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Preface
This book is written out of  the experience of  teaching introductory courses on the 
Old Testament or Hebrew Bible at several different institutions over thirty years. The 
students in these courses have included Catholic seminarians (at Mundelein Seminary 
and the University of  Notre Dame), undergraduates (at DePaul, Notre Dame, and the 
University of  Chicago), master of  divinity students of  all denominations (at Chicago 
and Yale), and master of  arts students who, like the undergraduates, might have a 
religious commitment, or might not. They have been predominantly Christian, but have 
also included good numbers of  Jews and Unitarians (especially at Chicago). Most of  
these students came to the courses with some knowledge of  the Bible, but some were 
unencumbered by any previous knowledge of  the subject. This introductory textbook is 
written to meet the needs of  any or all such students. It presupposes a certain level of  
literacy, and some previous acquaintance with the Bible would definitely be helpful. It is 
intended, however, as a book for those who are beginning serious study rather than for 
experts. It is meant to be ecumenical, in the sense that it does not seek to impose any 
particular theological perspective, but to provide information and raise questions that 
should be relevant to any student, regardless of  faith commitment. The information is 
largely drawn from the history, archaeology, and literature of  the ancient Near East. 
The questions are primarily ethical, and reflect the fact that people of  different faith 
commitments continue to read these texts as Scripture in the modern world.

The introduction is historical-critical in the sense that it emphasizes that the 
biblical text is the product of  a particular time and place and is rooted in the culture of  
the ancient Near East. Since much of  the Old Testament tells an ostensibly historical 
story, questions of  historical accuracy must be addressed. In part, this is a matter 
of  correlating the biblical account with evidence derived from archaeology and 
other historical sources. But it also leads to a discussion of  the genre of  the biblical 
text. The history-like appearance of  biblical narrative should not be confused with 
historiography in the modern sense. Our best guide to the genre of  biblical narrative 
is the corpus of  literature from the ancient Near East that has been recovered over the 
last two hundred years.

This introduction, however, is not only historical in orientation. The primary 
importance of  the Old Testament as Scripture lies in its ethical implications. In some 
cases, biblical material is ethically inspiring—the story of  liberation from slavery in 
Egypt, the Ten Commandments, the preaching of  the prophets on social justice. In 
other cases, however, it is repellent to modern sensibilities. The command to slaughter 
the Canaanites is the showcase example, but there are numerous issues relating to slaves, 
women, homosexuality, and the death penalty that are, at the very least, controversial in 
a modern context. In any of  these cases, whether congenial to modern sensibilities or 
not, this introduction tries to use the biblical text as a springboard for raising issues of  
enduring importance. The text is not a source of  answers on these issues, but rather a 
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established a province in Syria. In the thirteenth century, Ramesses II (1279–1213), who 
is often thought to be the pharaoh of  the exodus, fought an indecisive battle against the 
Hittites at Qadesh on the Orontes in Syria, but Egypt subsequently lost control of  most 
of  Syria and Canaan, although Ramesses later regained it in part.

In between Egypt and Mesopotamia lay the land of  Canaan, where Israel would 
carve out its territory along the southern half  of  the eastern shore of  the Mediterranean. 
Canaan also extended further north, including modern Lebanon and part of  Syria. It was 
not a political unit, except insofar as it was unified as an Egyptian province. Rather, it 
was a loose configuration of  city-states. Later, in the first millennium, the Canaanites in 
the coastal cities of  Tyre, Sidon, and Byblos were known as Phoenicians, from the Greek 
name for the area.

The biblical texts sometimes use the designation “Amorite” as an interchangeable variant 
for “Canaanite.” The name comes from Amurru, the Akkadian expression for the land in 
the west (relative to Mesopotamia). The Amorites appear to have originated in northern 
Syria. Whether they were nomadic or settled is disputed. They appear in Akkadian texts 
around the end of  the third millennium, when they exerted pressure on the urban centers 
of  Mesopotamia. Before the end of  the Third Dynasty of  Ur, the king had built a wall to 
keep out the Amorites.  Amorites were involved in the destruction of  Ur at the beginning 

for about a century around the end 
of  the third millennium. Thereafter 
the Sumerians faded from history, but 
they bequeathed to the ancient Near 
East a rich legacy of  art and literature.

