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PREFACE 

My desire to know and to study the history of the 

Jewish people is hidden somewhere in my early childhood. 

My father's library contained, among others, small books 

like a Sefer ha-Yashar, Jossiphon, Megillath Antiochus, 

etc. Those books, together with my studies of the Bible 

and Talmud as a very young boy, tied me very deeply to 

the past of the people of Israel. Those small books were 

for me a bottomless treasure. I read them again and 

again. They created in me this desire for further study 

and research in the history of the Jewish people. 

Coming to study at Dropsie University, I discovereq 

the real meaning of the famous saying of Joshua ben 

Perahiah 1 "Acquire for yourself a 'Rav' and a friend." 

It was for me a great privilege to have had the oppor

tunity to study under a great scholar as Dr. s. Zeitlin, 

who became my 'Rav• and adviser. His own unique method 

in the study of history, and especially his· approach to 

t e Halakah from an historical point of view, thoroughly 

changed the whole approach to the era of the Second 

Commonwealth and provided a very strong motivation for 

starting my research in the field of Tannaitic historical 

sources. Dr. s. Zeitlin was to me a 'Rav', adviser, and 



guide and also became a friend to me. He .was always 

ready to understand me and to guide me in this work. 

Dr. Zeitlin's .scholarly method and his opinions 

penetrated my mind to an extent that I cannot distinguish 

any more between thoughts of my own and those that were 

originally his. I frequently acted like Rabbi Eliezer 

ben Hyrcanos, who said that he never said a thing that he 

did not hear from his teacher. The reason is that Dr. 

Zeitlin's teaching became to such a large degree a part 

of my mind and my own thinking. May G-d bless him with 

many more happy years of teaching and producing more and 

more scholars. I wish to ex~ress my deepest appreciation 

to Dr. s. Zeitlin. 

Many ·thanks are due: first and foremost to Dr, A.I. 

Katsh, President of Dropsie University. I. learned much 

from him, and he helped me through all the years of my 

stay at Dropsie. 

I am grateful to my teachers1 Dr. M. Ben-Horin, Dr. 

I. Effros, Dr. S. Grayzel, and Dr. A. Shaanan. 

Also, my best wishes and thanks to all the members 

of the staff of Dropsie University, in particular to the 

-librarians for their friendly helpfulness. 

I have been an alien in this country. My life as an 

alien was made easier by the help and advice given to me 



by Mr. Abner Schreiber throughout my stay in Philadelphia. 

His goodness and friendliness are truly admirable. 

Profound thanks also to my wife Bina, who was in-

. valved in my studies by creating conditions of quiet and 

peace in our home and helping in the preparation of the 

manuscript. For all the joys and sorrows we have shared, 

"thanks" is inadequate to express my deep feeling. 



INTRODUCTION 

This work, which brings forward the histori~al 

reality from Tannaitic sources, is a product of the new 

approach by Dr. s. Zeitlin in his extensive studies which 

represent an essential revolution in the dealings with the 

research into the history of the Second Commonwealth. 

Since Dr. Zeitlin's theory sheds new light on many chap

ters in the history of this era, l approached this work by 

collecting the sources ~nd their historical interpretation 

in order to extend the understanding of Tannaitic sources 

within their historical background. 

The scholarly research into the history of the 

Jewish people during the Second Commonwealth was a 

neglected subject 

The Jewish Rabbis 

1 as late as the ni~eteenth century. 

of the ~iddle Ag~s got ·their historical 

knowledge from Talmudic legends, Joc:1p;.;c)r1 
2

, 'Seder Olam 

~------~-~-------------~~---
·1 

2 

Except for Prideaux, Humphrey: The Old and New rrestament 
Connec~ed in the History or the Jews,.1716. 

A pseudo-historical book. The opinion of most scholars 
was ~hat this book was written in the tenth or eleventh 
century. Dr. Zeitlin 27 proved that it was earlier, 
writ~en between the third and the fifth century. The 
a~1thor used the books of Josephus and other Greek 
sources. The book contains historical material embel
lished by legends. 



a bah'3, anc1 lat0 le.o,enaa-r:v: -drash~.r that wer 0 us,1ally 

quite ""errote l"'rorr. re ·1ectir1rr a trne r.istorical imap;e of 

the Ara. Jr• th0 r.ir:ri teer.1,h cer.tury-, sor1e rrotestant 

r; ') 'TJ r• ( n we a J th . 

rJ. ~ : r, ' (' d l • (' ~ d t.. n .... r h p r. 0 !T f r l .... 1 ( ,I : : p . • l •• 

~ r o u ! . d h i ~·i , the 

po 1 i t i c- a 1 c or. d i. t i c n s i n a n ct n ,.., for P h : s l i f e -+~ i rr. P , and th e 

ideF1s that we~·t,• pre ,raJ.ent ir1 the ~r-m~.::;h er-.virc,nment in 

whir·h hE' f.n--r:-,w un and acted, 1h0•~0 ir. 1 es ti.gators had at 

Testa~en~; the writin~e of the Cnurrh Fathers; and the 

These =.:ctolars al ~n (l:~ed Talmudj_c 

c: o, J r c e s b L ~. w .: t l: Tt: de e per L, n cl 2 rs t a r d i ;-, £: an ct w i th o u t 

~ritical approacn. 

i~) 1 t ' ' · .- e a ea 1.,0 

a .'1 crde:::--s 
. '.at o i t., ~ ::: e · P F;:: ~ ~ .c- "ar. . 
t :-. e < e r. P r ~ -i o :--. ~; !"' r om t n e 

!' ) ~ h :-"' a ~' ::":' r ' l t . 

