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PHIJKMI

The present volume contains papers read at the Third International Con
ference on the Deuterocanonical Books, organised by the Shime‘on Centre
for the Study of Hellenistic and Roman Age Judaism and Christianity of the
Reformed Theological Academy, Pápa, Hungary. The topic of the conference
was the Book of Ben Sira. This book, on the one hand, is an early Jewish do
cument with crucial importance; and, on the other hand, has a “Hungarian
relationship.” It is well known, that an important fragment of an unknown
manuscript of the Hebrew text of Ben Sira was discovered by the rabbi and
professor Alexander Scheiber in the Taylor Schechter Collection (Cam
bridge) in the early eighties. It is thus appropriate to dedicate this volume to
those Hungarian Jewish scholars of the last two centuries, who actively and
creatively participated the study of various aspects of ancient Judaism.

The material of this volume can be divided in three main parts. In the
first, the authors deal with introductory problems of the complex oeuvre of
Ben Sira. The first two essays focus on rarely investigated ancient versions of
the book; then its intellectual background is studied. The first part is finished
by two complementary articles, touching certain aspects of the question of
canon. The second main part of the volume focuses primarily on the wisdom
part of Ben Sira. Here we read a treatment of a particular theme (divorce); a
methodological and lexicographical essay on the possibility of the identify
cation of the concepts of wisdom and law in Ben Sira; finally, an analysis of
the relationship between wisdom thought and the Temple. At the end of the
present volume, the reader will find four papers dealing with particular
pericopae of the Praise of the Fathers section of the book.

The editors express their deep gratitude to series editors John J. Collins,
Florentino García Martínez, and Hindy Najman, who kindly accepted this
book for publication in the series of JSJ Supplements; and also to Ms. E.
Kekk, who prepared the indices.

Pápa, Hungary
25. February 2008

the editors
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AND THE EMERGING CONCEPT OF THE “IDEAL TEXT” 

IN LATE SECOND TEMPLE JUDAISM 

Stefan Schorch 
(Kirchliche Hochschule Bethel, Bielefeld) 

The prologue to the Book of Ben Sira is one of the most important testimo-
nies to the intellectual culture of Judaism in the 2nd century BCE, specifically 
in its second half.1 It reflects the concepts that were crucial for that milieu 
and may therefore serve as a starting point for its reconstruction. The follow-
ing paper will focus on some of these concepts, especially regarding the pre-
eminence of the Hebrew language as well as the “ideal text.” 

1.  THE PRE-EMINENCE OF THE HEBREW LANGUAGE  

From the perspective of the Masoretic text, Hebrew is of course the language 
in which the sacred scriptures of Israel were composed, apart from only a 
few passages which are written in Aramaic. We may expect, therefore, that 
the Hebrew language has been an important marker of Jewish identity 
throughout the late second temple period, at least in Palestinian Jewry. 
Unfortunately, explicit and unambiguous statements regarding the Hebrew 
language coming from that very time are rare and seem not to cover the 
whole period.  

One of the most important testimonies is preserved in the prologue to 
the Book of Ben Sira, line 6, containing one of the earliest testimonies of the 
language name “Hebrew.” Before we consider it, however, the question may 

 
1 It has been suggested by Veltri that the prologue dates to the 1st century CE and 

not, as the dates given by the text itself seem to indicate, to the 2nd century BCE, see G. 
Veltri, Eine Tora für den König Talmai: Untersuchungen zum Übersetzungsverständnis in 
der jüdisch-hellenistischen Literatur (TSAJ 41, Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck 1994) 139. How-
ever, the basis for Veltri’s suggestion seems narrow, being formed only by a small 
number of lexical parallels between the prologue and Greek texts from the 1st century 
CE, as the writings of Josephus and the New Testament. Moreover, as will be de-
monstrated below, the concepts of language (especially with regard to the Hebrew 
language) and translation one encounters in the prologue fit a 2nd century BCE context 
but much less the 1st century CE. Therefore, the date provided by the prologue itself 
still seems the most probable and should be followed unless evidence comes to light 
which prooves the contrary.  
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be asked, whether the passage “things originally said in Hebrew” (auvta. evn 
e`autoi/j ~Ebrai?sti. lego,mena) does indeed refer to the Hebrew language as 
apart from the Aramaic. In many similar cases it is not easy to know whether 
a given ancient Jewish source refers to the Hebrew or rather to the Aramaic 
language, and often there seems to have been made no clear-cut difference 
in the designation of the two.  

