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ABSTRACT 

 

 

This dissertation examines the role of musical training in scribal education and its implication for 

Ben Sira’s pedagogy. Chapter One surveys the scholarship regarding the function of hymns in 

the book of Sirach and their role in Ben Sira’s pedagogy. I contend that answers to the former 

has been too textually oriented, and the latter has discounted the pedagogical value of hymns. I 

propose that one should take seriously Ben Sira’s command for his students to sing and the 

predominance of hymns in the book as indicative of the education he provided. I suggest that a 

comparative study with ANE and Greco-Roman education models and hymns from the Dead Sea 

Scrolls will accentuate the role of hymnody in ancient education.  

Chapter Two, “Singers of Wisdom in the Ancient Near East and Greco-Roman World,” 

explores the role of music in scribal education in the ancient world in general. In particular, I 

examine the evidence for scribal training in songs in Old Babylonian and Neo-Assyrian scribal 

practices, the use of chanting and “verse points” in scribal singing in Ancient Egypt, and the 

equation of musical acumen with education in fifth-century Athens. Utilizing Hadot’s concept of 

“spiritual exercises” in philosophical schools, I suggest that hymnody as a pedagogical tool for 

sophists and presocratic sages provides a helpful model for songs in Ben Sira’s pedagogy.  

Chapter Three, “Singers of Wisdom in Israel and the Second Temple Period” narrows the 

exploration of music in ancient education to ancient Israel. This chapter utilizes music 

archaeology and a close textual analysis of the Hebrew Bible and Dead Scrolls. Particularly 

important is the predominance of the lyre and double-pipe in Iron Age II and the Greco-Roman 

period and the emergence of the Levites as singers and teachers in the Second Temple period. 

This tradition of singing teachers carries over in the Dead Sea Scrolls in the office of the maskil 

and allusions to singing teachers in the Teacher Hymns of the Hodayot.  
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Chapter Four, “Ben Sira as a Singer of Wisdom” turns to Ben Sira’s construction of the 

teacher in which the depiction of the scribe as a singer is quite pervasive. I explore the 

implications behind Ben Sira’s command for the reader to sing with a lyre and stringed 

instruments in Sir 39:15, the allocation of praise to the wise in Sir 14:20-15:10, and the touting 

of his prophetic authority in the wisdom hymn in Sirach 24. These passages have much in 

common with the singing office of the maskil, the Teacher Hymns in the Hodayot, the Levitical 

scribes in Chronicles, and the scribal depiction of David in Sir 47:8-10 and 11Q5. These parallels 

suggests that Ben Sira is drawing on a common model of the teacher in the Second Temple 

period. I also demonstrate the possibility that the hymn in Sir 39:12-35 functioned as a school 

exercise whereas the hymn in Sirach 24 functioned as a public demonstration of Ben Sira’s 

wisdom in order for him to attract new followers/students. 

Chapter Five, “Singing Teachers, Singing Students,” explores the role of hymns in the 

composition and reception of the book of Sirach. I contend that the Hymn to Creation (42:14-

43:33) and the Praise of the Ancestors (44:1-50:24) function teleologically and are mosaics of 

terms from previous passages in Sirach. Whereas the Hymn to Creation represents the 

composition of a new hymn by Ben Sira’s disciples based on older hymns, the latter is an 

imaginal liturgy that influenced later Jewish poetic traditions, particularly the ʿAvodah poetry, 

through its performance in a festival setting. The continued use of hymns by Ben Sira’s students 

also explains the additional hymns and colophons in Sirach 51, particularly in MS B from the 

Cairo Genizah, in which the Hymn of Divine Names in Sir 51:12a-o utilizes the Amidah. 

Chapter Six, “Did Ben Sira Sing in Class” offers a concise conclusion to my dissertation 

along with its broader themes. This dissertation as a whole demonstrates: (1) the importance of 

music in ancient pedagogy; (2) the influence of the Levitical scribal singers on Jewish pedagogy 
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in the Second Temple period; (3) the pedagogical use of hymns in the Second Temple period in 

general, in which comparisons between Ben Sira and the Dead Sea Scrolls often demonstrate 

shared rhetorical strategies, and (4) the centrality of music in Ben Sira’s pedagogy and the 

depiction of his sagely persona. Overall, I contend that the hymnic and didactic discourse 

flourished together in Ben Sira’s pedagogy, which helps explain his reception as both a proto-

rabbi and singer in later Jewish tradition. 
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CHAPTER ONE  

 

WISDOM THROUGH SONG: HYMNODY AND PEDAGOGY IN THE 

BOOK OF SIRACH 
 

 
Since the discovery of large Hebrew fragments of the book of Sirach1 by Agnes and Margaret 

Smith among the Cairo Genizah texts and their subsequent publication by Solomon Schechter in 

1896 there has been renewed scholarly interest in the book of Sirach and the person of Ben Sira. 

This interest was further heightened by the finding of chapters of the book at Masada and among 

the Dead Sea Scrolls from the first-century BCE.2 Ben Sira is distinctive not only because the 

book associated with him contains what appears to be the first claim of authorship among 

Israelite and Jewish works (Sir 50:27-29) but also because one can date his teaching activity with 

relative certainty to the cusp of the Maccabean period (c. 180 BCE).3 Sirach is widely considered 

a wisdom text. Wisdom literature itself contains multiple forms (e.g., proverbs, dialogues, 

macarism), but one may define it as a literary corpus of instructional or noetic texts with an 

																																																								
1 In this work I use the term “Ben Sira” to refer to the sage and “Sirach” to refer to the book though I 

acknowledge it is not always helpful to distinguish the two in light of the complex transmission and presentation of 
the text in various manuscript traditions. 

	
2 For an account of the finding of Sirach by the Smith sisters and its publication by Schechter see, Adina 

Hoffman and Peter Cole, Sacred Trash: The Lost and Found World of the Cairo Genizah (New York: Schoken, 
2011), 43-61. Emanuel Tov ascribes 2Q18 to the transition from the Hasmonean to the early Herodian period and 
indexes it as having been written between 50-1 BCE. Emanuel Tov, The Texts from the Judean Desert: Indices and 

Introduction to the Discoveries in the Judaean Desert Series, DJD 39 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2002), 360. 
For Masada, see See Yigael Yadin, The Ben Sira Scroll from Masada (Jerusalem, Israel Exploration Society, 1965). 
Also see, Corrado Martone, who places the date of the Masada Scroll on paleographical data between 40 BCE and 20 
CE based on the letters presenting “characteristics typical of a very late stage of Hasmonean formal script, which 
already presents some early Herodian characteristics [allowing one] to place our manuscript between 4QSama and 
1QM” (“Ben Sira Manuscripts from Qumran and Masada,” in The Book of Ben Sira in Modern Research, ed. P. C. 
Beentjes, BZAW 255 [Berlin: de Gruyter, 1997], 81-95 [88]).  

For the original publication of the Genizah manuscripts, see Solomon Schechter and Charles Taylor, The 

Wisdom of Ben Sira: Portions of the Book Ecclesiasticus from Hebrew Manuscripts in the Cairo Genizah Collection 

Presented to the University of Cambridge by the Editors (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1899); Solomon 
Schechter, “A Fragment of the Original Text of Ecclesiasticus,” Expositor 5.4 (1896): 1-15; idem, “A Further 
Fragment of Ben Sira,” JQR 12 (1900): 456-65; idem, “A Hoard of Hebrew Manuscripts I,” in Studies in Judaism, 

Second Series (Philadelphia: Jewish Publication Society of America, 1908), 1-11.  
 
3 See Section 1.1 below.   
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emphasis on epistemology and order that participates in sapiential discourse. Although other 

nations had wisdom texts as well, for Israel, this sapiential discourse revolves around the 

traditional wisdom exemplified in the book of Proverbs.4 Although Ben Sira’s work resembles 

Proverbs and other ancient Near Eastern proverbial works, it also contains several oddities not 

typically featured in this genre, such as hymns, prayers, and historical overviews, as well as what 

appears to be allusions to what would later become canonical works. Among these oddities, I 

will concern myself in this dissertation with Sirach’s hymnic passages. I will explore not only the 

place of these texts in a work of instruction, but also the use of songs in education in the 

curricula of ancient Jewish teachers. Before reviewing the scholarship concerning Ben Sira’s 

hymnody and the approach of this study to the topic, I will briefly adumbrate the person of Ben 

Sira and the complicated textual history of the book associated with him.5 

  
1.1 Ben Sira and His Times 

Jesus ben Eleazar ben Sira (50:27) was a teacher (Heb: חכם/סופר; Gr: γραµµατεύς; Sir 38:24) in 

Jerusalem who lived during the transition from Ptolemaic to Seleucid rule over the providence of 

Coele-Syria (198 BCE).6 As a sage, he was either a professional tutor for the elite or the head of a 

																																																								
4 The overview of the characteristics of wisdom literature by Leo Perdue and Matthew Goff influence this 

discussion. Cf. Leo G. Perdue, The Sword and the Stylus: An Introduction to Wisdom in the Age of Empires (Grand 
Rapids: Eerdmans, 2008), 9-13, and Matthew Goff, “Qumran Wisdom Literature and the Problem of Genre,” DSD 

17 (2010): 286-306 (298-300). Also see, James Crenshaw, Old Testament Wisdom: An Introduction, rev. ed. 
(Louisville: Westminster John Knox, 1998), 9-15. Crenshaw (p. 11) sums up his definition of wisdom in the 
following manner: “formally, wisdom consists of proverbial sentence, or instruction, debate, intellectual reflection; 
thematically, wisdom comprises self-evident intuitions about mastering life for human betterment, gropings after 
life’s secrets with regard to innocent suffering, grappling with finitude, and quest for truth concealed in the created 
order and manifested in a feminine persona. When a marriage between form and content exists, there is wisdom 
literature.” 

 
5 By the term “hymnody” I mean the performance and composition of hymns, i.e., songs that explicitly 

praise a deity. For discussion on terminology regarding hymns see 1.4.3 below. 
 
6 I use the phrase “teacher” here for Ben Sira rather than scribe because I believe it is more appropriate and 

appropriately combines the conflation between סופר and חכם one sees in Sirach. Most reconstructions of Ben Sira as 
a person have also been too scribal oriented. While we can label Ben Sira a “scribe.” He was not primarily training 
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scribal school where he indoctrinated students into the scribal profession (see below). Such a 

position places Ben Sira firmly among the upper-class milieu. Ben Sira was also an ardent 

supporter of Simon II (219-196 BCE) and the Oniad priesthood, who were likely his patrons, and 

he appears to praise Simon II’s rebuilding activities after the wake of the Syrian wars in his 

eulogy in Sir 50:1-2.7 He either wrote or compiled his book, the Wisdom of Ben Sira, also 

known as Sirach or Ecclesiasticus, around the year 180 BCE, as is evident by his “eyewitness” 

account of Simon II in ch. 50, and his lack of knowledge of the events leading to the Maccabean 

conflict (167-60 BCE).8  This text was translated into Greek by his grandson who says in his 

prologue that he traveled to Egypt in the thirty-eighth year of King (Ptolemy VII Physcon) 

Euergetes (132 BCE) and translated his grandfather’s work shortly after (ca. 117 BCE).9  

A distinctive feature of the book is its Torah piety. Sirach is the first work to make explicit the 

connection between divine Wisdom described in Proverbs and the Torah. Although Torah was 

pluriform and had a fluid text in this period, Ben Sira regards it as an authoritative source that he 

																																																																																																																																																																																			

students in the art of writing. Thus, it might be a better description if we call him a “teacher.” For this point, see 
Matthew Goff, “A Blessed Rage for Order: Apocalypticism, Esoteric Revelation, and the Cultural Politics of 
Knowledge in the Hellenistic Age,” HebAI 5 (2016): 193-211 (200-5). 

 
7 Benjamin G. Wright asserts “that the activities attributed to the high priest in Sir 50 reflect Simon II’s 

actions taken to restore Jerusalem after Antiochus III successfully wrestled control of Judea in 200-198” (“‘Put the 
Nations in Fear of You’ Ben Sira and the Problem of Foreign Rule,” in Praise Israel for Wisdom and Instruction: 

Essays on Ben Sira and Wisdom, the Letter of Aristeas and the Septuagint, ed. Benjamin G. Wright, JSJSup 131 
[Leiden: Brill, 2008], 127-46 [140, n. 28]). Also, see Josephus, Ant. 12.139-41, 229. 
  Nevertheless, there is some debate over whether or not Simon, in Sir 50:1-24, refers to Simon I or Simon II. 
James C. VanderKam relates the Simon of Sir 50 with Simon I on the basis of his equation of Simon the Just with 
Simon I and the Hebrew title of the “Praise of the Ancestors” [“Praise of Ancestors of Old” (שבח אבות עולם)]. 
(James VanderKam, From Joshua to Caiaphas: High Priests after Exile [Minneapolis: Fortress, 2004], 137-57). 

 
8 Though see 36:1-22, which is often considered secondary, though it may also allude to frustrations over 

the conflict between the Tobiads and Oniads and their political courting of various Ptolemaic and Seleucid rulers.  
 
9 For dating issues in Sirach, see Patrick Skehan and Alexander A. Di Lella, The Wisdom of Ben Sira, AB 

39 (New York: Doubleday, 1987), 1-28.  
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combines with sapiential traditions (ch. 24). 10 As seen from his advice on banquets in Sir 31:13-

32:13, it is possible that Hellenistic mores and ideas had some influence on Ben Sira, and some 

have even suggested that Ben Sira intentionally utilized Egyptian works such as Papyrus Insinger 

(though see Goff) and the Greek gnomic poems of Theognis.11 This assertion of cultural 

“borrowing” suggests that Ben Sira’s Torah-centric approach allowed him to affirm Jewish 

intellectual superiority by subsuming the wisdom of neighboring cultures under Torah.12 

Furthermore, with Greek educational influence in mind, it is also possible that Ben Sira’s attempt 

to associate Wisdom with Torah (Sir 24:23) and his overall emphasis on Torah may have been an 

attempt to give Jewish elites an Hebraic equivalent to Homer and the Greek gymnasium.13 

Overall, the political and economic turmoil in wake of the Fifth Syrian War (202-195 BCE), 

which witnessed a shift from Ptolemaic to Seleucid rule, may have led to social upheaval. This 

																																																								
10 For Ben Sira, “Torah” was a much more “malleable concept” that incorporated the location of Wisdom 

par excellence in a book (Sir 24:23) quite fluidly with the tradition of the sages and the wisdom of the cosmos. The 
scribe/sage was the main mediator of these sources of wisdom. See Benjamin G. Wright, “Torah and Sapiential 
Pedagogy in the Book of Ben Sira,” in Wisdom and Torah: The Reception of ‘Torah’ in the Wisdom Literature of 

the Second Temple Period, ed. Bernd U. Schipper and D. Andrew Teeter, JSJS 163 (Leiden: Brill, 2013), 157–86.  
 
11 For Egyptian and Greek influence on Sirach, particularly from Demotic Wisdom and Theognis, see Jack 

T. Sanders, Ben Sira and Demotic Wisdom, SBLMS 28 (Chico, CA: Scholars Press, 1983) but also compare Sir 
38:24-39:11 with the Satire of the Trades and Egyptian (and Mesopotamian) idealization of the scribal profession. 
For a critique of the view that Ben Sira used Papyrus Insinger as a source, see Matthew Goff, “Hellenistic 
Instruction in Palestine and Egypt: Ben Sira and Papyrus Insinger,” JSJ 36 (2005): 147-72; idem, “Ben Sira and 
Papyrus Insinger,” in Thematic Studies, vol. 1 of Early Christian Literature and Intertextuality, ed. C. Evans and H. 
D. Zacharias (London: T & T Clark, 2009), 54-64.  Consult also Jack A. Sanders, “Concerning Ben Sira and 
Demotic Wisdom: A Response to Matthew J. Goff,” JSJ 38 (2007): 297-306. Also, see Theophil von Middendorp, 
Die Stellung Jesu Ben Sira zwischen Judentum und Hellenismus (Leiden: Brill, 1973), 7-34; Burton L. Mack, 
Wisdom and the Hebrew Epic: Ben Sira’s Hymn in Praise of the Fathers (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 
1985).  

 
12 Thus it comes as no surprise that some Jewish writers took the next step and accused the sapiential 

works of other cultures, such as Homer or Plato, of borrowing from the Torah. On this motif, see Erich S. Gruen, 
Heritage and Hellenism: The Reinvention of Jewish Tradition (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1998), 246-
91.  

 
13 Elias Bickerman, The Jews in the Greek Age (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1988), 173, 

but also see John J. Collins, Jewish Wisdom in the Hellenistic Age (Louisville: Westminster John Knox, 1997), 23-
41.  
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uncertainty among social roles is one factor among many that gave Ben Sira an opportunity to 

provide educational stability through the centralization of Torah.14  

 Sirach is an important book because it is one of the most prominent collections of 

wisdom sayings from ancient Israel. The composition constitutes the earliest evidence we have 

for a teacher who utilized the Torah as the core component of his curriculum. Although he does 

not engage extensively with the ritualistic and legal components of Torah, Ben Sira appears to 

use the Pentateuch didactically in several places. In other words, Ben Sira combines the 

connotation of “general instruction” associated with the word תורה in earlier Wisdom tradition, 

such as Proverbs, with the specialized meaning the phrase תורה was beginning to acquire in the 

Second Temple period where it became associated with the Pentateuch and the teachings of 

Moses.15 For example, in Sir 34:30-31 Ben Sira refers to the necessity of ceremonial purification 

to illustrate the necessity of repentance, and in Sir 7:39-31, Ben Sira refers to the obligation 

owed to the priests from one’s harvest (Num 18:1-20) to illustrate the need of tending to the 

marginalized, who, like the priests, require the provisions of others to survive.16 Both passages 

utilize texts from the Pentateuch for practical purposes. Thus Carol Newsom is correct when she 

claims, “To be sure, Ben Sira, like many others in his culture, knows what the torah requires in 

terms of purity and impurity, but he subordinates those details as he appropriates torah to serve 
																																																								

14 Friedrich V. Reiterer, “The Sociological Significance of the Scribe as the Teacher of Wisdom in Ben 
Sira,” in Scribes, Sages, and Seers: The Sage in the Eastern Mediterranean World, ed. Leo G. Perdue; trans. Robert 
W. Bernard, FRLANT 219 (Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 2008), 228-30. In this goal, Ben Sira is similar to 
Isocrates. Isocrates attempted to return Athens to its past paragon status by calling Athenians to embrace philosophy 
and oratory. Students who embraced these ideals would be prime candidates for leadership and should be able to 
return Athens to glory. 

 
15 As mentioned above, I would caution against assuming that Ben Sira means by “Torah” what we do. The 

Torah was quite fluid in the Second Temple period. Books were not simply specific titles with one fixed form but 
were “loose ideal types of divine instruction or writing.” Eva Mroczek, “Thinking Digitally About the Dead Sea 
Scrolls: Book History Before and Beyond the Book,” Book History 14 (2011): 241-69 (251). Furthermore, alluding 
to “books” was a common legitimation technique by several competing epistemologies in the Second Temple period.  

 
16 J. G. Snaith, “Ben Sira’s Supposed Love of Liturgy,” VT 25 (1975): 167-74. 
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his moral instruction.”17 Furthermore, Ben Sira also makes several allusions to textual works 

(e.g., “The Twelve Prophets,” שנים עשר הנביאים; τῶν δώδεκα προφητῶν in Sir 49:10), particularly 

in the Praise of the Ancestors, which makes him a key figure in the centralization of scripture in 

the history of Judaism.18 Ben Sira may have composed this work himself, since the colophon in 

Sir 50:27 claims that Ben Sira was the author of the work, but, since the authorship claim is not 

as strong in Hebrew as it is in Greek, one may also think of the book of Sirach as a fluid 

amalgamation of traditions collected and added to by his students.19 

 
1.2 The Textual Tradition 

The relationship between the transmission of the Hebrew text of Sirach and its witnesses in other 

languages is quite complex and includes several different text-types and recensions that can often 

converge in the same manuscript.20 

 
 
 
																																																								

17 Carol A. Newsom, The Self As Symbolic Space: Constructing Identity and Community at Qumran, STDJ 
52 (Leiden: Brill, 2004), 40.  

 
18 Elias Bickerman suggests that Ben Sira’s attempt to establish Torah education for the socially elite was 

influenced by Hellenistic educational models and became the impetus behind the centralization of Torah study for 
all of Israel. Thus, although the Jewish people became known as the “people of the book” the impetus for study of 
the law by laymen was the product of Hellenistic innovations. Bickerman, The Jews in the Greek Age, 173.  

 
19 Whereas the Greek says, “Instruction in understanding and knowledge Jesus son of Eleazer son of Sirach 

of Jerusalem engraved in this book” (παιδείαν συνέσεως καὶ ἐπιστήµης ἐχάραξεν ἐν τῷ βιλίῳ τούτῳ ἰησοῦς υἱὸς σιραχ 

ελεαζαρ ὁ ιεροσολυµίτης) the Hebrew states more ambiguously, “Insightful instruction and appropriate proverbs of 
Simon ben Yeshua ben Eleazar ben Sira” (מוסר שכל ומושל אופנים לשמעון ישוע בן אלעזר בן סירא) 

For more on this point, see Eva Mroczek who refers to the scribe more as a “collector” rather than a 
“creator” and suggests that Ben Sira understood his own work more as a “malleable” tradition. Eva Mroczek, The 

Literary Imagination in Jewish Antiquity (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2016), 86-113 (93-96). Also, see idem, 
“Moses, David and Scribal Revelation: Preservation and Renewal in Second Temple Jewish Textual Traditions,” in 
The Significance of Sinai: Traditions about Sinai and Divine Revelation in Judaism and Christianity, ed. George J. 
Brooke et al., TBN 12, (Leiden: Brill, 2008), 91-115. 

 
20 For a strong overview of this relationship as well as the distinctiveness of each version, see, Jean-

Sébastien Rey and Jan Joosten, eds., The Texts and Versions of the Book of Ben Sira: Transmission and 

Interpretation (Leiden: Brill, 2011). 
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1.2.1 Hebrew 

Several Hebrew manuscripts of Sirach are available that are quite substantial. From 1896-1900, 

Solomon Schechter published several manuscripts from the Cairo Genizah. Others have 

subsequently identified more leaves from the Genizah collection as well as possible readings 

from missing pages that have bled onto extant pages.21  Smaller sections of Ben Sira have been 

identified in cave 2 and cave 11 from Qumran with a larger leather scroll of the Praise of the 

Ancestors identified by Yigael Yadin at Masada that was published in 1965.22 Overall, 70% of 

the book now survives in Hebrew. These manuscripts are as follows:23  

MS A: Hebrew Ben Sira Manuscript A. Six Leaves. Sir 3:6-16:26 in continuous script. 
11th cent. CE. 

 
MS B: Hebrew Ben Sira Manuscript B. Twenty-one leaves. Sir 10:19c-11:10; 15:1-16:7; 

30:11-33:3; 35:11-38:27b; 39:15c-51:30 with subscription. Written 
stichometrically with each half verse in two distinct columns. 12th cent. CE. 

 
MS C: Hebrew Ben Sira Manuscript C. Eight Leaves. Anthology. Sir 3:14-18, 21-22; 

41:15; 4:21; 20:22-23; 4:22-23; 4:30-31; 5:4-7; 5:9-13; 36:24; 6:5-6; 37:1-2; 6:7, 
9-10, 8, 12-15; 3:27; 6:18-19, 28, 35; 7:1, 2, 4, 6, 17, 20, 21, 23-25; 18:31b-19:3b; 
20:5-7; 37:19, 22, 24, 26; 20:13; 20:30-31; 21:22-23, 26; 22:11-12; 22:21-22; 
23:11; 25:7-8, 13, 17-24; 26:1-3, 13, 15-17; 36:27-31. Continuous Script. 10th-12th 
cent. CE.  

 
 

																																																								
21 For the manuscripts of Sirach in Hebrew, see P. C. Beentjes, The Book of Ben Sira in Hebrew: A Text 

Edition of All Extant Hebrew Manuscripts and A Synopsis of All Parallel Hebrew Ben Sira Texts, VTSup 68 
(Atlanta: SBL, 2006). Also, for an overview of the textual history of Ben Sira, cf. Skehan and Di Lella, Ben Sira, 
51-60. For recent manuscript discoveries, cf. on MS C, Shulamit Elizur, “קטע חדש מהנוסח העברי של ספר בן סירא,” 
Tarbiz 76 (5767 = 2006-2007): 17-28; idem, “Two New Leaves of the Hebrew Version of Ben Sira.” DSD 17 
(2010): 13-29; Renate Egger-Wenzel, “Ein neues Sira-Fragment des MS C” BN 138 (2008): 107-14. For MS D, see 
Shulamit Elizur and Michael Rand, “A New Fragment of the Book of Ben Sira,” DSD 18 (2011): 200-05; Jean-
Sébastien Rey, “Un nouveau feuillet du manuscrit D de Ben Sira: notes de philologie et de critique textuelle,” RevQ 

25 (2012): 395-422. For a possible reading of a missing chapter of MS A, see Eric D. Reymond, “New Hebrew Text 
of Ben Sira Chapter 1 in MS A (T-S 12.863),” RevQ 27 (2015): 83-98.  

 
22 For an overview of the textual history of Ben Sira, see Skehan and Di Lella, Ben Sira, 51-60. For 

Masada, also see, Yigael Yadin, “The Ben Sira Scrolls from Masada,” in Masada VI. The Yigael Yadin Excavations 

1963-1695: Final Report, ed. Shemaryahu Talmon and Yigael Yadin, rev. Elisha Qimron (Jerusalem: Israel 
Exploration Society, 1999), 151-231. For notes on the original publication of Yadin’s 1965 edition, see n. 2 above.  

 
23 For the dating of these manuscripts, see references in n. 21 above. 
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MS D: Hebrew Ben Sira Manuscript D. Two Leaves. Sir 7:18-8:9; 8:11-13, 15-17; 36:29-
38:1a. Continuous Script. 11th cent. CE. 

 
MS E: Hebrew Ben Sira Manuscript E. Sir 32:16-34:1. Stichometric. Date Unknown, but 

likely Middle Ages. 
 
MS F: Hebrew Ben Sira Manuscript F. Sir 31:24-32:7 and 32:12-33:8. Stichometric. 11th 

cent. CE. 
 
11QPsa: Column 21, lines 11-17 and 22:1 of the Cave 11 Psalms Scroll (11Q5). Sir 

51:13-20 and 30b. Continuous Script. 1st cent. CE. 
 
Masada: Twenty-six leather fragments. Sir 39:27-44:17. Stichometric. Late first century 

BCE-early first century CE. 
 

 There are two different Hebrew text-types of Sirach, HI is represented by 2Q18 (1st cent. 

BCE), which includes fragmentary words from Sir 6:13-31, the acrostic version of Sir 51:13-30 

from 11QPsa (1st cent. CE), and stichometric version of Sir 39:27-44:17 from Masada (1st cent. 

BCE). The Genizah manuscripts (tenth to twelfth century CE) bear witness to both Hebrew I and 

Hebrew II text-types with the margins of manuscript B (Bmarg) representing a separate witness as 

well that is quite close to Masada in the latter portion of the manuscript and to manuscripts A and 

D in the earlier portion.24 HII augments HI and has many additional parables. Out of these 

additions, some correspond to Greek II with slight variations (e.g., 3:25 in MS A, 4:23 in MS A; 

16:15-16 in MS A) but others are quite different (e.g., 30:11-12 in MS B. Also cf. Sir 15:14 in 

																																																								
24 Cf. Yadin, The Ben Sira Scroll, 9 (English Section); 7-8 (Hebrew Section). Rey has suggested that MSS 

A and D utilized the same Vorlage due to the fact that they make the same mistakes throughout. Rey, “Un nouveau 
Feuillet,” 395-422. Also, quite fascinatingly, contemporaneous studies by both Rey and Judith Olszowy-Schlanger 
have suggested that MS A was composed by Abraham ben R. Shabbetaï, a judge, in the city of Minyat Zifta in the 
later 11th century CE, on the basis of paleographic evidence. See Rey “Scribal Practices in the Ben Sira Hebrew 
Manuscript A and Codicological Remarks” and Judith Olszowy-Schlanger, “The Paleography of the Hebrew Ben 
Sira MSS” in Discovering, Deciphering and Dissenting: Ben Sira’s Hebrew Text, 1896-2016 (Berlin: de Gruyter, 
forthcoming).  Finally, the marginal readings are themselves not uniform, and there is evidence of a different hand in 
several places, the most distinctive being Sir 35:26 in MS B, VI recto (T-S 16.313). Wright, “The Persian Glosses 
and the Text of Manuscript B Revisited” in Discovering, Deciphering (forthcoming).  
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MS A and B).25 Interestingly, in some cases, the Genizah manuscripts differ from Masada 

because the former attempts to biblicize the language of its Vorlage whereas Masada represents 

the more original wording of Late Biblical Hebrew (cf. Sir 42:15b in MS B and Masada). Ben 

Sira also circulated among rabbinic circles (Sir 3:21-24 was particularly popular; y. Ḥag. 2:1, 

77c; Gen. Rab. 8:2; b. Ḥag. 13a), where it seems to have received more authority among 

Palestinian rabbinic circles than among those in Babylon.26 The rabbinic quotations of Ben Sira 

are closer to HII, though there are many Hebrew quotations attributed to Ben Sira not extant in 

any manuscript (e.g., b. Keub. 110b; b. Sanh. 100b). As for the Hebrew text of Ben Sira from the 

Genizah, Alexander Di Lella has proposed that Ben Sira survived in the Middle Ages due to 

influence of the Karaite community who received a large cache of scrolls from the Syriac 

patriarch of the Church of The East, Timothy, around 800 CE.27 Most scholars seem to accept this 

																																																								
25 For a discussion on the problem of the expanded text in the Genizah and its relationship to Syriac, Greek, 

and Latin, see Wido van Peursen, The Verbal System in the Hebrew Test of Ben Sira, SSLL 41 (Leiden: Brill, 2004), 
13-19. For a full treatment of these additions as well as their eschatological impetus, see Conleth Kearns, The 

Expanded Text of Ecclesiasticus: Its Teaching on the Future Life as a Clue to its Origin, ed. P. Beentjes, DCLS 11 
(Berlin: de Gruyter, 2011).  

 
26 Sid Z. Leiman, The Canonization of Hebrew Scripture: The Talmudic and Midrashic Evidence 

(Hamden, CN: Hamden, 1976), 92-102; Solomon Schechter, “The Quotations from Ecclesiastes in Rabbinic 
Literature,” JQR 3 (1981): 682-706; Moshe H. Segal, “The Evolution of the Hebrew Text of Ben Sira,” JQR 25 
(1934-35): 91-149; M. R. Lehmann, “11QPsa and Ben Sira,” RevQ 11 (1983): 239‐51; Maurice Gilbert “The Book 
of Ben Sira: Implications for Jewish and Christian Traditions,” Jewish Civilization in the Hellenistic-Roman Period, 
ed. S. Talmon; Philadelphia: Trinity Press International, 1991), 81-91; Jenny R. Labendz,“The Book of Ben Sira in 
Rabbinic Literature,” AJS Review 30 (2006): 347-92; Benjamin G. Wright, “B.Sanhedrin 100b and Rabbinic 
Knowledge of Ben Sira,” in Praise Israel, 183-93.  

 
27 Di Lella bases this theory off of (1) the Syriac letter of Timothy I in 797, which references the finding of 

manuscripts in a cave near Jericho; (2) Muslim and Qaraite information about a group of Jews who lived in caves 
who celebrated Passover on Wednesday from the beginning of the Christian era; (3) the appearance of the Damascus 

Document and Aramaic Levi at Cairo Geniza and Qumran; (4) the quotation of Ben Sira in a form that resembles 
MS A by Saadia Gaon and Persian glosses in MS B; (5) the confusion of waw and yod by the Genizah manuscripts, 
and (6) the additional hymn in Sir 51:12 in MS B that resembles messianic and Zadokite ideas present at Qumran.  
For this argument, see Alexander Di Lella, The Hebrew Text of Sirach: A Text-Critical and Historical Study 

(London: Mouton, 1966), 81-105. For an English translation of Timothy’s letter, see Sebastian P. Brock, A Brief 

Outline of Syriac Literature, Moran Etho 9 (Kottayam: St. Ephrem Ecumenical Research Institute, 1997), 247 and 
John C. Reeves, “Exploring the Afterlife of Jewish Pseudepigrapha in Medieval Near Eastern Religious Traditions: 
Some Initial Soundings,” JSJ 30 (1999): 148-77 (174-77). It was originally published by Oskar Braun, “Ein Brief 
des Katholikos Timotheos I über biblische Studien des 9 Jahrhunderts,” OrChr 1 (1901): 299-313. For more on 
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theory, but one can do so without having to accept Di Lella’s notion of a Syriac mediator.28 More 

recently, scholars have also called into question the Karaite connection as well.29 At the very 

least, most scholars seem to accept that the manuscripts from Qumran and Masada, and some 

manuscripts from the Cairo Genizah have a similar Vorlage. This Vorlage may have originated 

at Qumran and would have represented a text close to the original book of Sirach.30 

Nevertheless, despite the affinity between these manuscripts, one should not mitigate their 

distinctiveness, such as MS C, which is an anthology of Sirach rather than an exact 

representation of the book.31 

 
1.2.2 Greek 

In the Greek translation of Sirach, there are two Greek text-types, GI and GII. The Greek I text-

type largely follows Hebrew I and is represented by the uncials (e.g., A, B, C, and S). After the 

prologue, which follows a conventional Greek style, the Greek is quite isomorphic, but the 

correspondence between Greek and Hebrew is not always a 1:1 ratio, which leads to difficulty in 

																																																																																																																																																																																			

Timothy, see B. ter Haar Romeny, “Biblical Studies in the Church of the East: The Case of Catholicos Timothy I,” 
SP 34 (2001): 503-10.  

 
28 Reeves, “Exploring the Afterlife of Jewish Pseudepigrapha,” 154-63; W. Th. van Peursen, Language 

and Interpretation in Syriac Text of Ben Sira: A Comparative Linguistic and Literary Study, MPIL 16 (Leiden: Brill, 
2007), 39-40; Michael E. Stone, Ancient Judaism: New Visions and Views (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2011), 191-92. 

 
29 Stefan Reif, “The Genizah and the Dead Sea Scrolls: How Important and Direct is the Connection?” in 

The Dead Sea Scrolls in Context: Integrating the Dead Sea Scrolls in the Study of Ancient Texts, Languages, and 

Cultures, ed. Armin Lange, Emanuel Tov, and Mathias Weigold, VTSup 140 (Leiden: Brill, 2011) 673–91. 

		
30 Émile Puech, “Ben Sira and Qumran,” in The Wisdom of Ben Sira: Studies on Tradition, Redaction, and 

Theology, ed. A. Passaro and G. Bellia, DCLS 1 (Berlin: de Gruyter, 2008), 79-118 (86).  

	
31 P. C. Beentjes, “Reconstructions and Retroversions: Chances and Challenges to the Hebrew Ben Sira 

Text,” in Rey and Joosten, Texts and Versions, 23-35.  
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attempting to recover the grandson’s Hebrew Vorlage.32
 Interestingly, every Greek manuscript of 

Ben Sira transposes 30:25-22:13a and 33:13b-36:16, which leads to a confusing numbering 

system when trying to reference the Greek text. For example, Sir 33(36):1 refers to the prayer for 

deliverance found in Sir 36:1 in the Hebrew, Syriac, and Latin but in 33:1 in the LXX. The 

Greek II text-type appears in several minuscule manuscripts, such as 248 and 253, though no 

Greek manuscript preserves GII in its entirety. According to Ziegler, there are 300 cola in GII 

not found in GI, which appears to be an attempt to translate the additions of HII into the GI 

translation of HI. For example, in Sir 3:19, MS A and GII both say, “to the humble he reveals his 

mysteries,” (ולענוים יגלה סודו; ἀλλὰ πραέσιν ἀποκαλύπτει τὰ µυστήρια αὐτοῦ) but this colon does 

not appear in GI.33 Similarly, in Sir 3:25 MS A and GII says, “where there is no pupil there is no 

light,” (באין אישון יחסר אור; κόρας µὴ ἔχων ἀπορήσεις φωτός), but this colon is again missing 

entirely from GI.34 Ziegler contends that GII itself is divisible into an Origenistic or hexaplaric 

group of witnesses (253 and Syh) and a Lucianic group (the main Lucian group includes 248, 

492, 637, and the sub-Lucianic group is found in 106, 130, 545, and 705).35 

 

1.2.3 Syriac 

The Syriac is a translation of a Hebrew Vorlage (e.g., it lacks the prologue of the Greek unlike 

the Latin translation and follows the Hebrew order of chs. 33-36) that contains both Hebrew text-

																																																								
32 Benjamin G. Wright, No Small Difference: Sirach’s Relationship to Its Hebrew Parent Text, SBLSCS 26 

(Atlanta: Scholars, 1989). 

 
33 MS A here repeats יגלה twice, but I have eliminated the erroneous repetition in the citation above.  
 
34 The second part of this passage, which is also missing in GI, is different in MS A and GII. MS A says, 

“where there is no knowledge there is no wisdom” (ובאין דעת תחסר חכמה) whereas GII says, “and when you are 
bereft of knowledge, do not profess it” (γνώσεως δὲ ἀµοιρῶν µὴ ἐπαγγέλλου).  

 
35 Joseph Ziegler, Sapientia Iesu Filii Sirach, vol. 12.2 of Septuaginta: Vetus Testamentum Graecum 

auctoritate Sociatates Litterarum Gottingensis editum (Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1965), 58-69, 74-75 
and Skehan and Di Lella, Ben Sira, 55-56.  
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types as well as possible Christianizing tendencies such as the omission or alteration of 

references to the Torah that occur in the Hebrew and LXX, and aversion (cf. Sir 7:21; 45:20-21; 

51:23-24) or a spiritualization of cultic practices (31:9-13). There is also a high emphasis on 

poverty in the Syriac translation, which is common throughout the Peshitta.36 Due to the Syriac 

translator’s reliance on Hebrew and Christian tendencies, one could argue that the translation 

occurred in two stages: (1) an early Jewish translation into Aramaic and/or Syriac and (2) a later 

Christian, possibly Ebionite, revision.37 The Syriac translation itself dates to the late third or 

early fourth century CE, which makes it an important early witness to both Hebrew text-types, 

though, overall, the Syriac utilizes HI much more extensively than HII. The Syriac also contains 

some “targumic” alterations such as (1) the avoidance or mitigation of anthropomorphisms (e.g., 

the elimination of allusions to God’s sight in 11:12c and 11:21c), (2) the shortening of biblical 

quotations (e.g., 49:7, 9), and (3) the amplification of texts with exhortations such as the large 

Syriac gloss in 1:22-27.38
  

																																																								
36 The anti-nomic, anti-cultic, and spiritualization of the law is present in several other places in the 

Peshitta OT as well, particularly Chronicles. Cf. M. P. Weitzman, The Syriac Version of the Old Testament: An 

Introduction (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1999), 217-18 and van Peursen, Language and 

Interpretation, 77-96; For a reassessment of the Syriac translator’s “emphasis” on poverty (e.g., Sir 13:24), which 
argues instead that these textual changes were an attempt to mitigate passages that emphasized predestination, see 
Michal Bar-Asher Siegal, “The Treatment of Poverty and Theodicy in the Syriac Translation of Ben Sira,” AS 
(2009): 131-54.  

 
37 For arguments over the origin of the Syriac translation, which attempt to locate it in either a Jewish or 

Jewish-Christian community, cf. Michael M. Winter, “The Origins of Ben Sira in Syriac (Part Two),” VT 27 (1977): 
494-507; Robert Owens, “The Early Syriac Text of Ben Sira in the Demonstrations of Aphrahat,” JSS 34 (1989): 39-
75 (61-63); Van Peursen, Language and Interpretation, 79-84; idem, “The Peshitta of Ben Sira: Jewish And/Or 
Christian?” AS 2 (2004): 243-262 (253). For more on the translation history of the Syriac version of Sirach, also see 
Winter, “The Origins of Ben Sira in Syriac (Part One),” VT 27 (1977): 237-53; idem, “Theological Alterations in the 
Syriac Translation of Ben Sira,” CBQ 70 (2008): 300-12; idem, “Interlopers Reunited: The Early Translators of Ben 
Sira,” JBL 131 (2012): 251-69; Milward D. Nelson, The Syriac Version of the Wisdom of Ben Sira Compared to the 

Greek and Hebrew Materials, SBLDS 107 (Atlanta: Scholars, 1988); Giovanni Rizzi, “Christian Interpretations in 
the Syriac Version of Sirach,” in The Wisdom of Ben Sira, ed. Passaro and Bellia, 278-308.  

 
38 Núria Calduch-Benages et al., eds. La Sabiduría del Escriba: Edición diplomática de la versión siriaca 

del libro de Ben Sira según el Códice Ambrosiano, con traducción española e inglesa/Wisdom of the Scribe: 

Diplomatic Edition of the Syriac Version of the Book of Ben Sira according to Codex Ambrosianus, with 

Translations in Spanish and English, 2d. ed (Estella [Navarra]: Verbo Divino, 2015), 25-29 (Spanish section) or 51-
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 Despite its reliance on the Hebrew, some passages in Greek and Syriac agree over and 

against the Hebrew. In particular, there are at least 35 distichs that agree with Greek II but depart 

from the Hebrew (e.g., 11:15-16) or have not been recovered in Hebrew (26:19-27).39 

Nevertheless, the Syriac does not utilize the Greek extensively and van Peursen problematizes 

the passages in Greek and Syriac that appear to agree.40 He also argues that even the Syriac 

translator’s knowledge of Hebrew was limited, or at least, in certain places its Vorlage was of 

poor quality. Thus, even in places where the Syriac translator could have consulted the Greek to 

help him understand the Hebrew, he appears not to have done so (see van Peursen’s argument 

concerning Sir 7:8; 24:16, and 51:13).41 In other words, according to van Peursen, the Syriac 

translator must have had a Hebrew text for its Vorlage and relied on it almost exclusively despite 

difficulty in interpreting it and its poor quality in places. Also, this text must have been quite 

early, especially if, as Robert Owens contends, the Christianization of the text was innocuous or 

if as Jan Joosten contends, the Syriac is itself a translation of Western Aramaic origin.42 

																																																																																																																																																																																			

54 (English section). Also, see van Peursen, “Peshitta of Ben Sira,” 248-49. Interestingly, it has recently been 
suggested that 1:22-27 is a gloss of Essene origin, though Émile Puech (“Ben Sira and Qumran,” 111, n. 103) 
disputes this notion. 

 
39 Nelson, Syriac Version, 7 and Skehan and Di Lella, Ben Sira, 57.  

 
40 Van Peursen, Languages and Interpretation, 32.  

 
41 Ibid., 55-56, 73-74, 122. For Sir 51:13-30, see his “Sirach 51:13-30 in Hebrew and Syriac,” in Hamlet 

on a Hill: Semitic and Greek Studies Presented to T. Muraoka on the Occasion of his Sixty-Fifth Birthday, ed. M. F. 
J. Bassten and W. Th. van Peursen, OLA 118 (Leuven: Peeters, 2003), 357-74 (364-65).  

 
42 In Robert Owen’s thorough analysis of places in the Syriac of Sirach that uses NT phraseology, he 

contends, the use of NT phraseology (e.g., Sir 32[35]:11 compared to Luke 6:34-35 in Syriac) militates against a 
secondary Christian revision and suggests rather a Christian translator unconscious of his Christianization. Robert J. 
Owens, “Christian Features in the Peshitta Text of Ben Sira: The Question of Dependency on the Syriac New 
Testament,” in Rey and Joosten, Texts and Versions, 177-96. He (167-175) further cautions against the anti-nomic, 
anti-cultic, and ascetic interpretation of the Syriac translator with three warnings: (1) None of these tendencies are 
consistent throughout the book (cf. 1:12; 10:11); (2) eschatological judgement, the valuation of poverty, and other 
religious beliefs are not incompatible between Christianity and Judaism; and (3) some Christian patterns consists 
entirely of “minuses” where the Syriac favors shortening the text in general. Also, see Jan Joosten, “Archaic 
Elements in the Syriac Version of Ben Sira,” in Rey and Joosten, Texts and Versions, 167-75. 
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 Interestingly, there may also be some influence on the Genizah texts from the Syriac. Di 

Lella has argued for several Syriac retroversions due to the usage of rabbinic Hebrew in several 

places as well as the similarity in word order between the Hebrew and Syriac (e.g., Sir 51:13-30 

in MS B), though van Peursen is more cautious.43  

 
1.2.4 Latin and Other Versions

44 

Jerome did not translate Ben Sira when he compiled the Vulgate. The Latin witnesses to Ben 

Sira represent the Old Latin translation (2d cent. BCE), which appears to have as its Vorlage a 

Greek manuscript that was representative of the GII text-type. The Syro-Hexapla is also evidence 

for the Greek II text type. The Coptic, Armenian, and Ethiopic appear to rely on the Greek in 

some fashion, though their text types are quite mixed, often mingling Origenistic and Lucianic 

versions, even in GII. For example, the Coptic is a good witness to the GI text-type represented 

by Codex Vaticanus (B), whereas the Armenian versions are shorter, in some cases significantly 

so.45 The Ge’ez is likewise a mixed bag. For example, it appears to follow the Greek against the 

																																																								
43 Israel Lévi made the original argument for retroversion and rabbinic Hebrew usage in Sir 51:13-30 (e.g., 

the use of paragogic nun in this section and the terms למוד ,שיבהי ,אילו ,הודאה, and בית מדרש). See his The Hebrew 

Text of the Book of Ecclesiasticus: Edited with Brief Notes and A Selected Glossary, 3d ed., SSS 3 (Brill: Leiden, 
1969), 74-76. Alexander di Lella’s dissertation is the most thorough treatment of the Syriac retroversions, which he 
published as The Hebrew Text of Sirach: A Text-Critical and Historical Study. Van Peursen responds to Lévi and Di 
Lella’s arguments in several places. See his “Sirach 51:13-30,” 357-74; idem, “The Alleged Retroversions from 
Syriac in the Hebrew Text of Ben Sira Revisited: Linguistic Perspectives,” in Kleine Untersuchungen zur Sprachen 

des Alten Testaments und seiner Umwelt, ed. R. Lehmann (Spenner: Waltrop, 2001), 2:47-95.  
 
44 For the Latin of Sirach, cf. Maurice Gilbert. “The Vetus Latina of Ecclesiasticus,” in Studies in the Book 

of Ben Sira: Papers of the Third International Conference on the Deuterocanonical Books, Shime’on Centre, Pápa, 

Hungary, 18-20 May, 2006, ed. Géza G. Xeravits and József Zsengellér, JSJSup127 (Leiden: Brill, 2008), 1-10; 
Anthony J. Forte, “The Old Latin Version of Sirach: Editio Critica and Textual Problems,” in Rey and Joosten, Texts 

and Versions, 199-214; Thierry Legrand, “La Version Latine De Ben Sira: État De La Question, Essai De 
Classement Thêmatique Des «Additions»,” in Rey and Joosten, Texts and Versions, 215-34.  

 
45 For example, there are two Armenian text types. Arm I is missing the Praise of the Ancestors as well as 

some MSS of the OL. As expected, the Armenian text-type, especially the version labeled Arm I by Ziegler, relies 
on the Syriac, but Ziegler suggests that Arm II is much closer to the Greek. Ibid., 29-30, 33-37. Summary essays on 
all of these witnesses to Sirach, and in addition Georgian and Slavonic, will appear in volume 2 of the Textual 

History of the Bible. See Matthias Henze ed., Deuterocanonical Scriptures, vol. 2 of The Textual History of the 

Bible (Leiden: Brill, 2017). 
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other versions in Sir 51:13-30, but the Ge’ez of Sirach does not have the prologue, which agrees 

with some Greek II texts and even some Latin manuscripts. Nevertheless, the Ge’ez does not 

agree with Greek II in every instance, and in many cases, it is impossible to locate the Vorlage of 

the Ge’ez in any known Greek tradition.46 There are also Arabic witnesses to Sirach, but  not 

much work has been done on its various text-types, although Ziegler mentions that the version in 

the London Polyglot relies on the Syriac, as one would expect, but the Arabic MSS translated 

and edited by Richard Frank, Sinai ar. 155 rely on the Greek.
47 

 Overall, because Ben Sira’s work does not appear fully in Hebrew, and is often superior 

in other versions, particularly the uncials that represent GI, it is necessary to consult multiple 

versions of Sirach when attempting to re-construct and understand the oldest available text. In 

the following work I will consult predominately the Hebrew, Greek, and Syriac witnesses and 

treat each version and manuscript on its own when possible in order to avoid “offering a text that 

does not even exist.”48 I will attempt to pay close attention to translation techniques of each 

version as well as the tendencies of the Genizah scribes. Nevertheless, it is impossible to talk 

about how songs, hymns, and poetry functioned in a didactic context for Ben Sira without 

attempting to re-construct a Hebrew original, even if the “text” fluctuated as his students 

collected and performed it.49 Since the oldest complete form of the book is the grandson’s 

																																																								
46 Ziegler, Sapientia Iesu Filii Sirach, 31-33.  
 
47 R. M. Frank, The Wisdom of Ben Sirach (Sinai ar. 155 ix-x cent.), CSCO 357-359: Scriptores Arabici 

30-31 (Louvain: CorpusSCO, 1974), and W. D. Hardy, “The Arab Text of Ecclesiasticus in the Bodleian Ms. Hunt 
260” JTS 46 (1945): 30-41. Also, see K. W. Samaan, Sept Traductions arabes Ben Sira, Europäische 
Hochschulschriften XXIII/492 (Lang: Frankfurt a.M., 1994). 

 
48 P. C. Beentjes, “Reconstructions and Retroversions,” in Rey and Joosten, Texts and Versions, 27.  
 
49 For caution against an eclectic approach to Ben Sira, see Benjamin G. Wright, “Preliminary Thoughts 

about Preparing the Text of Ben Sira for a Commentary,” in Die Septuaginta–Texte, Wirkung, Rezeption: 4. 

Internationale Fachtagung veranstaltet von Septuaginta Deutsch (LXX.D), Wuppertal 19.-22. Juli 2012, ed. 
Wolfgang Kraus and Martin Karrer, WUNT 325 (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck), 89-109. Wright suggests that while 
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translation and he says it is quite different from the Hebrew in his introduction, one cannot 

presume that this form was shaped and structured in the form we have by Ben Sira. 

 
1.3 The Core Issue 

As mentioned above, wisdom sayings were often part of the educational training scribal officials 

received in the ancient Near East, but unlike earlier collections (e.g., Proverbs or Ahiqar), Ben 

Sira’s proverbial collection also contains several poetic passages that seem to be hymns and 

prayers. For example, along with the Hymn to the Creator (Sir 42:15-43:33) and the Praise of the 

Ancestors (44:1-50:24), Ben Sira makes hymns and prayers the subject of several of his adages 

(e.g., 4:26; 18:21; 28:2-5; 34:30-31; 37:15). Furthermore, hymns and prayers are a core 

component of Ben Sira’s theological anthropology (16:4; 17:6-10), particularly the 

incompatibility of sin and praise. Similarly, many sections in the book begin and end with hymns 

or prayers (e.g., Sir 15:9-10; 17:25-29; 39:5-6, 12-15, 35; 42:15; 43:27-32; 44:1; 50:22-24; 

51:30).50 This type of piety is not present in similar proverbial works from the ancient Near East, 

and Ben Sira’s reference to overt piety when praising and delineating the scribal profession (e.g., 

Sir 38:34c-39:11) is in stark contrast to what one finds elsewhere in the ANE when referencing 

the scribal profession.51 Thus key questions driving my research are as follows: why are hymns 

																																																																																																																																																																																			

methodologically scholars writing on Ben Sira need to be cognizant that text production differed in antiquity from a 
modern context, scholars also have a responsibility to make well-reasoned historical reconstructions when possible.  

 
50 Maurice Gilbert, “Prayer in the Book of Ben Sira: Function and Relevance,” in Prayer from Tobit to 

Qumran: Inaugural Conference of the ISDL at Salzburg, Austria, 5-9 July 2003, ed. Renate Egger-Wenzel and 
Jeremy Corley (Berlin: de Gruyter, 2004), 117-35.  

 
51

 Most scribal groups centered their identity on the difficulty of the scribal enterprise, the prosperity 
attainable in the scribal profession, and the ease and prestige of their profession in contrast to the menial labor of 
artisans and laborers. For this literature, see “The Satire on the Trades,” (AEL 1:184-92) or “Dua-Khety or The 
Satire on the Trades,” (COS 1.48.122-25); “The Instruction of Any” (AEL 2:135-46) or “Instruction of Any” (COS 

1.46.110-115); “The Instruction of Amenemope” (AEL 2:146-63) or “Instruction of Amenemope”  (COS 1.47.115-
122); “The Immortality of Writers” (AEL 2:175-78); “In Praise of the Scribal Art,”  (Benjamin R. Foster, Before the 

Muses: An Anthology of Akkadian Literature, 3d ed. [Bethesda, MD: CDL, 2005], 1:1023-24). This is not to say that 
scribes did not compose hymns and prayers in Mesopotamia and Egypt or utilize hymns and prayers as a form of 
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and prayers present in Sirach, particularly when they are not present in other sapiential works 

from Israel and the ancient Near East? Do the hymns and prayers in the work originate in the 

school setting? If not (i.e., if they part of a cultic setting, private worship or another Sitz im 

Leben), how did they end up in the book? Did Ben Sira create these hymns himself or adapt them 

from other contexts? Should one imagine Ben Sira performing these hymns for his students or 

encouraging them to sing as part of their education. If he did utilize hymns pedagogically, what 

was he trying to accomplish in doing so? Do all hymns have the same function in a school 

setting? Does their collection provide insight into the formation of the book? If the book as a 

whole is a collection of texts, many of which are secondary, do the hymnic passages in Sirach 

shed light on the role of singing in teachers’ strategies from the period in general rather than the 

teaching strategy of one ancient teacher?  

 As will be shown below (section 1.4.1-2), studies of Sirach as a pedagogical text tend to 

leave out the hymns, and the study of the hymns tend to ignore the text’s pedagogy. My goal is 

to see how the two relate to one another. Furthermore, the Dead Sea Scrolls open up a vast array 

of heretofore-unknown hymnic texts that are changing how one understands the hymnody of the 

Second Temple period. These insights have by and large not been applied to Sirach or the figure 

of Ben Sira. Finally, attempting to define hymns in Sirach from a genre standpoint is quite 

chaotic, which I will also address (see 1.4.3 below), and most scholarship on hymnody in Sirach 

does not address this genre problem or attempt to offer a solution. 

 

 

 

																																																																																																																																																																																			

scribal training. The abundance of this material throughout the ancient Near East suggests that this was the case. 
However, this literature generally does not explicitly combine the genre of liturgy with that of proverbial sayings, as 
is the case in the book of Sirach. For an example of prayers utilized as school texts, see The New Kingdom, 110-14.  
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1.4 Approaches to Hymnody and Ben Sira 

1.4.1 The Textual Function of Hymns in Sirach 

Despite the predominance of hymns in the book (according to Spieckermann, over a quarter of 

the book uses the language of hymns),52 scholarship on Ben Sira has generally favored its 

proverbial passages. Recent works have begun to fill this lacuna. In the last two decades, Oda 

Wischmeyer, James Crenshaw, Maurice Gilbert, Stefan Reif, Jan Liesen, Benjamin G. Wright, 

Hans Spieckermann, Matthew Gordley, and Judith Newman have written significant works 

concerning hymns and prayers in Sirach.53 In 1995, Wischmeyer’s work on the culture of Ben 

Sira included a chapter on art and music in the book. She suggests that Ben Sira is 

knowledgeable about Israel and Hellenistic building activities (e.g., 24:11; 50:1-4) and 

appreciated the beauty of art and artisans (cf. 38:27-30, 32, 34 and the metaphors in 50:6-12). 

Ben Sira’s knowledge of music (39:15; 51:20) was part of this cultural appreciation, with Ben 

Sira embracing traditional notions of Israelite music, such as palms, laments, and the trumpet of 

																																																								
52 “Mehr als ein Viertel des Buches bedient sich der Sprachform des Hymnus, häufig verbunden mit 

Inhalten der Gründungs- und Glaubensgeschichte Israels, die die Weisheit bisher nicht als ihre Sache betrachtet hat.” 
Hans Spieckermann, Lebenskunst und Gotteslob in Israel: Anregungen aus Psalter und Weisheit für die Theologie, 
FAT 91 (Mohr Siebeck, Tübingen, 2014), 118.  

 
53 Oda Wischmeyer. Die Kultur des Buches Jesus Sirach, BZNW 77 (New York: de Gruyter, 1995), 120-

35; James L. Crenshaw, “The Restraint of Reason, the Humility of Prayer,” in Urgent Advice and Probing 

Questions: Collected Writings on Old Testament Wisdom, ed. idem (Macon, GA: Mercer University Press, 1995): 
206-21; Maurice Gilbert, “Prayer in the Book of Ben Sira,” 117-35; Stefan Reif, “Prayer in Ben Sira, Qumran and 
Second Temple Judaism: A Comparative Overview,” in Ben Sira’s God: Proceedings of the International Ben Sira 

Conference: Durham – Ushaw College 2001, ed. Renate Egger-Wenzel, BZAW 321 (Berlin: de Gruyter, 2002), 
321- 41; Jan Liesen, “Strategical Self-References in Ben Sira,” in Treasures of Wisdom: Studies in Ben Sira and the 

Book of Wisdom: Festschrift M. Gilbert, ed. N. Calduch-Benages and J. Vermeylen (Leuven: Leuven University 
Press, 1999), 63-74; idem, Full of Praise: An Exegetical Study of Sir 39, 12-35, JSJSup 64 (Brill: Leiden, 2000); 
Benjamin G. Wright, “Ben Sira on the Sage as Exemplar,” in Praise Israel, 165-82; Spieckermann, Lebenskunst und 

Gotteslob, 116-40; Matthew Gordley, Teaching through Song in Antiquity: Didactic Hymnody among Greeks, 

Romans, Jews, and Christians (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2011), 208-13; Judith Newman, “Liturgical Imagination in 
the Composition of Ben Sira,” in Prayer and Poetry in the Dead Sea Scrolls and Related Literature: Essays in 

Honor of Eileen Schuller on the Occasion of Her 65
th

 Birthday, ed. J. Penner, K. M. Penner, C. Wassen, STDJ 98 
(Brill: Leiden, 2012), 323-38.  
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the priests (cf. 47:8-10; 49:1; 50:16) as well music at banquets (32:2-5) and funeral dirges (22:6; 

38:16-17).54  

 Along with Ben Sira’s cultural knowledge, Crenshaw, Gilbert, and Spieckermann discuss 

hymnody as a predominant theme throughout the book. For Crenshaw, Ben Sira’s use of prayer 

and hymns in the process of attaining wisdom is a positive continuation of wisdom theology’s 

skepticism towards cognition, which appears first in Agur’s request in Prov 30:1-14.55 Gilbert 

examines the prayers in Sir 22:27-23:6; 36:1-22, and 51:1-12 in the context of various themes 

throughout the book as well as their relationship to the portrait of the scribe in 39:5-6.56 Finally, 

Spieckermann suggests that the book of Sirach is “die erste Summe jüdischer Theologie.”57 In 

this regard, Ben Sira intentionally utilizes hymns and prayers (39:16-34; 42:15-43:33) as part of 

his theological repertoire to demonstrate the goodness of God’s creation and order in the world, 

largely in response to Ecclesiastes. For Spieckermann, Ben Sira makes theological rebuttals 

through hymns because “[Er] kann diese Aussage nur im Hymnus machen.”58 

 Liesen, Wright, Gordley, and Newman have also written about the rhetorical and didactic 

function of the hymns and prayers of Ben Sira. Both Liesen and Wright pay specific attention to 

the autobiographical passages, which include several hymns and prayers. For Liesen, the 

autobiographical passages are strategically placed throughout the book. Some are educative and 

oriented toward the reader and others are oriented towards God and speak directly of the author’s 

inspiration. One example of both is Sir 39:12-35, where Ben Sira uses a hymn-like structure as 
																																																								

54 Wischmeyer, Kultur des Buches, 120-35.  
 
55 Crenshaw, “Restraint of Reason,” 218-21.  
 
56 Gilbert, “Prayer in the Book of Ben Sira,” 117-35. 

	
57 Spieckermann, Lebenskunst und Gotteslob, 116. 

 
58 Ibid., 138. 
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part of his “personal teaching strategy,” which allows him to present “wisdom not only as a 

reflection on the nature of God’s work, but as a practice of praise” (emphasis in original).59 

Liesen also suggests that Ben Sira appeals to divine inspiration as the authority behind his 

hymnic teaching in 39:12 with his references to garden imagery and his own “fullness” 

(ἐπληρώθην), which he more explicitly connects to prophetic authority in the Hymn to Wisdom 

as well as other “autobiographical” passages where he uses the term “fullness” as a metaphor for 

the acquisition of wisdom (cf. Sir 24:30-34; 33:16-19; 39:12-15).60  

 Wright is much more skeptical than Liesen over the ability to learn anything biographical 

about Ben Sira from Sirach’s first-person passages. Rather, Wright suggests that these first-

person passages develop the author’s ethos by constructing an ideal sage for the student/reader to 

emulate.61 Ben Sira (or better, the implied author) achieves this construction in three ways: 

through (1) father-son discourse, (2) first-person speech (which includes the prayer 22:27-23:6; 

and the hymns 39:12-35, 42:15-43:33; and 51:1-12), and (3) the meditation on the scribal 

profession in 38:34c-39:11.62  

 Matthew Gordley examines the hymns in Sir 24:1-22 and 39:12-35, and the Praise of the 

Ancestors in chs. 44-50 as part of a broader analysis of the phenomenon of didactic hymns in 

antiquity.63 Gordley contends that Sirarch 24 utilizes spatial and temporal registers to offer a 

																																																								
59

 Liesen, Full of Praise, 281.  

 
60 For the rhetorical use of “fullness” in Sirach see, ibid., 145-88. Liesen suggests the metaphor of 

abundance and filling is a coherent pattern throughout the book, which allows Ben Sira to root wisdom in divine-
origin. This metaphor is combined with agricultural imagery throughout in order to show that “wisdom is not gained 
through a mechanical transfer, but through a personal relationship combined with labour” (p. 174).  

 
61 Wright, “Ben Sira on the Sage as Exemplar,” 165. 
 
62 Ibid., 169.  
 
63 Gordley, Teaching through Song, 208-14.  
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sweeping vision of the world before locating wisdom in Jerusalem, Sir 39:15-35 models for the 

reader the proper response of the individual who gains wisdom toward God, and the Praise of the 

Ancestors accentuates both exemplary leaders and God’s faithfulness to the covenant, which 

contrasts with the eulogy of Sophia’s rescuing power in Wis 10. Gordley explores these passages 

because they exemplify what he labels as “didactic hymns,” which are hymns whose primary 

purpose is not to praise God but to “convey a lesson, idea, or theological truth to a human 

audience.”64  

 Finally, Judith Newman examines how Ben Sira “‘thinks through and around temple and 

its institutions” with what she labels as Ben Sira’s “liturgical imagination.”65  She argues that 

liturgical imagination shapes the composition of the book by depicting Ben Sira as a “prophetic 

sage,” “teacher,” and “model of prayer,” and by “muting the Temple and its priesthood in favor 

of the pursuits of the sage.”66 First, she explores Sirach’s construction of Ben Sira as a prophet 

through an analysis of Sir 24, which connects Wisdom to the people of Israel and Jerusalem 

rather than the temple and imbues Ben Sira with prophetic authority. Second, she demonstrates 

the abundance of hymnic and prayer material in the book, which are not only prolific but also 

strategically placed throughout, as well as the use of prayer to gain wisdom in Sir 38:24-39:11.67 

																																																								
64 Ibid., 5.  
 
65 Judith Newman, “Liturgical Imagination in the Composition of Ben Sira,” in Prayer and Poetry in the 

Dead Sea Scrolls, ed. Penner et al., 324. She also argues (p. 326) that Ben Sira’s liturgical imagination shaped the 
composition of the book, which she refers to “as a traveling and shifting accumulation of textual traditions.” She 
goes to contend (p. 328), “The time is thus ripe for renewed consideration of the relationship between the oral 
aspects of textual composition and such a multi-layered work as Ben Sira because it seems likely that oral 
performative contexts shaped its textual traditions.”  

	
66 Ibid., 324-25.  
 
67 Newman rightly emphasizes, “the last third of the book comprises hymns of praise and prayer, all 

liturgical material” (Ibid., 333). If one divides the book into three sections, chs 1-24, 25-43, and 44-51, all three also 
end in hymns. Finally, Newman agrees with Gilbert’s argument that Sirach uses prayer at the conclusion of a cluster 
of proverbs on the same theme (332).  
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Third, she concludes her analysis with the LXX of Sir 36 where God’s glory fills the people 

rather than the temple and the giving of a “glorious robe” to anyone who is wise rather than 

simply the priesthood (Sir 6:29, 31; 27:8).68 Overall the practice of prayer, the elevation of the 

mind, and right service to God are practices achievable by Jews even at great distance from the 

temple.69 

 

1.4.2 Hymnody and Ben Sira’s Pedagogy 

Although these scholars have examined individual hymns and explored the thematic, rhetorical, 

and didactic components of hymns and prayers in the book, there is still need to examine the role 

of hymnody in Ben Sira’s curriculum and pedagogical practice, which has not received extensive 

treatment. In other words, if the theme of hymnody is so predominant in the book of Sirach, 

perhaps one should also think of the actual teacher, Jesus ben Sira, as utilizing hymns and 

prayers when imagining this individual and his pedagogy. Along these lines, scholarship on 

education and Sirach has not analyzed the pedagogical usage of hymns and prayers by Ben Sira, 

and some have even suggested that hymns were not part of Ben Sira’s original curriculum.70 For 

																																																								
68 Ibid., 335-37.  
 
69 Ibid., 337-38.  
 
70 As Katja Tesch astutely observes, most scholarship on education in Ben Sira revolves around Ben Sira’s 

invitation to his beth midrash in 51:23 and the reference to his “seat” or “counsel” in 51:29.  The center of the 
debate is whether one should understand Ben Sira’s usage of the phrase בת מדרש as direct evidence for public 
education in Judea (Hengel and Ueberschaer) or metaphorically (Wischmeyer, Crenshaw, Kaiser). Cf. Tesch. 
Weisheitsunterricht bei Ben Sira Lehrkonzepte im Sirachbuch und ihre Relevanz für heutiges Lernen im 

Religionsunterricht (Bonn: Bonn University Press, 2013), 37; Martin Hengel, Judaism and Hellenism: Studies in 

their Encounter in Palestine during the Early Hellenistic Period, (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1974), 1:243; Frank 
Ueberschaer, Weisheit aus der Begegnung: Bildung nach dem Buch Ben Sira, BZAW 379 (Berlin: de Gruyter, 2007), 
108; Wischmeyer, Kultur des Buches, 175; James L. Crenshaw, “Primacy of Listening in Ben Sira’s Pedagogy,” in 
Wisdom, You are my Sister: Studies in Honor of Roland E. Murphy, O. Carm., On the Occasion of His Eightieth 

Birthday, ed. Michael L. Barré, CBQMS 29 (Washington: Catholic Biblical Association, 1997), 172-87 (184); idem, 
Education in Ancient Israel: Across the Deadening Silence (New York: Doubleday, 1998), 98; and Otto Kaiser, Vom 

offenbaren und verborgenen Gott: Studien zur spätbiblischen Weisheit und Hermeneutik, BZAW 392, Berlin: de 
Gruyter, 2008), 119-20. Also, see Eva Mroczek (Literary Imagination, 101-3), who makes a strong case for 
considering Sir 50:23 as borrowing from wisdom’s banquet invitation in Proverbs (e.g. Prov 9:1-5). Also, idem, 
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example, a recent dissertation by Katja Tesch that isolates an Unterrichtsmanuskript as the 

earliest or core component of Ben Sira’s lecture notes excludes all hymnic and prayer texts from 

Ben Sira’s original didactic context.71 While Tesch’s criteria for her Gattung excludes hymns 

and prayers, should one assume that their Sitz im Leben precludes the possibility of using them in 

a school setting?72 In another recent attempt to reconstruct Ben Sira’s pedagogical method, 

Ueberschaer acknowledges that Ben Sira desires for his students to sing songs (שירות) with 

musical accompaniment (Sir 39:14-15), but he also seems to discount Ben Sira or his students 

actually singing when he says Ben Sira simply means repetition of teaching steeped in the 

																																																																																																																																																																																			

“Psalms Unbound: Ancient Concepts of Textual Tradition in 11QPsalmsa and Related Texts” (Ph.D. diss. University 
of Toronto, 2012), 193, 209-11.  
 Wright attempts to provide a middle position when he argues for the value of using the term “school” for 
Ben Sira if one means “some formal pedagogical context in which a teacher/sage instruct students” (Benjamin G. 
Wright, “1 Enoch and Ben Sira: Wisdom and Apocalypticism in Relationship,” in The Early Enoch Literature, ed. 
Gabriele Boccaccini and John J. Collins, JSJSup 121 [Leiden: Brill, 2007], 159-76 [167]). 

Nevertheless, Wischmeyer, Kaiser, and Tesch insist that Ben Sira was a private-tutor whose primary 
audience were “older teens or young adult men” (ältere jugendliche bzw. junge erwachsene Männer) of aristocratic 
or well-to-do families (Ueberschaer [Weisheit aus der Begegnung, 184-86] suggests either wealthy farmers or 
traders) whereas Wright, Horsely and Tiller, and Argall assume that Ben Sira’s was a scribe or sage whose primary 
audience was scribes-in-training. For an overview of these positions, see Wright, “1 Enoch and Ben Sira,” 161-66. 
Also, cf. Richard A. Horsley and Patrick Tiller, “Ben Sira and the Sociology of the Second Temple,” in Second 

Temple Studies III: Studies in Politics, Class, and Material Culture, ed. P. R. Davies and J. M. Halligan, JSOTSup 
340 (Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 2002), 74-107 (99-103). Randal Argall, 1 Enoch and Sirach: A 

Comparative Literary and Conceptual Analysis of Themes of Revelation, Creation, and Judgment, SBLEJL 8 
(Atlanta: Scholars Press, 1995), 5-7. For a critique of the usefulness of the label “scribe” for the authors of Sirach, 
Enoch, and the Dead Sea Scrolls see Goff, “A Blessed Rage for Order,” 200-5.  

 
71
	Tesch is certain the following sections belong in Ben Sira’s Unterrichtsmanuskript: Sir 3:1-16; 4:1-10; 

4:20-6:3; 6:18-37; 7:1-36; 8:1-9:16; 31(34):12-32(35):13; 37:7-15; 41:16-42:8. She also suggests other sections 
could remain part of this Gattung, such as Sir 3:17-20; 3:21-24 and 10:1-11: 4[6] but their instructional setting 
remains unclear. Tesch, Weisheitsunterricht bei Ben Sira, 53. For her discounting of hymns and prayers as part of 
this Gattung, see ibid., 45.  

 
72 Her criteria for identifying this Gattung is threefold: one looks for a statement or statements with (1) 

imperative speech (Mahnworten) that addresses the audience directly regarding a specific behavior (spezielle 
Formensprache), (2) the statement must also be addressed to adolescents preparing for an adult life (spezielle 
Gedanken) and (3) one should be able to locate the saying’s usage in a teaching situation (Unterrichtssituation), 
which should, in turn, provide evidence for the sayings location in a didactic context (spezieller Sitz im Leben). She 
concludes her chapter on the Unterrichtsmanuskript with an overview of Ben Sira’s curriculum beginning with a call 
to the student in 6:18-37 and 3:1-16 and moving on to correct behavior or understanding in various social situations, 
such as proper behavior at banquets or one’s cultic duties. Overall, while she suggests uncertainty regarding the 
exact number of the manuscripts (Die genaue Zahl der Manuskripte) that composed Ben Sira’s early lecture notes, 
she is certain that the Unterrichtsmanuskript is an essential genre that stands on the border between writing and 
orality (Mündlichkeit und Schriftlichkeit). 
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Psalms or perhaps the use of psalmic language rather than parts of the book being sung.73 In this 

dissertation, I will challenge this assumption. Overall, scholarship on the prevalence of hymns 

and prayers in Sirach has been too textually oriented, and scholarship that has attempted to 

reconstruct Ben Sira as a teacher has discounted the use of hymns as a component of his 

pedagogy.74  

 Finally, due to the discovery of the Dead Sea Scrolls, which have revolutionized our 

understanding of early Judaism, there is now an abundance of information on the function of 

hymns in Ben Sira’s time period that is currently allowing scholars to rewrite the conception of 

hymnody from this period. Whereas much of the poetic texts in the scrolls demonstrate the use of 

fixed prayer early on in the Second Temple period (1Q34-34bis, 4Q503-509) or utilize hymns and 

prayers for magical incantations (4Q510-511, 4Q560, 11Q11), eschatological time (1QM, 4QM, 

4Q285, 11Q14, 1QSb), or for mystical experiences (Songs of the Sabbath Sacrifice), many texts 

also appear to connect hymnic texts to instructional contexts such as the reference to hymns and 

prayers in the covenant renewal ceremony (1QS 1:16-2:25 and 4QBerakhot). Also, there are 

references to congregational prayer and intervals of praise in 1QS (cf. 1QS 6:8, 10:1-8, 14), and 

the Hymns of the Teacher (4QHb,c,d,f and 1QHa 10-19) in the Hodayot provide strong examples 

																																																								
73 Ueberschaer, Weisheit aus der Begegnung, 210, n. 84. Ueberscaher’s contention that Ben Sira did not 

desire for his students to actually sing songs is interesting in light of that fact that on the same page, he also contends 
that parts of Ben Sira’s teaching were mediated through singing (sondern Teile der Lehrinhalte vermittelt durch 
Psalmen, auch singen), which allows for a teacher, through the use of melody, rhythm, and time, to reach layers of 
human consciousness that the spoken word cannot. Along these lines (211, n. 85), he even mentions the importance 
of hymns for Martin Luther as a means of indoctrination in the Reformation. 

 
74 Outside of the works by Wischmeyer, Ueberschaer, and Tesch, two earlier studies on Ben Sira as a 

teacher by Martin Löhr and Helge Stadelmann, fail to mention music altogether. Cf. Martin Löhr, Bildung aus dem 

Glauben: Beiträge zum Verständnis der Lehrreden des Buches Jesus Sirach (PhD diss., Bonn, 1975); Helge 
Stadelmann, Ben Sira als Schriftgelehrter: Eine Untersuchung zum Berufsbild des vor-Makkabäischen Söfer unter 

Berücksichtigung seines Verhältnisses zu Priester-, Propheten- und Weisheitslehretum, WUNT 2/6 (Tübingen: 
Mohr Siebeck, 1981).  
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of teachers’ reciting songs.75 Furthermore, many hymnic and liturgical works are associated with 

the maskil, which is a major pedagogical sectarian office (see section 1.6 below). No one has yet 

applied this new data in a comprehensive way to the book of Sirach.76  Thus, one can also ask: 

																																																								
75 Esther Chazon, “Psalms, Hymns, and Prayers,” in EDSS, ed. Lawrence H. Schiffman and James C. 

VanderKam (Oxford: Oxford University Press 2000), 710-15. Other important works overviewing prayer in the 
Scrolls include Bilhah Nitzan, Qumran Prayer and Religious Poetry, trans. Jonathan Chipman, STDJ 12; (Leiden: 
Brill, 1994); E. Chazon, “Hymns and Prayers in the Dead Sea Scrolls,” in The Dead Sea Scrolls after Fifty Years of 

Research: A Comprehensive Assessment, ed Peter Flint and James VanderKam (Leiden: Brill, 1998), 1:244–70; 
Eileen Schuller, “Prayer, Hymnic, and Liturgical Texts from Qumran,” in The Community of the Renewed Covenant, 
ed. E. Ulrich and J. VanderKam (Notre Dame: University of Notre Dame Press, 1994), 153–71; idem, “Prayer at 
Qumran” in Prayer from Tobit to Qumran, 411-28. Also, cf. Daniel K. Falk, et al., Sapiential, Liturgical and 

Poetical Texts from Qumran: Proceedings of the Third Meeting of the International Organization for Qumran 

Studies Oslo 1998: Published in Memory of Maurice Baillet, STDJ 35 (Leiden: Brill, 2000). Esther Chazon, ed. 
Liturgical Perspectives: Prayer and Poetry in Light of the Dead Sea Scrolls: Proceedings of the Fifth International 

Symposium of the Orion Center for the Study of the Dead Sea Scrolls and Associated Literature, 19-23 January, 

2000, STDJ 48 (Leiden: Brill, 2003); Jeremy Penner, Ken M. Penner, and Celcilia Wassen, eds. Prayer and Poetry 

in the Dead Sea Scrolls.  
 
76 Only a handful of works have compared hymnody in Ben Sira to hymns and prayers at Qumran. 

Manfried R. Lehmann examines a broad range of connections between Sirach and the Dead Sea Scrolls in order to 
demonstrate a connection between Qumran and the Karaitic community at Cairo. Among these connections, he 
examines several passages in the Hodayot, the Community Rule, and the War Scroll in order to demonstrate the 
existence of pre-battle liturgy shared by both works. He also suggests the Hodayot and Ben Sira follow similar 
patterns of prayer and that Sirach and the scrolls provide terminological background for the 19th Benediction. Reif 
ascertains the central liturgical content of Sirach and places Ben Sira’s ideal liturgy, what he calls a “holistic 
approach,” in conjunction with the liturgical clues present in Qumranic and rabbinic literature. Although Reif 
provides a succinct overview of Ben Sira’s liturgical similarities with the scrolls and the rabbinic literature, he never 
compares Ben Sira with any specific hymnic texts from either of these works. Crispin H. T. Fletcher-Louis utilizes 
the praise of Simon in Sir 50, particularly Ben Sira’s eulogy of Simon’s priestly service (50:16-24) in order to 
exemplify the angelic description of the priesthood, which is, in turn, part of a larger argument for reading the 
heavenly worship of the angels in Second Temple texts, such as the Songs of Sabbath Sacrifice, as a description of 
the priesthood rather than angelic beings. Cf. M. R. Lehmann, “Ben Sira and the Qumran Literature,” RevQ 3 
(1961): 103-16; Jean Carmignac, “Les rapports entre l'Ecclésiastique et Qumrân,” RevQ 3 (1961): 209-18; Reif, 
“Prayer in Ben Sira, Qumran,” 321- 41; and Crispin H. T. Fletcher-Louis, “On Angels, Men and Priests (Ben Sira, 
the Qumran Songs of the Sabbath Sacrifice and the Yom Kippur Avodah),” (paper presented at “Gottesdienst und 
Engel” Conference in Zurich, January 2015) 1-26. Also, see idem, All the Glory of Adam: Liturgical Anthropology 

in the Dead Sea Scrolls, STDJ 42; (Leiden, Brill, 2001), 72-84, and idem, “The Temple Cosmology of P and 
Theological Anthropology in the Wisdom of Jesus ben Sira,” in Of Scribes and Sages: Early Jewish Interpretation 

and Transmission of Scripture, ed. C. A. Evans (Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 2004), 69–113. 
Recent articles that compare Ben Sira to the Dead Sea Scrolls that do not utilize the hymnic passages have 

predominately compared Sirach to 4QBeatitudes or 4QInstruction. Cf. Émile Puech, “4Q525 et les péricopes des 
béatitudes en Ben Sira et Matthieu,” RB 98 (1991): 80–106; James Aitken, “Apocalyptic, Revelation and Early 
Jewish Wisdom Literature,” in New Heaven and New Earth: Prophecy and the Millennium: Essays in Honour of 

Anthony Gelston, ed. P. J. Harland and C. T. R. Hayward, VTSup 77 (Leiden: Brill, 1999), 181-93; D. G. Harrington, 
“Two Early Jewish Approaches to Wisdom: Sirach and Qumran Sapiential Work A,” in The Wisdom Texts from 

Qumran and the Development of Sapiential Thought, ed. C. Hempel, A. Lange, and H. Lichtenberger, BETL 159 
(Leuven: Leuven University Press/Peeters, 2002). 263-75; Matthew Goff, The Worldly and Heavenly Wisdom of 

4QInstruction (STDJ 50; Leiden: Brill, 2003); Benjamin G. Wright, “The Categories of Rich and Poor in the 
Qumran Sapiential Literature,” in Sapiential Perspectives: Wisdom Literature in Light of the Dead Sea Scrolls, 

Proceedings of the Sixth International Symposium of the Orion Center for the Study of the Dead Sea Scrolls and 
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how can the discoveries of hymns and prayers in the Dead Sea Scrolls help enrich our 

understanding of hymnody in Ben Sira, particularly its pedagogical function? Does the 

appearance of hymns and prayers in the scrolls, such as the Hodayot, provide a framework for 

understanding how hymns functioned in Ben Sira? How does the evidence from the scrolls 

contribute to a better understanding of hymns in Ben Sira? Does it provide evidence for didactic 

hymns, who would sing them, and why? In this dissertation, I will utilize the hymnic evidence in 

Dead Sea Scrolls as a comparative element to demonstrate the plausibility of the use of hymns in 

a didactic context in Ben Sira’s time period (Chapter Three). I will also utilize evidence from the 

Greco-Roman world and the ancient near Eastern context to demonstrate the plausibility of 

teachers utilizing hymns as components of their pedagogy (Chapter Two). 

 
1.4.3 Terminological and Genre Considerations 

Traditionally biblical scholarship has placed hymns and psalms under the category of poetry that 

is sung, typically with musical accompaniment. Along these lines, hymns are themselves a 

category subsumed under psalms with the former specifically being a “song of praise” or תהלה 

(Gunkel), which also includes “Zion songs” and “enthronement songs” as sub-categories.77 In 

this regard, conventional hymns contain an invocation, proclamation, and description as their 

main components and either concern (1) the greatness of God and God’s deeds or (2) the 

																																																																																																																																																																																			

Associated Literature, 20-22 May, 2001, ed. John J. Collins et al., STDJ 51 (Leiden: Brill, 2004), 101-25; Puech, 
“Ben Sira and Qumran,” 79-118; J. S. Rey, 4QInstruction: sagesse et eschatology, STDJ 81 (Leiden: Brill, 2009), 
183-226; Samuel Adams, “Rethinking the Relationship between 4QInstruction and Ben Sira,” RevQ 24 (2010): 555-
83; Shane Berg, “Ben Sira, the Genesis Creation Accounts, and the Knowledge of God’s Will” JBL 132 (2013): 
139-57. Also, see several chapters in Matthew Goff, Discerning Wisdom: The Sapiential Literature of the Dead Sea 

Scrolls. VTSup 116 (Leiden: Brill, 2007), esp. 230-63. 
 
77 H. Gunkel and J. Begrich, Introduction to Psalms, trans. J.D. Nogalski (Macon, GA: Mercer University 

Press, 1998), 22-81. For Gunkel, hymns proper are: Pss 8; 18; 29; 33; 65; 67; 68; 96; 98; 100; 103; 104; 105; 111; 
113; 114; 117; 135; 136; 145; 146; 147; 148; 149; 150. Zion songs are: Pss 46; 48; 76; 84; 87; 122 and 
enthronement songs are Pss 47; 93; 97; 99. 



 

	 	

	

27 

adornment of praise and the act of praise itself.78 Nevertheless, I am not concerned with the 

form-critical distinctions between, hymns, psalms, and songs, largely due to the inability of this 

distinction to describe the use of hymnody in texts from the late Second Temple period. Gunkel 

recognized this problem when he argued that Ben Sira represents the “complete deterioration” of 

the hymn.79 I am more concerned with what Ben Sira and the Dead Sea Scrolls are actually doing 

with song rather than the “pureness” or lack thereof with which they represent an ideal “hymnic” 

Gattung. Ben Sira associates both “songs” (שיר) and “psalms” (מזמור) with banquets (32:3-6; 

49:1) and the cult (47:8-10; 50:18) along with musical accompaniment (39:15; 40:21; 47:8). 

Furthermore, he uses the term תהלה, not as a traditional hymn, but as a public eulogy for both 

God (15:9-10) and individuals (31:11; 44:15).80 Similarly, the DSS make a distinction between 

 is a term related to the cult and שירים .in passages such as 11Q5 27:2-11 תהלים and שירים

apotropaic rituals, and תהלים denotes another type of composition that may bare some 

similarities with the תפלה (cf. Ps 145:1 in MT, which has the former and 11Q5 16:7, which has 

the latter). Because these contemporaneous texts appear to utilize the same terms in quite 

different fashions, and also quite differently from their usage in the Hebrew Bible and ANE, one 

must be cautious when translating these terms that one does not give the impression that they 

meant the same thing across the board for different texts and cultures. 

																																																								
78 Nitzan, Qumran Prayer and Religious Poetry, 190. Nitzan’s separation of the subject of praise into two 

main types agrees with Mowinckel’s division of hymns into a general hymn that enumerates God’s deeds or a 
special hymn that accentuates a particular feature. See Sigmund Mowinckel, The Psalms in Israel’s Worship, trans. 
D. R. Ap-Thomas (Nashville, Tenn.: Abingdon, 1962), 2:85. 

 
79 Gunkel also includes the Psalms of Solomon as a primary example of the bastardization of the hymnic 

genre. Gunkel and Begrich, Introduction to Psalms, 64. 
 
80 Eileen M. Schuller, “The Use of Biblical Terms as Designations for Non-Biblical Hymnic and Prayer 

Compositions,” in Biblical Perspectives: Early Use and Interpretation of the Bible in Light of the Dead Sea Scrolls, 
ed. M. E. Stone and E. G. Chazon, STDJ 15 (Leiden: Brill, 1998), 207-22 (210-18). 
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 Nevertheless, in order to speak about diverse hymnic texts in any sort of comparative 

fashion, one must utilize terms that allows one to compare texts and phenomena across cultures. 

Thus, I have chosen to use English musical terms phenomenologically while recognizing their 

limitations in adequately translating textual nuances. In this regard, I use the term “song” and 

“hymn” to refer to non-conversational, ritualistic language, often with musical accompaniment. 

Whereas songs can refer to any chanted or sung piece of music, praise is the primary mode of 

hymns, particularly praise of a deity. Prayers are direct addresses to the deity, also non-

conversational in nature, that occur primarily in the second person. They are not sung and 

primarily petitionary in nature.81 Finally, religious poetry is high-register, elevated language in 

either second or third person that utilizes a variety of poetic techniques. Unlike prayers or hymns, 

religious poetry is not directly addressed to God or sung.82 Nevertheless, I must stress that 

scholarly attempts to distinguish these phenomena, including my own, are mostly etic categories 

																																																								
81 For this definition, I am influenced by Judith Newman who defines prayer as an “address to God that is 

initiated by humans; it is not conversational in nature; and it includes address to God in the second person, although 
it can include third person description of God” (Praying by the Book, 6-7).  

 
82 For poetic techniques in Ben Sira, see Eric D. Reymond, Innovations in Hebrew Poetry: Parallelism and 

the Poems of Sirach, SBLStBl 9 (Atlanta, Society of Biblical Literature, 2004), idem, New Idioms Within Old: 

Poetry and Parallelism in the Non-Masoretic Poems of 11Q5(=11QPs
a
), SBLEJL 31 (Atlanta, Society of Biblical 

Literature, 2011). Reymond (using the work of Dennis Pardee), distinguishes four different types of parallelism in 
Ben Sira: repetitive, semantic, grammatical (morphological and syntactic), and phonetic and four distributions: 
internal (within a single colon), regular (between cola of a verse), near (between adjacent verses), and distant 
(between bicola separated by a verse or more). Reymond, Innovations, 19. One can also examine various ways 
writers make lists, the use of ellipses for poetic techniques, the use of asyndeton, the repetition of key words, and the 
mnemonic function of word pairs. For a comprehensive list of poetic techniques in post-biblical Hebrew, see Shem 
Miller, “Innovation and Convention: An Analysis of Parallelism in Stichographic, Hymnic, and Sapiential Poetry in 
the Dead Sea Scrolls” (Ph.D. diss., Florida State University, 2012), idem, “The Oral-Written Textuality of 
Stichographic Poetry in the Dead Sea Scrolls,” DSD 22 (2015): 162-88. 
 For poetry and the Hebrew Bible, see M. O. Connor, Hebrew Verse Structure (Winona Lake, IN: 
Eisenbrauns, 1980), 87-159; Sid Geller, Parallelism in Early Biblical Poetry, HSM 20 (Missoula, MT: Scholars 
Press, 1979), 1-43; James Kugel, The Idea of Biblical Poetry: Parallelism and its History (Baltimore, MD: Johns 
Hopkins Press, 1981), 59-95; Edwin Greenstein, “How Does Parallelism Mean?” in A Sense of Text: The Art of 

Language in the Study of Biblical Literature (Winona Lake, IN: Eisenbrauns, 1983), 41-70; Adele Berlin, The 

Dynamics of Biblical Parallelism (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1985), 1-30; David Noel Freedman, “Another Look at 
Biblical Hebrew Poetry,” in Directions in Biblical Hebrew Poetry, ed. E. Follis, JSOTSup 40 (Sheffield: JSOT 
Press, 1987), 11-28; Dennis Pardee, Ugaritic and Hebrew Poetic Parallelism: A Trial Cut (ʻnt I and Proverbs 2), 
VTSup 39 (Leiden: Brill, 1988), 168-92; F. W. Dobbs-Allsopp, On Biblical Poetry (Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 2015). 
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imposed on this work. I am not sure there was a fine form critical distinction between hymns, 

prayers, and chants in ancient Israel or early Judaism. Furthermore, a work that is sung can easily 

be transformed into prayer or poetry and music can either be used as a complement to prayer or 

poetry or prayers and poems can easily be set to music or transformed into a chant or mantra.  

Despite these caveats, Gordley’s work on didactic hymnody provides a workable 

definition of the phenomenon I am attempting to analyze in the book of Sirach:  

Didactic hymns, prayers, and religious poetry are those compositions which employ the 
stylistic and/or formal conventions of praise and prayer, but whose primary purpose was 
to convey a lesson, idea, or theological truth to a human audience.83  
 

In this definition, Gordley highlights the type of poetic passages I will analyze, i.e., those that 

follow the formal conventions of praise or petition, and the function of that poetry I wish to 

accentuate, i.e., its educative potential. Like Gordley, I recognize that all hymns and prayers can 

function didactically, but not all are written explicitly for this purpose.84 Nevertheless, I am still 

cautious not only about the anachronistic notion of this classification system from a historical 

perspective, but also on the ability of classification systems and schemas to skew evidence or 

reveal more about the one attempting to classify than the actual data allows. As J. Z. Smith warns, 

conflation of religious phenomenon often leads to ignoring difference and historical development 

and creates a category of comparison that never existed. Similarly, Pierre Bourdieu cautions 

against attempting to gain “power over the classificatory schemes and systems” and suggests 

“the fate of groups (or in this case what counts as a hymn and does not) is bound up with the 

																																																								
83 Gordley, Teaching through Song in Antiquity, 5.  
 
84 Ibid., 1. 
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words that designate them”85 Thus, while using the generic terms “songs,” “hymns,” and 

“prayers” as helpful heuristics, I will also delineate how these “hymnic” texts functioned 

sociologically and culturally in order not to ameliorate their diachronic differences. 

Finally, although the LXX of Ben Sira provides some help regarding genre classification 

when it labels ch. 24 as the “Praise of Wisdom” (Σοφίας αἴνεσις), chs. 44-50 as the “Hymn of the 

Ancestors” (Πατέρων ὕµνος), and ch. 51 as the “Prayer of Jesus Son of Sirach” (Προσευχὴ Ἰησοῦ 

Υἱοῦ Σιραχ), it is clear that hymns exist in other places as well in the book. For example, in Sir 

39:15, Ben Sira tells his students to give thanks in praise of God (ἐξοµολογήσασθε ἐν αἰνέσει 

αὐτοῦ) with songs on their lips and with the accompaniment of the lyre (ἐν ᾠδαῖς χειλέων καὶ ἐν 

κινύραις). Αἴνεσις is the same term the LXX uses for the title of the Praise of Wisdom in Sir 24. 

Similarly, the Hebrew ([ם][בש]ירות נבל כלי מיני) and Syriac (!"#  and $%& ) for this passage open 

with a command to sing with musical accompaniment and utilizes hymnic terminology (שיר is 

the heading of over 30 psalms, such as the Songs of Ascent in Pss 120-34). Thus, it is justifiable 

to consider passages hymnic that the LXX does not label as such. It is not always clear if the 

LXX’s classifications of a passage as a prayer rather than hymn or hymn rather than religious 

poetry is representative of their usage by Ben Sira, but these classifications do provide evidence 

for how some translators or communities may have viewed these passages.  

