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* INTRODUC'riON * 
The scope of this paper as desoiibed in the title necessarily excludes 

the lengthy discussion of the da:be, life and purpose of the author, but inasmuch 

!:l.S a general idea of the time and purpose of the work :l.s essential to the study 

of the religious contents of the book called "Ecclesiasticus", a cursory study 

of the date and purpose of the work is here given. 

The Date. 

'fhere are two clues :i.n the book itself that would indicate the date. 

L 
Firstly, :i.n ·!:;he prologue and secondly in Chap. I.l the name Simon the son of _______ .. _.___,...._..,...-~-.. 

Onias the high priest furnishes the terminus a quo of the book • .. · 

The problem of the approximate date then resolves . . 
itself into de·term:l.n:i.ng 

th~te of EuOrgeteo the king and the identification of Simon the son of Onias. 

2 
There were two Ftolemys who bore the surname Energetes • Since one reigned but 

twenty-five years and, the prologue mentions the thirty-eighth year of Energe·l:;es 

the reference could be only to the second E:nargetes whose full name was Plotemaeus 

3 
VII Physcon ~!nergetes II, and whose reign is reckoned from ·the year 170 B.C;E. 

The thirty eighth year to which the grandson of Ben Sirah refers would be 132 

B.C.E. .This would make the date of Ben Sirah about:; the year 190 B.C.E. 

There were five high priests who bore the name of Simon ·bhe son of 

Onias, two of whom Simon I (B.C,E. 3Ql0-290) and Simon II (B.C.E. 219-199) could 

possibly have been the objec·l:; of Sirah 1 s fi>anegyrte. 4 '!'he latter is best known 

in history and is the one whom the Pirke Aboth (1.2) designates as the ,......,..--__..,: 

~~uggests tha.t the reason for this appelation being that Simon II was the 

. -II ----------· 1. having cone into Egypt in the Eighth and thirtieth year Energetes the King
11 

2. Sohut•er: 11 Gesohich'l:;e des Judischen Volkes in Zeitalter Jesu Christi-2nd 
version Vol III p. 26) 

3. Cheyne, ~ Job and Solomon p. 180. 

4. Smead - Weisheit des Jesus Sirah p. XVII. note 2) 



last Zadok to observe the law. Because of Ben Sirah 1 s insistanoe upon law and 

mis reverence for the upholders of the law, and since Simon II is by far the most 

nenovvned of the Simons, Ben Sirah unquestionably refers to Simon II. The death of 

Simon II is mid to be 199 B.C.E. (Cheyne- Job and Solomon p. 180). The passage 

in Chap·t.er 6!> seems to have been written after ·bhe death of Simon II for i"b states 

11 I·t. is Simon the son of Onias the great priest who in his life prepared the house· 

and in his days stren~thened the Temple (1.1) seeming referring to the life work 

of Simon the II. The reference then being that the date of /.-f~ 190 B.C.E. 

deduoed fr0m ·bhe reference to Energe·bes is borne ou·b by examination of ·bhe second 
~·..-

reference. The view that Ben Sirah lived and wrote somewhere between 200-170 

1 
B.C.E. held by most scholars. 1'he En.ergetes referred to could not have been 

Ptolemy ~n~etes II for M. Har·l:; sugges·ts that no sane Jew would have come to 

Egypt during his reign beoause of the known hostility to the Jew of this ruler. 
2 

~oiars however are not inclined to aooept this date. 

'fhe Purpose and Character of the Book. 

The grandson of Ben Sirah in ·!:;he prologue of the book states defini"t;ely 

the purpose and scope of the book: 

11My grandfather Jesus, having muoh given himself to the study of the 

law and the prophets, and the other books of our fathers, and having gained great 

familiarity therein, was drawn on also himself to write sorneth1.ng pertaining to. 

instruction and wisdom in order that those who love learning and are addicted 

to these things, migh·t. make progress much more by living according to the law. 
3 

'l'he task of Ben Sil·ah, if we are to believe his grandson, was :kl!lt clear. 

It wa.s that of eduoation. Mr. G. Margoliouth4 states that 11 it seems to be clear 

-----·---------------·-----------·-----·-
M.J. Hart (Ecclesiasticus PP• 249 quoted by Oes·berly) champions a much 

earlier date. 310, B.C.E 

ibid P• 249 

Prologue to Ecclesiasticus 

1. J .A. p. 12 (quoted by Oesterly) 



6 ·that Ben Sirah was in the latter par·b of his life, the head and probe.bly 

founder :':lnd sole teacher of an academy for the moral ins·truction of the youth of 
II 

Jerusalem. The fact is implied in 11:23 when the author says draw near unto me 

II 
ye unlearned and lodge in the house of instruction. The Hebrew text found at 

Ca~ro makes this point clearer still for it has 11 and lodge in~ house of 

j_nstruction11
• But even apart from the more pointed Hebrew phrase the invitation 

"Draw near to ~!~ of the firs'l; line i.s "sufficien:t to show that Ben Sirah 

himself was the teacher ·to whom the youths of J eruso.lem were asked. to come for 

instruction. 
11 

The ~,ugges·bion of Margoliouth seems plausible. Ben Sirah was 

a ·beache:r-. In. addition he was a scribe. Many are the passages that emulate 

the scribes and the pries·t>s, but in XXXVIII, 24 - XXXIX 1 3 the :ref<~rences seem 

to refer directly to himself. In the forme::c 11 leisu:re increaseth wisd.om to 

· ·bhe_ sorj.ben fl.nd the latter 11He w"i 11 seek out the hidden me(i.ning of the prov·erbs, 

and. be convejnt in the dark sayings of the parables" furthermore in the prologue 

the desoripti.on of Ben Sirah as given by his grandson is typical of that of 

the scribe. It may be safely stated that Bon Sirah was scribe and teacher. 

There is some indication in the text that Ben Sira.h 1 s interest was no·t 

in the common youth of' Jerusalem, but rather in a speoi.fio group, i.e. , those 

studying to become scribes. In XXXIX-2 .. 12 after explaining :l.n the previous chap-

ter the desirability or undesirability of the various occupa.·Hons he approaches 

the profession of ·bhe scribe. Being a scribe and imbued w:i.th hi.s prof'ossion, he 

gives unstinted praise to those who work in the name of the Lord. He paints the 

reward of the scribe in vivid colors: 

~ --.. 

"Many shall oonunend his undersi;anding 

And his. nrune shall live from generation to generation. 11 



7 
11
Ne.tions shall declare his wisdom 

And the oongrege:bion shall tell out his praise. 

If he continue, he shall leave a greater name than a thousand; 

And if' he 'diet he addeth thereto. 
(XXXIX 9-11) 

And .as H' he were exalting the scribes in order to inspire the students 

in their work, he continues: 

Yet more wi 11 I utter, which I have thought upon; 

And I am filled as the moon at the full., 

Hearken unto me, ye holy children, 

And budl forth as a rose growing by a brook of water: 

(XXXIX -12-13) 

Ben Sirah appeals to J:ds holy children. The appelat:i.ve 11holy11 takes on 

greHt sign~oanoe if we assume the children before him were those who intended 

to engage ijscrlbal duties. His hope that they, as a result of his glorious 

picture of the scribe, will become inspired and 11bud forth as a rose" becomes 

clear~ 

In XLII 2-14, there are definite ins·!;ructions to the scribe. 

Of these things be not asham.ed, 

And aooept no man's person to sin ·!;hereby; 

Of the law of the Most High, and his covenant; 

And of Judgment to do justice to the ungodly; 

Of reckoning with a partner and with travelers, etc. 

' (XLII -1-3) 

Charles1 
states that the injunction is obviously addressed to the scribes 

-----·;- ··- -·• •u_....._ _____ o-----------·-----•-• ----
1. Charles: Apocrypha and Pseudmpigrapha p. 469. 
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who are :responsible for the admi.nistration of the law and ,jus·tice. What is more 

.J,.ikely is that Ben Sirah again addresses himself to hj.s holy children that mean 

to practice the work of the scribes. He gives ·I;; hem here the ethics of the pro-

fession. It is not likely that Ben Sirah would f!.ddress his fellow scribes by 

the appelative 11My Children", as he does in XLI, 14 at the beginning of the 

·aeoti.on on. 11 sha.me 11 and things to be "ashamed of • 11 It is quHe true that the 

terms 11my son" and "my chi.ldren" are terms used. in wisdom literatm·e il1 a gen

eral sense, yet the reference here seems to be definite. At leas ·I;; the conjec-

ture may safely be hazarcl.ecl that Ben Sirah. was a teacher of either the ch:i.ldren 
~ those that 

of scribes or else that~r"touiiaer:ta.ke the works of scribes. 'l'he book of 

Ecolesiast?.cus may well be an elaboration of his text book. 

Oes·cerly (Cambridge Bible XXIV) suggests: 11his work has the 1 primary 

object of settj.ng in clear light the superior exceJ.J.ence of Judaism over Hellenism. 

In a sense, therefore, Ecclesiasticus may be regarded as an apologetic work 

inasmuch as j:bs aimsa·t combatting the rising influence of Greek thought and 

II 
culture among the Jews. Such a conclusion seems to be wholly unwar:rt::'l.nted by 

----.......... -~~ • ..,..-~ .... '*"""...,..,..._,,,.,.,_,..,.........,...._~, .... ~_.,..,..~!r"'"=-.J..~<i.·~">>O...._ __ ,._P'""'3tt 

the text • J faot , there ore very r ew intimations of lle llen i"" or Greek in.fl uaoo e 

in Ben Sirah.. The idea o.f wisdom as emanating from God (I9) and the idea o.f 

identifying wisdom with the Shechinah (xxrv1- 12 ). Here wisdom is represented as 

accompanying God during oreatlon,. the descripti.on of wi·sdom being almost a 

perfect picture of the Shechinah. 'fhe fact that wisdom is represented as coming 

forth from the mouth of the Most High ak:i.n perhaps to the concept:i.on of the 

Logos ~1 may be Greek influences, yet these aro the rare except:i.ons. 

Chep:ne
2 

finds no Greek :i.nfluenoe otrher than the attitude toward medical science. 3 

~nt~sting to note that the passage XXIV, 
proveflbs VIII, 22; and in the proverbs we do not 
with. the exception of wit'l.clom as the compan1tJbn of 

2. Cheyne - Job and Solomon, p. 190. 

. -~---·-· ~·--
1-12 j.s propably based upon 
find the above ideas, 
God i.n oreat:i.on expressed. 

XXXVIII, 1. Honor a physician according to thy need of him with the honor 
due unto him. Compare w~-~____e.J.~~-~ R \X 0 1 '1 .l-fU ~~ tJ 

{'li/111) and 2 Chr. XVI, 12 (Cited by Cheyne) 



g. 
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• 

and Ben Sil·ah 1 s taste for the Greek style of banquet •1 But othet• ·bhan these he 

s·bates: uBy Greek philosophy Sirah, as far_ as we can see, was wholly uninfluenced "
2 

. e.n 
If, as we infer, that the Wisdom of Ben Sirah was merely tbac enlarged 

moral and religious hand book, one would not expect to find definite theological 

or philosophical oonceptj.ons. Quite so in our erase. As Dr. Buttonweiser points 

out with regard: to the Hebrew phrases of Ben Sirah, 11Which abound in phrases 

3 and sentences taken piecemeal from other writers and strtmg together." So we 

~ay say with regard to the thought. l''or the most part Ben Sirah elaborates on 

the proverbs. In fact one writer suggests that his originality is in the fact 

4 
that the work is an evolution of the essay out of the proverb. Many 

aphorisms are taken bodily frc.mthe proverbs and psalms~ In the variatj.ons at 

' times there seems to be some or:i.ginality as indicated by. Cheyne in Job and 

Solomon pa§~ 184 • .. 

a. Bettor a man that tills for himself' 

Then he that glorifies himself and has no bread. 
(Proverbs XII, 9.) 

b~ttfjr he that lobours and abounds in all things 

Than he that glodfies himself and hath no bread. 

(Sir. X 27 ). 

