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Digest 

Aphrahat 1 the Persian Sage? was a fourth-century Church 

Father from Mosul in northern Mesopotamia. He composed 

twenty-three expositions written in a beautiful pure Syriac. 

The first ten expositions deahJwi th matters of faith and 

were completed ca. 337 CE. The next twelve are concerned 

more with Jewish customs and tenets and were compl ted ca. 34-4. 

These first twenty-·two are arranged in alphabet.fucal order. 

The twenty-third is a summation of the blessings transmitted 

to the believer through Christ, and it was complted July 1 345. 

Intthis thesis are translated Expositions III and XI 1 "On 

the Fast" and 11 0n Circumcision.," 

These two Expositions have been compared and contrasted 

with some o:f the rabbinic literatare. In the case of circum

cision, Aphrahat and the rabbis have two completely different 

goals in mind. The former seeks to render it invalid while 

the latter define, refine, and validate it. In the case of 

fasting, the two are not as fa,-r apart. The differences lie 

in degree, Aphrahat being more stringent, and in goals, the 

rabbis being more this worldly. 



Chapter I 
Introduction 

Ask any rabbinic student which course was the most· 

difficult and the most frustrating--the answer in most in• 

stances will be Talmud. In part this is due to the cryptic 

style in which it is written. However, often more frustrat

ing is the language. 

The Talmud is wri·tten in an Aramaic dialect closely 

related to that of the biblical Ezra and Daniel. However, 

in the centuries which passed between their composition and 
C':;'<, 

the Talmud's, the language underwent some changes. Some 

letters were no longer pronounced if theywwere in certain 

positions within a given word. Other letters were assim~ 

ilated by a neighboring letter. 1 Words in the construct 

state and verbs with enclitics sometimes became compound 

words with one or more letters ceasing to be pronounoed. 

Instead of' being a formal composition, the Talmud is a 

transcription of what had been passed down orally for several 

generations. 

This transcription often leaves the novice student with 

the notion that Talmudic Aramaic isaa whimsical language 

which does not mertt serious study. One need only memorize 

the countless exceptions well enough to pass the course. 

However, if one has in one's toolbox a measuring stick 

agal.mt which to evaluate such irregulariitiies, it soon becomes 

apparent that the successful study of Talmud is within the 

grasp of such a person. 

Such a tool is Syriac, the dialect of Aramaic in which 
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the Mesopotamian non-Jewish population wrote and conversed. 

Unlike the Aramaic found in the Talmud, Syriac was not trans

cribed but written according to what appear to beccarefully 

defined rules,eeven when these were ignored in conversation. 

The beauty of Syriac lies, however, not in its conservative

ness but in its employment of a system whereby letters which 

were no longer pronounced could be recognized from the written 

word. Such a system was developed using a linea oocultans, 

a line drawn above or below a letter w:q,j.ch indicated that it 

was no longer pronounced. Thus the person acquainted with 

Syriac recognizes that a word such as .' _f3,seg in the Talmud 

is not a ]_a' e,l (intensive) form of ·the verb ,!-S-g. Rather 

(s)he knows that it is really •as'ie.9,, an 'a:eh'el ~causative} 
2 form of the verb s-1=~• Needless to say, such knowledge 

is of immense help to the student. 

Aphrahat 

One example of Syriac which many authorities recognize 

as among the best due to its purity of language, its beauty 

of style, and its strictly Semitic character is that employed 

by Aphrahat, known as "The Persian Sage." 

\ 

(He) is the sole surviving representative of 
a type of Christian thought which was essen
tially Semitic, and utterly independent of 
both Latin and Greek philosophy. His ofuassio
al. Syriac was far closer to contemporary Jew
ish Aramaic of Babylonia than was the Syriac 
of later Christian writers.3 

The name Aphrahat is Persian, and he was probably born 

of Persian parents. Aphrahat, himself, confirms that his 
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ancestry, if not Persian, was at least pagan in two of his 

expositions. 4 Because hres language and style are so complete

ly pure Syriac, one may conclude that he must either have 

been born in or moved at an early age to a region wherein 

Syriac was spoken. Were this not the case, his writing would 

of necessity appear forced and full of foreign idioms, which 

it does not. When he embraced Christianity is not known, but 

that he did so wholeheartedly is attested to by his rapid 

rise in the Church to the office of bis;hop of the convent 

at MaT Matthew. 5 Because he took the name Jacob, apparently 

upon ordination, he was later confused with Jacob of Nisibis 

who died in 338 OE, seven years before the expositions were 

completed. Thiscconfusion lasted some four centuries from 

when a sixth-century Armenian translator ascribed the exposi

tions to the wrong Jacob until the tenth-century Nestorian 

Bar-Bab.lul correctly identified their author as .A.phrahat. 6 

Later generations of Syriac writ;ers have very 
little to tell us about him beyond what we learn 
from his writings, but all alike, both Nestorians 
and Monophysites 1 testify to the orthodoxy of 
this fourth-century Father.? 

The Expositions 

Briefly, his expositions are twenty-three in number and 

\ were written between the years 336 and 345 CE. 8 Each of the 

first twenty-two begins with a different letter of the alphabet, 

and in this manner they are arranged. The twenty-third exposi

tion begins again with the first letter. The firsttten are 

earlier~ and their topics include faith, love, fasting, prayer, 
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wars, those belonging to the covenant 1 penitents, resurrec

tion, humility, and pastors. They deal with matters of 

faith, m• graces, hopes, anddduties of a Christian and are 

usually dated ca. 337. The next twelve, dated usually ca. 

344, deal with such matters as circumcision, Passovert Sabbath, 

persuasion, making a distinction between dl'.oods 1 the peoples 

that replaced the people (ie., the Church), the Messiah 

that he is the son of God, virginity (asceticism) and sanctity, 

the Jews• claim that they arel.ldestined to be gathered togethert 

sustaining the poor, persecution, and death and the end of 

time. Of these, eight deal with specifically Jewish practices 

or doctrines, three with matters of faith again, and the four~ 

teenth "seems to be a letter of rebuke on behalf of a Synod 

of Bishops, to clergy and people of Seleucia and Ctesiphon. 119 

The twenty-third is a "chronological disquisition which supple

ments theoothers, •concerning the Grape• 1 under which title 

is signified the blessing transmitted from the beginning 

through Christ, in allusion to the words of Isaiah ••• (65:8) 11 

and is dated July, 345. 10 

According to Gwynn, Aphrahat's expositions are little 

concerned with the great theological questions of the day. 11 

Heresies were what most fourth-century theologians battled. 

Aphrahat, however, makes only passing reference to the second-

and third-century heresies of Valentinus, Manes, and Marcion. 12 

He is more interested in Jewish practices as he perceives them 

either from what he has read in Scripture only, or from what 

he has observed among Qaraite Jews who denounced the Oral Law 
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of the rabbis, or from what he has observed amongi;the Chris-

t:ians of his -own community., 

In an age of controversy, these quiet hortatory 
discourses, marked by no striking eloquence of 
style or subtlety of reasoning, dealing with no 
burning question of the time, nor with disputes 
more recen·t than two previous centuries or those 
between Christian and Jew, would hardly attain 
to more than local circulation; and when penetrat
ing Edessa or such Syriac centers, wouldaarouse 
but languid interest.,13 

In this manner Gwynn accounts for the confusion surrounding Aphra-_ 

hat.' s name and writings. However, evel'.;t though it almost doomed 

his work to obscurity, neither did he seek to accommodate, as 

did later Syriac writers, his beliefs to an alien medium. 14 

Gwynn also adds another possible reason for the disuse 

into which these expositions fell. He demonstrates that the 

"School of the Persians" in Edessa was, in the fifth century, 

"infected with Nestorianism, '! and for this reason teachings 

emanatingffrom this school, whether earlier or later, were 

deemed suspect of advocating this heresy. 15 

It is interesting to note that at least two of the three 

reasons that contributed to Aphrahat•s relative obscurity 

only two centuries later make him important to the Jewish 

scholar today some sixteen centuries later. These are his 

interest in redefining Jewish practices and doctrines into 

Christian terms and his purityoof style, language, and 

thought. Many scholars 16 go s:a:i:far as to claim that Aphrahat 

was very strongly influenced by rabbinic Judaism, emphasizing 

the:!.'first oftthe two above reasons. Ginzberg even calls him 

"a docile pupil of the Jews. 1117 Closer to the internal evi-
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dence is Neusner who doubts whether .Aphrahat ever met a 

rabbinic Jew, let alone was influenced by the rabbis., 18 

As will be evident later on in the translation of the two 

expositions~ .Aphrahat•s knowledge of the Jews is limited 

to what anyone could have gleaned from a careful reading 

of the Bible, whichwwas available to him in the Peshitto• 

version written in Syriac19 and which he quoted: liberally. 

Aphrahat•s Church 

Since Aphrahat wrote his exposi ti'ons for his Church, 

it is impormant to know something about this Semitic brand 

of Christianity. Not all scholars are in complete agree

ment astto the origin of Christianity in Syria., Eusebius 

recounts The Doctrine of Addai in his Ecclesiastic Hi~~pr~ 

wherein the community of Edessa is in correspondence with 

Jesus. Whereas Burkitt states that Christianity was first 

preachediin Edessa by the Palestinian Jew .Addai20 and that 

Addai and .Aggai represent the original Christianity of 

Edessa21 , Segal calls R'usebius• account "one of the most 

successful pious frauds of antiquity.n22 

What most would agree with, however, is what Gavin 

proposes. 23 Mesopotamian Christianity probably originated 

in Edessa through the work of Jewish-Christian missionaries 

and the conversion of Edessan Jews late in the second cen

tury. From Edessa the new faith spread eastward to Mardin, 

Nisibis, and Mosul via the trade route through these cities. 24 

Presumably this advance eastward proceeded Rome's advance 

thus insuring the Semitic character of the Church. That 
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this is probably the case is reflected in Aphrahat himself. 

'His primary concern seems to be with the Judaizing elements 

in his Church who had brought with them a background of 

Judaism perhaps only a generation removed.ij 

However, another factor led to Aphrahat 1s polemics 

against Jewish practices. vi.hen, in 313, Christianity be

came the official state religion of Romep Christians living 

under the Sassanids in Persia experienced a divided loyalty. 

By 363 the trade route from Edessa to Mosul had been broken 

by the Roman conquest of Edessa, and there was an end to 

the see-saw control of Nisibis with its being ceded to 

Persia by Jovian. Fellow Christians were then separated 

from one another. Recognizing the divided loyalty of its 

Christian subjects, the Sassanids began to persecute them, 

while the Jews had a friend in the court run the person of 

Iphra Hormizd, the Queen Mother during the reign of SapurJII 

(309-379). "The only ideal worth living for1r1was a state 

under Christian rule, with the Church fully recognized and 

supreme in her own domain"--the ideal realized by Rome. 

As the:ppersecution continued, however, many Christians 

probably began to experience doubts as to whether they had 

chosen the correct path. On the onelmand were Jews, mono

theists like themselves, who prospered under Sassanid rule 

and were left unmolested. 26 On the other hand was the 

pagan population, whose cul·cs and gods were totally unaccept

able. It is no great wonder, therefore 9 that many Christians 
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of the fourth century would have become attracted to Judaism. 

To these persecuted Christians, many of whom ei ther1• 1had been 

converted from Judaism or had come from families that had 

done so, becomfung Jews was an acceptable compromise between 

Christianity and paganism. By pursuing this option, one 

could remain faithful to both God and country, regardless 

of whether (s)he had come from a Jewish or a Persian back

ground. 

Therefore, whether individual Christians had doub·ts 

either about abandoning Jewish practices while remaining 

Christians or about renouncing Christianity in favor of 

Judaism, Aphrahat clearly saw a danger to his faith. Know-

ing that often the best defense is a good offense, he proceed

ed to outline, first, matters of faith important to the,;contin

uation of a strong Christian community27 and, then, arguments 

against various pillars of Jewish faith and practice. 28 By 

offering at the same time an apologetic and a polemic, it 

would appear that hisggoal was to keep Christians within the 

fold and at the same time offer to them counter-arguments 

to Jewish polemics who would point to the relative successes 

of the two groups and from this prove Judaism's superiority. 

Methodology 

One exposition from each group has been translated and 

then contrasted with the rabbinic literature. Exposition XI, 

"On Circumcision~" is translated into English also by Neusner. 29 

He has made some errors, and these are,pointed out in the 

',i 
1, 

I 
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notes to this translation. Exposition III, "On the Fast," 

is translated here for the first time into English. Each 

exposition has been translated as literally as possible 

but as freely as necessary, especially in the case of idioms. 

Biblical quotations have been translated as cited by Aphra

hat. Most of the biblical references are as appear in either 

Wright:9;s version of the text or Parisot 's, though other 

biblical references do exist. The translations of both exposi

tions follow Parisot;9;s text with Wright's text having been 

used to confirm the former. 

The rabbinic literature employed in the chapters compar

ing Aphrahat with the sages of Judaism was taken from those 

sources for which indices are av.ailable. 30 Some of these 

are Palestinian in origin while others are Babylonian. Some 

are from a laiberpperiod than the fourth century. However, 

it is hoped, as is the case especially with some of the 

E.,ap~o~, that these later compilations reflect earlier works. 

Works that are Palestinian and/or later than the fourth cen

tury were employed in order to lend depth to ·the study. 

The reader knowledgeable in the rabbinic literature will 

1notice that neither in the chapter on circumcision nor in 

the chapter on fasting iserery reference employed, especially 

in the case of statements that appear in primarily halachic 

· (legal) contexts. These were omitted because Aphrahat did 

not deal with them, and the purpose of those chapters is 

comparison with Aphrahat. 
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Chapter II 
Exposition XI 

An Exposition1 of Circumcision 

1. When God blessed Abraham and made him head of all 

of the believers, the righteous 1 and the upri.ght, God did 

not appoint him the father of one nation but of many 

peoples when He said to him: "Your name will no longer be 

called 'Abram,' rather your name will be Abraham, because 

I have made you the father of a multitude of people" (Gen 17:5). 

Therefore, my dear friend, 2 listen to "yhe point of the state

ment and basis of the instruction which is proper to say 

against that people who have come before us, 3 who consider 

themselves to be of the seed of Abraham, yet do not under

stand that they are called "rulers of Sodom and people of 

Gamorrah" (Isa 1 :10), '"'whose father is an Ammorite and 

whose mother is a Hittite" (Ezek 16:45), "despised silver" 

(Jer 6:30), and "rebellious children'' (Isa 30:1). Moses, 

their leader, testified against them when he said to them: 

"You have been rebels from the day I knew you" (Deut 9:24), 

and again he reiterated4 in the Song of Testimony (Deut 32): 

"Your vine is from the vine of Sodom and :E'nom the planting 

of Garnorrah. Your grapes are bitter grapes, and your clusters 

of grapes are bitter to you" (Deut 32:32). He hinted in 

that same Hymn of Testimony concerning the people that is 

from the peoples5 when he said to them: 11 I will stir you 

up to jealousy with a people that is a no-people, and I 

will provoke your anger with a foolish people" (Deut 32:21). 

i 

1 · 
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Through Isaiah, the Holy One testified when he said: "I have 

planted a vineyard and worked it, but·i.instead of grapes, it 

brought forth rotten grapes" (Isa 5:2). Jeremiah the :Prophet? 

furthermore, also said concerning the congregation of the people: 

"I? :Myself, have planted you as a wine-branch entirely of true 

seed, but have turned sour and rebelled against Me like a wild 

vinett (Jer 2:21). Ezekli::el witnessed against the vine: "Fire has 

consumed its branches, its back is destroyed, and no longer 

does it go into production" (Ezek 15:4). "The wine-branch was 

planted of' a true seed" (Jer 2:21) is their ancestors, but the 

children have been turned to the impure deeds of the Amorites. 6 

When they act in uprightness, they are called children 

and heirs of Abraham, :their father? by all the peoples. But 

those same children of Abaraham when they do the impure deeds 

of;fforeign peoples, they become as Sodomites and people of 

Gamorah, as Isaiah testified against them: "Hear the word of 

the Lord.~ you rulers o:f Sodom and people of Gamorrah 11 (Isa 1: 10). 

But show me, 0 sage, 7 which rulers and people were in Sodom 

and Gamorrah in Isaiah the Prophet's days? For they8 have 

been overturned through divine punishment since the days of 

Lot never to be inhabited again! Ezekiel showed Sodom's 

\ in~_quity and named her Jerusalem's sister when he says to her: 

"Sodom, your sister 9 and her daughters have not done evil as 

you and yourd.daughters have done • .And this is the iniquity 

of' Sodom and her;Jdaughters--they did not take hold of the 

hand of the poor and the miserable. So when I saw these 

deeds among them 9 I overthrew them" (Ezek 16: 
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48-50). Since Sodom and Gamorrah, their companions, 9 were 

overthrown from of old, why does Isaiah say: "Hear, you 

rulers of Sodom and people of Gamorrah?" (Isa 1:10). It 

can orily be10 that he called them this, so that they would 

consider themselves warned:l;c They are circumcized and yet 

uncircumcized; they have b'.een chosen, and yet they have been 

rejected. (Yet] they continue boasting: "We are circumcized, 

chosen, and known from among all peoples!"11 

2. To any who understand, this isktnown: Circumcision 

without faith has no use, no advantage, because faith precedes 

circumcision, which was given to Abraham as a sign and a cove

nant, as God said to him: "This is My covenant which you will 

keep when you circumcize each male" (Gen 17:10). So long as 

it pleased its Giver, it was observed along with the command

ments of the Law and gave profit and eternal life. But when 

the Law was not observed, circumcision gave absolutely no 

profit at all. Jeroboam the son of Nabat, of the children 

of Joseph, from the tribe of Ephraim, was circumcized as the 

Holy One commanded Abraham, and as Moses warned in the Law! 

All the kings of Israel who walked according to the Law 

of Jeroboam were circumcized and were separated 1 but a good 

memory of them was not preserved, because of their sins (I Kgs 

16:19 among others). What profit did Jeroboam and all the 

kings of Israel that wallced in his footsteps get from their 

circumcision? Or rather, what use or profit had Manasseh, 

the son of Hezekiah, [in being circumoized]? Because of 
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Jerusalem. 
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3. In every period God made His covenants with each 

generation and with each tribe, as it pleased Him, and they 

were obse~ved in their times and then changed. He commanded 

Adam not to eat from the tree of the knowledge of good and 

evil, but because he did observe the commandment and the 

covenant, he was held culpable. 12 So Enoch, who pleased 

God. God translated him to eternal life not because he 

kept the commandment cono.e·rning the trees, but rather be

cause he believed. Grace cannot be compared to the command

ment not to eat from the tree~ Noah, who kept his integrity 

and righteousness 9 God preserved him from the punishment 

of the flood and established a covenant with him and his 

descendants after him, that they should increase and multi

ply, a covenant of the rainbow in the clouds between God, 

earth, and all flesh., And yet mircumcision was not given 

with any of those covenants! 