The second millennium saw the 
rise of  Babylon under Hammurabi 
(eighteenth century b.c.e.), a king 
most famous for the code of  laws that 
bears his name. Thereafter Babylon’s 
power declined, and it only became 
dominant again a thousand years later, 
under Nebuchadnezzar, the conqueror 
of  Jerusalem in the early sixth 
century b.c.e. Assyria, in northern 
Mesopotamia, first became powerful 
in the early second millennium. The 
Assyrians attained their greatest power, 
however, first in the Middle Assyrian 
period in the thirteenth and twelfth 

centuries and then especially in the Neo-
Assyrian period in the ninth and eighth 
centuries b.c.e.

Egyptian civilization is almost as old as that of  Sumer. A form of  writing known 
as hieroglyphics first appeared around the end of  the predynastic period (3100 b.c.e.). 
Stone buildings appeared shortly thereafter. Many of  the great pyramids were 
constructed during the Old Kingdom (2700–2160). The Middle Kingdom extended 
from 2033 to 1648. For about a century in the middle of  the second millennium 
(1648–1540), Egypt was ruled by foreigners from Asia known as the Hyksos, who 
were eventually driven out. In the period of  the New Kingdom that followed, Egyptian 
power was extended all the way to the Euphrates. Egypt ruled over Canaan, the region 
where Israel would emerge, for much of  this period. In the mid-fourteenth century, 
Pharaoh Amenhotep IV abandoned the traditional worship of  the god Amun and 
devoted himself  to the worship of  the sun and the solar disk (Aten). He changed his 
name to Akhenaten and moved his capital to Amarna. This period is known as the 
Amarna period. It is important because of  the monotheistic character of  Akhenaten’s 
devotion, but also because of  a hoard of  tablets from this period that give information 
about the state of  affairs in Canaan. These are the Amarna letters, which were letters 
sent to the pharaoh by vassals in Canaan. These letters figure prominently in discussions 
of  the origin of  Israel. After Akhenaten’s death, his successor, Tutankhamun, departed 
from Amarna and reverted to the cult of  Amun.

In this period, the main challenge to Egyptian power in Asia came from the Hittites, a 
people who lived in Anatolia, or modern Turkey. During the Amarna period, the Hittites 

Slab inscribed with cuneiform (wedge-shaped) writing 
from the palace of Sargon II in Dur-Sharrukin, Khorsabad. 
Alabaster, 8th century B.C.E. Hermitage Museum, Saint 
Petersburg, Russia. 

CHRONOLOGY OF ANCIENT NEAR EASTERN HISTORY
Period Mesopotamia Egypt

Early Bronze Age 
(3200–2200 B.C.E.)

3200 B.C.E. 
Sumerians develop first known writing system

2300 B.C.E.  
Sumerian city-states (Uruk, Lagash, Umma) 
Sargon of Akkad conquers the Sumerians

From 3100 B.C.E. 
Hieroglyphic writing

2700–2160 B.C.E.  
Old Kingdom 
Age of the Pyramids

Middle Bronze Age 
(2200–1550 B.C.E.)

18th century B.C.E. 
Rise of Babylon under Hammurabi 
Assyrian kingdom becomes an established power

2160–2106 B.C.E.  
First Intermediate Period

2033–1648 B.C.E.  
Middle Kingdom

1648–1540 B.C.E.  
Second Intermediate Period 
Hyksos rule in Egypt

Late Bronze Age 
(1550–1200 B.C.E.)