 
1.5 Thesis  

 

Based upon analogies from the Dead Sea Scrolls as well as evidence for the pedagogical use of 

hymns and prayers in the Greco-Roman world and the ancient Near East, it is my contention that 

																																																								
85 Cf. J. Z. Smith, Drudgery Divine: On the Comparison of Early Christianities and the Religions of Late 

Antiquity (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1994); Pierre Bourdieu, Distinction: A Social Critique of the 

Judgment of Taste (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1984), 479, 481.  
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we should think of hymns as core components of Ben Sira’s lecture material developed 

intentionally for a pedagogical rather than a cultic or private setting. In this regard, I am not 

arguing that Ben Sira taught his students how to sing and play musical instruments. Rather, Ben 

Sira used the musical acumen his students had already obtained (39:15), possibly through 

Hellenistic education, in order to inculcate key values such as the centrality of Torah or the 

importance of retribution. If this contention is correct, then we should, further, think of Ben Sira 

as a teacher whose lessons included songs that he performed for his students to imitate along 

with rote themes for them to memorize.  

This performative model of education differentiates Ben Sira from his ANE counterparts 

(see Chapter Two) who used chanting or singing as a means of memorizing elementary texts (e. 

g., Instruction of Merikare) and signs (Lipit-Iśtar B). In this ANE model, hymns functioned 

predominately as paradigm compositions for scribal copying. For Ben Sira, singing allowed him 

to create a sagely persona and engage in a larger wisdom discourse in which hymns functioned 

predominately as spiritual exercises. Through these spiritual exercises, Ben Sira taught his 

students how to praise and through praise impart wisdom to others. Thus, wisdom and song are 

intricately connected in Ben Sira’s pedagogy.86  

It is also important to note that the pedagogy one finds in Ben Sira is not simply about the 

knowledge transfer of specific practical skills. As is well known, there are different levels of 

education. Training in writing and music both occur on a spectrum from elementary to elite that 

often depended on the degree of knowledge one needed in this area in accordance with one’s 

social position. Unlike many of his ANE counterparts, Ben Sira is not concerned with elementary 

																																																								
86 For a different take on Ben Sira as a teacher with an emphasis on the embodiment of wisdom in 

everyday life through spiritual practices, see Elisa Uusimäki, “The Formation of a Sage according to Ben Sira,” in 
Second Temple Jewish ‘Paideia’ in Context, ed. Jason M. Zurawski and Gabriele Boccaccini, BZNW 228 (Berlin: 
de Gruyter, 2017), 59-70; idem, “Spiritual Formation in Hellenistic Jewish Wisdom Teaching,” in Tracing 

Sapiential Tradition in Ancient Judaism, ed. Hindy Najman et al., JSJSup 174 (Leiden: Brill, 2016), 59-69. 
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literacy in writing but rather pedagogy at a more elite level. The main impetus for Ben Sira’s 

pedagogy is character formation and acculturation into a body of texts and traditions, which, in 

turn, allows the elite to recognize the student as one of their own. In this regard, knowledge of 

music and performance of hymns were part of the cultural capital that allowed Ben Sira and his 

students to be recognized as members of the educated elite. Overall, Ben Sira's pedagogy has a 

very practical, “professional” dimension and is not simply “job training.” 

 
1.6 Scope and Methodology 

This dissertation will consist primarily of a comparative analysis of hymnic and prayer passages 

in the Dead Sea Scrolls and the book of Sirach, with a focus on issues such as performativity, 

pedagogy, and textuality. Its goal is to establish Ben Sira as a singing teacher who performed 

songs for his students and made them learn and perform them as well as part of his curriculum. 

My broader goal is not simply to recover the teaching strategy of one ancient teacher in the 

Second Temple period but an important aspect of Early Jewish pedagogy that the field has by 

and large not emphasized. Overall, I take seriously Ben Sira’s command for his students to sing 

and am assuming training of this nature was part of the education he provided. I also am 

suggesting that some of Ben Sira’s sung pedagogy survived and made it into the book, both in 

passages that are explicitly labeled as hymns and in passages that are not. This analysis will 

address form-critical issues, particularly regarding debates over the wisdom psalms and attempts 

to define them as a genre as well as social and pedagogical issues regarding the person of Ben 

Sira, his teaching method, and the function of both in Judea in the Second Temple period. 

The dissertation itself will consist of two parts. Part I will focus on the concept of 

pedagogical singing in antiquity by ancient teachers or philosophers. This part will consist of two 

chapters, one examining the ancient Near Eastern and Greco-Roman evidence (Chapter Two) 



 

	 	

	

33 

and the other examining evidence from the Hebrew Bible and the Dead Sea Scrolls (Chapter 

Three). In Chapter Two I will show that the use of hymns in oral educational settings in the 

antiquity was quite common. The work of music historians and music archaeologists, which is a 

field that deals with the recovery of ancient music and reconstruction of musical instruments, 

allows me to provide an overview of the use of songs in the educational traditions of 

Mesopotamia, Ugarit, Egypt, and Greece.87 This theme is almost entirely absent from current 

scholarship on ancient Jewish pedagogy, which tends to debate the standardization of scribal 

practice and whether or not education occurred in a formalized administrative setting controlled 

by the state or in a family setting controlled by artisans or elites. 88 Whether one examines 

comparative educational models from the ANE (Lemaire), the “epigraphic context of Israelite 

scribes” (Schniedewind; Sanders; Rollston) or the “oral/textual interplay” (Niditch; Carr), 

scholarship on education in ancient Israel and Second Temple Judaism has emphasized writing 

over singing and instrumentation as a pedagogical tool, even when orality serves as an 

																																																								
87 In this work, I use the term music archaeology as an umbrella term for “archaeomusicology,” and “music 

archaeology.” Ellen Hickmann contrasts the use of artefacts and pictorial representations, which she labels 
“archaeomusicology” with the study of ancient instruments themselves, which she labels “music archaeology” 
(Hickmann, “Music Archaeology as a Field of Independent Research,” in Strings and Threads: A Celebration of the 

Work of Anne Draffkorn Kilmer, ed. Wolfgan Heimpel and Gabriella Frantz-Sazbó [Winona Lake, IN: Eisenbrauns, 
2011], 115-19 [115]). Theodore W. Burgh does not make a fine distinction between the two. He contends, 
“Archaeomusicology, also known as music archaeology, is the study of past cultures and societies through the 
research of artifacts, texts, and other available data/resources that discuss musical activity.” For Burgh, music 
archaeology “is a sister discipline of ethnomusicology and archaeology” (Theodore W. Burgh, Listening to the 

Artifacts: Music Culture in Ancient Palestine [New York: T&T Clark, 2006], 3, n.3). Both works are 
interdisciplinary and often combine the insights of experts of ancient cultures with musicologists who better 
understand tonal systems. Ethnomusicologists are also utilized, particularly when comparisons are made across 
cultures for instruments that appear to be quite similar. One of the earliest attempts at such a comparative approach 
across cultures is Curt Sachs, The Rise of Music in the Ancient World: East and West (New York: Norton, 1943).  

 
88 For an overview of recent works on education and Israel, see Ueberschaer, Weisheit aus der Begegnung, 

87-108 and Laura Quick, “Recent Research on Ancient Israelite Education: A Bibliographic Essay,” CurBS 13 
(2013): 9-33. For an overview of ANE and Hellenistic education, see Ueberschaer, Weisheit aus der Begegnung, 60-
87, 109-34. For evidence of scribes in the Second Temple period, see Christine Schams, Jewish Scribes in the 

Second-Temple Period, JSOTSup 291 (Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 1998). For a more recent work on 
paideia that focuses exclusively on the Second Temple period and early Christianity, see Karina Hogan, Matthew 
Goff and Emma Wassermann, eds. Pedagogy in Early Judaism and Early Christianity, EJL 41 (Atlanta: SBL Press, 
2017). 
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intermediary between the memorization of a text and its written form.89 By and large, scholarship 

on ancient pedagogy has largely missed the role of singing and music in antiquity.90 Outside of 

royal and cultic singers, I will also explore the evidence for music schools and institutional 

teaching as well as the use of hymns in scribal exercises in order to accentuate the importance of 

hymnody outside of a cultic context. Overall, I will attempt to construct a model of a “singing 

teacher” in antiquity. By “singing teacher,” I do not mean a music teacher, such as Linus whom 

Herakles famously killed with his own lyre after the former berated him for making a mistake. 

Nor do I have in mind the use of full-blown liturgical productions such as one finds in the 

madrashe of Ephrem the Syrian, which often included male and female choirs. Rather, I use the 

term “singing teacher” to refer to a teacher who utilized music, songs, prayers, and other 

performative techniques in the course of his lectures to his students.  

Chapter Three will examine the evidence for noetic and didactic hymns in the Hebrew 

Bible and the Dead Sea Scrolls in order to construct a model of a Hebrew song teacher in the 

Second Temple period. After overviewing the archaeological and textual evidence for musicians 

in ancient Israel, I will examine the figures of David and Solomon in order to accentuate the 

symbiotic relationship between wisdom and song writing (e.g., 1 Kings 5, which attributes the 

composition of songs to Solomon), as well the literary trope of song composition in Second 
																																																								

89 For this analysis of recent works on Israelite education, see Quick, “Recent Research,” (2013): 18. Brian 
Schmidt has compiled a helpful work on orality in ancient Israel entitled, Contextualizing Israel’s Sacred Writings 

Ancient Literacy, Orality, and Literary Production, ed. Brian Schmidt (Atlanta: SBL Press, 2015). For a critique of 
the conflation of orality and literacy by modern scholarship, see Stuart Weeks, “Literacy, Orality, and Literature in 
Israel,” in On Stone and Scroll: Essays in Honour of Graham Ivor Davies, ed.  Jim. Aitken, K. J. Dell, and B. A. 
Mastin (Berlin: de Gruyter, 2011), 465-478. Also, cf. William M. Schniedewind, “Orality and Literacy in Ancient 
Israel,” RelSRev 26 (2000): 327–32. 

 
90 For example, cf. recently William M. Schniedewind, How the Bible Became A Book: The Textualization 

of Ancient Israel (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2004); David M. Carr, Writing on the Tablet of the 

Heart: Origins of Scripture and Literature (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2005); Karel van der Toorn, Scribal 

Culture and the Making of the Hebrew Bible (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2007). Carr’s work fares 
better in this regard than Schniedewind and van der Toorn’s, which barely reference music. Schniedewind has a 
scant reference on pp. 52-56, and Carr references music and education on pp. 24, 28-30, 92-8, 100-3, 128, 154. Still 
more work is necessary, as I will demonstrate in Chapter Two.  
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Temple Judaism in general. Through this analysis, I will suggest that composing one’s own 

songs was one way to demonstrate an author’s wisdom and prophetic inspiration. Second, I will 

examine the problematic nature of psalms previously labeled “wisdom psalms.” While attempts 

to classify this genre in a strict, form critical manner are now recognized as highly problematic, 

the use of Ps 119 and Ps 37 at Qumran emphasize a context with study and memorization as the 

primary form of piety with the pesharim genre in general having its origins in scribal curriculum. 

These psalms suggest the plausibility of the construction of hymns in an educative context.  

Another core component of this chapter will be its examination of the office of the maskil 

in the Dead Sea Scrolls. I will focus particularly on references to singing by the maskil in 1QS, 

the Songs of the Sage (4Q510-11) and the Songs of the Sabbath Sacrifice (4Q400-407, 11Q17, 

Mas1k), and the person of the “I” in the teacher hymns of Hodayot. The term maskil is quite 

prevalent in liturgical texts, and regarding the office of the maskil in the Dead Sea sect, it is clear 

that such a person often had to memorize and recite a corpus of songs.91 My analysis of the 

Hodayot will be a core component of this chapter. This analysis will acknowledge recent 

challenges to the teacher/community hymn distinction.92 Nevertheless I will propose that the “I” 

of some of the “teacher hymns” appear to be in the voice of someone who imparts knowledge to 

students. Thus, agreeing with Newsom’s understanding of the “I” as the voice of the teacher I 

will contend that teaching figures in the community, such as a maskil, took on the persona of the 

Teacher of Righteousness through the performance of such hymns. I will also examine the 

																																																								
91 The term maskil occurs 4x in the Hodayot, 1x in the Hodayot-like text, 7x in the Songs of the Sabbath 

Sacrifice, 1x as a heading in a song to the songs of Dawn, and 2x in the Songs of the Maskil. For more on the maskil, 
see Charlotte Hempel, “Maskil(im) and Rabbim: From Daniel to Qumran,” in Biblical Traditions in Transmission: 

Essays in Honor of Michael A. Knibb, ed. Charlotte Hempel and Judith Lieu, JSJSup 211 (Leiden: Brill, 2006), 133-
56.  

 
92 Angela Harkins, “Who is the Teacher of the Teacher Hymns? Re-examining the Teacher Hymns 

Hypothesis Fifty Years Later,” in A Teacher for All Generations: Essays in Honor of James C. VanderKam, ed. E.F. 
Mason et al (Leiden: Brill, 2012), 1:449-67.  
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language of song and commands to sing in the scrolls as well the relationship between singing 

and the office of the maskil in the Dead Sea sect in general. The Hodayot, the Community Rule 

(1QS), and the Songs of the Sabbath Sacrifice, in which the term maskil is prominent, will serve 

as important models because they are from roughly the same time period as Ben Sira.  

Part II will also consist of two chapters. Chapter Four will reconstruct the role of the sage 

as a singer of wisdom in Ben Sira in order to explore the role of singing in Ben Sira’s curriculum, 

and Chapter Five will examine the influence of sung pedagogy on the composition and reception 

of Sirach. Chapter Four will build on the portrait of the levtical scribal singer as both a teacher 

and prophet from Chapter Three and suggest that Ben Sira participates in a similar tradition. 

First, I will demonstrate the Sir 38:24-39:35 not only eulogizes the ideal scribe but also makes 

singing central to this construction. Ben Sira uses Davidic motifs in this passage and creates a 

scribal singer similar to the Levitical singers and the maskil, which demonstrates two differents 

points of continuity with older pedagogical traditions that involve music. Second, I examine Sir 

14:20-15:10 and the relationship of praise to creation and election in which Ben Sira makes 

praise the specific domain of the scribe. Third, I will explore the danger of speech in Ben Sira’s 

prayer in Sir 22:27-23:6. The need for divine assistance for the proper use of the speech faculties 

relates to Ben Sira’s construction of the scribe and brings the importance of embodiment for 

proper pedagogy to the forefront. Fourth, I will examine the hymn in Sirach 24 as an example of 

a song that Ben Sira utilized to construct the teacher’s authority. I will contend that if one 

imagines Ben Sira singing Sirach 24 as a public display of his wisdom, then this complements 

the prophetic claim to inspiration made in the text itself (Sir 24:30-34).  

In Chapter Five, I will also explore two main hymns: (1) Sir 42:15-43:33, and (2) 44:1-

50:24, which I will compare to both the Dead Sea Scrolls and Greek educational models in order 
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to demonstrate the use of similar language in contemporaneous didactic hymns. Through this 

comparative analysis, I will provide evidence that allows one to imagine the teacher in the text as 

singing. After demonstrating the plausibility that the above passages were sung, I will examine 

the additions to Sirach to suggest further that Ben Sira’s pedagogy included hymns. In particular, 

I will suggest that the additions in Sirach 51 provide strong evidence that singing and prayer 

were associated with Ben Sira. Ben Sira’s students not only continued to perform his work, but 

they created other songs inspired by those Ben Sira had already created. Thus, the book of Sirach 

not only suggests that this one individual teacher sang but that other teachers may have added to 

the work whose teaching had an important singing dimension as well. In this regard, this 

dissertation will accentuate the importance of hymnody in Ben Sira’s teaching as well as its 

centrality in ancient Jewish pedagogy in general in the Second Temple period.  
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CHAPTER TWO 

SINGERS OF WISDOM IN THE ANCIENT NEAR EAST AND GRECO-

ROMAN WORLD 
 
 
In Plato’s Laws 653d-54b, the Athenian Stranger connects “right education” (ὀρθὴν παιδείαν) 

with the “discipline of pleasure and pain” (ὀρθῶς τεθραµµένων ἡδονῶν καὶ λυπῶν παιδειῶν οὐσῶν) 

and suggests that the gods gave humanity perception of rhythm and harmony and allowed them 

to find joy (χαρά) in choral performance (χορός) in order to cultivate a proper disposition. This 

observation leads the Athenian Stranger to suggest to Clinias that education has its origins in 

Apollo and the Muses (παιδείαν εἶναι πρώτην διὰ Μουσῶν τε καὶ Ἀπόλλωνος). He goes on to 

classify the uneducated (ἀπαίδευτος) as one without choral training (ἀχόρευτος) and the well-

educated (ὁ καλῶς πεπαιδευµένος) as one who is able to sing and dance well (ᾄδειν τε καὶ 

ὀρχεῖσθα δυνατὸς ἂν εἴη καλῶς).1 Although this pedagogical model could be a figment of Plato’s 

imagination, song culture was quite prominent in ancient Greece, even after the “turn” towards 

literacy and grammatike (writing) in the fourth century BCE (see below), and music was a core 

pedagogical component in other ancient cultures as well. In this chapter, I will adumbrate the 

importance of music in ancient education and utilize a broad range of evidence from antiquity to 

demonstrate the plausibility of teachers in the ANE and Greco-Roman world utilizing music as a 

general pedagogical tool. This will allow me to make similar observations in the pedagogy in 

																																																								
1 Of course, for Plato, not every song and dance were appropriate for education. The Athenian Stranger 

further defines the well-educated man as one who sings and dances appropriately, which, for Plato, meant simplistic 
and unadulterated music unlike the overlapping of modes, harmonies, and instruments, which the New Music 
movement of the mid-fifth century had popularized in Athens. Also, cf. Plato’s Ion 533b-535a for the disconnect 
between content and performance. For the New Music, see Lukas Richter, “Die neue Musik der griechischen 
Antike” in Momente der Musikgeschichte: Antike und Byzanz (Salzburg: Mueller-Speiser, 2000), 1-41; repr. of “Die 
neue Musik der griechischen Antike,” AfMW 25 (1968): 1-18, 134-47; and more recently, Eric Caspo “The Politics 
of the New Music,” in Music and the Muses: The Culture of ‘Mousikē’ in the Classical Athenian City,” ed. Penelope 
Murray and Peter Wilson (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2004), 207-48. 
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ancient Israel and Second Temple Judaism in the remaining chapters of this work. My work 

builds on a scholarly tradition, beginning with André Lemaire, which emphasizes the intersection 

between ANE pedagogical practices and the Hebrew Bible, but as stated in Chapter One, music 

education is an important aspect of ancient education that has not been given its proper credit in 

scholarly treatments on ancient pedagogy, particularly in biblical studies. 2 Methodologically, I 

will utilize the work of musicologists and music archaeologists along with some works on 

orality, memory, and performance. 3 Overall, this chapter will examine two primary pieces of 

evidence: the (1) mention of music in schools, scribal training, and other pedagogical contexts in 

ancient texts and (2) archeological evidence, particularly pottery, iconography, and manuscript 

evidence for music education in antiquity. Although evidence of musical artifacts themselves are 

also a core component of music archaeology, they will only play a tertiary role in this chapter. 

After collecting this primary evidence, I will situate the role of music and musical training in its 

ANE and Greco-Roman contexts. This overview will also isolate two broad phenomena: (1) the 

re-use of music from a religious or political context in a pedagogical context, and (2) the creation 

of music solely for a pedagogical setting that either remained in a “school” setting or was later 

re-used in a religious context. Finally, as a caveat, I acknowledge that parallels between ANE 

scribal models, Hellenic and Hellenistic education, and the Hebrew Bible, can be problematic. 

Nevertheless, I am not establishing direct links of tradition. Rather, I am showing evidence for 

the phenomenon of music in education in the ancient world in general. I will ascertain in later 
																																																								

2 André Lemaire, Les écoles et la formation de la Bible dans l’ancien Israël, OBO 39 (Fribourg: Éditions 
Universitaires; Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1981) and idem, “Schools and Literacy in Ancient Israel and 
Early Judaism,” in Blackwell Companion to the Hebrew Bible, ed. Leo Perdue, trans. A. Niang (Oxford: Blackwell, 
2001), 207-17. 

 
3 For an overview of musicology and music archaeology in Mesopotamia and ancient Greece, see the 

essays in Regine Pruzsinszky and Dahlia Shehata, eds. Musiker und Tradierung: Studien zur Rolle von Musiker bei 
der Verschriftlichung und Tradierung von literarischen Werken, WOO 8 (Berlin and Vienna: Lit Verlag, 2010) and 
Joan Goodnick Westenholz, Yossi Maurey, Edwin Seroussi, eds., Music in Antiquity: The Near East and the 
Mediterranean (Berlin: de Gruyter, 2014).  
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chapters how helpful these educative models are for interpreting references to music and 

education in the Hebrew Bible, the Dead Sea Scrolls, and the book of Sirach.  

2.1 Mesopotamia 

 

2.1.1 Musicians in General 
 
In the ANE, there is some evidence for musical notations (e.g., Hurrian hymns from Ugarit and 

tuning texts from Ur and Nippur) as well as musical officials assigned to the palace (e.g., Mari) 

and to temples of gods and goddesses (e.g., Enḫeduanna, Sargon I’s daughter).4 The letters of the 

chief musicians (nar-gal) from Mari, Rišiya and Warad-Ilišu, to kings Yasmah-Addu and 

Zimri-Lim contain evidence of musicians who controlled all musical proceedings at the palace. 

																																																								
4 For the Hurrian hymns, see David Wulstan, “The Earliest Musical Notation,” Music and Letters 52 

(1971): 365-82, A. D. Kilmer, “The Cult Song with Music from Ancient Ugarit: Another Interpretation,” RA 68 
(1974): 69-82, M. L. West, “The Babylonian Musical Notation and the Hurrian Melodic Texts,” Music and Letters 
75 (1994): 161-179, and more recently, Theo J. H. Krispijn, “Musik in Keilschrift: Beiträge zur altorientalischen 
Musikforschung 2,” in Archäologie früher Klangerzeugung und Tonordnung: Musikarchäologie in der Ägäis und 
Anatolien/The Archaeology of Sound Origin and Organization: Music Archaeology in the Aegean and Anatolia, ed. 
Ellen Hickmann et al, OrA 10, SM 3 (Rahden: Leidorf, 2001), 465-79; and Bathja Bayer, “The Mesopotamian 
Theory of Music and the Ugarit Notation-A Reexamination: Introduction: Discoveries and Problems,” in Music and 
Antiquity, 15-91 (72-77). Bayer problematizes using evidence from Mesopotamian notation to interpret the Hurrian 
notation at Ugarit.   

For the musical notation texts from Babylon, see, Anne D. Kilmer, “The Discovery of an Ancient 
Mesopotamian Theory of Music,” PAPS 115 (1971): 131-49; idem, “A Musical Tablet from Sippar(?): BM 65217 + 
66616,” Iraq 46 (1984): 69-80; Richard L. Crocker and A. D. Kilmer, “The Fragmentary Music Text from Nippur,” 
Iraq 46 (1984): 81-85; Anne D Kilmer and Miguel Civil, “Old Babylonian Musical Instructions Relating to 
Hymnody,” JCS  38 (1986): 94-98; Anne D. Kilmer, “Musical Practice in Nippur,” in Nippur at the Centennial, ed. 
Maria de Jong Ellies (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 1992): 101-12; idem, “Musik, A: 
philologisch,” RlA 8 (1997): 463-82; Anne D. Kilmer and Steve Tinney, “Old Babylonian Music Instruction Texts,” 
JCS 48 (1996): 49-56; Richard L. Crocker, “Mesopotamian Tonal Systems,” Iraq 59 (1997): 189-202; Anne D. 
Kilmer and Jeremie Peterson, “More Old Babylonian Music-Instruction Fragments from Nippur,” JCS 61 (2009): 
93-96; Jerome Colburn, “A New Interpretation of the Nippur Music-Instruction Fragments,” JCS 61 (2009): 97-109; 
Sam Mirelman and Theo J. H. Krispijn, “The Old Babylonian Tuning Text UET VI/3 899,” Iraq 71 (2009): 43-52.  

For an advanced overview of the theory behind the ANE musicology, the Hurrian hymns, organology (i.e., 
ANE instrumentation), and the lexical lists, see Richard J. Dumbrill, The Archaeomusicology of the Ancient Near 
East, 2d ed. (Victoria, BC: Trafford, 2005).    

For music education in Mari, see Nele Ziegler, Les musiciens et la musique d’après les archives de Mari, 
Mémoiresde NABU 10 = Florilegium Marianum IX (Paris: Société pour l’Étude du Proche-Orient Ancien, 2007) 
and eadem, “Teachers and Students: Conveying Musical Knowledge in the Kingdom of Mari,” in Musiker und 
Tradierung, ed. Pruzsinszky and Shehata, 119-33.  

For a study of musicians in the Old Babylonian period in general including discussions of textual and 
instrumental evidence, see Dahlia Shehata, Musiker und ihr vokales Repertoire Untersuchungen zu Inhalt und 
Organisation von Musikerberufen und Liedgattungen in altbabylonischer Zeit, GBAO 3 (Göttingen: 
Universitätsverlag Göttingen, 2009).  
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This includes the training and assignment of musicians for the palace as well as the oversight of  

musical instrument production, which themselves could be deified and often required sacrificial 

rituals during their creation (cf. the Babylonian ritual for re-heading a kettle-drum).5 The training 

of the female musicians is a prominent topic in these letters as well as preferential treatment to 

the training of blind musicians who were thought to contain special musical acumen due to their 

blindness.6 The chief musician of Mari also had direct access to the kings, including the musical 

training of the king’s children, along with a large estate. 7 Various letters from Rišiya about his 

rival Ilšu-ibbišu suggest that musicians at court often used their relationship with the king and 

the royal family to undermine the political influence of the other.8 Chief musicians who worked 

almost exclusively for the king were predominant outside of Mari as well (e. g. “Singer of 

Ugarit” in KTU/CAT 4.609; or nar-lugal in Ur III). Besides the chief singer, lexical lists, such 

as the Old Babylonian Proto-Lu2, lists various types of musicians (“nar-Komposita”), such as 

string players (nar-sa) and percussionists (tigi/nar.balaĝ),9 which are well-attested in the Ur III 

																																																								
5 Nele Ziegler, “Music, the Work of Professionals,” in Oxford Handbook of Cuneiform Culture, ed. Karen 

Radner and Eleanor Robson (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2011), 288-312 (289-90). The fact that kings named 
years after the dedication of the lilissu instrument, also reveals their importance. For the lilissu (kettle-drum) ritual, 
the deification of instruments, and the importance of instrument production in general, see John Curtis Franklin, 
Kinyras: The Divine Lyre, HS 70 (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2015), 19-42. Although since the 
lilissu was an instrument of the lamentation singer, the ritual is performed by the ga la /kalû rather than the nar. For 
a translation of this ritual and the ga la /kalû ritual for repairing a temple, see ANET, 334-42.  

 
6 Ziegler, “Music,” 294-97.  
 
7 Ibid., 292-93.  
 
8 Ibid., 293-94.  
 
9 There is considerable debate over whether a balaĝ is a lyre or a drum. This argument largely centers 

around the old Sumerian sign, which looks like a string instrument, the equation of a balaĝ with a kinnārum 
(Hebrew: kinnôr) in Ebla, and the association of balaĝ prayers with a lilissu, which is a kettle-drum, in later 
Babylonian texts. Some have also suggested that balaĝ could be a general term for a stringed instrument or a general 
term for any instrument used when performing a balaĝ hymn, which perhaps changed from the lyre to the kettle-
drum. For this debate, see Uri Gabbay, “The Balaĝ Instrument and Its Role in the Cult of Ancient Mesopotamia,” in 
Music in Antiquity, ed. Westenholz, Maurey, and Seroussi, 129-47.  
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and the Old Babylonian periods, along with musicians with good and bad voices (nar gu3  

dug3-ga/nar gu3  nu-dug3-ga), music students (nar-tur/nar ḫal-la tuš-a), and even those 

whose primary purpose may have been to cure insomnia (nar-a2-na2).10 Unlike the nar-gala 

and singers lower in rank who taught in the conservatory, the vast majority of the musicians who 

worked for the court were likely illiterate or only knew a rudimentary number of signs. Blind 

musicians were also numerous at Mari, and at times sought after explicitly due to belief that they 

possessed special musical acumen.11 Above all, musicians were prized for their voice as is 

evident from the Sumerian Proverbs, which criticizes singers who do not breath properly (2.41) 

or do not have a good voice (2.43) whereas scribes are criticized for deficiency in handling clay 

(2.50) or their lack of knowledge of Sumerian (2.47, 49).12 

Many Akkadian texts also refer to the training and performance of lamentation singers 

and court musicians who often held positions municipally.13 For example, the most well-known 

lamentation chanter is Ur-Utu (ca. 1600 BCE), the lamenter-and-chief from the Old Babylonian 

city of Sippar-Amnanum (modern Tell ed-Der). 14 Ur-Utu was educated by his (adopted?) father 

Inana-mansum, but evidence from exercise tablets found at the site of Sippar-Amnanum suggests 

that training in reading and writing occurred in the house of the chief dirge singer as well, 

																																																								
10 Shehata, Musiker und ihr vokales Repertoire, 15-18.  
 
11 Ziegler, “Teacher and Students,” in OHB, 129-30.  
 
12 Bendt Alster, ed., Proverbs of Ancient Sumer: The World’s Earliest Proverb Collections (Bethesda, MD: 

CDL, 1997). Another interesting proverb in this regard is 2.54, “(1) A disgraced scribe becomes an incantation priest. 
(2) A disgraced singer a piper. (3) A disgraced lamentation priest becomes a flutist.”  

 
13 Ziegler, “Music,” 297-99.  
 
14 For Ur-Utu and his archive, see Michael Tanret, “‘Find the tablet-box . . .’: New Aspects of Archive-

keeping in Old Babylonian Sippar-Amnanurn,” in Studies in Ancient Near Eastern World View and Society 
Presented to Marten Stol on the Occasion of his 65th Birthday, ed. R. van der Spek (Bethesda, MD: CDL Press, 
2008), 131-47 and idem, “Learned, Rich, Famous, and Unhappy: Ur-Utu of Sippar,” in Oxford Handbook of 
Cuneiform Culture, ed. Radner and Robson, 270-87.  
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possibly carried out by the scribe Šumum-liṣi, whose name appears on several tablets.15 

Similarly, an archive of the “chief singer” of Assur in the first millennium contained a wide 

variety of manuscripts, from hymns and prayers to deities or for the city and king to mythical 

epics, such as Enūma eliš and Gilgamesh.16 Another well-known lamentation chanter was Dada, 

who is mentioned 120 times in the Ur III corpus.17 He organized musical performances for a 

variety of contexts, and even his children entertained the king musically upon royal visits to 

Dada’s home.18 Perhaps the most well-known court singer or musician (nar) was Lu-Ninurta 

from Nippur, whose family occupied the position of chief singer for four generations. He 

received property and other benefits from the temple of Ninurta, Ekur, and various minor 

sanctuaries in the areas. The inheritance squabbles of his family over this property as well as a 

famous murder trial of his son-in-law are well-documented.19  

In the first millennium, after receiving training in hymns or prayers along with 

Babylonian texts such as Enūma eliš, a scribe (ṭupšarrūtu) could receive specialized instruction 

as a diviner (bārû), exorcist (āšipū), or lamentation chanter (kalû).20 This type of specialized 

training generally took place in homes or clans who “maintained a virtual monopoly on a 

particular discipline,” and it was these exorcists and lamentation singers who, according to the 

																																																								
15 Tanret, “Learned, Rich, Famous,” 275-79.  
  
16

 C. Ambos and C. Schmidt-Colinet, “Sanger, Sangerin,” RlA 11 (2008): 499-506.  
 
17 Piotr Michalowski, “Love or Death? Observations on the Role of the Gala in Ur III Ceremonial Life,” 

JCS 58 (2006): 49-61 (50).  

 
18 Ibid., 49-50.  
 
19 Shehata, Musiker und ihr vokales Repertoire, 172-74.  

	
20 Alan Lenzi, ed. Reading Akkadian Prayers & Hymns: An Introduction, ANEMon 3 (Atlanta: SBL Press, 

2011), 21-22 and Dominique Charpin, Reading and Writing in Babylon, trans. Jane Marie Todd (Cambridge: 
Harvard University Press, 2010), 49. For the definitive work on scribal education in the first millennium, see Petra D. 
Gesche, Schulunterricht in Babylonien im ersten Jahrtausend v. Chr., AOAT 275 (Münster: Ugarit-Verlag, 2000).  
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Catalogue of Texts and Authors, “were responsible for most of the literary and scientific output 

of late Babylonian civilization.”21 All three specializations utilized hymns and prayers, and it is 

this degree of specialization that largely separated the scribal education in the first millennium 

from the second.22 These professions existed throughout the Hellenistic period in the temple in 

Esagil and other places in Babylon. Out of all the cult songs from the Hellenistic period in 

Babylon (third-second centuries BCE according to their colophons), all are bilingual Akkadian-

Sumerian/Emesal balaĝs, named after the stringed or drummed instrument that accompanied 

them, which the lamentation chanter typically performed.23 Interestingly, several colophons of 

these texts contain the phrase ana zamāri (“in order to sing”), which suggests their continued use 

in the cult in the Hellenistic period.24 Furthermore, many of these balaĝs contain performance 

instructions.25 These balaĝs, along with evidence from administrative texts, suggests that the 

																																																								
21 Paul-Alain Beaulieu, “Late Babylonian Intellectual Life,” in The Babylonian World, ed. Gwendolyn 

Leick (New York: Routledge, 2007), 477-84 (475, 477). Beaulieu mentions all lamentation singers in Uruk claiming 
descent from Sîn-lēqi-unninni, which they eventually projected backwards into history in the Adapa myth. Also, see 
Paul-Alain Beaulieu, “The Descendants of Sîn-lēqi-unninni,” in Assyriologica et Semitica: Fetschrift für Joachim 
Oelsne anläßlich seines 65. Geburtstages am 18. Februar 1997, ed. Joachim Marzah and Hans Neumann, AOAT 
252 (Münster, Ugarit-Verlag, 2000), 1-16. 

 
22 Charpin, Reading and Writing in Babylon, 49.   
 
23 Tom Boiy, Late Achaemenid and Hellenistic Babylon, OLA 136 (Leuven, Peeters, 2004), 24. For the 

Hellenistic cultic songs in general, see George Andrew Reisner, Sumerisch-babylonische Hymnen nach Thontafeln 
griechischer Zeit (Berlin: Spemann 1896); Mark E. Cohen, Balag-Compositions: Sumerian Lamentation Liturgies of 
the Second and First Millennium B.C., SANE 1 (Malibu: Undena, 1974); Jeremy A. Black, “Sumerian Balag 
Compositions,” BO 44 (1987): 32-79; Stefan M. Maul, “Nos. 2–18: Bilingual (Sumerian-Akkadian) Hymns from the 
Seleucid-Arsacid Period,” in Literary and Scholastic Texts of the First Millennium B.C. CTMMA 2 (New York, 
2005), 11–201. For the identification of the balaĝ, see n. 9 above.  

 
24 Boiy, Late Achaemenid, 24.  
 
25
	Sam Mirelman, “Performative Indications in Late Babylonian Texts,” in Musiker und Tradierung, ed. 

Pruzsinszky and Shehata, 241-64.  
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influence of gala(or  kalû), who was primarily connected with the temple, outlasted that of the 

nar, who was primarily dependent upon the palace for its patronage.26 

Outside of their patronage, utilization of different song genres, and instruments such as 

the balaĝ, the other major distinction between the gala and the nar, was the use of the special 

Sumerian dialect of Emesal by the lamentation chanter. Emesal was the language of women in 

literary texts and the word itself either means “women’s tongue” or “thin tongue,” which may 

refer to its nasally or falsetto sound in a musical context.27 Unlike Sumerian, Emesal was 

reserved for advanced training for singers assigned to specific service of the gods and was 

utilized as part of cultic processions and the departure from and return of the deity to the 

temple.28 Due to the highly specialized use of Emesal in the lamentation cult, a chief lamentation 

expert generally served as the teacher who checked the scribal texts for accuracy, and the scribal 

copying of the lamentation was often produced by the lamentation singer’s son who was also his 

apprentice.29 The Emesal corpus spans over two millennia and is well-attested as late as the third 

																																																								
26 Shehata, Musiker und ihr vokales Repertoire, 377. There is mention of the nāru in the New Year ritual 

along with the kalû and a few nārū are known by name in the ration lists from Esagil. Nevertheless, the number of 
kalû in these lists (fifty in the list CT 44 84) are much more significant. Boiy, Late Achaemenid, 267-70.  

 
27 I would like to think Bronson Brown-deVost for this suggestion. There is also a debate whether women 

actually utilized this language in ritual contexts or if it was purely a literary phenomenon. Cf. Jerrold S. Cooper, 
“Genre, Gender, and the Sumerian Lamentation,” JCS 58 (2006): 39-47 and Gordon Whittaker, who contends that 
Emesal was primarily a literary dialect utilized by specific literary and cultic genres “to identify female speakers 
generically, never individually, in a given social role” (Whittaker “Linguistic Anthropology and the Study of Emesal 
as (a) Women’s Language,” in Sex and Gender in the Ancient Near East. Proceedings of the 47th Rencontre 
Assyriologique Internationale, Helsinki, July 2-6, 2001, ed. S. Parpola and R. M. Whiting, Compte rende, Rencontre 
Assyriologique Internationale 47 [Helsinki, Neo-Assyrian Text Corpus Project, 2002], 2:633-44 [641]). 

 
28 Anne Löhnert, “Scribes and Singers of Emesal Lamentations in Ancient Mesopotamia in the Second 

Millennium BCE” in Papers on Ancient Literatures: Greece, Rome and the Near East: Proceedings of the 
“Advanced Seminar in the Humanities” - Venice International University 2004–2005, ed. E. Cingano and L. Milano 
(Padua: Sargon), QDSAVO 4, 421-47 (433); idem, “Manipulating the Gods: Lamenting in Context,” in Oxford 
Handbook of Cuneiform Culture, ed. Radner and Robson, 402-17 (407).  

 
29 Löhnert, “Scribes and Singers,” 433, and “Manipulating the Gods,” 408. Most of the first millennium 

colophons, for example, refer to the scribe as “son of X,” “pupil,” or “young pupil.” See Löhnert, “Scribes and 
Singers,” 433, n. 83. 
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century BCE, in which a “young lamentation expert” from Uruk, Anu-belšunu, records and 

presumably participates in a temple restoration ceremony.30 Despite its specialized nature, 

Emesal was also used in the genre of “city lament”, which was never part of the cult but was 

instead a component of scribal training in the Old Babylonian period.31 Unlike the city laments, 

however, the more advanced Emesal lamentation corpus was not part of the general scribal 

curriculum.  

 
2.1.2 Music in Scribal Education 

Along with the education of singers (nar/nāru) and the literary training of lamentation experts 

(gala/kalû), which are the two most common terms for musicians in Mesopotamia, there is also 

evidence for music in education in scribal schools in general. This has a broad consensus in the 

secondary literature.32 Perhaps the most famous, and the most widely quoted as evidence for 

music education in scribal schools, is a small exchange in the Sumero-Babylonian text labeled 

Examination Text A. The setting of this text is the Old Babylonian period (2000-1600 BCE), but 

the oldest copy dates from Assur from around 900 BCE and the latest to the Seleucid period, 

																																																								
30 Ibid.  
 
31 Ibid., 405. The five known compositions of city laments are the Eridu Lament, the Nippur Lament, the 

Lamentation over Sumer and Ur, the Lamentation over Ur, and the Uruk Lament. They appear to justify the fall of 
the Third Dynasty of Ur and legitimate the First Dynasty of Isin in the second millennium BCE in which these cities 
were rebuilt. The other well-known lamentation genres are the balaĝs, eršemmas, eršahuĝas, and šuʾilas. Pre-dating 
these city laments is the Curse of Agade, which Cooper describes as “a kind of subverted city lament that is witness 
to an already rich repertoire of stock phrases and topoi that appear later in the city and ritual laments” (Cooper, 
“Genre, Gender,” 41). 

 
32

 Cf. Ä. W. Sjöberg, “The Old Babylonian Edubba,” in Sumerological Studies in Honor of Thorkild 
Jacobsen on His Seventieth Birthday, June 7, 1974, ed. Stephan J. Lieberman, AS 20 (Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press, 1976), 159-79 (168-70); Christopher J. Lucas, “The Scribal Tablet-House in Ancient Mesopotamia,” 
HEQ 19 (1979): 305-32 (317); H. L. J. Vanstiphout, “On the Old Babylonian Curriculum,” in Centres of Learning: 
Learning and Location in Pre-Modern Europe and the Near East, ed. Jan Willem Drijvers and Alasdair A. 
MacDonald (Leiden, Brill: 1995), 3-16 (7); Kilmer, “Musik: A Philologisch,” 467-68; Krispijn, “Musik in 
Keilschrift,” 467-69; Konrad Volk, “Musikalische Praxis und Theorie im Alten Orient,” in Geschichte der 
Musiktheorie, ed. Thomas Ertelt, H. von Loesch, and Frieder Zimmer (Darmstadt: Wissenschaftliche 
Buchgesellschaft, 2006), 2:3-46 (22-23); Hartmut Waetzoldt, and Antoine Cavigneaux, “Schule,” RA 12 (2009): 
294–309 (304); Charpin, Reading and Writing in Babylon, 25; Ziegler, “Music,” 305.  
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which attests to its wide spread circulation among the Babylonian elite. This text records an 

admonishment between a teacher (um-mi-a) and his student in the courtyard of an e2-dub-ba-

a (Hereafter: edubba). The edubba or “tablet house” (Akkadian: bīt ṭuppi) was the primary 

means of training scribes in the Old Babylonian period, which generally consisted of rigorous 

copying of texts from early syllabic and lexical lists to more complex hymnic, mythic, and 

mathematical texts at more advanced stages of training.33
  

Marc Van De Mieroop contends that “the goal of the entire education system was to train 

writers.”34 Thus, it is quite striking that along with questions regarding the student’s knowledge 

of Sumerian and other subjects, the teacher in Examination Text A also criticizes the student’s 

lack of musical acumen. He does so as follows:  

“Do you know the nar song, the [. . .] song, the gala  song, the en  song, the urun  song, 
and the gin song? Can you distinguish interval progressions, (pirsīšunu parāsi), where 
and when to insert the antiphonal, and how to change the cadence (Sumerian and 
Akkadian are similar; line 24)? . . .  
 
Do you know how to draw the names of the zami, balaĝdi, harhar, and the gude 
(instruments), as many as there are? (Sumerian) Do you know . . . the sammû-instrument, 

																																																								
33 For scribal education in the second millennium, see H. L. J. Vanstiphout, “How Did They Learn 

Sumerian?” JCS 31 (1979): 118-126; idem, “On the Old Babylonian Curriculum,” 3-16; Steve Tinney, “Texts, 
Tablets, and Teaching: Scribal Education in Nippur and Ur,” Expedition 40 (1998): 40-50; Niek Veldhuis, 
Elementary Education at Nippur: The Lists of Trees and Wooden Objects (PhD diss., University of Groningen, 
1997), 12-83. For the first millennium, see Gesche, Schulunterricht in Babylonien; Niek Veldhuis, “Kassite 
Exercises: Literary and Lexical Extracts,” JCS 52 (2000): 67-94; Michael Jura, “Cuneiform Writing in Neo-
Babylonian Temple Communities,” in Oxford Handbook of Cuneiform Culture, ed. Radner and Robson, 184-204; 
Veldhuis, “Purity and Access: A Catalog of Lexical Texts Dedicated to Nabû,” JCS  65 (2013): 169-80. For the 
edubba in general, see Sjöberg, “The Old Babylonian Edubba,” 159-79; Christopher J. Lucas, “The Scribal Tablet-
House,” 305-32; Konrad Volk, “Edubbaʾa und Edubbaʾa Literatur Rätsel und Lösungen,” ZA 90 (2000): 1-30; 
Eleanor Robson, “The Tablet House: A Scribal School in Old Babylonian Nippur,” RA 95 (2001): 39-66; Waetzoldt, 
and Cavigneaux, “Schule,” 294–309.  

 
34 Marc Van De Mieroop, Philosophy Before the Greeks: The Pursuit of Truth in Ancient Babylonia 

(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2016), 18. More so than simply learning the skill of writing, it is important to 
stress that it was Sumerian writing and literature above all that scribes learned. As Niek Veldhuis argues in his 
dissertation, “A pupil of the scribal school was introduced to the technique of writing, but more importantly he was 
introduced to the heritage of Sumerian writing and Sumerian poetics” See his, Elementary Education at Nippur, 83. 
Similarly, Vanstiphout (“On the Old Babylonian,” 5-6) states, “To learn to write is to learn Sumerian, which means 
Sumerian script, Sumerian grammar, Sumerian vocabulary, and Sumerian literature (emphasis in original).” 
Although no longer a spoken language, Sumerian was the language of literature and the cult for the elite and its 
revival was the center of various renaissances.   
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the timbutu, the ḫarḫaru, and the inu-instrument, as many as they are, (do you know 
how?) to . . . their designation? (Akkadian) (line 28).35  
 

This text includes songs (š ir), instruments, and musical instruction. Although some of the terms 

are unknown (e.g., gin  song, ḫarḫaru), the song names are mostly songs of praise and elation, 

often for the king (e.g., gala, en, and uru song), sung by both the nar and gala (e.g., the gala  

song), while the instruments are those used by both the lamentation singer (so the balaĝ) and the 

nar  (so, the zami or šammum, which is a lyre or harp, and the giš-gù-dé[í],  which is a lute).36 

Regarding the terms for musical instruction, Anne Kilmer has suggested that the Sumerian term 

š id (“to count”), which the Akkadian translates as enû (“to change”), refers to changing the 

mode, which would involve re-tuning strings to play new intervals. She compares this practice to 

a text of Lipit-Ištar B from Nippur she analyzed with Miguel Civil. This work appears to 

mention the mode on which to begin the hymn (pītim or pītum, i.e., the interval 7-4 in the tuning 

texts CBS 10996 and UET 7.74).37
 

Many of these terms also appear in other educative contexts. For example, the terms nar  

and gala  songs also appear in lines 590-91 in Proto-Lu2 (š ir3-nam-nar; š ir3-nam-gala) with 

gala appearing in other catalogue lists (MB TMH NF 3, 53) and hymnic contexts as well (e.g., 

																																																								
35

 For the understanding of line 24, particularly for interpreting the relationship between the Sumerian š id  
and gul - la  as a reference to cadence, see Anne Kilmer, “Musical Practice in Nippur,” 103. Kilmer disagrees with 
Sjöberg’s emendation of the Akkadian e-ni u ki-la to manâ u kīla (“Recitation, Finale”). For line 23, see Lucas, 
“Scribal Tablet House,” 317. For line 28, see Lucas, “Scribal Tablet-House,” 317, and Piotr Michalowski, “Learning 
Music: Schooling, Apprenticeship, and Gender in Early Mesopotamia,” in Musiker und Tradierung, ed. Pruzsinszky 
and Shehata, 199-239 (200).   

For the definitive work on Examination Text A, see Ä. W. Sjöberg, “Der Examenstext A,” ZA 64 (1975): 
137-76 and idem, “The Old Babylonian Edubba,” 168-69. 

 
36 I thank Mark W. Hamilton for pointing this out to me in an email correspondence. Also, note Shehata, 

Musiker und ihr vokales Repertoire, 94, n. 504, 247-51, 264, 268-70, 343-44 and Krispijn, “Musik in Keilschrift,” 
467-69.  

 
37 Kilmer, “Musical Practice,” 103-104, Kilmer and Civil, “Old Babylonian Musical,” 94-98, and Colburn, 

“A New Interpretation,” 97-109.  
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Lipit-Ištar E, Ur-Ninurta A).38 Interestingly, the only other occurrence of the term nar song 

appears in the introduction of a lament in An Elegy on the Death of Nannaya, where the son of 

Nannaya is said to sing a nar song after shedding tears and throwing himself to the dust.39 This 

elegy appears on a lentil shaped tablet from Nippur, which were commonly used for scribal 

education, and appears to form part of the scribal curriculum.40  Nevertheless, the most 

significant compilation of these terms occurs in the hymns for Šulgi, king of Ur (2094-2047 BCE) 

who lauded his own musical acumen as follows: (Hymn B, ll. 154-72): 

I, Šulgi, king of Ur, have also devoted myself to the musician’s art. Nothing is too 
complicated for me; I know the depth and breadth of the tigi and the a-da-ab, the 
perfection of music. When I fix the frets on the lute (ĝiš  šu-kar2-ke4), which enraptures 
my heart, I never damage its neck; I have established procedures for raising and lowering 
its intervals. On the gu-uš  (instrument with) eleven tuning-pegs, the lyre (za-mi2), I 
know the harmonious tuning. I am familiar with the three-stringed instrument (sa-eš) 
and with drumming on its musical sound-box. I can take in my hands the Mari-lyre (mi-
ri2-tum), which brings the house [astonished] silence. I know the finger technique of the 
horizontal-lyre (alĝar) and the Sabu-lyre (sabitum), royal creations. In the same way, I 
can produce sounds from the King-of-Kish instrument (ur-za-ba-bi2-tum), the ḫarḫar, 
the za-na-ru-lyre, the ur-gu-la  and the dim3-lu2-ma2-gur8-ra . Even if they bring to 
me, as one might to a skilled musician, a lute (gu3-di) that I have not heard before, when 
I strike it up I make its true sound known; I am able to handle it just like something that 
has been in my hands before. If in tuning I tighten, loosen or set [the strings], they do not 
slip from my hand. I never make the double-pipe sound like a shepherd’s instrument, and 
on my own initiative I can wail a šumun-ša4  or make a lament as well as anyone who 
does it regularly.41 
 

Šulgi mentions training in several instruments that are also found in Examination Text A, more 

specifically the lyre (za-mi2), the ḫarḫar, and the lute (gu3-di). Outside of this direct 

																																																								
38 Shehata, Musiker und ihr vokales Repertoire, 262-70.  
 
39 Ibid., 265. Also, cf. Ä. W. Sjöberg, “The First Pushkin Museum Elegy and New Texts,” JAOS 103 

(1983): 315-20.  
 
40 Paul Delnero, “Sumerian Extract Tablets and Scribal Education,” JCS 62 (2010): 53-69 (58).  
 
41 Translation from Franklin, Kinyras, 84 who modifies the text of ETCSL 2.4.2.02 with the observations 

of Theo J. H. Krispijn (“Beiträge zur altorientalischen Musikforschung I. Šulgi und die Musik,” Akkadica 70 [1990]: 
1-27). 
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correlation, Šulgi’s hymn also mentions knowledge of tuning and musical modes as well specific 

devotion to the training of the nar, which may refer to the songs learned in line 24 of 

Examination Text A and in lines 590-91 in Proto-Lu2. One finds a similar boast in lines 75-101 of 

Šulgi Hymn C with a more specific reference to Šulgi’s devotion to singing. Overall, Šulgi 

suggests that he has: (1) knowledge of the types and strophes of songs; (2) knowledge of musical 

instruments and their parts, the (3) ability to play musical instruments; and (4) knowledge of the 

schema for raising and lowering pitches.42  

Although, he does not mention specifically where he learned these instruments, his 

reference to studying tablets from Sumer and Akkad in the edubba at the beginning of poem (ll. 

13-20), along with learning multiplication and property division, which is a subject the examiner 

tests the student over in Examination Text A (l. 27), suggests that Šulgi may have received his 

musical training in the edubba. A similar text by Išmedagan (1953-1935 BCE) seems to confirm 

this suggestion. Inspired by Šulgi Hymn E, Išmedagan also boasts about the writing proficiency 

he attained from tablets of Sumer and Akkad in the edubba along with his preoccupation “with 

the art of the musician,” including singing and instrument tuning and playing (Išme-Dagan A+V, 

359-377).43 Likewise, the dialogue text from Ur between Enkitalu and Enkihegal contains a 

criticism regarding the inability to play the za-mi-instrument and the art of singing between two 

students:  

Even if he took up the za-mi instrument, he would not know the craft of music making. 
He is the most backward among his colleagues, with an unpleasant sound and voice. Too 
thick for Sumerian, his tongue cannot get it right. He is not up to singing a song, never 
even opens his mouth, and you still (pretend) to be an accomplished man! (ll. 94-99) . . . 

																																																								
42 This list is adapted from the German list detailing Šulgi’s Hymn B in Krispijn, “Musik in Keilschrift,” 

467.  
  
43 Jacob Klein, “Šulgi and Išmedagan: Originality and Dependence in Sumerian Royal Hymnology,” in 

Bar-Ilan Studies in Assyriology Dedicated to Pinhas Artzi, ed. Klein Jacob and Aaron, Skaist (Ramat-Gan: Bar-Ilan 
University Press, 1990), 65-136 (72-77).  
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He is not fit for the art of singing, not fit for that task when entering a house of (another) 
man he does not . . ., when ‘opening his arm’ he cannot recite a š irgida, when sitting in 
front of the masters (um-mi-a) he cannot recite either a tigi-song or an adab-song” (ll. 
110-13).44

 

 
These dialogues in which a scribe or older classmate berates a young student are quite common 

as scribal exercises.45 The inclusion of music in their argument over multiplication tables, 

coefficients, and calculating volume is quite similar to Examination Text A (ll. 6 and 56-57) and 

again places music in the context of a generalized education curriculum.46 Two “literary letters” 

also suggest that copying and studying of music occurred in scribal schools. In one (3.3.23), the 

sender would like to exchange several tablets from local schools in exchange for tablets over 

balaĝ songs, and in another (3.3.18), the sender extols the glory of learning in Nippur by praising 

the ability to recite “twenty or thirty times the lexical entries” and “interpret the songs ten or 

twenty times.”47 While the lexical lists, hymns from Šulgi and Išmedagan, and the above 

dialogue and literary letters may not be definitive proof of music training in scribal education, at 

the least, these texts establish training in music as an ideal for education, particularly among the 

elite. This ideal corresponds not only to the flourishing of the music culture Šulgi implemented 

as component of the Sumerian renaissance, but also to the creation of royal praise hymns as a 

new genre of propaganda in the scribal curriculum (cf. Šulgi Hymn B 308-336 and Hymn E, 14-

38). In Šulgi we see a combination both of music education and music for education.  

																																																								
44 Trans. of ll. 94-99 from Michalowski, “Learning Music,” 200-201 and ll. 110-13 from Sjöberg, “The 

Old Babylonian Edubba,” 169. Unfortunately, this entire dialogue has not been translated. One sees a similar listing 
of these songs in Išme-Dagan A+V, 334-39. Also, cf. Šulgi B 157 and Šulgi E, 29. Shehata, Musiker und ihr vokales 
Repertoire, 251-58 and 274-78. 

 
45 Lucas, “Tablet House,” 317.  
  
46 Cf. Schooldays, A Scribe and His Perverse Son, and Disputation between Enkimansi and Ginishag. 

Lucas, “Tablet House,” 319-25.   
 
47 Miguel Civil, “From the Epistolary of the Edubba,” in Wisdom, Gods and Literature: Studies in 

Assyriology in Honour of W. G. Lambert, ed. A. R. George and Irving L. Finkel (Winona Lake, IN: Eisenbraun, 
2000), 105-18 (105-6).  



 

	
52 

 Along with Šulgi’s hymns, one finds a similar boast of musical acumen by a scribe 

fourteen hundred years later in the Neo-Assyrian empire. In a letter to an anonymous Assyrian 

king, most likely Esarhaddon, the scribe Marduk-shapik-zeri offers himself and twenty other 

scholars to the service of the king, but he differentiates himself as follows:  

I fully mastered my father's profession, the discipline of lamentation (kalûtu); I have 
studied and chanted the Series [of incantations]. I am competent in [. . .], ‘mouth 
washing’, and purification of the palace [. . .]. I have examined healthy and sick flesh. I 
have read the (astrological series) Enūma Anu Enlil [. . .] and made astronomical 
observations. I have read the (anomaly series) Šumma izbu, the (physiognomical works 
[Kataduggû Alandi]mmû and Nigdimdimmû, [. . . and the (terrestrial omen series) 
šum]ma ālu. [All this I lear]ned  [in my youth]. Under the aegis of the king, my lord. . . .48 
 

This letter is significant for several reasons. First, it shows the importance divination had among 

scribal training in the Neo-Assyrian and Babylonian periods. Besides Marduk-shapik-zeri’s own 

expertise, two of the other experts he was bringing with him from Elam also were knowledgeable 

of the divination text Enūma Anu Enlil.49 Furthermore, out of all the texts available from 

Assurbanipal’s great library, the most predominant were divination (746 total or 46.8%), and 

even the idea of collecting authorial works is related to this concern for understanding the 

cosmos.50 Second, this text shows the predominance of narrow specialization among scribal 

experts (ummânu) in the first millennium by emphasizing the exceptional nature of Marduk-

																																																								
48 Trans. from Simo Parpola, Letters from Assyrian and Babylonian Scholars, SAA 10 (Helsinki: Helsinki 

University Press, 1993), no. 160, 36-42.  
 
49 Francesca Rochberg, “Scribes and Scholars: The ṭupšar Enūma Anu Enlil in Assyriologica et Semitica, 

Festschrift für Joachim Oelsner anläßich seines 65. Geburtstages am 18. Februar 1997, ed. Joachim Marzahn and 
Hans Neumann, AOAT 267 (Münster: Ugarit Verlag, 2000): 359-75 (361-62).  

 
50 For an overview of the contents of Assurbanipal’s library, see Jeanette C. Fincke, “The Babylonian 

Texts of Nineveh: Report on the British Museum’s Ashurbanipal Library Project,” AfO 50 (2003/2004): 111-49. 
For the relationship between divination, writing, and collection of “authoritative” texts, see Niek Veldhuis, 
“Mesopotamian Canons,” in Homer, the Bible, and Beyond: Literary and Religious Canons in the Ancient World, ed. 
Margalit Finkelberg and Guy G. Stroumsa (Leiden, Brill, 2003), 9-28. 
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shapik-zeri’s expertise in several areas.51 For my purposes, this letter again shows the close 

relationship between musical training and scribal education. Not only did Marduk-shapik-zeri 

learn the art of lamentation from his father along with other aspects of scholarly education, but 

he specifically mentions that he learned to chant or sing a series (iškaru), which is likely a 

reference to a series of lamentations.52 Furthermore, the letters of the ummânus, from which we 

have most of our knowledge of neo-Assyrian scribal practices along with the “libraries” of 

various cities, suggests that scribes of one expertise were often knowledgeable of others and that 

to have expertise in multiple fields was often a necessity (e.g., SAA 16:65).53 

 
2.1.3 Musical Notation Texts 

One final piece of evidence for music education among scribes in Mesopotamia are the music 

theory texts of which there are now thirteen if one includes the anonymous Babylonian text 

published by Richard Dumbrill and the Akkadian notation in the Hurrian hymns from Ugarit.54 

Based mostly on the correlation of terms between four different texts (UET 7.126, CBS 10996, 

																																																								
51 Outside of the great libraries like Assurbanipal’s, many of the libraries discovered, such as Hellenistic 

Uruk or the sixth century library in the Ebabbar temple of Sippar contain tablets specific to one expertise, such as 
the lamentation singers in Uruk, and the diviners in Sipar. Beaulieu, “Late Babylonian Intellectual Life,” 478.  

 
52 Victor A. Hurowitz, “Towards an Image of the ‘Wise Man’ in Akkadian Writings,” in Scribes, Sages, 

and Seers: The Sage in the Eastern Mediterranean World, ed. Leo G. Perdue, FRLANT 219 (Göttingen: 
Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 2008), 64-94 (68). 

 
53 Ibid., 69, n. 14.   
 
54 These texts are as follows: (1) CBS 10996, a Neo-Babylonian math text, which includes interval names; 

(2) UET 7.126, a NB bilingual lexical list of (lyre) string names from Ur; (3) VAT 10101/KAR 158, a Middle 
Assyrian song catalogue with song genres and interval names similar to CBS 10996; (4) UET 7.74, an Old 
Babylonian tuning text with terms, again similar to CBS 10996; (5) the Hurrian hymns, with hymn 6 including 
Akkadian interval terms known from previous texts; (6) BM 65217 + 66616, a Neo-Assyrian instruction text for 
gesture prayers; (7) N 4782, MB text from Nippur similar to UET 7.126; (8) N 3354 + 3355 + 7679 + 7745, OB 
hymn (Lipit-Ištar B) with interval and string names; (9) BM 59484 OB/MB song catalogue; (10) UM 29-15-357 + 
N20230, another Lipit-Ištar hymn from Nippur; (11) UET 6/3.899, retuning text similar to UET 7.74; (12) CBS 
1766, a NB star-diagram that may be astronomical, musical, or both; and (13) an anonymous OB lentil exercise 
tablet. For an overview of all these texts, see Dumbrill, Archaeomusicology of the Ancient Near East, 11-174 and A. 
D. Kilmer, “Mesopotamian Music Theory Since 1977,” in Music in Antiquity, 92-101.  
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UET 7.74; and VAT 10101/KAR 158) there is now a broad consensus among Assyriologists and 

musicologists regarding the Mesopotamian musical system, in particular for playing the lyre.55 

Nevertheless, for my purpose, it is not the interpretation of Mesopotamian notation itself that is 

important, but the widespread use of these terms in variegated documents and in multiple regions 

across a vast span of time. As mentioned above, a fragmentary Old Babylonian exemplar of the 

hymn Lipit Ištar B from Nippur gives musical intervals in lines 5-9 similar to what one finds in 

CBS 10996 and UET 7.74 (e.g., išartum, kitmum, pītum, qablītum) along with string names of 

either the lyre or lute similar to what one finds in UET 7.126 (ribi uḫrîm, the fourth behind 

string). Most of these terms appear as well in Hurrian hymns from Ugarit (e.g., qablītum or nad 

qabli in hymn 6), which suggests that there existed an “international standard, or musical metric 

system, providing raw tonal material for the creation of local, syncretic—as it were ‘tempered’—

art forms.”56 If this is the case, then perhaps the fact that most of these tonal terms are in 

Akkadian, the vernacular and lingua franca of the Old Babylonian period, rather than Sumerian, 

the typical language of scribal education, provides further proof not only of the international 

nature of these musical terms but also their use in actual musical practice. 

 

																																																								
55 Kilmer summarizes the Babylonian notation system as follows: “We now know that by the Old 

Babylonian period . . . there existed standardized tuning procedures that operated within a heptatonic, diatonic 
system consisting of seven different and interrelated scales.” Anne D.  Kilmer, “The Musical Instrument from Ur 
and Ancient Mesopotamian Music,” Expedition 40 (1998): 12-19 (14). This assessment is partially due to the fact 
that the bilingual musical texts progress from numbers one to seven and substitute string eight of the nine-stringed 
lyre with the number one and string nine with the number two. Anne D. Kilmer and Sam Mirelman, “Mesopotamia,” 
in Grove Music Online, ed. Deane Root, Oxford University Press http://www.oxfordmusiconline.com. Rather than 
conceiving musical modes linearly, the evidence also suggests “the modes were named after the particular series of 
fifths and fourths used to generate each of them. The definition of each mode referred not to the series of whole and 
half steps in its “scale” but to the location of its “unclear” interval, the tritone, which occurs in only one place in 
each mode. Kilmer and Tinney, “Old Babylonian Music,” 56. A tritone is an interval of three whole tones or six 
halves, i.e., an augmented fourth or diminished fifth, which one would resolve either by lowering a half step to a 
perfect fourth or raising a half step to a perfect fifth.  

 
56 John Curtis Franklin, “The Global Economy of Music in the Ancient Near East,” in Sounds of Ancient 

Music, ed. J. G. Westenholtz (Jerusalem: Keter, 2007), 27-37.  
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2.1.4 Objections and Rebuttals to Scribal Training in Music 
 

While the above evidence appears to be an open and shut case for music as a component of 

scribal education in Mesopotamia, Piotr Michalowski has recently problematized this data in an 

article entitled, “Learning Music: Schooling, Apprenticeship, and Gender in Early 

Mesopotamia.” In this article, Michalowski problematizes the widespread assumption that 

scribes learned music along with writing, particularly in the Old Babylonian period. For 

Michalowski, even evidence that appears to point to musical training is only a reference to 

scribes learning “the appropriate literary, lexical, and mathematical texts in the curriculum” 

rather than learning signing techniques or how to play a musical instrument.57 His argument is 

quite systematic. Regarding texts that appear to refer to scribal training in the edubba, such as 

Examination Text A, Michalowski contends that this work describes several trades that one 

would not expect a scribe to be able to master, such as goldsmiths, stone masons, herders, and 

boatmen. For Michalowski, a scribe could learn the cuneiform signs for these trades and 

appropriate lexical lists but not the actual practices.58 Similarly, on the basis of a reference to the 

“conservatory” in line 232 of the dialogue between Enkitalu and Enkihegal, Michalowski 

suggests that the arguing pupils were music students attending music schools similar to those at 

Mari (called mummum) where chief musicians trained singers and instrumentalists for palace 

entertainment.59 Although a rare term in Babylonian texts, Šulgi mentions it in ll. 308-15 of Šulgi 

B where he appears to contrast scribes who study in the school and singers who learn in the 

																																																								
57 Michalowski, “Learning Music: Schooling,” 200. Karel van der Toon, Scribal Culture, 59, makes a 

similar point when he argues, “The pedagogy was geared toward the mastery of the technical vocabulary of these 
various disciplines; the emphasis lay on memorization and scribal skills rather than on the intellectual grasp of the 
subject matter.”  
 

58 Ibid., 199-200.  

	
59 Ibid., 202. For Mari, see Ziegler, Les musiciens, 72-74.  
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conservatory.60 Instead, of school-learning, Michalowski suggests that a better example of music 

learning are the model contracts in which a family pays a musician to apprentice their son.61 

Regarding the Mesopotamian tuning texts, Michalowski emphasizes their narrow concentration 

and the lack of any instruments in them (except UET 7.126) in order to relate these textual 

traditions to the realm of “lexicographical and mathematical speculations rather than to 

performance practice.”62 In other words, one should read these texts as placing more of an 

emphasis on knowledge of signs, terms, and musical discourse than as evidence of actual musical 

skill.  

On the one hand, Michalowski’s argument serves as a valid caution against the 

assumption that music education was ubiquitous throughout scribal curriculum. Our knowledge 

of school curriculum in Mesopotamia in the Old Babylonian period was relatively standardized 

in Ur, Nippur, Sippar, Kish, and Babylon. If musical training was standardized for all scribes one 

would expect curriculum lists and school dialogues to mention it more frequently. Furthermore, 

it is apparent, that several scribal texts and Sumerian Proverbs not only make a distinction 

between scribe and singer, but do so by lampooning the latter, particularly the conceited and 

ludicrous lamentation singer.63 Thus, even if scribes received some form of musical training, one 

should not assume that scribes and singers were analogues of one another.  

																																																								
60 Michalowski, “Learning Music: Schooling,” 202-3.  

	
61 Ibid., 202. Here, Michalowski is referencing the work of Markham J. Geller, “Music Lessons,” in 

Festschrift für Burkhart Kienast zu seinem 70. Geburtstage dargebracht von Freunden, Schülern, und Kollegen, ed. 
G. J. Selz, AOAT 274 (Münster: Ugarit-Verlag, 2003), 109-11.  

	
62 Michalowski, “Learning Music: Schooling,” 216.  

	
63 E. g. SP 2.54, 2.97-2.106; 21 Sec. D3. Also see Alster’s interpretation of The Father and His 

Disobedient Son in “On the Sumerian Composition ‘The Father and his Disobedient Son,’” RA 69 (1975): 81-84.  
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On the other hand, how much of a dichotomy existed in actuality is unclear. For example, 

many of the exercise tablets known from Sippar in the Old Babylonian period were discovered 

not in the house of a scribe, but in the home of the lamentation singer, Ur-Utu. Likewise, the 

teacher of Yasmah-Addu, king of Mari (ca. 1790-1776 BCE), was not a scribe but Ibbi-Ilabrat, 

chief musician of his father Samsi-Adad who, like Šulgi and Išme-dagan, was trained in musical 

practices and took an active interest in musical selections at court.64 In other words, perhaps 

scribes intentionally lampooned the singer and lamentation chanter as a political act because the 

distinction between these professions was not as self-evident to those outside the profession. 

Because they competed for the same cultural capital, perhaps the scribe saw the lamentation 

singer as a threat.65 

Regarding Michalowski’s arguments against Examination Text A and Enkitalu and 

Enkihegal, the fact that both texts mention several of the same topics, as mentioned above, 

including music, suggests to me that music was an important component of education in the Old 

Babylonian period, even if this component was more of an educational ideal and not one that 

every scribe practiced in actuality. This would coincide with Šulgi’s propaganda. While scholars 

should be careful not to take too seriously Šulgi’s embellishments (Assurbanipal’s boasts of his 

scribal acumen make that clear), it is evident that Šulgi wanted music to be at the center of both 

his own identity and that of his Sumerian renaissance.66 Thus, not only did Šulgi increase the 

number of scribes in his reign, but he intentionally made the copying and creation of hymns a 

																																																								
64 Ziegler, Les musiciens, 147-64.  
 
65 For a similar take, see Alhena Gadoti, “The Nar and Gala in Sumerian Literature,” in Musiker und 

Tradierung, ed. Pruzsinszky and Shehata, 51-65 (60-62).  
 
66 For the discrepancy between Assurbanipal’s erudite persona and actuality, see Silvie Zamazlová, “The 

Education of Neo-Assyrian Princes,” Oxford Handbook of Cuneiform Culture, Radner and Robson, 313-34.  



 

	
58 

component of scribal education.67 Evidence from Lipit-Ištar B examined above, which was a 

core educational text, suggests that such hymns could have been sung. Although Michalowski 

objects because he believes the necessity of using this hymn to learn elementary sign 

combinations would have made it primarily a written exercise, and thus too difficult to sing with 

musical accompaniment, there is no reason to believe that the students were the ones playing the 

lyre. Perhaps the musical instructions were for the teacher or the “big brother” who was often 

responsible for the younger students. Furthermore, the longer version of Lipit-Ištar B translated 

and compiled by Vanstiphout specifically asks for the scribe to sing and praise Lipit-Ištar “so 

that your laudation in the Edubba shall not cease.”68  

In any event, Lipit-Ištar B was not the only hymn utilized in scribal education. Along 

with Lipit-Ištar B, the remaining three exercises in the Tetrad, which are four texts intended to 

introduce students to basic components of Sumerian grammar, are also royal hymns (Iddin-

Dagan B, Enlil Bani A, Nisaba A). The Decad, which is a collection of ten exercises for more 

mature students, and other curricular collections, such as those from House F in Nippur also 

include the following hymns: Šulgi A and B, mentioned above, Lipit-Ištar A, Enlil A, Inana B, 

Inana and Ebiḫ, Nungal A, Kesh Temple Hymn, a lament for Ur, the elaborate lament, the Curse 

of Agade, and the š ir-sud Ninurta’s Exploits.69 In the first millennium, as stated above, one 

finds several small, one-column tablets (Gesche’s “zweite Schulstufe”) with excerpts separated 

by lines, which included parts of the Enūma eliš, a Babylonian geography text, and a lexical list, 

Before these texts in the scribal exercise were excerpts from what Lambert classified as “literary 

																																																								
67
	Charpin, Reading and Writing in Babylon, 23.  

 
68 Lipit-Ištar, l. 60-61. H. L. J. Vanstiphout, “Lipit-Eśtar’s Praise in the Edubba,” JCL 30 (1978): 33-61.  
 
69 Cf. Tinney, “On the Curricular,” 168-170; Robson, “Table House A,” 57; Delnero, “Sumerian Extract,” 

55. 
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hymns,” prayers to Marduk, and a hymn to Šamaš.70 These excerpts consist of several lines of 

texts, quoted without regard to meaning or syntax, which was taken up instead in the 

Mesopotamian commentary tradition.71 While many of these hymns may have been created 

specifically for scribal training, others, such as the Enūma eliš, were utilized in ritual contexts as 

well.72 It is difficult to imagine copying of ritual texts occurring, particularly if textual 

production occurred from memory without written exemplars as Paul Delnero has suggested, 

without singing or chanting being involved.73
 As Ruth Finnegan claims in her chapter, “Song. 

What Comes First: Words Music, or Performance?”, once one encounters a song in performance, 

it is impossible “to read the words, either aloud or to myself, without the rhythms and melodies 

and harmonies and dynamics of its sung performance ringing dominantly through my ears and 

body.”74
 The work of cognitive psychology has largely agreed with this assessment, particularly 

																																																								
70 Gesche, Schulunterricht in Babylonien, 174-77. Also, see William G. Lambert, “Three Literary Prayers 

of the Babylonians,” AfO 19 (1959-1960): 47-66. Gesche’s “erste Schulstufe” consists of large, multicolumn tablets 
with elementary exercises. See ibid., 44-52 for an overview of the two main types of tablets along with their sub-
groups.  

 
71
	Gesche, ibid., 174, states, “In dieser Schulstufe verwendete man überwiegend einkolumnige, längliche 

Tontafeln als Schriftträger, auf denen die Schüler mehrere Exzerpte der verschiedenen religiösen, literarischen und 
lexikalischen Texte übten. . . . Die Exzerpte bestehen aus mehreren aufeinanderfolgenden Zeilen aus kanonischen 
Texten, ohne daß man dabei Sinnzusammenhange oder syntaktische Einheiten beachtete.” 

 
72 Sjöberg, “The Old Babylonian,” 171-172. The Enūma eliš was coupled with aluzinnu parody text as well 

as incantations, and lexical lists and topographical texts about Babylon (Tin-tir = Babilu). See Gesche, 
Schulunterricht in Babylonien, 174-83. So, Enlil-Bāni A states in lines 178-84, “May the wise scribe in the scribal 
academy (e 2 -dub-ba-a), the house which advises the Land, not allow your praise to cease.” ETCSL 2.5.8.1.  

 
73 Delnero, “Sumerian Extract,” 53-69; idem, “Memorization and the Transmission of Sumerian Literary 

Compositions,” JNES 71 (2012): 198-208. Delnero separates mistakes made from dictation (e.g., spelling errors) and 
written exemplars (e.g., dittography, haplography, and parablepsis), from memory errors (e.g., changes of tense and 
mood, use of synonyms, substitutions from elsewhere). Along with memory mistakes in manuscripts, the verbs for 
“learning” and “teaching” in Akkadian have the connotation of “reciting” or “making someone recite,” and the root 
qabû, which is in both verbs, means “to speak”. See Beaulieu, “Late Babylonian Intellectual Life,” 475-476. For a 
similar approach to memory transmission and Hittite ritual, see Hannah Marcuson and Theo van den Hout, 
“Memorization and Hittite Ritual: New Perspectives on the Transmission of Hittite Ritual,” JANER 15 (2015): 143-
68.  

 
74 Ruth Finnegan, Where is Language: An Anthropologist’s Questions on Language, Literature and 

Performance (London: Bloomsbury, 2015), 85-105 (104).  
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when the melody is simple and unchanging.75 Furthermore, as stated above, there is abundant 

evidence for performance instructions in the Late Babylonian period, which “may be due to a 

perceived threat of extinction, concerning the texts’ performing tradition.”76 Finally, though the 

Mesopotamian musical notation texts may have primarily been academic in nature, the use of 

these musical terms with the Hurrian hymns suggest that one could have utilized them in actual 

musical practice. 

Despite these caveats, Michalowski makes a strong case against the ubiquitous 

assumption that all scribes learned music, particularly if by music one means not only singing 

but also the ability to play the plethora of stringed instruments, pipes, drums, and clappers 

available in the Mesopotamian world. Outside of learning to play multiple instruments, one 

should also not expect for scribes in the edubba to be the main composers and copiers of 

liturgical texts. Instead, Steve Tinney makes a strong case that the Old Babylonian liturgical 

corpus, such as the “Hymnic Archive from Nippur,” which includes similar performative rubrics 

as the Late Babylonian liturgical corpus, was not utilized in the curricular literature of the 

edubba, but was instead copied by interns as an aid to learning and performance.77 Nevertheless, 

one should not rule out basic musical training among some scribes nor should there be a strict 

dichotomy between scribe, sage, and musical performer as is evident from the relationship 

between the scribe and lamenter outlined above. A lamenter was also a member of a class of 

																																																								
75 See the work of David C. Rubin and Wanda T. Wallace, “Memory of a Ballad Singer,” in Practical 

Aspects of Memory: Current Research and Issues, ed. M. M. Gruenberg, P. E. Morris, and R. N. Sykes (Chichester: 
Wiley, 1988), 1:257-262; idem, “‘The Wreck of the Old 97’: A Real Event Remembered In Song,” in Remembering 
Reconsidered: Ecological and Traditional Approaches to the Study of Memory, ed. U. Neisser and E. Winograd 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1988), 283-310; idem, “Characteristics and Constraints in Ballads and 
Their Effects on Memory,” DP 14 (1991): 181-202; Wanda T. Wallace, “Memory for Music: Effect of Melody On 
Recall of Text,” JEP 20 (1994): 1471-85.  

 
76 Mirelman, “Performative Indications,” 243.  
 
77

 Steve Tinney, “Tablets of Schools and Scholars: A Portrait of the Old Babylonian Corpus,” in Oxford 
Handbook of Cuneiform Culture, ed., Radner and Robson 577-617 (589).  
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highly-educated elites. Evidence from the later portion of the first millennium in particular from 

both Babylon and Uruk suggests that lamentation chanters were composers of many different 

kinds of texts along with ritual performers. Furthermore, the connection of these lamentation 

chanters with ancient scribes (Sîn-lēqi-unninni) and the apkallū suggests that they were both 

priests and sages. Overall, while not every elite had musical acumen, for some officials training 

in music and training in writing went hand in hand, and the creation of an erudite persona often 

included the assertion of one’s musical skills. While learning was a textual enterprise, it was also 

an oral one, and this orality was often sung. 

 
2.2 Egypt 

2.2.1 Musicians in General 

Unlike Mesopotamia, the evidence for music schools and institutional teaching in ancient Egypt 

is sparse, particularly as a component of scribal education. While a large number of musical 

instruments have been preserved, there are no texts that mention music theory and training, and 

much of our understanding has to be reconstructed through depictions of musicians on 

monuments or private tombs. While Egyptian art is copious, often with robust details, 

interpretation of it is a difficult and subjective enterprise. Depictions of musicians are 

stereotypical in nature, drawn according to standardized practices, and represents an idealized 

and elite status quo. In tombs, they appear in scenes of offerings or banquets, and in temples, 

musicians generally appear in cultic scenes or scenes of military practices. It is thus not a given 

that this art provides an accurate depiction of reality. Although these two-dimensional depictions 

are quite realistic in nature, one must approach any musicological or historical information 
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gleaned from them with caution.78 As Alexandra von Lieven warns regarding the lute player in 

the tomb of Nakht, “I would be extremely reluctant to measure the distances between the frets as 

some have done, and to take the values arrived at as reliable data. Even if it seems to work in one 

case it may be seriously misleading in another.”79 This critique against musicologist Hans 

Hickmann’s work on lutes could also be levied against his work on harps. Hickmann studied the 

hands of people he labeled as “chironomist” in the Old Kingdom who appear before musicians 

with raised or lowered hands in the form of an outstretched palm or with the index finger and 

thumb clinched together. By comparing these hand gestures and arm placements with the 

position of the harpists’ hands Hickmann ascertained that it would be possible to reconstruct 

musical intervals (fig. 1).80 This theory, again, places too much faith in the accuracy of the 

draughtsman and mistakes standardization of artwork with a consistent system of musical 

directions. 

 Despite these caveats, one can make a few general assessments about the place of music 

in Egyptian society. In particular, there appears to have been a hierarchy of musical performers, 

which varied based upon the time period and musical ability. For the Old Kingdom, the two most 

predominant depictions on tombs are the singer/chanter (126xs) and the flutist (99xs).81 For 

example, Khoufou-Ankh was head of pharaoh’s singers and overseer of the flutists, who lived 

																																																								
78 Alexandra von Lieven, “Music Archaeology—Music Philology: Sources on Ancient Egyptian Music 

and Their Inherent Problems,” in Musikarchäologische Quellengruppen: Bondenurkunder, münliche Überlieferung, 
Aufzeichnung: Vorträge des 3. Symposiums der Internationalen Studiengruppe Musikarchäologie im Kloster 
Michaelstein, 9. – 16. Juni 2002, OrA 15, SM 4, ed. Ellen Hickmann and Ricardo Eichmann (Rahden: Leidorf, 
2004), 99-105.  

 
79 Ibid., 101.  
 
80 Hans Hickmann, “Les luths aux frettes du Nouvel Empire,” ASAE 52 (1954): 161-83; idem, “Usage et 

signification des frettes dans l’Égypte pharaonique,” Kêmi 13 (1954): 161-83; idem “La chironomie dans l’Egypte 
pharaonique,” ZÄS 83 (1958): 97-127.  

 
81 Sibylle Emerit, “Les musiciens de l’Ancient Empire: Sources et interprétations,” EAO 40 (2005): 3-16 

(8).  
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near the end of the Fourth Dynasty (2563 BCE).82 Similarly, Ipi was head of the flute players and 

Nubians, as well as the dancers for the king. Double statues in his mastaba (rectangular-stepped 

tomb) depict him playing the flute, and the size of his mastaba, which is itself surrounded by 

much smaller ones, suggest his influence in the court of Snofru. One also finds evidence of 

musical instruction from the 5th Dynasty on the Tomb of Niankhkhnum and Khnumhotep (2400 

BCE), in which an instructor on the far right leads eleven musicians (two harpists, three flutists, 

and six singers; fig. 2). The triangular apron of the instructor as opposed to the loincloths of the 

orchestra appears to depict a hierarchy in social position.83 One sees a similar attire on the 

musical instructor of the Middle Kingdom tomb at Kom el-Hisn (fig. 4).  

 

 

Fig. 1 5th Dynasty tomb of Nenkheftka. Source: H. Hickmann, “La chironomie dans l’Egypte pharaonique” 
 

	

Fig. 2 5th Dynasty tomb of Niankhkhnum and Khnumhotep. Source: Lise Manniche, Music and Musicians in 
Ancient Egypt (1991) 
 
 
 

																																																								
82 Ibid.  
 
83 Ibid.  



 

	
64 

 
 

Fig. 3 12th Dynasty tomb of Khnumhotep II, Beni Hassan. Source, Newberry, Beni Hasan I (1893), pl. XXXI 
 

	

	

	

Fig. 4. A priest giving lessons in sistrum and 
handclapping. Tomb of Khesuwer at Kom el-
Hisn. Lise Manniche, Source: Music and 
Musicians in Ancient Egypt (1991) 

Fig. 5. Tomb of Djeserkaresoneb. Source: Lise Manniche, Music 
and Musicians in Ancient Egypt (1991) 

	

Harpers and banquet scenes gain more predominance in the Middle Kingdom, though the lack of 

reference to singers may have more to do with stylistic conventions and the merging of the singer 

and harpist together in iconography than with the dearth of this position.84 The harpist is the 

favorite musician in Egyptian art from this time forward and is the symbol of Egyptian music 

																																																								
84 Ibid.  
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along with the sistrum.85 The chironomist begins to disappear from the Middle Kingdom, and is 

entirely absent from New Kingdom.86 In the New Kingdom, (Dynasty 18), temple singers 

became predominant, particularly in Karnak and Luxor. Among this class, there was a large 

increase in female singers (heset or shemayet) who often come from the ranks of princesses and 

queens, although stories, such as the Middle Egyptian Sinuhe, already depict the queen and 

ladies at court playing the sistrum and menat necklace (l. 269). One such prominent temple 

singer is Meresamun, from Third Intermediate Period (ca. 800 BCE), whose coffin bears the title 

“Singer in the Interior of the Temple of Amun,” which refers to the Karnak temple in Thebes.87 

In the New Kingdom, one not only sees an increase in temple musicians, but new instruments as 

well. Among these, the double oboe, tambourine, lute, and the lyre were often associated with 

women and sexuality (fig. 3), though in the Middle Kingdom tomb of Beni Hassan (12th 

Dynasty), the lyre player is bearded male with a patterned skirt, which suggests he is from 

Mesopotamian origins (fig. 3).88 

As with Mesopotamia, Egypt has a long list of musical titles. Along with the overseer 

(jmj-rʒ), one also finds inscriptions of an ‘instructor’ (sḥḏ) and ‘director’(ḫrp) of musicians along 

with that of ‘teacher’(sbʒ).89 Unfortunately, it is not always clear what distinguishes one from the 

other. Also, similar to Mesopotamia, there is no generic term for musician, but instead a 

																																																								
85 The last ancient Egyptian musician known is the harp player Horudja, who, along with the cymbalist 

Ankhhep, lived during the reign of Caesar Augustus. See Ellen Hickmann, “Musiker,” in Lexikon der Ägyptologie, 
ed. Wolfgang Helck and Eberhard Otto (Wiesbaden: Harrassowitz, 1982), 4:232-33.  

 
86 Lise Manniche, Music and Musicians in Ancient Egypt (London: British Museum Press, 1991), 50. 

 
87 Emily Teeter and Janet H. Johnson, ed. The Life of Meresamun: A Temple Singer in Ancient Egypt, 

OIMP 29 (Chicago, Oriental Institute, 2009), 14 
 
88 Ibid, 35.  
 
89 Ibid. 122. 
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musician is classified by his or her specialty and what deity he or she serves, such as the “singers 

of Amun” or Hathor. Regarding musical ability, the hesou (ḥsw), appears to have the most 

respect since they could sing alongside of clapping or playing a stringed instrument.90 Similarly, 

the songstresses, heset and shemayet, also played oboes and sistrums in addition to singing. In 

addition to the prominent named musicians who worked for the court or various temples known 

from their own tombs or those of their patrons, there were also several lower-class musicians, 

such as the unnamed musicians buried in Deir el-Medina in the 18th Dynasty as well as 

musicians who worked itinerantly that one could hire for a banquet or a party (Depraved Harpist 

2.6-10).91 

Regarding musical training, there is evidence for both familial and institutionalized 

education. For the Old Kingdom, various titularies suggest that several members of the same 

family can be musicians. For example, the 5th Dynasty tomb at Giza for Ni-maat-reʿ states that 

he was “the overseer of the singer of the Great House,” his wife, Nefer-es-res, was “chief of the 

king’s harem” and “chief of the dancers of the king,” and their eldest son was “the singer of the 

king.”92 The 5th Dynasty tomb of Nufer and Kaha is also a tomb of a family of musicians, and 

there are two “overseers of palace singers” named Snefrunufer from the 6th Dynasty who were 

likely father and son.93 Nevertheless, the father of the flutist, Khenu, in the inscription labelled 

																																																								
90 Sibylle Emerit, “Music and Musicians,” in UCLA Encyclopedia of Egyptology, ed. Willeke Wendrich 

(Los Angeles, 2013), 8. http://digital2.library.ucla.edu/viewItem.do?ark=21198/zz002h77z9.  
 
91 Ibid., 11. Philippe Collombert, “Le ‘harpiste dévoyé,’” EAO 29 (2003): 29-40 (32). For more on this 

parody, also cf. Heinz-Josef Thissen, Der verkommene Harfenspieler: Eine altägyptische Invektive (P. Wien KM 
3877), DS 11 (Sommerhausen: Verlag, 1992) and its review by Mark Smith in JEA 86 (2000): 173-87.  

 
92 Robert D. Anderson, “Music and Dance in Pharaonic Egypt,” in Civilizations of the Ancient Near East, 

ed. Jack M. Sasson (New York: Simon & Schuster, 1995) 4:2554-68 (2562); Selim Hassan, Excavations at Giza II: 
1930-1931 (Cairo: Government/Bulâq, 1936), 202-25. Hereafter, CANE. 
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 Manniche, Music and Musicians, 121-22.  
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the “offering table of Khentika” was a barber. Thus, his son had to learn music elsewhere.94 The 

title of teacher (sbʒ), particularly the “instructor of the royal singers” (sbʒ ḥsww nswt) that is 

predominant in the Old Kingdom may be equivalent to the chief singers and teachers in the royal 

court known from Mari and the means with which Khenu received his music education.95 Other 

evidence for music instructors appear in the Middle Kingdom Tomb of Khesu the Elder, seen 

above, who was a singer (ḥsw) and teacher (sbʒ) of the priestesses of Hathor and other musical 

performers, which suggests that teachers also trained musicians and dancers for temples.96 Since 

Hathor was the “mistress of dance” and “mistress of music,” it is not surprising to find elaborate 

musical training in her temple.97 

 
2.2.2 Music in Scribal Education 

Outside of the realm of the music specialist, there are a few scant references to music as a 

general form of education for the scribe in Egypt who was much more of a visual artist than his 

Mesopotamian counterpart.98 The earliest reference is the 12th Dynasty text the Instruction for 

Merikare, which is a pseudepigraphic exhortation to a future king. In this text, after appealing to 

the king’s mercy, the author states, “Do not kill a man whose virtues you know, with whom you 

																																																								
94 Emerit, “Les musiciens,” 11.  
 
95 Ibid.  
 
96 For the interpretation of the tomb of Khesuwer, see David P. Silverman, The Tomb Chamber of Ḫsw the 

Elder: The Inscribed Material at Kom El-Hisn (Cairo: American Research Center in Egypt, 1988). Also, cf. 
Manniche, Music and Musicians, 123; Faiza Mahmoud Sakr, “New Foundation Deposits of Kom el-Hisn,” SAK 33 
(2005): 349-55. 

 
97 Manniche, Music and Musicians, 57; Anderson, “Music and Dance,” 2555-56. 
	
98 As John Baines and Christopher Eyre state, “The ‘title’ scribe is often an abbreviation for ‘draughtsman’, 

literally ‘outline scribe (sḫ-qd)’; titles do not seem to make a sharp distinction between writing and drawing.” See 
their “Four Notes on Literacy,” in Visual and Written Culture in Ancient Egypt, ed. John Baines (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2007), 63-94 (91). 
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once chanted the writings.”99 These writings are the works of the fathers and ancestors that the 

author commands Merikare to read and copy earlier in the work.100 Overall, the reference to 

chanting in the Instruction for Merikare suggests that students learned these wisdom texts “in a 

singsong fashion.”101 As students began to learn how to write they would read texts out loud 

copying them from dictation and then from memorization. For example, students created the 

Instruction of Khety (also known as the Satire of the Trades) through oral memorization and 

writing by copying it in pieces first before hearing it orally and committing it to memory.102 

Group singing likely helped in this endeavor. A similar interplay between orality and writing 

occurs in the first century CE parody of a harpist named Horudja (P. Vienne 3877) who sings both 

from the heart and from a textual repertoire (IV.5).103 

A possible example of cantillation is the use black or red dots above the words in hieratic 

manuscripts from the late Middle Kingdom onward. Scholars often label these sigla as “verse 

points.” In many cases they appear to follow the division of verses into two of three stress units 

or cola, as first proposed by Gerhard Fecht.104 Thus these red dots may be evidence of an early 

Egyptian metric system. As John Baines contends, “Their most likely purpose was as aids to 

																																																								
99 “The Instruction Addressed to King Merikare,” (AEL 1:97-109 (100-1). 
 
100 Ronald J. Williams, “Scribal Training in Ancient Egypt,” JAOS 92 (1972): 214-21 (216).  

 
101 Ibid.  
 
102 Edward F. Wente, “The Scribes of Ancient Egypt,” in CANE 4:2211-21 (2215); Baines, Visual and 

Written, 153. 

 
103 For this parody, see n. 91 in this chapter.  
 
104 Robert Parkinson, Poetry and Culture in Middle Kingdom Egypt: A Dark Side to Perfection (London: 

Continuum, 2002), 112-17. 
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reading aloud by segmenting manuscripts and texts into proper units.”
105 Nevertheless, since 

these dots are not systematic, others have suggested that they serve as checkpoints for scribal 

accuracy rather than makers of sense units or performance aides.106 Regardless, these poetic texts 

were likely produced by scribes in the “house of life,” which was a workshop or “scriptorium” 

connected to the temple, in which one class of scholar, the lector-priest, performed and copied 

hymnic and religious texts similar to the gala/kalû in Mesopotamia.107
 

The other two references to music in scribal education occur in the collection Late 

Egyptian Miscellanies from ca. 1200 BCE. In the first example from P. Anastasi 3, the scribe, 

Pabes, extols various virtues of the city of Pi-Ramessu, including “the sweet singers of Great of 

Force (Pi-Ramessu) from the school of Memphis” (BM 10246 r. 3 1. 7-8).108 Papyrus Anastasi 

also uses the phrase “sweet song” (ḥsw nḏm) in 4.3-8 in a banquet setting when listing the 

rewards for a model scribe, and one finds a similar phrase in an ostracon from Deir al-Medina 

(O. DM. 2392). This correlation leads Bernard Mathieu to suggest that “sweet songs” is a 

																																																								
105 Baines, Visual and Written, 159.  
 
106 Ogden Goelet, “Writing Ramesside Hieratic: What the Late Egyptian Miscellanies Tell Us About 

Scribal Education,” in Studies of Mut: Studies in Honor of Richard A. Fazzini, ed. Sue H. D’Auria, PdÄ 8 (Leiden: 
Brill, 2008), 102-10. For an extensive overview of the verse points in New Kingdom texts, see Nikolaus Tacke, 
Verspunkte als Gliederungsmittel in ramessidischen Schülerhandschriften, SAGA 22 (Heidelberg: Heidelberger 
Orientverlag, 2001). 

