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DIGEST 

Much of the recent scholarship on the Ten Tribes has 

been devoted to an examination of the medieval legends 

surrounding the lo~ation and identity of the descendants of 

the "Lost Tribes of Israel." Yet, little if any research has 

sought to examine the rabbinic literature which preceded and 

in several i nstanc es was the precursor to these medieval 

legends. To my knowledge no works exist, apart from Louis 

Ginzberg's cursory and i ncomplete collection and discussion 

o f the midrashim o n the Ten Tribes and their kings, which 

have gathered and analyzed in a thoroughgoing manner the 

rfbb in ic literature concerning the Northern Kingdom. The 

~urpose of this thesis is therefore to do precisely that. 

The thesis brings together t he rabbinic views of the Ten 

Tribes, and in doing so investigates their "crime , punish-

ment and reclamation" as described in the rabbi nic corpus. 

ln o rder to determine what the rabbis had to say con-

cerning the Ten Tribes of Israel, I have gathered and 

analyzed midrashim from aggadic and halachic sources com-

piled between the 3rd SJ'ld 15th centuries C.E. The first two 

c hapters of this thesis explore the rabbinic view o f the 

rulers of the Ten Tribes, focusing on the rabbis' descrip-

tions of the actions and character of specific kings . Fur-

thermore , I examine the extent to which the rabbis held the 

rulers responsible for the sins of the people. Chapter Three 

includes those midrashim which enumerate the sins assigned 

to the people of the Ten Tribes by the rabb is, sins wh ich 



v 

were perceived as having eventually led to the exile of the • 
Northern Kingdom. Chapter Four, the final c hapte r of the 

thesis , explores the rabbis' account of the e,.ile a nd ul-

timate fate of the Ten Tribes. Th i s final c hapter seeks an 

understanding of whether or not the rabbis held · out any hope 

for the future redemption o f the Ten Tribes in the time-to­

come ( atid l 'vo). Based on the Bible's aescription of the 

Northern Kingdom, the rabbis fashioned numerous descriptions 

of the c rimes - ranging from the spi~itual to the physical, 

the punishment exile or eternal damnation, and the 

reclamation - in most cases, of the Ten Tribes~ 
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INTRODUCTION 

During the summers of 1985 and 1986 I helped to super-

vise an archaeological dig at David's Citadel, just inside 

of Jaffa Gate in the Old City of Jerusalem. One of the major 

finds which we unearthed d';lring those two seasons is what 

appears to be part of Hezekiah's "Broad Wall" built in 

defense of t he city of Jerusalem against the attack of the 

Assyrians. The ''Broad Wall" protected homes which were built 
... 

outside of the city walls. Along the base of the section of 

the wall which we excavated, we found idols - horses, bulls 

and an Ashtarte figurine. I wondered then, as I . do now, 

whether these idols might not have belonged to a remnant of 

the Ten Tribes who fled to Jerusalem after Assyria attacked 

and exiled the Northern Kingdom in 721 B.C.E . For, I 

reasoned, you just don't lose Ten Tribes. Some of the people 

must have fled to the s afety of Jerusalem, while the 

remainder were either killed in battle or exiled to Assyria 

as the Bible informs us (II Kings 17: 5-6). Thus began my 

interest in the subject of the Ten Tribes; their kings, 

practices and f i nal destiny. 

My research on the rabbinic view of the Ten Tribes 

started with a thorough reading of the bibli c al passages and 

books which discussed any aspect of the Ten Tribes. I found 

this material in First and Second Kings, First Chronicles, 

Hosea and Amos (in addition to a few passages in Isaiah and 

Ezekiel). At this point I organized the biblic al· material 

thematically. (These themes, incidentally, were not all 
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repeated in the midrashim). Having located these biblical 

passages, I then attempted to find out where they were 

quoted in the rabbinic literature by referring to Aaron 

Heyman's Torah Ha'ketuvah ~'hA'mesurah. I also discovered 

additional midrasbim concerning the Ten Tribes listed in the 

indexes of the translations to the Palestinian and 

Babylonian Talmuds, Midrash Rabbah, Pesikta de-Rav Kahana, 

Tanna de-Vei Eliyahu, Pirke de-Rabbi El iezer, Pes ikta Rab-

bati and Midrash Tehillim. Once I had completed a rather 

exhaustive search for all the midrashim relevant to this 

thesis, I then organized them thematically . There ~re four 

general subjects whi ch the rabbis addressed and which, 

therefore, are of i nterest to me. Each subject is the topic 

of a chapter. These include: Jeroboam - First Kins Over the 

Ten Tribes; The ''Other" Kings of Israel; The Sins and 
' 

Reasons for Exile of the Ten Tribes; and The Exile and Fate 

of the Ten Tribes. 

Each chapter is organized in such a manner as to 

provide a general picture of the development of the 

subject(s) which it addresses, both thematically and 

chronologically. The chronology which I employ is based on 

the EncYlopedia Judaica's chronological table of Hidreshei 

Aggadah. This table divides the aggadic midraahim into four 

distinct periods: Classical Amoraic Midrashim of the Early 

Period ( 400-600 C. E.), referred to simply as the "Early 

Period" in the body of this thesis; The Middle Period (640-

1000 C.E.); The Late Period (1000-1200); and The Period of 

Yalkutim (1200-1550). In order to provide an even more 

• 
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"accurate" chronology of the midrashim under study and to 

facilitate the reading of this thesis for the non-rabbinic 

specialist, I indicate the century in which the rabbi, to 

whom each particular midrash is attributed, lived . (This, of 

course, is not always a true indication of the relative 

antiquity of a midrashic passage . Clearly, there are 

midrashim which were not authored by those to whom they were 

attributed.) As I work my way through the midrashim, I note 

all parallel and variant texts and cotnment on any develop-

ment of a particular theme from one period to the next or 

from o~icular 

c ognizant to the 

midrashic work to another. 

extent possible of the 

I am also 

different 

provenances of this literature, in order to better be able 

to see if any pattel'ns or tendencies emerge. Through this 

process, I have tried to develop a clear and thorough pie-

ture of the Ten Tribes which will not only elucidate the 

rabbis' understanding of the Tribes, but seems also to 

further our understanding of the actual history of the 

Northern Kingdom. 

It is my intent, through the study of the rabbinic 

material about the Ten Tribes ( aggadic and halachic) to 

uncover the literary " remains" of the Ten Tribes. Already in 

my preliminary researc h, and as indicated in the title of 

this thesis, I have noticed a pattern in the rabbinic 

literature on the Ten Tri9•s. To the extent possible, I will ,,., 
show how and why - this pattern emerges in the midrashim. 

Further, I expect that the rabbis, by way of their comments 

on and about the l eaders of the Northern Kingdom, the sins 
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of the Tribes, and i n their discussion of what bec ame of the 

Ten Tribes, will greatly enhance our historical as well as 

mythical understanding of the Northern Kingdom. Ou tside of 

Louis Gi nzberg 's cursory and incomplete collection and 

disc ussion o f the mi drashim on the Ten Tribes and their 

kings, there are no other works which have attempted to 

• gather and analyze the rabbinic literature concerning the 

history of the Northern Kingdom . Therefore, I am hopeful 

that this thes is will lay the foundations - for further 

studies on the rabbini c understanding of the Ten Tribes . 

. j 
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CHAPTER ONE 

JEROBOAM 

FIRST KING OVER THE TEN TRIBES 

Introduction 

Jeroboam ben Nebat (henceforth : Jeroboam), was the 

first king of the Northern Kingdom of Israel ii.e., the Ten 

Tribes). The purpose of t his chapter is to examine the 

rabbini c interpretation of the biblic al account of his rise 

to power, hi s deeds as king, and his ultimate end . I have 

divided the c hapter into five different sections which 

parall e l the Bible's presentation of Jeroboam. The first 

s e c tion will examine t he rabb i nic literature on Jeroboam 

prior to his selection by God to be king over the Ten 

Tribes. Sections II and III will focus on the sins o f 

Jeroboam and the sins which he caused the people of Israel 

to perpetrate (I Kings 14:16). In these two sections I will 

especially look at the rabbis' response to Jeroboam's making 

of the golden c alves, his abrogation of pilgrimage t o 

Jeruse.lem, 

plac e of 

his establ i.shment o f Sabbaths and festi vals i n 

those celebrated in Judah (center of the 

Jerusalem/Temple cult), as well a s the literature on Bethel 

and Dan, the cultic centers o f the Northern Kingdom. I n 

addition to this 1 I will try to determine whom the rabbi s 

blame for the i dolatrous practices of the Ten Tr ibes under 

the rulersbip of Jeroboam: Jeroboam himself, the people of 
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the Ten Tribes, or both. In section IV I will examine the 

rabbinic material about the change in c haracter of Jeroboam 

once he assumed rulership over the Ten Tribes. The final 

section of this chapter, section V, will focus on the rab­

bis' discussion of the ultimate fate of Jeroboam. What 

punishment, if any, awaited Jeroboam as a result of the sins 

which he brought upon Israei and on • account of his death as 

an unrepentant sinner? 
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I. I n Praise of Jeroboam 

The rise to powe r of Je r oboam is described i n scant detail 

in t he f i r st Boo k of Kings . The initial mention of Jeroboam 

occurs i n I Ki ngs 11 :26 , where he is ident i fied as being ''i n 

Solomon's service . Two verses later (I Kings 11:28) a 

little mo re detail is provided. Jeroboam is s aid to be " an 

able man " a nd "a c apable wo rker" whom Solomon " appoints over 

al l the fo r ced l a bor o f the House of Joseph ... 1 Immediately 

af t er this ve rse Jeroboam goes out from Jerusal em a nd is met 

by Ahijah o f Shiloh, a prophet. Ahijah tells Jeroboam that 

God is ''abou t to tear t he ki ngdom out of Solomon 's hand's 

a nd . . . will give ( Jeroboam) ten tribes " (vs. 31). 

Why Jeroboam is c hosen by God to rule over the Ten 

Tribes is unclear . The lack of detail chronicl i ng his rise 

to power , with little in f ormation about bis character pr ior 

to his elect ion by God, leaves one to wonder why Jeroboam 

merited God's c ho ice. Such a paucity of information, no 

doubt, troubled the rnbbis. For , accordi ng to the rabbis, 

God does not a ct out of whim but only rewards one on account 

o f merit. Therefore, some explanation needed to be provided 

by the rabbis which would describe why Jeroboam deserved his 

a ppoi ntment as king o v er the Ten Tribes. 

The earl i est source which explains why Jeroboam 

"merited " sovereignty is found in the Babylonian Tal mud. R. 

,. Johanan, (3rd c. Palestinian Amora 1st gene ration ) , 

taught : "Why did Jeroboam merit severe ignty? Because he 

reproved Solomon ." 2 Surprisingly, this passage is not 
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repeated in any of the classic midrashic sources until its 

inclusion in the Yalkut Shimoni, a 14th Century compendium 

of extant midrashim. The only other source which explicitly 

explains why Jeroboam was made king over the Ten Tribes is 

found in Tanna de-Vei Eliyahu (8th c. ). It too teaches that 

Jeroboam merited sovereignty because he reproved Solomon. 

"Was it not as a reward to Jeroboam b . Nebat who spoke 

properly to the king (Solomon) that the Ten Tribes were 

given to him? "3 An additional text which co11L1Dents on 

Jeroboam• s rebuke o f Solomon is found in Leviticus Rabbah 

(6th c. Palestine). This text adds detail to the ve ry 

plain text of the Babylon i an Talmud. 

R. Hunya said: Eighty kinds of dances 
did the daughte r of Pharaoh dance that 
night, and Solomon slept until the fourth 
hour of the day ... and bis mother entered 
and reproved him, and some say that 
Jeroboam b. Nebat entered and rebuked him. 
Was he then powerful [enough to do that] ? 
R. Haggai said in the name of R. Isaac: He 
rose and gathered together a thousand men 
of his tribe, and e ntered and rebuked him .... " 4 

Given that R. Jo ha nan 1 i ved sometime around 250 C. E. 

and R. Isaac some fifty years later, and that both R. Hunya 

and R. Haggai are 4th c entury Palest i nian Amoraim, it is 

mos t likely that R. Hunya and R. Isaac knew of R. Johanan's 

statement and expanded upon it without quoting it directly . 

Of course all of this de\ends whether or not these state-

ments can actually be traced to those to whom they are 

attributed. The text of Leviticus Rabbah gives us some 

additional sense of the stature of Jeroboam during the reign 

of Solomon. Not only did he have status conveyed upon him by 

Solomon, but it appears that he was a leader, if not the 
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leader, of h i s t ribe. For he is por~rayed as able to mar­

shal ! a "thousand men" to march with him when he went up to 

rebuke Solomon. As with the text of R. Johanan in the Tal­

mud, this midrash also appears only once, ( in the earliest 

s trata of homiletical midrashim), and is no t repeated unt il 

its inclusion in the Yalkut Shimoni . 5 

Materia l attesting to Jeroboam ' s c haracter 

1 i kewise, found in ve ry few places : two to be exact, 

Babylonian Tal mud and Midrash Tehillim I ( l ~th c.). 

i s , 

the 

Both 

midrashim contain material attributed to R. Hanina b. Papa 

(5 th c. Babylonian Amora - 6th generation) . Additionally, 

t he midrash i n the Talmud includes material attributed to R. 

Nahman (3 rd c . Babylonian Amora - 3rd gener~t ion) , as well 

as material quoted by Rab Judat in the name of Rab (3 rd c. 

Ba bylonian Amo r a 1st generation) . This last s ection, 

attributed to Rab, is c learly the oldest extant midrash ic 

piece on the character of Jeroboam, that is if we are to 

accept that Rab was the true author of this text. 

The midrashic passage found in the Talmud is based on 

I Kings 11: 29. It is at this point in scriptures that the 

prophet Ahijah informs Jeroboam that God has chosen him to 

be king over the Ten Tribes . The rabbis, commenting on this 

verse, portray Jeroboam as a Torah scholar par excellence. 

He was attributed as having possessed greater understanding 

of Torah than any other scholar of his time, all the reasons 

of Torah being clear to him . Such accolades of scholarship 

were usually reserved for Solomon . 

was intentional on the part of 

.. 

Perhaps t h is similarity 

the rabbis. For i t is 
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Jeroboam, essentially, who succeeds Solomon a s king; at 

least over the Ten Tribes. 

[Now it came to pass at that time] 
that Jeroboam went out of Jerusalem 
(I Kings 11:29): R. Hanina b. Papa said: 
He went out of the destiny of Jerusalem. 
And the prophet Ahijah the Shilonite 
found him on tbe way, and he clad himself 
with a new garment, and the two were alone 
in the field. (ibid.) What is meant by 
with a new garment? - R. Nahman said : 
As a new garment: just as a new garment 
has no defect, so was Jeroboam's s c holar­
ship without defect . Another explanation: 
A new garment intimates that they 
expounded new teachings, such as no ear 
had ever heard before. What is taught by, 
and they two were alone in the field ? 
Rab Judah said in Rab's name: All other 
scholars were as the herbs of the field 
before them. Others say that all the 
reasons of the Torah were as manifest 
to them as a field.6 

This text appears once again in the Yalkut Shimoni. 7 

The midrash found in Midrash Tehillim I raises 

Jeroboam's scholarship to an even higher level than that 

attr i buted to him in the text of the Babylonian Talmud. 

Further, Jeroboam is described in this midrash as being 

"r ighteous, '' a thoroughly surprising and singular occurrence 

in the rabbinic literature. The text, which follows, is 

based on the second part of I Kings 11:29. Hy sense is t hat 

this continues R. Hanina's discussion of Jeroboam found in 

the previous text. 

R. Hanina b. Papa read t h e verse [The 
iniquities shall not stand in Your sight ) 
as ref erring to Jeroboam who at one time 
was the equal to Ahijah of Shiloh 
in understanding, for it is writ t en 
of them, And the two were alone in 
the field, as if to say that 
only these two could make clear 
the mystery of the divine chariot. 
When the ministering angels stood 



up before the Holy One, blessed ~e 
He, and said: "Master o f the 
unive rse , a person like Jeroboam who 
will one day set up two calves -
will You reveal the mystery of the 
divine chariot to him?" God asked : 
"At this moment, what sort of 
person is he? Righteous or wicked?" 
They answer e d : "Righteous!" 
God said: "I do not judge a man 
except for what he is at t he time I 
am judging him !"S 

• 
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And at this time, God found Jeroboam worthy of being elected 

as k i ng over the Ten Tribes. 
.... 

Jeroboam was praised by the rabbis for his reproval of 

Solomon and for his tremendou s scholarly prowess. However , 

the rabbis' praise o f Jeroboam was short lived . For I have 

already covered in this section all of the extant midrashim 

whic h speak favorably of him ! 
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II. Jeroboam as Idolater: The Sins of Jeroboam 

Almost immediately after Jeroboam assumed rulership 

ove r the Ten Tribes he began to sin. According to the Bible, 

Jeroboam feared that his dynasty would not last long and 

that the Ten Tribes would return t o Rehoboam . Instead of 

t rusting in the word of God Cl Kings 11:38), he reasoned 

that if the people continued to go up to Jerusalem to offer 
.... 

sacrifice at the Temple, they would eventually "kil l [him] 

and go back to King Rehoboam of Judah" (I Kings 12 :27). To 

stave off this fate Jeroboam "took counsel [and decided to 

make) two golden calves" (I Kings 12:28). Of them he 

declared to the Ten Tribes: "This is your god, 0 Israel who 

brought you up from the land of E.gypt (ibid. I.'' Re set one 

up at Bethel and the other at Dan and the people worshipped 

them t here . 

A. Th~ golden ca lves 

The sin of the golden calves is undoubtedly the most 

infamous of Jeroboam's sins. By setting up the golden 

calves, Jeroboam turned an entire kingdom away from God. Of 

Jeroboam's dee i sion to make the golden c alves 1 the Bible 

informs us that Jeroboam "took counsel" and subsequently 

determined to make the golden calves. Was t he making of the 
-.J 

golden calves then an idea spawned by Jeroboam, by his 

advisors, or by both? Do the rabbis attribute the sin of the 

golden calves solely to Jeroboam or was his penchant for 
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idolatry shared by others in Israel ? 

There are a number of midrashim found in works of the 

early period of midrashic activity (400 C.E. -640 C.E. i as 

we ll as one later text attributed to a 3rd century Amora 1 

which attribute the decision to make the golden c a lves 

solely to Jeroboam. While these texts do not state t ha t 

Je roboam ·· alone" made the golden ca}. ves, t hey do re fer to 

the c alves as "Jeroboa.m1 s." 

According to a text fou nd i n the Talmud Ye_rushalmi, the 

making o f the golden calves was actually an "i nvention" of 

Jeroboam ' s . 

And all of [ the three kings who have no 
portion in the world to come] invented 
new kinds of transgressions. Now what 
did Jeroboam do? It was bec ause he made 
two golden calves.9 

In Ge nesis Rabbah, " R. Lev i (4th c . Palestinian Amara -

3 rd generation a nd a pupil o f R. Johanan's who is often 

quoted in regard to the Tt n Tribes,) said: [ Joseph told 

them] : You will set up dumb idols before the calves of 

Jeroboam are set up and s ay to them, This is your god 0 

Israel (Ex . 32 : 4)." lOR. Berechiah is quoted in Leviticus 

Rabbah l 5th c.) as teaching that the c onsequences of the 

golden calf lasted "up t o the time the calves of Jeroboam b. 

Nebat were made."11 In Song of Songs Rabbah (6th or 7th c .) 

it is stated: "They made me t he keeper of the vineyards 

because I had to watch the calves of Jeroboam." 12 And, in 

Ruth Rabbah (7th c.), R. Johanan (3 rd c. Palestinian Amora -

1st generation) is quoted as teaching: "Between Gabbuth and 

Antipatris there were sixty myriads of townships and none 
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were more corrupt than Jericho and Bethel ... Bethel because 

the golden cal f of Jeroboam was set up there."13 Addition-

ally, R. Hama {3rd c. Palestinian Amora - 2nd generation) is 

ci ted i n Pesikta Rabbati (9th c.) as teaching that God 

"for esaw that Jeroboam b. Nebat would rise up out of Ephraim 

a nd make two c alves of gold." 14 An anonymous t ext in the 

same midrash comments tnat "Jacob foresaw Jeroboam's two 

c alves. " 15 

I did locate two similar texts, one in the Talmud 

Yerushalmi and the other in the Baby lonian Talmud, which 

i n terpret the words: "too k counse l " as meaning that J eroboam 

employed the services of wicked men to dupe "righteous 

people" into giving their approval to Jeroboam's decision to 

make the golden c alves . In thid c ase then, the onus of the 

golden c alves s till falls upon Jeroboam, but at least a few 

other "wicked men" share in the culpability . 

Talmud Yerushalmi: In this passage, Jeroboam's companions 

attempted to persuade (by way of a 

logical syllogism) "honorable men" to 

assent to the building of golden 

calves. Frustrated in their attempts 

they end up revealing their true 

intention - the building of the golden 

calves. 

He stretched out his hand with the 
mockers. When he would see an honor­
able man, he would set up against hia 
two mockers, who would say to bia,'Now 
what generation do you think is the most 
cherished of all generations?' Re would 
answer them,'It was the generation of 
the wilderness [which received the Torah). ' 
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They would say to him (i.e., the mockers to 
the honorable man),'Now did they them­
selves not worship an idol?' And he would 
answer them,tNow do you think that, 
because they were c herished , they were not 
punished for their deed?' And they would 
say to him, 'Shut up! The king wants to 
do exactly the same t hing. Not only so, 
but [the generation of the wilderness) 
only made one [calf], while [the king) 
wants to make two.' [So the king took 
counsel and made two calves of gold •.. ).16 

15 

Babylonian Talmud: In this passage the making of the golden 

calves was a bidden agenda. _By claiming 

that Jeroboam only wished to teat his 

subjects' loyalty to him, Jeroboam's 

companions tricked Ahijah into assenting 

to the building of the golden calves. 

How did he take counsel? R. Judah said: 
Re set a wicked can by the side of the 
righteous [in the counsel c hamber) and said 
to him,'Will you sign [your approval] of 
all that I may do?' They replied,'Yes.' 

'Will you execute all my commands? ' he asked. 
Again they ~eplied,'Yes.''Even for the wor­
s hip of idols?' Whereupon the righteous man 
rejoined,'God forbid!''But,' urged the 
wicked upon the rigbteous,'do you really 
think that a man like Jeroboam would serve 
idols? He only wishes to test us, to see 
whether we will give full acceptance to his 
orders.' And even Ahijab the Shilonite 
erred and signed.17 

There is a unique midrash in the 1'almud Yerushalmi 

which suggests that the golden calves were made at the 

request of the Ten Tribes. In this case it is clear that the 

rabbis were cognizant of the literary connection between the 

golden calf story in the Book of Exodus (32:4) and the story 

of the golden calves in First Kings (12:28). Like t he gener-

at ion of the wilderness, Jeroboam declares of the golden 

calves: "This is youi:- god, 0 Israel, who brought you up from 
• 
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the land of Egypt .tt However, and as in the Book of Exodus, 

the desire for the golden calves originates with the people . 

In this Talmud Yerushalmi midrash Jeroboam is portrayed as a 

semi-innocent Aaron type who reluctantly gives in to their 

request, but not before attempting to delay such action: 

Said R. Yudan, father of R. Mattenaiah, 
The intention of [a verse of] scripture 
(such as cited below] wa~ only to make men­
tion of t he evil traits of Israel. On 
the day of our king [when Jeroboam was made 
king] the princes became sick with beat of 
wine; he stretched out his hand wi:'th 
mockers (Hosea 7:5). On the day on which 
Jeroboam began to reign over Israel, all 
Israel came to him at dusk saying to him, 

'Rise up and make an idol. I He said to them, 
'It is already dusk. I am partly drunk and 
partly sober, and the whole people is drunk. 
But if you want, go and come back in the 
morning . . .. ' In t he morning they came to 
him. Thus did he sa9 to them,'I know 
what you want •... •l 

The i nnocence, or at least somewhat diminished guilt of 

Je roboam is peculiar to this midrash alone. The notion that 

Jeroboam was persuaded or coerced by the Ten Tribes to make 

the golden calf is one which is not develo ped in any later 

midrashim. 

Given the relatively large number of texts, ( mostly 

from t he early period of midrashic activity), which address · 

the question of whose idea was it to make the golden calves 

and which lay the blame solely on Jeroboam, I think one may 

also safely conclude that the rabbis of the later midrashic 

periods unanimously held the opinion that Jeroboam was to 

blame. Their silence on this topic is proof enough that by 

the middle period (640 C.E-1000 C.E. ), the question of 

responsibility for the golden calves had long been resolved 

.. 
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in favor of Jeroboam. 

Concqmitant with Jeroboam's decision to make the golden 

calves was the cessation of pilgri mage to Jerusalem 

( I Kings : 12:26-33 ) , t he establishment of a festival in 

imitation of the f estival in Judah (I King s 12 :3 2 ) a nd the 

establishment of the c ultic places at Bethel and Dan . All of 

these were labeled sins which the rabbis then attributed to 

Jeroboam. 

B. The edict against pilgrimage t o J e rusalem. 

l'he biblical account of the cessat ion of pilgr.image to 

Jerusalem under Jeroboam is one of implication. Nowhere in 

t he biblical text does Jeroboam state that it is forbidden 

to go up to Jerusalem . He does , however, say to the people 

t hat they "have been going up to Jerusalem long enough" (I 

Kings 12 : 28). He reasoned t.hat if the people continued to 

"go up to offer sacrifices at the House of the Lord in 

Je rus alem" (I Kings 12 : 27), they would finally return to 

s erve Rehoboam and abandon him [i . e., Jeroboam] . The rabbis, 

from these two lines and their surrounding text , offer a 

further description for us of the actions which Jeroboam 

took to prevent the people from continuing to make 

pilgrimage to Jerusale m. A survey of the rabbinic literature 

on this topic reveals a synthesis of the literature, rather 

than a development , from the early to t he late pt-rioda of 

midrashic activity . 

In Tractate Ta'anit of both the Palestinian and 
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Babylonian Talmuds the rabbis t aught that Je~oboam placed 

guards along the roads to Jerusalem in order t o prevent 

Israel (the Ten Tribes) from making pilgrimage. "It is 

reported that once the ruling power [the Greeks) decreed 

that Israel should not bring wood to the altar and they 

placed guards on the roads as Jeroboam b . Nebat had done to 

prevent Israel from going on pilgri111Age .•.. 11 19 

R. Jobs.nan, who is an often quoted source on Jeroboam, 

taught that Jeroboam ordered the death of ~nyone who at-

tempted to go up to Jerusalem. 

The Holy One, 'blessed be Re, said, 
They have gone deeper •than I. I 
said, Whoever does not go up {to 
Jerusalem] for the Festival violates 
a positive injunction, whereas they 
proclaimed {Jeroboam and his com­
panions], Whoever does go up for the 
the Festival wi ll be pierced with the 
sword. 20 

R. Nachman (3 rd c. Babylonian Amora - 3rd generation) 

elaborated on the reason why Jeroboam decide-d to forbid 

pilgrimage. 

He (Jeroboam] reasoned thus: It is 
a tradi·tion that none but the kings 
of Ju6ah may sit in the Temple Court. 
Now , when they see Rehoboam sitting 
and me standing, they will say, The 
former is king and the latter his 
subject; while if I sit too, I am 
guilty of treason, and they will slay 
me and follow hia. Straightaway, So 
the king took couasel and •ade two 
golden calves. He said to thea, You 
have been goill6 up to Jerusalea long 

h .. 21-enoug •••• 

A similar text, found in th.e Talmud Yerushalai and 

attributed to R. Vose b. Jacob (2nd c. Palestinian Tanna -

2nd generation} focuses on the conceit and arrogance of 

.. 
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• 
Jeroboam as the reason that he forbade p i lgrimage to 

Jerusalem. For if he too went up to Jerusalem, he would be 

forced to stand in a position secondary to Rehoboam, King of 

Judah. 

R. Vose b. Jacob taught ... [Jeroboam] 
said, I shall be called upon to read 
[the Torah - (the reading for the 
festival)). If I get up and read first, 
they will say to me, the king of the 
place (in which the gathering takes 
place, nBlllely Jerusalem] comes fi r st. 
And if I do not read a~ all, it is a 
humiliation for me. And, finally, if 
I let the people go up, they will 
abandon me and go over to the side of 
Rehoboam the son of Solomon.22 ' 

For eac h festival there was a spec i al Torah reading . The 

first portion was customarily read by the king. It was on 

account of this that Jeroboam found himself in a "no win '' 

situation. Because he was not the king of Judah he would 

have had to have read second. which would have been an 

embarrassment to him before the Ten Tribes. And if he had 

chosen not to read at all he would have been humiliated 

before his people. Thus nis only option was not to par-

ticipate in the festival celebrations in Jerusalem and to 

forbid the Ten Tribes f~om attending them. 

The only other mention of Jeroboam ' s forbidding 

pilgrimagt. to Jerusalem in the midrashic compendiums of 

either ear ly, middle or lat e periods is found in Midrash 

Tanhuma Buber (9th c . ) . There are two such entries. One 

simpl y states: "Fo r him who does not sacrifice (Qoh 9:2): 

This is Jeroboam who forbade Israel from going on pilgrimage 

[to Jerusalem]." 23 The second passage, which co1D.1Dents on I 

Kings 12:27-28, states, as a aatter of fact, that Jeroboam 
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forbade pilgrimage to Jerusalem. ''And so with Jeroboam, as 

it is written: So the king took counsel and made two golden 

calves •• . and he placed one in Bethel and one he p.laced in 

Dan, and he did not permit Israel to go on pilgrimage to 

Jerusalem."2 4 

C . Jeroboam's Sabbaths and festivals. 

The bibli c al account of Jeroboam• s ordination of his 

o wn festival is found in I Kings 12: 32-33 . There it is 

stated that: "Jeroboam established a festival on the fif-

teenth day o f the eighth month; in imitation of the festival 

in Judah ... On the f i fteenth day of the eighth month - the 

month i n which he had contrived of his own mind to e stablish 

a festival for the Is raelites • ... " The rabbis, in their 

discussion of this topic , focused on the words "which he had 

c ontrived of his own mind ." They emphasized that the fes-

tival which Jeroboam ordained was for idolatrous worship and 

not for the worship of God, as was the festival in Judah. 

Even though it is taught in I Kings 12:32-33 that Jeroboam 

ordained but one festiv&l, the rabbis attri buted to him the 

ordination of a number of festivals as well as Sabbaths. 

In the Talmud Yerushalmi, R. Abba bar Kahana (3rd c. 