14th century B.C.E.  
(Canaan: Kingdom at Ugarit)

1124 B.C.E. 
Elevation of Marduk under Nebuchad nezzar

1540–1069 B.C.E. 
New Kingdom

Ca. 1350 B.C.E.  
Amarna Period 
Akhenaten

1279–1213 B.C.E.  
Reign of Ramesses II



192 INTRODUCTION TO THE HEBREW BIBLE THE BOOK OF JOSHUA 193 

of  the southern part of  the country. Chapter 11 describes a campaign against Hazor in 
the far north. The actual narratives of  conquest appear quite spotty as compared with the 
sweeping claims in the summaries. Moreover, Judges 1 gives a long list of  places from which 
the Canaanites were not driven out, including major sites such as Taanach and Megiddo. 
There are also troubling inconsistencies. Judges 1:8 says that “the people of  Judah fought 
against Jerusalem and took it,” but according to 1:21 “the Benjaminites did not drive out 
the Jebusites who lived in Jerusalem.” Later we will find that Jerusalem was captured only 
in the time of  David. Also Hazor, which was allegedly captured by Joshua in Joshua 11, is 
still in Canaanite control in Judges 4 and 5. The biblical evidence for a sweeping conquest, 
then, is not as straightforward as it might initially appear. Consequently, different models 
have been proposed to explain the origin of  Israel in Canaan.

Four such models have been influential in scholarship in the twentieth century: the 
immigration model, favored especially by German scholars in the mid-twentieth century; 
the conquest model, defended especially in North America; the revolt hypothesis, which 
tries to explain the origin of  Israel as social upheaval; and the model of  gradual evolution, 
which suggests that the Israelites originated as Canaanites and only gradually attained a 
distinctive identity.

The circular platform of a Canaanite cultic place in Stone Age Megiddo, Israel.

G
r

e
a

t
 S

e
a

(
M

e
d

i
t

e
r

r
a

n
e

a
n

 S
e

a
)

0 20 km

0 20 miles

Beersheba

Ashkelon

Joppa
Lod

Gezer

Lachish Hebron

Bethlehem

Jerusalem
Jericho

Mt. of Olives
(2,723ft / 830m)

Gibeon

Bethel

Shiloh

I S R A E L

Samaria

Mt. Gerizim 
(2,889ft / 881m)

Mt. Ebal 
(3,083ft / 940m)

Pella

Megiddo

Hazor
Acco

TiberiasMt. Carmel 
(1,732ft / 528m)

Mt. Tabor 
(1,929ft / 588m)

Tyre
Dan

Mt. Hermon
(9,232ft / 2,184m)

SEA OF CHINNERETH
(Sea of Galilee)

Sa
lt

 S
ea

 (
D

ea
d

 S
ea

)

Jordan R.

Yarm
uk R.

Lake Huleh

Heshbon

Dibon

Mt. Nebo
(2,630ft / 802m)

Arnon R.

Jabbok R.

Zered R.

Mt. Gilboa
(1,630ft / 497m)

