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The purpose of this thesis is to analyze and compare 

two forms of biblical in t erpr etation, the pesharim 

found in the Dead Sea Scr olls and the petihtot , mainly 

found in Vayiqra Rabbah, which open with the formula 

"petar qerei . '' This comparison seems justified, since 

the fcrmulae oesher and petar convey similar meanings and 

in both forms of interpret2tion, the passage from the 

Bible is applied to particular people, places or events. 

In order to facilitate such a comparison, other uses of 

the terms pesher and petar in the Bibl e and Rabbinic 

Literature as well as those passages in the New Testament 

in which biblical verses a r e applied to particular people 

or events must be examined. 

The choice of this topic is due both to my desire 

to learn more about the Dead Se a Scrol ls as well as to my 

general interest in Midrash. The people and the literature 

of the period following the Maccabean period unt i l the 

Roman destruction of Jerusalem, in particular the Dead Sea 

scrolls and the sect that lived at Qumran , have alway s 

fascinated me. I am most interested in understanding the 

relati~nship between the Dead Sea Scrolls and the rest of 

Jewish literary development, in particular the development 

of biblical interpretation . Though it may be impossible 

to come to definite conclusions about their relationship , 
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neve r theless , the composite petihtot wi th the "pet ar 

cere1" int:rocuctory forr.mla are quite sir:i.i lar to the 

=iblical interpretatio ns written at Qunran kno~-n as 

pesharim . Ther efore , by a comparative ana l y s i s of these 

:or:::is, ~·e M3.Y be able to deter.nine i: a relat ionship 

e xi sts bet.~een ~he.~ anc i: indeed the petirah developed 

:rom the oesher . In so doing , a clearer understanding of 

both the r abbinic oetirah and the Qumrania~ oesher ~ill 

be ac~ieved . 

C:1:ortunately , such a comparison :s :rauqht with 

~a:;y pro~lems , not t~e least o: ~h1ch is the isolation 

o : the Qn•~a:;1ans and their l iter ature . There is no 

concrece ev:dence that the contecporar~ Judean society 

kne~ o : c hem o r their wr iti:;gs . The re:erences to Esse:;es 

l~ ~osep~us are te:1ce:;c:ous a~c u~rel:able , :;or are there 

an:.: reco9:-i:zable re:erences to conte:rporary J ":lcean society 

w:t~:n ~~e ~ead Sea Scr olls thenselves . In aacHt.ion , 

~tere are r.o parallel passages or ~~terpret.ive t.raC.Lt:ons 

o: c~e pes~arin , as there are o : ~~e oe~:rot: . This is 

pro~ably a~e to the l:~i tation o: appl1catio:;s in the 

:::es=--.ar.:.r. ~o peo?le a.:;c eve:its particular t o the Q\:..-.ra:;ians . 

7~e :::es~er represe~ts a~ :solatec :or~ o: oi~i:cal incer-

~ retatic~ ~hich ~akes :t di::1cult to co~pare it to 

?arallel :o~s li~e the oet.irah . 
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Another problem in the comparison between pesher and 

petirah is the element of time. The Dead Sea Scrolls, and 

therefore the pesharim , have been dated roughly to the 

two hundred year period between the Maccabees and the 

1 destruction of the Second Temple. In contrast , petirah 

i s a much later rabbinic form, first appearing in midrashic 

compilations dated to the fifth century and beyond. This 

makes it difficult to determine if there is a chain of 

development from one to the other . Parallel forms in 

Tannaittic literature might help bridge this gap and 

buttress conclusions regarding a development from pesher 

to petirah. However, the only biblical interpretations 

similar to the pesharim and contemporary with the Tannaim 

are found in the New Testament, which will be examined in 

translatio n. 

In a cade mic circles, the comparisons between pesher 

and petirah have been dealt with minimally , with scholars 

concentrating on the more exotic forJTI, the pesher . Maurya 

Horgan has done the most extensive work on the pesharirn 

todate, 2 presenting pesher as a unique f orm of biblical 

i nte rpretation with certai n formulae, a particular under-

standing of the Bible and a consistent usage of various 

. l h . 3 
e xegetica tec.niques. She analyzes, linguistically , 

4 
the terms pesher and petar, but discounts any relationship 
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between pesher and octirah as forms of midrash because 

o~ the time differ ence and the Qumranian belief that the 

interpretations are revealed bv God , 5 a notion not found 

in the oetiro~. 
~~-

Some scholar s agr ee with Horgan, saying that pesher 

can not be compared to later nidrashirn, but even add tha~ 

pesher does not demonstrate any exegetic techniques typical 

of rnidrash. One of these scholars is Isaac Rabinowitz , 

~ho states that the word pesher does not mean 'interpreta-

tion ' but ' presage' and, therefore, the pesharim of Oum.ran 

are not forms of exegetical interpretation .
6 

For Rabinowitz, 

pesher at Qurnran is the same as pesher in the book of 

Daniel or pittaron in Genesis 40 - 41, in that it is simply 

the declaration o ~ what the biblical passages ? r esage 

~ithout the use o~ exegetic techniques . ~abinowitz is 

convinced that since pesher, that is , what a dream presages, 

in Daniel was divinely revealed and declared without any 

exegesis, then pesher at Qumran must also indicate divine 

revelation and public disclosure of what the ~iblical verse 

?resages and to whom i t applies without any exegesis. Asher 

Finkel , however , while paralleling the interpretation of 

biblical verses in pesher with the interpretation of drea.~s , 

does admit to var iou$ techniques being utilized by the 

writers of the pesnarirn in their interpr etations .
7 P.~ does 
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•:• ,•-: . 11•,1 '!'' :; ·~ f ;:,r a:; t0 class ifJ pesher as a : o r m of 

fJt i 1 ltf• <JLl1 r- r s ide: o f the question of whether p esher 

1 : . ·J f 'J l' fll <1 1 mi cJriJ!3h stand /,ddison Wright , William Brown lee 

Wr ight , i n his work , "The Literar y 

r;, .,., ,. Mirfr . 1 :~ t 1 , .. a f 1 rst s ummar i zes the views on this issue 

.111d 1 t..-11 r· l a:;:1i fit·: ; pcshc r in the general category of 

1111d 1 .1 :1 11 • l'<· s h <: r c dn be con side red midrash because it 

• ..-1 11 ti i Y. •·:, t hl• bi IJ 1 jca 1 Lc xt a nd makes it relevant to the 

l1 ! ltl'lll'I Tlto11<J h ud drash wa s me ant to provide religious 

· ·d1l11'.\ t 111n , mor.:i l jnstruction and intellectual stimulation, 

. 111d w. 1 ~: rn 11 ti«:: i qn(' d, as pc she r seems to be, to seek out 

111" D I 1q 111.tl 1111-.111inq of the t e xt, ne verthe l ess, the general 

I"" I'•':; •· 11! i 11 1 .-q1rl'Ling the- bibl ical t e xt and making it 

1t·l ··v.inl i ~; :;h.irl'd b :i 311 Mi drash , and oesher, with a like 

1•1 111••' ~·t·, t. lll ~: in t o that category . Fo r f urther proof of 

t 111 :., \\111-iht Ht'llc-t'S the striking similarity in structure, 

""" 11,,,1 .ind . 1 u11 bc..'twcen t.IH" pesher and the petirah fo und 



in later midrashim, which for him confirms that oesher 

stands in the midrashic tradition. 9 

xi 

While Wright classifies pesher as a form of aggadic 

midrash , William Brownlee, in the introduction to his book 

10 on the Habakkuk pest1er, goes one step further by 

classifying pesher as a unique form of midrash, different 

from midrashei halakhah and midrashei aggadah. He refers 

to it as "midrash pesher . " According to him, oesher, in 

contrast to other midrashic forms, entails a special type 

of prophetic knowledge that enables one to declare the 

true meaning of the text. Because of its exegetic tech-

niques and form, therefore, Brownlee classifies it as a 

form of midrash . 

A stronger case for pesher as a form of midrash is 

made by Lou Silberman , in his article on the structure and 

11 
language of the Habakkuk pesher. There he states that 

although pesher offers a theory of revelatory interpreta­

tion, its exegetic interpretations are almost identical with 

literary devices used in early roidrashim. The closest 

parallel are the homi letic interpretations introduced by 

the formula , "petar qerei," where the abstract biblical teX"t 

is applied to a specific situation. Petar in these midrashim, 

just l i ke pesher, introduces a specific point of reference 

from which the biblical text is to be understood. Silberman 
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notes, however, that this point of reference for the pesher 

is always contemporary, while in the petirah the text 

usually refers to a biblical figure or event. 

Knowing, then, all the divergences of opinion regard-

ing the nature of pesher, its possible association with the 

oetirah, the similarities and differences between these 

forms and also the difficulty of conclusivel y determining 

a relationship between them, we attempted to analyze and 

compare the pesharim of Qumran and the rabbinic petirah. 

To do so, we first located every use of the term "pesher" 

or " petar" in the Bible . Those usages will be analyzed in 

Chapter One. Second, the application of the Tanach in the 

New Testament to specific people will be examined to find 

parallels to pesher or petirah (Chapter Two). Next, we 

will analyze the pesharim in the Dead Sea Scrolls and pay 

particular attention to the structure and methods of 

interpretation employed by the Qumranians (Chapter Three) . 

Lastly, through the use of aids such as Kassovsky ' s Otsar 

Lashon Ha-Talmud
12 

and the Arukh Ha-shalem13 of Nathan ben 

Jehiel as well as indices of such compilations as Bereshit 

14 15 Rabbah and Vayiqra Rabbah, we located and analy zed all 

the rabbinic uses or the term petar and in particular the 

use of petar qerei, the formulaic introduction to the 

petirah . The results will be found i n Chapter Four. 
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Following this examination, we wi ll be able to compare closely 

the forms of pesher and petirah to determine the relation­

ship between them (Chapter Five) . 



CHAPTEP. I 

PESHER AND PETAR IN THE BIBLE 



A thorough investigation of the forms of pesher 

and petar must include an examination of their usage 

2 

in the Bible . Pesher and petar appear in three biblical 

books: Genesis, Ecclesiastes and Daniel. Petar is 

only found in the Genesis sources, while pesher appears 

once in the book of Ecclesiastes and throughout the 

book of Daniel. 