This situation is especially problematic with regard to sources composed 
in Hebrew or Aramaic: So far, the oldest known testimony which is written 
in Hebrew and attests the designation tyrb( (“Hebrew”) comes from the 
Babylonian Talmud and thus dates only to the period of the 3rd-5th centuries 
CE. Even in Talmudic times, however, the name tyrb( does not specifically 
refer to the Hebrew language in the modern linguistic sense, but may be 
applied to the Aramaic language as well, at least to the Aramaic dialect used 
by Jews.2 

If we look at the Greek sources from the first century CE, the situation is 
essentially the same: Both the New Testament writings and Josephus apply 
the adverb ~Ebrai?sti, and the adjective ~Ebrai<j to the Hebrew as well as to the 
Aramaic language (e.g. John 5:2; Acts 21:40).3 Philo, on the other hand, seems 
to mix up the two as well, when he applies the word caldai/oj not a few times 
to designate the Hebrew tongue, as has been shown by Wong.4 

It may be surprising, therefore, that the situation is different if we look 
into sources from the 2nd century BCE, since they are obviously based on a 
clear distinction of Aramaic and Hebrew. Most prominently, this distinction 
appears in the Letter of Aristeas, composed probably in the second half of the 
2nd century BCE:5  

LetAris 11:4-6: e`rmenei,aj prosdei/tai carakth/rsi ga.r ivdi,oij kata. th.n Vioudai,an 
crw/ntai……kai. fwnh.n ivdi,an e;cousin) ùpolamba,nontai Suriakh|/ crh/sqai to. dV ouvk e;stin 
avllV e[teroj tro,poj (“Translation is needed. They use letters characteristic of the lan-
guage of the Jews […] They are supposed to use Aramaic [Syriac] language, but 
this is not so, for it is another language.”) 
LetAris 30:1-3: tou/ no,mou tw/n VIoudai,wn bibli,a su.n e`te,roij òli,goij tisi.n avpolei,pei 
tugca,nei ga.r ~Ebrai?koi/j gra,mmasi kai. fwnh|/ lego,mena (“Books of the law of the Jews, 
together with few others, are missing [from the library], for these works are 
written in Hebrew characters and language.”) 

 
2 See e.g. M. Jastrow, A Dictionary of the Targumim, the Talmud Babli and Yerushalmi, 

and the Midrashic Literature (Jerusalem: Horeb [reprint of the edition from 1903]) 1040 
s.v. yrb( and J. Blau, “Hebrew Language. Biblical. The Names,” in Encyclopaedia Judai-
ca (CD-Rom Edition Version 1.0). 

3 See E. Schürer, The History of the Jewish People in the Age of Jesus Christ (175 B.C.-
A.D. 135) (3 vols., rev. and ed. by Geza Vermes, et al., Edinburgh: T&T Clark 1973-
1987) 2: 28, note 118, and compare W. Bauer, Griechisch-Deutsches Wörterbuch zu den 
Schriften des Neuen Testaments und der übrigen urchristlichen Literatur (5th edition, Berlin: 
de Gruyter 1971) 422. 

4 For details see C.K. Wong, “Philo’s use of Chaldaioi,” The Studia Philonica Annual 
4 (1992) 1-14. 

5 Translation from R.J.H. Shutt, “Letter of Aristeas,” in OTP 2: 7-34. 
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The use of Suristi, and h` Suriakh, fwnh, for “Aramaic” is widespread and 
especially well attested in the Septuagint.6 Referring to the fact that the Ara-
maic language had been the Semitic lingua franca of Palestine and beyond, 
the author tells the king that it is neither the language of the Jews nor of their 
laws which are instead written in Hebrew script and language (~Ebrai?ko,j). 

Thus, the cited references allows for two observations:  

1. The anonymous author of the Letter of Aristeas makes a clear distinction 
between Hebrew and Aramaic, and 

2. The Hebrew language is referred to as “Hebrew” (~Ebrai?ko,j). 

A similar distinction, although without using the term “Hebrew,” may be 
found in 2 Maccabees:7  

2 Macc 15:36: […] e;cein de. evpi,shmon th.n triskaideka,thn tou/ dwdeka,tou mhno.j Adar 
le,getai th/| Suriakh/| fwnh/| […] (“[…] but to celebrate the thirteenth day of the 
twelfth month—which is called Adar in the Aramaic language […]”) 

In this indication of date, the month is given according to two different 
systems: First according to the system which is known from the Torah and 
seems to have been generally followed in Palestinian Judaism throughout 
the late Second Temple period in religious contexts,8 namely the numbering 
of months (tou/ dwdeka,tou mhno,j, “of the twelfth month”). Subsequently, the 
author mentions the name of the respective month according to the Aramaic 
system of month names, which had its origin in Mesopotamia, seems to have 
been adopted by Judaism in the Persian period9 and remained in use mainly 
for secular purposes.10  

