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The story of the “sons of God” told in Gen 6:1–4 was fundamental to the theology of 
many Jews of the late Second Temple era. The earliest and most popular understanding of 
this story held that, in the period just before the flood, certain divine beings descended to 
the earth, took human wives, and sired impressive offspring by them, giving rise to all 
sorts of problems on the earth. The fourteen essays collected in this excellent volume 
examine the various early Jewish and early Christian traditions concerning these 
superhuman beings, called Watchers. 

The book is divided into three parts. The first and most lengthy section of the book (seven 
chapters) deals with the “Origins and Biblical Discussions of the Fallen Angels.” In 
chapter 1 Ida Frölich surveys the various biblical and Mesopotamian traditions that 
informed the Book of Watchers and Book of Giants. She discusses ancient notions of sin 
and purity, giants and demons, magical arts, and evil’s origin that provide one with the 
requisite context for comprehending the Enochic watcher stories. Chris Seeman in 
chapter 2 considers the interpretative challenges of Gen 6:1–4 as it appears in the 
Masoretic Text. He also analyzes the ancient Greek translations of this story, suggesting 
that these translations may have been influenced by traditions concerning the Watchers 
such as those found in the Book of Watchers. In chapter 3, following the interpretation of 
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George Nickelsburg (“Apocalyptic and Myth in 1 Enoch 6–11,” JBL 96 [1977]), Anathea 
Portier-Young maintains that the authors of the Book of Watchers made use of Greek 
mythology in order to criticize their Hellenistic rulers. By inverting the claims of the 
Prometheus and Gigantomachy myths, Portier-Young argues, these authors resisted the 
hegemony of the Greek empire. 

Chapters 4–6 deal with the Watcher traditions as they are appropriated by biblical texts. 
Chapter 4, by Jeremy Corley, looks at Watcher and giant traditions in deuterocanonical 
literature. In particular, Corley contrasts Ben Sira’s take on these topics with that of the 
Book of Watchers. In chapter 5 Eric Mason offers a helpful overview of the scholarly 
discussion of the Watchers and other Enochic traditions in 1 Peter, 2 Peter, and Jude. 
Mason notes that the majority of scholars agree that 1 Pet 3:19 reflects the Watchers 
tradition. He also observes that, while the author 2 Peter inherited Jude’s reference to the 
Watchers, 2 Peter may have drawn from an additional Watchers tradition that was 
influenced by Greek mythology. In chapter 6 Scott Lewis explains Paul’s reasoning in 
1 Cor 11:10 that women must cover their heads “because of the angels,” making use of 
statements concerning angelic beings in the Book of Watchers, Dead Sea Scrolls, and 
elsewhere in the New Testament. Paul’s rationale, he argues, may relate to the belief 
mentioned in several early Jewish works that hyperpurity must be maintained in holy 
assemblies in order to accommodate the presence of angels. Lewis also allows that Paul 
may worry that angels could be vulnerable to sexual enticement by unveiled women, 
though evidence for this interpretation, in my opinion, is far less compelling. Chapter 7, 
by Kevin Sullivan, compares the Book of Watchers’ portrayal of the Watchers with early 
Jewish descriptions of angels and demons. He argues that the Watchers in the Book of 
Watchers may appropriately be labeled “fallen angels” but that they should not be 
regarded as “demons,” despite the association of Watchers and demons in later texts. 

The essays in section 2 discuss developments in the Watchers tradition that took place in 
the Second Temple period. Karina Hogan in chapter 8 traces the development of the 
tradition within the Book of Watchers itself, as well as in the Animal Apocalypse. The 
Animal Apocalypse’s presentation of the Watchers depends on the earliest Watchers 
material in the Book of Watchers, Hogan contends, but may be independent of some of 
the later literary strata in the Book of Watchers. In chapter 9 John Endres contrasts the 
book of Jubilees’ use of the Watchers myth with that of the Book of Watchers. Jubilees 
differs from the Book of Watchers in that Jubilees emphasizes that the Watchers initially 
descended to earth in order to teach righteousness and only later became corrupt. Jubilees 
also differs from the earlier Book of Watchers, according to Endres, in that Jubilees cites 
the Watchers’ activity primarily as examples of behavior to be imitated or avoided by 
humans, not as an etiology for human evil. In chapter 10 Samuel Thomas examines the 
various Dead Sea Scrolls texts that refer to the Watchers and their offspring. He 
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determines that the Watchers and their children were characters of great interest to the 
sect of the Dead Sea Scrolls, which preserved nonsectarian Aramaic works pertaining to 
these figures and incorporated traditions about them into its own exegetical literature and 
its understanding of the demonic realm. Chapter 11, by Leslie Baynes, discusses the 
development of Watchers traditions in the Enochic Book of Parables. Baynes observes 
that the Book of Parables consistently associates the fallen watchers with “the kings and 
mighty” (who are perhaps to be identified as Herod and his retainers) and that the 
Watchers in this work are said to be in league with Satan. 

The third section of the book deals with the reception of the Watchers traditions in early 
Christianity and early Judaism. Chapter 12, by Randall Chesnutt, considers the place that 
the story of the Watchers’ descent holds in Justin Martyr’s theology. Justin’s version of 
the Watchers story, Chesnutt argues, closely resembles that of the Book of Watchers and 
for Justin serves as an etiology for the world’s problems and for pagan religion. In chapter 
13 Silviu Bunta compares material about Cain, Adam, and Eve in Life of Adam and Eve 
with Watchers traditions from 1 and 2 Enoch. He proposes that Life of Adam and Eve 
incorporated several elements of the Enochic Watchers story into its narrative concerning 
the first human family. Lastly, in chapter 14 Joshua Burns assesses interpretations of Gen 
6:1–4 in targum and midrash. Though sparse, the evidence, according to Burns, suggests 
that the Watchers traditions were deemed as heterodox and suppressed by the early 
rabbis but were accepted again by the rabbis of late antiquity. 

This collection of essays certainly makes a valuable contribution to the field, and the 
editors and contributors are to be commended for putting this resource together for us. 
The essays are informative, well written, and accessible to nonspecialists. Together the 
chapters cover many of the major texts and issues pertaining to the story of the Watchers 
in early Jewish and Christian literature. The diversity of viewpoints represented among 
the contributors, particular with regard to the debated relationship between the Book of 
Watchers and Gen 6:1–4, was also a welcome feature of the book. The volume is a great 
resource for use in courses discussing early Jewish texts, apocalyptic literature, or angels. 
It also makes a very nice reference volume for scholars who may on occasion wonder how 
particular texts of interest to them, such as the Dead Sea Scrolls or Catholic Epistles, make 
use of Watchers traditions. 

There is very little of substance to criticize about this volume. One wonders whether a 
chronological ordering of the chapters would have been more appropriate than a 
canonical arrangement. Would it have been better to include the discussions of the New 
Testament’s references to the Watchers at the end of the “Second Temple Developments” 
section, after discussions of Jubilees and the Dead Sea Scrolls, rather than prior to these 
discussions? There was also some repetition of ideas between the essays. The meaning of 
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the word Watcher is discussed several times, and the contents of the Book of Watchers 
are summarized by a number of the essays. On the other hand, that these matters are 
covered as they are relevant in each chapter facilitates the use of the book as a reference 
by those who may not wish to read the volume from cover to cover. Finally, it would have 
been helpful for a chapter on the dispute among Christians of late antiquity as to the 
value of the Watchers story, one corresponding to the chapter discussing the Watchers 
tradition in Jewish targum and midrash, to have been included. These minor criticisms, 
however, in no way detract from the fact that this is a volume that many students and 
scholars will find quite useful. 