A. Examination of the Forms 

In all three books, pesher and petar refer to 

some sort of interpretation. They usually are used 

in dream interpretation, focussin g o n the symbols in 

the dream and what they portend for the future. In 

addition, there are two cases in which pesher is used 

in which we find references to the interpretation o f 

certain mysterious words or the s olving of a riddle . 

These references are in Ecclesiastes 8:1 and Daniel 5:26 . 

Although they may appear to be two different 

words, pesher and petar do not connote two different 

forms of dream interpretation . Pesher and petar are 

actually two forms of the same word. 

The noun form of petar, pittaron, is used in 

Genesis 40 : 5,8,12. Pittaron is a special form of dream 

interpretation which is best described in the dreams 



of the butler and baker in Joseph ' s cell: 

The butler and the baker of the king 
of Egypt who were prisoners in jail 
had dreams that niaht, each man dreamed 
his own dream according to the inter­
pret~tion (pittaron) of the dream (40:5) . 

They said to Joseph, 'We have had 
dreams and there is no one to interpret 
(petar) them,' and Joseph said, ' Surely 

God has the interpretations (pittaron), 
tell me your dreams' (40:8 ) . 

The meaning of the dreams is implicit and Joseph. by 

focussing on the symbols in the dreams, while claiming 

God to be the source of the interpretations (oittaron) 

interprets the dreams and tells their interpretations 

to the dreamers. This is the function of pittaron, 

the noun form of petar, in Genesis 40. 

Pesher, the counterpart to petar, is used exten-

3 

sively in the book of Daniel. There we see that pesher, 

used exclusively in the noun form , is analogous to 

pittaron. In reading Daniel, chapters 2, 4 and 5, 

we learn that pesher, like pittaron, is an interpretation 

of a dream b ased o n the secrets enclosed in the drea~'s 

symbols. Note, for example, Daniel 2:44-45: 

And in the days of those kings, the 
God of Heaven shall set up an eternal 
kingdom which shall not be destroyed 
or lost to another nation, but it 
shall break into pieces and ihclude 



all these kingdoms and it shall exist 
forever. Even though you envisioned 
(in your dream) a stone cut out from 
a mountain with out the use of hands 
and that it was broken i n to iron, 
brass , clay , silver, and gold , the 
great God has made known to the kine 
what $hall come to pass after this. -
The dream stands and the interpretation 
(pesher) of it is reliable. 

This interpretation is inseparable from the dream and 

is uncovered by Daniel , who is then able to tell the 

interpretation to the king. From this, it is apparent 

4 

that the usage of pesher in the book of Daniel is analogous 

to the use of pittaron in Genesis 40. 

We also know of an analogous term to pesher 

and pittaron - - the Akkadian term pa~ar. Pa~ar refers 

to an interpretation of a dream through its symbols. 

This term pa~ar, like pesher anc pittaron, refers to 

fortelling the future and is used in reference to one 

divinely g ifted to interpret dreams. God has placed the 

interpretation in the dream and has revealed it to the 

1 
interpreter who then relates it to the dreamer. 

These analogous terms, all havina similar usages 

although they are djfferent words, can be explained as 

coming from the proto- Semitic root, ptr. This root 

referred to the interpretation of dreams or words relating 

to the future. It is this proto- Sernitic root that most 



probably later developed into the Akkadian oasar, the 

Hebrew pesher and the Aramaic petar. 2 

5 

It seems strange , however, that in Genesis 40- 41, 

petar , an Aramaic word, is used to denote this kind of 

interpretation . We know that p~tar is an Aramaic word 

from its usaye in B.T. Berachot SSb , where it refers 

to dream interpretation. In addition, it is seen as 

an Aramaic word for 'interpretation' by its usage in 

the complex rabbinic petihtot wi th the petar qerei formula . 

In Genesis , a Hebrew text, the Hebrew root pesher should 

have been used to denote interpretation . Since pesher 

is used in the Dead Sea Scrolls and Ecclesiastes, two 

definitely Hebrew texts, to mean interpretation, it is 

odd that it was not also used in Genesis 40-41. 

Maurya Horgan explains that oetar in Genesis 40-41 

is there as a loan word from the Aramaic. The writers 

of Genesis 40-41 were reluctant to use eesher , the Hebrew 

word, because of its similarity to the Akkadian ea~ar, 

which has connotations of magic and occult. 
) 

Similarly , the use of ~esher in the book of Daniel 

and in Targum Onkelos is curious . Both are Aramaic 

texts from 200 BCE-200 CE, the same period as the Dead 

Sea Scrolls and Ecclesiastes, which are written in 

Hebrew. Petar, not pesher, would have been appropriate 

in an Aramaic text. Horgan acknowledges that pesher 
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is not an Aramaic word and explains its use in the 

Targum Onkelos and Daniel as a loan word from the Hebrew 

or Akkadian. 4 

P~tar is definitely an Aramaic terl"I for "inter­

pretation" in th~· complex petihtot with the petar gerei 

formula, B.T. Berachot 55b, and in the Targum Yerushalmi II 

on Genesis 40:12. The Targum Yerushalmi II as well as 

the petirot are much later than Onkelos and the book 

of Daniel. Taroum Yerushalmi II can be dated to approxi­

mately the sixth century CE in Palestine. 5 This would 

make it contemporary with the last of the Palestinian 

Arnoraim who compiled the complex oetihtot using the 

petar qerei formula. 

So, until the late Arnoraic period, pesher and 

petar seem to have been interchangeable. This is evi­

denced by the use of petar in Genesis 40-41 and pesher 

in Daniel. Pesher may have been the more common form 

in the period of 200BCE-200 CE, as we see from its use 

in Daniel, Onkelos and at Qumran. Its use in Daniel 

does not lessen the Aramaic nature of the book. As 

far as we can tell, therefore, pesher and petar were 

set as the Hebrew and Aramaic terms for the interpre­

tation of dreams or prophetic words by the end of the 

Arnoraic period. 



a. Nature of Interpretation 

The nature of pesher/petar interpretation i n 

the boo~ of Daniel is not very different from that of 

Genesis . On the surface, one obvious difference seems 

to exist: petar appears in both the noun and verb fern 

in Genesis 40-41 , while pesher only appears in the noun 

form in Daniel. Joseph not only declares the interpre-

tation of the dream, as does Daniel , but he seems to b e 

7 

the actual interpreter. In contrast, the pesher of the 

d rean seems revealed to Daniel by God and then he declares 

it before the king. There is no indication that Daniel 

i s an active participant in the interpretation. He 

is merely a conduit for God ' s interpretation . 6 

While one may think that this indicates a sub­

stantive difference between the two biblical texts 

regarding the process of dream interpretation , it actually 

seems that the account of Daniel ' s revelation is very 

similar to Joseph ' s view of interpretation. After all , 

Joseph does claim that God is the source of all inter­

p retations in Genesis 40:8. He does not claim any 

i nterpretive skill of his own. It is the Egyptian 

king in Genesis 4~:15 that acknowledges Joseph 's pro­

ficiency in oneiromancy . 

While the same r e cognition was bestowed upon 
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Daniel, the Babylonian king made more of a demand on 

Dan iel , which may explain the attribution of the revelation 

of God. Daniel, in ve1se 2:26, was commanded to tel l 

the king his dream as well as its interpr etation . It 

is for t h is r eason that we are !!lade aware of God's revealing 

the mystery (raz) to him in verse 2:19 . Since within 

the context of the story , Daniel 's ability to tell the 

king his dream and its inter pretation was beyond his 

hunan capacity , the writers of Daniel wanted to avoid 

attributing to h im supernatural powers . Therefore, 

they described it as a revelation from God. On the 

other hana , we are not told about Joseph's revelation 

presumably because his task was not as awesome and did 

not require direct divine intervention . Though Josep~ 

does acknowledge God ' s control over cream interpretation, 

the revelation of Daniel nay have b een inserted to 

accord Daniel p rophetic status. In s~ort, these accounts 

represent similar understandings of dream interpretation . 

These stories share common attributes of dream 

interpretation . They both contain : 1) a person special ly 

skilled in oneiromancy;
7 

2) an understanding that God 

f . t . 8 3) t" is the source o the in erpretat1on; a concep ion 

that the dream and its interpretation do not exist 

9 separately ; and 4) the interpretation is based on 
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syr:lbols in t he dream wh ich are used to predict the future. 10 

Additionally , the basic thematic elements of dream 

i nterpretation in the Bible come together in the stories 

of Daniel and Joseph. In a foreign kingdom, t here 

is an Israel ite held i n captivity , who is skilled in 

dream interpretation . This is made known to the foreign 

king who has had a dream . When the i nterpretat ion of 

the dreara can not be extracted by the king ' s wi se men , 

God reveals the interpretation to t h e captive Israe l ite . 

This captive Israelite is then able to declare the 

interpretation of the dream to t h e king . Though the 

revelation of the interpretation by God to t he Israelite 

is spelled out with Daniel but not with Joseph, the 

Daniel account merely reflects an erabellishment of the 

process for t he sake of the story and Daniel ' s character . 

It does not represent a oif ference in the understanding 

of dream interpretation . 

The book of Daniel also contains an interpretation 

that involves specific words, not just dreams , and may 

prove to b e the precursor of pesharim on words of prophecy 

as in the Dead Sea Scrolls . This is clearly the case 

i n Daniel 5:25-28, which is the account of che hand­

writing on the wall a~ Belshazzar's feast. The uniqueness 

of this account is in the setting , the formul aic intro-
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duction and the manner of interpretation. It is through 

these elements that parallels to Qumran pesharirn may 

be drawn: 

And this is the writing that was 
in.:;cribed: MF.NE MENE, TEKEL UPHARSI~L 
This is the interpretation of the 
word (pesher milta): MENE, God has 
numbered the days of your kingdom 
and brought it to an end; TEKEL, you 
are weighed in the balances and are 
found lacking; PERES, your kingdom 
will be divided and given to the 
Medes and the Persians. 