Palestinian Amora - 3rd generation), is s a id to have taught 

(based on I Kings 12:32 and Leviticus 23:38) that Jeroboam 

establ ished his own Sabbaths and festivals. 

) 

• 

Said R. Abba bar Kahana, Also 
in regard to the Sabbaths and the 
festivals we find that Jeroboam 
invented them on bis own. That is 
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the meaning of the following verse: 
J eroboam established a festi val 
on the f ifteenth day of the eighth 
month; in imitation of the 
festival in Judah, he established 
one at Bethel (I Kings 12:32). 
Thus he did in Bethel, having sacri­
fices made in a month that he made 
up on bis own. As it is written, 
In addition to the Sabbaths of the 
Lord (Lev 23:38). 25 

21 

In another work of the early midrashic period, God is 

said to have caused the Sabbaths and festivals of Jeroboam 

to be forgotten. Here too, the rabbis ' statement, that 

Jeroboam ordained his own Sabbaths and fes tivals , is based 

on Leviticus 23:38. From this passage we learn how the 

rabbis arrived at their conclusion that Jeroboam ordained 

Sabbaths a nd festivals , in addition to the one festival 

mentioned i n I Kings 12:32 . 

The Lord has caused to be for-
got ten i n Zion festival and Sabbath 
(Lam. 2 : 6). Is it possible that 
the Holy One, blessed be He, made 
the festivals and Sabbaths of Israel 
to be forgotten ? It refers in 
fact to the festivals and Sabbaths 
of Jeroboam b. Nebat, which he 
invented for them ; for is it not 
wri tten, the month in which he had 
contrived of his own mi nd 
(I Kings 12:33) ? Instead of "milibbo" -
of his own mind - the consonantal 
text reads "melebad" - in addition 
to - alluding to In addition to the 
Sabba ths of the Lord (Lev. 23:38). 26 

In addition to these two texts of the early period, I 

found one other text which is cited in three middle period 

works, all of which belong to the larger corpus of "Tanhuma 

Midrashim. '' In this passage a non-Jew engages Rabbi Akiba in 

a discussion, asking why the Jews celebrate "festive 

seasons " even though God had stated Your new moons and your 

.. 
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appointed seasons My soul hates (Isa 1:14). Akiba responds 

by pointing out that it was the "festive seasons which 

Jeroboam ordained" which God found loathsome. 

A non-Jew addressed a quest i on to R. Akiba. 
He said to him: Why do you celebrate festive 
seasons? Did not the Holy One , blessed be 
He say to you: Your new moons and your 
appointed seasons Hy soul hates (Isa 1 : 14 )? 
R. Akiba replied: If He had stated, Hy new 
moons and Hy appointed seasons My soul 
hates, you might have spoken as you did. 
Rather He said: Your new moons and Your 
appointed seasons! That was ~n reference 
to those festive seasons which Jeroboam 
orda i ned, of which it says: And Jeroboam 
established a festival on the fifteenth day 
of t he eighth month; in imitation of t:he 
festival in J udah (I Kings 12:32). 27 

D. Bethe l and Dan. 

After Jeroboam made t he go lden c alves "he set one up in 

Bethel and placed the other in Dan" (I K 12:29). As a 

result , Bethel and Dan became places associated with 

i dolatry . The rabbis, in midrashim throughout the early, 

middle and late periods, elaborate on the corruption of 

Bethel and Dan. 

In Pes ikta de-Rav Kahana 1 Bethel and Dan are simply 

identified as the places in which Jeroboam set up altars for 

worship of h i s golde n cal ves. 

• J 

There came a man of God out of Judah 
by the word of the Lord •.. And be cried 
out against the altar by the word of the 
Lord, and said: 0 altar, altar 
(I Kings 13:1-2). Why did Jedo repeat 
the word altar? Said R. Abba b. Kahana 
(3rd c. Palestinian Amora - 3rd generation) : 
The ~4tar in Bethel and the altar at 
Dan . 
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• 
There is one additional reference to Bethel, found in 

Ruth Rabbah (7th c.), and attributed to R. Johanan. It is 

taught that no township was "more corrupt than Jericho and 

Bethel .. . Bethel because the golden calf of Jeroboam was set 

up there •..• n29 The midrashic passages on Dan reflect this 

same sentiment, namely, that Dan became corrupt through the 

golden calf of Jeroboam. 

There are several passages which explain that Abraham's 
# 

strength f~iled him at Dan on account of the idolatry which 

was to be practiced there - the worship of Jeroboam's golden -
calf . There is a definite development in the midrashic 

passages as one moves from the early to the middle midrashic 

period . In Genesis Rabbah it is taught: "And [-Abrah&lll] 

pursued them as far as Dan (Gen 14:14) , That is a place of 

idolatry. A plague before him: · And he pursued him as far as 

Dan''. 30 R. Jobanan elaborates briefly on this text in a 

passage attributed to him in the Babylonian Talmud. 

And he pursued them as far as Dan 
(Gen 14 : 14·). R. Johanan said: As soon 
as that righteous man came to Dan his 
strength failed hi•• for he foresaw his 
descendants would practice idolatry in Dan, 
as it is written, And he set one in Bethel 
and the other be set in Dan 
(I Kings 12:29).31 

Thi3 text from the Babylonian Talmud is further 

elaborated on in Midrash Tanhuaa, Midrasb Tanhuma Buber and 

Agadat Bereshit. 

And he pursued the• as far as Dan 
(Gen 14:14). Our rabbis said: What did 
he (Abrahaa] see when he pursued as far as 
Dan? Two things - one plague before them 
and one behind. And 'these are them -
idolatry. How (can this be so]? For 
Je~oboam b. Nebat had not yet arisen to 
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fashion idolatry (i.e. 1 the golden calves). 
Abraham foresaw it, [the golden calf], 
as it is written: And he set one in 
Bethel and other he set in Dan 
(I Kings 12:29). And so when Abraham 
arrived to that place [where Jeroboam set 
up the golden calf) h is strength failed 
him. " 32 
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There are two additional passages about Dan whi ch 

appear, re spec ti vely, i n the Babylonian Talmud and Numbers 

Rabbah I I . Here too the idolatry of Dan is based on the 

golden calf of Jeroboam. " R. Judah s aid : Dan is none other 

t han the designat ion of an idol , for it is said, Those that 

s wear by the sin o f Samaria, and say, As - your god Dan 

lives." 33I n this passage Dan is considered synonymous wi th 

i dolatry because of the golden calf which was placed there 

by Jeroboam. 

The following midrash speaks of Dan as "darkening the 

world with idolatry" o n accourt of its accepting one of the 

golden calves of Jeroboam. 

The North is the region whence darknes s 
i ssues for t h into the world, and on 
that side shall be the tribe of Dan. 
Why? For it was that tribe which darkened 
the world with idolatry . When Jeroboam 
made the two golden calves be went around 
to all Jsrael [inviting them to embrace 
idolatry) but none of them would agree 
except the tribe of Dan, as it is s a id: 
And the king took counsel, and made two 
calves of gold .. • and the other be set in 

t Dan (I Kings 12:28-29) . 34 

One should note the similarity between this midrash and 

the midrasbim on God's offering of the Torah to the nations 

of the world. Only one nation accepted the Torah - Israel . 

Only one tribe of Israel accepted Jeroboam's golden calf -

Dan. The acceptance of the Torah act~d as a blessing, the 
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acceptance of the golden calf brough t a bout a curse. 

-J 

• 
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III. Whose Sin? Jeroboam and the Ten Tribes 

The idolatry of Jeroboam was not specific to him alone, 

but was al so practiced by the people over whom he ruled. 

Clearly it was Jeroboam who institu~ed the idolatrous prac-

tices which Israel followed . Nonetheless, Israel did possess 

a free will, to do as Jeroboam commanded or to do as God 
. 

commanded. One is led to ask then , to what extent was the 

guilt for the idolatry of the people dependent upon 

Jeroboam? And on the other hand, to wha t 
..... 

extent were the 

people of the Ten Tribes held accountable for following i n 

his ways ? An exami natio n of the rabbinic literature on these 

questions reveals that the rabbis overwhelmingly held 

Jeroboam responsible for the sins of his nation. For as the 

Bible informs us , ''Jeroboam sir.ned and caused Israel to 

sin" ( I Kings 15:30). 

There are a number of passages whic h say that Jeroboam 

seduced Israel into practicing idolatry . All of these texts 

are found in the literature of the early midrashic period. 

In the Tal mud Yerushalm i and i n the Babylonian Talmud as 

well, Jeroboam is said to be the exemplar of sin "because he 

was the first to c orrupt [the Ten TribesJ."
35 

In Genesis 

Rabbah, R. Levi, an often cited commentator on Jeroboam, 

taught that it was preordained that Jeroboam "was to ensnare 

[the Ten Tribes] into serving ba ' ali11J." 
3
Xccording to the 

commentary in Albeck's c rit ical edition of Bereshit Rabbah, 

Ba'al was not worshipped during the time of Jeroboam. There-

fore, worship of "ba 'al im'' actually refers to worship of 

.. 



the golden calves , that is, if we c an assume that R. Levi is 

indeed speaking about Jeroboam and no t Ahab.Ji Ano ther t e xt 

in Genesis Rabbah. attr ibuted to R. Nehemiah !2nd c. Pales-

tinian Tanna Jrd generation) teaches that Jacob, upo n 

seeing t.he c hildren of Joseph , exclaimed: '' Would that I had 

not thought to see your face! Wh y? Because God has let me 

see your seed also; this a lluding to Jeroboam who was to 

arise and seduce I srael to i dolatry . .. 3a The fullest t.ext 

c oncerning Jeroboam's seduction of Israel into idolatry is 

found in the Talmud Yerushalmi. R. Vose (2 nd c. Palestinian .... 

Tanna - 3rd generation ) is said to have taugh t that Jeroboam 

persuaded Is rael with gentle words to prac tice idolatry. 

How then does R. Vose interpret: Bring 
your sac r i fi ces every morning . . . ? 
Conc erning the reign of Jeroboam does 
Sc ripture speak. Once Jeroboam took 
up the reign o ver Israel he began to 
e nti c e Israel (toward : dolatry), 
s aying to them , Co me and let us p r ac­
tice idolatrous worship. Idolatry is 
permissive.39 

In addition to the above passages there are several 

texts which explain that the Israelites were merely being 

obed ient and faithfu l servants to their Lord, Jeroboam. And 

so , t he idolatry which they practiced was only an imitation 

o f t he idolatry o f their leader. In Mishnah Aboth, Mishnah 

Ho rayo th and Tractate Semahoth of the Babylonian Talmud, 

it is taught that "Jeroboam b. Ne bat sinned and c aused 

others to si n, [therefore) the sin of the many was [con-

side red J dependent on him, as it is said, for the s ins 

whiah he s inne d and whi c h he c aused Israel to sin (I Kings .. 
J' 1 5:301."40 This passage is repeated in Firke de-Rabb i 
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Elieze r, a midrashic work of the middle period, but in a 

more li terari ly sophisticated manner. R. Reuben (3rd c. 

Palestinian Amora - 2nd generat i on) is portrayed as having 

taught by metaphor that ''The e nt ire body follows the head, 

and when the s hepherd goes astray the sheep go astray after 

him , as it is said, For the sins which J eroooam sinned and 

whi c h h e c aused Israel to sin ( I Kings 15 :30). " ./1 

As a result of the sins which Jeroboam caused Israel to 

sin, the rabbis taught that a breac h was made be tween Israel 

and God. Thi s idea is illustrated in a numbeJ;: o f Talmudic 

texts. "R. Hanina b. Papa taught: He is the companion of 

Je ro boam b. Nebat who destroyed Israel's [fa ith (o r ) al­

leg iance) t o their Father i n heaven. " 42 Additional ly, R. 

Johanan said: " As t wo sticks which cause each other to 

r e bound . so Je r oboam dro ve Israel from following the Lo rd 

and made t h e m sin a great sin (I Kings 17: 21 )." 43 A more 

developed account of the stri fe between God and Israel 

resulting from Jeroboam's sinfu l leadership is found i n 

Tractate Sanhedrin of t he Babylonian Talmud. There, it is 

taught i n a baraitha that: 

[The name] J eroboam [ denotes) that he 
debased the nation. (Tosephot: He beat 
Israel and degraded them). Another 
meaning is t ha t he fomented stri fe 
amongst the nation. ( Tosephot: He 
caused each person to argue with his 
fellow over t he matter of i dolatry. 
One worships and the other prohibits 
and so they end up i n a n argument) . 
Another explanation, that he caused 
strife between Israel and their Father 
in heaven .•.. " 44 

The f ull extent of the effect of Je roboam's sins and the 

sins whic h he caused Israel to sin is enumerated in a 
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baraitha attributed to Rabbi Shimon b. Yochai (2nd c. Pales-

tinian Tanna - 3rd generation). 

R. Shimon b . Yochai said: They have 
not rejected you, rather it is I whom 
they have rejected. In the future 
they shall reject three things: The 
Kingdom of God, the Kingdom of the House 
of David, and the Temple [in Jerusalem] . 
When shall they reject them? In the 
time of Jeroboam. As it is written, 
The people answered the king: We have 
no portion in David - this is the 
Kingdom of God; and no shlM'e in Jesse's 
son - this is the Kingdom of the House 
of David; To your tents, 0 Israel and 
not to the Temple [in Jerusalem]. Do not 
read to your tents, rather to your gpds 
(i.e. , idols).45 

It should be noted that there is, in fact, one single 

passage which teaches that even if it were not for Jerobpam, 

the Ten Tribes would have sinned through the practice of 

idolatry. "Israel was destined to serve idols even if 

Jeroboam b. Nebat had not arisen, as it is stated, And this 

people will rise up and go astray after the foreign gods of 

the land (Deut 31:16) . " 46 

However, within the corpus of rabbinic/midrashic 

material Jeroboam is overwhelmingly held responsible for the 

sins of Israel. In order t o differentiate his kingdom from 

the kingdom of Judah, Jeroboam made two golden calves and 

constructed a cult around them. Through persuasion, trickery 

and perhaps a willingness on the people' a part, Jeroboam 

caused Israel to sin. As taught by R. Oahia (3rd c. Pales-

tinian Amora - lat generation), Jeroboaa increased the sin 

of Israel three-fold when be made the golden calves and 
. 1 
caused Israel to worship them. "R. Oahia said: Until 

Jeroboam, Israel imbibed [a sinful disposition] froa one 

• 
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calf; but from him onwards, from two or three calves . "47 

• 
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IV. The Wickedness of Jeroboam 

Prior to being chosen by God to rule over the Ten 

Tribes of Israel, Jeroboam is said to have been a scholar of 

Torah par excellence and one who knew the mysteries of the 

di vine c hariot (c f. , Section I). However 1 soon after his 

rise to power, Jeroboam forsook God and Torah for idolatry. 

He made the golden calves a nd set the• up in Bethel and Dan, 

forbade pilgrimage to Jerusalem, ordained his own Sabbaths 

and festivals, and through his own idolatry he caused all of 

Israel to sin. I n response to t he thor oughgoing i dolatry of 

Jeroboam, the rabbis labeled him a " rasha" a wic ked 

person and placed him in companionship with Esau and 

Haman, notoriou s e nem ies of Israel and paradigmatic 

rasha 'im. 

What I assume to be the earliest text whic h speaks of 

Jeroboam as a " rasha" , based both on the date of the 

midrashic compilation and the rabbi to whom the specific 

passage is attributed, is found in Genesis Rabbah (5th c. -

Palestin ian). The midrash itself is attributed to R. Eliezer 

b. Azariah (1st c. Palestinian Tanna - 2nd generation). 

• 

And his eyes were dim from seeing 
(Gen 27:1). R. Eliezer b. Azaria said : 
It means, from seeing the evil of that 
wicked man . .. Hence it was said: He who 
raises a wicked son or a wicked 
disciple eventually suffers dillltless 
of sight. As for a wicked disciple, 
that follows from Abijab the Sbilonite, 
for he raised Jeroboam and his eyes 
grew dim, as it says, Now Ahijah 
could not see, for he had become 
sightless with age (I Kings 14:4) -
because he had raised up Jeroboam, 
a wicked disciple. Aa for a wicked 
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son, that follows from Is; ac.4 8 

A parallel to the aforementioned t ext i~ loc ated in 

Pesikta de-Rav Kahana (6 t h c. - Palestinian). Yet, it varies 

f rom the Genesis Rabbah text in t wo essent i a l ways . Whereas 

Jeroboam is the c entral figure in the Genesis Rabbah tex t 

( Esau being mentioned almost as an aftert hought), in Peskita 

de- Ra v Kahana both Jero boam and Esau rec eive equal atten-

tion. The o ther signific ant difference is that the text i n 

Pesikta de-Rav Kahana explains why Jeroboam is c alled a 

"wicked di sc iple. " For he sinned and caused Israel to sin. 

Henc e i t was said: He who raises 
a wicked s on o r a wicked disc iple 
e ventually suffers dimness of sight. 
As for a wicked son, that follows 
from our father I saac ; when Isaac 
was old and his eyes were dia froe 
seeing. Why? Because he had raised 
Esau, a wic ked son. As for a wicked 
disc iple, that follows from Ahijah 
the Shilonite. And Ahijah could not 
see for his eyes had becoae sightless 
with age . Why? Because he had 
raised a wicked disciple. And who 
was it ? I t was Jeroboam b . Nebat who 
sinned and c aused Israel to sin 
[through the golden calves].49 

This midrash is repeated, with minor variations in : 

Midras h Shmuel (7 t h or 8th c . - Palestinian ) , Hidrash Tan-

huma ( 9th c .), Midrash Tanhuma Buber (9th c.), and in the 

Yalkut Shi moni. 50 

T~ere a re additional mi drashim which identify Jeroboam 

as wic ked . The earliest of these is found in the Talmud 

Yerushalmi and is repeated in the Babylonian Talmud. " The 

memory of t he righteous shall be for a blessing ( Proverbs 

10: 7) : and o f Jeroboam and his companions the verse adds , 

But the na•e of the wicked shall rot. " 5 Another mid rash , 
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i n Pesikta de-Rav Kahana , and attributed to R. Yudan ( 4th c . 

Palestinian Amora - 4th generation) comments : "The tongue 

of the righteous is as c hoice silver; the heart of t he 

wicked is of little wor t h. The words The tongue of the 

righteous is as choice silver refer to Jedo the prophet; 

and t he words the heart o f the wicked is of little worth 

refer to Je roboam. 52 In this s ame midrashic passage, the 

wickedness o f Jeroboam is attributed to his denial of God 

and a refusal to forsake idolatry. 

Fo r when Jeroboam was in the a ct of 
offer ing to an idol, his hand did not 
dry up, but the moment he put f o rth his 
hand against a righteous man, at onc e 
his hand dried up. Thus i t i s written: 
And his hand dried up because he put 
[it] forth against a man of God 
(I Kings 13:4). There upon the king 
spoke up and said to the man o f God : 
Entreat now the favor o f the Lord your 
God, and pray for me (ib i d., vs.6). 
Concerning Jeroboam's use of the expres-
sion Your God, two Amoraim differ. One 
maint ained that Jeroboam meant: Your God , 
but not my God. The other Amora asked, 
however: By what brazenness could Jeroboam 
have spoken of the Lord as my God? After 
all, s ince he had j us t been in the act of 
offering to ~n idol , how could he have called 
Israel's Lord my God ? Whatever Jeroboam 
may have meant by saying ay God, on bis 
behalf The man o f God entreated the Lord, 
and t he king's hand was restored hia; never­
theless it was as before. (I Kings 13 : 6). 
What is meant by it was as before? 
R. Berechiah (4th c . Palestini an Amora -
5th generation) and R. Judah b. R. Simon 
(4th c. Palestinian Amora - 4th generation) 
said in the name of R. Joshua b . Levi 
( 2nd c. Palestinian Aaora - 1st generation ): 
Though you pound a fool i n an artisan's 
mortar, you cannot make anything worthwhile 
out of him. Thus with Jeroboaa: even as he 
had previously made offeri ngs to an idol, so 
afterwards he kept on making offerings to an 
idol.53 

/""'<, 

Pe rhaps the most da mning condemnation of Jeroboam is 
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found in the midrashim which associate him with Esau and 

Haman, the paradigmatic wicked ones and enemies of Israel. 

For it is Esau and Haman who are portrayed by the rabbis as 

people who sought the ultimate destruction of the Jewish 

People. Thus , for Jeroboam to be associated with them im-

plies that he too sought to cut off at least a portion of 

the Jewish People (i . e., the Ten Tribes) from the world. 

This triumvirate , of Esau, Jeroboam and Haman, is not 

specific to any one or t wo midrashic compilations, but is 

found in the literature of the early, middle and l ate 

midrashic periods. 

Initially t he triumvirate of Esau, Jeroboam, and Haman 

appears in Genesis Rabbah, a midrash of greatest antiquity. 

There are two variants in this work. Both texts, however, 

share a common passage which links Esau, Jeroboam and Haman 

together as one. Thus what is said of one, may certainly be 

applied to the other two. The rabbis fashioned this trium-

vi rate out of the scriptural passage which states (of all 

three): " And ... said in his heart." 

In the first text the triumvirate of Esau, Jeroboam and 

Haman is identified as "rasba 1 i m" - wicked ones . 

The wicked are ruled by what is 
in their heart. The fool bath said 
in his h eart (Ps 14:1). And Esau 
said in his heart (Ps . 27:4 1 ) ; 
And Jeroboam said in his heart 
( 1 Kings 12:26)i Now HBJllan said 
in his heart (Est 6:6). 54 

In the second text Esau, Jeroboam and Haman are all 

said to have ''schemed evil , but did not succeed in carrying 

it out." This text, as applied to Esau and Haman , is clearly 
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understood, for both of their schemes to destroy Isra~l came 

to naught. However, of Jeroboam it may be said that he did 

succeed, for the Ten Tribes were cut off from the remainder 

of Israel. Yet , perhaps the Ten Tribes were not utterly 

destro~·ed. This possibility will be dealt wi t 'h in c hapter 

four. 

He [Esau) was · one of the three 
men who schemed evil, but did not 
succeed in carrying it out, viz . 
Esau, Jeroboam and Haman. Of Esau 
it is written: And Esau said in 
his heart !Gen 27:41); And 
Jeroboam said in his heart 
(f Kings 12:26); Now Haman said 
in his heart !Est 6:6). 55 

The final texts to be conside red in this section men-

t ion Jeroboam in tandem with either Esau or Haman. There is 

one primary text in each case. The mid rash which mentions 

both Jeroboam and Esau has already been examined (cf. p. 32 

footnote #491. In this text Esau and Jerob~am are labeled as 

"rasha 'im." The earliest extant mid rash which mentions 

Haman and Jeroboam (only ) is found in Leviticus Rabbah (6th 

c .) and is repeated in Midrash Shmuel and cited twice in the 

Yalkut Shimoni. It is attributed to Resh Lakish (3rd c. 

Palestinian Amora - 2nd generation} , In this case both the 

names of Jeroboam and Haman are cursed when rec alled. 

Some are remembered and blessed while 
others are remembered and cursed .. . 
Remembered and cursed: For Haman the 
son of Ha1116ledatba (Est. 9:24) ... 
Remembered and cursed: And Jeroboam 
the son of Nebat, an Ephrathite ... 
(l Kings 11:26).~6 

Essentially, the importance of these t wo texts, as well as 
J 

all other midrashim in this section, is i n their equating of ,. .. 
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Jeroboam with Esau and Ha.man - the pa.ra.d\ gms for evil in 

rabbinic literature. For this enhances our understanding of 

the rabbis' attitude toward Jeroboam. 

.... 

.. 
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V. The Fate of Jeroboaa 

When God elected Jeroboam as king over the Ten Tribes 

He made an oath with- Jeroboam saying: "If you heed all that 

I command you, and walk in My ways , and do what is right in 

My sight, keeping My laws and commandments as Hy servant 

David did, then I will be with you and I will build for you 

a lasting dynasty as I did for David" (I Kings 12:38). Yet, 

as has been demonstrated in the examination of the rabbinic 

material up to th is point, Jeroboam failed to fulfill his 
.... 

e nd of the bargain. As a result of Jeroboam's thoroughgoing 

idolatry, God declared that He " will bring disaster upon the 

House of Jeroboam and will ... sweep away the House. of 

Jeroboam utterly, as dung is s wept away" (I Kings 14: 10) . 

The punishment, which the God of the Bible brings upon 

Jeroboam and his House, is an earthly punishment. The 

punishment, which the God of the rabbinic material brings 

upon Jeroboam, as shall be demonstrated, is effected not 

only in this world, but in the world-to-come. 

Rad Jeroboam repented of his evil ways, his dynasty 

would have been like David1 s, and he would have had a place 

in the world-to-come with all the other "righteous" Jews. 

However, according to the rabbinic material, Jeroooam could 

never attain penitence, for he had not the ability nor the 

opportunity to repent. In Misbnah Horayot it is taught: 

"Whosoever causes the coll&unity ("many") to sin, they do not 

afford him the faculty to repent ."5 7 Similarly, in Tractate 

f' Yoma of the Babylonian Talmud it is taught: " Whosoever 
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causes the community to sin, they do not afford him the 

opportunity to repent."58 

In seeming contrad iction to the notion that Jeroboam 

could never attain penitence• a passage in the Babylonian 

Tal mud attributed to R. Abba (4th c . Palestinian Amora - 3 rd 

generation) tells of God urging Jeroboam to repent. 

After this thing Jeroboam turned not from 
his e v il way (I Kings 13:33). What is 
meant by after this thing? R. Abba said: 
After the Holy One. blessed.be He. had 
seized Jeroboam by his garment and 
urged him, Repent, then I and yo u and 
the son of Jesse (i.e., David) will walk 
in the Garden of Eden. And who shall _ 
be at the head? he (Jeroboam) inquired. 
The son of Jesse shall be at the head. 
If so [Jeroboam replied], I do not desire 
[to repentJ. 59 

However, this c ontradiction is eliminated when one adds an 

additional piece to comple te t he puzzle. lt is taught in 

Tractate Yoma : " And whosoever causes the commun ity to sin, 

no opportunity will be granted him for repentance. unless he 

be in the Garden of Eden and his disciples in Gehinnom .... " 

60 Therefore, in refusing to follow David in the Garden of 

Eden, Jeroboam denies himself the opportunity to repent. 

As a consequence of not being able to attain penitence 

in this world , and so dying unrepentant , Jeroboam was sen-

tenced to eter~al damnation. 

[He] will go down to Gehinnom and be 
punished there for all generations, 
as it says, And they shall go forth 
and look upon the carcasses of the 
men that bave rebelled against me •.. 
(Isa 66:24). Gehinnom will be con­
sumed but they will not be c onsumed, 
as it says, and their for• shall wear 
away the nether world (Ps 49:15). 61 

The context of this passage is echoed in another text found 
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in t he Babyloni an Talmud . It is taugh t the1'e that ''all the 

k i ngs of Israel of whom it is written , And he d id that 

whi ch was evi l i n t he sigh t of the Lord will neither live 

[in the world-to-come) or he judged [thereJ." 6 2 Instead they 

will l e ad an indiffere nt exi s tence in Gehinnom eternally. 

There are a number of texts whic h very succinctly teach 

t hat Jeroboam has no port ion in t he wo rld-to-come . These 

passages are found largely in the literatur e of the early 

period, but are a l so found in midrashim of the middle and 

late periods of midrashi c a c tiv ity . It is t aught that "Three 

kings ... have no portion i n the world-to-come: Jeroboam, Ahab 

a nd Manasseh ."63 There are t wo variations on t hi s text. One 

i nc reases the numbe r of _k i ng s to four , incl ud i ng Ahaz , .whi le 

the other li s ts five kings "Jeroboam, Ahab , Manasseh, 

Ba sha, Ahaziah and all the kings o f Israel .... "64 The rea son 

why t hese ki ngs have no portior~ i n t he world-to-come is 

explai ned in the 10th c . midrash , Tanna de-Vei Eliyahu. 

"Whoever practices i dolatry, whether i n h is youth or o ld 

age, and [unrepentant] dies a n idolater ... has no portion i n 

the world to come, as it is s aid, Th ey that s wear by the 

sin of Samaria and s ay: As your God, 0 Dan li ves .. . s h,al l 

fall and n ever r ise again ( Amos 8: 14 )." 65 

The f ate of eternal damnation wh ich Jeroboam suffe rs in 

consequence of the sins which he sinned and caused the 

people to si n is overwhelmingly attested to i n all phases of 

the r abbinic/midrashic literature. However , and as perhaps 

might have been exp ected ( given that the rabbinic literature 

is a literature replete with nehemta) there is a solitary 
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midrash whi c h teaches t hat even Jeroboam will rise up from 

the dead in the time of the Messiah. Yet, it should be noted 

that the atonement which Jeroboam attains is not as a result 

of any penitence which he might have done prior to his 

death, but only by the accident of his bur.ial in Eretz 

Yisrael. 

. . 

However, when David spoke of the lands 
of the living he meant the Land whose 
dead will be the first to come to life 
in the days of the Messiah. 
R. Ammi asked Resh Lakish : Even 
such dead as Jeroboam b. Nebat? 
replied: Brimstone and salt. R. 
asked R. Ammi: Suc h as Jeroboam 
He replied: I asked Resh Lakish 
said to me, Brimstone and salt. 

He 
Helbo 
b. Nebat? 
and he 

R. Berechiah asked R. Helbo: Such as 
Jeroboam b. Nebat? He replied: I 
asked R. Ammi, and he said to me, 
asked Resh Lakish, and he replied 
wise, saying to me: Brimstone and 

I 
like­
salt. 

R. Berechiah said: To explain what the 
teachers were holding back in their enig­
matic reply of Brimstone, [we c hould say:] 
With brimstone and salt the Holy One, 
blessed be He, intends to inflict punish­
ment upon the wicked in Gehinnom. But 
[upon the wicked buried in Eretz Yisrael 
such punishment had already been inflicted] 
at the time when the Temple was destroyed. 

Accordingly, the punishment which""tod 
ordained for Jeroboam b. Nebat and his 
companions , He bad exacted in the seven 
years that Eretz Yisrael was burning with 
fire. You may therefore conclude that 
even Jeroboam b. Nebat and his companions 
will come to life in the days of the 
Messiah. And what is the cause of their 
deliverance from being punished in Gehinnom 
and their coming back to life? Burial in 
Eretz Yisrael •... 66 
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Conclusion 

As I worked my way through the literature on Jeroboam, 

I attempted to note if there was any development in the 

midrashim from the early period of midrashic activity to the 

subsequent middle and late periods. While I cannot claim to 

have found a regular pattern in the midrashim, I did, in 

several cases, find some development from the early to later 

midrashim. This was manifest in two wii.ys. Either t here was 

an expansion of a theme or passage from an earlier midrash 

to a midrash of a later period or a uniquely different text 

was expounded. In a l 1 cases, the development in t he 

mi drashic passages was from the early to the middle period. 