M O A B

E D O M

PLAIN
 O

F P
HIL

IS
TI

A

PL
AI

N
 O

F 
SH

AR
O

N

VALLEY OF JEZREEL

SH
EP

H
EL

AH

W
IL

D
E

R
N

E
SS

 O
F 

JU
D

E
A

TH
E

 A
R

A
B

A
H

TH
E 

AR
AB

AH

H
IL

LS
 O

F 
JU

DEA

H
ILLS OF EPHRAIM

JUDAH

A M M O N

G I L E A D

A R A M

S Y R I A N  D E S E R T

N E G E B

Shechem

feet
3,281

1,640

656

00

below 
sea level

metres
1,000

500

200

below 
sea level

Gaza

PL
AI

N
 O

F 
PH

O
EN

IC
IA

Israel physical



270 INTRODUCTION TO THE HEBREW BIBLE 1 KINGS 1–11 271 

The psalmists sometimes speak unabashedly about the temple as the dwelling place of  
YHWH. “How lovely is your dwelling place, O Lord of  hosts! My soul longs, indeed it 
faints, for the courts of  the Lord” (Ps 84:1-2; this psalm also notes, quaintly, that birds 
built their nests in the temple). According to Psalm 46, Jerusalem is “the city of  God, 
the holy habitation of  the Most High. God is in her midst, she shall not be moved.” The 
presence of  the Lord is a great source of  security: “Therefore we will not fear, though the 
earth should change, though the mountains shake in the heart of  the sea” (46:2). Again, 
Mount Zion is said to be God’s holy mountain “in the far north” (Mount Zion was not 
in fact in the north, but traditionally the holy mountain of  Baal, Mount Zaphon, was 
associated with the north). The psalmist supposes that any enemies who attack Jerusalem 
will flee in panic. It may be that this psalm was inspired by the fact that Jerusalem was not 
destroyed by the Assyrians, as Samaria was (see 2 Kings 18–19), but it is also possible that 
this belief  in “the inviolability of  Zion” was more ancient. The importance of  the temple 
for the people of  Judah is amply evident in the Psalms: “for a day in your courts is better 
than a thousand elsewhere. I would rather be a doorkeeper in the house of  my God than 
live in the tents of  wickedness” (84:10).

In light of  the temple theology that we find in the Psalms, the theology attributed to 
Solomon in 1 Kings is modest indeed. The main articulation of  this theology is found in 
his prayer in 1 Kings 8, and it is clearly the work of  a Deuteronomistic writer. Solomon 
recalls the promise to David but understands it as conditional: “There shall never fail a 
successor before me to sit on the throne of  Israel, if  only your children look to their way, 
to walk before me” (8:25). He then goes on to reflect on the basic problem of  a temple: 
“But will God indeed dwell on the earth? Even heaven and the highest heaven cannot 
contain you, much less this house that I have built” (8:27). This dilemma is resolved by 

A different kind of  wisdom is highlighted in chapter 5. Here wisdom is encyclopedic. 
It consists of  mastery of  proverbs and songs but also of  an exhaustive knowledge of  
nature. The passage shows one kind of  material that was valued as wisdom in early 
Israel. This kind of  encyclopedic knowledge is not especially prominent in the biblical 
wisdom books, but it is implied in some passages in the book of  Job (Job 28; 38–39). 
There is nothing distinctively Israelite about this wisdom. Solomon is compared with 
other legendary wise men of  the ancient world. The queen of  Sheba could appreciate 
such wisdom when she came to visit. We shall find that the biblical book of  Proverbs 
was influenced by Egyptian wisdom at some points. Wisdom was an international 
phenomenon, fostered especially at the royal courts.

The Temple
Arguably the most important achievement attributed to Solomon was the building of  the 
temple. The materials for the temple were obtained in Lebanon, and at least some of  the 
work was done by Phoenician craftsmen (1 Kgs 7:13-47 describes the work of  one Hiram 
of  Tyre, which was also the name of  the king of  Tyre). The price of  Phoenician help was 
substantial. According to 1 Kgs 9:11 Solomon ceded twenty cities in Galilee to Tyre in a 
land-for-gold swap. The fact that Solomon needed to do this raises some question about 
his fabulous wealth.

It is not surprising that the temple conformed to the typical plan of  temples in 
Syria-Palestine. The basic plan of  the temple was a rectangle, 100 cubits long and 50 
cubits wide (approximately 165 x 84.5 feet). There were three main sections: the ulam, 
‘or vestibule, the hekal or main room (the same word is used for the temple as a whole), 
and the debir or inner sanctuary (the Holy of  Holies). There were doors to the second 
and third chambers. Various small chambers were located along the sides of  the temple. 
Two bronze pillars, called Jachin and Boaz, stood in front of  the temple. There was 
also a molten sea, which was a circular object supported by twelve statues of  oxen. The 
symbolism of  these objects is not explained, but the sea recalls the prominence of  Yamm 
(Sea) in the Ugaritic myths. In the inner sanctuary there were two enormous cherubim 
made of  olivewood. These hovered over the ark, which represented the presence of  God, 
who was often said to be enthroned above the cherubim. (The cherubim were hybrid, 
winged creatures, with features of  various animals. Such hybrid creatures were popular 
in Near Eastern, especially Assyrian, art.)

