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I. RABBINIC LITERATURE 

 

Moses received Torah at Sinai and handed it on to Joshua, Joshua to elders, and elders to 

prophets. And prophets handed it on to the men of the great assembly. They said three things: 

“Be prudent in judgment. Raise up many disciples. Make a fence for the Torah.” 

 

          - m. Abot 1:11 

 

Rabbinic Literature: Introduction 

 

 

Definition 
 

Jacob Neusner defines Rabbinic Judaism as  

 

the particular Judaism that predominated from ancient times to our own day, the one that 

appeals to the myth of divine revelation to Moses at Sinai of the Torah in two media, oral 

and written, hence ‘the Judaism of the dual Torah.’ That Judaic system came to full 

expression in the writings produced from the second to the seventh century C.E. 

(Common Era = A.D.) by the sages of the Land of Israel (“the Holy Land,” “Palestine”) 

and Babylonia. . . . This conception of another, orally formulated and orally transmitted 

Torah—this memorized Torah—characterizes this Judaism and no other.2  

 

In light of the above definition of rabbinic Judaism, he defines Rabbinic literature as  

 

the corpus of writing produced in the first seven centuries C.E. by sages who claimed to 

stand in the chain of tradition from Sinai and uniquely to possess the oral part of the 

Torah, revealed by God to Moses at Sinai for oral formulation and oral transmission, in 

addition to the written part of the Torah possessed by all Israel.3 

 

Neusner on what Christian documents would be like if they were like rabbinic literature:4 

 

1. “What could we know, if all the literature of early Christianity had reached us in a fully 

homogenized and intellectually seamless form? Not only the New Testament, but all the 

works of the church fathers, from Justin to Augustine, now would be represented as ex-

                                                 
1 Quotations from the Mishnah are from Jacob Neusner, The Mishnah: A New Translation (New Haven: 

Yale University Press, 1988). 
2 Jacob Neusner, Introduction to Rabbinic Literature (1st paperback ed.; New York: Doubleday, 1999), 

xix-xx. 
3 Neusner, Rabbinic Literature, 8. 
4 Neusner, Rabbinic Literature, xxiii-xxiv. 
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pressions of one communal mind, dismembered and built into a single harmonious logi-

cal structure on various themes. . . . In the end, the picture of the first six centuries of 

early Christianity would be the creation of people of the sixth century, out of the sherds 

and remnants of people of the first five.” 

2. “Let me emphasize that this would be not merely a matter of early Christian literature’s 

reaching us without the names of the authors of its individual documents. The thing we 

must try to imagine is that there would be no individual documents at all. Everything 

would have gone through a process of formation and redaction that obliterated the marks 

of individuality. . . . . The sarcasm of Irenaeus, the majesty of Augustine, the exegetical 

ingenuity of Origen, the lucid historicism of Aphrahat—all are homogenized. Everyone 

talks in the same way about the same things.” 

3. “what should we know about Jesus, and how should we know it, if sayings assigned to 

Jesus in one book were given to Paul in a second, to John in a third, and to “They said” or 

“He said to them” in a fourth? . . . Rabbinic literature . . . document by document presents 

us with rabbinic Judaism in homogenized, seamless form. Its documents are anonymous 

and carefully obliterate all marks of individual authorship. No writing we now examine 

may reliably be assigned to a named author, and numerous sayings given to one figure in 

one document find their way into the mouth of another authority in a different document. 

Rabbinic literature accomplishes its goals, forming of itself a canon and representing that 

“one whole Torah of Moses, our Rabbi” that the sages who produced the literature 

claimed to transmit to Israel, the holy people.” 

 

 

The Contents of Rabbinic Literature 

 

The two main kinds of rabbinic literature are the Talmudic literature and the Midrashic 

literature.5 Talmudic Literature includes predominantly legal works which are 

topically/thematically arranged. They consist of: 

 

 Mishna 

 Tosefta 

 Jerusalem Talmud 

 Babylonian Talmud 

 Minor Tractates 
 

Midrashim are various exegetical works arranged according to scripture (like a commentary). 

Evans divides these works up into the following:6 

 

 Tannaitic Midrashim 

 Amoraic Midrashim 

 Later Midrashim and Medieval Commentators 
 

                                                 
5 Evans includes the Targums as a third kind of rabbinic literature, but this will be handled separately 

(Craig A. Evans, Ancient Texts for New Testament Studies: A Guide to the Background Literature [Peabody, Mass.: 

Hendrickson Publishers, 2005], 217). 
6 Evans, Ancient Texts, 231-245. 
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Rabbinic Literature: Historical Background 

 

 

The Big Picture of Judaism 

 

Jacob Neusner’s Four Judaic Systems:7 

 

1. The age of diversity (586 BC – AD 70) 

2. The formative age of Judaism (AD 70-640) 

3. The classical period of Judaism (AD 640-1787) 

4. The modern age—the second age of diversity (AD 1787-present) 

 

Strack and Stemberger say that the historical framework for the rabbinic literature itself is “from 

the destruction of Jerusalem and its Temple by Titus in the year 70 to the decline of the Geonic 

academies of Babylon around 1040.”8 However, it may be helpful to view the rabbinic 

movement in light of its precursor, Pharisaic Judaism. 

 

 

Pharisaic Judaism 

 

Rabbinic Judaism is descended from Pharisaic Judaism, which was one of several forms of 

Judaism during the Second Temple period.9 However, the facts about them are disputed.10 One 

reason for this is because they left no writings explaining themselves, but rather our information 

about them is based on Josephus, the New Testament, probably the Dead Seas Scrolls, and 

possibly some material that reflects “proto-pharisaic” concerns.11 

 

There appears to be evidence of the existence of the Pharisees as early as the reign of Jonathan 

the Hasmonean in 161-143 BC.12 Josephus describes the Pharisees as follows:13 

 

                                                 
7 Larry R. Helyer, Exploring Jewish Literature of the Second Temple Period: A Guide for New Testament 

Students (Downers Grove: IVP, 2002), 24. 
8 Hermann Leberecht Strack, and Günter Stemberger, Introduction to the Talmud and Midrash (Trans by 

Markus Bockmuehl. 1st Fortress Press ed. Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1992), 1-2. 
9 According to Schiffman, “the halakic and theological forebears of the rabbis were the Pharisees,” 

(Lawrence H. Schiffman, “Early Judaism and Rabbinic Judaism,” pages 279-290 of The Eerdmans Dictionary of 

Early Judaism [eds John J. Collins and Daniel C. Harlow; Grand Rapids, Mich.: William B. Eerdmans, 2010], 280). 

Other important Jewish sects in the NT period are: “(1) the Pharisees; (2) the Sadducees; (3) the Essenes; and (4) the 

Zealots” (Andreas J. Köstenberger, L. Scott Kellum, and Charles L. Quarles. The Cradle, the Cross, and the Crown: 

An Introduction to the New Testament [Nashville: B&H Academic, 2009], 95). 
10 Roland Deines, “Pharisees,” Pages 1061-1063 in The Eerdmans Dictionary of Early Judaism (eds John J. 

Collins and Daniel C. Harlow; Grand Rapids, Mich.: William B. Eerdmans, 2010), 1061. 
11 Deines, “Pharisees,” 1061. He mentions that Psalms of Solomon may be Pharisaic. Helyer suggests that a 

number of pieces of Second Temple literature (such as 2 Maccabees and Judith) reflect pharisaic concerns (Helyer, 

Exploring Jewish Literature, 163, 170-171). However, they left no material that clearly and explicitly states their 

positions. 
12 Deines, “Pharisees,” 1062. The evidence is from Josephus (Ant. 13.171-173), and is corroborated by evi-

dence from the DSS (ibid.). 
13 From Helyer, Exploring Jewish Literature, 371-373. 
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1. “The hallmark of Pharisaism was belief in the twofold Torah: the Written Torah of Moses 

and the oral interpretations of the law handed down by the elders—also said to have been 

vouchsafed to Moses on Mount Sinai.” 

2. “They were esteemed by the majority of Jews as the most accurate interpreters of the 

laws and thus were the leading sect of the first century, even though they numbered only 

about six thousand (Ant. 17.2.4 §42) out of a total population of some two million.” 

3. “They held to both providence and free will.” 

4. “They believed in the immortality of the soul and the bodily resurrection of the 

righteous.” 

5. “They practiced a civil and polite manner of interaction with themselves and others and 

lived as simply as possible.” 

 

In the New Testament, the Pharisees are viewed negatively, especially in the Gospels, where they 

are foremost among those who oppose Christ because of his refusal to “walk according to the 

tradition of the elders” (Mk 7:5).14 

 

Roland Deines argues that the Pharisees were essentially responding to the failure of the priests 

to lead the people of Israel in being a holy people before the Lord, and the crisis of Hellenization 

in which the people were pressured to abandon their Jewish identity. “For Pharisaism, the priests 

alone could no longer be responsible for the holiness of Israel; rather, every household stands 

under this obligation through which it may contribute to Israel’s standing before God.”15 

 

 

Rabbinic Judaism 

 

This approach demonstrates that Pharisaic Judaism was well-positioned to be a central force in 

the reconsolidation of Judaism after the destruction of the Temple in AD 70. In fact, Helyer 

shows how this orientation played itself out in rabbinic Judaism: 

 

. . . the rabbis transformed the Levitical purity laws. The home now became the hearth of 

the Second Temple. Biblical laws regulating the priesthood were transformed into an 

elaborate code of conduct regulating all of Jewish life. . . . The rabbis created, through 

their halakic rulings, a consensus on the boundaries of ritual purity, a consensus that had 

not existed throughout most of the Second Temple period. In short, the end of the Second 

Temple was the dawning of a new day in Judaism and Jewish history.16 

 

The destruction of the Temple in AD 70 began the process of reorganization with the efforts of 

Yohanan ben Zakkai in Yabneh (Jamnia).17 After the Bar Kokhba revolt of 132-135, there was a 

period of reconstruction. The largest Jewish population was found in the North, in Galilee. It was 

after 135 that the rabbis began to realize that AD 70 had introduced a new era: “Only the 

perspective of hindsight made it clear that the loss of political independence and of the Temple 

                                                 
14 Deines points out that the Pharisees are the most frequently mentioned Jewish group in the NT, being 

mentioned ninety-nine times, as opposed to the Sadducees, who are mentioned fourteen times (“Pharisees,” 1061). 
15 Deines, “Pharisees,” 1062. 
16 Helyer, Exploring Jewish Literature, 450. 
17 Strack and Stemberger, Talmud and Midrash, 2. 
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was the prerequisite for the rise of rabbinic Judaism.”18 It was also only after 135 that it became 

obvious that, at least in the near future, there would be no return to Jewish Temple and state. 

 

In the third century, rabbinic Judaism became the dominant force in the Jewish community.19 

Around this time, Christianity became legal (313), and then was established as state religion 

(380), which led to difficulties for the Jews in Palestine. In Babylonia, a Jewish community 

flourished after AD 70, and after the Bar Kokhba revolt, many Palestinian rabbis fled there. 

Eventually Egypt, North Africa and Spain became more important centers for Judaism, and when 

Jerusalem fell to the crusaders in 1099, it represented the end of an era. After this, “the rabbinic 

writings themselves . . . became primary texts.”20 

 

The following are the traditional divisions of the history of rabbinic Judaism in their periods:21 

 

• The Tannaitic period (approximately 50 BC to AD 200) 

◦ Named after the Tannaim (the “teachers,” derived from the Aramaic, tena’, “to 

repeat,” so-called because of the teaching method of oral repetition)22 

◦ Extends from the beginning of the academies of Hillel and Shammai to the 

composition of the Mishna under Rabbi Judah “the Prince.” 

• The Amoraic period (AD 220 to AD 500) 

◦ Named after the Amoraim (the “expounders,” or “spokesmen,” derived from ’amar, 

“to say,” because they commented on the Tannaitic teaching)23  

◦ The Talmuds and several of the Midrashim are from this period 

• The Saboraic period (AD 500 to AD 650) 

◦ Named after the Saboraim (the “reasoners,” from sebar, “to reason”) 

◦ The Babylonian Talmud was edited during this period 

• The Geonic period (AD 650 to AD 1050) 

◦ Named after the Geonim (a title of the leaders in the Babylonian academies from the 

Aramaic for “excellent,” or “majestic”)  

 

When classifying the various rabbis, their dates are usually relative to one another: 

 

In this way generations of rabbis can be coordinated. This relational grid has led to the 

classic division of the rabbinic period into five generations of Tannaim and seven of 

Amoraim. Instead of absolute biographical dates, one therefore classifies a rabbi as a 

Tannaite of the second generation (T2) or an Amora of the fifth (A5; a prefixed ‘P’ or ‘B’ 

indicates Palestinian or Babylonian origin).24 

 

 

The Most Important Rabbis 

 

                                                 
18 Strack and Stemberger, Talmud and Midrash, 5. 
19 The following historical summary is from Strack and Stemberger, Talmud and Midrash, 2-4. 
20 Strack and Stemberger, Talmud and Midrash, 4. 
21 Evans, Ancient Texts, 217; Strack and Stemberger, Talmud and Midrash, 7. 
22 Evans, Ancient Texts, 217. 
23 Evans, Ancient Texts, 217. 
24 Strack and Stemberger, Talmud and Midrash, 57. 
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The following are some of the most important Rabbis according to their generation:25 

 

1. The Earliest Period:26 

1. The Mishna attempts, in Abot 1.1ff, to connect the pharisaic-rabbinic movement 

back to the biblical period by demonstrating a chain of rabbis that go back to the 

“great men of the Synagogue” (probably the national assembly of Neh 8-10).27 

2. Hillel: he was said to be from Babylon, and to be a descendent of David. “He lived at 

the time of Herod. . . . The traditions about his life are entirely characterized by 

clichés; they contrast the gentle Hillel with the harsh Shammai . . .”28 

3. Shammai: “since the Hillel trend prevailed, the traditions of Shammai are almost 

exclusively transmitted as a contrast to those of Hillel.”29 

2. First Generation of Tannaites: 

1. School of Shammai and school of Hillel: “two scholastic tendencies in first-century 

Pharisaism and in the period of Yabneh, in which the halakhic controversies of the 

two schools are already largely recorded in fixed literary forms . . . In the 

controversies, about two-thirds of which deal either directly or indirectly with the 

food laws, the school of Shammai usually decides more severely (exceptions in Eduy 

4-5); that of Hillel, more leniently. . . . [In] the school of Shammai one can discern a 

halakhically more conservative tendency, based probably on a more literal reading of 

Scripture; here an event is assessed strictly in terms of the action, while the Hillelites 

take into account the intention. . . . At Yabneh, the Hillelite faction tended to prevail; 

this in turn also influenced the formation of the tradition.”30 

2. Rabban Gamaliel I, ‘the elder.’ Gamaliel was the teacher of the Apostle Paul and a 

member of the Sanhedrin (Acts 22:3; cf. 5:34-39). He is thought to have belonged to 

Hillel’s school, but there is no way to know for certain. 

3. Rabban Yohanan ben Zakkai: When Jerusalem was under seige by the Romans in 

AD 70, he fled Jerusalem and began an ‘academy’ at Yabneh (Jamnia) which was the 

beginning of rabbinic Judaism. This story functioned as a kind of “foundational 

legend” for rabbinic Judaism. It is said that he was a Pharisee and of the school of 

Hillel.  

                                                 
25 See Evans, Ancient Texts, p. 218 for an extensive list, and Strack and Stemberger, Talmud and Midrash, 

pp 62-100 for a more complete discussion. 
26 The Rabbis discussed under the “earliest period” and “first generation of Tannaites” are more directly 

relevant to NT studies because they represent viewpoints that are contemporary to the NT. Beginning with the sec-

ond generation of Tannaites, the rabbis become more directly relevant to the formation of Rabbinic literature, and 

thus more removed from immediate relevance to biblical studies. 
27 Strack and Stemberger, Talmud and Midrash, 63. Strack and Stemberger believe that this chain was 

fabricated in order to support the pharisaic-rabbinic movement. See Also McNamara, who says about the early 

fathers of the rabbinic tradition: “The motto of these men was, according to the Mishnah tractate Aboth (1:1): ‘Be 

deliberate in giving judgment, and raise up many disciples, and make a hedge [or ‘barrier’] about the Law.’ ‘Making 

a hedge about the Law’ meant introducing new ordinances in an effort to keep the people from infringing on the 

Law of Moses itself. We have a good example of what this meant in the opening words of the Mishnah (Berakoth 

1:1), where we read that things which by the letter of the Law of Moses must be completed before morning (e.g. 

Leviticus 7:15; 22:30) must by rabbinical rule be done before midnight, ‘to keep a man far removed from 

transgression’” (Martin McNamara, Targum and Testament Revisited: Aramaic Paraphrases of the Hebrew Bible: A 

Light On the New Testament [2nd ed.; Grand Rapids, Mich.: W.B. Eerdmans Pub., 2010], 53).  
28 Strack and Stemberger, Talmud and Midrash, 64-65. See Abot 1.12-15 for Hillel and Shammai. 
29 Strack and Stemberger, Talmud and Midrash, 65. 
30 Strack and Stemberger, Talmud and Midrash, 66. Emphasis added. 
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3. Second Generation of Tannaites (c. 90-130): 

1. Younger Group of the Second Generation 

1. R. Ishmael ben Elisha (R. Ishmael). The saying “The Torah speaks in human 

language” is attributed to him. His school is frequently portrayed in opposition to 

that of R. Aqiba (see below) 

2. R. Aqiba ben Joseph (R. Aqiba). He was an important teacher in the period of 

Yabneh. He “is said to have been able to read mountains of halakhot in every jot 

and tittle of the written law.”31 However, this may not have been true of him. He 

may have considered Bar Kokhba to be a Messianic figure.32 

3. R. Tarfon. In discussions with Aqiba, he was concerned with objective fact over 

subjective intention. 

4. Aqilas, ‘the Proselyte.’ He translated the Bible into Greek. There is dispute 

regarding whether or not he “came under the influence of the exegetical method 

attributed to Aqiba.”33 

5. R. Yose, son of the Damascus woman. “Advocated the literal sense in biblical 

interpretation.”34 

4. Third Generation of Tannaites (c. 130-160) 

1. Ishmael’s Students: R. Yoshiyyah and R. Jonathan are frequently mentioned in Mek 

and Sifre (Midrashim), but the students of Ishmael are less frequently mentioned in 

the Mishnah, possibly because of the influence of Aqiba on Meir and Rabbi. 

2. The Students of Aqiba: R. Meir was a student of Ishmael, then Aqiba. He was 

significant in the redaction of the Mishnah. Sanh 86a attributes the anonymous part of 

the Tosefta to R. Nehmyah. 

3. Rabban Simeon ben Gamaliel II. He was the father of Yehudah ha-Nasi. “After 

Hadrian’s death, he took over the rabbinic center which Aqiba’s disciples had newly 

founded at Usha instead of Yabneh.”35 At one point, R. Meir and R. Nathan attempt to 

depose him. 

5. Fourth generation of Tannaites: 

1. Symmachos (ben Joesph). Possibly the author of a Greek version of the Bible. 

2. R. Yehudah ha-Nasi (d. 217): “The prince,” or Patriarch,” he is often simply called 

“Rabbi.” He was the most powerful of the Patriarchs, and lived on good terms with 

the Roman authorities. He was the editor of the Mishnah. 

6. Fifth Generation of Tannaites: “These are Rabbi’s younger contemporaries, and in part 

his students. They constitute the transition to the period of the Amoraim in which Rabbi’s 

Mishnah was soon recognized as the authoritative compilation of traditional law.”36 

1. R. Hiyya. He may have been the redactor of the Tosefta. “He was a student and friend 

of Rabbi, uncle and teacher of Rab. 