~he book cou~ts the 
Creation to the Bar 

4 
A f 1.Lll 0.:.hliof-1• aphy of l--rote.:·ta:1t ar!d ,·e·Nish ~;cholars 
"t, h V' .() il ,,,. [ l th I? :1 .:. •. 1 p -: µ ~, n t }: C ;"> ~ ' +., 1J :~ y i ~3 1: () b 8 f ✓: ; ) r J:i i. n .::, . 

years 

~ ,... r.'fr e !'." : : e s "'h :.r:: 11 t '? de s ." ,. a i :: ch •"? n V o U: r:: :::; • ? a r t l , pp . J - l rn . 



After the Christian scholars, Jewish scholars also 

began to work on Jewish history. They were closer to the 

Talmud and its sources. Some of them, because of their 

extreme orthodox leanings, were unable to use these 

sources in a critical way. Others, although more liberal, 

still lacked the scholarly critical approach for analyzing 

the sources. 

As mentioned above, Dr. Zeitlin's theory represents a 

revolution in the study of the Talmudic sources. The main 

points of his theory, spread over hundreds of books and 

papers, are the following: 

a) Every Talmudic source, Halakah or Agadah, has · 

to be examined historically by a verification of their time, 

conditions, and environment. 

b) It is impossible to understand the history of 

the Second Commonwealth on the grounds of the Greek-Latin 

language literature without a good knowledge of the 

sources from the 1rarmai tic literature and their correct 

critique. 

~~-------~~------~~--~~~----
5 

Z. F'rankel ( Darke ha-IV:i shna, p. J86) , C. Tchernowi tz ( Tol-
doth ha-Halakah, vol. i, Introduction), and others claim to 
use an historical approach, but they did not succeed in 
freein~ themselves from the traditional interpretation, 

1--7 



c) Examination of sources has to be independent of 

any early commentators. 

d) For the examination of a source, one has to 

check carefully all the manuscripts and readin~s available. 

Readings appearing in a maJority of sources arP not neces

sarily the correct ones. 

e) In the criticism of any 'l1annai tic sources one 

should use internal evidence in addition to the various 

readinf"S, Sometimes even though all read.:.n;;s are similar, 

the internal evidence may show some error, so that origin

ally the readin~ was differer1t. All the erroneous read

in~s could .ave o ·iginated in one scribe's er~or. Some

times the Habt.anar: Sar)Orai or the l''tedieval rtabbis changed 

the reading in order to adapt it to their contemporary 

Halakah. 

The Historical Tes~ 

Every 1.'annaj_t ic source, Halakah or Agadah, can be ex

plained correc-cly only in accordance with the historical 

environment in which it appears. Sometimes a law contra

dicts an earlier law because conditions of life made the 

fulfillment of the earlier law ir:1possible. A 1l1akkana was 

passed in order to adapt the law to the changes in society. 



Decrees were created because of various political or 

social events. Only if we trace historical processes can 

we understand the sources in the Tannaitic literature, and 

in the same way these sources help us to understand the 

historical processes. 

An example are the sources on the Zugoth. During the 

whole period after Simon the Just there is no such institu

tion. ·Later, there are five p;enerations with two men 

heading the 'Beth-Din' (High Court) and afterwards only one 

man heads this institution, titled 'Habban'. The histori

cal test sheds li£h~ on the causAs for the transfer of 

certain powers from the High Priest t0 the Hi~h Court. 

Differences of opinion between Conservatives and Liberals 

caused two men to head this H~gh Court. The victory of 

the Liberals (Phar=sees) over ~he Conservatives made the 

Zup;oth unnecessary, and an hereditary pre~·)ic.ency resulted. 

The Halakah was not arbitrariness on the part of the 

J awmakers. When an earlier law did not fit condivtions of 

life any rro:::--e, it was changed by a new interpretation or 

Takkanah. The Ei ble says, 11 .Let no man go out of his place 

on the seventh day" (Ex. 16:29). The ancient .interpreta

tion for 'place' was his home, and he was forbidden to go 

farther. than four 'amoth', Historical development from a 



desert society to a rural and urban society changed the 

meaning of'place' to the whole village or city. Later 

2000 'arnoth' were added and a law of 'Erubin' even per

mitted more extended freedom of movement on Sabbath. 