In the ancient world, a temple was thought to be the house of  the god or goddess, 
and the deity was supposed to live there. While the god or goddess was present in the 
temple, no harm could befall the city. The Lament for the Destruction of  Ur in the 
early second millennium b.c.e. complains that the various deities abandoned their temples 
(ANET, 455–63). Later we shall find that Ezekiel has a vision of  the glory of  the Lord 
leaving Jerusalem before it is destroyed by the Babylonians. The theology associated with 
Solomon’s temple in the preexilic period can be seen in the Psalms. We do not know 
how far this theology was developed in the time of  Solomon or how consistently it was 
maintained. Insofar as it coincides with common Near Eastern temple theology, we can 
assume that it was typical also of  the Jerusalem temple.

Conjectural cutaway  
reconstruction of Solomon’s temple.
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with whom the Lord had forbidden intermarriage. Moreover, he also succumbed to the 
worship of  their gods and goddesses (11:5-8). Solomon’s behavior makes good sense if  
indeed he was actively engaged in international affairs. One of  the ways in which kings in 
the ancient world cemented alliances was by giving and taking each other’s daughters in 
marriage. The claim that Solomon had seven hundred princesses among his wives, then, is a 
tribute not to his sexual energy but to his diplomacy. The success of  this strategy required 
that the wives be kept happy and that provision be made for the worship of  their gods and 
goddesses. So we are told that Solomon built temples for Moabite and Ammonite deities. 
There is a parallel to Solomon’s career in this regard in the reign of  Herod the Great 
almost a thousand years later. Herod was also a great builder, and he had little scruple 
about building shrines to pagan deities, although he was careful not to do so in Jewish 
territory. We can be confident that the tradition of  Solomon’s promotion of  pagan deities 
was not invented by the Deuteronomist. Whether it is an accurate reflection of  the reign 
of  Solomon or not, it shows that there was a tradition of  tolerance in Jerusalem toward 
the gods and goddesses of  neighboring peoples, prior to Josiah’s reform. This should 
hardly surprise us, given the Canaanite background of  Jerusalem and the tradition that its 
kings were “after the order of  Melchizedek.”

While the Deuteronomists are unlikely to have invented Solomon’s worship of  foreign 
deities, they could use it for their purposes. It was because of  this, we are told, that 
God raised up enemies against Solomon, such as Hadad the Edomite (11:14). More 
importantly, it is the reason why the united monarchy did not persist. Ten tribes were 
allowed to secede under the leadership of  Jeroboam the son of  Nebat because Solomon 
worshiped Astarte, goddess of  the Sidonians, Chemosh the god of  Moab, and Milcom 
the god of  the Ammonites (11:33). Nonetheless, the kingdom is not taken away entirely 
from Solomon and his heirs. The promise to David remains, despite Solomon’s failure to 
keep the laws. It is somewhat ironic that the only tribe left under the kingdom of  Judah 
is Benjamin, the tribe of  Saul.

THE DIVISION OF THE KINGDOM 

The Deuteronomistic explanation of  the division of  the kingdom is placed on the lips 
of  a prophet, Ahijah the Shilonite, who performs a symbolic action by tearing his robe in 
twelve pieces and giving ten to Jeroboam (1 Kgs 11:30-31). From this point on, prophets 
play a more prominent role in the history. One of  their functions is to make or depose 
kings. We shall find several examples of  symbolic actions in the books of  the prophets, 
notably in Hosea, Isaiah, Jeremiah, and Ezekiel. The symbolic actions of  the prophets 
have been described as a kind of  street theater, a vivid form of  communication that was 
sometimes more effective than words.