When He chose Abraham, it was not through circumcision 

that He called, chose, and designated him to be father of 

\ all nations, but rather through faith., A11'.d after his faith 

(was assured), then He commanded him to circumcize. If 

eternal life-t'iwas (attained) through circumcision, then Abraham 

should have circumcized first and then believed. And if cir

cumcision had been given; 1as an advantage for eternal life, 

Scripture would have announced: "Abraham circumcized, and 

'I', I; I 

' ' 

j 
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his circumcision. was conside'red for him as righteousness. 11 

However, this is what is written: "Abraham believed in 

God, and his faith was considered for him as righteous

ness" (Gen 15:6). Thus, those who believed while uncir

cumcized, lived, while the circumcision of those who were 

circumcized, yet who did not believe, gave them no advan

tage. It was not through circumcision·!;that .Abel, Enoch, 

Noah, Shem, and Japheth pleased God, rather because each 

one of them observed their covenants in"their times and 

believed that it is the same One who gives covenants in 

each generation, as He desires. 

Melchi~edeq was the priest of God Most High .. 13 While 

uncircumcized, He blessed .Abraham and the matter is known: 

it is obvious that the lesser is blessed by one greater 

than he! 14 

4., Therefore, my dear friend, listen as I show you 

under which pretense circumcision was given.. When Abraham 

believed, left Ur of the Chaldees, and came to reside in 

Haran, God had not (ye·t) commanded him to circumcize., Even 

when he had resided in the Land ofCCanaan for twenty-four 

years, he did not circumcize, because he had not [yet] had 

his promised son, from whom the righteous ones,.,,.kings, priests, 

and annointed ones would be born. But when he was ninety~nine 

years old, the Holy One informed him that at the end of one 

hundred years of age, a son would be born to him. Then He 

circumcized him so that when he was one hundred years old, 
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Isaac was born to him. He commanded him to circumcize 

the flesh of his foreskin as an indication and a sign of 

the covenanti so that when his seed multiplied, they would 

be distinguished from all of the peoples among whom they 

would go, so that they would not get involved in their 

unclean deeds. So Abraham circumcized the flesh of his 

foreskin when he was ninety-nine years old. He (circum

cized) Ishmael, his son, when he was thirteen years old. 

And on that very day Abraham circumcized those born in 

his household as well as those purchased with his money, 

just as God had spoken with him. So after [Abraham) was 

circumcized, Isaac was conceived, born, and then circumcized 

on the eighth day. And circumcision was observed through 

.Abraham's seed, through Isaac, through Ishmael, through 

Jacob and his sons, through Esau and his son, for one 

hundred ninety years, until Jacob entered Egypt. While 

in Egypt, J"aco·b' s sons kept it two hundred twenty-five 

years until they wen·t out towards the wilderness. .Even 

Lot, when he saw that Abraham, his uncle, circumcized 1 he, 

too, circumcized his son after he had separated from [Abraham], 

retaining circumcision as a rite without faith. 

5. Now if ·there is eternal lifetthrough circumcision, 

then Ishmael's sons, Qeturah•s15 sons, Lot's sons, and Esau's 

sons also should live eternally, for they were circumcized. 

Yet while they were circumcized, they worshipped many idols. 

Howev~r, Jeremiah the Prophet has shown me quite clearly 
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that all who are circumcized without faith are,:-,as the un

circumcized and will not be delivered from the divine 

punishment through their circumcision. He said: "See, 

I will take account of all who are circumcized5.in the fore

skin, the Egyptians, the Judeans, Moab, Edom, the Ammonites, 

and all those who cut the corner (of their beard) who reside 

in the wilderness, because all of these peoples are uncir

cumcized, and all of the house of Israel are uncircumcized 

in their heart" (Jer 9: 24-5). If they profi tted by circum

cision, why are the Jews considered together with the Egyp

tians, the Edomites 9 the Moabites, the Ammonites, and those 

who cut the corner (of their beard), who are the sons of 

Hagar or of Qeturah, unless it is supposed that their cir

cumcision amounted to uncircumcision? For see, He command

ed di vine punishment on Judah as well as on all the o·thers 

who are circumcized in the foreskin. For when the Holy 

One saw that they were saying: "Through this we live, that 

we are the children of Abraham and are circumcized," and 

that they did not bend their stiff necks toward the service 

of the Law, He said to them through the prophet: "Circum

cize the foreskin of the heart and stiffen your neck no 

more" (Deut 10:16). So it is known that whosoever does not 

circumcize the foreskin of his heart, then the circumcision 

of the flesh alone is of no profit to him, just.::-ias there is 

no benefit for anyone who was circumcized only by the fore

skin.16 
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6. Be assured, my dear friend, that circumcision was 

a sign, to separate them from the impure peoples. Notic·e 

that when He brought them out of Egypt, and they walked 

in the wilderness for forty years, they were not circumcized, 

because they were one people, and they were not mingling 

with other peoples. There He did not mark them, because 

they were living17 by themselves. As for His having marked 

Abraham's seed 1 it was not because all the peoples were not 

His that He separated Abraham's seed as His very own group. 

Rather He abandoned all the peoples who committed the evil 

deeds of paganism because of their deeds. And when he 

marked them as His people, it was not to inform Himself 

that they were Abraham's seed, because even when unmarked, 

He knew them! Rather that they should know one another 

and not hide under deceptive excuses. 18 

For it could happen that if they were not marked, 

then, some of them, when found worshipping idols, or debauch

ing, or committing adultery, or stealing, or doing something 

outside of the Law - all those found in these circumstances -

might rebel and deny that they were Abraham's children, so 

as to not be killed or receive punishment • .And the death 

sentence, which is written in the Law, is (precisely] for 

those engaged in such [acts]. Now, anyone found trans-

gressing the Law and engaging:U.n one of these crimes could 

no longer hide under deceptive excuses, such as: "I was 

not of Abraham's seed or progeny," because if it is found 
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that he rebels, they can identify him by his circumcision 

and mete out to him the punishmen·t justified by his sin. 

Because if this was not the rationale for prescribing 

circumcision, they would have be'en circumcized even while 

in the wilderness! But because they were separated from 

the peoples and lived in the wilderness by themselves, 

they were not marked. But when they were crossing the 

Jordan, the Lord commanded Joshua, the son of Nun, saying 

to him: 11.Again circumcize the Israelites a second time" 

(Josh 5:2) • .And why did He say to Joshua that he should 

circumcize them again, unless it is because they were cir

cumcized in their heart, as He said through the prophet: 

"Circumcize the foreskin of your heart and no longer stiffen 

your neck" (Deut 10:16). Joshua again circumcized them and 

marked them by their flesh again. But how is ·this matter 

understood by you tha·t "Joshua circumcized the people again?" 

They were not circumcizeddby their flesh, because after 

Joshua circumcized them, Scripture testifies: "Joshua cir

cumcized all those born in the wilderness, because all of 

the children born in the wilderness were uncircumcized 11 (Josh 

7. See then, my dear friend, and be amazed at this that 

/ those who were circumcized, who went out from Egypt, died 

in the wilderness on account of their sins, because they 

embittered the Holy One's spirit by not believing in Him. 

It is known that if only they had believed, they would not 
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have beew ·prevented from entering the :Promised Land,. Bu.t 

Joshua, the son of Nun, and Caleb, the son of Yufna, lived, 

from among the six hundred thousand that went out of Egypt, 

entered the Land and inherited it. The children that were 

(born) in the wilderness, who believed while uncircumcized, 

lived to enter and to inherit the Land. He circumcized 

them as they were entering the Land of the Canaanites, and 

it was considered for them as two circumcisions. 

8. And why, when He brought the divine punishment upon 

all who were circumcized of the foreskin, did He consider 

also the Egyptians, who were notoof Abraham's seed, along 

with the Moabites, the .Ammonites, who were Abraham's brother 

Lot's children, and with the Edomites, who were Esau's child

ren, and with those who cut the corner (of their beards) and 

live in the wilderness 1 who are Ishmael's children and Qeturah 1 s 

children, and Judah, Jacob's seed? All of those are the seed 

of Abraham's household, while the Egyptians (merely) received 

circumcision from the Israelites living among them, as a cus

tom, without any belief (in it).. :furthermore, they received 

it from Joseph, who circumcized Menasseh and Ephraim when 

they were born to him. They? in turn, learned from J·oseph 

and began to circumd.ze, because Joseph's command concerning 

/ everything was carried out within Egypt. 

Indeed, some say that when Pharoah's daughter found 

Moses, she recognized that he was from the Israelites from 

the covenant which was in his flesh. The fact of the matter 
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is not as it would appear, because the covenant of Moses' 

circumcision was not different from the Egyptians• circum

cision • .And whosoever does not know that the Egyptians 

were circumcized will be convinced by Jeremiah. For when 

Pharoah's daughter found Moses and saw that he was float-

ing in the river, she realized that he was from Hebrews, 

because it was not incumbent upon the J.Tigyptians to be 

thrown into the river as Pharoah had commanded concerning 

the Israelites when he said: "Let every male child which 

is born be thvown into the river" (Ex 1: 22). .And she knew 

that this thing was done out of fear for the order (of 

Pharoah). When she saw that he had been placed in a wooden 

ark, she knew that, because they were not able to hide him, 

his people made the ark for him and cast him into the river. 19 

Now if the Israelites had been distinguished by cir

cumcision while the Egyptians were not circumcized, then 

Moses could not have beenbbrought up along with Pharoah, 20 

because at any time during his youth, the covenant of his 

flesh would have become known. And if Pharoah's daughter 

had transgressed her father's law or command,tthen throughout 

Egypt none of Pharoah•s Laws and commandments would have 

been upheld.., 

/ 9. Now I will convince you further concerning the Children 

of Qeturah ~ho also are contiguous ·to the Ishmaeli tes. 21 When 

the Midianites, who are the children of Qeturah, and the 

children of the East, who are the Ishmaelites, gathered to-
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gether and came to fight against Israel in the days of 

Gideon, son of Joash, in mutual alliance, and wished to 

subjugate Israel, they surrendered to Gideon's forces of 

300 men@(Judg 7:7). 22 This (thing) is what I will persuade 

you concerning the children of Qeturah, because their resi

dence23 and that of the Ishmaelites was in the wilderness. 

From the time that Abraham sent Hagar and Ishmael away, 

Ishmael and his desc.endants resided in the wilderness. 

Thus is it written: "He resided in the wilde:tness and became 

an expert (with) the bow" (Gen 21:20). 24 11His hand will be 

against everyone, and every hand will be against him, and 

he will dwell upon the border of all his brotherst' (Gen 16:12). 

On his one side, on the East, dwelt the sons of :BJsau, who are 

the Edomites, for when Israel went out of Egypt, they were 

led around the Land of Edom, Esau's mountain. In addition 

the Ammonites andtthe Moabites define their borders, opposite 

them, to the North. The children of Qeturah are neighbors 

with the Edomites, the children of I!)sau, to the East, be-

cause when Abraham sent away the children of Qeturah, he sent 

them away at first toward the :mast. The children of Hagar 

seized all of the south-land (Arabia Felix). The Edomites, 

the children of Esau, dwelt to the east of them all, as far 

as Bozra, for also the Lord commanded Moses: "Do not approe.bh 
• 

/ the land of the Children of Esau, because I am not giving 

you (any) of their land, even the space upon which the sole 

of the foot treads, because I have g±ven. Mount Seir to Esau. 

. . :1 

I 
I 

i 
I 

,' '! 
I I 

! 
j 

. I 
I 1 '!• 

I 

i 
I 

I 



. 

22 

Rather, buy bread from them with money, then eat, and buy 

water from them with money? then drink" (Deut 2:5,6). Moses 

did as the Lord commanded him. He did not oppress the child

ren of Esau, rather when he had reached as far as Reqem de 

Gaya•, 25 he sent messengers with words of peace toward the 

King of Edom and said to him: "Thus says your brother Jacob: 

'You knowoof all of the travail that overtook us on the way 

and that the Egyptians placed us into servitude. Now we 

are in Reqem, the city that is on the edge of your border. 

Now let us pass through your land. We will go via the King's 

Highway. Sell us bread and water that we and our cattle 

may eat and drink., We will give you their price.• But 

he said to Israel: 'You will not pass over my ·border with-

out myddrawing the sword to meet you.' 11 (Num 20: 14~)18). 

Israel tu:rned aside when they saw that they could not be 

persuaded. So as the Israelites were crossing over their 

border, they took away from the Bo~ra, which is in thev:wilder

ness, inherited it and made it a city of refuge (Josh 22:27) .. 

Whoever is willing to accept proof that Bo~ra belonged to 

the children of Esau, who were the Edomites of old, will 

listen to Isaiah the Prophet "when he had seen the Holy One 

as He was coming from Edom, His red clothes from Bo?ra~11: (Isa 

63:1, 3, 4). He trampled and tormented them, and He exacted 

just recompense from the children of Esau because they did 

r not receive their brother, but He kept his anger forever (Amos 

1:11). Whoever is still not persuaded concerning Bo~ra that 
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it had served the Edomites from of old, let him hear from 

Genesis, when the kings reigned in Edom: 11Jobab the son of 

Zerah of Bo~ra reigned" (Gen 36:33). Isaiah said further: 

"Behold, My sword will descend upon the Edomites, upon 

the people who have been condemned by judgment" (Isa 34:5). 

And David said: "I will cast my shoes upon Edom" (Ps 60:10, 

108:10). "Because Esau corrupted his pity forever 1 bore 

his grudge forever26 and did not allow his brother to cross 

his border" (Amos 1: 11). On account of this he·::was condemned 

by judgment, ·l;hat he bore his grudge forever., 'When Israel 

turned aside from Esau their brother, they sent messengers 

to the Moabites 9 the children of Lot, that they might cross 

their border. But they neither listened nor were persuaded, 

rather they hired Balaam, the son of Beor, to curse them. 

Because they did not allow them to cross their border in 

peace, the Holy One cammanded that the Ammonites and the 

Moabites not enter the Lord's gathering, not even to the 

·l;enth generation, because they did no·I; offer bread and 

water to Israel on the way, rather they met them with the 

sword while they were tireduand weary. Concerningt;the J!lgyp

tians and the Edomites, He co,mmanded Israel not to drive 

them away, the Egyptians, because 11 they had dwelled in their 

land," and the Edomites, because 11 they were their brothers." 

10. All of this I have explained and shown you so that 

,,,; you will know that Ishmael resided on the border off_:each of 

his brothers and "was a wild ass among men" (Gen 16:12). 
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Abraham gave gifts to the children of Qeturah and sent them 

to Ishmael their brother so that they would not be heirs 

with Isaac, the promised one. If there is eternal life 

through circumcision, then also the children of Ishmael, 

Qeturah, Lot, which are the Moabites and the Ammonites, and 

the children of Esau, which are the Edomites, and the Egyp

tians, too, should pride themselves for being circumcized, 

even though they worship many idols. Therefore is:Lit clear 

that there is no profit in circumcision without faith. Rather, 

anyone who has circumcized the foreskin of his heart is a 

believer 1 lives eternally, and is Abraham 1s son, fulfilling 

what God said to .Abraham: "I have made you the father of a 

multitude o:f peoples" (Gen 17:5) .. 

11. In every aspect the Law and the Covenant have under

gone change. From o:f old., God changed the (rnvenant of Adam 

and gave another to Noah 1 and He gave [ano·l;her) to Abraham, 

too. Then He changed .Abraham 1s and gave another to Moses., 

But when Moses• was not being observed, He gave another in 

the last generation, 27 an immutable covenant. Adam's covenant 

was not to eat from the tree; Noah's was the rainbow in the 

clouds; Abraham's was :formerly his being chosen because of 

his faith and afterwards the circumcision 9 as a sign and a 

seal for his descendants; and Moses• was a lamb that he 

sacrificed fortthe Paschal offering on. behalf of the people. 

Not one of all these covenants resembles another. 

The circumcision in which the Giver of the covenants 
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is pleased is that which Jeremiah said: "Oircumcize the 

foreskin of your heart" (Jer 4:4). If the covenant that 

God gave to Abraham is true, then this one [in Jeremiah] 

is also true and believable, because the Lawgiver could 

not free Himself28nfrom those who are outside of the Law 
29 or from those who are subject totthe Law. He gave the 

Law to Moses with its observances and covenants. But 

when they did not observe it, He abolished the Law and 

its covenants, and He promised (Jer 31:31) to give a new 

testament, saying that it would not be as the first one, 

even though the Giver of both of them is the same. 30 

25 

This is the testament which He promised to give: "All 

of them shall know Me from their young ones to their old 

ones" (Jer 31:31). But in this testament there is no cir

cumcision of the flesh or sign of the people. We know, my 

dear friend, truly that in every generation God gave laws 

which they served so long as it pleased Him, and then they 

(the laws) were changed, as the apostle has said: 11J?ormerly, 

God's Kingdom dwelt in various forms and times" (Heb 1:1). 

To the sage and to the one who investigates, it is known 
31 and obvious that anyone who is a part of the [new]covenant, 

yet yearns32 for circumcision, has circumcized does not con

sider what the apostle said: "Would that theymo agitate 

you would indeed castrate themselves!" (Galat 5:12). 

/ Therefore, our God is true and His covenants are well 

believed, 33 and each covenant was true and believed in its 
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time.. 34· Those circumcized in their heart live eternally 

and are circumcized again on the tru.e Jordan, i.e. the 

baptism of the forgiveness of sins. 

12. Joshua., the son of Nun, circumcized the people a 

second time with a flint blade when he and his people crossed 

the Jordan, Jesus, our Savior, circumiliized the peoples who 

believed in him a second time with a circumcision of the 

heart, and they were baptized and circumcized with "the lmi.fe 

which is His word which is sharper than the double!~edged 

sword" (Heb 4:12~. 

Joshua, the son of Nun, caused the people to cross over 

to the Promised Land. Jesus, our Savior, promised the land 

of @WBrnal life to any who would cross the true Jordan, 

believe, and circumcj.ze the foreskin of his heart. 