Unfortunately , such development was not pervasive enough to 

allow one to argue a case for significant development in t he 

rabbinic literature from one period to the next. Moreover, a 

majority of the passages I found i n my research on Jeroboam 

were composed in the early period of midrashic activity, and 

more of ten than not were embedded in t he Babylonian Talmud 

rather then i n any of the classic midrashic texts. 

A survey of the rabbinic literature on Jeroboam has 

yielded up a picture of a man who was thoroughly dedicated 

to idolatr:> and who, through his idolatry, caused the Ten 

Tribes to sin. By way of their exegesis/eisegesis of the 

biblical passages on Jeroboam and his acts as king, as well 

as their developing of a fuller picture of the life and 

character of Jeroboam which is not attested to in Scripture, 

• the rabbis have greatly enhanced and embellished our under-
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standi ng of this idolater par excelleqce. The midrash 

descr i bes Je r oboam's metamorphos i s from a person devoted to 

Torah and God, one who was con side red wholly righteous, into 

a paradigmatic wicked person who suffers a fate accorded 

only t he most sinfu l. Unable o r unwil ling to repent, 

Jer oboam was sentenced to suffer ete rnall y in Gehi nnom. 

Throughout the Bible's portra ya l of t he No r t hern 

Ki ngdom, from its inception u nder Jer o boam to its exile at 

t he hands o f the Assyrian foe, the paradigmatic figure of 

t he Ten Tribes' sinfulness is Jeroboam. It is he to whom all 

the other kings of Israel are compared, whethe~ or not they 

'' followed all t he ways of Jero boam b. Neba t and the sins 

which he committed and c aus ed Israel to commit 

(I Kings 16:26) . " As wil l be demonstrated, the a c ts of 

Jeroboam affected not only his destiny, but the destiny of 

the Ten Tribes. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

THE ''OTHER" KINGS OF ISRAEL 

Introduction 

The purpose of this chapter is to examine the rabbini c 

material o n the kings of the Ten Tribes who ruled after .. 
Jeroboam b. Neba t. Not all o f these kings are mentioned 

within the midrashi c corpus, so naturally I will only be .. 
able to consider those kings about whom the rabbis comment. 

In examining the literature on each king, . I will first look 

at t he biblical acc ount of tha t king' s re i gn, (i.e ., "deeds 

and actions) and then will detail the rabbis' expansion of 

the skeletal text of the Bible. I will divide this c hapter 

into six diffe rent sections. Each section "1ill detail the 

rabbinic material abou t a specific king . 

The first section, on Ahab b. Omri (henceforth: Ahab), 

is divided into s even sub- sections: A - G. In sub- section A, 

I examine the rabbis ' explanation for Ahab 1 s long reign. 

Sub- sections B, C & D f ocus on Ahab's idolatrou s practices 

as well as his denial of God and Torah. In these sub-

s ections , I am investigating what the rabbis considered to 

be the sins for which Ahab is labeled even more wicked than 

Jeroboam. Su b - sections E and F concentrate on the rabbinic 

material whic h describes the c haracter of Ah ab - bad and 

good - as a wholly sinful person and as a repentant . Sub-

• ', section G e xplores the ultimate fate of Ahab according to 
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the rabbis. Was he punished for his sins and the sins which 

he caused Israel to sin or w&s he saved from the saae 

punishment suffered by Jeroboaa because he repented of his 

ways ? 

The remaining sections, II VI, investigate the 

midrashim which speak about other kings of Israel: II. Basha 

b. Ahijah, III. Joram b. Ahab, IV. Jehu b . Nimshi, V. 

Jeroboam b. Joash, and VI. Hoshea b . Elah. 



_,.. 

47 

I. Ahab b. Omri - Sixth King Over Is rael 

Ahab, according to the Bible, was more si n ful than any 

king of the Northern Ki ngdom who ruled before or after him, 

as it is written, "there never was anyone like Ahab who 

committed himself to doing what was displeasing to the 

Lord ... " (I Kings 21;25). He worshipped Ba •a1, building a 

temple in Samaria and erecting an al tar there for Ba' al 

worship. He also made a s a cred p06t and strayed after 

fetishes (I K 16:32-33 & 21:26). Even as compared to 

Jeroboa.m, Ahab is sa id to have been far more sinful (I Kings 

16:31). R. Yohanan (3 rd c. Pal estinian Amora - 2nd gener-

ation; and an oft quoted source on Jeroboam) commenting o n I 

Kings 16:31 taught: 

It was a light thing f or him to 
walk i n the sins of Jeroboam 
(I Kings 16:31). k. Yohanan said : 
The light [ mi nor ) transgressions 
which Ahab committed were equal to 
the gravest committed by J eroboam. 
Why then does Scripture make J eroboam 
the exempla r of sin? Because he was 
the first to corrupt." ! 

Neve rtheless, within the midrashic material on t he kings of 

the Ten Tribes, Ahab receives much less attention than does 

Jer oboam. It should be noted, however, that Ahab is the 

second most referred to King of Israel within the corpus of 

the rabbinic material under study. 

A. On Ahab's long ru l e. 

While Jeroboam was appointed by God to rule over the 
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Ten Tribes, Ahab came to power only as an accident of birth. 

For he inherited rulership over the Ten Tribes from his 

father, Omri. Because of this, there is no discussion by the 

rabbis as to why Ahab initially merited being king over the 

Northern Kingdom. What is a topic for discussion, however, 

is why Ahab , who is said to have been the most sinful of the 

kings o f Israel, merited such a long rule twenty-two 

years . According to R. Johanan, Ahab merited royalty for 

twenty- t wo years because he honored Torah. 

R. Johanan said: Why did Ahab 
merit royalty for twenty-two 
years? Because he honored the 
Torah, which was given in twenty­
two l etters (the number of letters 
in the aleph bet), as it is written, 
And he sent messengers to Ahab 
inside the city to say to hia, Thus 
said Ben-hadad: Your silver and 
gold are mine , and your beautiful 
wives and children are mine ... I 
meant that tomorrow at this time I 
wil l send my servants to you and 
they will search your house and the 
houses of your courtiers and seize 
everything you prize and take it 
away .•. So he (Ahab) said to Ben-hadad's 
messengers, Tell my lord the king: 
All that you demanded of your servant · 
I shall do, but this thing I cannot do 
(I Kings 20:3,6,9). Now what is 
meant by everything you prize? 
Surely the Scroll of t he Torah ! 
(Rashi: Thus showing that he hono~ed 
it (the Torah] and it was in this 
respect that Ahab defied Ben-badad).2 

In contrast to R. Johanan 's statement, there is a large 

body of literature which portrays Ahab as an idolater, and, 

more specifically, as one who rejected God and His Torah. 

Certainly this is more i n keeping with the Bible's descrip-

tion of Ahab, who is said to have ''forsaken the commandments 

of the Lord and gone afte~ Ba'alim" (I Kings 18:18) . 
r 
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B. Ahab 's denial of God. 

According to an anonymous text, firs t cited in 

Leviti c us Rabbah (5th c. ), Ahab abrogated sacrifice s to God, 

(i . e., rejecting God), instead bringing them in hono r of 

human beings. This t ext is repeated again, with minor varia-

tions, in Pesikta de-Rav Kahana and in two works of the 

middle period, Qoheleth Rabbah (8th c.) and Midrash Tanhuma 

Buber (9t h c) . 

And to him that does not sacrifice 
( Qoh. 9:2) applies to Ahab who 
abolished sacrifices, as is borQ.e out 
by the text, Ahab slaughtered sheep 
and oxen in abundance for him 
and for the people with him (II Chron 18 : 2), 
which impl i es that he killed them for 
h i m (i.e . , Jehoshaphat , ' King of Judah), 
but not as sacrifices (in honor to God).3 

In addition, there are three texts whic h unequivocally 

state or demonstrate Ahab 's denial of God. 

In a midrash attributed to R. Johanan, (by now a com-

mentator well known to us on both Jeroboam and Ahab), it is 

taught that Ahab wrote upon the gates of Samaria for all 

Israel to see: " Ahab denies the God of Israel." 

And Ahab made a grove; and Ahab 
did more to provoke the Lord God 
of Israel to anger than all the 
kings of Israel that came before 
him (I Kings 16:33) {which meant ) 
that he wrote upon the gates of 
Samaria,'Ahab denies the God of 
Israel.' 4 

In Tanna de-Vei El iyahu (10th c . Italy), Ahab i s 

accused of spurning God, the Creator of heaven and earth, 

just as he spurned the words of God's Torah. 

At once, Elijah was filled with 



great wrath at Ahab , and said to 
him: You good-for-nothing wretch! 
You spurned Hi m who created the 
entire world, every bit of it, for 
His glory - spurned Him who gave us 
the words of the Torah for His 
glory.5 
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And in Hidrash Tanhuma Buber (9th c. ), Ahab is . said to have 

erased God's name from His Torah, writing in its place the 

name of Ba'al. 

And Ahab did more to vex the Lord 
than any king who preceded hi• 
( I Kings 16:30) ... He c aused the 
Name of the Holy One, blessed be He, 
to be forgotten [in Israel]. How? 
He erased all the mentions of God's 
name (from the Torah) and wrote in 
its place: In the beginning Ba'al 
created ... , And Ba'al s poke and thus 
t he entire Torah was created . . . Of 
him ( Ahab) the prophet said: That 
plan to make Hy people forget Hy 
name ... just as their fathers forgot 
Hy name because of Ba'al (Jer 23:27). 6 

Concerning these final two texts from the middl e 

period, one is able to discern a development, or should I 

say a continuation of the creative process, from one 

midrashic period ~o the next. The passages from Tanna de- Vei 

Eliyahu and Midrash Tanhuma Buber are not doc umented i n any 

of the mi drashic c ompilations of the early period, nor do 

they contain any of the same material as the midrashim from 

the early period on this same subject. Therefore I am led to 

conclude that these two texts were compositions of the 

middle period which build upon the rabbis' description of 

Ahab's denial of God. 

C. Ahab's rejection of Torah. 
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There are two midrashim1 one from the early midrashic 
• 

period and the other from the middle period 1 which describe 

Ahab as being bereft of or opposed to Torah. In a statement 

found in t h e Talmud and attributed to R. Judah, it is im-

plied that Ahab did not fulfill the Torah . 

Our Rabbis taught: And they did him 
hon or at bis death (II Chron 32:33). 
in the case of Hezekiah the king of 
Judah, means that there marched 
before him thirty-six thousand with 
bare s h ould ers; this is t he view of R. 
Judah . R. Nehemiah, ho~ver, said to 
him: Did they not do the same before 
Ahab? (In the case of Hezekiah] they 
placed the scroll of the Law upon hi s 
coffin and declared: This one futfilled 
all that which is written there [while 
of that one - Ahab - they declared: 
This one did not fulfill all that 
which is written there]. 7 

In a more succinct passage in Qoheleth Rabbah (8th c. ), Ahab 

is described as being bereft of Torah. "Fo r it comes in 

vanity, and departs in darkness (Qoh 6:4): (Was Ahab, 

then,] without light o r bath? It means 1 without Torah and 

good deeds."8 

Ahab's rejection of God and Torah is tied together in a 

discussion in the Babylonian Talmud over whether or not one 

is allowed to eat of t he sacrifices of an Israelite who is 

an idolatrous apostate. In a text which expounds the same 

scriptural passage (II Chron 18 : 2) as the Leviticus Rabbah 

text c i t ed above (namely, the one used to demonstrate Ahab's 

denial of God) , R. Anan in t he name of Samuel (3rd c. 

Babylonian Amo~a - 1st generation) taught: 

In the case of an Israelite apostate 
i n respect of idolatry, we may eat of 
his slaughteringj for so we find 
written concerning Jehoshaphat, king 



of Judah, that he partook of the feast 
of Ahab, as it is wr itten, Ahab 
slaughtered sheep and oxen in abundance 
for him (i.e., Jehoshaphat ) and for the 
people with him . .. (II Chron 18:2) . 9 
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Further on , in the same discussion, it is taught that "One 

that is an apostate in respect to idolatry {i .e., Ahab) is 

regarded as opposed to the whole Torah. ••10 Indeed, the 

pendulum has swung 180 degrees from R. Johanan ' s original 

statement which teaches t hat Ahab honored Torah. 

O. Ahab's Idolatry. 

Al though the Bible mentions Ba' al worship as Ahab's 

particular contr ibution to the idol a trous practices of 

Israel, the midrashim on h is penchant for Ba'al worship are 

few in number . In fact, the midrashic text in which Ahab is 

said to have erased God's name from the Torah and replaced 

it with the name "Ba'al " is the only passage I have come 

across in my investigation (p.50 #6). I can only venture 

t hat either my researc h on this count was not thorough 

enough; t hat Ahab's worship of Ba'al was blamed on Jezebel 

(My researc h did not include the midrashic material on 

Jezebel); or that the rabbis speak of Ahab's idolatry only 

in very general terms . 

In I Kings 21:25 it is stated that "Indeed, there never 

was anyone like Ahab, who com.mitted hiitself to doing what 

was displeasing to the Lo rd .... " The intent of this verse 

was not lost on the rabbis. For they described Ahab as one 

so thoroughly steeped in idolatry that there was no idol ,, 

' 



53 

• 
that he failed to worship. There are two basic texts which 

explore this theme. Both have their roots in the early 

midrashic period. 

In the Talmud Yerushalmi, Ahab was quoted as saying to 

Elijah, '' Now I have not left a single idol in the world 

which I nave not worshipped. " 11 This text is repeated in 

Tanna de-Vei Eliyahu (10th c . Ital y) and in the Yalkut 

Shimoni.12 The other text is found in the Babylonian Talmud . 
• 

R. Yohanan, (who seems to have foreseen that I was going to 

write this thes ts and so spoke at length about the Ten 

Tribes) 1 is supposed to have taught that Ahab inundated 

Palest i ne with idols. "The altars of these are also like 

stone heaps in the furrows of the fields. R. Johanan satd: 

[This teaches that J there is no furrow in Palestine upon 

which Ahab did not p l ant an idol and worship it."13 

There are three other midrashim which speak of the 

depth of Ahab's idolatry . One, already referred to at the 

inception of this chapter, teaches that the gravest of 

Jeroboam's transgressions were equal to the most minor of 

Ahab's sins ( p . 47, #1). The continuation of this passage, 

as quoted in the Talmud Yerushalmi, adds: 

[Ahab] would adorn hi mself every day 
and get up before Hiel, commande r of 
his army and would say to him, How 
much am I worth today? And he would 
say to him, Thus and so . Then he 
would take the a mount and set it 
apart for an idol. 14 

The second of the three midra shim is found in the 

Baby lonian Talmud. As Jeroboam's name was divided up into 

/ smaller units and interpreted to describe h i s character and 
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deeds, so too was Ahab's name interpreted. According to R. 

Ashi (5th c. Babylonian Amora 6th generation), "Ahab 

denotes that he was an "ah" [a brother] to Heaven, and an ab 
I 

(a father] to idolatry. An ah to Heaven, as it is written, 

a brother is born for trouble (Prov. l 7: l 7); an ab to 

idolatry, as it is written, As a father loves his 

children " (Ps. 103). 15 

The final text, cited i n Midrash Tanhuma Buber, sums 
, 

up, i n very brief fashion, the Bible's and the rabbis' 

attitude toward Ahab. "You should know that [Ahab] committed 

!literall y: sold) himself to idolatry as it is said, 

Indeed, there never was anyone like Ahab, who co/a/Ditted 

himself to doing what was displeasing to the Lord" (l Kings 

21 : 25>.1 6 

As with Jeroboam, Ahab was also blamed for having led 

lhe people o f the Ten Tribes tv sin (I Kings 21:22). Of all 

the rabbinic literature which focuses o n the idolatry of 

Ahab , this s ubject includes the largest and most expansive 

collect.ion of midrashim . Moreover, there is only one tal-

mud ic passage in this entire corpus, while the remainder of 

t he texts to be discussed are found in the classic midrashic 

sources. 

According to R. Joshua b. Levi (3rd c. Palestinian 

Amora - 1st generation) the Courts of Justice during Ahab's 

rule sanctioned idolatry. "R. Joshua b. Levi said : The land 

of Israel was not laid waste until seven Courts of Justice 

had s anctioned idolatry, namely , (those of) Jeroboam b. 

Nebat, Basha b. Ahijah, Ahab b. Omri. ... "17 
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There ar-e two texts, both from the c orpus referred to 

as " Tanhuma Hidrashim" (8th-9th c . ), which portray Ahab as a 

veritable pied piper. In Pesikta Rabbati it is taught that 

Eli j ah be held Israel going astray after Ahab.18 And in 

Midrash Tanhuma Buber, Ahab is a ccused as " having 

c aused I s rael t o s i n mo re than the rashs'im who came 

before him. " 19 

In addi t i on to these three texts, t here are a number of , 
parallel passages, first cited in Leviticus Rabbah (5th c. ), 

which sta te that " The gener-ation of Ahab were all worship-
-

pers o f i dol s . .. 20 This text i s f u r t her cited in Pesikta de-

Rav Kahana, Deuteronomy Rabbah, Midrash Tanhuma Buber, 

Numbers Rabbah II and Midrash Tehillim r.21 No other ·King of 

Israel, no t even Jeroboam, was a c corded this dubious honor. 

This o ne s hort statement reveals t he extent to which Ahab 

led Israel t o s i n. For even i n t he generation of Jeroboam 

there were r ighteous people . 

E . Ahab the " Rashs". 

As happened with Jeroboam, so too the rabbis labeled 

Ahab a "rasha" . Host of the literatur-e on this topic is 

found in the midrashim of the early period ; and all but one 

of these passages a r e located in the Babylonian Talmud. 

Interestingly, none of the texts ar-e cited more than once. 

In Abo th d 'Rabbi Nathan, a minor Babylonian t ractate, 

it i s taught that one should not associate with a "rasha" -

a wicked person. In this case Ahab is viewed as the paradigm 
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fo r the wic ked person: • 

Associate not with the wicked. This 
teaches that a man should not associate 
himself either with an evil man or a 
wicked man. We find it so in the case of 
Jehoshaphat; because he assoc iated with 
Ahab and went up with him to Ramo th 
Gilead, the wrath of the Lord came upo n 
him, as it is stated, Should one g ive 
aid to the wicked and befriend those 
who hate the Lord ? For this, wrath is 
upon you from the Lord (II Chron 19:2 ) . 
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22 

This midras h i s very similar to the text whi c h teaches that 

Ahijah suffered blindness , assumingly brought about as 

punishment b y God, because he r a i sed a ''wi c ked disciple" 

( i . e . , J e r o boam) . 

R. Aha b . Hanina (3 rd c. Palest i nian Amora - 3rd gener-

a t ion) i s ci t e d in the Babylonian Talmud as having stated: 

" When the wicked perish, there i s song (Prov 11:10); 

[thus) when Ahab b. Omri perishe d there was a song . " 23 Here 

too Ahab was portrayed as t he parad i gmatic " rasha. " 

The r e are t wo midrashim, al s o found in the Babylonian 

Talmud, whi c h are very c losely related. Al t hough i t is not 

completely c lear, it appears that both of these tex ts were 

attributed to Rab (3rd c . Babylonian Amora 1st 

generation ) . The first text teaches that the wicked, in this 

case Ahab, are favored in this world. The second passage 

explains the premise of the first passage. According to 

Raba, this world was created solely for the " totally 

wicked," ( i. e . , Ahab}. 

It is not good to respect a wicked 
person (Prov 18:5). It is not good 
for the wicked that they are being 
favored [by the Holy One, blessed 
be He] in this world. It was not 
good for Ahab that he was favored in 
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this world, as it is said: Because 
he bas humbled himself before He, I 
~ill not bring the disaster in his 
lifeti•e (I Kings 21:29). And 
subvert the innocent in judgment 
(Prov 18:5). 24 

II. Raba further said: The world was 
created only for either the totally 
wicked or the totally righteous. 
Raba said: Let a man know concerning 
hiaself whether he is completely 
righteous or not! Rab said: The 
world was created only for Ahab b. 
Oari and for R. Hanina ~. Dosa; for 
Ahab this world, and for R. Hanina 
b . Dosa the future world.25 
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There is one additional text from the earl.,. midrashic 

period, from Esther Rabbah (6th c. ) which teaches that the 

greatnes s whic h the wicked attain brings muc h su f fering and 

strife i nto this world. So it was when Ahab ruled as king 

over Israel. For he was understood, in the midrash, to have 

been one of the wealthiest people who ever lived . 26 

When, however, the wicked attain to 
greatness, there is woe (way)and 
groaning and fierce anger in the world. 
Thus it says, And Ahab b . Omri reigned 
-wayyimlok - {I Kings 16:29) - as if 
to say woe (way) that Ahab b. Omri 
is become king!27 

Not only did the "wicked" Ahab bring suffering and strife 

into the world while he was king over the Ten Tribes, but he 

was also s..,id to be a portent of suffering for those who 

dreamt of hia, long after his death. "Our Rabbis taught, 

there are three kings [who are important for dreaaa]. If one 

sees David in a d reaa, he may hope for piety; if Solomon, he 

may hope for wisdo•; if Ahab, let him fear for punishment." 

.J28 It appear• that the rabbis considered Ahab eo thoroughly 

wicked that even his iaage in a dreaa had etf icacy enough to 

• 
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bring suffering into this world. 

The only text from the middle period of midrashic 

activity which describes Ahab as a "rasha" is cited in 

Agadat Bereshit (10th c.). There it is stated: "The 

prophecy of Obadiah. What did Obadiah see when he 

prophesied concerni ng Edom? The Holy One, blessed be He, 

said, Obadiah was to grow up among two rasha'im; Ahab and 

Jezebel." 29 

F. Ahab in a positive light. 

To this point we have only considered those midrashim 

in which Ahab is portrayed as a person thoroughly dedicated 

to the practice of idolatry. Outside of R. Yohanan's state-

ment, that Ahab merited royalty for twenty-two years because 

he honored Torah, the rabbis, thus far considered, have not 

had anything complimentary to say about Ahab. Yet, as might 

be expected in a literature which is forgiving or praising, 

to some extent, of almost every c haracter which it speaks 

about, the rabbis' harsh words against Ahab in many 

midrashim are somewhat mi tigated in others. At the very 

least, the rabbis found one good thing to say about Ahab. 

Why, if Ahab, King of Israel, who 
had done but one good thing - as 
it is written: The battle raged 
all day long, and the king (Ahab, 
who was mortally wounded ) 
remained propped up in the chariot 
facing Araa; the blood froa the 
wound ran down into the hollow of 
the chariot , and at dust h~ died 
CI Kings 22:35) - was laaented thus 
how much the more so is due to 
the sons of Iahmael!30 
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''Ahab's 'good deed' consisted in his being propped up [in 

his chariot) so as not to discourage the fighting men and 

not to give the enemy an advantage. 1•31 Such praise is a bit 

macabre! However, there is another midrashic passage which 

is less so. 

In contrast to the many midrashim wh ich described Ahab 

as an idolater par excellence - as on~ who worshipped every 

idol in the world, and which labeled him a "rasha" 

seem i ngly the most damning of epitaphs, it is stated in the ._ 

Babylonian Talmud that Ahab's deeds were half sinful and 

half meritorious. The first section of this passage seems to 

paC"allel the previous midrashic text. Yet it credits Ahab 

with having done more t han "one good deed. '' 

R. Nahman said : Ahab was equally 
balanced, since i t is written, The 
Lord asked, Who will entice Ahab so 
that he will march and fall at RBJDoth­
gilead? Then one said thus and another 
said thus (I Kings 22:20). R. Joseph 
objected: He .of whom it is written, 
Indeed, there never was anyone like 
Ahab, who committed himself to doing 
what was displeasing to the Lord, at 
the instigation of his wife Jezebel 
(I Kings 2 1:25); whereon it was taught: 
Every da~ she used to weigh out gold 
shekel s for idols - yet you say that he 
was equally balanced! - But Ahab was 
generous with his money, and because he 
used to benefit scholars with his wealth, 
half [his sins) were forgiven.32 

Ahab, unlike Jeroboam, repented of his sinful ways. 

Subsequent to the prophet Elijah's declaration of God's 

decree that He was going to bring disaster upon Ahab and 

upon his House in retribution for his having "committed 

himself to doing what is evil in the sight of the Lord" (I 

Kings 21: 20) , Ahab rent his clothes, put on sackcloth and 

• 
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fasted ( I Kings 21:27). The rabbis rather begrudgingly (for 

I have only found three midrashim on this topic ) speak of 

Ahab's repentance. Two of the three midrashim are from the 

early midrashic period (Talmud Yerushalmi and Pesikta de-Rav 

Kahana ) a nd are very similar in c ontent and in whom they 

quote. However, the scriptural passages which they expound 

are diffe rent. The third midrash is foun9 in Pirke de-Rabbi 

Eliezer (9th c . ), a middle period work. Although it shares 

some similari t ies with its predecessors - especi!lly with 

the t ext f ound in Pesikta de-Rav Kahana, it shows evidence 

of be i ng a mo re developed text; i . e., i t includes more 

indepe nde n t prose. In all o f these midrashim, Ahab's repen-

tance r e sulted in the forstall i ng of evil until "his son's 

days. " Ne vertheless, as a response to his repentance the 

'' evil " d i d not occur in Ahab ' s lifetime (I Kings 21: 29). 

Talmud Yerushalm i : In this pass age it is taught that 

Elijah informed Ahab that God was 

going to bring about a draught. Upo n 

hear i ng this, Ahab began to mourn . 

He rent his clothes, put o n sackcloth, 

fasted, and walked about barefoot. 

Because Ahab humbled himself before 

God, even his repentance, no matter 

how abundantly he had previously 

sinned, was accepted by God. 

Elijah then said to him, As the 
Lord God of Israel lives, before 
whom I stand, there sbaJl not be 
de~ or rain these years, but 



according to my word CI Kings 17:1). 
When he heard this. he began to 
cry. Thus it is written. When 
Ahab heard these words, he rent 
his clothes and put sackcloth on 
his body. He fasted and lay in 
sackcloth and walked about 
subdued CI Kings 21:27). How long 
did he afflict himself? It was 
in periods of three hours . If he 
was accustomed to eat every three 
hours, he ate every six. If he 
was acc ustomed to six, he ate~ every 
nine. And he walked about subdued. 
What is the meaning of subdued? 
R. Joshua b. Levi said, That he went 
about barefoot. It is written, 
Then the word of the Lord came to 
Elijah the Tishbite: Have you seen 
how Ahab has humbled himself before 
He? Because he has humbled himself 
before He, I will not bring the d is­
aster in his lifetime; I will bring 
the disaster upon his house in his 
son 's time (I Kings 21:28-29). 
Said the Ho ly One, blessed be He , to 
Elijah, Now see the good lot which 
I have given in my wori~. If a 
man sins before me in abundance but 
repents, I accept. him back. Thus 
it is written, Have you seen how 
Ahab has humbled himself before He? 33 

Pesikta de-Rav Kahana: In this passage it is taught that 

the repentance of even the most 
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invete rate sinners, i.e., Ahab, is 

accepted by God. This passage 

parallels the midras h cited above 

in the Talmud Yerushalmi. However, 

its initial scriptural passage is 

different . 

I accepted the repentance of Ahab, 
therefore shall I not accept your 
repentance? For a harsh decree was 
issued against him, as it is 
written: Say to him, Thus said the 
Lord: Would you murder and take 
possession ? Thus said the Lord: 

• 



In the very place where the dogs 
lapped up Naboth's blood, the dogs 
will lap up your blood too 
(I Kings 21:19) . When Ahab heard 
these words, he rent his clothes 
and put sackcloth on his body. 
He fasted and lay in sackcloth and 
walked about subdued (I Kings 21:27). 
How did he fast? If he was accustomed 
to eat every three hours, he would eat 
every six, and if he was accustomed 
to eat every six, he ate every 
nine. What is the meaning of waJked 
about subdued? R. Joshua b. Levi 
said, He went about barefooted. 
What is written there? Then the 
word of the Lord came t o Elijah the 
Tishbite: Have you seen bow Ahab 
has humbled himself before He? 
Because he has humbled himself 
before He, I will not bring the 
disaste r in his lifetime; I will 
bring the disaster upon his house in 
his son's time (I Kings 21:28-29). 
Said the Holy One, blessed be He, to 
Elijah , You have seen that Ahab 
repented: Have you seen bow Ahab 
has humbled himself befor~ He? 
And shall I not therefore accept 
your repentance?34 
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Pirke d e -Rabbi Eliezer: In this passage Ahab is portrayed 

as a Ba'al T'shuva.h. He is said 

to have : summoned Jehoshaphat, 

king of Judah, to administer 

lashes three times a day ; fasted; 

prayed; and studied Torah until 

his death. Thus Ahab repented of 

the evil which he had done . 

Repent, you children of men 
CPs. 90:3). Know the power of tzeda­
kah and repentance. Come and see 
from Ahab, king of Israel, who sincerely 
repented. For he had robbed, coveted 
and murdered, as it is said, Would 
you murder and take possession 
( I Kings 21:19) ? He sent and called 
for Jehoshaphat, king of Judah, who 



gave him forty lashes - three times a 
day. And in fasting and with prayer 
he rose up early and retired late, before 
the Holy One, blesse d be He. He busied 
himself with Torah every day of h i s 
li fe and he did not return to hi s 
evil deeds. His repentance was 
accepted, as it is said, Ha ve you 
seen how Ahab has humbled himself 
before He ? Because he has humbled 
himself before He , I will not bring 
the disaster in bis lifetime ... 
(I Kings 21:29).35 

G. No port ion in the world- to - come. 
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According to the rabbis, i f o ne repents of o ne's sins 

before dying, then that person is granted a port i on in the 

world-to - come . Contrary to t his notion, Ahab, who is said to 

have repented of the evil which he committed before God, was 

not ( according to the rabbis) granted a portion in t he 

wo rld-to-co me. It seems odd that the s ame literature which 

proclaims that Ahab repented condemns h i m to suffer a fate 

reserved for the unrepentant. 