	
107 For the ‘house of life’, see Alan H. Gardiner, “The House of Life,” JEA 24 (1938): 157-79; Williams, 

“Scribal,” 220-21; Wente, “Scribes,” 2216, 2220; Van der Toorn, Scribal Culture, 68-71.  
 
108 Translation from Ricardo A. Caminos, Late Egyptian Miscellanies, BES 1 (Oxford: Oxford University 

Press, 1954), 75. For the hieroglyphics, see Alan H. Gardiner, Late-Egyptian Miscellanies, BAe 8 (Brussels: La 
Fondation Égyptologique, 1937), 23. For another translation, see “Praise of Pi-Ramessu (Papyrus Anastasi III),” 
trans. James P. Allen (COS 3.3:15). 
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reference to love songs, which were prominent at banquets but was also a genre utilized in 

scribal education.109 As Mathieu contends:  

Mais les quelques références culturelles que l’on a pu déceler, et surtout la connaissance 
linguistique et la maîtrise des techniques littéraires que suppose la production de cette 
poésie désignent aussitôt une élite intellectuelle, vraisemblablement la micro-société 
cultivée des scribes de Deir al-Medîna, sur laquelle nous possédons aujourd’hui de 
solides informations (emphasis in original).110  
 

Thus, while the school of Memphis may be a reference to professional musicians trained in 

music schools rather than scribes, the correlation between “sweet songs” and “love songs” 

suggests the reference is to the latter.  

The second text involves an admonishment of a wayward scribe.  It is on the recto of     

P. Anastasi 4.11.9-12.5. In it a teacher accuses a student of abandoning education for prostitutes. 

I am told that you have abandoned writing and whirl around in pleasures, that you go 
from street to street, and it reeks of beer as often as you withdraw. Beer makes him cease 
being a man. . . . You have been taught to sing to the pipe, to chant to the wʒr-flute, to 
intone to the lyre (knnr), and to sing to the nṯḥ. Now you are seated (still) in the house, 
and the harlots surround you. Now you are seated in front of the wench, soaked in 
anointing-oil, your wreath of ištpn at your neck, and you drum upon your belly.111  
 

 In this admonishment, the teacher mentions several songs the student has been taught along with 

the appropriate musical instruments to accompany them. Unfortunately, the exact identification 

of most of these instruments is difficult due to hapax legomena, and this is the only Egyptian text 

																																																								
109 For love poetry as education in Egypt, Ugarit, and Mesopotamia, cf. Michael V. Fox, The Song of 

Songs and the Ancient Egyptian Love Songs (Madison, WI: University of Wisconsin Press, 1985), 227-52; Andrea 
McDowell, “Teachers and Students at Deir el-Medina,” in Deir el-Medina in the Third Millennium AD. A Tribute to 
Jac. J. Janssen, ed. R. J. Demarée and A. Egberts (Leiden: Nederlands Instituut voor het Nabije Oosten, 2000), 217-
33 and David M. Carr, The Formation of the Hebrew Bible: A New Reconstruction (Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 2011), 433-34. For the love poems in general, cf. Papyrus Chester Beatty I; Papyrus Harris 500; a Turin 
Papyrus fragment; and a fragmentary Cairo Museum Vase.  

 
110 Bernard Mathieu, La poésie amoureuse de l’Égypte ancienne: Recherche sur un genre littéraire au 

Nouvel Empire, Bibliothèque d’étude 115 (Cairo: Institut français d’archeologie orientale, 1996), 245.  
 
111 Translation from Caminos, LEM, 182-88. For the text, see Gardiner, LEM, 47-48. 
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to use the term knnr for lyre, which is probably West Semitic in origin.112 Also, it is uncertain if 

the student’s knowledge of these songs and instruments are coming from the harlots (see the 

association with the lyre and sexuality above) or is part of the knowledge the student has 

abandoned for wine.113  

 

  

Fig. 6. Blind harpist. From the tomb of 
Paitenemheb at Saqqara 18th Dynasty. Source: 
Lise Manniche, Music and Musicians in Ancient 
Egypt (1991) 

Fig. 7. Blind musicians from Tomb of Meryre, el-Amarna. Source:  
Lise Manniche, Music and Musicians in Ancient Egypt (1991) 

 
Besides the love song, another specific genre related to scribal education is the Harper 

Song. In tomb art, the ideal music performer is the portly and blind harpist (figs. 6-7) who is 

often set apart from other music performers on New Kingdom reliefs in Thebes, el-Amarna, and 

Karnak and is a tomb motif that continues even into the Ptolemaic period.114 The Harper Song is 

a well-known genre that generally occurs on tomb reliefs. It is difficult to know if harpers 

																																																								
112 Bo Lawergren, “Distinctions among Canaanite, Philistine, and Israelite Lyres, and Their Global Lyrical 

Contexts,” BASOR 309 (1998): 41-68 (59). 
 
113 Alexandra von Lieven, “The Social Standing of Musicians in Ancient Egypt,” in Musikarchäologie im 

Kontext. Archäologische Befunde, historische Zusammenhänge, soziokulturelle Beziehungen, Vorträge des 4. 
Symposiums der Internationalen Studiengruppe Musikarchäologie im Kloster Michaelstein, 19.-26. September 2004, 
ed. E. Hickmann et al, SM 5, OrA 20 (Rahden/Westf: Verlag Marie Leidorf, 2000), 355-60 (359).  

Albeit a tentative connection, the grave of the scribe Amenemhat during the reign of Thutmosis III is 
replete with musical images, which is also quite common among other Theban tombs. See Hickmann, “Musiker” 
234. 
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actually performed these songs in the tombs in front of the dead’s family, but one such song 

recorded on the Ramesside P. Harris 500 (BM 10060) contains the colophon, “a song which is 

written before the singing harpist in the house of King Antef.”115 This colophon suggest that the 

scribe is copying the song while the harpist is singing or composed the song for the harpist. 

Furthermore, the inclusion of this song among a collection of love songs in a papyrus scroll 

rather than on a tomb relief suggests that this hymnic genre was also used for education.116 

Overall, the harper and his song became a symbol for wisdom for the scribe that allowed him to 

reflect on the elaborate Egyptian burial customs and afterlife beliefs.  

Finally, there is also outside evidence for musical instruction as a component of ancient 

Egyptian education. On the positive side both Plato and Philo are complementary of Egyptian 

music education as well as its influence on the Hellenistic and Jewish traditions. For example, in 

Laws 659d, Plato claims that Egyptians were the first to utilize musical instruction as a means of 

virtue and treats them as the ideal for music education in several other passages (cf. 799a; 819a-

c). In De Vita Mosis 1.23, Philo states, “Arithmetic, geometry, the lore of meter, rhythm and 

harmony, and the whole subject of music as shown by the use of instruments or in textbooks and 

treatises of a more special character, were imparted to him [Moses] by learned Egyptians” 

(Colson, LCL). The influence of Egypt on Greek ideals is a literary trope throughout Greek 

literature (e.g., Herodotus), and Philo is most likely adapting Plato’s assessment about Egyptian 

music education to Moses.  

																																																								
115 Manniche, Music and Musicians, 97-98. This song is also on the wall of the tomb of Paatenemheb from 

the Akhenaten period. Also cf., “A Harper’s Song from the Tomb of Neferhotep,” trans. Miriam Lichtheim (AEL 
2:115-16) and “The Immortality of the Writer,” trans. Miriam Lichtheim (AEL 2:175-78).  
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 The evidence from Diodorus Siculus is a bit more convoluted. After describing the 

education of Egyptian priests where he extols priestly education in writing, geometry, and 

astrology, Diodorus states the following about the general population: 

As to the general mass of the Egyptians, they are instructed from their childhood by their 
fathers or kinsmen in the practices proper to each manner of life as previously described 
by us; but as for reading and writing, the Egyptians at large give their children only a 
superficial instruction in them, and not all do this, but for the most part only those who 
are engaged in the crafts. In wrestling and music, however, it is not customary among 
them to receive any instruction at all; for they hold that from the daily exercises in 
wrestling their young men will gain, not health, but a vigor that is only temporary and in 
fact quite dangerous, while they consider music to be not only useless but even harmful, 
since it makes the spirits of the listeners effeminate (Diodorus Siculus, Bibliotheca 
historica 1.81.7 [Oldfather, LCL]). 
 

While this assessment of music may be due to the general disdain for music and dance in the 

Roman Republic, not all of Diodorus’s statements about Egyptian music are negative. In 1.16.1 

he describes Thoth’s discovery of the harmonious and musical relationship of the cosmic bodies 

as well as Thoth/Hermes’ invention of the lyre as an improvement in social conditions.117 

Furthermore, in 1.18.4, Osiris takes the Muses with him on his Ethiopian campaign. As with 

Plato and Philo, Diodorus’s statement says more about the Greek ideals for education than actual 

Egyptian practice. Overall, while this evidence from Plato, Philo, and Diodorus may not be 

helpful in illuminating Egyptian music education, it does reveal some aspects of Greco-Roman 

ideals, to which I will now turn.  

 
2.3 Classical and Hellenistic Greece 

2.3.1 Music in the Gymnasium and Symposium 

The strongest evidence for training in musical performance along with musical theory in ancient 

education comes from ancient Greece. In Republic 349e, Plato refers to an educated (φρόνιµος) 
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man as a “musical man” (µουσικὸς ἀνήρ).118 This was a common term to denote someone of good 

education in Classical Athens, and this equation coincides with Plato’s accentuation of musical 

training as the core of proper education mentioned in the introduction to this chapter (Resp. 

399a-402a; Leg. 653c-54d).119 Likewise, Aristophanes criticizes those unable to play the lyre as a 

symbol of their lack of education (Wesp. 959, 989), which was a core component of archaia 

paideia along with athletic training in the gymnasium (cf. Nub. 961; Resp. 410b).120 Even before 

these fifth century references, Homer mentions Achilles’s training in the phorminx (a stringed 

instrument used by minstrels in Homeric literature) and singing to its accompaniment with 

Patroclus in attendance (Il. 9.186-91; 437-41).121 Thus, it is not an understatement to claim that 

for an educated person training in music was a given. This is perhaps why Diodorus references 

the lack of such training as an oddity in his summary of Egyptian education cited above. 

The importance of music as a form of education likely has its origins in choral training. 

Choruses were ubiquitous throughout the Greek world and were utilized in various public rituals, 

from festivals to theater performances (e.g., the Dionysia, the Thargelia, the Panathenea). These 

																																																								
118 For an overview of the primary sources of Greek musical writing, see Warren D. Anderson, Ethos and 

Education in Greek Music: The Evidence of Poetry and Philosophy (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 
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Oxford University Press, 2001). For music in the Roman Republic and Empire, see Günther Wille, Musica Romana: 
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dreams of becoming a musician in Phaedo 60d-61ab. 
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adolescent chorus groups consisted of both men and women between eight to fifteen members. 

In Athens, wealthy citizens (korêgia) selected and trained them and a koregos, who was likely of 

a higher social status, served as an administrator.122 Several examples suggest a close 

relationship between these choruses and education. For example, both the choral songs of 

Alcman on Sparta and Sappho on Lesbos in the 6th century BCE utilized musical training as a rite 

of passage and social enculturation, which Polybius confirms in his account of the choral training 

of the Arkadians who sang hymns and paeans about local heroes and gods since birth (Polybius 

4.20.8).123 Similarly, the term khorós could be equated with general education as is seen by the 

fact that the place the chorus (χορηγεῖον or χορήγιον) often practiced in the “school” 

(διδασκαλεῖον) as well as the equation of the two in both Greek and Latin writers (Pollux 9.41-42; 

Quint. Or. 1.10.17).124 Thus, it is no surprise that, as a traditionalist, Plato makes choral training 

the center of education in the Laws (cf. 654ab and 664b-d) and suggests that participation in it 

should be mandatory for all Athenians, male and female alike (804d-e).125 For Plato, music 

training should be regulated by the state (and perhaps was at one point, see Crito 50c-e) along 

with education in the gymnasia. Nevertheless, in this intimate relationship between mousikē 

																																																								
122 Henri I. Marrou, A History of Education in Antiquity (trans. G. Lamb; New York: Sheed & Ward, 1956), 

135-36; Mark Griffith, “Public and Private in Early Greek Institutions of Education,” in Education in Greek and 
Roman Antiquity, ed. Yun Lee Too (Leiden: Brill, 2001), 23-84 (45).  

 
123 Stefan Hagel and Tosca Lynch, “Musical Education in Greece and Rome,” in A Companion to Ancient 

Education, ed. W. Martin Bloomer, BCAW 120 (Wiley-Blackwell, New Jersey 2015), 401-12 (402). For Polybius, 
see, Barbara Kowalzig, “Changing Choral Worlds: Song-Dance and Society in Athens and Beyond,” in Music and 
the Muses, 39-65 (41-42). For the centrality of Sparta in music education and innovation in the late seventh and 
early sixth centuries, see Marrou, History of Education, 17-18.  

 
124 Griffith, “Public and Private,” 403. Peter Wilson, The Athenian Institution of the Khoregia: The Chorus, 

the City and the Stage (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2000), 71, 338 n. 96.  
 
125 For the chorus in Plato’s Laws, see Kowalzig, “Changing Choral,” 44-49. Plato makes an interesting 

analogy pedagogically in this regard in Laws 659a in which he compares musical training to learning correct 
philosophical training through games and songs.  
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(cultural education through ancient poetry and music) and gymnasia (physical education), music 

was primary.126  

This intimate connection between music and the gymnasium in Athenian education, 

particularly in the fifth century, is also prevalent in several vase paintings that pair the two 

together.127 Although the red-figured kylix from Vulci (München 2607) is the earliest school 

scene in Greek art (6th cent. BCE), the most famous example is a cup by Douris from c. 480 BCE 

(Berlin F2285). On side A of the cup the central image is a schoolboy reciting, or more likely, 

singing a lesson to a teacher with an open scroll that reads, “Muse to me – I begin to sing of 

wide-flowing Skamander.”128 This image is flanked by the boy’s paidagogos to the right, and a 

music lesson between a teacher and student with chelys lyres to the left. On the reverse, the 

central image is a writing lesson flanked by an aulos (a double-reed woodwind instrument) 

teacher and a singing boy to its left, and the paidagogos, as before, to its right. Drinking cups and 

lyres hang above them on both sides, presumably symbolizing the symposium.129 Similar vases 

with musical training and scrolls are found throughout the fifth century, in which the scrolls 

likely represent school texts prepared by the teacher that the students had to memorize and recite. 

Although not all images of book rolls in fifth century vases contain school settings, all are in 

																																																								
126 Barker, Greek Musical Writings, 127. According to Penelope Murray and Peter Wilson, “Mousikē, the 

realm of the Muses, lies at the very heart of Greek culture, and is indeed a contender for the closest term in Greek to 
our (polymorphous) ‘culture’. In its commonest form, mousikē represented for the Greeks a seamless complex of 
instrumental music, poetic word, and co-ordinated physical movement. As such it encompassed a vast array of 
performances, from small-scale entertainment in the private home to elaborate festivals in which an entire polis was 
involved. Mousikē, was an endlessly variegated, rich set of cultural practices, with strongly marked regional 
traditions that made them a valuable item of local self-definition as well as a means for exchange and interaction.” 
See their “Introduction: Mousikē, not Music,” in Music and the Muses, 1-8 (1).  

	
127 Bundrick, Music and Image, 60-80.  
 
128 Ibid., 62. For interpretation of the Greek verse on this vase, see David Sider, “Greek Verse On A Vase 

By Douris,” Hesperia 79 (2010): 541-54. 
 
129 Ibid., 61-63. 
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poetic verse (minus one exception) and some contain “meaningless letters, imitations letters, and 

dots” that one can interpret “as imitations of sense inscriptions.”130 These images are indicative 

of the use of writing as an aid to learning traditional poetic texts, but the presence of either lyre 

or aulos players in these vases also suggests that singing or reciting poetry was still primary. 

Above all, vases with “schoolroom” scenes, such as the Douris cup, not only symbolize the 

important interplay between orality and writing in antiquity, but also the important role music 

played as the nexus between the two in upper-class Athenian education.131 

 

 

Fig. 8 Side A of the Attic, Red Figure Vase by Douris (F2285);  
Source: Furtwängler-Reichhold, Griechische Vasenmalerei (1932), pl. 136 

																																																								
130 H. R. Immerwahr, “Book Rolls on Attic Vases,” in Classical, Medieval, and Renaissance Studies 

Presented to B. L. Ullman, ed. Charles Henderson (Rome: 1964), 17-48 (46). Also, see idem, “More Book Rolls on 
Attic Vases,” AK 16 (1973): 143-47; and Bundrick, Music and Image, 60-80. Despite the clear depiction of writing 
in these vases, these book scrolls are not evidence of widespread literacy or learning poetry solely through writing. 
Instead, fifth century Athens was still very much a song culture. As Kevin Robb states, “The practice would not 
argue for a culture of habitual readers of manuscripts popularly diffused—far from it. Rather, it argues for a culture 
of singers, reciters, and performers into whose aristocratic educational practices letters and the schools required to 
teach them have recently intruded. Some (limited) use is being made of literacy to foster the still more fundamental 
and older practice of insinuating indelibly into the memories—and in Plato’s understanding the very souls—of the 
young that great body of traditional Hellenic verse that was the core of its verbal paideia” (Literacy and Paideia in 
Ancient Greece [Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1994], 188).  

 
131 Contra David M. Carr, Writing on the Tablet of the Heart, 93 and idem, “Torah on the Heart: Literary 

Jewish Textuality Within Its Ancient Near Eastern Context,” Oral Tradition 25/1 (2010): 17-40 (21-23). One sees a 
similar interconnection between writing and music in the fifth century musicians’ tomb from Daphni that contained 
writing tools, such as writing blocks and a stylus, as well as three musical instruments (harp, lyre, aulos). See Egert 
Pöhlmann and Martin L. West, “The Oldest Greek Papyrus and Writing Tablets Fifth-Century Documents from the 
‘Tomb of the Musician’ in Attica,” ZPE 180 (2012): 1-16. Also, cf. Egert Pöhlmann, “Excavation, Dating and 
Content of Two Tombs in Daphne, Odos Olgas 53, Athens,” Greek and Roman Musical Studies 1 (2013): 7-24.  
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Fig. 9 Side B of the Attic, Red Figure Vase by Douris (F2285);  
Source: Furtwängler-Reichhold, Griechische Vasenmalerei (1932), pl. 136. 

 
 

Along with singing traditional texts, such as Homer, Hesiod, or Pindar, students would 

also learn how to recite them to the accompaniment of the lyre. For example, when outlining the 

archaia paideia in Clouds, Aristophanes depicts boys going to the kitharist’s school to learn to 

sing songs to the proper melody (961-72), and in the Knights, Aristophanes chastises Cleon for 

his inability to tune his lyre to other modes except Dorian and his refusal to learn other harmonia 

(985-95). This tuning was likely done by modulating the middle string of the seven-stringed lyre 

(the mesē) first before “establishing concords such as fifths, fourths, and octaves” (Aristotelian 

Problems 19.20).132 In this regard, it appears that the idea of tetrachords (diatonic, chromatic, 

and enharmonic), canonized by Aristoxenus in the 4th century BCE, had already been established 

as well as the concepts of rhythm and “scale” modulation.133 Regarding singing to the 

																																																								
132 Hagel and Lynch, “Musical Education,” 403.  

 
133

 Ibid., 407. Aristoxenus also discusses the combination of tetrachords into a two-octave span called the 
“Greater Perfect System” and one spanning an octave and a fourth called the “Lesser Perfect System,” but it was 
Cleonides (third or second century BCE) who divides the octaves and modes into clears tones and semitones of 
perfect fourths and fifths, which he called a “species.” In this regard, Philo mentions learning the difference between 
tetrachord scales, the tuning of strings, and the separation of melodies into fourths, fifths, and octaves (Leg. 3.16; 
Plant. 137; Cong. 13.74-78). Even if it was not something he did personally, Philo seems knowledgeable of this 
aspect of musical training, which was adopted by philosophers in pure theoretical and mathematical discussions.  
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accompaniment of the lyre, it appears that kitharistes taught nothing too complex until the advent 

of the New Music and that either the lyre or aulos accompanist played the same tune as the 

singer (Aristotelian Problems 19.9). Regarding the aulos, despite the critique of this instrument 

by both Plato (e.g., Resp. 399d) and Aristotle (Pol. 1341a), the vase images mentioned above 

suggest that it was quite popular in fifth century education as well. Finally, despite Plato’s desire 

of music and gymnastic education for all, it should be mentioned that only the elite could obtain 

education in literary composition and mousikē. The advent of general literacy in fifth century 

Athens was more “functional literacy” unless one was from the elite who could afford more than 

basic competency in letters.134 

 Training in both vocal and instrumental music was important due to the ubiquitous nature 

of both in Athenian society. Hagel and Lynch illustrate this point quite well:  

The emphasis placed on the musical aspects of education may be less surprising if one 
considers its connection with many aspects of a citizen’s life. Dance figured not only in 
ritual and private merrymaking, but was also part of military training in the form of 
dances in armor. Song was an indispensable element of religious activities, and the 
presence of an instrument seems to have been customary also in many everyday ritual 
occasions such as libations. Wherever the symposium established itself as a major 
expression of upper-class lifestyle, guests would have been expected to prove their 
refined education by contributing to the after-dinner entertainment with some musical 
performances, either to the accompaniment of an aulós player or accompanying 
themselves on the lyre. Finally, citizens would occasionally take part in semi-professional 
performances, at Athens for instance, as chorus members in dithyrambic contests or even 
in drama.135 

																																																								
134 Rosalind Thomas divides “functional literacy” into several sub-types (“name literacy,” “banking 

literacy,” “commercial literacy,” “list literacy”) and classifies “democratic literacy” in Athens as “officials’ literacy,” 
which is the ability to write lists, such as tribute defaulters, and handle clerical numbers. Such people were those 
who were willing and “able to risk being chosen by lot as envoy to the allies or treasurer” and serve as members of 
the boulē. The ability to compose elegant sentences and write them in verse was a level of literacy even above this 
and was only achievable by a small level of elites who may have perceived officials’ literacy “as a new (and 
inferior) kind of literacy” that was a threat to traditionalism (“Writing, Reading, Public and Private ‘Literacies’: 
Functional Literacy and Democratic Literacy,” in Ancient Literacies: The Culture of Reading in Greece and Rome, 
ed. William A. Johnson and Holt N. Parker [Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2009], 13-45 [39, 41]). Cf. William V. 
Harris, who suggests that in the high point of Greek literacy in either the third or second century BCE, only 20-30% 
of men could read and write (Harris, Ancient Literacy [Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1989], 149.  

 
135 Hagel and Lynch, “Musical Education,” 407. 
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Out of these events, the one that demonstrated high-water mark of Athenian society was the 

symposium, which consisted of “reclining around the mixing-bowl in a ‘men’s hall’ (andreion) 

or dining room of a private house” in order to discuss sophisticated topics and sing songs 

(skolion) of praise or wisdom that inculcated a “collective habitus.”136 The gnomic work of 

Theognis is one collection of songs and adages designed for the symposium. Due to the 

symposium’s ability to set up what Mark Griffith labels as “‘clubby’ education,” it should come 

as no surprise that both Xenophon and Plato make it the setting of two of their philosophical 

dialogues.137 This connection between the symposium and education is also apparent by the 

vases depicting school scenes or musical performances mentioned above. Not only are there 

images of vessels for the symposium on these pieces of Greek pottery, but many of the vessels 

themselves are items for the symposium. Returning to the Douris cup, which contains 

instruments of writing, music, and banquets, François Lissarrauge states, “By including the two 

cups the painter clearly indicates the ultimate goal of the music and the song. The prominence of 

the poetic text foreshadows the delights of the symposia to come.”138 

Although these images began to wane at the end of the fifth century, possibly due to an 

increase in grammatike (reading and writing), a rise in preference for professional musicians, and 

the tendency to consult songs via written texts, several writers, from Plato (see above) and 

Aristotle (Pol. 1339a-1342b) to Plutarch still emphasized the interrelationship between musical 

																																																								
136
	Griffith, “Public and Private,” 57.		

	
137
	Ibid.  

	
138
	François Lissarrauge, The Aesthetics of the Greek Banquet: Images of Wine and Ritual (Un Flot 

d’Images), trans. Andrew Szegedy-Maszak (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1990), 139.  
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acumen and education.139 For example, besides the references to musical education in 

Aristophanes and Plato mentioned above, there is a famous story about Themistokles, in which 

Themistokles is thought of as uneducated for refusing to play the lyre at the symposium. 

(Plutarch, Them., 2.3; Cicero Tusc. 1.2.4; Quint. Inst. 1.10.18). Cicero uses this example of 

Themistokles to extol the importance of music education for the Greeks and couples it with 

praise for a man named Epaminondas, a singer and lyre player, whom Cicero labels the greatest 

among the Greek (princeps meo iudicio Graeciae). Cicero (Brut. 75; De or. 2.262; 3.87) also 

extols the beauty of music as preparation for the orator, which is a sentiment that Valerius 

Maximus (Fact. Dict. 2.1.10) and Quintilian echo (Inst 1.10.1-33).140 Along this line, even with 

the rise of grammatike, in the fourth century, Plato still mentions training with the kitharistes 

during adolescence as a second stage of education after one attends the grammastistes (cf. Prot. 

325d-26a and Leg. 7.809e-10b where boys learn letters from ages 10-13 and the lyre from 13-

16).141 This gradation in education accords well with a 3rd century BCE inscription from Teos in 

Ionia (SIG3 578.8-20), in which a benefactor sets prices for both teachers of letters and grammar 

and a music teacher who could teach the playing of the lyre with the plectrum and finger 

plucking. The Teains received this instrumental instruction in the final two years of schooling 

																																																								
139 Bundrick, Music and Image, 50. For the shift from performativity to textuality in song culture from the 

fifth century onward, see Andrew Ford, “Reading the ‘Song Culture’ of Classical Greece,” in Written Texts and the 
Rise of Literate Culture in Ancient Greece, ed. Harvey Yunis (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2003), 15-
33. Both Plato and Aristotle critiqued the complex melodies of the New Music and the temptation to idolize virtuoso 
performers. Despite their agreement in this regard, as well as Ps. Plutarch in De Musica 1140C-E, they disagree 
regarding which musical modes were appropriate for education (cf. Plato, Resp. 398e-99a and Arist., Pol. 1342a-b). 
 

140 Hagel and Lynch, “Musical Education,” 408-9. Despite some suggestion that upper class Romans 
received musical training, this was never standardized and appears to be an exception. Many Romans appeared to 
view dancing and playing of the lyre with disdain. Cf. Marrou, History of Education, 247-48; Anthony Corbeill, 
“Education in the Roman Republic: Creating Traditions,” in Education in Greek and Roman, ed. Yun Lee Too, 261-
87 (263-66).  

 
141 Also, cf. Xenophon, Const. Lac. 2.1. 
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(probably ages 14-16), and some continued musical education as ephebes.142 Other inscriptions 

from Teos also attests to aulos competitions as well as competitions in both lyre playing and 

singing and musical notation (rhythmographía and melographía), which one also finds in the 

neighboring city of Magnesia (Syll. 3.960).143 Competitions in Homeric singing were also known 

in Chios (SIG 959), and rhapsodic competitions continued well into the Roman empire, though 

here verbal recitation occurred without the accompaniment of the lyre.144 Finally, despite the 

lack of evidence for musical education among the papyri and ostraca of Alexandria (though see 

the 3d. cent. CE Oxyrhynchus hymn), Philo mentions the study of music and grammar together 

through his writings and generally places the study of music alongside that of mathematics and 

geometry (cf. Opif. 126-27; Leg. 1.14; Post. 27-30; Cong. 3-4, 35, Mut. 229; Spec. 2.229-230).145 

All of this suggests that despite the potential threat literacy posed to the orality that lay behind 

																																																								
142 Ibid., 407. Alan D. Booth, “Douris Cup and the Stages of Schooling in Classical Athens,” EMC 19 

(1985): 275-80.  

 
143 Hagel and Lynch, “Musical Education,” 407-408. Hagel and Lynch also point to the notated collections 

of Mesomedes’s songs as possibly related to lyre education and suggest that learning the notational symbols would 
not be an arduous task since 12 of the fourteen needed for kithara tunings as reported by Ptolemy were identical to 
letters of the alphabet. Finally, due to the use of notation on public moments in Delphi and the famous Epitaph of 
Seikilos, Hagel suggests, “Sicherlich war der Schluss vorschnell, dass die Fähigkeit Noten zu lesen deshalb in der 
Bevölkerung weit verbreitet war; aber zumindest kann das Bewusstsein von der Aufschreibbarkeit von Musik nicht 
auf professionelle Kreise beschränkt gewesen sein.” See Stefan Hagel, “Text und Musik in der antiken hellenischen 
und hellenistischen Kultur: Eine Einführung,” in Musiker und Tradierung, ed. Pruzsinszky and Shehata, 19-32 (29). 

 
144
	Tony M. Lentz, Orality and Literacy in Hellenic Greek (Carbondale, IL: Southern Illinois University 

Press, 1989), 41-42.  

	
145 For Alexandrian education, see Raffaella Cribiore, Writing, Teachers, and Students in Graeco-Roman 

Egypt; ASP 36(Atlanta: Scholars Press, 1996); idem, Gymnastics of the Mind: Greek Education in Hellenistic and 
Roman Egypt (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2001). See further Marjorie S. Venit, “Alexandria” in The 
Oxford Handbook of Roman Egypt, ed. Christina Riggs (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2012), 102–21. For an 
examination of the possible correlation between Alexandrian editorial techniques and Greek musical notation, see 
Lucia Prauscello, Singing Alexandria: Music between Practice and Textual Transmission, Mnemosyne 274 (Leiden: 
Brill, 2006).  
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traditional education in mousikē, song culture was never totally eclipsed by grammata.146 In 

other words, even if music performance was no longer the backbone of Athenian education in the 

Hellenistic period, it still held a central role in many public events and educational settings, and 

the equation of musical knowledge with intelligence was still a common association.  

 
2.3.2 Music in Philosophical Schools 

Finally, I should say a brief word about the role of music among sophistic and philosophical 

education. These schools generally debated one of two things: either (1) the relationship between 

musical modes or instruments and one’s character or (2) the relationship between intervals in a 

scale or various harmonies and the alignment of the cosmos. Among later musicologists (e.g., 

Aristoxenus, Cleonides, Claudius Ptolemy, and Aristides Quintilianus) there were two schools of 

thought regarding how one understood these intervals, either through the “empirical” perception 

of the musical ear, which measured intervals linearly as a “continuum of pitch” (Aristoxenus) or 

as pure ratios of numbers, in which harmonics is treated as a branch of mathematics and 

astrology (Pythagorean).147 Plato is representative of both approaches. On the one hand, even 

though he accepted the Homeric bard as inspired, Plato was strongly critical of those who sang to 

the gods without knowledge (Ion 533b-535a) or those who utilized music improperly.148 He 

																																																								
146 Another challenge to the centrality of mousikē in Hellenistic education is the attempt to subsume music 

under rhetoric by Isocrates, which was by and large successful under Roman education (Antidosis 180-181; 266-
268). For the rise of grammata and its possible challenge to song culture and more oral forms of education, see 
Teresa Morgan, “Literate Education in Classical Athens,” ClQ 49 (1999): 46-61. For a different reading on the 
emphasis of orality in philosophical works, see Mathilde Cambron Goulet “The Criticism—and the Practice—of 
Literacy in the Ancient Philosophical Tradition,” in Orality, Literacy and Performance in the Ancient World, ed. 
Elizabeth Minchin, OLAW 9 (Leiden: Brill, 2012), 201-226. 

 
147 Barker, Greek Musical Writings, 2:3-11.  
 
148 In Republic 605c-608b, this improper music includes Homer, whom Plato is critical of throughout (e.g. 

377d-378e; 379c-380c; 380e-383c; 599c-600e). He appears to use Homer more positively in the Laws (e.g., 706d-
707a), which is less severe towards gods and poets throughout. Furthermore, the critique of poetry in the Republic 
relates more broadly to Plato’s critique of imitation in general (394e-395b) and his theory of Forms. In the Republic, 
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placed restrictions on musical modes (Leg. 656c), which he connected to one’s character, in 

hopes that conservatism in mousikē would lead to conservatism in the state.149 Plato attributes his 

understanding of the close relationship between musical modes and ethos to Damon’s teaching 

(Resp. 398c-401a; 424c-425a). On the other hand, his famous doctrine of the harmony of spheres 

in which he relates the construction of diatonic scale to the construction of the world soul is 

influenced by Pythagorean understanding of diatonic intervals (the Myth of Er in Resp. 614-21 

and Tim. 34b-37).150  

For my purpose, Damon is the most important. Although he is a rather obscure figure 

whose friendship with Pericles led to his exile (Plut. Per. 4.1-2), ancient authors credit him not 

only with discovering the relationship between music and legislation (what R. W. Wallace labels 

as “musical politics”), but he also associated music with the movement of the soul and musical 

modes with male and female characteristics (cf. Plat. Resp. 399e-400b; Athenaeus 628c; Arist. 

Quin. De Musica 80.25-29).151
 Furthermore, Damon is not the only sophist that utilized music 

according to Plato. Protagoras states in Plato’s dialogue of the same name that other sophists 

taught music (318e) and even accused Damon’s teacher (Lach. 180d), Agathocles, of using 

“music as a front (πρόσχηµα), as did Pythoclides of Ceos, and many others” (316e) in order to 

																																																																																																																																																																																			
Plato approves of only hymns to the gods and praise of good men (ὅσον µόνον ὕµνους θεοῖς καὶ ἐγκώµια τοῖς ἀγαθοῖς 
ποιήσεως παραδεκτέον εἰς πόλιν; 607a). Also, cf. Leg. 801d-e. Plato also places restrictions on the age of those 
allowed to compose these poems, and prefers the composer to be one of notable deeds and character over musical 
skill (Leg. 829c-d).  

 
149 Anderson, Ethos and Education, 100.  
 
150 Also, cf. Philo, Opif. 13-14.  
 
151 Warren Anderson and Thomas J. Mathiesen, “Damon,” in Grove Music Online, ed. Deane Root, 

Oxford University Press http://www.oxfordmusiconline.com. Also, cf. Barker, Greek Musical Writings I, 168-70 
and Robert W. Wallace, “Damon of Oa: A Music Theorist Ostracized?” in Music and the Muses, ed. Murray and 
Wilson, 249-68.  
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disguise the fact that they were sophists.152 Finally, in Phaedo, even Socrates becomes a 

musician. Because of dreams compelling him to do so, Socrates puts the fables of Aesop into 

verse and composes a hymn to Apollo (Phaedo 60d-61b).153 Richard P. Martin argues that 

Socrates represents an “endpoint” of a tradition of sages as performers in multiple spheres, which 

included poetry, proverbs, and public demonstrations of their wisdom via symbolic acts.154 For 

Martin, this presocratic depiction of the Seven Sages as poets and performers embodied in 

Socrates continued even when the sages evolved into philosophers in Greek tradition as is seen 

by the depiction of Solon, Thales, and other sages as singers and creator of songs in Diogenes 

Laertius.155 

Although we have no evidence for how early sophists and sages used music didactically, 

it is easy to imagine that hymns could function as component of piety and a teaching tool for 

one’s philosophical ideals, which one sees quite obviously in much later philosophical school: 

Stoicism. For example, Cleanthes’s Hymn to Zeus is both a paean to Zeus and Stoic cosmology 

in a hymnic garb. One can see other such examples of “philosophical hymns” in Aristotle’s 

Hymn to Virtue, Aratus’s Hymn to Zeus, and Lucretius’s, On the Nature of the Universe. 

Likewise, in early Christianity in the third and fourth centuries in Valentinus (d. 160 CE), Arius 

(d. 336 CE), and Bardaisan of Edessa utilized hymns to teach their doctrine to their disciples (d. 

																																																								
152 Stanley Lombardo and Karen Bell, trans. “Protagoras,” in Plato: Complete Works, ed. John M. Cooper 

(Indianapolis: Hackett, 1997), 746-90 (753). Socrates praises the musical knowledge of the sophist, Hippias, in a 
more positive light (Hipp. Ma. 285d; Hipp. Mi. 368d).  

 
153 Socrates also calls philosophy the greatest kind of music (ὡς φιλοσοφίας µὲν οὔσης µεγίστης µουσικῆς).	

 
154 Richard P. Martin, “The Seven Sages as Performers of Wisdom,” in Cultural Poetics in Archaic 

Greece, ed. Carol Dougherty and Leslie Kurke (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1993), 108-28 (124). Here 
Martin is referring not to the historical reality of the sages but how ancient sources depicted and thus imagined their 
teaching activity. 

	
155 Ibid.  
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222 CE).156 If philosophers used various “spiritual exercises” to inculcate virtues, then there is no 

reason for music and song not to have served a similar function.157 Furthermore, Cicero gives the 

example of the blind philosopher Diodotus who lived with him for a time and played the harp 

(fidibus) in the Pythagorean style (Tusc. 5.113). Although not much is known about them, these 

musical philosophers provide the strongest example of the image of the singing teacher in 

antiquity.  

 
2.4 Conclusion 

In this chapter, I have explored the use of music in ancient education in Mesopotamia, Egypt, 

and Greece and have suggested that training in music was not only a specialized education 

designated for musicians in the royal court and temple cult but also a component of scribal 

education or paideia in various time periods in antiquity. Out of the examples elucidated above, 

the Sumerian renaissance under Šulgi (i.e., the hymns produced under it for the edubba and Šulgi 

own bombastic claims to music education), scribal chanting in the Instruction for Merikare, and 

the role of mousikē in the archaia paideia in fifth-century Athens are the strongest examples for 

the association of musical knowledge with education in general, the importance of music in 

scribal education, and the use of music as a pedagogical tool. The fact that text-focused scribes 

could have a rich knowledge of music challenges the models biblical scholars have utilized for 

																																																								
156 For the concept of “philosophical hymns,” see Gordley, Teaching through Song, 73-107. Gordley (28-

67) also argues that the pan-Hellenism, aetiology, and theology of the Homeric Hymns make them didactive. While I 
agree with this assessment, I disagree with his placement of the hymns in the ruler and emperor cult under this garb. 
They serve more as propaganda than as education. For his analysis of didactic hymns in the New Testament and 
early Christian writing, see ibid., 269-382. Along with Gordley’s analysis, one could add the Hymn of the Bride and 
the Hymn of the Pearl in the Acts of Thomas, and the use of madrashe by Ephrem, which he utilized in response to 
Bardaisan (e.g., Contra Haereses 54) 

 
157 I borrow this term from Pierre Hadot, Philosophy as a Way of Life: Spiritual Exercises from Socrates to 

Foucault, trans. Michael Chase (Oxford: Blackwell, 1995), 81-125. Hadot refers to the exercises enumerated by 
Philo: reading, listening, research, and investigation. Also, see idem, What is Ancient Philosophy?, trans. Michael 
Chase (Cambridge, MA: Belknap, 2002). 
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ancient education, which has predominately been oriented around writing, and it also broadens 

the scope of the categories of ancient knowledge and ancient pedagogy in general. Musicians 

could be teachers and sages (e.g., Ibbi-Ilabrat) and musical acumen could be associated with 

wisdom and scribal knowledge.  

This evidence also shows that hymns and prayers were not only the domain of the cult 

but were also utilized in educative contexts. The Tetrad and Decad in the edubba in the Old 

Babylonian period, utilized several hymns, some of which were created specifically for that 

context at the behest of Šulgi and other rulers. Not only did scribes copy hymns but works such 

as Examination Text A, Enkitalu and Enkihegal, and the tuning texts of Lipit-Ištar B from Nippur 

suggest that students had to sing or chant these texts as well often to the accompaniment of a 

lyre. Scribes also utilized hymns and prayers in the first millennium in Mesopotamia, and at least 

in the case of the Enūma eliš, excerpts of cultic text could be re-appropriated in an educative 

context. Furthermore, as one sees in the letter from Marduk-shapik-zeri and the Catalogue of 

Texts and Authors, the image of the sage in Akkadian writings included not only diviners and 

exorcists but lamentation singers as well. In Egypt, the Instruction for Merikare and the use of 

“verse points” in some hieratic texts suggests educational texts could be chanted. Furthermore, 

the use of love songs and harper songs as scribal exercises is well-known from the New 

Kingdom onward with the blind harper often serving as a literary trope in wisdom discourse. In 

ancient Greece, musical training was a common core of education in the fifth century, and 

inscriptional evidence from Teos (3d cent. BCE) and the admiration of Greek musical acumen by 

Cicero and Quintilian suggest this ideal continued into the Hellenistic period. Music could also 

be a common topic and mode of discourse in philosophical circles. Sophists, such as Damon and 

Agathocles, and the Stoic, Diodotus, are depicted as both teachers and musicians. In this same 
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vein, Cleanthes’s Hymn to Zeus, demonstrates that some philosophical teachings were presented 

in hymnic garb. This depiction of the philosopher as singer may have its root in presocratic sages 

who combined songs and proverbs as aspects of their verbal performance. Finally, although he 

was critical at times of Homer and Homeric bards (e.g., Ion), Plato prioritized music as the center 

education for knowledge about the gods and virtues as long as the text and musical mode were 

philosophically appropriate and performed correctly (Resp. 605c-608b; Also, cf. Ps. Plut, De 

Mus. 1140C, E; Philo, QG 1, 6.). While not necessarily influenced by Plato, this intricate 

relationship between music and epistemology takes on a life of its own in the literature of the 

Dead Sea Scrolls and Ben Sira as will become clear in Chapters Three and Four of this work.   

Overall, this chapter demonstrated the relationship between music and pedagogy in three 

distinct ways: (1) musical knowledge, including the ability to play multiple instruments and 

knowledge of a basic repertoire of songs served as cultural capital that demonstrated one’s 

knowledge and status among the elite; (2) singing or chanting served as a memory aid to 

facilitate knowledge of signs or elementary texts in scribal education; and (3) music was a 

“spiritual exercise” among philosophical schools and sagely circles in which songs could serve 

both as a précis of a teacher’s instruction and a form of piety. 

I have not suggested in this chapter that all scribes received advanced musical training, 

nor have I argued that all musicians were part of the literary elite. Although chanting and 

copying of songs occurred in scribal education in both Mesopotamia and Egypt, instruction in 

voice and instruments never became ubiquitous, even in fifth century Athens where musical 

acumen became synonymous with literacy at large. Although music became a component of 

education, it would be a mistake to view all musicians as literate elites. The vast majority of 

musicians in antiquity were not educated. These illiterate musicians, from the herdsman who 
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played work songs to lower-ranking musicians in the temple or royal court made up the bulk of 

musicians in antiquity. It was only higher level musical instructors, temple priests, or the elite of 

the polis who could afford training in both musical and textual literacy. Among these elites, 

musical acumen as a symbol of one’s educative status was an ideal, particularly in Mesopotamia 

and in Greece, and scribes who apprenticed with the gala at various temples or lecture priests in 

the “house of life” would have had a reciprocal textual and musical emphasis in their final stage 

of their education, in which one copied and memorized musical texts and learned to play the 

instruments associated with them. It is these literate and musical priests and archaic sages from 

ancient Greece that provide the closest analogy to what we find in the Hebrew Bible, the Dead 

Sea Scrolls, and Ben Sira in the chapters that follow.158 Finally, if music could and did play an 

important role in scribal education in ancient Ugarit, Mesopotamia, Egypt, and Greece, it stands 

to reason that it did so in ancient Israel and Second Temple Judaism as well. Thus I will now turn 

to the topic of music archaeology and music education in Israel, in order to understand how this 

context can help us better understand hymnody in book of Sirach and Ben Sira’s pedagogy. 

																																																								
158 For a more recent work on the connection between Mesopotamian scribal cultural and Hebrew scribal 

culture, see Seth L. Sanders From Adapa to Enoch: Scribal Culture and Religious Vision in Judea and Babylonia 
(Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2017), 153-96. He suggests that an Aramaic scribal culture began to circulate free from 
its Aramean and Babylonian identities and became a neutral, invisible, and shared community that one could freely 
utilize and adapt as a component of one’s own intellectual repertoire.  
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CHAPTER THREE 

SINGERS OF WISDOM IN ISRAEL AND THE SECOND TEMPLE 

PERIOD
1
 

 
 

In Genesis 4, after the curse of Cain, the Genesis writer records the origins of music in vv. 19-21 

in the following manner:  

19
 שם האחת עדה ושם השנית צלה םויקח־לו למך שתי נשי  
 ותלד עדה את־יבל הוא היה אבי ישב אהל ומקנה 20

12
 כל־תפש כנור ועוגבהיה אבי ושם אחיו יובל הוא  

 
19 And Lamech took for himself two wives. The name of the first was Adah, and the name 
of the second was Zillah.  
20 Now Adah gave birth to Jabal. He was the father of those who dwell in tents and (have) 
cattle.  
21 And the name of his brother was Jubal. He was the father of all who handle the thin 
lyre (כנור) and the pipe (עוגב).  

 
While there is some uncertainty regarding the origins of the עוגב, though most musicologist 

regard it as an aerophone, the כנור is the most popular chordophone in the Hebrew Bible.2 It 

																																																								
1 This chapter utilizes the Hornbostel-Sachs classification accepted by modern musicology. This system 

divides musical instruments according to sound production: idiophones (vibration of the instrument itself) 
membranophones (vibration of stretched membranes), chordophones (vibration of stretched strings), and aerophones 
(vibration of air). Idiophones include most percussion instruments minus the drum; membranophones primarily 
include drums; chordophones include harps, lutes, lyres, zithers, and all manner of acoustic stringed instruments; 
and aerophones include woodwind and brass instruments. See Erich von Hornbostel and Curt Sachs, “Systematik 
der Musikinstrumente: Ein Versuch,” ZE 46 (1914): 553-90; idem, “Classification of Musical Instruments,” GSJ 14 
(1961): 3-29. 

 
2 For a discussion regarding the identification of the עוגב by musicologists, see Joachim Braun, Music in 

Ancient Israel/Palestine: Archaeological, Written, and Comparative Sources (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2002), 31-
32 and Burgh, Listening to the Artifacts Palestine, 91-2. Also, see Curt Sachs, The History of Musical Instruments 
(New York: W. W. Norton, 1940), 106. Sachs’s identification of the עוגב with the long flute because of the 
association of flutes with long “u” vowels is spurious. Burgh prefers this translation due to the association of 
chordophones with aerophones in Israel/Palestine and the ANE, but the chordophone-membranophone duo is more 
prominent. Perhaps, a stronger justification for identifying the עוגב as an aerophone is the translation of this term 
with pipe instruments in the Targum (אבובא) and Vulgate (organum from Greek ὄργανον). The former derives from 
Syrian word abub or anbub, which appears in the Akkadian in the term ebbūbu, embūbu, or enbūbu and carries over 
into Latin in the term Ambubaiae, which is a word for Syrian female flute players who served as courtesans in Rome 
(see Horace, Satires 1.2.1; Suetonius, Nero 27.3). Nevertheless, the variegated translation of עוגב in the LXX 
(κιθάρα, ὄργανον, ψαλµός) and Syriac (!"#$ /%&'(*̈ /!"+ܙ ) along with rabbinic literature (כורבלין, i.e., χοραύλης or 
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occurs forty-two times and is a term well-known throughout the ANE in general. The 

combination of כנור and עוגב also occurs in Job 21:24 and 30:31. In the former, they are 

instruments played by dancing children, and in the latter, they are instruments of mourning, 

perhaps ironically so in order to accentuate the dire straits of Job’s condition.3 Yet, eventually 

Jubal becomes associated with the wickedness of the pre-flood generation (e.g., Ephrem, 

Commentary on Genesis, 4.2-3), who, according to some rabbinic traditions, composed nuptial 

songs (גמומסית) regarding sodomy and bestiality (Gen. Rab. 26.5; also Tanh. B Gen 1.33).4 

In a Second Temple period psalmic text, the כנור and the עוגב receive a new origin. In 

11Q5 27:4-5, the psalmist attributes their invention to David whose hands make the עוגב) עוגב 

 While this association with David is .(ואצבעותי כנור) כנור and whose fingers create the (ידי עשו

likely an exegetical explanation for David’s lyre-playing in 1 Samuel 16, it is interesting that the 

psalmist utilizes language from both Job 21 (צאון) and Genesis 4 (עוגב). When read in 

conjunction with “David’s Compositions” (11Q5 27:2-11) that precedes it, which extols David’s 

creation of liturgical works, 11Q5 27:4-5 appears to make David the new father of music, 

																																																																																																																																																																																			

“flute-players” in Gen. Rab. 23.3 but ארדבליס, i.e., ὕδραυλις or “water-organ” in y. Sukk. 55c) suggests that ancient 
interpreters were uncertain of its origin. See Braun, Music in Ancient Israel/Palestine, 31-32.  

 
3 For the musical prowess of Job who played his lyre to encourage widows and stop the bickering of 

maidservants, see T. Job 14:1-5, which he gives as a gift to his daughter Hemera in 52:3.  
 
4 The condemnation of Jubal’s music creation is pervasive throughout the Syriac commentary tradition. Cf. 

A. F. J. Klijn, Seth in Jewish, Christian, and Gnostic Literature, NovTSup 45 (Leiden: Brill, 1977), 67-77. Genesis 

Rabbah appears to connect the wickedness of the pre-flood generation with the Sodomites. Annette Reed, Fallen 

Angels and the History of Judaism and Christianity: The Reception of Enochic Literature (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2005), 211. This is a stark contrast to Genesis where Jabal, Jubal, and Tubal-Cain appear to be 
ancestors of three guilds with all three names playing on the meaning of the Hebrew root יבל and its cognates 
(“procession”). Regarding music, יבל can refer to procession with the “ram’s horn” (Exod 19:13) or “jubilee” (Lev 
25). Cf. Josh 6:4. Victor P. Hamilton, The Book of Genesis: Chapters 1-17, NICOT (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 
1990), 239-40. 
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replacing Jubal altogether.5 In this dramatic shift, the origin of music is no longer in nomadic 

bards, but in scribes (11Q5 27:2) and in prophecy (11Q5 27:11).6 

 Along with its fluid association with nomads and cultic figures, music in ancient Israel 

and in the Second Temple period had various pedagogical components. In this chapter, I will 

examine the role of music in ancient Israel as a general pedagogical tool, focusing in particular 

on the Iron Age (1200-550 BCE) and the postexilic period (515 BCE-70 CE). As with the previous 

chapter, this chapter will also utilize music archaeology, and works on orality, textuality, and 

performance. Particularly important is the relationship between musical acumen and wisdom, 

music and identity formation, and music and epistemology. I will show that song production was 

both a component of education and a means through which a teacher revealed his knowledge and 

inspired status. This is particularly clear in the late Second Temple period. While subsequent 

chapters explore this issue in relation to Ben Sira, the latter portion of this chapter examines this 

issue in relation to the Dead Sea Scrolls, which are roughly contemporary with Ben Sira. Not 

only were songs a component of revealed wisdom, but what and how one sung played a role in 

enculturation and embodiment in sectarian contexts. Through music, the maskil, an important 

leadership office in the Dead Sea sect, was able to teach proper epistemology and somatic 

posture as well as create solidarity with other members of the Dead Sea sect and with the angelic 

ministers who were worshipping God along with them.  

This chapter has three main components: First, I will overview the archaeological 

evidence for music in the Iron Age and Greco-Roman period. This evidence is mostly 

																																																								
5 Josephus also makes David the inventor of musical instruments, but he never makes David the progenitor 

of music itself. Cf. Ant. 7.305-6. By making David an inventor of musical instruments, both Josephus and 11Q5 are 
examples of the stream of tradition that glorifies David in Second Temple literature. See Mroczek, Literary 

Imagination, 71-84.  
 
6 For treatment of prophecy in “David’s Composition” and its relation to the concept of the sage/scribe in 

the Second Temple period and the Levitical singer, see p. 118 below and section four in Chapter Four.  
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iconographical, though some instruments have survived. I will also correlate the archaeological 

evidence with textual evidence from the Hebrew Bible in order to gain a more complete picture 

(i.e., a “thick description”) of the musical performers, spaces, and tools available in ancient Israel 

and Judea. In terms of the Hebrew Bible, I place particular emphasis on the increased role of the 

Levitical singers in the literature of the Second Temple period whose musical acumen was often 

equated to prophecy. The implication behind this equation is that their songs have an inspired 

status. The relationship between singing and revelation continues both in the figure of the maskil 

and in traditions surrounding David and Ben Sira, which I will explore further in Chapter Four. 

After presenting the evidence for music and education from archaeology and the Hebrew Bible, I 

will offer a brief excursus overviewing the evidence for schools in ancient Israel in general in 

order to ascertain if pedagogical terminology is an appropriate heuristic for understanding the 

musicological data. Second, I will elucidate the correlation between music and wisdom in the 

Hebrew Bible by examining the connection of wisdom and song in the figure of Solomon and the 

genre past scholarship has labeled “wisdom psalms” or “learned psalmography” (Mowinckel). In 

relation to the latter, I will also examine the use of two psalm collections in an educative context 

by examining Psalms Peshera (4Q171) and the place of Ps 119 in the Dead Sea Scrolls. Third, 

because the Dead Sea Scrolls are one of the largest cache of Jewish texts from the Second 

Temple period, they also provide a helpful database for exploring the role of music and 

education in Judea. In this regard, I will analyze the office of the maskil in relation to the 

lamaskil passages and the “Teacher Hymns” in the Hodayot in order to establish the office of the 

maskil as both a teaching and singing office. Overall, this chapter establishes a model of a 

teacher who is both a priestly sage and a prophetic singer of wisdom.  
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3.1 Music Education in Ancient Israel 

 

3.1.1 Archaeological Evidence 

 
There are no extant musical instruments in Israel/Palestine, aside from a few conch shell 

trumpets, one clapper from Shikmona, clay rattles, bells, cymbals, bone pipes, and aulos 

fragments. There are also a few objects, which may have been musical instruments, such as a 

bone object from En-Gedi or scapulae from Tel Miqne/Ekron.7 The former may be a plectrum 

used for the lyre, and the latter could have served as scrapers.8 The most widely attested 

instruments are clay rattles ( ענעיםנ מ ) and bells ( ניםפעמ ). For the former, there are 70 total, 

spanning from early third millennium BCE to the mid-first century BCE.9 For the latter, 65 total 

date to the Greco-Roman period.10 For instruments that are widely attested in the written sources 

but have no record archaeologically in Israel/Palestine, such as the lyre (נבל ;כנור) or the trumpet 

 musicologists must use comparative data from Mesopotamia and Egypt, such as ,(שופר ;חצוצרה)

the grand bull lyres form Ur or the trumpets from Tutankhamen’s tomb. On the whole, 

musicologists glean most of the evidence for musical instruments and performance in 

Israel/Palestine from textual and iconographic evidence where instruments like the lyre and drum 

appear quite frequently (see below). Regarding the textual evidence, utilizing the biblical text 

and rabbinic evidence for instruments and performance is equally problematic as their historical 

reliability is often suspect and one must utilize them with extreme caution. Regarding 

iconography, interpretations can also be quite variegated. There is strong disagreement regarding 

																																																								
7 Braun, Music in Ancient Israel/Palestine, 164.  
 
8 Ibid., 176.  
 
9 Ibid., 100.   
 
10 Ibid., 197.  
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the categorization of each instrument, particularly the lyre, and some musicologists utilize 

evidence that is unprovenanced.11 A more recent discussion also includes debates over the use of 

gender and sex categories in archaeology, both in terms of the assumptions of the archaeologist 

and one’s ethnographic reconstruction of the ancient world.12 With these caveats aside, one can 

still make broad categorizations regarding ancient performers, including the instruments typical 

for a particularly period and where they were utilized.  

  

  

Fig. 10 Clay Rattles from Beth Shemesh, Iron Age I.  
Photo: Yael Yolovich. Courtesy of Israel Antiquities 

Authority 

Fig 11 Bell from Gush Halav, Byzantine. 
Photo: Clara Amit, Courtesy of Israel Antiquities 

Authority 

 

3.1.1.1 Drums. One of the most widespread figurines from ancient Israel from Iron Age II 

(1200-550 BCE) is that of a woman holding a disc object. Most musicologists and archaeologists 

divide these figurines into two types: (1) Terracotta relief plaques of nude, often bejeweled 

women who hold a disc at their breast or (2) bell-shaped figurines with plain, long garments who 

hold a disc perpendicular to their breasts. Sarit Paz adds a third, hybrid type, which is a mixture 

																																																								
11 Bo Lawergren, review of Music in Ancient Israel/Palestine: Archaeological, Written, and Comparative 

Sources by Joachim Braun, BASOR 332 (2003): 100-2 (100).  
 
12 Burgh Listening to the Artifacts, 44-105. For an overview of the development of “gender archaeology,” 

see Sarit Paz, Drums, Women, and Goddesses: Drumming and Gender in Iron Age II Israel, OBO 232 (Göttingen, 
Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 2007), 4-6.  
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between the two.13 The first and third type come from the Israel and the Transjordan region 

whereas the second group originates primarily on the Phoenician coasts. Most of these figures 

originate between the 10th-8th century BCE. Due to the placement of hands on the figurines (one 

below the other) and the lack of metal protrusions on the discs most scholars have ruled out a 

cymbal or tambourine in their interpretation of the discs as well bread or cakes. Also, the Ashdod 

stand (see fig. 32) has two male figurines holding discs, which look quite similar. Because the 

other two figurines on the Ashdod stand are clearly holding musical instruments (one a lyre and 

the other a double-pipe), the musicological interpretation of these discs seems all but assured. 

Furthermore, when one compares the hand placement of the two disc holders on the Ashdod 

stand, the hand placement for the cymbal player is markedly different from the drum player. 

Thus, it is most likely that these terracotta figurines are holding or playing a hand-drum, the type 

2 group being a frame drum, in which the animal skin is stretched out completely over a metal or 

wooden frame.14 While one of the discs in the type 1 figurines could be bread loaf or cake (see 

fig. 12), the similar hand placement to type 2 suggests that it is another example of a decorative 

hand drum.15
   

The convergence of archaeological and biblical data suggests a cultic connection between 

drumming and female performance. Because some of the figurines in type 1 were found at 

temple sites (Taanach, Tel el-Farah, Kharayeb, Beth Shean) or tombs (Beth Shean), most 

																																																								
13 Paz, Drums, Women, and Goddesses, 45-50.  
 
14 Carol Meyers, “Of Drums and Damsels: Women’s Performance in Ancient Israel,” BA 54 (1991): 16-27 

(18) and Paz, Drums, Women, and Goddesses, 10-11, 72-81. There is a fascinating description of the creation of 
musical instruments from the body of a ram or a goat in m. Qinnim 3:6, which specifies that one turns the skin or 
hide of the animal into the drum (עורו לתוף). It also suggests that the animal’s horns become trumpets ( י שת קרניו 
) its thigh bones, double-pipes ,(חצצרות תי שוקיו שני חליליםש ), and its stomach and intestines are used for the strings 
of the thick lyre and thin lyre (ומיעיו לנבלים ובני מיעיים לכינורות). The Homeric Hymn to Hermes also references the 
creation of lyre strings from the intestines of sheep.  

 
15 Braun, Music in Ancient Israel/Palestine, 127. 
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scholars associate them with a female goddess or temple priestesses. The bell-shaped figurines of 

type 2 are votive offerings, many of which were also found in tombs (Achzib). These are quite 

plain and appear to be representative of ordinary women rather than a priestess or goddess. Thus, 

the type 2 figurines are more likely votive offerings.16 Although there is a paucity of this type of 

figurine in Israel, hundreds have been recovered from temples, shrines, and sanctuaries from 

Cyprus. Because the Cyprian figurines originate from a later period, most archaeologists suggest 

that this style originated in the Levant.17 There is also a bell-shaped terracotta figurine of a 

double-pipe player from Achzib, also on the Phoenician coast, that is quite similar (fig. 24).  

Regarding the relationship between these bell-shaped terracotta drummers and daily life, 

Carol Meyers suggests that they represent performers from a women’s guild.18 This is part of a 

larger argument in which Meyers contends for a “women’s network” of ritual experts who 

controlled access to rituals surrounding women’s biological cycles, ancestral tombs, and family 

shrines.19 In this regard, although it would be a mistake to label drums as a “woman’s 

instrument,” drum playing coupled with public dancing, particularly with victory celebrations, is 

never associated with men in the Hebrew Bible or in iconography from the Levant (Exod 15:20-

21; Judg 11:32-34; 1 Sam 18:6-7; Ps 68:25-26). Dancing and drumming are solely the domain of 

women.20 Overall, these terracotta drum figurines are a small portion of the nearly seven hundred 

																																																								
16 Nevertheless, the wig and long garb of the type 2 figurines could be similar to Egyptian minstrel robes. 

Ibid., 125. 

 
17 Meyers, “Of Drums and Damsels,” 19-21; Burgh, Listening to the Artifacts, 38.  
 
18 Meyers, “Of Drums and Damsels,” 24-25.  
 
19 Carol Meyers, “Everyday Life in Biblical Israel: Women's Social Networks,” in Life and Culture in the 

Ancient Near East, ed. R. Averbeck, M. Charalas, and D. Weinberg (Bethesda, MD: CDL Press, 2003), 187-206. 
 
20 While this association of women with drumming and dancing may be a vestige of folk religion, in the 

Hebrew Bible, the strict mitigation of women into the realm of dance, may also represent the attempt to suppress 
women’s performance in the cult by the state. Paz, Drums, Women, and Goddesses, 102-16.  
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terracotta figurines, most of which portray women holding breasts of an accentuated nature, 

which most scholars interpret as household deities, perhaps Astarte/Asherah, and representations 

of fertility. Thus, they were part of the iconographic representation of “folk religion” of ancient 

Israel.21 

                  

 

 
 

    

 

 

Fig. 12 Terracotta plaque 
figurine (Type 1), 10th-9th 

cent. BCE, Taanach. 
© Foundation 

BIBLE+ORIENT, 
Fribourg Switzerland 

Fig. 13 Two other Type I figurines from 
Beth Shean. 

Photos Meidad Suchowolski, Courtesy of the 
Israel Antiquities Authority 

 

Fig. 14 Type II figurines from 
Shiqmona. 

Photos Courtesy of Israel Antiquities 
Authority and Semitic Museum, Harvard 

University 

 

3.1.1.2 Lyre. Another instrument with a strong iconographic representation is the lyre. 

About the lyre, musicologist Joachim Braun states:  

It quickly became the dominant instrument in the region and remained such through the 
entire Iron Age, enjoying its golden age apparently within the Israelite-Judean monarchy 
itself as well as in the neighboring areas. A whole array of sourcing, including especially 
archaeological evidence, unanimously confirms the preeminent status of the lyre within 
the musical culture of the Iron Age in a way virtually unparalleled in other areas of 
music.22 

 

																																																								
21 William G. Dever, Did God Have A Wife: Archaeology and Folk Religion in Ancient Israel (Grand 

Rapids: Eerdmans, 2005), 110-75. Plaques from Beth Nattif contain similar figurines found in a burial site 
(Mareshah necropolis), but these figurines utilize idiophones (cymbals, rattles, and castanets) over membranophones 
(drums).  

 
22 Braun, Music in Ancient Israel/Palestine, 145-46. 
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One of the earliest iconographic representations of the lyre is the ivory tablet from Megiddo from 

the late Bronze Age or early Iron Age period (1350-1180 BCE). This seal depicts an eastern-flat 

based thin lyre presented to a king seated on a cherub throne along with two naked prisoners of 

war.23 Lyre players and singers as prisoners of war also occurs in the relief of Sennacherib’s 

palace from Nineveh in the 8th century BCE. Musicians as prisoners of war is a practice one finds 

in Mari (Zimri-Lim), the Amarna Letters, and the Hebrew Bible (cf. 2 Sam 19:36; Ps 137:1-4).24 

In this regard, the depiction of lyre players as prisoners on the reliefs of Sennacherib’s palace in 

Nineveh, may also be evidence of the high status that lyre players had in the Jerusalem cult in 

Hezekiah’s time period.25 

 

 

 

Fig. 15 Megiddo Ivory. Drawing Courtesy of Glennis Fawkes. Source: John C. Franklin, Kinyras: The Divine Lyre 
(2016). Photo Courtesy of Israel Antiquities Authority 

																																																								
23 Burgh Listening to the Artifacts, 13.  

	
24 Silvia Schroer and Thomas Staubli, “Musik und Gesellschaft in biblischer Zeit,” in Musik in biblischer 

Zeit: und orientalisches Musikerbe (Freiburg, Bibel+Orien Museum, 2007), 46-69 (53-56). Also, cf. Ziegler, Les 

musiciens, 168-69. 
 
25 Levites are the heart of Hezekiah’s liturgical reform in 2 Chron 29:25-26, though Braun (Music in 

Ancient Israel/Palestine, 149) goes too far when he calls lyre playing “the ars nova or the Iron Age.” For more on 
the Levitical singers, see below. 
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Fig. 16 Lyre Players for Lachish led into captivity by an Assyrian guard. Photo: Courtesy of the British Museum 

Another famous depiction is the ninth-century storage jar from Kuntillet ʿAjrud in a 

building interpreted as a caravanserai with a bench-room that was likely utilized as a cultic site.26 

Here a seated zoomorphic figure plays a box lyre, whom scholars have typically identified with 

the goddess Asherah and the male figure as the Egyptian god, Bes. Most of the scholarly debate 

around this jar surrounds the blessing dedication “to YHWH of Shomron (Samaria) and to his 

Asherah” (ליהוה שמרן ולאשרתה) in the inscription above the Bes-like images in conjunction with 

similar inscriptions from Khirbet el-Qom.27 Although some scholars suggest that personal names 

																																																								
26 Jeremy M. Hutton, “Local Manifestations of Yahweh and Worship in the Interstices: A Note on 

Kuntillet ʿAjrud,” JANER 10 (2010): 177-210 (187-89); Brian B. Schmidt, “The Iron Age Pithoi Drawings from 
Horvat Teman or Kuntillet ʿAjrud: Some New Proposals,” JANER 2 (2002): 91-125 (102-3).  

 
27 Zeʾev Meshel, “Kuntillet ʿAjrud, 1975-1976,” IEJ 27 (1977): 52-53; idem, Kuntillet ʿAjrud: A Religious 

Centre from the Time of the Judean Monarchy on the Border of Sinai (Jerusalem: Israel Museum, 1978); Pirhiya 
Beck, “The Drawings from Ḥorvat Teman (Kuntillet ʿAjrûd),” Tel Aviv 9 (1982): 3-86; P. K. McCarter, “Aspects of 
the Religion of the Israelite Monarchy,” in Ancient Israelite Religion: Essays in Honor of Frank Moore Cross, ed. P. 
D. Miller, Paul Hanson, S. Dean McBride (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1987), 137-55; Judith M. Hadley, “Drawings and 
Inscriptions on Two Pithoi from Kuntillet ʿAjrud,” VT 37 (1987): 180-213; Othmar Keel and Christoph Uehlinger, 
Gods, Goddesses and Images of God in Ancient Israel (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1998), 225-26; Schmidt, “The 
Iron Age Pithoi,” 91-125; F. W. Dobbs-Allsopp et al, ed., Hebrew Inscriptions: Texts from the Biblical Period of the 

Monarchy with Concordance (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2005), 286-88; Dever, Did God Have, 160-67; 
Hutton, “Local Manifestations of Yahweh, 177-210; Nadav Naʾaman and Nurit Lissovsky, “Kuntillet ʿAjrud, Sacred 
Trees and the Asherah,” Tel Aviv 35 (2012): 186-208; Zeʾev Meshel, Kuntillet ʿAjrud (Ḥorvat Teman): An Iron Age 

II Religious Site on the Judah-Sinai Border (Jerusalem: Israel Exploration Society, 2012); Tallay Ornan, “Sketches 
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do not take a pronominal suffix in Hebrew, this phenomenon does occur in Semitic languages in 

general. Thus, the lyre player as the goddess Asherah is a reasonable assessment.28 This jar, 

which scholars label “Pithos A,” also includes another image of animals eating from trees, which 

is a symbol associated with Astarte/Asherah throughout the ANE and corresponds to the fertility 

image of a cow suckling a calf next to the Bes-like figures. A second jar, from the same building, 

appears to include a procession of worshippers Its multiple references to “YHWH of Teman” 

matches plaster inscriptions from the same building, which may refer to local manifestations of 

YHWH in Judah or Edom as opposed to the Samarian conception in Pithos A.29 From an art-

historical perspective, Brian Schmidt contends that when one reads the drawings together they 

present the worship of YHWH in an urban-temple environment alongside the open-air 

sanctuaries of the southern desert.30 

 

 

  

Fig. 17 Bes playing a harp. Source: 
Lise Manniche, Music and 

Musicians in Ancient Egypt (1991) 

Fig. 18 Kuntillet ʿAjrud. Ceramic Fragments from “Pithos A” and “Pithos B.”  
Tel Aviv Institute of Archaeology.  

Image: Pirhiya Beck (1982). Courtesy: Zeʿev Meshel 

																																																																																																																																																																																			

and Final Works of Art: The Drawings and Wall Paintings of Kuntillet ʿAjrud Revisited” Tel Aviv 43 (2016): 3-26. 
For an overview of everything published pre-2005, see Dever, Did God Have, 196-208.  

 
28 Christopher A. Rollston, Writing and Literacy in the World of Ancient Israel: Epigraphic Evidence from 

the Iron Age, SBLABS 11 (Atlanta: Society of Biblical Literature, 2010), 71-72. 
 
29 Hutton, “Local Manifestations of Yahweh,” 191.  

 
30 Schmidt, “The Iron Age Pithoi,” 114-15.  
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The association of the lyre with animals also occurs in the “Orpheus” jar from Megiddo, 

which dates to the 12th or 11th century BCE (fig. 20). The lyrist on the jar appears to be masculine. 

He holds an eastern lyre and is part of an animal procession moving toward a geometric tree-like 

object. Although this motif was quite common in the ANE, Braun suggests that the placement of 

human lyrists alongside animals (rather than zoomorphic humans) may be indigenous to 

Israel/Palestine.31 Referring to the lyricist’s apparent power over the animals, John Curtis 

Franklin goes even further when he states, “Like David and Solomon themselves, it is an 

idealized portrait—of the lyrist as Master of Wisdom, whose knowledge and power included, but 

were not limited to, ‘the music itself.’”32 Interestingly, the artistic elements of this jar are more 

akin to Philistine/Aegean art and  representative of the combination of Philistine and local 

Canaanite elements.33 From this time period, there are also two figurines from Ashdod who hold 

rounded lyres that Lawergren identifies as belonging to the Western type due to their 

Philistine/Aegean connections.34 

Lyres also appear on several seals, some by themselves and others with performers. 

Because seals often function as a means of authentication, these seals could represent the marker 

of a specific lyre player or lyre-playing guild (Korahites?).35 The only seal that provides 

indication of a clear cultic connection is one from Nebo from the tenth to eighth centuries BCE. 

Unrolled, it shows a double-pipe player following a lyre player. The former is female and the 

																																																								
31 Braun, Music in Ancient Israel/Palestine, 149.  

	
32 Franklin, Kinyras, 161.  

 
33 Ibid.  
 
34 Lawergren, “Distinctions among Canaanite, Philistine, and Israelite Lyres,” 56.  
 
35 Burgh Listening to the Artifacts, 19. 
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latter is male. In between them are the ankh symbol and a crescent shaped moon, attached to a 

vertical pole, which is a symbol of the lunar god Sin of Haran.36  

 

  

Fig. 19 “Pithos A” Kuntillet ʿAjrud. Sacred Tree motif. 
Image: Pirhiya Beck (1982). Courtesy: Zeʿev Meshel 

Fig. 20 Megiddo lyrist with animal procession, Iron Age 
I. Photo Courtesy of Israel Antiquities Authority 

 

 

 

Fig. 21 Nebo seal with lyre and double-
pipe player. 8th-7th cent. BCE. © 

Foundation BIBLE+ORIENT, Fribourg 
Switzerland 

Fig. 22 Seal of a lyre player from Ashdod. 
The lyre is the rounded and Western type. 

10th cent. BCE. © Foundation 
BIBLE+ORIENT, Fribourg Switzerland 

 
Finally, traditional eastern lyres began to fall out of popularity in the late Greco-Roman 

period with the emergence of the harp and the resurgence of the lute (second century BCE to 

																																																								
36 Ibid., 53-54. Braun, Music in Ancient Israel/Palestine, 157.  
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second century CE), but they still appear on coins in Samaria (375-333 BCE), Bar Kokhba (132-

135 BCE) and stylized mosaics of the fourth to sixth centuries CE, which depict Dionysian and 

Orphic motifs (Sepphoris, Jerusalem, Beth Shean).37 For example, the mosaics at Sepphoris 

depicts multiple lyres. Orpheus is the holder of one in which he plays the lyre for the wild 

animals and birds, and one of the Gemini twins holds the other. The Orphic lyre is representative 

of a Roman kithara and the Gemini lyre is representative of a rounded lyre typical in antiquity. 

The placement of the later in the zodiac on the synagogue floor suggests a symbolic role for the 

lyre, and the astronomical connection between the zodiac and the lyre may be a precursor to the 

idea of “cosmic music” (musica mundana) advocated by Boethius (ca. 480-524 CE) in his De 

insitutione musica.”38 

 

  
 

Fig. 23. Coins from the Bar Kokhba revolt (132-35 CE). Lyres and Trumpet. 
© Foundation BIBLE+ORIENT, Fribourg Switzerland 

 

3.1.1.3 The Single and Double-Pipe. The instrument that is perhaps the most dominant 

iconographically in the Hellenistic period is the double-pipe. Although there is some evidence 

																																																								
37 Braun, Music in Ancient Israel/Palestine, 241-49.  

	
38 Mira Waner, “Aspects of Music Culture in the Land of Israel during the Hellenistic, Roman and 

Byzantine Periods: Sepphoris as a Case Study,” in Music in Antiquity, ed. Westenholz et al., 273-97 (288). Boethius 
is here referring to “the harmony of the spheres, the concord of the elements, and the consonance of the seasons.” 
Boethius relates this concept to “human music” (musica humana) and “instrumental music” (musica instrumentalis). 
The former concerns the harmony between the body and soul along with elements of the body (humors and 
temperaments) and the latter concerns harmony of songs between singers and instrumentalists. In other words, music 
in instruments and song mirrored harmony between physical and cosmic bodies and the soul. See Calvin M. Bower, 
“The Transmission of Ancient Music Theory into the Middle Ages,” in The Cambridge History of Western Music 

Theory, ed. Thomas Christensen (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2008), 136-67, esp. 141-47 (146). The 
“music of the spheres” is also present in the WisSol 19:18, which is a clear example of the combination of music 
theory with sapiential traditions. 
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for double-pipe players in the Iron Age (see figs. 32-33), its representation increases 

exponentially in the Second Temple period. As Braun suggests, “Apart from the bells that from 

the Iron Age onward had always carried forward the rich tradition of idiophones in ancient 

Israel/Palestine, it is now the simple or double-reed instruments with one or two pipes that 

appear most often throughout the country during the Hellenistic-Roman period.”39 Outside of the 

aulos fragments, the most famous being from Jerusalem, there is also a vase fragment from 

Ashdod as well as a few terracotta figurines playing the double-pipe from the Iron Age. These 

aulos figurines resemble the terracotta drum figurines above. The association of the aulos with 

Dionysus, and the popularity of this cult, even in Israel, may have led to the rise of the aulos in 

this period (cf. the Dionysus altar at Beth Shean; 2 Macc 6:7; 3 Macc 2:29). Such an association 

is particularly prevalent in the mosaics from Sepphoris, in which no less than five Dionysian 

scenes on the mosaic floor of a triclinium depict the double aulos.40 Furthermore, if Jews in 

Judea participated in the gymnasium and the symposium, two staples of Greek culture, then 

training in the lyre and aulos would have been a part of the education they received (cf. 1 Macc 

1:14; 2 Macc 4:9-12; Sir 32:12-32:7; 40:21). 

 

  

Fig. 24 Terracotta double-pipe player. Achzib (10th cent. 
BCE). Photo Courtesy of Israel Antiquities Authority 

Fig. 25 Vase fragment, black-on-red drawing from 
Ashdod. Photo Courtesy of Israel Antiquities Authority 

																																																								
39
	Braun, Music in Ancient Israel/Palestine, 223. 

 
40 Waner, “Aspects of Music Culture,” in Music in Antiquity, ed. Westenholz et al., 276, 283-84. 
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Fig 26 Aulos (two fragments), (Jerusalem?). Source: 
Braun, Music in Ancient Israel/Palestine (2002). Used 

by Permission 

Fig. 27 Jerusalem aulos fragment, early Roman. 
Photo: Mariana Salzberger, Courtesy of Israel 

Antiquities Authority 

 

3.1.1.4 Bells and Trumpets. Outside of the drum, lyre, and pipe, there are a few 

iconographic representations of other instruments as well. The bell and shofar are quite 

predominant in mosaics in the Greco-Roman period. The best representation of bells is the fifth 

century CE mosaic from Sepphoris (fig. 30), which associates bells explicitly with Aaron (cf. 

Exod 28:33; 39:25; Sir 45:7-9). Trumpets also appears on coins, most notably from the Bar 

Kokhba revolt (fig. 25) and on the Arch of Titus. In the Bronze Age, there are also several 

representations of lute players (fig. 31), but this image mysteriously disappears from 

iconography until it resurfaces in the Greco-Roman period as mentioned above.  

 

  

Fig. 28 Mosaic floor, Sepphoris synagogue, Aharon in 
robe with bells. Source: Braun, Music in Ancient 

Israel/Palestine (2002).  Used by Permission 

Fig. 29 Lute player from Tell el-ʿAjjul. 

Photo Meidad Suchowolski, Courtesy of Israel 
Antiquities Authority 
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3.1.1.5 Musical Ensembles. Finally, some iconographic material includes multiple 

instruments together. The greatest representation of this phenomenon is the Ashdod Stand. While 

many of the instruments on the stand appear in other figurines played by female musicians (see 

drum figurines above), in this cult object, males have usurped their position. The Ashdod stand 

(fig. 32) parallels other ANE iconography (fig. 31) in which musicians play before rulers and 

suggests a possible gender distinction regarding the location of music performance. It also 

resembles the band of prophets in 1 Sam 10:5 and the procession of the ark in 2 Sam 6:5 (see 

below).  In other words, while women could inhabit the realm of popular music, men were the 

musicians for the state. Scholars have labeled this iconographic motif of bureaucrat musicians, 

the Canaanite Orchestra (fig. 33).41 Braun, following Mendenhall, takes this theory even further. 

Rather than simply being representative of any official cult, Braun contends that this stand 

represents an early phase in the development of the cult of Cybele who is depicted with lyre and 

pipe playing priests as early as the seventh century BCE.42 If Braun is correct, it is possible that 

the cult of Cybele made the double-pipe initially popular in Israel and it received a renewed 

emphasis with the introduction of the aulos in the Hellenistic period.  

 

  
Fig. 30 Ashdod stand, Iron Age II.  

Photo Clara Amit, Courtesy of the Israel Antiquities 
Authority 

Fig. 31 Idalion bowl. 8th cent. BCE. Drawing Courtesy 
of Glennis Fawkes. Source: John C. Franklin, Kinyras: 

The Divine Lyre (2016). 

																																																								
41 Meyers, “Of Drums and Damsels,” 21-22; Paz, Drums, Women, and Goddesses, 68-70; 98-100.  

 
42 Braun, Music in Ancient Israel/Palestine, 175.	
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Fig. 32 Ashdod stand, Iron Age II.  
Photo Clara Amit, Courtesy of the Israel Antiquities Authority 

 

  

Fig. 33 Plaque terra cotta (two lyre players and one 
double-aulos player), 2-3 cent. CE, Petra. Source: 

Braun, Music in Ancient Israel/Palestine (2002). Used 
by Permission. 

Fig. 34 Female harpist and aulos player, 2d. cent. BCE. 
Source: Peters-Thiersch, Painted Tombs in the 

Necropolis of Marissa, 1905, pl. XVI 
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Fig. 35 Coffin lid of Herakles or Dionysus with centaurs holding lyres or harps and Pan pipes. Bet Guvrin.  3rd-4th 
century CE. Photo Clara Amit, Courtesy of Israel Antiquities Authority 

 

3.1.1.6 Musical Duets. As already seen in the Nebo seal mentioned above, the duo of 

instruments, as opposed to the full ensemble, is also quite common. Interestingly, whereas in the 

biblical text the most popular duet is overwhelmingly either the local lyre combination (נבל and 

 in the iconographic evidence, the lyre and the ,(כנור and תוף) or the lyre and the drum (כנור

double-pipe appear to be the preference. This is particularly the case in late Iron Age II where 

one either sees an addition of the double-pipe into the ensemble tradition from the older 

chordophone-membranophone duets (eighth-sixth century BCE) or the replacement of the drum 

with the double-pipe altogether.43  

 
3.1.1.7 Summary. Overall, Braun suggests the archaeological evidence paints a broader 

picture of three main musical trends: (1) an emphasis on popular music, which Braun 

erroneously labels as “orgiastic,” in the Philistine-Phoenician coast with a predominance of 

idiophones/membranophones; (2) a “more-balanced style based on chordophones and 

																																																								
43 Ibid., 164. 



 

	

110 

aerophones” in Edom, Moab, and Ammon; and (3) a shift from the Canaanite cultic tradition of 

horn and drum, which was popular in Northern Israel “to lyre playing and a capella singing” in 

the official Judean cult, which existed alongside a “more syncretistic musical style” of lyre and 

reed playing among the larger population. Braun also notes that the trumpet appears as the more 

popular aerophone in the Judean cult over the double-pipe.44 Finally, he contends that the Persian 

period is largely silent until the reemergence of bells, lyres, harps, lutes, and pipes in various 

sites in the Greco-Roman period.45
 

A few words of caution are in order. First, due to the paucity of evidence for instruments 

in the Iron Age for Israel and Judah proper, Braun appears to make conjectures based primarily 

on biblical evidence that the archaeological evidence does not support. The silence of 

archaeology in this regard does not mean he is incorrect, but as Braun himself notes, there is 

scant evidence for trumpets in Israel/Palestine in general, despite the preference for this 

aerophone in the Hebrew Bible and the Dead Sea Scrolls.46 While his assessment has some 

merit, it seems to disagree with his own evidence in which much of the evidence for 

chordophones and aerophones also come from the Phoenician coast (Achzib, Acco, Tell Keisan) 

or regions close to it (Shikmonah) as well as Philistine cities (Ashdod, Tel Batsah). As Braun 

notes, Ashdod contains a treasure trove of archaeological data.47 Furthermore, outside of the 

scrappers from Ekron mentioned above, the idiophone evidence is not as widespread. As Braun 

himself notes, cymbals disappear and clay rattles, known from cultic and grave sites, are evenly 

distributed throughout Israel/Palestine until the emergence of iron bells in the Babylonian and 

																																																								
44
	Ibid., 183-84.  

 
45 Ibid., 184-88.  
 
46 Ibid., 180-84. חצצרה appears 29x in the Hebrew Bible compared to חליל, which only appears 6x. 
 
47 Ibid., 165. 
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Persian periods (Beth Shemesh, Hazor, Gezer, Tel el-Farʿa, Qitmit).48 Thus, his geographical 

distinctions, while helpful, are too speculative.  

I suggest a much more cautious assessment as follows: the lyre and drum are the 

instruments best attested in northern and southern Israel along with the surrounding regions in 

the Iron Age period. As Lawergren has demonstrated, one can make distinctions between 

Canaanite, Philistine, and Israelite lyres based more on shape than on geography.49 The lute 

appears to disappear entirely in the Iron Age until resurgence in the Hellenistic period, and in 

this same time period, the rattle loses its role as the main idiophone to the iron bell. The double-

pipe begins to emerge as a favorite instrument in motifs of the “Canaanite/Phoenician orchestra” 

and surges in popularity, possibly due to the influence of the cult of Dionysus and the 

symposium in the Greco-Roman period. Finally, regarding ritual performers and sacred space, 

while many of the terra cotta figurines and motifs come from graves, temples, or shrines, it is 

difficult to make any generalizations regarding who played what instrument, and in which place 

certain instruments and performers would have been more common than others. On this picture, 

the archaeological evidence is largely silent minus a few cultic sites such as Megiddo and 

Kuntillet ʿAjrud. At the most, one can argue that drums, double-pipes, and lyres appear to be the 

predominant cultic instruments in the Iron Age with the drum falling out of favor in the Greco-

Roman period. Lyres appear more frequently with male musicians and drums with female 

musicians, but when these instruments appear in an official orchestra setting, the gender of the 

performer is male. 

 
 
 
																																																								

48 Ibid., 105-6, 117.  
 
49 Lawergren, “Distinctions among Canaanite, Philistine, and Israelite Lyres,” 41-68.  
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3.1.2 Textual Evidence 

 
Outside of the reference to Jubal and the origins of music, the next passage that mentions music 

is Gen 31:27, which refers to Laban’s scolding of Jacob for leaving deceptively. In this passage, 

Laban contends that he would have sent his family away with joy, song, drum, and lyre (ובכנור 

 Although this passage gives no hint at performers of these instruments, it .(בשמחה בשרים בתף

accentuates the lyre and drum duet and places this duet in the role of a procession. This duet 

appears in processions in at least two other contexts: (1) prophetic guilds and (2) the 

transportation of the ark where it is associated with the Levites in Ezra-Nehemiah and the 

Chronicler tradition. In this section, I will examine both the relationship of music to prophecy 

and to the Levitical singers. I will also briefly examine the influence of Greek musical practice 

on the Hebrew Bible with a brief examination of the musical terms in Daniel 3. 

 
3.1.2.1 Prophets as Musicians: 1 Samuel 10. An interesting collection of instruments occurs in 1 

Samuel 10. In this passage, Samuel confirms Saul’s appointment of divine kingship by 

predicting Saul’s own meeting with a band of prophets in Gibeath-elohim. The key passage in 

verse 5 states:  

באךכ שם העיר ופגעת חבל נבאים  אחר כן תבוא גבעת האלהים אשר שם נצבי פלשתים ויהי 

במההמ ולפניהם נבל ותף וחליל וכנור והמה מתנבאים   ירדים 
 
After that you will come to Gibeath-elohim at the place where the Philistine garrison is. 
And it will come to pass that as you come in the city, you will meet a band of prophets 
coming down from the bamah and with thick lyre (nēbel), drum, pipe, and thin lyre 
(kinnôr) in front of them. They will be in a prophetic frenzy.50   

																																																								
50 The interpretation of “thick lyre” for נבל and “thin lyre” for כנור comes from Bo Lawergren 

(“Distinctions among Canaanite,” 56). Lawergren’s tentative interpretation originates from the assumption that the 
nēbel had 10-12 strings, which one played with the hand, and the kinnôr, which had fewer strings, one played with 
the plectrum. Both would have been Eastern lyres unrelated to the rounded Western lyres. Cf.  Ps 33:2; 1 Sam 16:23; 
Josephus, Ant. 7.306; y. Sukk. 55c. Furthermore, Braun (Music in Ancient Israel/Palestine, 23-24) contends that the 
lack of harps in the archaeological evidence in Israel prior to the advent of Hellenism suggests that the נבל “was a 
particular kind of lyre of local Near East provenance.” Also, see Bathja Bayer, “The Biblical Nebel,” Yuval 1 
(1968): 89-131.  
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With a mixture of aerophones, membranophones, and chordophones, this text presents an 

ensemble tradition similar to the Ashdod stand above. Because the town that Saul visits is a 

Philistine outpost, the comparison between this prophetic ensemble and the Ashdod stand is 

particularly appropriate. The text never states which group the prophets belong, Baal or YHWH 

worshippers, and it is difficult to ascertain if one should imagine the procession of prophets akin 

to the Canaanite orchestra trope mentioned above, which is predominately male, or a mixture of 

male and female prophets. I have already demonstrated the relationship between the drum and 

female performance above, and Exod 15:20 provides an additional impetus for thinking of the 

band of prophets as a mixed group when it correlates dancing and drumming with the prophetess 

 Miriam.51 Furthermore, Exod 15:20 makes clear that the prophetess led the procession in (נביאה)

song, perhaps antiphonally (שיר ;ענה). When one reads 1 Sam 10:5 in conjunction with Exod 

15:20, these texts provide an important connection between music and prophecy (Ps 68:26).52  

While prophecy is an ambiguous term that is used in various ways, it typically denotes some type 

of speech that is understood to be revealed or divinely inspired. In this context, music acts as a 

catalyst to the prophet’s reception of divine revelation and the conveying of this revelation 

through song signifies its inspired status.  

 The relationship between prophecy and song exists in several other places in antiquity as 

well. Perhaps, the oldest connection comes from Mari whose music schools were quite 

prominent (see Chapter Two). During the ritual of Ishtar, there appears to have been a creative 

interplay between the lamentation singer and the prophets in which the musician had a Sumerian 

canonical lamentation that they sang if the prophet went into a prophetic frenzy. Another text 

																																																								
51 Burgh Listening to the Artifacts, 96-97.  

 
52 This connection is made explicit in 11Q5 27:2-11. See below as well as the discussion in Chapter Four. 
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suggests what the musicians were to sing if the prophetesses did not go into a frenzy.53 The need 

to have a musician to reach a manic state occurs in the Hebrew Bible as well. In 1 Kgs 3:14-20 

Elisha specifically commands for Jehoshaphat to send him a musician ( גןמנ ) and does not begin 

prophesying until the musician begins playing (v. 15).54 The root נגן also has an apotropaic 

element when referring to David’s playing of the lyre to ward off evil spirits (1 Sam 16:16, 23; 

18:10; 19:9; 11Q5 27:10). Finally, the term נגן appears in conjunction with the written prophets 

in two places: (1) In Isaiah with the lyre in a recitation of a prostitute’s song (Isa 23:16) and in 

the context of Hezekiah’s illness (Isa 38:20), and (2) in Ezek 33:32 when God says Ezekiel will 

appear to Israel like a singer (כשיר) who plays a beautiful instrument (מטב נגן).55 Songs in 

general appear to be a component of Isaiah’s prophecy as evident by the love song ( ת דודישיר ) of 

the vineyard (Isa 5:1-7; cf. 26:1-21; 42:10), and there is also the well-known lament at the 

beginning of Joel and the psalm in Habakkuk 3, which explicitly references in its conclusion (v. 

18) the choir master (למנצח), so well-known from the Psalter, and musical accompaniment with 

stringed instruments (בנגינותי).56  

 

																																																								
53 See “Ritual of Ištar, Text 2” and “Ritual of Ištar, Text 3” in Martti Nissinen, ed. Prophets and Prophecy 

in the Ancient Near East, SBLWAW 12 (Society of Biblical Literature: Atlanta, 2003), 80-83. 
 
54 In the Yerushalmi, this verse serves as a proof text to justify Jonah’s inclusion among the prophets. By 

being a musician, Jonah’s heart was also happy, which allowed God’s spirit to rest upon him (y. Sukk. 5:1). The 
instrument Jonah plays in this talmudic story is the aulos, which one also sees in the Acts of Thomas with the 
Hebrew slave girl who plays the aulos before the singing of the Hymn of the Bride. Braun, Music in Ancient 

Israel/Palestine, 218-19.  
 
55 According to John Arthur Smith “the simile of a singer suggests that prophecy could be uttered as song” 

(Music in Ancient Judaism and Early Christianity [Surrey: Ashgate, 2011], 55-59). 
 