Joshua, the son of Nun, raised stones of testimony in 

Israel. Jesus, our Savior, called Simon the true stone and 

set him up as a trustworthy witness among the peoples. 

Joshua, the son of Nun, made the Paschal offering in 

the J'ericho Valley in the accursed land, and the people ate 

the bread of the land. Jesus, our Savior, made the Paschal 

offering with his disciples in the city of Jerusalem, which 

he cursed: "There shall not be left in stone upon stone" (Matt 

24:2), and gave there the sacrament of the bread of eternal 

life. 

Joshua, the son of Nun, condemned the greedy Achan who 

stole and then concealed (his) fault. Jesus, our Savior, 
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condemned the greedy Judas who stole and concealed money 

from the cashbox which he had been holding. 

Joshua, the son of Nun, destroyed unclean peoples. 

Jesus, our Savior, utterly defeated Satan and his army. 

Joshua, the son of Nun, made the sun stand in the 

heaven. Jesus, our Savior, caused the sun to set at noon 

when they crucified him. 

27 

Joshua, the son of Nun, is a savior of a people. Jesus 

was called the savior of peoples. 

More blessed are they who are circumcized of the heart 

than they who are (circumcized) of the foreskin., and (more 

blessed are] they who are born from·i;the water, a second cir

cumcision, because they are (the) heirs with Abraham, the 

chief believer and father of all peoples, whose faith is 

accounted for him for righteousness. 

The exposition of the notion of circumcision is com-
' pleted. 



Chapter III 
Aphrahat and the Rabbis on Circumcision 

Aphrahat•s critique of circumcision was, by no means, 

the first that had been leveled against the Jews. What 

characterizes his argument is the lack of vehemence against 

the Jews .9B.?:. Jews. Rather he attacks only their "outmoded" 

rituals and practices. Even when he writes two expositions 

enti tllied :1Ji\;g.aru:ilst the Jews, 11 he is instructing the Christian 

in apologe·l;ics in order to give him the necessary arguments 

against Jewish polemicists. 1 He does not malign the Jews 

except to tell his readers that they, not the Jews, possess 

the key to salvation, that the Jews have been rejected by 

God. However 1 this lacks the vehemence of the Hellenist 

writers who wished to prove the Jews were guilty of deicide 

as well.::1-as other crimes against humanity. 2 

Until the conquest of Judah by .Alexander the Great, 

there is little evidence that Jews faced any difficulties, 

at least that were external to themselves 1 in keeping the 

,b;r~ tp. mil..§1:h,,, the covenant of circumcision,. With the con

quest came the uncircumcized Greeks and their not unattrac

tive culture. Though the ]Jrnpire dissolved with the death 

of Alexander, each of his generals maintained a parcel of 

it and proceeded to hellenize his territory either by 

force or by more subtler means. 

In the books of the Maccabees and ITiubilees 3 is reflec

ted this struggle in Judah, which was~ at the time (198-

165 BOE), part of the Seleucid J!Jmpire.. The Seleucids governed 

I:' 



29 

an area which included a large variety of peoples. In 

order to homogenize the region and thus insure loyalty 

from all sectors, the process of hellenization was begun. 

According to George Foote Moore, "Many submitted to a 

surgical operation to efface the blemish of circumcision, 

which provoked ridicule of bystanders when the Jewish youths 

stripped for gymnastic exercises 114 circa 175-17 4 BC:Ii]. 

Yet, as all know who celebrate the ]'estival of Lights, 

Hanukkah, or who have read I and II Maccabees, an uprising, 

led by a family called Hasmoneans 9 against the hellenist 

Jews and against the Seleucids who came to their aid ended 

in victory for the Hasmoneans and approximately one hundred 

years of self-rule followed. 

When Pompei took over in the name of Rome, the country 

was in a state of revolutionoonce again. During the inde-
\ 

l)endence two religious par·~ies came totthe fore 1 the Pharisees 

and the Sadducees. One of their numerous differences centered 

ontthe legitimacy of the Hasmonean? a priestly house, to 

rule seated on the throne which was promised to the Davidic 

House. 

With the imposition of Rome into matters and. her choice 

of puppet kings, of procurators, and even of high priests, 

the flames of revolution were :fanned once more until finally 

from 66~70 CI~, the Roman government was forced to do battle 

with the Jews. This~ of course 1 ended in vlctory for the 

mighty Roman 1~mpire and in the destruction;iof Jerusalem and 

the Temple .. 
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After the war, Rome's problems with the tenacious 

Jews did not end. "Hadrian made circumcision itself a 

crime, a measure which is said to have provoked the revolt 

of the Jews in 132 CE. 115 This is the first time, apparently, 

when the rite was actually prohibited by law. 6 It was not 

enacted directly against the J·ews but against all who prac

ticed it, and it was placed in the same category with castra

ti.on and made a capital offense as well. 7 

In the Talmud, mention is made of a decree made by the 

Roman government "that they should notustudy the Torah and 

that they should not circumcize their sons and that they 

should profane the Sabbath. 118 That it was, indeed, a capital 

offense is taught in several passages in the Midrash. 9 The 

rabbis taught their followers that in the choice between 

capitulation to the idolators' demands and death that they 

must choose the latter. 10 

Despite this persecution there were probably some Romans 

who were at.tracted to the ranks of Israel. Hadrian, himself, 
\ 

is::isupposed to have discussed the matter with a certain Aqui-

las, who wanted to be converted and become an Isre,eli te. 11 

Hadrian permitted him to study their Torah but did not per

mit him to be circumcized. Aquilas then answered him 9 say

ing9 

Unless he be circumcized, even the wisest in 
thy kingdom, and even a grey-·beard of one 
hundred years old, cannot study their Torah, 
for so it is written, 'He declares His word 
unto Jacob, His statutes and ordinances unto 



Israel. He has not dealt so with any nation•-
except with the children of Israel,.12 

31 

Thus it can be seen how important the rite of circum

cision was for Jews and would-be converts:i,ali.ke. Both 

would defy the Emperor himself and his proscription against 

the covenant of the flesh,, So universal among Jews was 

thi.s defiance, apparently, that later Antonius Pius made 

an exception in the law in favor of the Jews only. For all 

other groups the law remained in full force, but for the 

Jews circumcizing one's sons carried no penalty., 13 

So Jews had faced taunts, polemics, and laws against 

circumcision prior to the fourth century and Aphrahat. 

Yet, it was, despite all of this, still widely enough prac

ticed in Persia by the Jews and perhaps by many Christians 

still faithful to the old order to merit Aphrahat's serious 

consideration. What was in this rite, which on the surface 

appears to be a holdover from a primitive tribal society, 

that made it one of if not the most important Jewish prac

tice? Aphrahat has informed his readers of the worthless

ness of the custom--the rabbis tell of its merits. 

In the process of comparing and contrasting Aphrahat's 

view with that of the rabbinic sages of his time, one must 

always keep in mind that often the two sides' frames of 

reference are so different that one side will base an argu

ment on a point which the other never would have considered. 
I 

Aphrahat's Jews are not the rabbis' Jews .. Rather they are 
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what he has determined J'ews would be like who followed 

the laws of Scripture only., The rabbis~ on the other hand, 

shaped the Jews in their communities into their own image, 

and this is reflected in their writings. 

Aphrahat 1s first point in his exposition is that Israel . 
has been rejected due to their sins and have, therefore, 

fallen out of favor with God. Nowhere ,;1.u £1§..cus,s}.p.g_ £1~.1:1m-

£.+J3~PA do the rabbis say this. For Aphrahat this point 

begins his undermining of circumcision as a valid rite, a 

technique he employs elsewhere., 14 The rabbis have no such 

tenden0 in their writings. They wish to underline the 

importance of these rites despite the Diaspora and not 

undermine them because of it. 

Be that as it may, a few references to Israel's rejec

tion did occur during the research. For example, one may 

recognize the guilt of the au·thors of the .Q.9p,b!3-_notp._ sec

tion of the Musaf .'.am.id.ah wherein they express the notion 

that the des~ruction of the Temple and the subsequent exile 

were the direct result of Israel's sins. 15 Certainly~ though, 

this prayer would never suggest that this was a permanent 

state of affairs as Aphrahat does, rather it is merely a 

temporary impediment to Israel's serving God completely. 

One of the interesting notions that appeared concern

ing this topic was that the rabbis maintained that by the 

rejection of the very rite against which Aphrahat was arguing, 

i.e.,\ circumcision, Israel was sent into exile, 16 and the 

Temple was des·troyed. 17 
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However, never did God reject Israel or abandon them. 

"Wherever Israel was exiled, the Shechinah 9 as it were, 

went into exile with them. 1118 Not only that but "every 

nation or tongue that subjugated Israel ruled from one end 

of the world to the other for the sake of the honor of 

Israel. 1119 Thus, for the rabbis of Aphrahat•s time, exile 

was not a sign of Israel's rejection in favor of another group. 

Rather the exile was a sign of disappointment in Israe1.1.s be-
. 
havior, and one of the sins which figured prominently in de-

termining their dispersion was the repudiation of the cove

nant between God and Israel through disguising or ignoring 

circumcision. 

Aphrahat next tells his reader that faith is more impor

tant than the act of circumcision, so much so that the rite 

could be ignored. He demonstrates this by employing Genesis 

15:6, "Abraham believed in God, and his faith was accounted 

for himnas righteousness"--his faith 9 not his circumcision. 

The rabbis, too, extolled Abraham's great faith which was 

"deserving that God (should divide the sea for Israel]. 1120 

"Through faith alone Abraham our father acquired this world 
21 and the world to come. 11 However, this faith is not de-

void of commandments as Aphrahat infers. Rather, "• •• who

soever accepts one single commandment with true faith is 
\ 
deserving of having the Holy Spirit rest upon him. 1122 

Aphrahat's next point is that God has made several 

covenants with human beings, and all were of a temporary 
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nature. So long as they were adhered to by the people, 

they were in force. They were revoked,.:when the people no 

longer supported them. With regard to circumcision, Aphra

hat holds that it was among these temporary covenants. By 

doing so, however, he is ignoring a key biblical verse·. which 

witnesses for the eternali ty of this ]2r'lJ.h. mll._ah,, this cove

nant of circumcision. 23 Some of the rabbis identify circum

cision as~ covenant, 24 and not just as the sign of a 

covenant, as Aphrahat would have it be called. In the next 

v·erse, one sees just how important neglecting this covenant 

was, for it resulted in the direst of consequences--extirpa

tion. 25 

In this same section, Aphrahat introduced another argu

ment for the1)prioi'ity of faith over circumcision. He points 

to the verse wherein Abraham received a blessing from Melchi

~edeq26 and concludes that the greater personage would not 

have been blessed by the lesser, rather he would have blessed 

the lesser. By this means, Aphrahat attempts l:to show that 

Abraham•s circumcision (three chapters later!) did not ren

de:-him greater than Melchi-?iedeq. In the school of R. 

Ishma*el this same problem was brought up. However, there 

the solution wasna bit different .. 

When CMelchi-ZedeqJ blessed Abraham before bles
sing the Omnipresent and Abraham said to him: 
'Should the blessing of the servant be given 
priority over the blessing of the Master?', the 
Holy One, blessed be He, took the priesthood 
away from him and gave it to Abraham.27 

Besides being temporary, circumcision's main function 9 

i I . 

' 



35 

according to .Aphrahat, was to distinguish Israel from their 

neighbors. In this way they would not be able to get involved 

with them and their unclean deeds .. The rabbis, too, say that 

Israel is distinguished by circumcision. 28 However, their 

circumcision serves a higher purpose. Rather than making 

it difficult for an Israelite to sin and then deny it, saying 

he was not an Israelite, as ~phrahat would have it, the rabbis 

said that circumcision was prerequisite to receiving Revela

tion.29 In addition the circumcision was seen as the removal 

of a blemish, as the perfection of men. 30 Reflecting this 

idea of circumcision asJ.aremoving a blemish,,iare the many 

midrashim whichDaccount for famous biblical personalities as 

having been born circumcized? 31 i.e., unblemished. 

To buttress his argument that circumcision was necessary 

only in order to make Israelites distinguishable among them ... 

selves, .Aphrahat claims that the rite of circumcision was 

observed by Israel from the time of .Abraham through the Exodus 

and from the time of Joshua's leadership onward. The rabbis 

are not left with tl\·e same impression, however. "When Joseph 

ascended to a position second only to :Pharoah in all Egypt, 

he commanded all Egypt to practice circumcision, which they 

did ·only after complaining to Pharoah. 32 R. '.Abba bar Kahana 

said that J·oseph inspired them with a longing to be circum

ci.zed, while R. Samuel said that they rejoiced because he 

had afforded them life in both this world and that to come 

through circumcision. 33 Clearly a people who was to remain 
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separate from all other peoples would not encourage their 

neighbors to be like them! Obviously, the rabbis of these 

three midra.shim envisioned a higher purpose for circumcision., 
t Ii ..... 114 U ..... a I 

Not all of the rabbis are in agreement concerning this 

point, however. In another fil¾}~!E~§ht the Hebrews did, indeed, 

wish to be like the Egyptians once Joseph had died. There

fore, says this author, "God converted thellove with which 

the :mgyptians loved them into ha·bred II so ·that Israel would 

not become assimilated. 3~- Again this mJd~~~h would refute 

Aphrahat•s contention that Israel observed circumcision 

everywhere except in the wilderness. 

Before dispensing completely withl\Aphrahat's claim that 

circumcmsion served only to make Israelites recognizable to 

one another 9 three more rabbinic reasons must be brought in 

as evidence that this was not how the sages saw circumcision. 

One reason is alluded to in a beautiful story about King 

David., His circumcision set his mind at ease, when onedday 

he fretted about being naked of any precepts of the Torah 

as he entered his bath. 35 Thus, when one has ·been circum

cized, he is assured of having followed at least one of the 

dicta of Judaism. Elijah, too, when petitioning God, accord

ing to another source? argues, "If we have no merit, then 

look to the covenant of circumcision, 1136 which shows that 

Israel has not been altogether lost, that they still observe 

the covenant. Thirdly, the blood of circumcision, along 

with that of the Passover, are the vehicles through which 

! i 

I 



Israel attains God's forgiveness for their sins. 37 

Also contradictory to Aphrahat's point of view that 

circumcision was observed. by the Hebrews during their 

entire sojourn in Egypt are several m,:J:,dr~hifil describing 

37 

the events immediately prior to the Exodus. It was noted 

above that some rabbis thought that the Israelites abandoned 

the practice of circumcision immediately upon thed.death of 

~Toseph. Others relate that when the time of deliverance 

drew near, that in addi.tion to the paschal offering with 

its blood smeared on the lintels of every Israelite house

hold, they were required to circumcize themselves. Circum

cision was and is required for participation in the Passover, 38 

and thus if Israel had abandoned the rite, it had to be re

instituted before they could be redeemed from JDgypt, and, 

more seriously, from the ·"Angel of Death." According to 

several authorities, this was exactly the scenario. 

In one m:1.9.:.f.§t,Sfl; the circumcision is treated as the 11 seal 11 

on the invitation to the King's feast. However, many would 

agree to obtaining this "seal" only after breathing in the 

scent of the paschal lamb, enhanced by God to resemble the 

Garden of Eden. 39 In the others, however, the rabbis say 

that it was the two commandments of circumcision and the 

paschal lamb which redeemed them. 4·0 Had they not performed 

these two commands, it may be inferred, they would not have 

left Egypt, and there would have been no Jewish people today. 

Other allusions to this are found wherein by virtue of observ-
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ing the!?£.~ m~~~~ 1 the Sea was divided, 41 and they were 

deemed fit to sing the Song at the Sea (Ex 15: 1 ff). 4·2 All 

of this culminates in a statement by R. Yohanan--"All the 

luxuries and delicacies that Israel enjoy in this·\·:world are 

on account of the circumcision which is between the thighs. 1143 

In the fifth section of his exposition, Aph~ahat argues 

that circumcision is not beneficial in achieving eternal 
•, ... 

life. It has already been shown that the rabbis considered 

circumcision not only beneficial in thiswworld but the prime 

reason Israel was redeemed from Egypt and slavery. In the 

prayerbook~ in the g_~.!,1!1-,.Qt .. h section of the morningoor even

ing service, one becomes aware of the relationship between 

the redemption from Egypt and the redemption to take place 

at the "end of days" or in the world to come. Thus, it is 

not unexpected that the rabbis disagree with Aphrahat on 

this point also. 

R. Na1?,man bar Isaac said that an infant may enter the 

future world from its circumcision onward. 4·4 R. Samuel~ 

commenting on the notion that Joseph introduced the rite 

of circumcision to the Egyptians, said the Egyptians thanked 

Joseph because he had, through the institution of circumci

sion, given them life in this world and in the world to 

come. 45 

A story is told, too, about an apostate, Ketiah bar 

Shalom, who was sentenced to death for contradicting the 
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Caesar concerning extermination of the Jews. Before he was 

thrown into the furnace~ he cut off his foreskin, exclaiming, 

"Thou has paid the tax thou wilt pass and enter [ paradise]. 46 

In addition, :;there are a couple fuifi'n:tnstances where non

Jews who had themselves circumci.zed benefit greatly. In one 

case, a pair of brothers were aided and protected by an angel 

against enemies in battle due to their circumcisions. 47 In 

another case a Roman senator who circumcized himself prior 

to committing suicide in order to save the Jews is exalted 

above Abraham, our father. This is because Abraham received 

assurances that he would be made into a mighty nation if he 

circumcized himself, whereas the senator received no such 
4.s assurance. 

Not only did the rabbis consider circumcision the key 

to the world to come but also the rite which delivered Israel 

from the fires of Gehinnom. 4·9 R. :Levi said that Abraham 

would sit at Gehinn.om's entrance and permit no circumcized 

Israelite to descend into it • .As for those who have sinned 

a great deal, he would taketthe foreskins from infants who 

had died prior to circumcision and set them on the1:sinners 

so they,: might descend to Gehinnom. 50 Rabbi Berekiah posited 

that heretics and wicked Israelites who felt secure that their 

circumcision would bar them from entering Gehinnom would have 

their own foreslcins stretched over the membrum virile. "When 

Gehinnom sees their hanging foreskins, she opens her mouth 

and devours them ••• 1151 Apparently it was the opinion of 
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both of these rabbis that if one acted like theuuncircum

cized, then a similar fate awaited him also. 52 

This sentiment agrees fairly well with Aphrahat's to 

a limited extent~ for what both sides are alluding to is 

Jeremiah 9:24-25. In these verses Jeremiah speaks of those 

who are circumcized in the flesh as opposed to those circum

cized of the heart. Clearly, one who is mncircumcized of 

the heart is one who lacks faith as the heart is the seat 

of thought and sometimes emotion. Both undeistand this 

term in this manner. For this reason R. Levi and R. Berekiah 

had the foreskins of the :faithless replaced, i.e., in order 

to reflect the uncircumcized state of their hearts. Aphrahat, 

on the other hand, understood these verses as advocating 

.§..tt:\1-... e..E, being circumcized of the flesh .Q!. of the heart and 

not both as the rabbis understood it. 