There is a mishnaic passage , cited in Tractate San-

hedrin o f t he Babylonian Talmud, which states, ~ Three kings 

and fou r collUlloners have no portion in the world-to-come : the 

three kings are J eroboam, Ahab and Hanasseh.~36 This passage 

i s repeated numerous times in other tractates of t he Talmud 

- Baby lonian as well as Palestinian, and in midrashim of the 

middle and late midraahic periods. 37 The explanation given 

in the gemara of Tractate Sanhedrin as to why Ahab had no 

portion in the world-to-come is somewhat cryptic. R. Jobanan 

teaches, "From where do we know that he (Ahab) will not 
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enter t he future world? From the verse, And I will ~ut off 

from Ahab hi111 that urinates against the wall, him t hat is 

shut up and forsaken in Israel (I Kings 21:21); shut up 

[implies] in this world; forsaken, in the next. 3 ~erhaps 

confused by R. Johanan's explanation, his colleagues 

provided simpler and clearer answers. There is a saying 

attributed to Rab (a Babylonian coo temporary of R. 

Johanan's): "The world was created only for Ahab b. Omri and 

R. Hanina _b. Dosa; for Ahab b. Omri this world and for R . .... 

Hanina b. Dosa the future world. "39 In another talmudic 

passage Rab elaborates o n this statement, explaining that 

the wicked (e .g., Ahab> are favored i n this world and ·the 

righteous i n t he world-to-come.40 

Finally, ther& are two additional texts, found in 

Tanna de-Vei Eliyahu (10th c. ) , which explain Ahab's fate . 

One blames Jezebel, Ahab's wife, for c ausing him to be cut-

off from the world-to-come . "And who caused Ahab to perish 

from t his world and from the world-to-come and caused his 

sons to perish with him? You must say: Jezebel his wife, of 

course! .. 41 The other passage is contradictory to the Bible 

and the midrashim which teach that Ahab repented of his evil 

ways befor-e God. Here, Ahab is said to have died an [ un-

repentant] idolater. 

The Sages taught: Four k i ngs -
Jeroboam, Ahab, Ahaz and Manasseh -
have no portion in the world-to­
come. Indeed, I say that whoever 
practices idolatry, whether in his 
youth or old age, and [unrepentant) 
dies an idolater ••• , has no portion 
in the world to come .... 42 

Of the other kings of the Ten Tribes, the rabbis only 
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comment on a few . The midrashim are few in number, and only 

one or two different texts can be found in reference to each 

of these kings. 

, 
• # 

• 
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II. Basha b. Ahijah - Third King Over Israel 

Basha b. Ahijah (henceforth: Basha), was the third king 

of Israel. "As soon as he became king, he struck down all 

the House of Jeroboam ... in accordance with the word that the 

Lord had spoken ... because of the sins which Jeroboam com-

mi tted and whic h he caused Israel to c;:ommi t ... " (I Kings 

15:29 30). However, Basha too "followed the way of 

Jeroboam and caused ... Israel to si n " (I Kings 16 :~) . There-

fore he was condemned to suffer the same fate as Je r oboam . 

The rabbis wrote very little about Sasha's sinfulness. 

Even regarding those events of his life which paralleled 

Jeroboam's (and of whic h the rabbis had much to say in 

respect to Jeroboam), t hey did not seem to feel t he need to 

comment in the case of Basha. There are but two midrash im 

about Basha. In both instances he is mentioned in tandem 

with Jeroboam, Ahab, Jehu, Pekah, Henahem and Hoshea. The 

first text relates t he idolatrous nature of Sasha's rule. 

R. Joshua b. Levi said: The land 
of I srael was not laid waste until 
seven Court s of Justice had 
sanctioned idolatry, namely, 
[those of] Jeroboam b. Nebat, Basha 
b. Ahijah, Ahab b. Omri, Jehu b . 
Nimshi, Pekah b. Remaliah, Menahem 
b. Gadi and Hoshea b. Elah.43 

The second text , seeming to commen t on this first passage, 

was really written about t he "wickedness" of the royal 

dynasty of Basha. "R. Levi said: Israel was not exiled unti l 

s'even royal dynasties became wicked."44 (According to the 

Ma'har'zo the "seven royal dynasties" were those of 

Jeroboam, Basha, Ahab, Jehu, Pekah, Menahe• and Hoshea). 
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These two texts are also the only midrashim on Pekah b. 

Remaliah and Menahem b. Gadi, of whom i t is said that they 

"did not depart from the sins which Jeroboam b. Nebat had 

c aus ed Israel to commit" (II Kings 15:18 & 28) . 

• J 
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III. Joram b. Ahab - Eighth King Over Israel 

While Jo ram b. Ahab (henceforth: Jo ram) was said to 

have "done what was displeasing to the Lord . .. clinging to 

the sins which Jeroboam b. Nebat caused Israel to commit" 

(II Kings 3 : 2-3), he was also praised for removing "the 

pillars of Ba• al that his father made '' (j..Q.lii . , 3: 2). The ~ 

rabbis, however, found nothing praiseworthy about Joram. 

Moreover , Joram was said to have taken usurious interest - a 

crime for which he was punished by death - and to have never 

heeded the prophecy of Elisha, a true prophet of God. The 

midrashim on Joram appear only in the middle period and all 

of them belong to the corpus of "Tanhuma Hidrashim." 

Of Joram taking usurious interest, it is taugttt in 

Hidrash Tanhuma and repeated verbatim in Exodus Rabbah that, 

If you lend money to any of •Y 
people, (to the poor aaong you, do not 
act toward the• as a creditor: 
exact no interest fro• the•] 
(Exod 22:24). Thus it is written, 
Who bas nev~r lent money at 
interest (Pa. 15:5). Come and see: 
anyone who has riches and gives 
charity to the poor, and does not 
lend on interest is regarded as if 
he observed all the coaaandaents, 
for it says, Who has never lent 
money at interest, or accepted a 
bribe against the innocent. The aan 
who acts thus shall never be 
shaken Ci.2isl.) . Who was this? 
Obadiah, who was a wealthy man and the 
adainistrator of Ahab, for it says, 
Ahab h•d su .. oned Obadiah, the 
steward,. of the palace (I Kinga 18:3). 
He was..-.xtraordinarily wealthy but spent 
)lis wealth in charity, for it 
was he who fed all the prophets. 
When that great trouble caae~ be 
borrowed on interest froa Joraa b. 
Ahab in order to support the 

• 

• 



prophets. He fulfilled the verse, 
Who has never lent money on 
interest. Of Joram, however, 
who lent on interest, God said: This 
man still lives! Let Jehu come and 
s lay him, as it says, But Jehu 
drew his bow and hit Joram between 
the shoulders, so that the arrow 
pierced his heart ... (II Kings 9:24 ). 
Why between the shoulders and at 
his heart? Because he hardened 
his heart and st retched but his 
hand to rece ive usury, so as to 
fulfill what Ezekiel said, has lent 
at advance interest, or exacted 
accrued interest - shall he li ve ? ~ 
[He s hall not live]! (Ezek 18:13). 45 
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By juxtaposing Joram's taking of usurious interest against 

Obadiah's extreme generosity, tbe rabbis sought to nnde r-

score Joram' s sin. 

The midrash which was written about how Joram never 

heeded the prophecy of Elisha is found in Midrash Tanhuma 

and is repeated verbatim in Numbers R~bbah II. 

You find, in fac t, that when 
Joram king of Israel went to 
fight against Moab ... Jehoshaphat 
answered him: Isn't there a 
prophet of the Lord here, tbrougb 
whom we ms,y inquire of the Lord? 
One o f the courtiers of tbe king of 
Israel spoke up and said, Elisha son 
of Shaphat, who poured water on 
the hands of Elijah ..• (II Kings 3:11). 
This serves to make known tbe 
wickedness of Joram, inasmuch as he 
did not acknowledge bis 
(i.e., Elisha's) authority. 
(Instead he sought the advice of 
false prophets).46 
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IV. Jehu b. Nimsh i - Ninth King Over Israel 

Jehu b. Nimsbi (henceforth: Jehu) was praised as well 

as derided in Scripture. Jehu carried out God's word by 

wiping the House of Ahab o ff t he face of the earth: he 

killed Joram, Jezebel and all of the Hou~e of Ahab (II Kings 

9: 24 , 33 & 10:11). He also '' eradicated the Ba ' al from Israel " 

(II King s 10 :28). Nonetheless, be persisted in the ways of ._. 

Jero boam, worshippi ng the golden calves at Bethel and at Dan 

( ibid. , vs. 29). The verdict on Jehu in the midrash is also 

mixed, although it is decidedly more negative than positive. 

The rabbis o f the early period were a bit more forgiving of 

Jehu t han t he rabbi s of the middle period . 

In a passage found i n Tractate Sanhedrin of the 

Babylonian Talmud, the rabbis both praised and der ided Jehu. 

On t he one hand, he was said to have been a ~very righteous 

man " who acted according to God's will. Yet, on the other 

hand, he was said to have been careless once he ascended to 

the t hrone, forsaking God's Teachings a nd worshipping Ba'al . 

But , urged the wicked upon the 
righteous, do you really think that a 
man like Jeroboam would serve idols ? 
He only wishes to test us, to 
see whether we will give full 
acceptance to his orders? And even 
Abijah the Shilonite erred and 
signed. For Jehu was a very righteous 
man , as it is written, The Lord said 
to Jehu, Because you have acted 
well and done what was pleasing 
to He, having c arried out &11 that I 
desired upon the House of Ahab, 
four generations of your descendants 
shall occupy the throne of Israel 
(I I Kings 10:30). Yet, it is written, 
But Jebu was not careful to follo~ 
•the Teaching of tbe Lord, tbe God 
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of Israel, with all his heart; he 
did not turn away from the sins 
that Jerobo11111 had caused Isrsel 
to commit (ibid., vs. 31). Now what 
cau sed this? Abaye (4th c. 
Babylonian Amora - 4th generation) 
said: A covenant i s made for the 
lips, as it is written, [Jehu 
assembled all the people and said 
to them), Ahab ser ved Baal little ; 
Jehu shall serve him much (lJ2..i.g., ., 
vs. 18) ! Raba ( 4th c . Babylonian 
Amora - 4th generation) said: He 
saw the signature of Ahijah the 
Shilonite, and was t hus led i nto 
e r ror.4 7 

il 

The following passage, from Tanna de - Vei Eliyahu ( 10th c. ) , 

omits Raba's rejoinder wh ich stated that Jehu, quite mis-

takenly, worshipped the golden c a lves of Je roboam . In this 

passage Jehu is portrayed as a good man gone bad . Prior t o 

becoming king, Jehu was God-feari,g and did " good deed ( s ) . " 

However, once he became king, " h is de~ds bec ame corrupt" and 

he worshipped the golden c al ves. 

Come and see the measure of well­
being [a person c an enjoy]. When a 
man has done a good deed. well-
being is be stowed upon him [and his 
descendants] through four generations. 
So it was with Jehu b. Nimshi, 
as it is said, The Lord said 
to Jehu, Because you have acted 
well and done wbat was pleasing 
to He •. . four generations of your 
descendants s hall occupy the throne 
of Israel (II Kings 10:30). Of Jehu 
b. Nimshi it i s said t hat he was 
a God-fearing man to begin with and 
was no t drawn to worship of the 
golden calves that Jeroboam b. Nebat 
had made. Once Jehu reached eminence, 
however, and entered upon his 
reign , his deeds became corrupt. 
( But Jehu was not careful to 
follow the Teaching of the Lord, 
the God of Israel, with all his 
heart ; he did not turn away fro• 

• the sins that Jerobo&11 had caused 
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Israel to commit (i.Q..i.Q., vs. 31). 48 

Additionally, as cited above regarding Basha, the 

Courts of Justice during Jehu's reign sanctioned idolatry, 

and Jehu's dynasty was said to have been a "wic ked " one (cf. 

footnotes 43 and 44). 

, 

. .. 

... 
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V. Jeroboam b. Joash - Twelfth King Over Israel 

The biblical record of Jeroboam b . Joash (henceforth: 

Jeroboam II I is very brief. He " restored the territory of 

Is rael from Lebo -hamath to the sea of the Aravah, in accord-

a nee with the promise t ha t the Lord ... had made 

through ... Jonah" (II Kings 14:25). Also during his reign 

"the Lord saw the very bitter plight of Israel. .. and 

resolved not to blot out the name of Israel from under 

heaven; and he delivered them through Jeroboam b. Joa sh" 

(II Kings 14:26-27 ). However, Jeroboam II also did wha t was 

displeasing to the Lord and did not depart from the sins 

which Jeroboam caused Israel to co1LJDit (ibjd., vs. 24). 

As has been demonstrated, a basic premise of rabbinic 

literature is that you deserve what you get. Therefore, 

Jeroboam II, having merited God's resolut ion not to destroy 

Israel during his reign, as well as the restoration of the 

territory of Israel from Lebo-hamath to the sea of the 

Aravah, should, according to the rabbis, have done something 

positive to deserve this. Indeed, in Tanna de-Vei El iyahu, 

we find the rabbi's explanation. 

Of Jeroboam b. Joash it is said 
that he was a man who accorded honor 
to Prophets. Therefore what terri­
tory the Holy One did not turn over 
to Joshua b. Nun and to David, king 
of Israel, he turned over to 
Jeroboam, as it is said, It was he 
who restored the territory of 
Israel from Lebo-ba.ath to the 
sea of the Arabah, in accordance with 
the promise that the Lord ... 11111de 
through His servant, the prophet 
Jonah b. Aaittai ... (II Kings 14:25). 

·of Jeroboaa, Scripture says 



further, For the Lord saw the 
very bitte r plight of Israel . .. a nd the 
Lord resol ved not to blot out t h e 
name of Israel from under heaven; 
and he del ivered them t hrough 
Jeroboa• b. Joash (ibid., vss . 26-27). 
But why such special regard for 
Jeroboam? Was not Jeroboam an 
idol-worshiper? Yes, but be re -
fused to accept Amaziah's slander o f 
the prophet Amos , as it is said, 
Amaziah, the priest of Bethel, sent 
this message to King Jerobol!!lll of 
Israel: Amos is conspiring against 
you ... For Amos has said, Je roboa m 
s hall di e by the sword.~ . (Amos 
7: 10 - 11). At once Jeroboam rebuked 
Amaziah and sent him away with a 
repri•and, for he said: God forbid ! 
The prophet could not have 
uttered such a prophecy. If he did 
utter it, however, it would not 
have been his own prophecy but 
Heaven's. 

Thereupon the Holy One said: 
Here is a generation that worships 
idols! The head of the generation , 
[its king), worships idols! 
Nevertheless, (God went on to say): 
The land which I pro~ised - The 
land of which I swore to Abrah4111, 
Isaac, and Jacob, saying, To your 
offspring will I give it (Exod 33:1) 
- I shall give into t he hand of 
this very person. Then, as Scripture 
tells us, [Jeroboam II] restored 
t he territory of Israel from 
Lebo-ha.aath to the sea of the Aravah 
(II Kings 14: 25) . Thus it is said: 
Through the agency of good men , good 
things are brought about, and through 
the agency of evil men, evil things 
are brought about.49 
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As demonstrated in the preceding passage from Tanna de-

Vei Eliyahu, Jeroboam II was considered me r itorious because 

he "accordea honor to (God's) prophet" and because he 

rebuked Amaziah. a priest of idolatry from Bethel. for 

slighting the prophet' s words. On account of these deeds, 

the rabbis described Jeroboam II as a "good man" on whose 
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account "good things ( were) brought about." 

The rabbis' praise of Jeroboam II can also be found in 

a midrash within the Babylonian Talmud . It appears that the 

midrash of Tanna de- Vei Eliyahu is based on a section of 
. 

t hi s text. In t his instance, Jeroboam II was written of as 

one who did not listen to words of sli~ht, in general, and 

specifically, against Amos. Further, it is taught that 

Jeroboam II merited being counted together with tbe kings of 

Judah . 

R. Johanan said: How did Jeroboam 
b. Joash, king of Israel, merit to 
be counted togethe r with the kings 
of Judah? Because he did not heed 
slander against Amos. Fro m where 
do we know t hat he was counted 
[with them)? Because it is written, 
The word of t he Lord that ca~e 
to Hosea b. Beeri, in the reigns 
of Kings Uzziah, Jotham, Abaz, and 
Hezekiah of Judah, and i n the reign 
of King Jeroboam b. Joasb of 
Israel (Amos 1:1). From where do 
we know that he did not heed 
slander? Because it is written, 
Amaziah, the priest of Bethel, sent 
t his message to King Jeroboam of 
Israel: Aplos is conspiring against 
you within the House of Israel . . . For 
Amos has said, Jeroboa• shall 
die by the sword ... (Aaos 7 : 10-11) . 
He (Jeroboam II) said ; God 
forbid that that righteous man should 
have said this! Yet if be did 
say it, what cao I do to hia! The 
Divine Presence told it to him.50 

As has been demonstrated, the merit of Jeroboam II 

rested in his having accepted the word of God's prophet and 

in forsaking the counsel of his own idolatrous priesthood. 
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VI. Hoshea b. El ah - The Last King Over Israel 

Hoshea b. Elah (hence forth : Hoshea) the last king over 

the Ten Tribes , according to the Bible, "did what was dis-

pleasing to the Lord, though not as much as the kings of 

Israel who had preceded him" (II Kings lf:2) . However, it is 

du r i ng his reign that the Ten Tribes were exiled by Assyria . 

Why then, accordi ng to the rabbis, if Hoshea was l~ss sinful 

than all the kings who preceded him, was Israel exiled 

during his reign? What did he do to cause Israel's exile? 

According to the midrash, he removed the guards from along 

side of the road to Jerusalem, therefore making it possible 

for t he people to make pilgrimage to Jerusalem . What appears 

to be a meritorious act, proves to be the end, for the time 

being, of the Ten Tribes. 

Commenting on Hoshea's removal of the guards from the 

road to Jerusalem, the rabbi s teach i n the Babylonian Tal-

mud, 

One well understands why the 
Day of Atonement [should be such a 
festive occasion for it is] a 
day of pardon and forgiveness •.. [It 
was] the day on which Hoshea b. 
Elah removed the guards whom 
Jeroboam had placed on the road 
to prevent Is rael from making the 
pilgrimages to Jerusalem.51 

Certainly Hoshea 1 s action, associated with Yom Kippur, seems 

~!' represent a tonement. Why Israel was exiled during his 

.r" reign, then, is still not clear. However , this riddle can be 

solved by a further perusal of the rabbinic literature. As 

it is taught in Lamentations Rabbah, as well as other paral-
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lel or like texts, Hoshea '' removed the chain from off his 

own neck and set it round the necks of the masses. '' 52 In 

other words (and as it was taught in Tanna de-Ve i El iyahu 

and other texts I the sin of idolatry was transferred from 

the individual ( i.e., the king) to the people. No longe r 

were t he people judged innocent for the sins wh ich their 

rulers had caused them to commit. 

. ' 

In the reign of Hos hea b. Elah 
the Land was taken, and in his reign 
the Ten Tribes were exiled. Was 
Hoshea b. Elah any different from 
all the kings of Israel who had 
come before him in that the Land was 
taken during his reign and the 
Te n Tribes were exiled during his 
reign ? He was different because 
from the time Jeroboam b. Nebat 
ruled u ntil Hoshea b. Elah c ame 
to the throne, the t~ansgression of 
idolatry was identif ied with an 
i ndividual [each successive king), 
and it was difficult for the Father 
of mercy to exile the c ongregation 
[of Israel) because of the iniquity 
of an individual ... But what Hoshea 
did was remove the collar from his 

' own neck and hang it on the neck of 
the many. [Thus the transgression of 
idolatry was identified with all the 
people of the Ten Tribes].53 
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Conclusion 

The rabbinic literature concerning the kings of Israel 

subsequent to Jeroboam b. Nebat provides a singular picture 

of a continuous t raditi on of idolatrous leadership until the 

exile o f the Ten Tribes . What is mos t i mportant for this 

study on the Ten Tribes, and specifically for the examina-

tion of the sins which led to the exile of the Ten Tribes, 

was the overwhelming tendency of the rabbis to place the 

burden of t he blame upon each consecutive king of Israel. 

For it was through t heir leadership and through their offi-

cial institutionalization of idolatry that the masses were 

led to practice idolatry. This point is poignantly il-

lustrated in a midrashic passage found i n Deuteronomy Rab-

bah. 

R. Samuel b. Nahmani said: What­
ever the leaders do, the masses do. 
How? The Nasi (or in this case, 
the King) rules that a thing is 
permissible; the President of the 
Court then says: The (King) has 
ruled that the thing is permissible; 
shall I then forbid it? And the 
Judges say: The President of the 
Court has ruled that the thing is 
permissible; shall we then forbid 
it? And the masses say : The Judges 
ruled that the thing is permissible; 
shall we then forbid it? Who then 
caused the whole generation to sin? 
It is surely 5he (King ) who was the 
first to sin. 4 

One may conclude from this midrash that the sin of each 

generat"i"on of the people of the Ten Tribes was dependent 

upon their king. Yet, with the abrogation o f Jeroboam's 

edict against making pilgrimage to Jerusalem, Hosbea b. Elab 
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transferred t he guilt of t he si n fro m the individual king to 

t he masses over whom he ruled. (The sins of t he people of 

t he Ten Tribes and t he ir eventual exile will be the topi c of 

the next c hapter . There, one will be able to see that the 

sins of the people were also man y a nd diverse, as were the 

reasons for their exile.) 

As for the ki ngs of Israel, ultimately t he ir ' reward ' 

was t o share Jeroboam' s fate : t o waste away ete rnaily in 

Gehinno m. "Of al l the kings o f Is rael of whom it is written, 

And he did that which was displeasing in the sight of the 

Lord, will neither live [in the future world] nor be judged 

f the r e}.55 The only king to which this text does not apply 

is Jehu b. Nims hi, of who m it is writ t en , "The Lord said to 

Jehu, Because you have acted well and done what was pleasing 

to Me ... " (II Kings 10: 30). Nonetheless , " he did no t turn 

awa y from t he sins that Jeroboam had c aused Israel to com-

mit" (ibid ., vs. 31). And so, one may assume that even Jehu 

suffered the same f ate as all t he other kings of Israel. 
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CHAPTER THREE 

THE SINS AND REASONS FOR EXILE 

OF THE TEN TRIBES 

Introduct i on 

To this point, the rabbinic literature which I have 

examined on the Ten Tribes has placed the responsibility for 

their sins squarely on the shoulders of the kings of tbe 

No rthern Kingdom. Yet, it should be noted that there are 

also a large number of midrashim which discuss sins which 

the people of the Ten Tribes c ommitteJ willingly and without 

coe rcion by royal decrees. The purpose of this chapter is to 

examine these midrashim whi ch disc uss the sins of the people 

in order to determine the reason ( s} why, according to the 

rabbis, t he Ten Tribes were exiled. In examining the litera-

t u re on the sins and reason( s) for the exile of the Ten 

Tribes1 I will look first at the biblical account of each 

sin and will then look at the midrashim which are based 

contextually or literarily on that account. 

This chapter will include five different sections. The 

sins of the Ten Tribes !discussed in the first four sec-

tioT)s) may all be listed under the larger rubric, "cultic 
. , 

sins'', for they all relate to one's relationship to God and 

Torah and to one's participation in the cultic practices at 

the Temple in Jerusalem. The first section examines the sin 

of idolatry. The~ second section focuses on the sins of 
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forsaking God and t he To rah . The t h ird s e ction deals with 

the sin of not keeping the covenan t of circumcision . And the 

fourth section examine s the midrashim o n the sin of not 

mak i n g pilgri mage to Jerusalem. 

The final section (section five) is compr ised of three 

sub-sections: A - C . I n sub-section A, I explore the top ic 

of t h e Ten T r ibes' lust for meat and the consequence o f that 

lust. Sub- section B investigates t he Ten Tribes' ... fondness 

for wine and the c onse quence of that fondness. And sub­

section C looks at the mi drashim about t he rampant adultery 

of the Ten Tribes and t he consequences of t ha t adultery 

(i . e . , divorce, bas t ard c hildren, and ultimately, exile.) 

J 
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I. For the Sin of Idolatry 

The exile of the Ten Tri bes, in part, resulted from 

their adherence to idolatry. According to the Bible, the Ten 

Tribes ... 

sinned against the Lord their • God 
.. . They worshipped other gods .. . 
The people set up pillars ... and 
they worshipped fetishes . . . They 
made molten idols for themselves 
- two calves - and they made a 
sacred post ... and they worshipped 
Ba'al •. . [On account of all this) 
the Lord was incensed at Israel 
and He banished them from His 
presence 
( II Kings 1 7 : 7 - 8 , 1 O , 12 , 16 & 18 ) . 

Thus, at t he time of thei r exile, the entire population of 

the Ten Tribes was held c ulpable for the sin of idolatry , 

and not just its kings (II Kings 17:22) . 

In contrast to the Bible's description of the 

idolatrous practices o f the Ten Tribes, the midrashim on 

this subject are very non-descript and relatively 

monolithic . They do not enumerate any of the particulars of 

Israel's -worship, (e.g. , worship of fetishes, making of 

sacred posts, etc.), but only speak i n the most general of 

terms of the "idolatry" of the Ten Tribes.I 

In Genesis Rabbah, Judah ha' Nasi (2nd c. Palestinian 

Tanna - 4th generation), is said to have taught that the. Ten 

Tribes were devoted to idolatry. Yet, because they "main-
' 

.r- tained peace among themselves," God did not punish them. 
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Rabbi said: Great i s peace, for 
even if Israel practices idolatry 
but maintains peace among themse lves, 
the Holy One, blessed be He, 
s a ys, as it were I have no dominion 
over them; for it is said 
Ephraim is united i n i d ol worship; 
let him a.lone ( Hos 4:17). 2 . 
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This passage is also c ited in Numbers Rabbah II and in the 

Yalkut Shimoni. 

In another midrash from the early period, attributed to 

R. Han ina and to R. Jonathan, both t h e Ten Tribes and the 

t ri bes of Judah a nd Benjamin are said to have practiced 

idolatry up until the time o f their exile. Here the rabb is 

employed a metaphor of two men fighting over a cloak (of 

idolatry) o n a winter's day to illustrate t heir point . 

R. Hanina and R. Jonathan both 
say: What did the Ten Tribes and the 
tribes of Judah and Benjamin resemble ? 
Two men who were bo th wrapped in 
the same new cloak on a winter's 
day; one pulled one way and one 
pulled the other way until they 
ripped i t . S imila rl y the Ten 
Tribes did not cease worshipping 
idols in Samaria (until their exile) 
and the trib~a of J udah and Benjamin 
wo rsh i pping them in Jerusalem, until 
they cau sed Jerusalem t o be dest r oyed. 3 

The Ten Tribes' total and unceasing d evot ion to 

i dolatry is further i llustrated i n Sifre to Deuteronomy ( 4th 

c.) and i n Seder Olam Rabbah (12th c. ), In the passage found 

in Sifre, Israel is described as the purveyor of molds from 

which the e n ti re world made t heir idols. 
' J 

They s acrifi ced to demons, n o 
gods, gods t hey bad never kno~n 
(Deut 32 : 17) ... That even the 
nations of the world would no t 
recognize . Ne~ ones, who c&Jlle 
but lately (ibid.): So that 
whehever someone from another 



nation saw it, he would say, This 
is an idol of the Jews, as it is 
said, Since I was able to seize the 
insignificant kingdoms, whose 
images exceeded Jerusalem's and 
Samaria's (Isa. 10:10). This 
shows that Jerusalem and Samaria 
supplied molds (for idols) to all 
mankind.4 
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In Seder Olam Rabbah, it is taught that from th~ir very 

beginning until their exile by Assyria, the Ten Tribes never 

ceased from practicing idolatry. "From the time that Israel 

e ntered into Eretz Yisrael, they angered God [with their 

idolatry) until they departed from it 390 years later (i.e., 

at the time of the exile of the Ten Tribes)."5 

According to the rabbis, the Ten Tribes were exiled as 

a resul t of their unceasing practice of idolatry. There are 

two midrashim which attest to this. The first one , located 

in the Babylonian Talmud and attributed to Rab (3rd c. 

Babylonian Amora - 1st generation), taught that both the Ten 

Tribes and Judah were exiled on account of idolatry. 

Had not David paid heed to slander, 
the kingdom of the House of David 
would not have been divided, Israel 
(i.e., the Te n Tribes) would not have 
engaged i ~ idolatry, and we (Israel 
and Judah) would not have been exiled 
from o u r country.6 

The second passage is from the "Tanbuma Yelammedenu 

Midcashim'' and is found in the Yalkut Shimoni. It teaches 

that because the Ten Tribes practiced idolatry, they suf-

fered the same fate as the Canaanites who dwelt in the land 
,.. 

before them. Further, the Ten Tribes were exiled from Eretz 

Yisrael in much the same manner - "little by little" - as 

were t he Canaanites. 
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Moses said to them: If you 
do forget the Lord your God and follow 
other gods to serve them (Deut 8:19), 
and if you make idols for 
yourselves, then you s hal l c er-
tainly perish. And not this only . But 
like the nations that the Lord will 
cause to perish before you 
(ibid. , 20), like the Canaanites 
who were little by little exiled 
(from Eretz Yis rael), as it ~ 
written, I will drive them o u t before 
you little by little ( Exod 23:30) 
so too will you be exiled. Thus 
it is written, only t he f ormer 
{ k ing] would have brought abasement to 
t he land of Zebulun and the l and of 
Naphtali (Isa . 8:23). And he 
c arried them away, namely, the 
Reubenites, the Gadites, and the half­
tribe of Manasseh CI Chr on ~:26). 7 
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Warned by Mose s not to serve other gods or make idols, 

the Ten Tribes, nonetheless , disobeyed this admonition . 

Indeed , from the moment they entered Eretz Yisrael t he Ten 

Tribes worshipped i dol s. Because of this, the Ten Tribes 

were exiled. Fo r as Moses stated: "If you make i dols for 

yourselves , then yo u shall certainly perish" (Deut 8:19) . 

• 



-"-. 

88 

II. On Account of Forsaking God and Torah 

The 1'en Tribes were not exiled sol e ly on account of 

i dolatry, but as a res ul t of numerous other sins too. Among 

these sin s were the forsaking o f God and God ' s Torah . 

It is stated i n Scriptures that: , 

King Shalmaneser of Assyria marched 
against Samaria and besieged it, 
and .. . he exiled t he Israelites t o , 
Assyria ... [This happened] because they 
did no t obey the Lord their God; 
they transgressed His covenant - all 
t hat Moses the servant of the Lord 
had commanded {II Kings 18:9 : 11-12). 

The subject of Israel's exile as a result of forsaking 

God a nd Torah is disc ussed at greater length i n the 

midrashim t ha n is its exile on acco~nt of i dolatry. I would 

venture to guess that t h is has occurred because of the 

theological o r ientation of t he rabbis . They were probably 

more conce rned with the keeping o f t he Law and t he maintain-

i ng of a belief in God, tha n in speaking out against 

idolatry p er se. The time pe riod and the social ethos in 

which the rabbis wrote suggest furthe r explanations. 

