Israeli synagogues. One can find listings in B. Grossfeld’s 
three volumes.  
Bibliography of Targum Literature, HUC Press, 1972. 
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Chapter Twenty 

Who Destroyed the Second Temple? 

It is generally accepted that the second temple in Jerusalem, built in 516 

BCE, was destroyed in 70 CE under the leadership of the Roman general 

Titus (39–81 CE), the son of the Roman emperor Vespasian. This may 

be untrue. As embarrassing as it may be, it may have been due to the 

advice of a Jewish general, Tiberius Julius Alexander (10–70 CE).  

Tiberius Julius Alexander 

Professor Jacob L. Wright, in his 2024 book The Citizen Soldier, argues 

that Tiberius Alexander was the most eminent and influential Jew of his 

time. Wright cites several ancient sources and describes Alexander’s 

involvement in the destruction of the temple.  

Tiberius Alexander was a Jewish Roman general, a friend of 

Emperor Vespasian, and served as a procurator of Judea, the name Israel 

had from 40 to 48 CE. He was the nephew of the renowned Egyptian 

Jewish philosopher Philo (c. 20 BCE–c. 50 CE). 

Titus was the head of the Roman army, but was inexperienced in 

warfare. His father, Vespasian, chose the Jewish-Egyptian-Roman 

general Tiberius Alexander to assist his thirty-year-old, inexperienced 

son in the war against Judea. Tiberius Alexander served as Titus’s 

counselor and chief of staff, essentially his second-in-command. 

According to the Jewish historian Josephus, who lived during that 

time, both Titus and Alexander were vehemently opposed to the 
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destruction of the temple.87 They only wanted to destroy the Judean 

kingdom and control Judea. Josephus claims a lone Roman soldier 

destroyed the temple. Only in the fourth century did historian Sulpicius 

Severus state that Titus ordered the destruction. 

The preceding history reveals that what we think we know may not 

be entirely accurate, as there is no certainty regarding what transpired in 

the past. It also shows that while Jews may over-represent people who 

helped civilization and received the Nobel Prize because of their efforts, 

they were also participants in harming fellow Jews. 

About the Citizen-Soldier 

Professor Jacob L. Wright wrote The Citizen Soldier: From Machiavelli 

and Early Modern Europe to Ancient Israel and Mesopotamia. (Emory 

Center for Digital Scholarship, Publisher place, Atlanta, GA, USA, June 

2024). 

Description by author: https://manifold.ecds.emory.edu/projects/the-citizen-

soldier 

This book is the first of its kind: a cultural and social history 

of the “citizen-soldier” with a special focus on the Hebrew 

Bible, my area of expertise. The wide-ranging work consists 

of three parts: 1) conscription and the emergence of “national 

armies” from Machiavelli to the French Revolution; 2) 

military organization in the ancient Mediterranean and 

Western Asia from the third to the first millennium BCE; and 

                                                            
87  Josephus Wars 
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3) new perspectives on the Hebrew Bible that emerge from 

the comparative materials in Parts One and Two. 

Focused on primary sources and engaging recent research on 

these sources, the study illustrates how different models of 

armed forces have had a direct impact not only on collective 

identities and competing concepts of the political community, 

but also on land ownership and self-representation, civil 

religion and public ritual, the lives of minorities and the 

marginalized, competing hegemonic masculinities, the place 

of women in public life, reifications of a gender binary, and 

attitudes toward homosexuality. 
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