                                                 
31 Strack and Stemberger, Talmud and Midrash, 72. 
32 See Chris Seeman and Adam Kolman Marshak, “Jewish History from Alexander to Hadrian,” pages 25-

56 of The Eerdmans Dictionary of Early Judaism (eds John J. Collins and Daniel C. Harlow; Grand Rapids, Mich.: 

William B. Eerdmans, 2010), 52-53: “Later rabbinic sources claim that Ben Kosiba received the support of Rabbi 

Aqiba, who renamed the revolutionary leader Bar Kokhba (Aramaic for “Son of the Star”) in reference to the 

prophecy in Num. 24:17 (“A star will come out of Jacob; a scepter will rise out of Israel”).” 
33 Strack and Stemberger, Talmud and Midrash, 73. 
34 Strack and Stemberger, Talmud and Midrash, 74. 
35 Strack and Stemberger, Talmud and Midrash, 78. 
36 Strack and Stemberger, Talmud and Midrash, 82. 
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7. First Generation of Amoraim 

1. Abba Arikha, ‘the Tall.’ A Babylonian Amoraim, he is usually called “Rab.” He had 

a group of disciples at Sura on the Euphrates from 219 to 247 when he died. 

8. Second Generation of Amoraim: 

1. Yohanan bar Nappaha. A Palestinian Amoraim, “Maimonides attributes to him the 

redaction of the [Palestinian Talmud].”37 

9. Sixth Generation of Amoraim in Babylonia 

1. Rab (or Rabbana) Ashi. He died in 427, and is said to have led the academy at Sura 

for 52 years, and taught through the entire Talmud. Many speculate that he was 

important in the origin of the Babylonian Talmud. 

 

Some of the most important Rabbinic centers were (in Palestine) Tiberius, Sepphoris, and 

Caesarea, and (in Babylonia) Sura on the Euphrates, and Pumbeditha. 

 

 

 

Rabbinic Literature: Rabbinic Hermeneutics 

 

 

Biblical Interpretation in the Second Temple Period: 

 

For a number of reasons, biblical interpretation came into its own in the Second Temple period.38 

Even within the biblical writings themselves, there is already a practice of interpretation, as with 

documents like Chronicles and people like Ezra the Scribe. However, the Second Temple period 

is what James L. Kugel calls “the golden age of biblical interpretation.”39 

 

Ancient interpretation was characterized by both “very close reading and great exegetical 

freedom.”40 According to Kugel, all of the diverse interpretive communities of the Second 

Temple period had four basic assumptions in common:41 

 

1. “scriptural texts were basically cryptic; that is, while the text may say A, often what it re-

ally means is B.” 

2. “although most of Scripture had been written hundreds of years earlier and seemed to be 

addressed to people back then, its words nevertheless were altogether relevant to people 

in the interpreters’ own day . . . although it talked about the past, it was really aimed at 

the present.” 

3. “these diverse writings were assumed to contain a single, unitary message. . . . Scripture 

was altogether harmonious in all its details and altogether true . . .” 

                                                 
37 Strack and Stemberger, Talmud and Midrash, 86. 
38 James L. Kugel, “Early Jewish Biblical Interpretation,” pages 121-142 of The Eerdmans Dictionary of 

Early Judaism (eds John J. Collins and Daniel C. Harlow; Grand Rapids, Mich.: William B. Eerdmans, 2010), 126. 
39 Kugel, “Early Jewish Biblical Interpretation,” 130. 
40 Kugel, “Early Jewish Biblical Interpretation,” 131. Emphasis added. 
41 Kugel, “Early Jewish Biblical Interpretation,” 132. 
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4. “all of Scripture was of divine origin, that God had caused ancient sages or historians or 

psalmists to write what they wrote, or that their writings had somehow been divinely 

guided or inspired. In short, all of Scripture came from God and all of it was sacred.” 

 

Therefore, the interpretations were often focused on particular words and verses with the 

intention of clearing up ambiguities or interpretive difficulties and understanding what was 

being taught for today.42 

 

 

Midrash 

 

Midrash is essentially exegesis. It is derived “from the verb darash, ‘to seek, ask.’”43 It can refer 

to either “a form and method of scriptural interpretation,” or “to compilations of rabbinic exege-

sis.”44 The latter will be discussed along with the Talmudic literature.  

 

As an interpretive method, Strack and Stemberger claim that midrash finds its origin in the Bible 

(i.e., the OT). They give as an example the books of Chronicles as an interpretation of Samuel 

and Kings.45 Midrash is often seen as very similar to both Targum and “rewritten Bible.”46 Fur-

thermore, midrashic interpretation “betrays specific features that are not exclusively rabbinic but 

nonetheless characterize rabbinic interpretation.”47 Midrash is textually-oriented and is con-

cerned with interpreting the very words and phrases of Scripture.48 Rabbis often gave an inter-

pretation on every word of Scripture (and sometimes every letter), because they believed that 

“nothing in Scripture is superfluous, and every word has many meanings, some more apparent 

than others.”49  

 

This appears to lead, at times, to what appears to be fanciful interpretation that finds hidden 

meanings in the Scriptures. This is probably a result of the tendency to engage in “creative histo-

riography” (filling in gaps and expanding narratives, etc.) and “creative philology” (finding spe-

cial significance in the various grammatical details of the text).50 However, the heart of Midrash 

was an attempt to resolve difficulties of interpretation, as well as to make clear that the Scrip-

tures had a contemporary application to its hearers.51 

 

                                                 
42 Kugel, “Early Jewish Biblical Interpretation,” 133-138. 
43 Strack and Stemberger, Talmud and Midrash, 234. 
44 Carol Bakhos, “Midrash, Midrashim,” in EDEJ, 944. 
45 Strack and Stemberger, Talmud and Midrash, 235. 
46 Strack and Stemberger, Talmud and Midrash, 235-236. 
47 Bakhos, “Midrash, Midrashim,” 945. 
48 Bakhos, “Midrash, Midrashim,” 945. 
49 Bakhos, “Midrash, Midrashim,” 945. 
50 Strack and Stemberger, Talmud and Midrash, 238. They speak primarily of haggadic midrash here, but it 

seems to be an appropriate explanation more broadly for both haggadic and halakic midrash. 
51 Bakhos, “Midrash, Midrashim,” 946. 



12 

The two main kinds of Midrash are halakic midrash and haggadic midrash. Halakic midrash (de-

rived from halak, “to walk”), is legal in character, concerned with deriving the correct applica-

tion of the Torah to contemporary behavior.52 Haggadic midrash is ethical or moral teaching.53 

Martin McNamara says that haggadah “is the non-juristic teaching of Scripture as brought out in 

the profounder study of the biblical text’s religious, moral and historical teaching.”54 

 

 

Peshat 

 

Peshat is used in rabbinic literature to designate a literalistic interpretation.55 Richard Longe-

necker says that in earlier writings such as the Mishna, the Palestinian Talmud, and the earlier 

Midrashim it was used synonymously with darash, “to interpret”; later, in the Babylonian Tal-

mud, the terms are distinguished.56  

 

 

Pesher 

 

“Pesher” is a Hebrew word that meant “interpretation” or “solution.”57 James C. VanderKam 

says that pesher is marked by at least two presuppositions: 1. the biblical writer was writing 

about the end times rather than his own day, and 2. the commentator was living in the last days.58 

The commentator would quote a verse, and then introduce its interpretation with a phrase such as 

“its interpretation concerns,” or “the interpretation of the passage is,” which would be followed 

by an explanation of how some event in the lives of the community was being prophesied about 

in Scripture.59 

 

Interestingly, no pesher interpretation is present in Rabbinic material. “The theological 

presumptions of pesher exegesis were not in agreement with rabbinic notions of prophecy, and 

the rabbis tended in general to minimize apocalyptic trends.”60 Lawrence H. Schiffman points 

out that this is a difference between rabbinic Judaism and the Qumran community, who believed 

that 

 

prophetic or revelatory phenomena did not end with the story line of Scripture ca. 400 

BCE but rather continued into Greco-Roman times. This point of view underlies a lot of 

Second Temple literature but is virtually absent in rabbinic texts. The rabbis state 

                                                 
52 Evans, Ancient Texts, 220. 
53 Neusner, Rabbinic Literature, 10. Specific definitions of haggadah (also spelled “aggadah”) are difficult 

to come by. Strack and Stemberger indicate that the early use of the term seems to simply mean “non-halakhic scrip-

tural interpretation” (Strack and Stemberger, Talmud and Midrash, 239). 
54 McNamara, Targum and Testament, 30. 
55 Richard N. Longenecker, Biblical Exegesis in the Apostolic Period ([Grand Rapids]: Eerdmans, 1974), 

31. He says this term is attested from the 4th century AD. 
56 Longenecker, Biblical Exegesis, 31. 
57 Helyer, Exploring Jewish Literature, 227. See 227-248 for an overview of Pesher in the Qumran 

documents. 
58 James C. VanderKam, The Dead Sea Scrolls Today (2nd ed.; Grand Rapids, Mich.: William B. Eerdmans 

Pub. Co., 2010), 62-63. 
59 Helyer, Exploring Jewish Literature, 228. 
60 Schiffman, “Early Judaism and Rabbinic Judaism,” 286. 
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explicitly that prophecy ended with the last of the Hebrew Bible prophets — Haggai, 

Zechariah, and Malachi. . . . The only remnant of prophecy, the bat qol, some kind of 

echo of a divine voice, is explicitly declared to be null and void. Clearly the system of 

Oral Torah obviated the need for direct divine inspiration. Perhaps most importantly, the 

rise of Christianity seems to have confirmed the rabbis in their belief that the end of the 

biblical period meant the end of prophecy and the end of writing scriptural books.61 

 

Strack and Stemberger claim that pesher “should be regarded as a sub-genre of Midrash.”62 

 

 

Rabbinic Rules for Interpretation63 

 

“Rabbinic literature arose mostly out of the attempt to adapt the Torah as the Jewish rule of life 

to changing conditions. . . . The rabbis’ treatment of Scripture may often seem arbitrary, but it is 

in fact controlled by certain rules (middot). Over time, rabbinic tradition summarized these in 

groups: the 7 rules of Hillel, 13 of Ishmael, and 32 of R. Eliezer (ben Yose ha-Gelili).”64 Before 

this formalization, interpretation was practiced by scholars. Early scholars, called soferim, 

counted the words of the text and documented infrequently used words for the purpose of 

understanding the text. 

 

 

The Seven Rules of Hillel 

 

Hillel did not invent the seven rules, but their introduction into Pharisaic exegesis began with an 

episode involving him. It seems that all seven are attributed to him, though no historical 

connection can be established. The seven rules are as follows:65 

 

1. Qal wa-homer: “from the lighter to the heavier” (or a minori ad maius). If a grain of 

wheat is buried naked and raises clothed, how much more the righteous?66 

2. Gezerah shawah: lit, ‘equal ordinance’ or ‘statute.’ An argument from analogy. This 

should be used with restraint and only if the same expressions are used in the text. 

3. Binyan ab mi-katub ehad, lit.: ‘founding of a family from a single Scripture text.’ Some-

thing found in one of a group of related passages applies to all of them. So in SifreDeut 

sect. 148, it derives from Deut 17:6 the principle that “wherever the expression . . . ‘he is 

found’ is used in a particular context, two or three witnesses are always required.”67 

4. Binyan ab mi-shnê ketubim: this is the same kind as the previous, except two passages 

produce the principle. 

5. Kelal u-ferat u-ferat u-kelal: ‘The general and the particular, the particular and the gen-

eral.’ 

                                                 
61 Schiffman, “Early Judaism and Rabbinic Judaism,” 286. 
62 Strack and Stemberger, Talmud and Midrash, 236-237. 
63 This is based largely on Strack and Stemberger, Talmud and Midrash, 15-30. 
64 Strack and Stemberger, Talmud and Midrash, 15. 
65 Strack and Stemberger, Talmud and Midrash, 18-20. 
66 Strack and Stemberger, Talmud and Midrash, 18. 
67 Strack and Stemberger, Talmud and Midrash, 19. 
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6. Ke-yose bo be-maqom aher: ‘something similar to this in another passage.’ Similar to 

analogy but less restricted. 

7. Dabar ha-lamed me-‘inyano: the ‘argument from the context.’ This is “universally recog-

nized.”68 In principle this sometimes leads to overusing the context. For example, in Ex 

20:15, “you shall not steal” refers to kidnapping because the surrounding verses refer to 

persons. However, in Lev 19:11, the verse is talking about money. 

 

 

The Thirteen Middot of R. Ishmael 

 

R. Ishmael lived in the generation before Bar Kokhba. He often conflicted with R. Aqiba, and 

was said to affirm that “the Torah speaks in human language.”69 Thirteen middot are attributed to 

him, but this number is traditional; there are something like sixteen. They essentially agree with 

Hillel’s rules. 

 

• Ishmael’s 1-2 = Hillel’s 1-2 

• Ishmael’s 3 = Hillel’s 3-4 

• Ishmael’s 4-11 = Hillel’s 5 

• Ishmael’s 12 = Hillel’s 7 

• Hillel’s 6 is ommitted 

• Ishmael’s #13 is new: “Two verses of Scripture contradict each other until the third verse 

comes and decides between them.”70 

 

As with Hillel, there is no certain historical connection between the rules and Ishmael. It is likely 

a composite list, as in the writings recorded Ishmael “never uses a majority of his exegetical 

methods.”71 This seems to indicate that the antagonism between Ishmael and Aqiba may be 

attributed to later development than actual disagreement between the two historical rabbis. 

 

 

The Thirty-Two Middot 

 

These are named after Eliezer ben Yose ha-Gelili, who lived in the generation after Bar Kokhba. 

However, it is not known when it originated for certain, with estimates from the 4th to 8th century. 

These rules are as follows: 

 

1. Ribbui: “increase, inclusion” where the text uses gam, af, or et. 

2. Mi‘ut: “restriction, exclusion, reduction” indicated by the use of akh, raq, and min. 

3. Ribbui ahar ribbui: “‘inclusion after inclusion’ through a combination of two of the parti-

cles cited for No. 1.”72 

                                                 
68 Strack and Stemberger, Talmud and Midrash, 20. 
69 From SifreNum sec. 112, H. 121; quoted in Strack and Stemberger, Talmud and Midrash, 20. 
70 Strack and Stemberger, Talmud and Midrash, 21. 
71 Strack and Stemberger, Talmud and Midrash, 21. 
72 Strack and Stemberger, Talmud and Midrash, 23. 
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4. Mi‘ut ahar mi‘ut: “combination of two restrictive or exclusive particles. ‘An exclusion 

after an exclusion signifies an inclusion.’”73 

5. Qal wa-homer meforash: “An explicit argument from the lesser to the greater, and vice 

versa. Cf. Hillel No. 1.”74 

6. Qal wa-homer satum: “An implicit argument from the lesser to the greater, and vice 

versa.”75 

7. Gezerah shawah 

8. Binyan ab: “cf. Hillel Nos. 2,3.”76 

9. Derekh qesarah: “An abbreviated or elliptical expression.”77 

10. “Repetition is used for interpretation.”78 The repeated number of mention of the cows and 

ears of corn in Pharaoh’s dream means that it was supposed to be14, 28, or 42 years. 

11. “Related material which is separated (by sof pasuq or another disjunctive accent).”79 Ig-

noring the verse divisions to relate what are apparently unrelated words or phrases. 

12. “Something is adduced for comparison and thereby is itself seen in a new light (cf. Hillel 

No. 7).”80 

13. “If a general principle is followed by an action (ma‘aseh), then the latter is the particular 

instance of the former (cf. Hillel No. 5).”81 

14. “The more significant is compared with the lesser in order to achieve better understand-

ing, e.g. in Deut 32.2 the Torah and the rain. This rule is not used for the halakah.”82 

15. “= Ishmael 13.”83 

16. “An expression which is unique to its passage.”84 Unique expressions are seen to be exe-

getically significant. 

17. “A circumstance not clearly expressed in the main passage is mentioned elsewhere.”85 

This is especially used to illuminate passages from the Pentateuch. 

18. “One particular instance is mentioned in a category of events, although the whole cate-

gory is intended. . . . on Deut 20.5f.: whoever has built a new house but has not yet dedi-

cated it, may withdraw from armed service. Only building is mentioned here, but it ap-

plies as well to inheriting, buying, and receiving as a gift.”86 

19. “A statement is made in relation to one object, but it is also valid for another.”87 

20. “Something is inappropriately said about an object but must properly be applied to an-

other.”88 

                                                 
73 Strack and Stemberger, Talmud and Midrash, 24. 
74 Strack and Stemberger, Talmud and Midrash, 24. 
75 Strack and Stemberger, Talmud and Midrash, 24. 
76 Strack and Stemberger, Talmud and Midrash, 24. 
77 Strack and Stemberger, Talmud and Midrash, 24. 
78 Strack and Stemberger, Talmud and Midrash, 24. 
79 Strack and Stemberger, Talmud and Midrash, 25. 
80 Strack and Stemberger, Talmud and Midrash, 26. 
81 Strack and Stemberger, Talmud and Midrash, 26. 
82 Strack and Stemberger, Talmud and Midrash, 26. 
83 Strack and Stemberger, Talmud and Midrash, 26. 
84 Strack and Stemberger, Talmud and Midrash, 26. 
85 Strack and Stemberger, Talmud and Midrash, 27. 
86 Strack and Stemberger, Talmud and Midrash, 27. 
87 Strack and Stemberger, Talmud and Midrash, 27. 
88 Strack and Stemberger, Talmud and Midrash, 27. 
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21. “Something is compared with two things and only the good properties of both are ap-

plied.”89 

22. “A sentence which must be supplemented from its parallel.”90 

23. “A sentence serves to supplement its parallel. Only in the haggadah.”91 

24. “Something is contained in a general statement and is then isolated in order to say some-

thing about itself.”92 

25. “Something is contained in a general statement and is then isolated in order to say some-

thing about the latter (minor modification of Ishmael’s No. 8).”93 

26. Mashal. “‘Parable,’ allegorical interpretation.”94 

27. Equivalence. “A number of equivalent significance.”95 Connections between identical 

numbers, such as 40 days and 40 years. 

28. Paronomasia. A “play on cognate roots.”96 

29. Gematria. “Gematria denotes a calculation of the numerical value of letters. In LamR 1.1 

(B. 21a), Ben Azzai sees in êkhah, the first word of Lam, the suggestion that the Israelites 

were not led into exile before they denied the One (alef) God, the ten (yod) command-

ments, the law of circumcision given after twenty (kaph) generations, and the five (he) 

books of the Torah.  . . . One variation of gematria which is sometimes seen as a separate 

rule is the Atbash, the use of a secret alphabet in which the first letter of the Hebrew al-

phabet corresponds to the last, the second to the last but one, etc., so that alef is replaced 

by taw, beth by shin, etc.”97 

30. Notarikon. “(from notarius, stenographer). Division of a word into two or more; alterna-

tively, each letter of a word is to be understood as the initial letter of another word.”98 

31. “An Antecedent that is placed subsequently.”99 

32. “Some biblical passages pertain to an earlier time than a preceding text, and vice 

versa. . . . Generally on the sequence of biblical statements, the ‘school of Ishmael’ de-

clares, ‘In the Torah there is no before and after.’”100 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
89 Strack and Stemberger, Talmud and Midrash, 27. 
90 Strack and Stemberger, Talmud and Midrash, 28. 
91 Strack and Stemberger, Talmud and Midrash, 28. 
92 Strack and Stemberger, Talmud and Midrash, 28. 
93 Strack and Stemberger, Talmud and Midrash, 28. 
94 Strack and Stemberger, Talmud and Midrash, 28. 
95 Strack and Stemberger, Talmud and Midrash, 28. 
96 Strack and Stemberger, Talmud and Midrash, 29. 
97 Strack and Stemberger, Talmud and Midrash, 29. 
98 Strack and Stemberger, Talmud and Midrash, 29. 
99 Strack and Stemberger, Talmud and Midrash, 30. 
100 Strack and Stemberger, Talmud and Midrash, 30. 
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Rabbinic Literature: Contents101 

  

 

Introduction 

 

The scope of rabbinic Literature includes Talmudic literature and Midrashim. We will examine 

them under the following headings:102 

 

Talmudic Literature: 

Mishna 

Tosefta 

Jerusalem Talmud 

Babylonian Talmud 

Minor Tractates 

 

Midrash: 

Tannaic Midrash 

Amoraic Midrash 

Later Midrash and Commentary 

 

 

 

 

Talmudic Literature: The Mishnah 

 

Definition 

 

The Hebrew shanah means ‘to repeat,’ or in a technical sense means ‘to learn’ or ‘to teach.’ It has 

specifically to do with “oral tradition [learned] by repeated recitation, in contrast to qara’, to 

study the Holy Scriptures.”103 Mishnah is a noun derived form shanah. Mishnah includes 

midrash (the interpretation of Scripture), halakah, and haggadot. 