By setting, I am referring not only to Belshazzar's 

feast, but to the way in which Daniel presents the 

interpretation. Belshazzar is frightened by the writing 

and calls for Da.niel who was known to be a riddle and 

dream interpreter in the days of his father, Nebuchadnezzar. 

Daniel, after a long praise of Belshazzar and Hebuchadnezzar, 

reads aloud the writing on the wall. This reading of 

the writing is followed by its interpretation . Based 

on an analysis of the pesharim in the Dead Sea Scrolls , 

this passage in Daniel reser.\bles the way in which the 

biblical verse and then its interpretation were presented 

at Qumran. 

In terms of formula, the form pesher milta , 

which is synonymous with the Qumranian pesher hadabar, 

is used in Daniel to introduce the int~rpretation of 



the writing on the wall in verse 5:26. Dena pesher 

milta is rendered as "this is the interpretation of the 

word . " Milta is the Aramaic equivalent for hadabar, 

11 

both meaning "the word." Since pesher was not yet finalized 

as a Hebrew or Aramaic word, it can be used in both 

sources and means the same thing interpretation with 

ap~lication for the future. The forms, therefore , are 

analogous since they both come after the reading of 

mysterious or prophetic words and mean the same thing. 

It should also be noted that in the interpretation 

of prophetic or mysterious words, there is a similarity 

between the pesher hadabar of the Dead Sea Scrolls and 

the pesher milta of Daniel 5:26. I n Daniel 5:26, each 

of the three words of the riddle, ~· tekel and upharsin, 

are dissected and interpreted separately. Mene, which 

is similar to the Hebrew verb limnot, is taken as referring 

to the numbering of the days of Belshazzar's kin~dom 

\.,.hich was soon to fall. Tekel, the Aramaic equivalent 

to the Hebrew word, shekel, refers to Belshazzar being 

weigh~d on the scales of justice. The interpretation 

of the last word, upharsin, involves some word play. 

Its root, prs, is understood not only i n its Hebrew 

meaning , "to divide ," but it is also applied to Persia 

which in Hebrew is paras . By comparing this to the 
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Q h . h. h . 11 umr an pes arim , w ic we will a na l yze later on , the 

interpretation of the writing on the wall, pesher milta, 

could be seen as a primitive precursor of the pe&harim, 

which involve more developed word plays in their inter­

pretations of prophetic verses . 

c. Summary 

Our invesrigation of the forms peshe~ a nd petar 

in the Bible has yielded some valuable insight for our 

further comparison of the Qurnran pesh arim and the rabbinic 

peti rot . Though the only source from which to glean infor­

mation about the form and structure of pesher or petar 

in the Bible is Daniel 5:26 , we have learned a good 

deal about these terms and about riddle and dream inter-

pretation. Linguistically, we have learned that the 

te rms are closer than previously imag ined. They share 

a common proto-Semitic root a nd they have been used 

interchangeably . This buttresses the notion o f the 

similarity between them. Indeed, we have not seen any 

appreciable difference when t~ey are used in reference 

to dream interprE~ation . 

Yet, in the Bible, pesher, not petar, is also 

used for interpretations of mysterious prophetic words. 
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This may have led to its usage at Qumran . We will not 

be able to fully compare pesher and oetar until we investi­

gate their forms later i~ this thesis . 12 



CHAPTER II 

APPLICATIOU OF BIBLICAL VERSES 

IN THE NE\'J TESTAMENT 
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In Palestine , when Christianity was in i ts nascent 

stages and the New Testament was being written, scriptural 

inter pretation was a widespread phenomenon. We see evidence 

of this in liter~tuce contemporary with the New Testa~ent , 

such as the Dead Sea Scrolls and the Mishnah. The Qum-

ranians and the early rabbis interpreted bibl ical texts 

and to justify their authority and philosophy, each group 

deve l oped a unique tradition of interpre~ation . It i s not 

surprising, therefore , that in this atmospher e , the early 

Christians d eveloped an interpretive tradition of their 

own . 

A. Interpretation 

On e difference, however, in these various interpre-

tive traditions , is that t..~e early Christians in the 

Gospels and the Qumranians i n t~e Dead Sea Scrolls 

focussed on verses f r om Prophets and Hritings , while the 

e arly rabbis focussed on Torah. The rabbis were con­

cerned with laws which were found i n the Torah and with 

personages fron the Torah who they could use to validate 

t heir positions as legislators . 1 The Qumranians ana the 

early Christians , who did not assume the roles of legis­

lators but viewed themselves instead as representing the 

true community of Israel for the coming end of days , 
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focussed on Prophets and Writings which were filled with 

prophecies of apocalypse and redemption. 

The mode of the interpretation of verses from 

Prophets and writings in the New Testament is si~ilar to 

that of Quraran and resembles the style of Targum. As with 

Targum, the passage from scripture was read at a public 

gathering , usually a synagoge , and an oral Ara~aic inter-

pretation was presented after each verse or groups of verses 

was read from t he Bible. 2 It is assumed that the pesharim 

at Qumran were taught in like fashion by the Teacher of 

Righteousn ess . 3 A similar pattern is in evidence in the 

account of Jesus' reading and interpreting scripture found 

in the Gospel of Luke 4:16-21: 

He came to I~azareth, where he had been 
brought up , and went into the synagogue 
on the sabbath day as he usually cid. 
He stood up to read and they handed him 
the scroll of the prophet Isaiah. Un­
rolling the scroll, he found the place 
where it is written : 'The spirit of the 
Lord has been given to ~e , for he has 
annointed me. He has sent me to bring 
the good news to the poor, to proclaim 
liberty to the captives and to the blind 
new sight, to set the downtrodden free , 
to proci"tli~ ~he Lord's year of favor! 
He then rolled up the scroll , gave it 
back to the assistant and sat down. 
All eyes in the synagogue were fixed 
on him . Then he began to speak to them, 
'This text is being fulfilled today 
even as you listen . • 4 

Jesus' actions following the reading of Isaiah 61:1-2 

bespe ak a tradition , present in Palestine at that time, 



of an oral interpretation following the reading of a 

passage from the weekly biblical portion . 
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Jesus' interpretation not only implies that there is 

more to the text than the literal (peshat) meaning, a 

concept implicit iu all Targurn and Midrash, but that there 

is also a mystery hidden in the verse which is unknown to 

most people. His interpretation, just as that of the 

Teacher of Righteousness in Qumran, reveals the mystery 

in the prophetic verse to the masses. This element of 

mystery (raz) in the verse and the notion that this pro­

phetic verse is being fulfilled by contemporary events 

allows this interpretation to be seen as a form of pesher . 

Using Luke 4:16-21 as our r:todel, we can see certain 

basic components of the biblical interpretations in the 

'olcw Testament which are shared by the Qurnran pesharim. 

These components include : 1) interµretation given by one 

teacher specially skilled; 2) the concept of a hidden 

~eaning within prophetic ve rses; anc 3) co~te~porary 

events or people are seen as fu lfilling and being predicted 

by biblical verses frorn Prophets and Writings. 

13. ~ethod 

Structurally, however, there are clear differences 

between scriptural interpretations in the New Testament 
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::rs:: ~ave the citation o : the ~i~l~ca : verse , che:i the 

:c=-:i~la ~esher ~acabar ( ::he i:1ter r r ecatio:1 o: t hese 

A'Orcs p, ~hie~ is ap~!ied ~o cer tain people or s ituatio:1s . 

co:1::. ras t , certain a~plicacions of biblicai c excs :ounc 

che Gcspel of ~atthe~ a nd in t he Boo~ o : Acts bes:.~ 

·.d:.'1 ::he co:1temporary situation er a pa r t:c..:lar pe::-so:i a:ic 

are c~e:i :ollo~ed by the biblica: \·erse . 

:or exa~ple , Jesu~ i s cescriLec as ?er:or~~:ig excorc:s~s 

ane c~ ri~g the sick . 7~e verse t~en says : 

This was co fulfill cne prophecy o : Isaiah : 
' ::e took o'..lr sick:iesses a~·a·.i anC: carried 
our di seases for us '. (53 : 4) . 

A."lo::ne r is seen in :.!att~ew 3 : 3 , w~ere John the Sa?tist is 

::he s:.ibject o: discussion: 

7his was the ~a:1 the p r ophet Isa:ah 
spoke of wher. he sa id , "A voice c::-ies 
out in the ~ilderness-Prepare a ~ay 
:or the Lord , ~ake ~is pat~3 straight p 
( .; 0 : 3) . 

r. t~ird : o r rn o: cons truction i s seen in Acts 2 : 25 : 

As David s ays of hin (Jesus) , "I s aw the 
Lord befvr e me , for with him at ny ri ght 
hand nothing can shake me. So ny heart 
was glad and ny tongue cried out ~ith 
Joy ; my body , too , will rest in the hope 
t~at you will no t abandon ny soul to 
.iades nor allow your :,oly one to experi­
ence corruption . You have nade known 



t he way of l ife to me , you wi l l fill me 
with gl adness through your presence" 
(Psalms 16 : 8-11) . 

In all these examples, the biblical vers e comes after the 

contemporary application and t he formula , ~hich includes 

such phrases as , "this was to fu l fi l l the prophecy " or 

"this was the man the prophet spoke of" or "as Davi d s ays 
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of hir.l . " These are all :orrnulae for bridging the biblical 

verse to the contemporary situation and are thereby 

analogous in function to pesher hadabar in the Dead Sea 

Scrolls . 

One more structural co~ponent of the interpretations 

in the New Testament , which differs fro~ the Qumran 

pesharim , is t he application of biblical verses to certain 

people . In the Qumran pesharirn, the majority of Biblical 

verses are applied to groups of people in given situations . 5 

In the New Testament , the application is almost always to 

an individual , and usually to Jesus. This difference in 

application highlights the distinction between the t wo 

groups. The Qlll':'lran ians were concerned with c r eating and 

perfecting the true and holy community of Israel. For 

the early Christians , such perfection and holiness was 

achieved only through t he salvation of Christ . 