56 Habakkuk 3 also contains the phrase “Selah,” which is so well-known from the Psalter, interspersed 

throughout several psalms (vv. 9-13). See W.H. Bellinger, Psalmody and Prophecy, JSOTSup 27 (Sheffield: JSOT 
Press, 1984), 9-21, 83-87.  
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3.1.2.2 Musicians as Prophets: David, the Levites, and Prophecy. When one examines other 

procession passages in the Hebrew Bible, a striking difference occurs between the presentation 

of Samuel-Kings and Chronicles, particularly regarding the expanded musical and leadership 

role of the Levites in the Chronicler tradition. For example, outside of prophetic guilds, another 

large ensemble of instruments occurs in the Hebrew Bible when David brings the ark back to 

Israel in 2 Sam 6:5 and its counterpart in 1 Chronicles 13:8. 2 Sam 6 :5 states in the MT: 

 ודוד וכל־בית ישראל משחקים לפני יהוה בכל עצי ברושים ובכנרות ובנבלים ובתפים ובמנענעים 
 ובצלצלים

 
David and all the house of Israel were dancing before YHWH with every type of clapper, 
and with thin lyres (kinnôr) and thick lyres (nēbel) and drums and clay rattles and 
cymbals.57 

 
Outside of the כנור and נבל, which occur frequently throughout the Hebrew Bible, a distinctive 

feature of this passage is the number of hapax legomena. Either due to the difficulty in 

understanding עצי ברושים or its corruption, 4QSama reads this passage as “with all their might 

and with songs” (בכול עז בשירים), which is also the reading of the LXX (ἐν ἰσχύι καὶ ἐν ᾠδαῖς) 

and the same pericope in 1 Chron 13:8. Because 4QSama has a penchant for sharing readings 

with Chronicles, it is difficult to know if one should prefer its reading in the case of עצי ברושים. 

Even if its reading is correct, both מנענעים and צלצלים are rare terms as well. The former only 

																																																								
57 For the interpretation of these instruments, particularly עצי ברושים for “clapper,” מנענעים for “clay rattle,” 

and צלצלים for “cymbal,” see Braun, Music in Ancient Israel/Palestine, 12, 19-21. Out of these interpretations, 
בכל  עצי ברושים (lit. “with all kinds of cypress wood”) is the most problematic. I choose to retain it because it is also 
present in Syriac (%4 ܕܐܪܙ݂% ܘܕ/"ܘܬ ̈

5'6/ ) and Latin (in omnibus lignis fabrefactis), and is, thus, an old reading. 

Nevertheless, this reading is problematic for several reasons. First, even if the MT is not corrupt, the use of כל in this 
formula is awkward, and the MT has a tendency to preserve corrupt texts (besides ketiv/qere, see Gen 49:19-20;       
1 Sam 13:1). For a list, see Emmanuel Tov Textual Criticism of the Hebrew Bible, 3d ed. (Minneapolis: Fortress, 
2012), 219-62. Second, there is no other attestation of ברושים as an instrument in Hebrew literature outside of this 
verse. Third, clappers are rare in the archaeological evidence outside of a sistrum handle from Bethel and an ivory 
clapper from Shiqmona from the Late Bronze Age, both of which are made out of bone rather than wood (Braun, 
Music in Ancient Israel/Palestine, 88-90). Fourth, if one reads בכול עז לפני יהוה in v. 5, it forms a parallel with v. 14 
where the same phrase occurs along with a verb for dancing. This lack of evidence makes Braun’s reading of ברושים 

 ”,as “clappers” difficult to sustain. For a similar critique, see David P. Wright, “Music and Dance in 2 Samuel 2 עצי
JBL 121 (2002): 201-25 (204-8). 
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occurs in this verse, and the latter both here and in Ps 150:5. In the same story in 1 Chron 13:8, 

the Chronicler replaces צלצלים with  תיםמצל , a term only known in Ezra-Nehemiah and 

Chronicles, and מנענעים with חצצרה, a priestly trumpet, which also occurs most predominately in 

the Hebrew Bible in Ezra-Nehemiah and other priestly texts (Num 10:2, 8; 31:6; Ezra 3:10; Neh 

12:35, 45; 1 Chron 13:8; 15:24, 28; 16:6, 42; 2 Chron 5:12; 13:12, 14; 15:14; 20:28; 29:26). For 

Braun, the Chronicler’s drastic changes signal that the version of this story in 2 Samuel, 

“represents a pagan remnant from Canaanite culture, and this cultural context seems to justify 

their singular mention.”58 While there could be an “anti-Canaanite” impetus behind this decision, 

it is much more likely that the Chronicler is simply depicting David in terms of musical practices 

and instruments used at the temple in the Persian period.  

 Another change by the Chronicler is the addition of the Levites who, like David, play a 

much more dominant role in the temple cult as musicians. In the bringing of the ark to Jerusalem 

in 1 Chronicles 15, the Levites figure predominately as singers and musicians (1 Chron 15:16, 

19, 27) where they do not appear at all in 2 Samuel 6. If the reading of “with songs” in 4QSama 

is correct, it makes sense for the Chronicler to interpret the singers as Levites due to their 

increased musical role and specific appointment as singers in the Chronicler tradition. Although 

the Chronicler gives David the role of creating the instruments the Levites used for song (דויד 

 ,and ordaining their office in the temple (2 Chron 7:6; 8:14-15) (בכלי־שיר יהוה אשר עשה

Hezekiah is the one who is pivotal in reforming their role as musicians in the cult. In 1 Kings 

18:4 Hezekiah is the one who overturns high places and smashes altars, but in 2 Chronicles he 

gives primary responsibility of cult reform to the Levites who, with the assistance of the priests, 

cleanse the temple and restore sacrifice and musical liturgy of David (2 Chron 29:3-30). In this 

																																																								
58 Braun, Music in Ancient Israel/Palestine, 19. The LXX and possibly 4QSama change the instruments 

even further by adding in the aulos.  
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regard, 2 Chron 29:25-30 is particularly fascinating. In this passage, the Chronicler makes a fine 

distinction between the Levites and priests. Whereas the priests play the trumpet (חצוצרה) in the 

assembly, the Levites play the instruments of David (יכל דויד ; vv. 26-27), which are singled out 

as the cymbals (מצלתים), thick lyre (נבלים), and thin lyre (כנרות) whereas neither the instrument 

nor the Levitical singers and priests are present in the corresponding passage in 1 Kings 18. The 

 ,is commonly connected to priests and warfare in the Priestly Source (Num 10; 31:6) חצוצרה

Ezra-Nehemiah (Ezra 3:10; Neh 12:35, 45), Chronicles (2 Chron 13:12-14), and the Dead Sea 

Scrolls (e.g., the War Scroll).59 Hosea 5:8 places the חצוצרה in parallelism with the שופר, which 

is the common warfare instrument in the Deuteronomistic History (e.g., Josh 6; Judges 7; 2 Sam 

20:1-22; 1 Kgs 1:34, 39, 41) and in the Prophets (e.g. מלחמה עתתרו , Jer 4:19; 49:2). At times, the 

Hebrew Bible associates the שופר with priests (Josh 6) and sacrifice (Lev 25:9; Isa 27:13; Ps 

81:3), but in general the priestly connection to the שופר is not as strong as the priestly connection 

to the חצוצרה, which Numbers 10 specifically makes the invention of the sons of Aaron.60 

Although 1 Chronicles 16 associates the חצוצרה with Heman and Jeduthun, this is not the typical 

instrument associated with these “Levitical” ancestors (see below). In every other occurrence, 

both Ezra-Nehemiah and Chronicles clearly delineates the חצוצרה as the instrument of the priests 

and the lyres and cymbals as the instruments of the Levites.  

																																																								
59 The term חצצרה appears 81x in the Dead Sea Scrolls, more than any other instrument. Nevertheless, out 

of these occurrences, all but 4 occur in some version of the War Scroll (1QM; 4Q491-96). The four remaining are in 
the Damascus Document (CD 11:23; 4Q271), a pesher on Numbers 10 (4Q365), which recounts the origin of this 
instrument, and the War of the Messiah (4Q285). In all of these occurrences but the Damascus Document, the חצצרה 
is an instrument used by the priests in warfare. 

 
60 Interestingly, the Dead Sea Scrolls never make this association. Instead it uses the generic priestly term 

  .for the trumpet players rather than the more specific “sons of Aaron.” (e.g., 1QM 7-9; 16-17) כהן
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The Levites play a similar assortment of instruments in Neh 12:27 when they are 

gathered “from all their places” (מכל־מקומתם) to celebrate the dedication of the city wall with 

singing. Although other places in Ezra-Nehemiah seem to make a fine distinction between 

Levites and singers (cf. Ezra 2:70; 7:7, 24; Neh 7:1, 43; 10:28), 2 Chron 29:25-30 and Neh 12:27 

do not. Similarly, Neh 13:10 refers to “the Levites and singers” who returned to their fields 

during a relapse of their temple service. Returning again to 2 Chronicles, the Levites are not only 

called singers (משורר), but their musical repertoire follows the “words of David and the seer 

Asaph” (ריבד  דויד ואסף החזה ), which may relate to a tradition reflected in Ezra 3:10 that 

identifies the Levites as the “sons of Asaph” (בני אסף) and 1 Chron 16:5, which calls Asaph the 

head (ראש) of the Levitical singers. In Ezra 3:10, the Levites are only responsible for playing the 

cymbals, which is the same instrument the Chronicler attributes to Asaph (1 Chron 15:19; 16:5). 

Besides his role as a singer and cymbal player, David also appointed Asaph to minister regularly 

before the ark of the covenant (1 Chron 16:37) and several psalms are associated with him (Pss 

50; 73-83). If this equation of Asaph and Levites with cymbal players represents an old tradition, 

then perhaps the Levites were originally village priests and cymbal players in larger festivals 

who became responsible for more instruments in the Second Temple period as their influence in 

Jerusalem increased.  

Another important component of Hezekiah’s cultic reform in 2 Chronicles 29 is its clear 

connection between music and prophecy, which is a relationship that is pervasive throughout the 

Chronicler tradition. The locus of this relationship is the Levitical singers and their ancestors. For 

example, beyond his role as a singer, 1 Chron 25:1-8 also calls Asaph a prophet (אסף הנבא; 

Ασαφ τοῦ προφήτου), along with Heman, and Jeduthun (הנבאים), and states that their prophecies 
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occur to the accompaniment of thin lyres (כנרות), thick lyres (נבלים), and cymbals (מצלתים).61 

Besides making him a singer of thanksgiving and praise (הדות הללו ליהוה), the Chronicler also 

gives Jeduthun the title “the prophet with the lyre” (הנבא בכנור) as well as the king’s seer (המלך 

 are descendants of these (מלמדי־שיר) and states that all those who have learned to sing (חזה

prophetic singers. 2 Chronicles 5:12 makes theses descendants quite clear when it states:  

והלוים משרריםה לכלם לאסף להימן לידתון לבניהם ולאחיהם מלבשים בוץ תיםבמצל   

ובנבלים וכנרות עמדים מזרח ועמהם כהנים למאה ועשרים מחצררים בחצררים למזבח  

 
And all the Levitical singers—Asaph, Heman, Jeduthun, their sons and their 
descendants—dressed in fine linen with cymbals, thick lyres, and thin lyres, stood east of 
the altar and standing with them were 120 priests who were trumpeters.  

 
This chapter names the musical ancestors of the Levites and their specialization. Asaph plays the 

cymbals, Heman the thick lyre, and Jeduthan the thin lyre with all three representing ancestors of 

different musical guilds.62 The Levites are descendants of all three, and can thus utilize the 

instruments of all the musical guilds (minus the priestly trumpet) rather than simply the cymbals 

as in Ezra 3:10.63 Thus, it is no surprise that the Chronicler’s depiction of Hezekiah’s musical 

reform in 2 Chron 29:25-30 labels Asaph a seer and contends that performing with the thick and 

thin lyre and cymbals is in accordance with some sort of prophetic mandate in which the musical 

																																																								
61 For my purpose, it does not matter if one reads the phrase הנבא as “the prophet” with the LXX or “who 

was prophesying” with the MT and the Targums. Regardless, 1 Chron 25:1-3 portrays the Levitical singers as 
prophesying through music, even if its conception of prophesying by the Levitical singers was quite different than 
the classical prophets. See William M. Schniedewind, The Word of God in Transition: From Prophet to Exegete in 

the Second Temple Period, JSOTSup 197 (Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 1995), 163-88 (176-77). 
 
62 One can infer which instruments Asaph, Heman, and Jeduthun specialized in from the list of singers in 1 

Chron 25:1-6, but it is not clear if they all three specialized in the lyres and cymbals or if they each had their specific 
specialization. Interestingly, 1 Chron 15:17-19 seems to make Heman a cymbal player along with Asaph (and 
Ethan) rather than a lyre player. The instruments, the singers assigned to them, and even the orthography of the 
singers׳ names in 1 Chron 15 contradicts the list, at times, in 1 Chron 16 (e.g., Jaaziel in 15:18 and Jahaziel in 16:5). 
This is indicative of a wider phenomenon in Chronicles where the Chronicler seems to mishandle his sources or is 
not as concerned with their overt contradiction of each other. See Schniedewind, Word of God, 175-82.  

 
63 2 Chron 5:11-14 appears to be a reworking and elaboration of Ezra 3:10-11, which makes the case that 

the Ezra-Nehemiah tradition is quite older than the Chronicler tradition. 
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practice of the Levitical singers follows the commandment of David, Gad the king’s seer, and 

Nathan the prophet (במצות דויד וגד חזה־המלך ונתן הנביא).  

One sees an expansion of this prophetic connection to David’ liturgy in “David’s 

Compositions” in 11Q5 in which David speaks (דבר) or composes all of liturgical works 

“through prophecy” (בנבואה). Following a suggestion by Hans Barstad, Timothy Lim contends 

that the phrase “through prophecy” relates to the prophesying of the Levitical singers in 1 

Chronicles 25. Regarding David’s liturgy and the prophetic tradition, Lim argues that neither the 

Chronicler nor the scrolls are specifically calling David a prophet akin to Isaiah or Jeremiah. 

Instead the association of David’s liturgy with prophecy accentuates the idea of David as an 

inspired figure due to his compositional skills.64 Building on Lim’s work, it is also important to 

note that the association of prophecy with the Levitical singers allows for a connection of divine 

inspiration with music in general, particularly musical performance. It is not simply composing 

songs that makes one like the prophets but singing and playing them as well. The association of 

music with divination in the ANE in general likely helped facilitate this relationship (see the 

examples from Mari above) and allowed for the performance of the Levitical singers to be seen 

as originating from divine inspiration similar to prophetic speech. Overall, it appears the 

Chronicler, or the Chronicler’s source, is equating Levitical singers with prophets and makes 

their singing a manifestation of divine inspiration.  

In this way, the Chronicler is doing at least two things. First, he is confirming a 

longstanding tradition of prophecy and music that has only brief intimations and vestiges 

throughout the rest of the Hebrew Bible (cf. 1 Sam 10:5; 1 Kgs 3:14-20; Isa 5:1-7; Hab 3). 

																																																								
64 Timothy Lim, “‘All These Composed Through Prophecy’,” in Prophecy after the Prophets? The 

Contribution of the Dead Sea Scrolls to the Understanding of Biblical and Extra-Biblical Prophecy, ed. K. De 
Troyer and A. Lange; (Leuven: Peeters, 2009), 61-73 (70-71).  
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Second, by extending Asaph's prophetic role to all the Levites, the Chronicler also appears to 

make the Levites the prophets’ immediate successors. At first glance, this seems to contradict the 

notion that prophecy ceased in the Second Temple period (Josephus, Ag. Ap. 1.38-41; 1 Macc 

9:27; 2 Bar 85:1, 3; b. Sanh. 11a; S. ʿOlam Rab. 86b), but scholarship on early Judaism and the 

Dead Sea Scrolls has recently shown that the Second Temple period still had a robust concept of 

“inspired” figures (akin to Schniedewind’s “ad hoc prophecy”) who spoke with prophetic 

authority or revelatory teachers who became authoritative interpreters of prophetic texts.65  

Along with these figures, the king and the Levites are what Yairah Amit calls “permanent 

prophets” because their office was “endowed with prophetic attributes.”66 Such a prescription is 

possible for the Chronicler because he deprives the prophets of their exclusive mediation of the 

word of God.67 As Amit contends, by making a distinction between prophets and prophecy, 

The Chronicler does not question the importance of the prophecy. He objects to the idea 
that the prophets are the sole source for reaching the word of God, and to the limitation of 
the institution of prophecy.68 
 

Nevertheless, even if the office of the Levites had a degree of prophetic authority, the question 

remains why the Levitical office received this attribution alongside the king and what Chronicles 

means when it associates prophetic language with songs. Schniedewind suggests that the idea of 

																																																								
65 Frederick Greenspahn, “Why Prophecy Ceased,” JBL 108 (1989): 37-49; Schniedewind, Word of God, 

31-79, 130-62, 231-52; Benjamin D. Sommer, “Did Prophecy Cease? Evaluating A Reevaluation,” JBL 115 (1996): 
31-47; Alex Jassen, Mediating the Divine: Prophecy and Revelation in the Dead Sea Scrolls and Second Temple 

Judaism, STDJ 68 (Leiden: Brill, 2007), 37-63, 241-58, 279-308, 331-41; George J. Brooke, “Was the Teacher of 
Righteousness Considered To Be a Prophet?” in Prophecy After the Prophets, ed. Troyer and Lange, 77-99; idem, 
“Prophetic Interpretation in the Pesharim,” in A Companion to Biblical Interpretation in Early Judaism, ed. 
Matthias Henze (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2012), 235-54; Timothy Lim, The Formation of the Jewish Canon, (New 
Haven, Yale University Press, 2013), 1-13, 119-31.  

 
66 Yairah Amit, “The Role of Prophecy and Prophets in the Chronicler’s World,” in Prophets, Prophecy, 

and the Prophetic Texts in Second Temple Judaism, ed. Michael H. Floyd and Robert D. Haak (New York: T&T 
Clark, 2006), 80-101 (86).  

 
67 Ibid., 95. 
 
68 Ibid. 
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“inspired royal musicians” may simply be a component of the magical and semi-divine nature of 

composing (i.e., writing) and singing in the ancient world.69 This position is valid but does not go 

far enough. More is going on here than simply accentuating the magical connotation behind 

writing and the association of singing with divination. Rather, Chronicles is making explicit the 

“inspirational” status of musical performance both in the artistic sense, in which the aesthetics of 

oral poetry accompanied with instrumentation creates the appearance of communing with the 

divine, and in the revelatory sense, in which the performers of music and song in sacred spaces 

can claim a special relationship with the divine and thus special access to divine knowledge. In 

other words, through music, the Levitical singers commune with the divine, and it is in this sense 

that they take on a prophetic role. If the prophets of old would use music to establish a context in 

which they could commune with the divine world (2 Kgs 3:15), then it is fitting to interpret 

music as having the ability to do so for others based on this association as well and thus 

reconfigure priests as prophets and transform prophecy into a musical activity. Third, giving the 

Levites “prophetic authority” may be part of a Levitical legitimation strategy on part of the 

Chronicler who uses this prophetic trope, and old musical ancestors, such as Asaph, Heman, and 

Jeduthan, in order to justify the Levites growing influence in the Jerusalem temple-state. 

Whereas the prophets of old used their inspired speech to critique the state, now the state, via the 

temple cult, is monopolizing divine inspiration. Nevertheless, the Chronicler makes the Levites 

leading actors in cult reform and liturgical actors, even over the priests, which suggests that the 

addition of the Levitical singers in the Chronicler’s retelling of Samuel-Kings is an attempt to 

																																																								
69 Schniedewind also suggests that the subsuming of poetry into prophecy and prophet into Levitical singer 

is a component of Mowinckel’s idea of the “cultic prophet.” Schniedewind, Word of God, 170-71. 
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bolster support for Levitical leadership in the temple over and against the sons of Aaron and 

other priestly families.70 

Finally, both the Chronicler and Ezra-Nehemiah make the Levites sages or scribes (and 

sometimes judges, see 1 Chron 23:4; 2 Chron 19:8-9) where they also figure predominately as 

teachers (2 Chron 17:7-8; 34:12-13 calls them סופרים; Neh 8:9).71 The use of מבין connects these 

stories together. In Chronicles, the Levitical singers are the ones who are מבין, which is a term 

that contrasts skilled musicians from pupils (תלמיד) in 1 Chron 25:27-28 (Also, cf. 15:22; 2 

Chron 34:12).72 This term is also representative of Levitical teachers (המבונים) in 2 Chron 35:3. 

In Nehemiah 8, the מבינים are among the crowd when Ezra reads the Torah (Neh 8:2-3) who then 

help the people מבין (“understand”) Ezra’s Torah.73 The Levites continue their teaching role in 

Aramaic Levi (as well as the Testament of Levi) in which Levi’s descendants are imagined as 

scribes (8:17) and Levi commands his son to teach letters (γράµµατα/ספר; T. Levi 13.2 and 

																																																								
70 For the importance of music as a part of the pro-Levitical agenda of the Chronicler, see John W. Kleinig, 

The Lord's Song: The Basis, Function and Significance of Choral Music in Chronicles, JSOTSup 156 (Sheffield: 
Sheffield University Press, 1993), 28-63, 133-81; Gary N. Knoppers, “Hierodules, Priests, or Janitors? The Levites 
in Chronicler and the History of the Israelite Priesthood,” JBL 118 (1999): 49-72 (67-68). For an examination of the 
economics in Chronicles as part of the Chronicler’s pro-Levitical agenda as well as the relationship between 
Chronicles and other Second Temple texts, see, Yeong Seon Kim, The Temple Administration and the Levites in 

Chronicles, CBQMS 51 (Washington D.C.: The Catholic Biblical Association of America, 2014), 162-93.  
 
71 In the LXX of Chronicles, both סופר and שוטר are translated as γραµµατεύς except in two passages 

where they appear side by side and the Greek renders שוטר as κριτής (2 Chron 26:11; 34:13). The translation of שוטר 
as γραµµατεύς also occurs throughout the Pentateuch. See Schams, Jewish Scribes, 71-83. 

 
72 ‘For the education or training of the Levitical singers and the suggestion that they were not “professional 

musicians” as seen in other temple complexes in the ANE, see Smith, Music in Ancient Judaism and Early 

Christianity, 101-5. Smith (p. 108) also rightly questions the notion of a “temple orchestra” in the Second Temple 
period. If, as Smith contends, the Levites had other professions outside of their singing rotation in the temple then 
their connection with teaching suggests that many also served as village scribe.  

 
73 Armin Lange, “Sages and Scribes in the Qumran Literature,” in Scribes, Sages, and Seers, ed. Leo G. 

Perdue, 271-93 (274-75). 
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Aramaic Levi in 4Q213 1 i 9-12 and Column E 88-90).74 If the additions of musical and teaching 

responsibilities to the Levites are part of the contemporary experience of the Chronicler that he 

then adds to the Samuel-Kings tradition, it thus natural to suppose that however the Levites may 

have taught it would have had some sort of singing or musical component. Unfortunately, much 

of the archaeological evidence is silent in this period, so it is difficult to know how much of the 

conflation of prophetic, priestly, and scribal roles in the figure of the Levites reflects an 

imaginative retroversion of the Chronicler or Ezra-Nehemiah and how much reflects the reality 

of the temple cult in the Persian period.75 Either way, it is clear that the Chronicler tradition had a 

great impact in the literature of the Second Temple period, which I will return to shortly.  

 
3.1.2.3. Influence of Greek Music on the Aramaic Portions of Daniel. Before concluding this 

section on textual evidence for instruments in Hebrew Bible, I would like to say a brief word on 

the instruments mentioned in the Aramaic portions of the book of Daniel, specifically the 

musical ensemble in Dan 3:5, 7, 10, 15. In this well-known story Nebuchadnezzar commissions 

an orchestra to elicit worship from an idol that he has erected, which in the Old Greek contrasts 

with the pious hymns of Azariah that he sings while in the midst of the fire (LXX 3:24-91). 

Nebuchadnezzar’s ensemble has a high concentration of Greek loanwords, which are quite rare 

in the Hebrew Bible. These are as follows: קיתרוס = (κιθάρα), סבכא = (σαµβύκη), פסנתרין = 

																																																								
74 For the role of the Levites in Chronicles and attempts to disentangle pre-exilic sources, the Chronicler’s 

experiences, and later additions, see Schams, Jewish Scribes, 60-71. For the Testament of Levi see, ibid., 83-87. 
When examining evidence for scribes in the Second Temple period, one must also be cautious of the personal biases 
the author has towards scribes, exaggeration or mitigation in this regard, and the possible fluidity of titles in general, 
which themselves could have had multiple functions. Ibid., 278-88. 

 
75 Braun, Music in Ancient Israel/Palestine, 186. For Jewish scribes in the Second Temple period in 

general, see, Schams, Jewish Scribes, 309-27. Schams sees a general and widespread increase of scribes as officials 
and professional writers, particularly on the local level as the scribal professions shifted from the Persian and 
Hellenistic to Roman period.  
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(ψαλτήριον), and סומפניה (συµφωνία).76 The κιθάρα is a lyre, at times used in education, but it 

often refers to the fancy box lyre used by virtuosos from the fifth century BCE onwards. The 

ψαλτήριον is an angular harp played by plucking the strings with one’s fingers rather than the 

plectrum. The meaning of σαµβύκη is uncertain, though it may be an Aramaic loanword that 

found its way into Greek, and thus not a true example of a Greek loan word. Finally, although 

συµφωνία is a generic word for “orchestra” or “harmony,” because it is listed here with the other 

instruments in between the generic phrase “all kinds of song” ( זני זמרא כל ) it is possible that 

συµφωνία is a misreading or dialect variation of τύµπανον (“kettledrum”), which is the expected 

and missing instrument in this ensemble.77  

The use of Greek loanwords may suggest a late date for this portion of the text (3rd-2nd 

cent. BCE), but the story also contains Persian administrative terms (v. 2; אחשדרפניא) and seems 

to be familiar with traditions surrounding Nabonidus’s attempt to force worship to the moon god, 

Sin. In this case, it is a composite text, and thus the use of Greek loanwords to date the text is 

problematic.78 For my purpose it is important that an author who depicts an idealized model of 

the administrative scribe (and may thus be a scribe himself) is also familiar with contemporary 

music practice. Finally, because Daniel is one of the primary books that mention the maskil in 

the Hebrew Bible (Dan 11:33, 35; 12:3, 10), which became a term for the teacher in the Dead 

Sea Scrolls, it is also important that either the author of Daniel 3 or its editors in the Hellenistic 

period were influenced by Greek musical practice. I will argue below that Greek musical practice 

																																																								
76 Braun, Music in Ancient Israel/Palestine, 32-35. 
 
77 Ibid. 
 
78 John J. Collins, Daniel: A Commentary on the Book of Daniel, Hermeneia (Minneapolis: Fortress, 1993), 

20; Carol Newsom and Brennan W. Breed, Daniel: A Commentary, OTL (Louisville: Westminster John Knox, 
2014), 101.  
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also influences the musical repertoire of the maskil in the Qumran community, and it is in the 

book of Daniel that one finds both an early precursor to the maskil tradition in the scrolls (Daniel 

11) and the idealized administrative scribe as seen in Ben Sira.79 

 
3.1.3 Excursus: Did Schools Exist in ancient Israel and Judea?  

 

Before returning to the question of music and education in ancient Israel, a brief pause is 

necessary in order to assess the evidence for schools in ancient Israel in general. This discussion 

includes a mixture of biblical and archaeological data. While much has been written on this 

topic, this excursus will not outline all the scholarship. The heart of the issue is whether 

inscriptions, parchment, and papyri as well as references to teaching and writing in the Hebrew 

Bible and Jewish literature are evidence for institutionalized education in ancient Israel. A 

secondary debate centers around the validity of ANE parallels in elucidating this evidence.80   

Building on the biblical passages, the inscriptions, and the comparative evidence for 

scribal education from the ANE world in general, such as the use of proverbial collections in 

school curricula, some scholars have attempted to extrapolate an elaborate educative system for 

ancient Israel from 8th century BCE onward.81 Nevertheless, other scholars have problematized 

the “education” passages in the Hebrew Bible and the value of comparative and inscriptional 

																																																								
79 For a comparison between the idealized scribe in Sir 38:34c-39:11 and Daniel 1-6, see Newsom, Self as 

Symbolic, 42-47.  
 
80 For an overview of the scholarship, see Ueberschaer in Weisheit aus der Begegnung, 87-108, esp. 91-

101. Also, cf. Lemaire, Les écoles, 34-45.  
 
81 Lemaire proposed two main levels of development beginning with the 800 BCE with the use of paleo-

Hebrew script within the royal administration, which would have utilized the Egyptian bureaucratic system. A 
second, wider diffusion occurred among the populace from 722 onward, which explains the new impetus in writing 
down prophetic oracles and writing the Law on and in one’s house. Lemaire also suggests an elaborate system of 
Canaanite and Israelite school systems along with local and regional schools, which included priestly and prophetic 
schools as well. Schniedewind appears to agree with some of Lemaire’s assessment. He locates the necessary 
conditions for writing socio-economically and its wider disbursement in the times of Hezekiah and Josiah, though he 
does not understand these reforms as impetuses for widespread regional schools as does Lemaire. Cf. Lemaire, Les 

écoles, 79-83; idem, “Schools and Literacy,” 210-11; Schniedewind, How the Bible, 127-28. 



 

	

127 

evidence for assessments of Israelite scribal education.82 For example, although many passages 

in the Hebrew Bible use terms for instruction, such as “teaching” or “learning,” none of them 

actually refer to an institution called a “school.” Golka has famously and succinctly stated the 

problem in the following manner: “the best explanation for the fact that no schools are 

mentioned is still that there were none!”83 The comparison between Proverbs and other ANE 

instructional works may also not be as helpful in attempting to delineate early Israelite school 

curriculum.84 As Stuart Weeks contends, even Middle Kingdom Egyptian instructional works, 

which were utilized as school curriculum in the New Kingdom, were not necessarily composed 

to be school textbooks. Function or use does not always dictate origin.85 Finally, much of the 

biblical evidence, which utilizes father-son and mother-son language, assumes a family level of 

education rather than an administrative school system, in which the primary level of instruction 

is oral rather than written pedagogy.86 

Rollston and Ueberschaer have both rightly observed that much of this debate centers 

around one’s definition for schools and education as well as the rigid distinction one makes 

between schools and guilds as well as between a family based system of education and an 

																																																								
82
	For example, Jamieson-Drake questions the usefulness of comparing education and literacy among states 

whose administrative systems and socio-economic needs were quite differen (Scribes and Schools in Monarchic 

Judah [Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 1993], 152-54). 
 
83 F. W. Golka, The Leopard’s Spots: Biblical and African Wisdom in Proverbs (Edinburgh: Clark, 1993), 

11. Also, see R. N. Whybray, The Intellectual Tradition in the Old Testament, BZAW 135 (Berlin: de Gruyter, 
1974), 35. 

 
84 Jacqueline Vayntrub, “The Book of Proverbs and the Idea of Ancient Israelite Education,” ZAW 128 

(2016): 96-114. 
 
85 Stuart Weeks, Instruction and Imagery in Proverbs 1-9 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2007), 4-32, 

esp. 15-25.  
 
86
	Ueberschaer, Weisheit aus der Begegnung, 101. See also Susan Niditch, Oral World and Written Word: 

Ancient Israelite Literature (Louisville, Westminster John Knox, 1996); Carr, Writing on the Tablet, 112-16.   
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administrative one.87 Much of the inscriptional evidence with its high degree of standardization88 

and the pedagogical models in Proverbs and the Dead Sea Scrolls89 suggests that there were 

schools in ancient Israel and Judea if by “schools” one means “an instruction context where 

teachers transmitted knowledge to students from one generation to the next using traditional 

techniques (e.g., proverb recitation, text copying).”90 Nevertheless, there is no evidence that there 

were formalized schools with institutionalized curricula such as one finds in Mesopotamia and 

Egypt. In other words, even if one rejects the conclusions of much of the scholarship on schools 

in ancient Israel and Judea, there is no reason to deny the existence of pedagogy. In the Second 

Temple period, in particular, one finds an increased emphasis in training in writing along with an 

emphasis on authoritative teachers.91 This new emphasis suggests that learning occurred more in 

																																																								
87

 Rollston, “Scribal Education in Ancient Israel: The Old Hebrew Epigraphic Evidence,” BASOR 344 
(2006): 47-74 (49-50); Ueberschaer, Weisheit aus der Begegnung, 102-4. 

 
88 Rollston, “Scribal Education,” 67; idem, Writing and Literacy, 42; Seth L. Sanders, The Invention of 

Hebrew: (Urbana, IL: University of Illinois Press, 2009), 103-55. Sanders focuses on the use of weapons or tools as 
early writing surfaces, and the call for communal atonement in Ugaritic rituals (KTU 1.40) and Leviticus 16 in order 
to suggest that artisans and guilds originally developed writing in Israel, which the state administration co-opted in 
the 9th century BCE for their own purposes. For a critique of Sanders as well as other approaches to Israelite 
education mentioned above, see Quick, “Recent Research on Ancient Israelite Education,” 9-33. 

 
89

 For Qumran orthography and possible student texts, see Emmanuel Tov, Scribal Practices and 

Approaches Reflected in the Texts Found in the Judaean Desert, STDJ 54 (Leiden: Brill, 2004), 7-30, 337-43; For 
education at Qumran, including possible scribal exercises, see Goff, “Students of God in the House of Torah: 
Education in the Dead Sea Scrolls,” in Second Temple Jewish ‘Paideia’ in Context, ed. Zurawski and Boccaccini, 
71-89. Also, cf. Carr, Writing on the Tablet, 215-39 and Bilhah Nitzan, “Education and Wisdom in the Dead Sea 
Scrolls in Light of their Background in Antiquity,” in New Perspectives on Old Texts. Proceedings of the Tenth 

International Symposium of the Orion Center for the Study of the Dead Sea Scrolls and Associated Literature, 9-11 

January, 2005, ed. Esther G. Chazon and Betsy Halpern-Amaru, STDS 88 (Leiden: Brill, 2010), 97-116.  
 
90 Matthew Goff, “Scribes and Pedagogy in Ancient Israel and Second Temple Judaism” in Wiley 

Blackwell Companion to Wisdom Literature, ed. Matthew J. Goff and Samuel L. Adams (West Sussex: Blackwell, 
forthcoming). 

	
91 For example, the Babatha archives contains evidence for scribes, including some who provide their 

names (e.g., Theënas, son of Simon and Germanos, son of Judah) and give themselves the title libarius, which refers 
to a military clerk. This archive also contains some documents that seem to have been written by non-scribal 
officials who were literate. Also, cf. the Salome Komaise archive and Bar Kokhba letters as well as the inclusion of 
scribal names in the Elephantine papyri from upper Egypt (5th cent. BCE). Schams, Jewish Scribes, 209-16. For the 
increased importance of authoritative teachers of Torah, see the scribalization of Levites (as mentioned above) as 



 

	

129 

the context of devotion to Torah under authoritative interpreters of it rather than in the context of 

formalized administrative education.92 For my purpose, whether one thinks of Israelite education 

as a family context with an oral curriculum and some training in writing for the elite or a more 

administrative context controlled by the state, it does not negate the importance of music as a 

pedagogical tool, which one could utilize in both settings.  

 
3.2 Wisdom as Song in the Hebrew Bible 

 

As examined above, the clearest inferences for the use of music in education based on the 

archaeological evidence and passages that mention musical instruments in the Hebrew Bible are 

the connection between music and prophecy and the conflation between the Levitical singers and 

prophets who appear to have become more prominent in the Second Temple period and 

eventually are associated with scribes and teachers in Chronicles and Ezra-Nehemiah. Besides 

examining archaeology and musical instruments in the Hebrew Bible, one can also explore the 

wisdom tradition itself. Such an examination is always problematic in light of the difficulty in 

defining wisdom literature as well in demonstrating the relationship between proverbial and 

sapiential texts and school curriculum.93 It seems quite clear that not all wisdom texts were 

produced for schools or even had the same social setting (e.g., 4QInstruction and Prov 1-9 appear 

to have markedly different audiences). Nevertheless, because several proverbial and sapiential 

traditions in the ANE have an instructional setting and some of these texts were utilized in 

																																																																																																																																																																																			

well as the importance of having interpreters of a largely written Torah in 2 Chron 17:9. Ben Sira also emphasizes 
the importance of Torah study under an authoritative teacher (6:34-37; 24:30-34) and several texts from the Dead 
Sea Scroll connect Torah to Wisdom (e.g., 4Q525) and emphasize the importance of studying Torah from 
authoritative figures (e.g., cf. 1QS 6:6-8 and 9:18-19) by means of a specific interpretive lens (e.g., raz nihyeh in 
4QInstruction) 

 
92 Goff, “Scribes and Pedagogy.” 
 
93 See the collection of essays in Mark R. Sneed, ed. Was There a Wisdom Tradition? New Prospects in 

Israelite Wisdom Studies (Atlanta: Society of Biblical Literature, 2005). See also idem, “Is the ‘Wisdom Tradition’ 
A Tradition?” CBQ 73 (2011): 50-71; Goff, “Qumran Wisdom,” 286-306. 
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scribal education, it is feasible to examine the role of music in the wisdom tradition in order to 

ascertain the role music may have played in instructional contexts. I have chosen to examine two 

predominant motifs in this regard: the image of Solomon in the Hebrew Bible and the “wisdom 

psalms.” Solomon is important because he becomes a paradigm for wisdom acquisition in 

general in Israelite and Jewish literature, and the “wisdom psalms” because past scholarship has 

often assumed a “school” setting for them based on their form content and genre. 

 
3.2.1 Solomon the Singer?

94 

The quintessential story of wisdom acquisition in the Hebrew Bible is the story of Solomon’s 

dream in 1 Kgs 3 where Solomon receives wisdom from YHWH while sacrificing at the altar of 

Gibeon and then demonstrates his newfound wisdom by adjudicating a legal case between two 

prostitutes. For my purpose, the story of Solomon’s works in 1 Kgs 5 (MT) is even more 

important. Verse 12 of this chapter reads, “And he (Solomon) spoke three thousand proverbs, 

and his songs were a thousand and five” (שלמ  ויהי שירו חמשה ואלף  While .(וידבר שלשת אלפים 

most recall Solomon as the author of proverbial works due to the collection of proverbs that bear 

his name, it is equally important that this passage mentions Solomon as a singer. The musical 

impetus of this passage is even more apparent in the verse before, which contrasts Solomon’s 

wisdom with “Ethan the Ezrahite and Heman, Calcol, and Darda, children of Mahol.” Both 

Ethan and Heman are known from musical practices in Chronicles where they are leaders of a 

group of cymbalists and part of the group of Levitical singers also associated with prophets and 

seers as mentioned above (1 Chron 15:17-19; 1 Chron 25:1-6). Ethan and Heman also appear in 

the book of Psalms associated with the term maskil, which is either a title for an office, as in the 

																																																								
94 For a recent article regarding Solomon and Jewish tradition, see Blake Jurgens “The Figure of Solomon,” 

in Blackwell Companion to Wisdom Literature, ed. Goff and Adams, forthcoming. 
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Dead Sea Scrolls, or an adverbial phrase, as the LXX understands it. Psalm 88 has the title “a 

maskil of Heman the Ezrahite,” and Psalm 89, the title, “a maskil of Ethen the Ezrahite.” 

Returning to the MT of 1 Kgs 5:11, while most translations interpret the phrase בני מחול as a 

proper name, perhaps a better interpretation is “Children of Dancing” in light of the musical 

association of the Ethan and Heman in Chronicles and the Psalter, and the association of the term 

 with musical instruments and joy in other passages in the Hebrew Bible.95 When read מחול

together, 1 Kgs 5:11-12 (MT) already place emphasis on Solomon’s musical acumen, which the 

LXX and Vulgate accentuate by giving Solomon 5000 total songs instead of the 1005 present in 

the MT.96 As John Franklin contends, “All four wisemen bested by Solomon in the passage 

above have primarily musical associations . . . . so that here Solomon, like Shulgi, outshines his 

own court’s leading lights.”97 As demonstrated in chapter 2, many royal biographies, such as 

Šulgi B and Išme-Dagan A+V, explicitly make musical acumen a characteristic of the king’s 

intelligence, and writing and music were a central part of educative contexts and royal 

propaganda in the ANE and Greco-Roman world in general. Thus the combination of proverbs 

and songs as an exaltation of Solomon’s wisdom is not surprising. 

As stated above, both the LXX and Vulgate give Solomon a total of 5,000 total songs, 

which substantially places his song composition over his proverbial one.98 This gradual shift in 

																																																								
95 Cf. Jer 31:4, 13; Pss 30:11; 149:3; 150:4; Lam 5:15; 4Q285 7 5; 11Q14 1 i 14. Also, see Amihai Mazar, 

“Ritual Dancing the Iron Age,” NEA 66 (2003): 126-127. 
 
96 Also, cf. Josephus, Ant. 8.44, the Peshitta of 1 Kgs 5:12, and the Targum of Pseudo-Jonathan on 1 Kgs 

5:12, which lists Solomon’s song collection as consisting of 1005 songs. 
 
97 Franklin, Kinyras, 152. Also, see pp. 115-16 for comparison to Ugaritic texts in which cymbalists as a 

separate group are also prominent. For the phrase “Ezrahite” also see, Ps 88 where the title is given to Heman in a 
maskil psalm and 1 Chron 2:6 where the entire group are the “sons of Zerah.” 

 
98 Ps 127 does not contain a Solomonic attribution in Syriac, but instead refers to Haggai and Zechariah’s 

exhortation to the people upon the rebuilding of the temple. The Syriac collection does, however, have a second 
attribution to Solomon in the Psalter not present in the Hebrew, Greek, and Latin: Ps. 120.  
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preference to Solomon’s songs over his proverbs occurs not only in his association with the Song 

of Songs and certain psalms in the Psalter (72:1; 127:1 in the MT), both of which are late 

attributions, but also in his association with his own psalmic collections: the Psalms of Solomon 

(100 CE) and the Odes of Solomon (2d-3d cent. CE).99 Revelation of knowledge through song is 

present in both of these works and connects back to the combination of song and wisdom in 

Solomon in 1 Kgs 5:12 (MT) and the revelation of divine knowledge to him (1 Kgs 3:1-15; Wis 

7-9).100 For example, Ode 7 calls God the “father of knowledge” (7:7-8) and contends that the 

revelation of hidden knowledge to the holy ones is for the purpose of singing ("+ܙ ) “with joy and 

with the kithara [!6'&ܪ/ ] of many tones/voices” (v. 17). In this cadre of performers, seers 

(47̈8* ) or prophets are also present who help remove ignorance so that there is no person 

“without knowledge or without a voice” (49"*ܕ;:4  7=>&%  ܘ;:4  ܕ ; vv. 18-24).101 In this 

context, the lack of voice may refer to the inability to praise or sing to God without first having 

proper knowledge, which is an important topic in the Dead Sea Scrolls (see below) and Ben Sira 

																																																								
99 The connection between the Psalms and Odes occurs in its earliest manuscript attestation in the Pistis 

Sophia, which identifies what modern scholars know as the first Ode with the nineteenth song indicating that in this 
tradition it clearly followed the eighteen Psalms of Solomon. See Angela K. Harkins, “The Odes of Solomon as 
Solomonic Pseudepigrapha,” JSP 24 (2016): 247-73 (251-52).  

 
100 Besides the theme of hidden knowledge, Nicklas gives other implicit reasons for the association of this 

collection of hymns with Solomon. He goes on to argue that Solomon as a type for Christ and allusions to the 
anointed and beloved in Ode 36:6 and Ode 3 implicitly connect the speaker to Solomon who has these titles in the 
LXX Ps 44:1, 8 and 2 Sam 12:24. The thematic motifs of peace and divine rest in the Odes also quite naturally fit 
with the etymology of Solomon whose name means “peace” and whom 1 Chron 22:9-10 calls a “man of rest” ( איש
 ανὴρ ἀναπαύσεως). The importance of knowledge and rest in Odes makes it easy to see why this text became	;מנוחה
important for Christian Gnosticism. See Niklas, “Salomo, Christus und die Oden Salomos,” in The Figure of 

Solomon in Jewish, Christian and Islamic Tradition: King, Sage and Architect, ed. Verheyden, TBN 16 (Leiden: 
Brill, 2016), 174-82. See also Harkins (The Odes of Solomon, 267-72) who relates Solomon’s prayer posture in 1 
Kgs 8 with the prayer posture in Ezra 9:4, the Levi pseudepigrapha, and Ode 35:7; 37:2, which relate linguistically 
to Ode 27:1-3 and 42:1-2. 
 

101 For the Odes of Solomon, see “Odes of Solomon,” trans. James Charlesworth (OTP), 2:740-41. Also, cf. 
James H. Charlesworth, “The Odes of Solomon: Their Relation to Scripture and Canon in Early Christianity,” in 
Sacra Scripture: How “Non-Canonical” Texts Functioned in Early Judaism and Early Christianity, ed. James H. 
Charlesworth, Lee M. McDonald, and Blake A. Jurgens (London: Bloomsbury, 2014), 89-107 and Lee M. 
McDonald, “The Odes of Solomon in Ancient Christianity: Reflections of Scripture and Canon,” in idem, 108-36.  
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(see Chapter Four).  Furthermore, even in more traditional wisdom works, Solomon’s song 

writing is a point of emphasis. Thus, in delineating Solomon’s works, Ben Sira and (47:17) and 

Josephus (Ant. 8.44) mention songs first in the list of his achievements, and the Wisdom of 

Solomon (1st cent. CE) concludes Solomon’s search for Wisdom with a hymn extolling it (10:1-

21).102 Overall, 1 Kgs 5:12 creates a symbiotic relationship between wisdom and song writing 

early on in the Solomonic tradition, which becomes much more integral to the character of 

Solomon in the Second Temple period and in latter Jewish and Christian traditions (note also the 

reference to Solomon’s 24 songs of praise in b. Shabb. 30a and b. Sanh. 107b).103 

 

3.2.2 “Wisdom Psalms” and the Dead Sea Scrolls 

 
Besides the figure of Solomon, another area that appears to combine traditional wisdom 

categories with the category of hymns is the genre past scholarship has labeled “wisdom 

psalms.” These psalms are important because scholarship has traditionally placed the Sitz im 

Leben of these psalms outside of the cult. For Gunkel these psalms participated in the shift from 

cultic poetry to spiritual poetry, and for Mowinckel this “private learned psalmography” is the 

personal prayers of sages.104 Because these psalms often share terminology with Proverbs and 

																																																								
102 The Hebrew in MS B states בשיר משל, which one could translate “in song and proverb” or “in song of 

proverbs.” The Greek (ἐν ᾠδαῖς καὶ παροιµίαις) and Vulgate prefer the former, and the Syriac text is quite different 
altogether. Josephus claims that Solomon composed “books of songs and melodies” (βιβλία περὶ ᾠδῶν καὶ µελῶν). 

 
103 Solomon’s use of magic is another predominant Second Temple motif that one sees in the Wisdom of 

Solomon (7:17-20), Josephus (Ant. 8.45-49), pseudo-Philo (LAB 60:1-3), references to the “son of David” in 
exorcism accounts in the gospels (e.g., Mark 10:46-52; Luke 18:35-43), the first column in 11Q11, and in the 
Testament of Solomon. Although music is not present in most references to Solomon’s magic/exorcism tradition, the 
use of music in this regard is well-known. Biblical Antiquities alludes to this by providing the song David used to 
soothe Saul’s demon. David concludes the song by referencing Solomon (“from which after a time one born from 
my loins”) who will “rule over” the demon tormenting Saul (LAB 60:3). “Pseudo-Philo,” trans. Daniel J. Harrington 
(OTP 2:373). For Solomon as a magician in Jewish tradition, see Pablo A. Torijano, “Solomon and Magic,” in The 

Figure of Solomon, ed. Verheyden, 107-25.  
 
104
	Cf. Gunkel and Begrich, Introduction to Psalms, 293-305 and Mowinckel, Psalms in Israel’s Worship, 

2:104-25. Gunkel lists the psalms as Pss 1, 27, 49, 73, 91, 112, and 128 whereas Mowinckel’s list is Pss 1, 19B, 34, 
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schools in Egypt and Mesopotamia often used proverbial collections, it is natural to assumes that 

some didactic and acrostic psalms were utilized in these settings in ancient Israel as well. 

These assumptions, however, are rife with problems. First, there is the problem in 

assuming that Israel had schools similar to Egypt and Mesopotamia (see the excurses above), 

that the use of a certain genre in a school setting by these ANE schools is indicative of its 

origins, or that the wisdom tradition was secular and academic, and thus separated from the 

priests.105 

Second, there is a problem of delineation of these psalms and of genre. No two scholars 

can agree on which psalms are “wisdom psalms,” something R. N. Whybray has famously 

compared “to making bricks without straw.”106 For example, J. Kenneth Kuntz, one of the main 

scholars on the subject, demarcates them as Pss 1, 32, 34, 37, 49, 73, 112, 127, 128 and 133 

whereas Roland Murphy’s list does not include Pss 73, 127, and 128.107 Leo Perdue’s list is 

similar, but he adds Pss 19 and 119, which he classifies as songs composed for cultic purposes. 

The rest of the psalms, outside of Pss 32, 34, and 73, which he classifies as cultic reflections, are 

“didactic poems” and were composed and used in wisdom schools, not finding their way in the 

																																																																																																																																																																																			

37, 49, 78, 105, 106, 111, 112, and 127. For a thorough analysis of Gunkel, Mowinckel, and recent assessments on 
the editing of the Psalter, see Catherine Petrany, Pedagogy, Prayer, and Praise: The Wisdom of the Psalms and 

Psalter (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2015), 5-33. 
 
105 Stuart Weeks, Early Israelite Wisdom (Oxford: Clarendon, 1994), 57-73, 132-56.  
 
106 R. N. Whybray, “The Wisdom Psalms,” in Wisdom in Ancient Israel, ed. John Day, Robert P. Gordon, 

and H. G. M. Williamson (Cambridge; Cambridge University Press, 1995), 152-60 (152).  
 
107 Roland Murphy, “A Consideration of the Classification, ‘Wisdom Psalms’,” in Congress Volume: Bonn 

1962, VTSup 9 (Leiden: Brill, 1963), 156-67 (160). Kuntz adds to Murphy’s list in J. Kenneth Kuntz, “The 
Canonical Wisdom Psalms of Ancient Israel – Their Rhetorical, Thematic and Formal Dimensions,” in Rhetorical 

Criticism: Essays in Honor of James Muilenburg, ed. J. J. Jackson and M. Kessler, PTMS 1 (Pittsburg: Wipf and 
Stock, 1974), 186-222 (191-99); idem, “Wisdom Psalms and the Shaping of the Hebrew Psalter,” in For a Later 

Generation: The Transforming of Tradition in Israel, Early Judaism, and Early Christianity, ed. R.A. Argall et al. 
(Harrisburg, PA: Trinity Press International, 2000), 144-60. 
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psalter until later editions.108 More recently, Tova Forti reassesses the criteria for defining the 

genre and only two psalms, Pss 39 and 104, make the cut.109 Regarding genre, some scholars 

disagree over the value of using proverbial terminology to delineate these hymns. While Kuntz 

and Murphy have demarcated linguistic markers such as the use of אשרי, the preponderance of 

acrostics, or an emphasis on the fate of the righteous and wicked, Crenshaw has astutely noted 

that many linguistic features of “wisdom psalms” also appear in prophetic works like Amos and 

such distinctions are often arbitrary and unhelpful. For Crenshaw an emphasis on genre markers 

often ignores social location and function and should thus be abandoned altogether.110 Criticizing 

both positions, Mark Sneed contends that both Kuntz and Crenshaw operate from the taxonomic 

assumption of “genre realism,” which views genres as “ontological categories” rather than 

“genre nominalism,” which views genre creating as a flexible and arbitrary process that is still 

necessary in producing and organizing meaning.111 In this regard, the “wisdom psalms” can 

function as a helpful heuristic category that recognizes the instructional language of these psalms 

without insisting on such rigid boundaries of classification.112 For Sneed, if genres are indeed 

flexible, then one should not be surprised by shared terminology, particularly if the composition 

of most of the Hebrew Bible originates in a scribal milieu.113  

																																																								
108 Leo Perdue, Wisdom and Cult: A Critical Analysis of the Views of Cult in the Wisdom Literatures of 

Israel and the Ancient Near East, SBLDS 30 (Missoula, MN: Scholars Press, 1977), 260-324.  
 
109 Tova Forti, “Gattung and Sitz im Leben: Methodological Vagueness in Defining Wisdom Psalms,” in 

Was There A Wisdom, ed. Sneed, 205-20.  
 
110
	James Crenshaw, “Wisdom Psalms?” CurBS 8 (2000): 9-17, and the response of Kuntz in “Reclaiming 

Biblical Wisdom Psalms: A Response to Crenshaw,” CurBR 1 (2003): 145-54.  
 
111 Sneed, “Is the ‘Wisdom Tradition,’” 66-67. 
 
112 Ibid. 
 
113 Ibid., 68-71.  
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Third, there is a problem with the category of “wisdom,” “wisdom literature,” and the 

“wisdom tradition” with several scholars contending that such a tradition does not exist.114 

Similar to the problem of defining “religion” in religious studies, if one gives a definition at all it 

will not be systematic enough, even when one acknowledges that one’s classification is simply a 

heuristic device that will inevitably have assumptions and biases that are not sustainable when 

examining particular cases. Others can and will deconstruct one’s scholarly bias and the attempt 

at classification in general.115 Nevertheless, the minimalist approach, which looks only at 

specific cases or the methodology of “knowing what wisdom is when one sees it” without every 

providing definition or classification is also problematic because it is too subjective to have any 

real value. Overall, although there has been pushback against throwing out the proverbial baby 

with the bath water, the problems in demarcating a genre category or literary tradition and the 

social location behind it has placed the assessment of the categories of “wisdom psalms” and 

studies in “wisdom” in the Hebrew Bible in general at an impasse. It is clear that there were 

instructional texts and traditions in ancient Israel and that the “wisdom tradition” one uses to 

contextualize them is an etic category. Nevertheless, as long as one is clear about what one 

																																																								
114 See the collection of essays in ed. Sneed, Was There A Wisdom Tradition? Particularly, poignant are the 

essays, by Will Kyes (“The Modern Scholarly Wisdom Tradition and the Threat of Pan-Sapientialism: A Case 
Report), Mark Sneed (“Grasping After the Wind”: The Elusive Attempt to Define and Delimit Wisdom”), Michael 
V. Fox (“Three Theses on Wisdom”), Annette Schellenberg (“Don’t Throw the Baby Out with the Bathwater: On 
the Distinctness of the Sapiential Understanding of the World”), Katharine J. Dell, (“Deciding the Boundaries of 
Wisdom: Applying the Concept of Family Resemblance”), and Stuart Weeks, (“Wisdom, Form and Genre”). Mark 
Hamilton (“Riddles and Parables, Traditions and Texts”) provides a helpful analysis by asking what actually 
constitutes a tradition according to sociology (legitimation, valuing the past, rituals, and collective identity) and 
suggest that the concept of wisdom in Wisdom literature fits this practice. Also, see Stuart Weeks, “Is ‘Wisdom 
Literature’ a Useful Category” in Tracing Sapiential Traditions, ed. Hindy Najman et al., 3-23.  

 
115 For the problem of definition and classification in religious studies, cf. Wilfred Cantwell Smith, The 

Meaning and End of Religion:	A New Approach to the Religious Traditions of Mankind (New York: Macmillan, 
1962); J. Z. Smith, “Map is Not Territory,” in Map is Not Territory: Studies in the History of Religions, SJLA 23 
(Leiden: Brill, 1978), 289-309; idem, Relating Religion: Essays in the Study of Religion (Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press, 2004); Bruce Lincoln, Holy Terrors: Thinking about Religion after September 11 (Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 2003), 3-8; Russell T. McCutcheon, Studying Religion: An Introduction (Sheffield: 
Equinox, 2007), 59-72. For the problem of classification in general and its relationship to naturalization and cultural 
capital, see Bourdieu, Distinction: A Social Critique.  
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means by this category it can be a helpful heuristic for examining the relationship between 

explicit instructional texts, such as Proverbs, and hymnic passages in the Psalter. While I 

acknowledge the diversity of “wisdom literature” in content and form, I agree with Elisa 

Uusimäki’s suggestion that it is useful to think of “wisdom literature” broadly in reference to “an 

expansive corpus of texts that discuss wisdom and related concepts.”116 In many cases, these 

works either resemble or interact with Proverbs or encourage study and learning as their primary 

mode of revelation and discourse.117 These works can be called “a tradition in a loose sense” in 

that they hold viewpoints that distinguish them from other texts, evoke “their own circle of 

ancient authorities” (e.g., Solomon and Lemeul or the older generation in the book of Job), along 

with excluding or critiquing other authorities, and they interact with each other in some capacity 

(e.g., Ben Sira’s use of Qohelet and Job in Sirach 39).118 One can make this claim without 

excluding the similarities certain passages in the “wisdom literature” have with other books such 

as Deuteronomy or Ezekiel and without equating such similarities to a shared “wisdom circle” or 

“circle of scribes” behind these works. Scribal and intellectual circles in the ancient world were 

not monolithic and ideas migrated from one intellectual circle to another quite easily.119   

While not solving the problem of genre and definition, perhaps a way beyond the impasse 

is to look at the function of these wisdom psalms in communities for which we possess 

knowledge of their usage and origin. In this regard, Pss 37, 119 and 127 are fascinating because 

of their occurrence in the Dead Sea Scrolls. Psalm 119 occurs as a separate text (5Q5; 4Q89, 

																																																								
116 Elisa Uusimäki, “The Maskil among the Hellenistic Jewish Sages,” JSJ (in press). 
 
117 Goff, “Qumran Wisdom,” 298. 

 
118 Hamilton, “Riddles and Parables, Traditions and Texts: Ezekielian Perspectives on Israelite Wisdom 

Tradition,” in Was There A Wisdom Tradition? ed. Sneed (Atlanta: Society of Biblical Literature, 2005), 241-62 
(243-45). 

 
119 Ibid. 
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4Q90) in small, personal copies that may have been used for meditation or private study.120 In 

psalm collections, Psalm 119 is separated from other psalms in every psalmic collection through 

vacats and stichographic writing, even when the rest of the psalms in these collections are 

written in prose (1Q10; 11Q5; 11Q6). This separation suggests that Ps 119 was the psalm par 

excellence for the Qumran community and perhaps for other Second Temple Jewish sects as 

well.121Although writing Ps 119 stichographically may have simply been a scribal convention, 

this presentation both preserves the acrostic features of the original and facilitates the 

memorization and recitation of the psalm for pedagogical purposes. Psalm 119’s emphasis on 

teaching (vv. 12, 26, 33, 64, 68, 7, 99, 102, 108, 124, 35), study, and meditation (vv. 15, 23, 27, 

48, 78, 97, 148) creates a portrait of an “exemplary Torah student” whose internalization of 

Torah leads to praise despite God’s delay in justice.122 This is a portrait that would fit quite well 

with the theology of the Qumran community (see the discussion of pesharim below), and Ps 

119’s emphasis on rising at midnight to give thanks (v. 62) and before dawn to study (v. 147) as 

well as praising God seven times a day (v. 164) could have served as support of the practice of 

daily liturgy known from other scroll texts (e.g., 1Q34-34bis; 4Q503-509; 5Q504).123  

																																																								
120

 Patrick W. Skehan, Eugene Ulrich, and Peter W. Flint, “Two Manuscripts of Psalm 119 from Qumran 
Cave 4,” RevQ 16 (1995): 477-86; Schuller, “Some Reflections,” in Liturgical Perspectives, ed. Chazon, 173-89; 
Mroczek, Literary Imagination, 31.  

 
121 The special status of Ps 119 among the scrolls may also confirm its programmatic and paradigmatic 

role in the final editing of the Psalter in the MT. See the note below. 
 
122 For the role of Ps 119 in accentuating the exemplary Torah student, and its overall role in the Psalter 

see, Kent Aaron Reynolds, Torah as Teacher: The Exemplary Torah Student in Psalm 119, VTSup 137 (Leiden: 
Brill, 2010), 105-79. It is not clear, however, what exactly Torah means in this psalm, and thus using Ps 119 as 
example of the programmatic and paradigmatic role of Torah in the final editing of the Psalter is problematic. See 
Jon D. Levenson, “The Sources of Torah: Psalm 119 and the Modes of Revelation in Second Temple Judaism,” in 
Ancient Israelite Religion: Essays in Honor of Frank Moore Cross, ed. P.D. Miller et al (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 
1987), 559-74. 
 

123 The terminology used in this psalm for “midnight” (חצות) and “dawn” (נשף) is not frequent among the 
scrolls outside of scrolls on Psalms and Isaiah, but the idea of praying during these times of the day is important for 
the Qumran community. Besides the calendrical prayers mentioned above, also see The Hymn to the Creator (11Q5 
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Although scholars often debate if Ps 119 is a “wisdom psalm” or “Torah psalm,” Psalm 

37 receives almost unanimous consensus as the former. This psalm occurs predominately in the 

Psalms Pesher 4Q171 (4QpPsa), which also covers parts of Pss 45 and 60. Although early work 

on this pesher was largely textual in nature, recent works have accentuated its literary coherence 

and sociological function.124 For example, Jutta Jokiranta stresses the fact that the dichotomy 

between the righteous and wicked in Ps 37 provided a ready-made tupos for reinforcing the 

Qumran community’s apocalyptic and eschatological interpretation of identity and history, 

which allows the pesharim to encourage an active pursuit of poverty and affliction (2:10; 3:3; 

3:10).125 For my purpose, recent studies on the use of vacats as evidence of oral production of 

the pesher is particularly fascinating.126 This discussion suggests that the vacats divides the 

																																																																																																																																																																																			

26:9-12), and the prayers in 1QS 9:26-10:4; and 1QM 14:12-14. For works that may have been part of the daily 
liturgy at Qumran, and for the origins of fixed prayer in the Second Temple period, see Jeremy Penner, Patterns of 

Daily Prayer in Second Temple Period Judaism, STDJ 104 (Leiden: Brill, 2012); Also, cf. Daniel K. Falk, Daily, 

Sabbath, & Festival Prayers in the Dead Sea Scrolls, STDJ 27 (Leiden: Brill 1998), 21-124; Russell C. D. Arnold, 
The Social Role of Liturgy in the Religion of the Qumran Community, STDJ 60 (Leiden: Brill, 2006), 106-58.  

 
124 For the early textual work on 4Q171, see J. M. Allegro, “A Newly Discovered Fragment on Psalm 

xxxvii from Qumran,” PEQ 86 (1954): 69-75; idem, “Further Light on the History of the Qumran Sect,” JBL 75 
(1956): 89-95, Jean Carmignac, “À propos d’une restitution dans les commentaire due Psaume 37,” RevQ 1 (1959): 
431-32; idem, “Notes sur les Pesharim,” RevQ 3 (1961-62): 521-26; E. Vogt, “Fragmentum Ps 37 ex Qumran,” 
Biblica 36 (1955): 263-64; Hartmut Stegemann, “Der Pešer Psalm 37, aus Höhle von Qumran [4QpPs37],” RevQ 4 
(1963): 235-70; J. M. Allegro, “Commentary on Psalms (A),” in Qumran Cave 4.I (4Q158-4Q186), ed. J. M. 
Allegro and A. A. Anderson, DJD 5 (Oxford: Clarendon, 1968), 42-50, pls. xiv-xviii; Dennis Pardee, “A Restudy of 
the Commentary on Psalm 37 from Qumran Cave 4 (Discoveries in the Judaean Desert of Judah, vol. 5 n. 171),” 
RevQ 8 (1973): 163-94; Maurya P. Horgan, Pesharim: Qumran Interpretations of Biblical Books, CBQMS 8 
(Washington: Catholic Biblical Association of America, 1979), 192-226, idem, “Psalm Pesher 1 (4Q171 = 4QpPsa = 
4QpPs37 and 45),” in The Dead Sea Scrolls: Hebrew, Aramaic, and Greek Texts with English Translations: Volume 

6B: Pesharim, Other Commentaries and Related Documents, ed. James Charlesworth et al., PTSDSSP 6b 

(Louisville: Westminster John Knox, 2002), 6-23. 
 
125 Jutta Jokiranta, “Social Identity Approach: Identity-Constructing Elements in the Psalms Pesher,” in 

Defining Identities: We, You, and the Other in the Dead Sea Scrolls; Proceedings of the Fifth Meeting of the IOQS 

in Groningen, ed. Florentino García Martínez and Mladen Popovic, STDJ 70 (Leiden: Brill, 2008), 85-109 (95-97). 
 
126 David Katzin, “‘The Time of Testing’”: The Use of Hebrew Scriptures in 4Q171’s Pesher of Psalm 37,” 

HS 45 (2004): 121-62 (122, 157); James H. Charlesworth and James D. McSpadden, “The Sociological and 
Liturgical Dimension of Psalm Pesher 1 (4QpPsa): Some Prolegomenous Reflections,” The Bible and the Dead Sea 

Scrolls II, ed. James H. Charlesworth (Waco, TX: Baylor University Press, 2006): 317-349 (333-34); H. Jim Keener, 
“Greater than the Sum of the Parts: Organization and Structure in 4QpPsa (Psalm Pesher 1/4Q171),” HS 53 (2012): 
89-113 (99-108).  
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pesher into sub-themes and preserves the acrostic structure of the original, which gives the 

pesher both an oral and pedagogical structure. In other words, rather than being sense units 

created after the fact to facilitate writing, the vacats are intentional sense units either used to 

break up the text into manageable sections for public reading and communal reflection or they 

mirror a practice already utilized by the community in oral performance.127 Regarding pesharim 

overall, having a coded reading of prophets with sectarian terminology in order to create social 

coherence makes little sense as simply a scribal writing practice that was never utilized 

publically for the benefit of the community. Thus, even if the pesharim tradition originated in the 

practice of Mesopotamian divination or Greek commentary practices as is often suggested,128 

one should not think of it as solely a written phenomenon.129 

																																																								
127 For discussions involving oral performance of Pesher Habakkuk, particularly revolving around the 

scribal marking “X” in the margins,  see H. Gregory Snyder, “Naughts and Crosses: Pesher Manuscripts and Their 
Significance for Reading Practices at Qumran,” DSD 7 (2000): 26–48 (42–43); George Brooke, “Physicality, 
Paratextuality and Pesher Habakkuk,” in On the Fringe of Commentary: Metatextuality in Ancient Near Eastern and 

Ancient Mediterranean Cultures, ed. Sydney Aufrère et al (Leuven: Peeters, 2014), 175–94 (187–89); Shem Miller, 
“A Scribe Speaks: The Oral Register of Scribal Practices as Reflected in the Dead Sea Scrolls,” in Kleine 

Untersuchungen zur Sprache des Alten Testaments und seiner Umwelt, ed. R. Lehmann and K. Cheol Park 
(Waltrop: Hartmut Spenner Verlag, in press).  

 
128 For the relationship between pesharim and the Mesopotamian commentary tradition, see Lou H. 

Silberman, “Unriddling the Riddle: A Study in the Language and Structure of the Habakkuk Pesher (1QpHab.),” 
RevQ 3 (1961): 323-65; Asher Finkel, “The Pesher of Dream and Scriptures,” RevQ 4 (1963): 357-70; Michael 
Fishbane, “The Qumran Pesher and Trains of Ancient Hermeneutics,” WCJS 6 (1977): 97-114; Horgan, Pesharim, 
230-37; Marti Nissinen, “Pesharim as Divination: Qumran Exegesis, Omen Interpretation and Literary Prophecy,” in 
Prophecy after the Prophets, ed. Troyer and Lange, 43-60; Uri Gabbay, “Akkadian Commentaries from Ancient 
Mesopotamia and Their Relation to Hebrew Exegesis,” DSD 19 (2012): 267-312; Daniel A. Machiela, “The Qumran 
Pesharim as Biblical Commentaries Historical Context and Lines of Development,” DSD 19 (2012): 313-62; Alex P. 
Jassen, “The Pesharim and the Rise of Commentary in Early Jewish Scriptural Interpretation,” DSD 19 (2012): 363-
98 (385-96); Bronson Brown-Devost, “The Compositional Development of Qumran Pesharim in Light of 
Mesopotamian Commentaries,” JBL 135 (2016): 525-41. 

For the relationship between the pesharim and the Greek commentary tradition, see Markus Bockmuehl, 
“Origins of Biblical Commentary,” in Text, Thought, and Practice in Qumran and Early Christianity: Proceedings 

of the Ninth International Symposium of the Orion Center for the Study of the Dead Sea Scrolls and Associated 

Literature, Jointly Sponsored by the Hebrew University Center for the Study of Christianity, 11–13 January, 2004, 
ed. Ruth A. Clements and Daniel R. Schwartz, STDJ 84 (Leiden: Brill, 2009), 3-29; Francesca Schironi, “Greek 
Commentaries,” DSD 19 (2012): 399-441; Reinhard G. Kratz, “Text and Commentary: The Pesharim of Qumran in 
the Context of Hellenistic Scholarship,” in The Bible and Hellenism: Greek Influence on Jewish and Early Christian 

Literature, ed. Thomas L. Thompson and Philippe Wajdenbaum, Copenhagen International Seminar (London: 
Routledge, 2014), 212-29 = “Text und Kommentar: Die Pescharim von Qumran im Kontext der hellenistischen 
Schultradition,” in Vom Rom nach Bagdad: Bildung und Religion von der römischen Kaiserzeit bis-zum klassischen 



 

	

141 

Returning now back to the category of “wisdom psalms,” I am now in a better position to 

answer Leo Perdue’s question “whether the sages intended some of their poetry to be wisdom 

psalms, written for usage in the cult, or whether the long didactic poems were merely academic 

exercises and instructional literature intended for the teaching of sages and schoolboys.”130 The 

conflation of singers, teachers, and prophets in the Persian period along with the use of hymns in 

education discussed in Chapter Two makes the use of songs in a pedagogical context 

unsurprising. Although the problem of classification is still there, the use of Ps 37 in a genre that 

originated in scribal circles but was read or performed orally suggests that “wisdom psalms” 

could transition back-and-forth quite easily between the “classroom” and the cult. Finally, the 

emphasis on noesis (i.e., searching and study) in Ps 119 makes it a good candidate for educative 

contexts, and the use of the latter in this capacity at Qumran appears to substantiate this 

possibility.
131

 Overall, the Dead Sea Scrolls show evidence for people studying, copying, 

																																																																																																																																																																																			

Islam, ed. Peter Gemeinhardt und Sebastian Günther (Tübingen Mohr Siebeck, 2013), 51-80; Also, see idem “Die 
Pescharim von Qumran: Im Rahmen der Schriftauslegung des antiken Judentums,” in Heilige Texte: Religion und 

Rationalität: 1. Geisteswissenschaftliches Colloquium 10.–13. Dezember 2009 auf Schloss Genshagen, ed. Andreas 
Kablitz and Christoph Markschies (Berlin: de Gruyter, 2013), 87-104; Pieter B. Hartog, “The Qumran Pesharim and 
Alexandrian Scholarship: 4Q163/Pesher Isaiah C and Hypomnemata on the Iliad,” JAJ (in press); idem, Pesher and 

Hypomnema: A Comparison of Two Commentary Traditions from the Hellenistic-Roman Period, STDJ (Leiden: 
Brill, forthcoming). 

 
129 There is evidence that even the Greek commentary tradition had its origin in the oral-performative 

practice of rhapsodists, such as Theagenes from Rhegium, and I already mentioned in Chapter Two the production 
of several cultic texts from Babylon in the Hellenistic period for singing (ana zamāri). For the former, see Andrew 
Ford, “Performing Interpretation: Early Allegorical Exegesis of Homer,” in Epic Traditions in the Contemporary 

Worlds: The Poetics of Community, ed. M. H. Beissinger, J. Tylus, and S. L. Wofford (Berkeley: University of 
California Press, 1999), 33-53 (35-38). Also, see his treatment of the Derveni Papyrus (pp. 40-42) as a testament to 
allegory and the performative tradition. For Ford (p. 44), “allegorical readings of epic enabled certain experts to 
proffer and certain audiences to obtain an elite purchase on a kind of poetry that was increasingly becoming the 
possession of all Greece.” 

 
130 Perdue, Wisdom and Cult, 267.  
 
131 Matthew Goff suggests that wisdom texts must participate in a sapiential discourse and have a noetic 

purpose, which, in addition to instructing, fosters “a desire to search for understanding of the world.” Goff, 
“Qumran Wisdom,” 298. Utilizing a “family-resemblance” approach, Goff takes as his basepoint the general 
scholarly consensus regarding wisdom books, but he drastically expands the family in light of the Dead Sea Scrolls. 
In this way, Mysteries and The Treatise of the Two Spirits make the cut due to their affinity with 4QInscruction or 
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performing, and interpreting psalms that stress instruction along with encouraging active 

participation in learning through songs, such as the Hodayot (see below).132  

 
3.3 Education and Song in the Dead Sea Scrolls 

 
Because study and education are central in the scrolls, it is valid to look at what forms and 

techniques of education are evident in the corpus. Much of the scholarship on education in the 

Dead Sea Scrolls has emphasized studying and writing as the central pedagogical tools in the 

scrolls. While recent works have emphasized the role of performance in the recitation of texts 

(see Newsom and Harkins below), the role of music and singing as a pedagogical tool has been 

overlooked. This section will attempt to fill this void by accentuating the use of songs by the 

office of the maskil, an important position of leadership in the Dead Sea sect, in educative 

contexts throughout the Dead Sea Scroll corpus. Besides being a leadership office, I will contend 

that the maskil was a singing office in which the memorization, performance, and teaching of 

songs played a predominant role. The Hodayot will factor significantly in this discussion due to 

their inclusion of maskil hymns. The Hodayot is a type of text a maskil could have sung, and the 

																																																																																																																																																																																			

4Q185 and 4Q525 due to the similarity of their wisdom/Torah equation with Ben Sira. For an assessment and 
critique of Goff’s approach to the wisdom genre, see Kynes, “Modern Scholarly Wisdom,” in Was There A Wisdom, 
ed. Mark Sneed, 25-26, which he compares to Benjamin G. Wright’s “proto-type approach” to genre in Wright, 
“Joining the Club: A Suggestions about Genre in Early Jewish Texts,” DSD 17 (2010): 289-314. Kynes critiques this 
approach by agreeing with John Swales assessment that one “can make anything resemble anything.” Nevertheless, 
both Goff and Wright would agree with Kynes’s insistence on the need to divorce form and content and his 
assessment that the wisdom genre is “simply one of many ways to draw intertextual connections among them (i.e., 
wisdom literature) and other texts in the Hebrew Bible” (ibid., 33). Kynes is right, however, to call into question the 
hegemony of the construct of wisdom as the main point of comparison between these books and their categorization. 
Kynes also provides a helpful genealogy of this construct in modern scholarship and its connection to various social 
movements and trends within the larger field of biblical studies. Also, see idem, “The Nineteenth-Century 
Beginnings of ‘Wisdom Literature,’ and Its Twenty-First-Century End?” in Perspectives on Israelite Wisdom: 

Proceedings of the Oxford Old Testament Seminar, ed. John Jarick (London: T&T Clark, 2015), 83–108. 
 
132 For a similar attempt to examine the etic category of “wisdom psalms” as useful heuristic when applied 

to the use of psalms in the Dead Sea Scrolls, see Matthew Goff, Discerning Wisdom, 230-63. For the convergence of 
wisdom and law in the scrolls and the helpfulness for this convergence in understanding the relationship between 
wisdom and law in the Hebrew Bible, see Charlotte Hempel, “Wisdom and Law in the Hebrew Bible and at 
Qumran,” JSJ 48 (2017): 1-27. 
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use of Teacher Hymns in the center of this collection appears to substantiate the use of songs by 

a teaching figure such as the maskil. I will conclude this section by examining the role of songs 

in the creation of sectarianism and suggest that it is helpful to think of singing and 

instrumentation as part of the naturalization process of enculturation as well as a tool for 

fostering in-group solidarity among the Dead Sea sect. In these ways music was a vital part of 

the pedagogy of the Qumran community. 

 
3.3.1 The Maskil 

Although the phrase maskil may represent a generic term either for the faithful or teachers in 

general in some scrolls instead of a reference to a particular office (e.g., 4Q417 1 i 25; 4Q418 

81+81a 17; 4Q421 1 ii 10-12), it clearly represents an office in some capacity in the Damascus 

Document and Community Rule, in which the maskil appears in both an instructional and 

liturgical fashion, particularly regarding calendrical issues and esoteric knowledge. For example, 

1QS 3:13 states that the maskil should “enlighten and teach all the Sons of Light” (את כול בני אור 

 בדעת) ”and 1QS 9:18 states that the maskil must “lead in knowledge ,(למשכיל להבין וללמד

 While I am .(להשכילם ברזי פלא ואמת) ”and “instruct them in truly wondrous mysteries (להנחותם

cautious about reading every occurrence of the maskil in light of 1QS or assuming that its 

occurrence in the scrolls always has the same meaning, for my purpose, I am intrigued by the 

preponderance of this term in liturgical texts. Along with the Hodayot (4x; 1QHa 20:7, 14; 25:34) 

and Hodayot-like texts (1x/4Q433a), the term also occurs 7 times in the Songs of the Sabbath 

Sacrifice, 1x as a heading in the Songs of Dawn (4Q298), and 2x in the Songs of the Sage 

(4Q510 1:4; 4Q511 2 i:1).133 It is well-known that Dan 11:33 and 12:3 specifically mention the 

																																																								
133 For more on the maskil, see Hempel, “Maskil(im) and Rabbim, 133-56, and Robert Hawley, “On Maskil 

in the Judean Desert Texts,” Henoch 28 (2006): 43-77. The latter contends that in every occurrence maskil has an 
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 in a way reminiscent of the Community Rule (4Q256 רבים bringing understanding to the משכילים

9:1-3; 4Q258 1:1-2 but see also CD 13:7 where the mebaqqer instructs the many). In this regard, 

another important parallel is the use of maskil in 2 Chron 30:21-22. 

 21 ויעשו בני־ישראל הנמצאים בירושלם את־הג המצות שבעת ימים בשמחה גדולה 

 ומהללים ליהוה יום ביום הלוים והכהנים בכלי־עז ליהוה

 22 וידבר יחזקיהו על־לב כל־הלוים המשכילים שכל־טוב ליהוה

מזבחים זבחי שלמים ומתודים ליהוה אלהי אבותיהםויאכלו את־המועד שבעת הימים   

 
21 The children of Israel who were present in Jerusalem kept the festival of unleavened 
bread seven days with great joy, and the Levites and the priests praised YHWH day by 
day with loud instruments.  
22 Hezekiah spoke encouragingly (lit. by heart) to all the Levites, who brought good 
insight (המשכילים שכל־טוב) to YHWH (i.e., they taught others).134 So the people ate (food 
at) the festival for seven days, sacrificing well-being offerings and giving thanks ( דהי ) to 
YHWH the God of their ancestors. 
 

The phrase “All the Levites, ha-maskilim” ( שכל־טוב כל־הלוים המשכילים ) appears to accentuate 

the teaching office of the Levites who were also skilled at serving during Passover. More 

specifically this passage suggests the same Levites who praised with the priest using loud (lit. 

“strong”) instruments also taught others and explicitly associates understanding of God with 

music. The phrase “strong instruments” may be an adaptation of the phrases “instruments of 

song” (1 Chron 15:16) and “instruments of David” (2 Chron 29:26), which refer to the musical 

repertoire of the Levitical singers in the temple in other places in Chronicles. In light of these 

																																																																																																																																																																																			

adverbial purpose. For a counterpoint to Hawley see Uusimäki, “The Maskil among the Hellenistic.” Particularly 
relevant for the discussion here is her statement, “Here we have a teacher-sage who does not only possess wisdom 
but literally embodies her as he teaches, receives esoteric knowledge, undertakes spiritual judgment, performs songs, 
participates in apotropaic rituals, and so forth. These functions highlight that although wisdom is often regarded as 
an abstract quality of mind, a life dedicated to wisdom has practical implications.” She goes on to contend that this 
concern for the pragmatic and performed aspect of wisdom is an aspect, which the maskil shares with other, often 
drastically different depictions of the ideal sage in Hellenistic Jewish works (Qohelet, Ben Sira, Wisdom of 
Solomon, Philo) and is an aspect the maskil shares on a conceptual level with the Hellenistic notion of an ideal sage 
in Stoic philosophy and Hellenistic philosophical schools in general.  

 
134 The translation “bring good insight to YHWH” treats the phrase המשכילים as an attributive participle 

and שכל־טוב as a cognate accusative. This translation agrees with the more literal sense of this expression (NASB; 
NKJV; JPS) against translations that render this phrase as an accentuation of the Levite’s temple service (e.g., NIV; 
NRSV).  
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parallels and the maskilim superscription in the psalms, for which there are many, it is not 

surprising to find the maskil with a liturgical function in the scrolls. It is even possible that the 

liturgical function of the office of maskil in the scrolls derives specifically from the Levitical 

singers who were both teachers and liturgists in Ezra-Nehemiah and the Chronicler tradition. 

The Serek ha-Yaḥad also provides instructions for the maskil regarding music. In column 

10 of 1QS, the Community Rule commands the maskil to lead the community in morning and 

evening prayers and concludes with an example hymn similar to the Teacher Hymn in the 

Hodayot in column 10. 1QS 10:8-9 states: 

 8 ובכול היותי חוק חרות בלשוני לפרי תהלה ומנת שפתי

 9 אזמרה בדעת וכול נגינתי לכבוד אל וכנור נבלי לתכון קודשו וחליל שפתי אשא בקו משפטו

8 And in all my existence the precept will be engraved on my tongue to be a fruit of 
eulogy (lit. psalm), and a portion (of offering) of my lips.  
9 I will sing with knowledge and all my stringed music shall be for the glory of God, and 
the playing of my lyre (lit. thin lyre of my thick lyre) according to his holy order and the 

double-pipe of my lips I shall tune to its correct measure.135 

In this example hymn, the speaker refers to the engraving of God’s statues as fruit of praise on 

his tongue (חוק חרות בלשוני לפרי תהלה), and a litany of musical references with which he will 

sing to God with knowledge (אזמרה בדעת) including נגינה, which is a term for stringed 

instruments associated with demon expulsion (1 Sam 16:16, 23; 18:10; 19:9) and prophecy (2 

Kgs 3:15), a thin lyre (כינור), a thick lyre (נבל) and the pipe of his lips (חליל שפתי). Furthermore, 

even the term for “singing” in this passage, זמר, has more of a connotation of “playing an 

instrument” in Aramaic (cf. Dan 3:5, 7, 10, 15) over singing, which may have influenced the use 

																																																								
135 My translation follows Tigchelaar and Martínez. Florentino García Martínez and Eibert J. C. Tigchelaar, 

The Dead Sea Scrolls: Study Edition (Leiden: Brill, 1997), 1.527.  
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of this term here.136 The combination of phrases in this passage echoes 1QHa 19:26 (see below) 

and creates an image of a teacher well-versed in musical instruction. Particularly relevant is the 

combination of the נבל ,כינור, and חליל in both passages, which is not a common combination in 

the Hebrew Bible, but is frequent in the archaeological evidence in the Hellenistic period (see 

above) and was the typical combination of musical instruments utilized in Greek education. If 

the office of the maskil in the scrolls has its basis in the Levitical singers who were already 

musically educated elites (2 Chron 30:22 above), perhaps education in the Greco-Roman 

gymnasium and symposium had an indirect influence on Jewish musical practice, particularly for 

those among the upper-class who may have received a similar education.  

Regarding the instruments in 1QS 10:8-9, there is an interesting variant in all Cave 4 

manuscripts of the Community Rule. 4Q258 9:7-9 states:  

 7 אזמרה

 8 בדעת וכל נגינתי לכבוד אל [ו]א֯ כה נבל[י] לתכון [קודשו וחליל

 9 שפתי א]שא בק[ו מ]שפטו

 

7 I will sing8 with knowledge and all my stringed music (נגינה) shall be for the glory of 
God, and I will strike the thick lyre (נבל) according to the arrangement of his holiness, 
and the double-pipe (חליל) 
9 of my lips I will tune to its correct measure (lit. “lift up by the measure of his 
judgements”).137

 

																																																								
136 The term !"+ܙ  in Syriac means a pipe player, and when it refers to singing, it primarily means to do so 

in relation to a musical instrument (e.g., Odes 7:7 above), which explains the translation of זמר with the term ψάλλω 

(“to play with a stringed instrument”) in the LXX (e.g., Ps 33:3; 68:26). This shift in West Semitic is drastically 
different from the more general use of the verb zamāru for singing in Akkadian. Overall, West Semitic appears to 
have preferred the word שיר for “singing” over the Eastern Semitic term זמר. Barth, “זמר” in TDOT 4:91-98. For a 
detailed discussion, also see Smith, Music in Ancient Judaism and Early Christianity, 38-50. 

 
137 I follow the interpretation of Alexander and Vermes in DJD 26 for the translation of אכה as to “strike” 

or “pluck” an instrument. For this interpretation, they are following a suggestion by Milik who gleans its usage in 
this capacity from Mishnaic Hebrew. See Philip S. Alexander and Geza Vermes, Qumran Cave 4.XIX: Serekh Ha-

Yaḥad and Two Related Texts, DJD 26 (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1998), 124. For the interpretation of קו משפטו as 
“tuning to correct measure” I follow Tigchelaar and Martínez. (Dead Sea Scrolls, 1.527). I disagree with the 
interpretation of חליל שפתי as “whistling.” If one imagines a pipe played with single or double reeds, it is not hard to 
imagine a literal description of that instrument as the “pipe of the lips” as opposed to the pan pipe or flute.  
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Although the text is fragmentary, one can read the phrases “I will strike my thick lyre” (frag. 5) 

and “measure of his ordinances” (frag. 6) in 4Q260 as well.138 The phrase “and I will strike the 

thick lyre” ( אכה נבליו ) in 4Q258 and 4Q260 differs substantially from 1QS, which has “and the 

thin lyre of my thick lyre (רוכנו נבלי ).” Regarding the relationship of these cave 4 Serek texts with 

1QS, one could argue that the cave 4 manuscript removed כינור for אכה, but a more likely 

scenario is that 4Q258, represents an older tradition. Although the נבל does not often appear 

without its lyre counterpart, there is precedence for the נבל as the primary lyre in the Hebrew of 

Ben Sira (Sir 33:5; 39:15)—where it appears along with the חליל in Sir 40:21 as it does here—

and in certain Davidic traditions in which David plays the נבל rather than the כינור (cf. Amos 6:5; 

Ps 144:9; Sir 47:9). Furthermore, in the Mishnah, the נבל is seen as a “clean” instrument and is 

associated specifically with the Levites (נבלי בני לוי) whose role as scribal singers and teachers 

may be a precursor to the maskil (m. Kelim 15:6; 24:16). If the reading of נבל without כינור is 

original, a scribe, familiar with the כנור as the primary lyre instrument of the Hebrew Bible, and 

its association with the maskil in other texts such as 4Q510-11 (see below) may have inserted the 

word כנור into 1QS (or its Vorlage)—perhaps above  as an alternate reading. Another— נבל

scribe, in the course of copying, forgot to copy over the verb אכה and instead copied both נבל 

and כנור, not realizing that כנור was a correction of נבל by the first scribe. This scenario would 

explain why 1QS 10:9 is missing a verb after the second waw where one would expect it in order 

to create a parallel with אשא. Due to this complex textual history, in which the verb אכה was 

																																																								
138 This reading becomes clearer if one transposes frag. 5 From 4Q258 (plate 141/2) on top of frag. 5 of 

4Q260 (plate 366/1). This is only recently possible in part due to the high resolution of these images from 
http://www.deadseascrolls.org.il/. High resolution images of 1QS are available digitally from the Shrine of the Book 
at http://dss.collections.imj.org.il/community.  
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originally present, I cannot agree with Eileen Schuller’s contention that the instruments in this 

passage are all metaphorical.139 Furthermore, the use of קו as a musical term for verse or line 

measure appears in the Praise of the Ancestors in Ben Sira in the Masada text and MS Bmarg in 

reference to “inscribers of songs” (הקרי מזמר) who compose music “by measure” (על קו; see 

discussion of Sir 44:5 in Chapter Four). Besides its origination in musical expression, the 

parallelism of the phrase על קו with “according to the arrangement of his holiness” (לתכון קודשו) 

in 1QS 10:9 suggests a more robust ideal fleshed out more fully in the maskil psalms in the 

Hodayot and the Songs of the Sabbath Sacrifice (see below). It is not enough for the maskil to 

worship God. He must do so in accordance with divinely prescribed times of worship and in 

conjunction with divinely ordained music practice, which, according to other scrolls, the maskil 

performs in conjunction with the angels (e.g., the Songs of the Sabbath Sacrifice).140  

This accentuation of the musical prowess of the maskil occurs in a section that concludes 

1QS, 4Q258, and 4Q260, which scholars have often labeled as the “Maskil Hymn” (9:26-11:22) 

due to its affinity with the Hodayot. The hymn has a preamble regarding the “statues” (חוקים) 

and “precepts of the way” (תכוני הדרך) for the maskil in 1QS 9:12-10:4. The fact that one should 

read this passage as a separate section is clear from the large vacat—almost two lines long—that 

																																																								
139 Eileen Schuller, “Some Reflections on the Function and Use of Poetical Texts among the Dead Sea 

Scrolls,” in Liturgical Perspectives, ed. Chazon, 173-89 (180-81). John Arthur Smith (Music in Ancient Judaism and 

Early Christianity, 128-31) makes a similar contention regarding the symbolic nature of instruments in the scrolls as 
well as Joachim Braun (Music in Ancient Israel/Palestine, 215). Although I agree regarding the symbolic nature of 
trumpets in the War Scroll, there is no reason to take every reference to instruments and singing in the scroll as 
symbolic. 

 
140 Contra Falk (Daily, Sabbath, & Festival, 109) who contends that תקון and קו refer only to the content of 

the songs (i.e., praise and judgement) rather than fixed prayer and angelic liturgy.   
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separates the “statutes for the maskil” (החוקים למשכיל) from the famous “Messiahs of Aaron and 

Israel” (משיחי אהרון וישראל) passage that precedes it.141  

Several scholars have noted the thematic similarities between the Maskil Hymn (9:26-

11:22) and the introductory columns (cols. 1-3) of 1QS and suggest the parallels between the 

Maskil Hymn and the Covenant Renewal Ceremony are quite intentional.142 These parallels 

include phrases such as “entering the covenant of God” (אבואה בברית אל) in 1:16 and 10:10; 

“fear and terror” (פחד ואימה) in 1:17 and 10:15, “all his faithful deeds” (כול מעשי אמתו) in 1QS 

1:19 and 10:16-17, the recounting (ספר) of the righteousness of God along with God’s strength 

and steadfast love in 1QS 1:21-22 and 1QS 10:16 and 23, and the enlightening of the mind with 

insight (בשכל) and eternal knowledge (בדעת עולמים) in the community blessing in 1QS 2:3-4 

with God’s gift of enlightenment and knowledge to the maskil in 10:12 and 11:15-18 who is then 

able to teach and judge the insight (שכל) of others in the community. In this regard, one would 

not be surprised if these parallels are due to the fact that the Maskil Hymn and Covenant 

Renewal originate from the same cultic event in which the leadership of the maskil and the ideals 

of the community were reiterated through song. Another possibility is that either the hymn in col. 

10 is inspired by the sectarian ritual one finds in cols. 1-3 or the poem in col. 10 shaped the ritual 

in cols. 1-3. At the very least, both the Maskil Hymn and 1QS 1:16-3:12 appear to be part of the 

same redactional layer, and thus complement each other literarily.143 

																																																								
141 Furthermore, not every version of the Serek Ha-Yaḥad concluded with the Maskil Hymn (1QS 9:26-

11:22). 4Q259 (4QSe) concludes with the calendar 4Q319 (4QOtot).  
 
142 For a detailed list, see Falk, Daily, Sabbath, & Festival, 110-11.  
 
143 Ibid. For the placement of the calendar in column 10 in the communal meal, and the relationship 

between the calendar at 1QS 9:26b-10:8a to 1QHa 20:7-14a, see Penner, Daily Prayer, 137-64. 
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Returning now to 1QS 10:8-9, the phrase “I will sing with knowledge” (אזמרה בדעת) is 

particularly relevant to the maskil as both a teaching and singing office because it explicitly 

equates song, revelation, and instruction. Knowledge and instruction are key themes throughout 

cols. 9-11. Over half of the occurrences of דעת (8x) and שכל (6x) in 1QS occur in this section. 