As in the Letter of Aristeas, the Aramaic language is referred to as “Syriac 
language” (h` Suriakh, fwnh,).11 The way the author uses the Aramaic name of 
the month as a kind of explanation (“which is called Adar in the Aramaic 
language”) indicates that the Aramaic month names must have been in use 

 
6 In the Septuagint, Suristi as the counterpart to tymr) in the Masoretic text occurs 

in 2 Kgs 18:26//Isa 36:11; Ezra 4:7; Dan 2:4. 
7 The translation of Biblical texts mostly follows the NRSV, but deviates where it 

seemed necessary in the context of the present study. 
8 This system is attested in 1 Enoch, Jubilees, the Temple Scroll and further writings, 

see J.C. VanderKam, “Calendars, Ancient Israelite and Early Jewish,” in ABD (CD-
Rom version). 

9 Thus, it is attested in Ezra, Nehemiah, Esther, and Zechariah. 
10 It is followed by the Elephantine Papyri and the Wâdi ed-Daliyeh Papyri, see 

VanderKam, “Calendars.” 
11 Van Henten ponders the possibility that h` Suriakh, fwnh, could refer to the (Neo-) 

Babylonian language, compare J.W. van Henten, “The ancestral languageof the Jews 
in 2 Maccabees,” in Hebrew study from Ezra to Ben-Yehuda ed. W. Horbury, Edinburgh: 
T&T Clark 1999) 61. This, however, seems quite impossible within the context of 
Palestine in the 2nd century BC. 
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at that time, otherwise the author perhaps would not have mentioned it. 
Obviously, however, he regarded the first system—the Hebrew numbering 
of months—as the regular and normal way. Thus, he makes a distinction 
between the “foreign” Aramaic (Suriakh,) and the “indigenous” Hebrew ter-
minology. 

Other than in the Letter of Aristeas, however, the term “Hebrew” is not 
attested in 2 Maccabees. Instead, it uses the designation “ancestral language” 
(h` pa,trioj fwnh,): in chapter 7, both the mother and their sons use this lan-
guage when being pressed to abandon their Jewish religion or to be put into 
torture and death. Judas raises the battle cry (12,37), and he and his soldiers 
praise God in that language (15,29). The passages are as follows: 

2 Macc 7:8: ò de. avpokriqei.j th/| patri,w| fwnh/| prosei/pen ouvci, (“He replied in the 
ancestral language and said to them, ‘No.’”) 
2 Macc 7:21: e[kaston de. auvtw/n pareka,lei th/| patri,w| fwnh/| (“She encouraged each of 
them in the ancestral language.”) 
2 Macc 7:27: prosku,yasa de. auvtw/| cleua,sasa to.n wvmo.n tu,rannon ou[twj e;fhsen th/| 
patri,w| fwnh/| (“But, leaning close to him, she spoke in their ancestral language as 
follows, deriding the cruel tyrant.”) 
2 Macc 12:37: (Ioudaj…) katarxa,menoj th/| patri,w| fwnh/| th.n meqV u[mnwn kraugh,n (“In 
the ancestral language he (i.e. Judas) raised the battle cry, with hymns.”) 
2 Macc 15:29: genome,nhj de. kraugh/j kai. tarach/j euvlo,goun to.n duna,sthnth/| patri,w| 
fwnh/| (“Then there was shouting and tumult, and they blessed the Sovereign Lord 
in the ancestral language.”) 

That the expression “ancestral language” refers to the Hebrew language can 
hardly be doubted,12 although it has been explained as referring to Aramaic 
by generations of scholars who took it for granted that Hebrew died out 
after the exile.13 Today we know that this was not the case and that Hebrew 
at the time of 2 Maccabees even survived as a spoken language.14 The 
distinction standing behind the introduction of the two systems of month 
names discussed above makes it entirely clear that the author indeed 
intended to present the seven brothers, their mother and Judas as speaking 
Hebrew. As to the equation of the attribute pa,trioj and the Hebrew lan-
guage, it is attested in a similar way in the prologue to the Book of Ben Sira 
pointing out that the “ancestral books” (line 10: ta. pa,tria bibli,a) are com-
posed in the Hebrew language (line 22). 