-
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C. Paul 

While the interpretations most analogous to the 

pesharim can be found in the Gospels and Acts, the uses 

of biblical verses in Paul ' s Epistles are worthy of inves­

tigation. There a r e marked differences between the "pesher-

type" applications in the Gospels and the interpr etations 

in such Epistles as Galatians and Romans in the areas of 

construction and choice of biblical citat~ons. The struc-

ture of Paul's interpretations do not reser.'\ble inverted 

pesharirn with the exception of Galatians 4: 22-31, which 

will be cited in full later in this chapter. This passage 

seems to represent a meld of the Qumran oesharin and the 

rabbinic petirot. The choice of biblical citations is 

different in that the Gospels and Acts drew verses solely 

from Prophets and \'lritings , yet Paul uses Torah as well. 

This use of Torah , in particular the cse of figures fron 

t he Torah such as Abraham, Sarah and Isaac , is reminiscent 

of the extensive use of Torah by t~e rabbis in the petirot. 

Paul's use of biblical verses in indicative of 

tis Pharisaic background . 7he similarity between his 

focus on personages from the Pentateuc!1 and the predomi-

nance of such personages i~ the rnidrashim of the rabbis, 

the literary descendants of the Pharisees , is one 

indication . Second, Paul himself clains to be a Pharisee . 6 
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Th e Pharisees , a s previously noted, were concerned with law 

and therefore focussed on Torah. In contrast, ti1e early 

Christians , being conc e rned with the coming kingdor:t of God , 

focusseJ on the Prophets and Writings which lent themselves 

to apocalyptic ~nd Messianic interp r etations . Paul, not 

coning f r om a n apocalyptic background but rather f rom a 

Pharisaic o ne, inherited no t only the use of the Prophets 

and Writings and e arly Christian interpretation, but the 

Pharisaic focus on Torah as well. Paul could us e Torah to 

expand t h e biblical grounding for the early Christian 

interpretations. I would speculate that Paul ' s Pharisaic 

background made it possible for him to be a more effective 

' Gooa News' distributor, especially among those who knew 

Torah. 

Though not highly structured , some of Paul's simple 

interpret ations of b iblical vers es apply to his conte~po­

rary situation. One very conunon one is his equating of 

Abraham 's faith in God with the faith the Ch r i stians 

should have in Jesus . Paul understands Genesis 15:6 to 

mean that for God ~n favor Abraham, all Abraham had to 

do was have faith. This int erpr etation then was applied 

to the Christians in Romans 4, Galatians 3 and Hebrews 11 

to s how them that they need not be circumcised to b e 

Christian. ~ll they needed to do was to have fa ith in 



God . , i.e . , Jesus, just like Abraham did before he was 

circur.icised . 

There are, however, other illustrations of Paul 

applying the Biele to contemporary circumstances. For 

exaMple, in II Corinth ians 6:2 we read: 

"At the favorable time, I have listened 
to you; on the day of salvation I came 
to your help" (Isaiah 49:8) . Well, now 
is the favorable time, this is the day 
of salvalion. 

a~c in I Corinthians 9:9: 

It is wri tten in the Law of Moses: "You 
must not put a muzzle on the ox w~en it 
is treading out the corn" (Deut. 25:4). 
Is it about oxen that God i s concerned 
or is there an obvious r eference to 
ourselves? 
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Pa~l consistently applies the text cc his day . In Romans 

15 :21, Paul even applies Isaiah 52 :1 5 to himsel: as the 

one who ~~st 11 :u1:ill the text . "
7 

It is interesting to note c hat in the E~istle to 

the Hebrews, Paul filakes e xtens ive use of Psalras. I 

suppose that a Hebre~ who was a regular synagogue attender 

would be very famili ar wit~ PsalMs . Paul uses Psa lm 8:6 

in neb~ews 2:9 in the followi ng manner: 



We do see in Jesus one who was " for 
a short while made lower than the 
angels " and is now "crowned with glory 
and splendor" because he submitted to 
dE"ath. 
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We read in Psalm 95 about the Israelites in the desert who 

rebelled and therefn~e would not reach the place of rest 

that God had promised them. In Hebrews 4:2, Paul equates 

the rebellious Israelites with those who did not have faith 

in Jesus . He also equates the place of rest with the 

Shabbat-- the day of rest . Paul tells his congregation that 

those who have faith will merit a day of rest, which is 

reminiscent of the notion t~at in the time of the Messiah 

every day will be Shabbat . 

Paul ' s ~ost interesting and wel l - structured inter-

pretation of the Bible using personages from the Torah and 

applying them to the contemporary situation is found in 

Galatians 4:22- 31 . In this section, Paul expands upon 

an interpretive tradition of seeing Isaac as the ancestor 

of the Christians, which was first nentioned in Ronans 

9 : 10. While Paul does not quote directly f rom Torah , he 

does develop an allego rical interpretation fron a 

Pentateuchal narrative : 

(The Law) says , 8 if you remember, that 
Abraham had two sons, one by tha slave 
girl and one by his free-born wife . The 
child of the slave girl was born in the 



ordinary way; the child of the free woman 
was born as the result of a promise. This 
can be regarded as an allegory: the women 
stand for the two covenants . The first 
who comes froM Mt. Sinai, and whose children 
are slaves is Hagar- -since Sinai is in 
Arabia--and she corresponds to the present 
Jerusalem that is a slave like her children. 
The Jerusalem above, however, is free and 
is our nether, since Scripture says: 
"Shout for joy, you barren women who bore 
no children. Break into shouts of joy and 
gladness, you who were never in labor, for 
there are more sons of the forsaken one 
than sons of the wedded wife" (Isaiah 54:1). 
Now you, my brothers, like Isaac, are 
children of the promise, and as that time 
the child born in the ordinary way perse­
cuted the child born in the spirit's way, 
so also now. Does not scripture say: 
"Drive away that slave-girl and her son; 
this slave- girl's son is not to share the 
inheritance with the son" (Gen . 21:10) of 
the free woman? So , my brothers, we are 
the children not of the slave-girl but of 
the free -born wife . 
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If we analyze closely , we can see a parallel between Paul ' s 

interpretation and the pesher/petar form. The elements 

can be broken down along many lines. First , we see a 

biblical narrative cited. In this case, it is stated 

indirectly and is to.ken fron the account of 1:agar and 

Ishmael found in Genesis 16 and 21. The statement: 

"This can be regarded as an allegory " is analogous to 

saying, "the (allegorical) interpretation of this is . 119 

The next element is the simple statement of the allegori-

cal interpretation of the biblical narrative and its 



application: "The women stand for the two covenants, " 

which is somewhat parallel to the pesharim and petirot. 

In addition , the final element, which is the development 

of the interpretation and an explanation of the applica­

tion , also occurs in the oesharim and petirot. 

By quoting Isaiah 54:1, however , Paul breaks with 

the pesha1i.m, but not with the petirot. l'lhile the 

pesharim never go beyond the primary biblical verse or 

verses quoted at t he outset, both Paul and the conpilers 

of the petirot utilize other biblical verses to further 

develop their interpretation . Paul displays classic 

rabbinic petibta/petira style in the next verse of this 

passage: he brings his allegorical interpretation back 

to the pericope verse, Genesis 21 , which is part of the 

source of the Hagar story. It certainly is the direct 

source for the inferiori ty 0 £ the slave-girl's crildren 

and the just claims of the children of the promise. 
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However, Paul's last verse is clearly closer to 

pesher style than to petirah. The rabbis would have ended 

\~ith the ve ise from Genesis 21. In contrast, Paul and the 

wr i t e rs of the pesharim were more conscious of the apoca­

lyptic faith comr.iunity they were addressing. Their 

interpretations contemporize the Bible in such a way to 

rna~e it apply to their conmunity and its \torld view . They 
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want their community to be convinced that what they are 

doing is r ight and justified . This is why Paul ends with 

an uplifting message and not the verse frcrn Genesis 21 . 

D. Summary 

\·Je have seen the basic elements of the pesher form 

in :Jew Testament texts : citation of biblical verses, in­

troductory formula, and the contemporary application/ 

interpretation of the biblical material . He have also seen 

a fairly consistent interpretive tradition of using the 

Prophets and Writings to show that Jesus and the early 

Christian movement had been predicted by the prophets ane 

the Psalmist . Paul , with his Pharisaic background , 

represents not so ~uch a break from this tradition ~ut an 

embellishment of it with his focus on Torah. ?hough Paul 

does not claim that the importance of Jesus and the role 

of the Christian community are implicit in the verses from 

the Torah , he does use Torah to teach the nascent Chris­

tian comr.1unity that the l':'IOral and spiritual rr.essages of 

the Torah need not be seen as contradictory to Christianity . 

Though the parallels with the basic elements of 

oesher and a consistent interpretive tradition utilizing 

Prophets anc Writings might p lace the interpretations of 

biblical verses in the New Testament squarely in the 

-
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category of pesher , Paul ' s use of Torah and h is interpretive 

style , most strongly evidenced in Galatians 4:22-31, would 

lead me to believe that we are looking at an interr.lediate 

style of pesher/petar . Paul ' s interpretation may well be 

a link between the Qumran pesharim and the rabbinic petirot . 

Though we have little evidence to corroborate this, it does 

s~em t.~at Paul's interpretive use of Tanach, as seen in 

Galatians 4 and elsewhere , may represent a meld of the 

pesher and petirah ferns . 



CHAPTER III 

PESHAR AT QUMRAN 
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The most developed form of pesher-type i nterpretation 

is found in the Dead Sea Scrolls from Qumran . Among Lhe 

scrolls found in the caves at Qumran, eighteen of t hem are 

h . 1 pes arun. Whil~ we have become acquainted with peshe r as 

a form of dream inte~pretation , 2 Qumran pesharim are 

interpretations of books of the Bible. Seven biblical books 

have pesharim : Habakkuk (lQpHab), Nahum (4QpNah) , Hosea 

(4QpHos) , Isaiah (4Qpis), Micah (lQpMic), Zephanian 

(1&4QpZep), and Psalms ( 4QpPs). 3 Of these seven books , the 

one with the most complete and i ntact pesher scrol l is 

Habakkuk . Though this chapter will deal with all the 

pesharim, a large portion of ~y study of oesharim will 

involve the pesher on the book of Habakkuk. 