For my purpose, it is important to note not only how pervasive didactic themes are throughout 

the Maskil Hymn, but also the paring of knowledge, instruction, and song throughout. Besides 

learning and instruction (cf. 1QS 9:13 and 9:20), the maskil also judges the merits of others 

according to their intellect (v. 15), reproves (יכח; Also, see 4Q421 1a ii_b 12) and leads with 

knowledge (להנחותם דעת), and instructs (שכל) the Yaḥad in “mysteries of wonder and truth” 

 ;This is also an expression found eight times in the Hodayot (1QHa 5:19; 6:13 .(ברזי פלא ואמת)

8:10; 9:23; 10:15; 15:30; 19:13, 19), which is indicative of the frequent terms and phrases 

parallel between 1QHa and the Maskil Hymn, including the term Hodayot itself (10:23 ;הודות; 

11:15).144 One such expression is the phrase “spring of knowledge” (מקור דעת) as a reference to 

God in 1QS 10:12 and 11:3. This is an expression that occurs only in the Hodayot scrolls (6x 

counting the cave 4 MSS), which places more weight on 1QS borrowing this expression from the 

Hodayot rather than the other way around. At the least, the repeated occurrence of מקור דעת as 

an epithet for God in both 1QS and the Hodayot attests to the combination of knowledge and 

song throughout the Maskil Hymn. Due to the pervasiveness of this combination, it is fitting that 

the Maskil Hymn concludes with the maskil blessing God for opening his heart to knowledge 

( ב עבדכהל דעה להפותח  ילברוך אתה א  ). Overall, the motif of knowledge and the use of phrases 

																																																								
144 Other parallels between 1QS 9-11 and the Hodayot, include the phrases “council of worms” (סוד רמה), 

“kneading dust” (מעפר מגבלו), eternal planting (מטעת עולם), and “there is none beside you” (אין זולתכה). Many of 
these phrases are either exclusive to 1QS 9-11 and the Hodayot or predominately occur in these two places.  
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from the Hodayot in the Maskil Hymn suggests that the maskil is one who instructs through song 

similar to the use of maskilim in 2 Chron 30:22 above. 

One could also read the expression “sing with knowledge” from 1QS 10:9 as a Leitmotif 

for the Songs of the Sage and the Songs of the Sabbath Sacrifice in which the maskil also plays a 

prominent role in liturgy and instruction. The speaker in the Songs of the Sage praises God with 

“psalms of glory” (תהלי כבודו) and “lyre of salvation” (4 ;בכנור ישועותQ511 10:7-8), and the 

number of plural imperatives in it may suggest a communal ritual.145 The speaker in 4Q510-11 

also connects praise to “appointed times” (4 ;קץQ511 1:3; 4Q511 3:3; 4Q511 10:4) and the 

reception of divine knowledge (דעת), which is a phrase that occurs “no less than seventeen 

times” in the Songs of the Sage.146 For example, 4Q511 63 iii 1-2 reads, “You placed on my lips 

a fountain of praise and on my heart the secret of the origin of all human actions,” (  ובשפתי שמתה

מעשי אישכול  מקור תהלה ובלבי סוד רישית ), and 4Q511 28_29:3 states, “You have [p]laced 

knowledge in the foundation of my dust in order that I might p[raise you]” ( ש]מתה דעת בסוד [ 

 4Q511 also states that one’s plans must begin with knowledge and the 147.(עפרי לה[ללכה]

offering of righteous lips (ברישית כול מחשבת לבב דעת ותרומת מזל שפתי צדק). The phrase 

“offering of lips” (תרומת שפתים) occurs multiple times in the Maskil Hymn (cf. 1QS 9:26, 10:6, 

14. Also, cf. 9:4) and appears to equate verbal praise with sacrifice in both places.148  

																																																								
145

 Joseph L. Angel, “Reading the Songs of the Sage in Sequence: Preliminary Observations and Questions,” 
in Functions of Psalms and Prayers in the Late Second Temple Period, ed. Mika S. Pajunen and Jeremy Penner, 
BZAW 486 (Berlin: de Gruyter, in press).  

 
146

 Joseph L. Angel, “Maskil, Community, and Religious Experience in the Songs of the Sage (4Q510-
511),” DSD 19 (2012): 1-27 (6).  

 
147 Also, cf. 4Q511 18 ii :8. Trans. Angel, “Reading the Songs of the Sage,” and idem, “The Material 

Reconstruction of 4QSongs of the SageB (4Q511),” RevQ 27 (2015): 25-82.  
 
148 Ibid.  
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For my purpose, it is particularly important that the Songs of the Sage envision the maskil 

playing a lyre in an apotropaic context. 4Q510 1:4-5 [par. 4Q511 10:1-2] states:  

 4 ואני משכיל משמיע הוד תפארתו לפחד ולב[הל]
 כול רוחי מלאכי חבל ורוחות ממזרים שדאים לילית אחים ו[ציים ]

5 
 

4 And I, Maskil, declare His glorious splendor in order to frighten and terr[ify] 
5 all the spirits of the ravaging angels and the bastard spirits, demons, Lilith, howlers.149 
 

It is in this context that we find the accompaniment of the “lyre of salvation” (בכנור ישועות) 

mentioned above. Similarly, an earlier fragment of 4Q511 also envisions the maskil frightening 

demons with songs ( למשכיל ש]יר שני לפחד מיראיו֯ [ ; 4Q511 8:4). If the parallels between 4Q511 

8:4 and 4Q510 1:4-5/4Q511 10:1-2 (לפחד) is an indication of their shared context then the song 

in 4Q511 8:4 presumably also occurred with the כנור. Although the כנור is not the same 

instrument utilized by the maskil in the Serek ha-Yaḥad (except in the case of 1QS), the phrase 

“with a lyre of salvation” (בכנור ישועות) also occurs in the Hodayot, in its Community Hymns 

(1QHa 19:26; 4Q427 1:4), which states: 

 אזמרה בכנור ישועות ונבל שמח֯ [ה ותוף גי]לה וחליל תהלה לאין
26 

 השבת
27 

 

26 I will sing with the thin lyre (כנור) of salvation the thick lyre (נבל) of joy, the drum 
 .of praise 27 without ceasing (חליל) of rejoicing, and the double-pipe (תוף)

 
The occurrence of the phrase בכנור ישועות in 4Q511 and the parallels between this passage and 

1QS 10:9 suggests that the speaker in 1QHa 19:26 could also be the maskil who is leading the 

community through song. In the case of the Hodayot, the “lyre of salvation” contrasts with the 

“lyre of lamentation” (בכנור קינה), which accentuates the fate of humans and their evil inclination 

(1QHa 16:22-25). In the context of the Songs of the Sage, the modifier ישועות to כנור may 

																																																								
149 Trans.  Angel, “Reading the Songs of the Sage.” This is column 11 of Angel’s reconstructed version of 

4Q511. 
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suggest that one played the כנור specifically to receive salvation from demons. The use of lyre 

and song to ward off demons is common in the Hebrew Bible and other Second Temple texts. As 

mentioned above, the phrase נגן for “stringed instruments,” utilized in reference to the maskil’s 

music in 1QS 10:9, has an apotropaic element when referring to David’s playing of the lyre to 

ward off an evil spirit (1 Sam 16:16, 23; 18:10; 19:9). In the case of the Hebrew Bible, נגן also 

occurs in conjunction with the כנור, which is the lyre David plays to sooth Saul. One sees a 

similar phenomenon in David’s Composition in 11Q5 27:10, which lists the four songs 

composed on stringed instruments (לנגן) by David for the purpose of warding off demons (see 

Chapter Four). 11Q11 are a fragmentary list of apotropaic songs (including Ps 91) that could be 

the four songs mentioned in 11Q5.150 Similarly, Pseudo-Philo’s Biblical Antiquities provides the 

text of the song David used to soothe Saul’s demon (LAB 60:3), which David performs on the 

Greco-Roman lyre, the kithara (Latin: cythara), which is likely a translation of the Hebrew רכנו . 

By using the רכנו  in an apotropaic context, the maskil is following the example of David, which 

11Q5 also identifies as a scribe who teaches through songs (see Chapter Four).151 Furthermore, if 

one takes seriously the evidence of the cave 4 Serek texts, it may be the case that the כנור was the 

lyre utilized to ward off demons and evil angels and the נבל was used more in an instructional 

context, which fits the use of the נבל in Ben Sira as well (see Chapter Four). At the least, 

particularly if one understands 4Q510 and 4Q511 as two separate texts as Joseph Angel 

																																																								
150 For the influence of David’s exorcist songs on the attribution of exorcist capabilities to Solomon in the 

Second Temple period, see above, especially n. 103 of this chapter. For the relationship between 11Q11 and 
“David’s Compositions,” see Émile Puech, “Les Psaumes davidiques du rituel d'exorcisme (11Q11),” in Sapiential, 

Liturgical and Poetical Texts from Qumran, ed. D. Falk et al., 160-81. Also, see Mika Pajunen who suggests that 
11Q11 are exorcisms used on intercalary days, The Land to the Elect and Justice for All: Reading Psalms in the 

Dead Sea Scrolls in Light of 4Q381 (Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 2013), 55-62. 
 
151 For more on nocturnal prayer and praise and its relationship to demons, see Penner, Daily Prayer, 172-

208. 
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contends, then the Songs of the Sage provide multiple attestations for the maskil utilizing 

musical instruments, and they are also two examples of songs the maskil had to memorize in the 

performance of his duties for the Qumran community.152 

The Songs of the Sabbath Sacrifice is another text that includes songs a maskil would 

perform. The composition is a collection of maskil hymns which connects this office to the 

performance of songs during the Sabbath throughout the year.153 Although the word שיר could 

refer to poetic recitation or chanting rather than singing with a melody, שיר occurs in several 

places with musical instruments in the Hebrew Bible (Gen 31:27; Exod 15:20-21; 1 Sam 18:6; 

Ezek 26:13; 33:32; Pss 33:3; 68:25; 144:9), the Dead Sea Scrolls (4Q434 1 i 10; 4Q511; 11Q5 

27), and the book of Ben Sira (Sir 39:15; 40:21; 47:9). This suggests that both singing/chanting 

and doing so to the accompaniment of an instrument is implied in the Songs of the Sabbath 

Sacrifice. Furthermore, the lyre combination of רכנו  and נבל often appears with the substantive 

“the singers,” particularly the Levitical singers (1 ;משררים/שרים Kgs 5:12; 1 Chron 15:16; 2 

Chron 5:12; Neh 12:27), and the lyre is the main instrument used with שיר in the Hebrew Bible. 

Because the maskil utilizes one or both forms of the lyre in the Serek ha-Yaḥad, the Songs of the 

Sage, and the Hodayot, it is also reasonable to assume that the maskil would sing the שיר in the 

Songs of the Sabbath Sacrifice with this instrument, although this is never explicit in the 

composition. At the very least, however, the Songs of the Sabbath Sacrifice is likely an example 

of songs that the maskil had to memorize and perform during the Sabbath. 

																																																								
152 For the argument that 4Q510 and 4Q511 are two separate (but overlapping) texts, see Angel, “Reading 

the Songs of the Sage.” 
 
153 In Eric R. Montgomery’s analysis of the Songs of the Sabbath Sacrifice, he contends “No other texts 

from Qumran come close to the (sic) using the word דעת as much as the Sabbath Songs.” Eric R. Montgomery, “A 
Stream from Eden: The Nature and Development of A Revelatory Tradition in the Dead Sea Scrolls” (PhD diss., 
McMaster University, 2013), 256, n. 53.  
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As with the maskil passages examined above, the angelic music in the Songs of the 

Sabbath Sacrifice goes hand-in-hand with esoteric knowledge (דעת occurs 47x in the extant 

text). For example, the first Sabbath song (4Q400 1 i 6) begins by calling the angelic ministers 

“people of understanding honored by God, who draw near to knowledge” ( לוהים בינות כבודי א  םע

 The thirteenth Sabbath song (4Q405 23 ii 12) refers to the angelic chiefs of the .(לקרובי דעת

offering (ראשי תרומות) as one those who possess “tongues of knowledge” (לשוני דעת) who in 

turn “bless the God of knowledge in all his glorious works” ( לאלוהי דעת בכול מעשי כבודברכו  ). 

The phrase “tongues of knowledge” (לשוני דעת) occurs in the first Sabbath song as a reference to 

angelic praise (4Q400 1 ii 11) as well as the seventh as a nomenclature for these angelic 

ministers (4Q403 1 i 36). The Sabbath songs also frequently refer to angels as “divine ones of 

knowledge” (4 ;אלי דעתQ400 1 ii 1; 4Q401 14 i 7; 4Q403 1 i 31; 4Q405 23 i 8), which appears 

to make knowledge the essence of their being.154 Although the Songs of the Sage are largely 

apotropaic in nature and the Songs of the Sabbath Sacrifice are angelic, the maskil is the leader 

of both these liturgies, which furthers the depiction of the maskil as a sage who memorizes, 

recites, and (presumably) teaches a corpus of songs.155 

																																																								
154 Other terms include “those who are near to knowledge” (קרובי דעת), “those who know eternally” ( ידועי

 those who establish“ ,(יודי רזי) ”those who know the mysteries of ,(רומי דות) ”the exalted ones of knowledge“ ,(רזי
knowledge” (מידי דועת), and “the mighty of insight” (גברי שכל). For references, see Montgomery, “Stream from 
Eden,” 256.  

 
155 Even though it is an important maskil work, I do not engage 4QWords of the Maśkil to All Sons of 

Dawn, (4Q298) in my analysis because it lacks any reference to music and performance. This is written in cryptic 
script, which means that it was inaccessible to the community at large. Nevertheless, because its implied audience is 
the community, then it is possible that the maskil read 4Q298 orally. Miller, “A Scribe Speaks,” 24. Furthermore, 
4Q298 uses language of knowledge and understanding throughout, specifically of the divine plan (תכון), appointed 
time (קץ), and examining ancient things ( ניות תביטו לדעת[מ]וׄ ובקד֯  ), which is typical of the maskil works examined 
above. For more on this work, see Stephen J. Pfann, “4Q298: The Maskil’s Address to All Sons of Dawn,” JQR 85 
(1994): 203–35; Stephen J. Pfann and Menahem Kister, “4QcryptA Words of the Maskil to All Sons of Dawn,” in 
Qumran Cave 4.XV: Sapiential Texts, Part 1, ed. Torleif Elgvin, et al., DJD 20 (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1997), 1-
30; Pfann, “The Writings in Esoteric Script from Qumran” in The Dead Sea Scrolls Fifty Years after their 

Discovery. Proceedings of the Jerusalem Congress, July 20– 25, 1997, ed. Lawrence H. Schiffman et al (Jerusalem: 
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3.3.2 The Hodayot as Liturgical Instruction 

Another such corpus of songs that a maskil likely utilized in the course of his instruction is the 

Hodayot. There is also a long disagreement in the Hodayot scholarship regarding the 

composition of 1QHa, particularly if certain components have their origin in the Teacher of 

Righteousness. The center of this debate is columns 10-17 that have been classified as Teacher 

Hymns.156 These hymns are sandwiched between two sections of Community Hymns (CH 1 and 

CH 2), according to the independent reconstruction of this scroll by Stegemann and Puech, 

which appears to correlate with the oldest collection from Cave 4, 4Q428.157 More recent 

scholarship has attempted to problematize this neat bifurcation by revealing a more complex 

compositional history behind 1QHa in light of the older Hodayot collections from Cave 4.158 This 

																																																																																																																																																																																			

Israel Exploration Society, 2000), 177-90. Two other important lamaskil texts include the maskil proverbs in 
4Q433a 2:2 and 4Q569 1_2:1.  

 
156 Eleazar L. Sukenik, The Dead Sea Scrolls of the Hebrew University (Jerusalem: Magnes, 1955), 39; 

Günter Morawe, Aufbau und Abgrenzung der Loblieder von Qumrân: Studien zur gattungsgeschichtlichen 

Einordnung der Hodajôth, ThA 16 (Berlin: Evangelische Verlagsanstalt, 1961); Gert Jeremias, Der Lehrer der 
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 Angela K. Harkins, “A New Proposal for Thinking about 1QHA Sixty Years after Its Discovery,” in 
Qumran Cave 1 Revisited: Texts from Cave 1 Sixty Years after Their Discovery. Proceedings of the Sixth Meeting of 

the IOQS in Ljubljana, ed. Daniel K. Falk et al., STDJ 91 (Leiden: Brill, 2010), 101-34; eadem, Reading with an “I” 

to the Heavens: Looking at the Qumran Hodayot through the Lens of Visionary Traditions, Ekstasis 3 (Berlin: de 
Gruyter, 2012), 10-11.	Harkins most recent proposal suggests that the Teacher Hymns (along with a prologue in col. 
9 and an epilogue in col. 18) were the earliest component of the Hodayot, which were combined with the second 
collection of Community Hymns (cols. 19-28) shortly after, and the first part of the Community Hymns (cols. 1-8) 
and final redactional layers were added last. She contends that 4Q429, which contains only the Teacher Hymns, 
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Niedrigkeitsdoxologie motif in the TH and CH 2, and the use of distinctive vocabulary in CH 1 (the fleshy spirit 
motif shared by 1QHa and 4QInstruction is a good example of this phenomena that Harkins does not mention.) I 
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scholarship also tends to re-think the Teacher Hymns as a literary construct rather than a 

historical one.159 Carol Newsom, for example, accentuates the rhetorical strategy of these 

hymns.160 For Newsom, these columns “articulate a leadership myth,” which any leader could 

appropriate as a means of legitimation. Rhetorically, these hymns “construct a figure who is a 

compelling object of loyalty,” in which the leader serves as both an analogue for the community 

and a model of piety.161 Similarly, Angela Harkins deconstructs the attribution of these hymns to 

the “Teacher of Righteousness” by the “Heidelberg School” before proposing her own view that 

such hymns served as “an imaginal body which functions to assist the reader in entering into the 

world of text.” This world of the text she later classifies as visionary experiences, which she 

suggests the text would trigger for the maskil, allowing him to enter and create anew his own 

visionary experiences through reading and performance.162 Both perspectives complement one 

another, particularly if one sees the smaller 4Q428 as one that availed itself more to personal 

																																																																																																																																																																																			

would agree with Harkins and add that vocabulary exclusive to TH and CH 2 (e.g., להתיצב  ,חמר ,מליץ ,זמם ,אשמה
דבמעמ  ) and exclusive to CH 1 and CH 2 but not present in the TH (e.g., , בי נתה אשר ,מים מגבל ,קדושים עדת ,משכיל

התחנן, ברוח  .would agree with her proposition and suggest that perhaps CH 1 was composed in light of CH 2 (התנפל 
The other alternative is that the Teacher Hymns were added in between a collection of Community of Hymns and 
used vocabulary from CH 2 in its construction. While possible this alternative seems unlikely. The only material 
evidence for a Community Hymn only collection is 4Q427, but most of the parallels with 1QHa outside of the 
parallels between 1QHa 7:11-20 in 4Q427 5:4-12 occur with hymns in CH 2.  

 
159 Carol Newsom, Self as Symbolic, 288-346, F. García Martínez, “Beyond the Sectarian Divide: The 

‘Voice of the Teacher’ as an Authority-Conferring Strategy in Some Qumran Texts,” in The Dead Sea Scrolls: 

Transmission of Traditions and Production of Texts, ed. S. Metso, H. Najman, and E. Schuller, STDJ 92 (Leiden: 
Brill, 2010), 227-44; Harkins, “Who is the Teacher,” 449-67; eadem, Reading with an “I”, 69-75; Esther G. Chazon, 
“Lowly to Lofty: The Hodayot’s Use of Liturgical Traditions to Shape Sectarian Identity and Religious Experience,” 
RevQ 26 (2013): 3-19; Trine Bjørnung Hasselbalch, Meaning and Context in the Thanksgiving Hymns: Linguistic 

and Rhetorical Perspectives on a Collection of Prayers from Qumran, SBLEJL 42 (Atlanta: SBL Press, 2015). 
Svend Holm-Nielsen made a similar point when he concluded his work with the suggestion, “but the individual is 
not any one definite historical person” (Hodayot: Psalms from Qumran, ATDan 2 [Aarhus: Universitetsforlaget, 
1960], 348). 

 
160 Newsom, Self as Symbolic, 288.  
 
161 Ibid., 310, 345. 
 
162 Harkins, “Who is the Teacher,” 466-67, idem, Reading with an “I”, 69-113. 
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meditation by the maskil (Harkins), with the larger and more elaborate 1QHa as a collection “of 

models for oral performance” predominately for communal use (Newsom).163 Either way, the 

small collection of Teacher Hymns in 4Q429 and 4Q432 suggests that it existed at one time 

independently, even if the designation “Teacher Hymns” for this collection is problematic. 

Furthermore, Matthew Goff rightly contends that the speaker in several of these hymns portrays 

himself as a transmitter of heavenly knowledge, which is a persona more easily adopted by 

leaders or teachers within the Dead Sea sect rather than the entire community.164  

For my purposes, whomever one imagines as the referent behind the “I” in the Teacher 

Hymns, it is important that this figure legitimates his authority and transmits heavenly 

knowledge through the language of song. Although the Teacher Hymns utilize language from 

Jeremiah, Isaiah, and Psalms, they all present themselves as hymns or psalms.165 In this regard, it 

is important to note that the Teacher Hymns present other teachers as singers as well. In 1QHa 

10:12-13:  

 12 ואהיה על עון רשעים 
13 דבה בשפת עריצים לצים יחרוקו שנים ואני הייתי נגינה לפושעים 

 

 
12 And because of the iniquity of the wicked 13 (I have become) a slander on the lips of the 
ruthless, the mockers gnash their teeth. And I have become a mocking song for 
transgressors”  
 

																																																								
163 Newsom, Self as Symbolic, 203. For this attempt to adjudicate between Newsom and Harkin’s 

proposals, see Judith Newman, “Embodied Techniques: The Communal Formation of the Maskil’s Self,” DSD 22 
(2015): 249-66 (251).  

 
164 Matthew Goff, “Gardens of Knowledge: Teachers in 4QInstruction, Ben Sira and the Hodayot,” in 

Pedagogy in Early Judaism and Early Christianity, ed. K.M. Hogan, M. J. Goff, and Emma Wassermann (Atlanta: 
SBL Press, 2017), 171-94 (182-83). 

 
165 Julie A. Hughes, Scriptural Allusions and Exegesis in the Hodayot, STDJ 59 (Leiden: Brill, 2006), 135-

83. For an overview of approaches to biblical citations and the Hodayot, see Sarah J. Tanzer, “Biblical Interpretation 
in the Hodayot,” in Biblical Interpretation, ed. Henze, 255-75. 
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The phrase for “mocking song” נגינה refers to stringed music. In the Hebrew Bible, this term 

appears predominately with David playing music for Saul (1 Sam 16:16, 23; 18:10; 19:9) and is 

the same term used for the musician Elisha summoned before he could prophesy in 2 Kgs 3:15. 

In the Maskil Hymn in the Community Rule (1QS 9:26-11:22), it is the maskil who performs 

songs to the accompaniment of strings but here, it is the transgressors who are arrangers of string 

music. This “mocking song” relates to a similar phenomenon in 1QHa 13:32-33, which 

specifically states that regarding the opponents:  

 32 יהמו

  33 בכנור ריבי ובנגינות יחד תלונתם 
 

32 They intone (lit. “roar”) 33 their dispute against me on a thin lyre and their grumblings 
on stringed music together.166 
 

By referring to his opponents as singers and musicians, the “I” in the Teacher Hymns is not 

complaining about their musical acumen or lack thereof. Rather his problem is with their 

dissemination of false accusations through song and perhaps doing so not before their own 

assembly but before the assembly of the Yaḥad. The “teacher” has no complaints about the 

medium used because he is using the same medium to counter the slander of his opponents, 

which is the same medium the “I” in CH 2 uses to sing for salvation in 1QHa 19:26 (see above). 

While the construction of the teacher’s opponents as singing teachers could also be a 

metaphorical construct—and thus have no basis in an identifiable historical figure—the existence 

of a metaphor still reveals something about the community behind it. Whether it is for the 

teacher or the opponents, the metaphor of a “singing teacher” must have some basis in reality or 

it loses its communicative capability. In other words, a teacher who received esoteric knowledge 

																																																								
166 If one thinks of the opponents as those who broke off from the Yaḥad rather than a rival sectarian group 

then another possible translation for the phrase ובנגינות יחד is “on the stringed instruments of the Yaḥad.” 
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and transmitted his knowledge and authority via song, must have made sense to the Qumran 

community and therefore reflected their experience in some way.  

 Because the Teacher Hymns do not occur in isolation (except for perhaps the Hodayot 

collection 4Q429), but are sandwiched between two sets of Community Hymns, it is helpful to 

think of the role of the Teacher Hymns in the overall collection, particularly regarding their 

relationship with the lamaskil passages, which appear in both CH 1 (cols. 1-8) and CH 2 (cols. 

19-28). In the recent reconstruction of 1QHa, Schuller has identified four sets of maskil hymns 

beginning at (1) 5:12-6:33; (2) 7:21-8:41; (3) 20:7-22:42; and (4) 25:34-27:3. The second is 

called a “song” (7:21 ;שיר) and the fourth a “psalm” (25:34 ;מזמור).167 Many of these passages 

use the same terminology in which the speaker compares himself to a creature or vessel of dust 

who through the gift of God has received understanding and the ability to praise. Because many 

of the same terminology appears in other columns as well (e.g.,  in 3:32 and 25:32  בעדת קדושים

or רוח אשר נתתה בי in 4:29; 5:36; 21:34), it is likely that the speaker in both sets of Community 

Hymns is the maskil, with the collection in the large scroll of 1QHa representing another set of 

maskil hymns that the maskil had to memorize, teach, and perform.168 When one combines the 

Teacher Hymns with the maskil sections from CH 1 and CH 2 that frame the Teacher Hymns 

(1QHa 5:12; 7:21; 20:7, 14; 25:34), it is now quite clear that the “I” of the Teacher Hymns 

legitimates the authority not of any leader (contra Newsom), but of the maskil. By singing the 

Teacher Hymns together, the maskil reaffirms the community’s myth and provides a means for 

the community to “listen to the voice of the Teacher of Righteousness” (והאזינו לקול מורה צדק), 

																																																								
167 See the discussion in. Qumran Cave 1.3: 1QHodayot

a
 with Incorporation of 1QHodayot

b
 and 

4QHodayot
a-f, ed. Hartmut Stegemann and Eileen Schuller, trans. Carol Newsom, DJD 40 (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 

2009), 78, 99-101, 110, 252-55, 263, 271, 291-92, 296, 300-1. 
 
168
	Judith Newman, “Embodied Techniques,” 251. 
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which the B text of CD (20:32) contends one must do up until the time of the eschaton. Overall, 

like the figure of the maskil, 1QHa is a perfect combination of liturgical and didactic components 

or what Svend Holhm-Nelson calls “liturgical instruction.”169 In this regard, then, perhaps the 

Hodayot are the first true wisdom psalms in that they are songs used by teachers in their 

pedagogical practices. 

 
3.3.3 Singing and Sectarianism in the Dead Sea Scrolls 

Before concluding this section, I would like to say a brief word on education, enculturation and 

embodiment. In her provocative work on the maskil hymns in the Hodayot, Judith Newman has 

emphasized the importance of the hitpael of נפל in 1QHa 5:12 and 20:7 and suggested that the 

full prostration of the maskil served as a counter-cultural prayer posture, which reenacted the 

supplication of Moses and embodied the anthropological Niedrigkeitsdoxologie that is so well-

known throughout the Hodayot.170 In this analysis, she also utilizes biological and sociological 

analysis on the body in order to emphasize the physical, psychic, and social implication of the 

maskil’s somatic posture. Building on Newman’s analysis, if one imagines the maskil’s 

performance occurring with music, either played by the maskil himself or other “priestly” figures 

such as the Levites who play trumpets (חצוצרות) and rams’ horns (שופרות) with “all the people” 

 in the War Scroll (e.g., 1QM 7:14; 8:9; 8:15; 16:7; 17:13), then one could make similar (כול עם)

case for the role of music in enculturation and embodiment.171 On the one hand, music is 

																																																								
169 Holm-Nielsen, Hodayot, 108.  
 
170 Newman, “Embodied Techniques,” 249-66. Also see eadem, “The Thanksgiving Hymns of 1QHa and 

the Construction of the Ideal Sage through Liturgical Performance,” in Sibyls, Scriptures, and Scrolls: John Collins 

at Seventy, ed. Joel Baden, Hindy Najman, and Eibert Tigchelaar (Leiden: Brill, 2017), 2:940-57.  
 
171 The Levites also lead several songs throughout the War Scroll along with the Chief Priest and the 

priests. 1QM 10:2; 13:1; 15:4; 18:5; 19:12. Furthermore, the Mishnah depicts them as leading Israel in song along 
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something one physically hears and participates in through singing, which are both embodied 

acts that have different effects on one’s somatic and neurological processes. On the other hand, 

the act of singing a community’s own set of songs, in the case of the Hodayot, and doing so in 

unison (יחד occurs 22x in 1QHa) also creates a sense of solidarity as well as separation from 

those who do not belong to the in-group. There are numerous examples of this phenomenon in 

Christianity and Judaism, in which a new religious group intentionally composes their own 

music and collects songs separate from similar religious movements (e.g., Lutheran and Pietist 

hymnals or the creation of new songs in Lurianic Kabbalah and among the Hasidism). In 

particular, it may be fruitful to examine the role music can play as a “weapon of the weak” 

against empire, from a post-colonial perspective, and against the “parent group” from a 

sociological perspective.172 Regarding education in such an environment, Plato’s observation on 

children and song in Laws 659d and 797b is still relevant. 173 Through the embodied act of play 

																																																																																																																																																																																			

with the pious and miracle workers (החסידים ואנשי המעשה), in which their instruments are specifically listed as the 
lyre combo of the  כנור and   לנב and the מצלתים. See m. Sukk 5:4; m. ʿArak. 2:6; Mid. 2.6; m. Kelim 15:6; 24:16. 

 
172 For the role music played in the formation of various Protestant denominations, see the chapter entitled 

“O for a Thousand Tongues to Sing,” in David W. Stowe, Music in the Spiritual Lives of Americans (Cambridge: 
Harvard University Press, 2004), 17-40. Also cf. Christopher Boyd Brown, Singing the Gospel: Lutheran Hymns 

and the Success of the Reformation HHS 148 (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2005) and Tanya Kevorkian, 
“Pietists and Music,” in A Companion to German Pietism, 1660-1800, ed. Douglas H. Shantz (Leiden: Brill, 2015), 
171-200. For the role of music in Jewish mysticism in the Middle Ages, see Irene Heskes, Passport to Jewish 

Music: Its History, Traditions, and Culture (Westport, CT: Greenwood, 1994), 87-144, and the chapter, “Music in 
the World of the Mystic,” in Amnon Shiloh, Jewish Musical Traditions (Detroit: Wayne State University Press, 
1992), 131-56. For music as a tool of colonialism and a means of resistance to it, see Jared A. Ball, I Mix What I 

Like! A Mixtape Manifesto (Oakland: AK Press, 2011); Palestinian Music and Song: Expression and Resistance 

Since 1900, ed. Moslih Kanaaneh et al. (Bloomington, ID: Indiana University Press, 2013); Bob van der Linden, 
Music and Empire in Britain and India: Identity, Internationalism, and Cross-Cultural Communication (Macmillan: 
Palgrave, 2013); Richard M. Mizelle, Backwater Blues: The Mississippi Flood of 1927 in the African American 

Imagination (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2014).  
 
173 Plato states, “The soul of the child has to be prevented from getting into the habit of feeling pleasure 

and pain in ways not sanctioned by the law and those who have been persuaded to obey it; he should follow in their 
footsteps and find pleasure and pain in the same things as the old. That is why we have what we call songs, which 
are really ‘charms’ for the soul. These are in fact deadly serious devices for producing this concord we are talking 
about; but the soul of the young cannot bear to be serious, so we use the terms ‘recreation’ and ‘song for the charms, 
and children treat them in that spirit. . . . If you control the way children play, and the same children always play the 
same games under the same rules and in the same conditions and get pleasure from the same toys, you’ll find that 
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and performance, the community subtly reinforces its ideology and can bring about conformity 

to its values without overt knowledge of the indoctrination process. In other words, hymns are a 

major component of the naturalization process of identity formation. In the case of the Qumran 

community, it is not hard to imagine the Hodayot being publically performed, in which case they 

may not only be part of the covenant renewal ceremony (1QS 1-2) but also the nightly study 

sessions of the Yaḥad (ברך יחד; cf. 1QS 6:1-8 1QHa 19:28; 26:13-14).174 If one takes literally the 

Hodayot’s emphasis on singing in unison with the angels (1 ;צבא קדושים/ בני שמיםQHa 11:23; 

25:26; 26:32), in which the Yaḥad was led by the singing office of the maskil, then it is helpful to 

think of the Qumran community not only as an apocalyptic sect but a musical guild whose 

combination of writing and song in education was influenced by the Levitical singer tradition 

that emerged in the Second Temple period in which the Levites were skilled scribes, teachers, 

and singers. In this way one can reimagine pedagogy in the Dead Sea Scrolls as not solely a 

written phenomenon but one in which members learned songs and musical instruments in the 

course of their education and indoctrination into the Dead Sea sect.  

 

																																																																																																																																																																																			

the conventions of adult life too are left in peace without alteration.” Translation from Saunders, “Laws,” in Plato, 
ed. Cooper, 1350-51, 1465-66.  

This view of education in Plato is similar to the role of education in Althusser’s concept of the “Ideological 
State Apparatus,” in which the school takes over the role of the church in cultivating cultural conformity. In his 
analysis, Althusser does not speak of the role music plays in perpetuating the interests of the nation-state and 
creating a national habitus, but it is clearly present. Although a sectarian community is obviously not a “nation state,” 
music can play a similar role in “naturalizing” a community’s identity and creating a process of enculturation. See 
Louis Althusser, “Ideology and Ideological State Apparatuses: Notes Towards An Investigation,” in Lenin and 

Philosophy and Other Essays, trans. Ben Brewster (New York: Monthly Review, 1970): 127-86.  
 
174 Holm-Nielsen, Hodayot, 236, 241, 332-48. For a more complete bibliography of scholars who support 

the liturgical use of the Hodayot, see Falk, Daily, Sabbath, & Festival Prayers, 103, n. 18. For the argument that the 
Hodayot were primarily utilized for individual and didactic purposes including their use as “spiritual exercises,” see 
Hans Bardtke, “Considérations sur les cantiques de Qumrân, RB 63 (1956): 220-33 (227); Nitzan, Qumran Prayer, 
324; Lawrence H. Schiffman, Reclaiming the Dead Sea Scrolls (Jerusalem: Jewish Publication Society, 1994), 301. 
There is also a succinct summary in Menahem Mansoor, The Thanksgiving Hymns (Leiden: Brill 1961), 45-49. 
More recently, see Esther G. Chazon, “Liturgical Function in the Cave 1 Hodayot Collection,” in Qumran Cave 1 

Revisited: Texts from Cave 1 Sixty Years after Their Discovery. Proceedings of the Sixth Meeting of the IOQS in 

Ljubljana, ed. Daniel K. Falk et al., STDJ 91 (Leiden: Brill, 2010), 135-49. 
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3.4 Conclusion 

 

In Michael Fishbane’s work, The Garments of Torah, he argues for a set of “axial 

transformations that mark the onset of classical Judaism,” which involved the “movement from a 

culture based on direct divine revelation to one based on their study and reinterpretation.175 In 

this chapter, I have argued that Levitical singers played a large role in this shift whose musical 

and priestly training allowed them to take on prophetic and scribal roles in the Second Temple 

period. Using music archaeology, I also argued for a shift in Iron Age II from a more eclectic 

music environment in which both men and women performers utilized drums, rattles, and lyres at 

a variety of cultic sites and in the home to a predominately lyre-centered music environment, 

which also included an increase in the use of the double-pipe in the Greco-Roman period. As 

demonstrated in Chapter Two, the pipe and the lyre were the preferred instruments for musical 

training in the gymnasium.176 It would thus make sense for the Levitical singers, who were 

already part of the educative elite, to appropriate the double pipe more into their repertoire due to 

the influence of Hellenism in Judea. If this conjecture is correct, then the use of the double-pipe 

with the lyre by the maskil in both the Community Rule (1QS 10:9 = 4Q258 9:8 and 4Q260 3:1) 

and the Hodayot (1QHa 19:26 = 4Q427 1:5) is additional evidence for the influence of Hellenism 

on the Qumran community.  

  I also suggested that the transition from the Iron Age to the Persian and Hellenistic 

periods saw a shift from the use of music by prophets and family musical guilds (Asaph, 

Korahites, Hemanites), some of which may have served at the temple in the time period of 

																																																								
175
	Michael Fishbane, The Garments of Torah: Essays in Biblical Hermeneutics (Bloomington, IN: Indiana 

University Press, 1989), 65. 
 
176 For evidence of Greek influence on Jewish thought and education both before and after the 

establishment of a gymnasium by Jason in 175 BCE, see Hengel, Judaism and Hellenism, 1:58-106, esp. 65-83. More 
recently, see Wright, “Ben Sira and Hellenistic Literature in Greek,” in Tracing Sapiential, ed. Najman et al., 71-88 
(73-78). 
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Hezekiah (e.g., Sennacherib relief) to the Levites as the primary musical performers. Originally, 

the Levites served as cultic priests in sites outside of the temple and cymbal players, even in the 

post-exilic period (Ezra 3:10; Neh 12:27; 13:10), but as their influence in the Second Temple 

period increased, they took over, not only as the primary musicians in the temple but also as 

scribes and teachers as well.177 The Chronicler attests to this shift and propagandizes for it by 

making the Levites descendants of old musical families (Asaph, Heman, Jeduthan), and the 

prophets, which attests to the inspired status of their songs. In making this argument, I am not 

suggesting that all temple singers became scribes. Josephus still attests for a distinction between 

them in the “Seleucid Charter” (Ant. 12.138-44).178 Rather my contention is that the musical 

training of the Levites and their increased influence in the temple-state as attested by the 

Chronicler made them prime candidates for teachers and scribes as well. As I demonstrated in 

Chapter Two, this transition is not surprising in light of the fluidity between musical and scribal 

training in antiquity. In the Hebrew Bible and other Jewish Second Temple literature one already 

sees a merger of scribal and musical roles in traditions surrounding both Solomon and David, the 

latter of which is specifically called a scribe in the Great Psalms Scrolls from Qumran (see next 

chapter). This merger of scribal and musical roles is also manifest in the Dead Sea Scrolls in the 

figure of the maskil who is connected to liturgical texts and instruction throughout the scrolls. 

Through this combination, the maskil takes over the tradition of the Levitical singers (and 

																																																								
177 In utilizing this model, I disagree with the suggestion often held in scholarship that the Levites were 

priests from the North who migrated to the South after the Samaritan conquest and were integrated into the 
Jerusalem temple cult during the reign of Hezekiah (e.g., Wellhausen). While I agree that the Levites were cultic 
priests, I do not agree believe Hezekiah or Josiah were the catalyst for their increased role in the cult in Jerusalem. 
This was a much more gradual process. For a critique of the mass destruction of Samaria that is often envisioned in 
this migration model, see Ron E. Tappy, “The Final Years of Israelite Samaria: Toward a Dialogue between Texts 
and Archaeology,” in “Up to the Gates of Ekron”: Essays on the Archaeology and History of the Eastern 

Mediterranean in Honor of Seymour Gitin, ed. Sidnie White Crawford (Jerusalem: Israel Exploration Society, 2007), 
258-79.  

 
178 For an analysis of the “scribes” in the Seleucid Charter, see Schams, Jewish Scribes, 88-90.  
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perhaps expanded on it in some cases),179 but he also has broken off from them and considers 

their service in the temple cult illegitimate.180 Similarly, the Teacher Hymns in the Hodayot also 

utilize a metaphor of a singing teacher, which appears to substantiate the maskil as a singing 

office in the redaction of the Hodayot as attested in 1QHa. If this model is correct, one should 

think of the role of the maskil not only as a singing office who played a variety of instruments, 

but also the Qumran community itself as a musical guild who would have learned singing and 

instruments from the maskil in the course of his instruction.181 Although this model is obviously 

conjectural, the Levitical singers in Ezra-Nehemiah and Chronicles and the figure of maskil 

provide contemporary evidence for the role of the teacher in the book of Ben Sira and the use of 

music in his scribal curriculum to which I will now turn. Chapter Four will explore the place of 

music in the role of the teacher, and Chapter Five will examine the role of Ben Sira’s musical 

curriculum in the composition and reception of the book. 

																																																								
179 The Temple Scroll elevates the Levites’ status and gives them several cultic functions denied to them by 

the Priestly source. Nevertheless, it still maintains a strict division between the Levites and Aaronides regarding who 
is allowed to sacrifice at the temple. For an overview of the scholarship, see Jeffrey Stackert, “The Cultic Status of 
the Levites in the Temple Scroll: Between History and Hermeneutics,” in Levites and Priests in Biblical History and 

Tradition, ed. Mark A. Leuchter and Jeremy Hutton, LPBHT 9 (Atlanta: Society of Biblical Literature, 2011), 199-
214.  

 
180 For a similar interpretation regarding the shift in the Second Temple period from Levite scribe to the 

maskil, see Mark Leuchter, “From Levite to Maśkîl in the Persian and Hellenistic Eras,” in Levites and Priests, ed. 
Leuchter and Hutton, 215-32. Leuchter, however, over-emphasizes the textual component of the role of the Levitical 
scribes and maskilim and ignores their role as singers and musicians. 

 
181 One can reasonably assume that the instruments the maskil used and taught consisted of at least the lyre 

combination (both thin and thick lyre) and the double-pipe (1QS 10:9; 1QHa 19:26).  
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CHAPTER FOUR 

BEN SIRA AS A SINGER OF WISDOM 
 

 

In the last chapter, I examined the importance of the Levitical singers in the Second Temple 

period whose depiction as prophets, scribes, and teachers stemmed from their role as cultic 

singers and was a central catalyst for the use of music in educative contexts in the Dead Sea 

Scrolls by the maskil and other teaching figures. In these maskil passages and the Teacher 

Hymns from the Hodayot, I identified a matrix of knowledge, revelation, and praise, which will 

be central for understanding the role of the teacher in the book of Ben Sira. Ben Sira locates 

revelation and praise in the figure of the wise sage, but his “tongue of knowledge” does not 

replace cultic offerings but exists alongside of it. In this sense, Ben Sira is much closer to the 

Levitical scribal singers of the Persian and early Hellenistic period who sing “east of the altar” (2 

Chron 5:12) than the teaching figures at Qumran. Nevertheless, even if the office of the teacher 

in Ben Sira is different in some respects from the Yaḥad, singing is a central component in both 

works. Because music is widespread in pedagogy throughout the ANE and ancient Greece (as I 

have shown in Chapter Two), it is not surprising to find it in Ben Sira whom scholars often 

consider the “teaching figure” par excellence in the Second Temple period.
1
 

																																																								
1
 As argued in Chapter One, much of this assumption is based on the mention of Ben Sira’s bet midrash in 

Sir 51:23. Nevertheless, this passage is problematic. On the one hand, because the LXX and Syriac also have the 

phrase “house of instruction” (οἴκῳ παιδείας; !"#  $%&'() ) there is good reason to think that the Hebrew Vorlage 

behind the text was either דרשמ  On the other hand, this phrase could be a metaphorical reference to .בת מוסר or בת 

wisdom’s banquet invitation in Proverbs (e. g. Prov 9:1-5) and not a reference to an actual institution. For the 

former, see Skehan and Di Lella, Ben Sira, 578. For the latter, see Mroczek, Literary Imagination, 101-3. Also, see 

eadem, “Psalms Unbound,” 193, 209-11. Because the Hebrew of MS B in Sir 51:13-30 is likely a retroversion of the 

Syriac with some phrases updated by the medieval copyist (e.g., ישיבה in Sir 51:29 where the Syriac has  ݂ܬܝ(-)!#  

and the Greek ἔλεος), it is difficult to trust the validity of the text in MS B as representing the historical situation in 

the time period of Ben Sira. Van Peursen, “Sirach 51:13-30,” in Hamlet on A Hill, ed. Bassten and van Peursen, 

357-74. Also see, idem, “The Alleged Retroversions,” in Kleine Untersuchungen zur Sprachen, ed. Lehmann, 2:47-

95. Nevertheless, even if the phrase בת מדרש is a product of a medieval Hebrew copyist, it is clear from Ben Sira’s 

references to learning wisdom from the wise in Sir 6:36 that he assumes an instructional context, and Sir 24:30-34 

(see below) suggests that readers should acquire wisdom specifically from him. 
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To demonstrate this point, I will examine the role of the teacher in the book of Sirach and 

the importance of music in this construction. The texts particularly important to this argument 

are Sir 39:12-35, 14:20-15:10, and 24:1-34. In these texts, Ben Sira addresses either the role of 

the ideal scribe or the process of wisdom acquisition, but more importantly, he does so in relation 

to music. Other passages, such as Sir 6:18-37 and 51:13-30 that have several textual and 

thematic similarities with these texts are not treated in detail in this chapter because neither 

specifically mentions or alludes to songs (though see 6:31 and Sir 51:22)
2
 and the latter is 

reasonably understood as an older text utilized by Ben Sira’s students rather than from Ben Sira 

himself (see Chapter Five).  

This chapter will have four parts. First, I will examine Ben Sira’s praise of the scribe in 

38:24-39:11 and the hymn that praises wisdom which follows in 39:12-35. I will contend that Sir 

39:12-35 is integral to Ben Sira’s description of the ideal scribe, and, when read together, both 

passages accentuate song creation as an essential component of the scribal profession. In Sir 

39:12-35, in particular, Ben Sira assumes his students sing and provides them with a model song 

that they could utilize in a festival setting. Second, I will examine the search for wisdom in Sir 

14:20-15:10. This passage relates linguistically to Ben Sira’s praise of the scribe in 38:34c-

39:11, but it also allocates the language of praise specifically to the wise. For Ben Sira, revealed 

knowledge through a scribe or teacher is necessary for humanity to have the ability to praise God 

properly. Third, I will place Ben Sira’s emphasis on election in creation and allocation of praise 

in conversation with his concern for speech in general, particularly his emotional appeal for 

																																																								
2
 All versions of Sir 51:22 refer to YHWH/the Lord giving either the tongue (LXX, Syriac, Latin) or lips 

(MS B) as a reward, and the author subsequently praising (ידה; αἰνέω; .-/ ) God for it. For Sir 6:31, see below. Sir 

6:18-37 and 51:13-30 also have some thematic parallels in common, such as acquiring wisdom/discipline in one’s 

youth (cf. 6:18; 51:15), toiling only a little for wisdom (cf. 6:19; 51:27), and placing one’s neck underneath 

wisdom’s yoke (cf. 6:24; 51:26).  
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divine safeguarding of the tongue in Sir 22:27-23:6. Fourth, I will explore the famous hymn to 

wisdom in Sirach 24 and suggest that if we imagine it as a song which the sage Ben Sira actually 

performed, then it would have further legitimated his prophetic authority. I will further suggest 

that Ben Sira could have used this hymn as a public display of wisdom in order to inspire 

prospective students to study with him over competing teachers. Overall, I will demonstrate that 

praise is central to Ben Sira’s construction of the ideal teacher who creates in his text a scribal 

singer similar to David in 11Q5 and the maskil in the Dead Sea Scrolls. 

 

4.1 Scribal Piety, Scribal Song: Sir 38:24-39:35
3
 

 

MS B 

 
   חכמה תרבה סופר חכמת 38:24

  ]כם[יתח הוא עסקחסר ו
 

  מלמד תומך יתחכם מה 38:25

 רמרעי בחנית ומתפאר
   לשדד                                   

 בשור ישובב ינהג באלוף
בשיר וישובב

 
 

   ]י בקר[נב דע ושעיותיו
 

 מרבק לכלות ושקידתו 38:26 
 

 ]בתלמים ד[דלש ָיׁשית בלֵ 
38:27
 שב]וחו רשח[ עשה אף 

 ]   [הליל  אשר
 ינהג

 

 
39:15 

]  ם[מיני וכלי לנבֶ  ירות]בש[
 

 בתרועה תאמר וכן 

Masada 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

																																																								
3
 For the main Hebrew text, I have used primarily the edition of Beentjes (Book of Ben Sira in Hebrew) and 

personal reading of the manuscripts at Cambridge University Library. For those portions not at Cambridge, I have 

utilized the digital images of the manuscripts and their transcription on www.bensira.org developed by Gary 

Rendsburg and Jacob Binstein. For Eric Reymond’s transcription of Masada and further notes, see his “New 

Readings in the Ben Sira Masada Scroll (Mas 1H),” RevQ 26 (2014): 327-43. For the Greek, I have used Ziegler’s 

edition as the base text (Sapientia Iesu Filii Sirach), and for the Syriac, I have used Codex Ambrosianus (7a1) as 

reproduced by Calduch-Benages et al (La Sabiduría del Escriba). Reconstructions of missing portions are based 

primarily on Zeʾev Ben-Ḥayyim, ,קונקורדנציה וניתוח אוצר המלים ספר בן סירא: המקור  (Jerusalem: Academy of 

Hebrew Language, 1973) and Moshe Zvi Segal, 2 ,ספר בן סירא השלםd ed (Jerusalem: Bialik Institute, 1958). The 

superliner portions in the transcriptions below are the marginal notes, which are particularly predominant in MS B 

(B
marg

). I have tried to reproduce these notes as they occur in the manuscripts. Certain words are also crossed out in 

the main text, which I have also attempted to reproduce. Also, I have separated the text of MSS B, E, F and Masada 

into two lines in order to represent its stichographic structure in the manuscript.  
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39:16 
 טובים כלם אל] המעש[

 

 יספיקו ב׳ צריך לכל יספיק בעתו צורך וכל

39:17 
  ]    נר[ יעריך ]בדברו[

 

 אוצרו פיו ומוצא
39:18 

 רצונו יצליח  ו]יתחת [
 

 לתשועתו מעצור ואין 
39:19
 נגדו בשר כל מעשה 

 

מסותר עיניו מנגד ואין נסתר            
 

39:20
  יביט עולם ועד מעולם 

 

  לתשועתו מספר] לא  על כן[

  עמו ומעט ]קטן[ אין

 ממנו וחזק נפלא ואין
39:21
  זה למה זה לאמר אין 

 נבחר צרכול הכל כי
יגבר בעתו

  

 מזה רע זה לאמר אין

 יגבר בעתו הכל כי
  פההצי  כיאר ברכות 39:22

 ריותה תבל וכנהר
39:23
]כן[ 

 יוריש גוים זעמו  
 

  משקה למלח ויהפך
39:24
 יישרו תמיםת [   ] 

ים][ישר[  ]  רחותיו]א[
 

 

 תוללו]יס[ לזרים כן

539:2
 מראש חלק וב]לט[   

 

 לרעורע  טוב לרעים כן 

39:26
  מים אדם י]חי[ל[  ]  

 ומלח וברזל ואש

 ודבש לב]ח [    

 ובגד יצהר ענב דם
39:27
 ייטיבו ובים]ט[ל] לה[א כל 

  לזראנהפכו  לרעה לרעים כן

39:28
 [   ]צרו 

 ו[נבר]א

 ]ו[יעתיק [   ]ם

[                    ] 

[                    ] 
39:29
  ודבר רע וברד אש 

 

  ב[ראו]למשפט נ אלה גם
39:30
  ופתן עקרב שן חית 

 

 ]   [ להחרים נקמות וחרב

נבחרו[   ] גםנבראו  לצורכם אלה כל
 

 יפקדו ולעת באוצר והמה
לעת רו]וצ[בא

 
39:31
 ישישו אתם בצותו 

 

 פיו ימרו לא ובחקם
 פיהו

39:32
   התׄיצבתי מראש כן על 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

39:27
 ] 

 

 כונ[  ]פׄ  לזרה]       
39:28
 ]

  

     יקות̊ []יע ים]              

 

 הם יני̊חו][              
39:29
 ]

 
 

 ראו]                         

 39:30 
] 

 

 בם.]                                

 ]
  

 ו]                                 

 
39:31
  ]

 

 יו]                                
 

 
39:32
 ]    
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 הנחתי ובכתב והתבוננתי 
 

 הכלטובים  כלם אל מעשה 39:33

 יספוק בעתו צורך לכל
 צרוך

39:34
 זה מה רע זה לאמר אל 

מזה[      ] אין
 

 

 יגביר בעתו הכל כי 
 יגבר

39:35
 הרנינו לב בכל עתה 

  שפה

 ]ודש[הק שם את וברכו
 קדשו

 י ת̊ ]                                       

 

 

38:24   Σοφία γραµµατέως ἐν εὐκαιρίᾳ σχολῆς,  
 καὶ ὁ ἐλασσούµενος πράξει αὐτὸς σοφισθήσεται.  
38:25    τί σοφισθήσεται ὁ κρατῶν ἀρότρου 

 καὶ καυχώµενος ἐν δόρατι κέντρου,  

 βόας ἐλαύνων καὶ ἀναστρεφόµενος ἐν ἔργοις αὐτῶν,  
 καὶ ἡ διήγησις αὐτοῦ ἐν υἱοῖς ταύρων;  
38:26    καρδίαν αὐτοῦ δώσει ἐκδοῦναι αὔλακας,  
 καὶ ἡ ἀγρυπνία αὐτοῦ εἰς χορτάσµατα δαµάλεων.  
38:27    οὕτως πᾶς τέκτων καὶ ἀρχιτέκτων,  
 ὅστις νύκτωρ ὡς ἡµέρας διάγει·  
 οἱ γλύφοντες γλύµµατα σφραγίδων,  
 καὶ ἡ ἐπιµονὴ αὐτοῦ ἀλλοιῶσαι ποικιλίαν·  
 καρδίαν αὐτοῦ δώσει εἰς ὁµοιῶσαι ζωγραφίαν,  
 καὶ ἡ ἀγρυπνία αὐτοῦ τελέσαι ἔργον.  
38:28    οὕτως χαλκεὺς καθήµενος ἐγγὺς ἄκµονος 
 καὶ καταµανθάνων ἔργα σιδήρου·  
 ἀτµὶς πυρὸς τήξει σάρκας αὐτοῦ,  

 καὶ ἐν θέρµῃ καµίνου διαµαχήσεται·  
 φωνὴ σφύρης καινεῖ τὸ οὖς αὐτοῦ,  

 καὶ κατέναντι ὁµοιώµατος σκεύους οἱ ὀφθαλµοὶ αὐτοῦ·  
 καρδίαν αὐτοῦ δώσει εἰς συντέλειαν ἔργων,  
 καὶ ἡ ἀγρυπνία αὐτοῦ κοσµῆσαι ἐπὶ συντελείας.  
38:29    οὕτως κεραµεὺς καθήµενος ἐν ἔργῳ αὐτοῦ 

 καὶ συστρέφων ἐν ποσὶν αὐτοῦ τροχόν,  
 ὃς ἐν µερίµνῃ κεῖται διὰ παντὸς ἐπὶ τὸ ἔργον αὐτοῦ,  

 καὶ ἐναρίθµιος πᾶσα ἡ ἐργασία αὐτοῦ·  
38:30    ἐν βραχίονι αὐτοῦ τυπώσει πηλὸν 
 καὶ πρὸ ποδῶν κάµψει ἰσχὺν αὐτοῦ·  
 καρδίαν ἐπιδώσει συντελέσαι τὸ χρῖσµα,  

 καὶ ἡ ἀγρυπνία αὐτοῦ καθαρίσαι κάµινον.  
38:31    Πάντες οὗτοι εἰς χεῖρας αὐτῶν ἐνεπίστευσαν,  
 καὶ ἕκαστος ἐν τῷ ἔργῳ αὐτοῦ σοφίζεται·  
38:32    ἄνευ αὐτῶν οὐκ οἰκισθήσεται πόλις,  
 καὶ οὐ παροικήσουσιν οὐδὲ περιπατήσουσιν.  
 ἀλλ᾿ εἰς βουλὴν λαοῦ οὐ ζητηθήσονται 
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38:33    καὶ ἐν ἐκκλησίᾳ οὐχ ὑπεραλοῦνται·  
 ἐπὶ δίφρον δικαστοῦ οὐ καθιοῦνται 
 καὶ διαθήκην κρίµατος οὐ διανοηθήσονται.          
 οὐδὲ µὴ ἐκφάνωσιν παιδείαν καὶ κρίµα 

 καὶ ἐν παραβολαῖς οὐχ εὑρεθήσονται,  
38:34    ἀλλὰ κτίσµα αἰῶνος στηρίσουσιν,  
 καὶ ἡ δέησις αὐτῶν ἐν ἐργασίᾳ τέχνης.  
 Πλὴν τοῦ ἐπιδιδόντος τὴν ψυχὴν αὐτοῦ 

 καὶ διανοουµένου ἐν νόµῳ ὑψίστου,  
39:1    σοφίαν πάντων ἀρχαίων ἐκζητήσει 
 καὶ ἐν προφητείαις ἀσχοληθήσεται,  
39:2    διήγησιν ἀνδρῶν ὀνοµαστῶν συντηρήσει 
 καὶ ἐν στροφαῖς παραβολῶν συνεισελεύσεται,  
39:3    ἀπόκρυφα παροιµιῶν ἐκζητήσει 
 καὶ ἐν αἰνίγµασιν παραβολῶν ἀναστραφήσεται.  
39:4 ἀνὰ µέσον µεγιστάνων ὑπηρετήσει 
 καὶ ἔναντι ἡγουµένων ὀφθήσεται·  
 ἐν γῇ ἀλλοτρίων ἐθνῶν διελεύσεται,  
 ἀγαθὰ γὰρ καὶ κακὰ ἐν ἀνθρώποις ἐπείρασεν.  
39:5 τὴν καρδίαν αὐτοῦ ἐπιδώσει ὀρθρίσαι 
 πρὸς κύριον τὸν ποιήσαντα αὐτὸν 
 καὶ ἔναντι ὑψίστου δεηθήσεται·  
 καὶ ἀνοίξει στόµα αὐτοῦ ἐν προσευχῇ 

 καὶ περὶ τῶν ἁµαρτιῶν αὐτοῦ δεηθήσεται.  
39:6 ἐὰν κύριος ὁ µέγας θελήσῃ,  

 πνεύµατι συνέσεως ἐµπλησθήσεται·  
 αὐτὸς ἀνοµβρήσει ῥήµατα σοφίας αὐτοῦ 

 καὶ ἐν προσευχῇ ἐξοµολογήσεται κυρίῳ·  
39:7 αὐτὸς κατευθυνεῖ βουλὴν καὶ ἐπιστήµην 
 καὶ ἐν τοῖς ἀποκρύφοις αὐτοῦ διανοηθήσεται·  
39:8 αὐτὸς ἐκφανεῖ παιδείαν διδασκαλίας αὐτοῦ 

 καὶ ἐν νόµῳ διαθήκης κυρίου καυχήσεται.  
39:9 αἰνέσουσιν τὴν σύνεσιν αὐτοῦ πολλοί,  
 καὶ ἕως τοῦ αἰῶνος οὐκ ἐξαλειφθήσεται·  
 οὐκ ἀποστήσεται τὸ µνηµόσυνον αὐτοῦ,  

 καὶ τὸ ὄνοµα αὐτοῦ ζήσεται εἰς γενεὰς γενεῶν·  
39:10 τὴν σοφίαν αὐτοῦ διηγήσονται ἔθνη,  

 καὶ τὸν ἔπαινον αὐτοῦ ἐξαγγελεῖ ἐκκλησία·  
39:11 ἐὰν ἐµµείνῃ, ὄνοµα καταλείψει ἢ χίλιοι,  
 καὶ ἐὰν ἀναπαύσηται, ἐκποιεῖ αὐτῷ.  
39:12 Ἔτι διανοηθεὶς ἐκδιηγήσοµαι 
 καὶ ὡς διχοµηνία ἐπληρώθην.  
39:13 εἰσακούσατέ µου, υἱοὶ ὅσιοι, καὶ βλαστήσατε 
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 ὡς ῥόδον φυόµενον ἐπὶ ῥεύµατος ὑγροῦ 
39:14 ὡς λίβανος εὐωδιάσατε ὀσµὴν 
 καὶ ἀνθήσατε ἄνθος ὡς κρίνον.  
 διάδοτε ὀσµὴν καὶ αἰνέσατε ᾆσµα,4  

 καὶ εὐλογήσατε κύριον ἐπὶ πᾶσιν τοῖς ἔργοις,  
39:15 δότε τῷ ὀνόµατι αὐτοῦ µεγαλωσύνην 
 καὶ ἐξοµολογήσασθε ἐν αἰνέσει αὐτοῦ 

 ἐν ᾠδαῖς χειλέων καὶ ἐν κινύραις 
 καὶ οὕτως ἐρεῖτε ἐν ἐξοµολογήσει 
39:16 Τὰ ἔργα κυρίου πάντα ὅτι καλὰ σφόδρα,  

 καὶ πᾶν πρόσταγµα ἐν καιρῷ αὐτοῦ ἔσται·  
39:17 οὐκ ἔστιν εἰπεῖν Τί τοῦτο; εἰς τί τοῦτο;  
 πάντα γὰρ ἐν καιρῷ αὐτοῦ ζητηθήσεται.  
 ἐν λόγῳ αὐτοῦ ἔστη ὡς θηµωνιὰ ὕδωρ 
 καὶ ἐν ῥήµατι στόµατος αὐτοῦ ἀποδοχεῖα ὑδάτων.  
39:18 ἐν προστάγµατι αὐτοῦ πᾶσα ἡ εὐδοκία,  

 καὶ οὐκ ἔστιν ὃς ἐλαττώσει τὸ σωτήριον αὐτοῦ.  
39:19 ἔργα πάσης σαρκὸς ἐνώπιον αὐτοῦ,  

 καὶ οὐκ ἔστιν κρυβῆναι ἀπὸ τῶν ὀφθαλµῶν αὐτοῦ·  
39:20 ἀπὸ τοῦ αἰῶνος εἰς τὸν αἰῶνα ἐπέβλεψεν,  
 καὶ οὐθέν ἐστιν θαυµάσιον ἐναντίον αὐτοῦ.  
39:21 οὐκ ἔστιν εἰπεῖν Τί τοῦτο; εἰς τί τοῦτο; 
 πάντα γὰρ εἰς χρείας αὐτῶν ἔκτισται.  
39:22 Ἡ εὐλογία αὐτοῦ ὡς ποταµὸς ἐπεκάλυψεν 
 καὶ ὡς κατακλυσµὸς ξηρὰν ἐµέθυσεν·  
39:23 οὕτως ὀργὴ αὐτοῦ ἔθνη κληρονοµήσει,  
 ὡς µετέστρεψεν ὕδατα εἰς ἅλµην.  
39:24 αἱ ὁδοὶ αὐτοῦ τοῖς ὁσίοις εὐθεῖαι,  
 οὕτως τοῖς ἀνόµοις προσκόµµατα·  
39:25 ἀγαθὰ τοῖς ἀγαθοῖς ἔκτισται ἀπ᾿ ἀρχῆς,  
 οὕτως τοῖς ἁµαρτωλοῖς κακά.  
39:26 ἀρχὴ πάσης χρείας εἰς ζωὴν ἀνθρώπου,  

 ὕδωρ καὶ πῦρ καὶ σίδηρος καὶ ἅλας 
 καὶ σεµίδαλις πυροῦ καὶ γάλα καὶ µέλι,  
 αἷµα σταφυλῆς καὶ ἔλαιον καὶ ἱµάτιον·  
39:27 ταῦτα πάντα τοῖς εὐσεβέσιν εἰς ἀγαθά,  

 οὕτως τοῖς ἁµαρτωλοῖς τραπήσεται εἰς κακά.  
39:28 Ἔστιν πνεύµατα, ἃ εἰς ἐκδίκησιν ἔκτισται 
 καὶ ἐν θυµῷ αὐτῶν ἐστερέωσεν µάστιγας αὐτῶν·  
 ἐν καιρῷ συντελείας ἰσχὺν ἐκχεοῦσιν 

																																																								
4
 See notes below regarding Ziegler’s reconstruction of this verse. Where he reads “spread abroad a voice 

and praise together” (διάδοτε φωνὴ καὶ αἰνέσατε ἅµα). 
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 καὶ τὸν θυµὸν τοῦ ποιήσαντος αὐτοὺς κοπάσουσιν.  
39:29 πῦρ καὶ χάλαζα καὶ λιµὸς καὶ θάνατος,  
 πάντα ταῦτα εἰς ἐκδίκησιν ἔκτισται·  
39:30 θηρίων ὀδόντες καὶ σκορπίοι καὶ ἔχεις 
 καὶ ῥοµφαία ἐκδικοῦσα εἰς ὄλεθρον ἀσεβεῖς·  
39:31 ἐν τῇ ἐντολῇ αὐτοῦ εὐφρανθήσονται 
 καὶ ἐπὶ τῆς γῆς εἰς χρείας ἑτοιµασθήσονται 
 καὶ ἐν καιροῖς αὐτῶν οὐ παραβήσονται λόγον.  
39:32 Διὰ τοῦτο ἐξ ἀρχῆς ἐστηρίχθην 
 καὶ διενοήθην καὶ ἐν γραφῇ ἀφῆκα 
39:33 Τὰ ἔργα κυρίου πάντα ἀγαθὰ 

 καὶ πᾶσαν χρείαν ἐν ὥρᾳ αὐτῆς χορηγήσει,  
39:34 καὶ οὐκ ἔστιν εἰπεῖν Τοῦτο τούτου πονηρότερον,  
 πάντα γὰρ ἐν καιρῷ εὐδοκιµηθήσεται.  
39:35 καὶ νῦν ἐν πάσῃ καρδίᾳ καὶ στόµατι ὑµνήσατε 

  καὶ εὐλογήσατε τὸ ὄνοµα κυρίου. 
 

38:24
 The wisdom of the scribe increases wisdom,

5
 and whoever lacks responsibility may become 

wise. 
38:25

 How will he who holds the goad become wise. Or one who glorifies in wielding a rod.
6
 He 

drives cattle and returns to harrow with oxen. And his conversation concerns the sons of 

cattle.
7 

																																																								
5
 The Syriac adds 0' , which clarifies the Hebrew. The wisdom of the scribe does not augment wisdom in 

general. Rather, one who is wise increases wisdom for himself through study. According to van Peursen (Languages 

and Interpretation, 118, 120), the second colon of the Syriac (“And one who is not distracted with vanities”) appears 

to be influenced by 1 Tim 5:13. Furthermore, as Friedrich Reiterer (“Sociological Significance,” 225) has noted רבה 

can have both a transitive and intransitive meaning, which makes it ambiguous in this passage. This phrase could 

imply that the teacher increases wisdom for himself through study (so the Syriac) or for others. 

 
6
 Skehan and Di Lella (Ben Sira, 447) suggests the translation “wielding (מעורר) the spear,” which comes 

from 2 Sam 23:18 and 1 Chron 11:11, 20 (עורר את־חניתו). Also, cf. Schechter and Taylor, Ben Sira, 62. One could 

account for this reading quite easily if the Hebrew text of MS B metathesized ʿayin and resh. Israel Lévi’s reading of 

 is untenable. The left downstroke that Lévi reads as a heh appears to be a shadow or smudge in the manuscript מהעיר

or perhaps a letter that bled through from a י on the other side where one finds the Hebrew word יבחול  from Sir 38:9 

(personal observation). For Lévi’s reading, see Israel Lévi, L’Ecclésiastique, ou, La sagesse de Jésus, fils de Sira 

texte original hébreu (Paris: Ernest Leroux, 1901), 2:202. 

 
7

 The interpretation of שעיותיו as “discourse” is confirmed from the Syriac, which has the same word used 

for “discourse” in Aramaic in general (1!"2(/ ). Rudolf Smend, Die Weisheit des Jesus Sirach: Erklärt (Berlin, 

Reimer, 1906), 347. Lévi and Segal’s reading of בקר in the lacuna seems likely because the top stroke of the bet is 

visible and the bottom stroke of the ק. Lévi, Hebrew Text, 46; Segal, 251 ,השלם. 
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38:26
 He sets his heart to harrow furrows,

8
 and his concern is the fattening of calves.

9
 

38:27
 So every artisan and master artisan, who spend time by night as by day,

10
 the engravers of 

signets of seals, and his commitment is to diversify ornamentation. He will set his heart to 

making a life-like painting, and his concern is for the completion of his work. 
38:28 

So a metalworker sitting near an anvil and inspecting works of iron. The vapor of fire melts 

his flesh, and he will contend with the heat of the furnace. The sound of the hammer 

renews
11

 his ears, and his eyes are on the pattern of the vessel. He will set his heart on the 

completion of works, and his concerns is to decorate upon completion. 
38:29 

So a potter sitting near his work, and turning the wheel with his feet, who always lies down 

in anxiety about his works and every work of his is taken into account. 
38:30

 With his arm he will mold clay and before his feet, he will bend its strength (i.e., softens it). 

He will set his heart to complete the glazing, and his concern is to fire the kiln.
12

 
38:31 

All these have put their trust in their hands and each is skilled (lit. wise) in his work. 
38:32 

Without them a city will not be inhabited, and wherever they dwell, they will not be 

hungry.
13

 But they will not be sought for the council of people. 
38:33 

And in the assembly, they will not attain prominence. Upon the judge’s seat, they will not 

sit, and the decree of judgment, they will not understand. Neither will they shed light on 

instruction and judgment, and in parables, they will not be found. 

																																																								
8

 I have switched the order of the cola in this verse in accordance with the Greek and the Syriac (Skehan 

and Di Lella, Ben Sira, 448). The edition of “furrows” (בתלמים) is based on the LXX (αὔλακας) in accordance with 

most scholarship. Although the bottom part of tav appears to be visible, the lamed is not present unless the author 

has drawn a truncated one rather than the large ones he typically draws that sit well above the line. For this 

suggestion, see Norbert Peters, Der jüngst wiederaufgefundene hebräische Text des Buches Ecclesiasticus: 

untersucht, herausgegeben, übersetzt und mit kritischen Noten versehen (Freiburg: Herdersche, 1902), 161-62. 

 
9
 Lit. “his watching is for completing the fattening (of calves).” Van Peursen (Verbal System, 246, n. 28, 

254) contends that the phrase “His concern (lit. “his watching”) is a verbal noun unattested elsewhere in Hebrew.  

 
10

 According to Smend (Weisheit, 348), Greek διάγει may be a translation of ינהג, which is present in B
marg

, 

and may be a replacement of  יהגה (so the Syriac $3ܪ ) in the lacuna of MS B.  

 
11

 Smend (Weisheit, 350) is likely correct that καινιεῖ is likely a mistake for κλινεῖ (so the Syriac 56ܪ ), 

which also appears in 4:8; 6:33; 51:16. If one reads φωνη as a dative then the sentence would read “His ear inclines 

to the sound of the hammer.” 

 
12
	One can reconstruct “fire the kiln” (לבער כבשן) from the Greek, which the Greek appears to interpret as 

“to clean” or “purge the oven” (e.g., LXX Deut 19:13). The Syriac mistranslates לבער as “to build” ($%-7' ). Also, 

cf. Sir 27:5 in MS A. MS A places this verse between 6:22 and 6:25, which is a long passage on seeking wisdom 

with numerous parallels to the praise of the scribe. For this reconstruction, see van Peursen, Verbal System, 253-54; 

idem, Language and Interpretation, 56. Also, cf. Smend, Weisheit, 351, Skehan and Di Lella, Ben Sira, 448, and 

Liesen, Full of Praise, 176-77. 

	
13

 The LXX has, “and they will neither sojourn nor walk about” but the Syriac ( $8' 5)97݁2ܘܐܬܪ ܕ 

 ירעבו is preferable. The LXX οὐ could be read as οὗ without the accents, and the LXX could have misread ( 3?&%)ܢ
as 	:Cf. Smend, Weisheit, 351; Norbert Peters, Das Buch Jesus Sirach oder Ecclesiasticus, EHAT 25 (Münster . יעברו

Aschendorff, 1913) 321; Skehan and Di Lella, Ben Sira, 448. 
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38:34 
But they will support the foundation of an age and their petition is in exercising a skill.

14
 

Save the one who dedicates his soul and meditates upon the law of the Most High.
 

39:1
 He will seek out the wisdom of all the ancients, and he will be occupied with prophecies. 

39:2
 He will treasure the sayings of famous men, and he will penetrate the subtleties of parables 

39:3 
He will seek out the hidden meaning of proverbs, and he will dwell in the riddle of parables 

39:4
 He will serve among nobles, and he will appear before rulers. He will travel in the land of 

foreign nations for he has tested the good and bad things in people. 
39:5

 He will set his heart to rise early striving toward the Lord who made him. And he will place 

his petition before the Most High. He will open his mouth in prayer, and concerning his sins 

he will petition.  
39:6 

If the great Lord should will it, he will be filled with a spirit of understanding. He will pour 

forth his own words of wisdom, and in prayer he will acknowledge the Lord. 
39:7

 He will direct counsel and knowledge, and on his hidden things he will think. 
39:8 

He will illuminate the instruction of his teaching, and in the law of the Lord’s covenant he 

will boast. 
39:9

 Many will praise his understanding, and it will never be blotted out. His memorial will not be 

removed, and his name will live from generation to generation. 
39:10

 Nations
15

 will declare his wisdom, and the assembly will proclaim his praise. 
39:11

 If he perseveres, he will leave behind a name more than a thousand, and if he rests, it is 

permitted to him.
16

 
39:12 

Yet being so disposed, I will narrate in detail, and I was filled like the full moon.
17

  
39:13

 Listen to me, O pious sons, and blossom like a rose growing by a stream of water. 
39:14 

Like incense send out a sweet fragrance, and bloom a blossom like a lily. Spread abroad a 

fragrance and praise with song,
18

 and bless the Lord for all his works. 

																																																								
14

 I do not agree with Skehan and Di Lella (Ben Sira, 448) or Liesen’s (Full of Praise, 74-80) preference 

for the Syriac “their thoughts” over the Greek “their petition.” Smend’s suggestions (Weisheit, 353) that הגות is 

behind both translations is intriguing and would also explain the Syriac “in their thoughts” in 39:6 where the Greek 

has “in prayer.” Nevertheless, I prefer the LXX because it completes the contrast between the scribe in 39:5-6 with 

the artisan. One petitions in prayer for wisdom (39:5), and the other only petitions for skill in his craft.  

 
15

 The Hebrew text from Masada in 44:15, and the parallelism of 39:10 with 44:15 in all versions suggests 

that Smend’s (Weisheit, 355) original suggestion is correct: The Hebrew Vorlage of 39:10 must have had עדה, which 

the Greek interprets as “nations” and the Syriac as “congregation” or “synagogue.” Contra Smend, the Syriac’s 

1!/(%6  does not need to have the overt Christian connotation he assigns to it. See van Peursen, Language and 

Interpretation, 90. 

 
16

 Smend (Weisheit, 355-56) suggests that both the Greek and Syriac are corrupt and one should read, “if 

he endures (i.e., remains alive), he is blessed more than a thousand, and if he rests (i.e., he dies), his name is 

sufficient” ( פוק שמואם יעמד יאשר מאלף ואם ישבת יס ). Liesen (Full of Praise, 92) agrees with Smend’s 

reconstruction, which would again, place terminology in 39:1-11 in parallel with 39:12-35.  

 
17

 Liesen (Full of Praise, 101) argues convincingly that behind the LXX’s διανοέοµαι	and the Syriac’s 

  .See 39:7 and 39:32 .התבונן A6  is the Hebrew) ܐ@!݂ 

 
18

 Ziegler (Sapientia, 308) amends the Greek text based on the suggestion of Smend (Weisheit, 357), which 

comes from the Syriac. As is, ὀσµὴν (“fragrance”) in 39:14c forms a nice parallel with ὀσµὴν 39:14a and carries on 

the aromatic analogy of incense and lilies the earlier portion of v. 14. 
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39:15 
Give majesty to his name, and give thanks with praise of him. With songs of the lyre and all 

kinds of stringed instruments. Thus, you shall say with a loud voice.
19

 
39:16 

The work of God, all of it is good, and for every need (God) is sufficient in his time.
20

 
39:17

 By his word, the lamp (of the firmament) is set in order.
21

 And that which proceeds from his 

mouth are his storehouses. 
39:18

 Under it,
22

 his will prospers, and there is no restraint to his salvation. 
39:19

 The work of all flesh is before him, and there is nothing hidden from before his eyes. 
39:20

 From age until age, he gazes, and there is no limit to his salvation. There is nothing small 

and little with him, and nothing is more wonderful and stronger than him.
23

 
39:21

 One should not say, “this, why this?” For everything is chosen according to its need. One 

should not say, “this is worse than that.”
24

 For everything prevails in its time. 
39:22

 His blessing overflows like the Nile and like the Euphrates it saturates the earth. 
39:23

 Thus his wrath dispossessed nations, and it turned into salt the irrigated land.
25

 

																																																								
19

 This translation is a combination of the LXX and Hebrew, which is extant for the second bicolon. This 

bicolon is quite different in all versions. The LXX has “with songs on the lips and with thin lyres, and in this 

manner, you will speak with acknowledgement.” There is no instrument present in the Syriac, which states, 

“Recount his mighty deeds with hymns and with thanksgiving and with a loud voice, and thus say.” The LXX’s “on 

your lips” (χειλέων) may be a misreading for the chelys lyre (χελύων) used predominately in educative contexts (see 

the Douris cup in Chapter Two, figs. 8-9) and the LXX’s ἐρεῖτε suggests that the Hebrew תאמר should be plural. It 

is also possible that the Greek and Syriac read בתרועה as בתודה. For these observations, see Lévi, L’Ecclésiastique, 

1, 3; Smend, Weisheit, 357.  

 
20

 “For every” comes from B
marg

 and is in agreement with the same formula in 39:33. In 39:33 and 15:18, 

 is a qal, which suggests that the hiphil form here is an error in which the scribe misread a plene spelling of the ספק

verb. Furthermore, nowhere in Ben Sira does ספק have a causative meaning. Liesen, Full of Praise, 191-92. Even if 

Liesen’s understanding of ספק is correct, I disagree with his assessment (Full of Praise, 191) that “the non-causative 

meaning rules out that God is the grammatical subject.” 

 
21

 The first part of the bicolon in Hebrew is not extant. Liesen (Full of Praise, 193-94) makes a strong case 

for נר (“lamp”) being the original reading, which the Greek interprets as נד (“heap”), and the Syriac interprets as 

“sun.” In this case, both “lamp” and “his storehouses” are poetic references to the firmament. Peters (Der jüngst, 

164) and Segal (260 ,השלם) read this hemistich as בדברו יעריך נד מים in agreement with the Greek. There is no need 

to amend the text to the extent that Skehan and Di Lella (Ben Sira, 456-57) does. Greek and Syriac have an extra 

bicolon at the beginning of this verse, which is a combination of vv. 21 and 34. The Syriac transposes v. 21 to here 

entirely whereas the Greek repeats it in both places. Because 39:33 repeats 39:16, there is justification for assuming 

v. 17 would mirror v. 34 as well (Peters, Das Buch, 330). Nevertheless, one could argue that v. 21 was moved 

between vv. 16-17 in order to create this inclusio. Because this extra bicolon is missing in Hebrew and Latin, I chose 

to ignore it. 

 
22

 The first and second tav of תחת is visible in MS B (personal observation). The Greek has “by his 

command” and the Syriac “with joy”. 

 
23

 The LXX and Syriac have different parts of this verse, but neither version represents it in its entirety. In 

the lacuna, one can read היש מספר with Job 25:3. For this observation, see Peters, Der jüngst, 166. 

 
24

 The Syriac moves all of v. 21 to the beginning of v. 17. Greek does so as well with parts of v. 34, which 

form an inclusio. For this analysis, see Liesen, Full of Praise, 220-21. 

 
25

 The כ of כן is visible in MS B (personal observation). 
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39:24
 His path to the righteous is straight,

26
 thus to strangers they are steep mounds. 

39:25
 He apportioned good to the good from the beginning, thus to the wicked good and bad.

27
 

39:26 
The beginning of necessity

28
 for the life of a human is water, and fire and iron and salt, 

choice of wheat,
29

 milk and honey, the blood of grapes, oil and clothing. 
39:27

 All these are good for those who are good. Surely for the wicked they will turn to evil 
39:28

 There are winds created for vengeance, and in their anger, they move mountains.
30

  In the 

time of consummation, they pour out their strength, and they appease the wrath of their 

Maker. 
39:29

 Fire and hail, famine and pestilence.
31

 These too for judgment are created. 
39:30

 Savage beasts, scorpions, and serpents, and a sword of vengeance to devote the wicked to 

destruction. All these for their need are created, and in his storeroom, they are appointed for 

a time. 
39:31

 When he commands them they rejoice, and in their appointments, they do not rebel against 

his word. 
39:32

 Therefore, from the beginning I stood firm, I considered, and set down in writing. 
39:33 

All the works of God are good, and for every need (God) is sufficient in his time.
 

39:34 
One should not say, “This is bad? What is that?”

32
 For everything prevails in its time. 

39:35 
Now with all your heart (and mouth) sing for joy and bless the name of the Holy One. 

 

 

4.1.1 Scribal Wisdom as Piety 

The most obvious place to begin Ben Sira’s construction of the ideal scribe or sage is the famous 

passage in Sir 38:24-39-11 that is only partially extant in Hebrew in MS B VIII Verso (T-S 

																																																								
26

 The first hemistich of vv. 24-29 is damaged in the manuscript and is reconstructed on the basis of the 

versions in accordance with the suggestions in Liesen, Full of Praise, 202-14.  

 
27

 Bmarg 
interprets the second colon as good appearing as evil to the wicked, which is similar to the Greek. 

The Syriac and Latin (bona et mala) agree and support the reading of the main text. See Peters, Der jüngst, 167. 

 
28

 Here I read ראש צרך, at the beginning of v. 24 on the basis of the LXX in agreement with Smend 

(Weisheit, 364) and Lévi (L’Ecclésiastique, 1, 8), but with Liesen (Full of Praise, 205), I do not think there is 

enough space for ראש כל צרך, which is evident from מראש in v. 25. 

 
29

 Based on the Syriac’s “and fat and wheat” ($BD̈ܘܬܪ#݂$ ܘ ), one can interpret the Hebrew Vorlage as 

 ,as seen in Deut 32:14; Ps 81:17; 147:14. Liesen, Full of Praise, 205-6. Also, see Lévi, L’Ecclésiastique, 1 חלב חטה

9. The Syriac may have mixed up ד and ו and thus misread a possessive construction (Peters, Das Buch, 332). 

 
30

 For the phrase, “spirit of vengeance” and the translation of ἐκδίκησις with נקם throughout most of Sirach, 

see Liesen, Full of Praise, 208-9. God’s anger moving mountains is likely an allusion Job 9:5, which both Smend 

(Weisheit, 365) and Liesen (Full of Praise, 210) accentuate. 

 
31

 MS B has “evil” (רע) but one should read “famine” (רעב) with the LXX. 

 
32

 Bmarg
 has “this is worse than that,” from v. 21.  
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16.312) and the wisdom hymn that continues on MS IX Recto and Verso (CUL Or.1102).
33

 This 

text begins with the exclamation, “The wisdom of the scribe increases wisdom, and whoever 

lacks responsibility may become wise” ([כם]חכמת סופר תרבה חכמה וח[סר] עסק הוא יתח). It goes 

on to ask, “How will he who holds the goad become wise?” (מה יתחכם תומך מלמד) and makes 

similar comparisons mutatis mutandis throughout between the wisdom of the scribe and the skill 

or wisdom of various artisans. Besides having the necessary time requirements to attain true 

wisdom, what allows scribes a place before rulers and a judgement seat in the assembly is their 

dedication and reflection upon the Law of the Most High (ἐν νόµῳ ὑψίστου; 38:34c).	Similarly, 

the eulogy of the scribe ends with the scribe boasting in “the law of the covenant of the Lord” 

(39:8). Although it is unclear exactly what the Law of the Most High is for Ben Sira, at the least, 

the inclusio ἐκζητήσει (“he will seek out”) in 39:1 and 39:3, paints a picture of a pious scribe 

searching tirelessly for the “hidden, mysterious meaning” of wisdom through his study.
34

 This 

eulogy is a modification of the glorification of the scribe motif well known in the ANE, but in 

particular, it closely resembles the Egyptian work The Satire on the Trades. The Satire on the 

Trades was a scribal exercise used to teach hieratic from the Middle Kingdom and continued to 

																																																								
33

 Another place that mentions “scribes” is Sir 10:5, but only in the LXX, which states, “in the hand of the 

Lord is the success of man, and he will place his glory (or reputation) on the person of the scribe” (ἐν χειρὶ κυρίου 

εὐοδία ἀνδρός, καὶ προσώπῳ γραµµατέως ἐπιθήσει δόξαν αὐτοῦ). The Syriac has “those who fear him” ( E'ܗܝ݂  ܘ(AD̈ ), 

and the Hebrew has “commander” (מחוקק), which both the targumim and the Damascus Document (CD 6:2-12) 

associate with scribes and authoritative teachers of Torah. Despite her reference to the association of מחוקק with 

 in her analysis of the targumim on Gen 49:10 and Num 21:18, Christine Schams (Jewish Scribes, 105) does ספרא

not bring this analysis into her interpretation of the LXX of Sir 10:5 nor the reference to מחוקק in the Damascus 

Document. Both CD and the targumim suggest that interpreting חוקקמ  as γραµµατεύς was quite common.  

 
34

 J. S. Rey, “Knowledge Hidden and Revealed: Ben Sira between Wisdom and Apocalyptic Literature,” 

HebAI 5 (2016): 255-272 (262). The Greek’s ἀπόκρυπος and the Syriac’s  19ܬ)!@  likely denote the Hebrew סתר, 

and the Greek’s ἐκζητέω and the Syriac’s $G#  likely denotes the Hebrew בקש or דרש. The revelation of hidden 

things through study with terms corresponding to this text (as well as Sir 4:15-19 and 3:17 -24) occurs in several 

DSS texts, such as 4QInstruction (e.g., 4Q416 2 iii 14–15; 4Q416 2 iii 14-15), the Community Rule (1QS 9:18), and 

the Damascus Document (CD 3:12-17; 13:8). Ibid., 269-70.  
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be utilized and modified in some forms much later as is seen by its usage in the Late Egyptian 

text Papyrus Anastasi II.
35

 Both Ben Sira and the Satire of the Trades lampoon other professions 

before extolling the glory of the scribe who, unlike the artisans, has the ability to create an 

everlasting name.
36

 

One feature that separates Ben Sira’s praise of the scribal arts from his ANE counterparts, 

however, is the overt piety he works into the depiction of the ideal scribe. Besides mentioning 

the centrality of Torah, mentioned above, Ben Sira also paints a picture of how the scribe 

receives wisdom in vv. 5-6:  

He will set his heart to rise early (τὴν καρδίαν αὐτοῦ ἐπιδώσει ὀρθρίσαι), striving toward 

the Lord who made him. And he will place his petition (δεηθήσοµαι) before the Most 

High. He will open his mouth in prayer (ἀνοίξει στόµα αὐτοῦ ἐν προσευχῇ), and 

concerning his sins he will petition (δεηθήσοµαι). If the great Lord should will it (εἀν 
κύριος ὁ µέγας θελήσῃ), he will be filled with a spirit of understanding. He will pour forth 

his own words of wisdom, and in prayer (ἐν προσευχῇ) he will acknowledge the Lord.  

 

By emphasizing prayer, petition, and confession, Ben Sira creates a dynamic in which wisdom is 

not simply dependent on the scribe’s acumen, but also the desire of God who will only grant 

wisdom to those who act piously. This dynamic also makes clear that the “wisdom of the scribe” 

in 38:24 denotes not simply intellectual capability but reverence and piety. What is particularly 

telling is the phrase, “spirit of understanding” in v. 6. This phrase occurs in Isa 11:2 in relation to 

the divine spirit Yahweh will place upon the king. It also recalls the spirit of YHWH given to 

certain judges and kings (e.g., Samson, Saul, David). The scribe’s acquisition of this divine spirit 

(from YHWH in the LXX) gives the pious scribe a quality of inspiration indicative of the 

																																																								
35

 For this literature, see “The Satire on the Trades,” (AEL 1:184-92); “The Instruction of Any” (AEL 

2:135-46); The Instruction of Amenemope,” (AEL 2:146-63); “Papyrus Lansing: A Schoolbook” (AEL 2:168-75); 

“The Immortality of Writers” (AEL 2:175-78); “In Praise of the Scribal Art,” (Before the Muses, 1:1023-24). 

 
36

 The literature comparing the two is vast, but for a recent analysis, see Christopher A. Rollston, “Ben Sira 

38:24-39:11 and the Egyptian Satire of the Trades: A Reconsideration,” JBL 120 (2001): 131-39. 
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prophets.
37

 After receiving wisdom, the scribe can now produce inspired works of his own (αὐτὸς 

ἀνοµβρήσει ῥήµατα σοφίας αὐτοῦ) similar to the ones he has studied (cf. ἀπόκρυφα; ἀποκρύφοις 

“mystery, mysteries;” vv. 39:3a; 39:7b), which will allow him to receive praise in the assembly 

and an everlasting name. As Burton Mack contends, “No longer is he exegete and scholar 

merely, interpreting the texts of others. He will make those words, those texts, his own and find a 

voice for himself as an author.”
38

 In other words, through his interpretation of authoritative texts, 

the ideal scribe produces and collects authoritative texts of his own.
39

  

Despite Ben Sira’s lengthy description of the scribal profession, many scholars have 

recently questioned the usefulness of this portrait for obtaining information regarding scribes in 

Ben Sira’s time period as well as the sage’s scribal school.
40

 One of the leading proponents of 

																																																								
37

 Leo G. Perdue, “Ben Sira and the Prophets,” in Intertextual Studies in Ben Sira and Tobit: Essays in 

Honor of Alexander A. Di Lella, O.F.M., ed. Jeremy Corley and Vincent Skemp, CBQMS 38 (Washington D.C.: 

Catholic Biblical Association of America, 2005), 132-54 (138-39). 

	
38

 Mack, Wisdom and the Hebrew Epic, 97. Mack overemphasizes the authorial voice of the sage who was 

more a collector of authoritative texts than a creator of “original” works. The collection may be “original” to the 

author but the wisdom contained in them already existed in the world. Eva Mroczek, “Moses, David and Scribal,” in 

Significance of Sinai, ed. Brooke et al., 95-96. Mroczek is relying on James Kugel’s understanding of the role of 

Wisdom in Kugel, “Wisdom and the Anthological Temper,” Prooftexts 17 (1997): 9–32. 

	
39

 For a similar depiction of the scribe as author, teacher, and collector, see Qoh 12:9-12. Mroczek, 

“Moses, David and Scribal,” in Significance of Sinai, ed. Brooke et al., 96-97. 

 
40

 Recently, much of Ben Sira scholarship, has utilized this passage and those that extol the priesthood in 

the Praise of the Ancestors and the proverbial section (cf. 7:29-31; 44:23-45:5, 24-25; 50:1-24) in order to construct 

Ben Sira as part of a retainer class who taught and served administratively for his priestly patrons. Cf. Stadelmann, 

Schriftgelehrter, 55-67, 146-76, 271-92; Saul Olyan, “Ben Sira’s Relationship to the Priesthood,” HTR 80 (1987): 

261-86 (267-72); John G. Gammie, “The Sage in Sirach,” in The Sage in Israel and the Ancient Near East, ed. John 

G. Gammie and Leo Perdue (Winona Lake, IN: Eisenbrauns, 1990), 355-72 (364-69); Johannes Marböck, “Sir. 

38,24-39,11: Der schriftgelehrte Weise: Ein Beitrag zu Gestalt und Werk Ben Siras”, in La sagesse de I’Ancien 

Testament, ed. Maurice Gilbert, BETL, 51 (Leuven: Leuven University Press, 1990), 293-316, esp. 297-99, 314-15; 

Benjamin G Wright, “Putting the Puzzle Together: Some Suggestions Concerning the Social Location of the 

Wisdom of Ben Sira,” in Conflicted Boundaries in Wisdom and Apocalypticism, ed. Benjamin G. Wright and 

Lawrence M Wills, SBLSymS 35 (Atlanta: SBL, 2005), 96-102; idem, “Fear the Lord and Honor the Priest: Ben 

Sira as Defender of the Jerusalem Priesthood,” in The Book of Ben Sira in Modern Research, ed. P. C. Beentjes, 

BZAW 255 (Berlin: de Gruyter, 1997), 189-222. Wright’s analysis is heavily dependent on the sociological analysis 

of Horsley and Tiller, “Ben Sira and the Sociology,” 99-103. 
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this critique is Christine Schams who contends that Ben Sira scholarship has unnecessarily 

conflated the difference between scribes (professional writers, bureaucratic officials, and 

administrators) and sages (legal experts, teachers, and scholars).
41

 She also contends that Sirach 

scholarship has over-emphasized the single reference to the scribe in 38:24 in their interpretation 

of this passage. For Schams, Ben Sira focuses more “on wise men in general rather than on 

scribes in particular.”
42

 Her critique of the conflation between scribes and sages is apt, and she is 

also right to suggest that Ben Sira appears more focused on learning and study than on the 

clerical aspects of scribalism. Nevertheless, she overstates her position. While Ben Sira may 

have sages and students in mind, rather than simple clerics, he still uses the term סופר to describe 

this educated figure.
43

 This conflation between סופר and חכם also occurs in David’s Composition 

in 11Q5 (see below), which is something Schams also recognizes and explicitly connects to Ben 

Sira in her analysis of scribes in the Psalms Scroll.
44

 She goes on to contend that “the lack of a 

clear distinction between scribes and sages suggests that in Ben Sira’s contemporary society 

																																																								
41

 Schams never explicitly makes this distinction. One must infer it from the distinction she makes between 

the ANE notion of a scribe, which she contends conflates clerical and scholarly functions, with a Greek and Jewish-

Egyptian notion of a scribe where they only function as professional writers. She also makes a distinction between 

village scribes and high official scribes in Jerusalem in the Hellenistic period and suggests that the equation of 

scribes with legal and biblical experts in the Synoptics and other sources was quite late and only referred to elite 

group of scribes in Jerusalem rather than the term in general. Schams, Jewish Scribes, 309-27, esp. 319-20, 324-26. 