If we look at these citations in their respective contexts it becomes ob-
vious that the author of 2 Maccabbees regarded the Hebrew language as a 
very important marker of Jewish identity. This is well in line with the obser-
vation that during the Hasmonaean period, Hebrew seems to have become a 

 
12 Similarly D.R. Schwartz, The Second Book of Maccabees. Introduction, Hebrew Trans-

lation, and Commentary (Jerusalem: Yad Ben-Tzvi 2004) (in Hebrew) 167. 
13 For details, see van Henten, “The Ancestral Language,” 65-66. 
14 See A. Sáenz-Badillos, A History of the Hebrew Language (Cambridge: University 

Press 1993) 170f. 
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Judean national symbol as is suggested by its use on the coins of that 
period.15 

However, the high status ascribed at that time to the Hebrew language 
was not confined to its being a national symbol but extended to its pre-emi-
nent religious importance. This is most clearly expressed in a further Jewish 
literary composition from the 2nd century BCE, the Book of Jubilees. In chapter 
12, the angel who came to dictate the Torah to Moses tells about Abraham 
learning Hebrew, which has been the language of creation but has been for-
gotten over generations:  

Then the Lord God said to me: ‘Open his mouth and his ears to hear and speak 
with his tongue in the revealed language.’ For from the day of the collapse16 it had 
disappeared from the mouth(s) of all mankind. I opened his mouth, ears and lips, 
and began to speak Hebrew with him—in the language of the creation. He took 
his fathers’ books (they were written in Hebrew), and copied them. From that time 
he began to study them, while I was telling him everything that he was unable (to 
understand).17 

According to this passage, Hebrew is the language in which the world had 
been created by God, it is the language of creation, spoken and revealed by 
God himself, used for the holy writings and spoken by mankind until the 
fall of the tower of Babylon. It was re-revealed to Abraham when he was 
chosen by God and, therefore, the use of the Hebrew language is a sign of 
belonging to the children of Abraham, of belonging to the chosen ones. Thus 
Hebrew had been considered as the sacred language, even if the first 
occurrence of the term #dwqh Nw#l is attested only in the 1st century BC, in a 
fragment from Qumran.18 

The translation of the Book of Ben Sira and the composition of its pro-
logue was carried out at around the same time in which the compositions 
cited above were written. We should suppose, therefore, that the grandson 
of Ben Sira by using the term ~Ebrai?sti was aware not only of the clear-cut 
distinction between the Hebrew and the Aramaic language, but of the high 

 
15 See M. Rubin, “The Language of Creation or the Primordial Language: a Case of 

Cultural Polemics in Antiquity,” JJS 49 (1998) 313. 
16 I.e., of the tower of Babel, see J.C. VanderKam, The Book of Jubilees. A Critical Text 

(CSCO Sc.Aeth. 87-88, Louvain: Peeters 1989) 73. 
17 Jub 12:25-27; translation from VanderKam, The Book of Jubilees, 73-74; Ethiopic 

text according to the critical edition of VanderKam. For detailed treatments of this 
passage see especially K. Müller, “Die hebräische Sprache der Halacha als Textur der 
Schöpfung: Beobachtungen zum Verhältnis von Tora und Halacha im Buch der 
Jubiläen,” in Bibel in jüdischer und christlicher Tradition: Festschrift für Johann Maier zum 
60. Geburtstag (eds. H. Merklein, et al., Frankfurt: Anton Hain 1993) 157-62 and Rubin, 
“The Language of Creation,” 310. 

18 4Q464, which, although altogether in a poor state of preservation leaving the 
context in a high degree of uncertainty, clearly preserves these words, see Eshel, 
Esther and Stone, Michael, “The Holy Language at the End of the Days in Light of a 
New Fragment Found at Qumran,” Tarbiz 62 (1992/93) 170-71 and 174 (in Hebrew). 
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national and religious importance ascribed by his contemporaries to the He-
brew language as well. 

2.  THE PRE-EMINENCE OF THE HEBREW TEXT 

It is within this context that the reflections of the grandson of Ben Sira about 
the difficulties of his own translation project in particular as well as the 
difficulties of translating from Hebrew into Greek in general should be inter-
preted. In lines 15-20 of the prologue he writes as follows:19 

Parake,klhsqe ou=n metV euvnoi,aj kai. prosoch/j th.n avna,gnwsin poei/sqai kai. suggnw,mhn 
e;cein evfV oi-j a'n dokw/men tw/n kata. th.n e`rmhnei,an pefiloponhme,nwn tisi.n tw/n le,xewn 
avdunamei/n\(“You are invited, therefore, to give a reading with goodwill and atten-
tion, and to have forbearance  for those things where we may seem to lack ability 
in certain phrases, despite having labored diligently in the translation.”) 

Obviously, this passage, especially the last three lines (18-20), refers to pos-
sible criticism with regard to the good quality of the text which is in front of 
the reader. The question is only in which regard the of the text may be ques-
tioned: regarding the right rendering of the Hebrew original into the Greek 
language or regarding the right use of the Greek language? In other words, 
does the grandson of Ben Sira excuse himself for possibly not translating the 
original Hebrew correctly into Greek, or rather for not meeting the stan-
dards of good Greek?  

