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JEWISH INTERPRETATION OF THE BIBLE

Inner-biblical Interpretation
The interpretation of the Bible begins in the
) Bible itself. Biblical authors frequently com
mented on other biblical texts; they revised
them, they argued with them, and they al
Juded to them. In so doing, they conveyed an
_understanding of the texts they utilized-in
short, they interpreted earlier biblical writ
ings. This tendency became especially" prom.i
'nent at the end of the preexilic period and
during the exilic and postexilic periods, in
other words after an early protocanonical set
Of texts became sacred. These reader-writers
understood older texts· in original ways, ap
plied their principles to new situations, or
borrowed from their prestige. In this respect
the biblical authors resemble later Jewish (and
hristian) writers, who constantly l ook back
to biblical models as they create new texts,
ideas, and practices. Thus the religion that
gmerated the Bible foreshadows the religions
generated by the Bible: Israelite thinker s, like
those of various forms of Judaism and Chris
" 'anity, constructed their works by recasting
guage and themes found in earlier ones ,
'blical authors bequeathed their successors
t only a text, but ways of relating to that
xt, reacting to that text, recreating that text,
d allowing that text to remain alive.
It will be helpful to discuss both the forms
at inner-biblical revision takes and the ef
ts of those revision s at the leve l of ideas
th how and why biblical authors borrow
m their predecessors. In examining both
ese is sues, this essay will also compare the
ays biblical authors used biblica l texts with
� ways postbiblical authors did so.
To begin, then, with the rhetoric of reuse
rereading: Biblical authors utilized the

work of their predecessors in several ways.
Some biblical passages use a formula when
they quote an older text, thus making the bor
rowing explicit. (This practice resembles the
modem footnote.) 2 Kings 14.5-6 tells us of
King Joash, "Once he had the kingdom firmly
in his grasp, he put to death the courtiers who
had assassinated his father the king. But ,he
did not put to death the children of the_assa s
sins, in accordance with what is, written
(kakatuv) in the Book of the Teaching of Moses
(torat moshe), where the LORD _commanded,
'Parents s hall not be put to death for children,
nor children be put to death for parents; a per
son shall be put to death only for his own
crime.'.(' The formula "in accordance with
what is w;ritten" (or, more simply, "as it is
written") introduces a nearly word-for-word
quotation from Deut. 24.16. In other in stances
this formula introduces quotations or refers to
ideas found elsewhere in the Torah (1 Kings
2.3; Ezra 3.2; 2 Chron. 23.18). This formula
(kakatuv or kemo shekatuv) is also used to intro
duce quotations from Scripture in rabbinic lit
erature, the Dead Sea Scrolls, and (in Greek
translation) the New Testament.
In a much larger number of ca ses, however,
biblical texts borrow phrasing or imagery
without citing the source explicitly; rather, the
shared items help the knowledgeable reader
identify the source. The prophet res ponsible
for the latter part of the book of I saiah (see the
introduction to I saiah) comforted Judeans
after the destruction of Jerusalem with these
words:
The LORD comforts Zion, comforts all her
ruins. He make s Zion's wasteland an Eden;

JEWISH INTERPRETATION OF THE BIBLE

her desert, a garden of the LoRD . . . Listen
to Me, My people, and My nation, give ear!
For teaching goes forth from Me, and I will
give My judgment as a light of the peoples
. . . My arms will judge peoples. Islands will
look eagerly to Me, and in My arms they
will have hope. Lift up your eyes towards
heaven and look at the earth below! For the
heaven can melt away like smoke, and the
earth can wear out like a garment . .. But
My salvation will endure forever (Isa.
51.3--6, author's translation).

In issuing this prediction, the exilic author
borrows from a passage found in the work of
tvvo prophets who lived more than a century
and a half earlier, (First) Isaiah and Micah:

In the future, the mountain of the LORD's
House will be established as the greatest of
mountains and lifted up above the hills. All
nations will flow towards it, and many peo
ples will come and say, "Let us go up to the
LORD's mountain, to the House of Jacob's
God," . .. For- teaching goes forth from Zion,
and the LoRD's word from Jerusalem. And
God will judge the nations, ... and they will
beat their swords into plowshares and their
weapons into pruning forks; nation will not
lift up sword against nation, and they will
learn war no more (Isa. 2.2-4, author's
translation; "Mic. 4.1-4 is almost identical).