More often though the cleverness is not so apparent. In the main the 

aphorisms of Ben Sirah are quotat1.ons or elaborations from quotations. As 

the grandson of Ben Sirah states in the Prologue, Ben Sil·ah had faithfully studied 

the law and the Prophets. His work was to draw proverbs and aphorisms from the 

souroes. As a consequence we find no definite or original points of view as 

4. ·we also discover many oontre.dHrfrJ.ons 

~he schools and tendencies found in Jewir;h 

in ideas but these may be traced 

literature itself, for instance 

in XVII, 17 end XXIV, 12 ~ God is nat i.onal ist io but in XVIII, 13, the me roy of 
'"~,· -c.• ;.. -'··" ~•"v~ .·<~:-·'' ~·~ • "• . -------"'"" ··-~-·- .- -

---------------~-·- ---·--
1. XXXII, 3-5 

2. Ibid p. 190 (Cheyne) 

3• Buttenweiser: 11Are there any Maooo.bean Psalms, 11 J .B.L. 1917 p. 225. 
4:•. Moulton, I ,.T .A. page 14. 
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11 
10 ·God is upon all flesh ancl there we find a universalisti.c conception. This theme 

wnl be .amply i.llustrated in the ma1.n theme of the paper. 'What the writer 

wish.es to pbint out here is that we need expect in the study of Ben Sirah no 

·original or startling theologj.cal or religious il.ot:i.ons. The wisdom of Ben Sirah 

is really a Jewish guide ·to lif'e. The author has saturated himself with J'ewish 

literature and, with the view of instruction. he has correlated the ideas. he 

has gleaned, into a compendium of proverbs. There are religious ideas and theo-

logical conceptions present. 'rhese we mean to examine, But we shall discover 

that in the main the ideas and oonceptj.ons are those of the Old 'l'este.ment. 

••• • 

I 
I ., 
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CHAPTER I 

GOD'S RELATION TO MAN 

GOD CONCEPTION 

The first perplexing problem of Ben Sirah's God conception to be 

examined is that of God's corporeality or spirituality. It is difficult indeed 

to determine whether God 1JIJUS spirit or matter, corporeal or incorporeal.. The 

anthropomorphic passages are many: 

XI.V, 5: '11He made him to hear his voice~ 

And led him into the thick darkness, 

And gave him commandments face to face." 

XVII, 3: ' "And made them according; to his ovm image 11 

More numerous are the passages speaking of the feelings of G·od. 

XLV~ 19: 11 The Lord saw it, and i·b displeased him; 

XII,6. 

~nd in the wrath of his anger (i.e. Congregation of Koraoh) 

They were destroyed." 

11 For the Most High also hateth sinners, 

And will repay vengeance to the ungodly. 11 

(See als·o XV,l3 - XXVII, 24) 

XVI, 18-19 11Behold, the heaven and the heaven of heavens, 

The deep, and the earth, shall be moved, when he shall 

visit •• 

The motmte.ins and the foundations of the earth to-

get her 

Are shaken with trembling when he looketh upon 

.them. 
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It will be notj.ced readily that these anthropomorphic passages prEto

tioa.lly all of them oan be traced to the Old Testament. All except the last 

refer directly to Biblical incidents and while the language is not copied 

laboriously, the conception of God is quite the sa.m.e as is found in the Old 

Testament.· In the last reference God looks 11upon the ea.rth 11
• This is probably 

a. figure of speech. Yet despite these inquetxtionable a.nthromorphisms we find 

indication of a. tendency against ~~...2:?d• 

XVII,l3. "Their eyes saw the majesty of his glory; 

And their ear heard. the glory of his voice 

XLIII, 31. 11Who hath seen him that may declare him? 

The former verse refers to the account in Bx. XIX. 16-20 while in v·~-
....----~~ 

Exodus were brought forth11 out of the camp to meet G·od 11 (Ex. XIX.l7). In Ben Sira.h 
~~ ~·~-'F(II';o 

"' the people s·aw merely the majesty of his glory and their ear heard the glory of 

his voice. 1'hey nei thor saw God nor his glory nor did they hear his voice. The 
--~W!ii 

latter verse is a. ddLfinite protest ·against the idea that any man has ever seen. 

God. 

We find then two contrary conceptions of God. These are representative 

of the t~\deno:i.es in the old testament, i.e., the materialization and spirit

ualization of God. Ben Sirah seems to believe that God j,s spirit and yet he 

quoteS from the Old Testament unconcernedly of God 1 s wrath and his love~ of 
. in 

Moses seeing God f'a.oe to faoe and of making man the image of God. We might 

~;~.rgue that since the grosser anthropomorphism such as the11 might of God" or the 

u outstretched "arm of God aren%~ be found in. Ben Sirah and since these references 

.,ind abundant usage in the Old Testament, it is quite evident that Ben Sirah 

(' . :avoided them. Also the fact that in XLIII, 31 ; Ben Sira.h expresses his antipathy 
( 

to the materialization of God and he seemingly conciously avoids)'/ 
r 

', _.anthropomorphisms in XVII.l3. These faots would indicate that the personal view 

of Ben Sirah was. against the materialization of God and that for him God was 

SPirit • 
. ~ 



Ben Sire.h is exalted and sublimated by the very io.ea of God. Man may 

exalt God ·bo the extent of human capacity, may put forth all his strength, and 

yet fail short in his ·at·bempt to utter adequately the greatness of God. (43,38) 

In a passage that aboundva with the idea and. language of the psalm Ben Sirah 

gloriously expresses his implicit faith in God. 

XXXIV, 15-rt: 
11 Blessed is the soul of him tha·t feareth the Lord: 

To whom doth he give heed? And who is his s·bay? 

'rho eyes of the Lord are upon them that loYe him 

A mighty protection and strong stay. 

A coYer from the hot blast, and. a dover from the 

noonday, 

A guard from stumbling and a succour from falling 

He raisath up the soul, and enlighteneth the eyes: 

He giveth healing, life, and blessing. 11 

Such d~votion could exist only if God were to him the absolute power 

the th~ 
beyond and above the earthly creator and JUdge. 

of GP.d as Creator 
Ample evidence/is found in our book. In Chapter XLII-15- XLIII-33. 

Ben Sirah ut·ters a huron co.f glory to God for his cr<·)ative activity, for his power 
,,_.-.· .. -----

in nature. 

~e sun when he appe~\retl;t, bringing tidings as he 

goeth forth, 

Is a marvellous instrument, the work of the Most 

High: 
(XLI!!, 2) 

1
., 

. 
. By his counsel he hath stilled the deep, 

And planted islands therein. 
(XLIII, 2~5) 

I', 
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And by his word all things consist. 
(XLIII, 26) 

Then the Creator of all things gave me a oorrmmnd-

ment; 

And he that createth me made my tabernacle to res·b -
(xxrv, a) 

For t.he Lord mHde all things ; 

And to the godly gave he wisdom • 
(XLIII, 33) 

Al1 the works of the Lord are exceeding good, 

And every command shall be accomplished in his season. 
(XUIX, 16) 

He himself' made man from the beginning 
(XV, 14) 

Not only is God creator, but he is onmipotentt, the most High. 

For first she was disobedient in the law of the Most 

High. 
(XXIII, 23) 

All these things are the book of the oovenon t of 

th.e.Most High God, 
(XXIV, 23) 

Bestow thy treasure according to the oommandments 

oi' the Most High; 
(XXIX, 11) 

And thus look upon all the' works of the Most High; 
(XXXIII_. 15) 

H!9 is ~ighty One (XLVI, 5) declaring the thi11gs ·that are pas·t and 

the ·things that shall be (XLII, 19) 

All ·things are in the hands o.f God. 
(VI, 14) 

Ben Sirah stresses God 1 s ornnisoi.enoe. 

For Great is the wisdom of the Lord, 

He is migh'l~y 1-n power, and beholdeth all things; 
(XV, 18) 



~., 
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.f. ... 

'He searoheth out the deep, and the heart, 

And he ha·bh understanding of ·their ounning devices: 

For the Most High knoweth all knowledge, 

And he looketh into ·the signs of the world 

(XLII. 18,19) 

The mighty works of his wisdom he hath ordered, 

Who is .from erve:rlas·t:ing to cnrerlas·ting: 

Nothing hath been added unto them, nor diminished 

from them; 

(XLII, 21) 

He beholdeth from .everlasting to everlas1.;ing; 

And there is nothi-ng wonderful be.fo:re M.m. · 

(XXXIX, 20) 

Onmipotent, onmisolent and Creator, God is also one and eternal. One 

he is from everlasting to everlas·ting. (XLII, 21) 

There is. no God bu·t only Thou, 0 Lord. 

' (xxxvi, 5) 
I II 

Man s days' :i.m comparison with God are a.s a drop of' wa·ber from the sea 

and as a gra1n of sand" (XVIII, 9) 

Ben Shah sums up his attitude toward his God by exclaiming 

'We may say many ·thing~, yet shall we not at'l;ain; 
,.-,-"-~"•.-_:•·- .. •-·-r·•·• --...• , __ ' • ,• •,-~····--,·.··-•--->-~.-, ..•• ,_.,.,. ,;,_ ...• ~<-- --.t., ____ ,-_.\ 

And the sum of' our wor.ds is, He j,s a.lle 1 

--~·""" (XLIII I 27) 

, ·This pass~tge has been taken by so~ be an unbiblical oonoep·tion of God--

. perhaps a panthel.stic,ea. Cheyne
1 

points out that this v<lrse has been misap

prehended. He quotes Bereshth Rabba chap. 68: "Why is the Holy Ono called 

Ma.kkom (plaoe)1 Because he is the place of' the world. 

---·-·~-.·--...---.--~...._ .. _~---·-·~--., ............. ....._. ________ ..._.._....__..._._ .. ....._..__ _____ _ 
1. Cheyne - Job & Solomon p. 188 
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Cheyne oontinue.s and states: 1This is all Sirah m0ans 11 The contex-t also clet3.r.ly 
I' 

~ 
indicates the meaning that God is to be discovered in all his works. For Ban 

Sirah God Jchen is not only a transcendent far removed God, high above man, but 
-~ . . -- ·- .. -: . · .. _ ._ -. - . - .... , _____ , - .·. . - ·-- -· -.· .. -.... · ..... -· 

God is also interested in the personal administration of this world. God was 

not separated from the world of man, quite the contrary, 11 In his hand :ts the 

authority of the ea:rth 11 (X, 4). He overthrows rulers and destroys nations. 

(X, 14). In xx:xxn;2
R4 God takes an active part in world administratlon: 

'Some of them he blessed and exalted, 

And some o.f them he hallowed and brought nigh to 

l'l.imself: 

Some bf them he cursed and brought low, 

And overthrew them from ·their place. 

As· ·the olay of ·t:;he potter in his hand, 

All h:i.s ways a:re according to his good pleasure; 

So men are in the hand of him that made them. 
J 

jf· 'Po :render unto them according to his judgment. u 

~ · (XXXIII, 12) 1
_,. 

In' the hand of the Lord is i~he prosperity of a man; 

And upon the person of the scribe shall he lay his 

honour. 
(X, 5) 

God dwells on earth. Jerusalem is designated as the plaoe of his rest. 

(XXXVI, .l~.l· He also dwells in the sanctuary for H was ·there that wisdom 

m.inistered before him. (~~ 10). God is a power in the actual life of man; 

he heareth pray' and the "prayer of humble pieroeth tho olouda (XXXV: lit) • 

And "will listen to the prayer of him that is __ wrought ~XXXV .17). 
:t:-- '- ' ~ ~ - .., 

To Ben Sirah then God was afar off and yet he was nen:r to mankind, 

omniscient and all powerful. He deigns to Hsten to the pleas of man. Fur
r~ 

thermore he is long .. suffering and poure·bh ourmeroy (XVIII, 11) His mercy is 

over all flesh. (XVIII, 13) 
1

• And yet Ben Sirah is no·(; positive in his teaching 

........_____-.....,...._.,.~--- "" ..... ·--""'---~-... ~ ... --------~---·~--................. "'\ --.. ---..-·-
1, See lll'broduotion concerning universality of God. 

i 
li 

I 
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concerning the doctrine of the mercy and long suffering of God, for He is also 
I 

a God of Vengeance-
.. ,--~-:..-;-~;..:>:-.,.~----''.-:---;.~..,.-~,=-::-,··--:::.,_,..~; 

'And the T...ord will not be slack, noi ther will he be 

Longsu:ffering toward ·them, 

Till he have crushed the loins of the 1.mmerclful; 

And he shall repay V?ngeanoe to the heathen; _ 

'J.'ill he have taken away the mult:i.tude of the haughty, 

And broken j_n pieces the soeptres of the unrighteous; 

Till he have rendered ·to every man according to their devices. 

" • • e 

(XXXV, 18 ff') 

And then the following verses are extremely irrita:bing :fun the light of' 
---·-~· --~-- •• ~ .. ' ,. ·'' - ''"' -·->'···.-..... -· "'h,., __ • ___ -.,-..._,_,.._,._. •• ~,~-·..-.,,,,,.,~ •• ·-~'---· 

the above: 
'l'ill he have judged the cause of' his people; 

And he shall make them to rejoice in his mercy. 