 

Mishnah designates the entire religious law formulated until c. 200, but also the teachings 

of a teacher (Tannaite) active in this period as well as an individual proposition (= 

halakhah) or collections of such propositions. . . . The Mishnah par excellence is the 

collection attributed to R. Yehudah ha-Nasi, with which we are here concerned.104 

 

“Other mishnaic collections are called matina or baraita in BT, mishnayot in PT. In both BT and 

PT, Mishnah sentences are introduced by tenan or tenayna, ‘we have learned.’”105 

 

                                                 
101 This is based in large part off of the discussion in Strack and Stemberger, Talmud and Midrash, 108-

232. 
102 This Structure comes from Evans. As mentioned before, he also includes Targums, which we will dis-

cuss separately. 
103 Strack and Stemberger, Talmud and Midrash, 109. 
104 Strack and Stemberger, Talmud and Midrash, 109. 
105 Strack and Stemberger, Talmud and Midrash, 109. 



18 

 

Structure and Contents 

 

1. The Mishnah (M) has six orders (sederim). 

2. Each order is made up of several tractates called massekhet (‘fabric’) or massekhta (in 

Aramaic). 

3. The tractates are divided into chapters (pereq) 

4. The chapters are divided into sentences (mishnah or halakhah in the PT). 

 

 

The Structuring Principle 

 

The tractates are grouped in their orders thematically. There are a few exceptions (Ber, Naz, 

Eduy, and Abot). In terms of the arrangement within the tractates, the material is also 

thematically arranged, though it is broken up by the inclusion of material that is associated in 

some way with particular sayings. These associations may be topical, or related to the speaker 

(i.e., the Rabbi may make a statement in keeping with the theme which may be followed by a 

statement associated with the same rabbi that is unrelated to the theme). In some places, the 

arrangement of the material is guided by exegesis of particular books. A statement about a 

passage in Deuteronomy may be followed by another statement related to a Deuteronomy 

passage. “Thus the composition of materials in M, which to the modem reader seems 

unsystematic, is due to various structuring principles in use at the time.”106 

 

The following is a description of the contents of M, according to their orders (sederim) and 

tractates (massekhet): 

 

 

First Order: Zera‘im, ‘Seeds’ 

 

1. Berakhot (‘blessings’): laws regarding prayer and blessings. 

2. Peah (‘corner,’ as in, the corner of the field left for the poor): laws regarding giving to the 

poor. 

3. Demai (‘doubtful’): regarding fruits of which the tithe laws may be unclear. 

4. Kilaim (‘different kinds’): laws about “illicit mixtures of things.”107 

5. Shebi‘it (the ‘seventh year’): laws regarding the sabbath year. 

6. Terumoth (‘heave offerings’): laws regarding the offerings given to priests (Num 18:8ff, 

18:25ff; Deut 18:4). 

7. Ma‘aserot or Ma‘aser Rishon (‘tithe’ or ‘first tithe’): laws of tithes given to Levites (Num 

18:21ff). 

8. Ma‘aser Sheni (the ‘second tithe,’ Deut 14:22ff). 

9. Hallah (‘dough offerings’): laws regarding the grain offering (Num 15:8ff). 

10. ‘Orlah (‘foreskin’ of trees): Laws regarding the fruit of trees which are considered ‘uncir-

cumcised’ for the first three years (Lev 19:23). 

                                                 
106 Strack and Stemberger, Talmud and Midrash, 123. 
107 Strack and Stemberger, Talmud and Midrash, 110. 
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11. Bikkurim (‘firstfruits,’ Ex 23:19; Deut 26:1ff).108 

 

 

Second Order: Mo‘ed, ‘Festival Days’ 

 

1. Shabbat: laws regarding Sabbath. “The few Pentateuchal Sabbath regulations are here de-

veloped in great deal . . . Thirty-nine major kinds of forbidden tasks.”109 (Ex 20:10; 

23:12; Deut 5:14, etc.). 

2. ‘Erubin (‘mixtures’): ways of bypassing certain Sabbath laws. 

3. Pesahim (‘passover’) 

4. Sheqalim (‘sheqels’): laws regarding the half-shekel tax used for the temple services at 

the Second Temple. 

5. Yoma (‘the day’): laws regarding the Day of Atonement. 

6. Sukkah (‘booth,’ plural Sukkot): laws regarding the feast of booths. 

7. Besah (‘egg,’ the first word of the tractate; also called Yom Tob, ‘holy day’): laws regard-

ing the holy days. 

8. Rosh ha-Shanah (‘new year’s festival’) 

9. Ta‘anit (or Ta‘aniyot, ‘fasting’) 

10. Megillah (‘scroll’): laws regarding the liturgical reading of Torah. 

11. Mo‘ed Qatan (‘lesser holy days,’ also called mashqin, or ‘one waters,’ after the first word 

in the tractate): laws regarding labors allowed during the middle days of Passover and 

Sukkot. 

12. Hagigah (‘celebration of a festival’): laws regarding the pilgrim festivals and purity laws 

including hand washing. 

 

 

Third Order: Nashim, ‘Women’ 

 

1. Yebamot (‘sisters-in-law’): laws regarding levarite marriage and other issues. 

2. Ketubboth (‘marriage contracts’): various laws regarding marriage. 

3. Nedarim (‘vows’ and their cancellation)110 

4. Nazir (the ‘Nazarite’ vow) 

5. Sotah (‘the suspected adulteress’): regarding the water of jealousy and other issues (Num 

5:11-31).111 

6. Gittin (‘divorce cirtificates’) 

7. Qiddushin (‘betrothal, engagement’) 

 

 

Fourth Order: Neziqin, ‘Damages’ 

 

                                                 
108 Interestingly, Stemberger says that “Many Mishnah and Talmud texts add a fourth chapter on the 

bisexual (androgynos), which recurs with variants in T” (Strack and Stemberger, Talmud and Midrash, 111). 
109 Strack and Stemberger, Talmud and Midrash, 111. 
110 There is also a discussion of the Qorban laws in this tractate. See especially Nedarim 1-3. 
111 See the interesting section on the signs of the Messiah’s coming, Sotah 9:15 Wff. 
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1. Baba Qamma (‘first gate’ of the tractate Neziqin, which was originally undivided): dam-

ages in the narrow sense: theft, bodily harm, etc. 

2. Baba Mesia (‘middle gate’): laws regarding property, etc. 

3. Baba Bathra (‘last gate’): more laws on property. 

4. Sanhedrin (‘lawcourt’)112 

5. Makkot (‘stripes’): laws regarding corporal punishment. 

6. Shebuot (‘oaths’) 

7. ‘Eduyot (‘testimonies’): statements of later teachers regarding the sayings of earlier mas-

ters. 

8. ‘Abodah Zarah (‘idolatry’) 

9. Abot (‘[sayings of the] Fathers,’ also called ‘Pirqe Abot, ‘sections, chapters of the Fa-

thers’): sayings of the fathers.113 

10. Horayot (‘instructions, decisions’): misc. laws, including discussions of erroneous judg-

ments. 

 

 

Fifth Order: Qodashim, ‘Holy Things’ 

 

1. Zebahim (‘sacrificial victims’): various laws regarding sacrifice. 

2. Menahoth (‘meal offerings’): various laws regarding the grain offerings. 

3. Hullin (profane things’): laws regarding clean vs unclean animals, how and by whom 

they are to be slaughtered. 

4. Bekhorot (‘first-born’): laws regarding first-born animals and people, among other things. 

5. Arakhin (‘assessments’): sums paid for vows, etc. 

6. Temurah (‘exchange’ of sacrificial animals) 

7. Keritot (‘extirpations’): extirpation is interpreted as dying of natural causes, without natu-

ral descendents, between ages 20-50. There are 36 intentional sins that might result in ex-

tirpation. 

8. Me‘ilah (‘embezzlement’): use and abuse of consecrated things. 

9. Tamid (from ‘olat tamid, ‘daily burnt offering’): various laws dealing with the priestly 

tasks. 

10. Middot (temple ‘measures’ and furnishings): the furnishings and services at the temple. 

11. Qinnim (‘bird’s nests’): various laws regarding birds as offerings. 

 

 

Sixth Order: Toharot, ‘Purities’ 

 

1. Kelim (‘utensils’): laws regarding various kinds of vessels and impurities. 

2. Ohalot (‘tents,’ or Ahilot, ‘tent coverings’): dealing with impurities spread by a dead 

body. 

3. Nega‘im (‘plagues’): skin diseases and leprosy. 

4. Parah (‘[red] heifer’) 

5. Toharot (‘purities,’ a euphemism for ‘impurities’): laws regarding defilement. 

                                                 
112 This section has an interesting discussion on who will not participate in the world to come (Sanh 10). 
113 This contains an interesting description of the “chain of tradition from Moses to the end of the Tannaitic 

period” (Strack and Stemberger, Talmud and Midrash, 115). 
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6. Miqva’ot (‘immersion pools’): dimensions of immersion pools, how they are to be used, 

and when ineffectual. 

7. Middah (‘[menstrual] uncleanness’) 

8. Makhshirin (‘what predisposes [to defilement]’): liquids that make dry foods predisposed 

to defilement. 

9. Zabim (‘those with unclean emission’) 

10. Tebul Yom (‘one who has taken a ritual bath on the same day’) 

11. Yadayim (‘hands’): impurity and purification of hands. Debates around canonical books. 

The difference between the Pharisees and Sadducees (4:6-7). 

12. Uqsin (‘stalks’): “how stalks, peels, and kernels transmit impurity to the fruit, and vice 

versa.”114 

 

This arrangement of the six major orders is attested early, though there are various orders, so that 

“in Talmudic times there was not yet a required sequence of the individual orders, even if the 

sequence familiar to us became more and more accepted.”115 In terms of the names of the 

tractates, they are “largely attested in the Talmuds.”116 The number of tractates is now 63, but 

there are other numbers attested.117 The sequence of tractates within the orders seems to have 

varied. It appears that within the orders, the arrangement of tractates is determined by size (most 

chapters to least chapters). Different arrangements are a result of switching different tractates 

with the same number of chapters (the first order, Zeraim, is the exception). 

 

The inconsistent arrangement of the tractates within their orders shows that this 

subdivision of M does not follow a normative original structure of the text, but was 

subject to the changing interests in the scholarly activity of the Rabbis and their 

successors.118 

 

 

Origin 

 

The traditional view of the origin of M, which goes back to Gaon Sherira’s letter of 987, can be 

summarized as follows: “Rabbi Yehudah ha-Nasi edited M; his main source was the Mishnah of 

R. Meir, who in tum is based on the Mishnah of his teacher Aqiba. Yet even Aqiba was not the 

Mishnah’s first redactor, but resorted to a ‘first Mishnah’ whose roots go back to biblical 

times.”119  

 

There are two traditional views about the relationship of the M to Scripture. The first is that M is 

independent of Scripture and goes back to Moses and consists of the “oral Torah” that was 

handed down over time. The second view is that the M is the “consistent exegesis” of 

Scripture.120 The evidence is that “there are essentially three groups of halakhot: 1) those derived 

from Scripture; 2) halakhot independent of Scripture; 3) halakhot which arose independently of 

                                                 
114 Strack and Stemberger, Talmud and Midrash, 118. 
115 Strack and Stemberger, Talmud and Midrash, 119. 
116 Strack and Stemberger, Talmud and Midrash, 119. 
117 As a result of different divisions of the material. 
118 Strack and Stemberger, Talmud and Midrash, 121. 
119 Strack and Stemberger, Talmud and Midrash, 125. 
120 Strack and Stemberger, Talmud and Midrash, 126. 
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Scripture but were later connected with it.”121 In other words, different tractates have different 

relationships with Scripture—some dependent and some independent. 

 

There is a question about the pre-history of M. Were there previous edition or collections? Many 

sources seem to indicate that there was a process of collection and that some of the tractates 

existed in various forms. However, beyond the basic outline, there is no way to be sure what the 

earlier stages looked like. At each level the teaching of the rabbis was “absorbed” into the 

teaching of their students so that it can no longer be separated. It is agreed that Rabbi is 

dependent on the work of R. Meir, who is in turn dependent on R. Aqiba it also seems evident 

that material does go back before AD 70. This may be the best that can be done. 

 

While Rabbi is considered to be the author of M by rabbinic tradition, there seems to have been 

redaction that occurred subsequent to his work. He is apparently the main figure behind the 

work, but there are statements that contrast his teachings with other rabbis, as well as statements 

that discuss events subsequent to Rabbis life (as with the lists of rabbis in Abot). This brings up 

the question of the purpose of M: “is it a mere collection of sources, a teaching manual, or a law 

code of current halakhah?”122 Strack and Stemberger seem to imply that it is not certain but all 

three may have been a part.  

 

Strack and Stemberger summarize the redaction of M in this way: “we can only observe the 

crystallization of the tradition into an ordered whole in the circle around Rabbi; certain avenues 

of growth remained open for about fifty years, until M was subjected to the usual textual 

development of documents which have become canonical.”123 

 

 

Talmudic Literature: The Tosefta 

 

 

Definition 

 

The Tosefta (T) is names after the Aramaic word for “addition” or “supplement.” It is “a halakhic 

work which corresponds in structure to M: the same six orders (sedarim) also comprise the same 

tractates [with some variance in arrangement] . . . Only the tractates Abot, Tamid, Middot and 

Qinnim have no equivalent to Τ. . . Τ is about four times as extensive as M.”124 It is written in 

Mishnaic Hebrew. 

 

 

Date and Origin 

 

Strack and Stemberger say that in terms of dating,  

 

As a fully edited work, Τ is certainly post-Mishnaic and therefore Amoraic, although 

                                                 
121 Strack and Stemberger, Talmud and Midrash, 128. 
122 Strack and Stemberger, Talmud and Midrash, 135. 
123 Strack and Stemberger, Talmud and Midrash, 139. 
124 Strack and Stemberger, Talmud and Midrash, 150. 
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quite probably from the beginning of the Amoraic period. It is at any rate hardly possible 

to sustain serious objections to the assumption of a final redaction in the late third or 

early fourth century. For reasons of language as well as of the particular proximity to PT, 

it is indisputable that the redaction of Τ took place in Palestine . . .125 

 

This was followed by subsequent cross-pollination between MSS of T and M. The origin of T is 

commonly reconstructed as follows: 

 

 Possibly an early collection of statements was collected by R. Nehemya, an influential 
teacher in Usha, a T3 rabbi who lived about a generation after R. Aqiba. 

 More firm is the tradition that links T with R. Hiyya bar Abba (T5), a friend and student 

of Rabbi. 

 This may have been further revised by R. Hoshayah (A1). 
 

Strack and Stemberger summarize as follows:  

 

If one combines the traditional view of R. Hiyya as the author of Τ with Sanh 86a, the 

frequently assumed history of the development of Τ appears in parallel to that of M: one 

would then need to suppose a Τ of Nehemyah supplementing the M of Aqiba or Meir, 

which R. Hiyya then revised and completed in dependence on Rabbi’s M. The purpose of 

Τ according to this traditional perspective is the augmentation of M (lest the Tannaitic 

material omitted from M be forgotten), or a commentary on M.126 

 

 

The Relationship between Tosefta and Mishnah 

 

“Τ has almost always been regarded as supplementing M, having originated shortly after the 

latter. Hence Τ has in the history of research always been seen in relation to M, and never on its 

own.”127 However, there are a number of relationships possible, so that it resembles the Synoptic 

problem. Strack and Stemberger say that global solutions are not convincing, so the key seems to 

be to examine the relationships between individual tractates. “In terms of form and structure, 

many tractates of T presuppose M . . .”128 However, they may both presuppose an established 

tradition. In conclusion, there are a number of ways that the various tractates of M and T relate to 

each other. 

 

 

The Relationship of the Tosefta to the Talmuds 

 

There is debate as to whether the redactors of the Talmuds knew about T or not. It is almost 

never quoted. The precise relationship is debated. 

 

 

                                                 
125 Strack and Stemberger, Talmud and Midrash, 157. 
126 Strack and Stemberger, Talmud and Midrash 152. 
127 Strack and Stemberger, Talmud and Midrash, 152. 
128 Strack and Stemberger, Talmud and Midrash, 154. 
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Talmudic Literature: The Palestinian Talmud 

 

 

Definition 

 

Talmud means “learning,” “study,” or “instruction,” and by extension “instruction from 

Scripture” (i.e., “scriptural proof”).129 Talmud can also mean the “teaching derived from the 

interpretation of M, which is contrasted with Scripture and M.”130 Gemara is the “learning of 

tradition,” the “traditional teaching” that is contrasted with sebara, “the logical deduction of new 

teaching.”131 

 

The Palestinian Talmud (PT) has been called “the Talmud of the Land of Israel,” “Gemara of the 

Land of Israel,” “Talmud of the West,” and “Jerusalem Talmud.” “PT is the M commentary of 

the Palestinian Amoraim.”132 However, it also includes additional material “only loosely 

connected with M.”133  

 

 

Contents 

 

It also does not exist for the entire M, but only roughly the first four orders—39 out of 63 

tractates of M. It was previously thought that the PT originally contained all of M, but some was 

subsequently lost. However, it is now thought that for some reason the PT never contained the 

rest of the tractates. Furthermore, there are a number of almost literal repetitions among the 

various tractates of the PT. 

 

 

Date and Origin 

 

Tradition associates the PT with Yohanan bar Nappaha (d. 279), teacher at the academy of 

Tiberias (so Maimonides), and it is possible that he authored some of the first or core sections. In 

terms of the date, the latest mentioned rabbis are 5th generation Amoraim. Most scholars date the 

final redaction to the 5th century, and locate it in Tiberias.  

 

The redaction appears to be disorderly, but probably 1. There was a different ordering to the M 

used for the original material, and 2. The editor copied passages from one place that were 

thematically related to another place and inserted them, thus creating repetitions in the material. 

The newly inserted text was then shaped to its new context. There were also copying errors, and 

contradictions where opinions from differing schools were seamlessly joined together. In 

addition, Neziqin appears to have been edited independently from the rest of the PT (possibly an 

early redaction around 350 in Caesarea, rather than in Tiberias with the rest of PT; however, this 

                                                 
129 Strack and Stemberger, Talmud and Midrash, 164. 
130 Strack and Stemberger, Talmud and Midrash, 165. 
131 Strack and Stemberger, Talmud and Midrash, 165. 
132 Strack and Stemberger, Talmud and Midrash, 165. 
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is not certain). 

 

 

Sources 

 

In terms of sources for PT, M is the most important. However, M was not originally included in 

the text of PT, but was later added. This means that the text of M that is now in PT is not 

necessarily the same text tradition that the Gemara comments on. It also means that there is some 

further editing that must be taken into account as the redactors tried to insert the text of M into 

the PT. 