It is quite clear from the narrative, however, that the tribes that broke away from Solomon’s 
son Rehoboam were not motivated by concern about the worship of  other gods. The issue 
that sparked the revolt was the oppressive practice of  forced labor, or corvée, introduced by 
Solomon. The old men in his retinue advised Rehoboam to lighten the burden on the people, 

the Deuteronomic compromise: God makes his name dwell there. The name still represents 
the presence of  God, but it stops short of  saying that God actually dwells in the temple, 
and so it protects the transcendence of  God. Solomon goes on to explain the temple as a 
place where people can have access to God, to bring their requests and atone for their sins. 
Presumably, it would also be possible to pray to God elsewhere, but the temple provides 
a point of  focus that is helpful to the people. Nothing is said to suggest that the city is 
protected by the presence of  God in the temple. The temple has become a house of  prayer, 
closer to the understanding of  the later synagogue than to the ancient understanding of  
the house of  God’s dwelling.

Solomon’s prayer at the consecration of  the temple may have been written in the 
Babylonian exile or later, when the myth of  the inviolability of  Zion had been shattered. 
The temple, however, remained the central focal point of  Jewish worship throughout the 
biblical period. While Deuteronomy demythologized the temple by saying that God’s 
name lived there, rather than the Deity himself, it increased the centrality of  the temple by 
declaring it to be the only valid place for sacrificial worship. We shall have many occasions 
to consider the place of  the temple in Second Temple Judaism, not least in the context 
of  the books of  Chronicles, which attach great importance to the temple cult and give a 
somewhat different account of  its origin from what we have seen in 1 Kings.

Solomon as Idolater
The Deuteronomists evidently took pride in the legendary splendor of  Solomon, but one 
part of  the Solomonic tradition was offensive to the editors. Not only did Solomon offer 
sacrifice at high places (1 Kgs 3:3), but he “loved many foreign women” from the nations 

Ground plans of (from left) Solomon’s temple; the temple discovered at Tayinet, 
Syria; and the Ain Dara temple, Syria. All have two pillars within the porch; the first 
and last have storage areas on three sides.
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The deuterocanonical books that make the greatest theological difference between 
the Catholic Old Testament and the Protestant and Hebrew Bibles are the wisdom 
books of  Ben Sira and the Wisdom of  Solomon. These books greatly increase the 
prominence of  wisdom literature in the Catholic Bible, and this material is congenial 
to the traditional Catholic interest in natural theology. The Wisdom of  Solomon is 
indebted to Greek philosophy in a way that distinguishes it from all other books of  the 
Old Testament. It is also the only book of  the Old Testament that professes a belief  
in the immortality of  the soul, an idea that would have enormous importance in the 
history of  the Christian West.

THE WISDOM OF BEN SIRA (ECCLESIASTICUS)

The book of  Ben Sira was written in Hebrew, in Jerusalem, in the first quarter of  the 
second century b.c.e. It was well known in Judaism, and is the only book of  the Apocrypha 
that is cited in rabbinic tradition. It was not included in the canon of  Hebrew Scriptures, 
however. Its exclusion may be partly due to its late date, but the book of  Daniel, which 
was included, is later. The obvious difference between the two books is that Daniel is 
pseudonymous—it supposedly contains the revelations given to Daniel in the Babylonian 
exile. Ben Sira, in contrast, is known by his own name. That he was known to be a latter-
day writer, rather than anything in the content of  his book, is likely to have prevented his 
inclusion in the Scriptures.

Ben Sira (Sirach in Greek) is identified in a preface written by his grandson, who 
translated the book into Greek. The grandson tells us that he arrived in Egypt in the 

CHAPTER 28

The Deuterocanonical Wisdom Books
BEN SIRA, WISDOM OF SOLOMON, BARUCH

This chapter examines two wisdom books included in the Catholic 
Old Testament but regarded as Apocrypha in Protestantism:  

Ben Sira and the Wisdom of Solomon.

1 and 2 Maccabees
E. J. Bickerman, The God of the Maccabees 
(reprint, Leiden: Brill, 1979). Classic study 
suggesting that Menelaus was the prime 
instigator of the persecution.

D. A. deSilva, Introducing the Apocrypha (Grand 
Rapids: Baker, 2002), 244–79. Concise treatment, 
highlighting the major themes.