 
42

 Ibid.,102. 

 
43

 As Samuel Adams contends regarding 1 Enoch, “Here and with Ben Sira, even if the genre is quite 

different, the message is that scribes study, produce books, are conversant in a variety of literary genres, and know 

the sacred traditions of Israel’s Deity.” See his “The Social Location of the Scribe in the Second Temple Period,” in 

Sibyls, Scriptures, and Scrolls, ed. Baden, Najman, and Tigchelaar, 1:22-37 (32). Nevertheless, Adams also 

questions if scribes were a distinct class in the Second Temple period. Because Second Temple literature often uses 

scribal terminology inconsistently (e.g., local magistrate, copyist, military official, sage or-scribal-sage, teacher, and 

priestly or levitical officials) and even applies scribal tasks to figures not designated as such, Adams (p. 37) suggests 

caution regarding designations such as “scribal circles.”  

 
44

 Schams (Jewish Scribes,124) states, “In fact, David’s characteristic as portrayed in 11QPs
a 
27.2-11 are 

paralleled in Ben Sira’s description of the ideal scribe/wise man. This includes the combination of סופר and חכם, the 

association of these terms with wisdom, inspiration by God and piety. These parallels suggest that the author of 

11QPs
a
 27 may have had a similar nation of a scribe as Ben Sira.” 
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some scribes may have been perceived as wise men.”
45

 This is position is more tenable and also 

fits the description of other scribal figures in Enochic literature and the Dead Sea Scrolls. For 

example, in both 1 Enoch and Jubilees Enoch is both trained in writing and is a recipient of 

divine knowledge (Cf. 1 En. 12:3-4; 13:3-7; 15:1; 92:1), and in the Book of Giants Enoch is 

called a “distinguished scribe” (ספר פרשא) who is notable for dream interpretation ( לנא ויפשור ; 

4Q530 2 ii 14; also, cf. 4Q203 8:4).
46

 Again, Schams covers this material, but chooses to 

emphasize “Enoch’s reading and writing expertise” over his specialized knowledge and wisdom, 

which makes him a scribe, in her view, over understanding him as a sage.
47

 Similarly, Moses is 

noted in Jubilees for both his written testimony and revelatory knowledge (Jub 1:26-27).
48

 In 

other words, not only are these scribal figures who can write and record events, but they are also 

figures with specialized learning and knowledge who impart this revelation to others.
49

 In terms 

of my overall argument, it is this type of scribe, one who could also function as a sage or teacher, 

to which Ben Sira’s assumption about musical training pertains and not to any figure in the 

Second Temple period designated as a סופר. In other words, a scribe in a bureaucratic, 

administrative sense would not be singing in relation to his professional scribal work, whereas as 

																																																								
45

 Schams, Jewish Scribes,102. 

 
46

 Mroczek, “Moses, David and Scribal,” in Significance of Sinai, ed. Brooke et al., 98. 

 
47

 Schams, Jewish Scribes, 94. 

 
48

 Mroczek, “Moses, David and Scribal,” in Significance of Sinai, ed. Brooke et al., 109-11.  

 
49

 Despite my critique, Schams’s caution regarding reading this passage autobiographically is appropriate, 

and is taken up by Benjamin Wright (“Sage as Exemplar,” 165-82) and Eva Mroczek (Literary Imagination, 86-

113). For example, appearing before rulers in Sir 39:4 is a common motif throughout Second Temple Jewish 

literature (e.g., Daniel, Esther, Mordecai, Letter of Aristeas), the point of which is not to accentuate the subjugation 

of the Jews but rather the honor of their piety. See Gruen, Heritage and Hellenism, 189-245. Ben Sira’s utilization of 

a common motif makes it less likely that one can read this passage for the autobiographical information it may 

reveal or infer the social milieu of the Jewish scribe from it. One can infer from this passage that Ben Sira and his 

scribal audience were circuit judges who mediated cases for the Hellenistic rulers (Gammie, “The Sage in Sirach,” 

366), but this ignores its literary and rhetorical function. 
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sage/teacher would. Furthermore, if Ben Sira’s conflation of sage and scribe is influenced by the 

ANE conception of the scribe as an intellectual elite (as Schams and Adams have contended), 

then the connection of musical training with the סופר in Ben Sira is even more likely in light of 

musical training scribal elites received in Mesopotamia (see Examination Text A; Šulgi B, and 

the figures of Ur-Utu and Marduk-shapik-zeri in Chapter Two).
50

 

 

4.1.2 Scribal Wisdom as Song Creation 

The relationship of music to the scribal profession is most prominent in Sir 39:12-35, in which 

Ben Sira addresses his audience directly. In this section, Ben Sira calls his audience “devout 

sons” (υἱοὶ ὅσιοι; v. 13), and provides an example of the type of wisdom one should “pour forth” 

once God has granted it. Scholarly treatments of this passage have often focused on its 

understanding of theodicy, particularly its relationship to Qoheleth, as well as possible Stoic 

influences on Ben Sira’s understanding of duality and the purposefulness of creation.
51

 

Nevertheless, most scholars have missed the connection with the eulogy of the scribe that 

precedes it in 38:24-39:11 and have not read it accordingly. Linguistically, the term διανοέοµαι	

																																																								
50

 Schams, Jewish Scribes, 314-15; Adams, “Social Location,” 37. 

 
51

 For the problem of theodicy in Sirach, cf. Gerhard von Rad, Wisdom in Israel, trans. James D. Martin 

(London: SCM Press, 1972), 251-54; Gian Luigi Prato, Il Problema della Teodicea in Ben Sira, AnBib 65 (Rome: 

Pontifical Biblical Institute, 1975); James L. Crenshaw, “The Problem of Theodicy in Sirach: On Human Bondage,” 

JBL 94 (1975): 47-64; Collins, Jewish Wisdom, 81-96; James K. Aitken, “Divine Will and Providence,” in Ben 

Sira’s God, ed. Egger-Wenzel, 282-301; Pancratius C. Beentjes, “Theodicy in the Wisdom of Ben Sira,” in Theodicy 

in the World of the Bible, ed. A. Laato and J. C. de Moor (Leiden: Brill, 2003), 509-24; Samuel Adams, Wisdom in 

Transition: Act and Consequence in Second Temple Instructions, JSJSup 125 (Leiden: Brill, 2008), 182-90; Claudia 

Camp, Ben Sira and the Men Who Handle Books: Gender and the Rise of Canon-Consciousness, HBM 50 

(Sheffield: Sheffield Phoenix Press, 2013), 146-56; Spieckermann, Lebenskunst und Gotteslob, 130-35. For 

Stoicism and Ben Sira, see David Winston, “Theodicy in Ben Sira and Stoic Philosophy,” in Of Scholars, Savants, 

and their Texts: Studies in Philosophy and Religious Thought, ed. R. Link-Salinger (New York: Lang, 1989), 239-

50, Collins, Jewish Wisdom, 84-89; and a negative assessment in Sharon Mattila, “Ben Sira and the Stoics: A 

Reexamination of the Evidence,” JBL 119 (2000): 473–501. Also, see Ursel Wicke-Reuter, Göttliche Providenz und 

menschliche Verantwortung bei Ben Sira und in der Frühen Stoa, BZAW 298 (Berlin: De Gruyter, 2000). 
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(“to think, plan”) in 38:33-34, 39:7, 12, and 32, links these two passages.
52

 The one who 

meditates on the law (38:34) and hidden things (39:7), now meditates in song (39:12) and writing 

(39:32).
53

 Thus, rather than seeing 39:12-35 as a separate pericope, I contend that one should 

read this poem as a continuation of Ben Sira’s depiction of the ideal sage. Taken together, Sir 39 

provides an example of how the ideal sage reveals the wisdom he inherited from God. In this 

case, the sage glorifies God not only in speech and in writing (v. 32), but in particular through 

song.  

As Jeremy Penner has noted regarding 4Q334 in which the word שירות is also present in 

a liturgical fashion (e.g., the reference to “day and night”), the use of the feminine רהשי  in Sir 

39:15 may denote a separate genre of songs used in festival settings, perhaps Sukkot (4Q433a 1 

4-6; m. Sukk. 5:4; also cf. Philo, Spec. Laws 2.209; Flacc. 122; Josephus, Ant. 2.346 where ᾠδή = 

.(שירה
54

 Based on Kugel’s discussion of שירה as a separate genre in Mekhilta Shirata 1, which 

Kugel compares with the Christian collection of odes, Penner suggests that this genre did not 

originate from a psalmic collection and was predominately led by “spiritual leaders of the 

community” rather than cultic professionals.
55

 Adding to Penner’s observations, in m. Sukk. 5:4, 

																																																								
52

 For an analysis of Sir 39:12-35 that reads it together with 38:24-39:11, see Liesen, Full of Praise, 115-

30.  

 
53

 Ibid., 115-19.  

 
54

 Penner, Daily Prayer, 207. Penner builds on Schuller’s analysis of “songs” as a separate category in 

11Q5. Schuller, “Non-Biblical Hymnic and Prayer Compositions,” in Biblical Perspectives, ed. Stone and Chazon, 

210-11. For more on the singers at Sukkot, see Smith, Music in Ancient Judaism and Early Christianity, 78-82. The 

possible allusion to trumpets in the phrase תרועה (cf. Sir 50:16; m. Sukk. 5:4) in Sir 39:15 further heightens the 

possibility that Ben Sira is alluding to a festival setting. Smith (p. 70) suggest that many descriptions of Second 

Temple rituals have in common a reference to “Levitical song and instrumental music and the priestly blowing of 

trumpets.” Nevertheless, Smith has in mind here sacrificial rituals and Ben Sira’s song in 39:15 would fit better in 

his category “non-sacrificial rites,” which is where he places the singers at Sukkoth. 

 
55

 James Kugel, “Is There But One Song?” Biblica 63 (1982): 329-42. Penner also suggests that 4Q434 

may serve as a missing link between a Hebrew collection of non-Psalter songs and the Christian collection of odes. 

In this regard, perhaps it is also instructive that the LXX of Sir 39:15 also translates the Hebrew feminine plural of 
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there is also a distinction between the “words of songs and praises” ( רות ותשבחותדברי שי ) of the 

“pious and miracle workers” (החסידים ואנשי המעשה) and the song of the Levites ( הלוים עומדים

 ”which may correspond to the distinction between the unclean “thick lyres for singing ,(בשיר

 in m. Kelim (ניבלי בני לוי טהורין) ”and the clean “thick lyres of the sons of Levi (ניבלי השרה טמאין)

15:6.
56

 In both passages, the song of the non-Levitical singer is feminine! If these observations 

are correct, then the use of שירות (LXX: ᾠδαῖ) rather than שיר in Sir 39:15 may be intentional, 

and such a genre would lend itself well to the creation of new songs by both teachers and 

students in Ben Sira’s context.  

The importance of understanding the poem in 39:16-31 as a song is evident from the 

framing device of this poem in vv. 15 and 39:35. In Sir 39:14-15, Ben Sira tells his students to 

give thanks and praise God (ἐξοµολογήσασθε ἐν αἰνέσει αὐτοῦ) with songs on their lips and with 

the accompaniment of the lyre (ἐν ᾠδαῖς χειλέων καὶ ἐν κινύραις). Similarly, Ben Sira concludes 

this pericope with a call to sing for joy (הרנינו; ὑµνήσατε) with all one’s heart (בכל לב) and bless 

God in 39:35. Taken together, this framing device has many similarities to David’s eulogy in the 

Praise of the Ancestors in 47:8-10. In this section, Ben Sira depicts David as one who gives 

thanks (נתן הודות; ἔδωκεν ἐξοµολόγησιν), sings for joy ( ןרנ  ), and praises (αἰνέω) God’s name ( שם

 ,(ἐν πάσῃ καρδίᾳ αὐτοῦ ;בכל לבו) τὸ ἅγιον ὄνοµα αὐτοῦ). David does so with all his heart ;קדשו

																																																								

“songs” as “odes.” The difficulty with Penner’s assertion and its application to Sir 39:15 is there was not one official 

version of the Psalter in the Ben Sira’s time period but rather multiple psalmic collections. Thus the attribution of 

 to “non-Psalter” songs seems spurious. Of course, Ben Sira and the writers of the scrolls had access to שירה

collections of psalms that they used, many of which were included in the Masoretic Psalter. In this case, perhaps one 

can still maintain the assertion that שירה refers to the creation of new songs not in any known collection by teachers 

and community leaders that later became associated with “non-Psalter” songs by Jews and Christians in Late 

Antiquity.  

 
56

 The phrase הלוים עומדי ם בשיר appears in the Kaufmann (11
th

 cent. CE), Cambridge Add. 470 (14
th

 cent. 

CE) and Mishnah text in the Yerushalmi instead of שיר ואומרים שירה בכלי , but this older tradition also does not have 

 .for the “pious and miracle workers,” which appears in the Bavli and most standard editions of the Mishnah שירות
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and he arranges accompaniment on the thick lyre (נבל in B
marg

) and stringed instruments (נגינות) 

for the songs before the altar.
57

 This parallel suggests more than identifying the wisdom poem in 

39:16-31 as “a רִמְזמֹו  like the ones which David composed (pointing in original)” as Jan Liesen 

contends (see B
marg

 in 47:8-9).
58

 Rather, by using the same terminology for the scribe and David, 

Ben Sira implicitly makes David an exemplar of the scribe/sage, which is a correlation one finds 

explicitly in 11Q5 (see below) suggesting further that one should understand Ben Sira’s 

depiction of the ideal scribe in the same light as the scribal depiction of David.  

Nevertheless, David is not the only scribal model Ben Sira is following in Sirach 39. 

Along with Ben Sira’s own eulogy, the Chronicler also depicts David as receiver of divine 

revelation and a teacher (cf. 1 Chron 25:1-7; 28:11-12; 2 Chron 7:6; 8:14-15). In 1 Chron 15:16-

29, when David brings the ark to Jerusalem, he specifically appoints singers and musicians 

among the Levites who sing (שיר; v. 16) with a thick lyre (נבל; vv. 16, 20, 28) and with shouting 

.which are the same terms found in Sir 39:15 in MS B almost verbatim ,(v. 28 ;בתרועה)
59

 The 

linguistic similarities between the framework of Sir 39:15, 35 and Chronicles suggests that while 

David serves as scribal exemplar for Ben Sira, Ben Sira is also following the tradition of 

																																																								
57

 The main text appears to have נבלים, which the marginal hand corrects to the singular. Along with נבל 
another marginal reading written vertically on the edge of the leaf is קול מזמור הנעים, which agrees with the LXX’s 

καὶ ἐξ ἠχοῦς αὐτῶν γλυκαίνειν µέλη. 

 
58

 Liesen, Full of Praise, 138.  

 
59

 The LXX of Sir 39:15 also appears to be influenced by Davidic and Levitical traditions. 2 Sam 6:5 (ἐν 
ᾠδαῖς καὶ ἐν κινύραις καὶ ἐν νάβλαις) and 1 Chron 15:16 (ᾠδῶν, νάβλαις καὶ κινύραις) are two of the five other places 

in the LXX (Neh 12:27; 1 Macc 4:54; 13:51) that mention ᾠδή and the κινύρα together, and in both places, they 

appear with the νάβλα, a transliteration of the Hebrew נבל, which further suggests that χεῖλος in Sir 39:15 is a 

mistranslation (see note on 39:15 above). The combination of ἐξοµολογέω and αἰνέω is also quite predominant in 

Chronicles (1 Chron 16:4; 23:30; 23:30; 29:13; 2 Chron 5:13; 20:21; 23:13; 31:2) where it often refers to the 

Levitical singers. The Syriac’s translation is a hodgepodge of various biblical expressions (e.g.  $݂8AH (7)ܐܪ 

IEJ6ܘܐ  in Isa 52:8), and the only possible allusion to Chronicles is 1 Chron 16:8, which says to confess and make 

known God’s deeds (ܘܗܝE-̈2݁ ) to the people, though the same expression occurs in Ps 105:1. Furthermore, the 

phrase ܘܬܗK-L (%݂M  only occurs in Ben Sira in the entire Peshitta (Sir 18:1; 42:17). 
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Levitical singers, who are the primary users of the כנור and נבל and also take up the role of 

teacher in other Second Temple texts as demonstrated in Chapter Three (cf. 1 Chron 24:6; 2 

Chron 17:7-9; 30:22; Neh 8:7-13).
60

  

 

4.1.3 The Scribal Singer and the Maskil 

There is also a correlation between Sir 39:12-35 and the maskil in the Maskil Hymn (1QS 9:26-

11:22) in which the maskil sings to God with knowledge to the accompaniment of the lyre (נבל) 

and stringed instruments (נגינה). The correlation is even stronger if one reads only the cave 4 

Serek texts in which the נורכ  is absent and the נבל is the only stringed instrument utilized. As 

postulated in Chapter Three, the preference for the נבל over the כנור may go back to an older 

Davidic tradition (cf. Amos 6:5; Ps 144:9) or perhaps its association specifically with the Levites 

 goes back נבל in the Mishnah (m. Kelim 15:6; 25:6), suggests the preference for the (נבלי בני לוי)

to the Levitical scribal singers who were also teachers and scribes. Regardless of origin, both 

4Q258/260 and Sir 39:15 utilize the נבל as the sole stringed instrument of the teacher. 

Furthermore, in other places where Ben Sira could have used the נורכ  as the primary stringed 

instrument, such as in his eulogy to David and his proverb on the beauty of music in 40:21 (see 

below), he also chooses the נבל over the כנור. In 40:21, B
marg

 couples the נבל with the חליל, which 

is what one finds in the cave 4 Serek texts and like the Serek ha-Yaḥad, the pairing of lyre and 

pipe may have its origin in Greek educational practices.  

Finally, if one reads the eulogy of David in Sir 47:8-11 alongside the framing device to 

the wisdom poem in Sir 39:15 and 35, the correlation between these passages and the Maskil 

																																																								
60

 Besides these scribal models, another textual influence may be Ps 33, which references the pious (ישרים; 
) singing for joy (צדיקים נןר ) in v. 1, giving thanks (ידה) to God with a thick lyre (בנבל עשור) in v. 2, and singing 

( זמר שיר; ) and playing on strings with a loud shout (נגן בתרועה) in v. 3. 
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Hymn is even stronger. In both, the maskil and David give thanks (הודות; Sir 47:8; 1QS 

10:23/4Q260 5:5) and arrange songs (הכין/ תיקן  	Sir 47:9; תכון	in	1QS 10:9/4Q258 9:8/4Q260 

3:1), which are terms also used for the Teacher in Qoh 12:9 who arranges proverbs ( תקן

.(משלים
61

 Similarly, the allusion to David in the prologue to the Praise of the Ancestors in 44:5 

calls him an “examiner” or “collector of songs” (חוקרי מזמור; cf. Qoh 12:9) with the Masada text 

stating that David does so “by verse” (על קו). The phrase על קו is found in the Serek ha-Yaḥad for 

the songs produced by the maskil (1QS 10:9/4Q258 9:9/4Q260 3:1) and also appears in 1QH
a
 

9:30-31 where God sets words “by verse” (על קו) and “by measure” (במדה). If these expressions 

relate to the Hodayot’s musical quality then perhaps על קו and במדה suggest that the words of 

God are set in meter or a set rhythmic pattern.
62

 Sir 44:5 is also instructive because of its location 

in the prologue to Praise of the Ancestors and appears to present all the patriarchs recounted in 

chs. 44-49 not only as authors but composers of songs.
63

 The sheer volume of these parallels is 

illuminating, but even more so is the fact that they occur in two texts with different 
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 Smend, Weisheit, 418-19, 451. 
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 Analysis of biblical poetry has been quite critical of the use of the term “meter” for Hebrew poetry 

preferring instead to measure parallelism and line length based on “consonants, syllables, words, vocable counts and 

is complimented by consideration of clause predicators, constituents, and units in each colon.” Reymond, 

Innovations, 16-17. For a critique of the use of “meter” and an attempt to replace meter with an analysis of a “free 

rhythmic schema,” see Dobbs-Allsopp, Biblical Poetry, 114-77. 

 
63

 The musical component of this verse is even more apparent in the LXX and the Syriac with the former 

referring to examiners of musical melody (ἐκζητοῦντες µέλη µουσικῶν) and the latter to rulers who explore with their 

songs by means of kitharas and lyres (IK%6ܘ I݂N!"H ܝE)̈ܐ O2 ܗܘܢ!J-̈/!# (HE#݁ $%B"A/̈ܘ ).  

Furthermore, the prologue to the Praise of the Ancestors and the eulogy of the ideal scribe relate in several 

significant ways. First, the ideal scribe studies the works the ancestors produce. Just as the ideal scribe examines the 

works of the prophets (39:1), parables (39:5), and accounts of famous men (39:1-2) the famous men (44:3) of old 

composed prophecies (44:3) and parables (44:3), and narrated verses in writing (44:5). Second, the ideal scribe 

produces similar works and has similar qualities. Just as the ideal scribe pours forth words of wisdom (39:6), directs 

counsel (39:7), and reveals instruction (39:8), thus the ancient ancestors have wise words with instruction (44:4) and 

were counselors with understanding (44:3). Third, the eulogy of the scribe and the prologue to the Praise of the 

Ancestors end with the acclamation, “Nations/People will declare his/their wisdom and the assembly will proclaim 

his/their praise” (cf. 39:10; 44:15). For more on the relationship between these two passages, see Liesen, Full of 

Praise, 53-58. Also, see Mack, Wisdom and the Hebrew Epic, 104-7. 
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epistemological frameworks. Ben Sira and the writers and redactors of the Serek ha-Yaḥad 

would not have agreed in the content of their teaching, which makes their agreement on the 

depiction of the teacher even more salient.
64

 In other words, despite their differences, both Ben 

Sira and the Serek ha-Yaḥad appear to draw on a common model of the teacher in the Second 

Temple period. The connection between music and pedagogy traced earlier regarding the Levites 

appears in 1QS 10 and Ben Sira, which demonstrates two different points of continuity with 

older pedagogical traditions that involve music. 

The correlation between Ben Sira’s portrait of the office of the teacher and that of the 

maskil is also evident in the coupling of song and epistemology in Sir 39:12-35. As demonstrated 

in Chapter Three, not only does the maskil sing to God “with knowledge,” but the pairing of 

knowledge, instruction, and song is pervasive throughout texts associated with the maskil such as 

the Songs of the Sage and the Sabbath Sacrifice as well as the repeated reference to YHWH as 

the “spring of knowledge” ( דעת מקור ) in both the Maskil Hymn in 1QS (10:12; 11:3) and in one 

of the maskil passages in Hodayot (1QH
a 
 20:32), a work that frequently uses this phrase (9:6; 

10:20; 20:32; 23:16).
65

 Furthermore, both column 20 of the Hodayot and column 10 of 1QS 

make explicit that at least part of this esoteric knowledge is not only the correct calendar but the 

association of creation with proper times of worship.
66

 One also finds this association in the pre- 

Yaḥad liturgical texts 4Q503 29-30 9-10 and 4Q408 3 + 3a 8-9 where the angels sing for joy 
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 For the differences between Ben Sira and S, see Newsom, Self as Symbolic, 271-72. 

 
65

 Another phrase that is common in both the Serek ha-Yaḥad, the Hodayot, the Songs of the Sabbath 

Sacrifice, and the Songs of the Sage is the epithet “God of knowledge” (e.g., 1QS 3:15; 1QH
a
 9:28; 22:34; 4Q428 

21:4; 4Q400 2 8; 4Q401 11 2; 4Q405 23 ii 12; 4Q510 1 2; 4Q511 1 7-8/3:23-24 [Angel’s reconstruction in his, 

“Reading the Songs of the Sage,” 204-5]). This epithet also occurs in 4QInstruction (4Q417 2 i 8; 4Q418 55 5) 

Words of the Luminaries (4Q504 4 4 = 4Q506 131-132 9) and 4QMysteries (4Q299 35 1; 73 3), which suggests it 

pre-dates the Yaḥad.  

 
66

 For the relationship of these two columns two one another and the influence of an older Vorlage on both 

passages, see Penner, Daily Prayer, 137-64.  
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 and bless God’s holy name at sunrise with words similar to Sir 39:35 and 47:10, in which (רנן)

Ben Sira calls on the scribe to sing for joy	(רנן) and bless God’s holy name ( ברוך את שם

 sing for joy (מקדש) and David praises God’s holy name and makes the sanctuary (הקודש/קדשו

before the morning (לפני בקר; also, cf. 11Q5 26:12).
67

 

	

4.1.4 Other Qumran Sapiential Songs 

Along with these texts other Qumran texts often identified as sapiential hymns also combine 

knowledge, creation, and song in ways that are highly reminiscent of Ben Sira.  

 

4.1.4.1 Hymn to the Creator (11Q5 26:9-15). For example, the Hymn to the Creator, 

which only occurs in the Cave 11 Psalms Scroll, contends that God separates light from darkness 

( מאפלה אור מבדיל ) and prepares the dawn with knowledge (שחר הכין בדעת לבו) at which the 

angels rejoice (11Q5 26:11-12), which has similarities to Sir 39:35 and 47:10, as mentioned 

above, as well as Ben Sira’s Hymn to Creation in 42:16-17 (see also 4Q503 29-30 9-10 and 

4Q408 3 + 3a 8-9). It goes on to praise God’s creation of the world in wisdom and understanding 

( בתבונתו בחוכמתו ; 11Q5 26:14) in which God provides suitable food for humanity (11Q5:26:13), 

which again is similar to Sir 39:25-30.
68

  While some question if this text is influenced by 

wisdom literature,
69

 the coupling of this hymn with “David’s Compositions” where David the 

wise scribe also shines like the sun ( שהשמ  כאור ואור  also, cf. 2 Sam 23:4) and has an ;חכם 

																																																								
67

 Here I am reading מקדש with B
marg

 and the LXX, which has τὸ ἁγίασµα. The main text of MS B has 

-The Syriac makes no mention of either. Commenting on 4Q503 and 4Q408, Penner (Daily Prayer, 120, 133 .משפט

34) notes that angels rejoicing at sunrise is a common trope in the Second Temple period. See ibid, 120, n. 55 for 

these sources. 

 
68

 Goff, Discerning Wisdom, 258. 

 
69

 Ibid., 259-60. 
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illuminating spirit ( ואורה נבונה רוח ) suggests that one can read this hymn pedagogically to 

encourage the acquisition of wisdom.
70

 In the context of the Psalms Scroll, Psalm 150 precedes 

the Hymn to the Creator. Its cadre of musical instruments, including the thin lyre (כנור), thick 

lyre (נבל), and cymbals with a loud voice (תרועה) specifically place the Hymn to the Creator in a 

musical context with terms reminiscent of Sir 39:15.  

 

4.1.4.2 Psalm 154 (11Q5 18). A hymn that explicitly uses tropes from other “wisdom 

literature” (see discussion in Chapter Three) in the Psalms Scroll is Psalm 154 in 11Q5 18, in 

which personified Wisdom becomes a teacher of the foolish.
71

 Like Ben Sira, this text associates 

Wisdom with Torah ( עליון בתורת ; 11Q5 18:12), but for my purpose, ll. 9-10 are particularly 

illuminating, which state, “From the gates of the righteous is heard her (i.e., wisdom’s) voice, 

and from the assembly of the pious, her song” (מפתחי צדיקים נשמע קולה ומקהל חסידים זמרתה). 

Here personified wisdom comes to the simple (פותאים) through the praising voice of the pious. 

As Matthew Goff contends, “In Ps 154 the simple hear the voice of wisdom when they listen to 

																																																								
70

 As Eva Jain, states, “Versucht man nun auf der Grundlage dieser Beobachtungen die beiden 

Teilkompositionen Hymn to the Creator-David’s Compositions und Ps 140-151AB in ein Verhältnis zueinander zu 

setzen, entsteht der Eindruck, dass mit Hymn to the Creator bis David’s Compositions ein Abschnitt vorliegt, der die 

Verherrlichung Jahwes in ihren verschiedenen Ausdrucksformen als ein durch die Weisheit gegebenes 

Schöpfungswerk darstellt. Damit ist die Verherrlichung Jhwhs, die hier allein durch Weisheit, Toraobservanz und 

Gebet definiert ist, eine von Jhwh selbst legitimierte alternative Form der spirituellen Opferdarbringung.” Eva Jain, 

Psalmen oder Psalter? Materielle Rekonstruktion und inhaltliche Untersuchung der Psalmenhandschriften aus der 

Wüste Juda, STDJ 109 (Leiden: Brill, 2014), 263. Also, see pp. 261-62 where she argues extensively for the 

relationship between the Hymn to the Creator and David’s Compositions. For a different attempt to read the 

transition from Pss 149-50, the Hymn to the Creator, and David’s Last Words and Compositions coherently, see 

Patrick W. Skehan, “A Liturgical Complex in 11QPsa,” CBQ 34 (1973):195-205, esp. 204. Also, see Peter W. Flint 

The Dead Sea Psalms Scrolls and the Book of Psalms, STDJ 17 (Leiden: Brill, 1997), 175-77. 

 
71

 Goff, Discerning Wisdom, 239-47. It is well-known that Ps. 154 shares several terms and themes with 

the praise of Alexander Jannaeus (103-76 BCE) in 4Q448 and one may, in fact, be the source for the other. Esther 

and Hanan Eshel and Ada Yardeni, “A Qumran Composition Containing Part of Ps. 154 and a Prayer for the 

Welfare of King Jonathan and his Kingdom,” IEJ 42 (1992): 199-229; James A. Sanders, “Psalm 154 Revisited,” in 

Biblische Theologie und gesellschaftlicher Wandel: fur Norbert Lohfink SJ, ed. Georg Braulik, Walter Gross, and 

Sean E. McEvenue (Freiburg: Herder, 1993) 296-306. 



	

	

193 

the pious praise God.”
72

 In the context of the Psalms Scroll Ps 154 is itself a type of song the 

pious could sing in order to teach wisdom and extol Torah, and its non-sectarian nature makes it 

one that either the Qumran community or Ben Sira could have sung.
73

  

 

4.1.4.3 4Q411. Though it is quite fragmentary, column 2 of 4Q411 begins with the phrase 

“[and] you rejoice in wis[dom]” ( ]מה[תשמח בחכ  Pointing to the repetition of the phrase .([ו] 

 הופיעו in ll. 12-13 as well as the possible allusion to “heavenly luminaries” in the phrase יהוה ברא

in l. 14, Matthew Goff suggests this work is “a poetic recitation of the works of creation.”
 74

 

Furthermore, its “sapiential vocabulary and hymnic repetitions” suggests that it could have 

functioned as a song which teachers like Ben Sira could have used and is similar to the sapiential 

use of Genesis 1-2 present in Ben Sira and the Dead Sea Scrolls.
75

 

 

4.1.4.4 Summary. Overall, the correlation between hymnody, creation, and wisdom that is 

prevalent in Sir 39 occurs in other hymnic texts from the same time period. Through praise of 

God (Ps 154) and God’s creation (Hymn to the Creator), wisdom is revealed. Furthermore, these 

passages suggest that one function of hymnody in the Second Temple period was to inculcate a 

“proper epistemology,” which refers to how one understands and comes to know the dominion of 

																																																								
72

 Goff, Discerning Wisdom, 244. Here Goff connects the combination of wisdom with praise as seen in 

11Q5 18 with 4QInstruction (4Q416 2 iii 11; 4Q417 1 ii 9; 4Q418 81 1), and more specifically with 4Q185. For the 

reference to educating the “simple ones” in these psalms and 4QInstruction, also see 4Q381. Pajunen, Land of the 

Elect, 148-50. 

 
73

 James A. Sanders, The Psalms Scroll of Qumrân Cave 11 (11QPsa), DJD 4 (Oxford: Oxford University 

Press, 1965) 69-70.  

 
74

 Goff, Discerning Wisdom, 281. Also, see John Strugnell, “The Smaller Hebrew Wisdom Texts Found at 

Qumran: Variations, Resemblances, and Lines of Development,” in The Wisdom Texts from Qumran and the 

Development of Sapiential Thought, ed. C. Hempel, A. Lange and H. Lichtenberger, BETL 159 (Leuven: Leuven 

University Press/Peeters, 2002) 31-60 (37-38). 

 
75

 Goff, Discerning Wisdom, 281. For the sapiential use of the Genesis creation accounts in Ben Sira, 

4QInstruction, and the Treatise of the Two Spirits, see Berg, “Ben Sira, the Genesis Creation Accounts,” 139-57. 
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God over humans and the natural world. These texts suggest, along with Sir 39:12-35, that the 

person of wisdom reacts to this knowledge appropriately via words of praise. As demonstrated in 

Chapter Three, even Solomonic traditions as early as 1 King 5:11-12 connected wisdom with 

song creation. Thus it is no surprise to find songs in the Second Temple period that bring these 

two themes together. 

 

4.1.5 Scribal Training in Song 

It is apparent from the framework of Sir 39:15 and 35 that Ben Sira not only thought of himself 

as a singer, but he also expected his readers to be singers as well.  Both the phrases “Thus you 

will speak with a loud voice” (וכן תאמר בתרועה) of MS B and “in this manner, you will speak in 

thanksgiving” (καὶ οὕτως ἐρεῖτε ἐν ἐξοµολογήσει) in the LXX assume that the readers will follow 

Ben Sira’s command to praise God with lyre and song and will do so with the words similar to 

the ones Ben Sira lays out in his wisdom poem. In other words, the phrases כן תאמר in MS B and 

οὕτως ἐρεῖτε in the LXX signals to the reader that Ben Sira is providing them with a model text 

that he expects them to sing to the accompaniment of the lyre either verbatim or at the very least 

with similar words and themes if they are going to be like the ideal scribe that Ben Sira has 

eulogized.  

While one could contend that I am reading too much into one adverbial phrase (כן; 

οὕτως), there is precedence in the book of Sirach for his implied audience having received 

musical training in other capacities as well. I have already mentioned Sir 40:21 above in relation 

to Sir 39:15 and 47:8-11, but I will now quote these texts fully.  
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MS B LXX 

40:20
    בל  יעליצו ושכר [יי]ן 

 דודים אהבת ומשניהם
40:21
 שיר יעריבו ונבל ל][חלי 

 חליל

 ברה לשון ומשניהם

 

40:20       οἶνος καὶ µουσικὰ εὐφραίνουσιν καρδίαν,  
 καὶ ὑπὲρ ἀµφότερα ἀγάπησις σοφίας.  
40:21

  αὐλὸς καὶ ψαλτήριον ἡδύνουσιν µέλη,  

 καὶ ὑπὲρ ἀµφότερα γλῶσσα ἡδεῖα. 

40:20
 Wine and strong drink (Greek “music) make the heart rejoice,

76
 but better than both of these 

is the love of friends (Greek “of wisdom”) 
40:21

 The double-pipe (חליל/αὐλός) and the thick-lyre (נבל/ψαλτήριον) make a song delightful, but 

better than both of these is a pure tongue.
77

 
 

The combination of the wine, double-pipe, and lyre suggests a connection with the Greek 

symposium, a context in which all three were present (see Chapter Two). The combination of 

wine and music also points back to 31:12-32:13, which extols the delight of wine in 31:27-28 

and the joy of music in 32:5-6. In MS B, this section has the title “Instruction of Bread and Wine 

Together” ( יחדו ויין לחם מוסר ), which separates this section from the proverbial passages that 

precede it. Out of this section, Sir 32:1-6 is particularly important for my purposes and also 

deserves quotation in full.  

MS B 

 
32:1 

]                       [
    

     ]                       [
   

 

 מהם כאחד להם היה     

  ואחר צרכם הכין  תסוב ואחר להם דאג     

 ובכיןתרבץ      

32:2
 בכבודם תשמח למען 

 שכל תשא מוסר ועל

 לך הוא כי שב מלל 32:3
 הולך שבכי/סבכי

MS F 

 
32:1
  ך אל תותר וראש סמ 

 

 מהם כאחד לך                                                

  והיה ראש עשירים אל תסתורהבו 

 תסוב ואחר להם אגד

 תרבץ ובכן צרכם הבו

32:2
 בכבודם תשמח למען 

 שכל תשא מוסר ועל

  לך הוא שבט מלל 32:3

																																																								
76

 It is possible that the Greek (µουσικός) misread שכר as שיר. Although the letters kaph and yod are quite 

distinctive from one another in several scripts in the Dead Sea Scrolls and later Hebrew, in the Masada text of Ben 

Sira, the letters are quite similar minus a small tail at the bottom of the kaph. The Syriac, which reads “old wine” 

(IEJM݁ $݂P)!2 ) may have misread שכר as זכר, which supports the reading of MS B. Outside of an orthographical 

misreading, it is also possible that the Greek translator brought in שיר in v. 20 because of its presence in v. 21.  

 
77

 The Syriac follows the Hebrew here exactly, which is one reason I utilize the Hebrew over the Greek as 

the base text. Peters (Das Buch, 341), prefers following the Greek because it makes a stronger connection between 

vv. 20 and 21 by referencing music in both verses. 
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 שיר תמנע ואל שכל והצנע
 לכת

 שיח תשפך אל היין במקום 32:4
 

  תתחכם מה עת ובל חשי תשפך מה מזמר ובלא
 

32:5
  זהב כיס על כחותם 

 

 שירתהיין  משתה על שיר אל

 זהב ניב על אודם כומז
 נוב[   ] זיר

 היין משתה על שיר משפט
32:6
  ספיר נהפך ווספי נפך ובו זהב כרביד 

 היין משתה על יפים דברים נאים כך

 ברקת וחותם פז מלואות
 מלא

 תירוש נועם על מזמור קול

 שיר תמנע ואל שכל והצנע

32:4
 שיח תשפך אל שכל במקום 

 

 אל שיח תשפך מזמר ובלא

32:5
 זהב כיס על כחותם 

 

 היין משתה על אל תשיר

 זהוב טס על אודם כומז

 משתה על שיר משפט
היין
 

32:6
  וספיר נופך בו זהב כדביר 

 היין מש׳ על דברים נואי

 ברקת וחותם פז מלא כל

 נועם על מזמור קול
 תירוש

 

32:1  Ἡγούµενόν σε κατέστησαν; µὴ ἐπαίρου·  
 γίνου ἐν αὐτοῖς ὡς εἷς ἐξ αὐτῶν,  
 φρόντισον αὐτῶν καὶ οὕτω κάθισον·  
 
32:2 καὶ πᾶσαν τὴν χρείαν σου ποιήσας ἀνάπεσε,  
 ἵνα εὐφρανθῇς δι᾿ αὐτοὺς 
 καὶ εὐκοσµίας χάριν λάβῃς στέφανον.  
32:3  Λάλησον, πρεσβύτερε, πρέπει γάρ σοι,  
 ἐν ἀκριβεῖ ἐπιστήµῃ καὶ µὴ ἐµποδίσῃς µουσικά.  
32:4  ὅπου ἀκρόαµα, µὴ ἐκχέῃς λαλιὰν 
 καὶ ἀκαίρως µὴ σοφίζου.  
32:5  σφραγὶς ἄνθρακος ἐπὶ κόσµῳ χρυσῷ 

 σύγκριµα µουσικῶν ἐν συµποσίῳ οἴνου·  
32:6  ἐν κατασκευάσµατι χρυσῷ σφραγὶς σµαράγδου 

 µέλος µουσικῶν ἐφ᾿ ἡδεῖ οἴνῳ.  

 
32:1

 If you are appointed as head (of a banquet) do not exalt yourself.
78

 At the head of the rich, do 

not conceal oneself.
79

 (Rather) be among them as one of them. Take care of them and 

afterwards lay down at the table. See to their needs, and then recline. 

																																																								
78

 For the use of hiphil of יתר for “pre-eminence,” see Gen 49:4. The LXX’s ἐπαίρου and the Syriac’s 

Q)ܬܬܪ  confirm this meaning. See Alexander Di Lella, “The Newly Discovered Sixth Manuscript of Ben Sira from 

the Cairo Geniza,” Biblica 69 (1988): 226-38 (231). 

 
79

 The Hebrew, which only appears in MS F is confusing. סמוך is a qal passive participle that could mean 

“ordained,” which is the sense it has in rabbinical Hebrew. Marcus Jastrow, A Dictionary of the Targumim, the 

Talmud Bavli and Yerushalmi, and the Midrashic Literature (New York: The Judaica Press, 1996), 1000-01. For 

 the sense could be to refrain from hiding among the rich deceptively as though one was one of them. The ,תסתורה

Syriac has “do not recline” (RM!@ܐ ). For the meaning of “sitting down at table” see 1 Sam 16:11 and the 

interpretation in Smend, Weisheit, 286.  
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32:2
 So that you will rejoice in their glory and receive understanding on account of (your) 

discipline.
80

 
32:3 

Speak, O elderly person, for it is your right.
81

 Be discreet about your insight, and do not 

interrupt the singing.
82

 
32:4

 In the place of wine do not pour out stories, and do not be wise when it is not (the right) 

time.
83

 
32:5

 Like a seal upon a purse of gold, is a song to God at a banquet (Greek: symposium) of wine. 

Like a ruby pendant with a gold collar is the right song at a banquet of wine. 
32:6

 Like a necklace of gold with garnet and sapphire are lovely words at a banquet of wine.  

A setting of gold and a seal of emerald is the sound of psalm with the pleasantness of new 

wine.
84

 

 

Again, like Sir 40:21, Sir 32:1-6 assumes familiarity with the symposium, but it also suggests 

active participation in it by Ben Sira’s implied audience. As examined in Chapter Two in the 

																																																								
80

 The Hebrew, Greek, and Syriac all have different readings in this bicolon. I translated the Hebrew 

because MS B and F agree on their reading. Greek has “on account of them” (δι᾽ αὐτοὺς) in place of בכבודם and 

Syriac has “in their end” (ܗܘܢ!)9DS# ). Smend (Weisheit, 286) suggests amending בכבודם to בעבורם on the basis 

of the Greek. Nevertheless, even if his suggestion for the Hebrew behind the Greek is correct, it is difficult to know 

if the Greek translator misread בכבודם or if a later Hebrew translator misread בעבורם. Smend also contends that the 

Syriac 9(!ܗܘܢDS#  is an error for ܘܬܗܘܢEJ#  (in their joy) and  has crept in from v. 3 by mistake. Where שכל 

MSS B and F have שכל, Greek reads “crown” (στέφανον) and Syriac “glory” (I9P)ܐ ). Smend (Weisheit, 286) 

points to a similar translation of “crown” by the LXX where the Syriac has “glory” in 25:6. 

 
81

 I am translating שב כי here in correspondence with MS B and the LXX (πρεσβύτερε). 
 

82
 Bmarg

 adds לכת after הצנע, which is a reading from Mic 6:8.  

 
83

 This verse is obviously corrupt. MS B has used two sources as seen by his writing of 4a and 4b in a 

smaller hand after 4a. Skehan and Di Lella, Ben Sira, 387. MS F repeats 4a in 4b. The phrase היין במקום  in MS B 

agrees with the Syriac, but MS F ( שכל במקום ), Greek (ὅπου ἀκρόαµα) and Latin (ubi auditus non est) have a 

different text. Schechter and Taylor (Ben Sira, 56) suggest במקום האזין as the Vorlage of the LXX. I translate the 

Hebrew and Syriac because the metaphor of “pouring out stories” makes better sense if it is a compliment to the 

“place of wine” rather than the “place of listening.” For a similar reading, see Peters, Das Buch, 263-64. If one reads 

v. 4a from MS B and 4b from the variant line in MS B, and if one assumes that  ݂ܢE2 O?#ܘ  is a misreading of ובל 

 as the equivalent of the negative particle, see 13:2 and מה then there is a text that agrees with the Syriac. For ,עת

35:22 where B
marg

 reads מה for לא and the analysis of van Peursen (Verbal System, 290). 

 
84

 Skehan and Di Lella (Ben Sira, 387) are critical of the Hebrew in vv. 5-6, but the fact that first colon of 

v.6 appears in the Syriac and the second colon of v. 6 in the Greek suggests that the “expanded” text of MS B and F 

is original. The language of these verses comes from the stone vestments of Aaron in Exodus 28. Here I mostly 

follow MS B, except for v. 5 where MS F and the Syriac suggest that the addition of יפים is incorrect. I also translate 

B
marg

 with the main text of MS B. The other alternative provided in ניב זהב from MS F and טס זהוב instead of זיר זהוב 

B
marg

 is another possible reading if one interprets נוב (“fruit”) as “ornament” (= κόσµος). See Smend, Weisheit, 287. 

It is also important to note that “loveliness” or “pleasantness” often connotes “singing.” Cf. Sir 47:9 in B
marg

 and the 

LXX as well as b. Meg. 32a. 
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discussion of Cicero, Cicero, Plutarch, and Quintilian all utilize an anecdote regarding 

Themistokles who is thought to be uneducated for refusing to play the lyre at the symposium 

(Plutarch, Them., 2.3; Cicero Tusc. 1.2.4; Quint. Inst. 1.10.18). Ben Sira is also concerned with 

the perception of education, but his concern revolves around his students over-stepping their 

social position out of a desire to demonstrate their knowledge. Rather than being a braggart, his 

students should not interrupt the singing ( שיר תמנע ; µὴ ἐµποδίσῃς µουσικά), and MSS B and F 

also add that a banquet should not be “without a psalm” ( מזמר בלא ), and they extol the “sound of 

a psalm with the pleasantness of new wine” ( תירוש נועם על מזמור קול ), which may allude to 

David’s “sweet psalms” (קול מזמור הנעים) or “sweet melody” (γλυκαίνειν µέλη) in Sir 47:9 in 

B
marg

 and the LXX. Like the wisdom poem in Sir 39, here Ben Sira is also concerned with the 

proper time ( עת ובל ; ἀκαίρως), in this case for speaking, and he assumes both the centrality of the 

music at banquets and his student’s participation in them. Nevertheless, MSS B and F also add a 

qualifier not present in the Greek and Latin of Sir 32:5. While participating in banquets, the 

symposium in which Ben Sira’s students participate in should contain songs to God (32:5; 

אל שירת/שיר ). While this qualifier may be a pious addition to the Hebrew added later in order to 

justify participation in the symposium, its presence in the Syriac (10'1 ܕܐ!D(-/ܬ ) suggests 

this reading is quite old. Regardless, by accentuating the importance of music at the banquet and 

assuming participation in it, Ben Sira is also assuming his implied audience has received the 

necessary musical training in both the lyre and double-pipe necessary for participation in the 

symposium (40:21; also, cf. Chapter Three). Furthermore, if the qualifier in the Hebrew and 

Syriac of 32:5 is original, these “pious banquets” also provide a context for the performance of 

the wisdom hymn in Sir 39 and others like it outside of, or perhaps, alongside the festival setting 

proposed above. 
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4.1.6 Sir 36:16-31 as a School Exercise 

Returning to the wisdom song in 39:16-31, Ben Sira creates in this text an elaborate theodicy 

couched in the goodness of creation. In this theodicy, he stresses the allotment (חלק; v. 25) of 

goodness and wickedness to the proper time (vv. 16-17, 33) and according to one’s needs (צורך; 

vv. 16, 21, 30, 33). Particularly telling is v. 27, which states that the basic necessities of life “are 

good for those who are good, but surely for the wicked they will be turned into evil”—or to 

rottenness according to Masada, B
marg

, and the Syriac—(לטובים ייטיבו כן לרעה לרעה/לזרה נהפכו 

האל   Part of the idea here is that God’s cosmos is essentially a benevolent universe. The .(כל 

pious person is in sync with that, and understands the natural world, whereas the wicked is out of 

harmony with the cosmos, which, in turn rejects that person (cf. Wis 1:14-15; 16:24-25). If Ben 

Sira’s use of similar terminology and themes in his Hymn to Creation (e.g., 42:23) is any  

indication, the allotment of natural and cosmic phenomena as a blessing or curse according to 

need (ולכל צרך והכל נשמר) is part of the wonders (נפלא in v. 17;  in v. 19) of  ומגלה חקר נסתרות 

God’s created order, which, according to 42:17, not even the angels can recount (צבאיו ;קדשי אל). 

Instead, they must be strengthened (להתחזק) by God in order to stand before God’s glory (see 

Chapter Five). This is similar to a fragment of a song from the second Sabbath (4Q401 14 ii 6-8) 

in the Songs of the Sabbath Sacrifice in which the angels are unable ([ו]לוא יכול) to reveal hidden 

things (ׄהשמיעו נסתרות) until God strengthens ([לוהים]יגבר א) them to do so.
85

 Like the 

importance of “knowledge” in the Sabbath Songs, in Sir 39, praise alone is not enough. Only the 
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 For the importance of this song as part of a progression of knowledge and authority by the angelic priests 

in the Songs of the Sabbath Sacrifice, see Judith H. Newman, “Priestly Prophets At Qumran: Summoning Sinai 

Through The Songs Of The Sabbath Sacrifice,” in Significance of Sinai, ed. Brooke et al., 29-72 (47). Newman goes 

on to contend that “an essential component of angelic-priestly praise and one that lies at the heart of their created 

purpose is to communicate divine knowledge. . . . Such divine knowledge is linked in some fashion to the esoteric 

torah acquired, composed, and taught by select prophet-priests of the community” (60-61). 



	

	

200 

wise can glorify God properly, but wisdom is something one cannot obtain on one’s own. God 

must grant it (Sir 39:6).  

Finally, while I have suggested above that the term שירות in Sir 39:15 could refer to 

songs outside of a known psalmic collection, i.e., “original” compositions, and that these songs 

were likely used by “spiritual leaders” in non-sacrificial festival settings, the שירה in Sir 39:12-

35 could also have functioned as a scribal exercise. As demonstrated in Chapter Two, several 

songs were used as school exercises in Mesopotamia (e.g., Šulgi B; Examination Text A; Lipit-

Ištar B from Nippur), Egypt (Merikare; Instruction of Khety; P. Anastasi 4.11.9-12.5), and 

Greece (e. g., Homer, Hesiod, Pindar), which were often memorized and reproduced both orally 

and in writing. Furthermore, in Greece, such archaia paideia often occurred to the 

accompaniment of music (Clouds 961-72), in particular the lyre, and even philosophical schools 

could present their teaching in hymnic garb (e.g., Cleanthes’s Hymn to Zeus). Regarding 

education in Ben Sira, Sirach scholarship has often pointed to school exercises in relation to the 

Praise of the Ancestors (an argument I will examine in detail in Chapter Five),
86

 but the song in 

Sir 39:12-35 may also relate to the progymnasmata tradition.
87

 These rhetorical handbooks 

present speeches that students had to memorize as well as those they had to reproduce with 

similar themes or words once they had memorized the former verbatim. Besides speeches by 

imaginary characters and objects (prosopopoeia), many of these exercises could also mirror 

																																																								
86

 The main study in this regard is Thomas Lee’s dissertation, which is re-appropriated to a lesser degree in 

the study of various genres in the Praise of the Ancestor by Burton Mack. Cf. Thomas R. Lee, Studies in the Form of 

Sirach 44-50, SBLDS 75 (Atlanta: Scholars Press, 1986); Mack, Wisdom and the Hebrew Epic, 128-37. 

 
87

 For the progymnasmata exercises, see George A. Kennedy, trans., Progymnasmata: Greek Textbooks of 

Prose Composition and Rhetoric, WGRW 10 (Atlanta: Society of Biblical Literature, 2003); Craig A. Gibson, trans., 

Libanius’s Progymnasmata: Model Exercises in Greek Prose Composition and Rhetoric, WGRW 27 (Atlanta: 

Society of Biblical Literature, 2008); Ronald F. Hock, trans. The Chreia and Ancient Rhetoric: Commentaries on 

Aphtonius’s Progymnasmata, WGRW 31 (Atlanta: Society of Biblical Literature, 2012). Also, see Quint. Inst. 1.9; 

2.4; 10.5.   
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works one would reproduce in a public setting. Although not exactly a progymnasmata exercise, 

Ben Sira’s song in Sir 39:12-35 could have functioned accordingly. The form of the poem is a 

 which could be used in public performance by pious teachers rather than cultic ,שירה

personnel,
88

 but the purpose of the song, in the context of Ben Sira’s teaching, is to serve as a 

model song or spiritual exercise for scribal education. If one imagines Ben Sira actually singing 

this hymn or making his students sing or memorize it, then one can argue that Ben Sira is using a 

hymn to inculcate in his students the proper attitude one must have towards God if one is going 

to praise properly. Regardless of what one thinks of the validity of the theological arguments Ben 

Sira makes in Sir 39:12-35, this passage ingeniously combines a theodicy of praise with the act 

of praising itself.  

In light of Sir 32:1-6, 40:21, and 49:1, which assume that Ben Sira’s students would sing 

songs to God at banquets with the thick lyre נבל and double pipe (חליל), it is not out of the 

question to assume that Ben Sira intends for his students to use this song in a banquet setting. In 

other words, Ben Sira’s students were accustomed to singing songs at banquets to the 

accompaniment of the thick lyre, and he provides them with a song to sing in 39:12-32 in order 

to demonstrate their newfound wisdom acumen.
89

 This reflection on the goodness of creation and 

the allotment of good and evil to proper time provided his students a ready-made answer to 

wisdom instruction in Job and Qoheleth and also served as a spiritual exercise in which 

reflection on the cosmos should lead to reflection on oneself, which is something that is quite 
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 Penner, Daily Prayer, 204. 

 
89

 In his Paedagogus, Clement of Alexandria approves of the use of the lyre at dinner parties by citing Ben 

Sira’s own call to praise God in this manner in Sir 39:15 and suggests that the singing of skolion at banquets was 

similar to the singing of Jewish psalms (Ἑβραϊκῶν κατ’ εἰκόνα ψαλµῶν ᾆσµα τὸ καλούµενον σκολιὸν ᾔδετο; Paed. 

2.4.43-44). For more on music and education in Clement, see Charles H. Cosgrove, “Clement of Alexandria and 

Early Christian Music,” JECS 14 (2006): 255-82.  
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common in the Stoic tradition.
90

 The vehicle of song would have allowed Ben Sira’s students to 

easily memorize this instruction and popularize it among a general audience. Overall, I have 

suggested that when one reads Sir 39:12-35 with the passage that precedes it, it is clear that Ben 

Sira depicts the ideal scribe as a singer. He assumes his students sing and creates an ideal song 

similar to the “knowledge-based praise” one finds in the Dead Sea Scrolls, in which only those 

with divinely given wisdom and proper epistemology can praise God properly.
91

 

 

4.2 Only the Wise Can Sing: Sir 14:20-15:10 

 

MS A MS B 

14:20
  ישעה ובתבונה יהגה בחכמה אנוש אשרי 

14:21
  יתבונן ובתבונתיה לבו דרכיה על השם 

14:22
  ירצד מבואיה וכל בחקר אחריה לצאת 

 
14:23
  יצותת פתחיה ועל חלונהה בעד המשקיף 

14:24
   בקירה יתריו והביא ביתה סביבות נההחו 

14:25
   טוב שכן ושכן ידה על אהלו ונוטה 

14:26
    יתלונן ובענפיה בֳעופיה קנו וישים 

  
14:27
  ישכן ובמענותיה מחרב בצלה וחוסה 

15:1
  ידריכנה תורה ותופש זאת יעשה ייי ירא כי 

15:2
   תקבלנו נעורים וכאשת כאם  וקדמתהו 

15:3
  תבונהתשקנו  תבואה ומי שכל לחם והאכילתהו 

15:4
  יבוש ולא יבטח ובה ימוט ולא עליה ונשען 

15:5
  פיו תפתח קהל ובתוך מרעהו ורוממתהו 

15:6
  תורישנו עולם ושם ימצא ושמחה ששון 

 
15:7
  יראוה לא זדון ואנשי שוא מתי ידריכוה לא 

15:8
  יזכרוה לא כזב ואנשי מלצים היא רחוקה 

 לו כי לא מאל נחלקה הלה בפי רשעלא נאתה ת 15:9

15:10
  ילמדנה בה ומשל תהלה תאמר חכם בפה 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 

15:1
  זאת יעשה ייי ירא כי 

 ה]דריכנ[י תורה ותופש
15:2
  כאם וקדמתהו 

 לנו]קב[ת נעורים וכאשת

15:3
   שכל לחם ילתהווהאּכ  

 תשקנו תבונה יֵ ומ 
 ומתבואתה

15:4
  ימוט ולא עליה ונשען 

]יבוש ולא טח[יב ובה
 

15:5
 מרעהו ורוממתהו 

ריעהו בתוך
  

 

  ]פיו תפתח הל[ק ובתוך
 

15:6
 תמצא ושמחה ששון 

    ימצא
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 See, for example, the famous Stoic dictum from Cicero homo ortus est ad mundum contemplandum et 

imitandum (Nat. d. 2.38). For discussion of this passage and its relation to Ben Sira, see Ursel Wicke-Reuter, “Ben 

Sira und die Frühe Stoa: Zum Zusammenhang von Ethik und dem Glauben an eine göttlich Providenz,” in Ben 

Sira’s God, ed. Egger-Wenzel, 268-81 (272-77). 

 
91

 The phrase “knowledge-based praise” comes from Montgomery, “Stream from Eden,” 273 in reference 

to the esoteric knowledge of the angels in the Songs of the Sabbath Sacrifice, but it is also quite appropriate for Ben 

Sira. 
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]תורישנו עולם ם[וש
 

  שוא מתי ידריכוה לא 15:7
 

]יראוה לא זדון י[ואנש
 

15:8
  מלצים היא רחוקה 

 

]יזכרוה לא כזב י[ואנש
 

15:9
  לא נאתה תהלה בפי רשע 

 

]מאל נחלקה לו[כי לא 
 

15:10 
  תהלה תאמר חכם יבפ 

]ילמדנה בה[ שלוומ
 

 
14:20   Μακάριος ἀνήρ, ὃς ἐν σοφίᾳ µελετήσει 
 καὶ ὃς ἐν συνέσει αὐτοῦ διαλεχθήσεται,  
14:21   ὁ διανοούµενος τὰς ὁδοὺς αὐτῆς ἐν καρδίᾳ αὐτοῦ 

 καὶ ἐν τοῖς ἀποκρύφοις αὐτῆς ἐννοηθήσεται.  
14:22 ἔξελθε ὀπίσω αὐτῆς ὡς ἰχνευτὴς 
 καὶ ἐν ταῖς εἰσὁδοῖς αὐτῆς ἐνέδρευε.  
14:23 ὁ παρακύπτων διὰ τῶν θυρίδων αὐτῆς 
 καὶ ἐπὶ τῶν θυρωµάτων αὐτῆς ἀκροάσεται,  
14:24  ὁ καταλύων σύνεγγυς τοῦ οἴκου αὐτῆς 
 καὶ πήξει πάσσαλον ἐν τοῖς τοίχοις αὐτῆς,  
14:25 στήσει τὴν σκηνὴν αὐτοῦ κατὰ χεῖρας αὐτῆς 
 καὶ καταλύσει ἐν καταλύµατι ἀγαθῶν,  
14:26  θήσει τὰ τέκνα αὐτοῦ ἐν τῇ σκέπῃ αὐτῆς 
 καὶ ὑπὸ τοὺς κλάδους αὐτῆς αὐλισθήσεται,  
14:27  σκεπασθήσεται ὑπ᾿ αὐτῆς ἀπὸ καύµατος 
 καὶ ἐν τῇ δόξῃ αὐτῆς καταλύσει.  
15:1 Ὁ φοβούµενος κύριον ποιήσει αὐτό,  
 καὶ ὁ ἐγκρατὴς τοῦ νόµου καταλήµψεται αὐτήν·  
15:2  καὶ ὑπαντήσεται αὐτῷ ὡς µήτηρ 
 καὶ ὡς γυνὴ παρθενίας προσδέξεται αὐτόν·  
15:3  ψωµιεῖ αὐτὸν ἄρτον συνέσεως 
 καὶ ὕδωρ σοφίας ποτεῖ αὐτόν·  
15:4  στηριχθήσεται ἐπ᾿ αὐτὴν καὶ οὐ µὴ κλιθῇ,  

 καὶ ἐπ᾿ αὐτῆς ἐφέξει καὶ οὐ µὴ καταισχυνθῇ·  
15:5  καὶ ὑψώσει αὐτὸν παρὰ τοὺς πλησίον αὐτοῦ 

 καὶ ἐν µέσῳ ἐκκλησίας ἀνοίξει στόµα αὐτοῦ·  
15:6  εὐφροσύνην καὶ στέφανον ἀγαλλιάµατος  
 καὶ ὄνοµα αἰῶνος κατακληρονοµήσει.  
15:7 οὐ µὴ καταλήµψονται αὐτὴν ἄνθρωποι ἀσύνετοι,  
 καὶ ἄνδρες ἁµαρτωλοὶ οὐ µὴ ἴδωσιν αὐτήν·  
15:8  µακράν ἐστιν ὑπερηφανίας,  
 καὶ ἄνδρες ψεῦσται οὐ µὴ µνησθήσονται αὐτῆς.  
15:9      οὐχ ὡραῖος αἶνος ἐν στόµατι ἁµαρτωλοῦ,  
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 ὅτι οὐ παρὰ κυρίου διεστάλη·  
15:10 ἐν γὰρ σοφίᾳ ῥηθήσεται αἶνος,  
        καὶ ὁ κύριος εὐοδώσει αὐτόν. 
 
14:20

 Blessed is the one who meditates on wisdom and who fixates on understanding. 
14:21

 Who sets his heart on her ways and considers her paths.
92

 
14:22

 Pursuing her like a scout and watching her entryways.
93

  
14:23

 Who looks through her window and listens at her doorway 
14:24 

Who encamps around her house and enters his tent peg into her wall.
94

 
14:25 

And who stretches out his tent beside her and dwells as a good neighbor.  
14:26

 Who builds his nest in her foliage and spends the night in her branches. 
14:27

 Who seeks refuge from the heat in her shade and dwells in her habitation. 
15:1 

For the one who fears the Lord will do this and who seizes Torah will reach her.
95

 
15:2

 She meets him like a mother and like a young wife, she receives him. 
15:3

 She nourishes him with the bread of insight, and she will give him the water of understanding 

to drink. 
15:4

 And he leans upon her and does not stumble, and he trusts in her and is not ashamed. 
15:5 

She exalts him above his companions, and in the midst of the assembly she opens his mouth 
15:6

 He finds joy and gladness,
96

 and she causes him to inherit an everlasting name.
97

 
15:7 

Men of vanity cannot reach her and people of pride cannot see her. 
15:8 

She is far from scoffers, and men of falsehood do not remember her. 
15:9

 Praise (Syriac: wisdom) is unfitting in the mouth of the wicked, for it has not been allocated 

to him by God. 
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 Here I follow the suggestion of Schechter and Taylor (Ben Sira, 51) and Skehan and Di Lella (Ben Sira, 

263) to amend בתבונתיה to “her paths” ( נתיבותיהב ), which agrees with the reading of the Syriac  
݁0݂"A"-T#ܘ .  

 
93

 All the versions support reading כחקר instead of בחקר. Van Peursen (Verbal System, 265-66) makes a 

strong case for the epexegetical infinitive in MS A and the Syriac over the imperative in the LXX. 

 
94

 I agree with Schechter and Taylor’s suggestion (Ben Sira, 51) to read יתדתיו (“tent peg”) with the 

versions instead of יתריו with MS A.  

 
95

 For understanding the hiphil of דרך here and in 15:7 as “reach” or “attain,” see Smend (Die Weisheit, 

139) who points to Judg 20:43 and the use of דרך in this way in Aramaic. 
96

 Syriac (ܗܝ ("AM݂ܬ ) and Latin (adimplebit illum) have “she will fill him,” with the Latin being part of a 

longer addition to 15:5. The LXX agrees with MS A and B, though the main text of MS B has “she will find.” With 

only a one letter difference between מלא and  מצא it is easy to see how this mistake was made. There is no need to 

assume with Smend (Weisheit, 140) that the Syriac stems from a Greek text that had ἐµπλήσει instead of εὑρήσει. 
 

97
 For the use of w

e
qatalti with the yiqtol in 15:1-6, see van Peursen, Verbal System, 131-32. He contends 

that the former represents the present in this passage under the influence of the yiqtol, which represents a general 

truth. Furthermore, the yiqtol form acts a perfect in this passage because it does not occur in the first position. 
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15:10 
Praise is spoken by the mouth of the wise

98
 and one who is master of it (i.e., wisdom) can 

teach it (i.e., praise).
99

 

 

 

4.2.1 The Purpose and Allocation of Praise 

The intricate connection between wisdom and praise in Sir 39 is present throughout the book. As 

it relates to the scribe, the earliest parallel is Sir 14:20-15:10. The section begins with the 

macarism: “Blessed is the one who meditates on wisdom and fixates on understanding” ( אשרי

ובתבונה ישעהאנוש בחכמה יהגה  ). It goes on to describe the pursuit of wisdom utilizing lodging 

metaphors and ends by extolling the benefits of wisdom for those who walk with her. There are a 

number of linguistic connections in this pericope to the praise of the scribe in chapter 38 and the 

wisdom hymn in chapter 39. First, pondering (διανοέοµαι) wisdom and hidden things 

(ἀπόκρυφος) in 14:21 is the same terminology utilized in 39:7 after God gives the scribe wisdom. 

Second, 15:1 explicitly connects “seizing Torah” (תופש תורה) with wisdom, which is a 

connection made occasionally in the praise of the scribe in which the one who seeks out wisdom 

meditates and boasts in Torah (38:34c-39:1; 39:8). Third, the inheritance of an everlasting name 

and praise in the assembly mentioned in 15:5-6 are the same benefits the scribe receives from 

wisdom in 39:9-11. As Sirach scholarship has often noted, these parallels also relate to the 

description of ideal discipleship in 6:18-37.
100

 For example, both passages refer to meditation 
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 MS A reads חכם in the phrase בפה חכם as an attributive adjective instead of a genitive. The genitive בפי
 .8M(&# ) is preferable. See Peters, Der jüngst, 86$ ܕin MS B and the Syriac ( $݂87"?̈D חכם

 
99

 My translation of the Hebrew is only one possibility. מושל (MS A) or משל (MS B) can also mean 

“proverb” or “proverb-maker.” Also, although I take the 3d fem. sg. to be a reference to “wisdom” in the first 

instance and “praise” in the second, it can have multiple antecedents. Perhaps, the multivalence of the homonyms 

permit a wordplay, which is something Ben Sira utilizes in other places (6:22). Eric D. Reymond, “Wordplay in the 

Hebrew to Ben Sira,” in Texts and Versions, ed. Rey and Joosten, 37-53. The Greek and Latin have a different text. 

 
100

 E.g., Johannes Marböck, Weisheit im Wandel: Untersuchungen zur Weisheitstheologie bei Ben Sira 

(Berlin: de Gruyter, 1999), 17, 123, 129. 
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and reflection (הגה) upon wisdom and Torah (14:20; 6:37) and seeking or reflecting on wisdom’s 

paths (דרכיה/ὁδοὺς αὐτῆς; 14:21; 6:26), which is a term connected to Torah observance in Josh 

1:8 and Ps 1:6.
101

 Furthermore, Sir 6:18-37 also shares several linguistic parallels with Sir 38:24-

39:11 not present in 14:20-15:10, which suggests that these passages share the same mental 

template or scribal vision.
102

 

As with chapter 39 as a whole, Ben Sira ends his discussion on the pursuit of wisdom 

with an emphasis on praise: 

15:9
 נאתה תהלה בפי רשע כי לא מאל נחלקה לולא  

 בפה חכם תאמר תהלה ומשל בה ילמדנה
15:10

 

 

Praise is unfitting in the mouth of the wicked, for it has not been allocated to him by God. 

Praise is spoken by the mouth of the wise and one who is master of it will teach it.  
 

This passage places at least three limitations on praise: (1) sin and praise are incompatible, (2) 

God is the final adjudicator between appropriate and inappropriate praise and has chosen to 

accept praise solely from the wise, and (3) the wise are, likewise, the only ones qualified to teach 

praise to others. In other words, because praise is a learned act, it is only befitting in the mouth of 

the wise who have the proper authority and piety to teach it.
103

 As Israel Lévi contends, “La 

sagesse n’est octroyée qu’aux gens de bien, eux seuls peuvent en louer Dieu, de qui elle 

vient.”
104

 This incompatibility has as its underpinning the dichotomy between the foolish and the 

																																																								
101

 It is unclear, however, exactly what Torah means in these passages. At the least, in Joshua 1:8, it 

appears to refer to Deuteronomy or some version of it. 

 
102

 For an extensive list of these parallels, see Liesen, Full of Praise, 58-59. Both the ideal scribe and ideal 

disciple “give their soul” (cf. 6:32; 39:6) to their discipline to study discourses and proverbs (cf. 6:35; 39:2-3, 11), 

rise early (cf. 6:36; 39:5), and reflect on Torah (cf. 6:37; 38:34c). As Liesen contends (Full of Praise, 59), “In the 

same way in which the wise scribe relates to his study and to God, also the wisdom disciple relates to his teacher and 

to God” (emphasis in original). 

 
103

 Gilbert, “Prayer in the Book of Ben Sira,” 132. 

 
104

 Lévi, L’Ecclésiastique, 2, 108. 
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wise, prominent in wisdom literature, but for Ben Sira the dichotomy is also between those who 

follow Torah and men of vanity who scoff at it. Those with the latter identity cannot humble 

themselves before Yahweh or have the “subjectivity of vulnerability” that worship requires.
105

 

For the fool, praise is empty and only offered for personal gain. Thus praise is only befitting in 

the mouth of the wise. 

Furthermore, Ben Sira’s limitation of praise to a select few subtly warns against the 

danger of learning praise from the wrong individual. More significantly, this divine allocation 

also implies that God has chosen praise to be a specific function of the wise, and as a corollary, 

the wise demonstrate their wisdom through praise. Like Sir 39:6 and 39:15, Ben Sira also 

presents wisdom as a gift from God as a reward for their piety and the proper response to this gift 

is praise.
106

 

Due to this intricate connection between wisdom and praise, it should come as no 

surprise that when Ben Sira reflects on the creation of humanity and the election of Israel shortly 

after this pericope in ch. 17, he makes praise the purpose of both events. For example, 17:8-10 

states that God put fear in the heart of humanity and showed them the majesty of his works for 

the purpose of praise and declaration (καὶ ὄνοµα ἁγιασµοῦ αἰνέσουσιν ἵνα διηγῶνται τὰ µεγαλεῖα 

τῶν ἔργων αὐτοῦ). If praise and declaration of God’s majesty is the purpose of human’s creation 

then it also makes Sir 17:26-27 even more poignant when it bemoans the inability to praise God 

in Hades. Praise is not only the domain of the living but its teleological end. Thus, when 
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 The phrase “subjectivity of vulnerability” is influenced by Newsom’s description of the rhetorical 

function of the Hodayot in Self as Symbolic Space, 191-286. 

 
106

 Liesen, Full of Praise, 139-42. Liesen is relying here on the work of Josef Haspecker (Gottesfurcht bei 

Jesus Sirach ihre religiöse Struktur und ihre literarische und doktrinäre Bedeutung, AnBib 30 [Rome: Pontifical 

Biblical Institute,1967], 179-81). Haspecker also makes a strong connection between the frameworks of Sir 39:12-

15 and 15:9-10, which he sees as editorial transitions that allow Ben Sira to introduce new material. Haspecker goes 

too far, however, in denying the relation between these “transitional verses” with what precedes them. 
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delineating the creation of humanity in 17:6, the first body part Ben Sira mentions is the tongue 

(or “the mouth and tongue” in the Syriac), which God gives humanity along with eyes, ears, and 

a mind (lit. “heart”) in order to contemplate or ponder God’s creation before recounting its 

majesty to others.
107

 In this section, Ben Sira uses διανοέοµαι for the act of reflection, which is 

the same term used in Sirach 39 (cf. vv. 1, 7, 12, and 32) and like Sirach 39, the contemplation of 

creation in Sir 17:8-10 should lead to praise.  

 

4.2.2 The Anchoring of Praise in Creation and Election 

As Mika Pajunen has demonstrated, this correlation between praise, creation, and election in Ben 

Sira has several corollaries elsewhere in Second Temple literature.
108

 In his study, Pajunen 

contends that praise is the predominant discourse in the Second Temple period, in which the 

“whole of Second Temple liturgy” is often subsumed under the praise of God’s name.
109

 Pajunen 

goes on to contend that this emphasis on praise has its roots in the creation account in Gen 1:1-
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 Here I agree with Ueberschaer’s preference for the Syriac in 17:6 over the Greek, which makes the 

mouth the first body part God created over the mind. Creating the mouth and tongue first gives even more weight to 

the centrality of praise for Ben Sira. Ueberschaer, Weisheit aus der Begegnung, 139, 151-54. Nevertheless, if the 

LXX’s διαβούλιον accurately reflects a Hebrew original, it points back to Sir 15:14, where the Greek also has 

διαβούλιον and the Hebrew has “placed him in the hand of his inclination” ( יצרו ביד ויתנהו ) in MS A The previous 

phrase in 15:14 in MSS A and B, “delivered him into the hand of his spoiler” ( חותפו ביד וישתיהו ) is widely 

considered to be Heb II. Kearns, Expanded Text, 94. Perhaps the Greek διαβουλίου αὐτοῦ was read as a reference to 

the devil (διάβολος). Because Ben Sira uses the discussion of humanity’s inclination in Sir 15:11-20 with language 

of Deut 30:15 it makes sense for Ben Sira to present the choice between “good and evil” in 17:7 with the same 

terminology. See Keith Wayne Burton, “Sirach and the Judaic Doctrine of Creation” (PhD diss., University of 

Glasgow, 1987), 120-21. For more on Ben Sira’s understanding of the creation of humanity’s “inclination,” see 

Adams, Wisdom in Transition, 185-87.  
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127 (2015): 475-88. 
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 Ibid., 480. For Pajunen, the Dead Sea Scrolls make this centrality particularly acute as these documents 

exemplify the creation of new texts of praise as well as the permeation of praise into multiple genres of liturgy. 

Also, see Katri Antin, “Wisdom as a Prerequisite for Praising God: 1QH
a
 9:1-10:4 as a Case Study,” in Functions of 

Psalms, ed. Pajunen and Penner, forthcoming. 
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2:3.
110

 For example, the Festival Prayers exclaims that the worshippers will “give thanks to 

God’s name” ( לׄשמך נודה אנו ) because “for this purpose you created us” ( בראתנו לזאת יכ  ; 

1Q34bis 3 i 7) and Jub. 2:21 also connects the ordination of proper worship to creation.
111

 As 

Pajunen contends,  

This convergence of evidence strongly implies that the concept of blessing and praising 

the divine crystallizes what the Second Temple liturgy was in essence all about, and in 

the texts from around the second century BCE this liturgy was explicitly anchored in the 

creation.
 112

 

 

Along with these texts, Pajunen also explores similar themes in the Admonition on the Flood 

(4Q370), Non-Canonical Psalms B (4Q381 1:7-12/frg. 1), and 4QBerakhot (4Q286-89) in which 

reflection on creation and the election of humanity leads to praise. Due to their creation, 

humanity is obligated to praise God, and God, likewise created humanity for this purpose. Due to 

God’s rejection of humanity, either Israel or a smaller group within Israel (e.g.4Q381 2:18-

3:6/frg. 77) must carry on humanity’s obligation to praise.
113

 In Sir 17:1-18, Ben Sira also 

anchors humanity’s obligation to praise in creation and recalls its privilege to rule over creation 

before proceeding to the election of Israel and their reception of “law of life” (νόµον ζωῆς; 

 $݂"̈D( 73)@$ ܕ.
114

 Though he does not mention the election of the wise as a group within Israel in 
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 Pajunen, “Praise of God,” 478, 481. 
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 Ibid., 482-83 as well as Pajunen, Land of the Elect, 157; 165-67, 300-03. For example, on the basis of 

its use of proclamation and teaching language, group terms, first and second plural forms, and selah breaks Pajunen 

(298) contends “that 4Q381 was intended to function as a lesson recited to a particular group of addressees” likely 

for communal use where it accentuated the justice of God toward the elect. For Pajunen (ibid., 307) the first three 

psalms, alluded to here, “aim to convince the author’s group that they are God’s present chosen ones and will thus 

get the appropriate benefits, whereas the enemies of the group who do not follow the Law properly in the author’s 

view are to be destroyed and scattered to the four winds.” 
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 Pajunen, “Praise of God,” 482. Ueberschaer, Weisheit aus der Begegnung, 137-59. Regarding Sir 

17:14, Gerald Sheppard helpfully notes, “The book of the Torah (e.g., Sir. 24:23) derives from the gift of the Torah 
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this passage, if Ben Sira’s logic follows the other Second Temple texts mentioned above then his 

allotment of praise to the wise would follow a similar natural progression. After the rejection of 

humanity and election of Israel, God subsequently chooses a smaller group within Israel, in Ben 

Sira’s case the scribe/sage, as those elected by God to carry on the obligation to praise. It is this 

smaller group, to whom God has allotted the responsibility to praise, who also have the ability to 

teach others how to do so properly.  

Similarly, Katri Antin has examined the matrix of revelation, election, and praise in 

column 9 of the Hodayot. After reflecting on God’s “allotment” (פלג; v. 18, 20) and judgment (v. 

10) of the service or destiny of both human and divine spirits as well as luminaries and the sea, 

the first-person speaker of this hodayah turns to the reception of wisdom. The speaker is now 

able to bless God according to insight (לפי שכלם יברכוכה; v. 33), presumably denoting an ability 

to appreciate God’s wonders (v. 32), and has received this insight because God opened his ears 

to the wonderful mysteries (v. 23) that are already inscribed on the heavenly tablets (vv. 26-27). 

Here again, God is a “God of knowledge” but the cleansing of the vessel of clay is not an act of 

revelation but one of divine mercy (vv. 33-34).
115

 As with Sir 15:9-10 and 17:6, God created the 

tongue (1QH
a
 9:29-30), presumably for the purpose of praise, but the work of the iniquity by the 

“sons of Adam” (v. 28) has made such an action impossible without God blessing the speaker 

with the insight and ability to do so. As Carol Newsom contends, “Only as the speaker rejects 

any claim of autonomous speech does his discourse receive value. He has standing to speak, not 

																																																								

to Moses at Sinai, yet the Torah as Wisdom finds its origin with God at creation.” See his, Wisdom as a 

Hermeneutical Construct: A Study in the Sapientializing of the Old Testament, BZAW 180; Berlin: de Gruyter, 

1980), 82.  
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because he can demonstrate his righteousness but because of God’s gift of speech.”
116

 One finds 

a similar sentiment in Sir 51:22 where God gives the pious a tongue for the purpose of praise, 

and conversely in some Second Temple creation accounts (Jub. 3:28; Josephus, Ant. 1.41; Philo, 

QG, 1.32) God has the ability to take away speech as well.
117

 

In its conclusion, col. 9 directly addresses the wise who meditate on knowledge rashly (v. 

ונמהרים דעת ;37  and calls on them to learn patience. Antin has observed that in (חכמים ושחי 

addressing the wise, this petition assumes that transmission of knowledge is the domain of the 

sage. In doing so, 1QH
a
 9 mirrors 4QInstruction, as Matthew Goff has also noted, in which the 

speaker is the explicit transmitter of the mystery of creation.
118

 Nevertheless, in placing 

revelation in the language of psalm, the writer also assumes that the proper medium of this 

particular revelation is communal praise.
119

 In other words, the Yaḥad will carry on humanity’s 

creative purpose, but must learn how to do so from the wise. This rhetorical move directly relates 

to Sir 15:9-10 and 39:5-6, 33-35, which also focus on God’s allotment of praise and reflect on 

the creative order. Again, Ben Sira may have disagreed with the instruction of these texts, but he 

utilizes a similar rhetorical technique in legitimating his own authority. Finally, this relationship 
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between praise and wisdom in Sir 14:20-15:10 is particularly poignant in later interpretive 

traditions of the book of Sirach. For example, in the Syriac of 6:31 the disciple’s yoke of wisdom 

becomes a crown of praise ( $8A"A6  1!D(-/ܕܬ ; Also cf. 1:11; 15:6). Similarly, the Greek II 

tradition in 17:8 states “and the elect (εκλεκτοί) shall praise his holy name,” which again makes 

praise the domain of those who have privileged access to God.
120

  

Overall, not only does Ben Sira (and his translators) explicitly connect wisdom with 

Torah, but he also brings praise, and more specifically song (17:27-28) directly into the 

epistemology of the wisdom tradition and the subjectivity of the scribe.
 121

 For Ben Sira and his 

scribal audience the scribe’s embodied subjectivity comes about through a variety of disciplinary 

and pedagogical practices such as the training of the body and the memorization (and 

presumably) copying of scribal maxims. These are practices Ben Sira would have in common 

with a variety of scribal cultures, but he makes praise, prayer, and keeping Torah central 

practices as well. For Ben Sira, these practices create and are at the heart of the scribe’s 

embodied subjectivity. Not only do these practices become a central medium for receiving 

wisdom, but they predispose the scribe for its attainment. In this regard, singing is particularly 

important because for Ben Sira, praise is the primary discourse through which wisdom is 

mediated and received. Finally, if praise is the ultimate goal of life in Ben Sira and the purpose 
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for which God created humanity (e.g., 17:10, 27-28), then it is no accident that he presents his 

strongest theological defense of God in Sir 39:12-35 (and 42:15-43:33) as an act of praise. 

 

4.3 Ben Sira and the Proper Use of the Voice 

 

Before returning to Ben Sira’s depiction of the ideal sage or teacher as a singer of wisdom, it is 

important to note the centrality of speech in general in the book of Sirach (4:23-24; 5:9-6:1; 14:1; 

18:15-19; 19:5-17; 20:1-20; 23:7-15; 25:8; 28:12-26).
122

 Despite Ben Sira’s reliance on Proverbs 

and the commonality of this theme in ANE and biblical literature,
123

 Ben Sira appears to 

emphasize the concern for the “falling” or “slipping” of the tongue more so than other Hebrew 

and ANE instructional texts. In his work on this distinctive feature of the composition, Bradley 

Gregory contends that Ben Sira’s fear of the unnecessary slip of the tongue “appears to represent 

a new element in Jewish sapiential speech ethics.”
124

 Despite Gregory’s excellent observation, he 

only gives cursory attention to the prayer in Sir 22:27-23:6, and most of the discussions on 

speech mentioned above fail to treat this passage at all. For my purposes, this passage is 

particularly salient because it brings to the forefront the centrality and precariousness of speech 

																																																								
122

 For Alexander Di Lella, this topic is so pervasive in Sirach that he contends, “the book contains more 
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for Ben Sira and does so in the form of a communal or authorial prayer, which has several 

parallels with Sir 38:24-39:11 and Sir 14:20-15:10. This passages states as follows:
125

 

LXX Syriac (7a1) 

22:27
 τίς δώσει ἐπὶ στόµα µου φυλακὴν  

       καὶ ἐπι τῶν χειλέων µου σφραγῖδα  

πανοῦργον, 
       ἵνα µὴ πέσω ἀπ᾽ αὐτῶν  
       καὶ ἡ γλῶσσά µου ἀπολέσῃ µε; 
23:1

  κύριε πάτερ καὶ δέσποτα ζωῆς µου,  

       µὴ ἐγκαταλίπῃς µε ἐν βουλῇ αὐτῶν, 
       καὶ µὴ ἀφῇς µε πεσεῖν ἐν αὐτοῖς.  
23:2

  τίς ἐπιστἠσει ἐπὶ τοῦ διανοήµατός µου 

µάστιγας 
       καὶ ἐπὶ τῆς καρδίας µου παιδείαν σοφίας,  
       ἵνα ἐπὶ τοῖς ἀγνοήµασίν µου µὴ φείσωνται 
       καὶ οὐ µὴ παρῇ τὰ ἁµαρτήµατα αὐτῶν,  
23:3

  ὅπως µὴ πληθυνθῶσιν αἱ ἄγνοιαί µου 

       καὶ αἱ ἁµαρτίαι µου πλεονάσωσιν 
       καὶ πεσοῦµαι ἔναντι τῶν ὑπεναντίων 
       καὶ ἐπιχαρεῖταί µοι ὁ ἐχθρός µου. 
23:4

  κύριε πάτερ καὶ θεὲ ζωῆς µου, 

      µετεωρισµὸν ὀφθαλµῶν µὴ δῷς µοι 
23:5

  καὶ ἐπιθυµίαν ἀπόστρεψον ἀπ᾽ ἐµοῦ. 
23:6

  κοιλίας ὄρεξις καὶ συνουσιασµὸς µὴ 

καταλαβέτωσάν µε,  
       καὶ ψυχῇ ἀναιδεῖ µὴ παραδῷς µε.  

 22:27
 O2 Q"H5 ܕ(5 ܐM݁    .

݁
IN(B3 UM(V   

I9P)8$ ܕܐM!݁D ܬܝ(̈&@ O2ܘ  .  

 $݂8A?3 9 #0ܘܢM݁ܕ'8$ ܐ  . 
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23:2
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22:27
 Who will set a guard over my mouth and an effective seal upon my lips so that I may not fall 

because of them and my tongue may not destroy me?
126
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23:1
 O Lord, Father, and Master of my life, do not abandon me to their counsel, and do not permit 

me to fall because of them. 
 

23:2
 Who will place whips over my thoughts and a rod of instruction over my mind (lit. “heart”) 

so that they (i.e., the whips) may not spare me on account of their ignorance, and it (i.e., the 

rod) will not clearly overlook their sins?
127

 
 

23:3
 Otherwise, my ignorance may increase, and my sins abound, and I will fall before my 

adversaries, and my enemy will rejoice over me? 
 

23:4
 O Lord, Father, and God of my life, do not give me brazen eyes,

128 

23:5
 and turn me away from my passion. 

 

23:6
 Do not let gluttony and lust overcome me, and do not deliver me over to shamelessness. 

 

This section has two sense units (Sir 22:27-23:1 and 23:2-6) with Sir 23:2-3, as the center of the 

prayer and the linchpin that connects the concern for the self-control of mouth in the first half of 

the prayer to the concern of self-control of passions in the second half.
129

 This is evident because 

of two factors. First, Ben Sira brackets his desire to avoid ignorance in 23:2c-23:3b with vocative 

addresses to God (23:1, 4), thus placing this concern at the center of his prayer. Second, the 

double repetition of ignorance and sin also demonstrates the centricity of this concern for Ben 

Sira. His pairing of ignorance with sin also accentuates the direness of ignorance.
130

 The inability 

to control one’s tongue and passions demonstrates a scribe’s ignorance of proper bodily behavior 

as well as his sinfulness. In other words, ignorance is the cause of sinfulness, and thus interlinks 
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ὀφθαλµῶν with a sexual connotation, which has the same connotation in Sir 26:9. Furthermore, Calduch-Benages, 

utilizing the work of Ibolya Balla, connects the eyes and sexual desire with Prov 6:25 and 4QWiles (4Q184) 1:13. 

See Ibolya Balla, Ben Sira on Family, Gender, and Sexuality, DCLS 8 (Berlin: de Gruyter, 2011), 52. Finally, 

Calduch-Benages (“Emotions,” 152-54) suggests that ἐπιθυµίαν, κοιλίας ὄρεξις, συνουσιασµὸς, and ψυχῇ ἀναιδεῖ all 

have sexual connotations in this prayer. 

 
129

 I am indebted to Beentjes’ (and Crenshaw’s) division of this prayer into two consistent halves. Cf. 

Pancratius Beentjes, “Sirach 22:27-23:6 in zijn Context,” Bijdragen 39 (1978): 144-51 (145-49); Crenshaw 

“Restraint of Reason,” 94-95. 

 
130

 The chiastic pattern of subject and verb usage in 23:2c-d and 23:3a-b demonstrates that Ben Sira fears 

that a cavalier response (φείσωνται; παρῆ) to his ignorance and sinfulness will lead to their abundance (πληθύνωσιν; 
πλεονάσωσι). Cf. Beentjes, “Sirach 22:27-23:6 in zijn Context,” 145 and Crenshaw “Restraint of Reason,” 94-95. 



	

	

216 

the two together. Similarly, the inability to control one’s sexual desire is a consequence of one’s 

ignorance and sinfulness. One could easily have a natural progression, in which the “slip of the 

tongue” leads one to “fall” (used 3x in the form of the pericope in the LXX) into desire and 

destruction, which Antonino Minissale argues always refers to “the action of the wrong use of 

the tongue, not its consequence.”
131

 

What is at stake for Ben Sira and his scribal audience is their identity. Control of speech 

and passions is a pedagogical process that produces a scribe’s embodied subjectivity through 

disciplinary practices.
132

 Thus failure to gain such control not only demonstrates a scribe’s 

ignorance and sinfulness (23:2c-23:3b), it also places a scribe’s identity in peril. Or as Carol 

Newsom argues with regard to a similar phenomenon in Prov 4:20-27 and 6:12-19, “The various 

parts of the body can represent the whole by synecdoche. The individuals’ subjectivity can be 

seen as invested in each of these parts, any of which has the power to work his ruin.”
133

 In 

response to the body’s ability to place one in peril, Ben Sira creates an emotional appeal through 

prayer that also functions pedagogically to inculcate a subjectivity of vulnerability and 

dependence.
134

 Furthermore, the danger of speech is even more poignant in this prayer through 
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Ben Sira’s use of enemy language, not to a generic human opponent (as it often occurs in 

Psalms), but to his own lips and mouth.
135

 Just as the enemies imperil one’s life and are too 

powerful to overcome without divine assistance, the speech faculties, when misused, place Ben 

Sira’s life in jeopardy. Similarly, the necessity of physical discipline (generally a rod) is a typical 

motif in wisdom literature but the object of this abuse for Ben Sira is not the student but his own 

mind and thoughts.
136

 In Proverbs, it is the earthly teacher who is the “father” to the student, and 

it is his responsibility to use the rod to foster learning and form the student into a person of 

integrity. In this prayer, Ben Sira makes YHWH his sole father and teacher and, in turn, the only 

one who can correctly discipline his body and orient it for the attainment of wisdom. Overall, 

this prayer suggests an intricate relationship between embodiment and knowledge with the 

proper use of the speech faculties as the most salient indicator of a teacher’s prowess.
137

 From 

the examination of Sir 38:24-39:35 and 14:20-15:10, it is clear that this proper use of speech is 

																																																								
135

 Many psalms depict the psalmist in distress caused by enemies and in need of divine rescue (e.g., Pss 

5:9; 27:3; 59:2; 102:9; 143:10). Out of these psalms, Ps 141 is particularly relevant because it depicts the desire for 

YHWH to place a guard over the speaker’s mouth (שיתה יהוה ׁשמרה לפי) in conjunction with the desire for Yahweh 

to provide freedom from the psalmist’s enemies (vv. 6, 9-10).Thus, contra Oesterley and Skehan and Di Lella, the 

unusual usage of the Psalter’s enemy-motif is not an aberration and does not require the transposition of these verses 

after 23:4 so that they more logically follow Ben Sira’s bemoaning of his human adversaries. Cf. W. O. E. 

Oesterley, The Wisdom of Jesus the Son of Sirach or Ecclesiasticus (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 

1912), 150-52. Skehan and Di Lella, Ben Sira, 321. 
 
136

 E.g., Papyrus Lansing; Papyrus Insinger 3:192; 14:26 and Ahiqar 3-4; Prov 10:13; 13:24; 22:15; 23:13-

14; 26:3; 29:15. 

 
137

 One sees a similar concern in the Barkhi Nafshi hymns, particularly in 4Q436 1 I 7-8, which states, 

“You have made my mouth like a sharpened sword and have opened my tongue to the words of holiness; and you 

have placed [. . . ] instruction (or a “bridle”) so that they do not meditate on the actions of the man whose lips are in 

the Pit” ( מוסר בל יהגו בפעולות אדם בשחת שפתיו] . . . [ותשם פי כחרב חדה ולשוני פתחתה לדברי קודש ותשם  ) 

Translation from Tigchelaar and Martínez (Dead Sea Scrolls, 2.915). For the translation of “bridle” and discussion, 

see Moshe Weinfeld and David Seely, “Barkhi Nafshi,” in Qumran Cave 4.XX: Poetical and Liturgical Texts, Part 

2, ed. Esther Chazon et al., DJD 29 (Oxford: Clarendon, 1999), 255-334 (299, 302). Furthermore, col. 2 of 4Q436 

also refers to “brazen eyes” ( עינים זנות ). For a discussion on the embodiment of knowledge in the Barkhi Nafshi 

hymns and its relation to embodiment in other sectarian texts from Qumran, see George J. Brooke, “Body Parts in 

Barkhi Nafshi and the Qualifications for Membership of the Worshipping Community,” in Sapiential, Liturgical and 

Poetical Texts from Qumran, ed. D. Falk et al., 79–94. 
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instruction through praise, which only come via allotment (15:9-10) or a gift from God (39:6). 