The first understanding, although often followed,20 seems to be difficult 
to accept, since we cannot assume that the readers of the Greek Book of Ben 
Sira had access to the Hebrew original and were able to compare the former 
with the latter.21  

The second understanding has been recently elaborated by Benjamin 
Wright: “[…] the grandson in this passage appears to be asking the reader to 

 
19 The English text of the prologue follows the translation of Benjamin Wright for 

the “New English Translation of the Septuagint” (NETS), see B.G. Wright, “Why a 
Prologue? Ben Sira’s Grandson and his Greek Translation,” in Emanuel. Studies in 
Hebrew Bible, Septuagint and Dead Sea Scrolls in Honor of Emanuel Tov (eds. S. Paul, et al., 
VTSup 94, Leiden: Brill 2003) 637. 

20 E.g., this understanding forms the basis for the German translation of Georg 
Sauer: “Laßt euch nun ermahnen, […] Nachsicht zu haben dort, wo es scheinen könnte, 
daß wir trotz fleißigen Bemühens bei der Übersetzung in gewissen Fällen nicht ganz den 
richtigen Sinn getroffen haben.” (Sauer, Jesus Sirach [Ben Sira] [JSHRZ 3, Gütersloh: 
Gütersloher Verlagshaus 1981] 505). Compare Wright, “Why a Prologue,” 637. 

21 Generally speaking, the knowledge of Hebrew in Hellenistic Egyptian Jewry 
seems to have been rather poor, and the Prologue itself seems to support the view that 
the readers did not know Hebrew, since it says (lines 34f) that the translation has been 
made “for those living abroad who wish to gain learning”, supposing that without 
translation they would not have been able to read Ben Sira’s book, see B.G. Wright, 
“Access to the Source: Cicero, Ben Sira, the Septuagint and their Audiences,” JSJ 34 
(2003) 14 and compare the explanations of lines 23f of the prologue given below. 
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forgive any perceived inability of his in the way he expresses things in Greek.”22 
In his interpretation, Wright stresses the understanding of the word e`rmhnei,a 
as “expression” over against “translation” or “interpretation.” It should be 
added, however, that an e`rmhnei,a always stands in close connection with the 
message to be expressed. The term e`rmhnei,a refers to an expression insofar as 
it is related to a certain content, be it by way of translation, by way of inter-
pretation, or by way of mediating a certain thought in speech or writing. 
Thus, although e`rmhnei,a in the prologue does indeed refer to the Greek text 
which lies in front of the reader, this text is clearly conceived as the result of 
a translation (or interpretation) of the original Hebrew. Most obviously, the 
translator asks the reader to forgive possible weaknesses of the Greek text 
which follows the prologue. At the same time, however, he seems to remind 
him that he had been committed not only to the rules of Greek language and 
style, but, as a translator, had been obliged to the original as well.  

In the following two lines (21-22), the grandson of Ben Sira further de-
velops this argument: 

ouv ga.r ivsodunamei/ auvta. evn e`autoi/j ~Ebrai?sti. lego,mena  kai. o[tan metacqh|/ eivj e`te,ran 
glw/ssan (“For those things originally in Hebrew do not have the same force when 
rendered into another language.”) 

This sentence has been understood as a critical view towards translation in 
general. For instance, Alexander di Lella in his commentary to Ben Sira ex-
plains the text as follows: 

[T]he grandson articulates the anguish of translators throughout history: how to 
render one language into another in an idiomatic and accurate way and to capture 
at least some of the elegance of the original.23 

The passage in question, however, is not a general statement about transla-
tion, but is rather a statement about the translation of Hebrew texts, or more 
specifically: It is a statement about the fundamental difference between a 
Hebrew text and its translation. According to the grandson of Ben Sira, there 
is no ivsodunami,a “equal force” between the two. Since this argument appears 
in the context of the grandson’s apology for his Greek translation, it is ob-
vious that he believes the Greek to have less force than the original Hebrew. 
It is, therefore, not he as the translator who is “lacking ability” (line 20: 
avdunamei/n), but it is the Greek language when used in the translation of a 
Hebrew text that lacks ability. In order to firmly establish this link, the 
grandson uses the wordplay between dokw/men…avdunamei/n “we may seem to 
lack ability” (line 20) and the immediately following ouv ga.r ivsodunamei/… “for 
[they, i.e. the Hebrew original and the Greek translation] do not have the 
same force” (line 21).  