A. General Description of t~e Peshar im and Qumran 

Due to the apocalyp t ic world view of the Qumran 

community, the pesharim deal with verses from the Prophets 

and Psalms which of ten contain mora l messages to the Is-

raelite community . They focus o n punishment of those who 

do not walk in the ways of God and great rewards for those 

of the House of Israel who r ighteously follow God ' s law. 

This reward and punishment, and in particular the concept 

of r e demption at the end of days (beahari t hayamim) found 

d 1 
4 . . 

in Isaiah, Hosea, Micah an Psa ms, 1s an appropriate 
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biblical grounding for an apocalyptic comr.iunity such as the 

one that lived at Qurnran. Due to the social, rel igious and 

political circumstances in post-Maccabean, pre- 70 Judea, 

the Qumran commur.ity believed itself to be living at the end 

of days. The Qwnra1ians , therefore, used verses f ron these 

? r ophets to prove that the prophesied end of rlays was going 

to happen i n their lifetime. It was imperative for the 

Qumranians to be aware of the coming ultimate end (gets 

ha-aharon) , and the purpose of these pesharim was to teach 

the Qumranians about it . 

B. View of Prophecy 

In the pesharim, there is not only a fortelling of 

the apocalypse , but there is also a sense that the details 

of t his apocalypse were hidden in the words of the prophets 

and were a mystery decreed by God . While the prophets 

p r edicted a coming end of days, the pesharim claim superior 

knowledge regarding this end of days . In lQpHab 7:7, the 

peshe r concludes with t he words: 

The final end (qets ha-aQaron) will be 
long in coming, but it will be better than 
that prsdicted by the prophets; for the 
mysteri~s of God are truly wonderful. 

The actual end of days is not going to be like that p r e-

d ieted by the prophets, but it will be better. This 
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superior vision of the end of days is apparently contained 

in a mystery (~) given by God through the prophets . More­

over , this superior and accura te vision is understood o nly 

by the teache r of the pesharim and not by the prophets. 

This is q uite similar to the notion of a mystery revealed 

by God but unknowable t o most people as found in the Book 

of Daniel , when i t refers to dreams. As we saw in Chapter 

I of this thesis, 5 the mystery (~) is hidden in the 

dream . The dreamer, l ike the pr ophet, does not know this 

secr et mystery, yet it is revealed to an interpreter. This 

mys terious message hidden in the dream is then declar ed 

publ ic l y by the interpreter. This mystery , once declared, 

becomes the pesher. 

We can draw an analogy between dreams and prophecy 

by looking at Sifr e Bamidbar, oisoa 103, which states 

t hat God spoke to the prophets in dreams a~d visions. Since 

dreams and prophetic visions are comparable, we can make a 

comparison betwee n the Qumran pesher and the pesher in­

terpretation in Daniel. The sou rce for both dreams and 

prophecy is God. Both contain mysterious nessages which 

are extr acted and declared publicly as pesharim. As in 

the case of the king and his magicians in Daniel 2:19-30 , 

where the true meaning could not be ascertained , and only 

Daniel knew it, so , too, the prophet Habakkuk, did not 
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understand the hidden message of his words and only the 

one whom God so endowed could interpret the prophecy cor-

rectly. We see this in lQpHab 2:5 referring to Hab. 1:5: 

The interpre~ation of this verse is to the 
traitors at the end of days . They are the 
violators of the covenant who did not be­
lieve a ll they heard about what was to 
happen to the last generation from the priest, 
in whose heart God put the understanding to 
interpret all the words of his servants, the 
p rophets, and thiough whom God foretold all 
that is to happen to His people and His 
congregation . 

We see that an individual, here identified as a priest , 

has been given the skill by God to interpret (liphshor 

from pesher) the words of the prophets and apply them to 

the last generations . Through this pesher we can see 

that the Qumranians referred to themselves as God 's con-

gregation (eydah) who will witness the end of days. We 

also learn that the pr i est who interpreted the prophecies 

lived before the end of days and presumably before the 

writing of the pesharim. A further identification of 

the interpreter of the prophe cy is found in lQpHab 7:3: 

The interpr etation of this is to the 
Teacher of Righteousness to whom God has 
made known all the mysteries of the words 
of his servants, the prophets . 

-
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We can now create a composi t e picture of the Qumran 

view of prophecy and its interpr eta tion . we see that p r ophecy 

contains mysteries , and that the e nd of days is fo r etol d by 

God in these myster ies wh ich He declared . God , therefore , 

is not on l y the sour ce of the prophecy, which we lear n f r om 

the prophets themselves , but of the mysteries within the 

prophecies which fl=tel l the e nd of days as well . God has 

also gran ted the Teacher of Righteousness , like Daniel , t he 

ability to extract the mysterious message concer ning the 

end of days a nd its participants froM the words of the 

proFhets. Though he could not be the writer of all the 

pesharim , it would seem that the Teacher of Righ teousness 

taught the pesharirn to the Qumran cornrnunity . 7 

Taking this view of the Teacher of Righteousness and 

the notion of a myster y within prophecy into consideration, 

we have a di r ecc parallel to Daniel . In bot h t exts , the r e 

is a concept of a myster y within the dream or prophetic 

words . In addition, the two characters, Daniel and the 

Teacher of Righteousness, have divinely granted skills 

to extract the pesher, the true meaning , and dec l are it 

publicly . 

The Qumran pesharim are not just the revelations by 

God to the Teacher of Righteousness. If they were, we 

would have no grounds for comparison to any form of biblical 
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interp retation. The Qumran cesharim involve not only the 

revelation of mystery but an exeget ical commentary on parts 

of the Bibl~. While the r e ve lation of mystery within the 

biblical verses to the Teacher of Righteousness may be the 

premise or pr e - supposition for the oesharim, the important 

aspect for our study is the structure of the peshar im and 

their method of biblical interpretation. 

C . Examination of the Pesher Form of 

Bibical Inte rpretation 

Owing to the impo r tant of the Bible to the Qwn-

ranians , as evidenced by the proliferation of biblical 

citations throughout the Dead Sea Scrolls, the f irst struc-

tural component of the pesher is the citation of the 

biblical source . I t always comes from a book of the 

Prophets or Psalms and is never restat e d within the body 

of the pesher . It is , however, often repeated, though 

sometimes in part, at the end of a pesher and usually leads 

to a secondary pesher on the same ve r se o r part th~reof. 8 

The biblical citation can be part of a verse, a whole verse 

or more than one verse , yet the most common form is one 

verse quoted in toto . The verses are always quo ted sequen-

t i ally as they appear in the Bible . This would lead me to 

belie ve that the ~rim were given as the book was being 
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read in public, verse by verse . 

There are also cases in which the cited biblical 

verse is different from the Masoretic text. Some cases are 

noteworthy because the differences in the readings of cer-

tain words are often the basis fo r word plays in the 

inte:pretations. Most of them are found i n the pesharim 

of Habakkuk, Nahum and Psalms. For example, in lQpHab 2:1 , 

what the Masoretic text has as bagoyim (among the nations) 

in Habakkuk 1:5, the pesher renders it as bogeaim, traitors . 

The rest of the pesher deals with the traitors and who they 

are for the Qurnranians. Since the reading of bogedim is 

so crucial for the pesher, it would seen that the writer 

consciously emended the biblical text to create a valid 

proof text. If that is the case , then the writers of oesher 

enployed rabbinic exegetic techniques, but did not feel 

9 compelled to spell them out. In lQpEab 8:3 , the reading 

from Hab . 2:5 was changed from, "Alas wine (hayay in) will 

make a nan a traitor," in the Masoretic text to "Alas, 

wealth (hon) will !'lake a man a traitor," The changed word, 

ho~ , is the key to the interpretation and may represent 

the original ~eading of the verse. In 4QpNah f ragment 3-4, 

colur.n ii:4, t~e change of ya..T!lish to yarnush probably 

represe nts nothing ~ore t~an a common misreading of a yod 

as a vav or vice-versa . A s i~ilar ~isrcae~n~ of a bet as a 
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kaf is found in 4QpPs fragment 1-10, column iii:7. 

Whereas almost all of these changes in the texts could 

be ascribed to scribal error or textual variants, giving no 

credit to the pes~er writer, the same claL~ can not be made 

for lQpHab 12 : 7 . The phrase from Habakkuk 2:17, medamei 

adam veQamas arets kiryah (from the blood of man and the 

pillages of the land, the city), is not directly interpreted 

or applied to their contemporary situation in the first part 

of the pesher . Later, however, the verse is repeated within 

a new pesher, but the word order is reversed and the word 

adarn, man, is removed. It reads, medamei kiryah veQamas 

arets, from the blood of the city, ' that is Jerusalem,' 

and the pillages of the land, 'that is J udea.' The writer, 

in a manner similar to that of the rabbis, has cleverly 

emended the biblical text to apply the word 'blood' not 

to a man ' s blood, but rather to the defiled blood on the 

altar of the Temple in order to implicate the Wicked 

Priest . The writer or writers of the pesharim have 

cleverly demonstrated their ability to interpret the Bible 

and have shown themselves to have the same liter ary freedom 

with the text as the rabbis gave to themselves . 

Following the biblical quote from the focussed 

text, is the formula which introduces the application and 

the interpretation . The formula utilizes the word pesher 
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in two ways: pesher hadabar and pishro. Pesher hadabar 

can be translated as " the interpretation of this word," 

while pishro means, "its interpretation." Though both convey 

the same meaning , the more common form is pishro. 

To bridge the introductory formula to the application 

of the verse, the writer used a preposition, either 'al or 

asher . Including the introductory formula, the basic open­

ings for a pesher, following the biblical citation, are 

"the interpretation of this word concerns" or "its inter­

pretation applies to that" and other variations. Following 

this introductory formula and verse citation, is the 

application . 

The application, though i t does not utilize a set 

formula or formulae, does appear to follow a certain pattern . 