R. Doran, “1 Maccabees,” “2 Maccabees,” NIB 
4:1–299. Excellent readable commentaries, fully 
informed by up-to-date scholarship.

   , 2 Maccabees (Hermeneia; Minneapolis: 
Fortress Press, 2012). Full critical commentary.

D. J. Harrington, The Maccabean Revolt: 
Anatomy of a Biblical Revolution (Wilmington, 
DE: Glazier, 1988). Lucid exposition of the 
differences between the two historical accounts.

M. Hengel, Judaism and Hellenism (trans. J. 
Bowden; 2 vols.; Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 
1974) 1:267–309. Influential account. Follows 
Bickerman.

D. R. Schwartz, 2 Maccabees (Berlin: de Gruyter, 
2008). Full critical commentary.

V. Tcherikover, Hellenistic Civilization and the 
Jews (reprint, Peabody, MA: Hendrickson, 1999), 
39–265. Alternative to Bickerman’s account. 
Supposes that the persecution was a reaction to 
rebellion.

G. G. Xeravits and J. Zsengellér, eds. The Books 
of Maccabees: History, Theology, Ideology 
(Leiden: Brill, 2007). Essays on various aspects of 
the books of Maccabees.
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Fragments of  six medieval manuscripts 
were recovered from the Cairo Geniza in 
the late nineteenth century. These cover 
most of  chapters 3–16 and fragments of  
chapters 18–36. Much older fragments 
were found among the Dead Sea Scrolls. 
Some of  these are very small fragments, 
but the poem in 51:13-20 is included in 
the Psalms Scroll from Qumran Cave 11. 
Finally, twenty-six leather fragments were 
found at Masada, the stronghold by the 
Dead Sea where the Jewish revolutionaries 
made their last stand against the Romans 
in 73 c.e. These fragments contain much 
of  chapters 39–44. In all, about 68 percent 
of  the book is now available in Hebrew. 
The full text is preserved in Greek, Latin, 
and Syriac. The book enjoyed considerable 
popularity in Christianity, so that it 
became known as “the church book,” Liber 
Ecclesiasticus.

As was the case in Proverbs, literary 
structure is difficult to discern in Ben Sira. 
The book is divided roughly in two by 
the great hymn to Wisdom in chapter 24. 
Much of  the first half  of  the book is taken 
up with practical instructions, punctuated 
by poetic passages in praise of  wisdom. 
The second half  of  the book contains 
longer, more theological reflections. The 
instructional part of  the book is brought 
to conclusion with hymns to the Creator 
in 39:12-35 and 42:15—43:33. The 

“Praise of  the Fathers,” a long poem in praise of  biblical heroes, follows as a kind of  
epilogue (chaps. 44–50). The book concludes with two poems in chapter 51.

Ben Sira on Women
The practical instruction, found mainly but not exclusively in the first half  of  the 
book, deals with matters familiar from ancient wisdom instructions: honor of  parents, 
friendship, treatment of  children and slaves, and so on. The most controversial part of  
this instruction is Ben Sira’s view of  women. The sage extols the virtues of  the good wife 
in Sir 26:1-4, 13-18, in a manner similar to Proverbs 31. Admittedly, her virtues are 
assessed from the husband’s point of  view. She is praised for silence and modesty. There 

thirty-eighth year of  Ptolemy VIII Euergetes II, or 132 b.c.e. The translation was done 
some time later. According to the grandson, Ben Sira (whom he calls “my grandfather 
Jesus”) had devoted himself  to reading the Law and the Prophets, and the other 
books of  the ancestors. The notice is important, as it shows that the Law and the 
Prophets were recognized canonical categories at this time. The other writings of  the 
ancestors, however, constituted an open-ended category, and Ben Sira’s book resembled 
them in kind. 

The book is not fully preserved in Hebrew. Some Hebrew citations in the Talmud were 
always known, but in modern times several fragments of  the Hebrew text have come to light. 
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