As clouds of rain in the time of' drought. 
, , . . (XXXV~ 19-20) 

These passages oal'l. be traced directly to conoept:i.ons in the Old Tea-

tament (Compare Deut. XXVIII, 11: Prov. XXIV, 12: Isaiah XXV, 9: -quoted by 

Oea·terly). Ben Sirah was not interested in presenting an original God concepticn, 

The irrHa:ting i_9..,92.}:l.~.~}f~_enoe in XXX.V 11 18 and XXXVn· 20 may well be explaJned by the __ ,.._.. ... ~~··.,-,=-----.. ---,.~...-. ..-,.- - - -,,~ .... ~ ... ,-,.-<;•,-,.. 

thesis submitted in th~oduction1 • All ideas conoerning God. ·that Ben Sira.h 

gleans from the ' Testament are included in his aphorisms. 

Much more Ben Sirah 1 s ~od. idea will be reflected in the treatment of 

kindred problems under this chapter. Suffice i't here to say that the God of Ben 

Sirah is tho God of the Old Testament. Inconsistent a~ _;t:i.mes, yet suggesting. 

the salien·l:; features of the Jewish God conception, i.e, Unity·, Omnipotence, 

omnisoienoe, God of Justice and God of Mercy. 

~-----..... -_._...,.__ ______ , _____ ,_!¥~------~--------- . . ... . ... -=---

l. Swe page 9 
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WISDOM~~ 

In God's relation to man wisdom which is given a divine origin (I.9) and 

is even akin to thn Sheehine.h (XXIV, 1-12) plays an impor·tant part. Wisdom is 

given a divine origin and ~eligious b~si~. Before the woffi was crea:t;ed, 

wisdom existed (I.4). Wisdom is a defini't:;e creation of God for the Lord sit·t:i.ng 

upon his ·l:;hrone: 

He created her, 

And saw her; and numbered her, 

And poured her out upon all h:i.s works. 
(I.9) 

Wisdom to Ben Sirah was of an extremely practical nature~ It was a treas-

ure but one ·!:;hat was not to be stored up rather as Ben Sirah suocintly and pithily 

stat1,9s 
Better is a man that hideth his folly 

Than -a man that hideth his wisclom. 
(XX~ 31). 

Wisdom was no·t only the peculiar possession of a certain class. In case 

Of" a poor man it 4iS the greates·l:; pride and COnsolation. 

The wisdom of the poor man shall lift up his head, 

And make him to sit in ·the mids·b of ~rea.t men. 
(XI, 1) 

;the ':I~wi sh -
Here iit reflect!Si aristocracy of ~ntelJ19ot. The possessor of wisclom is equal to 

;o>. •- •-. • • "'" .r ~ - • "• • 

·the princes. What a glorious comfort to the heart of the poor. While physical 
denied him 

power and weal-th may be d~Wl::t~d i:I:er'..e :am:ri there exists yet, a greater blessing, a 

more preo:tous pos ion, that of wisdom, the holding of' whioh places the poor. 

man in the ~~~ Wisdom was a princely possession and the possess-

ion thereof was no'\:; easy. 

Bring thy feet li.tnto her fetters, 

And ·l:;hy neck into her chain. 

Put thy shoulder under her and bear her, 

• And be not grieved with her bonds. 
(VI, 24-25) 



: ·. 
~ .. 

._::i. 

Since Wisdom is so diff':i.ouJ.t of attainmen·t, leis·ure ones are fortunate 

for .they have a greater opportunity of becoming wise. And 

He that hath little business shall become wise. 
-------------·-'-

How shall he become wise that holdei;h the plough, 

That glorifieth in the shaft of the goadt 

And dr:t·veth oxen , and is occupied in their labours, 

And whose.disoou.rse is of the stook of bulls? 
(XXXVIII, 24-5) 

( 9..9!UP!l!:~with Rabbinic conception 
Bus:i.ness and ·trade are handicaps to wisdom. /~es·terly, guo·l;ing Firke Aboth 

1 • « v m 
II, 2 states: Ra. Gamaliel said 'J:Jxoellent is the study of ·the ... orah with 

worldly business for the practice of them both pU'bs iniqui'by out of remembrance 

and Torah wH:;hout work must.; fail at length'"·) Wisdom is not the peculiar pos-

session o~--:~nY: .. 9J~~E3~.' :-t;he poor, the leisure class~ the judge, the ruler, the 
.,.__.~ .. ~ .... ,. -~- ~-~~~-- -·-' - - --- ·--~-~- ··----·-- ·---~----~ . --~---·- ------ -···· ---- ··- --·· ·--···. - .... . 
king must be wise for the masses look to these for advice and as the ruler, so 

is the people. (X, 2-4). 

Although Ben Sira.h s'l;ates that wisdom :i.s possible of attainment through 

work and self-denial yet he expects but few to attain it. 

For wisdom is according ·to her name; and she is no·b 

' manifest unto many. 
(VI, 22) 

The fortunate possessors and searchers shall 

'eat of her fruits right soon' Vl, 19. 

'How exoeeing harsh is she to the unlearned 1 

-~"·~-=··~- (VI, 20) 
l 

In muoh the same way as the author of proverbs, Ben Sirah person~:f:t"!~_ .. 
-------··-~-=-----·----- -

Wisdom. Wisdom represents itself as accompanying God in .~2XJf}L9£.Qrt,?_e;l:;iQX!,,. 
- • ~-·-• '--->••••' r ,O•'"' •,_- ·•' •"·-',•--~'"''~·-·=··-'·--'··-•-

(XXIV, 5) and a~. i vites companionship. 

-
1. 

~om~ unto me, ye that are desirous of me, 

And be ye filled with my produce. 

For my memorial is sweeter than honry, --
And mine inheritance than the honeycomb. (XXIV, 19-20) 

... .......,._,... ____ , _____ ~----
--------------~-----------~--------

Oesterly - Cambridge Bible. 
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Ben Sirah not only persoiD'ies wisdom but appears to identify it with 

the law. In Chap. ~~=ibed the "_w:ande~-of Wisdom. She appeared 

amongst the various nations but God said: 11Let thy dwelling place be in Jacob" 

' Wisdom then tells of her glory and beauty. 

And my branches are branches of glory and grace 

As the vine I put forth graoe; 

And my flowers are the fruit of' glory and riches. (16.17) 

But the most important reference in this passage is found in verse 23 

And all these ·things are the book of the covenant of the 
~-=·--~-· -------~.--~--~ ~--------~---=- ........ '!"='« ..... _ 

Most High God. 11 

Here i".k is clearly seen the identif'ioation of law with wisdom. In ~l 
r 

identification is alwo noticed. 

1If ·thou desire wisdom keep the commandments 

And the L0 rd shall give her thee freely, 

For the fear of the Lord is wisdom and d::ihstruction. 

Af·ter describing the glory of wisdom and stating all the accruing benefi"ts 

Ben Sirah adds XV, I 

Ne that feareth the Lord will do this; 

And he that hath possession of the Law shall obtain 

her. 

Here, fear of the Lord, the law and wisdom are placed :i.n intimate relation. 

other references identj.fying wisdom with fear of God or with righteousness. 

The fear of the Lord is frequently correlated with wisdom, being named 
) 

th u w· " ( ) u " ( 1 ) " a:s: e crown of' isclom 1,16_!..!:, the fulness of wisdom ,20 , the root of' -
wisdom" (I,21), and there also 

Toe\ the Lord is the beginnj.ng of wisdom; 

An,t was created together with the faithful in the 

womb. 



' . 
'· 

21· Wisdom is more than mere knowledge. "The knowledge o£ wickedness is not 

wisdom" (XIX 1 22). 

All wisdom is the fear of the Lord; 

And :i.n all wisdom is the· doing of the law. (XIX, 20) 

Wisdom is good if it is in harmony with the law;ifjf' knowledge leads to 

wickedness it is an abomination, in faot one o£ small understanding that fears 

I God is considered better than a man of prudence that violates the law (XIx_,2'). 

The idea. that only· good knowledge is wielsom s!!~~~~~be greai~lJI:c ~-t.r~.{;l.s_eg, {y Ben 

Sirah, for wi.sdom will forsake the man that goes astray (IV, 8) and only ·those 

that fear God may obtain Wisdom. Sinners and liars are denied wisdom (xv, 17). 

Suoh is the conception of the author of }i]oolesiastious wi'th rega.:rd to wisdom. 

There seems to be a tendency to iden:t.i:CY .. la_w~"wisdom:.a..nd righteouBness. Whatever 
.,.,~.-.-~-' - • - -- - ·-- ~- ., - -·· •- ~ ...... -~-~-·- •.• _., .>c•-., ·-"-" • • -• ''·-' 

logi .. o led the ,author ··t;o his rudentif'ioation, we find that for ·the most part wis-

dom means in reality knowledge. His &:r.bitrary identif'ioatio11 .seems to be~·a.i~ec~. 
"""'-,-."'"-'"'•"'--"""o''>"•••-L'•v.•,,o:'" ... ~-"•·•::o}•~-'•,';,;-,--'lo>,-1,.0.0•,>.•, ··~----,~~''•'>"-"'0"'· .>...!.<. '-''···~--··.•~:.""""~!:•.>".';,:'>\-".=-0-•.;-,.~0;,,,o_ ~ "'''3 -- 'C~' " >- •.~ -.•·•··- ~•'•'• b 

l?'ndary ~f:logght. for the oonoept of wisdom employed is usually the current idea and ~-~ - ·-- ·-.. . . ' 

i! 
'1,' 

~~ .. 
7J",. ·=-'"' conception of wisdom.. When Ben Sirah states tha·b he tha:b is hasty !1 

in reposing con£idenoe is unwise (XIX, IV) he has no idea of law, or righteous-

ness, he recognizes the wise to be sagacious and shrewd. 
The reason for Ben 

Sirah's idimi;if'ioation-'of' law, righteousness and wisdom is difficul-t;. Perhaps ~'~~~·--- .... -

the saying 
11

The law ,of ·fhe Lord is the beg1.nnj.ng of' wisdom". Of the Old Testament 

Proverbs I,7 and Ps. CXIP 10 is ·the basis and~~ because of Ben Sirah's insist-

. . combined anoe upon law and his sublimt\tion of WJ.sdom, ·the J.deas :!rhere C.':Ol~u and an 
I 

identification resulted. 'J~he matter though is highly oon.jootu:ra.l. 
. ---.. .. ,_..._.... ,_. ·~ ~~~- --~~--...,.,.~·"""-· ............. ,..,_ .. r-o--=-<----...-.. • ..-~""'-'-"-.-...-.~ -~ 

~ REWARD-~D~UNISBMEN'r. 
The problem of' reward and punishment in Ben Sira.h as well as in other 

Jewish litera.tmre is a. most pert:tnent one. There seems ·bo be evidence that the 

doctrine of divine reward and punishment was ques·tioned by some. The query of 

·IIWhy do the righteous sttf'fer?" w;as: n~.t:~~.l;~en Sira.h. He XBHX was not a poet 

,, 

! ' 

'I 
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nor yet possessed of the glorious spiritual oapaM.ty of a Job, consequently his 

--V""-~o-~the problem are traditionatnd conventional. He discusses 

the objections to the formal doctrine of reward and punishment. One need not 

be downcast because the righteous are poor fm: ~ad i11ay suddenly make the rich 

poor and the poor rich. 

Marvel not at the works of a sinner; 

But trust the Lord~ and abide in thy labour; 

For it is an easy th1.ng in the sight of the Lord swiftly 

on a sudden to make a povr man rich. 

The blessing of ~he Lord is in the reward of the godly; 

And in an hour th[lt cometh swiftly he maketh his 

· blessing to flourish. 
(XI, 21·-22) 

Thus one may not judge by ·the status quo. Tomorrow the sinner may become 

stripped of all his wealth and become poor. There is no doubt bht that the 

blessing of the Lord is on the reward of the godly. 

Against tJ:iose who maintained that their ~'!3J.ffi9ier:ot;f worldly ·~oods protect

ed them agains·b the justice of God, against those ·that said "I ha-v-e suffide:p.t, 

what harm shall happen to me" Ben Sirah suggests that the good things in their 
. 

life can in no wise make up for the evil that will follow. Their pa:tn will 

blot out their pleasure. · It is true that one forgets evil things n moments of 

pleasures but the reverse is qutte as true. In the day of their visitation 

1 • their pleasure sha11 be nought and their sorrow shall be great -

. In~ the day of good things there is a forgetfulness of 

evil things; 

And in the day of evil ·things a man will not remember 

~ngs that are g~ 
F~s an easy th'ing in the sight of the Lord 

To reward a man in the day of death according to 

h:i.s ways. 