History and Tannaitic Sources 

The most important sources for the history of the 

Second Commonweal"th is in the books of Josephus. ·Many 

chapters of his can be explained further by studyin~ 

Tannaitic sources covering the same era. An example is 

the trial of Herod.
6 

The Tannaitic law said that a de

fendant may not be sentenced to death on the same day as 

his trial, and that his case, rather, had to be recon-
7 sidered on the next day. Josephus mentions the adjourn-

ment of the trial to the next day, giving another reason 

for it. The law proposed by Shammai (Shemayah) 8 that he 

who sends the killer is as responsible as the killer him

self, made it oossible for Herod to be tried. 

6 
Ant, XIV. 9. 4-5. 168-180, 

7 
Tos. uan. 9. 1. 

8 
Talmud Kid. 4Ja. 



Independence of Sources 

Sometimes a source received an interpretation by 

early authorities such that for a long time afterwards it 

made it impossible for a scholar to free himself from it. 

An example is the controversy about the Semikah in the 

Mishnah Hag. 2.2. The Gemara and all interpreters con

sidered this a controversy over laying the hands on the 

sacrifice on holidays. Later in this work this problem will 

be discussed, and it will be shown that this controversy 

had a political Halakic meaning and had nothing to do with 
• 9 

sacrifices. Another example from the Takka.noth related to 

Ezra10 . There are two Takkanoth: (1) to read the Torah on 

Saturday afternoons, ~V: ondays, and 'l1hursdays; ( 2 ) courts 

should be in se s s1. 0n :rondays and Thursday s . The explana-

tion of the Gerr:ara \ :--· .. that "there should never be three con-J. _; 

secutive days without Torah reading. cut the real, histori

cal reason was th at the courts and the readings were on 

those days because ~hese were market days 6n which the 

rural poJ,ulation ~ame to town ( il . Megillah 1.1). 

---------------~----------~-
Cl 
/ 

cf. S. Zeitlin 4. 

10 
'l'almud B.K. 82a. 



Different Readings of One Source 

11 In his paper on the Tosefta , Dr. Zeitlin warns to 

be careful in checking sources and not ~o follow the 

judgment of the majority of readings. An example is pro

vided oy the tradition of ·abbi Jose that is mentioned 

fo1r times in the Tannaitic literature. In three places 

the readin~ is, Two courts of three each were in Jerusa-
12 lem, o~e on the Temnle Mount, and one on the Hel. In 

the fourth place the reading is: Two courts of 23 each. 13 

An historical critical examination proves that the last 

read·ng is correct, and the courts indeed consisted of 23 

judges. 

Internal Evidence 

~his principle is one of the most important in Dr. 

Zeitlin's theory. -~hen there are different readings, 

internal evidence is the key for discovering the correct 

reading. But sometimes·the readings are similar, and by 

internal evidence it can be discovered that a scribal error 

--~~---~--~---------------~-
11 

S. Zeitlin 22. 

12 
Tos. Hag. 2.9; Tos. San. 7.1; Yer. San, l.~. 

13 
Talmud San. 880. 



has occurred or that an intentional change has been made. 

An example is in the Takkanah of Rabban Johanan ben Zakkai 

about the 'Yorn hanef'. 'rhe reading found everywhere is to 

the effect that the eating of the new harvest should be 

forbidden throughout the day, but from internal evidence 

it can be proved that according to the original early 

d . l . . . t. 14 rea 1ng there was no suc1 proh101 ion. 

In view of the principles described above, there is a 

need for extensive scholarly work toward a new critical 

edition of the whole Tannaitic literature so that each 

Halakah, ~radition, or source can be put in the correct 

historical context. This would require an academy of many 

scholars for many years. 

This work relates to a limited period and to a 

limited subject, from Simon the Just to Rabban Johanan ben 

Zakkai: about JOO years, from 200 B.C.E. until after the 

destruction of the Temple. In this wor~ have been collected. 

all the sources that are of historical value connected with 

Simon the Just, the Zugoth, the Hasmoneans, Herod and 

-~-----~~---~-----~----~----
14 

cf. S. Zeitlin 18 pp.294-296. 



Agrippa, Rabban Gamliel the Older and his son Simon, and 

Rabban Johanan ben Zakkai. All the sources were checked 

carefully in all the readings and were interpreted accord

ing to the principles mentioned above so as to give them 

historical relevance, This work is only a beginning, and 

I hope to be aole in the fut1t1~e to go on researching 

further Tannaitic sources until the time of Habbi Yehudah 

the Prince. In the present work there are about 140 

sources, and later sources of ~he Amoraitic perioa were 

disre~arded unless ~hey prov~ded real historical support 

to the Tannai~ic sources. 

This work is not intended to be a history of the 

period nor a bio~raphy of any persons. The only purpose 

is in giving the right historical in~erpretation to the 

existing sources. I hope tha it represents a contribu-

tion to the contil · : .. invest.i gation of the 'lannai t.ic 

so·irces for a better understanding of ~heir value in both 

meanin~s: Halakic and histori:a]. 
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