In Lamentations Rabbah (6th c. ) , as well as in Pesikta 

de-Rav Kahana, R. Johanan is said to have taught, by way of 

a parable, that t he Ten Tribes were exiled because they 

forsook the Lord their God . In this parable God is likened 

to a king with two sons. The first son represents t he Ten 
1 . ' 

Tribes . He is ban ished bec ause he rebels against his father, 

the king. 

Thus said t he Lord of Hosts : 
Listen! su .. on the dirge-singers, let 
them come {Jer . 9:16) . R. Johanan, 



R. Simeon b. Lakisb, and the 
Rabbis {comment as follows] . R. Johanan 
said: God may be likened to 
a king who had two sons. He 
became enraged against the first of 
them, took a stick, thrashed h im, 
drove him into banishment and 
exclaimed [of the Ten Tribes) ... 
Woe to them for straying from He; 
destruction to them for rebel ling 
against He! For I was their 
Redeemer; yet they have plotted 
treason against He (Hosea 7:13). 8 
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The Ten Tribes' forsaking of God, according to the 

rabbis, was also manifest in their denial of God' s power to 

bring about victory for them. In Sifre to Deuteronomy (4th 

c. ) it is stated: "Lest they should say: Our own hand has 

prevailed; none of this was wrought by the Lord ( Deut 

32: 27). Such as what those fools* (*read as "tribes") had 

said, By our might we have captured Karnaim (Amos 6:13)." 

In this instance, the Ten Tribes claimed that it was through 

their own ability, and not through_ the grace of God, that 

victory was achieved.9 

In Midrash Tanhu.ma Buber, it is taught that from the 

time that God redeemed Israel at the Red Sea the Ten Tribes 

denied God's power to save them from peril. 

I . ,. 

By your life, you think that 
all the tribes were exiled? But the 
tribes of Judah and Benjaain were 
not exiled with thea. Why? 
Because these two tribes believed 
in Me and sanctified My naae with 
Moses at the Sea. R. Abba b. Kahana 
(3rd C. Palestinian Aaora - 3rd 
generation and a student of R. Johanan's) · 
in the naae of R. Levi said; 
When the Sea parted for Israel 
there was aud in its place. The tribe 
of Reuben said to the tribe of 
SJ.aeon,'Froa aud you caae and to aud 
you shall return' (i.e., you ahall die 
in this mud that is before you), 



as it is said, Ephraim surrounds He 
with deceit, the House of Israel 
with guile. But Judah stands firm 
with God and is faithful to t he 
Holy One (Hosea 12:1). 10 
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Not only did Reuben slight God's creation of humankind, but 

he also implied that God was leading the people to their 

deaths, rather than to lives of freedom. 

In turning away from God, the Ten Tribes also abandoned 

God's Teachings (Torah).11 The midrashim which# follow speak 

of the consequences which befell the Ten Tribes on account 

of this. 

In the Talmud Yerushalmi, R. Judah b. Pazzi (4th c. 

Palestinian Amora - 4th generation) taught that because the 

Ten Tribes rejected God's Torah, He sent Assyria to destroy 

them. "Said R. Judah b. Pazzi: Israel rejects what is good,· 

An enemy (Assyria) shall pursue him (Hosea 8:3). And good 

means only Torah. As it is written: For I have given you 

good instruction: my Torah , do not forsake it (Prov. 4:2). " 

12 This text is also cited in Lamentations Rabbah. 

Another midrash, cited in t he same section of Lamenta-

tions Rabbah as the previous t~xt, teaches that God may 

choose to forgive one the sins of idolatry, immorality or 

bloodshed, but not ~he rejection of Torah. It states further 

that i t was on account of the rejection of Torah that the 

exile occurred . 

R. Huna (4th c. Palestinian Amora 
- 4th generation) and R. Jeremiah 
said in the naae of R. Samuel b. R. Isaac: 
We find that the Holy One, blessed 
be He, may overlook idolatry, 
immorality or bloodshed, but He does 
not overlook rejection of the Torah; 
as it is said, Why is the land in ruins 

• 
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( Jer 9:11) ? It is not written here 
bec ause o f idolatry, immoralit y or 
bloodshed, but because they f o rsook the 
Teachi ng (Torah) I had set before t hem 
( i bid., v s . 12) . 13 
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The f i nal t wo texts whic h I wi ll examine i n t hi s sec -

tion a r e midd l e per iod works fro m the corpus o f " Tanhuma 

Midrashim " (8 t h c . - 10 t h c. ) . I n c ontrast t o the mi drashi m 

f ound i n t he Pa les t in i an Talmud and Lamentat ion s Rabba h 

( mi drash i m f r o m t h e e arly peri od ) , the texts from ''Tanhuma 

Mi drash i m" - Numbers Rabbah II and Exodus Rabbah II - are 

mo r e expa n s ive a nd prosa i c . 

In Numbers Rabbah II i t i s t aught t hat the Ten Tribes 

we r e exiled becaus e they failed to f ulf i l l wh a t t heir anc e s -

tors declared a t Mou n t S inai - to " do " &nd t o " hearken " to 

God' s To rah. Th is pas sage is base d on II Kings 18 : 12, which 

sta tes that Is rael was exi led " bec ause they did n o t o bey t he 

Lord the i r God : t hey t r a n s gressed Hi s covenant - a l l that 

Mose s t h e s e rvant of the Lord had c ommanded. They did not 

obe y a nd t hey did not f u lf i ll it. " 

Who is meant by , S o now, c hil­
dren, hearken unto me (Prov . 5:7) ? 
Sc ripture is speaking o f the Ten 
Tribes on the one band and o f the 
tr i bes of Judah and Benjamin o n 
the other ; for all Israel are called 

' c hildren', as it says, You are 
the children of the Lord your God 
CDeut. 14 : 1 ). Hearken unto me: 
Sc ripture exhorts them to fulfill 
their duty of'hearkening' [to the 
c ommandments] ; And do not swerve 
from the words of my mouth (Prov 5 : 7) : 
He exhorts them to keep their 
promise of doing them, as they 
had undertaken at Sinai, All 
t ha t the Lord has spoken we will 
do and hearken (Exod 24:7,. For they 
were exiled on account of having 
transgressed both of these things; 

• 



as it says, And the k ing of Assyria 
deported the Israelites to 
Assyria ... because they did not obey 
the Lord their God .. and would 
not hear it, nor do it 
( I I Kings 18 : 11 f . ) . 14 
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The midrashic passage found in Exodus Rabbah II essen-

tially echoes all the different themes of this section. This 

midrash claims that on account of forsaking both God and 

Torah the Ten Tribes were exiled by Sennacherib. 

R. Samuel (3rd c. Babylonian Amora 
- 1st generation) says ... If Ham, 
the father of Canaan, who did not 
smite but only looked [at his 
father] was c ondemned, with his 
descendants, to perpetual slavery, 
then how much more so he who both 
curses and smites? To whom is the 
allusion? To t he Ten Tribes who 
refused to bear the yoke of God, 
with the result that Sennacherib 
came and led them into captivity. 
It is like a king who had ten 
sons that rebelled against ~im and 
nullified his edicts, whereupon 
he said to them: As you have 
nullified my edicts, I will sum-
mon the fly to exact vengeance from 
you. Similarly, the Ten Tribes 
rebelled against God and disregarded 
the Torah, as it says, They have 
been false to the Lord, and said: 
it is not He (Jer . 5:12); hence 
did He bring upon tbem t he fly, as 
it says, That the Lord will whistle 
for the fly (Isa 7:18) - this 
is Sennacherib. When Israel dis­
regar~s the Commandments, it is as if 
they curse their parents, for God is 
our father, as it says, But now, 
0 lord, You are our father 
(ibid., 64:7), and the Torah is our 
mother, for it says, And do not for­
sake the teaching of your mother 
(Prov. 1:8). She reared us at Sinai, 
as it says, I hav~ taught you 
in tbe way of wisdo• (ibid., 4:11) . 15 

In Exodus Rabbah II then, the Ten Tribes' forsaking Df 

God and Torah was envisioned as akin to a child cursing both 
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mother and father. The child , in having done so, forsook his 

heritage and separated himself no t only from parent.s, but a 

long line of tradition. Likewise, the Ten Tribes separated 

or exiled themsel ves fro m among the family of the Twelve 

Tribes through their denial of father and mother , God and 

Torah, respectively . 

. .. 
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III. For the Sin of Not Circumcising 

The Ten Tribes' spurning of God's '' covenant " was inter-

preted by the rabbis as having meant not only the forsaking 

of the Torah, but also in a few midrashic passages, as the 

forsaking of the covenant of ci r cumcision by Israel. In this 

section, I will reverse the chronological order of my ex-

aminalion of the midrashim, because it is only the earliest 

text which speaks of exile as the result of the sin of not 

ci r c umcising. 

It is taught in Pirke de-Rabbi Eleazar (9th c. Pales-

tinian text), that as soon as the Ten Tribes separated from 

Judah and Benjamin, they ceased to keep the covenant. of 

ci r cumcision . This passage is also cited three times in the 

Yalkut Shimoni. "Thus the Israelites were wont to circumcise 

until they were divided i nto two kingdoms. The kingdom of 

Ephraim (the Ten Tribes) cast off from themselves the 

covenant of circumcision. 11 16 

In another text also of the middle period, it is taught 

that the Ten Tribes, in addition to forsaking the Torah, 

ceased also to practice circumcision. In this passage the 

rabbis interpreted the word "l'zot" as referring to the 

covenant of ci rcumcision, which Israel had forsaken. 

Why should I forgive you this 
(Jer. 5:7,? Why should I forgive 
you for forsaking the Torah? Torah 
is referred to as tbis: This 
is the Torah (Deut 4 : 44). And 
you forsook it, as it is written, 
B~gause they forsook my Torah 
(Jer 9:12). Another interpretation: 

·"- Why should I forgive you tbis? 
For forsaking circumcision • 

.. 



Circumcision is referred to as 
this: This shall be the covenant 
between He and you and your offspring 
to follow which you shall keep; 
every male among you shall be 
circumcised (Gen 17:1 0). And you 
fo rsook it, as it is written, For 
the Israelites have forsaken Your 
covenant CI Kings 19 : 10). 1 7 
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The only passage which teaches that the Ten Tribes were 

exiled because they ceased to practice circumcision is found 

in Tractate Sanhedr i n of the Babylonian Tal~ud (early 

period). Surprisingly, t he two previously cited middle-

period texts do not explici tly state t hat the Ten Tribe~ 

were exiled as a result of forsaking the covenant of ci rcum-

cision. This is especially striking, since they do seem 

otherwise to build upon Tractate Sanhedrin 's theme that the 

Ten Tribes c eased to practice circumcision. 

Ac cordi ng to either R. Eleazar (2nd c. Palestinian 

Tanna ) or R. Judah (1st c . Palestinian Tanna), it was on 

account o f the Ten Tribes forsaking of the covenant of 

circumcision that they were exiled. 

R. Eleazar and R. Judah - One said, 
They did not go into exile until 
they had become uncircumcised. 
And the other said, They did not 
go into exile until they had 
become mBJ1Jzerim. The one who 
said,'Uncircumcised', refers the 
verse [Because they have broken 
faith with the Lord, because they 
have begotten alien children. 
Therefore, tbe new moon shall 
devour their portion ( Hosea 5:7)) 
to circumcision and y~actice of 
religious duties ... . 



-

96 

I V. On Account of Not Making Pilgrimage to Jerusalem 

The final exile of the Ten Tribes occurred du r ing the 

reign of Hoshea b. Elah. As I noted in chapter two, Hoshea 

abrogated Jeroboam's decree against making pilgrimage to 

Je rusalem. He removed the guards from the road and made it 

possible for the people to resume going up to Jerusalem for 

the festivals . This, of cou rse, might •ppear to be a 

righteou s act. Yet, acc ording to the rabbis , it was Hoshea's 

"good deed" which led to Israel's exile. 

There are t wo midrashim attributed to Rab, (3rd c . 

Babylonian Amora - 1st generation) which explain the conse-

quenc e s o f Hoshea's act. For it was t hrough his actions that 

t he Ten Tribes actually incurred guilt for the s in of not 

making p ilgr i mage to Jerusalem. 

In Trac tate Gittin of the Babylonian Talmud, Rab is 

said to have taug ht that even after Hoshea disbanded the 

guards which Jeroboam had stationed o n the roads to prevent 

the Israelites from going up to Jerusalem, the people still 

refrained from making pilgrimage. It was on account of their 

fa ilure to go up to Jerusalem (once Hoshea had again made it 

possible for them to do so) that God exiled them. Prior to 

Hoshea's a c t, the guilt had always rested with Jeroboam and 

the kings who came after him. 

Jeroboam had stationed guards on 
the roads to prevent the Israelites 
f rom going up (to Jerusalem] for 
the festivals , and Hosbea disbanded 
them, and for all that the Israelites 
did not go up to the festivals. 
Thereupon God dectj!ed that tor those 
years during wh ich the Israelites 



had not gone up to the festival they 
should go a co rresponding number into 
captivity.19 
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The second text attributed to Rab is found in Laments-

tions Rabbah (6th c. Palestine I. l n this passage Rab ex-

plaine d t hat up until Hoshea, the sin of not making 

pilgrimage rested with the kings of the Ten Tribes. But when 

Hoshea abrogated Jeroboam's edict against making pilgrimage, 

he transferred the sin from the kings to the ~asses. 

R. Kahana asked Rab: Is it 
possible that (HosheaJ can have 
accomplished so much good, and 
re l it is reported of him, King 
Shalmaneser marched against him . . . 
(II Kings 17:31? But this 
happened to him because he removed 
the chain from off his own neck 
and set it round the necks of the 
masses , and he did not say,'Let 
all the people go up and pray,' 
but'Let whoever wants to go up do 
SO I• 20 

Because Hoshea made pilgrimage to Jerusalem optional, rather 

than obligatory, the people did not go up to Jerusalem. On 

account of this, they incurred guilt and were subsequently 

exiled. For " he who begins doing a command (i.e ., Hoshea), 

but does not carry it out to the end, makes himself, and all 

that are his (i.e . , the Ten Tribes), 1 iable to the death 

penalty (i.e., exile) . "21 

• 

-
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v. On Account o f Lust - Meat, Wine, Women and HB.lllzerim 

To this point I have examined the literature which 

condemned the Ten Tribes for their idolatry and for their 

forsaking of God, Torah and Covenant (including c ircumcision 

and pilgrimage to Jerusalem). Yet, this is not a complete 

list of the sins which the Ten Tribes were said to have 

committed. They were i ndeed also guilty of sins "of the. 

flesh." As enumerated in Scriptures and in the midrash, the 

Ten Tribes had a lust for meat and drank an abundance of 

wine (perhaps t his was a sign o f rampant alcoholism}. In 

addition to these t,...o sins, Is rael was guilt y of adultery, 

which caused divorce and of the conce iving of bastard 

c hildren. And, according to the rabbis, for all these sins, 

too , the Ten Tribes were exiled. 

A. On account of a lust for meat. 

The biblical a ccount of the Ten Tribes ' lust for meat 

is described in two short passages in the Prophets. In 

Hosea, the Ten Tribes were accused of bringing sacrifices to 

God only for the sake of providing "flesh for them(selves) 

to eat" (Hosea 8:13). And in Amos, the leaders of the people 

were said to have lolled on their couches, "feasting on 

lambs from the flock and on calves from the stalls" (Amos 

6:4}. Building on this second passage, the rabbis elaborated 

briefly on the Ten ,Tribes' sin of lust for meat. I have 

found only .three midrashim _on this topic; two of these -
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describe the Ten Tribes' lust fo r meat, a nd the third ex-

plains t he result of that lust. 

In a passage found in Leviticus Rabbah (5th c . ), the 

people o f the Ten Tribes are portrayed as gluttons. For when 

o ne of them wished to eat meat, it is wri tten, that he would 

inspect all his floc ks a nd herds and then take the fattest 

from amongst them for food. Moreover, t he rabbis taught, 

that once a n Israelite c hose the fattest animal he had, he 
~ 

would, as if overpowered by h is d esi re for meat, immediately 

slaughter it. 

Feasting on l ambs £rom the flock 
and on c a lves fro m t he stalls 
(Amos 6:4). When one o f t hem 
( an Israelite) wished to eat & kid , 
he u sed to drag t he whole flock 
before him, a nd he then took t he fa t tes t 
o f t hem, stood over it and slaughtere d 
it; and when one wished to eat 
a c alf, he wou l d drag all the c attle 
before him, [choose the fattest], 
stand over it and sl~ughter i t. 
This is what is meant by the passage 
Feasting on lambs from the flock 
and on c alves from the stalls (i.Q.i.g.). 22 

The other descriptive passage c oncerning the Ten 

Tribes' lust for meat is found in Sifre to Deuteronomy (4th 

c. ) . In t h is midrash t he sacrifi c es which were brought in 

the time of King Solomon are juxtaposed to t hose brought 

during the tim~ of the Ten Tribes. What this juxtaposition 

yields is a picture of a group of people (the Ten Tribes) 

who are portrayed as having had an insatiable appetit e for 

meat and a blatant disregard for animal life. 

.. J 

Curd of kine, and milk of sheep 
- this was the situation at the 
time of Soloaon, as it is said, 
Ten fat oxen, and twenty oxen out of 
the pastures, an~ a hundred sheep 



(I Kings 5:3). With fat of lambs 
and rams - this was the situation 
at the time of the Ten Tribes, as 
it is said, Feasting on liilllbs from 
the flock, and calves from the 
stalls (Amos 6 : 4). 23 

• 
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According to the rabb i s, i t was, in part, on acc ount of 

the Ten Tribes ' voracious appetite for meat that they were 

exile d . 

Again you find that the Ten Tribes 
were exiled only because of 
(abundance of) food, drink, and 
ease, as it is said, They lie on 
i vory beds ... feasting on lambs ... 
and on calves . . . they drink from the 
wine bowls .... Assuredly, right soon 
they shall head the column of 
exiles (Amos 6:4, 6-7). 24 

B. On a c count of wine . 

The Ten Tribes' lust for meat was surpassed only by 

their unquenchable thirst for wine. According to Sc riptures, 

the people of Israel were so fond of wine that they drank 

"to excess" (Hosea 4:181, and directly "from the wine bowls" 

(Amos 6:6) (not mixing the wine with water, as was 

customary). 

The rabbis' discussion of this topic is two tiered. On 

one level the midrashim describe the Ten Tribes' unceasing 

desire for wine and their exile because of that desire . And 

on a second level, the drinking of wine is described as 

acting as a catalyst, leading to adultery, ma11zerim and 

divorc e. The midrashia about the Ten Tribes' fondness for 
.J 

~ne , and their exile because of it, are largely eabedded in 

-texts from the early aidrashic period. 
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In Genes is Rabbah (5th c. ) it is taught, qu.i te sue-

cinctly, t hat the Ten Tribes were exiled because of W\eir 

love for wine. "The Ten Tribes were exiled only because of 

wine, as it is written, Woe to those who c hase strong drink 

from early in the morning, and till late in the evening are 

inflamed by wine (Isa . 5: 11) !" 25This passage was expanded 

upon in Leviticus Rabbah (5th c. ) . Likening wine to a 

poisonous snake, the rabbis wrote that just as the venom of 

a poisonous snake separates one from the living, so did the 

venom of the grape separate the Ten Tribes from the tribes 

of Judah and Benjamin, c ausing them to go into exile. 

{Who cries , 'Woe!' who, ' Alas !'; 
Who has quarrels, who complaints; 
Who has wounds without cause; Who 
has bleary eyes? Those whom wine 
keeps till the small hours, those 
who gather to drain the cups. Do 
not ogle that red wine as it lends 
its color to the cup, a~ it flows 
smoothly; In the end, it bites 
li ke a s nake; } and separates like an 
adder <Prov. 23:29-32). Just as 
a n adder separates life from death 
so wine separated the Ten Tribes 
causing them to go into exile, as it 
says, Woe to those who chase strong 
drink from early in the morning, 
and till late in the evening are 
inflamed by wine (Isa. 5:11), They 
drink from the wine bowls (Amos 6:6), 
On account of this They shall head 
the column of exiles (ibid., vs. 7) . 26 

There are two midrashim, both from the early period, 

which identify the place from which the Ten Tribes obtained 

their wine - a town near Ti berias. In both instances, the 

Ten Tribes are said to have been exiled on account of the 

wine purc hased from this town. In a passage attributed to R. 

-' Helbo {4th c . -Palestinian Amora ,who lived for some time in 
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Babylonia 4th generation) , i t is stated : "The wine of 

Perugi t ha and t he wate r o f Oiomsith c u t off the Ten Tribes 

from Israel ... 27 In a nearly iden tical mi drash i n Leviticus 

Rabbah it is taught : "The rabbis said in the name of R. 

Hanina: (They o btained t heir wine ] from Pelugta, since 

t hrough their wine , the Ten Tribes were seduced and were 

exiled. u28 In t h is text , t he rabbis c hanged t he name of 

''Perugitha " to read "Pelugta. '' " Pel ugta" , taken literally, 

means separation . Thus, t he wine from "Pelugta " s eparated 

t.he Ten Tribes (who went into exile) from the tribes of 

Judah and Benjamin. Certai n ly an incisive word play! 

There is one additional midrash, f ound in Hi drash Tan-

huma and also in Midrash Tanhuma Buber ( middle period 

works ) , which te aches that t he Ten Tri bes were exiled on 

account of wine. In this passage it is Israel's leaders who 

are accused of caus i ng t he exile of the Ten Tribes . For they 

cared only for wine a nd personal pleasure, and no t fo r t he 

affairs of t heir kingdo m. 

And thus you find that the Ten Tribes 
were exiled o n account of wine. See 
what Scripture s tates : Woe to 
you who a re at ease in Zion and 
confident on the h i ll of Samari a, 
you notables of the leading nat ion 
on whom the House of Israel pin the i r 
hopes (Amos 6: l). Who are at 
ease in Zion : They sit in their 
palaces of pleasure in repose. 
And confident on the bill of Saaaria : 
They sit i n safety i n Sebasti, drink 
and become drunk. You notables ot 
t he leading nation .... Why did they 
act this way? Because they were inflamed 
with a passion for wine .2 9 

Acco rding to t.he rabbi s, the Ten Tribes were not only exiled 

o n account of their unquenc hable thirst for wine, but also 

• 
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for the sins which they committed under the influence of 

wine. As demonstrated in the previous passage from Midrash 

Tanhuma, the leaders of Israel neglected their duties be-

c ause they were drunk with wine. As we shall see , it is 

further taught in the Midrash , as well as in the Bible, that 

wine led the Israelites to commit adultery . 

• J 
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C. On ac c oun t of adultery 

Israel's inflamed sexual passion on account of wine is 

wo nderfully illustrated in Hosea 4:11-12. In terms ex-

plicitly sexual, it is said of the Ten Tribes: "Wi n e and new 

wine destroy ( ed) the mind of my people: It ccnsu l t(ed) its 

stick, its r o d direct(ed) it! A lecherous impulse had made 

them go wrong .... " 

The rabbis , no doubt aware of this text, taught, in 

Levitic us Rabbah (5th c . ) , that the Ten Tribes «!cquired 

their w•1ne from " Pethugta " (a slight variation on the in-

famous "Pelugta" - seemingly t he same town though). In this 

midrash, " Pethugta " is interpreted as mean ing 'seduced the.ir 

body ' . Thus, on account of wine, Israel was seduced to 

c o mm i t immora l acts. 

And where did they [obtain it , to) 
drink their wine? R. Abbahu (3rd c . 
Palestinian Amora - 3rd generation) 
said in the name of R. Hanina: 
From Pethugta, seeing that their 
wine seduced (pittah) t he ir body 
(guf) to immorality ... a nd were exiled.30 

This text is also ci ted in Numbers Rabbah I (13th c. ). 

In another passage, found in the s ame section of Num-

hers Rabbah as the preceding text, the 'immoral' act which 

the Ten Tribes commit ted under the influence of wine is 

unambiguously stated to have been "adultery. " 

Through t h e wine they were enticed 
and committed adultery, and for 
this reason they were to go into 
exile. Thus it is written, 
Assuredly they shall head tbe 
column of exiles (Amos 6:7). Thus we 
have l earned th~ wherever there is 
wine there is im.morality .. . for 



wine leads to immorality, and 
con sequently a man s hould separate 
h i mself f r o m i t so that it ma y not 
lead him into error.31 
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Unfortunately fo r the Ten Tribes, they did not heed this 

lesson. And thus they were c ut of f from the land of the 

living - t he land o f Eretz Yisrael. 

l n a mid rash f ound in the Babylonian Tal mud and a t-

t ribu ted to R. Abbahu (3 rd c. Palestinian Amora 3rd 

genera tio n ) , t he si ns of lust for meat and wine , and t he si n 

of adultery, are all brought together . In this p a ssage it is 

taught that the Ten Tribes were exiled o n a ccount of a 

combi nation of th r ee things: food, wi ne a nd a du l t e r y. 

The.v lie o n i vory beds, lolling 
on the i r couches (Amos 6:4). 
R. Jose b. R. Hanina said: Th is 
refers to people who urinate be fore 
t heir beds naked. R. Abbahu derided 
this: If so, is t hat ~hy it is 
written : Assuredly, t hey shall 
head the column of exiles 
(ibid ., vs . 7) Ra t her, said 
R. Abbahu : this refers to people 
who eat a nd drink together, join 
t heir cou c hes, exc hange their wives, 
and make t heir cou c hes foul with 
s emen that is no t theirs.32 

There is o n e final passage, of some length, on the 

s ubject of the adul tero u5 practic es of t h e Ten Tribes and 

their consequences. I wi 11 divide t he passage i n to th r ee 

parts for t h e s ake of disc u ssion . The first part o f t h e 

midrash appears to be marginally b a sed o n the prev i ou sly 

cited passage from the Babylonian Talmud and is found i n 

Numbers Rabbah I ( 12th c . ) . It omits all discussion o f food 

and drink, but adds de t ail to the rabbis' description o f 

Israel ' s a dulterous ways. I n t his portion of the midrash, 
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the men of the Ten Tribes were said to have been "steeped in 

de bauc he r yj" engaging in wife-swapping. 

And t he king of Assyria deported 
the Israelites to Assyria 
( II Ki ngs 18:11) . Al l t h is befell 
the Ten Tribes because they were 
steeped in debauchery with married 
women, this being the crime for 
which t he ir doom was s ealed; as 
it says about them, They lie on 
ivory beds, lolling on their 
c ouches (Amos 6:4), whic h i ndi cates 
t hat they befouled their beds with 
effusion of seme n t hat was not 
theirs, for they were won t to exchange 
their wives with o ne another. 
What is wr itten afterwards ? Assuredly, 
they shall head the column o f exiles; 
they shall loll no more st festive 
meals (ibid., vs. 7); the joy of t hose 
who were befouled shall pass away at 
that moment.33 

The second part of the passage in fo r ms us that because the 

men of the Ten Tribes ha d intercourse with other men's wives 

C comm i tted adultery ) , these women became '' fo rb idden " t.J 

their husbands. On accoun t o f t hi s , the wi ves ' husbands 

divorced them. 

Hicah too prophesies about them, 
You drive the women of Hy people 
away fro m their pleasant homes ; you 
deprive their i nfants of Hy glory 
forever (Mi c ah 2:9). Scripture 
tells us here that they were wo n t to 
v iolate men's wives and ma ke them 
forbidden to their husbands , and 
these used to divorce t hem. Thus, 
You drive the woaen of Hy people 
away fro• their pleasant hoaes ; 
t hat is, from the house of the 
husband whic h the wife found 

'pleasant'. 34 

The third and l ongest sect i on of t hi s midrash focuses on the 

o ffspr ing whic h resulted from these adulterous relationships 

i nvol v ing t he mem~et-s of Te n Tribes. The rabbi s taught t hat -

t 
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these offspring were mamzerim 3~nd thus had no place in 

"God's assembly,'' for they broke the con ti nu i ty of the 

people (i . e. , destroying the pure 1 ine of descent back to 

Abraham ) . Thus 1 through adultery, the Ten Tribes cut them-

selves o ff from the rest of Israel (i.e., Judah and 

Benjamin). This point is illustrated through the interpreta-

tion of the phrase: chevel nimratz (Micah 2:10), i n which 

the rabbis gave additional meaning(s) to each word . • Chev el 

was understood as a rope whic h tied one to the continuity of 

Israel. And , each letter of NiMRaTZ was i nterpret~d as 

represent i ng an aspect of the Ten Tribes which led to their 

exile. 

-· 

What is the meaning of You 
deprive their infants of Hy glory 
forever? I had no other glory 
in the world, says God, but the young 
children - as it says, From the 
mouths of infants and s~cklings you 
have have founded strength (Ps. 8:3) 
- and I glory in them - as you 
read, In the young , of the people 
is the Kings's glory (Prov. 14:28) 
- and you have made them bastards, 
and have put to naught that 
glory of Mine, for I have no delight 
in bastards; even as it is 
written, A bastard (i.e., the 
offspri ng of adultery or incest 
between Jews) ~hall not be admitted 
into the assembly of the Lord 
(Oeut 23: 3) . What then is wri tten 
afLerwards? Up and depart ! 
This is no resting place because 
of {your] defilement. Terrible 
destruction - chevel ni•ratz 
- shall befall (Micah 2:10). The 
Holy One, blessed be He, said to 
t hem, in effect: For other sins I 
s howed you long-suffering, but 
seeing that you have stretched forth 
your hand to commit adultery, Up 
and depart. What is the 
implication of cbevel oiaratz? 

I had imagined,~od means, that 



the Lord's portion is His people, 
Jacob His own allotment (cbevel) 
( Deut 32:9); I had taken Jacob 
as Hy inheritance and he was my 
portion because his seed was like 
a rope (chevel) whi ch is all 
intertwined, since they could all 
trace their descent back to their 
ancestors, and no strange offspring 
broke their continuity, for they 
all guarded themselves from adultery 
and no bastards had crept in. 
How so? It is written, Elezar 
begot Phinehas 1 Phinehas begot 
Abishua ... (I Chron 5:30). ' 
But when the c hain comes to you, you 
go in to cohabit with your neighbor's 
wife, and defile the inheritance. 
How can he count a particular child 
as his son when he is not his son, 
being a bastard? You have snapped 
the cord ! This explains chevel ni•ratz. 
What is the meaning of ni•ratz? It 
stands for: Noef (adulterer), 
Mamzer (bastard), Rasha (wicked), 
TZorer (oppressor). Thus you learn 
that in the case of the Ten Tribes 
their doom was sealed solely on account 
of the iniquity of adul~ery.36 
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Because of the sin of adultery, the Ten Tribes, 

"snapped the cord" whi ch bound them to their ancestors and 

which guaranteed the continuity of t he Jewish People through 

them. On account of t h is, God's decree of their exile by 

Assyria was sealed . 