 

Other sources for PT include the “baraitot” (“outside” teaching, that is, other teachings that are 

not included in M), various Midrashim (interpretations of Scripture), and rabbinic traditions from 

Babylonia (material brought to Palestine by Babylonian rabbis). One possible reconstruction of 

the process of editing is as follows: “(i) commentary on M in the schools; (ii) collection and 

completion of such academic notes at the hands of various masters, in the form of tractates 

corresponding to the structure of M; (iii) selection, combination and preparation of these 

collections in Tiberias.”134  

 

In terms of the transmission of the text, Strack and Stemberger say that “more than other 

rabbinic writings, PT has suffered in its textual transmission.”135 In addition to the insertion of M 

discussed above, the BT eventually displaced the PT, leading to the disuse of PT even in 

Palestine. Furthermore, the PT even shows assimilation to the language of BT.  

 

 

Talmudic Literature: The Babylonian Talmud 

 

 

Definition 

 

The Babylonian Talmud (BT) is the Jewish Talmud par excellence. It is the Babylonian 

commentary on M, but only comprises 36 ½ of the 63 tractates. The traditional answer give to 

explain the lack of Gemara for the other tractates is that they all have to do with agriculture and 

temple cult which had no practical relevance outside the Land and without a temple. 

 

The BT is much more extensive than PT because of elaborate style and a longer period of 

growth, as well as the addition of other material not related to M.136 It especially integrated a 

number of Midrashim, which were most considered separately in Palestine. Also the haggadah is 

much more extensive in BT. “Thus BT is less a thematically closed book than a national library 

of Babylonian Judaism whose structure emulates M.”137 
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Date and Origin 

 

The BT is said to have originated with Rab (or Rabbana) Ashi, a sixth generation Amoraim who 

taught at the academy at Sura (d. 427). While the traditional view has problems, this period was 

likely crucial for the BT. Some scholars date the final redaction of BT in the 6th century. While 

Neusner says that the redaction is homogenous, Strack and Stemberger say that most people 

recognize that the BT uses “many sources and unites layers from different eras and generation, 

different authors, redactors and schools.”138 There are five of the tractates that exhibit a linguistic 

and grammatical distinctiveness that argues for an earlier or later redaction by a different school, 

but the explanation for this is unknown as of yet. 

 

In terms of sources for BT, M is the primary one (as with PT). Similarly as well, the Gemara 

does not always agree with the text of M. The point of BT is to support the halakhah of the 

rabbis, and so there is a somewhat liberal approach to M, especially where Babylonian halakhah 

diverges from Palestinian practice (as represented in M). 

 

Another source for BT was the baraitot. When they agree with PT, there is likely a genuine 

tradition behind them. However, when it is independent of PT, there are chances that the tradition 

is a later addition and not genuine. In addition to the baraitot, the BT contains Tannaitic and 

Amoraic midrashim. Finally, while BT likely did not use PT, there were likely Palestinian 

traditions that were used in BT. 

 

Note: Memra is a short Amoraic statement without discussion. Sugya are “a self-contained basic 

unit of Talmudic discussion” that indicates “the course of a discussion, the decision in a 

controversy.”139  

 

While the Amoraim were the beginning of the BT, it has become recognized that the next era of 

tradition, the Saboraim, did more than simply touch up the BT; they made a number of large 

additions and were probably the true redactors of BT. However, the process continued with the 

early Geonim, so that the BT should probably be considered a closed book by about the 8th 

century. 

 

In terms of the text, it is impossible to draw a line between redaction and text criticism. 

Therefore, textual criticism is not seeking to find the “original” as much as recover the text at the 

stage at which it was considered a “closed book” (8th century). A large part of the TC task is to 

fill lacunae where censorship took place (esp. in 12th centuries and following). While some of 

this was self-censoring (taking out controversial magical texts), much of it was due to Christian 

censorship. Some people produced pamphlets that contained the censored material and circulated 

them anonymously. 

 

The BT was completed around the 8th century, and the Babylonian rabbis were extremely 

influential in the Jewish world at that time. Though there was a challenge from the Karaites who 

rejected the oral tradition and Talmud, by the 11th century the BT triumphed over the PT to 

become the sole version of rabbinic Judaism until the present. 
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Commentary on the BT begins with the BT as later traditions reflect on the earlier. In the 

Geonic period, the following were written: 

 

 Introductions, which provide information about the teachers of the Talmud, and rules for 
interpretation and the development of halakha.  

 Responsa contain replies to questions about Talmud.  

 The Geonim wrote commentaries, though mostly they have been lost. (There are some 
medieval commentaries that are extant as well.) 

 Compendia of halakha 
 

After the Geonic period, there were a number of important commentaries written on the BT. 

Rashi (R. Shlomo Yishaqi of Troyes, d. 1105) is the commentator whose commentary has 

become a classic. 

 

The BT is important in Judaism, but has been challenged from time to time. This opposition has 

come from within Judaism (as with the Karaites) and without (as with the Christian disputations 

in the 1240s in Paris). More recently Christians have changed their perspective from opposition 

(as with Pfefferkorn, who said the Talmud was the main reason why Jews did not become 

Christians) to interest in how the rabbinic literature could inform the study of the NT (as with 

John Lightfoot in the 17th century to P. Billerbeck in the 20th century). Even Jewish people since 

the haskalah (“Jewish Enlightenment”) have minimized the importance of the Talmud for 

modern Judaism (with some exceptions, as with orthodox Jews). 

 

 

 

Talmudic Literature: The Extracanonical Tractates 

 

The “extracanonical” or “minor” tractates are often printed in the BT after the order Neziqin. 

They are “minor” because they do not have the authority of BT. There are seven individual 

writings and seven thematic collections of halakhot. 

 

1. Abot de Rabbi Nathan (ARN): cites and comments on tractate Abot from M. It cites only 

Tannaites and is written in Mishnaic Hebrew. There are two versions: A and B. They date 

from between the third and ninth century. 

2. Soferim: gives rules for the production of biblical manuscripts, as well as the public read-

ing of Torah. It may be from the eighth century, though some parts are earlier. 

3. Ebel Rabbati: a writing about death, dying, burial and other funeral customs. It is dated to 

the 8th century, but parts may be earlier. 

4. Kallah: discusses “engagement, marriage and conjugal relations.”140  

5. Derekh Eres Rabbah (DER): a collection of baraitot supplemented by sayings of the 

Amoraim. 

6. Derekh Eres Zuttah (DEZ): primarily written for scholars, urges “self-examination and 

modesty. The last chapter (10) is eschatological.”141 
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7. Pereq ha-Shalom: “a short composition with sayings about peace.”142 

8. The other “Minor tractates”: 

1. Sefer Torah 

2. Mezuzah (“door post”) 

3. Tefillin (“phylacteries”) 

4. Sisit (“fringes”) 

5. Abadim (“slaves”) 

6. Gerim (“proselytes”) 

7. Ketuim (“Samaritans”) 

 

 

 

Midrashic Literature143 

 

 

Introduction 

 

“Chronologically, the midrashim are categorized as Tannaic or Amoraic (or later). Thematically 

the midrashim are categorized as halakic (having to do with legal matters) or haggadic (or homi-

letical). The oldest midrashim are Tannaic, and they fall in the halakic category.”144 In addition, 

some of the midrashim are organized in a “verse-by-verse” structure, whereas others are collec-

tions of homilies on a particular topic.145 

 

 

Tannaic Midrashic Literature146 

 

The Tannaic Midrashim are considered halakic midrashim.147 The main works listed below “are 

commonly considered the products of two distinct midrashic modes of exegesis — those stem-

ming from R. Ishmael and those from R. Aqiba. . . . These two types of tannaitic compilations 

exhibit methodological and terminological distinctions.”148 However, Strack and Stemberger 

note that this theory has been challenged, and that it may be more appropriate to attribute the dif-

ferences (especially of terminology) to the editors, rather than the rabbis who are quoted in the 

writings themselves.149 

 

These works are “exegetical midrashim on Exodus through Deuteronomy.”150 They tend to focus 

on the legal passages of the Pentateuch, though they also deal with narrative.151 The following 

are the most important works of Tannaic midrash: 

                                                 
142 Strack and Stemberger, Talmud and Midrash, 231. 
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144 Evans, Ancient Texts, 231. 
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Mekilta (on Exodus) 
 

Mekilta of Rabbi Ishmael (Mek) 

This version of Mekilta is the “best known and most fully preserved version.”152 

 

Date: much of the material is from Rabbi Ishmael (ca. 60-140), but it was probably com-

piled in the 4th century.153 Strack and Stemberger view the book as the result of “a series 

of subsequent redactions beginning in the Amoraic period with a core going back to the 

school of Ishmael.”154 

 

Contents: Nine tractates, divided into 82 paragraphs that cover much of the text from Ex 

12:1-23:19 and 31:12-35:3.155 

 

 

Mekilta de Rabbi Simeon ben Yohai (MRS) 

Date: probably compiled around AD 400-450. Our knowledge of it comes from frag-

ments that have come to light from the Cairo Genizah, and from quotations of it in Mid-

rash Haggadol (13th century).156 It is attributed to the school of Aqiba.157 

 

Contents: Contains fragments of an exegetical midrash on Exodus. It is hard to say how 

extensive it was because of the fragmentary nature.158 There is a noticeable “preference 

for literal interpretation.”159 

 

 

Sipra (or Sifra)160 

 

Date: Sipra may stem from the 2nd to 3rd century, with the final editing being completed around 

400.161 It is also known as Torat Kohanin, “The Law of Priests,” because it treats the book of Le-

viticus.162 It may stem from the school of R. Aqiba.163 

 

                                                 
152 Evans, Ancient Texts, 232. “There is also a Mekilta de Rabbi Simeon ben Yohai (compiled ca. 400-450 

C.E.), extant as fragments from the Cairo Genizah and also contained in Midras Haggadol (“the Great Midrash”), a 

thirteenth-century compilation of midrash on the Pentateuch” (p. 232). 
153 Evans, Ancient Texts, 232. Strack and Stemberger suggest the second half of the 3rd century for the final 

redaction of the book (Strack and Stemberger, Talmud and Midrash, 255). 
154 Strack and Stemberger, Talmud and Midrash, 254. 
155 Strack and Stemberger, Talmud and Midrash, 253. 
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157 Strack and Stemberger, Talmud and Midrash, 259. 
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159 Strack and Stemberger, Talmud and Midrash, 259. 
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162 Evans, Ancient Texts, 234. 
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Contents: Sipra contains halakot derived from Leviticus.164 It “comments on all of Lev verse-by-

verse, often even word-by-word.”165 It consists of thirteen sections which divide into a total of 

277 chapters, and is prefaced by a prologue entitled, Baraita de Rabbi Ishmael, which explains 

his thirteen hermeneutical rules.166 Strack and Stemberger say that “Sifra fills its commentary on 

Leviticus largely, though not everywhere equally, with material known to us from M and T; it 

then goes on to derive from this material the questions it asks of the biblical text.”167 

 

 

Sipre on Numbers 

 

Date: Sipre on Numbers is thought to have been compiled around AD 350-400, and to stem from 

the school of R. Ishmael.168 It may include some interpolation originating from the school of 

Aqiba.169 

 

Contents: Sipre Numbers is an exegetical midrash. It omits large portions of narrative to focus on 

the legal material, but when there are shorter portions of narrative included, it gives a haggadic 

treatment of them.170 It contains 161 sections (pisqaot)171 

 

Sipre Zutta 

 

There was a document known as Sipre Zutta, “the small Sipre,” that was a midrash on 

Numbers from the school of Aqiba.172 It is now just known in fragments.173 

 

 

Sipre on Deuteronomy 

 

Date: Sipre on Deuteronomy is thought to have been completed around 350-400, and to stem 

from the school of R. Aqiba.174 However, Strack and Stemberger say that the central legal sec-

tion is from the school of Aqiba while the haggadic material on the narrative portions is from a 

the school of Ishmael.175 

 

Contents: It “is an exegetical midrash on Deut 1:1-30; 3:23-29; 6:4-9; 11:10-26:15; 31:14-

32:34.”176 While focusing on the legal passages, it also includes several narrative passages.177 It 
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consists of ten lessons divided into a total of 357 sections (pisqaot).178 Interestingly, Targum 

Onqelos may depend on Sipre Deuteronomy.179 

 

Midrash Tannaim 

 

Another midrash on Deuteronomy existed that is witnessed by some fragments (from the 

Cairo Genizah) and quotations harvested from Midrash Haggadol.180 The fragments are 

from Deut 11-12, and indicate that it was from the school of Ishmael.181 

 

 

Seder ‘Olam Rabbah (“The Long Order of the World”) 

 

Date: this book may date from the 2nd century, and is said to have been the work of R. Yose ben 

Halafta.182 

 

Contents: It consists of three parts with ten chapters each. The contents are as follows: Part 1: 

events from creation to Joshua’s crossing of the Jordan; part 2: conquest to the Murder of Zecha-

riah; part 3: destruction of the temple to Bar Kokhba.183 

 

 

Megillat Ta‘anit (“Scroll of Fasts”) 

 

Date: This book is mentioned in the Mishna, so at least some form of the work goes back to the 

2nd century. 

 

Contents: It is “principally concerned with noting the days on which fasting was forbidden.”184 

 

 

 

Amoraic Midrashic Literature 

 

The following are the most important Amoraic midrashim: 

 

Midrash Rabbah (“The Long Midrash”) 

 

Date: The oldest works in the collection go back to AD 425-450, and the latest is as late as AD 

1100.185 There is a large amount of early material, but it should be remembered that there is also 

much that is late, as well as significant editing. 
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Contents: Consists of a collection of midrashic works on the Pentateuch and the Megilloth.186 

Much of this collection is haggadic literature.187 They are expanded on below.188 

 

Beresit [Genesis] Rabbah (ca. AD 425-450) 

 

Genesis Rabbah divides the book up into around 100 pericopies (MSS vary from 97-

101).189 “It offers partly simple explanations of words and sentences, partly short or elab-

orate haggadic interpretations and expositions, often only loosely tied to the text, which 

are frequently interlaced with maxims and parables. After [pericope] 92, the verse-by-

verse exposition is abandoned.”190 

 

 

Semot [Exodus]  Rabbah (ca. AD 1000) 

 

This book has two parts: part 1 (sec. 1-14) consists of “an exegetical midrash on Exod 1-

10.”191 Part 2 (sec. 15-52) “is a homiletical midrash on Exod 12-40.”192 The passages fol-

low the Palestinian liturgical cycle.193 

 

 

Vayyiqra’ [Leviticus] Rabbah (ca. AD 550) 

 

This midrash represents a set of 37 homilies on Leviticus.194 They seem to be arranged 

according to the texts of a liturgical cycle, with s few sermons added for good measure.195 

 

 

Bemidbar [Numbers] Rabbah (ca. AD 1100) 

 

“The midrash consists of two very different parts. [The first part] comprises sections 1-

14, approximately three-quarters of the total work, and is a haggadic treatment of Num 1-

7. [The second part] (sections 15-23) is a homiletic midrash which discusses Num 8-36 

much more briefly.”196 

 

 

Debarim [Deuteronomy] Rabbah (ca. AD 900)197 
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This book is made up of 27 homilies that are arranged according to a three year liturgical 

cycle.198 

 

 

Sir haSir [Song of Songs] Rabbah (ca. AD 600-650) 

 

This book is an “exegetical midrash.”199 It is a typological treatment of the book, 

“marked by multiple repetitions and diverse material.”200 

 

 

Ruth Rabbah (ca. AD 750)201 

 

This book contains eight sections, in which the whole of Ruth is commented on.202 

 

 

‘Ekah [Lamentations] Rabbah (ca. AD 450) 

 

The Midrash consists of 5 pericopies, corresponding to the chapter divisions of the 

book.203 It gives “a continuous, verse-by-verse exposition, including on the one hand sim-

ple lexical and substantive explanations, but also sundry parables and stories.”204 

 

 

Qohelet [Ecclesiastes] Rabbah (ca. AD 650) 

 

This book has three sections and treats almost every verse of Ecclesiastes.205 

 

 

Esther Rabbah (ca. AD 500-900) 

 

Strack and Stemberger suggest that this book may have originally consisted of two works 

(sec. 1-6 and 7-10) that were brought together in the 12th or 13th century.206 

 

 

Seder Eliyahu Rabbah (“the Major Work of Elijah”) 
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Date: May have been compiled as early as AD 300, but some argue it could be as late as 850.207 

It is also known as Tanna debe Elijah, “The Lore of Elijah.”208 

 

Contents: Purports to be “material revealed by Elijah the prophet to Rabbi Anan, a late third-cen-

tury Amora (cf b. Ketub. 106a).”209 The purpose of the author is to “urge right moral conduct . . . 

and to glorify the study of Torah.”210 Seder Eliyahu Rabbah is found with Seder Eliyahu Zuta 

(“The Minor Work of Elijah”).211 

 

 

Pesiqta de Rab Kahana (“Lessons of Rab Kahana”) 

 

Date: about AD 500212 

 

Contents: Contains 28 sections (pisqaot), to which seven more were later added. It is a “compila-

tion of Rab Kahana’s discourses or lessons for Sabbaths and holidays. . . . Each [section] begins 

with a citation of Scripture, which is then tied into the ensuing discussion concerned with a holi-

day.”213 The underlying theme of all of the sections is “the chosenness of Israel as God’s people 

to whom God bestowed the gift of Torah.”214 

 

 

Pesiqta Rabbati (“The Long Lessons”) 

 

Date: compiled around AD 550-650.215 

 

Contents: Contains 53 sections “devoted to holidays, seasons, feasts, fasts, and special Sab-

baths.”216 There are several parallels between Pesiqta Rabbati and Pesiqta de Rab Kahana.217 

 

 

Midrash Tanhuma - Yelamdenu 

 

Date: compiled in around AD 800.218 There are were three recensions (A, B [lost], and C [de-

pending on the earlier two])219 

 

                                                 
207 Evans, Ancient Texts, 239. 
208 Evans, Ancient Texts, 239. 
209 Evans, Ancient Texts, 239. 
210 Bakhos, “Midrash, Midrashim,” 948. 
211 Evans, Ancient Texts, 240. 
212 Evans, Ancient Texts, 240. 
213 Evans, Ancient Texts, 240. 
214 Bakhos, “Midrash, Midrashim,” 948. 
215 Evans, Ancient Texts, 241. 
216 Evans, Ancient Texts, 241. 
217 Evans, Ancient Texts, 241. 
218 Evans, Ancient Texts, 241. 
219 Evans, Ancient Texts, 241-242. 
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Contents: This book is a midrash on the books of Moses.220 It has a series of lessons based on a 

lectionary cycle, and each lesson is named after the content of the lesson.221 It contains some 

early traditions from Palestine that may be useful for NT study.222 

 

 

Midrash Tehillin 

 

Date: compiled around AD 750-800.223 This book is also known as Midrash I Psalms (“Exegesis 

on the Psalms”), or Soher Tob (“from Prov 11:27, ‘he that seeks good’”).224 

 

Contents: Midrash on the Psalms. “In the midrashim on certain psalms, nearly every verse is 

commented upon, in others only a few selected verses are treated.”225 

 

 

Pirqe Rabbi Eliezar (“Chapters of Rabbi Eliezar”) 

 

Date: compiled around AD 750-850.226 Scholars suggest that it is pseudepigraphal.227 

 

Contents: This book of midrash “consists of fifty-three chapters devoted to various scriptural 

themes or personalities.”228 

 

 

Seder ‘Olam Zuta (“The Short Order of the World”) 

 

Date: some suggest AD 804 on the basis of internal evidence; others suggest the 6th century.229 

 

Contents: The book consists of ten chapters: “The first six cover the period from Adam to Jehoi-

achin. Chapters 7-10 cover the period from Jehoiachin to the collapse of the Sassanid dynasty 

about 640 C.E.”230 It draws on Seder ‘Olam Rabbah. There is no English translation.231 

 

 

Midrash Shemuel (“Midrash on Samuel”) 

 