Although one’s speech faculties can betray them, through divine intervention and training from 

God one can move from fear of them to using them for the purpose for which God created them 

(17:8-10; 26-27). 

 

4.4 Singers, Sages, and Prophets: Sir 24:1-34 

 

LXX (Σοφίας αἴνεσις) Syriac (7a1) 

24:1 Ἡ σοφία αἰνέσει ψυχὴν αὐτῆς 
 καὶ ἐν µέσῳ λαοῦ αὐτῆς καυχήσεται·  
24:2 ἐν ἐκκλησίᾳ ὑψίστου στόµα αὐτῆς ἀνοίξει 
 καὶ ἔναντι δυνάµεως αὐτοῦ καυχήσεται 
24:3 Ἐγὼ ἀπὸ στόµατος ὑψίστου ἐξῆλθον 
 καὶ ὡς ὁµίχλη κατεκάλυψα γῆν·  
24:4 ἐγὼ ἐν ὑψηλοῖς κατεσκήνωσα,  

 καὶ ὁ θρόνος µου ἐν στύλῳ νεφέλης·  
24:5 γῦρον οὐρανοῦ ἐκύκλωσα µόνη 

 καὶ ἐν βάθει ἀβύσσων περιεπάτησα·  
24:6 ἐν κύµασιν θαλάσσης καὶ ἐν πάσῃ τῇ γῇ 

 καὶ ἐν παντὶ λαῷ καὶ ἔθνει ἡγησάµην.  
24:7 µετὰ τούτων πάντων ἀνάπαυσιν ἐζήτησα 

 καὶ ἐν κληρονοµίᾳ τίνος αὐλισθήσοµαι.  
24:8 τότε ἐνετείλατό µοι ὁ κτίστης ἁπάντων,  
 καὶ ὁ κτίσας µε κατέπαυσεν τὴν σκηνήν 
         µου. 

 καὶ εἶπεν Ἐν Ιακωβ κατασκήνωσον 
 καὶ ἐν Ισραηλ κατακληρονοµήθητι.  
24:9 πρὸ τοῦ αἰῶνος ἀπ᾿ ἀρχῆς ἔκτισέν µε,  
 καὶ ἕως αἰῶνος οὐ µὴ ἐκλίπω.  
24:10 ἐν σκηνῇ ἁγίᾳ ἐνώπιον αὐτοῦ   

ἐλειτούργησα 

 καὶ οὕτως ἐν Σιων ἐστηρίχθην·  
24:11 ἐν πόλει ἠγαπηµένῃ ὁµοίως µε 

κατέπαυσεν,  
 καὶ ἐν Ιερουσαληµ ἡ ἐξουσία µου·  
24:12 καὶ ἐρρίζωσα ἐν λαῷ δεδοξασµένῳ,  

 ἐν µερίδι κυρίου κληρονοµία µου.  
24:13 ὡς κέδρος ἀνυψώθην ἐν τῷ Λιβάνῳ 

 καὶ ὡς κυπάρισσος ἐν ὄρεσιν Αερµων·  
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24:14 ὡς φοῖνιξ ἀνυψώθην ἐν Αιγγαδοις 
 καὶ ὡς φυτὰ ῥόδου ἐν Ιεριχω,  

 ὡς ἐλαία εὐπρεπὴς ἐν πεδίῳ,  

 καὶ ἀνυψώθην ὡς πλάτανος.  
 24:15  ὡς κιννάµωµον καὶ ἀσπάλαθος ἀρωµάτων  
 καὶ ὡς σµύρνα ἐκλεκτὴ διέδωκα εὐωδίαν,  
 ὡς χαλβάνη καὶ ὄνυξ καὶ στακτὴ 

 καὶ ὡς λιβάνου ἀτµὶς ἐν σκηνῇ.  
24:16 ἐγὼ ὡς τερέµινθος ἐξέτεινα κλάδους µου,  

 καὶ οἱ κλάδοι µου κλάδοι δόξης καὶ 
χάριτος.  

24:17 ἐγὼ ὡς ἄµπελος ἐβλάστησα χάριν,  
 καὶ τὰ ἄνθη µου καρπὸς δόξης καὶ 

πλούτου.  
24:19 προσέλθετε πρός µε, οἱ ἐπιθυµοῦντές µου,  

 καὶ ἀπὸ τῶν γενηµάτων µου ἐµπλήσθητε·  
24:20 τὸ γὰρ µνηµόσυνόν µου ὑπὲρ τὸ µέλι 

γλυκύ,  

 καὶ ἡ κληρονοµία µου ὑπὲρ µέλιτος 
κηρίον.  

24:21 οἱ ἐσθίοντές µε ἔτι πεινάσουσιν,  
 καὶ οἱ πίνοντές µε ἔτι διψήσουσιν.  
24:22 ὁ ὑπακούων µου οὐκ αἰσχυνθήσεται,  
 καὶ οἱ ἐργαζόµενοι ἐν ἐµοὶ οὐχ   

ἁµαρτήσουσιν.  
24:23

  Ταῦτα πάντα βίβλος διαθήκης θεοῦ 

ὑψίστου,  

 νόµον ὃν ἐνετείλατο ἡµῖν Μωυσῆς 
κληρονοµίαν συναγωγαῖς Ιακωβ,  

24:25 ὁ πιµπλῶν ὡς Φισων σοφίαν 
 καὶ ὡς Τίγρις ἐν ἡµέραις νέων,  
24:26 ὁ ἀναπληρῶν ὡς Εὐφράτης σύνεσιν 
 καὶ ὡς Ιορδάνης ἐν ἡµέραις θερισµοῦ,  
24:27 ὁ ἐκφαίνων ὡς φῶς παιδείαν,  
 ὡς Γηων ἐν ἡµέραις τρυγήτου.  
24:28 οὐ συνετέλεσεν ὁ πρῶτος γνῶναι αὐτήν,  
 καὶ οὕτως ὁ ἔσχατος οὐκ ἐξιχνίασεν 

αὐτήν·  
24:29 ἀπὸ γὰρ θαλάσσης ἐπληθύνθη διανόηµα 

αὐτῆς  
        καὶ ἡ βουλὴ αὐτῆς ἀπὸ ἀβύσσου µεγάλης.  
24:30 Κἀγὼ ὡς διῶρυξ ἀπὸ ποταµοῦ 

 καὶ ὡς ὑδραγωγὸς ἐξῆλθον εἰς 
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παράδεισον·  
24:31 εἶπα Ποτιῶ µου τὸν κῆπον 
 καὶ µεθύσω µου τὴν πρασιάν·  
 καὶ ἰδοὺ ἐγένετό µοι ἡ διῶρυξ εἰς 

ποταµόν,  
        καὶ ὁ ποταµός µου ἐγένετο εἰς θάλασσαν.  
24:32 ἔτι παιδείαν ὡς ὄρθρον φωτιῶ 

 καὶ ἐκφανῶ αὐτὰ ἕως εἰς µακράν·  
24:33  ἔτι διδασκαλίαν ὡς προφητείαν ἐκχεῶ 

 καὶ καταλείψω αὐτὴν εἰς γενεὰς αἰώνων.  
24:34 ἴδετε ὅτι οὐκ ἐµοὶ µόνῳ ἐκοπίασα,  

ἀλλἀ πασιν τοῖς ἐκζητοῦσιν αὐτήν.  
 

24:1
 Wisdom will praise herself and in the midst of her people, she will boast.

138
  

24:2
 In the assembly of the Most High she will open her mouth, and before his power, she will 

boast.
139

 
24:3

 I came forth from the mouth of the Most High and like mist I covered the earth. 
24:4

 I encamped in the heights and my throne in a pillar of cloud. 
24:5 

A circle of sky, I encircled alone, and in the depth of abysses I walked. 
24:6

 Over the waves of the sea, over all the earth, and every people and nation, I have held 

dominion.
140

 
24:7

 With all these I sought rest for myself. And in what inheritance should I settle? 
24:8

 Then the one who created all things commanded me, and the one who created me pitched my 

tent. And he said, “In Jacob, encamp, and in Israel, let your inheritance be.”  
24:9

 From before the ages, from the beginning, he created me, and until the age, I will never 

fail.
141

 
24:10

 In the holy tent, I ministered before him, and thus in Zion I was firmly set. 
24:11

 And in the city that is beloved (to him) as I am,
142

 I rested, and in Jerusalem was my 

authority. 
24:12

 I took root among a glorified people, in the portion of the Lord is my inheritance. 

																																																								
138

 Translation with slight adaptions (see notes) from ed., Pietersma and Wright, A New English 

Translation of the Septuagint (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2007). 

 
139

 The Syriac here (“his armies”) confirms Smend’s suggestion (Weisheit, 216) that Wisdom is before the 

heavenly people of God and not Israel at this point in the hymn. 

 
140

 The Syriac (!B'!݁/ܐ ) and Latin (primatum habui) assume ἠγησάµην over the LXX’s ἐκτησάµην, 
which Ziegler (Sapientia, 237) and some commentaries (Smend, Weisheit, 217; Peters, Das Buch, 198) have 

followed. 

 
141

 Both Syriac (OB-3 $8' ) and Latin (non desinam) agree in reading “not cease,” which is probably a 

preferable reading over the LXX. Smend, Weisheit, 218. 

 
142

 The Syriac has the correct sense here in its interpretation, which I have rendered here. The LXX 

literally states, “In the beloved city, like me, he rested” or “put me to rest.” Also, the phrase “he rested” in the Syriac 

and Latin is preferable over the Greek “he rested.” See Smend, Weisheit, 218.  
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24:13
 Like a cedar I was raised up in Lebanon and like a cypress in the mountains of Hermon. 

24:14 
Like a palm I was raised up in En Gedi, and like rosebushes in Jericho and a beautiful olive 

tree in a plain, and I was raised up like a plane tree (beside water). 
24:15

 Like cinnamon and camel’s thorn for spices and like choice myrrh I gave forth a fragrance, 

like galbanum and onycha and stacte and like the smoke of incense in the tabernacle.  
24:16

 I, like a terebinth, stretched out my branches and my branches are branches of glory and 

grace. 
24:17 

I, like a vine, sprouted favor and my blossoms were the fruit of glory and riches. 
24:19

 Come to me you who desire me, and from my produce be filled. 
24:20

 For my memory is sweet beyond honey and my memory beyond a honeycomb of honey. 
24:21 

Those who eat me will still be hungry, and those who drink me will still be thirsty. 
24:22

 Those who obey me will not be ashamed, and those who work with me will not sin. 
24:23

 All these are the book of the covenant of the Most High God. The Law which Moses 

commanded us, an inheritance for the gatherings of Jacob. 
24:25 

It fills wisdom like the Pishon and like the Tigris in the days of new things.  
24:26 

It makes understanding overflow like the Euphrates and like the Jordan in the days of 

harvest.
143

  
24:27

 It shines forth education like the Nile,
144

 like the Gihon in days of gathering 
24:28

 The first man did not finish knowing her and thus the last did not search for her. 
24:29 

For her thought was filled from the sea and her council from the great abyss. 
24:30

 And I like a canal from a river and like an aqueduct went out into an orchard (lit. “garden” 

or “paradise”). 
24:31

 I said, “I will water my garden, and I will drench my flower bed.” And see the canal turned 

into a river for me and my river turned into a sea. 
24:32

 Still I will make instruction enlighten like dawn and I will shine them forth to far off. 
24:33

 Still I will pour out teaching in prophecy,
145

 and I will leave it for generations of eternity.  
24:34

 See that I have not toiled for myself alone, but for all who seek her out.  
 

Turning now to the longest poem on wisdom in the book, it should come as no surprise that 

when Wisdom, personified as a woman, speaks it also does so in the language of song. When 

examined in relation to Sir 38:24-39:35 and 14:20-15:10, several parallels are readily apparent. 

Most importantly, is the emphasis in grounding of praise in creation. Wisdom coming from the 

																																																								
143

 I agree with Smend (Weisheit, 222.) in following the Syriac “to overflow” over the Greek “to supply.”  

 
144

 While the Greek and Syriac both read “light” here (φῶς; I03ܪ ), the original Hebrew was probably 

“Nile” (יאור). At some point an error entered the text, “light” (אור), which makes sense given that the poem uses 

both water and light imagery to convey revelation. Skehan and Di Lella, Ben Sira, 330; Segal,  ,השלם	150 ,146; 

Goff, “Garden s of Knowledge.” A similar confusion occurs in Amos 8:8, see Smend, Weisheit, 222 and Peters, Das 

Buch, 204. 

 
145

 The translation “in prophecy” follows the Syriac in light of 11Q5. See below.  
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mouth of God (v. 3) may be an allusion to Proverbs 8, but the reference to covering the earth like 

mist (v. 3), dominion (v. 6), and rest (v. 7) allude, at least conceptually, to the first creation 

account in Gen 1:1-2:3.
146

 As with the accounts of praise mentioned above, creation is also 

linked to election, but here the election of Israel is even more specific: Sir 24:8 states, “In Jacob, 

encamp, and in Israel, let your inheritance be.’” Verses 10-12 make clear that this “resting place” 

for the inheritance of wisdom is in Jerusalem. This transition from the heavenly sanctuary to the 

temple ties this pericope together and accentuates the centrality of the temple in bringing creation 

and election together.
147

 This allusion to the temple also allows Ben Sira to easily transition into 

horticultural metaphors and allusions to Eden from the second creation account (Gen 2:4-3:24) 

because both the priesthood and the temple were often discussed in the Second Temple period 

with garden metaphors.
148

 

																																																								
146

 Ben Sira also utilizes terminology from the second creation account in Genesis as well as incense in the 

temple. For an elaborate discussion of Ben Sira’s use of wording and metaphors from Genesis and Exodus in Sirach 

24, see Sheppard, Wisdom as a Hermeneutical Construct, 19-72; Maurice Gilbert, “Ben Sira, Reader of Genesis 1-

11,” in Intertextual Studies in Ben Sira and Tobit: Essays in Honor of Alexander A. Di Lella, O.F.M., ed. J. Corley 

and V. Skemp, CBQMS 38 (Washington, D.C.: The Catholic Biblical Association of America, 2005), 89-99 (93-94). 

 
147

 As Maurice Gilbert contends regarding Sir 24, “le Temple comme point central.” See his, “L'éloge de la 

Sagesse (Siracide 24),” RTL 5 (1974): 326-48 (330). 

 
148

 Ben Sira also may have in mind here the reference to wisdom as a “tree of life” (Prov 3:18), which by 

his time period had already been connected to the Garden of Eden. Martti Nissinen, “Wisdom as Mediatrix in Sirach 

24: Ben Sira, Love Lyrics, and Prophecy,” in Of God(s), Trees, Kings, and Scholars: Neo-Assyrian and Related 

Studies in Honour of Simo Parpola, ed. M. Luukko et al. (Helsinki: Finnish Oriental Society, 2009), 377-90 (380). 

For a recent study of this theme in relation to 4QInstruction, the Treatise on Two Spirits, the Hodayot, the Songs of 

the Sabbath Sacrifice, and the Songs of the Sage, see Montgomery, “A Stream from Eden.” Also cf., Ezek 28:12-19; 

Jub. 3:8-14; 8:19, 1QS 4:23; 4Q174 3:6; 4Q265 7:11-17. In other scholarly literature, cf. Jon D. Levenson, Sinai and 

Zion: An Entry into the Jewish Bible (Minneapolis: Winston Press, 1985), 128-33; Gordon J. Wenham, “Sanctuary 

Symbolism in the Garden of Eden Story,” in I Studied Inscriptions from before the Flood: Ancient Near Eastern 

Literary and Linguistic Approaches to Genesis 1-11, ed. Richard S. Hess and David Toshio Tsumura (Winona Lake, 

IN: Eisenbrauns, 1994), 399-404; Martha Himmelfarb, “The Temple and the Garden of Eden in Ezekiel, the Book of 

Watchers, and the Wisdom of ben Sira,” in Sacred Places and Profane Spaces: Essays in the Geographics of 

Judaism, Christianity, and Islam, ed. Jamie Scott and Paul Simpson-Housley, CSR 30 (New York: Greenwood, 

1991), 63–78; George J. Brooke, “Miqdash Adam, Eden and the Qumran Community,” in Gemeinde ohne 

Tempel/Community without Temple: Zur Substituierung und Transformation des Jerusalemer Tempels und seines 

Kults im Alten Testament, antiken Judentum und frühen Christentum, ed. Beate Ego, Armin Lange, and Peter 

Pilhofer, WUNT 2/118 (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 1999), 285-301; Terje Stordalen, Echoes of Eden: Genesis 2-3 

and Symbolism of the Eden Garden in Biblical Hebrew Literature (Belgium: Peeters, 2000), 419-421; Lawrence 
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Along with the merging of temple, election, and creation in the personification of 

Wisdom, Sirach 24 concludes with Ben Sira using similar garden metaphors to legitimate his 

own authority (Sir 24:30-34): 

30 
And I, like a canal from a river and like an aqueduct went out into an orchard (εἰς 
παράδεισον). 31 

I said, “I will water my garden, and I will drench my flower bed.” And 

see the canal turned into a river for me and my river turned into a sea. 
32

 Still I will 

make instruction enlighten like dawn (παιδείαν ὡς ὄρθρον), and I will shine them forth to 

far off.
33

 Still I will pour out teaching like prophecy (ὡς προφητείαν)/in prophecy 

 .and I will leave it for generations of eternity ,( #%-")ܬ1)
34

 See that I have not toiled 

for myself alone (οὐκ ἐµοὶ µόνῳ ἐκοπίασα), but for all who seek her (i.e., wisdom) out.  

 

In the previous section, the Torah is the mythical waters that cultivate the garden of Wisdom, 

envisioned as a tall tree with all-encompassing branches and abundant fruit (24:14, 16-18).
149

  

Like the Torah in v. 27, here it is Ben Sira’s instruction that “shines forth” (ἐκφαίνω). In this 

rhetorical turn, Ben Sira is now both the gardener and the irrigating waters themselves. 

Παράδεισος refers no longer to Eden (v.30), but Ben Sira’s own garden. As Michael Fishbane has 

shown, water imagery often symbolizes Torah or other forms of revealed knowledge (1 En. 48:1 

“well of righteousness”). Furthermore, several Second Temple texts utilize planting imagery as 

symbol for divine election (cf. 1 En. 93:5; Jub. 16:26; 1QS 8:5; 11:8; CD 1:7-8; 1QapGen 6:1; 

																																																								

Stager, “Jerusalem as Eden,” BAR 26 (May/June 2000): 36-47, 66; Goff, “Gardens of Knowledge,” in Pedagogy in 

Early Judaism, ed. Hogan et al., 171-94. 

 
149

 As Wright contends (“Torah and Sapiential Pedagogy,” 157–86), for Ben Sira, “Torah” was a much 

more “malleable concept” that incorporated the location of Wisdom par excellence in a book, (Sir 24:23) quite 

fluidly with the tradition of the sages and the wisdom of the cosmos. In Sirach 24, Ben Sira seems to merge all three. 

Torah denotes instruction from the cosmos, in written books (presumably the Pentateuch), and instruction (torah) 

from inspired teachers. Matthew Goff (“Gardens of Knowledge,” 173, n. 7) mentions a relevant parallel from 

chapter 6 of ʾAbot de-Rabbi Nathan [A]: “And let him (a student) not sit in your presence on the couch or stool or 

bench. Instead let him set before you on the ground.  And every single word which comes forth from your mouth let 

him take in with awe, fear, dread, and trembling—the way our fathers received (the Torah) from Mount Sinai: with 

awe, fear, dread, and trembling.” Also, cf. Greg Schmidt Goering (Wisdom’s Root Revealed: Ben Sira and the 

Election of Israel, SJSJ 139 [Leiden: Brill, 2009], 93-96) who makes a helpful distinction between “general 

wisdom” and “special wisdom” in the book of Sirach, and Claudia Camp (Ben Sira and the Men, 156, 166) who 

relates Ben Sira’s location of Lady Wisdom in a book to his anxiety over wives and daughters. 
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4Q433a 2:2-9; 4Q418 81:13).
150

 Here Ben Sira is the conduit of both election and revelation. 

Those who want to become wise can do so only through the instruction he provides. 

While several scholars have made similar observation regarding Sirach 24, not many 

have taken seriously its presentation as a song. First, this passage has the title the “Praise of 

Wisdom” (Σοφίας αἴνεσις) in the LXX, which may not necessarily be representative of Ben Sira’s 

intent, but it at least provides evidence for how the Greek translator understood this passage. If 

this title originated from Ben Sira’s grandson, then this title may also suggest how the Hebrew of 

Sirach 24 functioned for Ben Sira’s students.  

Second, in light of parallels between Sir 24:14-19 and the wisdom hymn in 39:12-14 

where Ben Sira also portrays his teaching as plants by a flowing stream, it seems fruitful to 

suggest that his portrayal of the authoritative voice of Wisdom and the teacher in Sirach 24 is 

also one of song (shared terms are: πληρόω; βλαστέω; ῥόδον φύω; λίβανος; ὀσµή; ἄνθος).151
 

Regarding the relationship between Sirach 24 and 39, Alex Jassen suggests, “Ben Sira seems to 

identify himself as an example of the ideal sage described in chapter thirty-nine.”
152

 As noted 

above, the ideal sage is not only a pious student and teacher of Torah but also a composer and 

singer of wisdom songs such as the one in 39:12-35. In this case, however, I do not see Sir 24 as 

																																																								
150

 Cf. Michael Fishbane, “The Well of Living Water: A Biblical Motif and its Ancient Transformations,” 

in Shaʿarei Talmon: Studies in the Bible, Qumran, and the Ancient Near East presented to Shemaryahu Talmon (eds. 

M. Fishbane and E. Tov; Winona Lake: Eisenbrauns, 1992), 3-16. For more on the plant metaphor in Second 

Temple Judaism, cf. Loren T. Stuckenbruck, “The Plant Metaphor in Its Inner-Enochic and Early Jewish Context,” 

in Enoch and Qumran Origins: New Light on a Forgotten Connection (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2005), 210–12 and 

idem, “The Lamech Narrative in the Genesis Apocryphon (1QapGen) and Birth of Noah (4QEnoch
c
 ar): A 

Tradition-Historical Study,” in Ameraica Qumranica: Proceedings of the Conference on the Aramaic Texts from 

Qumran in Aixen-Provence 30 June-2 July 2008, STDJ 94, ed. Katell Berthelot and Daniel Stökl Ben Ezra (Leiden: 

Brill 2010), 253-75. Interestingly, Aphrahat uses a similar garden metaphor to refer to the transmission of orthodoxy 

in Demonstration 23. 
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 For the relationship between Sirach 39, 24 and 33:16-19, see Liesen, Full of Praise, 172-74. 
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 Jassen, Mediating the Divine, 312. 
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a model song intended for student memorization or recitation. Instead of a model song, Sirach 24 

is a tour de force of poetic allusions that rhetorically and emotionally foster awe in Ben Sira 

himself. In this vein, I suggest that Sirach 24 originally functioned for Ben Sira as a grandiose 

performance complete with accompaniment to the lyre (39:15; 47:9) and with meter (על קו), 

which would allow him to mirror the example of David and the patriarchs of old (Sir 44:5; 47:8-

10).  

If such a performance took place at a symposium or banquet (see the discussion of 32:3-

6; 40:21 above) in which hymns (skolion) were often present or a public festival, then perhaps 

this performance served a “recruiting pitch” for prospective students in order to encourage them 

to train with Ben Sira instead of a competing wisdom teacher. An example of such a “recruiting 

pitch” occurs at the conclusion of Sirach in its present form in Sir 51:23-30. Here, interestingly 

enough, Ben Sira (or one of his students) encourages the reader to come to his “house of 

instruction” (v. 23) and acquire riches through him (v. 28), which are two verses often noted by 

Sirach scholarship and scholarship on Israelite education in general. What is often overlooked is 

that the next verse (v. 29) asks the reader to not be ashamed of his songs (51:28 ;בשירתי) and 

concludes in MS B and the Syriac with a benediction of praise.
153

 Even if MS B is a retroversion 

of the Syriac’s ܝ!D(-/!# , its use of the feminine plural of שיר parallels 39:15, and again suggests 

that songs were a component of Ben Sira’s instruction. Perhaps Sirach 24 is such a song. As we 

saw in Chapter Two, Damon and the sophists often utilized music, and Plato even accused them 

of couching their teaching in song (Lach. 180d; Prot. 316e, 318e). The charisma and mass-

following of the sophists were legendary, and Plato, even compares them to Orpheus due to their 

																																																								
153

 Furthermore, even the LXX mentions acquiring gold through wisdom, which one would receive in Ben 

Sira’s “school,” and it also requests for the reader to not be ashamed of praise (µὴ αἰσχυνθείητε ἐν αἰνέσει αὐτοῦ). 
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ability to charm with the voice (Prot. 315a), which may be a reference to the sophists as 

“conduit(s) of charismatic speech.”
154

 We also examined the amalgamation of poet, politician, 

and performer in the presocratic tradition of the Seven Sages whom Richard Martin suggests 

inhabit these roles “at one and the same time.”
155

 Particularly, interesting is the depiction of 

Solon as a poet and singer in Diog. Laert. 1.61, where Solon also provides instruction in singing 

with similar terms to Sir 39:15: “Sing like this.” (ὧδε δ᾽ ἄιεδε). According to Martin, these sages 

utilized symbolic acts as a demonstration of their wisdom and many Greek traditions depict them 

(and other singers and sophoi) in competition with one another during Panhellenic festivals and 

banquet settings (e.g., Plutarch, Symposium of the Seven Sages).
156

 Thus, there is precedence for 

other ancient teachers utilizing music as a vehicle of instruction, particularly as a means of 

publicly demonstrating their wisdom and superiority to other sages. Ben Sira is following this 

precedence, and his use of music allows him to accentuate his inspired status. 

Third, if the personification of Wisdom, particularly in 24:1-9 relates to the cult of Isis or 

the Canaanite Mother Goddess, as several scholars have contended, it is important to recall that 

this goddess often appeared iconographically in the Israelite cult in relation to music, specifically 

the drums and more importantly, the lyre (see Chapter Three).
157

 In this regard, Martti Nissinen 

has demonstrated that Sir 24:13-20 has robust parallels with the Song of Songs and ANE love 
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 For the charisma of the sophists, see Håkan Tell, “Sages at the Games: Intellectual Displays and 

Dissemination of Wisdom in Ancient Greece,” ClAnt 26 (2007): 249-75 (255-57, 266). 
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 Martin, “The Seven Sages as Performers,” in Cultural Poetics, ed. Dougherty and Kurke, 121. Another 

example of competing wisdom teachers is the debate between Just and Unjust Discourse in Aristophanes’s Clouds. 
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 Ibid., 123. Martin (p. 124) also contends that “agonistic behavior” “motivates the corporate 

representation of sages.” For the Panhellenic centers as meeting places for the sophists and its root in the Seven 

Sages, see Tell, “Sages at the Games,” 252-60. 
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 For the relationship between Sirach 24 and Isis, cf. W. L. Knox, “The Divine Wisdom, JTS 38 (1937): 

230-37; Hans Conzelmann,	“The Mother of Wisdom,” in The Future of Our Religious Past, ed. J. M. Robinson 

(New York: Harper, 1971) 230-43; Marböck, Weisheit im Wandel, 49-54; Collins, Jewish Wisdom, 49-50. 
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songs, and thus Ben Sira may be re-appropriating older “love song” traditions for his own 

purposes.
158

 Furthermore, the predominance of “love songs” at banquets and as educational texts, 

which we examined in Chapter Two, provide another helpful model for the use of Sirach 24 in 

both settings.
159

 

Fourth, if one imagines Sirach 24 as something Ben Sira sung, then, it complements his 

prophetic claim.
160

 The movement of wisdom in the hymn from God to Jerusalem to Ben Sira 

reverses the prophetic assent to the divine council. Now, the divine council comes to him.
161

 This 

claim to prophetic inspiration is even stronger in the Syriac of 24:33, which reads, “in prophecy” 

 and treats כ instead of “like prophecy” (ὡς προφητείαν). Whereas the Greek reads a ( #%-")ܬ1)

Ben Sira’s prophetic claim as a simile, the Syriac’s reading of  makes Ben Sira’s prophetic ב 

inspiration explicit and suggests that both the content of Ben Sira’s teaching and his authority as 

a teacher is akin to the activity of the ancient prophets. As we examined in Chapter Three, 

prophets often utilized music (1 Sam 10:5; Isa 5:1-7; Hab 3:19; Ezek 33:32) with Elisha refusing 

to prophesy without musical accompaniment (2 Kgs 3:15). This musical aspect of prophecy was 

																																																								
158

 For example, the parallelism of cedar and cypress in Sir 24:13 also occurs in Song 1:17, Lebanon and 

Hermon appear together in Song 4:8, with the former being a frequent term throughout Song of Songs (Song 3:9; 

4:11, 15; 7:5), and the statement “Like a palm I was raised up in En Gedi” in Sir 24:14 recalls motifs from several 

passages in Song of Songs (cf. 1:14; 2:3; 7:8-9). Furthermore, the cinnamon and myrrh in Ben Sira’s catalogue of 

spices in 24:15 also occur in the catalogue of spices in Song 4:14. Nissinen, “Wisdom as Mediatrix,” 380-84. For 

other comparisons between Sirach 24 and Song of Songs, see Marko Marttila, Foreign Nations in the Wisdom of 

Ben Sira: A Jewish Sage between Opposition and Assimilation, DCLS 13 (Berlin: de Gruyter, 2012), 107. 
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 Furthermore, the famous harper’s song to Antef, which we examined in Chapter Two, seems to be 

something that was performed publically but could also be used as a school exercise. 
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 For treatments of Ben Sira’s prophetic claim in Sir 24:30-34, see Perdue, “Ben Sira and the Prophets,” 
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carried on by the Levitical singers who were often thought of as having prophetic inspiration 

precisely because of their musical acumen (1 Chron 25:1-8; 2 Chron 29:25-30). It is also 

important to note that the Levitical singers also served as teachers of Torah (2 Chron 17:7-8; 

34:12-13; Neh 8:9), and I have argued above that they serve as a model both for Ben Sira and the 

teaching office of the maskil in the Dead Sea Scrolls. Thus, if one imagines Ben Sira singing or 

performing this hymn in Sir 24, presumably with a lyre (see 39:15) then his musical acumen 

would be a signal to his audience of his prophetic inspiration. In this regard, prophecy takes on a 

similar role to the Muses in Hesiod’s Works and Days and other Greek works where (Ion 534e), 

the poet channels the Muses (Works and Days 1-5). Like Hesiod who specifies that the Muses 

taught him how to sing hymns (ll. 660-62), Ben Sira can claim inspiration to sing from Lady 

Wisdom.
162

 Instead of entering the divine counsel to receive God’s message, Sirach 24 depicts 

Wisdom coming down from God and entering the sage who then reveals his channeling of the 

Wisdom of God through song. Through singing, Ben Sira reveals his inspired status and his 

inspired speech is recognized as such, through its musical quality. 

 As alluded to above, the depiction of a scribe with musical acumen and prophetic 

authority occurs most poignantly in “David’s Compositions” from 11Q5. Because of its close 

similarity to Sir 24:30-34, I will now explore this work in full.  

 2 ויהו דודי בן ישי חכם ואור כאור השמש סופר

 vacat ונבון ותמים בכול דרכיו לפני אל ואנשים ויתן
3 

 vacat לו יהוה רוח נבונה ואורה ויכתוב תהלים
4 

 
 שלושת אלפים ושש מאות ושיר לשורר לפני המזבח על עולת 

5 

 6 התמיד לכול יום ויום לכול ימי השנה ארבעה וששים ושלוש

																																																								
162

 Hesiod states, “Then I dedicated to the Heliconian Muses, where they first set me upon the path of 

clear-sounding song. This is as much experience of many-bolted ships as I have acquired; yet even so I shall speak 

forth the mind of aegis-holding Zeus, for the Muses taught me to sing an inconceivable hymn.” (Most, LCL). Plato 

states, “The finest song we have, simply—as he says himself—‘an invention of Muses.’ For the god as it seems to 

me intended him to be a sign to us that we should not waver or doubt that these fine poems are not humans or the 

work of men, but divine and the work of gods; and that the poets are merely the interpreters of the gods, according 

as each is possessed by one of the heavenly powers” (Lamb, LCL). 
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 מאות לקורבן השבתות שנים והמשים שיר ולקורבן ראשי
7 

 החודשים ולכול ימי המועדות ולים הכפורים שלושים שיר
8 

 9 ויהי כול השיר אשר דבר ששה וא(ר)בעים וארבע מאות ושיר

 לנגן על הפגועים ארבעה ויהי הכול ארבעת אלפים וחמשים
10 

vacat כול אלה דבר בנבואה אשר נתן לו מלפני העליון 
11 

 

2
 And David, son of Jesse, was wise, and luminous like the light of the sun, and a scribe,  

3
 [Space] and discerning, and perfect in all his paths before God and men. And 

4 
[Space] YHWH gave him a discerning and enlightened spirit. And he wrote psalms: 

5 
three thousand six hundred; and songs to be sung before the altar over the whole-burnt 

6 
tamid offering every day, for all the days of the year: three hundred 

7 
and sixty-four; and for the Sabbath offerings: fifty-two songs; and for the offerings of 

the first day of  
8 
the months, and for all the days of the festivals, and for the Day of Atonement: thirty 

songs.  
9
 And all the songs which he spoke were four hundred and forty-six. And songs 

10
 to perform over the possessed: four. The total was four thousand and fifty.  

11 
All these he spoke through prophecy which had been given to him from before the 

Most High [Space].
163

 

 

This passage opens by extolling David’s wisdom (חכם) and discernment (2 ;נבונהx) as well as 

giving him the title סופר or scribe, and it ends by equating his writings to prophecy (בנבואה). As 

examined in Chapter Three, David’s words (דבר) already became a source of authority in 

Chronicles when Hezekiah reforms the liturgy in accordance with the “words of David and 

Asaph the seer” (בדברי דויד ואסף החזה). While the phrase “David’s words” are likely an allusion 

to “David’s Last Words” (דברי דוד האחרנים) in 2 Sam 23:1, which calls itself an “oracle of 

David” (נאם דוד), it is also important to note that Hezekiah’s reform in 2 Chron 29:30 already 

pairs David’s words with a prophetic figure. 11Q5 27:2-11 appears to build on the allusions to 

David’s words as prophecy in 2 Samuel and Chronicles by making their textualization and 

inspirational quality explicit. It does so by officially making him a scribe, which is a term most 

often reserved in the scrolls for Enoch, who himself was prophetic-like via his interpretation of 
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 Translation from Mroczek, Literary Imagination, 42, except for lines 5-6 where I prefer the translation 

of James Sanders (Psalms Scroll, 92) in DSD 4. 
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dreams (4 ;ספר פרשאQ530 2 ii 14; cf. 4Q203 8:4). Like Enoch who arranges the calendrical 

order, David collects songs and arranges their proper liturgical order, in this case the solar one 

over the lunar, and as a scribe, he also serves a model of piety (תמים).
164

 Rather than being an 

explicit claim for authorship or colophon to 11Q5, by calling David a סופר, this passage doubles 

down on “David’s exemplary scribal activity and identity,” and it does so by making him both 

wise (חכם) and a divinely inspired figure (בנבואה).
165

 Also, relevant in this regard is the number 

4,050 for the sum total of David’s psalms, which not only has cosmological and calendrical 

significance, but also appears to “trump the 4,005 sayings of Solomon in 1 Kings 5.”
166

 When 

read together with 1 Kings 5, this intertextual allusion in “David’s Compositions” appears to 

transfer the wisdom of Solomon to David and replaces the manifestation of Solomon’s wisdom 

in proverbs and songs with solely liturgical categories. “David’s Compositions” also accentuates 

the idea of song composition as a demonstration of one’s wisdom, which I explored above in this 

chapter as well as in Chapter Three in relation Solomon and the figure of the maskil. Overall, 

“David’s Composition” creates an image of a scribe or sage who reveals his wisdom and inspired 

status through the collection and production of songs.
167
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 Mroczek, “Moses, David and Scribal,” in Significance of Sinai, ed. Brooke et al., 107. For David as a 

model of piety and an attempt to excuse his adultery as ignorance, see CD5:5-6; 4QMMT
e
 14 ii 1-2. Also, the 

reference to David’s “light like the light of the sun” may be an allusion to Ps 19:2-6, which would also bring 

David’s scribal identity into the realm of Torah piety. Jain, Psalmen oder Psalter, 261-62. 
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 Mroczek, “Moses, David and Scribal,” in Significance of Sinai, ed. Brooke et al., 107.  
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 Mroczek, Literary Imagination, 42-43. 

 
167

 The equation of scribes with prophets is not unique to this passage. For example, Schams points to the 

Tg. Ps.-Jon. 1 Sam 10:10. Schams, Jewish Scribes, 245-47. Similarly, the targum to v. 5 also replaces the prophets 

altogether and changes their prophetic frenzy to an act of scribal praise, which includes musical instruments. 

Interestingly, this text also changes the double-pipe to a cymbal. 

 

 נחתין ספריא סיעת ותערע לקרתא לתמן כמיעלך ויהי פלשתאי אסטרטיגי דתמן דיי ארונא דבה לגבעתא תהך כין בתר

משבחין ואנון וכנרין וצלצלין ותפין נבלין וקדמיהון סחרותאמבית א   

 



	

	

231 

 This passage has several parallels with the portrait of the teacher in Sirach 24. Like 

David, Ben Sira collects and creates songs, but it is important to note that both David in 11Q5 27 

and Ben Sira in Sirach 24 use the term prophecy in a similar manner. Rather than predicting the 

future or castigating Israel for its sins, David’s and Ben Sira’s prophetic speech refer to the 

scribe’s revelation and inspiration, with the Syriac of Sir 24:33 mirroring 11Q25 27:11 almost 

verbatim (ܬ1 ;בנבואה("-%# ).
168

 As I have argued above regarding the parallel between Sir 

39:14-15, and the eulogy of David in the Praise of the Ancestors in Sir 47:8-10, for Ben Sira, 

David serves as a type for scribal piety. Ben Sira copies this type by collecting his own songs and 

presenting his own authority as a revelatory song.
169

   

Another helpful point of comparison with Sirach 24:30-34 is the speaker in the Teacher 

Hymns of the Dead Sea Scrolls. As I demonstrated in Chapter Three, the maskil legitimates his 

authority and transmits heavenly knowledge through the language of song. The hymn that begins 

in line 5 of column 16 is such an example. In this song of thanksgiving ( אדוני אודכה ) the speaker 

places himself near a “source of stream” ( נוזלים במקור ) in a garden with “trees of life” (עצי חיים) 

and a holy (קודש) and eternal shoot (למטעת עולם) at the gardens center. This shoot springs forth 

into a plant of truth (למטע אמת) whose mysteries (רז) are concealed (11-12 ;סותר) by a “whirling 

																																																								

“Afterwards, you will come to the hill (or Gibeah) where the ark of YHWH is and the commanders of the 

Philistines are. And it will happen when you enter the village there, you will meet a company of scribes 

descending from the banquet hall and before them (will be) thin lyres and drums and cymbals and thick 

lyres and they (will be) singing praise.” 
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 The fact that Ben Sira sees himself in a chain of tradition dependent on the prophets who have come 

before him is evident from the “gleaners after grapes” metaphor in Sir 33:16. Jeremy Corley, “Searching for 

Structure and Redaction in Ben Sira: An Investigation of Beginnings and Endings,” in Wisdom of Ben Sira, ed. 

Passaro and Bellia, 21-47 (30). In this passage, Ben Sira describes himself as a gatherer of grapes and filler (πληρόω) 

of winepresses who toils not just for himself (οὐκ ἐµοὶ µόνῳ ἐκοπίασα) but for all who seek instruction (ἀλλὰ πᾶσιν 
τοῖς ζητοῦσιν παιδείαν). 
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flame of fire” (להט אש מתהפכת), which evokes the imagery of Gen 3:24.
170

 The speaker in this 

passage contends that his words ( גשם כיורה בפי שמתה  ) irrigate the garden and bubbles up the 

hidden things ( בסתר מחובאים יביעו ) to the surface until it becomes an eternal Eden ( לעדן עולם ). 

By his hand the garden is cultivated ( מקורם פתחתה בידי ) and the removal of his hands ( יד אשיב ) 

brings about thorns and thistles ( ודרדר קוץ ). Like Ben Sira, the “I” in Column 16 represents 

someone who mediates knowledge to the community directly and is essential for its proper 

cultivation. As Matthew Goff has suggested when comparing the horticulture imagery in column 

16 with Ben Sira,  

The garden metaphor bolsters the perspective that the knowledge conveyed by the teacher 

has the status of revelation . . . . The garden represents the pedagogical space in which 

students learn from teachers who possess exceptional knowledge. It is a heterotopic site 

of self-formation, in which the student acquires learning and prospers.
171

 

 

Building on Goff’s work, it is important, for my purposes, that both texts use the language of 

song. Ben Sira’s imagined garden occurs in a hymn to wisdom, and the pedagogical garden in 

the Hodayot is a component of a Teacher Hymn. Therefore, if the garden imagery is a common 

educational trope, as Goff has suggested, not only is the garden a symbol of pedagogy but the 

pedagogy in these Second Temple texts is also sung. Besides using hymnic language, I argued in 

Chapter Three that 1QH
a
 is likely a scroll that was utilized by the maskil for performance to 
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 Goff, “Gardens of Knowledge,” in Pedagogy in Early Judaism, ed. Hogan et al., 185 and Hughes, 

Scriptural Allusions, 150-152.  
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 Goff, “Gardens of Knowledge,” in Pedagogy in Early Judaism, ed. Hogan et al., 184, 188. For two 

more recent comparisons between Ben Sira and the Hodayot, see Katri Antin, “Sages in the Divine Council: 

Transmitting Divine Knowledge in Sirach 24, 1 Enoch 14-16, Daniel 7, and in Two Hodayot Psalms (1QH
a
 12:6-

13:6; 20:7-22:42,” in Crossing Imaginary Boundaries: The Dead Sea Scrolls in the Context of Second Temple 

Judaism, ed. Mika S. Pajunen and Hanna Tervanotko, PFES 108 (Helsinki: Finnish Exegetical Society, 2015), 182-

209; Wally V. Cirafesi, ““Taken from Dust, Formed from Clay”: Compound Allusions and Scriptural Exegesis in 

1QHodayot
a
 11:20-37; 20:27-39 and Ben Sira 33:7-15,” DSD 24 (2017): 81-111. 
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legitimate his authority and create in-group solidarity.
172

 Likewise, I have argued in this chapter 

that Ben Sira used the wisdom song in Sirach 24 as a “recruiting pitch” for prospective students, 

in which case it was also necessary for Ben Sira to legitimate his authority through song. If this 

is the case, then the shared rhetoric between Sir 24 and 1QH
a 
16:5-41 indicates either use of a 

common source or more likely, a common experience of sung pedagogy, in which teachers 

utilized garden imagery as a means of justifying their own inspired status in order to encourage 

prospective students to study with them.
173

  

Comparing Ben Sira and the Hodayot is also helpful regarding the use of water 

metaphors in Sirach 24. As mentioned above, water and plant imagery in Second Temple 

literature often represents authority and election. It is also well-known that water imagery can be 

used for teachers and is present in the ambiguity between the phrases מורה and  ,ירה which can 

derive from a root that means “teaching” or “rain.”
174

 This ambiguity is present in Hos 10:12 and 

Joel 2:23 and their subsequent interpretation and usage in Second Temple Judaism in which the 
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 This point was largely dependent on the work of Judith Newman in Newman, “Embodied Techniques,” 

249-66 and eadem, “The Thanksgiving Hymns of 1QH
a
,” in Sibyls, Scriptures, and Scrolls, 2:940-57. Also, Angela 

Harkins has argued for the performative aspects of the Hodayot, especially 4Q428, in several places, but most 

extensively in her (Reading with an “I”, 153-205) where she contends that performative reading could explain the 

creation of new texts.  

 
173

 For prophecy as a synonym for “inspiration” or “revelation” in the Second Temple period, particularly 

regarding the Levitical singers, see Chapter Three and the notes there. For the “teacher” as a prophetic figure in the 

Hodayot, see Shane A. Berg, “Religious Epistemologies in the Dead Sea Scrolls: The Heritage and Transformation 

of the Wisdom Tradition,” (Ph.D. diss.; Yale University, 2008), 212-37, idem, “Religious Epistemology and the 

History of the Dead Sea Scrolls Community,” in The “Other” in Second Temple Judaism: Essays in Honor of John 

J. Collins, ed. Daniel Harlow et al (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2011), 333-49. Berg differentiates the “prophet-type-

epistemology of the Teacher Hymns of the Hodayot with the “wisdom-based epistemology” of 4QInstruction, the 

Two Spirits Treatise, and the Community Hymns. For Berg, this group of texts emphasizes an anthropology based 

on Genesis 2-3 and locates wisdom as a general product of an elect group that God has chosen to receive revelation 

rather than accentuating the voice of a particular authoritative figure. Although Berg is correct regarding the use of 

Genesis 2-3 in the Community Hymns and the “suffering servant” and “enemy motif” more in the Teacher Hymns, 

his drastic bifurcation of the epistemology of these two sections discounts many similarities they share as well as the 

complex composition history of 1QH
a
. 

 
174

 This ambiguity between “teacher,” “instruction,” and “rain” may also explain why Ben Sira uses an 

abundance of water metaphors before referencing the Torah explicitly in 24:23 as well as how later Judaism was 

able to see Torah as present with God at creation. 
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LXX translates ירה / מורה as a reference to produce (τὰ βρώµατα; γενήµατα) and the Vulgate 

(docebit; doctorem) and CD 1:11 (מורה צדק) in reference to teaching.
175

 Furthermore, some of 

the Hebrew verbs used to describe the speech of teaching convey the movement of water. For 

example, in Prov 1:23, Wisdom offers to “pour out” (אביעה; cf. Ps 19:2; 119:171) her thoughts 

and in 18:4 the words of the mouth are “deep waters” (מים עמקים), a “flowing stream” (נחל נבע) 

“spring of wisdom” (מקור חכמה). Conversely, the mouth of the fool in Proverbs can also “pour 

forth” (נבע) folly and evil (15:2, 28), and the Damascus Document condemns the Man of 

Mockery, who is presumably a rival teacher, for “sprouting” or “dripping on Israel waters of 

lies” (הטיף לישראל מימי כזב). Water is thus a pregnant metaphor for both Ben Sira and the author 

of 1QH
a
 16 who are playing with its exegetical possibilities in their convergence of horticultural, 

aquatic, and instructional metaphors. 

Nevertheless, besides using water to describe the speech of teachers, and ostensibly 

Torah itself, more is going on in both 1QH
a
 16 and Ben Sira in terms of the use of this metaphor 

in the language of song. In Chapter Three, I demonstrated that these metaphors often occur in 

“didactic hymns,” particularly at Qumran. For example, the phrase “spring of knowledge” (דעת 

 as a reference to God occurs only in the Maskil Hymn (1QS 10:12 and 11:3) and in the (מקור

Hodayot scrolls (1QH
a
 9:6; 10:20; 20:32 = 4Q427 9:1; 23:16 = 4Q428 14:5; cf. 4Q286 1 ii 4-6; 2 

Bar. 59:7), and the Song of the Sage combines secret knowledge with a fountain of praise 

(4Q511 63 iii 1-2). Similarly, the Teacher Hymn in column 16 examined above refers to living 

waters (16:8), fountains (l. 3), and springs (l. 15), an eternal spring (l. 9), a secret fountain (l. 7), 

																																																								
175

 For the influence of Hos 10:12 on the phrase מורה צדק in CD 1:11, see Jonathan G. Campbell, The Use 

of Scripture in the Damascus Document 1-8, 19-20 (Berlin: de Gruyter, 1995), 62. For Joel 2:23 as another possible 

influence, see Cecil Roth, “The Teacher of Righteousness and the Prophecy of Joel,” VT 13 (1963): 91-95. Also, cf. 

J. Weingreen, “The Title Moreh Sedek,” JSS 6 (1961): 162-74. 
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mighty waters (l. 20), gardens (l. 6), overflowing rivers (l. 15-16), and pools (l. 6). As many 

scholars have demonstrated, the combination of water and plant metaphors with knowledge in 

these texts allude to the Garden of Eden in which all three components were present (quite 

literally in the case of 1QH
a
 16:21).

176
 Like Adam, the maskil and Ben Sira have access to divine 

knowledge, but unlike Adam, this esoteric knowledge becomes a basis of their authority rather 

than a basis of culpability.
177

 Furthermore, the use of water imagery in songs in the Dead Sea 

Scrolls and the connection between Eden and temple liturgy in Second Temple literature 

suggests that water imagery often functioned as a metaphor for teaching in the language of song. 

In this way, Ben Sira, like his Second Temple counterparts perfectly combines liturgical and 

didactic components and also continues the tradition of the Levitical singers. 

 

4.5 Conclusion 

In a recent article on Ben Sira and spiritual formation, Elisa Uusimäki utilizes the theory of 

Pierre Hadot in order to accentuate Ben Sira’s promotion of “the practice of various exercises as 
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 Montgomery, “A Stream from Eden.” For the relationship between 1QH
a
 16 and 4QInstruction, which 

also utilizes Eden metaphors for esoteric knowledge (cf. 4Q423 1 and 4Q417 1 i 6-8), see Goff, “Gardens of 

Knowledge,” in Pedagogy in Early Judaism, ed. Hogan et al., 171-94. Also, see Goff, “Reading Wisdom at 

Qumran,” 277-87. Particularly telling is 4Q418 81 1, which states, “Your lips he opened like a spring to bless the 

holy ones. So you as an eternal spring, praise [his name]” (  שפתיכה פתח מקור לברך קדושים ואתה כמקור עולם חלל

]שמו[ ). For this translation and reconstruction, see Matthew J. Goff, 4QInstruction: A Commentary, WLAW 2 

(Atlanta: Society of Biblical Literature, 2013), 239-40. 

 
177

 Berg, “Ben Sira, the Genesis Creation Accounts,” 139-57. Berg makes a similar argument with 

4QInstruction regarding the mebin and their use of language from Genesis 1-2. In making this connection I am not 
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part of the good life.”
178

 Although she does not mention song creation in her analysis, I have 

contended in this chapter that music also forms an important spiritual and philosophical exercise 

for the sage in the book of Sirach. Sir 38:24-39:35 depicts the ideal scribe as one who studies, 

prays, and sings. The scribe reveals his knowledge through song. Ben Sira’s address to his 

students in this passage, particularly in 39:15, assumes his students will also sing and play the 

lyre in imitation both of David and the Levitical scribal singer. I have also suggested that the 

song in Sir 39:12-35 served as a school exercise and a model form of piety, which his students 

could then utilize in a banquet setting. Sir 14:20-15:10 emphasizes the allocation of praise and 

makes praise the exclusive domain of the wise. This limitation of praise to the wise relates to the 

precariousness of speech in Sirach overall, particularly the need for divine assistance in 

controlling one’s tongue (22:27-23:6). Finally, Ben Sira presents the longest poem on wisdom in 

the book and his own “prophetic” authority in the language of song, which I suggested he used in 

a banquet or festival setting in order to inspire prospective students to study with him over 

competing teachers. Overall, I have argued in this chapter that Ben Sira depicts himself and the 

ideal scribe as a singer and uses song as a means of demonstrating his wisdom and inspired 

status. While largely dealing with the image and authority of the teacher in this chapter, I will 

now turn to the continuation of his sung pedagogy by his students and the reception of Ben Sira 

as a singer in later interpretive traditions.  
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 Elisa Uusimäki, “The Formation of a Sage according to Ben Sira,” in Second Temple Jewish ‘Paideia’ 

in Context, ed. Zurawski and Boccaccini, 59-70 (68).  
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CHAPTER FIVE 

SINGING TEACHERS, SINGING STUDENTS 
 

 

The composition of the book of Sirach has a complex textual history with multiple textual layers 

as well as possibly multiple authors. While many have analyzed this data through the lens of 

textual criticism, few scholars have asked about its ramifications for uncovering Ben Sira’s 

pedagogy as an ancient teacher in Judea in the early second century BCE.
1
 In particular, what role 

did the performative nature of Ben Sira’s pedagogy play on the divergent textual tradition, and 

does the pluriform nature of the textual witnesses reveal anything about Ben Sira’s pedagogy or 

the use of Sirach by the community or communities who preserved his work? This chapter will 

attempt to answer a small component of this question by exploring the extent to which pedagogy 

that involves singing played a role in the composition of the book as well the reception of Ben 

Sira as a singer in later Jewish traditions. First, I will analyze Ben Sira’s Hymn to Creation in Sir 

42:15-43:33 as the culmination of his creation theology and the summation of the hymns that 

precede it in the book. Like the hymn in 39:12-35, the Hymn to Creation invites its readers to 

praise, has a providential understanding of meteorological and astronomical phenomena, and 

utilizes a matrix of sovereignty, cosmology, and knowledge also present in other Second Temple 

works such as Words of the Luminaries and 4QWorks of God. Second, I will explore the use of 

Sir 44:1-50:24 in Ben Sira’s pedagogy and reception in later Judaism. In this regard, I will 

contend that the use of the Praise of the Ancestors as sung pedagogy for public performance 

explains its incorporation in later Jewish song traditions. Third, I will examine the additions in 

the final chapter of Sirach. Regarding Sir 51:13-30, I will contend that its inclusion in the Psalms 

																																																								
1
 As noted in Chapter One, an exception is Judith Newman (see p. 21, n. 65). 
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Scroll as an acrostic is evidence for its use as a hymn by Ben Sira’s students. In this regard, one 

can think of Ben Sira as having his students learn, recite, and sing hymns he did not write. 

Fourth, I will suggest that the addition of hymns to Sirach in later textual traditions is due in part 

to the association of Ben Sira with music in later Judaism. This association can help us 

understand the transmission of the book and thus the form of the text in particular manuscripts in 

which one finds stichography, vocalization, and additional hymns, such as the B text with its 

inclusion of the Hymn of Divine Names (51:12a-o). Overall, I will demonstrate that both the 

composition and reception of the book of Sirach provide evidence for Ben Sira’s pedagogy and 

the identification of the sage as a singer. 

5.1 Hymn to Creation: Pedagogy and Composition in Sir 42:15-43:33
2
 

MS B XII Recto-XIII Recto Masada V-VI 

 אזכר נא מעשי אל
42:15 

ואספרה חזיתי וזה  
מעשיו

 באומר אלהים ר[צו]נו 

לקח
 ופועל רצונו לקחו 

 42:16 שמש זו[ח]ת על כל נגלתה

מעשיו כל על ייי וכבוד  
 42:17 לא הספיקו קדושי אל 

גבורותיו
 לספר נפלאות ייי 

אומץ
 אימץ אלהים צבאיו 

להחזיק
 להתחזק לפני כבודו 

 תהום ולב חקר 
42:18

 

יתבונן מערומיהם ובכל  

[                             ] 

[                             ] 
ונהיות 

 42:19 מחוה חליפות נהיות 

נסתרות חקר ומגלה  

 42:20 ל[א נ]עדר ממנו כל שכל  

חלף מנו כ׳ דבר
 ולא חלפו כל דבר 

גבורות 
 42:21 ג[בורת חכמ]תו תכן 

  אל מעשי נא אזכרה 42:15

 ואשננה חזיתי זהו
 ואשננה חזיתי וזה ו̊ ]ש[̊מע נא אזכרה

  מעשיו אדני באמר

 לקחו רצנו פעלו 
 ]   [נגלת כל על זהרת שמש 42:16

 מעשיו מלא אדני בוד]כ[ 
 אל קדשי השפיקוׄ  לא 42:17

 נפלאתיו כל לספר

 ̊צ̊באיו אדני אמץ

  כבודו לפני להתחזק
  חקר ולב תהום 42:18

 ןיתבונ  ובמערמיהם
	]           [כל  ןעליו ידע כי

  עולם אתיות ביטמ̊       
	]        [ ותחליפ מחוה 42:19

    רותנסת רק֗ ח̊  להמג̊ 
 שכלׄ  פניומ נעדר לא 42:20 

  רדב כל ו]  [בע] א[ולׄ 
  ]           [מ̊ חכ  גבורת 42:21

																																																								
2
 The transcription of MS B is adapted from Beentjes, Book of Ben Sira in Hebrew, 74-77 and Masada 

from Reymond, “Ben Sira Masada Scroll,” 341-42. 
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מהעולם
 אחד הוא מעולם 

נאצל לא]ו אסף]נ א[ל  
צרך

 ולא צריך לכל מבין 
וקים 

 42:23a הוא [      ] ל[עד] 

לכל צרוך הכל נשמע
42:25a זה על [ז]ה חלף טובו  

 

42:25b וימי ישב[ע] ל[   ]
 

 43:1a [  ]ן [  ] ל[טוהר]

 43:1b ועצם שמי[מ מ]רביט הדר   

 42:23b ולכל [כל  צרו]ך [הכל נש]מע

42:24 כלם שונים זה מזה3 
 

 ולא עשה מהם שי[ ]
מופיע בצאתו 

 43:2 שמש מביע בצרתו חמה 

ייי מעשי נורא מה  
 בהצהירו ירתיח תבל 

43:3
 

יתכלכל מי חרבו לפני  

 
מוצק

 43:4 כור נפוח מהם מצוק 

שלוח ש׳ יסיק
 שולח שמש ידליק הרים 

לשון
 לשאון מאור תגמר נושבת 

עין תכוה ומנורה  
כי גדול עליון עשה

 כי גדיל ייי עושהו 
43:5 

ינצה
 ודבריו ינצח אביריו 

עת עת עד עת 
  43:6 וגם ירח ירח עתות שכות 

[מ]משלת קץ ואות עולם 
 

בו מו׳ וממנו
 43:7 בם מועד וזמני חוק 

 וחפץ עתה בתקופתו
כשמו והוא 

 43:8 חדש בחדשו הוא מתחדש 

בתשובתו
 מה נורא בהשתנותו 

מרום נבלי צבא כלי  
מערץ

 מרצף רקיע מזהירתו 

 תואר שמים והדר כוכב 
43:9 

 ואורו מזהיר במרומי אל ועדי משריק ב׳ אל
 43:10 בדבר אל יעמד חק 

ישון
 ולא ישח באשמרותם 

עושה 
 ראה קשת וברך עושיה 

43:11 

נהדרה
 כי מאד נאדרה [בכ]בוד 

   ולם]   [ א̊ ] [ה֗  אחד

  ].[א[̊נ א̊ ]ול[ נאסף לא

 מבין לכל]             [לׄ .
 

 
 ]    [  נחמד מעשיו כל הלוא 42:22

  מראה וחזות ניצוץ עד
  לעד ]ד[מ̊ וע חי הכל 42:23

 רנשמ הכלו צרך לכ ] [
 זה לעמת] [          ש̊  כלם 42:24

 ]       [ םמה̊  עשה ולא 
	 טובם חלף זה על זה 42:25 

 הודם יטלהב  ישבע מי] [
 

   לטהר עורקי  מרום תאר 43:1

 ו֗ ר֗ ה֗ נ̊  ]ע̊   [מ̊  שמים עצם
  נכסה בצאתו מופיעׄ  שמש 43:2

   ןליו] [ ה֗ מעש נורא כלי
	 תבל ח]  [יר֗  בהצהירו 43:3

    ללו̊ כית  מי חרב לפניו֗ 
4:43 

  מוצק שימע֗  פוח. ור[ ]

]             [ שמ֗ ]    [של
 

  נושבת מור] [ת מאור לשון

]                        [  
  עשהו אדני גדול כי 5:43

 ]                       [ר̊ ודב
 עתות יאריח חר֗ ] [ וגם 43:6 

 ]                        [ממ֗ 
  חג וממנו ד] [מו̊  לו 43:7

]                             [ 
43:8 

 [מת הוא כשמו שד֗ ח̊ 

                            [ 

 מרום נבלי צבא כלי

                    ][ ף̊ צ̊ מר
 כוכב והוד שמים תור 43:9

 ]    [מ֗ במר  ומשריק עד
	חק יעמד אדני בדבר 43:10
 רתםאשמ֗ ב֗  ישח לא֗ ו 

																																																								
3
 In the margins at the top of 12 Verso, a scribe writes perpendicularly: 

42:25a זה על זה חלף טוב 
 

42:25b ומי ישבע לחביט הואר
 

 תואר מרום רקע על טהר
43:1a

 

43:1b ועצם שמים מביט נהרה
  

 

This marginal note is an attempt to fix the verses at the bottom of 12 Recto, which could have already broken off 

due to manuscript damage by the time a scribe added this note.  
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הוד הקיפה בכבודו  
 חוק הקיפה בכבודה 

43:12 

לא    
 43:13 ויד אל נטתה בגבו[רה] 

 גבורתו תתוה ברק4
[]נצח זיקים

 ותנצח זיקות 
למענו 

 43:14 למען ברא אוצ[ר ] 

]   בים[ע ויעף  

 
 
[                  ] 

43:15 

[                   ] 

 קול [רעמו יחול] ארצו   
43:16 

 זלעפ[ות צפו]ן סופה וסערה5
כר׳

 
.]רשף יניף שלגו 

 
] 

43:17 

רד׳
 וכארבה ישכון דרתו 

יהגה 
 43:18 תואר לבנה יגהה עינים 

 וממטרו יהמה לבב
ישפך 

 43:19 וגם כפור כמלח ישכון 

 ויציץ כספיר ציצים

   
 43:20 צינת רוח צפון ישיב   

מקוה
 וכרקב יקפיא מקורו 

יקרים מים מעמד כל על  

מקוה ילבש וכשרין  
 הרים

 43:21 יבול כחרב ישיק   

וצור 
 ונוה צמחים כלהבה 

 
טל פורע

 מרפא כל מערף ענן טל 
43:22

 
 

רטב
 פורע לדשן שרב 

משובתו 
 43:23 מחשבתו תשיק רבה 

אוצר
 ויט בתהום איים 

 43:24 יורדי הים יספרו קצהו 

 לשמע אזננו נשתומם

מעשיו 
 שם פלאות תמהי מעשהו 

43:25 

 מין כל חי וגבורות רבה

למענהו/ למען 
 43:26 למענו יצלח מלאך 

 ובדבריו יפעל רצון
 עוד כאלה לא נוסף 

43:27 

 וקץ דבר הוא הכל
נגלה 

 43:28 [  ]לה עוד כי לא נחקור 

 והוא גדול מכל מעשיו
 43:29 נו[רא ייי מ]אד מאד 

  עשיה וברך קשת ראה 43:11

 ֗ודה̊ ה נהדר דמא̊  כי
	 בכבודה]     [֗ג חו 12:43

 ]   [̊ובגב הנטת אל יד][ 
  ברד ה]  [ת̊  גערתו 43:13

 טמשפ זיקות ותנצח
  אוצר פרע למענו 43:14

  כעיט עבים ויעף
  ענן חזק גבורתו 43:15

   ברד ניב֗ א̊  ותגדע
43:17a ארצו יחיל רעמו לקו  
43:16a
   םהרי  יניף ובכחו 
43:16b
 ןתימ תחריף̊ ̊ו̊תאמר 
43:17b
 הוסער סופה עלעול 
43:17c
 שלגו יפרח כרשף 
43:17d
 רדתו ישכן וכארבה 

	 עינים יהג לבנו תור 43:18

   לבב יתמיה רווממט
43:19
   ישפך כמלח ̊רו̊פ̊כ]    [ 

   צצים כסנה ויצמח
43:20 

  ישיב ̊צ֗פ֗ון ]         [

  מקור יקפיא וכרגב
  

מימ דמ [    ]
 יקר 

 [                      ] 
43:21 

̊ב̊̊[ח]ר̊ב ם[    ]
 ֗יש̊  

[                      ] 
 43:23

[                      ] 
 

           
 איים[    ]

 43:24
[                      ] 

  

           
םשמע אזנינו נשמתל[    ]

 

543:2
[                      ] 

 

 גבורת רחב]  ומין כ[[   ]      
43:26 

43:27 

43:28 

43:29 

43:30 
 [                        ]ש אל

 

																																																								
4
 In the margins, written perpendicularly on the left-hand side is the verse: גערתו תתוה בקר ותזנה יקום במ׳. 

 
5
 In the margins, written perpendicularly on the right-hand side is this verse, which is similar to Masada: 

 

וסערה סופה תימין עול תהרף אימתו הרים יזעים ארצו על ובכוחו יחיל רעמו קול  
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גבורתו
 ונפלאות דבריו 

 43:30 [  ]ל[  ]הרימו קול בכל תוכלו כי יש עוד   

 מרומים תחליפו כח ואל תלאו כי לא ת׳6

 רוב נ[פלא ו]חזק מאלה 
43:32 

 מעט ראיתי ממעשיו

 את הכֿל [            ]
43:33

 
 

42:15     Μνησθήσοµαι δὴ τὰ ἔργα κυρίου,  

 καὶ ἃ ἑόρακα, ἐκδιηγήσοµαι·  
 ἐν λόγοις κυρίου τὰ ἔργα αὐτοῦ.  
42:16 ἥλιος φωτίζων κατὰ πᾶν ἐπέβλεψεν,  
 καὶ τῆς δόξης κυρίου πλῆρης τὸ ἔργον αὐτοῦ.  
42:17 οὐκ ἐξεποίησεν τοῖς ἁγίοις κυρίου 

 ἐκδιηγήσασθαι πάντα τὰ θαυµάσια αὐτοῦ,  

 ἃ ἐστερέωσεν κύριος ὁ παντοκράτωρ 
 στηριχθῆναι ἐν δόξῃ αὐτοῦ τὸ πᾶν.  
42:18 ἄβυσσον καὶ καρδίαν ἐξίχνευσεν 
 καὶ ἐν πανουργεύµασιν αὐτῶν διενοήθη·  
 ἔγνω γὰρ ὁ ὕψιστος πᾶσαν εἴδησιν 
 καὶ ἐνέβλεψεν εἰς σηµεῖον αἰῶνος 
42:19  ἀπαγγέλλων τὰ παρεληλυθότα καὶ τὰ ἐσόµενα 

 καὶ ἀποκαλύπτων ἴχνη ἀποκρύφων·  
42:20 οὐ παρῆλθεν αὐτὸν πᾶν διανόηµα,  

 οὐκ ἐκρύβη ἀπ᾿ αὐτοῦ οὐδὲ εἷς λόγος.  
42:21 τὰ µεγαλεῖα τῆς σοφίας αὐτοῦ ἐκόσµησεν,  
 ὡς ἔστιν πρὸ τοῦ αἰῶνος καὶ εἰς τὸν αἰῶνα·  
 οὔτε προσετέθη οὔτε ἠλαττώθη,  

 καὶ οὐ προσεδεήθη οὐδενὸς συµβούλου.  
42:22 ὡς πάντα τὰ ἔργα αὐτοῦ ἐπιθυµητὰ 

 καὶ ὡς σπινθῆρός ἐστιν θεωρῆσαι·  
42:23 πάντα ταῦτα ζῇ καὶ µένει εἰς τὸν αἰῶνα 

 ἐν πάσαις χρείαις, καὶ πάντα ὑπακούει.  
42:24 πάντα δισσά, ἓν κατέναντι τοῦ ἑνός,  
 καὶ οὐκ ἐποίησεν οὐδὲν ἐλλεῖπον·  
42:25 ἓν τοῦ ἑνὸς ἐστερέωσεν τὰ ἀγαθά,  

 καὶ τίς πλησθήσεται ὁρῶν δόξαν αὐτοῦ;  
43:1      Γαυρίαµα ὕψους στερέωµα καθαριότητος,  
 εἶδος οὐρανοῦ ἐν ὁράµατι δόξης.  
43:2 ἥλιος ἐν ὀπτασίᾳ διαγγέλλων ἐν ἐξόδῳ 

																																																								
6
 In the margins, written perpendicularly on the bottom left-hand side of Thirteen Recto is the verse 

 

תח לא כי תלאו ואל כח החליפו מרוממיו  
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 σκεῦος θαυµαστόν, ἔργον ὑψίστου·  
43:3 ἐν µεσηµβρίᾳ αὐτοῦ ἀναξηραίνει χώραν,  
 καὶ ἐναντίον καύµατος αὐτοῦ τίς ὑποστήσεται;  
43:4 κάµινον φυσῶν ἐν ἔργοις καύµατος,  
 τριπλασίως ἥλιος ἐκκαίων ὄρη·  
 ἀτµίδας πυρώδεις ἐκφυσῶν 
 καὶ ἐκλάµπων ἀκτῖνας ἀµαυροῖ ὀφθαλµούς.  
43:5 µέγας κύριος ὁ ποιήσας αὐτόν,  
 καὶ ἐν λόγοις αὐτοῦ κατέσπευσεν πορείαν.  
43:6 Καὶ ἡ σελήνη ἵστησιν εἰς καιρὸν αὐτῆς,  
 ἀνάδειξιν χρόνων καὶ σηµεῖον αἰῶνος·  
43:7 ἀπὸ σελήνης σηµεῖον ἑορτῆς,  
 φωστὴρ µειούµενος ἐπὶ συντελείας.  
43:8 µὴν κατὰ τὸ ὄνοµα αὐτῆς ἐστιν 
 αὐξανόµενος θαυµαστῶς ἐν ἀλλοιώσει,  
 σκεῦος παρεµβολῶν ἐν ὕψει,  
 ἐν στερεώµατι οὐρανοῦ ἐκλάµπων.  
43:9 κάλλος οὐρανοῦ δόξα ἄστρων,  
 κόσµος φωτίζων ἐν ὑψίστοις κυρίου·  
43:10 ἐν λόγοις ἁγίου στήσονται κατὰ κρίµα 

 καὶ οὐ µὴ ἐκλυθῶσιν ἐν φυλακαῖς αὐτῶν.  
43:11 ἰδὲ τόξον καὶ εὐλόγησον τὸν ποιήσαντα αὐτὸ 
 σφόδρα ὡραῖον ἐν τῷ αὐγάσµατι αὐτοῦ·  
43:12 ἐγύρωσεν οὐρανὸν ἐν κυκλώσει δόξης,  
 χεῖρες ὑψίστου ἐτάνυσαν αὐτό.  
43:13 Προστάγµατι αὐτοῦ κατέσπευσεν χιόνα 

 καὶ ταχύνει ἀστραπὰς κρίµατος αὐτοῦ·  
43:14 διὰ τοῦτο ἠνεῴχθησαν θησαυροί,  
 καὶ ἐξέπτησαν νεφέλαι ὡς πετεινά·  
43:15 ἐν µεγαλείῳ αὐτοῦ ἴσχυσεν νεφέλας,  
 καὶ διεθρύβησαν λίθοι χαλάζης·  
43:17a   φωνὴ βροντῆς αὐτοῦ ὠνείδισεν γῆν 

43:16 καὶ ἐν ὀπτασίᾳ αὐτοῦ σαλευθήσεται ὄρη,  

 ἐν θελήµατι αὐτοῦ πνεύσεται νότος.  
43:17b καὶ καταιγὶς βορέου καὶ συστροφὴ πνεύµατος.  
 ὡς πετεινὰ καθιπτάµενα πάσσει χιόνα,  

 καὶ ὡς ἀκρὶς καταλύουσα ἡ κατάβασις αὐτῆς·  
43:18 κάλλος λευκότητος αὐτῆς ἐκθαυµάσει ὀφθαλµός,  
 καὶ ἐπὶ τοῦ ὑετοῦ αὐτῆς ἐκστήσεται καρδία.  
43:19 καὶ πάχνην ὡς ἅλα ἐπὶ γῆς χέει,  
 καὶ παγεῖσα γίνεται σκολόπων ἄκρα.  
43:20 ψυχρὸς ἄνεµος βορέης πνεύσει,  
 καὶ παγήσεται κρύσταλλος ἐφ᾿ ὕδατος·  
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 ἐπὶ πᾶσαν συναγωγὴν ὕδατος καταλύσει,  
 καὶ ὡς7 θώρακα ἐνδύσεται τὸ ὕδωρ.  
43:21 καταφάγεται ὄρη καὶ ἔρηµον ἐκκαύσει 
 καὶ ἀποσβέσει χλόην ὡς πῦρ.  
43:22 ἴασις πάντων κατὰ σπουδὴν ὁµίχλη,  

 δρόσος ἀπαντῶσα ἀπὸ καύσωνος ἱλαρώσει.  
43:23 Λογισµῷ αὐτοῦ ἐκόπασεν ἄβυσσον 
 καὶ ἐφύτευσεν ἐν αὐτῇ νήσους.  
43:24 οἱ πλέοντες τὴν θάλασσαν διηγοῦνται τὸν κίνδυνον αὐτῆς,  
 καὶ ἀκοαῖς ὠτίων ἡµῶν θαυµάζοµεν·  
43:25 ἐκεῖ τὰ παράδοξα καὶ θαυµάσια ἔργα,  

 ποικιλία παντὸς ζῴου, κτίσις κητῶν.  
43:26 δι᾿ αὐτὸν εὐοδοῖ ἄγγελος αὐτοῦ,  

 καὶ ἐν λόγῳ αὐτοῦ σύγκειται τὰ πάντα.  
43:27 Πολλὰ ἐροῦµεν καὶ οὐ µὴ ἀφικώµεθα,  

 καὶ συντέλεια λόγων Τὸ πᾶν ἐστιν αὐτός.  
43:28 δοξάζοντες ποῦ ἰσχύσοµεν;  
 αὐτὸς γὰρ ὁ µέγας παρὰ πάντα τὰ ἔργα αὐτοῦ.  
43:29 φοβερὸς κύριος καὶ σφόδρα µέγας,  
 καὶ θαυµαστὴ ἡ δυναστεία αὐτοῦ.  
43:30 δοξάζοντες κύριον ὑψώσατε 
 καθ᾿ ὅσον ἂν δύνησθε, ὑπερέξει γὰρ καὶ ἔτι·  
 καὶ ὑψοῦντες αὐτὸν πληθύνατε ἐν ἰσχύι,  
 µὴ κοπιᾶτε, οὐ γὰρ µὴ ἀφίκησθε.  
43:31 τίς ἑόρακεν αὐτὸν καὶ ἐκδιηγήσεται;  
 καὶ τίς µεγαλυνεῖ αὐτὸν καθώς ἐστιν;  
43:32 πολλὰ ἀπόκρυφά ἐστιν µείζονα τούτων,  
 ὀλίγα γὰρ ἑωράκαµεν τῶν ἔργων αὐτοῦ·  
43:33 πάντα γὰρ ἐποίησεν ὁ κύριος 
         καὶ τοῖς εὐσεβέσιν ἔδωκεν σοφίαν 

 

																																																								
7
 On the basis of עד in the Masada text, Yadin argues that the original Greek should be ἕως as seen in 248 

and its family of miniscule MSS and some uncials. He goes on to suggest that ὡς (= כ) is a corruption. See his, The 

Ben Sira Scroll from Masada (Jerusalem: Israel Exploration Society, 1965), 27. 
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42:15
 I

8
 shall remember the works of God; what I have seen shall I teach.

9
 Through the Lord’s 

utterance (come) his works, his teaching (is) the expression (lit. work) of his will.
10

  
42:16

 The sun, shining over all reveals itself; the glory of the Lord fill his creations. 
42:17 

(Even) God’s holy ones do not (fully) succeed in recounting all his wonders.
11

 The Lord has 

strengthened his hosts to withstand (lit. to be strong before) his glory. 
42:18 

He probes abyss and heart fathoming their crafty ways. The Most High knows all that is 

known (lit., knowledge), observing what transpires throughout eternity. 
42:19 

He announces (what) changes and what comes to pass, and reveals the profundity of hidden 

things 
42:20 

Insight he does not lack (lit. is not absent from before him); no matter passes him by. 
42:21

 His mighty wisdom (lit. the powers of his wisdom) he has measured out; from of old, he is 

one and the same. He is not added to or subtracted from; he needs no instructor 
42:22 

Are not all his works desirable even unto a spark and a mirror’s reflection (lit. vision of a 

mirror)? 
42:23

 All (are) alive and enduring forever; according to (their) every need, all are provided for. 
42:24 

All of them two by two this one beside that—he made none of them in vain. 
42:25 

Their goodness renews this one over that one; and who could be sated at beholding their 

splendor?
12

 
43:1 

The countenance of the (heavenly) height(s) and of the firmament (is) pure indeed (lit., for 

purity); heaven itself beholds its shining 

																																																								
8
 Translation from Reymond, Innovations, 61-69 with notes. Because Reymond is primarily interested in 

translating the Masada text, he utilized brackets in his translation in order to convey texts that one could reconstruct 

on the basis of MS B that were not in the Masada scroll due to lacunae. I have removed these brackets in my 

translation.  

 
9
 Yadin (Ben Sira Scroll from Masada, 26) and van Peursen (Verbal System, 90) suggests the root of אשננה 

is שנן instead of שנה, which Skehan and Di Lella (Ben Sira, 487) prefer on the basis of the Syriac. I agree with the 

former. Reymond (Innovations, 61) connects שנן to Deut 6:7: “to teach,” which “allows the possibility that it is a 

cohortative.” 

 
10

 For a discussion regarding the various translation and pointing possibilities of 15d, see Skehan and Di 

Lella, Ben Sira, 487. 

 
11

 See note on ספך/שפך in Chapter Four on Sir 39:16. The Syriac supports the reading of “sufficient” 

(!"# ) here, but in all three places where the Hebrew has ספך/שפך, the Syriac has a different word, which suggests it 

did not understand its meaning (cf. Sir 15:18; 31:30; 39:16, 33; 42:17). The hiphil infinitive of ספך + negation 

means “to succeed” in Mishnaic Hebrew and has the connotation here of not “having sufficient time.” Van Peursen, 

Verbal System, 260. 

 
12

 The use of שבע in Masada, MS B, and the Syriac ($%& ) continues the water metaphor with Wisdom 

from chapters 24 and 39 whereas the Greek prefers the metaphor of “being filled” (πληρόω). Furthermore, if one 

reads the lacuna of the Masada text in 43:1 as מביע rather than מביט as in B
marg

 then it continues the water metaphor 

from the 42:25. The word מביע appears in 43:2 in MS B, and according to Yadin (Ben Sira Scroll from Masada, 28), 

may have slipped into this line from the previous line by mistake. 
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43:2 
Rising, the sun illumines what is hidden;

13
 a fear-inspiring instrument is the work of the Most 

High. 
43:3

 When it shines it makes the world boil; who can endure (its) parching heat? 
43:4

 As a well-fired furnace (ignites) cast objects so, the sun’s beam ignites mountains. The 

luminary’s tongue consumes the habitable world from its fire, the eye is scorched. 
43:5

 Surely, the Lord, its fashioner, is great; (by) his words he glorifies his valiant ones).
14

 
43:6

 Truly, the moon carries (lit. causes to travel) time forward, (as) a perpetual rule and an 

eternal sign. 
43:7 

According to it (are the) feast(s) and from it (come the) festival(s); the marker delights in its 

orbit. 
43:8

 The new moon, as its name (implies), renews itself; how breathtaking when it alters. As for 

the vessels of the host and the water skins
15

 of the heights, the firmament is paved with their 

luster. 
43:9

 Beauty of sky and splendor of star, shining ornaments,
16

 (all are) in God’s heights. 
43:10 

By the Lord’s command (their) boundary is set (lit., stands); it does not languish in their (the 

heavens) watch. 
43:11

 Observe the rainbow and bless its maker; for its splendor
17

 is much celebrated. 
43:12 

It encompassed heaven’s vault with its glory, for God’s hand stretches it with (his) might. 
43:13

 His rebuke stamps the hail, steering the meteors of (his) judgment. 
43:14

 For himself he unleashes storms (lit. loosens the storehouse), and sends clouds soaring like 

birds of prey. 
43:15 

His strength buttresses (lit. strengthens) clouds and splinters hailstones. 
43:17a 

His thunderclap brings his earth to writhe; 
43:16a

 shaking mountains with its force. 
43:16b

 His word sharpens the south wind, 

																																																								
13

 Yadin (Ben Sira Scroll from Masada, 28-29) interprets the niphal participle of כסה as a reference to the 

sun being full of light similar to “full moon” (e.g., Ps 81:4). MS B and B
marg

, have either interpreted or corrected this 

reference to the sun’s heat. The differences between Greek, Syriac, and MS B suggest that the Hebrew text here was 

not easily understood. 

 
14

 The word ינצח in MS B may also mean “to conduct” and have a musical connotation as it does in Hab 

3:19 and the Psalter (e.g., Pss 4:1; 5:1; 6:1). The correlation between the cosmos and musical harmony is quite 

common in Greek thought and also appears at the conclusion of the Wisdom of Solomon (19:18). 

 
15

 The phrase נבלי מרום could also mean “thick lyres of the heights” and refer to the relationship between 

music and the cosmos. Nevertheless, “waterskins of the heights” is more likely. This phrase comes from Job 38:37 

where it occurs in parallelism with “clouds” (Skehan and Di Lella, Ben Sira, 489). For נבל (“waterskin”) see 2 Sam 

16:1; Isa 22:24; 30:14; Jer 13:12. Also, there may be a connection between נבל (“waterskin”) and נבל (“thick lyre”). 

The name for the instrument may come from the waterskin shape of the lyre’s soundbox, which was made either 

from a gourd or a dried skin bag, such as an animal bladder. Smith, Music in Ancient Judaism and Early 

Christianity, 52-53. 

 
16

 Reymond (Innovations, 66) follows the suggestion of Skehan and Di Lella (Ben Sira, 489) to read  עדי
 .with Yadin עד ומשריק instead of משריק

 
17

 I agree with Reymond’s reading here of הודה. Yadin’s (Ben Sira Scroll from Masada, 31) reading of 

  .is too large to fit the lacuna and does not match the traces of letters available בכבוד
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43:17b
 hurricane, storm, and tempest. 

43:17c 
His snow is like flying fire-bolts;

18
  

43:17d
 its fall is like descending locust(s) 

43:18 
The aspect of its whiteness turns eyes away; the mind marvels at his rain 

43:19
 Yea, he pours out frost like salt, making blossoms sprout like thorns (lit., like thorny bush). 

43:20
 He makes the cold north wind bluster (lit., blow); like a clod of earth he (or: it) freezes (lit. 

thickens) the spring. He spreads (a crust) over all still water, the pool (lit., mass) dresses as 

though (in) armor. 
43:21 

The mountains’ produce he burns in a drought, and the sprouting meadow (lit., meadow of 

sproutings), as if by a flame. 
43:22 

(But the) cloud’s dripping cures everything; he lets dew fall freely (lit., he loosens dew) to 

nourish parched ground. 
43:23 

(With) his thoughts he makes Rahab fruitful (lit., abundant), he erects islands over the 

watery deep (lit., stretches islands in the watery deep. 
43:24

 Sailors recount its limit(s), our ears hearing (this), we are astonished. 
43:25 

There are the marvels, the wonders of his works, the variety (lit. species) of every living 

thing and the might of Rahab. 
43:26 

On his behalf (his) messenger speeds; and through his words does (his) will. 
43:27 

Another like these cannot be added; the end of the matter: he is the all.
 

43:28 
May we magnify (him) though we cannot fathom (him); he is greater than all his works. 

43:29
 Terribly fearful is the Lord, and his power is wondrous. 

43:30
 You who exalt the Lord, lift (your) voice(s) to the utmost (that) you are able since yet (he) 

is. You who exalt him, remain strong; grow not weary though you cannot fathom (him). 
43:31 

Who has seen him and recounts (it)? who can praise him as he (truly) is? 
43:32

 The multitude of mysteries is greater than these, but few of his works have I seen. 
43:33

 Everything has the Lord made, and to the pious he has given wisdom. 

 

As discussed in Chapter Three, Ben Sira establishes an intricate connection between, creation, 

wisdom, and praise in several places throughout his work, most notably in 16:24-18:14 and the 

hymns in 24:1-34 and 39:12-34. Ben Sira also addresses the relationship between wisdom and 

creation in 1:1-10 where he praises the creation of wisdom as the first of God’s creatures and 

15:14-20 and 33:7-19 where he addresses the relationship between creation and divine 

providence. The hymn in Sir 42:15-43:33 brings several of these key themes together.
19

 For 

																																																								
18

 As Reymond notes (Innovations, 67), the plural of רשף can mean “birds of prey” in Mishnaic Hebrew, 

which may explain the translation of the Greek.  

 
19

 Burton (“Sirach and the Judaic Doctrine,”190-218) makes a similar point in his dissertation. He contends 

that these “eight blocks of creation tradition” (1:1-10; 15:14-20; 16:24-17:14; 18:1-14; 24:1-33; 33:7-19; 39:16-35; 

42:14-43:33) form a developing schema of creation theology that culminates in the Hymn to Creation and the praise 

of Simon in Ch. 50.  



	

	

247 

example, both Sir 42:18 and Sir 1:3-6 refer to searching out (ἐξιχνεύω) the abyss (ἄβυσσος; also 

cf. 24:5, 29) and considering God’s wondrous feats (πανουργεύµασιν); 42:24 repeats the formula 

of everything coming in pairs ( זה לעומת זה ; ἓν κατέναντι τοῦ ἑνός) from 33:15 (i.e., his doctrine 

of opposites); and the reference to the success (צלח) of creation and the works of God’s will in 

42:15 and 43:26 (יפעל רצון/ופעל רצונו) relates to the success of God’s will in 39:18 (רצונו יצליח) 

and the doers of God’s will ([ו]עושה רצון/לעשות רצונ) in 15:15 and 16:3.
20

 Similarly, the 

beginning of the Hymn to Creation states that it will extol the “works of God” ( אלמעשה  ) in 

creation, which often remain “hidden” (ἀπόκρυφος; 42:19; 43:32). The former is a phrase that 

occurs in 15:19 in MS B; 16:26; 33:15, 23; 39:16, 33, and latter phrase occurs in 16:21; 39:3, 7. 

Overall, Sir 42:15-43:33 draws attention to God’s ubiquitous presence throughout creation 

(42:15-25) and invites those who are perceptive of the beauty and purpose of creation (43:1-26) 

to praise God who made it (vv. 27-33).
21

 

Along with the relationship between Sir 42:15-43:33 and Ben Sira’s own concept of 

creation, scholars have also explored the origin of this hymn and its possible polemical potential. 

While some have examined the biblical precedence for linking wisdom with praise of creation 

(namely, Job 28, 38, Pss 19 and Ps 104) and suggested an influence from retribution theology 

																																																								
20

 For the theme of creation in Ben Sira in relation to the Hymn to Creation, see Núria Calduch-Benages, 

“God, Creator of All (Sir 43:27-33),” in Ben Sira’s God, ed. Egger-Wenzel, 79-100, esp. 81-83, 94-95. For רצון, see, 

Aitken, “Divine Will and Providence,” in ibid., 291-93. 

 
21

 For this tripartite division of the Hymn to Creation, see Burton, “Sirach and the Judaic Doctrine,” 171-89 

and Núria Calduch-Benages, “The Hymn to the Creation (Sir 42:15-43:33): A Polemic Text?” in Wisdom of Ben 

Sira, ed. Passaro and Bellia, 119-38 (120). Caludch-Benages references similar division of this hymn by Skehan and 

Di Lella (Ben Sira, 491), though they choose to divide the middle section into two parts. Leo Perdue has the same 

middle and end section but divides the first section into three strophes (42:15-17; 42:18-21; 42:22-24). See his, 

Wisdom and Creation: The Theology of Wisdom Literature (Nashville: Abingdon, 1994), 278-84. 
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regarding the place of divine punishment in creation,
22

 others have suggested a strong Stoic 

influence, particularly the phrase “He is the all” ( הכל הוא ; Τὸ πᾶν ἐστιν αὐτός) in 43:27 as a 

precursor for Ben Sira’s theodicy and creation theology.
23

 Finally, many have read Ben Sira’s 

glorification of the moon’s role as a marker of time (43:7) and the silence regarding the sun and 

stars in this regard as a polemic against the calendrical concerns in Enochic literature (e.g., 

Astronomical Book in 1 En 72-82) and the Dead Sea Scrolls in which the sun was the primary 

marker of sacred time (e.g., Aramaic Levi; 4Q319; 4Q320-321).
24

 This viewpoint generally 

couples Ben Sira’s glorification of the moon in 43:6-8 with his critique of speculative wisdom in 

Sir 3:21-24 and his rebuttal of dreams in 34:1-8 in order to suggest that Ben Sira was either  anti-

Enochic or anti-apocalyptic.
25

 

																																																								
22

 Georg Sauer, “Der traditionsgeschichtliche Hintergrund von Ben Sira 42,15-43,33,” in 

Verbindungslinien. Festschrift für Werner H. Schmidt zum 65. Geburtstag, ed. A. Graupner et al (Neukirchen-

Vluyn: Neukirchener, 2000), 311-321; Mattila, “Ben Sira and the Stoics,” 490-95. She also suggests a parallel to the 

phrase “He is the all” in Kister’s reconstruction of 4Q266 11 9 , “Blessed are you, you are everything, in your hands 

is everything, who makes everything” ( כול ועושה הכולברוכ את את הו הכול ובידיך ה ). 

 
23
	Collins, Jewish Wisdom, 84-89. Raymond Pautrel, “Ben Sira et le stoïcisme,” RSR 51 (1963): 535-49 

(543); Hengel, Judaism and Hellenism, 1:148; Marböck, Weisheit im Wandel, 170; Middendorp, Die Stellung Jesu 

Ben Siras, 29.  

 
24

 For an edition of the calendrical texts from cave 4, see Shemaryahu Talmon, Jonathan Ben-Dov, and 

Uwe Glessmer, Qumran Cave 4 XVI. Calendrical Texts, DJD 21 (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 2001). Also, see 

Jonathan Ben-Dov, “Qumran Calendars: A Survey of Scholarship 1980-2007,” CurBR 7 (2008): 124-68; idem, 

“Psalm 104:19, Ben-Sirah and the History of Calendars in Ancient Israel,” JJS 62 (2011): 7-20; Henryk Drawnel, 

The Aramaic Astronomical Book (4Q208–4Q211) from Qumran (Oxford: Clarendon, 2011); Jonathan Ben-Dov and 

Seth L. Sanders, ed. Ancient Jewish Sciences and the History of Knowledge in Second Temple Literature (New 

York: New York University Press, 2014); Dennis Duke and Matthew Goff, “The Astronomy of the Qumran 

Fragments 4Q208 and 4Q209” DSD 21 (2014): 176-210. 

 
25

 Benjamin G. Wright, “‘Fear the Lord,” in Ben Sira in Modern Research, ed. Beentjes, 190-222; idem, 

“Putting the Puzzle Together,” in Conflicted Boundaries, Wright and Wills, 96-102; idem, “1 Enoch and Ben Sira,” 

in Early Enoch Literature, ed. Boccaccini and Collins, 159-76; Argall, 1 Enoch and Sirach, 77-93; Boccaccini, 

Roots of Rabbinic Judaism: An Intellectual History, from Ezekiel to Daniel (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2002), 113-

150; Calduch-Benages, “The Hymn to the Creation,” in Wisdom of Ben Sira, ed. Passaro and Bellia, 119-38. Also, 

see Matthew Goff (4QInstruction, 19, 279) who points to 4QInstruction as the type of wisdom Ben Sira would reject 

and Carol Newsom (Self as Symbolic, 44) who suggests dream interpretation in Daniel would also be problematic 

for Ben Sira. For a critique of Ben Sira’s anti-Enochic or anti-apocalyptic position, see Johannes Marböck, 

“Apokalyptische Traditionen im Sirachbuch?” in Gott und Mensch im Dialog II: Festschrift für Otto Kaiser zum 80. 
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As is evident from this brief review of scholarship, despite the central thematic and 

textual significance of the Hymn to Creation in the book of Sirach, few scholars have explored 

its pedagogical function. In order to do so I will explore the Hymn to Creation from three angles: 

(1) its invitation to praise, (2) its parallels with hymnic passages in the Dead Sea Scrolls, and (3) 

its role in the formation of the book of Sirach. 

 

5.1.1 The Invitation to Praise 

The Hymn to Creation addresses the audience directly and invites them to praise God. This 

invitation is implicit in the introduction to the hymn in 42:15 where Ben Sira claims that he will 

teach (Masada and Syriac) or recount (MS B and LXX) the works of God and what he has seen. 