 
22 Wright, “Why a Prologue,” 639 (italics quoted from the original). 
23 P.W. Skehan and A.A. Di Lella, The Wisdom of Ben Sira (AB 39, New York: 

Doubleday 1987) 134. 
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Wagner in his analysis of the hapax legomena in the Book of Ben Sira 
successfully demonstrated that the meaning of ivsodunamei/n cannot be restric-
ted to either the semantic or the stylistic dimension. Rather, it means “to 
have equal effective force in terms of content and form.”24 Thus, according to 
the grandson of Ben Sira, the translation of a Hebrew text into another lan-
guage a priori does have less effective force on the reader than the Hebrew 
original.25  

What the translator seems to promote here is the view that the content of 
a given Hebrew text cannot be separated from its being composed in the He-
brew language, since the message is inseparably intertwined with the He-
brew language itself. This view is reminiscent of the semiotic theory of lan-
guage as advocated in Plato’s Kratylos by Kratylos and Sokrates. According 
to this theory, a very close connection exists between the phonetic appear-
ance of a given word and the thing—or rather the idea of the thing—the 
word refers to.26 Plato’s Kratylos, and specifically the part about etymology 
in which this theory of language as a naturalistic imitation of the world is 
developed in detail, was a favourite reading in the Hellenistic period27 and 
deeply influenced the theory of language current among the Stoics.28 

Of course, we cannot know whether or not the grandson of Ben Sira was 
aware of Plato’s Kratylos or the philosophy of the Stoa, be it due to direct or 
indirect influence. We especially do not know, whether or not the grandson 
of Ben Sira would have been prepared to extend his view to texts in other 
languages as well, since the text of the prologue refers to Hebrew texts only. 
It seems, however, not impossible or even improbable that he was aware of 
the Platonic and Stoic theories of language,29 and at least he seems to argue 
in a similar way. 

What is certain, however, is that the translator’s theory of mutual depen-
dency of the content and the language of a given Hebrew text fits well with 
the contemporary views of Hebrew as a sacred language. Due to this high 
status of the Hebrew language, a text written in Hebrew must have been 
regarded as in itself more important than a Greek text. The prologue to the 
 

24 “Der Hauptakzent der Aussage liegt bei ivsodunamei/n zweifellos auf der du,namij 
d.h. der (inhaltlichen und ästhetischen) Wirkkraft eines Textes auf seinen Leser,” C. 
Wagner, Die Septuaginta-Hapaxlegomena im Buch Ben Sira. Untersuchungen zur Wortwahl 
und Wortbildung unter besonderer Berücksichtigung des textkritischen und übersetzungstech-
nischen Aspekts (BZAW 282, Berlin: de Gruyter 1999) 125. 

25 Compare G. Stemberger, “Hermeneutik der Jüdischen Bibel,” in C. Dohmen and 
G. Stemberger, Hermeneutik der Jüdischen Bibel und des Alten Testaments (Stuttgart: 
Kohlhammer 1996) 52. 

26 See M. Kraus, “Platon (428/27-348/47 v. Chr.),” in Klassiker der Sprachphilosophie: 
von Platon bis Noam Chomsky (ed. T. Borsche, München: C.H. Beck 1996) 24-26. 

27 See Kraus, “Platon,” 31. 
28 According to the Stoics, a given utterance is not just a reference to a certain 

thing, but it rather bears the thing in itself, cp. „Stoa (Beginn ca. 300 v. Chr.),” in Klassi-
ker der Sprachphilosophie, 59. 

29 As to Ben Sira himself, influence of the Stoa seems probable, see R. Pautrel, “Ben 
Sira et le Stoïcisme,” RSR 51 (1963) 535-49. 
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Book of Ben Sira, however, adds a further detail to the pre-eminence of He-
brew: Although a Hebrew text is not exactly untranslatable, it loses a lot of 
its power during translation. Any translation of a Hebrew text is much less 
important and less meaningful than the Hebrew original, and it will never 
have the same impact on the reader. Of course, this is quite different from 
the view of Aristeas, as we will later see. 

3.  THE EMERGENCE OF THE ORIGINAL 

It seems that this view is closely connected to yet another development: The 
emergence of the concept of an authoritative “original text.” Most obviously, 
if no translation will succeed to entirely reproduce a given Hebrew text, the 
Hebrew version always owning a significantly higher rank of authority than 
the translation, it will be the original against which the translation has to be 
held and which remains more important anyway.  

In lines 23-24, immediately following the passage quoted above, the 
grandson of Ben Sira brings the Biblical books as an example for the differ-
rence between original and translation: 

ouv mo,non de. tau/ta avlla. kai. auvvto.j ò no,moj kai. aì profhtei/ai kai. ta. loipa. tw/n bibli,wn 
ouv mikra.n e;cei th.n diafora.n evn e`autoi/j lego,mena (“That is true not only for this 
book, but also the Law itself, the Prophets, and the rest of the books differ no little 
in the original.”) 