. J 

-
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Conclusion 

The rabbinic literature writ ten about the sins of the 

Ten Tribes creates a picture of a group of people who were 

t horoughly iniquitous, completely devoted to idolatry and 

the sat is fact ion of their physical desires. The extent of 

the Ten Tribes' perceived iniquity is well demonstrated in a 

midrashic passage attributed to R. Abba b. Kahana (3 rd c. 

Palestinian Amora 3rd generation and a pupil of R. 

Johanan). It is found in Genesis Rabbah. In this passage the 

Ten Tribes were compared to the generatiC?n of the Flood 

(which was completely washed off the face of the earth), and 

found lacking even by comparison with such an unredeemed 

generation. 

All existence on earth was blotted 
out (Gen 7:23). R. Abba b. Kahana 
said: The Ten Tribes did what was 
not done even by the ~eneration of 
the Flood. With reference to the 
generation of the Flood, it is 
written, (The Lord saw how great 
was man's wickedness on earth , ) and 
how every plan devi sed by his mind 
was nothing but evil all day (Gen 6: 5), 
whereas with referenFe to the 
Ten Tribes it is written, Woe to 
those who plan iniquity and design 
evil on their beds (Micah 2:1), 
implying, at night. And how do we 
know that they did so by day too? 
Bec ause it is stated, When morning 
dawns, they do it (ibid.). 37 

According to R. Abba b. Kahana, the Ten Tribes were so 

iniquitous that they never ceased from their idolatrous 

worship from satisfying their animal-like lusts . 

Neve'?theless, he diet teach that th~e was a remnant left of 

the Ten Tribes, whereas the generation of the Flood was 
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completely destroyed. (Yet , as one will notice in the next 

c hapte r, t here are those who differed from R . Abba regarding 

the topic of a remnant of the Ten Tribes!) 

As has been shown th r oughout t.hi s chapter, the r e was 

not '' one'' u ni que sin for which the Te n Tribes were exiled. 

Rather, the Ten Tribes were exiled on account of a rather 

c reative vari ety of sins . Thei r practice of idolatry led 

them a way from God, Torah , Covenant a nd C~lt; and t heir 

satis facti on of hunger and th irst led t hem to excess and to 

succ u mb to t heir sexual desi res, t hus causi ng divorce and 

tainted offspring. For al 1 these si n s , the Ten T r ibes were 

e x iled. 

-
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1. I did locate midrashim which detail the idolat r ous 
practices of Israel, but all these passages are directed 
against Judah and Benjamin rather than the Te n Tri bes. 
Perhaps the exiles of the Northern and Southern Kingdoms 
were viewed by the rabbis as o ne exile - of the Twelve 
Tribes . Thus what is said of Judah and Benj am in may also 
be applied to the Ten Tribes. However, i n this thesis , I 
determined to examine the midrashim which specifically 
mention the "Ten Tribes." Therefore, I must forego 
including the passages about Judah and Benjamin i n this 
c hapter, even though they shared the same sins as the 
Ten Tribes. 

2. Gen R. 38.6; Num R. II 11:7; Val I : Noah 12 (62) p . 33 
and Naso 6 (711) p. 464, Val II: Hosea 4 (320) 
p. 849 and Psalms 29 (711) p. 904. ' 

3 . Lam R . Proem 12. 
~. Sifre-Deut Piska 318i Val II: Ha'azinu 32 (945) p. 674. 
5. Seder Olam R. 26 . The only other passage which mentions 

Is rael's complete devotion to idolatry has been pre­
viously cited in c hapter two in the section on Ahab. 
Accordi ng to the rabbis, the entire generation of Ahab 
were idolaters. Lev R. 16:2; P.d.R.K. 4:2; Ag Br 79: M. 
Teh I 7; Num R. II 19:2. 

6 . B. Shabbat 56b. 
7. Val I: Ekev 8 1851) p. 588 - There are a few texts which 

teach that Ze bulun and Naphtali we re the first of the 
Ten Tribes to be exiled, followed by Reuben, Gad and the 
half-tribe of Manasseh. 

8. Lam R. Proem 2; P.d.R.K. 15:4. 
9. Sifre-Deut Piska 322 The critical edition reads 

"fools'' "shotim" ( with a 'vav') as ''shvatim" 
"tribes" (with a'vet' ). 

10. M. Tan B. Va'yigash :8 . 
11. It is apparent from the parallels in the texts that 

"Torah" , in these texts, is used in the sense of in­
st ruc t ion and not in any of its other meanings. 

12. Y. R.H. 3:8 - 59a; Lam R. Proem 2. 
13. Lam R. ibid. 
14. Num R. II 9:7. 
15. Exod R. II 30: 5. 
16. P.d.R.E. 29; Yal I : Lech-Lecha 13 (71) p. 38 and Balak 

23 (766) 531, Yel II: Joshua 5 (15) p . 695. 
17. Ag Br 70:2. 
18. Y. San 10:6 - 29c. 
19 . B. Gittin 88a. 
20. Lam R. Proem 33; T.d.V.E. 188 : Seder Olam R. 22. 
21. T.d.V.E. ibid. 
22 . Lev R. 5:3. 
23. Sifre-Deut Piska 317. 
24. Ibid. Piska 318. 
25. Gen R. 36:4. It is equally possible that the midrash in 

Genesis Rabbah was a synthesis of the midrasb in 
· ~eviticus Rabbah. 

26. Lev R. 12: 1. ; Est R. 5: 1 - In this parallel passage 
wi ne is said to have "separated the Ten Tribes from the 
tribes of Judah and Benjamin when the former went into 
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exile." In addition to this, the text in Esther R. omits 
the Amos 6: 6- i passages, instead quoting Isaiah 5: 13: 
"Assuredly, my people will suffer exile for not giving 
heed."; M. Tan B. Noah : 21 - this midrash is a synthesis 
of Lev R. 12: l. 

27. B. Shabbat l47b . 
28 . Lev R. 5:3; Num R. 10:3. 
29. M. Tan Shemini: 5; M. Tan B. Shemini: 8. 
30. Lev R. 5:3; Num R. I 10:3. 
31. Num R. ibid. 
32. B. Shabbat 62b; B. Kiddushin ?lb. 
33. ~um R. I 9:7. 
34. Ibid. 
35. A mamzer is one born of an unlawful, incestuous, or 

adulterous marriage. The law specifies lhat a ma111zer 
may not marry a member of the Jewish community ( Deut 
23 : 3). 

36. Ibid. 
37. Gen R. 28:5; S.S.R. I. 4:3; Yal II: Ezekiel 14 (35'3) p. 

838 and Mic ah 2 ( 551) pp. 860- 861. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

THE EXILE AND FATE OF THE TEN TRIBES 

Int r oduction 

In the first three c hapters I have examined the rab­

bini c material which details the events l~ading up to t he 

exi l e of the Te n Tribes and the reasons for their exi le. The 

purpose of this c oncluding chapter is to explore t he rab ­

bini c mate r ial which c hronicles that exile and which ex­

plains what happened to (o r what will happen to) the Ten 

Tribes subsequent to thei r exile. To this end I have divided 

the c hapter i nto four sections. The first two sec tions foc us 

on mi drashim relevant to the period o f the exile of the Ten 

Tr ibes , while the final two section s attempt t o determine 

what the rabbis s aw as the fate of the Ten Tribes following 

their exile to Assy ria. 

In t h e first sectio n o f this c hapte r I examine the 

rabbinic material on the order in which the Ten Tribes were 

exiled. Section II explores t he midrashim whic h detail, 

acc ording t o th~ rabbis , the exact places of exile of t he 

Ten Tri bes. ! n sec ~ion III, I focus on the rabbinic litera­

ture whi c h teaches t ha t the Ten Tribes were hopelessly los t, 

not to retu rn in this world o r i n the world-to-come. The 

final section of this c hapte r (sec tion IV) is comprised of 

three sub-sect ions ; A-C . I n sub- sec t ion A, I explore the 

topic o[ t he interminabi~i ty o f al 1 Twelve Tri bes . Su b-
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section B examines the midrashim wh ich maintain that the Ten 

Tribes, with in 100-200 years after t heir exile , returned to 

t hei r t r ibal lands. And , in s ub-section C, I investigate the 

rabbinic material wh ich promises the redemption of t he Ten 

Tribes in a time-to- come (atid l 1 vo). 

I n addition to t hese fou r sections, I have also at­

tached an appendix (Appendix 1) to this chapter. The 

mi d rashim in t h is appendix are re l ated to th~ subject of the 

exile of the Ten Tribes. Whil e they only provide a ve r y 

general accounting of the exile of Is rae l, these mid:ashim 

are important in that t hey express two different perspec­

tives of the exile of the Ten Tribes relative to the exile 

of the tribes of Judah and Benjamin. One body of midrashim 

presents an historical accoun t of the exile of the Twelve 

Tribes ( i. e • t t wo chr o nologically separated exile 

traditions ) , while the other set of mi dras h i m teaches tha t 

the t:xile of the Twelve Tribes was o ne con tinuous exile. 

This second viewpoin t is no n-histo r ic , but none t heless 

figures i n to t he rabbi s ' redemptive scheme of history. As 

the Twelve Tribes were all part o f a single exile, so t oo 

shall they al l be as o ne in t he process of redemption in the 

atid l'vo - in the messianic future. 
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I. Order of Exile of the Ten Tribes 

The exile of the Ten Tribes did not occur in o ne fell 

swoop, but rather happened over a per iod of some fourteen 

years.l From the biblical account s of this exile, one cannot 

be absolutely clear about which t ribe or tribes were exiled 

first . According to the Second Book of Kings, the tri be of 

Naphtali is t he only tribe which one is able to s ay, with 

certai n ty, was among the first tribes to be exiled . For it 

is taught t ha t Tiglath-pileser captu red " Ijon, Abel-beth-

maacah , Janoah, Kedesh, Hazor - Gilead , Gal ilee , the entire 

region of ~aphtali ; a nd he depo rted t he inhabitants to 

Assyria" (I I King 15:29). However, there is a paralle l 

passage in First Chronicles which specifically states that 

Tilgath-pilneser2 e xiled t he tribes of Reuben , Gad a nd the 

half-tribe of Manasseh ( I Chron 5:26). Thus , the Ta NaKH 

provides us with two different accounts about wh ich tribe 

(I I Kings) or tribes ( I Chron icles) were the first of the 

Te n Tribes to be ex iled. 

No doubt, these t wo varying accounts troubled the 

rabb is. How cou l d the Bi ble provide two different explana-

tion s of one event? I wo u l d expect (given the overwhelming 

t endency of t he rabbi s to explain away con tradiction s i n the 

biblical text l that the rabbis would p r ovide us with o ne 

def ini tive accoun t of t he o rder of the exi le of the Ten 

Tribes. I n this c ase, they do provide us with one definitive 

accoun t a nd t hen again, they d o n 't. 
1 .. 

. .- In Lamentations Ra bbah (6th c. - an early period work), -
-
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R. Eleazar (2nd c . Palest inian Tanna 3rd gene!"a ti on) 

taught in c onjunction with what is written in I Ch ron 5:26, 

that t he tribes of Reuben and Gad we re the first of the Ten 

Tribes to go into exile . Yet, i n the same passage, R. Samuel 

b. Nachman (late 3 rd c. Palestinian Amara - 3rd generation) 

is said to have taugh t , i n conjunc ti o n with wha t is written 

in II Ki ngs 15:29, that the tribes of Naphta li and Zebulun 

were the first to go into exil e . Clearly, both accoun ts of 
# 

the order of t h e exile of the Ten Tribes vary slightly from 

their biblical precursors. R. Eleazar omitted the half-tribe 

of Ma nasseh from his l ist, wh ile R. Samue l b. Na chman added 

the tribe of Zebulun to his.3 

In what order we r e they exi l ed? 
R. Elea zar says : The tribes of 
Reuben and Gad went into exile 
first. R. Samuel b. Nachman says: The 
tribes of Ze bulun and Naphtali 
went i n to exile first; and so it is 
wr itten, As at the first time He 
made light t he land of Zebulun and 
the land of Naphtali (Isa 8:23). 
How, then, does R. Eleazar 
i n terpret the verse quoted by 
R. Samuel b. Na chman? As the tri bes 
of Reuben and Gad went into exile, 
so did t h e tribes of Zebulun a nd 
Naphtali go i n to exile (i .e ., the 
tri bes of Zebulun and Naphtali had 
t h e same experience as had already 
befallen Reuben and Gad) .4 

The only other midras h ic passage which lists Naphtali as 

bei ng the fi r st of the Ten Tribes to be exiled is found i n 

the late pe r iod work , Seder Olam Rabbah ( 12th c. ) . In t his 

i nstance, I had to rely heavi l y on the notes to the text i n 

order to understand and i nterpret t h is passage . 

• .J At the same time Ahaz took the 
gold [and si lver that were on band in 
the House ~ the Lord and in tbe 
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treasuries of the royal palace and 
sent them as a gift to the king of 
Assyria.] The king of Assyria 
responded to his request ... 
(II Kings 16:8-9) . In the twentieth 
year of Pekah King Tiglath-pileser 
of Assyria came . .. (II Kings 15 : 29) 
and took the golden calf that was 
in Dan and departed. And then it 
is written, And Tiglath-pilneser, 
King of Assyria, c ame and besieged it .. . ,5 
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According to the notes to the text of Seder Olam Rab-

bah, the Ten Tribes were exiled in three different groups. , 

First was Naphtali, second were Reuben , Gad and the half-

tribe of Manasseh and third were the remainder of the Ten 

Tribes. 

The first time was in the days of 
Pekah, when the entire region ~£ 
Naphtali r.•as captured [and 
Tiglath-pileser deported the inhabitant s 
to Assyria) (II Kings 15:29) . 
Th is happened in the fourth year of 
Ahaz, King of Judah. The second 
exile occurred in the t~elfth year 
of the reign of Ahaz. He roused 
King Pul of Assyria .. . and he 
carried them away, namely, t h e 
Reubenites, the Gadites, and t h e 
half-tribe of Manasseh (I Chron 5:26). 
This was in the twel fth year 
of Ahaz and at the beginning of 
the revolt by Hoshea after he had 
been a vassal to Assyria for eight 
years (II Kings 17:3). The third 
exile occurred in the sixth year 
of the reign of Hezekiah, in the 
ninth year of the revolt of Hoshea. 
Tne king of Assyria captured 
Samaria. He deported t he Israelites 
to Assyria . . • (II Kings 17:6). 6 

This midrash solves the dilemma of which tribe(s) was exiled 

first by following II Kings first and I Chron icles second -

but most midrashim don ' t follow this order . 

; The majority of midrashim which discuss which tribe or 

tribes w;re exiled first, .... however, side with R. Eleazar, 
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• 
stating that Reuben and Gad we re t he first tribes to be 

exiled. In man y midrashi m, the ha l f -tr ibe of Manasseh is 

a lso included (as was taught in I Chronicles 5: 26) in the 

list of whic h tri bes were exiled first . 

There is one other text fro m the earl y midrashi c 

period , i n addition to t he passage found in Lamentations 

Rabbah, which teaches that the t r ibes of Reuben, Gad and the 

half-tribe of Manasseh were t he first o f the Ten Tribes to 

be exiled. It c an be fo und both in the Palestinian and the 

Babylonian Talmud s. 

But did they count t he year s of 
release and Jubi lees [af ter the 
return from Babylon] ? If even 
afte r the tribe of Reuben, the tribe 
of Gad and t he hal f-tribe o f Manasseh 
went into exile, the Jubilees were 
abol ishe d, s hould Ezra in connecti o n 
with whom i t is said: The sum of 
t he enti re community was 42,360 
( Ezra 2 :64), have c ounted them? 
For it was taught: When the tribe 
o f Reuben, t he tribe of Gad and the 
half- tribe of Manasseh went i n to 
exile, t he Jubilees were abolished 
as it i s said: You shall proclaim 
release throughout th~ land £or all 
its inhabitants (Lev 25 :10), (i.e., 
only at the t ime when all t he 
inhabitants dwell upon it, but not 
at the time when some of them are 
exiled). 7 

... 

This midrash implies that the tribes of Reuben, Gad and 

the half-tribe o f Manasseh were exiled first. For as soon as 

a port ion of t he people no longer dwelt in Eretz Yisrael, 

the years of release and the J ubilees were abolished. I n 

t h is case, the midrash informs us that the years o f r elease 

a nd t he Jub ilees were abolished when the tribes of Reuben, 

Sad a nd the half-tribe of Manasseh we re exiled. Therefore, -
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one may conclude from this midrash that these three tribes 

were perceived as the first of the Ten Tribes to be exiled. 

This conclusion is given further c redence by the tes-

timony of a large number of midreshim from the middle 

per iod. Essentially, these middle period midrashim include 

three different passages (and the i r parallels). 

In Numbers Rabbah I I and Mid rash Tanhuma Buber, two 

works from t he corpus of "Tanhuma Midrashim," (late 8th-9th 

c . ) the rabb i s taught that because the tribes of Reuben and 

Gad had sett led outside of Eretz Yi srael, they were the 

first o f t he Ten Tribes t o be exi l ed. 

Likewise in the c ase of the children 
of Gad and the ch ildren of 
Reuben, you find that they were 
ri c h , possessing large numbers of 
cattle, but they loved their money 
and settled outside of Eretz Yisrael. 
Cons equently t hey were t he first 
o f all the tribes to go into e xile; 
as is borne out by the text, And 
he carried them away , namely, the 
Reubenites, the Gadites, and the 
half-tribe of Manasseh ( I Chron 5:26) . 
What brought it on them? The fact 
that they separated themselves from 
their brethren becaus e of their 
possessions. From where can we 
infer this? From what i s written in 
the Torah, The Reubenites and the 
Gadites owned cattle in very great 
numbers (Num 32:1). B 

The order of the exile of the Ten Tribes is e xplored 

further i n a mi drash which appears in Qoheleth Rabbah (8th 

c . ), Numbers Rabbah II, Midrash Tanhuma and Midrash Tanhuma 

Buber. What is unique about this passage is that the exile 

o f the Ten Tribes is attributed to the efforts of Sen-

nachel"ib. Acco rding t o t he biblical text, Sennacherib did 

i ndeed mar~h against Judah ,J>ut he is not referred to in the 
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biblical account of the exile of the Ten Tri bes. Rather, 

Tiglath-pileser and Shalmaneser were the o nes wh o supposedly 

exiled the Ten Tribes according to the biblic al account 

1J I Kings 15:29 and 17:5-6). In fact, i t seems likely that 

the basis o f lhe rabbis' statement, that Sennacherib exiled 

t he Ten Tribes, may be found i n a midrash in Tractate San-

hedrin of the Babylonian Talmud. In this passage o ne finds a 

list o f eight other names of Assyrian leaders which were 

considered synonymous with the name Sennacherib . These names 

are ttTiglath-pileser, Tilgatb-pilneser, Shalaaneser, Pul, 
.... 

Sa rgon, Asnapper, Rabba, and Yakkira."9 This midrashic 

passage has not only listed Reuben, Gad and the half-tribe 

o f Manasseh as the first tribes to be exiled, but it has 

also provided an account of t he order of the exile of the 

remaining tribes. 

You find that Sennacherib carried 
them off in three sections. On the 
first occasion he exiled the Reubenites, 
Gadites and the half-tribe of Manasseh. 
On the second occasion, the tribe of 
Zebulun and the tribe of Naphtali; 
as it says, In the former time He 
made light the land of Zebulun and 
the land of Naphtali (Isa 8:23). 
On the third occasion he exiled the 
rest of the trib~s; as it says, 
But on the latter he has dealt a 
more gri evous blow - (hikbid) 
( ibij. ); hikbid implies that he 
swept them out (h ikbidam) as with 
a broom (makbed). 10 

In this text, the rabbis eliminated the contradiction of the 

two varying biblical accounts of the o rder of the exile of 

t he Ten Tribes. By interpretin~ the word rishon as foraer 

rather- -lhan as first, the rabbis were able to determine the 

position of · t he exile of Zebulun and Naphtali as coming 
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after the exile o f Reuben, Gad and the half-tribe ~f Manas -

seh. 

The final text to be examined in this section is found 

in ~idrash Eser Galuyyot (9th c.), an aggadic work of the 

middle period. It also teaches that Sennacher ib exiled the 

Ten Tribes in four separate "exiles." Fut"ther, it provides 

the most detailed account of the o rder of the exile of the 

Te n Tribes by referring to nine of t he Ten Tribes: Reuben , 

Gad, Manasseh, Asher , I ssachar, Zebulun, Naphtali , Ephraim 

and Simeon, respectively. 

Israel suffered ten exiles: 
four by Sennacherib, four by 
Nebuchadnezzar, one by Vespasian 
and one by Hadrian. On the first 
occasion Sennacherib came and 
exiled the Reubenites , the Gadites 
and the half-tribe of Manasseh. 
In addition, he took t he golden calf 
that Jeroboam b . Nebat had made 
and set in Dan. He brought them all 
to Halah, Habor, the river Gozan 
and in the towns of Media. All this 
happened in the days of 
Pekah b. Remaliah. This was 
the first exile. The second: 
Hoshea b . Elah arose and killed 
Pekah b. Remaliah. Then 
Hoshea b . Elah was made a vassal 
to Sennacherib for seven years. At 
that time Sennacherib c ame a second 
time and exiled the tribes of 
Asher, Issachar , Zebulun and Naphtali. 
Of them there only remained one out 
of every eight, as it is written , 
Thus said the Lord: As a shepherd 
rescues from t he lion' s jaw . .. (Amos 3:12). 
He also took the second golden calf 
which was in Bethel, as it is written, 
It (i.e., the golden calf of Bethel 
- c f. vs . 5) too shall be brought to 
Assyria as tribute to a patron king 
(Hosea 10:6). This was the second 
exile. When Ahaz died, King Hezekiah, 
his son, ruled in his place. In the 
fourth year of King Hezekiah , 
Sennacherib came and attacked S8maria .., 
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for three years and he captured it ' in 
the sixth year of the reign of Hezekiah 
and exiled Israel, those who werP. in 
Samaria - the tribe of Ephraim and 
Manasseh and he settled in their place 
people from Cuthah, Babylon, Cush, 
Hamath, Avva, and Sepharvaim, as it 
is wr i tten, The king of Assyria brought 
[people] from Babylon, [Cuthah, Avva , 
Hamath, and Sepharvaim, and he settled 
them in the towns of Samaria i n place 
o f the Israelites] (II Kings 17:24). 
This was the third exile. Nebuchadnezzar 
was enthroned for eight years when he 
(i .e . , Sennacherib) c ame up agai nst 
Jerusalem , and he brought people fro m 
Cuthah , Babylon, Cush, Hamath, Avva 
and Sepharvaim, as it is written, 
And the king of Assyria [cBJDe up 
agai nst } Jerusalem (i bid . ) . And he 
c ame up against Judah and took from 
the land o f Judah o ne hundred and 
t hree townships that belonged to the 
t ribes o f J udah and Simeon. He took 
them with the intent of bringing them 
to Halah and Habor. But the king of 
Cush revolted against him. So he 
too k with him Judah and Simeon and 
made war with the king of Cush, and 
the Holy One, blessed be He, hid t hem 
(i.e. , Judah and Simeoh) in mountains 
of darkness. These were the four exiles 
which the Ten Tribes suffered under 
Sennac her ib . 11 
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The o nly tribe whic h is no t mentioned in t he above 

passage , from Midrash Eser Galuyyot, is the tri be of Dan. 

Yet , o ne ma y assume that the tribe of Dan was exiled along 

with its golden c alf. Therefore, i t is possible to conclude 

t hat th is text p rovides us with a full account of t he order 

of the exile of t he Ten Tribes. 
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11. Places o f Exile 

The rabbis' tripartite description of the order of the 

exile o f the Ten Tribes, discussed i n the first section o f 

this c hapter, is repeated in thei r dj scussion of where the 

tribes were exiled to. In a passage from t he Palestinian 

Talmud attributed to R. Be rekiah (4th c . Palestinian Amora -

5th generation ) and R. Helbo (4th c. Palestinian Amora - 4th 

gene r ation I. it is taught that the Ten Tr ibes were exiled 

beyond the River Samba tyon, to Daphne and to an unnamed 
.... 

place where they were covered by a cloud . This account of 

the plac es of exile of the Ten Tribes is based more on myth 

than o n substantiated fact . The River Sambatyon is a legen-

dary river which is said to have stopped flo wing on t he 

Sabbath , while the cloud appears to be an allusion to the 

c loud which protected t he fleeing Israelites from the Egyp-

tians at the Sea ( Exod 14:20). 

R. Berec hiah and R. Hel bo 1n the name 
o f R. Samuel bar Nahman: The 
Israelites went into three different 
lands of exile, o ne beyond the 
River Sambatyon, one t o Daphne at 
Antioch, and one on which the c loud 
descended, and whi ch the c loud cover~d.12 

This passage is repeated in Lamentations Rabbah (6th 

c . ) , albeit in a rather convoluted manner. In t his case two 

o f t he three p laces of exile are areas relative to the River 

Sambatyon, the other place of exile being Daphne at Antioch. 

The unnamed land where a cloud descended a nd cove r e d the 

people is omitted i n this passage. 

,r-. R. Berechiah in the name o f R. Helbo, 
i n the name of.Ji . Samuel bar Nahman . 



The Israelites were exiled into 
three different lands, one beyond 
the River Sambatyon, as it is written, 
Saying to the prisoners, Go free, to 
t hose who are in darkness, Show 
yourselves (Isa. 49:9), one outside 
of the land of the River Sambatyon. 
They shall pasture along the roa.ds -
on every bare height shall be their 
pasture Cibid. ), this refers to 
lhose who were exiled to Daphne of 
Antioch.13 
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The two aforementioned midrashi c passages are combined 

in a text found in the mi ddle period work, Numbers Rabbah II 

(10th c. ). I n this text, the places of exile parallel those 

mentioned in the passage found in the Palestinian Talmud 

(beyond the River Sambatyon, to Daphne at Antioch and beh ind 

a cloud o f darkness) , while the proof text found in the 

passage from Lamentations Rabbah (Isaiah 49 :9) is properly 

expounded. 

Isaiah stated: Saying to t he 
prisoners, Go free (Isa. 49:9). He 
was referring to those exiles who 
were living beyond Sambatyon. To 
those who are in darkness, Show 
yourselves (ibid.). By this he was 
referring to those who were living 
beyond the cloud of darkness. 
They shall pasture along the roads, 
on every bare height shall be their 
pasture (ibid.). By this he was 
referring to tnose who were living 
in Daphne of Antioch.14 

In addition to the midras him which list the River 

Sambatyon, Daphne of Antioch, and an unnamed place covered 

by a dark cloud, as the lands of exile for the Ten Tribes, 

there is a passage attributed to R. Abba b. Kahana (3rd c. 

Palestinian Amora 3rd generation) which parallels the 

biblical account of the places of exile for the Ten Tribes 

(!I Kings 17:5-6). Surprisjngly 1 this is the only passage 
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which teaches that the Ten Tribes were exiled to where the 

Bible says they were.15 In this case, Halah, the River 

Habor, the River Gozan and the towns of Media are identified 

with their 3rd c . C .£. names. 

R. Abba b. Kahana said: And 
he settled them in Halah, at the 
(River) Habor, at the River Gozan, 
and in the towns of Hedia 
( II Kings 17:6)i Halah is Halwan, 
a nd Habor is Hadyab, the River 
Gozan is Ginzak, and the towns 
of Media are Hamdan a nd its " 
neighboring towns; others say, 
Siha r and its neighboring towns.16 

There is one other text. found in the Yalkut shi111oni I 

wh ic h provides us with a third interpretat ion of the places 

o f exile for two of the Ten Tribes. According to this pas-

s age, one of t he tribes of Israel was exiled to the East 

Af r ican Coast, and one to Britain . 

The voice of my beloved, this is 
the Messiah. At the time when he 
will come and s ay to Israel, In 
this month you shall be redeemed, 
they shall respond saying 1

1 Did not 
the Holy One , blessed be He, say 
to us that he would enslave us in 
seventy nations?' He will have two 
responses. He shall say to them, 
one of you He exiled to Barbaria 
- the East African Coast, and one 
of you He exiled to Britain, as if 
he exiled all of you.17 

Interesting:y, one tradition holds that the British are 

descendants o~ o ne of the "Ten Lost Tribes. " Whether th is 

passage is the progenitor of this legend or is comment i ng o n 

a pre-existing legend is unclear. Nevertheless, it is a 

striking statement, for it shows that at least some rabbis 

of bhe 13th and 14th centuries held t he opinion that the Ten 

Tribes - were not completel'.f lost or beyond reclamation. As 
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wil l be demonstrated in the following two sections, whether 
• 

or not the Ten Tribes could be reclaimed or found after 

their exile to Assyria was a subject of debate amongs t the 

rabbis who taught during the early, middle, and late 

midrashic periods. 

• 

.. 
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III. Lost and Gone Forever 

In the year 721 B.C.E., Assyria exiled the Ten Tribes 

from their land , hence giving us the "Ten Lost Tribes." 

According to Scriptu res, it is taught that, "In the end, the 

Lord removed Israel from His presence ... So the Israelites 

were deported from their land to Assyria, as is sti 11 the 

case'' {II Kings 17: 23). Based o n this passage from the book 

of II Kings, it is not at all clear whether or n~t the 

Ten Tribes were lost and gone forever. Do the words "as is 

still the c ase" mean that the Ten Tribes remained in As-

syria, eventually disappearing at some later time, never to 

return t o Eretz Yisrael? I ndeed, relatively few midrashim 

teach that t hey were destined never to raturn to Eretz 

Yisrael in this world or in the world-to-come. A majority of 

these midrashim are found in rabbinic 1 i Lerature from the 

early period (400 -640 C.E . ). 

In a passage attributed to R. Akiba (2nd c. Palestinian 

Tanna - 2nd generation) i n Tractate Sanhedrin of both the 

Palestinian and Babylonian Talmuds, it is taught that the 

Ten Tribes were destined not to return to Eretz Yisrael in 

this world or in the world-to-c ome . In this passage the Ten 

Tri bes were likened to a day. As the hours of a day are 

spent and c annot be reclaimed, so too were the Ten Tribes 

exiled and destined never to return again. 