Samuel prayed, "Give us discernment, 0 Lord, to know 

11 53 Thy ways, and circumcize our heart to fear Thee. • • • The 

term 11uncircumcized 11 became for many a term which was applied 

to all non-Jews regardless of the condition of their fore

skins because it implied they were uncircumcized of heart, 

and hence heat-hens, idolators, or non-believers,ffor their 

actions are alien to God. 54 Circumcizing one's heart meant 

ridding it of the evil inclination and turning "to serve God 

Who is alone in the universe. 1155 Uncircumcized Israelites, 

due :to the deaths of older brothers asn,a result of circumci

sion, 56 are considered circumcized, therefore, while circum-
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cized heathens?a:re considered uncircumcized. 57 Circumcision 

of both foreskin and heart is the acceptance of God's divinity, 

R. Judan said. 58 It is submission to the highest authority, 

and because of this submission of individual whims and fancies, 

the believer benefits in both this world and in the world to 

come. 

What of J!J.a.athat disguises his circumcision and, by so 

doing, denies God's authority?59 In proportion to the bene

fits of carry·ing on with the tradition are the punishments for 

not doingcso. Such a person has no share in the world to 

come, 60 and the Day of Atonement brings no atonement for him 

unless he repents. Other sins are:Fforgiven, according to this 

source, proforma by the day itself 9 but this is not the case -----
. 1-.h h h ld d' ' hi ' ' ' 61 Th b.b' f wi·v e w o wou 1sgu1se s circumcision. era is or-

bid such a person from coming in contact with consecrated food 

or water, 62 and call him and his sac:bifices an al>.omination. 63 

Such a person is an apostate64 and will be devoured by 

Gehinnom. 65 

Buttressing his argument that circumcision's sole pur

pose was to make Israel identifiable to others and to each 

other, .Aphrahat employs Joshua 5:2 which reads, "Circumcize 

again the children of Israel a second time. 11 ]'rom this verse 

and from Joshua 5:5, he concludes that the Israelits who sur

vived the wilderness experience were not circumcized in the 

flesh because the people were isolated from all other 
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groups. They were, however 9 circumcized of the heart, 

that is, they had faith., Hence, "a second time" refers 

to the physical rite undergone before entering Canaan and 

once again mixing with other peoples .. 

The rabbis also comment on this verse, but, of course, 

they do not ultimately show that they consider circumcision 

an outmoded and unnecessary rite. In one commentary on the 

verse, 

R. Berekiah taught in the name of R; Simeon 
b. Yo~ai that Moses circumcized (the Israelites 
prior to the first PassoverJ, Aaron uncovered 
the corona, and Joshua gavetthem the wine to 
drink. Others reverse Joshua and Moses ••• 
(on the basis of Joshua 5:2 where it says) 'the 
second time'; from which it can be inferred 
that heecircumcized them the first time.66 

Alluded to here and mollJe explicitly explained in another 

rabbinic commentary explicating Joshua 5:2 is the rabbinic 

injunction requiring two operations in the rite of c1rcum

cision. These consist of r,n.i.lap. 1 circumcision, and ,:er:t•~, 
the splitting of the membrane covering the corona and the 

drawing of it towards the base thereby uncovering the corona. 

Rabbah b. Isaac stated in the name of Rab: 
The commandment of uncovering the corona:i.at 
circumcision was not given to Abraham; fo:r. 
it said, 1.At that trume the Lord said unto 
Joshua: Make thee knives of flint, and ci.r
cumcize again the cnildren of Israel a second 
time. 1 But is it not:11possi ble that this 
applied to those who were not previously cir
cumcized, for it is written, 'For all the people 
that were born in the wilderness ••• had not 
been circumcized' (Joshua 5:5)7 If so, why 
the expression, 'again'! Consequently it must 
apply to the uncovering of the corona. Why, 
then, the expression? •a second time'?--To 
compare the termination of the circumcision 
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(12!'.,2:, 1ah) with its commencement (m_i_lap.); as 
the commencement of the circumcision is 
essential? so is the termination •••• 67 
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In ordert;to prove that circumcision is useless and 

provides no advantage whatsoever to the circumcized person, 

it is important for Aphrahat to prove that many different 

peoples practiced circumcision. It has already been shown 

that the rabbis considered circumcision essential for the 

Jew but no so fo.r the non-Jew unless he desired to observe 

the other commandments68 or to insure himself a place in 

the world to come. It has also been shown that Gentiles, 

whether circumcized or not, were considered uncircumcized 

by the rabbis • 

.Aphrahat, however, by showing that idolaters and wicked, 

sinful nations also practiced this rite, demonstrates to 

his own satisfaction, at least, that circumcision is of no 

benefit. Each of his readers was wellaaware of the idola

ter's fate and knew that it could not possibly include 

eternal life. 

One such group was the Egyptians. If he could prove 

that they practiced circumcision, he could begin his proof 

of its uselessness. In order to do this, he shows that 

Moses was distinguished as being a Hebrew by Pharoah 1s 

· daughter notl)by virtue of his having been circumcized but 

by virtue of his being found in the river,. 

The rabbis, too, wondered how it was that Pharoah 1s 

I I: 



44 

daughter recognized that Moses was a Hebrew baby. R. Jose 

bar Rabbi Hanina said that she recognized him by virtue of • 
his circumcision, 69 thus disagreeing with .Aphrahat and some 

of the other rabbis that the Egyptians practiced circumcision, 

too. Whereas another point of view agreed with Aphrahat and 

said that he was recognized because only Israelites had. to 

be thrown into the river upon birth. 70 

Continuing his argument, Aphrahat dwells, perhaps to 

too great an extent, ontthe idea that Israel's neighbors 

were evil yet they, too, practiced the rite of circumcision. 

The rabbis, too, leveled invectives against Israel's neigh

bors warning Jews to not become involved in their neighbors' 

sinful deeds as did the Bible before them. It has already 

been shown, however, that they were all considered uncircum

cized71 and their fate is due to their uncircumcision. 72 

Interpreting Ezekiel 35:6, R. Levi said in the name of R. 

Hama bar Rabbi Hanina that Esau hated the blood of circumci-
• 

sion and therefore spurned its practice. 73 Because Esau has 

estranged himself from this and other commandments, said 

another rabbi, the Holy One, blessed be He, givesJ1him his 

reward in this world, "as a laborer who does 1:1work for his 

employer faithfully. 1174 By this the author probably intended 

to say that Esau would prosper in this worldNwhile forfeiting 

the world to come by virtue of his spurning of circumcision. 

After repeating a couple of themes expressed earlier in 
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the exposition, Aphrahat concludes that only the true cir

cumcision, the ideal one "of the heart," is required in 

the new and immutable covenant. This "second" circumci

sion, for him, is baptism. Of interes·b here with respect 

to the rabbinic literature is the fact that for proselytes, 

circumcision alone didnnot render them Jews as wascthe case 

with the native-born. Ritual ablution, baptism, as it were, 

was also required. 75 Though there were disagreements con

cerning this matter 1 the majority opinion was that circum ... 

cision, immersion, and in the time of the Temple, sacrifice 

were required for any convert. 76 

For the rabbis 1 ·chen, circumcision was ·bhe rite which 

could never be abandoned. It was the rite of supreme 

importance to the Jew and to his God. "Were it not for 

[circumcision] the Holy One, 'blessed be He, would not have 

1177 created His universe. • • • It is equal to all 0£ crea-

tion in importance. 78 It is the witness to the world that 

the Jewish God is the God of all the un.iverse79 and that 

as the Jews keep their promises as outlined in the covenant 

s0 1 too, vMill God. SO 
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Chapter IV 
Exposition III 

An Exposition1 of the Fast 

1. The pure fast is preferable before God, is kept like 

a treasure in heaven, is a weapon against evil 1 and is a 

shield which absorbs2 the arrows of the enemy. This I have 

not said from my (own) opinion, rather from the Holy Wrj_tings 

which had previously shown us that in every time the fast 

was a help to those who truly fasted. For the fast was not, 

my dear friend? that one which is from bread and water alone 9 

rather the ways of observing the fast are many. There is 

the one who abstains 3 from food and water until he becomes 

hungry or thirsty. Then there is the one who abstains in 

order to be a virgin, 4 who hungers but does not eat, and 

who thirsts but does not drink. This fast is,1,an excellent 

one. Then there is the one who abstains out of religiosity, 5 

which requires fasting, 6 Then there is the one who abstains 

from meat, wine 9 and different sorts of foods. Then there 

is the one who abstains in order to make a fence for his 

mouth so that he does not speak hateful words. 7 Then there 

is the one who a·bstains from passion and subdues his (evil) 

inclination8 so that he will not be vanquished. Then there 

is the one who a·bstains from possessions in order to make 

himself poor for His service. 9 Then there is the one who 

abstains from beds10 of various kinds in order to be vigi

lant in prayer. Then there is the one who abstains from 

the desirable things of this world when in trouble so that 
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he is not cong_uered by the enemy. Then there is the one 

who abstains in order to be monkish so that he will be 

pleasing to his lord by restraint. 11 And. (finally) there 

is the one who gathers all of these together and makes them 

one fast. Just as a person will abstain from food until 

he is hungry, and so long as he abstains from eating and 

from drinking this qualifies for the name "fast," but if 

he should eat a little bit or drink, he has broken his fast. 

Similarly, a person who abstains from all of these, and if 

it is (the case) that sometimes he would break several of 

them, no longer is his._ffast considered for him. The fast 

of one who breaks one of all these is not considered as 

the fast of one who eats and drinks greedily. And the one 

to whom his hungerooccurs (by happenstance) so that he would 

break his fast, his sin is not great; but ·the one who is 

abstinent 12 from all of these and betakes himself to break 

several of these, his sin is great and not little. 

2. Hear, then, my dear friend~ the exposition of the 

pure fast. First Abel exhibited the pure fast through his 

sacrifice; Enoch, in that he was pleasing before his God; 

Noah, because he kept his)purity in a corrupting generation; 

Abraham, in that he superabounded in his faith; Isaac be

cause of Abraham's covenant; Jacob because of Isaac's oath13 

because he knew God (Gen 32:30), and Joseph because of his 

compassion and his admini.stration. The purity of all of 

these was for them a complete fast before God. But if there 
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is no purity of heart, the fast is not accepted. Remember 

and see 9 my dear friend, that the wish of a person who would 

purify his heart 1 guard his tongue, and keep his hands away 

from evil is excellent, just as those about wh1ch I have 

written to you above. A person ought not to be one who 

mingles honey with wormwood. If a person would fast from 

bread and water, then he should not mingle abuses and maledic

tions with his fast. Your house 9 which is the temple of God, 

has (but) one door, and it is not seemly, 0 human being, that 

in that door through which the king enters14 dung and mud 

should exit. When a person abstains from all of these impur

iti(\)s and takes the body and blood of the Messiah, he should 

take heed of his mouth through which enters the King's Son. 15 

You do not have the authority, 0 human being, to deliver 

through your mouth impure words. Hear that which our vivi

cator said: "The thing which enters a person does not render 

him impure, rather the thing which goes ou.t from his mouth, 

that is what soils him" (Matt 15;11). 

3. Moses also observed a pure fast when he ascended the 

mountain:~ and brought the Law to his people, and he was 

strengthened by his fast of forty days (JEx 24-:18; 34:28) and 

received special (the best) praise when the skin of his face 

was made splendid (Ex 34:29, 30, 35), and he averted the 

divine anger from his people so that they were not destroyed 

(Ex 32:11; 34:9). In addition, Elijah, the man of strength, 

fasted·I_in the likeness of Moses' fast when he was·:pursued 

by Jezebel and ran until Horeb by means of his fast of forty 
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days (I Kg 19:8) to where He had spoken with Moses, and 

He revealed Himself to him there and commanded him, saying 

to him: "Go, annoint Jehu the son of Namshi and Haza 1el 

to do vengeance on the Israeli·~es and (annoint) Elisha the 

son of Shafat to replace you (I Kg 19:15, 16). He rejoinced 

in his Lcrd I s revelation by means of a<'.complete fast, just 

as Moses had rejoic.ed when he fasted forty days (on) two 

(separate) occasions, averted his God's anger from his 

people~ and brought down the tablets of the'' covenant which 

were engraved by God's finger. And the glory of both of 

these was in their fast and by tt they were perfected. 

4-. Further let me show you also that fast of iniquity 

and of the shedding of blood which is not accepted that 

Jezebel, Ahab I s ins·tigator and Israel• s instrument of tor

ture, 16 decreed. She wrote a letter in .Ahab• s name and 

sent it to the Jezereelites 9 (those) iniquitous people 9 

obedients of the i.niqititous Jezebel. She wrote in that ini

quitous letter thus saying: "Declare a fast and make Naboth 

sit at the head of the people. 17 Then designate two evil 

men to sit opposed to him and let them wi tness:i,against him 

saying: 'Naboth cursed God and the King.• Then let him be 

stoned so that he dies" (I Kg 21:9, 10). And this, my dear 

friend, is what Jezebel wrote to them: "Let two men testi

fy against Naboth," i.e., she had sent them [orders] accord

ing to the Holy Law, for it is written in the Law: "One who 

is conderrmed to death shall not be killed on account of 
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the word of one witness rather on account of the word of 

two witnesses shall he die" (Deut 17:6; 19:5). And thus 
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it is written: 11The hand of the w:i..tnesses will be upon him 

first in order to stone him and the hand of all the people 

afterwards" (Deut 17:7; 13:9). Further she wrote to them; 

11Thus shall they testify against him, that Naboth cursed 

God and the King." This, too, she wrote in her iniquitous 

letter to them according to the Holy Law, for it is written: 

"Whosoever curses God's name, let him be stoned, because he 

pronounced and cursed the Holy name" (Lev 24:16). Now 

Jezebel had no concern about God's name that it was being 

cursed? rather because Ahab's avarice concerned her 1 that 

he coveted Naboth 1 s vineyard, and did not recall that it 

is written: 11You should not covettanything that is your 

neighbor's" (Ex 20: 17). 

5. 0 Jezebel, Ahab's instrument of torture! 16 W'ho is 

this God that Naboth cursed? .Is He the One Whose altars you 

overthrew? Or is He the One Whose prophets you killed? Or 

which king did he curse? The one who annulled the Law and 

wanted tor.:carry off Nabo·th I s inheritance? Why, Jezebel, did 

you not fulfill what is written in the beginning of the Law's 

commandments: "You shall not worship other gods" (Ex 20:3,5; 

Deut 5:7) while you, Jezebel, served Ba 1al? Further more 

is it written: "You shall not shed innocent blood upon the 
C 

land that the Lord your God has given to you" (Deut 19:10). 

You ought to have remembered yourself 9 0 Jezebelt that it 

is written: "The land upon which blood is shed shall not 
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be expiated unless the blood of the one who shed it is 

shed upon it" (Num 35:33b). You were afraid of this, 0 

Jezebel, therefore you exhibited. criminal zeal as if Naboth 

cursed God whereas he had not cursed. Furthermore is it 

written: 11Whosoever sheds human blood, his blood shall be 

shed" (Gen 9:6). Yet Jezebel, the troublemaker, shed Naboth's 

innocent blodd., Because of this, intthat very place wherein 

innocent blood was shed by means of a criminal fast which 

was decreed, Jezebel's blood was shed,and dogs ate her. And 

.Ahab,who listened to her counsel 1 there dogs licked his 

blood. 

6. If Jezebel chose to extract the thing from the Law 

which was assistant to her utter destruction even though she 

was notoobservant of the Law, 18 you evil people, Jezereelites, 

how could you accept a letter in which was written accriminal 

fast, false testimony, and bloodshed? In which generations 

have you heard that they fasted and then shed innocent blood? 

Why, then, did you not reject this criminal letter and false 

testimony? Because of this, .Ahab and Jezebel were punished 

with a just sentence for Naboth's innocent blood which they 

shed. As for the Jezereelites who obeyed Jezebel, they, too, 

were punished wi th:i.a just sentence, for Hosea prophesied. 

saying: "In a little while I will avenge the blood of Jezereel 

from Jehu's household" (Hos 1:4b). An.d Jehu sought to avenge 

Naboth 1s blood19 from Jezebel and Ahab's household, and he 

put the J'ezereelites to the sword in Ba 1al 1 s house. 20 Naboth's 
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blood came upon them as Jehu said on that day of retribu

tion: "In the evening I saw Naboth's blood and>his children's 

blood" (II Kg 9:26a) because retribution was his, 21 and the 

Jezereelites' fasting was a liability. 22 

7. Furthermore, the NineYites observed a pure fast, when 

Jonah declliared ruin upon them. Thus is it written: "When they 

heard Jonah's preaching, they decreed a serious fast and earnest 

supplication as they sat upon sacks and ashes, removed their 

luxurious clothes and instead dressed in sii'cks, all of the 

childrenffrom their mothers' breasts and all of the sheep and 

cattle fromtthe pasture." Thus is it written: "Word reached 

the king of Nineveh. He then arose from his throne, took off 

his crown, 23 sat on a sack, humbled himself with ashes, and 

proclaj.med in Nineveh? his city~ saying: 'By order of the 

king and his nobles, neither humans nor beasts shall taste 

anything, nor shall they ga.ze;nnor shall they drink water. 

Rather the people and the beasts shall be covered1.,;wi th sacks 

and shall call upon God mournfully so that He will turn away 

from us the wrath and the anger so that we will not perish.'" 

(J'on 3: 5-10). And thus is it written: "God saw their deeds 

that theytturned from their evil ways, and He turned away 

from them [ His J wrath so that He did not destroytthem" (Jon 

3:10). It did not say: "He saw the fast from bread and 

water with sackcloth and ashes," rather "They turned from 

their evil ways and from their evil deeds. 1124 Because of 

this the king of Nineveh proclaimed, saying: 11]~ach person 

I 
l' 



53 

should turn away from his evil path and from the plunder 

which is in his hands. 1125 The fast was pure, and the Nine

vi tes I fast wh±ch they observed as ·bhey turned away from 

their evil ways and from the plunder which was in their 

hands was accepted, for the pure fast which the Ninevites 

observed was acceptable and did not resemble the Jezereelites 1 

fast through which innocent blood was shed. 