The author of Isa. ch 51 borrowed the items
printed in italics above. In addition, }J.orvoteha
["her ruins"] in 1sa. ch 51 is an intentional
pun, hinting at }J.arvotam ["their swordS"] in
Isa. ch 2 and Mic. ch 4, a word that has a dif
ferent meaning but sounds nearly identical.
The passages share several images as well.
The idea of peoples gathering appears in both
passages, and both predict that the LORD will
teach nations and judge them at His moun
tain. In both passages agricultural images
(plowshares and pruning hooks in Isa. ch 2
and Mic. ch 4, gardens in Isa. ch 53) take the
place of figures of destruction. The new text
reworks the old one. It repeats the earlier pre
diction, but it shifts attention from the nations
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who come in pursuit of instruction and pea ce
to the benefits that Jerusalem will gain from
her newly exalted position. The later author
does not use a citation formula to tell the
reader that the new text depends on the older
one, but the many items they share indic ate
their relationship. We may characterize this
relationship as a literary allusion. A gre at
many biblical texts utilized their predecessors
in this way, and some postbiblical writers
continued the tradition of allusion. Based on
similarity of vocabulary and phraseology, it is
clear that many of the· Dead Sea Scrolls bor
row and rework texts from the Bible; the same
is true of the New Testament. On the other
hand, the central works of rabbinic literature
(the Talmuds and the midrashim) allude to
the Bible much less frequently. They tend in
stead to cite the Bible explicitly by using cita
tion formulas like "as it is written" or "as it
was said." Other rabbinic works, however,
often borrow vocabulary and images from the
Bible in a style that recalls the Bible itself;
these rabbinic works include prayers found in
the Siddur (prayerbook), moralistic books;
and some mystical texts. Allusions to the
Bible continue throughout the development
of Hebrew literature; they are very frequent in
medieval Hebrew poetry and in the work of
modem Israeli writers such as Bialik� Agnoni_
Amichai, and others.
Some biblical works borrow whole sectionS
from older texts. For example, the book of
Chronicles repeats, more or less verbatim;
large parts of Samuel and Kings. The legal
collection in Deut. chs 12-26 includes laws
similar to those in Exod. chs 21�23. According
to most modern source-critical biblical schol
ars, the books of Genesis through Numbers
no
incorporate several older texts that are
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modem scholars maintain that a group _ of
priests copied an older form of the festival
law now found in Lev. ch 23, but they added
verses 9-22 and 39-44 when they did so (see
notes there). By making the additions, these
priests radically altered the religious outlook
of the original document. They acknowl
edged the validity of popular · ritual obser
vances deliberately shunned by the more elite
priests responsible for the older version of the
chapter. Revising a text by copying it with sig
nificant variations or additions remained a
i;ommon form of Jewish writing in the period
immediately following the completion of the
Bible. Works such as Jubilees and some of the
· Dead Sea Scrolls retold the stories of the Torah
or repeated and modified laws found there.
:These works were not preserved by later Jew
ish groups, however, and they did not con
,tlnue to be studied, read, or chanted in Jewish
communities. The Rabbis did not incorporate
: large sections of the Bible into new works that
. they wrote; instead, they typically compiled
'.'Collections of interpretive comments on the
__Bible (known as midrashim), included inter
,j:iretiVe comments in legal .works (such as.the
.'.fahnud), and; beginning With the Middle
Ages, wrote verse-by-verse commentaries on
ithe Bible.
Finally, some later comments on biblical
:passages occur within those passages them
selves, at least in the text of the Bible that has
een in use for the past tvvo millennia. Like
odern readers, ancient readers penned ex
lanations or reactions to the text they were
eading in margins or betvveen the lines, Some
· f these marginal comments were - subse
uently inserted into the text itself by scribes
ho copied the scroll containing the marginal
fornment. (It is also possible that some of these
__comments were inserted to begin with by
ribes who made them as they were copying
,
scroll.) For example, 1 Kings 15.5 originally
·ted itself to a comment praising King
vid, and one important manuscript of the
cient Greek translation of Kings preserves
at original text. A later scribe found the ful
Ome praise of David inconsistent with the
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story in 2 Sam. ch 11. That story is exceedingly
critical of David for committing adultery with
the wife of Uriah the Hittite {one of his own
soldiers) and for· having Uriah murdered to
ensure that the adultery was not discovered.
Therefore, the scribe added a-qualification in
1 Kings 15.5: "except in the matter of Uriah the
Hittite." These words became part of the Mas
oretic Text, which thus contains both the origi
nal author's evaluation of David and a later
reader's reaction to that evaluation. Similarly,
Exod. 22.24 originally read, "If you lend
money to My "<am," do not act toward them as
a creditor; exact no interest from them." Now,
the Hebrew word "'am" usually means "peo
ple," but it can also mean "the poor" or "com
mcin folk, peasantry" (see Isa. 3.15; Ps. 72.2;
Neh. 5.1). To make clear that in this case the
second of these meanings was to be under
stood, a later scribe added the words "to the
poor among you" immediately after "<am."
Since the meaning of "<am" as "people" was
more common, the scribe worried that without
clarification the verse would be misread.
The goals of. other biblical authors and
scribes who borrowed material from older
biblical texts were varied. As we can see from
the scribal_ insertion in Exod. ch 22 just dis
cussed, they sometimes wanted to explain a
passage that seemed ambiguous, problematic,
or somehow relevant to their own situation.
In other words, they wrote an interpretation.
A famous example occurs in Dan. 9.2: "I, Dan
iel, consulted the books concerning the num
ber of years that, according to the word of the
LORD that had come to Jeremiah the prophet,
were to be the term of.Jerusalem's desola