. " HISHNAH. The Ten Tribes will not 
return [to Eretz Yisrael], for it is 
said, And cast them into another 
land, as i~ this day (Deut 29:27): 
Just as the day goes and does not 
return, so they too went and will 



not return: This is R. Akiba's view .... 
GEMARA. Our Rabbis taught: The 
Ten Tribes have no portion in the 
world to come , as it says, The 
Lord uprooted them from their soil 
in anger, fury, and great wrath, 
and cast them into another land 
(ibid.): And the Lord uprooted 
t hem from their soil, refers to 
this world; and cast them into 
another land - [other than) 
to the world to come: this is 
R. Akiba's view.18 
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R. Akiba is also cited in Lamentations Rabbah (6th c . ) 

as having taught that the Ten Tribes would never ret..urn to 

Eretz Yisrael. In this passage the land of Israel is com-

pared to a widow bereft of the Ten Tribes. 

Another inte rpretation of Is 
become like a widow (Lam 1 : 1)! 
R. Akiba and the Rabbis offer 
explanations. R. Akiba says: She 
is a widow, and you state es a 
widow. The meaning, ho~ever, is: 
she is a widow bereft of the Ten Tribes 
but not of the tribes of Judah and 
Benjamin.19 

Just as a widow's husband is dead, never to return, so too 

were the Ten Tri bes destroyed, never to return to Eretz 

Yisrael. 

In a passage quite similar to the mishnaic section of 

the Tractate Sarihedrin passage cited above, R. Simeon b. 

Yohai (2nd c. Palestinian Tanna - 3rd generation) is said to 

have taught that t he Ten Tribes will neither be resurrected 

nor be judged in the world-to- come. This midrash is found in 

Aboth de-Rabbi Nathan (5th- 6th c. ) . 

The Ten Tribes will neither come to 
life [in the hereafter) nor be 
brought to~judgment, as it is s~ated, 
The Lor d uprooted them from their 
soil in anger, fury, and great wrath, 
and cast the• into another land, as 
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it is this day (Deut 29:27). 
R. Simeon b. Yohai said: As this day 
(i n which they rebelled) has passed 
never to return, so they will never 
return. 20 
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There is one additional midrash from the early period 
. 

which implies that the Ten Tribes ( much like Humpty Dumpty) 

could never be put back together again. In this passage, the 

Ten Tribes are compared with a great house which ha~ been 

smashed into tiny fragments. The tribes of Judah a nd Ben-

jamin, howe ver, are relatively better off as they are com-

pared t o a little house which has been smashed into 

retrievable (larger ) pieces. 

It is written, For the Lord will 
command, and the great house shall 
be smashed to bits, and the little 
house to splinters (Amos 6:11) . 
A bit is a tiny fragment , but a 
splinter is a larger piece. 2 1 

According to the notes to this midrash in the Soncino 

translation, "The destruct ion of the (Ten Tribes J was com-

plete, the house being broken up into tiny fragments , as it 

were ( thi s symbol ically pictures their absorption into the 

Assyrian Empire)." The tribes of J udah and Benjamin, o n the 

other hand, were broken up into distinct piec es, whi c h could 

easily be restore d "at the proper time. " 22 

The final passage, from Qoheleth Rabbah ( 8th c. ), is a 

middle period midrash . This text declares that the Ten 

Tribes were utterly destroyed by the Assyrian foe, such that 

not e ven a remnant was left. ''The Ten Tribes were exiled and 
I 

none of them ~emained; the tribes of Judah and Benjamin were , .. 
exiled and some- remained . ••23 -' 

The idea that the Ten Tribes were completely dest r oyed, 
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never to return in this world o r in the world-to-come , is 

one whi ch nevertheless appears to have been a mino ri ty 

opinion . The five mi drashim whi c h I have cited i n t h is 

s e ction are the only tex t s whi c h do not hold out a ny hope of 

redemption for the Ten Tribes. In the following section we 

will see that most midrashim take quite a d i fferent point of 

v iew fro m these five , pointing i nstead to a ~idespread view 

among the rabbi s that the Ten Tribes would have a portion i n 

the world- to-come. R. Johanan and R. Judah even made t he 

rather specific s uggestion t hat a remnant of the Ten Tribes 

did indeed re t urn to Eretz Yisrael in the days of Ki ng 

Josiah of Judah. 
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IV. Redemption 

As noted in the last section of this chapter, the Bible 

leaves ambiguous the question of whether or not t he Ten 

Tribes were completely destroyed. We are left to conclude 

what we will from the vague statement t hat "the Israelites 

were deported from their land to Assyria, as is still the 

case" (II Kings 17:23). If we interpret this concerning the 

fate of the Ten Tribes, does this statement mean that the 

Ten Tribes maintained a separate identity even in their 

exile or were they perhaps assimilated into the existing 

majority population after a period of time? Perhaps it was 

on account of the Bible's ambiguousness on this subject that 

the many medieval legends of the Ten Lost Tribes sprang up. 

Ho wever, it seems more reasonable to posit an oral and 

1 i terary t rad i ti on which bridged the mil lenial gap between 

the Bible's statement on the exile of the Ten Tribes and the 

medieval legends which claimed to have found the descendants 

of some of these tribes. Indeed, the rabbinic literature 

would seem to bear this out . 

A. The Interminability of the Twelve Tribes 

In my examination of the rabbinic literature on the 

topic of the redemption of the Ten Tribes, I found three 

• .J • 
midrashim (in two middle period works) which teach that the 

Twelve Tribes are the sine qua non for the cre4tion and 

maintenance of the world. Thus, according to the logic of 
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the rabbis', since the world still exists. so too a remnant 

of the descendants of the Ten Tribes must still exist. 

In Exodus Rabbah II (9th c.) it is taught. that j ust as 

the heavens cannot endure without the twelve zodiacal con-

stellations , so too the world c annot exist without the 

Twelve Tribes. 

What is the meaning of Awesome 
as bannered hosts (S.S. 6:10)? You 
will find that there are twelve 
c onstellations i n t he sky. and just 
as the heavens cannot endure without 
the twelve constellations, so 
the world cannot exist without the 
twelve tribesj for it sa~s: 
[Thus said the Lord, who established 
the sun for light by day, the 
laws of moon and stars for light by 
night] .. . If these laws should ever 
be annulled by He - declares the Lord 
- Only then would the offspring of 
Israel cease to be a nation before He 
for all time (Jer 31:35-36) . 24 

Clearly, j ust as the stars still exist in t he heavens• so 

too at least a remnant of the Twelve Tr ibes must still 

exist. 

The other two midrashlm on this subject are found in 

Pesikta Rabbati (9th c.). In a short, pithy statement, 

Joseph is said to have avoided visiting with Jacob when he 

was ill, lest he should have provided his father with an 

opportunity to curse his brothers. For if Jacob cursed 

Joseph's brothers, ''the whole world would have been 

destroyed, which was created only for the sake of the 

(Twelve) Tribes." 
J 

And so if I chanced to say something 
which wo~ld gjve him (Jacob) cause 
to curse my brothers, he would curse 
them, with the result that I would 
have destroyed the whole world, which 

.. 



was created , only for the s ake of the 
(Twelve) Tribes.25 
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In the other passage found in Pesikta Rabbati, it is 

taught that God wi l l rebuild the Temple for the s ake of the 

Twelve Tribes. Further, it is stated that all the miracles 

which God perfo rmed and wil l perform, as well as all that He 

c reated , was done for the sake of t he Twelve Tribes only~ 

You find that all the miracles which 
the Holy One, blessed be He, did for 
Israel and will do for them are £or 
the sake of the Tri bes. Even the 
Temple is to be rebuilt for the sake 
of the Tribes, as is said Jerusalem, 
you shall be rebuilt (Ps 122:3). 
And what follows in t he text? 
Because there the Tribes are to go 
up (ibid. vs. 4). So, too, everything 
that t he Holy One, blessed be He, 
created, He created for the sake of 
the Tribes. Thus, you find that the r e 
are twelve months in t he year, t welve 
signs of the Zodiac in t he firmament, 
t welve hours in a day, twelve hours in 
a night . The Holy One , blessed be He, 
said: Even the upper and lower worlds 
I c reated only for t he sake of the 
Tribes, as is evident from t he ve r se 
For [the sake 0 £) all t hese , has Hy 
hand made (Isa 66:2); in this context 
the p hrase all these intimates 
For [the sake 0£) all these Twelve 
Tribes of Israel (Gen 49:28), with the 
number twelve, as already stated, 
represented also in the twelve signs of 
the Zodiac and i n the twelve hours of 
the day .26 

If one is to con tend that the Ten Tribes were cut off 

from t~ifo world a nd from the world-to-come, then, according 

to the above passage,~ c reation is meaningless, God's 

miracles are as nothing and the Temple will never be 

rebuilt. In the eyes of the rabbi s 1 none of this c ould be -
further from the truth. 'I:.herefore, at least a remnant o f the 

d escendants of the Ten Tribes, as well as a remnant of Judah 
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and Ben j amin, must exist (the rabbis would say - even to 

this day). 

B. A Remnant of the Ten Tribes in This World 

The idea that there was a remnant of the Ten Tribes in 

Assyria, wh ic h did not assimilate into the majority culture, 

is initially alluded to in the book of Amos. There it is 

written, "Hate evil and love good, and establi s h justice in 

the gate; Perhaps the Lord, the God of Hosts, will be gra-

c ious to t he reanant of Joseph " ( Amos 5:15) 

The rabbis, i n their discussion oi the existence of a 

remnant of the Ten Tribes, not only explained why this 

specific group of people merited surv ival, but also taught 

t hat this remnant was returned to Eretz Yisrael by the 

Prophet Jeremiah in the days of King Josiah of Judah. 

In a passage found i n the early period midrashic works, 

Genesis Rabbah (5th c.) and Song of Songs Rabbah (6th c.), 

it is taught that the Ten Tribes were more iniquitous than 

the generation of the Flood. Nevertheless, a remnant of the 

Ten Tribes ( and not of the generation of the Flood) was . 

left. 

., 

_, ... 

R. Berechiah said i n the name of 
R. Eleazar : The Ten Tribes did what 
was not done even by the generation of 
the Flood . With reference to the 
generati<)n of the Flood, it is 
written (Tbe Lord saw how great 
was man's wickedness on earth,) and 
how every plan devised by his •ind 
was nelt.bing but evil all day (Gen 6:5), 
whereas with reference to the 
Ten Tribes it is written, Woe to 
those who plan i niquity and desi gn 



evil on their beds (Micah 2:1), 
implying, at night. And bow do we 
know that they did so by day too? 
Because it is stated, When morni ng 
dawns , they do it (ibid. ) . Yet 
of those others not a remnant was 
left, while of these a remnant was 
l eft. For whose sake was this ? Rabbi 
said : Because there was left a 
[righteous] remnant therein ( Ezek 14 : 22). 
It does no t s ay that are brought 
forth, but that shall be brought 
f orth [ from them], the reference 
being to the righteous men and women, 
t he prophets and prophetesses who 
shall s pri ng fr om them.2 7 
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Even though the Ten Tri bes were more s inful than the gener-

ation of t he Flood , a remnant of t he Ten Tr i bes was left 

so l e l y o n a ccount of t he " r i ghteo us men and women ( and) 

p rophet s a nd pro phe t ess es" ~h ich were to arise fro m them . 

As I ment i oned a bo ve, the rabbi s no t onl y taught that a 

remnant of the Ten Tribes s urvived t he A~syrian exile, but 

that Jeremiah brought bac k this " righteous'' remnant to Eretz 

Yis rae l . There are two midrashim which disc uss this, bo t h o f 

which are found in the Babylon i an Talmud. 

In a passage f rom Trac tate Megi l l ah, i t i ~ writt en that 

J os i ah, king of Judah, sent for t he prophet Hulda, instead 

of Jeremiah, because Jeremiah had gone off to bring back the 

Ten Tribes. This passage is attributed to R. Johanan (3rd c . 

Palestinian Amora - 2nd generation) . 

Hulda, as it is writ.ten, So the 
pri est Hilkia)!. 1 and Ahik4Jll • • . went to 
the propbetesSl Huldah (II Kinss 22:14). 
But if Jeremiah was there, bow 
could she prophesy? It was said 
in the school of Rab in the name 
o f Rab: Hulda was a near relative • 
of Jeremiah, and he did not object 
to her doing so. But how could 
J osiah himself pass over Jeremiah and 
send to her? ... R. Johanan said : 



Jeremiah was not there, as he had 
gone to bring back the Ten Tribes. 
From where do we know that they 
returned? Because it is written, 
For the seller shall not return to 
what he sold so long as they 
(i .e., the remnant of the Ten Tribes) 
remain among the living ( Ezek 7:13). 
Now is it possible that after ~he 
Jubilee had ceased the prophet 
should prophesy that it will cease? 
The fact is that it teaches that 
Jeremiah brought them back. 
Josiah the son of Amon ruled over 
them, as it says, He asked, What 
is the marker I see there? And the 
men of the town replied , That is 
the grave of the man of God who · came 
from Judah and foretold these things 
that you have done to the altar of 
Bethel (II Kings 23:17). Now what 
connection is there between Josiah 
and the altar in Bethel? What it 
teaches therefore is thet Josiah 
reigned over them (i.e., the remnant 
of the Ten Tribes).28 
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As was stated i n c hapter three, when the tribes of Reuben, 

Gad and the half-tribe of Manasseh were exiled, the Jubilee 

ceased to be counted. The reason for this was that the 

Jubilee was counted onl y when all Twelve Tribes of Israel 

were in Eretz Yisrael. Therefore, in order for Jeremiah's 

prophecy , that the Jubilee will cease, not to have been 

superfluous , the Ten Tribes (or a remnant thereof) must have 

already returned to Eretz Yisrael . 

The return of the remnant of the Ten Tribes by Jeremiah 

is further attested to in Tractate Arakin. Io a passage 
I • attributed to R. Judah, it is taught that ( regarding the 

reckoning of 1!J'le jubilee cycles from the time Israel entered 

the Land until the destruction of the First Temple) from the 

time of the exile of the Ten Tribes by Sennacherib until 

their return through ·Jeremiah, the Jubilee was not counted. 



But according to R. Judah, you must 
count the seventeen years of the 
seventeen jubilee [cycles], and add 
them to these (i.e., the deduction 
of the seven years of the conquest 
and the seven years during which the 
Land was distributed), so t ha t it 
happened (i.e., the destruction of 
the First Temple) in t he third year 
of a seven years' cycle! The y~ars 
from the exile by Sennacherib until 
their return through Jeremiah are 
not counted .29 
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There is o ne additional midrash, also found in the 

Baby l o n ian Talmud , on t he subject of the return of the Ten 

Tribes to Eretz Yisrael in this world. Although it does not 

specifically state that a remnant of the Ten Tribes returned 

to Eretz Yisrae l, such a conclusion is implied. 

As for the punishment brought about by God i n retribu-

tion f o r the Ten Tribes not making pilgrimage to Jerusalem 

even after Hoshea b. Elah allowed it , it is writte n , "There -

upon God decreed that for those years during wh ich the 

Israelites had not gone up to the festiv&l they should go a 

co rresponding number into c aptivity . 11 30 According to my 

reckoning, the period of exile of the Ten Tribes would have 

been approximately two hundred years. Once this period was 

completed , according to the midrash, one would have e~pected 

the ir return to Eretz Yisrael . 

The four passages which I have examined in this sub-

sectipn are the only midrashim which attest to the notion .. 
that the Ten Tribes, or a remnant thereof, actually returned 

"' to the Land of Israel in this world. Surely these four 

midrashim, all from the early midrashic period , are not 

proof enough to state that it was the accepted opinion among 
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the rabbis that the Ten Tribes were not lost to us in this 

world. What is certain, however, is that the rabbis held 

that the Ten Tribes were not lost to us in the world-to-

c ome. For there are a vast and wide variety of midrashim, 

from the early and middle periods of midrashic activity, , 
which teach that the Ten Tribes will be returned to Eretz 

Yisrael in the days of the Messiah. 

C . Return of the Ten Tribes in a Futu~e Time (atid l'vo) 

The rabbis' discussion of the redemption of the Ten 

Tribes in a future time, is, in one way, similar to their 

discussion of the exile of the Ten Tribes (cf. Append ix 1). 

As there are midrashi m which describe the exile of the 

Twelve Tribes as one continuous exile, so too there are 

midrashim on the sub ject of the r~dempt ion of all Twelve 

Tribes together.31 And , as there are midrashim which teach 

t hat the exile of the Ten Tr ibes was separate and distinct 

from the exile of the tribes of Judah and Benjamin, so too 

there are several midrashim which focus solely on the 

redemption of the Ten Tribes . 

a. Redemption of the Twelve Tribes 

1 .. 
An over-arching statement in the Palestinian Talmud 

declares that" "all Israelites have a share in the world-to-

coae."32 This view is further attested in Leviticus Rabbah 

(5th c. ). In a passage attributed to R. Abin (4th c. Pales-
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tinian Amara 4th generation), Israel (i.e. , the Twelve 

Tribes) is likened to a lily. 

R. Abin said: As in the case of 
the lily, when the dry heat comes 
s he wilts but whe n the dew comes 
she blossoms, so also as long as the 
shadow of Esau e ndures so long does 
Israel, as it were, appear as if 
it was wilting in this world. 
In the world-to-come, however , 
Esau,s shadow will pass away and 
Is rae l will th r ive more and more. 
He nce, it is written , I will be 
to Israel like dew; he shall blossom 
like the lily (Hos 14:6). As the 
lily, solely o n account of her 
fragrance, does not pass out of 
existence (because people preserve 
its seed), so Israel , solely on 
account of the commandments and good 
deeds, does not cease to exist. As 
the lily exists purely for s melling, 
so the righteous were c reated solely 
for effecting I s rael's redemption. 
As the lily is placed upon the table 
of kings at the beginning and at the 
end [of meals) , so Is rae l is to be 
found in this world and is to 
be found in the world-to- come . As 
the lily is recognizable among the 
herbs, so is Israel recognizable 
among the nations; as it says, 
All who see them shall recognise 
that they are the seed which the Lord 
has blessed (Isa 61:9) . As the lily 
is designed for Sabbat hs and festivals, 
so is Israel designated for the 
forthcoming redemption.33 

According to R. Abin, as a lily is distinct from among all 

other herbs, so are t he Twelve Tribes o f Israel recognizable 

from among the nations of their exile. Moreover, just as a 

lily is found a t the beginni ng and end, so too shall Israel 

be fo und i n "t h is world a nd i n t he world-to-come.34 

' There are t hree additional midrash i m from the early and 

middle periods which explain that All the exiled of Israel .. 
shall be gathered together fro m their places o f exile and 
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come for be brought by God) to Jerusalem in the time of the 

Messiah. 

In a midrash attributed to R. Jqhanan (3rd c. Pales-

tin ian Amor a 2nd generation) found in t he Babylonian 

Talmud, it is taught that the ingather ing of the exiles of 

" the people of Judah and the people of Israel" is as impor-

tant as was the first day of creation . 

R. Johanan said: The reunion of 
the Exiles is as important as the 
day when heaven and earth were 
created , for it is saidt The people 
of Judah and the people of Israel 
shall assemble together and appoint 
one head over them; and they s hall 
rise from the ground - for marvelous 
shall be the day of Jezreel 
(Hos 2:21; and it is written, And 
there was evening and there was _ 
morning, a first day (Gen 1:4). J~ 

Accordi ng to this passage, the Twelve Tribes will be 

reunited in the time-to-come under the kingship of David 

(i.e., the Messianic Kingship) and be resurrected. 

The ingathering of the exiles of all of Israel is also 

mentioned i n a midrash found in Pirke de-Rabbi Eliezer (9th 

c .). In this passag.t: it is stated that in "the time to 

come, God will gather together Israel (i .e., all the 

exiles) from the four corners of the earth. 

• J 

(God said,) I wil l also give you 
and your sons your reward in the 
future; for when the Holy One, 
blessed be He, in the time to come 
will gather Israel from the four 
corners of the earth, the first one 
w~om He will gather, will be the 
ha1f-tribe of Manasseh, as it is said, 
Gilead is mine, and Haaasseh is 
mine (Ps 60:7). Afterwards (He 
will gather in) Ephraim, as it is 
said , Ephraim is the defense of my 
head (ibid~). Afterward Judah 



(will be gathered in), as it is 
said, Judah is my sceptre (ibid.). 36 
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Interestingly, this midrash provides us with a rough order 

of the ingathering of the Twelve Tribes. The half-tribe of 

Manasseh will be redeemed first, followed by Ephraim (i.e., 

the remainder of the Ten Tribes) and then, lastly, the 

tribes of Judah (and Benjamin). Further, this midrash which 

distinguishes different stages of the "ingather ing", con-

tradicts the portrayal of all Twelve Tribes' simultaneous 

ingathering in the previous passage (attributed to R. 

Johanan in the Babyl~nian Talmud). 

The final midrash ic passage which mentions t he in-

gathering of all Israel is found i n Mid!:'ash Tanhuma and 

Midrash Tanhuma Buber (both 9th c. works) . In this passage 

it is taught that Israel was exiled to the ends of the earth 

o n a ccount of her sins , but in the ''tjme to come", God shall 

gather her from the four co rners of the earth. 

-

The Holy One, blessed be He, said, 
it was on account of her sins 
that Israel was exiled - scattered 
in the gates of the earth, as it 
is written, And I will scatter her 
as with a winnowing fork through 
the settlements of the earth. 
(Jer 15:7). But i n the time to 
come, Even if your outcasts are at 
the ends of the earth, from there 
the Lord your God will gather you, 
from there He will fetch you 
(Deut 30:4 ).3 7 

b. Redemption of the Ten Tribes 

" 

In addition to the midrashim already cited in this sub-

section which teach that all Twelve Tribes will be redeemed 
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in the Messianic Era, there are a number of midrashim whi c h 

specifically refer to the redemption of the Ten Tribes 

alone. 

In third section of this c hapter I cited a text from 

the Palestinian and Babylonian Talmuds, attributed to R. 

' Akiba, in which it was taught that the Ten Tr ibes were " lost 

and gone forever." I t should be noted, however , that im-

mediately following R. Akiba ' s statement , one finds~ the 

dissenting opi nion of R. El iezer . According to R. El iezer 

( 1s t c . Palestinian l'anna), the scriptural passage; "And 

cast them lnto another land, as is t his day" (Oeut 29:27) is 

properly interpreted as meaning that the Ten Tribes will be 

redeemed. 

MISHNAH. The Ten Tribes will not 
return [to Palestine], for it is 
said, And cast them into another 
land, as is this da.y ( Oeut 29:27) ... 
R. Eliezer said: As this day -
Just as the day darkens and then 
becomes light again, so the 
Ten Tr ibes - Even as it went dark 
for them (on account of exile), so 
will it become light for them (in 
the world-to-come) . 38 

Like a day whic h grows dark at night only to become light 

again towards morning, so were t he Ten Tribes exiled only to 

be redeemed in the coming of a "new day." 

In the Gemarah for the above Babylonian Talmud passage, 

Rabbi (aka R. Judah Hanasi - 2nd c. Palestinian Tanna - 4th 

generation) understood R. Eliezer's s tatement in the Hishnah 

as meaning t'ttat the Ten Tribes "will enter the world-to-

come.'' 

Rab~i said: They (the Ten Tribes) 
will enter the future world, as it 



is said, And in that day, a great 
ram's horn shall be sounded: and 
the strayed who are in the land of 
Assyria and the expelled who are 
in t he land of Egypt shall come and 
worsh ip the Lord o n the holy mount, 
in Je rusalem (Isa 27: 13). 39 
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According to Rabbi, on the day when the shofar sounds, 

marking the advent of the world-to-come, those who were 

exiled to Assyria will return to Jeru salem. 

I n addition to Rabbi, who taught t hat the Ten Tribes 

"will enter the future world" - basing h is argument on the 

scriptural passage from Isaiah 27:13, there are three othe r 

rabbis who also use Isaiah 27: 13 as proof that the Ten 

Tribes will return to Eretz Yisrael i n t he future. 

It is taught i n Genesis Rabbah (5th c.) that God mude 

t he words we -hayah ''it shall come to pass " the 

metonymical phrase for t he redemption of the descendants of 

the Patriarchs. Isaiah 27:13, whic h speaks of the redemption 

of t he Ten Tribes, begins with t hese same words. Thus, 

according to R. Levi (3rd c . Palestinian A~ora 3rd 

generation). t he Ten Tribe s will be redeemed in the time-to-

come. 

If I return safe to my father's 
house, the Lord shall be my God 
(Gen 28:21) . R. Joshua o f Siknin 
said i n R. Levi's name: The Holy 
One, blessed be He, took the words 
used by the Patriarc hs and made 
them a k.._ey for the redemption of 
their d~~cendants. Thus God said to 
h)..,_m: You have said, the Lord shall 
be l (we- hayah) my God . By your 
life! All the be&efits, blessings 
and consolations which I am to 
con fer upon your children, I will 
confer with the very expression, 
as i t says .. . And it shall come to 
pass (we- bayah) in that ~ay, 

.. 



tha t a great horn shall be blown; 
a nd they shall come that were lost 
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i n the land of Assyria ... (Isa 27:13) . 40 

I n Tracta t e Makkoth of the Babylon ian Talmud, 

R. Jose b . Hanina (3rd c. Palestinian Amora 2nd gener-

ationl taught that four prophe ts c ame and revoked the four 

adverse sen tences Moses pronounc ed o n Israel . One o f the 

four sentences was that Israel was to ''perish a mong the 

nations ... The prophet Isaiah reversed this sentence , st"iting 

tha t those exi l ed to Assyria { i. e. , the Te n Tribes) shall 

re t urn to Er etz Yis rae l <Isa 27 :13) . 

Sa id R. Jose b. Hanina : Our Master 
Moses pronounced four [ adverse] 
sentences on I srae l, but four pro­
phets c ame a nd revoked the m .. . Moses 
had said, }~u s hall perish among 
the nati on s; and the land of your 
enemies shall con s ume you (Lev 26:38) ; 
Isaiah c ame and said, And it s hall 
come to pass i n that day, that a 
great horn shall be blown; and they 
s hall come that were lost in the 
land of Assyria ... (Is a 27 : 13 ). 4 1 

The third and final p assage based o n I saiah 27 : 13 is 

found i n Midrash Tehillim II (11th c. ). This midrash 

specifically l i nk<l the Isaiah passage to the redemption of 

t he Ten Tribes i n the time-to-come. 

. ) 

Another comment: He gathers in 
t he exiles of Israel (Ps 14 7: 2). 
These are the Ten Tribes of I srael , 
of whom it is said, The Lord ... c ast 
them in to another land, like tbis 
dar (Deut 29 :2 7). So, too, 
Scripture says, And it shall c ome 
to pass in that day, that a great 
horn shall be blown; and they shall 

' c ome that were lost in the land of 
Assyr ia .. . (Isa 2i:13). '12 

This passage appears to be based on t he statements of R . 
• 

Eliezer a nd Rabbi in Tractate Sanhedrin of the Babylonian 
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Talmud (discussed above). It furthe~ develops the word play 

on "day'', as well as ci ting the Isaiah proof-tex t ( also 

cited by Rabbi) as evidence for the impending redemption of 

t he Ten Tribes in a future time. 

Among the remaining midrashim which teach that the Ten 

Tribes will be redeemed in the Messianic Age, there is a 

midrash o ri~inally cited in Pesikta de-Rav Kahana 16th c.), 

which teaches that the father of the prophet Hosea died in 

exile so that the Ten Tribes might be redeemed in the Mes-

sianic future. 

The rabbis said, The Holy One, 
blessed be He, said to [Reuben), You 
sought to restore the beloved son 
to his father. By your life, your 
son's son will restore !srael to 
her Father in heaven . And who is 
that? It is Hosea . As it is written, 
The word of the Lord that came to 
Hosea b. Beeri ( Hos 1:1), and it 
is written , his son Beerah 
(I Chron 5: 4) . Why is his name 
Beerah? Because he is a well 
(bee rah) of Torah. And why did 
Beerah die in exile? So that the 
Ten Tribes might return [in the 
Messianic future] on account of 
his merit. And why did Moses die 
i~ the desert? So that the genera­
tion of the wilderness might return 
[in the Messianic future] on account 
of his merit.43 

This midrash is repeated, with minor variat ions, in Pesikta 
I 
Rabbati (9th c. l. In Pesikta Rabbati, the explanation of 

Beerah' s na111e, meaning that he was a "well of Torah," is 
• 1 

,,. omitted. However, it is made exceedingly clear in Pes ikta 

Rabbati that"' it is on account of the merit of Hosea' s 

father , and not Hosea himself, that the Ten Tribes will . 
return to Jerusalem in the tiae of the Messiah. 



The Holy One, blessed be He , said 
to him: Reuben, you sought to 
return Joseph, the beloved son, 
to your father. By your life, your 
son's son will bring about the 
return of Israel i n perfect repentance 
to their Father in heaven . And who 
is that ? Hosea b . Beeri. Of him 
i t is written, With Hosea the Lord 
first spoke [of repentance} 
Hos 1:2); and of Hosea's father it 
is written, Beerah, [Baal's] son, 
whom King Tilgath-pi l neser king 0£ 
Assyria exiled - was chieftain of 
the Reubenites (I Chron 5:6). Why 
did Beerah die in exile? So that 
the Ten Tribes might [rise up at the 
ti me of resurrection] and return to 
Jerusalem. And why did Moses die in 
the desert ? So that the generation 
o f the Wilderness might rise up [at 
the time of resurrection] and return 
o n account of the merit of Moses.44 
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Li ke Moses , who taught the Israelites the words of the 

Torah, so was Hosea's father a teacher of Torah to the 

exiles o f the Ten Tribes. And, j ust as the generation of the 

Wilderness shall rise up in the days of the Messiah a nd 

return to Jerusalem on account o f the merit of Moses, so too 

shall the Ten Tribes arise and return on account of the 

merit of Hosea' s father. Beerah, who died in exile. 