                                                 
220 Evans, Ancient Texts, 241. 
221 Evans, Ancient Texts, 242. 
222 Evans, Ancient Texts, 241. 
223 Evans, Ancient Texts, 242. 
224 Evans, Ancient Texts, 242. 
225 Evans, Ancient Texts, 242. 
226 Evans, Ancient Texts, 243. 
227 Evans, Ancient Texts, 243. 
228 Evans, Ancient Texts, 243. 
229 Evans, Ancient Texts, 243. 
230 Evans, Ancient Texts, 243. 
231 Evans, Ancient Texts, 243. 
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Date: the contents are Tannaic, but the “text as we have it probably dates to the eleventh cen-

tury.”232 It is also called Agadat Shemuel (“narrative of Samuel”).233 

 

Contents: Midrash on Samuel. See parashah (section) 4 (1 Sam 2:1-10) for an interesting study 

on eschatology.234 There is no English translation.235 

 

 

Midrash Mishle (on Proverbs) 

 

Date: 9th-10th century, but containing older traditions.236 

 

Contents: Midrash on Proverbs. Could prove fruitful for interpreting the parables in the Gos-

pels.237 

 

 

Chronicle of Jerahmeel 

 

Date: likely sometime after the 8th or 9th century.238 It is also known as Megillat Yerahme’el 

(“The Scroll of Jerahmeel”) or Seper he-Yerahme’el (“The Book of Jerahmeel”).239 It was writ-

ten by Jerahmeel ben Solomon (ca. AD 1150).240 

 

Contents: It is compiled from numerous different sources. “The work is a compilation of Jewish 

legend and lore.”241 

 

 

Later Midrashim and Commentators242 

 

Later Midrashim 

 

Midrash ’Aggadah [on the Pentateuch] 

 10th century 
’Aggadat Bersit [on Genesis] 

 10th century 
Midrash Megillot Zuta [on the Song of Songs] 

 10th century 

Bersit Rabbati [on Genesis] 

                                                 
232 Evans, Ancient Texts, 244. 
233 Evans, Ancient Texts, 243. 
234 Evans, Ancient Texts, 244. 
235 Evans, Ancient Texts, 244. 
236 Evans, Ancient Texts, 244. 
237 Evans, Ancient Texts, 244. 
238 Evans, Ancient Texts, 244-245. 
239 Evans, Ancient Texts, 244. 
240 Evans, Ancient Texts, 244. 
241 Evans, Ancient Texts, 244. 
242 Evans, Ancient Texts, 245. 
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 11th century 
Midrash Yob [on Job] 

 “date unknown, only fragments extant”243 

Midrash Sir haSir [on the Song of Songs] 

 12th century 
Midrash Haggadol [on the Pentateuch] 

 13th century. This anthology is “the largest collection of Midrash.”244 It includes 
extensive compiling, as well as numerous explanatory glosses added by the au-

thor.245 

Yalqut Simeoni [on Tanak] 

 13th century, it was “compiled from more than fifty works and . . . is one of the 
most well-known and comprehensive anthologies.”246  

’Aggadat Esther [on Esther] 

 14th century 

 

 

Medieval Commentators 

 

Rabbi Saadya ben Joseph [“Saadya Gaon”] (882-942)  

Rabbi Solomon ben Isaac [“Rashi”] (1040-1105)  

Rabbi Abraham Ibn Ezra (1089-1164)  

Rabbi Joseph Kimhi [father of David and Moses Kimhi] (ca. 1105-1170)  

Rabbi Moses ben Maimon/Maimonides [“Rambam”] (1135-1204)  

Rabbi David Kimhi [“Radak”] (ca. 1160-1235)  

Rabbi Moses Kimhi [“Ramak”] (date unknown)  

Rabbi Moses ben Nahman/Nahmanides [“Ramban”] (1194-1270)  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
243 Evans, Ancient Texts, 245. 
244 Bakhos, “Midrash, Midrashim,” 949. 
245 Bakhos, “Midrash, Midrashim,” 949. 
246 Bakhos, “Midrash, Midrashim,” 948. 
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Rabbinic Literature: Its Use in Biblical Studies 

 

 

Why and for What to Use Rabbinic Sources247 

 

 

A Caution 

 

According to Chapman and Köstenberger, because of the way that rabbinic literature is com-

piled, the dating of much rabbinic material is very tentative.248 Thought the citation of rabbis can 

help to date the material, many scholars are skeptical about how accurate these citations are. 

Therefore,  

 

the scholar should exercise caution when arguing that a certain rabbinic teaching was 

commonly accepted in Second Temple times. Perhaps the best approach involves identi-

fying trends existing in pre-rabbinic literature (e.g. LXX, DSS, Apocrypha, Josephus, 

etc.) that are also reflected in rabbinic works, implying some historical continuity or tra-

jectory.249 

 

 

Points of Contact 

 

The first three of these are applicable to most of the Second Temple Judaism. The last two are 

more specific to Rabbinic Literature: 

 

 

1. Rabbinic Hermeneutics for comparison with NT (or OT) hermeneutics. 

 

Rabbinic Literature New Testament 

Qal wa-homer: “from the lighter to the heav-

ier” (or a minori ad maius).  

 

“‘A qal wa-homer of the grain of wheat: this 

is buried naked and emerges clothed. How 

“Look at the birds of the air: they neither sow 

nor reap nor gather into barns, and yet your 

heavenly Father feeds them. Are you not of 

more value than they?” (Matt 6:26, ESV).251 

 

“For if the blood of goats and bulls, and the 

sprinkling of defiled persons with the ashes of 

a heifer, sanctify for the purification of the 

flesh, how much more will the blood of 

                                                 
247 Some sources that show the relevance of rabbinic literature to New Testament interpretation are Longe-

necker, Biblical Exegesis (the whole work is addressing the question of the influence of Jewish interpretation on the 

New Testament authors); Helyer, Exploring Jewish Literature, especially 449-484; Evans, Ancient Texts, 246-254; 

McNamara, Targum and Testament, 35-38. 
248 David W.  Chapman and Andreas J. Köstenberger, “Jewish Intertestamental and Early Rabbinic Litera-

ture: An Annotated Bibliographic Resource Updated (Part 2),” JETS 55/3 (2012), 472. 
249 Chapman and Köstenberger, “Bibliographic Resource (Part 2),” 472. For more details on handling Rab-

binic Literature, see Strack and Stemberger, Talmud and Midrash, Part 1, Chapter 5 (pp. 45-55). 
251 Scripture is from ESV unless otherwise indicated. 
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much more must we expect this of the right-
eous who are buried in their clothes’” (b.Ket 

111b).250 

 

Christ, who through the eternal Spirit offered 
himself without blemish to God, purify our 

conscience from dead works to serve the liv-

ing God.” (Heb 9:13-14). 252 

“How do we know of a garden bed, six hand-

breadths square, that five different kinds of 

seed may be sown in it, four on the sides and 

one in the middle . . .? Since it says, For as 

the earth brings forth her bud and as the gar-

den causes seeds sown in it to spring forth (Is. 

61:11). Its seed is not said, but Its seeds” (m. 

Sabb. 9:2). 

 

“You should know that the laws governing a 

trial for property cases are different from the 

laws governing a trial for capital cases. In the 

case of a trial for property cases, a person 

pays money and achieves atonement for him-

self. In capital cases [the accused’s] blood and 

the blood of all those who were destined to be 

born from him [who was wrongfully con-

victed] are held against him [who testifies 

falsely] to the end of time. For so we find in 

the case of Cain who slew his brother, as it is 

said, The bloods of your brother cry (Gen. 

4:10). It does not say, ‘The blood of your 

brother,’ but, ‘The bloods of your brother’—

his blood and the blood of all those who were 

destined to be born from him.” (m. Sanh 4:5 

E-H). 

“Now the promises were spoken to Abraham 

and to his seed. He does not say, ‘And to 

seeds,’ as referring to many, but rather to one, 

‘And to your seed,’ that is, Christ” (Gal 3:16, 

NASB).253 

 

 

 

2. Rabbinic Literature (RL) as a source for interpretations of the OT that would have been 

contemporaneous to Jesus and the NT (whether similar or different from NT interpreta-

tions) 

 

“With the footprints of the Messiah: presumption increases, and dearth increases. The vine 

gives its fruit and wine at great cost. And the government turns to heresy. And there is no re-

proof. The gathering place will be for prostitution. And Galilee will be laid waste. And the Ga-

blan will be made desolate. And the men of the frontier will go about from town to town, and 

none will take pity on them. And the wisdom of scribes will putrefy. And those who fear sin 

will be rejected. And the truth will be locked away. Children will shame elders, and elders will 

                                                 
250 Strack and Stemberger, Talmud and Midrash, 18. While this is not a biblical example, it gives an 

example of rabbinic argumentation. 
252 Helyer, Exploring Jewish Literature, 456. 
253 Evans, Ancient Texts, 253-254. 
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stand up before children. For the son dishonors the father and the daughter rises up against 
her mother, the daughter-in-law against her mother-in-law; a man’s enemies are the men of 

his own house (Mic. 7:6)” (m. Sotah 9:15; cf. Matt 10:34-36).254 

 

“A man should not give up having sexual relations unless he has children. The House of 

Shammai say, ‘Two boys.’ And the House of Hillel say, ‘A boy and a girl, since it is said, 

Male and female he created them (Gen. 5:2).’ [If] a man married a woman and lived with her 

for ten years and she did not give birth, he has no right to desist from having sexual relations 

with her. If] he divorced her, she is permitted to marry someone else. The second husband is 

allowed to live with her for ten years. And if she miscarried, she counts the ten years from the 

time that she miscarried. The man is required to be fruitful and multiply but not the woman. R. 

Yohanan b. Beroqah says, ‘Concerning both of them does Scripture say, And God blessed 

them and said to them, Be fruitful and multiply’ (Gen. 1:28)” (m. Yebam. 6:6). 

 

Interestingly, looking in the index for Mishnah, it is interesting to note some of the Psalms that 

were not cited (Pss 2, 8, 89, 110).255 

 

See the Midrashim for particular interpretations of passages. 

 

 

 

3. RL as a source for understanding the Jewish beliefs, worldview, and practices during the 

second temple period 

a. Beliefs about the Messiah.256 There were connections multiple predictions made 

about the coming of Messiah, predictions that may have played a part in the Bar 

Kokhba revolt.257 This speaks to some degree of the view of Messiah that many 

Jews had in this time. This would later be replaced by a more pacifist view of 

Messiah (see Tg. Canticles and Tg. Lamentations below). 

b. Connection between ritual immersion and baptism (John’s as well as Christian 

baptism)?258 

 

 

4. RL as a source for understanding Pharisaic beliefs, practices and concerns 

 

Rabbinic Literature New Testament 

See m. Yadayim 1:1-2:4 and m. Hag 2:5-6 for 

discussions about the washing of hands. See 

Kelim 8:2-11:3 on the washing of utensils.259 

 

 

Now when the Pharisees gathered to him, 

with some of the scribes who had come from 

Jerusalem, 2 they saw that some of his disci-

ples ate with hands that were defiled, that is, 

unwashed. 3 (For the Pharisees and all the 

                                                 
254 Evans, Ancient Texts, 247-248. 
255 Philip Blackman, Mishnayoth (2d ed., rev., corr., enl. New York: Judaica Press, 1963) 7:220-221. 
256 Evans, Ancient Texts, 246-249. 
257 Evans, Ancient Texts, 246-247. 
258 Helyer, Exploring Jewish Literature, 480-481. 
259 McNamara, Targum and Testament, 36-37. 
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Jews do not eat unless they wash their hands 
properly, holding to the tradition of the elders, 
4 and when they come from the marketplace, 

they do not eat unless they wash. And there 

are many other traditions that they observe, 

such as the washing of cups and pots and cop-

per vessels and dining couches.) 5 And the 
Pharisees and the scribes asked him, “Why do 

your disciples not walk according to the tradi-

tion of the elders, but eat with defiled hands?” 

(Mk 7:1-5). 

See m. Sabb for the discussion on the types of 

activity allowed and forbidden on the Sab-

bath. There were 39 classes of action that 

were categorized as “work” on the Sabbath.260 

 

See also the Babylonian Talmud: “One may 

pluck with the hand and eat [on the Sabbath], 

but one may not pluck with an implement; 

and one may rub and eat [on the Sabbath], but 

one may not rub with an implement. These 

are the words of Rabbi Akiba, but other sages 

say that one may rub with one’s finger-tips 

and eat, but one may not rub a quantity with 

the hand (and eat)” (b. Sabb 128ab).261 

 

One of the great conflicts that Jesus had with 

the Jews was with regard to Sabbath tradi-

tions. For example:  

 

“23 One Sabbath he was going through the 

grainfields, and as they made their way, his 

disciples began to pluck heads of grain. 
24 And the Pharisees were saying to him, 
“Look, why are they doing what is not lawful 

on the Sabbath?” (Mk 2:23-24) 

 

 

5. RL as a source for understanding historical persons and events (i.e., information regard-

ing the so-called “historical Jesus” and other issues of concern for early Christianity). Ev-

ans cites rabbinic texts that refer to things such as Jesus’s birth and early life, rejection, 

ministry, teachings, crucifixion, and claims of healing and resurrection.262 Note that in 

light of the power of the church after the first couple of centuries, often other names were 

used for Jesus to avoid censorship (such as “ben Stada” or “ben Pantera”).263 

 

 

Helps for the Use of Rabbinic Sources264 

 

1. Citing Rabbinic Sources 

 

                                                 
260 McNamara, Targum and Testament, 37-38. 
261 As quoted in McNamara, Targum and Testament, 38. 
262 Evans, Ancient Texts, 249-252. 
263 Evans, Ancient Texts, 249. 
264 Much of this is from pp. 472-488 of Chapman and Köstenberger, “Bibliographic Resource (Part 2).” 
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Craig A. Evans has instructions for how to cite each work.265 Look under the discussion of the 

work being cited, toward the end before the bibliography. The SBL Handbook of Style has a list 

of abbreviations in the appendix.266 

 

 

2. Scripture Index 

 

Works with a Scripture index are marked with an asterisk (*) below. 

 

Midrashim are organized scripturally, so simply locate the Midrash based on the biblical book to 

find rabbinic discussion. 

 

Hyman, Aaron, and Arthur B. Hyman. Sefer Torah Ha-ketuvah ṿeha-mesurah. Tel Aviv: Devir,  

1979.267 

 

Gianotti, Charles R. The New Testament and the Mishnah: A Cross-reference Index. Grand  

Rapids, Mich.: Baker Book House, 1983.268 

 

 

3. Works with Topical Index 

 

Works with topical indexes are marked with a plus (+) below. 

 

 

3. NT Commentary 

 

Strack, Hermann Leberecht, Paul Billerbeck, Joachim Jeremias, and Kurt Adolph. Kommentar  

Zum Neuen Testament Aus Talmud Und Midrash. München: C.H. Beck'sche Verlags-

buchhandlung, 1969.269 

 

 

                                                 
265 Evans, Ancient Texts, 216-255. 
266 Billie Jean Collins, and Society of Biblical Literature. The SBL Handbook of Style: For Biblical Studies 

and Related Disciplines (Second edition; Atlanta: SBL Press, 2014), 130-133. 
267 BS1186 .H95 1979 V.1-3 (Sailhamer Library). This work is in Hebrew. It is three volumes, according to 

the Torah, Nevi’im, and Ketuvim. It contains small passages (about a verse) of Hebrew text followed by references 

to Talmudid, Midrashic, and early Rabbinic literature. 
268 BS2310 .G53 1983 (Sailhamer Library). This work is divided into two parts: the first lists parallels to 

Mishnah according to NT reference; the second lists them according to Mishnah reference. For example, on p. 13, 

under Matt 2:4, it lists Sotah 9:15 (among others); under Matt 2:15, it lists Aboth 1:15 (among others). 
269 BS2344.2 .S77 1969 V.1-6 (Sailhamer Library for 1969 version; 1922 version is on the 2nd floor: 

BS2344 .S77 1922 INDEX-V.4.2). This is a commentary on the NT with references to rabbinic literature. Vol. 5 

consists of an index which is organized according to rabbinic literature. It is in German. This work is generally rec-

ognized to have some weaknesses (McNamara, Targum and Testament, 24). One criticism is that it fails to distin-

guish the dates of the traditions it cites. Rightly criticized for not properly dating its NT ‘background’ material, but 

still a very useful tool for locating potential rabbinic parallels” (Chapman and Köstenberger, “Bibliographic Re-

source [Part 2],” 472. It is presently being translated into English: (https://blog.logos.com/2013/04/strack-and-biller-

becks-works-in-english/). 
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4. Talmudic Literature: English Translation 

 

*Danby, Herbert. The Mishnah. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1967.270 

 

Neusner, Jacob. The Mishnah: A New Translation. New Haven: Yale University Press, 1988.271 

 

Neusner, Jacob. The Tosefta: Translated from the Hebrew. Hoboken, N.J.: Ktav, 1986.272 

 

Neusner, Jacob. The Talmud of the Land of Israel: A Preliminary Translation and Explanation.  

Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1982.273 

 

Neusner, Jacob. The Talmud of Babylonia: An Academic Commentary. Atlanta, Ga.: Scholars  

Press, 1994.274 

 

* + Epstein, Isidore. The Babylonian Talmud. London: Soncino Press, 1935.275 

 

 

5. Talmudic Literature: Hebrew 

 

* + Blackman, Philip. Mishnayoth. 2d ed., rev., corr., enl. New York: Judaica Press, 1963.276 

 

Albeck, Chanoch. Shishah Sidre Mishnah. [Yerushalayim]: [Mosad Byaliḳ], 1975.277 

 

Lieberman, Saul. Tosefta: ʻa.p. Ketav Yad Ṿinah ṿe-shinuye Nusḥaʼot Mi-ḳetav Yad ʻErfurṭ,  

ḳeṭaʻim Min Ha-Genizah U-defus Ṿenetsiyah 281 Be-tseruf Masoret Ha-Tosefta. Nuyorḳ: 

Hotsaʼat Mekhon Meʼir Lev Rabinovitsh ʻal yad Bet ha-midrash le Rabanim ..., 1955.278 

 

Guggenheimer, Heinrich W. Jerusalem Talmud =: [Talmud Yerushalmi]. Berlin ; New York:  

Walter de Gruyter, 2000.279 

 

* + Epstein, Isidore, and Maurice Simon. Hebrew-English Edition of the Babylonian Talmud.  