8. In every instance, my dear friend, abstention from 

evil(s) while a person fasts is preferable to abstention 

from bread and water and to (a fast wherein) "a person would 

humblehhimself, bend his neck like a hook, and prostrate 

himself in a sack and ashes" (Isa 58:5), just as Isaiah 

said. When a person abstains from br.ead and water and from 

all foods 1 prostrates himself in a sack and ashes, and mourns, 

it is, fine, and lovely, and pleasing. But this is especial

ly pleasing when "a person humbles himself, loosens (his) 

ties to iniquity, and breaks (his) bonds to deceit. Then 

his light is turned on like the sun, his righteousness goes 

before him, and he is like a paradise that prospers and like 

a fountain of water that does not lack its water" (Isa 58:6, 

8, 10, 11). He is not imitated by hypocrites 26 who make 

their faces sad, who malce their countenances ugly and who 

announce their fasts. 

9. See also the sectarian teachings, instruments of evil, 

fast and acknowledge their sins (Heb 10:3), but they have no 

employer. Who is the god27 who will give a wage to Marcion 
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who does not aclmowledge our Maker affirmatively?28 Further

more, who is the god who will reward Valentinus' fast, who 

proclaims that his makers are many and says that the per

fect God is not spoken of by mouth nor may the mind inquire 

of Him?29 And who will give a just desert to the sons of 

darkness of the teaching of Manes 9 the evil one, who dwell 

in darlmess like snakes and practice divination, a teaching 

of Babylonia?30 See that all oftthem fasted, but their 

fast was not accepted. 

10. Listen further, myd.dear friend,aas I show you the 

acceptable fast which Mordecai and E'sther observed. Their 

fast 31 was a saving shield for all of the.ir people. They 

annulled the boasting of Haman, their antagonist, and his 

injustice was overturned upon himself and his scheme returned 

on him. He was judged by the very judgment process that he 

wished to employ and was himself measured by the very mea

sure he sought to utilize. As hehhad considered doing was 

done to him, and he was bound by the rope of his (own) sins. 

Since he boasted of his riches, they did not accompany him. 

His sagacity did not save him, since he schemed for evi1 1 

his pride was subdued, and his honor passed away from him. 

His pomp was destroyed 1 and his fortitude was laid low. 

He was hit by the blow which he wishedtto cause and was 

killed by the murder he wished to commit, because he wished 

to destroy all of the Jews in the realm of King Ahashueros. 
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However 11 the fast of Mordecai and Esther was a shield 

which absorbed Haman's arrows, and Haman was caught in his 

own iniquity. His destructive sword entered his own heart, 

and his bow drawn for (the purpose of) iniquity was broken. 

As it is writtencconcerning the wicked person: "Their sword 

shall enter their heart, and their bows shall be broken 11 (Ps 

37:15). This (prophecy) was fulfilled concerning Haman. 

Even though he erected gallows for Mordecai andl1.his childreng 

Haman andbhis children were hung upon them. He was caught 

in the pit he had made, snared in the trap he had hidden, 

his net was spread over him1 he fell into his (own) iniqui

tous snares, and that was his end forever. 

11. Why, then 9 my dear friend, did Haman seek from the 

king that all Jews be destroyed if not because he wished to 

be avenged for his people;~;s children andtto erase the Israel-
32 ites' name as the memory of Amalek had beencerased from 

under heaven?33 For Haman was left over as a survivor of 

the Amalekites. Thus is it written: "Haman the son of Hama

dath the .Agagi te. 11 

While he (Haman) was being honored in King .Ahasueros' 

household, Mordecai was sitting in the Ring's gate all day 

because of Esther, his pupil, who had pleasingly conducted 

herself before King .Ahashueros, more so than any of llfer 

other maiden companions, so that she had begun to sit (on 

the throne) instead of Vashti the queen, 34 while Mordecai 

was sitting in the :first (posi'.tiion) in the King's gate, Haman 
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was third to the King (in power) and was honored in all 

his reign. As soon as anyone who was in the king's gate 

would see Haman? he would fall and worship before him? 

but Mordecai would not comply. Because of tlliis~ he wished 

to avenge himself on account of his people's children and 

to seek the Amalekites 1 vengeance from them through this 

pretext, because Haman was from the family of the house

hold of Agog, the Amalekite king? whom Saul brought and 

whom Samuel tore to pieces before the Lord (I Sam 15:33), 

while Mordecai was from the family of the household of 

Saul of the tribe of Benjamin from the children of Qish 

(Esth 2:5). Because Saul slaughtered the Amalekites, Haman 

wished to seek vengeance for his people's children from 

Israel and for Agog 1s murder from Mordecai. 

The insane one35 did not know that it had been decreed 

concerning .Amalek that his memory be erased from under the 

heaven, for it is written in the Holy Law:136 11 God said to 

Moses: 1Command37 Joshua the son of Nun to choose for him

self men in order to make war with Amalek. t J·oshua armed 

himself and made war with Amalek" (IGx 17:9). Amalek was 

overpowered by the sign of the cross38 by the stretching 

out of Moses' hands. While those who had gone to war were 

being slaughtered 1 (the others) of them remained as a rem

nant among their dwellings. Then the Lord said to Moses: 

"Write a memorial book and place (it) before Joshua the son 

of Nun, because I will. surely erase the memory of Amalek 
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from under the heaven" (Ex 17:14). 

However 9 He was patient with the .A.maleki tes so thc'.-tt 

they would, perhap~ listen to what was written in God's Holy 

Book which said: "I will surely blot out the Amalekites 11 (:e)x 

17:14L cf, Num 24:20) and return toward Him so that He would 

turn toward them. Had they returned there would have been 

penitence as there had been penitence for the Ninevites 

when He threatened them (with) destruction. They demonstrated 

repentence and turned His anger away_;·from -t:hem. Or as the 

giving'of an oath to the Gibeonites thattthey would not be 

lost~·1with the Canaanites. Or as the giving of penitence to 

Rah.ab who had faith. So also wouldppenitence have been given 

to the Amalekites had they had faith when He was patient 

with them for four hundred years. 39 After that, any time 

He saw that they had not returned, His anger against them 

became confirmed as He recalled what Moses had set down in 

his Holy Book. When Saul reigned, 40 God said to Samuel: 

"Say to hi,m: 'I remember that which Amalek did to you as 

you went out of Jtgypt, meeting you with the sword. Now, go~ 

:tay waste to the sinful Amalem! • 11 (I Sam 15: 2 9 3)., So Saul 

went and laid waste the Amalekites, but because Saul showed 

compassion upon Amalek, he was rejected f:rom his . ..:·reign be

cause he lef't a remnant.. And that Haman was a survivor of 

the household of Agog whom Saul left 1 and Mordecai was of 

the family of the household of Saul who laad waste those of 

the household of Agog. 
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12. There are people, 4·1 my dear friend, who bring 

blame upon Mordecai saying: "Why did he not stand in the 

presence o:t.' Haman, for 9 after all, he was the most honored 

of the entire kingdom? How,Mould he have been diminished, 

if he had paid him honor?" And thus they say: "If Mordecai 

had stood in the presence of Haman, this evil would not have 

been considered regarding Mordecai and his people." These 

(above) are what one who does not know the power of Scrip

ture says. Mordecai did this, like a righteous man who 

keeps the law; he did not stand. in the presence of the villa:hn

ous Haman 1 because he gave heed to Saul 1 of his family, who, 

because he showed compassion upon Agog the King (of) Haman's 

family, was rejected from his reign, ::1.as the di vine anger was 

upon him. Mordecai, too? if he had paid honor to the wicked 

Haman, the divine anger would have arisen against him as 

(it had) against Saul. 

13. Why 9 then, my dear friend 1 did Amalek, of all of 

those peoples, go out to meet Israel for (the purpose of) 

war? Thus thought Amalek: 11 We will go out and devastate 

Jacob's children, and we will annul Isaac's blessings. He42 

was afraid of the servitude to Jacob's children. Thus Isaac 

said to Esau: "You shall serve Jacob 1 your brother, but if 

you repent, he will pass his yoke Jftlom off your neck" (Gen 

27: 40). J?or this you have known--that Amalek was the son of 

the maid-servant43 of Eliphaz, Esau's son, and did not want 

to be subject to Jacob's children. 

-
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vfhy', then, my dear friend, did Isaac say to .Esau: 

"You shall serve Jacob your brother"? Thus Scripture in

forms (us that) because Esau took his wives from the daugh

tersof Canaan, who was accursed to Noah, his father. Thus 

said Noah to him: "You will be as a slave of slaves to 

your brothers" (Gen 9:25). Because .Abraham and Isaac knew 

that the Canaanites were accursed, they did not take wives 

from their daughters for their sons. Abraham did not take 

[one] for Isaac, nor did Isaac take [one) for Jacob, so 

that the accursed seed of the Canaanites should not be mingled 

withtthe seed (about which) it is noted that it was blessed 

by Noah. 

Because of this Amalek the son of:::Eliphaz the son of 

Esau wished to annul Noah's curse and Isaac's blessings and 

to make war with Jacob's children. God also wrote justly 

concerning Amalek: 11His 42 memory shall be erased by Rachel's 

childrenl,rn(Deut 25:19)., First, Joshua the son of Nun of the 

tribeoof Joseph made war with him, 42 afterwards Saul of the 

Benjaminites, and (finally) Mordecai 1 throughhhis fast 1 

destroyed their remnant. Of all of Esau •.s children1 Amalek 

(only) wished to make war with Jacob's children 9 and there-

fore his4·2 very memory was erased. See that through Morde-

cai and Esther's fast1 Haman was overthrown from his posi-

tion and the remnant of the Amalekites perished. Mordecai 

received Haman's honor and was the. :;greatest in all of Ahashueros • 

kingdom, while Esther·.;was queen instead of Vashti. 

-
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14. Furthermore 9 Daniel observed an acceptable fast 

(for) twenty-one days44 (Dan 10:2,3)/for the sake of his 

people so that they would not have an increase in Babylonia 

more than seventy years 9
45 and through his fast of twenty-one 

days, he gained acceptance46 before his God. During those 

very days Gabriel arose to his aid, as he is the one who 

recmives prayers at allt:times 1 and along with Gabriel, Michael, 

the archangel, also gave aid. They stood up against the 

Persian ruler (for) twenty-one;: days while he 4 7 aided Daniel 

with his/fast .. You have known, my dear friend, that Gabriel 

is the one who receives the prayers before God. As Daniel 

prayed, Gabriel came to him and strengthened him saying to 

him: "Your prayer has been accepted47 by Godf and I have 

come because of your words" (Dan 10:12). He enhear·terled him 

saying to him: 11Take courage, 0 precious man" (:Dan 10:11,19). 

As he had come to him48 because of the prayer of his4.S 

fast 9
49 so too Gabriel offered Zachariah's prayer near be

fore God when he brought tidings about John (the Baptist 1 t:i) 

birth saying to him: 50 "Your prayer has been accepted047 

(Luke 1:13). He also offered Mary's prayer before God when 

he brought tidings about the Messiah's birth saying to her: 

"You have found favor before God" (Luke 1:30),. How did 

Mary f irtd favor if not through: 1her fast and her prayer'? 

]3ecause Gabriel was recmiving the pure prayers and offering 

them before God, 

:Michael was the Archangel of the Israelites. He is the 

one52 (about) which (God) said to Moses:· 11 Seei, My angel shall 
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go before you and rout the inhabitants of the land from 

your presence" (Ex 23:20,23). He is the one51 that appeared 

to Balaam•s ass as Balaam was going to curse Israel (Num 

22:22). He, furthermore, appeared to Joshua the son of 

Nun who with his sword drawn, stood i.n the valley of Jericho., 

But when Joshua saw him, he thought him to be onecof the 

enemy, 52 so Joshua said to him: 11 Are younone of us or one 

of our enemies?" Michael said to him: "I am chief of the 

Lord's hosts, and now I have come" (Josh 5:13-14)., He (is 

the one that) cast down Jericho's walls before Joshua ·bhe 

son of Nun (Josh 6;19, of Heb 11:30). Furthermore, he (is 

the one that) routed the thirty-one ki.ngs from his presence 

(Josh 12:7i.-J24~, and he routed the million 53 Cushites from 

1Asa 1s presence. (II Ohr 14:12). Furthermore, he routed 

the Assyrian camp (of) one hundred eighty-five thousand (II 

Kgs 19:35). Also, when the Israelites went to Babylonia, 

he, too, went with them and fought on their behalf. 

.15. Why, then, my dear friend? did Daniel fast those 

three weeks? 44 seeking from God and making supplication, yet 

previously it is not written that he fasted? Thus is it 

written: When the seventy years' (anniversary) of Jerusalem's 

destruction had been completed as Jeremiah the Prophet had 

said: (Jer 25:12; 29:10). He offered his prayer and made 

supplication before his God (Dan 9:2) that they would not 

continue to remain more than seventy years just as He took 

-
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away from the generation of Noah's days, just as He added 

to those of the Israelites in Egypt, and just as He took 

away those of the Ephraimites. Daniel thought that because 

of his people's sins that He might delay more than those 

seventy years which Jeremiah had said. So Gabriel and 

Michael, the Archangel, gave him aid in his fast. Also 

Michael would have satisfaction through them when they 

would return to their ( O'Wl'l.) land (as well as) Gabriel, who 

gave aid to his people so that the fruj.t of their prayers 

as well as the sacrifices which he offered daily before God 

would be multiplied. But the ruler of the Persian kingdom 

did not wish the holy seed of Israel to be separated from 

the sinful kingdom of Persia, which had been entrusted to 

himtiby G-od, for as long as they were there, there were 

righteous ones among them55 in which he also rejoiced. See 

that Daniel's excellent fast was profitable as he overthrew 

his people's captivity at the conclusion of seventy years. 

16. The leader of our camp is greater than Gabriel, 

better than Michael, and more powerful than the ruler of 

Persia, since he is our vivificator 9 our Lord, Jesus Christ, 56 

who came dressed in our humanity, suffered, was afflicted in 

the body which he took from us, and is able to give aid to 

those who are afflicted (Heb 4:15). He fasted for us and 

conquered our enemy, and he commanded us to fast and to 

watch at all times that by the power of the pure fast we will 

reach his rest. 57 



Chapter V 
Aphrahat and the Rabbis on the ]1ast 

Aphrahat's exposition on the fast is, unlike the one 

on circumcision, not apologetic or polemic in character. 

Rather his purpose was to define for his reader exactly 

what constituted an acceptable fast which oner-could strive 

to keep in fulfillment of a Christian duty. This being 

the case, one notices a considerable lack of antagonism 

for any group except those who are considered heretical by 

Apnrahat's Church. These he attacks mercilessly as has 

been seen in the;;short paragraph dealing with their fasts 

mn the text. 1 With regard to the Jews, one finds no reference 

at allcexcept where biblical figures are used to illustrate 

his points. Contrary to theccase o:r circumcision, Aphrahat I s 

sentiments concerning the fast are very close to those of 

the rabbis who were his contemporaries. It is only in the 

degree of implementation where there may be foundnany 

' d' t 2 serious 1sag~eemen. 

Aphrahat opens the exposition by declaring the 11 pure 

fast" to be 11a weapon against evil 1 " 11a shield," and "a 

help to those who truly fasted .. " So, too, do the majority 

of the rabbis find the fast beneficial. As "a weapon against 

evil, 11 the Talmud cites an instance where "a fast oftth:r.ee 

days and three nights was ordered, whereupon the evil de

sire, tempter of idolatry, surrendered to them. 113 In the 

days of R. Hiyya b. Abba, the Land of Israel was rid of a 
• 

!.§...!.~m•s whelp4 through the proclamation of a fast and the 
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prayer of R. Hiyya., 5 R. Huna said that fasting was one ,. 

of the things which nullify an evil decree, 6 and Raba b. 

Mehasia advocated it as potent against a dream. 7 Wonder

ing why Caleb is known as AshJ;l.ur 1 the answer is given that 

he is so called because his face was b&ackened (h,u§g};lur) 

through his fasts. 8 

Public fasts were called when the land lacked rain9 

or suffered from pestilencet 10 when a wind spoiled a quanti-

ty of grain, 11 when wolves devoured two children, 12 and when 

there was persecution,, 13 One source said that there was no 

need to fast when in danger because it sapped one's strength. 14 

Fasts cause the Holy One, blessed be He, to grant eternal 

forgiveness andtto send relief to His world, according to 

R. Berekiah and R. Hama b. Papa, respectively. 15 

Aphrahat then enumerates eleven different ways of observ

ing the fast ranging from eating only when hungry or thirsty 

to an asceticism including abstinence from food, speech 9 

sexual relations 9 possessions, and too much sleep. A good 

manyoof these appear in the rabbinj.c literature as well, 

though few escape both pro and con discussion. 

"Fasting by hours is considered a fastp so that if he 

completed the day, he may say the prayer for a fast •• 

This corresponds roughly to Aphrahat's category of one who 

fasts until hungry or thirsty. R. Ammi answered the ques

tion concerning one who is keeping a voluntary fast 1 if he 

may take a taste of food to see if it has been prepared 

properly. His answer was in the affirmative adding that it 

' 
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may be as much as a ~pi • _1.,!h• 1 7 On the other hand 1 

Our Rabbis taught: If one faste.d on account 
of some visitation and it passed, or for a 
sick person and he recovered, he should never
theless complete his fast.18 If one journeys 
from a place where they do not fast to a place 
where they do, he should fast with them; from 
a place'.:where they do fast to a place where 
they do not, he should nevertheless complete 
his fast. If he forgot and ate and dra~ let 
him not make it patent in public •••• 19 
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This statement, then, would seem to contradict the earlier 

one endorsing fasting by hours. Rather one should fast 

for the duration of the fast, according to their view. 

Concerning asceticism, which Aphrahat singles out as 

an excellent fast, the rabbis appear to disapprove. The 

strongest disapproval in the Babylonian Talmud is registered 

by Abaye who sums up the opinionsoof Simeon the Just, R. 

Simeon, and R. Eleazar haQappar that a nazir is a sinner. 