The way the Hebrew original is introduced at the end of the argument 
shows that the comparison proceeds from the Greek and not from the 
Hebrew version of the Law, the Prophecies and the remaining books. This 
proves, that the grandson of Ben Sira believed his Greek readers to be 
familiar with the Greek version of these books, but ignorant of the Hebrew 
text. In light of the preceding lines the “no little difference” obviously refers 
to the effective force on the reader, supposing that the Greek versions have 
less of it than the Hebrew original. Thus, the grandson of Ben Sira claims 
that the reader who really wants to know what is written in these books 
would have to read the Hebrew original.30  

This attitude towards translations seems to have been by no means self-
evident in the second half of the 2nd century BCE. The Letter of Aristeas, 
trying to answer the very same question about the authority of the transla-
tion, even contradicts the prologue in claiming equal authority for both the 
Hebrew and the Greek versions of the Torah.31 On the other hand, the coinci-
dence that both the Letter of Aristeas and the prologue to the Book of Ben Sira 
 

30 Compare Boccaccini’s conclusion that for the grandson of Ben Sira, the original 
Hebrew had primacy “over any translation, whose worth is limited to a didactic role,” 
G. Boccaccini, Middle Judaism: Jewish Thought, 300 B.C.E. to 200 C.E. (Minneapolis: 
Fortress Press 1991) 162. 

31 See H. Orlinsky, “The Septuagint as Holy Writ and the Philosophy of the 
Translators,” HUCA 46(1975) 96-97. 
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deal with the subject of the original and its authority suggests that this 
question was being virulent at that time.  

Although the grandson of Ben Sira and the Letter of Aristeas do not touch 
the question of the original in general, but rather focus on the original of a 
translation, the contemporary discussion of the problem does not seem to 
have been restricted to that field. This conclusion may be drawn if we look 
on the concepts of the “Heavenly Tablets” and primordial writing contained 
in the Book of Jubilees. As García Martínez has demonstrated, the Heavenly 
Tablets referred to in this book time and again were ascribed different 
functions. Most importantly, the Heavenly Tablets are said to record pre-
scriptions running parallel to the text of the Torah32 along with prescriptions 
not contained in the Torah.33 In terms of their function, the latter should be 
compared to the Rabbinic concept of Oral Torah (hp l(b# hrwt), as 
Florentino García Martínez suggests: 

The H[eavenly] T[ablets] constitute a hermeneutical recourse which permits the 
presentation of the “correct” interpretation of the Law, adapting it to the changing 
situations of life.34 

In difference to hp l(b# hrwt, however, the prescriptions of the Heavenly 
Tablets are essentially in writing, as has been pointed out by Hindy 
Najman.35 It seems, therefore, that the expression “Heavenly Tablets” refers 
to the concept of a pre-existent written Torah, comprising both the Law as 
submitted to Moses on Mount Sinai as well as additional written 
prescriptions. Therefore, the Torah written on the Heavenly Tablets is the 
“original” as against the Sinaitic Torah known to the reader, and the latter 
may be interpreted, expanded and possibly even modified with reference to 
the former, the pre-existent Torah.36 

Obviously, the concept of the original facilitates and even creates a 
critical distance with regard to the actual text which lies in front of the 
reader. This distance seems to have been something new in the 2nd century 
BCE,37 and at least it is, to the best of my knowledge, unknown to the books 
 

32 F. García Martínez, “The Heavenly Tablets in the Book of Jubilees,” in Studies in 
the Book of Jubilees (eds. M. Albani, et al., TSAJ 65, Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck 1997) 243-46. 

33 García Martínez, “The Heavenly Tablets,” 251-58. 
34 García Martínez, “The Heavenly Tablets,” 258. 
35 H. Najman, “Interpretation as Primordial Writing: Jubilees and Its Authority 

Conferring Strategies,” JSJ 30 (1999) 410. 
36 The concept of a pre-existent Torah is well known in Rabbinic Judaism, e.g. 

SifDev 37: [bk x yl#m] rm)n# lkl Mdwq t)rbn lkm hbybx# ypl hrwt z)m wyl(pm Mdq 
wkrd ty#)r ynnq `h see N.M. Samuelson and G. Stemberger, “Schöpfer/Schöpfung, IV. 
Judentum,” in TRE 30: 292. 

37 According to Albert Pietersma and Benjamin Wright III, the intention of the 
Septuagint translators was from the very beginning “bringing the reader to the 
original,” which would imply that already these Greek translators denied their trans-
lation any independence from the original, see Wright, “Access,” 24. However, the 
fact that the Greek translations include numerous exegetical elements, actualizations 
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of the Hebrew bible. Thus for instance, although the Ten Commandments 
had been revealed to Moses, the Torah itself suggests that the actual text of 
the Ten Commandments in Exod 20 and Deut 5 is identical with this early 
revelation. In other passages, the distance between the reader and the text 
even seems to be purposefully levelled out. A good example for the latter 
device is Deut 28:58:  

hzh rpsh Mybwtkh t)zh hrwth yrbd lk t) tw#(l rm#t )l M) (“If you do not dili-
gently observe all the words of this law that are written in this book […]”) 

Most obviously, the reader of this passage is supposed to connect the deictic 
reference “in this book” (hzh rpsb) with the book he currently holds in his 
hands, thus ignoring any possible distance. By contrast to the concept of the 
“original” versus the actual text, this concept found in Deuteronomy may be 
called the concept of “ritual presence” of the text,38 the text being present in 
the course of reading. 