The affliction of an hour causeth forge·l;fulneas of 

deli.ght. 



Ben Sirah warns against superficial judgments •• One cannot a~siat;" 

determine the justice of God's reward or punishment • .An evil man may seem to 

prosper but wait until his end. His ll,.g.t·u~r Jays are a revelation of his deeds. 

Again one may seem to prosper but the real indication of his worth will be found 

in his children. Children are either a blessing or a curse and one may have a 

pleasant life, riches and health, but his children will constitute the reward 

or blessing for h:1.s aots. 

And in the last end of a man is the revelation of his 

deeds. 

Call no man blessed before his death; 

And a man shall be kno-wn in his children. (XI, 27b - 29) 

He also states in a moment when he discusses and recounts the deeds of 

righteousness of men 11With their seed shall remain continually a good inherHanoeH 

(XLIV, 11) Jl'erhaps .this idea is akin ·to tne later formulation of' Jt.t::a.]t JL l,;:) ~ • 

The above versES indicate that the problem troubled Ben Sirah. He searches 

scripture fot an answe·~·. The above concept:i.ons are all of the Old Testament. 

He believes firmly in individual retributive Justice. II • Do no ev~l so shall no 

evil overtake thee. Depart from wrong and it shall turn aside fro-n thee 11 (VII»2) 

corisciousness 
Here is no prophetic idea of following the moral c'fi..,..,.?•::-r.+j the incentive for doing 

good is not the love of God, punisluilent is sure for evil--reward is ccil"t:;ain for 
If 

goorlness. By perelw.noe the wicked seem to prosper it is possibly beoause God is 

long-suffering. 11 Say not I sinned and what happened unto me for the Lord :i.s 

long suffering" (VI,4) 
\If~,..~ .. __,.-~~ •• <:-,-.-.-,.,'··"-

R. G. Moulton says: He has reached the very brink of the Hu.bicon o:f.' doubt 

whtoh never~ss he has firmly revolved not 

Well be mad~ his attempt to escape doubt 

1 
~o cross. Suoh an inference may 

Ben Sirah is most emphatic in the 

_ _, _____ .,. ---...-...--·---• ---• -~ -oll -..--...-.-.--.--·~--.......,__. . ....._,.._ • a --...,..-..--.-.•..,.1111···..........,···~-----

1. I.J.A. Jan. 1907 p. 14). 
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in the statement of his belief. Transgressors will be punished XL, 12, all 

bribery and injusti.ce shall be blottc1d out, the goods of the unjust shall be 

dried up like a river, Calmnaties are created for the wicked (XL, 16). From 

history and experience is garnered the faot that punishment j s for the wicked and 

that t'he wicked bo·th among nations and individuals are requited (xvr, 6-11). 

At on~ place Ben Sirah suggests that tra.ve.il and suffering are due to man 1 s 
·-·--~J~ 

"It is thus with all flesh from man to beast and .... ':R:'~ ;;·:":f~old original nature. 

II 
more. (XL, 8). Ben S:i.rah may have had his doubts but if so he was tried and 

fou11d wantlng. To another was left the task of searohing this problem. To 

Job doubts were not to be covered by tradition and aphori.sms. Doubts were the 

i stimulant~r h' 1 prec ous m: :ts sou. • The result is expected. The book of 1Job, origlnal, 

poetic, great. Ecclesiasticus, a book of collected aphorhms! 

Conoept:i.on of Death and After Life. 

Charlels points out that in the second century C.E. Sheol becomes an 

intermediate place of moral retribution. 1 Such a oon.ception is found in 

Daniel XII, 13, .1?-nd the book of Enoch, and in Apocalypse in :rsaiah LXVI. In the 

. book of Ben Sirah, as we shall presently see, we find praoti.cally no trace of 

Sheol as a place of habi.ta.tlon for the soul, in fact Ben Sirah is almost posi-

ti ve in his statements ·that Sheol ].s a place of n.eg;at:i.on--where all tha·t re-

sembles Hi'e is forgotten. The reason for the at·Htude of Ben Sirah oonoern-

ing death is difficult ·to de·bermine. A possible reason might 'be seen ln the 

.faot that the author was a strio·t t:radition.alis1;. In all his writings we f:i.nd 
-•·-" __ .. ,-~•·'"·~-<O ................ -~,~"'--·•·'""~~-"'~....-................ -.... =...'.!. .. 

no evidence of an unorthodox or unt:radit:i.onal idee.. He was steeped in the law 

and the prophets' •. To him they were absolute authority. It is quite poss:i.ble 

then that even tho the idet-1. of future lif'e had become known in his day he would 

have given~~~~~~!-~~~ , .. ~l.:f3S~-~~-~-~ • 
. ~_) 

~ __ __:_,, ----~---· """""' ______ , ___ _____,_...,._, _ _.._.......____ 

If there had been a conflict between the ldeas 

1. Charles: HeHgious Development between the Old and the New TeS'bam.ent p. 53 

.. 
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of his day and tradi ~Jon,, there can be no doubt j,n the mind of the student of 
...,........,~--....... .e"--....... ~$'<=-'•"-""""'·---""'-·-

Ben Sire.h ·bhat his would he.ve been the tre.di·Uonal view. This suggestion is 

perhaps the moat plausible .. 

At times Ben Sirah seems to be arguing with quite some vigor directly 

against the view that Sheol Wt;ts an intermediary place of punishment. In a 

dis,.:mssion of death ho cries out to his readers: 

) 
t 

I 

j 

Fear not the sentonoe of death; 

Remember them that have been belBoro.thee, and that 
"-~· ... _,._ .-.-~ ,,-.- .. ·······---.>;<:.::,,...,_,_~----~-~ 

oom.eth after; 

This is the sentence from the Lord over all flesh. 
~ ........ ----·--... 

And "Why dos·b thou refuse, when it is the good 

peasure of the Most High 9 

Whether i.t be ten., or a hundred, or a thousand years, /,~.,;;>,"-·!~(:,,·, 
;:'! t· ·?· '~ . / 

There is no inqu:i.sition of life ln the grav·e 
(XLI, 3-5)1 

The 1£.\tter part of verse four seems to sum up precisely that view that Charles 

olainis was prevalent in ·bhe second century. As the verse indioe.tes, Ben Sirah 

was qui·te wellaoqaainted with the current idea and rejects it. It is quite 

:. · . possible that the :l.dea was at ·bhat ·bime germinating, or better, i't; had as ye·t 

not become a reoogni ?.ed dootr:i.ne. The people tho had beoome fearful of the pos-

1 sibil:l.ty of purgatory. Comforting them~ Be11 Sirah states that one mus·t not 

fear death for i.t is divine will and j_s the way of all f'lesh. The }.:l,q;rt.o:ef 

. inquisi1;ion in. Sheol i.s unjustified, for there is no ~inquiry in the grave. 

·'l'his life and the acts and deeds of this life alone are i.mporte..nt. Reward and 

pumishrnent are both obtained on this earth. 

The picture painted in xiV 15-18 seems to regard death as the end of life. 

.... -·----~--... ----..~-.-.....-_..----~---------~------· -· ---·-
1. Peters Translation brings 

keine ~er des Leben 
out evel} more clearly the meaning. 414b Es gibt 
in der "Anterwelt. (Petel~s Jesus Sirah in looo) 
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There is no pleasure in Sheol. It is tho covenant from the beginninge The 1 -
cycle is easy to understand. One clies and another is born. As the leaf of iahe 

I 

tree rotteth away so the human after death need fear or hope for future life._ 
............ ~ ............. .----="~'~-""--·-,-~, --~~ ..... -..-.o<JC"";..,-,_ ...... ,.,.~~""""'"''~'-.. ,_,_..,~; •.• ' _,-. ~"~~~. '-""""--~=-·< ··--·''--'"'.~.!.1!·~~':! 

ln 

let 

his 

Shalt thou not leave thy labours urrl:;o ru1other? 

:And thy toils to be divided by J.o·b? 

Giire , and take, and beguile thy soul; 

For there is no seeking of luxury in the grave. 
~....,. ..... .,<& ..... ,, __ .. -- ~ "'-"-'••-"'--'--.,! 

All £leah waxeth old as a garment; 

For the covenant from the be~~:rming,is, Thou shalt 
~~' ·----·-----#--

die the death. 

As o£ ·the leaves flour:i.shing on a. thick tree, 

Some :i.t sheddeth, and some it maketh to grow; 

So also o£ the generations of flesh and blood, 

One cometh to an end$ and another is born. 

And the worker thereof shall depart wlth it. 
(XIV, 15-19) 

Cynicism and pessimism that seems to manifest itself here is not at all 
~· 

accord with the general tone of Ben Sira.h •. He :i.s anything but a oynio. Rather 

us believe that in his zwal to emphasize the finitude of human life, in 

desire to emphasize this Ufe and this life alone he was drawn into an 

which . 
observation 'thut lends a tone of oym .. c~sm, that originally was never meant to be 

<'>--· -· ...... 0''·"' < -, ·, • ,. ,, .-.-"''~-~: ·-_, • .;._. • • ,,; •• ~"-. - ~ •• '.'•: ., •• ;~ "· •;., • ~·. 

suoh. There oan be no mhtake about Ben Sirah 1 s att:i:bude toward de~;tth. He states 
-··-- ;;>• 

in X, 11, 
For when a man is dead, 

He shall inhe:d.t creeping things, and beasts, and 

worms 

) 

~ .. 
- .:.. xr.-·-· 2 -~em··b -,. ... -u.s·, ···i:'Ptt:'-~- r · 
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Again in XL, 11. 

All things ·that are of the earth turn to the earth again: 

And all things that are of the waters return into the 
'"• ~. --·~•"- "-•~··· _ '"<.r--.·• ,.·.;....--o.co·o,;~ ~,_._,-'•:•,,•,;r-~, , • •-:·-~·, •<"-• :·"·'" ·, •• , .c•., 

sea. 

' Ben Sirah advj.ses the mourner not to put his heart into sorrow and 

IPorget; it not, for there is no returning again: 

Him thou shal·t not profit, and thou wilt hurt thyself. 
(XXXVII, 21). 

In Sheol there is no presence of God. And in XLI, 11 the punishment of the ~~~in-_., 

ners wicked, is that his name shall be blot·ted out. Such is the mwe:ning.' ()f<;he 
~--;:-,t_.·_o-<;:t:.<:·,:-~'"'-" ,. 1;~.~<'•-"c"'-"'-

verse XLI, 9. If ye ~ a curse shall be your portion. The only sense in whioh a 
'man may live after death is thru wisdom. 

Many shall commend his understanding; 

And so Iong as the world E)ndur:~tl}, it shall not be 
-----"'~·-----~-~. --·-·•'··~· ., '•'. ;.•:, •.. ;,_ ••• •·-~·'- c"- •,-, ,_-,,_ •. , ... ,.' • ,-.. - .'t 

blotted out: 

m.s mern.orial shall not depart, 

And his name shallllive from genera·tion to generatj.on .. 
(xxxrx, 9) 

Oesterly
1 

seems to think i~hat there is evidence that "one may legitj.mately 

~.the' grave, 'and therefore the rudiments o:r a belief in future lif'e. 11 

The asstunptd.on is based upon passages such as ·the following: 

Weep more sweetly for the dead, beoe.use he hath 

found rest; (XXII, 11 

When the dead is at rest., let his remembrance rest; 
(XXXVIII, 23. 0 

Oesterly cites XXIXt 17 as a verse speaking of 11Eternal Hest 11 The ref'-

erenoe is probably a misprint as ·thElre is no mention of"eternal rest 11 in the verse 

citede There are other verses ·that speak of tternal rest • 

. ------·-------------~--·-·-~--------~~· -5~----·----------------------------------
Cambridge Bible Int. p. IXXVI. 

.. 



to., 

:iCXX.l7 speaks of eternal rest. But as Oest;orly points out (in loco) the 

oldest manuscri.pts omi:t; "and e·ternalt rest. 
11 

In XLVI, 19 there is mentioned 11his long sleep". The Greek reads$ 
11
his 

age long sleep11 • The Hebrew reads 11And at the tj.me when he rested upon his bed
11

• 

~.,.s-~~'·_.,-..,..,,,;->;o',!. 