The application can be either to individuals or groups, in 

a given time or place. The applications to types of people 

in groups are most common. There are thirty-two of them 

in all the eesharim. Some examples of the groups that the 

verses are applied t o are: the traitors with the Man of 

the Lie (lQpRab 2:ll, the Kitt im whose fear is upon all 

the nations (lQpHab ~:4), all the idols of the nations 

(lQpHab 12 : 12), the last priests of Jerusalem (lQpHab 9:4), 

those that did not lust with their eyes at the end of 

wickedness (lQpHab ~:7), and the wicked ones of Ephraim and 
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Manasseh (4QpPsa f. 1 - 10 , ii:l8). Of these thirty-two, 

eighteen have specific detai l s applied to them; f or example: 

the Seekers of Smooth Things whose evil deed will be re-

vea l ed to all : srael at the end of time (4QpNah f . 3-4, iii:3), 

the Counci l of the Poor who chose to do God ' s will ( 4QpPsa 

f.l - 10,i : 21), the traitors at the end of days (lQpHab 2:5), 

and all the nations who worship stone and wood (lQpHab 13:1) . 

The applications to specific individuals predictably 

refer to the personages within the Qumran tradition. They 

include the Wicked Priest, the Teacher of Righteousness and 

the Man of the Lie . As in the case with groups , the 

majority of these applications place the specified individual 

in a given situation or condition. There are other verse 

applica tions to times and places, but they are in a distinct 

minority . The applications to people , as individuals or 

in groups , is limited to the people directly involved with 

the Qurnran community either positively or negatively, and 

the app lications to these people are often repeated with 

minor changes in the setting or condition. 

If the elements we have seen so far (the biblical 

citation, the introductory formula and the app l ication) 

were the sole components of the pesher, then this would be 

a primitive form of interpretation l ike we saw in Oanie1.
10 

There is, however, an interpretation that follows the 
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application and it is this interpr etation that r3ises pesher 

at Qumran to the level of midrash. 

~t its simplest level, the interpretation expands and 

buttresses the application of the verse. One example is 

lQHab 12:7, which deals with an emended verse from Hab. 2:17. 

In this case, the inter pretation (which is underlined) sim-

ply explains the application, but does not utilize any 

distinguishable exegetic techniques: 

"For the blood of the city and the pillages 
of the land." The interoretation of the 
' city ' is Jerusalem where the Wicked Priest 
performed acts of abomination and defiled 
the sanctuary of God . "And the pillages 
of the land," they refer to the cities of 
Judah where he stole the possessions of 
the poor.11 

Another example is found in 4QpNahum fragment 3-4 , 

column iii:3, regarding Nahum 3:7: 

"Are you better than Amon who sits by the 
rivers ." The interpretation of 'Amon' is 
Ephraim and the ' rivers' they are Manasseh, 
the honored ones of the city who are in 
control of Manasseh. 

In both of these cases , the interpretation explains 

and expands the parameters of the application, but does not 

employ techniques using the words from the biblical 

citation, which we will see later on. 
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A further development i n the interpretation section 

is seen in lQpHab 2:12 where the Chaldeans, mentioned in 

Habakkuk 1:6, are applied to the Kittirn . We see a parallel 

made between the quick and fierce ~haldeans and the swift 

and mighty Kitti~· 

"Bew;re, for I am raising up (against you) 
the Chaldeans , the quick and fierce nation!" 
Its interpretation concerns the Kittim who 
a r e swift and mighty in war who destroy 
many with the sword and famine . Under the 
rule of the Kittim, the wicked will betray 
the covenant and will not be faithful to 
the laws of God. 

However, the interpretive methods most commonly used 

in the peshari~ are word plays. These word plays utilize 

words from the focussed biblical text, either whole , 

divided or metathesized, within the interpretation. In so 

doing, the writer of the pesher proves that the application 

relates to the biblical verse . This interpretation func -

tions as a p roof text by using the words from the verse 

and demonstrates the validity of the pes~arim. A legitimate 

connection is ther.eby established between the pesher , on 

the one hand, and the biblical ver se, on the other. Thus 

the Qurnranian self- perception and its understanding of 

prophecy are j ustifie d by the pesher interpretation. Our 

first example of this type of word play is quite simple and 
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is found in 4QpPs fragment 1-10 , column iii, refe=rinq to 

Psalm 37 : 22 : 

"For thoFe who bless him will inherit 
(~ores~) the land and those who cur se him 
will be cut off (yekharetu) . " Its in­
terpretation concerns the Council of the 
Poor who have the portion of all the qreat 
ones who will inherit (yoresh) the exalted 
mountai n of Israel and in the mountain of 
his sanctuary, they will rejoice. "And 
those who curse him will be cut off 
(yekharetu)" - -they are the violators of the 
covenant , the wicked ones of Israel , who 
will be cut off (yekharetu) and destroyed 
for ever. 

Another example of the use of words from the biblical 

citation in the interpretation is in 4QpNah fra gment 3 - 4, 

column ii:l-2, refer ring to Nahum 3:1: 

"Woe to the bloody city filled with deceit 
(kabash) and destruction. " The inter preta­
tion of this is the city of Eohraim , where 
the Seekers of the Smooth things, who live 
by deceit (kahash) and lies, wi l l be at 
the end of days . 

In both cases, the words are used in descriptive state-

ments about the applied personages, but really do not 

involve a play on words. 

There is , however, a greater sense of word play in 

lQpHab 8:1 referring to Habakkuk 2:4: 

"And the righteous (tsadik) by his faith 
(emunato) shall live." I ts interpretation 

-



concerns all those who observe the word 
of God in the House of Judah, whom God 
will save from th~ House of Judgement 
for the sake of their work and their 
faith (ernunatam) in the Teacher of 
Righteousness (tsedek) . 
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In this case, the writer did not feel compelled to main-

tain the key words for the interpretation in the same 

form as they appear in the biblical citation. This 

would indicate a development in the art of the interpreter. 

The interpreter can still tie the interpretation into 

the verse, while using a different form of the quoted 

word. We can also see this is lQpHab 5:3 and 4Qp Nahum 

frag 3-4, column ii :4 . 

One of the most advanced uses of word play i n the 

pesharim is £ound in lQpHab 11:8 which i nterprets 

Habakkuk 2:16 and illustrates the artistry of the 

interpreter: 

«You are more full of shame Cqalon) than 
of glory (kavodl . Drink you, too , and 
s~agger . The cup (kos) of ?<>d ' s right 
hand will turn to you and disgrace 
(qiqalon) will be on your hon<?r." Its 
interpretation concerns the \'hcked 
Priest whos e shame (qelono) exceeded 
his glory {kevodo). For he did not cir­
cumcise the foreskin of his heart but 
walked in the-ways of satiation in order 
to quench his thirst . Therefore the cup 
(kos) of God ' s anger will destroy him, to 
heap upon him the vomit <~!J of his 
shame (qalon) ... 



Although this pesher remains incomplete, it contains 

examples of the exegetic techniques of word splitting 
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and metathesis. Tht metathesis is of the word, "stagger," 

which in Hebrew is hera'el. The letters hr ' l are re­

arranged to read 'orlah, that is, "foreskin." This is 

ho~ the pesher writer explains the interpretation 

regarding the priest with the uncircumcised heart. The 

word spl itting is equally sophisticated in the word 

disgrace, gigalon , taken from the biblical verse and 

split in the interpretation into qi and qalon to produce 

a very graphic picture of this priest's disgrace. This 

is one of the best examples of the liberties which the 

pesher writer took with the text. It is also the best 

example of the high level of exegetical techniques utilized 

at Qumran , which are very similar to those employed by 

the rabbis. 

D. Sununary 

Even with this investigation of the Qumran pesharim 

in regard to their theology and exegetical techniques, it 

is still difficult to determine the place of the Qwrxan 

pesharim in the spectrum of biblical interpretation. Lou 

Silberman claims that the Qumran pesharim are a link in 

a continuous chain from the interpretations in Daniel to 



the complex rabbinic petiQtot using the petar qerei 

formula .
12 

While the understanding of a hidden mystery 

within prophetic visio11s or dreams and the pesher milta 

regarding the writing on the wall in Daniel 5:26 might 

i ndicate a close connection between the material in 
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Daniel and the Dead Sea Scrolls, there is a vast differ-

ence in interpretive technique. Not only is the word 

play of the Qurnran pesharim far more developed and com­

plex, but the interpretation does not proceed from the 

propheti c words themselves, as in Daniel 5:26 , but from 

its application. While there is some similarity between 

the theologies of these pesharim, the unique character 

of the Qumran pesharim is found in the nature of its 

e xegesis. 

Similarly, one might think that there is no con-

nection between Lhe pesharim and the petirot, since they 

contain such differences i n theology and world view . 

Yet , the same factor that influenced the similarity 

between Daniel ~~a the pesharim r e garding theology can 

accoun t for the difference between the peshari~ And the 

petirot and that is chronology. The writers of Daniel 

lived in a world influenced by Greek and Persian cultures 

contemporary with the Hasmoneans, which was similar to 

the world of the Qumranians . Their shared apocalyptic 

world view was due to the time in which they were writing . 



However, the destruction of the Temple , the emergence 

of both Christianity and Rabbinic Judaism put an end to 

this apocalyptic world view, and, in large measure, 

eliminated the need to contemporize the Bible and to 

rely solely on p~ophetic eschatology as the biblical 

source for inter ~retations. Theology and eschatology, 

being so influencPd by contemporary events, are not the 

areas for comparison between the pesharim and the 

petirot . 

Techniques of interpretation and application, on 

the other hand, are grounds for comparison between the 

two . According to Joseph Heinemann , 13 petar qerei in 

the complex petibtot introduced an application which 

presupposes that the original intended meaning of the 

text is not apparent in the peshat and is still in the 

text. In other words , there is a secret meaning within 
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the vers e yet to be extracted. In terms of interpretation, 

both pesharim and petirot use word plays, word splittings, 

meta thesis and substitutions as exegetical techniques. 