The concept of the “original text” seems to be unattested in Judaism 
prior to the 2nd century BCE. Therefore, the evidence of the prologue to the 
Book of Ben Sira, the Letter of Aristeas and the Book of Jubilees suggests that it 
has been developed as an innovation in the second half of the 2nd century 
BC. Although the focus of the prologue to Ben Sira and the Letter of Aristeas, 
on the one hand, and of the Book of Jubilees, on the other, seems to be quite 
different—the latter being focused on the pre-existent Torah, the former on 
the Vorlage of a translation—the essence seems basically identical: The emer-
gence of a distinction between the “original” (or “ideal”) and the “actual” 
text. 

As to this distinction, the prologue to the Book of Ben Sira even seems to 
provide an illuminating Greek terminology which may give the modern 
reader more insights: The “original” of the translation is called ta. evn e`autoi/j 
lego,mena, which may be literally translated as “the things said in them-
selves”. Since “things” refers to the content, the expression “in themselves” 
obviously refers to the form, supposing that the “original” is where the 
content finds its appropriate form and both, content and form, create an 
ideal union. 

The possible counterpart of the terminus ta. evn e`autoi/j lego,mena “ideal 
text” may be found in line 29 of the Book of Ben Sira, although it is not used 
with regard to a text, but with regard to the measure of Jewish education in 
Egypt: The grandson of Ben Sira writes as follows (lines 25-29): 

 
as well as adaptations to the world of the translators, seems to stand against this 
claim, although the perspective of “Übersetzung als Vollendung der Auslegung,” as 
proposed by Martin Rösel with regard to Genesis-LXX, seems to be too extreme in the 
opposite direction: Übersetzung als Vollendung der Auslegung. Studien zur Genesis-
Septuaginta (BZAW 223, Berlin: de Gruyter 1994). 

38 Compare J.W. Watts, “Ritual Legitimacy and Scriptural Authority,” JBL 124 
(2005) 410-12. 
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I arrived in Egypt in the thirty-eighth year of the reign of King Euergetes, and 
during my stay I came across the similarity (avfo,moion) of a good deal of instruct-
tion. 

The meaning of the word avfo,moion is much disputed and not entirely clear. It 
seems me, however, that Wagner has successfully demonstrated that 
avfo,moion should be understood as “similarity.”39  

Thus, the grandson of Ben Sira expresses his surprise that the Jewish 
education in Egypt is very similar to the standards he is used to, that is in 
Palestine, although it is not and will not be identical. It seems to me that this 
term avfo,moion is the counterpart to the “original” or “ideal” and similarly 
could have said with regard to a text, all the more so since the Jewish edu-
cation in Egypt has been based on a translation.  

According to the grandson of Ben Sira, Jewish education in Egypt is only 
an avfo,moion, because it is based on an avfo,moion. 

CONCLUSION 

In 2nd century BC Judaism, Hebrew and Aramaic were commonly reco-
gnized as different languages, the former being a national and a religious 
identity marker of highest importance. When referring to the Hebrew 
language and the translation of Hebrew texts, the prologue to the Book of 
Ben Sira most probably proceeds from this notion of the Hebrew language. 
The translator adds, however, a further thought: A Hebrew text, when trans-
lated, has less effect on the reader than the original. The reason is that the 
ideal union between form and content which characterizes the original has 
been destroyed. The theory of language which stands behind this theory of 
translation has parallels in the theories of language as developed in Plato’s 
Kratylos and among the Stoics.  

The prologue’s reflections about the restricted translatability of Hebrew 
texts should be seen in the context of the concept of the “ideal text” versus 
the “actual text,” which seems to have been an innovation in 2nd century 
BCE Judaism. 

This concept of the “ideal text,” it seems to me, was an important step 
towards the creation of the concept of “canon,” leading to the stabilization of 
the wording of Hebrew texts from the 1st century BCE onwards. 

 
39 “[…D]as substantivierte Adjektiv avfo,moion (bezeichnet) in positiver Konnotation 

eine relativierende Ähnlichkeit (nicht jedoch Gleichheit bzw. -rangigkeit!) gegenüber 
einem Original […],” Wagner, Die Septuaginta-Hapaxlegomena, 120. 