(cited by Oesterly in Loco). These same words occur in XL 5c. 

The above passages seem to be the only references that could possibly lead 

to the suggestion that in Ben S:i.rah is found. the beginnings of the doctr1.ne of 

a future life. The evidenoo is meager indeed. In each verse where the phrase 

"Eternal Hest 11 is :round there ~tiset:~ qg-ql;r_\:;" .a.s ... :to .• :the.,.a.uthenti,c,;t~y:,,~9t'- .... ;tJ11iL.Pbn~~-~,"··-· 
~--S:<r-.'-•"-',-:; ...... . 

There remains but the frequent use of the phrase 
II II 
rest. One must adm'i t that 

even the meaning of the te:r:rt1 11 rest 11 in the above passages is vagues To find 

rest is probably a poetic ph~ase meaning death. One may be sure ·that in no 

_case is the assU111.pt;ion of Oestorly warranted. The evj:denoe ·is not clear and 

:i.s !'Ueager. The deduction se.~mf3. tqJ>e a 9.:i.~.~·f 
~_,_. _ _.[_~ -~·- _~.- -· .__ -- .. 

The dootd.ne of ~~.~~;:!:.~~::~~,1'1. ill .. ~!~,ggt?J:).t~t.~ ·.EI.P§.~At"J~"''~~.P,, .. ,~,~,r.',-~1J}t Several 

verses seent to indicate a reference to the doctrine but the indication is mi.s-

understood.. Thero is a. passr;.ge which is rendered by ·the EngJ.ish, 
11

May ·their 

' memorial be blessed. May their bones flourish again out of their place. And 

may the name of them that have been honoured be renewed upon their chUdren. 
11 

(XLVI, 1'2). From the cpnte:xt it is evident that a ressurrection is not meant. 

The text is speaking of the rthghteous and those who turned not away from the 

Lord; their memotyro; should be blessed and ·that their memory be renewed upon their 

e c~ildren. 11May. their bones flouri.sh agfdn 11 is merely a metaphorical expression 

f 
II II , - S 1 

o· the sron.e thought. The phrase bones flourish ~s rendered by metnl as 

11May their bones send out shoots 11 and 'the i--de~~ is probably akin to ·that in 

Ezekiel XXXIII. Most authorities seem ·to agree that this verse canno·t be a 

reference ·to ressurrection. ----- -------------·-·-~----·------------- ·-------------------------
1. 0as Buch Jesus Sirah, in loc(b. 



Again in XLVIII, 5 there seems to be an idea of ressurrection. The 

text reads: 

How wast thou glor:i.fied, 0 Elijah, in thy wondrous deeds! 

And who shal glory like unto thee? 

Who did raise up a dead man from des.th, 

And from the place of the dead,. by the word of the 

Most High: 

Little need be se.id in explanation of those verses. They are a direct 

reference to the s·Gory of Elijah in I Kings$ XVII, 17. Ben Sirah would vi-ew 

the inc:i.dent as an individual mire.ole, in f~;1.ct he refers to the ac~.~afl a wonderful 

deed. There'is no evidence that Ben Sirah believed in ressurreotion as a doctrine. 

One may safely say and wi't.h the authority of moat scholars, that there is no 

evldenoe whatever in Ben Sirah. of. the doctrine of ressurreotion. 

The reason for the omission is almost impossible of determination. We 

do know th~::lt the doctrine was prevalent at the time of Ben Sirah why he avoids 

it must be highly conjectural for every argument is based upon an argur11ent e:x 

The kindred idea of the ressurreotion, the concept of the Messiah is 

also fom'l.d wanting;· in Ben Sirah. Some writers have attempted to read into sev-

eral passages the idea but there can be no doubt that ·this is merely an attempt 

to establish f;l.n apriori idea. There is found a hope indeed £or a ·temporal 

restorati.on. 

0 Lord, have m.eroy upon the people that is called by 

thy name, 

And upon Israel• whom thou didst liken unto a first-

born. 

Have compassion upon the city of thy sanctuary, 

Jerusalem, the place of thy rest. 

Fiil Zion;. exalt thine oracles, 

fill thy people with thy glory. 

(XXXVI, 12-15) 



Smend
1 mn commenting on verse 16 points out i't is significant that the Messiah 

is no·b herfJ mentioned. All the alleged references to Messianism in Ben Sirah 

are vague and on,Jll re~ding these without a too vivid ima.ginatj.on will find them 

utterly laokint in even a referenoe to a Messi-ah. 2 

The following passag,es are said ·to contai.n Messi.anio references. 

XIV, 25: IV, 15: X, 13-17: XXXV, 17-19: XXXVI, 1-10: XXXVI, 11 ... 17: XXXVII$ 

25 ... 26. 

He shall. p:l.toh his tent nigh at hand to her, 

.And shall lodge in a lodging where good thin€jS are. 
(XIV, 25) 

He that give·th ear unto her shall judge the nations; 

And he that giveth heed unto her shall dwell securely. 
(IV, 15) 

For ·the beginning of pride is sin; 

And he that keopeth it will pour forth abominati.on. 

For this cause the Lord brought upon them strange 

oal.amaties, 

And overthrew them utterly. 

The Lord. cast down the thrones of rulers, 

And set the meek in their stead. 

The Lord plucked up the roots of nations, 

And planted the lowly in their stead. 

The Lord overthrew the lands of nations, 

And des·broyed them unto the foundations of the 

earth. (X, 13-17) 

-------------------·------------
1. Smead - Das Buch tTesus Sirah in loco N 

2. Cheyne points oti.t that the want of a definite Messianic hope is char
acteris·bic of the age. It is no speci.al defect of Sirah. 

·· (Job & Solomon p. 188) 
:'i 
\ ), 



The prayer of the humble pierceth the clouds; 

And till it come nigh, he will not be comforted; 

·And he will not depar-t;, till the Most High shall vis1.t; 

And he shall judge righteously, and execute judg-

ment. 

And the Lord will not be slack, neither will he be 

longsuffed.ng; toward hhem. 

Till he have crushed the llinims of the unmerciful; 

And he shall repe.y vengeance to the heathen; 

Till he have taken away the multitude of the haughty, 

And broken :i.n. pieces the soeptres of the unrmghteous;t~ 
(XXXV, 1.'1-18) 

Have mercy upon us 9 0 Lord, the God of allt and 

behold; 

And send thy fear upon all the nati.ons. 
(XXXVI, 1) 

Gather all the tr:i.bes of Jacob ·bogeth.er, 

And take them for thine inheritance, as from the 

beginning. (XXXVI, 11) 

The life of man is numbered by days; 

And the days of Israel are innumerable. 
(XXXVII, 25) 

._.I 

I 

I, 

II 
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CHAP1'ER II 

MAN'S RELATION TO GOD 

If there be one underlying idea in Ben Sirah, H' he possesses one definite 

idea, it is that of the sanctity of the law. Man 1 s relation to God is a definite 

I 

one. 1'he law is everlasting and man must always adhere and obey. 'rhe trans-

gressors of the law are sure to suffer. 

Woe unto you, ungodly men, 

Which have :f'orsaken the law of' the Most High God! (xLI~ 8) 

The ·kings of' Israel learned to their sorrow that the law of' the Most High 

could not be broken . 

11Except David, Hezekiah and Josiah all oomrnitted trespass, for they for

sook the la:w of the Most High." The observance of ·bhe law is paramo"Lmt. 

Le·t thy converse be with men of understanding;; 

And let thy discourse be in the law of the Most 

High. J IX, 15). 

Dishonor is the inheritance of' the offspring of those that violate thEl law. 

What manner ofseed hath no honour? they that trans·· 
""it-0:,-P.~----,-., ,._, -,~"'--:t-:--,·'0• • ..-.-~- ~ 

gress the conm1andments. (x, 19b) 

One wi 11 find that he cannot succes'si'ully "silJ'll,lla~be."A!Lt~~~}:~.§'t.Jn.:th(;) ... Ja:w .. tox~, 
~_.-____ , •• _, ___ - .. -< ,_·~· ··- •• _ •• ,, __ , ·-·· .-.-~ ••• - •• , ••• 

while 11He that seeketh the law shall be filled therewith, but the l;lypoc:ri"te 
"'""-.-'- .--~...-,·"""'~ 

shall stumble thereat 11 (XXXII$ 15). 

In mentioning a number of things for which man is not ·to be ashamed 

is mentioned the law of the Most High. (XLII, 2) 1 'fhose that forsake the law 

shall suff'r3r. 

-..... .. 
---~----~-·-----

1. In conunenting on this yorse Smend seems to think that there is implied a 
warning against forsaking Judaism for the Greek religion. (nas Buoh .Jesus 
Sirah in looo) 

Such an inference seems to bEl unwarranted. A list of vices as emlm
erilted for vvJriqh man. s}lQt~l\} pe a.sl'l.flmt?dr What more natural thELt prominent 
among tliiP.\~}1)ie.~~I[~~:@~_::b'li~c::gi:e~t:~~:;v:J;;;;::;·,e:~.f.or.aaking ·t;he l~w. To ind~t!?, that 
there were many Jews leau:ing the ranks of Judaism for Greek Gods and 
·that directly to the great religious exodus from Judaism 

is 

.. 

. i 



If ye be born, ye shall be born to e. curse; 

If ye die, a curse shall be your portion. 

All things that are of the earth shall go back to the 

earth; 
~-~----•-c•~ 

So the ungodly shall go :f.'rom a curse unto perdition. (XLI, 9-10) 

law shall have wisdom. 

is striking: 
...... 

And 

He that feareth the Lord will do ~,hi~J_, 

And he ·the:t hath possession of the law shall obtain 

her (i.e. wisdom) XV, 1) 

Without lying shall the law be acoOll}f:1.~.S,~l~9-; 
~ ... ,. .• , .. ,.-"'--···--~---~ _,-_ ·-----~-

And wisdom is perfection to a faithful mouth. 
·----"··"" ,,,_,,.,"' '"_, __ , (XXXIV, 8) 

And the end of the fear of the lord is wisdom. (XXI, 11) 

an even ·-ore illuminating passage beaming on the identify of the 
t•r~~--,;-_;;~-

lp.w and wisdom is the follovfing 

All wisdom is the fear of' the Lord; 

And in all wisdom is the doing of the Law. (XIX, 20) 

As Oesterly points out
2 Ben Sirah differs vastly_from proverbs in 

- •• - -~--~ "'. ·~•1 ·- 'ot" '~"""'--"".:.~~-·:f.<-

~th wisdom. If we 

Froverbs apotheos:i,Aes wisdom and Ben· Sh·th identifies law 

/ 
may be sure of- a oomplElte ~q{,'ln~ __ ;i,£j,g_~-:t~£P of law and wisdom in 
t--·~,;n=J,~ ""-"''-'"-~;;"""-""-' :.~·~-.,,._'-' , ~ _,·.,; ;."•. ,-<;-<;,_,;~. ,.,·.,~-· • • •: '-'"• -··- ,_-_,-_,- •- ' · - " 

the mind of Ben Sirah some very interesting assertion13might be made concerning 
";,,.,_,,,:,, -, 0 ~·-·~o·o;:.·.·,-~···.· -:·~·-<- '~ o .. :··•·---'~·, 

·. ,~Ben ~.$irah 1 s conception of law. We could then s·tate emphatically that the pre-

' -ex~stence of charao{;er qf the law as conceived by the later rabbis found root in 
\ •~..,---,1"..:.5?-~~>"£-,_-;.,.~:tii·•~--,~, .•.• ;;F~;-'_":,•(0•4"-~··-...,.,_....,.....,._,::......o-.~;....,-...-~"'"" ... ~;,..,..,,...,.,.;\oi'o,:lh"..-.~v.~•tih 

Ben Sirah, for wisdom is thus conceived. 11Wisdom hath been created before all 

things 11 (1,4) · 

-------------------------··----------~-~-----·--- . 
. l. See Chap. 1 p. 18 on Wisdom 

·• 2. Camb~ Int. liii 



As has been stated before the matter is at best highly conjectural. In 

(chapter I on wisdom~he identification of law and wisdom is hinted at. 1'here 

exi ~ts a bit of oonfus:.i.on as ·to the precise meaning of wisdom, Hkewise e.s to 

Bearing in mind that Ben Sirah was most like;ty a scribe and was reaned~ 

and educated in a pde.stly environment his insistan.ce upon law is readily under-

: 
I :, 

' ' ' I I' 
I 

stood. And yet one wonders what really constituted law for Ben Sirah. Strangely ! 
-.··-- --· .• ~·· ··--· ·-· ·--...,.,~•• ·'·"'~'·"•""'""··'--•-'·-"'-'""""'""'·"o•=":~---=.~-~-<....·Lo.'--~·..;"'"~':.o,--.... J,_,..o:.·. ,.- ·• --~··•·-·-·~··'·'·•-·• ,.,,. -·"'"-""·· :·.;-.•• ~, ~,_,._,.,_., --:- .• ~.,-·•.,·_ ·'·~-: • ..;_ 

enough his views on ritue.l and sacrifice are surprisingly liberal for one ·that 

exalts the priesthood in the mamae:r of Ben Sirah. As has been mentioned before, 

many inconsistencies are to be found :i.n Ben Sirah. A glaring one is di8covered 

when analyzing his view of sacrifice. On the one hand the author believes firmly 

in the eff'icacy of' ·~he law in all its ptJases and applying to all and yet we :.fd.ru'l 

such passages as "He that keepeth the law mult:lplie·th offerings. He that 

taketh heed ·to the commandments aaprifices a peace offering. He that reguiteth 

a good turn offereth fine flour; • And he that giveth alms sacrificeth a thank 

offering. (XXXI, 1 and 2). 