In sununation, the Qur.lran pesharim, while sharing 

certain theologica~ principles with the book of Daniel, 

represent a unique and well-structured form of biblical 

interpretation reminiscent of the petirot. We will be 

able to see more clearly the r elationship between these 



two forms of biblical interpretation in the material 

which will follow. 
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CHAPTER IV 

RABBINIC USE OF PETAR 
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The final area of examination in this study is in 

the rabbinic use and understanding of pesher and petar. 

While the form of petar most frequently found in Rabbinic 

literature is the petar qerei formulation in the complex 

petihtot, there are some uses of petar in the Talmud as 

well . One example is in T~lmud Bavli, Berachot SSb, 

where both pesher and petar refer to dream interpretation: 

R. Yochanan says , ' He who has had a dream 
and is troubled by it, should have someone 
interpret (petar) it. 1 

••• So says R. Hisda, 
' /, dream that is not interpreted (pesher) 
is like a letter that is not read. 

While this demonstrated that pesher and petar were inter-

changeable, it , more importantly, teaches us that petar 

was understood to refer to some form of interpretation. 

\·Je can see this also in Ketubot 107b and Yebarnot 97b 

where petar refers to the explanation of a r iddle that 

has a secret solution . Petar , for the rabbis, indicates 

a hidden meaning that has to be figured out . As we shall 

see, the rabbis attributed to themselves thjs ability 

to determine the hidden meaning; there is no need to rely 

on God ' s revelation, as was evident in Daniel and at 

Qurnran. 

However, the use of the term petar as referring 

specifically to the interpretation of biblical verses is 

found in the complex peti~tot of Bereshit Rabbah (BR), 
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Vayiqra Rabbah (LR) , Shir Hash irim Rabbah (SR) , Qohelet 

Rabbah (QR) and Numbers Rabbah (NR) . 1 While some of the 

petirot found in Qohelet Rabbah are directly parallel 

to ones in Vayiqra Rabbah , others are independent. In 

addition , many of these petirot are restated in the later 

Yalkutim with no change i n the form or language. It should 

also be not ed that there is a rare example of petirah in 

the Pesiqta de Rav Kahanna, Pisqa 4 (Parah). 

A. Time Frame of Petirah 

It is very probable that pesher and petar were 

familiar terms to the Tannaim, due to their use in the books 

of Qohelet and Daniel , though there are no references to 

pesher or petar , either as dream or biblical interpreta-

tions, in any of the so- called Tannaitic midrashim. The 

existence of such a reference or usage would have served as 

a link between Qumran pesher and rabbinic petirah. 

In the petirot, where there is no interchange of 

pesher with petar , petar is the only term used to mean 

the interpretation of a specific biblical verse. As shown 

by the Targum Yerushalmi II,
2

the petirot were written when 

petar was already e stablished as the term for i n terpreta-

tion . Since the presumed dating for the Ta~gum Yerushalrni II 

is the 5th to 7th centuries CE, 3 the term petar was 



probably fixed as the term for interpretation at that 

time in Palestine. 
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Another indication of the dating of the petirah 

form is t he dating of these rab bis to whom the petirot 

are attributed. In the overwhelmi.ng majority of petirot, 

the tradents cited are third, fourth and fifth generation 

Palestinian Amoraim . They can be dated roughly from the 

end of the third century CE to the end of the fourth cen tury 

CE.
4 

Of the forty plus petirot that were examined for 

this thesis , only six were attributed to Amoraim from the 

first and second generations (200-290 CE) 5 and a few were 

attributed to Tannaim. 6 Most of the passages attributed to 

Tannaim, usually found in Bereshit Rabbah 7 and Shir Hashirim 

Rabbah , 8 are simply restatements of earlier midrashic tradi-

tions with the addition of the formula "petar qerei" and do 

not represent proof that the full petiLah form of biblical 

interpretation was used by the Tannaim. The petirot are 

therefore most probably the products of the Palestinian 

Amoraim, and the most sophisticated and prolific exponents 

.Jf this mrdrashic form are those Amoraim of the third, 

fourth and fifth generations in Palestine. 

B. Formulaic Components of Petirah 

While the first component of the petirah i s the 

at tribution to a tradent , its unique trademark is the use 
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of the introductory formula of "petar gerei" following the 

attribution . Petar , in the petirot, appears only in the 

verb form and not in the noun form pittaron , though its 

function is analo~ous to pesher hadabar. Petar qerei, like 

pesher hadabar, introduces the application upon which the 

interpretation is ba sed and directed. The major difference 

is that the introductory formula is not preceded by the 

biblical verse, perhaps disavowing God ' s authorship of the 

interpretation, a notion inherent in Qumran pesher, but 

rather by the attribution to a tradent. Whereas in the 

pesharim the prophetic word of God was the source for the 

pesher, the writers of the petirot attributed the petirah 

t o a rabbi. 

To bridge the introductory formula with the appli­

cation, the preposition "~" is employed . This preposition 

should be rende red as "through, " and, therefore, the en­

tire formula preceding the application, petar qerei b', 

can be translated as, " (the tradent) interprets the verse 

throug h " Thi s is only slightly different than 

tne Qumranian f or"mula , "the interpretation of this word 

concerns , " and is due to the fact that peshar is a noun form 

meaning "interpretation," while petar is a verb meaning 

"interprets." Another difference to be noted is that while 

the Qumran introductory for~ula can be pesher hadabar ' al 
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or pishro asher or other variations , the rabbinic form~la­

tion is always petar qerei b '. 

The ap~lication , while not focussed on contemporary 

personages as was the case at Qumran, does follow a similar 

pattern . The verses are predominately applied to types of 

pe?ple in groups . Of the fifteen such applications, six 

of them are geared to particular historical contexts, in-

eluding: those that left Egypt (LR 23:2), Israel before 

Mt. Sinai (LR 6:5) and the Amalekites (LR 21:3). The other 

types of applications are more evenly dispersed in the 

petirot than in the Qumran pesharim. There are five appli­

cations to particular personages , such as Rebecca (LR 23:1) 

and Miriam (LR 16:5); a number of applications to certain 

types of people, such as a bachelor (LR 27 : 2), an adultress 

(LR 6:4) and a worker (LR 30:3); as well as applications to 

places and times. Some of the petirot, however, defy 

classification . These include focus on Torah (LR 11:3) , vows 

(LR 16 : 5) and the tribes (BR 99:1). 

In most of the developed petirot, the citation of 

the focussed biblical text, which is usually fragmented, 

follows the formulaic opening of tradent , petar qerei b ' 

and the application with situational context. 9 Most, if 

not all, of the biblical citations are taken from the 

Writings and are presented in segments throughout the body 
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of the petirah. Contrary to the Qumranian usage of 

Prophets and Writings to validate their apocalyptic world 

view, the rdbbis in the petirot used the Writings to 

demonstrate the homi 1..etical skill of the interpreter, to 

teach so~ething new about the pericope text from Torah, 

as well as to emphasize the importance of t hese sections 

of the Bible. 

The homiletic technique seen in the petirot and in 

other complex petiotot involves citing a verse from Writings 

and evolving a complex chain of expositions and interpreta-

tions through the process of barizah, the stringing 

together of seer:tingly unrelated interpretations . By the 

end of this process, through the interweaving of verse, 

interpretations and secondary applications , the darshan has 

directed the i nterpretation back to the pericope text 

from the portion from the Writings being discussed. He has 

not only excited the reader or listener witn his skill, 

but he has made a linguistic and thematic connection between 

. . d h 10 Hr1t1ngs an Tora . 

Following the first segment of the focussed biblical 

citation, there is either an exposition of the verse frag-

ment, a secondary application or a proof text from Torah, 

all of which are designed to make the focussed t e xt connect 

with the primary application and eventually the periccpe 
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text . When the first segr.ient or any segment of the 

focussed text is cited and is then fo llowed by a secondary 

application, a proof text is usually drawn from Torah to 

j ustify t hat secondar! application . T~e connection of the 

pr~of text to t hat secondary application is on the basis 

of comr.lOn words or a thematic connection between the.m. 

After this proof text , another segment of the focussed 

verse is cited and the pattern of citation , i nterpretation/ 

application, proof t ext , repeats itself. This pattern often 

continues throughout the petirah until the entire focussed 

verse (or verses) is interpret ed . At the end of the process 

of harizah , t he themes in the focussed text have been so 

specially defined that the primar y application and the 

pericope text seem to connect to it naturally. Through 

this process of interweaving verse , interpretation and proof 

text , the darshan has not only demonstrated a connection 

between the verse from \'Jritings and the pericope text from 

Torah, but he has validated the application as well. 

It should be noted that although the secondary 

applications are somewhat analogous to the Qumran pesharim, 

there are differences . The secondary application follows 

the citation of part of the focussed biblical text and , 

although it is similar in purpose to the primary applications 

introduced by pesher hadabar or petar qerei, the formulaic 
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introductions are "zeh" or "eleh" in the petirah, in 

contrast to "ki" or "hem" in the pesharim. We see examples 

of this in the following petirot: 

"She has mixed her wine" (Prov. 9 : 1). 
These are (eleh) t h e methods of inference 
from minor tornajor and from analogies 
of expression. "She has set her table" 
(Prov. 9:2). These are the values . 
"She has sent her young ones calling"-­
this is (eleh) Israel . (LR 11:3) 

"Do not speak before the messenger" 
(Qoh. 5:5) --this is (zeh) Moses , as it 
is wri tten (hada hu diKlltib), "And he 
sent a messenger and he brought us out of 
Egypt" (Num. 20:16) . (LR 16:5) 

This last example demonstrates not only the forms 

for the secondary application and the proof text introduced 

by "hada hu dikhtib , " but the linguistic/thematic connection 

between the proof text and the focussed text. The proof 

text is chosen on the basis of the application which, in 

the latter case, is to Miriam when she was striken with 

leprosy . Leprosy just happens to be the subject of the 

pericope text from Leviticus 14:2 . Similarly in the petirah 

of Vayiqra Rabbah 6 : 4, we find thematic and linguistic 

connections between the pericope text and the focussed text's 

application. The focussed text is Lev. 5:1, "a person who 

sins," and it is applied to the adulterous woman. The proof 

texts are drawn from Numbers 5, which contains the laws 
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regarding the adulter ous woman . Each segment of the 

focussed text is related to one of the aspects of the 

ritual. For example , the phrase , "And he.?.r this voice" 

(Lev. 5:1) is parallelled by , "And the priest cau$es the 

wor:1an to take this oath" (Num. 5 : 21}, while "and he is 

the witn-?ss " (Lev. 5: 1) is similar to "and she has no wit-

ness" (Num. 5: 21). 