They reach this conclusion. through an interesting interpre

tation of Numbers 6:11. Abaye then asks, 

Now does this not afford an,1.argument from the 
minor totthe major? If one, who afflicted him
self only in respect of wine, is called a sin
ner: how much more so one who ascetically re
frains from everything .. Hence, one who fasts 
is called a sinner,.2O 

Other examples of disapproval may also be found in the 

literature. "Three things wealren a man's strength, viz., 

fear, a journey, and fasting. 1121 Tan}:l.um b. R. Jeremiah 

listed four-- 11fasting, a journey 9 sin, r.1,and the Kingdom 

of Babylon. 1122 Concerning the scholar who would afflict 

himself by fasting, both R. Shesheth and R. Jeremiah b. 

I 
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Abba in the name of Resh Laqish condemn him hea:r.tily. 23 

Though comparatively few, there are some neutral or 

positive statements with regard to ascenticism. R. Eleazar 

maintains that "he who 5.s able to bear self-affliction is 

termed Holy while he who is not is termed a sinner. 1124 

Raba said that Na.J::i.mani, whom the ,§.q,nQia.Q. !~1!!1U..!t. identifies 

as .Abaye, "practices hunger. 1125 Finally R. J'o1t,anan stood 

up in honor of R. Zadoq, who was known for living an ascetic 
• 

life. When asked by Vespasian why he should do this, R. 

Jo1:,anan has only the highest prqise for R.~adoq 1s abilities 

despite his "numerous abstinences and fasts. 1126 

Moore, in defense of the:erabbis, states that their 

anti-asceticism represents, rather than a "spirit of Judaism," 

••• expressions of personal temperament 9 

circumstance and surrounding, and are not to 
be broadly generalized,. From ancearly time, 
also, antipathy to Christian monasticism wa~ 
an influence not ·!io be left out ofaaccount. 27 

These considerations are very likely valid especially when 

coupled with the Jewish antipathy to a dualism which sepa

rates matter and intellect or spirit, as he points out ear

lier in the same chapter. 28 This dualism provided many 

ascetics with the impetus to abstain from all that the 

material world, which was evil, had to offer, so that their 

intellects or spirits would be emphasized. This kind of 

thinking was quite alien to the rabbis. 

In complete contrast to the not.ion of asceticism is 

an interesting reference attributed to Resh I,aqish wherein 

-
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he says that anyone who eats gluttonously on the Day of 

Atonement is free from punishment because overeating, like 

not eating at all, is an affliction, and one is punished 

for not afflicting himselt. 29 Equally curious is the dictum 

that for all but the most mor;tal of sins 1 the Day of Atone

ment, itself, atones whether it is observed properly or 

not. 30 

For the rabbis asuwell as for Aphrahat, fasting meant 

more than abstention from food. J?rom very early on, the 

term for "fast" in Hebrew, .~ . .O.P.!, was used interchangeably 

with the phrase "afflicting oneself 9 
11 '~ p.,ef!?.?A-.• 31 In the 

Bible and further delineated in the Mishnah are those actions 

which consti·tute affliction. These vary with the seriousness 

of the:f:fast. 

On the Day of .Atonement, for example, "from evening to 

evening, s-!irict fasting is enjoined under penalty of extirpa

tion, 032 and 11it is forbidden to(:eat or drink, or bathe or 

annoint oneself or wear sandals 1 or to engage in conjugal 

intercourse. 1133 Included in the biblical injuction is a 

prohibition against work also. On the Ninth of Av, in addi

tion to these, reading the Law, the Prophets, or the Hagio

grapha is forbidden, as is studying any branch of the Oral 

Law. One might study unfamilj.ar or different parts of the 

Law, read Job, Lamentations or any other ominous prophecies. 34 

Rabbi said that priests should not drink wine at any 

time. However, he could;1not enforce this because the reason 
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for abstention, the Temple 9 was destroyed. With its destruc

tion went the priests' duties, and this being so, they were 

free 1bo drink wine. 35 Mourners and those who submitted to 

self-imposed abstinence as ammeans of doing penance often 

abstained from wine and meat or appetizing foods. 36 

R.. Meir praised Adam, ·the first man, and called him 11a 

great saint." 

When he saw that through him death was ordained 
as a punishment he spent 130 years in fasting, 
severed connection wi•th his wife for 130 years, 
and wore clothes of fig [leaves) on his body for 
130 years.37 

Thus, the rabbis, too, recognized many ways of observing 

the fast, whether public or private, many of which corres

pond to those listed by Aphrahat. Others, such as ·the 

abstention from reading or studying on the Ninth of Av, were 

not even considered by him. Some of the fasts were highly 

ritualized, especially those in the realm of public fasts, 

while private fasts were less so. This high degree of 

ritualizationJleaves the rabbis vulnerable to attack from 

those who find Jews who fasted £rp !Qrn but lacked any 

sign of sincermty. Just as Aphrahat'.i;•recognized that an 

acceptable fast is accomplished through purity of heart, so, 

too, did the rabbis. 

Aphrahat begins his proof of this point by showing that 

several key biblical figures were rewarded for the purity 

of heart they displayed in their fasts. The rabbis, too, 

often draw on biblical personalities for examples. Moore 
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points out that in the Testaments of the Twelve Patriarchs, ~=---=~~~~------
Joseph 1 Judah, and Reuben each practice a specific form 

of abstention as self-imposed penance. 39 In the midrash, 

Reuben does afflict himself as a form of repentance. 40 R. 

Tanhum b. Hanilai quoted II Chronicles 12:6. Using the 
♦ I • 

same form as Aphrahat would have used, he remarks, "It is 

not written here~ 'and when the Lord saw that they had 

fasted* but 'that they had humbled themselves. • 114·1 

Ishma •el~ as does Aphrahat, points to Moses, 1-iwho fasted 

forty days and nights. The difference in the reference, 

however, is that Ishma'el wishes to prove that if Moses 

neither ate nor drank for forty complete days, than angels 

have no need of:Li t ever. 42 

Abaye, too, almost says word fort 1word what Aphrahat 

tells his r:aader: 

Our brethren, neither sackcloth nor fastings 
are effective but only penitence and good deeds, 
for we f.ind that of the men of Nineveh Scrip
ture does not say, 'And God saw their sack-
cloth and fasting, • but, 'God saw their works ,. 
that they turned from their evil way' (Jonah 3:10). 43 

Often in Aphrahat and often in the rabbinic literature 

as well~ the accepte:ble fast is theoone which is accompanied 

by sincerd:ty and an attempt at self-correction. and repent

ance. 44· This may become manifest through compassion for 

one another45 or through a broken and contrite spirit. 46 

No fast is acceptable except that in which the sinners,iof 

Israel participate as well as the pious, according to R. 

Hana b. Bizna in the name of R. Hisda the Pious. 4·7 R. Eleazar 
• • 

-
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said, "Fasting is more efficacious than charity. 'What is 

the reason? One is performed with a man's money, the 

other with his body,. 1148 R .. Shesheth, too, remembering 

that atonement in the time of the Temple was accomplished 

through animal sacrifice, prayed thatlihis fast wherein his 

fat and blood had been diminished. would be accounted as if 

he had offered them upon the altar. 49 

More efficacious 1 however, is charity dispensed on a 

fast day. 50 11If, on a fast day,tthe distribution of alms 

is postponed overnight, it is just as ·!;hough blood were 

shed. , 1151 and others entering a community in which 

there was a fast were calleduupon to contribute to charity 

also, as in the case of a fast proclaimed by R. Huna. 52 . 
If there was a persecution during which fasting was prohi

bited:i,as:Lin the time of R .. Zera, the good intention was 

as acceptable as the '.deed its elf. 53 

When .Aphrahat, after informingllhis reader about Esther 

and. Mordecai's fast whre.&h succeeded in saving ·l;he Jews of 

Persia1 about the cause of the enmity between Haman and 

Mordecai in the story, and about Daniel's fast which re

leased the Jews from exile 9 concludes with praise for Jesus. 

He fasted for us and conquered our enemy, and 
he commanded us to fast and to~•Jwatch at all 
times that by the power of the pure fast we 
will reach his rest. 

WJ:iile the rabbis instructed Jews in fasting in memory of 

a person5~- or an event, 55 or in penance for a wrong-doing, 56 
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or for the safety of others57 in this world~ Aphrahat 

asks his reader to fast for an apocalyptic world. Whereas 

the rabbis are careful to define days upon which it is 

forbidden to fast, 58 Aphrahat does not. The foeus of 

each side is different--Aphrahat•s is upon what happens 

after death, and the rabbis' is upon what happens preceding 

it. Thus, though they employ similar means with regard to 

the fast, though the majority of the rabbis never would have 

advocated asceticism to the extent Aphrahat does~ 59 the ends 

of their respective abstentions are, literally, worlds 

apart. 

-



Notes 
Chapter I 

1As in the English word "illogical" which consists of 
the pref1x "in" plus the word "logic" and the suffix "al". 

2using the English word "illogical" once again, it is 
apparent that if English employed the Jd:ne§_ .Q_~l!.§., the 
word would be written 11inlogicale 11 

3Frank Gavini, ~;ra .. ~~.§.§L_,?,n.9- J_h~~, p. 1. 

4cf. XVI.: 17 and XVII : 8., "Who have cast away idols 1 and 
call that a lie which our father bequeathed to us" and 11who 
ought to worship Jesus, for that He has turned away our 
fo:oward minds from all superstitions of vain error, and 
taught us to worship one God our Father and Maker." Cited 
in and translated by J. Gwynn, 11 Select Demonstrations of 
Aphrahat, 11 

Ji..1 i,£2lllL_.8l1.Q.. ,R,C?,,s .. t"':'N.~~11~ l.a!r.e~~ second series, 
Vol. XIII, 898, p. 157. 

5william Wright, LJ,hQ,.r.t.Jli.~.~<2.f_...§XE..~.a.9, J;ill~trn., 
p. 33. F. c. Burkitt? E~h~E~EkB..?-n!~~, p. 819 
informs his readers thatrl;this tradition is a rather late 
one. That he was a bishop, however, is attested to by his 
address to other bishops of Seleucia, Ctosiphon, and the 
surrounding area in the opening of J~xposition XIV,, 

6J,, Gwynn, ..QJ2• .Qil. 9 P• 155. 

8rnternal evidence for this may be found in V:5, e:n.d of 
XIV, XXII:25 9 and XXIII:69 as cited by J. Gwynn, .2.12.• £.ii., 

153. p. 

1 OJ..pj.9:.. 

11 J. G~vynn 1 .Q.12.• £.il., p. 159. 

12see .tr-1E§•, "Exposition on the Fast, 11 paragraph 9. 

-



73 

1 3Gwynn, 1 · t OC • CJ. • --

15Gvzynn, 1.Q.Q_. ill• 
16Gavin and Ginzberg among others. 

171ouis Ginzberg, "Aphraates 9
11 ~:.e~sh ~~S:~;!;.a, I, 

pp. 663-664. Of. Gavi.n 1 .Q.12.• ill•? pp. 32-37. 

18Jacob Neusner, A~hE~~~t •. ~d-~~£~.i§m~ pp. 150ff. 

19wright and Moore as well as others ~,ee Jewish hands 
in the translation of the Bible into Syriac with later Chris
tian revision harmonizing key texts with the LXX. Cf. Wright, 
£.E.• ~t., pp. ~-5, George Foote Moore, ir.Y.:P.at.s~~ I, pp. 102-3, 
Burkmtt, £.J2• .Q.U•, pp. 71-73. 

20Burki tt, ~•£ll•, P• 34-. 

21 Burkitt 9 .2ll• ill•, P• 37. 

22
J. B. Segal? ].<;l.~,S.§.§-.a .... '.~£?. .. e ,Ble,S§.!t_<l...9 • .'.1.Y*, t P• 64.. For 

more information on The Doctrine of Addai an the story of 
Abgar and Jesus, see:Eu.sefilus·r·j,lfcc1}3j};~~i!£,~~.fl.:b.~~!rz, Book I, 
section 13, Burkitt 1 .Q.E.• ill•, pp. 34-38, and Sega 9 pp. 62-65. 

23 - Gavin, .QJ?.• .9.11., pp. 11-18. 

24segal 9 .2ll• ill_., pp. 62-65, does not agree as to the 
dates. He does not see Christianity as a dominant force in 
Edessa until the fourth century after Eusebius' account had 
become famous throughout Christendom. 

25G · 't 3'0 av1n,o.QJ2.. £1_,9 p. • 

26For more information ontthe Jews in Persia during this 
time see Jacob Neusner, U.:b.~tor* .o! the ... J:ews in.,_Bf1-p;y_l_9;n.J,c\• 
especially vol. IV, X,h,e 413..~ of ~l?..'lll', ,II, and an article by 
J.B. Segal, "The Jews of Norffi Mesopotamia Before the Rise 
of Islam, 11 J:>!,b~ic,~.~.OAI?_ o;f,.jp.e, :/;,s,r:9-.~.:l;...§pc!_!?,t;y_ fO].;::fiil,:j.c.§11. 
J?.e,s,e~I£h_, vo .XVII, Studies in the Bible, PP• 32*- 3 • 

-



27such as prayer, fasting, a:n.d celibacy. 

28such as circumcision, Sabbath, and Passover. 

30 Cf., Bibliography and notes. 

Chapter II 
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1The usual translation of the Syriac Tti.hwitha' is "Demons
tration" or, loosely, "Homily.," Tahwitha' is a 11 Talmid-type 11 

noun~ common in Aramaic, whose root'is H-WT'. Not appearing 
in Syriac in P 1al, in Pa 1el the root means "to show, make 
manifest., 11 Cf. J., Payne-Smith, A....0,9P1J2.end_i.o:µs_,,Sx,_r_i,,ac..J?~.'-?:C~.op.,?1,pI, 
p. 129a. In Jewish .Aramaic, the root has the meaning "to 
show, to tell" in the Pael and Ha12h,el/.Au,ihel (no Qal); Marcus 
Jastrow, ,D_;i.,c,t,i9..:q._?:_rz__q(1}:airn.u,d, .J3MJJ::----~Jmi,, ·m1:trashic 
Li teratur.~. and.J: .. a,:r,,guml.m1 p. 432a. In (Jewish Aramaic, the 
noun" '.''.a.K'waia.J\ means ii telling 9 interpretation II (Jastrow, .2.12.• 
cit., p! 39a, and is linked to the Hebrew noun (also in the 
no'ii:ti form of the causi ti ve li,i]2h 'i+/ ~ a121?:~J.) ff.?-Sfadp.p., (also an 
Aramaic fil:i.s:q.g~+). In the literature of the Ta mud and of 
the Midrashim, µagg_~_c).,f:J,_h is always used inecontrast to !:lllach!.?J.1, 
which means "practice, rule, traditional law" (Jastrow, .2J2.• ill•, 
p. 353a). Hagg§,dah/,1a,gga~ is defined by Jastrow as "tale 
story, lesson, esp., Agadah, that classoof Rabb. literature 
which explains the Bible homiletically" (.Q.].. cit., p., 11a) 
~' then, can be taken as an exposition of the Bible. 
Therefore, the translation of the Syriac~~• as "exposi
tion" is entirely in line with the usage of·the day and more 
descriptive of Aphrahat's purpose in setting down his views 
on the subjects that he chose. See also T. Jansma's article 
"Aphraates' Demonstration VII paras, 18 and 20. Some Obser
vations on the Discourse on Penance II in ;f.._a_role DEL ,L' ,Otlent t. 
vol. V, Number 1, 1974, p. 39, where he describes these works 
of Aphrahat 's as ~;,12,os~¼i.9P.~L On page 41, he continues with 
a similar analysisoof e word Tahwith{:1. 1 wherein he says that 
"Verbal derivatives of the root' hy;j"me"aning to explain, to 
expound, to demonstrate ••• 11 • 

2Gavin, "• •• that he wrote the first ten Homilies at 
the request of a fellow-monk is possibly a literary fiction 
as they were written for a larger;,.audience to be read and 
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discussed by fellow-monks (465:1-6) 11 and Jansma 1 "This is 
highly likely. The questioner is introduced at the beginning 
of those paragraphs which mark the turning-points (3 and 8) 
and the';Climax ( 11) of the exposition. In other instances 
he seems to be a sort of corporate personality which represents 
the whole grade of the ascetics. He is reviewi:qg Demonstra
tion VII ,, •• The transition to the friend in§ 7 strikes 
one as rather artificial. • • , 11 Cf. Frank Gavin 1 A].h~.¾1.,tef! 
an.d~.~l:;he.,.J~~Y".@,, p. 4 and Jansma, .Q.l?.• ill• !.§. J. Gwynn, "Select 
Demo:nstrations of Aphrahat 1 

11 Nicene and Post Nicene l!~athers, ... " """ __ ___, .. i - • 111; ... 

second series? vol. XIII, 1898, pp. 157-158: 1 ••• address 
Bishops, Clergy, and people of Seleucia and Ctesiphon in the 
name of a Synod over which he was President, probably of 
Bishops suffragan to Nineveh, in XIV.1., 11 I tend to believe 
that this is a convention much like "my dear reader" today. 

3 Jacob Neusner, ~ch~.9:.. J.:1.:19-§j.~m:, 1fl-.e. phris,.tl_~u
~§1'.Lft.rgument J:p_]f,01}1;¥=9.filJ:J!.Y.-J'....Y J~AA, p. 19: "Now? be
ilioved friend 9 hear concerning the sign of which he spoke and 
the foundation about which he gave instruction, what it is 
right to say against that people which he came before us 
and believes about itself that it is the seed of Ab:.uaharn. 11 

Neusner is wrong here as can be seen by the way his sentence 
does ~- .flow. ~t is a noun and not a verb! ,Q,op..rn.ain 
here is an au..~iliary verb and is an the plural! 

4·The verb is Tana!, the sameaas in J·ewish Aramaic which 
means 11repeat, 11 11 recTI'e, 11 Utell?" or "study .. " 

~-
? The Church, a people that is made up of' not~ people 

but from ffi§lnz peoples. 