Such an aphorism would seem to express a reaction ·to the older conception 

of sacrifices. There seems to. be implied ·the suggestion that mere sacrifioe for 

the sake of sacrifice is not effeoacious. The law here does not apply as 

rigorously as it does :i.n other aspects. Perhaps 11 law to Ben Sirth meant not a 

single code) or better not specific e,<o.deoa. Isaiah as well as Ezekiel was part 

II f 
of the law. or him one part of scriptures held as much authority as another. 

What is more natural than to find proverbs and aphorisms representative of all 

views and ooncep·tions of ·the Old Testament. To Ben Sirah J.aw had not become 

synonomous with a particular or speoifio law code. Hence within his writings 

are .a contained the inconsistenc:i.es and contradictions of the Old Testament. 

Law to Ben S:l,.rah m:r. comprehended the whole of scriptures with "che possible 

e:x:oeption of the very late books. It is interesting to note that Ben Sirah 

Probably possessed the same conception of the Torah as did the laterJews. 

1,': 

: :1 
i. :11 

I 'il 



. ,. 

He probably considered all of the l.avr revealed. If he did not possess this view 

the inconsistenc:l.es of his emphasis on scripture as law fails of explanation. 

l~~RJCFJCES AND RITUAL 

As was suggested in the discussion of law, one finds a conflicting . 

. conception of sacrifice and ritual in Ben Sirah. He glorifies the priesthood 
"' .. , ~-- -· "'~~· 

demanding reverence for the priest and insists that all the sacrifices and offal'--

' ings be brought. 

Fear the tord with all thy soul; 

And re-verence his priests. 

With all ·thy strength love him that made ·thee; 

And forsake not his ministers. 

Fear ·bhe Lord and glorify the priest; 

And give him his portion, even as it is commanded 

thee; 

The first fruits$ and ·the trespass offering, and the gift 

of the shoulders, 

And the sacrifd:ce of sanctification, and the i'irstfrui'l.;s of 

holy things. (VII, 29··32) 

A mor·e dennite sta·tement of Ben Sirah 1 s bel:ief in sacr:i.fioes could not 

be found and yet there are other passages that are difficul-t to harmonize with 
' 

this view. VVe find passages that seem to minimize the ritual and sacrifice and 

grea:bly emphasize rather the moral aspect of the law. 

He that saorificeth of a thing wrongfully gotten$ his 

offering is made in mockery (xxxrv, 18) 

Oesterly sems to think that the law is not observed by bringing sacri

:M.oe • rather the spiritual obser·vances of' the law, benevolence, moral rectitude 

and chari-ty are placed in the forefront. He also states ·that the sHe·nce of 

t~e book (with but few exceptions) as to the atoning efficacy of sacrifice is 
- . . '. ' 1 

..._8 lgnifioant. 

·- ~ 1, Camb/~ BibM-_2_2_2-.-------...... ·~----·-···-·-----·-·----------
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. Such a view might seem plausible at f:l.rst glance. We do find a passage 

that suggests a substi.tute for sacrifice. 

He that keepeth the law multiplieth offerings; 

He that taketh heed to the commandments saorificeth 

a peace offering. (XXXV, l) 

It is quite true that this passage seems to suggest a similar idea as that 

expressed by Phllo 11For God delights in fireless altars surrounded by the chorus 

of virtues not in altars blaz:l.ng with a great fire that the imp;Lous~ S(acrifioes 

1 of unhallowed men have set aflame. And yet other passages and an aill.alysis of 

this passage leads to ano·ther conclusion. 

Ben Sirah in XXXIV, 25--26 states emphat:i.call;y that ri·tuaJ. and fasting 

are of' no avail if the recalcitrant one proceeds clirec't~ly to sin a gain. He does 

not deny the efficacy of sacrHice rather suggests that ib.l~ keeping the entire 

constitute 
law~ a true sacrifice to God. Chap. XXXV, 1 seems to exclude sacrifices from 

the law. It seems to substitute the law, 
obscure. , 

The meaning of which at this point is ' 

·---'~-- · R t · h . relatE;Jd · it d t ~-"'J'M!A:f"_or.:c~.lll.f'~ a her th:Ls verse w en xxx\li:xxiOtbcto ·s context in ice. es 

that continual sinning and continual sacrifices are of no a.vail. One must 

keep the entire law, i.e., ·the moral as well as the ritual. Ben Sirah opposes 

the purely ribualistio conception of Judais.m, but by no means Ill~& can one say 

that he opposed sa.ori.fices or. yet minimized the atoning efficacy of' offerings. 

He opposes t~e misuse of sacrifices 

As he that killeth the son before :kk!ll his fa-!~her 1 s eyes 

Is he that bringeth a sacrifice fromthe goods of the 

poor. (xxxrv, zo) 

All that we may deduce from this passage is that ungodly sacrifices are not 

acceptable. Despi-te this seeming unconcern for sacrifices there is direct 

eiidence that he carried thd conviction that sacrifices were part of the law for 

"Th : . II ( ) e .sacrifice of a righteous man is acceptable XXXVII and again he admonishes 

ag~inst niggardliness in giving of tithes and offerings 

Glorify the Lord with a good eye, 
. ) 

-~ . _· .... -~r:~ .s~-~~not ~l~e. r.ir_:::.r_:u:tts of :t!:~~ds: 5~~:...!2_ __ ~~·--
,. · Quoted~F._ Moore in Enoyol. Bibl. Col. 4 •. 223) 



Dedicate ·thy tithe with gladness 

And ghre unto the M0 st H. gh accordi.ng as he h~;i.th givfm; 
1 

(XXXV, 10) 

The Lord ·then does not accept an ungodly sacrifice. Sacrifice in them-

selves are not sufficient nor yet will the most High be pacified for sins by 

the mul't:;j_tude of sacrifices. Never·theless sacrif':i.oes are essentj.al. They are 

commanded. The suggestion of Oesterly that the sacr.Hioial system had lost 

much of its importance for Ben S:i.rah is not well te.kert. At mos-t~ j:!:; is an argu

ment ex s5!Jl.tB1'll.cio.. Ben Sirah 
1 
s view of sacriflce is best formulated on one of 

his own aphorisms. 

Also to the poor man stretch out thy hand~ 

'l'hat thy blessing may be perfected. 
(v.n:, 32) 

This pithy yet meaningful verse follows a group of verses that admonish the 

punctHious fulfillment:; of sacrificial obligations and rl:hE!lJ tls a climax Ben 

S1.rah states that the blessing is not perfected unless one stre·tches out h:ts 

hand to the poor. Both sacrj.fice and righteousness are commanded by the law. 

One .wi·thout the. other is inslhffioient. A perfect offering must be given from 

.legitimately gained possessions. Sacrifice without kindness are of no avail, but. 

one must bear in mind the contrary righteous acts and jus·t deeds alone are nowhere 

said to be sufficient. Sacrifice held a legitimate position in the religious 

life of Ben Sirah. 

ATONEMENT. 

Acoording ·to Jewish traditions death and suff'ering are an themsel·ves 

means of atonement. In Midrash Sifre '73b it is said that man should rejoice 

more in chastisement than in prosperity, because if he engaged good fortune 

al]. his :life his sins would not be forgiven him. Also in Midrash S:i.i're 33a 

death maket reoonciliat:Lon.l In Bereshith Rabba Ch. LXV Isaac prayed tha·t 

~11<.·~---- -----.. ~.---.....-· ~----·'. , ....... 
' Cited i•p;- Charles (Apocrypha and Pseudepigrapha p. 380) 

--, 
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he might be granted sufferings in order that these l)light turn him away from judg.:. 

ment in the world to come. 1 Ben Sirah expresses the idea of death as atonement 

for sins, when·he warns that the sin of life should not be more than death would 

atone for you. It was necessary to strike off as many sins as possible !il.n life. 

Wait not until dea·th to be justified 
(XVIII, 22) 

Prayer and alms are also means of atonement for sins. 

Say not, He will look upon the multitude of my gifts, 

And when I o:f.'fer to ·!:;he Mos·b High God, h.e will 

accept i't;. 

Be not fainthearted in thy prayer; 

·And ·neglect not to gi-ve alms. (VII, 9 and 10) 

It is interesting to note that St1.crifice in themselves 
-·-'""'-"'-"'""U.••o,-~ ,.--,_, '-"'-"::'-,','• "•-'''•:""·· • ~r<"-.",c.~ .•·. ,."-:'.> •• ~:·• C .-.-,:~ ••-·>- ·--"7"'•'' •' ·,-_,' 

seem to be insuffi-

cient a·ton~ll1ent. Ben Sirah stresses greatly the atoning powers of ethical con-

duct. 
Water will quench a flaming fire 

And almsgiving will make atonement; for sins. (III, 30). 

H rt · Another fo:r:m. of good deeds which atones for sin is forgiveness. 

For g i ve thy neighbour the hurt that he hath done thee; 

And ·!:;hen thy sins shall be pardoned when thou prayest. (EXXVIII, 2) 

Furthermore ·the honordmg of parent will make atonement for sin. 

He that honoreth his father shall make atonement for sins; 

And he that giveth glory to his mother is as one that 

layeth up ·treasure. (III, 3) 

Fasting seems to have been another means of atonement for sin: 

Even so a man fasting for his sins. (XXXIV, 26) 

Finally as has been pointed out in the discussion, sacrifices, offerings of a 

righteous man to God make atonement for sins. 

------------------··-----
1. Cited by Oesterly (Cambridge Bible, Ecoleslasti.ous p.l25) 
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SIN AND l"HEE! WILL 

B S II 
Quite interesting is the statement of en irah From a woman was the 

beginning of' sin an/ because of her we all die 11 (XXV, 24) 
1 

One wonders whether 
I 

or not Ben Sirah advances here his theory as to the a-igin of sin. One wonders 

whether he believed that the Fall was the cause of' sin or as Oesterly points 

out2 merely the 
11
beginning of i.~he history of sin as far as man is concerned, 

but does not imply that it entailed any moral consequences upon man". As in 

the case with other theological conceptions our book is somewhat confused. Vari-

ous and contrary suggestions are found. We find definitely that God is not 

the cause of evil. 

Say not thou, it is through the Lord that I fell away; 

For thou shal't not do the things that he hateth. 

For he hath no need of a sinful man, 

The Lord hateth every abomination. (XV, 
··••N'"'"''"'.c··•"•··"' 

Despite this positive sta·tement that God canno·t be considered in any sense the 

source of evil, the following directly contradictory statemeni.~ is found. 

1. 

2. 

Ks ·the clay of the potter in his hand, 

All his ways are according to his good pleasure; 

So men are in the hand of him that made them, 

To render hnto them according to his judgment. 

Good is set over against evil, 

And 1 ife oyer agains·b death: 

So is the sinner over against the godly, 

And thus look upon a~he works of the Most High: 

Two and two,u:e one against another. (XXXIIIl~~ 13-l6) 

------·--------·----------------------
Later tradition points to Adam as the cause of death entering the world 

(lll.e:m:i:d.h:~r Rabba Chap XIII, quoted by Oesterly) 

Camb. Bible
1
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These verses seem to be a direct !XS;se1'±ii<»rt that God is the source of evil. 