                                                 
270 BM505.A3 D3 (2nd floor) “. . . long considered the standard English translation” (Chapman and Kösten-

berger, “Bibliographic Resource [Part 2],” 475). It includes a Scripture index in the back (G. K. Beale, Handbook 

On the New Testament Use of the Old Testament: Exegesis and Interpretation [Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Academic, 

2012], 118.) 
271 BM497.5.E5 N488 1988 1 (2nd floor) 
272 BM508.13 .E5 1977 DIV.1-6 (2nd floor) 
273 BM498.5 .E5 V.1-35 (2nd floor) 
274 BM504 .N44 1994 V.1-36 (2nd floor) 
275 BM500 .E57 INDEX 1-V.6.2 (2nd floor); contains a topical index and Scripture index. 
276 BM497 1964 V.1-7 (2nd floor); this text contains both Hebrew text and English translation. Vol. 7 con-

tains Scripture and topic indexes. 
277 BM497 1975 V.1-6 (Sailhamer Library; vol. 2-5 of older version are on the second floor) 
278 BM508 .L54 1955 Vol. 1-10 (2nd floor); this work contains only the first three orders, and some of the 

fourth (Chapman and Köstenberger, “Bibliographic Resource [Part 2],” 476). 
279 BM498.5.E5 G8 2000 V.1.1-4.3 (2nd floor). This includes both (pointed Hebrew) text and translation, 

along with footnotes. 
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London: Soncino, 1960.280 

 

 

6. Midrashim: English Translations 

 

Neusner, Jacob. Mekhilta According to Rabbi Ishmael: An Analytical Translation. Atlanta, Ga.:  

Scholars Press, 1988.281 

 

Neusner, Jacob. Sifra: An Analytical Translation. Atlanta, Ga.: Scholars Press, 1988. 282 

 

Neusner, Jacob. Sifré to Numbers: An American Translation and Explanation. Atlanta, Ga.:  

Scholars Press, 1986.283 

 

Neusner, Jacob. Sifre to Deuteronomy: An Analytical Translation. Atlanta, Ga.: Scholars Press,  

1987.284 

 

* + Freedman, Harry, and Maurice Simon. Midrash Rabbah. 3rd ed. London ; New York:  

Soncino Press, 1983.285 

 

Neusner, Jacob. Pesiqta DeRab Kahana: An Analytical Translation. Atlanta, Ga.: Scholars Press,  

1987.286 

 

* + Braude, William G. The Midrash On Psalms. New Haven: Yale University Press, 1959.287 

 

 

7. Midrashim: Hebrew 

 

Horovitz, S., and I. A. Rabin. Mechilta D'Rabbi Ismael. Editio altera. Jerusalem: Wahrmann  

Books, 1970.288 

 

Ginsberg, Morris. Sifra. Atlanta, Ga.: Scholars Press, 1999.289 

 

Horovitz, S. 1859-1921. Siphre D'be Rab : Fasciculus Primus: Siphre Ad Numeros Adjecto  

Siphre Zutta. Jerusalem: Wahrmann Books, 1966.290 

                                                 
280 BM499.5 1959 Vol. 1:1-6:2 (2nd floor); English and Hebrew; Index 1 is a Scripture and rabbinic index; 

Index 2 is a topical index. 
281 BM517.M4 E5 V.1-2 (2nd floor) 
282 BM517.S6 E5 V.1-3 (2nd floor) 
283 BM517.S74 A3 1986 V.1-2 (2nd floor) 
284 BM517.S75 A3 1987 V.1-2 (2nd floor) 
285 BM517.M6 E54 1983 V.1-10 (Reference); Vol. 10 consists of an index of topics, Scripture references, 

and Talmud references. 
286 BM517.P34 E5 1987 V.1-2 (2nd floor) 
287 BM518.T5 .E5 V.1-2 (2nd floor); Vol. 2 contains an index of Scripture references and Mishnah refer-

ences, as well as topics and authorities cited. 
288 BM517 .M4 1970 (Sailhamer Library) 
289 BM517.S63 G53 1999 1 (2nd floor); Hebrew and English with footnotes. 
290 BM517 .S74 S65 1966 (Sailhamer Library) 
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Horovitz, S., Louis Finkelstein, Jewish Theological Seminary of America, and Gesellschaft zur  

Förderung der Wissenschaft des Judentums (Germany). Sifre ʻal Sefer Devarim. Nyu-

Yorḳ: Bet ha-midrash le-rabanim ba-Ameriḳah, 1969.291 

 

Issachar Berman ben Naphtali, ha-Kohen, and Tsevi Zeʼev Rubinshṭein. Midrash Rabah: ʻal  

Ḥamishah ḥumshe Torah ṿe-Ḥamesh Megilot. New York: Ktav, 1950.292 

 

Buber, Salomon. Pessikta: This Is Aggadah From the Land of Israel Attributed to Rabbi Kahana  

... Published ... With Comments ... and Corrections ... With Comment and Glosses ... Also 

Shows Places ... and the Notes ... Foreign Words .. and Introduction. [Jerusalem: [?], 

1980.293 

 

Buber, Salomon, and Aug. 1838?-1913 Wünsche. Midrasch Tehillim: Oder, Die Haggadische  

Erklärung Der Psalmen, Nach Der Textausg. Von Salomon Buber Zum Ersten Male Ins 

Deutsche übers. Und Mit Noten Und Quellenangaben Versehen. Trier: S. Mayer, 1892.294 

 

Isaac ben Samson, ha-Kohen. Midrash Shoḥer ṭov: On Tehillim [Psalms], Samuel and Proverbs.  

Jerusalem: Midrash, 1968.295 

 

 

 

 

 

II. TARGUMS 

 

 

Targums: Definitions 

 

“The word ‘Targum,’ from the Aramaic word trgm, ‘to translate,’ basically means a paraphrase 

or interpretive translation. The Aramaic translator was called the meturgeman.”296 It has come to 

designate Aramaic interpretive translations of the Hebrew Scriptures (OT) that originated around 

the turn of the century.297 The purpose of targums was to give the hearers a clear understanding 

of the Hebrew original without “altering or displacing” the original text.298 

                                                 
291 BM517 .S75 F56 1969 (Sailhamer Library) 
292 BM517 .M63 I88 1950 V.1-5 (Sailhamer Library) 
293 BM517 .P36 P36 1980Z (Sailhamer). The library catalogue says that this is a Hebrew text, but I have 

not seen it myself. 
294 BM517.T5 G3 1892 (Sailhamer Library) 
295 BM517 .T5 M5 1968 (Sailhamer Library) 
296 Evans, Ancient Texts, 185. 
297 Steven D. Fraade, “Targum, Targumim,” pages 1278-1281 of The Eerdmans Dictionary of Early Juda-

ism (eds John J. Collins and Daniel C. Harlow; Grand Rapids, Mich.: William B. Eerdmans, 2010), 1278. 
298 “In all contexts and usages, the targums sought to give their readers and auditors a better grasp of the 

Hebrew original which it accompanied, by rendering it in accord with the exegetical traditions current among their 

creators. By maintaining a clear linguistic demarcation between written Scripture in Hebrew and its orally delivered, 

interlinear recitation and explication, targum served to render Scripture comprehensible in new cultural settings 

without altering or displacing the iconic status of its sacred base text” (Fraade, “Targum, Targumim,” 1280). 
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Targums: Historical Location 

 

 

Aramaic Among the Jews:299 

 

The history of the Literature called the Targums is tied to the history of the Aramaic Language 

among the Jews. According to McNamara, the following represents one way of looking at the 

various stages of Aramaic use among the ancient world:300 

 

1. Old Aramaic (ca. 950-700 BCE) – “no uniform standard Aramaic.”301 At this stage, 

there were a number of Aramaic dialects spoken by the nomadic Arameans, who were 

sufficiently spread around the Ancient world to necessitate that other peoples learn their 

language. 

2. Official Aramaic (ca. 700-300 BCE) – “From 2 Kings 18:26 (= Isaiah 36:11) we learn 

that in 701 BCE it was understood and spoken by the diplomats of Assyria and Judah, but 

not by the ordinary people of Jerusalem. About a century later a Palestinian king (proba-

bly that of Ashkelon) wrote for help to the king of Egypt in Aramaic. During the Persian 

period Aramaic was the language used by the Persian chancery, and was widely em-

ployed for trade purposes and international correspondence.”302 

3. Middle Aramaic (ca. 300 BCE-200 CE?) – “With the advent of the Greek Empire, 

Greek replaced Aramaic as the official language of the chanceries. When new peoples 

came to write down Aramaic, dialectal differences are noticeable. . . . Coming now to 

Jewish Aramaic of this period we have the new texts from Qumran, Murabba’at, and the 

letters of [Bar Kokhba]. Apart from this we have precious little: the Taanith Scroll (late 

first century CE), short inscriptions on tombstones and ossuaries, a few Aramaic words in 

the New Testament and in Josephus, and short sentences and texts in Tannaitic literature.  

4. Later Aramaic (ca. 200-700 CE) 

 

Before the exile, Jewish people spoke Hebrew, but sometime between the exile and the New 

Testament period the dominant language became Aramaic (Greek was also spoken).303 Though 

the degree to which Hebrew was understandable to the average Jew is debated, it was evidently a 

serious enough problem that the Aramaic translations were needed.304 

 

                                                 
299 See McNamara, Targum and Testament, 85-92. 
300 McNamara, Targum and Testament, 85-87. “The dates given are those of Joseph A. Fitzmyer” (p. 87). 
301 McNamara, Targum and Testament, 86. 
302 McNamara, Targum and Testament, 86. 
303 McNamara, Targum and Testament, 88. 
304 So, for example, Steven D. Fraade says, “In short, it cannot be presumed, on the model of the Greek 

Jewish Scriptures, that the targumim in the early centuries C.E. were primarily intended for an audience that had no 

comprehension of the Hebrew ‘original’” (Fraade, “Targum, Targumim,” 1279). In other words, the original hearers 

may have had varying degrees of Hebrew comprehension, so that while there would have been need for an explana-

tion of the Scriptures in the language of the hearers, it does not therefore follow that the Hebrew would have been 

completely incomprehensible. Furthermore, the amount of Hebrew comprehension would likely vary from place to 

place (ibid.). 
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However, it is important to note that the Aramaic of the Targums is not necessarily the Aramaic 

of the New Testament Period:  

 

Palestinian Aramaic, as found in the Palestinian Targums, the Palestinian Talmud and the 

Palestinian midrashim, has certain peculiarities which distinguish it sharply from Old Testa-

ment Aramaic, from the Aramaic of Qumran and Murabba’at and from that of the Targum of 

Onkelos and of the “Babylonian” Targum of the Prophets. . . . The absence of [several] dis-

tinguishing characteristics of the Aramaic of the Palestinian Targum from the Aramaic of the 

first-century texts from Qumran necessarily raises the question whether one can legitimately 

consider the Aramaic of the Palestinian Targum as a language spoken in Christ’s day. The 

Aramaic of the Palestinian Targum(s) is to be dated to the third century at the earliest. Hence, 

one can agree that for the consideration of philological questions it is too late for use in New 

Testament studies. However, this need not hold with regard to Aramaic vocabulary (for in-

stance talitha) or phraseology which is independent of philological forms.305 

 

In other words, while the Aramaic of the Targums is helpful for the study of the New Testament, 

it is not really able to help us reconstruct the original ipsissima verba of Jesus and other New 

Testament persons, but is limited to matters of vocabulary. Its primary contribution will be found 

elsewhere (see below). 

 

 

History of Targum 

 

The word “targum” was used in a general sense to denote the translation of a document into an-

other language (cf. Ezra 4:17). However, beginning with the Mishna (AD 200), it refers to the 

translation of the Scriptures into Aramaic (or other languages, such as Greek).306 It is also used in 

Rabbinic lit to refer to Aramaic sections of the Scriptures, as well as “for ‘internal translation’ 

within Hebrew, whereby one person of lower status broadcasts or explains the words of another 

of higher status.”307 

 

Often the origins of targum are traced back to Ezra’s reading the Torah “with explanation” (Neh 

8:1-8). However, there is no mention of Aramaic translations in the Second Temple period as 

there is with the LXX. On the other hand, there are fragments of Aramaic translations that were 

found in the Qumran cave that attest to their existence.308 “Our earliest extant targumic texts 

(outside of the Dead Sea Scrolls) date from no earlier than the third century C.E., although they 

likely draw on an earlier targumic substratum and certainly incorporate earlier exegetical tradi-

tions, as do all early rabbinic texts.”309 

 

                                                 
305 McNamara, Targum and Testament, 89-90. 
306 Fraade, “Targum, Targumim,” 1278. 
307 Fraade, “Targum, Targumim,” 1278. 
308 “. . . we have fragments of an Aramaic translation of two noncontinuous sections of Leviticus (4QTgLev 

[4Q156]) and parts of two copies of an Aramaic translation of the book of Job from Qumran (11QTgJob [11Q10] 

and 4QTgJob [4Q157]), both of these being fairly literal in their renderings . . .” (Fraade, “Targum, Targumim,” 

1278).  
309 Fraade, “Targum, Targumim,” 1278. 
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Targum likely had a liturgical function in the synagogue. It seems likely that in the time of the 

New Testament, Jesus and other Jews would have heard the Scriptures in an Aramaic version.310 

Rabbinic texts indicate that 

 

a person called the meturgeman (or turgeman) was designated to follow the reading of 

each verse from the Torah, or up to three verses from the Prophets, with a rendering in 

Aramaic. While the scriptural text is to be read from a scroll, its targum was rendered 

orally, whether spontaneously, from memory, or, most likely, in some combination of the 

two. It is presumed that targumic texts circulated and were stored in synagogues, and that 

they shared some but not all of Scripture’s sanctity. Their public performance was not 

from a written text, however, so as not to blur the distinction between written Scriptures 

and their oral explication, and the persons reading and rendering were separate and dis-

tinct. Similarly, the higher status of the written text of Scripture over its oral targumic ac-

companiment was accentuated through the choice as meturgeman of someone of lower 

status than that of the scriptural reader. Unlike the ancient Jewish Greek translation of 

Scripture (the Septuagint), the recitation of the targum never, as far as we know, replaced 

the reading of the Hebrew Scriptures, but rather served as its accompaniment.311 

 

McNamara gives some further details about the use of Targum in the Synagogue: 

 

The Mishnah gives considerable detail on how this rendering into Aramaic was to 

be done. The interpreter (called the Meturgeman) had to be distinct from the reader. Any 

competent person, even a minor, could act as interpreter, subject, naturally, to the control 

of the head of the synagogue. As far as the Pentateuch was concerned, each single verse 

was rendered into Aramaic immediately after being read out in Hebrew. For the Prophets, 

three verses could be read before being translated (Meg. 4:4). 

Certain texts, detrimental to the honour of Israel or the ancients, were read out in 

Hebrew and not rendered into Aramaic. These texts, listed in Meg. 4:10, are: the story of 

Reuben (Genesis 35:22); the second Story of the golden calf (Exodus 32; exact verses un-

certain); the blessing of the priests (Numbers 6:24-26); the story of David and Bathsheba 

(2 Sam 11:2-17); and the story of Amnon and Tamar (2 Sam 13). . . . 

 The Aramaic translation had to be given orally. It was forbidden to use written 

texts for this purpose. One reason given for this is that the written law should be transmit-

ted in writing and the oral law by word of mouth (Palestinian Talmud, Meg. 4,I,74d, I 

16). Another reason given in the Babylonian Talmud (Meg. 32a) is that of impressing on 

the people the difference between the sacred text and its interpretative translation. This 

law may have been operative already in New Testament times. Jesus’ disciples distin-

guished between the words of Scripture on Elias and the scribes’ understanding of these 

words (Matthew 17:10; Mark 9:11).312 

 

                                                 
310 McNamara, Targum and Testament, 78. “We can presume that in Jesus’ day, in Galilee at least, and 

most probably in Judea as well, the Hebrew text was rendered into Aramaic.” 
311 Fraade, “Targum, Targumim,” 1278-1279. 
312 McNamara, Targum and Testament, 78. 
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McNamara says that by the time of the Mishna, the job of the meturgeman was not to translate, 

but to give the interpretation that had become traditional.313 

 

Targum may also have served a pedagogical function:  

 

In the context of study, the Aramaic targum appears to have served both as a reinforce-

ment for the learning of Scripture in Hebrew (“twice Scripture and once targum” [b. Be-

rakot 8a-b]) and as a pedagogical bridge between the fixed “written Torah” and the more 

fluid “oral Torah” of scriptural interpretation (“Scripture leads to targum, targum leads to 

Mishnah [oral teaching], Mishnah leads to Talmud [dialectical commentary],” Sifre Deu-

teronomy 161).314 

 

The targumim are different than midrash in that it is more directly tied to the text of Scripture.  

 

Unlike midrash, targum does not employ technical terminology to differentiate between, 

or to link, the scriptural verse and its rendering. Nor does it juxtapose multiple, conflict-

ing interpretations (although it does exhibit numerous “double translations”), or attribute 

its renderings to named authorities.315 

 

There is debate about the relationship between targum and rabbinic literature. Though all of our 

extant targumim have been transmitted by the rabbinic sources (other than the fragments among 

the DSS), some have posited a pre-rabbinic context for their development. However, this has not 

been widely accepted.316 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
313 McNamara, Targum and Testament, 79. 
314 Fraade, “Targum, Targumim,” 1279. 
315 Fraade, “Targum, Targumim,” 1280. 
316 Fraade, “Targum, Targumim,” 1280. 
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Targums: Characteristics of Targumic Translations 

 

There were a spectrum of translations that go from a close to word-for-word equivalence, and 

others that are more interpretive. However they are not exclusively one or the other, but rather 

combine these traits within the same translation.317 The Following are the characteristics of the 

Palestinian Targums on the Pentateuch as McNamara identifies them (though he notes they are 

applicable for the most part to the Targum to the Prophets and others as well):318 

 

1. Paraphrase Must Adhere to Biblical Text: The targum is purposefully a translation of 

the text. Though it may contain expansions, it was tethered to some degree to the text. 

There was some freedom as to how to interpret the text, but it could not be ignored. No 

matter how far afield the translator goes, he must at some point come back to the text.319 

2. Close Attention to Details of the Hebrew Text (cf. Rabbinic Hermeneutics: Midrash, 

and Kugel’s four principles of all Second Temple interpretation.) 

a. Multiple Sense: “The Palestinian Targums often translate by retaining two or 

more senses for a Hebrew word.”320 

b. Gematria: Though not frequent, Gematria sometimes appears.321 

c. Targumic Doublets: “the use of two words to bring out the sense of a single word 

of the Hebrew Text.”322 

d. Stylized Translation: often regular expressions are rendered the same way each 

time: “sons” for “seed” in Neofiti; “a land bearing good fruits, pure as milk and 

sweet as honey” for “land flowing with milk and honey,” “the regular addition of 

‘redeemed’ to the verb ‘bring (brought) out’ of the Hebrew Text: ‘he brought 

(you) out redeemed (from the land of Egypt).’”323 

e. Associative and Complementary Translations: “the targumic phenomenon of the 

paraphrase of some texts being colored by related biblical ones. Thus, ‘Remember 

                                                 
317 Fraade, “Targum, Targumim,” 1279. 
318 McNamara, Targum and Testament, 103-119. “All the examples we use here are drawn from the Pales-

tinian Targum to the Pentateuch, as represented by the one or other of the texts of Neofiti, Pseudo-Jonathan, the 

Fragment Targums and the fragments of the Cairo Genizah. . . . What is said here on targumic rendering with refer-

ence to the Palestinian Targums will hold good in the main for the Targum of the Prophets, and to a certain extent 

for the other targums also. It is, in any event, prudent, if not altogether necessary, to treat of the targumic method of 

each group of targums separately in view of the differences in the original intent, the time of composition and the 

history of composition of the various targums” (p. 103). 
319 McNamara, Targum and Testament, 103-104. 
320 McNamara, Targum and Testament, 105. 
321 Two examples mentioned by McNamara: “‘When Abram heard that his nephew [Lot] had been taken 

captive. He led forth his trained men, born in his house, three hundred and eighteen of them, and went in pursuit as 

far as Dan.’ Readers could ask what this number 318 was intended to express. . . . the translation of Pseudo-Jonathan 

[reads]: “he armed his young men whom he had trained for war, (who had been) brought up in his house but they did 

not wish to go with him. So he chose from among them Eliezer, son of Nimrod, who is equal in strength to all three 

hundred and eighteen of them, and he pursued (them) as far as Dan.’ The value of the Hebrew letters of Eliezer 

(’ly‘zr, 1, 30, 10, 70, 7, 200) is 318. Jewish tradition found it difficult to accept that Moses’ wife, called ksyt in 

Numbers 12:1, was really an ethnic Cushite. Roger Le Déaut believes that they got around the problem by noting 

that the numerical value of the Hebrew consonants is the same as the Hebrew words ypt mr’h ‘beautiful of appear-

ance’ used of Rachel in Genesis 29:21” (McNamara, Targum and Testament, 105-106). Note that often the targumic 

expansions are indicated by italics, while the biblical text is indicated by normal type (or vice versa). 
322 McNamara, Targum and Testament, 106. 
323 McNamara, Targum and Testament, 106. 
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the Sabbath day’ of Exodus 20:8 is rendered [one targum] as ‘Beware (regarding) 

(hwwn zhyryrin) the Sabbath day,’ in Klein’s view under the associative influence 

of Deuteronomy 5:12.”324 

3. Interpretation and Concern for the Unlearned: the targums are a combination of trans-

lation and interpretation. The translator had in mind not only the need to do justice to the 

words of scripture, but also to the needs of his hearers in the synagogue.325 

4. Explanation of Difficulties and Contradictions: many interpretations arise out of a 

need to explain difficulties and perceived contradictions.326 

5. Converse Translation: “In this the translation says the opposite of what is in the Hebrew 

Text.”327 

6. Reverential Manner in Speaking of God and Anti-anthropomorphisms: while not be-

ing consistent, there is a tendency to avoid speaking of God in an anthropomorphic way 

and to distance him from interacting with creation to do justice to his holiness. “God in 

his relation to the world is said to act through his Word (Memra), Glory, Shekinah, Glory 

of his Shekinah, etc. Rather than say God repents, grows sorrowful, etc., the targums 

speak of there being repentance, sorrow, etc., before God. The ‘hands, arms, face,’ etc., 

of God spoken of in the biblical text become in the targums the ‘might, presence, power, 

Memra,’ etc., of God.”328 The following are avoided in some cases: 

a. “in the eyes of the Lord (byny YHWH)” 

b. “the hand of the Lord”  

c. “the mouth of the Lord”  

d. “the face of the Lord”  

e. Avoiding Making God the Direct Subject or Object of Actions Relating to Crea-

tion: “Thus Genesis 1:4: ‘God saw the light (’et ha’or) that (it) was good’; Neofiti: 

                                                 
324 McNamara, Targum and Testament, 107. 
325 McNamara, Targum and Testament, 107-108. 
326 McNamara notes the following examples: “Genesis 28:11, for instance, appears to say that Jacob used 

more than one stone for a pillow at Bethel. Yet Genesis 28:18 says he used only one stone. How explain this differ-

ence? Because, says the Palestinian Targum (Genesis 28:10), God by a miracle made one stone out of the many. . . . 