The final text to be examined i n this chapter (found i n 

two middle period works: Numbe rs Rab bah I I (9th c. ) and 

Pesikta Rabbat i (9th c.) teaches that the Ten Tribes will 

return in the "time-to-come'' from the three places to which 

they were exiled : from beyond the River Sambatyon, from 

J~phne of Antioch, and from a land covered by a c loud . 

rn the time to come the Holy One, 
blessed be He, will bring them 
together; as may be inferred from 
the text, Behold, these shall come 
from far; and lo, these fro• tbe 
north and . from the west, and these 



from t he land of Sinim (Isa 49:12). 
The other exiles s hall c ome with 
t hem , and the t ribe s who are living 
beyo nd the Rive r Sambatyon and 
beyond the Mountains of Darkness 
s hal l gather together and come 
to Jerusalem [in the day s of the 
Messiah]. Isaiah stated; Saying to 
the pri soners, Go forth (Isa 49:~) . 
He was referring to those exiles 
who we re living beyond Sambatyon. 
To those wh o .are in darkness, 
Sho~ yourselves (ibid.). By this 
he was referr i ng to those who 
were living beyond the c loud of 
darkness. They shall pasture along 
the roads, on every bare height 
shall be t heir pasture (ibid.). By 
t h is he was referring to those who 
were living in Daphne of Antioch. 
Whe n the time comes t hey will b e 
redeeme d and will come to Zion in 
g lad ness ; as it says, So let the 
ransom of t he Lord return, and 
come shouting to Zion (Isd 51 : 11) . 
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45 

Accord ing to t h e passage cited above, from Numbers Rabbah II 

(9 th c.), God w i ll bring back all the exiles of Israel t o 

Jerusalem in the ''t ime to come , " including the Ten Tribes. 

That the Te n Tribe s wi ll be gathered a nd come to 

" Jerusalem, '' i mpl i es that t his t'edempt i on will occur in the 

day s of the Messiah. This is made clear in a parallel, 

although slightly vary ing passage found in Pesikta Rabbat i 

(9th c. ). One difference in these two passages i s in t heir 

descript ion of the three places of exile of t he Ten Tribes . 

Whereas the midrash from Numbers Rabbah II teaches that the 

Ten Tribes will be gathered from beyo nd the River Sambatyon, 
. } 

fro m Daphne of Antioch and from a land covered by a cloud, 
.'~ 

t he passage f rO'ID Pesikta Rabbati teaches t hat the Ten T r ibes 

will be gathe red from Sambatyon, from beyo nd the region of 

Sambatyon, and from naphne near Riblah. Further , the midrash 
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f o und i n Pes ikta Rabbati also adds a d e s c ripti o n o f t he 

resurrection of the dead of Israel by God. 

What is meant by the Messiah' s 
s aying to the prisoners : Go forth 
(Isa 49:91 ? I t means that the 
~essiah will say Go forth, and so 
o n, to the Ten Tribes who were 
separated long ago into three 
companies of exiles, one whic~ was 
banished beyond the Sambatyo n , and 
o ne to Daphne near Riblah where it 
was swallowed up, as is said , 
Israel is swallowed up (Hos 8:8) . 
The Messiah will be saying to the 
prisoners: Go forth (Isa 49:9) 
- s peaking to those held in 
Sambatyon ; and to them that are 
in darkness [he will say], Show 
yourselves (.i.Jil..g .) - speaking to 
those held in the region beyond 
Sambatyon . As for those swallowed 
up in Riblah, the Holy One, blessed 
be He, will make passag~way after 
passageway for them, and they will 
fi nd their way underground through 
them, until they arrive under the 
~cunt of Olives which is in Jerusalem. 
And the Holy One, blessed be He, 
will stand upon the mount, and 
after it is c leaved open for the 
exiles, t hey will come up out of 
i t ... And these t hree companies of 
exiles will not come alone. 
Wherever there are Jews, they also 
will be gathered up and come.46 

It is taught, acc ording to the rabbis, in fulfillment of the 

prophecy of E2ekiel ( 3 7 : 1-28), that in the Messianic Era, 

all the bones of Jews buried throughout the world will roll 

their way underground until they reach the Mount o f Olives. 

There t hey s hall be joined by sinews, and flesh shall grow 

on them and God will lift these bodies from their graves and 

breathe a ne~ life into the resurrected. Such will be the 

fate o f all Jews, i ncluding the Ten Tribes. 
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Conclusion 

The rabb is' discussion of the order and places of exile 

not only adds to our knowledge of the exile traditions 

surrounding t he Ten Tr ibes, bu t also p r ovides the basis for 

the rabbis' discussion of their redemption. For in knowing 

to where the Ten Tribes were exiled enables one to find and 

bring them back to Eretz Yisrael. 

At the ou tset of my research on the rabbinic view of 

the Ten Tribes I speculated that I would find in t he litera-

ture (which is after all a literature replete with nembemta) 

some promise of eventual reconciliation between God and the 

descendants of the Ten Tribes. As has been d~monstrated in 

this chapter, although not unanimously, the rabbis did 

indeed teach that the Ten Tribes will return to Eretz Yis-

rael in the time-to-come. What is surprising , however, is 

that there are only a limi ted number of midrashim which 

teach that a remnant of the descendants of the Ten Tribes 

~eturned to their tribal lands in this world . Further, this 

tradition is only attested in midrashic works of the early 

period. It seems odd ~hat this idea was not repeated in any 

of t he middle or later period midrashim. Why this ocurred I 

am not exactly sure. Perhaps the rabbis of the later periods 

found their hope in the Messianic future and not in this 

• J 
world. For the midrashim from the middle and late periods 

·"-
only profess to a re'4emption of the Ten Tribes in the time-

to-come. 

Just aa the•dove travels far afield, 
and yet co•ea back to her c ote. 



so Israel, as it says They shall 
come trembling as a bird out o f 
Egypt - this refers to the genera­
tion of the wilderness - and as a 
dove out o f the land of Assyria 
( Hos 11:11) - this refers to the 
Ten Tribes. And of both of them it 
says, And I will make them to dwell 
[once again] i n their h ouses , s aith 
the Lord ( i bid.). 47 
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Whe t her o r not the Ten Tr i bes will e ve r re~rn to Ere tz 

Yis rael in the wo rld-to-come is not yet kno wn. Yet, as ide 

from R. Akiba and R. Simeon b. Yohai, the rabbis taught &hat 

they indeed wi ll. For a s a dove who travels far from its 

nest yet returns, so too have the Ten Tribes been c ast far 

from t heir land .... 

. . 

, 
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l. In the seventeenth year of Pekah . who reigned for 
twenty-two years, Pekah, king of Israel and Rezin, king 
of Aram, marc hed against Ahaz, k i ng of Judah. Ahaz paid 
protection mone y to King Tiglath-pileser of Assyria who 
subsequently marched aga i nst Damascus (i.e. , Israel and 
Aram ) a nd deported its i nhabitants (II Kings 16:1-9). 
Hoshea bec ame king over Israel after Pekah. He re igned 
for n ine years. In his ninth year he was i mprisoned by 
Shalmaneser, k ing of Assyr ia . In t hat same year Israel 
was deported to Assyria (I I Ki ngs 17:1-6). The five 
years which remained to Pekah added to the hine years of 
Hoshea equal fourtee n years. Therefore, I reckoned that 
t he Ten Tri bes were exiled over a period not exceeding 
fourtee n years. 

2. I assume that Tiglath-p ileser a nd Tilgath-pilneser we r e 
t he same per son. 

3. R. Samuel b. Na c hman ' s inclusion of Zebulun in his l i st 
of which tribes among the Ten Tribes were exiled first 
seems to be based upo n the geographic al proximi ty of the 
territory o f Zebulun to the territory of Naph tali. 
Whether his statement has any histo ri c al truth is un­
clear and is no t substantiated in the Bible. 

4. Lam R. Proem: S . 
5. Seder Olam R. 22. 
6. Ibid. 
7. 8. Arak in 32b; Y. Gittin 4:3 - 45d. 
8. Num R. II 22 :7; H. Tan B. Hatot:8. 
9. B. San 94a. 
10. Nu m R. II 23 : 14 ; Qoh R. 9:18 . 3 - t hia text is corr upt. 

I t l ists only the tribes of Reuben and Gad, then skips 
to the exi l e of the remainder o f the Ten Tribes and then 
1 i s ts the third group to be exiled as Judah.: M. Tan 
Masa 'eh : 13; H. Tan B. Masa' e h: 10 . 

11 . ~ . Eser Galuyyot pp. 2-7. 
12 . Y. San 10: 6 - 2 9c . 
13. Lam R. 2:9: Pes Rab 3 1:10 ~This text teaches that the 

Ten Tribes "were separated lon g ago into three companies 
o f exiles, one which was banished to t h e River Sam­
batyon , one ban i shed to the region beyond the Sambatyon, 
a nd one to Daphne near Riblah. " Gen R. 73 : 6 - I n this 
text the Ten Tribes are only said to have been exil ed 
"beyond the River Sambatyon ." The Gen R. 73: 6 t ext is 
a lso cited in Yal I Vayetze 30 (13 0} p . 77 and Yal II 
Song of Songs 1 (985) p. 1068. 

14. Sum R. II 16 : 25. 
15. Then the king of Assyria marc hed against the whole 

land; he came to Samaria and besieged it for three 
years. In the ninth year of Hoshea, the king of Assyria 
ca~t.Ured Samaria. He deported t he Israelites to Assyria 
and settled them in Halab, at the [River) Habor, at the 
River Gozan and in the towns of Media. 

16 . B. Yebamoth~l6b-17a: B. Kiddushin 72a. 
17. Val II Song of Songs 2 (986) p . 1070. 
18. B. San llOb: Y. San 10:6 - 29c. This passage omits the 

Gemara section of . the Babylonian text, instead stating: 
"The Ten Tribes have no portion i n the world to come and 
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will not live in the world to come, since it is said, 
And he cast them into another land, as on this day 
(Deut 29:27). Just as the day passes and does not 
return, so they have gone their way and will not return, 
the words of R. Akiba." 

19 . Lam R. 1 : 3 • 
20. A.d.R.N. 3lb. 
21. S.S.R. 4:14. 
22. S.S.R. 4:14,1, footnote j6, Soncino translation, p. 

225. 
23. Qoh R. 5:16. 
24. Exod R. l 5: 6. 
25. Pes Rab, Piska 3:4. 
2 6 . Pe s Rab, Pis ka 4 : 1 . 
27. S . S .R. 1:4; Gen R. 28:5 - this passage does not include 

"prophets and prophetesses '' and is attributed to R. Abba 
b. Kahana. 

28. B. Megillah 14b. 
29. B. Arakin 12b. 
30. 8 . Gittin 88a . 
31. Having examined the authorship and midrashic works 

whic h taught that the Twelve Tribes were exiled in one 
continuous exile as well as those which taught that they 
wil l be redeemed together, I cannot claim to have found 
any common connection between the two bodies of 
midrashim - either in authorship o r in midrashic works. 

32. Y. San 10:1 - 27b. 
33. Lev R. 23:6. 
34 . That the Tribes will have a portion in the world-to­

come , according to the eshcatological schema of the 
rabbis, is an ipso facto guarantee that they will be 
gathered together and resurrected in the Messianic Era -
which precedes the world- to-come. 

35. B. Pesahim 88a . 
36. P.d.R.E. Piska 17 . 
37. M. Tan, Masa'eh 13; M. Tan 8., Masa' eh 10. 
38. B. San llOb; Y. San 10:6 - 29c. 
39. B. San ~lOb. 
40. Gen R. 70:6. 
41 . B. Makkoth 24a. 
42. M. Teh II 147:3 . 
43. P.d.R.K., Piska 24:9; Yal II Hosea l (516) p. 847. 
44. Pes Rab, Piska 50:4. 
45. Num R. II 16:25. 
46. Pes Rab, Piska 31:10. 
47. S rS.R. 4:1, 1:15. 
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SUMMARY AND CONCLUSION 

At the outset of my research on the rabbinic v iew of 

t.he Ten Tribes, [ was not c ertain that I would find enough 

midrashim about the Ten Tribes around which to construct a 

thesis ( and this was a '' shared" v iew! ) . Yet, much to my 

surprise and del i ght, the rabbis did not ignore the Ten 

Tribes in fa vor of their brethren in the South, at least no~ 

entirely. What I found was a literature which contributes 

significantly t.o our understanding of the deeds and per-

sonalities of the kings of the Northern Kingdol.Q, specifi-

cally Jeroboam b. Nebat and Ahab b. Omri, as well as Basha 

b. Ahi j ah, Joram b. Ahab, Jehu b. Nimshi, Jeroboam b. Joash 

and Hoshea b. El ah. A majority of the rabbinic material 

about t he kings of [srael was devoted to Jeroboam b. Nebat, 

the first k i ng t o reign over t he Teri Tribes and Ahab b. 

Omri, t he sixth king of Israel. Jeroboam was characterized 

both as the maker of the golden calves and the paradigm of 

evil t o which all the other kings of Israel were compared. 

Ahab, o n the other hand, according to the rabbis, far out-

did Jeroboam in the practice of idolatry. For Ahab was said 

~o have worshipped not only the golden calves of Jeroboam, 

but a ll the idols which humanity had ever made. In addition 

to chronicling the rise, acts and ultimate ends of the kings 

of the Ten 'Tribes, the rabbis also taught about the sins for 
, ... 

whfch the Ten Tribes were exiled. The midrashim on the sins 

' of the people of the Northern kingdom enhance our under-

standing of the social ~thos of the Ten Tribes (as well as 
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the rabbis' comprehension of the reasons for their exile). 

The rabbis inform us of the people 's undying devotio n to 

idolatry, teaching in one instance that even if Jeroboam had 

not caused them to practice idolatry they would have wor-

shipped i dols o n their own volition. Further, the rabbi s 

comment o n t h e rampant h e don ism which griRped t he in-

habitants of the Ten Tribes, teaching that they cared for 

little else but for the satisfaction of physical desires • .... 

The only other subject wh ich the rabbis addressed was the 

exile and the ultimate desti ny of the Ten Tribes. In the 

literature on this subject we witness the i maginative and 

mythi c al aspects of rabbinic literature. The rabbis describe 

fo r us the order of t he exile of the Tribes, their 

whereabouts and t he pending redemption of the Ten Tribes, 

basing t heir word s on fancy rather than fac t. Yet , just 

because the literature is ''imaginative " does not negate i ts 

i mportan c e. fo r t he rabbis need to supply from their im-

aginaticns wha t is lacking i n fact i n order not to lose the 

Ten Tr i bes. The scheme of redemption was the only way t o 

have hope for the futu re o f Israel. Most rabbis taught that 

the people of the Ten Tribes, as distinct from their rulers, 

will have a portion in the world-to-come. Yet, a couple of 

the more cyni cal rabbis t aught that even the general 

populous o f the Ten Tribes are destined to suffer the same 

fate as their rulers. 
r .J 

,, Overall, the picture wh ich the rabbis portr~yed of the 

Ten Tribes is bne of a wholly iniquitous people who had 

forsake n God, covenant and peoplehood for i dolatry and 
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lic entiousness. And yet, despite all this, the rabbis needed 

to find some mode of redemption for them whether i t be in 

this world ( a rare point of view) or in the world-to-come 

(more l ikel y) . The words of the midrashim, I hope, have 

greatly enhanced ou r knowledge of the Ten Tribes and will 

prove of value in further studies about this "lost" lot . 

I ... 
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APPENDIX 

Exile of the Twelve Tribes - Shared or Separate Traditions? 

In my examination of the midrashim on the sins which 

led to the exile of the Ten Tribes, I found passages which, 

al though they in part mentioned sins specific to the Ten 

Tribes, always concluded by teaching that the tribes of 

Judah and Ben jamin were exiled as a result of these sins. 

This led me to think that perhaps the rabbis had assimilated 

an earlier exile tradition of the Ten Tribes into their 

discussion of the exile of Judah and Benjamin . Could one 1 

perhaps, distinguish in these passages an earlier strata of 

''exile literature" specific to the Ten Tribes? If so , could 

one then make a compelling argument for the idea that rab-

bis, in combin i ng these two traditions, viewed the exile of 

the Ten Tr ibes as well as that of the tribes of Judah and 

Benjamin as one cont inuous exile, rather than as two 

separate events? 

I did find several mi drashim on the subject of the 

exi l e of the Ten Tribes and the tribes of Judah and Benjamin 

which support the idea t hat t he rabbis did indeed view ~he 

exile of the Northern and Southern kingdoms as one con-

tinuo~s exile. What is interesting about this point of view 

is that it does not agree with hiS'tory. For the exile of the 
• .J 

Ten Tribes and the exile o~,the tri bes of Judah and Benjamin ,. . 
were, historically, separate events. ' 
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A. A Shared Tradition 

In a passage found in Genesis Rabbah C 5th c. ) , and 

attributed to R. Jose b. R. Hanina (3rd c. Palestinian Amora 

- 2nd generation and a pupil of R. Johanan' s), the Twelve 

Tribes are likened to Ad8JD. Just as God set Adam in the 

garden of Eden and commanded him not to transgress His 

c ommandments, so did God command the tribes not to trans-

gress Hi s commandments when He brought them into Eretz 

Yisrael. Similarly, just as Adam transgressed and was exiled 

from the garden of Eden, so were the people of Israel exiled · 

from Eretz Yisrael on account of their transgressions. In 

this mid rash, the Twel ve Tribes are referred to as B 'nai 

Yisrael - the children of Israel. 

R. Abbahu said in the name of 
R. Jose b . R. Hanina: It is written, 
But they are like a man (Adam), 
they have transgressed the 
covenant (-Hos 6: 7). They are 
like a •an (Adam) means like Adam: 
just as I led Adam into the garden 
of Eden and com.m~nded him, and he 
transgressed My commandment, where­
upon I punished him by dismissal 
a nd expulsion, and bewailed him with 
ekah (how)! I led him into 
the garden of Eden, as it is written, 
And the Lord God took the man, 
and put hi• into tbe garden of Eden 
(Gen 2:15); and I coaaanded him: 
And the Lord co111manded the man 
(ibid., vs. 17); and he transgressed 
My commandment: Did you eat of tbe 
tree fro• wbicb I co .. anded you not 
to eat (.ihi.d., 2:3)? and I punished 
hia by disaissal : So tbe Lord 
God banished bi• fro• tbe garden of 
Eden (iJils,l ., vs. 23) ; and I punished 

~ him by expulsion: He drove the ••n 
out (ibid., vs. 24); I bewailed hi• 
with ekab (how)! And said unto hia: 
ayye~ah: ekah is written; 

, 



so also did I bring his descendants 
into Eretz Israel and command them 
and they transgressed My commandment, 
and I punished them by sending 
them away and expelling them , and 
I bewailed them with e k ah! I 
brought them into Eretz Israel, as 
it is written, I brought you to 
t h is country of farm land (Jer 2:7); 
I commanded them: You s hall 
command the ch ildren of Israel 
(Ex 27 :20) , also , Co11J1Dand the 
c hi l dren of Israel (Lev 24:2); 
they transgressed My command: All 
Israel has transgressed your law 
(Dan 9:11); I punished them by 
send ing them away: Dismiss them 
from Hy presence, and let them go 
forth (Jer 1 5:1); by expulsion: 
I will drive them out of Hy house 
(Hos 9:15); and I bewailed t h em with 
e kah: Ekah (how) lonely sits 
the city ( Lam 1 : t ) . 1 
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What is particularly significant aboot this passage is 

t ha t t he exile of B'nai 'fisrael - t h e children of Israel 

( i.e., the Twelve Tribes), is described as a singular event, 

rather than as two historically separated instances of 

exile. This pas sage is repeated in Pes ikta de-Rav Kahana 

(6th c .) . 

The rabbis' portrayal of the exile of the Northern and 

Sou t hern kingdoms as one continuous process is further 

illustrated in a passage found in two other midrashic works 

from the early perio~. It is taught , in Lamentations Rabbah 

and in Pesikta de - Rav Kahana, that the Twelve Tribes were 

exiled (or figuratively, "died") in groups of two. Although 

neither t he ''Twe l ve Tribes" nor "exile" are specifically 

mentioned in this passage, thi s midrash is found i n the 

context of midrashim ~hich speak about the exile of the Ten 

T{fbes as well as the exile of the tribes of Judah a nd 

"' 

• 



159 

• 
Benjamin . Further, one of this group of midrash i m also 

refers to the exile figuratively as the dying of the tribes. 

Therefore, I assume that this passage too is about the exile 

o f the Twel ve Tribes. 

The rabbis say : God may be likened 
to a king who had twelve sons of 
whom two died. He began to console 
h i mself with the ten. Two more died 
and he began to console himself with 
the eight . Two more died and he 
began to console himself with ~he 
s ix. Two more died and he began to 
c onsole himself with the four. Two 
more died and he began to console 
himself with the two. But when 
t hey had all died, he began to 
lament over them, Alas ! Lonely 
s its the ci t y (Lam 1:1). 2 

Cert ainl y o ne mi ght argue that the last two sons repre-

s ented the tribes of Judah and Benjamin. Nevertheless, their 

"death" (or exile) was not a unique event, but rather part 

o f a sequenc e wh i ch began with the de th of two of twelve 

sons and did not c ease until all twe l ve s ons had died ( i . e., 

were ex lled J . 

The last midrashic passage to be examined in this sub-

s ection goes so far as to suggest that the exile of the 

Northern and Southern kingdomf" was not only a continuous 

process which culminated in the exile of the tribes of Judah 

and Benjamin and the destruction of the Temple, but that the 

Ten Tr i be s were exile d in the days of King Zedekiah. It is 

taught in Tanna de-Vei Eliyahu (10th c.) that ~the Ten 

Tribes were exiled in the days o f King Zedekiah and along 

with them the tribe of Judah and Benjamin and al l of 

Jerusalem .. . . .,3 Actually, according to Scriptures, i t was 

the tribes o" Judah and Benjamin, alone, who were exiled 
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du r i ng the reign of Zedekiah (II Ki ngs 25 :1-21). The Ten 

Tri bes were exiled some one hundred and thirty-five years 

prior to this . 

B. Separate Traditions 

Al though I found a number of midrashim wh ich suppo r t 

the theory that the rabb is viewed the exile of the Northern 

a nd So u t hern kingdoms as o ne c ontinuous proc ess, there are 

al so several midrashim wh ich point t o an opposi ng viewpoint. 

In t hese midrashic passages, the exile o f the Ten Tr ibes i s 

see n as a n event unique and separate from t he exile o f the 

tribes of Judah and Benjamin. This view agrees with the 

hi s torical account of t h e exile of the Northern and Southern 

kingdoms. 

In Lamentations Rab bah (6th c. ) , both R. Johanan and 

R. Si meo n b. Lakish (3rd c. Palestinian Amora i m 2nd 

generation), i n separate passages, likened t he Twelve Tribes 

t.o two son s of a king. A fi r st son stands for the Ten 

Tri bes, while a second s on is unders tood as the tribes of 

Judah and Benjamin. 

In the midrasb at t ribu t ed to R. Johanan, God is com-

pared t o a k ing with two sons . The first son (i . e ., the Ten 

Tribes I e nraged the k i ng and so h e banished him from his 

kingdom. Likewi se , the king later became enraged with t h e 

second son (i .e., the t ribes of Judah and Benjamin) and 

banished h i m. 

R. Johanan s a i d : God may be likened 
to a king"'who had two sons. He 

.. 



became enraged against the first of 
them, took a stick, thrashed him, 
drove him into banishment, a nd 
exclaimed,'Woe to him! From what 
comfort has he been banished!' He 
later became enraged against the 
second son, took a stick, thrashed 
him, drove him into banishment, 
and exclaimed,'The fault is with 
me, since I must have brought them 
up badly.' Similarl y the Ten Tribes 
were exiled, and the Holy One, 
blessed be He, began to proclaim 
this verse over them, Woe to them 
for straying from He (Hos 7 : 13 ~ . 
But when Judah and Benjamin were 
exiled, the Holy One, blessed be He 
- if it is possible to say so -
dec lared, Woe unto me for my 
hurt (Jer 10:19). 4 
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R. S imeon b. Lakish began his exposition with the same 

wo rd s us ed by R. Johanan. Yet he wrote that when the king 

t hras hed his sons with a stick, they '' writhed in agony and 

died. " One might interpret this as an allusion to the 

travail suffered by both the Ten Tribes and the tribes of 

Judah and Benjamin at the hands of t heir enemies, prior to 

their exile. 

R. Simeon B. Lakish said: God 
may be likened to a king who had two 
sons. He became enraged against 
the first of them, took a stick, and 
thrashed him so t hat he writhed in 
agony and died;' and the father then 
began to lament over him. He later 
became enraged against the second 
son, took a stick, and thrashed him 
so that he writhed in agony and 
died; and the father then exclaimed, 

' No longer have I the strength to 
lament over them, so call the 
mourning women and let them lament 
over them.' Similarly the Ten Tribes 
were exiled, and He began to lament 
over them, Hear this word which I 
intone as a dirge over you, 0 
House of Israel lAmos 5:1). But 
when Judah and Benjamin were exiled, 

- the Holy One, blessed be He - if it 

.. 



is possible to say so - declared, 
tNo longer have I the strength to 
lament over them.' Hence it is 
written, Su.mmon the dirge-singers, 
let them come; send for the skilled 
women ... let them quickly sta1·t a 
wailing for us (Jer 9:16-17). 5 
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In both of the passages cited above, the · exile of the 

Ten Tr1bes and the exile of the tribes of Judah and Benjamin 

are clearly portrayed as two distinct events . Just as the 

two sons of the king were unique, so too were the Ten Tribes 

and the tribes of Judah and Benjamin separate and distinct 

kingdoms. Therefore, it is not surprising that their exiles 

are understood as separate and distinguishable events. Both 

midrashim can also be found in Pesikta de-Rav Kahana (6 th 

c.) and twice in the Yalkut Shimoni (14th c.). 

The di stinction between the exile of the Northern 

kingdom and that of the Southern kingdom is further il-

lustrated by another passage found in Lamentations Rabbah 

(6th c. ). In this passage, attributed to R. Jose b. Hanina 

(3rd c. Palestinian Amora - 2nd generation), the Ten Tribes, 

who were already i n exile, complain ~o God that He has shown 

favor to the tribes of Judah and Benjamin , who were not 

exiled with them. 

.J 
,. 

R. Abbahu, in the name of 
R. J c se b. Hanina, opened his 
discourse with the text, Ephraim 
shall be desolate (Hos 5:9). 
When? In the day of rebuke 
(tokehah), i.e., the day on which 
the Holy One, blessed be He, will 
argue (hitbwakkah) with them in 
judgment. You find that when the 
Ten Tribes were exiled, Judah and 
Benjamin were not exiled; and the 
Ten Tribes kept asking,'Why did 
He exile us and not them? Is it 
because they reside in Ris Palace? 
"' 



Is there perhaps some favoritism 
here? ' God forbid ! There is no 
favo ritism here; but the reason 
is that they had no t yet sinned. 
When they did sin, He exiled them. 6 
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The exile of the Ten Tribes, according to the above passage 

from Lamentations Rabbah, was distinguished from the exile 

of the tribes of Judah and Benjamin. Each group was exiled 

as a result of the sins which t hey sinned i nd ividual ly, and 

not collectively. This midrashic passage is also , found, with 

some variations, i n Mid rash Tehill i m I (10th c . ), Numbers 

Rabbah I (12th c. I and in the Yalkut Shimoni (14th c. ). 

Ano ther example of the distinction the rabbis made 

between t he exiles of the Northe rn and the Southern k ingdoms 

is found in Pesikta de-Rav Kahana (6th c.) and is repeated 

twice in Pesikta Rabbati (9th c . ) . It was taught , according 

to R. Vose (2nd c. Palestinian Tanna~ 3rd gene rat ion), that 

God first exiled the Ten Tr ibe s and then the tribes of Judah 

and Benjamin so that they could take comfort in each other's 

exile. 

R. Vose said, On what account did 
the Ten Tribes go into exile and 
only afterward the tribes of Judah 
and Benjamin'? It w,a!i so that the 
one should draw comfort from (what 
had happened to] the other . 
Henc e , Comfort each other, comfort 
each oth er , 0 Hy people (Isa 40 : 1). 7 

The final passage to be examined in this sub-section is 

found in Numbers Rabbah I (12th c.). Of all the midrashim 

which attest to the v iew that the exiles of I s rael and Judah 

were two completely separate e vents , this passage offers t h e ... 
m9st conclusive proof. I t is taught that the nation of 

Israel was ex.il@d from Eretz Yisrael six. t i mes . In this 
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midrash, the exile of the Ten Tribes to Assyria and the 

exile of the tribes of Judah and Benjamin to Babylonia are 

mentioned a s two of these six exiles. 

This is the reason why who 
(Prov 23:9) is written six times 
[in one verse]; in allusion to the 
six times which Israel was exiled 
among the nations, of whom all were 
punished on their account. They 
are as follows: Egypt first, then 
Assyria, Babylon , Media, Greece, and 
Edom. 8 

As has been demo nstrated , the re are both midrashim 

which support the idea that the rabbis considered the exile 

of the Ten Tribes and the tribes o f Judah and Benjamin as 

inexorably bound together in one c ontinuous event, as well 

as midrashim which teach that the exile of these two groups 

were separate and distinc t events . Thus, one can only con-

elude that some rabbis viewed the exile of the Northern and 

Southern kingdoms as one con tinuous process while others 

viewed their exiles as two unique events. Why some midrashim 

would describe the exiles as one continuous event, I venture 

to guess , is based on a viewpoint which sees t he history of 

Israel as a series o f cont iguous events. It s hou ld be noted, 

however, that a majority of the midrashim follow history in 

viewing the exile of the Ten Tribes as distinct from the 

exile of the tribes of Judah and Benjamin. 

-
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1. Gen R. 19:9; P.d.R.K. 1 5:1; The rabbis' designation of 
B ' nai Yisrsel the children of Israel, as repre-
senting both the Ten Tribes a nd the tribes of Judah and 
Benjami n , is further illustrated in a passage found in 
Numbers Rab bah I ( 13th c. ) . " Who is meant by, So now, 
children, pay heed to me (Prov 5:71? Scripture is 
speaking of the Ten Tribes on the one hand and of the 
tribes of J udah and Benjamin on the other: for al 1 
Israel are called children, as it says. You are 
children of the Lord your God ( Deut 14: 11 . " Num R. I 
9 : 7 . 

2. Lam R. Proem 2; P.d.R.K. 15:4. 
3. T . d . V. E. 188. 
4. Lam R. Proem 2; P.d.R.K. Piska 15:4; Yal II Jeremiah 9 

(283) p. 820 and Lamentations 1 1995) p. 1040 . 
5 . Ibid. 
6. Lam R. Proem 6; M. Teh I 76:1 - This parallel text is 

not attributed to any specific rabbi. Fu rther, it is the_ 
nations of the world who make the claim of God showing 
favoritism to the tribes of Judah and Benjamin.; Num R. 
I 13 :4 - This passage parallels the M. Tehillim text.; 
Yal II p. 932 - This passage parallels the Num R. text 
and is attributed to R. Johanan b. Nuri (2nd c. Pales­
tinian Tanna - 2nd generation) . 

7. P . d.R.K. Piska 16 : 7; Pes Rab 29/30a:8, 3 3 :11. 
8. Num R. I 1 0 : 2. 
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