The above ve1'ses, it is true, are entirely missing in the Hebrew but the omis-

sion can in no wise be taken to be significant. The entire chapter XXXIII 

· :
1 with the exoeptj,on of one portion is also extant. 1'he logic of this apparent 

... -~~ .. ----""~·· . ...,.,<.·--··_,,._ • .,-.... ~-- -·-- '-· 

contradiction is indeed obscure and yet the obscurity is even deepened if such 

were possible by an assertion that evil exists ba.cause of the origina1b nf);t;ure 

of man and cannot be traced to an external cause. 

For all things cannot be in men, 

Because the son of man is not immortal. 

·what is brighJGer than the sun? yet this fai leth; 

And an evil man will think on flesh rmd blood. 
~XVII, 30-31 ;G 

~~he meaning of this verse is quite clear if the sun fails at times to give light 

how munh more will man who is but flesh and blood, sin at times? As there 

is darkness when the sun fails so there is spiritual darkness when man sins. 

And yet the sun fails .through no faul·t; of its own. It is part of its nature 

to rise and s:tn}f each day. Such is ·the Clli:.m:rpfra·sion~e of' oi1e ancient st}ribe tn the 

matter of sin. He realized ·tho the terrible implications of man 1 s determination • 

If God created evil or if evil were a part of man 1 s nature how then could man 

be accounted responsible for his acts? As we would expec·t; the doctrine of free 

will is frequently emph&sized by Ben Sirah. Chap XXXVII, 14 suggests the thought 

that the indivldual is master of his own destiny. Peters translution renders 

this verse thus: 

"D " In • • as Herz des 1V1annes mndet 2hn JBesser seJ.ne stunden als 

sieben sternseher auf der Warte. 11 

Peters translates the Hebrew I'Jl./1 .:J 1/J as 11bessere Berochte
11

• Whether we 
~ .... ,..-......... ~ ... -·,·-·--"'"'~"'""'~-.~ 

translate J 1 n., (I ::J Ul as time or tidings the meani.ng. of the verse is clear. 

Man 
1 
s understanding reveals to hi.m the right time for action. Other instances 

oi' ve1•ses implying free will might be oi ted. 



He that keepeth the law becometh master of the_~lJ.t,entv-" 
,.....-.,--·- --

thereof. (XXI, 11) 
~..---=--~· ... ~···..,-.--~$- ..... -.,-..~~-'~ 

Strangely enough a1 positive as is this intinw:tion of free will and as nocessary 

e.s the doctrine is to a theology such as Ben Sh·ah 1 s we yet f'ind oontre.diotions. 

Verse 13 of chapter XXXIII intimates the:b man is merely the tool of the Almighty 

and man is in the hand of hi.s maker as d:Jay is in the hand of the potter. 

Interesting is t,he compe.rison of this verse with the 6th verse of chapter 

XVIII of J ererniah 
11
Behold as ·the oihy in the potter 1 s hand so are ye in my hand, 

0 house of Israel. 11 T'he contradiction can be understood if we assume that the 

passages express:tng fr<'le will really pepresent the t.a~ew of Ben Sirah. The 

above verse appe-aring only beoause of the method of the author. He has 

acquainted himself with the law and the prophets. The verse is practically a 

repeti tciJOn of the utterance of ·the prophet Jerm:ili.ah. This alone justifles 

its presence in the book of Ecclesiasticus. 



CHAPTER III 

Man's Relation to Man 

Ben Sirah is very evidently more interested in praoticH! ethics than 

he b. in theology. He was h1 every sense of the ·term a practical man. He 

hoped to furnish the people of his day a code of precepts by which ·to live, a 

code truly that was based fundamentally upon canonical law. He was i.n·terested 

not only in religious acts and deeds bu-t; also in etiquette and t~:1ble manners. 

He :repr·oved in an indirect way -!~hose of his day for their vices. Judging by his 

emphasb: up'on charity and almsgiving, poverty must have been wide spread. The 

giving of alms was a supreme virtue. 
With him (God) the alms of a man is as 

a signet and he v'lill keep the bounty of a man as ~he apple of his eye. XVII~ 23. 

One must not depriv-e the poor of a living but neither must he be quick to give 
~-~-~-~,,. .•• ..,...__., •. .,_,J-o-~~"~-"""""--~"'-"''""-·"' ,...._,.,_·_:o-~~.., ""'· u •• ·,, :-•;.-o-·-~ ,_,~-_......,., ,,_~..,..~-~".-.'"''"'~-~"'''·~ 

·. cha:r:;ity. (IV, 1). Always shall one give to the suppliant in need (IV, 4) for ~"--..... -,p:l#-

, II 

if a poor man. cur~:wth thee in thebHterness of' his soul 

he that made him wi,ll hear his supplica·tion. (IV, 6). 

A ret~lly tender and beautii'ul. note is struck by Ben Sirah in his admen-

it'ion concerning the mode of a.lms .. givii)g. One is to 

Irioline thine ear ~o a poor man, 

And :answer him with peacEi.ble words in meekness (rva 8) 

Kindihe~s oi' spirit: is essential:i: in the dispensation of charHy. Mere 

giving 1.s iwt sufficient. ·one should giv·e but (IV, 10) one should be as 

" " father unto the fatherless • 

(IV, 9) .but t~o humiHnte the recipient of che.r:i.ty is a gross cruelty. What 

tenderness~ what broad brotherly sympathy fills this passage. 

My son, to thy g;ood deeds add no blemish; 

And no grief of words i.n any of thy giving. 

Shall no·t the dew assuage the scorching hea·t;? 

So b ·bhe word better than a gift. 

!: 
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Lo~ is not a word better than a gift;? 

And both are with a gracious man. 

A fool will upbraid ungraciously; 

And 'l~he gift of an envious man oonsumeth ·!:;he eyes. (XVIII, 15-19) 

What a fine understanding; of human sensibilities. 'l'he word without the 

gift is better than the g:i..ft with harsh words. It 1.s the saintly man that gives 

with k1.ndness and love. F'uri~hermore 11 He that sheweth mercy will lend unto his 

neighbour; and he that strengtheneth him with. his hand keepeth thEJ commandments." 

(XXIX, 1). Even helping one 1 s neighbor by a loan is dignH'ied by placing it 

on the bd.nk of the law. 

Nevertheless Ben Sirah could not be said to indulge i.n a weak sentiment-

alism. He grows quite stern at times and even harsh. One is to give to the 

worthy but not to the evil doer. (XII, 5). Even. morf~ gross seems to be his 

attitude toward his enemy for happy is a man that liveth and looketh upon the 

fall of his enemies (XXV, 7). There is of course, the ever appearing and almost 

irritating inconsistency 11Forgive thy neighbor the injury done to thee and ke 

when thou prayest thy sins wil.l be forgiven. 
11 

(XXVIII, 1) 

The at·H·bude of Ben Sirah toward wealth is quite practical. Riches have 
the wealthy one 

their value. When in danger /h:~~t i.s sure of f'riends, where a r:i.oh man falls there 

are many helpers, he speaks ungainly things and men justify him; a rich man 

speaks and all is silence. With the poor man it is qui.te the opposite. (XIII, 2'0.-24) 

Riohes has its value but only 11 Riohes are good that have no sin" (XIII, 24). 

Riches ia the hand of a niggardly or envi.ous man are of no av!idl. 11 I-?.iches are 

not comely for a niggard and what should an envious man do with money? 

He ·that gathereth by taking from his own soul gathereth 

for others; 

And others shall revel in his goods. 

He that is evil to himself, to whom will he be good? 

And he shall not rejoice i.n his posseBsioni 11 (XIV, 3-6) 



I. 

Riches also has its positive sj.de. It affords leisure and 

11
The wisdom of the scribe cometh by oppo~~':':l:~"~Y" .?.! .... 

.;:;..-_, __ .~ . .,.-.,~ ___ _, __ ., ____ . ____ , __ 

And he ·that hath little business shall become wise" (XXXVIII- 24) 

would not appose wealth as such but he did reprove those who make a God of 

wealth and pursue it for an end." 11 He that loveth gold shall not go unpunished 

'XXXI, 5). Yet one that legitimately gained wealth is comely in the eyes of 

our au:bhor. "Happy is the rich man that is .found blameless and hf.tth not gone 

astray following mammon" (XXXI, 8). In no sense was Ben Sirah an acetic. 

Wealth was meant to be enjoyed. 11 So is he who possesseth wealth and hath no 

en;joyment of it. He seeth i'twith his eyes and sigheth as a Ennuch that 

embraoeth a maiden." 

'rhere must haye been a sharp distinct:i.on between the classes of Ben 

S:i.rah 1 s day. 

And what peace between the rich man and the poor. 

Wild asses are the prey of lions in the wilderness 

So poor men are pasture .for the rich • 

Lowliness is an abomina·bion to a proud man 

So a poor man is an abominatio11. to the rich .• Cx, Hl-20) 

One is struck vii th the great ·force of the figues here, the poor as 

ture for the rich" seemr~ to be original with Ben Sirah. Smoh a figure 

II 
pas-

suggests a kindly soul of sympa·thy and understanding. It is even full of me~:ming to 

us of this day, how much the more for .:.tho.!3.~_days of slavery and bondage? 

Ben Sire.h recognized cert~ain classes. They were essential to k~~J<;. 

Laborers are important, "Without these shall not a city be inhabited and men 

shall no·t sojourn nor walk up and down therein. 

Hai~e no laborious work; 

Neither husbandry, which the M st High hath ordained, (VII
1 

15) n 



He also believes that the classes shall remain distinct. 

They shall not be sought ftor in the council of the 

people, 

And :i.n the assembly they shall no·t mount on high (XXXVII}$ 33) 1 

Business of buying and selling Ben Sirah distrusts for 
11 
sin wHl thrust itself 

in betweel). buying and sell:l.ng 
11 

(XXVII, 2). 

A merchant shall hardly keep himself from wrong dotng; 

And a huckster shall not be acquitted of sin. (xxvr, 29) 

Throughout our study of Ben Sitah we have noticed the great emphasis 

Al>ov:e f:l.Jl 
man to man.· ~inJOJ(!;JQX"k.K a man must be honest and sincere. Describing the 

ins inoere man 11 one ·that winketh with the eye oontri veth evil things; 

And no man will remove him from it. 

When thou art present~ he wi.ll speak sweetly, 

And will admire thy words; 

But after111re.rd he will writhe his mouth, 

And set a trap for thee in thy words. (xxvn, 22-25) 

Denouncing such an individual, Ben Sirah in righteous indignation exelsims: 

I have hated many things, but nothing~ like him; 

And the Lord will hate him. (XXVII, 24) Furthermore -

One that casteth a stone on high casteth it on his 

own head; 

Ancl a deceitf'ul stroke will open wounds. 

He that diggeth a pit shall fall :i.nto it; (XXVII, 26) 

!<'or a wholesome social intercourse there must be honesty and integrity. Ben 

Sirah ce.n in no sense condone faLsehood / 

,._____om,.....,..,..,....,..., ___ ~--.-•..,-~,-----,------~-.,---·-------· 

1.. Some thing ·that here are ref'leoted the platonic ideas of unity of 

vocation and phHosoph6fY-ruler 



A lie is a foul blot in a man; 

It will be continually in the mouth of the ignor·ant. 

A thief is better than a man that is continually l;Y:ng;; 

liut they both shall inherit destruction. 
(xx, 24-27* 

Laugh not a man to scorn when he is in the bitterness 

of his soul; 

For there is one who humbleth and exalteth. 

Devise not a lie against thy brother; 

Neither do the like to a friend. 

Love not tomake any manner of lie; 

For the custom thereof is no'l:; for goode 
(VII, ll-13) 

One of the most spiritual and precious outgrowths of human relations is 

·t.hat of friendsMp. Ben Sirah was an astute student of society. He knew the 

frailties and weaknesses of human natura. Perhaps the keenest observations of' 

all are those dealing with humam nature. He admonishes q'!jite truly against the 
i.i~stfnotion 

h~tsty acquisition of fr:i.ends, he draws the significant between a table com-

panion and a real friend, the real friend is one who is counsellor and confidante. 

Sweet words and prosperity will attract a certain ·t.ype of fd.end but the real 

friend is one that remains true through all advees:i.ty (VI 5, 14) 

The ree.l value of a fri.end is pointed out by Ben Sirah. H; is a ree.l 

treasure -
A faithful friend is a strong defense; 

And he that hath found him hath found a treasure. 

There i.s no-t:;hing tha.t can be taken in exchange for 

a faithful friend; 

And his excellency is bepond prioe. 

A faithful friend is a medicine of life; 

And they that fear the Lord shall find him. (vi, 14,-18) 



Ben Sirah suspected new friends. They were to hj.m as new wine (IX, 6). 