After Nehemiah’s campaign against the marriage of Jews to foreign women (Nehemiah 13:23-27) it must have been 

embarrassing to read twice in Numbers 12:1 that Moses was married to a non-Jewish Cushite (Septuagint: ‘Ethio-

pian’) woman. Pseudo-Jonathan (Numbers 12:1) explains that Moses was constrained against his will to marry this 

Ethiopian woman and that he later divorced her. Onqelos paraphrases ‘Cushite’ as ‘beautiful.’ Other texts of the Pal-

estinian Targum retain the word ‘Cushite’ but go on to explain at length that she was not a Cushite ethnically speak-

ing, but merely like a Cushite in complexion!” (McNamara, Targum and Testament, 108, 110). 
327 “Despite the biblical text, in Palestinian Targum Genesis 4:14 Cain says that it is impossible for him to 

hide from God. Again, despite the biblical text, in the CTg AA rendering of Exodus 17:11 Israel was victorious even 

when Moses let down his hands. . . . In Deuteronomy 2:6 God tells Israel to purchase food and water from the sons 

of Esau. Not so in the Palestinian Targum (Neofiti), which renders: ‘You have no need to buy food from them for 

money because manna descends for you from heaven; and you have no need to buy water from them for money, be-

cause the well of water comes up with you. . .’ [referring to the “rock” that followed Israel in the wilderness, cf. 1 

Cor 10:4]. . . . We have another example of the technique in Targum Malachi 2:16. In the Hebrew text the prophet 

Malachi says: (v. 15) ‘So look to yourselves, and do not let anyone be faithless to the wife of his youth, (v. 16) For I 

hate divorce, says the Lord, the God of Israel.’ This in the Targum becomes: ‘So you shall take heed of yourselves, 

and shall not deceive the wife of your youth, (v. 16) But if you hate her, divorce her’ (McNamara, Targum and Tes-

tament, 110-111). 
328 McNamara, Targum and Testament, 112. 
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‘It was manifest before the Lord the light (with accusative sign yat) that (it) was 

good.’”329 

7. Respect for the Elders of Israel: Euphemistic Translation: in addition to not translat-

ing passages that were unflattering to Israel, some passages were changed, such as the 

comment that “Leah’s eyes were weak” (Gen 29:17), which is translated as “Leah’s eyes 

were beautiful,” or “Leah’s eyes were raised in prayer.”330 

8. Derogatory Translation: The opposite of the above. Often regarding idolatry or unsa-

vory characters (e.g., Balaam).331 

9. Later Doctrine Read into the Interpretation: “Certain biblical texts must have had a 

given interpretation attached to them, an understanding that was naturally inserted into 

the Aramaic paraphrase. Deuteronomy 33:6 says: ‘Let Reuben live and not die.’ This 

would have meant little to Jews of a later generation unless paraphrased. In the Palestin-

ian Targum it becomes: ‘Let Reuben live in this world and not die in the second death, in 

which death the wicked die in the world to come.’ Thus paraphrased it becomes a re-

minder of the future life. . . . An ordinary Jew might ask: What was the tree of life men-

tioned in the Paradise account of Genesis? The Targum explains: ‘The Law is the tree of 

life for all who labor in it; and anyone who observes its precepts lives and endures like 

the tree of life in the world to come.’”332  

10. Homiletic Nature of Certain Passages: There are phrases that would have been used in 

synagogue that are inserted into the text: “The homiletic nature of certain passages is 

shown by the opening words: ‘My people, children of Israel….’”333 

11. Updating of Geographical and Patronymic Terms 

12. Updating of Biblical Coins and Weights 
 

 

Targums: Contents 

 

 

Introduction 

 

“With the exception of Ezra-Nehemiah and Daniel, targums to all books of the Hebrew Bible are 

known to exist. These targums differ quite a bit among themselves. From the point of view of 

language they fall into two groups: the Babylonian and the Palestinian. The latter are composed 

in Palestinian Aramaic while the former are in what is now often referred to as Jewish Literary 

Aramaic. The Babylonian Targum (i.e. Targum Onqelos of the Pentateuch and Jonathan of the 

Prophets) was edited in the Jewish academies of Babylon, and came to the West towards the end 

of the first millennium. All the other targums originated at various times in western Jewry”334 

 

 

Targums to the Pentateuch 

                                                 
329 McNamara, Targum and Testament, 114. 
330 McNamara, Targum and Testament, 114. 
331 McNamara, Targum and Testament, 115. 
332 McNamara, Targum and Testament, 116, 117. 
333 McNamara, Targum and Testament, 118. 
334 McNamara, Targum and Testament, 253. 
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“Most of the Targumim are to the Pentateuch. The extant manuscripts and the traditions underly-

ing them range in date from NT times to well into the Middle Ages.”335 

 

 

Targum Onqelos 

 

Date: There is the possibility that a “proto-Onqelos” that existed in Palestine before Bar 

Kokhba’s defeat, which was later edited and completed in the 3rd century.336 McNamara supports 

a Palestinian origin in the second century AD.337 He says that  

 

Whatever its place of origin, Onqelos is justly called “the Babylonian Targum,” being 

that cited by the Babylonian Talmud as the official rendering for Babylonian Judaism, 

and called there “our targum.” It was edited in the Jewish academies of Babylonia and, 

being an official text, its rendering was made to reflect the official teaching of Babylo-

nian Judaism.338 

 

Translator: the Targum is attributed to Onqelos because of a passage in the Babylonian Talmud 

(Meg. 3a): “R. Jeremiah, or as some say, R. Hiyya bar Abba, said: ‘The Targum to the Torah, 

Onqelos the Proselyte composed [literally: ‘said’] it from the mouths of R. Eliezer and R. 

Joshua.’”339  

 

However, the Palestinian Talmud (Meg. 1, 9, 71c) reads: “R. Jeremiah, in the name of R. Hiyya 

bar Ba [i.e. bar Abba] [said]: ‘Akylos the Proselyte translated the Torah before [i.e. in the pres-

ence of] R. Eliezer and before R. Joshua, and they praised him.’”340 McNamara indicates that it 

is widely accepted that Akylos is the Aquilas who translated the OT into Greek, and that the 

Babylonian Talmud has confused the material in adapting the material from the Palestinian Tal-

mud.341 It is also possible that the Aquilas produced both translations. There is no certainty on 

the issue.342 

 

Character: This Targum is “It is the most literal of the Targumim to the Pentateuch, but it is not 

without some noteworthy interpretive elements, including mishnaic material.”343 “Paraphrase is 

most noticeable in the poetic sections.”344 It contains all five books of Moses.345 Interestingly, 

Onqelos may depend on the Midrash Sipre Deuteronomy for its rendering of Deuteronomy.346 

 

                                                 
335 Evans, Ancient Texts, 187. 
336 Evans, Ancient Texts, 187. 
337 McNamara, Targum and Testament, 258. 
338 McNamara, Targum and Testament, 258. 
339 McNamara, Targum and Testament, 256. 
340 McNamara, Targum and Testament, 256. 
341 McNamara, Targum and Testament, 256. 
342 McNamara, Targum and Testament, 257. 
343 Evans, Ancient Texts, 187. 
344 McNamara, Targum and Testament, 258. 
345 McNamara, Targum and Testament, 255. 
346 Strack and Stemberger, Talmud and Midrash, 273. 
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Targum Pseudo-Jonathan 

 

Date: It “contains a diversity of traditions” from different times and places.347 Some passages 

could date from the reign of John Hyrcanus (late second century), while others contain late inter-

polations (i.e., “the names Adisha and Fatima, the wife and daughter of Mohammed [Genesis 

21:21]; the six orders of the Mishnah [Exodus 26:9]; and Constantinople [Numbers 24:24].”) and 

may even rely on 8th century material.348 

 

Translator: Also called Targum Yerushalmi I, this targum was mistakenly called Targum Jona-

than (because the initials were T.Y.); it is now called Pseudo-Jonathan to avoid confusion.349 It 

was likely attributed to Jonathan ben Uzziel, to whom was traditionally ascribed the Targum to 

the Prophets.350 In reality it is a composite document with multiple contributors. 

 

Character: It consists of all five books of Moses.351 It is a “composite” work and contains vary-

ing traditions, even reproducing Onqelos exactly in some places.352 In relation to rabbinic teach-

ing, “in general it agrees with rabbinic halakhah, but at times opposes it diametrically.”353 Its 

haggadah is often unique and distinctive, giving interpretations that are found in no other 

work.354 Evans notes that “some of its distinctive readings offer remarkable parallels to the 

NT.”355 It is possible that it is a scholarly work, and not meant for liturgical use.356 

 

 

Fragmentary Targum 

 

Character: Also called Targum Yerushalmi II.357 This Targum is found in five manuscripts that 

cover the same passages, indicating that they are descended from a common text.358 However, 

McNamara indicates that the various manuscripts also represent “distinct recensional fami-

lies.”359 The Fragment Targums contain  

 

sections of all five books of the Pentateuch. Leopold Zunz has calculated that the texts 

known to him cover about one-third of Genesis, three-twentieths of Exodus, one-fourth of 

Leviticus, one-fifth of Numbers and one-fourth of Deuteronomy. Sometimes the para-

phrase reproduced may cover entire chapters, but this is very much the exception. Often 

the paraphrase reproduces a long midrash to a given verse; sometimes it has merely a few 

                                                 
347 Evans, Ancient Texts, 188. 
348 McNamara, Targum and Testament, 264-265. He says that it may rely on Pirqe de Rabbi Eliezer, which 

he dates to the 8th or 9th century (p. 265). 
349 Evans, Ancient Texts, 188.  
350 McNamara, Targum and Testament, 260. 
351 McNamara, Targum and Testament, 262. 
352 McNamara, Targum and Testament, 262. 
353 McNamara, Targum and Testament, 263. 
354 McNamara, Targum and Testament, 264. 
355 Evans, Ancient Texts, 188. 
356 McNamara, Targum and Testament, 266. 
357 Evans, Ancient Texts, 189. 
358 Evans, Ancient Texts, 189. 
359 McNamara, Targum and Testament, 270. 
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words, on occasion even a single word, all written down because for some reason or other 

they were of interest to the redactors.360 

 

The passages appear to be drawn from an early Palestinian Targum.361 Evans says that it “con-

tains some unique readings, some of which appear to be quite early.”362 

 

 

Targum Neofiti 

 

Date: 2nd century or earlier.363 It is known from one manuscript from around 1500.364 Sometimes 

called Neofiti 1 (or Neofyti).365 

 

Character: Neofiti “contains the entire Palestinian Targum of the Pentateuch.”366 Its translation 

“is in general rather sober, and lacks some paraphrases found in other texts of the Palestinian 

Targum.”367 It appears that there has been some development in the history of the document, as 

evidenced by literary seams and linguistic differences found in the text.368 It contains a combina-

tion of literal translation and paraphrase.369 The manuscript also contains a number of marginal 

and interlinear glosses that include corrections and variants from other targums.370 

 

 

Cairo Genizah Fragments 

 

In the 1880s and 1890s, manuscripts were discovered in a genizah in Egypt that yielded some-

thing like 2,000 Targum manuscripts and fragments. The oldest fragments of those that have 

been published are from around AD 600-800.371 

 

 

6QGen?ar (= 6Q19 Targum of Genesis?) 

 

This text is a Qumran fragment that may be an Aramaic translation of Gen 10:20.372 

 

 

4QtgLev (= 4Q156)  

                                                 
360 McNamara, Targum and Testament, 269-270. 
361 McNamar, 271. “These Fragment-Targums are drawn from genuine Palestinian targums and are of no 

small value for the study of these, the paraphrase of the Palestinian Targums being occasionally older and purer than 

that conserved in the other texts of the Palestinian Targum.” 
362 Evans, Ancient Texts, 189. 
363 Evans, Ancient Texts, 190.  
364 McNamara, Targum and Testament, 272-273. 
365 Evans, Ancient Texts, 190. 
366 McNamara, Targum and Testament, 273. 
367 McNamara, Targum and Testament, 276. 
368 McNamara, Targum and Testament, 277. 
369 McNamara, Targum and Testament, 276-277. 
370 McNamara, Targum and Testament, 279-280. 
371 Evans, Ancient Texts, 191. 
372 Evans, Ancient Texts, 192. 
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This fragment has an Aramaic translation of Lev 16:12-15, 18-21. “This fragment proves that 

written Targumim to the Pentateuch existed as early as the first century C.E.”373 

 

 

Samaritan Targum 

 

Date: The oldest of the eight manuscripts of this Targum are from the 12th century.374 

 

Character: This Targum is mostly a word-for-word translation of the Pentateuch (only one copy 

is complete).375 

 

 

Targums of the Prophets 

 

This Targum has been called “Targum Jonathan to the Prophets” from a tradition that it is the 

work of Jonathan ben Uzziel, however, it is really a compilation of works with various layers of 

tradition.376 McNamara says that the name comes from a confusion with the Jonathan mentioned 

in Meg. 3a, which is probably the Hebrew translation of the name Theodotion, the author of a 

Greek translation of the OT.377 It is a Palestinian Targum that has been edited in Babylon, but 

that editing process “has been less thoroughgoing than was the case with Onqelos.”378 

 

It will be addressed below according to its various contents: 

 

 

The Former Prophets (Joshua – Kings) 

Date: The traditions found in this Targum date from the 2nd century (or earlier) to the 7th cen-

tury.379 

 

Character: It is generally a “literal translation of the Masoretic Text of the Hebrew Bible.”380 “In 

many places the biblical narrative has been edited to reflect rabbinic law.”381 Evans notes the 

apocalyptic rendering of Hannah’s prayer in 1 Sam 2.382 

 

 

The Latter Prophets are addressed individually: 

 

                                                 
373 Evans, Ancient Texts, 192. 
374 Evans, Ancient Texts, 192. 
375 Evans, Ancient Texts, 192-193. 
376 Evans, Ancient Texts, 193. Jonathan ben Uzziel was one of Hillel’s disciples (McNamara, Targum and 

Testament, 310).  
377 McNamara, Targum and Testament, 310. 
378 McNamara, Targum and Testament, 310. 
379 Evans, Ancient Texts, 194. 
380 McNamara, Targum and Testament, 311. 
381 Evans, Ancient Texts, 194. 
382 Evans, Ancient Texts, 194. 
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Targum Isaiah 

 

Date: this Targum “contains early traditions (i.e., first and second centuries C.E.), though the 

process of interpretation and redaction continued into the Islamic period.”383 

 

Of interest for NT studies: There may be some connection between Targum Isaiah and the teach-

ings of Jesus.384 Especially helpful is the emphasis on Messiah; however, the Messiah of Isa 53 is 

“not a suffering Servant; he is a glorious and conquering hero.”385 

 

 

Targum Jeremiah 

 

Date: possibly 1st century or before.386 

 

Of interest for NT studies: In terms of its general character, McNamara says that it “appears to 

have its exegetical roots in (probably) pre-Christian study and interpretation. It also shows con-

tact with, and keen awareness of. Rabbinic schools with their traditions.”387  In terms of specif-

ics, Evans mentions that “Targum Jeramiah’s criticism of the high priesthood probably reflects 

first-century abuses,” which corroborates the NT picture.388 

 

 

Targum Ezekiel 

 

Date: possibly from the late first century.389 May reflect the work of Yohanan ben Zakkai and/or 

Rabbi Aqiba.390 

 

Of interest for NT studies: There is no use of the word “Messiah,” thought the concepts are pre-

sent.391 

 

 

Targum of the Minor Prophets 

 

Date: “Although some traditions in all likelihood are pre-70 C.E., . . . most of the interpretive 

tradition took shape after the Roman destruction of Jerusalem.”392 

 

                                                 
383 Evans, Ancient Texts, 195. 
384 According to McNamara, Bruce Chilton says yes, others disagree with him (McNamara, Targum and 

Testament, 312-313). 
385 Evans, Ancient Texts, 195. 
386 Evans, Ancient Texts, 195. 
387 McNamara, Targum and Testament, 313. 
388 Evans, Ancient Texts, 195. 
389 Evans, Ancient Texts, 196. 
390 Evans, Ancient Texts, 196. 
391 Evans, Ancient Texts, 196. 
392 Evans, Ancient Texts, 196. 
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Of interest for NT studies: the “personality” of the Memra (cf. John’s logos?); belief in the resur-

rection and Messianic age.393 

 

 

Targums of the Writings 

 

When it comes to the Targums of the writings, there is no “official version,” nor is there a tradi-

tional authorship or collection; therefore, the writings stand as individual works.394 This is be-

cause the Writings were not part of the synagogue lectionary cycle and therefore did not necessi-

tate a translation.395 “All these targums, with the possible exception of the Targum of Proverbs, 

are basically in Palestinian Aramaic.”396 

 

 

Psalms 

 

Date: Psalms contains traditions from the 1st century (or earlier) and stretch into the following 

centuries, especially through the Roman period.397 

 

Character: Targum Psalms shares a number of characteristics with Targum Job, and they were 

often transmitted together.398 On this topic, McNamara cites David Stec:  

 

(1) Both are similar in general character, giving for the most part a fairly literal transla-

tion of the Hebrew, into which haggadic insertions are made, and they share certain com-

mon themes in these insertions. Thus for instance an interest in the Law, instruction, 

prophecy, angels, and Gehenna. . . . (2) The multiple translation of verses is found in both 

Targum Psalms and Targum Job; this phenomenon, however, is manifested on a much 

smaller scale in Targum Psalms than in Targum Job. (3) Targum Psalms and Targum Job 

have much vocabulary in common and frequently use the same equivalents to render the 

original Hebrew, though there are often differences between them.399 

 

Of interest for NT studies: The messianic interpretation of eight or so passages; the translation of 

Ps 118:22 (“the son which the builders rejected,” cf. Mark 12:1-12).400 See also the similarity be-

tween Tg Ps 22:1 and Jesus’ words on the cross (Mk 15:34), as well as Tg Ps 68:19 (“’You as-

cended the firmament, prophet Moses, you took captivity captive; you learned the words of the 

Law, you gave them as a gift to the children of men”) and its similarity to Eph 4:8.401 

 

 

Proverbs 

                                                 
393 Evans, Ancient Texts, 196. 
394 Evans, Ancient Texts, 197. 
395 McNamara, Targum and Testament, 316. 
396 McNamara, Targum and Testament, 316. 
397 Evans, Ancient Texts, 197. 
398 McNamara, Targum and Testament, 318. 
399 McNamara, Targum and Testament, 318-319. 
400 Evans, Ancient Texts, 197. 
401 McNamara, Targum and Testament, 319. 
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Date: no older than the mid-2nd century, because it is based on the Syriac (Peshitta, which ap-

peared first at that time).402 

 

Of interest for NT studies: Peshitta may be a Christian version of the Bible, which would be a cu-

rious base for a Targum.403 

 

 

Job 

 

Date: This targum is possibly a compilation of various Job Targumim, dating from the 1st 

through the 8th or 9th century.404 

 

Character: “The manuscripts of Targum Job represent four different recensions of the text. One 

distinctive feature of the Targum Job is multiple translations. Within the text itself (and in all re-

censions) two, sometimes three or even four, different translations of a verse or substantial part 

of a verse are given under the rubric targum aher (‘another translation’) or lason aher (‘a differ-

ent wording’).”405 

 

 

11QTgJob (11Q10) 

 

Date: The manuscript comes from around AD 50, but the contents may be as old as 150-100 

BC.406 

 

Character: It contains fragments of the book, including some lengthy sections toward the end. It 

is fairly literal, but not “slavishly” so.407 The Aramaic is “Official Aramaic,” not the Aramaic of 

the Palestinian Targum.408 

 

 

4QTgJob (4Q157) 

 

Date: The writing is from 1st century AD.409 

 

                                                 
402 Evans, Ancient Texts, 198. 
403 Evans, Ancient Texts, p. 198, seems to be convinced of this. Carmel McCarthy (“Peshitta,” EDEJ, p. 