The D-stem cohortative of אשננה in the Masada scroll recalls the use of the piel of שנן for 

teaching children (ושננתם לבניך ודברת בם) in Deut 6:7, suggesting that the verb likewise has a 

pedagogical meaning in the Hymn to Creation.
26

 At the conclusion of the hymn in 43:28, Ben 

Sira addresses the audience directly with the cohortative plural phrase “May we magnify (him)” 

or “Let us magnify (him) still” ([נגד]לה עוד).27
 This invitation to praise continues in 43:30. 

Though the Hebrew has a large lacuna here, the Greek continues to address the reader directly 

with a vocative use of the plural participle (lit. “You[p.] who are praising the Lord”),
28

 which is 

the same group of disciples Ben Sira invites to praise in 39:15. As in the hymn in 39:16-31, an 

																																																								

Geburtstag, ed. Markus Witte (Berlin: de Gruyter, 2004), and Ainssi Voitila, “Is Ben Sira Opposing Apocalyptic 

Teaching in Sir 3, 21-24?” ZAW 122 (2010): 237-43.  
 
26

 I follow Reymond’s (Innovations, 61) interpretation who suggests that אשננה is a “D-stem 1 cs 

cohortative of the root שנן” contra Yadin and Skehan and Di Lella who believe it stems from the root שנה. 

 
27

 Despite the lacuna, the top part of the ג and ד appear visible in the manuscript. 

 
28

 Calduch-Benages, “God, Creator of All, 92.  
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accurate understanding of creation should lead one to praise.
29

 With the Hymn to Creation Ben 

Sira provides a model song to accomplish this goal and encourages participation by his students. 

 

5.1.2 Parallels between Sir 42:15-43:33 and the Dead Sea Scrolls 

As alluded to in Chapter Four, several Second Temple hymns that encourage wisdom and 

instruction relate thematically to Ben Sira’s Hymn to Creation in 42:15-43:33. In Chapter Four I 

suggested that the Hymn to the Creator from the Cave 11 Psalms Scroll (11Q5 26:9-15) uses 

similar tropes present in Ben Sira’s Hymn to Creation. In 11Q5 26:11-12 the angels rejoice at the 

dawn after God reveals to them knowledge of the luminaries, and in Sir 42:16-17 God 

strengthens the angels after revealing the glory of the sun. I also contended that hymnody in the 

Second Temple period often utilized a matrix of cosmology, sovereignty, and knowledge, which 

is the core of Sir 42:15-43:33. One can add to the texts examined in Chapter Four with regard to 

this issue the Words of the Luminaries, which is contemporaneous with Ben Sira and non-

sectarian in origin, and 4QWorks of God.
30

 While 4Q504 outlines the history of Israel more so 

than meteorological and astronomical phenomena, it, likewise, states that God created Israel for 

the purpose of praise (lit. “for Your glory” ולכבודכה ברתנו), anchors praise in the revelation of 

divine knowledge of Torah (4Q504 8 5; 4 4, 14; 1-2 2 10), and concludes its weekly liturgy on 

the Sabbath with a call to the “angels of the firmament” (כול מלאכים רקיע), Abaddon (אבדון), and 

all creatures (כול בריאתיו) to give thanks (הודו) and sing to God (4 ;קודשו הרננו לאלQ504 1-2 7 4-

11). Falk rightly notes that despite the invitation for the angels to worship during the Sabbath, 

																																																								
29

 Ibid., 87.  

 
30

 Regarding the production of the manuscripts, 4Q504 dates to ca. 150 BCE and 4Q392 to ca. 30 or 20 BCE. 

Nevertheless, the texts themselves may be much older. For the reconstruction of 4Q392, I have followed Tigchelaar 

and Martínez (Dead Sea Scrolls, 2:1033-43) who follow the reconstruction of Puech. Also, see Falk, Daily, Sabbath, 

& Festival, 63-68. 



	

	

251 

there is no concern for imitating the heavenly liturgy such as one see in the Songs of the Sabbath 

Sacrifice and Daily Prayers (4Q503). Rather the text simply urges angels to praise, which is 

closer to the depiction of angelic praise in Sir 42:17.
31

 Fragment 1 of 4QWorks of God is even 

closer to the theology of Ben Sira’s Hymn to Creation. In particular, this hymn also extols the 

wondrous works of God ( אל מעשי כל ם]י[פלא כי ; 4Q392 1:7) and relates humanities limited 

knowledge (נשכיל הלוא ;לאין חקר ; also see 4Q392 2:4) with the actions of the lightning (ברקים), 

the luminaries (המארות), and other meteorological and astronomical phenomena. Furthermore, 

not only does 4QWorks of God state that God created darkness and light for himself ( הוא ברא

ור לו]וא [חשך  ; 4Q392 1:4), but it paradoxically contends that the distinction (הבדיל) between the 

two was for the sake of humanity. God containing both light and dark in himself is similar to Ben 

Sira’s doctrine of opposites (42:24), particularly as its stated in 33:7-15 in which the delineation 

of good and evil is not only necessary for creation but God is the creator and origin of both.
32

 

Overall, the fragmentary connection between creation, knowledge, and election in these texts 

																																																								
31

 Falk, Daily, Sabbath, & Festival, 89. For the connection between “singing for joy” (רנן) and angelic 

worship, see Penner, Daily Prayer, 120. Despite this invitation to sing, the form of these prayers (תפלה) is 

“communal lament” or petition, which have been adapted for daily liturgical use. Falk, Daily, Sabbath, & Festival, 

69. 4Q504 not only contains a liturgical progression, but also marginal notations in cryptic script that appear to give 

liturgical direction, most likely for the maskil. For Cryptic A script and 4Q504, see Tov, Scribal Practices, 193-94 

and Michael Wise, “The Words of the Heavenly Lights,” in The Dead Sea Scrolls: A New Translation, ed. Michael 

O. Wise, Martin G. Abegg, and Edward M. Cook (New York: Harper Collins, 1996), 522. For the liturgical 

progression of the Words of the Luminaries, see Esther G. Chazon, “‘4QDibHam’: Liturgy or Literature,” RevQ 15 

(1992): 447-55; eadem, “Is Divrei ha-meʾorot a Sectarian Prayer?” in The Dead Sea Scrolls: Forty Years of 

Research, ed. D. Dimant and U. Rappaport; STDJ 10 (Leiden: Brill, 1992), 3-17; Penner, Patterns of Daily Prayer, 

103-7. 

 
32

 As Daniel Falk contends, “Stylistically and in terms of vocabulary and thematic content, 4Q392 frg. 1 is 

very close to several poems among the Hodayot (1QH V, VI 23-VII end, IX, XXI; cf. 1QM X 8b-16; 1QS X-XI; 

11QPS
a
 Hymn to the Creator; 4Q381 1; Ben Sira 42:15-43:33) which (1) praise God’s greatness, particularly as 

exhibited in his acts of creation and the glory of his dwelling and heavenly servant; (2) reflect on the privileges of 

the elect, particularly the understanding of divine mysteries and the commission to declare God’s greatness; and (3) 

by means of rhetorical questions contrast these with human frailty” (Biblical Adaptation in 4Q392 Works of God 

and 4Q393 Communal Confession,” in Provo International Conference on the Dead Sea Scrolls: Technological 

Innovations, New Texts, and Reformulated Issues, ed. Donald W. Parry and Eugene Ulrich [Leiden: Brill, 1998]: 

126-46 [130] ). Also, see Falk, “4QWorks of God,” in Qumran Cave 4.XX: Poetical and Liturgical Texts, Part 2, ed. 

Esther Chazon et al., DJD 29 (Oxford: Clarendon, 1999), 23-44. 
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provides contemporary evidence that indicates that Jews sang songs about the same themes that 

are in the hymnic passages of Ben Sira, which makes it easier to imagine that they were sung as 

well. 

 

5.1.3 Ben Sira’s Hymn to Creation and the Composition of the Book 

Sirach’s structure and composition may also suggest the importance of hymnody for Ben Sira’s 

pedagogy. Although there have been several theories regarding the composition and structure of 

the book with general agreement that it consists of at least three main sections (1-23; 24-42:14; 

42:15-51:30),
33

 the most comprehensive treatment of Ben Sira’s redactional history is the recent 

proposal by Jeremy Corley. He combines and builds on the work of Wolfgang Roth and John 

Harvey, utilizing the redaction schema of the former and the outline of the later.
34

 Like Harvey, 

Corley divides the book into eight main sections and suggests that each section starts with a 

sapiential poem linked together “by means of a catchword or mot crochet” (1:1-10; 4:11-19; 

6:18-37; 14:20-15:10; 24:1-34; 32:14-33:18; 38:24-39:12; 44:1-15).
35

 Second, he proposes four 

different redactional layers in which each supplemental layer begins with a wisdom poem and 

autobiographical note.
36

 For my purpose, it is quite telling that many of the wisdom poems 

																																																								
33

 Johannes Marböck points to the origin of this division in the commentary of Cornelius a Lapide in 1643 

(“Structure and Redaction History of the Book of Ben Sira: Review and Prospects,” in Ben Sira in Modern 

Research, ed. Beentjes, 61-79 [62]). 

 
34

 Wolfgang Roth, “On the Gnomic-Discursive Wisdom of Jesus Ben Sirach,” Semeia 17 (1980): 59-79; 

John D. Harvey, “Toward a Degree of Order in Ben Sira's Book,” ZAW 105 (1993): 52-62; Corley, “Searching for 

Structure,” in Wisdom of Ben Sira, ed. Passaro and Bellia, 21-47 (34-36; 41-44). 

 
35

 Corley, “Searching for Structure,” in Wisdom of Ben Sira, ed. Passaro and Bellia, 35. This proposal 

agrees almost entirely with Harvey’s though Harvey sees the wisdom poem in chapter 1 as consisting of the entire 

chapter. Linguistic connections such as the phrase “wisdom’s root” in 1:6 and 20 seem to support Harvey’s 

assessment. Skehan and Di Lella (Ben Sira, xiii-xvi) have a similar schema as well. 

 
36

 First Edition = 1:1-23:27 and 51:13-30; Second Edition = addition of 24:1-32:13; Third Edition = 

addition of 32:14-38:23 and the thanksgiving hymn in 51:1-12; and Fourth Edition = addition of 38:24-43:33; Fifth 
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proposed by Corley as sectional and redactional demarcations are the pedagogical hymns 

examined above. Maurice Gilbert makes a similar argument when he contends that Ben Sira 

concludes several of his proverbial sections with mentions of prayer and praise.
37

 For Harvey, 

each section “has its own internal logic” with repeated keywords and common opening formulas 

and the hymns or wisdom poems “offer previews of the teaching contained in the section they 

introduce.”
38

 In other words, Ben Sira utilizes hymns and prayer and adages about them as a 

means of organizing disparate collections of proverbs into a functional whole.  

 If Corley (and Harvey) are correct, this schema may reveal the pedagogical function of 

hymns in Ben Sira’s own teaching. One example of this phenomena is the prayer in 22:27-23:6 

that I examined in Chapter Four. It is well-known that one can divide this prayer into two parts: 

(1) 22:27-23:1 and (2) 23:2-6, with the concern for unguarded speech in 23:7-15 taking up the 

theme of the first part of the prayer and the concern for fornication in 23:16-27 taking up the 

theme of the second part of the prayer.
39

 Another example is the reference to praise (תהלה) being 

allocated (חלק) by God at the conclusion of the wisdom hymn in 14:20-15:10, which may relate 

																																																								

Edition = addition of the Praise of the Ancestors (44:1-50:24) along with a numerical proverb (50:25-26) and the 

author’s colophon (50:27-29). Ibid., 41-44.  

A similar examination suggests that the first-person passages in Sirach are key demarcations of structural 

units rather than redactional layers. See Hans-Winfried Jüngling, “Der Bauplan des Buches Jesus Sirach," in “Den 

Armen eine frohe Botschaft”. Festschrift für Bischof Franz Kamphaus zum 65. Geburtstag, ed. J. Hainz et al. 

(Frankfurt am Main: Josef Knecht, 1997), 89-105; Liesen, “Strategical Self-References,” in Treasures of Wisdom, 

ed. Calduch-Benages and Vermeylen, 63-74. Finally, Otto Mulder offers a different approach to structure in the 

book that utilizes the subscriptions in the Greek and Hebrew manuscripts, the marginal marks in Masada, and other 

codicological factors. Otto Mulder, Simon the High Priest in Sirach 50: An Exegetical Study of the Significance of 

Simon the High Priest as Climax to the Praise of the Fathers in Ben Sira’s Concept of the History of Israel (JSJSup 

78; Leiden: Brill, 2003), 32-47. 

 
37

 Gilbert, “Prayer in the Book of Ben Sira,” in Prayer from Tobit, ed. Egger-Wenzel and Corley, 130. Cf. 

Sir 15:9–10, 17:25–29, 39:5–6, 42:15 51:30.  

 
38

 Harvey, “Toward a Degree of Order,” 54, 61. 

 
39

 Skehan and Di Lella, Ben Sira, 321.  
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to God’s allocation of praise to creation in 16:16 ( חלק שבחו ) and 17:10 and God’s allotment 

(ἐκληροδότησεν αὐτοῖς) or teaching (ܐ݂-+ ܐ()ܢ ) of Torah in 17:11. Also, the reference to 

wisdom’s friendship in 4:12 (אהבו) becomes the predominant motif linking a series of proverbs 

on friendship (אהוב) in Sirach 6. These examples demonstrate the pedagogical potential of 

prayers and hymns, which Ben Sira could have used to introduce or conclude a series of proverbs 

by accentuating a central theme of the sayings. When it came time to anthologize his proverbial 

sayings, these “classroom hymns” would have provided easy material for Ben Sira and his 

students to draw upon when looking for a schema for his book. 

Nevertheless, Corley’s proposal remains problematic. First, as Mroczek has recently 

accentuated regarding his schema, perceived structure in a book does not necessarily represent 

the intent of the author.
40

 Second, the tight nexus Harvey sees between the hymns and the 

proverbial sections that follow and Corley’s emphasis on mot crotchet breaks down open further 

analysis. For example, the words and phrases that Corley points to which link sections to one 

another are quite common and do not always appear in the same place in each section (e.g.,  בן  in 

4:10c and 4:11a,  אחר in 14:19ab and 14:22ab, and ירא in 32:12b and 36:16a). Furthermore, the 

hymns and wisdom poems do not seem to set up the proverbial sections to which they are 

attached as easily as Harvey assumes. Even if the reference to wisdom’s friends (אהביה) in 4:12 

relates to theme of friendship throughout Sir 6:1-17, there is nothing in 4:11-19 that foreshadows 

the concern for shame and speech in chs. 4-5. Similarly, it is difficult to connect the eulogy of 

the scribe 38:24-39:11 and the exaltation of God’s creation in 39:12-35 and 42:15-43:33 with the 

proverbial passages in between these two sections which cover topics such as the fear of death 
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 Mroczek, Literary Imagination, 106-10, esp. 108. 
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(40:1-11; 41:1-4), the adjudication between true and false shame (41:15-42:8), and the concern 

for children (40:15-16, 19; 41:5-7), particularly daughters (42:9-14). In other words, while Ben 

Sira could have used hymns and prayers to compliment proverbial sections in his pedagogy (as 

we saw with 22:27-23:6 and 14:20-15:10) their relationship to one another throughout the rest of 

the book is not always apparent. 

Regarding the hymn in Sir 42:15-43:33 a more fruitful approach is to examine the 

relationship of Ben Sira’s hymnic passages to one another particularly regarding the theme of 

creation, some of which I have alluded to above. For example, the hymn in 18:1-14, which is 

part of a long section on creation beginning in 16:24, refers to the “pouring out” (v. 11; ἐξέχεεν) 

of God’s mercy and the inability to explore God’s majesty (v. 4; ἐξιχνεύσει τὰ µεγαλεῖα αὐτοῦ). 

The former relates to the pouring out of wisdom in 1:9 (καὶ ἐξέχεεν αὐτὴν ἐπὶ πάντα τὰ ἔργα 

αὐτοῦ) and anticipates the pouring out of Ben Sira’s teaching in 24:33 (ἔτι διδασκαλίαν ὡς 

προφητείαν ἐκχεῶ) whereas the latter points to the inability to search out God’s majesty in 42:18 

(ἄβυσσον καὶ καρδίαν ἐξίχνευσεν), 42:21 (τὰ µεγαλεῖα τῆς σοφίας αὐτοῦ ἐκόσµησεν) and 43:15 (ἐν 

µεγαλείῳ αὐτοῦ ἴσχυσεν νεφέλας). Similarly, 33:18 repeats the same phrase in 24:34 verbatim 

(ὅτι οὐκ ἐµοὶ µόνῳ ἐκοπίασα), 39:10-12 builds on metaphors from both these passages (ἐκκλησία; 

πληρόω; βλαστέω; ‘ρόδον; λίβανος; ὀσµή; ἄνθος; διαδίδωµι; αἰνέω) and the emphasis on the works 

of God in 33:15 and 39:14, 16, 19, and 33 becomes the central motif of the Hymn to Creation. 

Regarding its placement in the book, the sheer number of shared linguistic terms between the 

Hymn to Creation in 42:15-43:33 and other hymns in Sirach (see above) suggests that the latter 

serves as a summation of the preceding hymns. Perhaps one can even propose a teleological 

relationship between the hymns found in the book and Ben Sira’s creation theology, which 

culminates in the Hymn to Creation and becomes recapitulated in the eulogy of Simon, which 
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shares planting terminology with Sir 24 and Sir 39:12-14 and creation terminology with the 

Hymn to Creation.
41

 Because one does not need the proverbial sections that go in between them 

to understand the thematic and teleological relationship between these hymns perhaps they at one 

time existed together as part of a hymnic cycle on creation that Ben Sira could have performed, 

culminating in Sir 42:15-43:33. At the least, both 39:12-34 and 42:15-43:33 work well together. 

Both hymns call on the reader directly to praise (39:15 in its introduction and 43:28, 30 in its 

conclusion) and assume they will participate in recounting God’s creation. One can easily 

imagine 39:15 serving as a call to praise during a lecture cycle and 42:28-30 bringing it to is 

conclusion with the proverbial section on creation in 15:11-17:32 serving as the main thrust of 

the lecture. Another possibility is that Ben Sira or his students could have created new hymns by 

memorizing, reflecting, and reciting on past compositions. In doing so they would have 

incorporated themes and terminology from earlier hymnic compositions. In other words, Ben 

Sira’s hymnic pedagogy was generative of new hymns that became associated with him and 

which his students added to his work at a later date.
42

 These two options do not have to be 

mutually exclusive, as the latter can explain the mosaic or pastiche of other hymnic passages in 

Sir 42:15-43:33 and the former its placement in the book in the form we have received it.  
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 Burton’s (“Sirach and the Judaic Doctrine,”190-218) makes a similar argument regarding the 

teleological development of Ben Sira’s creation theology in the hymnic passages. See above. Simon’s service at the 

temple also embodies wisdom, the work of the sage, and the cosmos. Like wisdom and the sage/scribe, Ben Sira 

compares Simon to “roses” (24:14; 39:13; 50:8), a flower blossom (Sir 24:15; 39:14; 50:8), an “olive tree” (24:14; 

50:10), a “cypress” (24:13; 50:10), a “cedar of Lebanon” (24:13; 50:12|), a lily (39:14; 50:8), and a “palm tree” 

(24:14; 50:12). Furthermore, both wisdom, the scribe/sage, and Simon are connected to praise (24:1; 34:14; 50:18) 

and incense (24:15; 39:14; 50:15). Regarding comparisons with the Hymn to Creation, Ben Sira compares Simon’s 

entrance from behind the curtain to a “star of light,” ( כב אורכו  ) “the full moon in the festal days” ( בימי . . .ירח מלח
 and “the rainbow that appears in the ,(שמש משרקת אל היכל המלך) ”the sun shining on the king’s temple“ ,(מועד

clouds” (קשת נראתה בענן). Overall, Simon becomes an embodiment of wisdom, the cosmos, and the sage. 

 
42

 Previous hymns being generative of new hymns that are later appended to a composition may also 

explain repetition of themes in the Hodayot. See, in particular Harkin’s (Reading with an “I”, 153-205) discussion 

on 1QH 13:22-15:8 and its relationship to column 11. 
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5.2 From Composition to Reception: Praise of the Ancestors as Oral Performance 

With its shared emphasis on piety (43:33-44:1; 49:3) and glory (42:16, 25; 42:1, 9, 12; 44:2, 13, 

19; 45:2, 7; 45:20, 23; 26; 47:6, 8, 11, 20; 49:5, 8, 12; 50:7, 11, 13, 17), the Hymn to Creation is 

reasonably understood as serving as the introduction to the Praise of the Ancestors. Hymnic 

recitation of the created order followed by praise of the patriarchs of Israel becomes common in 

later ʿAvodah liturgy linking creation with the unfolding of history (see below).
43

 The Praise of 

the Ancestors begins with a title calling it a praise in MS B (שבח אבות עולם) and a hymn in 

Greek (Πατέρων ὕµνος), and the Masada text has a large vacat delineating it as a separate 

section.
44

 While many have studied this hymn with regard to questions of canon,
45

  biblical 

interpretation,
46

 and ideology,
47

 its place in Ben Sira’s pedagogy has also received quite a bit of 

attention as well. The main work in this regard is the dissertation of Thomas Lee who compares 

the Praise of the Ancestors to an encomium.
48

 An encomium is a rhetorical form used to extol the 
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 Otto Mulder’s (Simon the High Priest, 37) contends that one must not disassociate the Hymn to Creation 

with the Praise of the Ancestors for these reasons. 

 
44

 Reymond, Innovations, 25. 

 
45

 The scholarship on this section is vast. For a “canonical reading” reading of the Praise of the Ancestors, 

see Alon Goshen-Gottstein, “Ben Sira’s Praise of the Fathers: A Canon-Conscious Reading,” in Ben Sira’s God, ed. 

Egger-Wenzel, 235-67.  

 
46

 Benjamin G. Wright, “The Use and Interpretation of Biblical Tradition in Ben Sira’s Praise of the 

Ancestors,” in Studies in the Book of Ben Sira. Papers of the Third International Conference on the 

Deuterocanonical Books, Shime’on centre, Pápa, Hungary, 18-20 May, 2006, ed. G. G. Xeravits and J. Zsengellér, 

JSJSup 127 (Leiden: Brill, 2008), 183-208. 

 
47

 For an ideological reading of the Praise of the Ancestors, see Saul Olyan, “Ben Sira’s Relationship,” 

267-72; Martha Himmelfarb, “The Wisdom of the Scribe, the Wisdom of the Priest, and the Wisdom of the King 

according to Ben Sira,” in For A Later Generation: The Transformation of Tradition in Israel, Early Judaism, and 

Early Christianity, ed. Randal A. Argall et al. (Harrisburg, PA: Trinity, 2000), 89-99; Benjamin G. Wright, “Ben 

Sira on Kings and Kingship,” in Jewish Perspectives on Hellenistic Rulers, ed. Tess Rajak et al. (Berkeley: 

University of California Press, 2007): 76-91; For Simon as the embodiment of wisdom/cosmos and the telos of 

Israelite history, see Mack, Wisdom and the Hebrew Epic, especially, 11-65; Mulder, Simon the High Priest, 47-59. 
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 Thomas R. Lee, Form of Sir 44-50. 
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ἀρετή of virtuous people, which also allowed the rhetor to display his rhetorical skills.
49

 Much of 

our knowledge of encomiums comes from the progymnasmata tradition, which we utilized as a 

model in Chapter Four for the שירה in 39:12-35 (pp. 198-99). This tradition consisted of 

speeches students had to memorize and reproduce and most of these school exercises mirrored 

works one would reproduce in a public setting. In this regard, the encomium became a classic 

educational exercise that one could also utilize in public commemorations. For example, an 

encomium to Odysseus in Libanius’s (4
th

 cent. CE teacher of rhetoric) encomium exercises states 

in the beginning, “The poet Homer, in my opinion, shows genuine admiration for all heroes, not 

least of all for Odysseus, whom he depicts as a participant in the Illiad, and in his other poem, he 

honors him alone.” It concludes with the exclamation, “If the most important part of happiness is 

to obtain the most noble things that one desires, Odysseus had this too, for after seeing Ithaca 

and becoming master of his own domain, he died an old man.”
50

 As Lee demonstrates in his 

historical overview, although evidence for the progymnasmata exercises are quite late, its form 

goes back to at least to the sophist in the fifth century BCE.
51

 

After analysis of the history of the encomium and the typical outline presented in the 

rhetorical handbooks, Lee delineates four main structural features: (1) the prooemium; (2) the 

γένος, which compares the subject of the poem to the ancestors; (3) the πράξεις, divided into 

virtues and deeds; and (4) an epilogue. Lee contends that all four are present in the Praise of the 

Ancestors (prooemium = 44:1-15; γένος = 44:16-49:16; πράξεις = 50:1-21; Epilogue = 50:22-24) 

																																																								
49

 Aelius Theon defines an encomium as a “language revealing the greatness of virtuous actions and other 

good qualities belonging to a particular person. The term is now specifically applied to praise of living persons 

whereas praise of the dead is called an epitaphios and praise of the gods a hymn.” Kennedy, Progymnasmata, 50.  

 
50

 For this translation, see the exercise for Odysseus in Gibson, Libanius’s Progymnasmata, 208-219 
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 Lee, Form of Sir 44-50, 122-28. 
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and suggests that the encomium served to encourage Onias III to continue the tradition of his 

father, Simon II, who had recently died.
52

 While critical of Lee’s Simon-centric approach and 

characterization of the Praise of the Ancestors as belonging solely to one genre, Burton Mack 

provides a helpful table illustrating the relationship between the two. 

 
Table 1. The Encomium Model and the Praise of the Ancestors

53 
 

Encomium Pattern of Characterization 

1. Proem 

2. Birth/Genealogy 

3. Achievements 

A. Pursuits 

B. Virtues 

C. Deeds 

D. Blessings 

 

4. Conclusion 

A. Death 

B. Memorials 

2. Election 

 

 

1. Office 

4.   Piety 

5.   Deeds 

3.   Covenant 

6.   Setting Context 

 

7.   Rewards 

 

 

For Mack, the elements of the encomium reappear in the Praise of the Ancestors in a modified 

format.  Instead of a proem, each unit of the Praise of the Ancestor begins introducing the name 

of a person from Israel’s past, the theme of election or the accentuation of an ancestor’s office 

(e.g., prophet, priest, king) relates to the Hellenistic concern for genealogy, the exaltation of 

one’s virtue relates to the piety of the ancestors, and the accentuation of the ancestor’s 

inheritance or glory relates to the memorialization of the object of praise in the encomium.
54

 For 

																																																								
52

 Lee, Form of Sir 44-50, 206-39. Lee also contends that Sir 44:16-49:16 is not a typical genealogy but 

one which employs the topos of the Beispeilreihe. Mack (Wisdom and the Hebrew Epic, 134-35) is rightly critical of 

Lee apportioning such a large space to the genealogical section of the encomium if its only purpose was to praise 

Simon. 

 
53

 Table adapted from Mack, Wisdom and the Hebrew Epic, 130. 
 
54

 Ibid., 131-34. This is a different proposal from Lee’s who makes most of the Praise of the Ancestors 

(44:16-49:16) part of Simon’s genealogy. 
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example, after mentioning Abraham’s name (proem), Ben Sira calls him a father of nations 

(genealogy) and extols his virtue in keeping the Law and entering into a covenant with God 

(praxis) before concluding with the promise regarding Abraham’s blessing and inheritance 

(44:19-21). If these parallels are correct, then Ben Sira appears to have modeled the Praise of the 

Ancestors after a Greek rhetorical form often utilized in education. 

Whether one sees the Praise of the Ancestors as an encomium or “encomium-like,” it fits 

well as a school exercise used to train students how to perform similar public songs, such as the 

ones references in m. Sukk. 5:4. Although Ben Sira’s knowledge of Greek and Greek literature is 

a debated point,
55

 I am not arguing for direct dependence but am using the encomium in the 

progymnasmata as a comparative model. This model allows one to propose that the Praise of the 

Ancestors also served as a school exercise that mirrored the public performance in a festival 

setting. Ben Sira’s eulogy of Simon in Sirach 50 depicts such a setting
56

 where the “sons of 

Aaron played hammered trumpets” ( מקשה בחצצרות הכהנים אהרן בני יריעו ) as an act of 

commemoration (להזכיר לפני עליון) and either Simon, the people, or the Levites sang songs ( וית ן

																																																								
55

 The most thorough treatment of Ben Sira’s use and knowledge of Greek is Middendorp, Die Stellung 

Jesu Ben Sira, esp. 1-34. Middendorp’s treatment is highly maximalist and has come under criticism by many 

scholars. More recently, Benjamin Wright has argued for Ben Sira’s knowledge of Greek. He points to a wide range 

of epigraphic and literary evidence to demonstrate the widespread use of Greek language and literature in Judea 

prior to Jason’s building of the gymnasium in 175 BCE. He also suggests the Ben Sira’s recognition of his authorial 

voice (50:24-27), and apparent use of the gnomic poetry of Theognis (cf. Sir 6:5-17 and Theog. 77-78, 115-16; 575, 

643-44; 697-98; 929-30) in several places bespeaks a Greek influence on Ben Sira, even though he chose to write 

his work in Hebrew. Wright, “Ben Sira and Hellenistic Literature in Greek,” in Tracing Sapiential, ed. Najman et 

al., 71-88. Also, see his, “What Does India Have to Do with Jerusalem? Ben Sira, Language, and Colonialism,” in 

Jewish Cultural Encounters in the Ancient Mediterranean and New Eastern World, ed. Mladen Popović et al., 

JSJSup 178 (Leiden: Brill, 2017), 136-56. 

 
56

 The main two proposals for the festival in Sirach 50 are the Daily Whole Offering (m. Tam. 6:3-7:3) and 

Yom Kippur (m. Yoma 3:6-8; 6:2). For the former, see Skehan and Di Lella, Ben Sira, 551, and for the latter, 

Oesterley, Sirach, 342-43. Similarly, Jeremy Corley contends that the Praise of the Ancestors was part of a New 

Year’s Remembrance festival, and Otto Mulder suggests Rosh Hashanah. For the former, see Corley, “Sirach 44:1-

15 as Introduction to the Praise of The Ancestors,” in Studies in the Book, ed. Xeravits and Zsengellér, 151-82 (154-

55). For the latter, see Mulder, Simon the High Priest, 168-75, 174. 
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.(השיר קולו
57

 We have already seen in the Mishnah (m. Sukk. 5:4) a joint liturgy between the 

Levites and “the pious and miracle workers” (החסידים ואנשי המעשה) in which the latter 

performed both “words of songs and praises” ( בחותשדברי שירות ות  ). If one thinks of Sir 39:16-31 

representing the שירות than perhaps the Praise of the Ancestors is representative of the  בחותשת . 

Furthermore, if one thinks of chs. 44-50 culminating in the public festival in Sirach 50, one can 

imagine the recitation of the Praise of the Ancestors in a public setting, which would explain its 

subsequent influence on ʿAvodah poetry. Although one cannot say with confidence what public 

setting Ben Sira would have recited it, the presentation of the Praise of the Ancestors as a public 

song of commemoration, allowed him to reshape the collective memory of his students with his 

version of Israel’s illustrious past centered around Simon and the temple. Similarly, his 

presentation of this history as a hymn naturalizes this narrative.
58

 Its memorization and 

performance gives glory to the singer who composed it and reiterates Ben Sira’s inspired status 

as a basis of authority. 

Finally, early Jewish liturgy and poetry suggest that the Praise of Ancestors had a deep 

influence on its early development. The central argument in this regard is a study by Cecil Roth 

in 1952 where he argued that poetry from the later synagogue service, particularly the liturgy of 

																																																								
57

 While there is no other instrument present in the Hebrew version of Sirach 50, the Greek of Sir 50:18 

includes the “harp-players” (οἱ ψαλτῳδοί), which points back to David’s establishment of harp-players in 47:9. In the 

Hebrew, it is unclear who is singing, but it is likely that “all the assembly of Israel” ( ישראל קהל כל ) are those who 

sing ( השיר יתן ) and pray (בתפלה) while Simon offers a sacrifice and priestly benediction. Because many Second 

Temple cultic depictions appear to combine the singing of Levites with the trumpet playing of priests it is also 

possible that the singers are the Levites. Smith, Music in Ancient Judaism and Early Christianity, 70-75. 

  
58

 As Claudia Camp (Ben Sira and the Men, 156) contends, “If Ben Sira is a witness to canonization he is a 

witness to an incipient process that he himself enters in order to locate authority in a text rather than in the cult. The 

Praise of the Ancestors participates in this process and makes the present a rightful successor to a glorious past.” She 

goes on to contend that the Praise of the Ancestors is a subtle attempt to locate authority not in orality but in 

textuality. 
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the ʿAvodah, had as its source the Praise of the Ancestors.
59

 For example, in his analysis of 

several extant ʿAvodah poems (e.g. Emet Mah Nehedar), he contends that most follow the same 

framework beginning with a survey of human history and culminating with a praise of Aaron and 

a panegyric of the high priest.
60

 Like Sir 50:5-10, many of these poems specifically extol the 

high priest’s glory when he departed from the sanctuary (“how glorious [מה נהדר] was he when 

he looked forth from the tent”) and describe the high priest in reference to meteorological 

phenomena.
61

 He also argued that the fifth-century Palestinian payyetan (a liturgical poet) Yose 

ben Yose utilized parts of the “Praise of the Fathers” of Ben Sira, especially 44:17-19; 45:7-8, 

16.
62

 These parallels are as follows:
63

  

																																																								
59

 Cecil Roth, “Ecclesiasticus in the Synagogue Service,” JBL 71 (1952): 171–78. 

 
60

 Ibid., 172.  

 
61

 In their introduction to “Emet Mah Nehedar” in their recent anthology ʿAvodah, Swartz and Yahalom, 

refer to it as having “its origins in the apocryphal Book of Ben Sira, or Ecclesiasticus, which served as perhaps the 

most influential model for the Avodah genre.” Michael D. Swartz and Joseph Yahalom, Avodah: An Anthology of 

Ancient Poetry for Yom Kippur (University Park: Pennsylvania State University Press, 2005), 343. For Roth 

(“Ecclesiasticus in the Synagogue,” 174), “There cannot be the slightest doubt that the description of the glory of the 

High Priest included in the various recensions of the Day of Atonement ʿAbodah is based upon the panegyric of 

Simon son of Onias in Ecclesiasticus. . . . The fact that twelve or more synagogal poets ended their compositions 

describing the Atonement Service with almost identical passages clearly shows that this was to be found in the 

prototype on which they modeled themselves.” 

 
62

 Roth, “Ecclesiasticus in the Synagogue,” 176. Aharon Mirsky agrees with Roth’s observation and has 

also suggested that Yose ben Yose incorporated formula and motifs from Sir 42:15-43:33. See his, Yose ben Yose, 

Poems Edited with an Introduction, Commentary and Notes, rev. ed. (Jerusalem: The Bialik Institute 1991), 30-31. 

Also, see Wout Jac van Bekkum, “Qumran Hymnology and the ‘Piyyūṭ’: Contrast and Comparison,” RevQ 23 

(2008): 341-56 (353). Finally, Roth’s observation regarding the parallels between Sir 50:20-21 and m. Yom. 6.2 have 

been made by several scholars (see above) in an attempt to place the ritual in Sirach 50 on the Day of Atonement. 

 
63

 Adapted from Roth, “Ecclesiasticus in the Synagogue,” 176 but with corrections from Schwartz and 

Yahalom (Avodah, 69-93). Regarding his transcriptions from Ben Sira, the fourth of Roth’s transcription is from 

45:8 rather than 45:7, and the second line is technically an amalgamation from parts of 44:17 and 44:18 which state:  

 

עמו   נכרת עולם באות מבול חדל ובבריתו  MS B 

B                                                כרית
marg

 

 



	

	

263 

Ben Sira (MS B) Atah Konanta ʿOlam Me-Rosh
64

 

 44:17 בעבורו היה שארית

כרת
 44:17-18 ברית . . . עולם נכרת עמו 

 אברהם אב המון נוים
44:19 

 45:8 ויפארהו בכבוד ועוז

 45:8 מכנסים כתונת ומעיל

 45:16 ולהקטיר ריח ניחה ואזכרה

 ולכפר על בני ישראל

שמת לעולם שארית שכרווב  

 למענו כרת שתחק ברית ק

 מוןהיחיד אב 

 שרדפארתו בבגדי 

 כתונת ומכנסי בד

 שועת קטרת ותפלת אמת

 נותינומכפרת עוווקדושתו 

 

Here not only do Ben Sira and ʿAvodah poetry follow a similar order (Noah-Abraham-Isaac and 

Jacob-priesthood), but they also extol the patriarchs in a similar manner. In Atah Konanta Noah 

becomes the receiver of a remnant (שארית) and in Ben Sira, Noah is reason for the remnant, 

which is a phrase that never occurs in the Hebrew Bible in reference to Noah. Both poems also 

relate Noah’s blessing of a remnant with the reception of a divine covenant ( כרת. . .  ברית ). Other 

similarities include the description of Abraham as the father of a multitude (אב המון), and 

adorning (פארהו/ פארתו(  the priests in garments (כתונת) and tunics (מכנסים) so that they can offer 

incense (קטר) and atonement (כפר). Overall, there are enough similarities in both the vocabulary 

and framework in the ʿAvodah poetry with Ben Sira that it likely that Ben Sira served as a direct 

source for this piyyutim tradition (i.e., the poets knew Ben Sira), in which the composer was 

inspired by Ben Sira’s book. Another possibility is that both Ben Sira and the ʿAvodah share a 

common source in which they both represent actual liturgical practices that were conducted at 

the temple. 

If Roth’s observations are correct, then perhaps components of the Praise of the 

Ancestors made its way into early Jewish liturgy because it was part of public performance in the 

Second Temple period. In other words, it is possible that later Jewish poets utilized Ben Sira as a 
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 Despite Roth’s attribution of this poem to Yose ben Yose, Swartz and Yahalom (Avodah, 69) contend 

that the composition is anonymous but is in the style of the preclassical piyyut.  
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source, and they memorized and incorporated his works not only from reading his book but from 

hearing his songs at either Yom Kippur or a similar festival setting. Again, the encomium serves 

as a helpful model. Plato’s funeral speech, Menexenus, was often viewed in antiquity as a model 

encomium. Both Cicero (Or. 151) and Dionysius of Halicarnassus (Dem. 23-30) praise it as such 

in their analysis of the speech and the former even suggests that the Athenians recite it every 

year as an act of commemoration.
65

 This transition depicted by Cicero of Plato’s Menexenus 

from imagined speech (by Socrates via Aspasia) to public recitation provides a helpful model for 

understanding how the Praise of the Ancestors could have been influential on later Jewish poets 

in their creation of liturgy for public performance.
66

 Like Plato’s speech, Ben Sira’s students or 

early poets who read his work could have utilized the Praise of the Ancestors during the worship 

of Yom Kippur based on their association of Simon’s liturgy in Sirach 50 with this festival. In 

this regard, it is not important if Ben Sira intentionally wrote Simon’s liturgy in Sirach 50 with 

Yom Kippur as the background; it is only necessary for a later Jewish audience to have read this 

chapter with the festival implied, and thus began to use or adapt the Praise of the Ancestors for 

the composition of ʿAvodah poetry.
67
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 Lee, Form of Sir 44-50, 154. Cicero states that the Menexenus, “is customary to deliver at Athens in an 

assembly in honor of those fallen in battle; which was so popular that it had to be read aloud every year, as you 

know, on that day” (Hubbell, LCL). 

 
66

 I thank Jacob Lollar for specifically recommending Cicero’s mention of the Menexenus as a helpful 

model (personal correspondence). 

 
67

 As Matthew Goff contends, “The chapter may have been written with this festal day understood as the 

context in which Simon is described or, more pertinent for the discussion at hand, that Jews in later periods when 

reading Ben Sira 50 could have easily understood it as depicting the celebration of Yom Kippur at the Temple.” See 

his, “Songs of Ben Sira: The Conception of Ben Sira as an Author of Hymns and the Hebrew Transmission of the 

Book” (forthcoming). Along with its exaltation of the high priest’s vestments (vv. 5-11; m. Yom. 3:4, 7), Sirach 50 

also describes the high priest as a singer of songs (v.18; m. Yom. 7:1) and the prostration of the audience before the 

divine name (vv. 20-21; m. Yoma 6:2). 
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At the very least, the tropes the Praise of the Ancestors share with the ʿAvodah poems 

(praise of the High priest and common historical framework) may derive from the liturgy of Ben 

Sira’s time period, as suggested above.
68

 In this case, then even the framework of the Praise of 

the Ancestors (as well as the Hymn to Creation)
69

 participates in what Judith Newman calls Ben 

Sira’s “liturgical imagination,” by which she means how Ben Sira “thinks through and around 

the Temple and its priesthood.”
70

 In creating a hymn that either inspired aspects of ʿAvodah 

piyyutim or was modeled after a shared liturgical ritual, Ben Sira creates for his students (and 

later his readers) an idealized liturgical rite and temple experience culminating in the high priest 

himself. Thus, perhaps it is better to think of the entire Praise of the Ancestors as an idealized 

liturgy rather than simply the eulogy of Simon in Sirach 50. Finally, there is some evidence that 

rabbis refused to pray in the synagogue, preferring instead to pray in their homes or the academy 

(b. Ber. 7b-8a) and some early synagogue prayers are associated with the bet midrash.
71

 Perhaps 

the use of hymns in Ben Sira’s school was an early precursor to this practice and the parallels 

between the ʿAvodah and the Praise of the Ancestors are vestiges of Ben Sira’s sung pedagogy.  

 

5.3 Singing Students and Sirach’s “Appendixes” 

 

Another key section that provides insight to both the composition and reception Ben Sira is the 

final chapter of the book, which Sirach scholarship often classifies as an “appendix” or an 

																																																								
68

 Ibid. 

 
69

 Sirach 42 is also connected to early piyyut. Mirsky, Yose ben Yose, 29-32; Segal, 287-301 ,השלם. 

 
70

 Newman, “Liturgical Imagination,” in Prayer and Poetry, ed. Penner, 324. 

 
71

 For this argument as well as a collection of passages referencing the academy or “house of instruction,” 

see Dan Urman, “The House of Assembly and the House of Study: Are They One and The Same?” JJS 44 (1993): 

236-57. Also, see Lee I. Levine, The Ancient Synagogue: The First Thousand Years (New Haven: Yale University 

Press, 2000), 449-51, 58-63. For prayers in the bet midrash, see Joseph Heinemann, Prayer in the Talmud: Forms 

and Patterns, SJ 9 (Berlin: De Gruyter, 1977), 251-75. 
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“epilogue.” Sir 50:27 has a colophon signifying the end of the work, which reads as follows:  

 50:27 מוסר שכל ומושל אופנים לשמעון בן ישוע בן אלעזר בן סירא 

 אשר ניבע בפתור לבן ואשר הביע בתבונות

 50:28 אשרי איש באלה יהגה ונותן על לבו יחכם

  כי יראת ייי חיים

 
50:27 

Insightful instruction and appropriate proverbs
72

 of Simon ben Yeshua ben Eleazar 

ben Sira.
73

 Which he poured forth with the interpretation of his heart and which he 

made overflow with understanding. 
50:28

 Blessed is the one who meditates on these things and the one who sets them upon his 

heart will be wise. For the fear of YHWH is life.
74

 

 

On the surface this passage reads as a colophon, which at one time signaled the end of the work. 

A key question is: why is there an additional chapter after this colophon with two hymns in most 

versions and three in the Hebrew Genizah text MS B? Although Corley and W. Roth place Sir 

51:13-30 in their first redactional layer, and do not believe that Ben Sira wrote Sir 51:1-12 or 

50:27-29 until much later, such a position is untenable. If Ben Sira had already written the 

concluding chapter, why would he (or his disciples) place a colophon before it? Even if one 

accepts Ben Sira authorship of 51:13-30 why assign it to the earliest layer of the book? If 

someone placed it at the end of the book in order to copy the acrostic ending of Proverbs and 

form an inclusio with Sir 1:1-10 (as Corley suggests), it is still not necessary for this redactional 

layer to occur in the earliest stage of composition. In other words, structural motifs can be a sign 

of a text’s transmission rather than its original composition. Furthermore, although Sir 51:1-12 
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 Most scholars suggest emending מושל to משלי. Skehan and Di Lella, Ben Sira, 556-57. 

 
73

 Most scholars contend that “Simon” in 50:27 and 51:30 MS B is likely an addition influenced by the 

eulogy of Simon in the Praise of the Ancestors. See Skehan and Di Lella, Ben Sira, 3-4. 

 
74

 The Greek here has a few differences the most significant being the reference to Ben Sira writing down 

his words in a book (ἐχάραξεν ἐν τῷ βιβλίῳ τούτῳ). For more on the differences between the versions in 50:27-29 

and how these differences affect interpretation of authorship, see Mroczek, Literary Imagination, 90-93. 

Interestingly, the Syriac refers to words written in a book, but instead of Ben Sira’s words they are “all the sayings 

of the wise men and their riddles” ( ܠ :9̈-8! ܕ4̈563! ܘܐܘ13̈ܬܗܘ݂ܢ(< ). 
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and 13-30 share several themes and terms with other passages in the book of Sirach (e.g., 2:1-18; 

6:18-37; 14:20-15:10; 50:16)—and some which they do not (e.g., ידה in 51:1, 12, 22)
75

—why 

must one rule out the possibility that Ben Sira’s disciples could have written hymns with similar 

themes as their teacher and in a similar poetic style? At the least, if Ben Sira composed these 

hymns, could his students not have chosen to add them at a later date, particularly since all the 

manuscript and textual evidence points to additions and changes to Ben Sira’s work at quite an 

early date?
76

 Thus, I agree with Middendorp’s assertion regarding the addition of these hymns at 

a later date in the Second Temple period
77

 and contend that the title in the Greek for this chapter, 

“Prayer of Jesus Son of Sirach” (Προσευχὴ Ἰησοῦ Υἱοῦ Σιραχ), is an attempt to justify the 

addition of Sir 51:1-12 to the book at a time when the order of the remaining chapters was 

relatively fixed. I would contend that the thematic and poetic parallels with Ben Sira’s earlier 
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 The only exception is B
marg

 of 45:7 which refers to God giving Aaron “his praise” (לו חסדו) and 47:8 

where David gives thanksgiving to God (נתן הודות לאל עליון). The former relates to the Hymn of Divine Names in Sir 

51:12a-o and according to Goff (“Songs of Ben Sira”), “raises the possibility that the root ידה in chapter 51 should 

be understood not simply as conveying praise of God in a general sense but praise uttered by priests.”  

 
76

 For example, the marginal reading of Sir 42:15 in plate V of the Masada text suggests that there were 

different Hebrew versions at quite an early date, which the Masada scribe used as a basis of collation. 

 
77

 Middendorp, Die Stellung Jesu Ben Siras, 113-24. Middendorp ingenuously compares the use of psalmic 

language in 51:1-12 to the Hodayot, though I disagree with his assertion that Sir 51:1-12 serves as a “Muster und 

Vorlage” for the Hodayot. Other reasons for doubting the authenticity of Sir 51:1-12 include its distinctive 

vocabulary.  

The other main text Middendorp (125-32) argues is an addition to the book is the prayer for deliverance in 

Sir 36:1-22. While most Sirach scholarship rejects this assertion, following the lead of Marböck and Wright, Collins 

(Jewish Wisdom, 109-11) and Adams (Wisdom in Tradition, 164-69) make compelling cases for its secondary status. 

For the arguments of Marböck and Wright, see Johannes Marböck, “Das Gebet um die Rettung Zions Sir 36, 1-22 

(G: 33, 1-13a; 36, 16b-22) im Zusammenhang der Geschictsschau Ben Siras,” in Memoira Jerusalem: 

Freundesgabe Franz Sauer zum 70. Geburtstag, ed. Johannes B. Bauer and Johannes Marböck (Graz: Akademische 

Druck und Verlagsanstalt, 1977), 93-115; Benjamin G. Wright, “‘Put the Nations in Fear of You,’” 127-46. 

Marböck points to several terms and themes that Sir 36:1-22 share with the Praise of the Ancestors and Wright 

places the angst and desire for deliverance in 36:1-22 after the death of Simon in the later portion of Antiochus III’s 

rule, which was more tenuous particularly in light of the conflict between the Tobiads and Oniads. 
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work in these additions, particularly between Sir 51:1-12 and the Praise of the Ancestors,
78

 

suggest that Ben Sira’s students not only continued to perform his work, but they created other 

songs inspired by those Ben Sira had already created.
79

 

Out of these additional hymns the one that has received the most attention is the Sir 

51:13-30. Sir 51:13-30 is widely different in all the versions with MS B possibly being a 

retroversion of the Syriac and the Greek having several pietistic additions to the temple and 

prayer. Despite these differences, most scholars treat the acrostic and “sexualized” version of this 

hymn in the Psalms Scroll as representative of the original version.
80

 Furthermore, the Greek text 

is the closest of all the versions to the 11Q5 text outside of its “pietistic additions,”
81

 and the fact 

that we have this text in the Greek demonstrates that there was an early Hebrew version of it that 

																																																								
78

 The word הלל, which frames 51:1-12 occurs most predominately in 51:1-11, 12a-o, and the Praise of the 

Ancestors (44:1; 47:10). References to God’s salvation (48:20; 49:10; 51:1, 3, 10) and divine recuse from death 

 and Sheol (48:5; 51:2, 6, 9) also occur predominately between these two sections. Perhaps, most (ממות)

significantly, the reference to God’s steadfast love (חסדו) in 51:3 and 8 only occurs at the conclusion of the eulogy 

of Simon (50:24) and becomes the basis for the additional hymn in MS B (Sir 51:12a-o). Every other occurrence of 

-in the book refers to other people and not to God. These linguistic connections raise the possibility that Sir 51:1 חסד

12 is a psalmic pastiche that resulted from a reflection on the Praise of the Ancestors, in particular the eulogy of 

Simon. Goff, “Songs of Ben Sira.” Furthermore, while there is reference to recounting (ספר) God’s wonders in 

42:17 and the fame of the ancestors in 44:17, the recounting of God’s name (אספרה שמך) in 51:1 is distinctive to 

51:1-12 and has more in common with the Hymn of Divine Names in MS B than the rest of the book of Sirach 

(though see 17:10 in the LXX and 39:35 in MS B). Also, distinctive is the reference to God’s deliverance (פדה) in 

51:2 and divine assistance (עזר) in 51:3 and 7. 

 
79

 This model would explain, for example, the use of terms in Sir 36:1-22 that one also finds in the Praise 

of the Ancestors (Marböck, “Das Gebet”) while allowing for its origin in the Maccabean time period.  See also 

Middendorp, Stellung, 132. 

 
80

 For the textual problems and authorship issues, cf. Reymond, New Idioms, 21-50. Reymond argues for 

Ben Sira authorship of 51:13-30 based on the style of parallelism in 11Q5 21:11-17 with the poetry of Ben Sira in 

the Masada scroll. As a whole, most Sirach scholarship accepts Ben Sira authorship of 51:13-30 in 11Q5 whereas 

scholarship on the Psalms Scroll tends to see this passage a roaming text utilized in both places. Both groups of 

scholars explain the additions in Syriac and Greek as an attempt to bowdlerize the sexual language in the 11Q5 

version. Nevertheless, I question this explanation in light of the Greek’s translation style, which tends to be 

isomorphic and quite faithful to the word order of the Hebrew text it had as its Vorlage. If there were pietistic 

additions and alterations to the 11Q5 text, then they were already in the Vorlage of the Greek translation. 

 
81

 Van Peursen, “Sirach 51:13-30,” in Hamlet on A Hill, ed. Bassten and van Peursen, 357-74. 
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was associated with Ben Sira. While some suggest that Ben Sira was the original author of this 

passage, others contend that it is an anonymous or “free-floating” hymn utilized by both the 

scrolls and Sir 51:13-30.
82

 For my purposes, its inclusion in the book of Sirach and its 

association with Ben Sira early on provides strong evidence for hymnody in Ben Sira’s “school” 

regardless of one’s position regarding its original authorship. If Ben Sira was the original author, 

the insertion of Sir 51:13-30 in the Psalms Scroll suggests that the compliers of this psalmic 

collection thought of this work as hymnic, and they did so to such an extent that they had no 

issue attributing this passage, at least implicitly, to David. If Ben Sira’s students adapted a hymn 

that was already known to them or one that Ben Sira was using in his teaching, even if he was 

not its author, then this gives further support for the use of psalms by Ben Sira and his students.  

Finally, MS B has an additional hymn (51:12a-o) in between 51:1-12 and vv. 13-30, 

which demonstrates that later Jewish authors continued to add hymnic works as an addendum to 

Sirach. Although Sir 51:12a-o has some textual similarities with the Praise of the Ancestors, such 

as the reference to lifting up a horn ( קרן וירם ) in 51:12o and 47:11, ריצ  in 46:1; 49:7, 14, נדח in 

 in 45:24, 47:10, 13; 50:11, these similarities are better מקדש in 49:7; 50:2, and בנה ,47:24

understood as reflecting the influence of the vocabulary of the Praise of the Ancestors on the 

Hymn of Divine Names rather than evidence of Ben Sira’s authorship of the hymn (contra 

																																																								
82

 The similar use of parallelism between 11Q5 21:11-17 and 22:1 and the Masada scroll of Ben Sira may 

suggest that Ben Sira is the author of the 11Q5 passage (cf. Reymond, “New Idioms,” 21-50), but the vast 

differences in the textual versions, particularly when one takes into account the translation technique of the Greek, 

makes it difficult to know for certain when Sir 51:13-30 was added to the book of Sirach, who added it, and its 

original form. For arguments that 51:13-30 was a “free-floating” text, see James Sanders, “The Qumran Psalms 

Scroll (11QPs
a
) Reviewed,” in On Language, Culture and Religion: In Honor of Eugene A. Nida, ed. M. Black and 

W. W. Smalley (The Hague: Mouton, 1974), 80-95 (91); Peter W. Flint, “Psalms, Book of,” in Encyclopedia of the 

Dead Sea Scrolls, ed. Lawrence H. Schiffman and James C. VanderKam (Oxford: Oxford University Press 2000), 

2:702-10 (709); Newman, “Liturgical Imagination,” in Prayer and Poetry, ed. Penner, 336; Mroczek, Literary 

Imagination, 101. 
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Mies).
83

 Overall, Sir 51:12a-o has several linguistic oddities not present in the Hebrew Bible or 

book of Sirach.
84

 For example, the exact phrases מגן אברהם (“Shield of Abraham”), צור יצחק 

(“Rock of Isaac”), and “King of the King of Kings” ( מלכים מלכי מלך ) do not appear in Sirach, the 

Hebrew Bible or the Dead Sea Scrolls,
 85

 and those that do appear in the Hebrew Bible (e.g., 

“Keeper of Israel,” “Chooser of Zion,” “Redeemer of Israel,” and “Mighty One of Jacob,”) do 

not represent theology and vocabulary typical of the rest of Sirach.
86

  

Several scholars of Jewish liturgy, have suggested a better point of comparison for the 

divine names found in MS B in the Shemoneh Esreh or Amidah.
87

 These epithets include the 

following: 

 

 

																																																								
83

 As Matthew Goff suggests (“Songs of Ben Sira”), “Reflection on the book of Ben Sira may have 

functioned as a generative context for the composition of liturgical poetry.” For the argument that the Hymn of 

Divine Names was original to the book of Sirach, see Otto Mulder, “Three Psalms or Two Prayers in Sirach 51: The 

End of Ben Sira’s Book of Wisdom,” in Prayer from Tobit to Qumran, ed. Egger-Wenzel and Corley, 171-201 (182-

87). Also, see Françoise Mies, “Le Psaume de Ben Sira 51,12a-o hebreu: L’hymne aux noms divins,” RB 116.3 

(2009): 336-67 (part 1) and 116.4 (2009): 481-504 (part 2). For arguments regarding the authenticity of Sir 51:12a-

o, see part 2, 481-92.  

 
84

 Outside of the phrases mentioned here, ידה is not common in the book of Sirach outside of its use in the 

margin in 45:7 (see above) and as an inclusio to the additional hymn in 51:1-12. Similarly, שבח only refers to God 

16:16, and גאל to God’s redemption in 51:8, 12. 

 
85

 Though the exact phrases do not appear in the Hebrew Bible “Shield of Abraham” is likely derived from 

Gen 15:10 and “Rock of Isaac” from Gen 49:24, and a fragment of the War Scroll from cave 4 may say, “King of 

Kings” ( לכים][֯המׄ  מלך ; 4Q491 8-10 i 13), which is a frequent phrase in the New Testament. See Mies, “Le Psaume 

de Ben Sira 51,12a-o,” (Part 1), 356. 

 
86

 For “Mighty One of Jacob” see Gen 49:24; Isa 49:26; 60:16; Ps 132: 2, 5. “Keeper of Israel” occurs in 

Ps 121:4, “Redeemer of Israel” in Is 49:7, “Creator of all” in Jer 10:16, “Builder of Jerusalem” in Ps 147:2, 

“Gatherer of Israel” in Is 56:8, “Chosen in Zion” in Ps 132:13, and “Horn for David” in Ps 132:17.  

 
87

 See Ismar Elbogen, Jewish Liturgy: A Comprehensive History, trans. Raymond P. Scheindlin 

(Philadelphia: Jewish Publication Society, 1993), 24-53; Also, Smend (Die Weisheit, 502) states, “Verwandtschaft 

besteht aber auch zwischen diesem Abschnitt und dem Achtzehner-Gebet, dessen 1. 7. 10. 14. 15. Benediktion hier 

dem 10. 5. 6. 7. 8. Satz entspricht. Dabei kehrt der 2. 3. 4. Satz in Gebeten wieder, die mit dem Achtzehner-Gebet in 

Beziehung stehen.”  
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Table 2. Shared Terms Between the Hymn of Divine Names and the Amidah
88

 

 

Hymn of Divine Names (Sir 51:12a-o) Amidah (number in the series of 

19/Babylonian recension) 

 

Redeemer of Israel גואל ישראל 
 

Redeemer of Israel (7) גואל ישראל 

 

Builder of Jerusalem and Its Temple   

 לבונה עירו ומקדשו

Builder of Jerusalem 

בונה ירושלם   (14)  

 

Gatherer of the Dispersed of Israel 

מקבץ נדחי ישראל   

Gatherer of the Dispersed of Israel  

 (10) מקבץ נדחי ישראל

 

He Who Makes A Horn Sprout For the House 

of David  

 מצמיח קרן לבית דוד

 

He Who Makes the Horn of Salvation Sprout 

 (15) מצמיח קרן ישועה

Elector of the Sons of Zadok as Priests  

Shield of Abraham מגן אברהם;  

Rock of Isaac;  

the Mighty One of Jacob; 

Shield of Abraham   מגן אברהם (1) 

Chooser of Zion  

 

These parallels are quite striking and suggest again a relationship between a hymn in Ben Sira 

and later Jewish liturgy. Nevertheless, unlike the relationship between the Praise of the 

Ancestors and the ʿAvodah, there are more options than either Ben Sira serving as a sourcebook 

for the Amidah or both having a common liturgical source in the Second Temple period.
89

 

Because this hymn only occurs in one medieval manuscript, it makes much more sense to see the 

																																																								
88

 Table adapted from Tabory, “The Precursors of the ʿAmidah,” in Identität durch Gebet: Zur 

gemeinschaftsbildenen Funktion insitutionalisierten Betens in Judentum und Christentum, ed. Albert Gerhards et al. 

(Paderborn: Schöningh, 2013), 113-25 (123). Also, see Mies, “Le Psaume de Ben Sira 51,12a-o,” (Part 1), 362-63.  

 
89

 For Ben Sira as a source for the Amidah, see Segal (356 ,42 ,השלם) who argues that the mention of the 

“sons of Zadok” in line i is the reason this poem was left out by the Greek. Mies also takes this position. See her, 

“Le Psaume de Ben Sira 51,12a-o,” (Part 2), 501. For the questioning of Ben Sira as source for the Amidah and a 

general skepticism to finding sources for this ritual, see Heinemann, Prayer in the Talmud, 219-21. 
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Amidah as an inspiration for the Hymn of Divine Names in MS B of Ben Sira.
90

 The Amidah is 

often referred to as “the Prayer” in Judaism and it is required to recite this prayer three times 

daily (b. Ber. 26b). Thus, the reference to praising God’s name continually (תמיד) and 

remembering God “in prayer” (בתפלה) in Sir 51:11 and the hiphil perfect הודיתי in 51:12 could 

have inspired the insertion of an Amidah-like prayer by the scribe of MS B in the Middle Ages in 

which a poet chose to creatively merge the הודו formula of Ps 136 and vocabulary from the 

Praise of the Ancestors with epithets from God known from the Amidah.
91

 

There is even a reason to see Sir 51:12a-o as an addition based on codicological grounds. 

Unlike Sir 51:1 in MS B XX Recto (T-S 16.315) which is on the same line as Sir 50:29, Sir 

51:12a-o begins a new line in MS B XX Verso and is separated from 51:13-30 in MS B XXI 

Recto by a blank line.
92

 Although there is no vacat at the beginning of Sir 51:12a-o in MS B, it 

does include a פ in the margins with a segol above it, which likely signifies an abbreviation for a 

new textual unit (פתוחה or פיסקא).
93

 Thus, codicological evidence also suggests that the scribe of 

MS B and whoever is responsible for the marginal notes both thought Sir 51:12a-o as an 

additional text. In other words, despite recent arguments for its originality to the book of Sirach, 

the cumulative textual evidence points to its secondary status. Overall, the additions to the book 

																																																								
90

 In a chapter entitled, “The Civic Prayer for Jerusalem,” Elias Bickermann contends that the phrase “Who 

makes a horn sprout for the house of David” in 51:12h is a sign that this prayer is much later than the time period of 

Ben Sira because the wording of this blessing “agrees with the Fifteenth Benediction in the Babylonian recension of 

the Amidah, that is with a text inserted in the Prayer at least three centuries after Ben Sira.” See his, Studies in 

Jewish and Christian History: A New Edition in English including The God of the Maccabees (Leiden: Brill, 2001), 

1:581, n. 76. 

 
91

 Matthew Goff (“Songs of Ben Sira”) postulates that the creator of this hymn could have been a payyetan. 

 
92

 Ibid. 

 
93

 Lévi, L’Ecclésiastique, 2, iv. For a critique of this position, see Mies, “Le Psaume de Ben Sira 51,12a-

o,” (Part 2), 492. For this symbol in MS B, also see 36::18 and 38:13.  
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of Sirach not only suggests that this one individual teacher sang but that other teachers may have 

added to the work whose teaching had an important singing dimension as well. 

 

  

Fig. 36 Margin of line 12 from MS B XX Verso.    

T-S 16.315. Used by kind permission of the Syndics 

of Cambridge University Library 

Fig. 37 Lines 8-10 of MS B XXI Recto. T-S 16.315. 

Used by kind permission of the Syndics of Cambridge  

University Library 

 

 

5.4 Ben Sira as a Singer in Jewish Tradition 

If the hymns in Sirach 51 were later additions (by Ben Sira’s disciples in the case of Sir 51:1-12 

and 13-30 and by a later Jewish author or liturgical poet in the case of Sir 51:12a-o), then 

perhaps these additions also shed light on the reception of Ben Sira as an author of hymns and 

prayers in early Jewish tradition. Although there has been much work on the reception of Ben 

Sira as a sage in later Jewish tradition and his authority among rabbinic circles, Matthew Goff 

has recently suggested that these hymnic attributions to Ben Sira near the end of his work, which 

explicitly utilize the Psalter, make sense if later translators and interpreters conceptualized Ben 

Sira as both a חכם and a payyetan.
94

 For example, even if the origin of the Zadokite hymn in Sir 

51 12a-o is Qumranic, as Di Lella has suggested and much of Sirach scholarship accepts,
95

 one 

still must explain why someone chose to insert this anonymous hymn into a manuscript of Ben 

Sira and why a later medieval scribe copied this hymn as part of Ben Sira’s work. If Roth’s 

observation regarding the indebtedness of early Jewish poetry to Ben Sira is correct, then 

perhaps conception of Ben Sira as a singer and poet made it easier to associate him with 
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 Matthew Goff, “Ben Sira—Biblical Sage, Rabbi, and Payyetan: The Reception of the Figure and Text of 

Ben Sira in Rabbinic Judaism” (forthcoming). 
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 Skehan and Di Lella, Ben Sira, 569-71. 
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anonymous hymnic works much the same way the figure of David became associated with 

anonymous caches of hymns in the Second Temple period. As Goff contends, “If payyetanim 

were reading Ben Sira in late antique Palestine, with the poetry of this book shaping their 

writings, it is quite likely that some would have imagined Ben Sira to be one of their own, albeit 

from an earlier time.”
96

 The 10
th

 century, rabbi and liturgist, Saadia Gaon, looked to Ben Sira as 

inspiration and justification for the poetic presentation of his own work. Supposedly, Saadia 

divided the original version of his Sefer Hagaluy into verse, vowels, and accent markers.
97

 Why 

Saadia chose to do so to his own work is a bit unclear, but the stichometric arrangement and 

vocal pointing of a Hebrew text were not just for reading, but they also facilitated vocal 

performance.
98

 Thus, it makes sense for a payyetan who chose to use performative markings in 

his own work to justify it on the basis of a similar liturgical poet, in this case, Ben Sira, whose 

work contains vowel marking sporadically in the known Hebrew manuscripts along with verses 

divided stichometrically (the exceptions are MS A and MS C). It is possible that this 

arrangement of Ben Sira’s text provides evidence for its use in oral performance, which may 

stem from the oral performance of hymns and proverbs in Ben Sira’s own pedagogical context.
99
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 Goff, “Ben Sira—Biblical Sage, Rabbi, and Payyetan.” Interestingly, the scribe who copied the 

anthology of Ben Sira’s proverbs (MS C) in the Middle Ages also copied several of the prayer and hymnic texts 

from the Genizah (Judith Olszowy-Schlanger, personal correspondence). Although people can be interested in vastly 

different works, the fact that the same scribe copied hymnic passages and Ben Sira may suggest that this particular 

scribe saw a connection between Ben Sira and liturgy. 

 
97

 For Saaida Gaon and Ben Sira, Segal, 42-44 ,השלם. Also, cf. Schechter, “A Fragment,” 2-3; A. E. 

Harkavy, זכרון הגאון רב סעדיה: Leben und Werk des Saadja Gaon (St. Petersburg: Bermana i Rabinovicha, 1891), 

150, 162, 176. Consult also Cowley and Neubauer, The Original Hebrew of a Portion of Ecclesiasticus (XXXIX. 15 

to XLIX 11) (Oxford: Clarendon, 1897), x-xi. 

 
98

 For the relationship between stichographic manuscripts and performativity, see Miller, “The Oral-

Written,” 162-188. 

 
99

 There may also be a corollary here to the tradition attested in b. Meg. 32a, “Concerning anyone who 

reads from the Torah without a melody or studies the Mishnah without a song (כל הקורא בלא נעימה ושונה בלא זימרה), 
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At the least, the association of stichographic writing in the Dead Sea Scrolls not only with 

“biblical” material but also predominately with hymnic texts (Pss 104 and 119; Exod 15; Deut 

32) suggests that the scribes of the Masada scroll arranged his work stichometrically because 

they also thought of Ben Sira as hymnic.
100

 

Finally, even the colophon of MS B, appears to give Ben Sira’s work a hymnic quality. 

“The phrase “Blessed be the Lord forever and extol his name from generation to generation” 

( ודר לדר שמו ומשובח לעולם ייי ברוך ) quotes Ps 89:53 verbatim and serves as a fitting colophon to 

the work since it also concludes the third book of the Psalter in the Masoretic text. The antiquity 

of this phrase is evident from its occurrence in the Syriac ( 4< -1ܪ? @%A:݁ܘ .CDE- F>-ܐ G#HI 

J#ܕܪ ), but the additional blessing, “Blessed be the name of the Lord from now until forever” (  הי

עולם ועד מעתה מבורך ייי שם ), which is a verbatim quotation of Ps 113:2, is likely a rabbinic 

addition, which further reiterated the psalmic value of Ben Sira’s work for later Jewish 

interpreters.
101

 In other words, the placement of additional hymns in MS B from the Cairo 

Genizah at the conclusion of this work suggests a free-flowing association of hymns with the 

figure of Ben Sira in later Judaism. Because most of the rabbinic works that contain references to 

Ben Sira treat Ben Sira as an oral source and sage, similar to the rabbis,
102

 the question remains 

why this association of Ben Sira with liturgical traditions happened in the first place. On the one 

																																																								

the verse states: ‘So too I gave them statutes that were not good” (Ezekiel xx.25).” Translation from Koren Talmud 

Bavli Noé, Vol 12: Ta'anit, Megilla, trans. Adin Steinsaltz (Jerusalem: Koren, 2014), 413. 
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 For data on stichographic writing in the Dead Sea Scrolls, see Tov, Scribal Practices, 168. 
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 Based on this evidence, Matthew Goff also suggests that additions to the end of the book in MS B are 

consistent with a Tendenz toward scripturalization in the rabbinic reception of the book in the manuscript tradition. 

See his, “Ben Sira—Biblical Sage, Rabbi, and Payyetan.” 
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 Labendz,“The Book of Ben Sira in Rabbinic,” 347-92. 
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hand, the popularity of Ben Sira’s book, particularly in Palestine,
103

 and its inspiration of the 

work of payyetanim may have led into reading the role of a payyetan back into the figure of Ben 

Sira. On the other hand, the reception of Ben Sira as a singer in Jewish tradition, may also have 

had its origin in Ben Sira’s actual practice of sung pedagogy, and the cultural memory of this 

practice survived in Late Antiquity and the Middle Ages in the works of poets rather than those 

of the rabbis who were more interested in depicting Ben Sira as proto-rabbi rather than a poet.
104

  

 

5.6 Conclusion 

In this chapter I have examined questions regarding the role of hymns in the composition of the 

book of Sirach and the reception of Ben Sira in later Judaism. Ben Sira’s Hymn to Creation in 

Sir 42:15-43:33 relates linguistically and thematically to the eulogy of God’s wisdom in creation 

in Sir 39:12-35. Like Sir 39:12-35, the Hymn to Creation invites its readers to participate in 

praise and connects praise to revealed cosmological knowledge of the purposefulness of creation. 

Regarding its relationship to liturgical texts in the Dead Sea Scrolls, the juxtaposition in Sir 

42:15-43:33 of the revelation of God’s glory in meteorological and astrological phenomena with 

the duality of creation (42:24) is similar to the emphasis on both in 4QWorks of God. 

Furthermore, the reference to angelic praise in 42:17 in connection to the rising sun is much 

closer to the Hymn to the Creator in the Cave 11 Psalms Scroll (11Q5 26:11-12) and the call for 

angelic praise in the Words of the Luminaries (4Q504 1-2 7 4-11) than the more elaborate 

angelic liturgy depicted in the Songs of the Sabbath Sacrifice. Regarding the book’s 
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 Ibid. 

 
104

 As a whole, the rabbis seem uninterested in the piyyut and payyetanim in their own writings and may 

have intentionally suppressed this tradition due to its popularity. For example, much of the work of the payyetanim 

was unknown to us, such as Yannai, until the discovery of the Cairo Genizah. See Hofmann and Cole, Sacred Trash, 

100-12. Also, see Laura S. Lieber, Yannai on Genesis: An Invitation to Piyyut (Cincinnati: Hebrew Union College 

Press, 2010), 1-16. 
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composition, I suggested that Sir 42:15-43:33 represents a thematic and teleological development 

of early passages in the book that reference creation, and its amalgamation of terminology from 

earlier in the book may represent the composition of a new hymn based on memorization and 

reflection on earlier hymns that were used in Ben Sira’s pedagogy. I also suggested that the 

Praise of the Ancestors is an idealized liturgy with several similarities to the Greek encomium. 

Like the encomium, one can imagine Ben Sira using this hymn as a model song for public 

performance. The use of this hymn in a subsequent public setting by either Ben Sira or his 

disciples provides a context for how this work may have become part of the liturgical 

imagination of later Jewish poets who utilized aspects of the Praise of the Ancestors in their 

poetry (e.g., Yose b. Yose). Finally, I argued that Sir 51 represents three different additions to the 

book of Sirach from various time periods. The addition of Sir 51:1-12 after the colophon in 

Sirach 50 and the use of an older psalm also found in the cave 11 Psalms Scroll provide evidence 

for the use of sung pedagogy by Ben Sira’s students. The addition of Sir 51:12a-o in the Middle 

Ages and the psalmic colophon to the work as a whole in MS B and the Syriac provides evidence 

for the reception of Ben Sira as a singer in later Jewish tradition. 

As a collector of proverbs and a performer of songs Ben Sira inhabited a position that 

later Judaism would bifurcate into two different roles. For some, he was teacher of Torah, which 

is a role the rabbis imagined him inhabiting, but for others he was a poet and singer whose 

corpus could be utilized in their liturgical compositions. While Second Temple scholarship often 

depicts the book of Sirach as a collection of adages similar to Proverbs and Ben Sira himself as a 

proto-rabbinical teacher, I have demonstrated that this assessment is not entirely accurate. The 

performance and composition of hymns was central to Ben Sira’s teaching, could, at times, 

compliment his proverbial collection (22:27-23:27), and was a vehicle that allowed his students 
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to demonstrate their scholarly aptitude by creating new hymnic compositions, which mirrored 

and utilized the language of their teacher. In this way, Ben Sira is much closer to presocratic 

sages and sophists (see Chapter Two), than the rabbis that would come after him. His pedagogy 

allowed the hymnic and didactic to flourish together and train others into being singers of 

wisdom like the sages that had come before him.  
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CHAPTER SIX 

CONCLUSION: DID BEN SIRA SING IN CLASS? 

 

 

Over the course of this study I have explored the role of musical training in scribal education in 

the ANE and the Greco-Roman periods and its implication for Ben Sira’s pedagogy. Based on 

evidence for the use of music in education in antiquity and the ANE, and the shared metaphors of 

singing sages in Sirach and the Dead Sea Scrolls, I have suggested that Ben Sira explicitly used 

songs in his pedagogy and some of this sung pedagogy has survived in his book. I also contended 

that the memorization and composition of songs by Ben Sira’s students help explain textual 

problems in the books reception history in Sirach 51 and their performance helps explain the 

appropriation of parts of his work by the piyyutim tradition. Overall, I have contended that 

hymnic and didactic discourse flourished together in Ben Sira’s pedagogy. He utilized both in 

the construction of his sagely persona. 

Chapter Two contended that music was a core component of scribal knowledge and 

education in the ANE and Greco-Roman world. In Mesopotamia, many chief musicians and 

lamentation singers were highly educated and some (e.g., Ibbi-Ilabrat in Mari) could serve as 

teachers and advisors. Furthermore, many kings (Šulgi, Išmedagan) boast about their musical 

acumen in the course of their education and required hymnic compositions from scribal schools. 

Some of these texts (e.g., Šulgi A and B, Lipit Ištar B) became part of the scribal curriculum 

where advanced scribes learned to sing or chant them to the accompaniment of a lyre 

(Examination Text A, Enkitalu and Enkihegal, and Lipit-Ištar B from Nippur). This training in 

song continued in the Neo-Assyrian (Marduk-shapik-zeri) and Hellenistic periods. Particularly 

important are the third-second century BCE bilingual Akkadian-Sumerian/Emesal balaĝs from 

Babylon, which contain the instruction ana zamāri (“in order to sing”). While the evidence is not 
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as extensive for Egypt, the Instruction for Merikare and the use of “verse points” in some 

hieratic texts suggests educational texts could be chanted. Furthermore, in Egyptian iconography 

and ideology the blind harpist often served as a physical and textual repository for wisdom and 

instruction. Finally, I contended that ancient Greece provided the strongest evidence for music as 

the core of education where training in singing poets to the accompaniment of the lyre was 

central to the archaia paideia in fifth century Athens as preparation for symposium life. Even 

when this Athenian ideal began to wane, many cities (e.g., Teos) still included musical training 

in their education programs. Even more son, philosophical schools utilized hymns as spiritual 

exercises, which may have its roots in the sophists and presocratic sages who often combined 

adages and songs together in public demonstrations of their wisdom at the forum or during 

competitions at public games.  

Overall, this chapter demonstrated the relationship between music and pedagogy in three 

distinct ways: (1) musical knowledge, including the ability to play multiple instruments and 

knowledge of a basic repertoire of songs served as cultural capital that demonstrated one’s 

knowledge and status among the elite; (2) singing or chanting served as a memory aid to 

facilitate knowledge of signs or elementary texts in scribal education; and (3) music was a 

“spiritual exercise” among philosophical schools and sagely circles in which songs could serve 

both as a précis of a teacher’s instruction and a form of piety. 

Chapter Three examined the evidence of music archaeology for Israel/Palestine as well as 

references to music education in the Hebrew Bible and Dead Sea Scrolls. I argued that music 

archaeology attests a shift in Iron Age II from a more eclectic music environment in which both 

men and women performers utilized drums, rattles, and lyres at a variety of cultic sites (Taanach, 

Tel el-Farah, Kharayeb, Beth Shean, Megiddo) and in the home to a predominately lyre-centered 
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music environment (Kuntillet ʿAjrud, Lachish), which also included an increase in the use of the 

double-pipe in the Greco-Roman period. The Hebrew Bible also attests to a shift from the use of 

music by prophets (1 Sam 10:5; 1 Kgs 3:15; Isa 5:1-7) and family musical guilds (Asaph, 

Korahites, Hemanites) to the Levites as the primary musical performers. I argued that the 

Chronicler propagandized for this shift by making the Levites descendants of old musical 

families and the prophets, which attests to the inspired status of their songs. As both teachers and 

singers, the Levitical scribal singers are in continuity with the combination of hymnic and 

didactic tradition in the figure of Solomon and prefigure the merger of scribal and musical roles 

in the figure of the maskil in the Dead Sea Scrolls. Multiple versions of the Serek ha-Yaḥad 

emphasize the maskil’s role as a singer and teacher of songs (1QS 10:8-9; 4Q258 9:7-9; 4Q260 

3:1) with the Songs of the Sage (4Q510-511), the Songs of the Sabbath Sacrifice, and the 

Hodayot in 1QH
a
 as examples of songs which people who held the office of maskil had to 

memorize and perform.  

I turned to Ben Sira’s depiction of the sage in Chapter Four in order to demonstrate that 

the construction of the sage as a teacher and singer of wisdom is quite pervasive in his work and 

not unlike other Second Temple texts that have been examined in this study. Beginning with the 

hymn in Sir 39:12-35, I suggested that it was not only a component of Ben Sira’s eulogy of the 

ideal scribe, but even more so it calls on the reader to sing and play the lyre, which assumes that 

training in this regard was part of Ben Sira’s ideal audience. Ben Sira assumes musical training 

in other passages as well (32:1-6; 40:20-21), which suggest singing in a symposium setting. The 

language he utilizes to describe the sage as a singer in 39:12-35 has much in common with his 

depiction of the ancestors as singers (44:5; 47:8-10), the maskil in the Dead Sea Scrolls, and the 

Levitical scribal singers. Like the maskil, Ben Sira in Sir 39:12-35 sings to God with knowledge 
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to the accompaniment of the lyre (נבל) and stringed instruments (נגינה), which are both terms that 

reappear in his praise of David in 47:8-10, and the combination of the pipe and lyre in 40:21 is 

the same combination that occurs for the maskil in the Serek ha-Yaḥad. Furthermore, Ben Sira’s 

reference to singing to God with a loud voice (בתרועה) in 39:15 appears verbatim in reference to 

the Levitical scribal singers in 1 Chron 15:28. These parallels from variegated sources and 

traditions suggest that Ben Sira is drawing on a common model of the teacher in the Second 

Temple period. In terms of Ben Sira’s pedagogy, I contended that the song in Sir 39:12-35 

served as a spiritual exercise and a model form of piety, which his students could then utilize 

either in festival setting (39:12-35) or a sample performance in a banquet. Similarly, Ben Sira 

touts his own prophetic authority in the hymn to wisdom in Sirach 24, which is in line with the 

prophetic attribution to David in 11Q5 and the Levitical scribal singers in Chronicles. I 

suggested that Ben Sira sang this hymn in a banquet setting to lure prospective students and 

demonstrate his inspired status. This performance context has its corollary in the agonistic 

competition between sophists and presocratic sages who utilized poetry and parables to 

demonstrate their wisdom in public forums such as banquets or the Panhellenic games. For Ben 

Sira, one could only learn to praise God properly from the wise (14:20-15:10), which relates to 

his prayer for divine instruction in proper speech elsewhere in the book (22:27-23:6). 

Chapter Five centered on the role of hymns in the composition and reception of the book 

of Sirach with regards to the Hymn to Creation (Sir 42:15-43:33) and the Praise of the Ancestors 

(44:1-50:24). The former connects praise to revealed cosmological knowledge of the 

purposefulness of creation, and the latter outlines the history of Israel leading up to the 

glorification of Simon. Both passages function teleologically, the Hymn to Creation by 

combining terms from the hymnic passages that precede it (1:1-10; 18:1-14; 24:1-33; 33:7-19; 
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39:16-35) as well as the adages on creation in the book (15:14-20; 16:24-17:14), and the Praise 

of the Ancestors by making Simon an embodiment of both wisdom and the cosmos (24:1-34; 

39:12-14). Whereas the Hymn to Creation represents the composition of a new hymn by Ben 

Sira’s disciples based on older hymns in his pedagogy, the latter is an imaginal liturgy that 

influenced later Jewish poetic traditions, particularly the ʿAvodah poetry, through its 

performance in a festival setting by either Ben Sira or his disciples. The continued use of hymns 

by Ben Sira and his students also explains the additional hymns and colophons in Sirach 51, 

particularly in MS B from the Cairo Genizah, in which the Hymn of Divine Names in Sir 51:12a-

o utilizes the Amidah. Both this hymn and Sir 51:1-12 are new compositions inspired by 

reflection on the Praise of the Ancestors, specifically the eulogy of Simon, and Sir 51:13-30 uses 

an older hymn also attested in the Cave 11 Psalms Scroll that was added later by Ben Sira’s 

students and perhaps adapted by them in subsequent versions (e.g., the Vorlage of the LXX). 

I have tried to accomplish four things in this study. First, I have attempted to broaden our 

understanding of ancient Jewish pedagogy by stressing that contemporary scholarship’s 

emphasis on the centrality of written textuality in Jewish education, primarily with regard to the 

Torah, should not lead to neglect of the pedagogical importance of singing and musical 

instruments. This accentuation helps establish for musical acumen its proper place in the realm 

of ancient education. In particular, learning to play instruments and sing songs could be a 

demonstration of one’s knowledge alongside knowledge of adages, dream interpretation, and 

astrology. In making this argument, I am not suggesting that all scribes were musicians or all 

musicians part of the literary elite. It is well-known that most scribes simply had clerical training 

and performed basic literary work such as letter composition. Rather scribes, such as Ben Sira, 

who were also teachers would have utilized songs in the course of their instruction. The fact that 
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some scribes could also have a rich knowledge of music challenges the text-centric models 

biblical scholars have utilized for ancient education. Outside of knowledge of songs and musical 

instruments, the use of songs as a means of learning is equally as important and neglected by 

scholarship on Jewish pedagogy who neither emphasize the use of music in elementary learning 

or in spiritual exercises. For example, music has little place in David Carr’s or Bilhah Nitzan’s 

recent works on education in the Dead Sea Scrolls. Similarly, the overviews of ANE and Israelite 

education by Schniedewind and van der Toorn barely reference music (see Chapter One). My 

work attempts to fill this lacuna by bringing the learning of music and songs as school exercises 

to the forefront. 

Second, I have attempted to accentuate the importance of the Levitical scribal singer in 

the Second Temple period, particularly for understanding the role of music in Second Temple 

pedagogy. The Levites were teachers, judges, and singers in multiple Second Temple texts but it 

is their role as a singer that demonstrates their inspired status. Multiple traditions attest either the 

thin lyre (כנור) or thick lyre (נבל) as their instruments of choice, which paves the way for the lyre 

to be the central pedagogical instrument by subsequent teachers. Because of the association of 

the נבל with instruction in both Ben Sira (Sir 39:15), the Dead Sea Scrolls (1QS 10:8), and the 

Mishnah (m. Kelim 15:6; 25:6), I have suggested that it served as the primary solo instrument in 

a didactic context whereas the כנור was the primary instrument in an apotropaic context. 

Furthermore, whereas Chronicles places the Levites under the priests regarding cultic matters, it 

also has a preference for them. 2 Chronicles 29:34 considers the Levites to be more 

conscientious in sanctifying themselves ( מהכהנים להתקדש לבב ישרי יםוהל כי ) and their popularity 

in several Second Temple texts (e.g., Jubilees, Testament of Levi) suggests that many agreed 

with the Chronicler in this regard.  
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Third, I have attempted to accentuate hymnody in the Dead Sea Scrolls and have placed 

these texts in conversation with Ben Sira in order to highlight the pedagogical use of hymns in 

the Second Temple period in general. In this regard, the maskil as a teacher and singer of wisdom 

is the most important by providing a comparative model to Ben Sira but texts from the Cave 11 

Psalms Scroll and other hymnic compositions also provide helpful parallels. The use of similar 

themes in hymns in both Ben Sira and the scrolls provides a broader understanding of the 

pedagogical use of hymns in the Second Temple period, many of which (e.g., Words of the 

Luminaries, Hymn to the Creator, 4Q411, 4QWorks of God) do not follow the strict formula 

biblical scholarship has postulated for “wisdom hymns” in the Hebrew Bible. Thus, in a sense, 

my project gives new footing for the wisdom psalms—not as a strict form-critical category but as 

a functional one—to denote hymns that were expressly used in didactic settings.
1
 

Fourth, I have accentuated the importance of music in Ben Sira’s pedagogy. Through 

song and prayer Ben Sira was able to demonstrate his wisdom and acumen (Sir 39), channel 

prophetic authority (Sir 24), integrate theodicy and cosmology (Sir 42-23), create an ideal liturgy 

along with promote his rhetorical prowess (Sir 44-50), and model for his students the centrality 

of praise in the acquisition of wisdom, which was central in his noetic template in general (cf. 

6:18-37; 14:20-15:10; 38:34c-39:11). Thus, songs served as important vehicles for the moral and 

intellectual formation for Ben Sira’s students. Also, as alluded to in Chapter Two, songs served 

as important mnemonic devices that facilitated recollection of the teacher’s instruction. Rhythm 

(meter in a Greek context and parallelism in a Hebrew context) gives musical expression its 

form. This, and other poetic devices such as word association and repetition, helps make what is 

sung more memorable, which is one reason music played a central role in pedagogy. 

																																																								
1
 For a similar conclusion, see Goff, Discerning Wisdom, 230-63. 
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Furthermore, verbal performance was often how a sage demonstrated his wisdom in a public 

forum and gained followers, which was crucial for a sage in antiquity. Overall, I have brought 

the importance of hymnody and performativity in Ben Sira’s pedagogy to the forefront and 

demonstrated the usefulness of the Dead Sea Scrolls for understanding the rhetorical strategies 

and pedagogical techniques Ben Sira may have utilized in the instruction of his students. 

 More specifically, I have suggested that book of Sirach demonstrates the following uses 

of songs by Ben Sira and his students:  

(1) Sirach 24 is a recruitment song that Ben Sira (e.g., Sir 51:29) would have utilized to 

demonstrate their authority to prospective students. This public display of wisdom could 

have occurred in a symposium (Sir 32:1-6; 40:20-21) or during a public festival.   

(2) Sir 39:16-31 is a model wisdom instruction that one can sing to the accompaniment of the 

thick lyre in a banquet or symposium setting. The genre of this song (שירה) fits the use of 

new compositions by teachers in a festival setting (m. Sukk. 5:4), but it functionally 

works better as a school exercise that Ben Sira provides as an example of the type of song 

a sage would sing to demonstrate his wisdom. 

(3) Sir 42:15-43:33 is a précis of Ben Sira’s creation theology created by his students through 

memorization and reflection on previous hymns and instructions on creation by Ben Sira 

(e.g., 16:24-18:14). Creating a hymn that recapitulates Ben Sira’s teaching on creation 

allowed his students to demonstrate their mastery of the subject. 

(4) Sir 44:1-50:24 is an encomium that began as an idealized liturgy in a school setting, 

which either Ben Sira or his students later performed as an act of commemoration at a 

public festival. Here the performance of “the pious and miracle workers” ( החסידים ואנשי

 alongside the Levites during Sukkoth provides a helpful analogy, but the (המעשה
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association of Praise of the Ancestors with Yom Kippur in later Jewish tradition makes 

this performance more likely at Yom Kippur than Sukkoth. 

(5) Sir 51:1-12 is new hymn created by Ben Sira’s students inspired by the praise of Simon 

in ch. 50.  

(6) Sir 51:12a-0 is an insertion into MS B in the Middle Ages inspired by reflection on the 

Praise of the Ancestors. This reflection and the reference to praising God’s name 

continually (תמיד) and remembering God “in prayer” (ואזכרך בתפלה) in 51:11 explains 

the insertion of this Amidah-like prayer at this point in MS B. 

(7) Sir 51:13-30 is an older, free-floating hymn as seen by its use in the cave 11 Psalms 

Scroll. Although Ben Sira likely used this hymn in his teaching, his students were the 

ones who likely this hymn as an addendum to Sirach 50, which they modified in 

subsequent teaching. This concluding hymn demonstrates the use of older songs by Ben 

Sira as a means of enticing students to study with him. The call in 51:29 for students to 

honor both his council and song (שירה) again reiterates the use of both in Ben Sira’s 

pedagogy. 

(8) Overall, I have suggested that hymns were a key component of Ben Sira’s pedagogy, 

which focused more on moral and intellectual formation and acculturation into a body of 

tradition than elementary literacy and writing. Studying Torah with Ben Sira as an 

interpretive guide was crucial to this acculturation process as well, but knowledge of 

music and creation of hymns allowed Ben Sira and his students to demonstrate their place 

among the educated elite. 

Regarding future research, I have at least three propositions: (1) It is important to explore 

how Ben Sira’s specific use of Hebrew poetry, particularly his style of parallelism, enhanced his 
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pedagogical goals. Poetry and music were often interchangeable in the ancient world in which 

poetic expression helped give music its form. One can assume that music would help facilitate 

word association and be a useful mnemonic device, but more research is needed into how exactly 

Ben Sira’s use of poetry facilitated this. Although recent scholarship has been quite critical of 

attempts to recover meter in Hebrew poetry, perhaps an attempt to relate parallelism to rhythm as 

Dobbs-Allsopp has recently suggested would be a fruitful way to explore the connections 

between poetry and music in ancient Judaism.
2
 (2) Regarding the development of the textual 

tradition of Sirach, more research is needed on the influence of performance and pedagogy on 

Sirach’s developing textuality in which both Jewish and Christian traditions utilized Ben Sira for 

different ends. Although some research has emphasized Sirach’s canonicity or lack thereof in 

these communities, more research is needed on its use, particularly in Christian communities that 

used Ben Sira in sermons and catechisms. (3) The role of music in the development of sectarian 

identity, intimated in Chapter Three, should be expanded to include data regarding both Jews and 

Christians in the Second Temple period and Late Antiquity. In this regard, it is important to ask 

how music functioned as a pedagogical tool and mode of discourse in Judea. There has been 

much analysis on the centrality of Torah and its importance for identity formation and 

sectarianism in the Second Temple period, but this is not the case regarding the Psalter. The 

predominance of Psalms manuscripts and fragments at Qumran (equal to Deuteronomy with 39 

MSS at Qumran and 42 in the Judean Desert) as well as the large number of psalmic quotations 

and allusions in the New Testament suggest that psalm-singing was quite central to Jewish 

																																																								
2
 Dobbs-Allsopp, Biblical Poetry, 114-77. A helpful step in this direction is, of course, Reymond’s work on 

parallelism in Ben Sira (Innovations in Hebrew Poetry) but his emphasis is more on Ben Sira’s parallelism in 

general rather than its relationship to pedagogy and music. 
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identity, however we understand the form of the Psalter.
3
 Overall, more work needs to be done 

on the pedagogical and sociological role of music in the Second Temple period and its role in the 

formation of variegated Jewish identities. My study on music in Ben Sira’s pedagogy has been a 

first step in this regard, but appreciating the role of music in his teaching should have broader 

repercussions, prompting scholars to reassess their understanding not only of ancient Jewish 

education but Jewish culture more broadly in a way that properly acknowledges the importance 

of music in Second Temple Judaism. 

																																																								
3
 Peter W. Flint, The Dead Sea Scrolls, Core Biblical Studies (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 2013), 55, 73-

77. 
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