1 He has tho suspicicbn and dis1~ru:s.t of' the stranger. perhaps for similar reasons. 

sacred.. 

Receive a stranger into thine house, and he will dis-

tract thee with bfawls, 

And estrange thee from thine own. (XI, 34) 

A newly gotten friend is not to be trusted but an old. friend is 

Change not a fdend for a thing indifferent; 

Neither a true brother for the gold of Ophir. (VII, 18) 

owes to 
There are certain duties and sacred obligations one ~~:iJo.Jr a friend. 

The secrets of a friend are never to be revealed. It is useless to attempt to 

renew a11 old; friendship after there has been a breach of confidence. 11 Pro,re 

a friend and keep faith with him but if thou reveal his secrets. follow not 

after him11 (XXVII~ lfa). 

F'or a wound may be bound up, and after reviling 

there may be a reconcilement; 

But he that revealeth secrets hai;h lost hope. (XXVII, 27) 

To a real friend one must a?ide steadfastly in time of ai'.:e1irdtf1nn (x:xn, 23). 

and it is the duty of a man 1~o bring his friend to task so as to save him from 

future sins. (XIX, 13). 

F'or ·t.he institution of marriage Ben Sirah has the gremtest reverence. 

The ideal state ts the married one. 

He the.t getteth a wife entereth upon a possession; 

A help meet for him, and a pillar of rest. 

Where no hedge is, the possession will be laid waste; 

And he that hath no wife will mourn as he wandereth 

up and down. (XXXVI, 24 and 25) 

~ . . ··-------·------·-·--···- . . -~--·----·- .. 
l. This is one of the verses oited by R. Abaye as reo.son for exclusion from 

CaJ'on. (J.E. Voe XI, p. 390) 

( 



Soheohter points outl that the 11 fraternity of bachelors was not popular 

wHh the tTews. This emphasis upom marriage is a motif in Jewish tradition. 

Sir.ah never wearies of emphasizing this point. 11 Forego not a wise and good 

wif'e, for her grace is above gold." (VII. 19) "A prudent naa:FJ.wif'e is a great 

blessing. (XL, 23). Ever and constant appears this theme in Ben Sirah but 

quite as persistent is he in his denunciation of the bad or foolish woman. 

"A wj.cked woman is abasement of' heart 11 (XXV, 23). Ben Sirah is quite positive 

and lucid in his opinion of bad women. 

11
! will rs.ther dwell with a li.on and a dragon 9 

Than keep house with a wicked woman." (XXV, 16) 
as 

furthermore, "a wicked woman is a yoke of oxen shaken to and fro. He that 

te.keth hold of her is as one that graspeth a scorpion. 11 (xxvr, 7). 

Give me e.ny plague bub the plague of the heart; 

And any wickedness but the wickedness of a woman; (XXV, 13). 

How different is the picu.ure of the one who is happily m11rried. 

Happy is the husband of a good w:i.fe; 

And the number of his days shall be twofold .. 

A brave woman rejo:i.ceth her husband; 

And he shall fulfil his years in peace. 

A good wmfe j,s a good portion; 

Shall be given in the portion of' suoh as fear the 

Lord. 

Whether a man be r:i. ch or poor, 

A good heart maketh at all times a cheerful coun-

tenanoe. (XXVI, 1-5) Furthermore 

The grace of the wife will delight hor husband; 

And her knowledge will ft.\tten his bones. 

A silent women is a gift of the Lord; 

And there is nothing so much worth as a well-instructed 

soul. 
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A sha.mefast woman is grace upon grace; 

And there is no price worthy of a continent soul. 

As the sun when it ariseth in the highest places of 

the Lord, 

So j,s the beauty of a good wi.fe in the ordering of a. 

man's house. (XXVI, 13-17) 

A man is not to choose his wife because of beauty alone. A good and wise woman 

ls the desirable one. Cxxv, 21). 

So thai; marHal bonds might be sa:cr,ed, Ben Sirah is profuse in his warning 
1 

again.s·t adultery. 
The husband is instructed not to be jealous and is told to 

avoid the harlot and the singer. He is warned not to look around the streets 

of the city and to say away from the solitary places. (XI, 5-10). If' the sin 

of adultery is indulged both the man and the woman will be visHed with pun-

isim1ent. The woman who practices adultery commits three sins. "For first she 

was disobedient in the law of the Most High, 

And seco rxlly, she trespassed against her own husband; 

And thirdly, she played ·the adul tress in whoredom, 

And brought in children by a stranger.u (XXIII, 21-24) • 
• 

While the punishment of the man is merely alluded to (XXIII-21). The punishment 
-· .,~·--,.,~---~-- ·:: -:~-~~;;·;~.,..·~-~~·?~ '""',~" ""-'-'·~·-.·-:;-·.···-'-~'-"•'"'·"''<:-'\ 

of the woman is carefully outlined. 

She shall be brought dmt into the congregation; 

.And upon her children shall thiD'lle be visitation. 

Her ch:i.ldren shall not spread in·to roots, 

And her branches shall beo.r no fruit. 

She shall leave her memory for a curse; 

And her reproach shall not be blotted out. (XXXIII, 21-27) 

One oann.o·t help but think that Ben Sirah was particularly bitter with 

-·------ --------------------... --·---~---
It is interesting to note that the reason assigned for the division of the 

Is1·aelithh kingdom we.s the laxi.ty of Solomon 1 s morals. In Kings XI, 33 
the reason assigned was the idolatry of Solomon Cxvn, 2G and 21) 



regard to women. He reverenoE'.Hl good and faithful women but his virulent 

remarks concerning wioked women seem to indicate his general distrust for the 

feminine. He regards men, of course, as the superior of the sexes. 

How harsh is the suggestion 11 

Hast thou daughters? give heed to their body, 

And make not thy face cheerful toward them. 

Give thy daughter in marriage, and thou shalt have 

accomplished a great matter: (vrr, 24 and 25). 

The attitude of our au1~hor toward women may well be sununarized ln the aphorism 

"From a woman was ·the beginning of sin" (XXV, 24) and the succint injunction 

nHast thou daughters~ guard their bod:i.es 11
, (JIII, 24). 

Chidren for the mere fact of having children and fulfilling the 'injunc-

tion of . l-=l 1 J &1'S> was not the view of Ben Sirah. Children were of 

value and importance provided the fear of the Lord was with them. He is most 

explic:i.t in his opinion. "For one is better than a thunsaml and to die childless 

than to have ungodly chl.ld:ren. 11 (XVI, 3). 

It is useless to bring up a race of wicked and to people the land with 

ungodly sons for one brings them into the world for their own destruction. 

verses: 

But a race of wi.cked men shall be made desolate. 
(x.Vr, 4) 

His attitude toward children may best be understood from the following 

Desire not a multitude of unprofitable children, 

Neither delight in ungodly sons, 

lf they multiply, delight not in them, 

Except the fear of the Lord be with them. 

'l'rust notkthou in thej.r life, 

Neither rely on their wi:s:li~ condition. (XVI, 1-4) 

Since godly children are the only ones desirable Ben Sir€th is most oare-

. ful in his sugges·Hon for the training of children. To the father he suggests 
II 
Hast thou chHdren, correct them. 11 One must be serious and strict w:i. th them all. 



11
Bow down their neck from their youth" (VII, 23). Education and training, will 

" be best facilitated by the rod. "Bow down his neck in his youth and be-at him 

·· . on the sides while he is a child. 11 (XXX~ 12). 

Chastise thy son, and take pains with him, 

Lest his shameless behavious be an offen'oe unto thee. (xxx, 13). 

'l'o what extent and extreme Ben Sirah emphasises· restraint in the eduoatio:l 

of children may well be seen from the following: 

He that maketh too muoh of his son shall bind up M.s 

wounds; 

And his heart will be troubled at every cry. 

An unbroken horse become{;h stubborn; 

And a son left at large becometh headstrong. 

Cocker thy child, and he shall make ·bhee afraid; 

Play with him, and he will grieve ·thee~ 

Lau-gh not with hj_m, lest thou have sorrow ·ll'ri th him; 

And thou shalt gnash thy teeth in the end. 

Give Mm no liberty in his youth, 

And wink no·b at his follies. (XXX - 7-12) 

The hopes of suoh a scheme of educmtion are that a son may cont:tnue :tn 

thd works and deeds of his father. C~,rry on a tradition. In fact we find ·the 

amazing suggestion that the father of suoh a son really never d.il!ls for he has 

left behind a cl: replica of himself. 

His father die'f:;h, and is as though he had not died; 

For he hath left one behind him like himself. 
(XX X- 4) 

A whole chapter might be writ·ten on Ben Sirah 1 s practical peecepts, 

but since our ohief interest has been that of the theology and religious ideas 

perhaps an indication of' a few of the ou-tstanding aphorisms and their appH-

oaid6n~ might we 11 suffice. 



Ben Sira.h often W..frJ)-rJJ3 against indulgence. An outstanding example is his 

attitude ·toward drunkenness. At no time does he ob,jeo·t entirely to the use of 

wine. 
11
As a signet of carbuncle in a setting of gold, 

So is a concert of music in a. banquet of wine." (XXXII, 5). 

And still he warns against the free use, of course, for it c~estroys many and 

inoreaseth the rage of a fool to his hurt 11 (XXXI, 30). He utterly abhors drunk-

enness and places it on a plane with vice. 

11
Wina and women will make men of understanding fall away" 'XIX, 2) 

His at·ti-tude towo.rd wine is characterist~io. He warns against indulgence but 

:remarks that 
11
wine is good as life to men !hf thou drink it in its measure. 11 

(XXXI, 27~ 

Ben Sirah preaches self control, for one who fulfils ·the desire of his -

soul reaUy fulfills his eneiJw's wish. (VIII, 30*) 

At times our author is most pre.o·tical. His advice seems to have e. homely 

soundness. .!~d:f:tone.t:tium1 he believes is the better part of valor. It one has 

over you the power to kill it is a safe thing to keep from him. 

Keep thee far from ·the man th~tt hath powet to kill, 

Jl.nd thou shalt have no suspic:i.on of the fear of death. (IX 13) , 
·He M£E:l81MllnJ. warns againat hasty judgment and as an example cHes the been 

which is small but whose fruit is valuable. (XI9.3) And advises that a careful 

scrutinr be made of facts before one makes judgment (XI, 8). There are in Ben 

Si:t·e.h numerou8 ref'er:nnoes to the w:l.sclom of silence (IV, 290 and again sHenoe 

is not always a virtue, for wisdom will be knovm in speech (IV, 23). 'With a. 

double tongue tho, our author has no pe.tience (V 12). In many plaoes Ben Si:rah 

protests against ·the arrogant and haughty one. (v, 1). An intimation of the 

salient characteristics of Ben Sirah 
1 
s practical precepts are the list of those 

from whom we should.. not take advice. 



Take not counsel with a woman about her rival 

Neither. with a coward about war 

Nor with a merchant about change 

Nor with a buyer about selling 

Nor with an envious man' abou·t; thankfulness 

Nor with an unmerciful man about kindliness 

Nor with a sluggard about any kind of work 

Nor with a hireling in thy house about finishing his work 

Nor with an idle servant about much business. (XXXVII, 11 ff cited by Schechter) 

Ben Sirah is more than insistant upon man 1 s conduct even at the table. His 

. rules of ettiquette are strikingly modern. 

Stretch no-t.~ thine hancl whithersoever it looketh, 

And thrust not thyself with it into the dish. 

Consider ·l;hy neighbour 1 s liking by thine own; 

And be discreet tn every point. 

Eat, as becometh a man, those things which are set 

before thee. • . . . 
Be not insatiable lest thou offend. (XXXI, 13-11) 

And thus ·the Ben Sirah that conjures up proverbs concerning G-ollJ.,J, ttnd 

concerning morality, free will and ~k~~~M~~x, also is interested in citing to 

his fellow·-Jews aphorisms suggesting meticulously certain practical rules of 
' 

oonduoi~. It is perhaps in the .latter that the mos·t positive of Ben Sil·ah 's 

views are repeated. As Schechter remarks 1 11 What impairs the value of his state-

ments is the consideration that Ben Sirah was rather too much addicted to quat-

ing from canonical wri·tings and giving ample extracts from them. It is ·there-

f'ore, hard to decide whether his words can always be taken as stating a fact 

to which he was witness, or conveying a :s:entiment which he ,feU, or whether they 

are to be taken as mere repetitions of scriptural phrases intended as ornamental 

flourishes." 

- ... ------------·------........... ----·---4-•lf" _________ _ 
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