6 Neusner, .Q.J2.• cit., p. 20. :' '"The shoot was planted~ a 
true seed' (refers to1' their original fathers,, But·:;.the child
ren have turned to the unclean deeds 1)of the Amari tes. 11 

7Hakkima' here refers to an imaginary Jewish disputant 
set up-.asa"straw man:i.in Aphrahat 's attempt to show his Chris
tian readers that Judaism is not the way. The "sage" here is 
like Trypho in "Dialogue with Trypho." Wright and Segal, 
however, do not agree. Cf. J. B. Segal, ;EdeS,S§:.1~~ ... .B.l.lf.l.SS~ 
,CJ.¼ tx,, ' p. "'1.100 and William Wright, £ .. Sh_o~~t; .fil.§!g£L,,..Qf §y.i;;J.a.c, 
Ji..J. t,eratg,Eft, p., 14-3. Just as ~§.J>J. bi appears. to be a "'literary 
convention (see note 2)~ so, too, does ~~k,J-fil~' appear to be 
another literary convention. 

8sodom and Gamorrah. 

9Not as Neusner, loc. ill• writes: "• •• Sodom, Gomorrah 1 

and their com:panions. 11-
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10This is the 'ele' found each time the Rabbis ask a 
guestion ••• an~ theyintroduce the answer with '.§1.2,.'= rather 
(except that), it can only be, etc. 

. 11 Neusner, J~ cit. "We boast that we are circumcized.. • ,. 11 

Neusner made the mistake because in Talmudic Aramaic one finds 
the ending .!!J: for the gompi~~ E.1..i.:g;:,~1! So, he transferred a 
noun e3:1-ding to the participle, ;y,J..i~ . .iQ.Q. Willl .§.2££:lilKY.l It 
is definitely a mistake. 

12Neusner, £12.• ill•, p. 21. "condemned. 11 

1 3 'tl 'f:lfY?11• 

14J:mplying that uncircumcized. Melchi~edeq was at a 
higher station than Abraham at the time, and circumcision 
did not turn the situation around. 

15.Abraham's second wife, cf. Genesis 25:1. 

16Neusner, £.:£• ill•, p. 24. 11 • • • in his uncircumcision. • • 11 

17Lit.,·grazing, herding. 

18 
Neusner, .d:££•£ll• n ••• might not take refuge through lying •• ,. 11 

19Neusner, .Q.12.. cit. 1 p. 26. 11 ••• she knew that they had 
hidden him, made'the"ark for him, and threw it in the river, 
so that his (Pharoah's) men could not find (him), 11 Also notes 
Bert: "• •• erkannte sie, dass sie ihm das Kistchr,n gemacht 
und es in den Fluss gesetzt hatten 1 damit seine Mdnner es 
nicht versenken k<!:lnnten, 11 In note concludes 111 take str to 
be ,12,a};~+ hence '~helter 9 protect. 11 Both men present interest
ing translations, nevertheless I cannot agree with either one. 
The plain sense of the sentence and the "facts" as presented 
in the original Biblical story support, I believe, my trans
lation over theirs. Cf. Jl:xodus 1:22, 2:1-7. 

20rbid. "• ... in the house of Pharoah. 11 On the surface, 
this is an acceptable translation and gives the sense of the 
sentence, though I do miss the preposition 11 in 11 (,hveit). My 
translation is taken from the notion thm.t Beit is really 
~ifi,1'., and thus indicates that Moses grew upnot just in 
Pharoah 1 s household, where he may or may not have seen Moses, 
but with him, before his very eyes. This would reinforce 
Aphrahat 1 s claim that the Egyptians were circumcized because 
Moses was under the close scrutiny of Pharoah, and therefore 
any distinguishing characteristic like that would have been 
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noticed. Circumcision is a very private matter, and there
fore only those closest to a person would notice it. 

21~. "• •• that they also are neighbors of ••• 11 

22Judges 7:7 - Rishin here are not chiefs as Neusner 
~ranslates (p. 26, but heads, literally, three hundred h§..@:.~ 
~of men). 

23Neusner, ~ ill• "• .. were dwelling •••• 11 ~'-
marhun is a noun! ........,._..,...,,,..,_ 

241.'.t2il• "• •• and learned the bow." 

25The Glorious Reqem? Reqem is identified with the 
Hebrew Qadesh and is located in desert to the South of what 
is now Israel. Reqem de Gaya' i.s identified with Qadesh 
Barne' a. Bf. R. Payne Snd.th, · ~™-11.~__,M,S;yria.9:u,s, vol. II, 
p. 3978b. Bo~ra is a city in lduma:ea. Cf. R. Payne 
Smith, vol.I;pp.473a and Jastrow, .Q].• £1.1. 9 p. 148a. 

26Lit., 11 kept his anger." 

27 Neusner, .Q].• .£11. 9 p. 28. "(=·lihatoof Jesus)". 

28Ibid. "And he cannot (again) give a law that is rejec
ted by 't'.fi'ose. • • • 11 

29christians ••• Jews. 

30This is against the heresies which considered the Jew
ish Bible to be the product of the demi-urge while the new 
covenant was to have been the product of the transcendant 
deity. :e.g. ~ the Manicheans. 

31 Neusner 9 .Q1>.• £.ii., p. 29. "(of Christ)". 

'Z2 
.J-payne-Smith 9 .2.Jl• £it., p. 560b. "with ]3,o~t,b-~;r to go 

after, yearn after." 

3 3N eusner, =1££_. ~. "very trustworthy. 11 

34Ibid "trustworthy." .. _ .. 
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Chapter III 

1 See #18 and .//19 translated into English in Jacob Neusner, 
A£h.~?-P.-.. il and Judaism? pp. 76-96. 

2cf. St. John Chrysostom, p~,t:r;,ol,o_g_~A: .. G:=F~~, vol. 48, 
cols. 847 9 848, 852, a fourth-century contemporary of 
Aphrahat. 

3cf. I Maccabees l:1Bff., II Maccabees 4:9-14 9 Jubilees 
15:33f mentioned in George Foote Moore~ Judaism, vol.I 9 p. 198. 

5cf. Histg.,:£1,a, -4.ug_,u~.tp.,, Hadrian, 14, 2 9 cited in Moore, 
£.12• ill•, vor. I, p. 351. 

6Moore, however, also says that I Maccabees 1:41-50 
shows that .Antioch us Epiphanes also decreed a prohibition 
against circumcision, .QJ2.• £2:...i•, vol.I,.APP• 19-20., 

7Moore, £12.• ill•, vol.I, p. 351. 

8Rosh Hashanah 19a, Ta 1anith 18a. Unless otherwise noted, 
all of"'"'t'.fie passages' cited~'wI!1" be as translated in Rabbi 
Dr. Isidore Jflpstein (editor), !£~.:J?.~.£:z.l.9ni~A ,T.§..lpi:4g._. 

9Jacob z. Lauterbach, !:11.~Ji:blta de-Rabb;!.. J:.~p.maJ11, vol. II, 
p., 24-7, 11. 136-143; Leviticus Rabbah 32:1. Unless otherwise 
noted,'all of the passages""citedf:rom the !@..~both will be 
as translated in Rabbi Dr. H. Freedman and Maurlce Simon 
(eds,), Midrash ~~h• 

10Exodus Rabbah 15:7: 
-~~•-•- ll l I 

••• Israel cannot be joined with the idolators 
of antiquity, but must keep themselves apart. For 
even if an enemy decrees that they should desecrate 
the Sabbath, abolish circumcision, oruserve idols, 
they suffer martyrdom rather than be assimilated 
with them. • • • 

Lauterbach, .Q.12• ,2J.j;,., vol. III, p. 204, 11. 112-117. See also 
Exodus Rabbah 21:5 which contrasts Israel's stubbornness to 
do"""tii .. e""wlITof the heathen with their willingness to obey God. 
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11 Exodus Rabbah 30:12. --
1 ';:( 

~Moore, .2.12,. cit., Vol. I, P.• 351. Therefore, Aphrahat's 
belief that otherswere circumcized may have been without 
basis. 

14cf. expositions on Passover, Sabbath, Making Distinctions 
Between Foods translated in Neusner, .2.12.• ill• 

15R. Isaac ben Aryeh Yosef Dov, Seder,, 'avod~~.h.JJ .. ?.!fot '.sl1, 
p. 238 and p. 352. These prayers may bettoo late to be consi
dered contemporary with Aphrahat. J!]arliest reference is in 
Massecheth Soferim 19:7 and Siddur R. Amram. The first prayer 
'c'f-i;ed--.is-:from"·tlie'"Additionai' "ffer:v1'c'e-for···sabbath and the New 
Moon, and the other is from the same service for the M.."1.jor 
Festivals. 

161.Jamen:!1.,g_tion~ 1 : 11 //1 , //20. Other reasons in
cluded repudiating the Divine Unity, the Decalogue, and the 
Pentateuch, all of which indicate rebellion against God's 
authority and divinity. There.fore; circumcision, too, must 
be a sign of submission to God's authority and recognition 
of divinity. 

18Lauterbach, .Q]_. ill,-, Vol. I, pp. 114-115, 11. 99-112. 

19Lauterbach, .£Q.• £11., Vol. I, pp. 196-197, 11. 126,-142. 
Lauterbach' s note here is helpful, wherein he states tha·t the 
humiliation is less when a mighty empire oppresses Israel 
than if a lesser power had managed to do so. 

20 I cit., Vol. Lauterbach, .912.• - I, . P.. 220, 11. 58-61. 

21 Lauterbach, .£12.• ill_., Vol. I, p. 2559 11. 165-167. 
Cf. also PP~ 252-255, 11. 130-167. 

22 . Lauterbach, £.12.• £U.a, Vol. I, p. 252, 11. 134-136. 
Cf. also Vol. II, P.• 247, 11. 134-135. 

23Genesis 17:13. 
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24-Berachoth 48b-49a. Lauterbach, .2J2.• ill•, Vol.. II 1 
p .. 204~ 1'1;'"43·:·45~ Vol. III, p. 139!, 11. 25-27. 

25Genesis 17:14. 

26 G-enesis 14-: 18. 

27Leviticus Rabbaltl 25:6. Cf. also Genesis Rabbah 46:5 
wherein Abrahai'n is"'"'assunied to be high pries't' ilafte"r'"'tiie manner 
of Melchi-vedeq11 (Pt-mlm 110: 4-). This midrash goes on to define 
the oonly spot 0111libraham' s body whereupon he could be circum-
ci zed and still be :fit to offer sacrifices, i.e., the foreskin 
of the body. See ~':Q:. for more references. 

28Numbers Rabbah 12:8; Lamentations Rabbah 2:13, #17; 
lis>~-Rs~&~~~;s_-·3·: 11 , # 1-;-2-::i'ir-;-;011 ···1 · = 1··5 , 1; 2· 1 4 : 1 , 1;, 2 • 

32Genesis Rabbah 91:5. ,_.,.~.,,~ .. .,,.., .. 

33.Q:.Qnesi~.B§.12~ 90:6, 95. 
to come and circumcision. 

35 Menahoth 4-3b .. 
~ .. , u • ., ... 

37Exodur3 Rabbah 15:12. 
-~•-' ~,1111,1,11,w P4lll 

See infra for more on world .-1.-..... .. 
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8:18; Lauterbach 9 .Q.1?.• £.ti., Vol. I 1 p. 119, 11. 26, 30-31, 
pp. 127-128, 11. 131-134.; Moore, .Q.12.•£.ll•, Vol. It pp. 330-331. 

39Bxodus Rabbah 19:5. ~-.,.__,..._,_.,,,.,,.,,_,.. 

40L-'1uterbach 9 £.J2.• cit., Vol. I,)PP• 33-34, 11. 8-12, 
pp. 140-14.1, 11., 169-171;J~;x:.o_dJt.§.~Babbah 17:3; ~~ 6:1; 
.§.gng,,~!.,.S.o;ng,.s ___ R~b,.b,ah 1 :5 1 #1. All of these use the proof 
text JDzekiel 16: 6~ which uses the dual for 11 blood 11 (]2£L~~ich). 
To the rabbis, the two bloods refer to those o:E' circumcision 
and of the Passover sacrifice. 

41 Lauterbach 9 £.ll• .Qllq Vol. I, p. 218 1 11. 31-35. 

42 ·r .. , d R bbah 27- 12 . !,XO US · a . :J : • 
~1•~~-0 I SI -..W 

45 Ge:n.esis Rabbah 90:6, 95 • 
•. Mllll-i•I 1.-... -~ 

46 •avodah Zarah 10b. The Soncino translater believes him 
to be a no·:n:=Jew'""'(s'ee his note),, 7im./ever 9 due to his name 9 it 
would appear that he is an a:postate,. 

48
~t.~I!).J) .. 2!m.r--~9 BOO 2 : 2 4. • 

49~~.§.;h§., Ra,b9.~ 21 :9 9 48:8; ~}?J..Qdus,,B,ap.J?gp. 19:4. 

50Genesis Rabbah 48:8. Two interesting points here .... -
_Abraham~-wh'o lir"s;t'" "ci'rcumc.:i.zed himself 9 is the one who checkf~ 
for the circumcision in others 9 and innocent babes who died 
prior to the removal of their blemish, their foreskin, provide 
the foresldns for sinn.ers thus vindicating the innocent and 
meting out justice to the wicked. 

51:mxodus Rabbah 19:4. -
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h'".J' 
.:>)Berachoth 28a. 

_,....,. r I l . I 

56cf. Yevamoth 64b and.I:1Hullin 4b-5a. ~"'"'• ...... 
5? ~avodap. Z.?.,,Fi3,f1 26b-27a. Here A:phrahat and the rabbis 

agree, except ~hat for the latter 9 this is a highly exceptional 
situation whereas for the former, :U.t is the rule. See also 
J,e;v,api,oth, 4-8b, 1av..Q._dah .~Ifilll 57a-b, and Lauterbach, 2J2.• ill•, 
Vol. III, pp. ffl-rr~r; 11. 14-1-14-7 for equation of uncircum
cized wi·i;h idolatory with regard to slaves, .. and resident aliens. 

58Genesis Rabbah 46:9. ---
59sifrei Bamidbar 112. 

,11,t:;ls: 1:=o:4 11 • r•iNt --~Sf 

60 1 avo·th 3 • 11 • • --

67-
.)£:l,i:~f'..~ .. ~.L .R;ay:9 P• 4-, col. 3; Levi~Jc;us_Ri3:.2.~P.. 19: 6. 

64·sifra 1 DVJ32; .. J\q]:, p. 4-~ col. 3, 

65,G,eP-_(;f:3~-.s J1,apb~J. 21 :9, 4-8:8; ~.~sodU£L._~ 19:4. 

66N:!J:lytbe.,:t;',S, ,11~_9)2!3,h, 11 : 3; .fuill.,g __ 9L§.Qn,g.§..li§l.PP§-h 1 : 121 113, 3: 7, i¥4. 

671 ... ~;v~pi,o;~g, 71 b. For other filLd:£~ID involving proper cir-
cumcisions see_ P.~~.ero~[rq.;y .. Rapb~l b: 1; ~.ill.O.:CP., 47b; Gen,esi,s. 
li§l?Ec¾h 46: 13; .Lauterbac. , .QJ2• $.!1•, Vol. I, p .. 120~ 11.- 41-4-5. 
Somehow, when Neusner set up his chart comparing Aphrahat with 
the rabbis, he failed to come across these two midrasl}lm for 
they arermot listed, See Neusner,, .£Jl• ill•, p. -rsr.- He employed 
a different methodology wherein he compared not the general 
topic but the manner in which each verse was employed. There
fore 1 it is doubly sur11rising that he would not have included 
these two as they are as close to a :i:1efutation ot Aphrahat as 
one,:can find, as they show that Joshua 5 :2 is not what it seems 
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to be at all. 
Joshua 5: 3 is also ur:Jed as a proof text in the proposi

tion that circumcision is as sweet as incense to God; see 
Numbers Rabba'h 14:12. ~e.l>,ffl,~.,.._.,,.,~~••-•,.,.._, ,.,,1....,_ 

68
~~.f..Q..J}.9filY.-t@J?l>...§!Jl 1 : 21 D 

69sotah 12b: Exodus Rabbah 1: 24-. 
~~ .,,.~ ... -~ .... """"''.-i 11111, ~""' I 

73Genesis Rabbah 63:13. 
~ .. ,:za,,,,,,<,~ .. .,,,,,~--..~ 

75:se:r.achoth 4-7b; 'avodah Zarah 59a; Yevamoth 46a, 47a-b; 
Sifrei '.i3amidbar""108. ·-·- .. ·---- -~·~-·-
....... _~,,.,,.,.,,.....,.«-l='~~ ......... 44.;.,;.;;.;z,1 $$ AA4 

76R. J~liezer permitted circumcision without immersion, 
while R.. Joshua permitted immersion without circumcision; 
see Ys,Y.§!:moth 4-6a. The Sage1::i~ however? were not swayed by 
ei.ther one f'"s:,,argument. . 

78 . Tosefta' Nedarim 2:5. ~-•"""'""-~ ... __.,_ 

Chapter IV 

1 
See note 17~1 in the JY.XJ2.Q.§_tilo:t:L.9.LQJ..:..r.S':ltliJ.9.A.§..:b.9P..:• 

2~~he shield's purpose is 11 to absorb" enemy arrows or to 
deflect them. This then is the meaning of tl.9.abblath "absorbs. 11 



3As opposed to fasts. Later this differences will 
be felt as more significant. 
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4·:sthula' - a very difficult word to translate in this 
context"of food and water. In m.ostoof the cases where this 
word or its derivatives appear~ it does 9 indeed 9 mean "virgin." 

'; Ho·wever, here I feel that its meaning is different like 11ascetic 11 

or 11unaduJ.terated. 11 

5I4.:t.., "in holiness. 11 D.Io.1~mnes Parisotl Pat:i;-,o;log_:!a .. £~::f'J.?-8~ 
Vol. I 1 p. LXV, connects the word Caddishe' wTin a levei o:f 
religious orders in his preface whic practicesumoderation. 

6Parisot, op.ccit. 9 'which is also a i~~st. 11 

7vow of silence. 

8-1, ~1 JJ 1 t II b t f Y Y .!,xac\, y para ... e o .· e · rew concep · o _ ezer or ezer 
Hara'. Could one have 'b).brrowed. :f.:i::•om the other',- ~ -

9This is a diff:i.cult sentence to translate because of the 
pre:posi tion Lam and the suffix £h for which there seems to be 
an antecedentwhich 9 becauseoof the I@:m, cannot be .9.~n;,y_a;n.2-' 
which is a masculine, singular noun meanj_ng possessions. This 
leads Pariso~ to tr-:i,nslate I~m.B;L!;,Qn.~ as 11 ab earum s~rvit1;-te 11 

or 11From theJ.r service. 11 Ho\'lever, in the examples g1.ven 1n 
l?a;vJ;l,e-Smith? ! .. J2~11.q,:i,~Q...~_,§,~r!.,?,C J);,i.,q;.!?J.:.C?R-.fi,r;y:, p. 393a, the 
preposition used wi th·l;the ver·G .f?::f{-q in the intensive is 
always llifil1 when the meaning is 11 of 11 or 11 from. 11 Therefore, I 
must conclude that the Lam indicates 11 for 11 and the service 
is for Him, i.e.~ God. -

10noot J;-3.H-W-,!, means to be equal. In the l:.,a'el? j_t 
means 11 to lay even II hence "to lie down. 11 .~~SJ-rjyJ;,TffaT, then 1 

J.ike TaHWiTHa' 1 ~terives from the Pa' el verb and t!ius means 
11bed, c'.irpel'~" mattress. II • _,..,,_ 

11 ..!..'11.lzana' is not translated by I?arisot. 