tion-seventy years." In this verse the author
of Daniel cited a passage from the book of Jer
emiah explicitly. Jeremiah wrote that passage
shortly after the Babylonians deported many
of Jerusalem's leaders in 597 BCE: "Thus said
the LORD: "When Babylon's seventy years are
over, I will take note of you, and I will fulfill to
you My promise of favor-to bring you back
to this place" (Jer. 29.10). The author of Daniel
wrote at a time when the Second Temple was
being desecrated and Jerusalem's status as a
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holy city was in peril (in the middle 0£ the 2nd
century BCE.) Therefore, that author felt that
the redemption and favor promised in Jer.
29.10 had still not materialized, even though
seventy years had long passed. How, then, to
understand Jeremiah's prophecy as a true
prophecy? Daniel reports that the angel G a 
briel answered this question: "Seventy weeks
have been decreed for your people and your
holy city until . . . eternal righteousness [is1
ushered in; and prophetic vision ratified"
(Dan. 9.24). According to Gabriel's inter
pretation, Jeremiah's words were really a
sort of code.t- When Jeremiah said "seventy
(shiv'im) years" he meant "seventy weeks" or
"seventy sevens" (shavu'im shiv°im) of years;
the consonants shv'ym had to be read twice,
with slightly different vocalization each time.
As a result what seems like _one word is really
tvvo. The redemption would occur not sev
enty years after Jeremiah issued the prophecy,
but four hundred and ninety years after
wards. This interpretation of Jer. ch 29 con
firms the prophecy as a true one, and makes it
applicable to a current situation. The interpre
tation is certainly a novel one, and not what
Jeremiah himself meant; it makes it seem that
Jeremiah was speaking for the benefit of the
audience at the time of Daniel, not for Jere
miah's own audience. Nevertheless, Daniel's
reading of Jeremiah follows a recognizable
logic. The word of God is not like the word of
a human; divine speech is infinitely more
meaningful. vVhen a human utters the conso
nants of the word shiv<im, it means only one
thing· ("seventy"), but when God does so they
have (at least) another layer of meaning, and
thus they can be read twice in tvvo different
ways (shavu'im shiv'im), to mean seventy sev
ens. Precisely the same theory of divine
language as supercharged with meaning
underlies biblical interpretations found in
postbiblical Jewish literature, such as the
midrashim (see "Midrash and l\1idrashic In
terpretation," pp. 1863---75). Indeed, this pas
sage in Daniel is an early case of classical Jew
ish scriptural interpretation. Midrash, then, is
not just a·postbiblical invention used by the
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Rabbis to revise the Bible as they saw fit. Itis a
biblical means of relating to the Bible, which
the Rabbis inherited from the biblical authors
themselves.
One more case in which a biblical author
explicitly interprets older biblical texts: Both
Exodus and Deuteronomy provide regu1a�
tions concerning the Passover sacrifice, but
these regt1lations. differ in several respects.
According to Deut. 16.7, the Passover sacrifice
should be . boiled. The law concerning th�
Passover sacrifice in Exod. -rz.9 takes issue
with Deuteronomy on this point, warning
its audience, "Don't eat it raw or boiled -in
water; rather, (eat it] roasted in fire" (author's
translation; the NJPS translation obscures
this point by translating the verb "cook" in
Deuteronomy). That such a disagreement
(ma]:tloket) occurs in this ancient Jewish"litera:
ture is not surprising: Two groups in the bibli
cal period agreed that the Passover sacrifice
was important but disagreed on its precise de-c 
_
tails. Such disagreements over the precise re
quirements of a ritual are a regular feature of
Jewish law in all ages. Classical rabbinic:au�
thorities, for example, agree that one should,
not eat dairy products for some time after eat::
ing meat but disagree concerning the exact
length of the waiting period (some say it'
should be three hours; others, six); contempo�
rary Jewish ·tgroups agree that communal
prayers are important but diSagree concern�
ing whether women should be allowed -_t�
lead them, The authors of the book of Chroni,
des, however, cannot tolerate disagreement
betvveen two texts in· the Torah; unlike moSt
modern scholars, they view the Torah not �
an- anthology of differing opinions (compara.
ble to the TalmU.d), or as a compendium
of different- sources, but as a single work;
written by Moses·t(comparable to a law code
such as Maimonides' Mishneh Torah). Conse.:
quently, they deny that a legal disagre-emenf
or mahloket can occur
.t in the Torah. When narct" - \:,
r�ting the Passovter observances during ,th�t.:::_;;;
reign of the righteous King Josiah, Chronid' ·
tells us that "they slaughtered the Passover_
sacrifice . . . according to what -is writtent-�_,·:
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generations are a sign for what will happen to
their offspring. At the same time, this allusion
also tells us something about -the song in Exo
dus. It is possible to read that poem as pro
phetic, and to view the line describing the
C aanites' fear as a prediction made by
Moses well before the Canaanites actually
heard of the Israelites' good fortune. By para
phrasing that line in the past tense, the author
of Joshua c onfirms the accuracy of the older
prediction
d thus reinforces Moses' pres
tige. Allusions to biblical texts occur with
enormous frequency in later Jewish literature.
One cannot move through a page of the Dead
Sea Scrolls' Community Rule, a paragraph
from the rabbinic liturgy, a poem by Yehudah
Pagis, or a
Halevi or Nathan Zach or D
novel by A. B. Yehoshua or Amos Oz -without
finding vocabulary and images that evoke
particular . passages from the Bible. Indeed,
the const t reworking of biblical material is a
hallmark of Jewish literature, a hallmark that
·is already prominent in the Bible itself.
·It is often stated that postbiblical Judaism is
a religion·of the Book, and that interpretation
and debate are quintessentially rabbinic activ
ities. In light of the phenomenon of inner
biblical exegesis
d allusion, it becomes
evident that these characteristics of Je-wish
creativity did not begin with the Rabbis. Bibli
cal authors themselves regarded older biblical
texts as authoritative, sacred,"and worthy of
an