1057) says this is debated. 
404 Evans, Ancient Texts, 198. 
405 McNamara, Targum and Testament, 317. 
406 McNamara, Targum and Testament, 93. 
407 McNamara, Targum and Testament, 94. 
408 McNamara, Targum and Testament, 94. 
409 McNamara, Targum and Testament, 94. 
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Character: This Targum contains only a few words from Job 4, 5, and 6.410 One possible expla-

nation for the existence of these Targums of Job could be that the Hebrew of Job is more diffi-

cult, making an Aramaic translation more useful than in the case of other books of the OT.411 

 

 

Song of Songs 

 

Author and Date: McNamara says that the “Targumist almost certainly attended one of the great 

Talmudic schools of his day and was a learned scholar with a comprehensive knowledge of Rab-

binic tradition. He probably lived in Palestine, was connected with the rabbinic school of Tibe-

rias . . . and composed his work in the seventh or more probably the eighth century.”412 

 

Character: “The targumist follows the broad outlines of Rabbinic exegesis in seeing the Song as 

an allegory of God’s relationship to Israel. His distinctive contribution was to read it systemati-

cally as a cryptic history of that relationship, starting from the exodus from Egypt and conclud-

ing with the messianic age.”413 It is “intensely messianic.”414 It has also been influential in the 

Christian reading of Song of Songs as its influence was mediated through Rashi’s commentary, 

which relied on this targum.415 

 

 

Ruth 

 

Date: “Palestinian in origin, the Targum contains some pre-70 C.E. halakic traditions. The hag-

gadic elements are more diverse, but they too point to an early, Palestinian origin.”416 

 

Character: It is an expanded version of the narrative, so much so that it is about twice the length 

of the original book.417 It has a considerable amount of material in common with the rabbinic 

Ruth Rabbah.418 

 

Of interest for NT studies: Note the mention of the Messiah at 1:1 and 3:15.419 

 

 

Lamentations 

 

                                                 
410 McNamara, Targum and Testament, 94. 
411 McNamara, Targum and Testament, 95. 
412 McNamara, Targum and Testament, 325. 
413 McNamara, Targum and Testament, 325. “It is one of the few truly systematic readings of any book 

which reads the book as a whole from unified hermeneutical standpoint” (p. 326). 
414 McNamara, Targum and Testament, 326. 
415 McNamara, Targum and Testament, 326-327. 
416 Evans, Ancient Texts, 200. 
417 McNamara, Targum and Testament, 327. 
418 McNamara, Targum and Testament, 327. 
419 Evans, Ancient Texts, 200. 
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Date: possibly from the time after the destruction of the second temple.420 On the other hand, ref-

erences to Rome and Constantinople indicate either a later interpolation, or a later date 

(McNamara suggests 5th or 6th century)421 

 

Character: “The Targum of Lamentations is very expansive, the haggadic expansions tending to 

be towards the beginning of the work.”422 

 

Of interest for NT studies: possibly contains some polemic against Christianity. Mentions of the 

Messiah at 2:22 and 4:22.423 McNamara say the following about the Messianic expectations of 

the Tg Lam: 

 

The Messiah is a political figure and his redemption essentially a political one. He is ac-

companied (not preceded) by Elijah the High Priest, who like a second Moses and Aaron 

will gather the exiles scattered abroad. The messianic redemption of the Targumist is es-

sentially a this-worldly political process, but like the Targumist of Canticles, he is a paci-

fist. He makes it abundantly clear that to engage in overt political or military action to 

force redemption would be wrong. Israel is to repent for her sins, in the certain hope that 

though he tarries, the Messiah will finally come in due time.424 

 

 

Qohelet 

 

Date: this book is probably from the late Roman period with some earlier traditions mixed in.425 

 

Character: It “agrees closely with the Rabbinic Midrash Qohelet, and the compiler also seems to 

have known and used the Babylonian Talmud, possibly even the Palestinian Talmud. It seems to 

be of Palestinian origin.”426 

 

Of interest for NT studies: The book is presented as a prophecy given to Solomon by the Holy 

Spirit. It predicts the Messiah in 1:11 and 7:24.427 

 

 

Targum Esther 

 

This book exists in two versions. They are both Palestinian.428 

 

Targum Rishon (First Targum of Esther) 

                                                 
420 Evans, Ancient Texts, 200. 
421 McNamara, Targum and Testament, 321-322. 
422 McNamara, Targum and Testament, 320. 
423 Evans, Ancient Texts, 200. 
424 McNamara, Targum and Testament, 322-323. 
425 Evans, Ancient Texts, 200. 
426 McNamara, Targum and Testament, 327-328. 
427 Evans, Ancient Texts, 201. 
428 McNamara, Targum and Testament, 328. 
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Date: ca AD 500. It is “fairly literal” as a translation.429 

 

 

Targum Sheni (Second Targum of Esther) 

Date: ca. AD 650. It “extensively embellishes the story.”430 Also, note the mention of the 

Messiah in 1:1.431 

 

 

Chronicles 

 

Date: Chronicles was not read liturgically, so there was no need to produce a Targum.432 The 

earliest manuscripts are from the 13th or 14th century, but the text may be from the 4th century 

(though it may have developed over time, through the 6th or 7th century).433  

 

Character: It seems to be Palestinian.434 This targum is a “literal rendering, with occasional mid-

rashic expansion.”435 Note that it only once refers to the Messiah (3:24, where it references Dan 

7:13).436 

 

 

Targums: Their Use in Biblical Studies 

 

Caution: 

 

As with rabbinic literature, targums represent layers of tradition: McNamara says of Robert Gor-

don that he compared “Targums to a tel, with various strata. . . . sensitivity to the tel-like charac-

ter of Targum is required in our investigation since the extant text probably includes stratified 

elements representing as much as several centuries of targumic development.”437 

 

McNamara comments regarding the use of Targums for NT study: 

 

The older presumption of an early, even pre-Christian date, of the Palestinian Targums 

can no longer be maintained, nor can their form of Aramaic be accepted as that spoken in 

Palestine in Jesus’ day. However, after a review of the entire question, and granting the 

late date of the extant manuscripts of all the relevant targums, it still appears that the Tar-

gums of the Pentateuch and the Prophets, and some texts of Targums of the Hagiographa, 

have a contribution to make in the understanding of the New Testament. The targumic 

                                                 
429 Evans, Ancient Texts, 201. 
430 Evans, Ancient Texts, 201. 
431 Evans, Ancient Texts, 201. 
432 McNamara, Targum and Testament, 329. 
433 McNamara, Targum and Testament, 329. 
434 McNamara, Targum and Testament, 329. 
435 Evans, Ancient Texts, 202. 
436 Evans, Ancient Texts, 202. 
437 McNamara, Targum and Testament, Targum and Testament Revisited, 8. 
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interpretative and midrashic tradition seems to be a very old one, and despite develop-

ments and changes over the centuries there remained a continuum, which continued to 

line later ages with the past.438 

 

See McNamara, Targum and Testament, Part 2: pp. 139-252 for his discussion on the numerous 

places where the Targums are able to be of use to NT interpretation. 

 

 

Points of Contact 

 

The first three of these are applicable to most of the Second Temple Judaism. The last two are 

more specific to Targums: 

 

 

1. Targums are useful as a source for interpretations of the OT that would have been con-

temporaneous to Jesus and the NT (whether similar or different from NT interpretations). 

Of course this means exercising cautions since the Targums are from hundreds of years 

later. However, it does seem likely that some older traditional interpretations have been 

preserved in them. 

 

“16 Why do you look with ha-

tred, O many-peaked moun-

tain, at the mount that God 

desired for his abode, yes, 

where the Lord will dwell 

forever?  
17 The chariots of God are 

twice ten thousand, thousands 

upon thousands; the Lord is 

among them; Sinai is now in 

the sanctuary.  
18 You ascended on high, 

leading a host of captives in 

your train and receiving 

gifts among men, even 

among the rebellious, that the 

Lord God may dwell there. 
19 Blessed be the Lord, who 

daily bears us up; God is our 

salvation. Selah” (Ps 68:15-

18). 

 

“17. God said, ‘O mountains, 

why do you leap? It is not my 

will to give the Law upon 

proud (and) haughty moun-

tains.” Behold, the Memra of 

the LORD has desired Mount 

Sinai that is humble, to cause 

his Shekinah to dwell upon it, 

though the Lord dwells in the 

heaven of heavens for ever. 

18. The chariots of God are 

twice ten thousand of blazing 

fire; two thousand angels lead 

them; the Shekinah of the 

Lord dwells among them on 

Mount Sinai in the sanctuary. 

19. You ascended to the fir-

mament, Ο prophet Moses, 

you took captives, you 

taught the words of the 

Law, you gave them as gifts 

to the sons of man; even 

among the rebellious who are 

converted and repent does the 

Shekinah of the glory of the 

“But grace was given to each 

one of us according to the 

measure of Christ’s gift. 
8 Therefore it says,  

“When he ascended on high 

he led a host of captives, 

and he gave gifts to men.”  
9 (In saying, “He ascended,” 

what does it mean but that he 

had also descended into the 

lower regions, the earth? 
10 He who descended is the 

one who also ascended far 

above all the heavens, that he 

might fill all things.)” (Eph 

4:7-10) 

 

                                                 
438 McNamara, Targum and Testament, 251-252. 
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Lord God dwell. 20. Blessed 
be the Lord, who bears us 

each and every day, adding 

commandments upon com-

mandments; mighty is he who 

is our deliverance and our 

help. For ever.” (Tg Psalms 

68:16-19).439 

 

 

2. Targums are useful as a source for understanding the Jewish beliefs and worldview dur-

ing the second temple period. The NT writers either build upon this or contrast their 

teaching with it: 

a. Ps 68:18? (see above) 

b.  

 

3. There are some possible candidates for influences on the interpretation of the NT: 

a. The “Memra of the LORD” and John’s Logos?440 

b. Places where the language of the Targums may influence or witness to influences 

on the NT ( 

 

4. Targums can be useful for gaining insight to Aramaic words used in the New Testament 

(less so for reconstructing the actual language of Jesus and his contemporaries).441 The 

Targums also may have influenced the idioms of Jesus and the NT authors. 

 

5. Targums have a limited usefulness for issues of textual criticism. “The Targums are not 

as helpful for determining the text because they have been updated to agree with the MT. 

The Old Greek (OG) version of the LXX provides an important source for text-critical 

issues because it preserves old reading that have been corroborated by the DSS” 442 

 

While some have been skeptical of the usefulness of the targums for NT studies, Evans, follow-

ing McNamara, suggests that it seems likely that the targums preserve traditions that were con-

temporary with the NT. So Evans says that “the Targumim do preserve some tradition that dates 

to, and possibly before, the time of the NT. Bruce Chilton’s approach, by which he searches for 

‘dictional’ and ‘thematic coherence’ between Jesus’ sayings and readings distinctive of the Isaiah 

Targum, has sharpened comparative analysis, with positive results . . .”443 

 

 

Helps for the Use of Targums 

 

                                                 
439 David M. Stec. The Targum of Psalms (Collegeville, Minn: Liturgical Press, 2004), 130-131. 
440 McNamara, Targum and Testament, 154-166. 
441 McNamara, Targum and Testament, 89-90. 
442 Eugene Ulrich, “The Jewish Scriptures: Texts, Versions, Canons,” pages 97-120 in The Eerdmans Dic-

tionary of Early Judaism (eds John J. Collins and Daniel C. Harlow; Grand Rapids, Mich.: William B. Eerdmans, 

2010), 103-104. 
443 Evans, Ancient Texts, 186. 
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1. Citing Targums 

 

Craig A. Evans has instructions for how to cite each Targum.444 Look under the discussion of the 

Targum being cited, toward the end before the bibliography. The SBL Handbook of Style has a 

list of abbreviations in the appendix.445 

 

 

2. English Translation 

 

 

Pentateuch: 

 

Onqelos: 

 

Grossfeld, Bernard. Targum Onqelos to Genesis: Translated, With a Critical Introduction,  

Apparatus, and Notes. Wilmington, Delaware: Michael Glazier, 1988.446 

 

Grossfeld, Bernard. Targum Onqelos to Exodus. Wilmington, Del.: Michael Glazier, 1988.447 

 

Grossfeld, Bernard. The Targum Onqelos to Leviticus and the Targum Onqelos to Numbers.  

Wilmington, Del.: M. Glazier, 1988.448 

 

Grossfeld, Bernard. The Targum Onqelos to Deuteronomy. Wilmington, Del.: M. Glazier,  

1988.449 

 

 

Neofiti: 

 

McNamara, Martin. Targum Neofiti 1, Genesis. Collegeville, MN: Liturgical Press, 1992.450 

 

Hayward, Robert, and Michael Maher. Targum Neofiti 1, Exodus. Collegeville, MN: Liturgical  

Press, 1994.451 

 

McNamara, Martin., Robert Hayward, and Michael Maher. Targum Neofiti 1, Leviticus.  

Collegeville, MN: Liturgical Press, 1994.452 

 

McNamara, Martin., Ernest G Clarke, and Shirley Magder. Targum Neofiti 1, Numbers.  

                                                 
444 Evans, Ancient Texts, 185-215. 
445 Billie Jean Collins, and Society of Biblical Literature. The SBL Handbook of Style: For Biblical Studies 

and Related Disciplines (Second edition; Atlanta: SBL Press, 2014), 130-133. 
446 BS1235.2 .T37 1 (2nd floor) 
447 BS709.2 .B5 1987 V.7 (2nd floor) 
448 BS1255.2 .T37 1 (2nd floor) 
449 BS1275.2 .T37 1 (2nd floor) 
450 BS1233.A2 B5 1 (2nd floor) 
451 BS1243 .B5 1 (2nd floor) 
452 BS1253 .B5 1 (2nd floor) 
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Collegeville, Minn.: Liturgical Press, 1995.453 

 

McNamara, Martin. Targum Neofiti 1: Deuteronomy. Collegeville, Minn.: Liturgical Press,  

1997.454 

 

 

Pseudo-Jonathan: 

 

Maher, Michael. Targum Pseudo-Jonathan, Genesis. Collegeville, MN: Liturgical Press, 

1992.455 

 

Clarke, Ernest G. Targum Pseudo-Jonathan: Deuteronomy. Collegeville, Minn.: Liturgical  

Press, 1998.456 

 

 

The Prophets: 

 

Chilton, Bruce. The Isaiah Targum. Wilmington, Del.: M. Glazier, 1987.457 

 

Hayward, Robert. The Targum of Jeremiah: Introduction, Translation, and Commentary.  

Wilmington, Del.: M. Glazier, 1986.458 

 

Alexander, Philip S. The Targum of Lamentations. Collegeville, Minn.: Liturgical Press, 2008.459 

 

Levey, Samson H. The Targum of Ezekiel. Wilmington, Del.: M. Glazier, 1987.460 

 

Cathcart, Kevin J., and R. P Gordon. The Targum of the Minor Prophets. Wilmington, DE:  

Michael Glazier, Inc, 1989.461 

 

 

The Writings: 

 

Mangan, Celine, John F. Healey, and Peter S. Knobel. The Targums Job, Proverbs, and  

Qohelet. Collegeville, MN: Liturgical Press, 1991.462 

 

Stec, David M. The Targum of Psalms. Collegeville, Minn: Liturgical Press, 2004.463 

                                                 
453 BS1263 .B5 1995 1 (2nd floor) 
454 BS1273 .B5 1997 1 (2nd floor) 
455 BS1233 .A2 B55 1 (2nd floor) 
456 BS1273 .B5 1998 1 (2nd floor) 
457 BS1513 .A72 1987 1 (2nd floor) 
458 BS1523 .A72 1987 1 (2nd floor) 
459 BS1533 .A44 2008 (2nd floor) 
460 BS1543 .A72 1987 (2nd floor) 
461 BS1560.A3 B5 1989 1 (2nd floor) 
462 BS1413 .B5 1991 1 (2nd floor) 
463 BS1424 .S74 2004 (2nd floor) 
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Alexander, Philip S. The Targum of Canticles. Collegeville, Minn.: Liturgical Press, 2003.464 

 

 

3. Aramaic 

 

Sperber, Alexander. The Bible in Aramaic: Based On Old Manuscripts and Printed Texts.  

Leiden: Brill, 1959.465 Vol. 1: Pentateuch according to Targum Onqelos; Vol. 2-3: For-

mer and Latter Prophets according to Targum Jonathan (note that both of these represent 

Babylonian Judaism); Vol. 4: some of the Writings: Tg. Cant, Tg. Lam, Tg. Eccl, and Tg. 

Esth.466 

 

Clarke, Ernest G. Targum Pseudo-Jonathan of the Pentateuch: Text and Concordance. Hoboken,  

N.J.: Ktav Pub. House, 1984.467 

 

Biblioteca apostolica vaticana. The Palestinian Targum to the Pentateuch: Codex Vatican  

(Neofiti 1). Jerusalem: Makor, 1979.468 

 

Alfonso, de Zamora, and Luis Díez Merino. Targum De Salmos: Edición Príncipe Del Ms. Villa- 

Amil N. 5 De Alfonso De Zamora. Madrid: Consejo Superior de Investigaciones Científi-

cas, Instituto "Francisco Suárez", 1982.469 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
464 BS1483 .A44 200 (2nd floor) 
465 BS708 .S632 1959 V.1-4B (Reference; Sailhamer Library [2004 edition also in Sailhamer Library]). 
466 Esther in this collection is a mixed type (David W. Chapman and Andreas J. Köstenberger, “Jewish In-

tertestamental and Early Rabbinic Literature: An Annotated Bibliographic Resource Updated [Part 1],” JETS 55/2 

[2012], 250). 
467 BS1224 .A74 1984 1 (2nd floor) 
468 BS1224 .A76 1979 V.1-2 (Reference: SEBTS catalogue says this is Arabic.) 
469 BS1425 .A73 1982 (Reference) 
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