12 i.e.? taken the vow of the nazir. 
I f ltl',,,....~l<il 

13 03..ths in another version:::which Wright says is a later 
addition. 

14. i 1.e. 1 commun on. 

15. . i.e.? communion. 

-
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1 6
William Wright, ~11.?.JJQrgjJJ.~s. of.. ,,4]h!.,.9:¾..t~, ~n,..Rfil:,

§i..qn_J3ag~,9 and Parisot .2J2.• ill•, - anotb.er verfJion gives 
11 deceptress? 11 11 seductress. 11 

17i.e., designate him ruler. 

19i.e., his death. 

21 Jehu' t'J. 

22 As opposed to being in their favor. One would think 
that a fast would at least lighten the sentence, but A.phrahat 
wants to show here that not only was this not the case, but 
that/fasting made ma1titers worse for them because of its 
nature. 

23 - -,Tp,g_q' is too much like 11 toga 11 for rne to ignore. '.P.he 
Hebrew parallel has the word .!_~~:i;'.§~tl~ which meanr3 11 cloak. 11 

'.P.hus, even though the Syriac, Aramaic, .Ara·bic 1, and Hebrew 
dict5.onaries give the meaning as 11 crm/\ln, 11 I am not convinced. 
that in thi::; context the meaning is so clear. 

24or ~vil of their deeds: 

25 Lit. 1 "their hands. 11 

26Lit., 11 those who give stones. 11 

11who is he. 11 

28IVJarcion was :11a noted and permanently influent:i.al 
heretic of the seoond century. 11 Wace and I?iercy ~ .Ji.. D1:;_c.tJ.-.<2J..3~.JL 
.21.,J~h~! s th1ll.1?.i O r~_fil'J.~e:r:_~~9 p. 6 9 3 C. :P er:pl exed 
by eviI 1 he was ed to accept the solution prevalent in the 
:E~ast then that evil is mixed up with matter. He interpreted 
the texts 11A good tree cannot bring forth,:evil fruit" and 
11 No man putteth a piece of new cloth into an old garment" to 
mean that works in which evil is to be found:;could not proceed 
from the good God. Therefore Christian dispensation could 
have nothing in common with the J·e·wish/ This matter 9 then~ 
could not be the creation of the Supreme God. This led. him 
to assert that there were two gods, one goodand one just, 
·which corresponded to the gods as seemingly described in the 
so-called 11 New '.l}estament II and 11 01d Testament II respectively. 
Visible creation 11 then, is the work of the just god ·while 
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the good god was neither concerned with nor known by 
humanity until, taking pity on their miserable plight caused 
by disobedience to the Creator, he interfered for their 
redemption. He did not~··regard matter as a creation of 
either the good god or the just god. The messiahs of the 
Jews' prophetr:3 were not the Christ :for all humanity who 
had no earthly body and whose salvation affected the sou1 
only since matter wat1 evii and thus Marcion did not believe 
in resurrection. A myth associated with him is more Gnostic. 
It posits three heavens (1) of the good god, (2) of the god 
o:f the Law p and ( 3) of the angels and below these 1 Hyle. 
Hyle and the god of the Law made this world. and man. However, 
they became jealous of each other and began competing for 
man's attent:i.on. Their battling introduced idolatry (Hyle) 
and death (god of the Law) until the good, _god sent his son 
down. Marcion only acceptedtthat part of the 11New Testament" 
which was not drawn from the "Old '.Cestament II and tried to 
show that the la.tter contradicted not only the former but 
its elf. Marcioni.sm was absorbed by the dualistic Manicheism. 
Wace ax.id Ptercy ~ .21?.• .£.ii•, pp. 693-698. '.l:hus here AphraJ1at 
j_s attacking Marcion' s concept of the creator god being one 
of evil. 

29Though difficult to distinguish Valentinus' original 
doctrine from the later developments of his disciples 11 two 
Gnostic doctrinei:, do appear. One is of the celestial origin 
of spiritual man. (pneumat:Lcs) 1 and two is of the demi urge 
(author of death associated with 11 01d Testament"). The 
Primal Being, or BythNJ? after ages of;:;silence and contempla
tiOJ:Li gave rise to other beings through a process of emana
tion.. '.!:he fj_:i:•s-1:; group was known as aeons and were fifteen 
pairs in number. Through the weakness an.d sin of' Sophia? 
one of the lowest aeons, the lower world with its subjuga
tion to matter was brough into existence. Man was composed 
of hylic as well as psychic elements~ Without the hold of 
Bythos, the Good Jt'ather:, even the spi:i.:-i tual man could not 
1)e cleaned of evil. This cleansing was ;possible only after 
the revelation of the Son. 

His Ohrif;tology is somewhat confUf3ing 1mt is docetic. 
Whether Jesus earned for himself deity through steadfastness 
and abstinence (hence 9 the connection with an exposition of 
abstinence) OJ.: whether the Christ used the body of JesuB the 
man, the result is still that the dE:dty element vras not 
corrupted by matter. One will recognize some neo-Platonic 
elements in his thought~ }?or example:,. :Bythos appears to be 
the Unmoved MoveI\, while the aeons are the movers of the 
1ovrnr spheres. Aphrahat ia attacking here his concept of 
the aeons which he (Aphrahat) takes to be creator gods and 
the absolute transcendance of Bythos. (Wace· and.Piercyi .912.• 
9.ii•1 pp. 998-1004). 

" 
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30J\1aner, led not so much a sect as a vast:, indefinite 
t,piritual and intellectual movern.ent vihich contained elements 
from Buddhism and Zoroastrianism. From the latter came a 
dualism which defined (1) deity as the original good from 
whom nothing but good can proceed and (2) original evil 
in opposition (Ahura-Mazda and Angro-Mainyus). To guard 
his bou.ndaries, the good god produced the aeon mother of 
life by whom spiritual man was produced together with five 
elements (wind 9 light, water, fire, and matter) to carry 
on the struggle of the powers of darkness which were copied 
by the prince of darkness. He interpreted 11 the J?all 11 as 
the powers of darkness forbidding the tree of knowledge. 
Christ, the Spirit of the Su:n. 1 took the shape of the serpent 
in order to foil their plan. Hence Aphrahat attacks Manes' 
idea of the snake being !121 the adversary but the savioro 
Manes rejected the tTewish Bible as a workof evil principle. 
H.is conception of Christc_·,was also docetic~ (Wace and,: 
J?iercy 1 £ill• £11., pp. 682-686). 

31. . 1..e. 9 the1.r individual fasts. 

32or "name" 

':Z 7. 

:>.?Cf. Ex 17:14-, Deut 25:19, ~~ Rabbah VII, 13. 
In :u3}3ther Rabbah, Haman gives as part of his reasoning for 
seef:ng '1;ne -jews destroyed their treatment of "Amalelc my 
original ancestor, 11 their attack upon Si]:10n and 'Og 1 and 
Saul and Samuel 1s treatment of "my ancestor Agog," sparing 
him at first and1later dismembering him. 

34·or "as queen" thus referring to :B;sther. 

35--i.e.? Haman,, 

36cche Syriac for the Hebrew Torah is taken from Greek 
nomos which is law. Christians understood the Jewish Bible 
an'ci'especially the Pentateuch as a collection of legislation; 
whereas Jews understood it as teaching, instruction in the 
way. 

37 Cf'. the same root, .!..:£i.:E.,, in Arabic means 11 to command,, 11 

and the verse in Hebrew has Moses speaking in the imperative 
to Joshua. 

38This is how Aphrahat understands the passage in 
£':xodus 17 when it says Moses raised his arms. 

39until the time of Saul. 
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40Payne-Smi th, .Q.12.• £ii., p. 4-94b. 

41 Though Parisot has the word pointed as a singular 
noun 1 the verbs call for a plural rendering. 

42 i.e., Amalek. 

43:Parisot 1 .Q.12.• ill_. - 11 concubinae 11 

4·4Li t. , "three weeks of days. 11 

45A.phrahat knows that the Jews were in Babylonia for 
seventy years until Cyrus allowed them to ."return and rebuild 
Jerusalem. Thus he attributes Daniel with this knowledge and 
makes his fast one which was to prevent any delay in their 
exodus. ,bf'. 1 Daniel 10. 

46or "a hearing." 

47Gabriel, who was in charge of prayers. 

4-BD . l anie. 

49Nottthrough the f'ast alone. 

50zachariah. 

51Lit.,, 11 this is he." 

52Li t., "enemies. 11 

c:· '7. 

? ~Lit., "thousand thousand. 11 

the:cruler. 

the Persians. 

561,·t 1 •1 
11 the a:nnointed one. 11 

57.After the resurrection. Parisot 1 .9..12.• Qi1., p. 338b. 

-
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Chapter V 

1Paragraph 9. 

2Jfor a complete and well-written survey of the sources 
on the concept of fasting consult G. F. Moore's ,J;udf3,J:§Jn 9 

Vol. II, pp. 55-69 and pp. 257-266,. It .is ~.the intention 
of thms paper to deal only with those aspects of fasting 
which Aphrahat, himself, has outlined. 

3Yoma 69b, Sanhedrin 64-a. Unless otherwise noted 1 all 
of the·:passctges cfted.-from the ~Ji_ .Tq,lm;q,d will be as trans
lated in Rabb:L Dr.. Isidore :Epstein 1 editor J, ~~-~~ 
~~. 

4·A re' em is a wild ox of enormous height according to 
the Soncln~-Midrash. 

~~•:,,:c,.,.:t;l'~I ,m,ilil<lq;::,l.-*•~-11.......,...._ 

5g_~.n.,E2.§..t~~~ 31:13. Unless otherwise noted, all of 
the passages cited from the )3.,abb_g~h. will be as translated 
in Rabbi Dr. H. Freedman and Maurice Simon (editors),~ 
Rabbah. ~-, ............ 

6Genesis Rabbah 44:12, the others being prayer, righteous
ness, 'ancf""re'peii'tance q 

7Genesis Rabbah 4-4:12; Shabbath 11a; said in the name 
of R .. Hama~"'57°"Gotia"""in Rab 1sname~·fii the latter version and 
with R: ijama b. Guria in Rab's name in the foI·mer. R. fJisda 
and R. Jose1)h add the s.tipulation that the fast begin imme
diately even on the Sabbath. Also in ,JP..9£.le~§..:~.§.§...lLqj?J?.~ 
9:10, #1 1 is a reference to R. Assi who fasted thirty days 
to behold R. Hiyya Rabbah in a dream but failed to do so • 

• 

9Genesis Rabbah 33:3; Leviticus Rabbah 34-:14; Ta 1anith, 
1: 4--6, -2:·1:·1bci':'s'ee also Gen.-esTs~Rabbab.49: 11 or i,~~Fiiif[ 15a 
for a discussion of the ri tuaf~for-sucna fast. 

1 OT.!V1ani th 3: Ll. Unless otherwise noted.? all of the 
passage~cTtedfrom the !:'g..§jlna,h will be as translated in 
Phillip Blackman~, N,if-'>,.9-21-&s>J[: 



111,a'anith, 3:6; R. Jose said that the wolves were 
seen not that they had deV1oured any children., 
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14·Tosefta' Ta' ani th 2: 12 • examples given were ( 1 ) when 
a city isattackea.··-by "either p~ople or a r:L ver, ( 2) when a 
boat is being torn by the sea 9 or (3) whern\a person was being 
pursued by non-Jews, highwaymen, or an evil spirit. 

15 -
The latter in R. Judah b •. R .. 'Simeon's name; Ec9_k~,1§):s,:t,eE!, 

Rabbah 10:10, #1-11 • 
• ;a; • .,,.!l • ...,,.,, 

16 •avodah Zarah 34a·, Ta 1anith 11b. __,,,.,.,.., ••'9'fflllf •-•--Ji-• ........,. .,..,._ n 1 

17of a 1,gg, a liquid measure; ~S~~g9th 14a. 

18cf. Ta 1anith 14b where R. Simeon b., Gamaliel says that 
rain fasts are observed only during the rainy season. 

19Ta'anith 10b. See also Tosefta• Ta'anith 3:3-4 and 
JiJswe;l'..' Rab"iJali" '10: 6.. --- ' ...... M 

20li,E?,,(1ar,i!J1 1 Oa; 11.@.zir 19a. In NumR,.e;r.s Ra})J?.§J.?. 1 O: 15 R. 
Eliezer makes the inference of .9al Yh,~, oth.er':'ise it para
llels the other two texts. There is'some confusion among 
the authorities as to exactly why a vow of~~ is a sin, 
however. This can be seen in the above passages as well as 
in Nazir 2b-3a and 19a wherein the former accounts nazirite 
as sinful only if he has contracted some ritual impurity during 
the period of abstention while the latter accounts any nazirite 
as sinful--both by authority of R. Eleazar haQappar! Other 
references to this question include NEm~U§.f>bah 10: 7, 
!?-'Mitp., 11a~ in the name of Samuel 1 and those cited in Moore, 
.Ql2.• 2il•1 Vol. II, p. 265. 

21 Gi ttin 70a • 
....... ;'.'T .. _.... 

22Lamenta:tions Rabbah 1: 14-, //:43. 
~-.,,_,, a ~ I l ~ 

23 Ta 1anith 11b. --
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25 shabbath 33a. It is interesting that Abaye would 
"practic"e '.fiu:nger" after condemning such an act. as sinful 
elsewhere. Others who apparently had a reputation for fast
ing were Mar Son of Rabina, pesahim 68b, R. Joseph, and 
R. Zera, Baba' :!'1.Qzia 85a • 

... 

2i~Lamenta ti ons Rab bah t!; 5 , If 1 3. 

27 cit., Vol. II, 266. Moore, £.E· p. -
28Moore 1 £12• cit., - Vol. II, pp. 263-264. 

29~ 80b; Yevamoth 4-6a. 

7-0 
~ Kerithoth 7a· Shevu 1 oth 13a; Sifra' ;Qytl ~' p. 101. 

col. 4-andp. 102, coi."T ......... .. 

31 cf. Leviticus 16:31; 23:27? 29, 32; Numbers 29:7; 
Isaiah 58:3-7 asccited by Moore, .Qll.• ill•, Vol. II, p. 55. In 
addition see Sif,ra.'. ~ Rav..t.. p. 82, col. 4, and p. 83, col. 1, 
where affliction is defined as hunger. 

32 Moore, P~: .£tt.:, Vol. II, pp. 58-59; cf. Leviticus 23:29. 

33Yoma 8:1. In the corresponding gem?r~• section, 1™ 
73b ff., th~·se are discussed in more detail as to how they consti
tute affliction. 

34Ta,1 ap._;i.. t~ 30a-b as cited by Moore .Q.E.• ill• , Vol. II, 
pp. 66-67. Other references to the Ninth of Av fast include 
Megill~ 5a-b;,,Pesahim 54-b; ~~~.§l.ni1i_h, 13a; Tos~f;!ia' ~a•an~th 
2:7. Other references to theYYom Ki·ppu.r fast include Yoma 74a; 
Sifra' ~. ~' p. 82, col. 4, p. 83, col. 1, which discuss 
the meaning of affliction in terms of moving from a shady spot 
to a sunnier one or vice versa for the sake of greater affliction. 
In all three such a measure was deemed unnecessary. See also 
Rosh Hashanah 91 and Eerachoth 8b which discuss the beginning 
~ending times of the fast.-· The latter reference also 
praises the one who eats heartily the day before Yom Kip:pur 
and accounts it to him as if hehhad fasted. 

35 Ta 1anith 17b. 

36cf. !':'.Lo,'e9- QatE!-!t. 23b; Test_?H11~n!.§ of Reuben 1 :10, .Q! Simeon 
3:4, !2.f :[~ 15 :4 as cited by Mooir:~ 1, ®• £ii•, Vol. II, pp. 257-
258. 
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37 •eruvin 18b. For an overview of Aphrahat's Church's 
view of chastity, see F .. c. Burkitt~ !~~;y_ E~gj;_er:q __ phristianitJ!::, 
the St. Mar ·aret's Lectures 190 on the S riac-s e'ajfiP.,,&,Church, 
pp. 128-130, 339 13 -138, 14-0, 142-143, 
!.!9-,<:.!3,SJ.a, 'The Bl~§.§.g_g, Cit;y: 1 , p. 136. 

38Ta 1anith 1:4-6, 2:1, 16a inu,addition to references above 
concerned with the Day of Atonementaand the fast of the Ninth 
of Av, see note 34. 

4o§ifr§~. De~~epono]Il;y: 31~ 

41 1amentations Rabbah 3:40-41, #9 .. 

42~ 75b. 

43Ta 1anith 16a. 

4·4-Lamentations Rab bah 3: 40-41, ff:1. 

45Q~n.esis R_apbah 33:3; ~iticus Rabbah 34:14-. 

4·6Ta 'ani th 25b. 

47Kerithoth 6b. 
1111 .. ., .. ---

48Berachoth 32b. 

49Berachoth 17a. -
50Berachoth 6b. 

51 sanhedrin 35a. 

52JVIeg1=,l_l,2,h 27a. 

53Ta 1anith Sb. 

54Kethuboth 104-a. WWW _, 

55Tosefta 1 Sotah 6:10-11. 
•-r •~• * I t - i ' r a 
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57Lamentations Rabbah 1:16~ #51. 

58,T,a'anj.th 2:9, 2:10 1 11b~ 15b,?29a; Tosefta• Ta'anith 
2:5-6, 4:E>; Teruvin 4-0b-41a; Berachoth 31b; Rosh Hashanah 18b? 
19a; Shabbath 13b, 21b. 

59F. c. Burkitt,, .2:12.• £.ti., p. 125, claims that baptism 
and hence true membership in the Church is "a privilege reserved 
for celibates." 
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