an

an

an

an

study. Clos e examination of some biblical
documents, especially those composed to
ward the end of the biblical period but includ
ing some from the preexilic era, shows some
d prophets,
thing extraordinary: Priests
psalmists and scribes composed Scriphrre
by recycling Scripture, by turning it and hlm
ing it to find new truths in it. For many bibli
cal writers, new words from God emerged
from . intense examination d reordering of
old ones. The interpretation of a s acred text
could yield revelation, as much as revelation
yielded a sacred text. If this is so, then the gulf
that s eparates the Bible or Torah shebikhtav
("Written Torah") from rabbinic tr adition or
Torah shebe'al peh ("Oral Torah") is smaller
than one might think. The Rabbis stand
alongside their biblical forebears when they
interpret the Bible, even when they interpret
the Bible in surprising or radical ways. It is
perhaps for this reason that they portrayed
biblical figures as the first biblical commenta
tors."Mos es wrote many things in an oQscure
way [in the TorahJ, d then came King David
[in the book of Ps alms} who explained them,''
we read in a midrash on Exodus (Exod. Rab.
15:22). By reading and revising, explaining
and debating, the authors .of the Bible as well
as those who follow them demonstrate that
many different texts, biblical and othenvise,
contain the living words of God.
an

an

an

[BENJAMIN D. SOMMER]

Ear� Nonrabbinic Interpretation
A variety of extrabiblical texts pres erve a n 
cient interpretations of biblical l aw and narra
tive. Many motifs from these interpretations
are found in later rabbinic (as well as Chris
tian and Islamic) sources. But the interpretive
texts were, for the most part, not preserved
within rabbinic corpora an.d libraries, and
they often represent legal and theological
views that diverge sh ly from those found
within rabbinic Judaism. Scholars use these
texts recovered from Christian libraries and
arp

from the Dead Sea Scrolls at Qumran-both
diverse character of the Sec
ond Temple community before the emergence
of rabbinic Judaism and Christianity, and to
illuminate later interpretations. (For an ex
planation of the Dead Sea Scrolls and the
ways -in which they are named and refer
enced, see "The Bible in the Dead Sea Scrolls,"
pp. 192.0--28.)
Thes e interpretive texts vary greatly in the
way they present their relationship to the bibto rec onstruct the