One of thP- best examples of the linguistic and the-

matic connections between the focussed text, the secondary 

applications and the proof text can be found in a petirah 

in Shir Hashirim Rabbah 2:4, which is attributed to R. Akiva, 

and focusses on Song of Songs 2 :14 . The primary application 

of the verse is to Israel before Mt . Sinai: 

"Let me hear your voice"--This is the 
voice that came before the comrnandr.1en ts, 
as it says, "All t..hat God has s poken, we 
will do and we will hear" (Ex. 24:3). 
"For your voice is sweet"--This is the 
voice that came after the commandments, 
as it says , "And God heard the voice of 
your words" (Deut . 5:25). 

It should be noted, however, that in the majority 

of petirot the seconda=y interpretations are not well devel ­

oped . They are not always introduced by the terms "zeh" or 

"eleh," and often function like the interpretations at 

Qumran, only explaining the application or justifying the 

relationship between unrelated verses by expanding the 
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focussed verse . Frequently , there is even a total absence 

of secondary interpretation/applications, and the body 

consists of proof texts , whether or not they are introduced 

by haaa hu dikhtib , and segr.\ents of the focussed texts. 

IJhile there may have been uniformity regarding the formula 

for the opening of the petirah, there is a great deal of 

variation regarding the levels of development in the barizah 

second of the petirot. 

Even though it is impossible to determine the 

reason for this wide degree of variation in the formulaic 

eler.lents among the petirot , examples of the different levels 

of development can and should be presented . 

In Vayiqra Rabbah 30:3, for exar.iple, we find a sir:lple 

use of the petar qerei formula minus any recognizable 

exegetic techniques : 

"Consider the prayer of the destitute and 
do not scorn their prayers. Let this be 
written for the last generation and the 
created nation shall praise God." (Psalm 
102:18-19). R. Yitzhak interprets this 
verse through these generations that have 
no king or prophets and no priest with 
Urim and Tumr.iim. All they have is prayer 
alon e. David said before God: ' Master 
of the Universe, co not scorn their 
prayers, let this be written for the last 
generation" (Ps. 102:18, 19). From here 
we learn that God accepts the penitent 
ones. "And the created nation shall 
praise God" for God created them anew: 
(The text goes on to apply the phrases, 
"Let this be written for the last generation" 



and "And the c reated n a tion shall oraise 
God " to the generations of Mordechai and 
Hezekiah . ) Another inte=pretation of , 
"Let this be written fo r the last genera­
tion " refers to these ~enerations that 
are about to die. '1An the c rea ted nation 
shall praise God" for God, in t he future, 
will creatn us a new. And what should we 
do? We s ho u ld take the lulav and etr og 
and praise God . Therefore , Moses wa r ned 
the Israelites and said, "You shall take 
on the first day" (Lev . 23:40). 

Although a return to the pericope text (Lev. 23: 40 ) is 
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achieved at the end of the petirah, there is an almost 

arbit rary connec tion made with the focussed text, rather 

than a connection achieved throug h creative exeges is . 

An example o f a chain of petirot , attributed to 

early tradents and exhibiting early uses of exegetical 

techniques a nd the pet ar qerei formulations can be found 

in Vayiqra Rabbah 21 : 1-4: 

"Thus shall Aaron enter " (Lev. 16:3), 
as it is written, "For David , God is my 
light and my salvation f r om whom shall 
I b e afraid" (Psalm 27:1) . R. Elazar 
interprets this verse through the (Red) 
Sea. "My light" was in the sea, as it 
says , "And it lit up the night" (Ex. 
14:20); "and my salvation" --"sta nd and 
see t he salvation of God" (Ex . 14:13); 
" from whom shall I be afraid"--"And 
Moses said to the people, ' Do not be 
afraid" (Ex. 14:13). (LR 21:1) 

•nnile the secondary applications and the i ntroductory 

formula of hada hu dikhtib for the p r oof text are absent 
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from this petirah, a strong thematic and linguistic 

connection is made between Exodus 14, the source for the 

narrative on the Red Sea, the application to the Red Sea 

and the focussed text from Psalm 27. 

hnother example of a l ess developed petirah is 

found in a chain of petirot in Vayiqra Rabbah 16:5 and 

~arallelled in Qohelet Rabbah 5:5: 

" Do not let your mouth disgrace your flesh 
and do not plead before the messenger for 
it is a nistake, why should God be agi­
tated by your voice and destroy your pos­
sessions" (Qohelet 5:5). R. Joshua b. 
Levi interprets this verse through those 
that teach charity, but do not give. 
"Do not let your mouth disgrace your 
flesh," do not permit any one of your or­
gans to harm all of your body , your 
mouth can harm your whole body. "And do 
not plead before the messenger"- - This is 
the cantor of the congregation. "For 
it is a mistake"--your teaching was 
worti1less . "Why should God be agitated 
by your voice"--this is the same voice 
that taught but did not give; "And 
destroy your possession" - - even the few 
possessions that you have will be lost 
to you. 

In LR 21:1 we ~~w a petirah with no secondary applications 

for the focussed text , bl\t many citations of proof texts, 

while here in LR 16:5, we have seen a petir~l with secon­

dary applications , but no use of proof texts to validate 

them. 
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In the last and best developed petirah in this 

chain of petirot using Qohelet 5:5, the primary application 

i s to Miriam who is striken with leprosy after speaking 

badly about MosP.s. nlthough the petirah does not return 

to it, the pericope text is Leviticus 14:2
1 

"This is the 

law concerning the leper." The petirah possesses seconciary 

dpplications and proof texts and is attributed to R. Mani, 

in the Qohelet Rabbah version, a fifth generation Palestinian 

f\r.lora . 

It is significant that the majority of well-

developed petirot are attributed primarily to Palestinian 

J\..~oraim of the fifth generation. This might indicate an 

evolution of the form until it reaches its most developed 

state by the fourth century CC , just before the Byzantine 

rulers closed the doors of the Palestinian academies. 

Other examples of well-developed petirot attributed to 

late tradcnts are found in Vayiqra Rabbah 10:1-3 and 

11:1-4, which will be shown in greater detail and compared 

to s elected Qumran pesharirn in the next chapter. 

In summation, we should mention that while they cio 

not exist in e very case, there a=e basic components present 

in the well-developed petirah . These include: 

1) attribution to a tradcnt--usually Palestinian 
Amor a 



2) opening formul a: petar qerei b' (interprets 
this verse through) 

3) application--usually to types of people in 
groups in a specific situation 
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4 ) focussed bihli~al text-- usually from Writings, 
cited in seg""lents 

5) interp~-etation of the focussed text- -can involve 
a secondary application or the expansion of the 
context of the focussed verse 

6) proof text-- usually from Torah with some lin­
guistic and/or thenatic connection nade with the 
applications of the focussed text. 

7) Qarizah- -interweaving of 4) 5) and 6) to validate 
the application and connect it and the focussed 
text to the pericope text . 

8) return to the pericope text- -the verse from the 
portion of Torah under discussion is usually 
quoted at the end of the petirah focussed text. 

The above are the components of a well-developed 

petirah and they now will be the basis for the detailed 

comparison of petirah and Qumran pesher. 



CHAPTER V 

A CRITICAL A..~ALYSIS OF THE PETIRAH 
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Now that we have identified the basic components 

of the petirah , an in- depth critical analysis of specific 

petirot is essential to our •1nderstanding this method of 

interpretation and will facilitate a comparison of the 

petirah with the oesher. Therefore, at the o utset , we 

will analyze two petirot, Vayiqra Rabbah 10 : 1- 3 and 

11:1-4, and then compare them to several Qumran pesharim. 

~ . Vayiqra Rabbah 10 : 1 - 3 

Our first passage, LH 10:1-3 , is actually a chain of 

petirot whose pericope text is Leviticus 8:2, "Take Aaron 

and his sons," and whose focussed Writings text is Psalms 

45:8, "You have loved righteousness and hated evil, there­

fore God will annoint you with the oil of gladness above 

your comrades . " In this c hain of petirot , the applications 

are first to Abraham then to Isaiah and finally to Aaron. 

In the f i rst petirah , the application is to Abraham when 

he asks for mercy for the people of Sodom ano Gornrnorah. It 

i s expanded by the common raidrashic flourish of filling in 

the missing conve rsation for the sake of t~e interpre tation . 

Abraham reminds God that he swore to never again bring a 

flood upon mankind and claims that to destroy Sodom would 

mean bringing another flood, this time of fire, upon the 

earth and, in so doing, God would break His oath. This 
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notion of God breaking His oath by destroying the cities 

justifies Abraham's saying, "It is wrong for you to do 

this thing , to kill the righte.ous as if t hey were wicked: 

should not the judge of all the world practice J ustice" 

(Gen. 18:25) . The quote from Genesis 18 indicating a 

relationship between justice and the world plays into the 

next exposition on Abraham ' s words. The argument is ex-

panded with Abraham saying to God that he can not establish 

the universe and expect absolute justice to rule . To para-

phrase !:he midrash, ttYou can not burn the candle at both 

e nds. If you are not flexible in your judgements , then 

the world can not exist ." In other words, r.liddat ha-din 

must be complemented by middat ha-raQamim. In the latter 

part of this petira~, the focussed text of Psaln 45:8 is 

subject to a secondary interpretation: 

God says to Abraham, "You have loved 
righteousness;" you have loved to defend 
the riCThteo'..lsness of your f e llow man. 
"And you have hated evil;" you have hated 
to accuse them of wrongdoing. "Therefore 
God wi ll annoint you with the oil of 
gladness above your comrades." What is 
it that is "above your comrades?" He 
said to him, ' By your life, of the ten 
generations fron Noah to you, I never 
spoke, it was your nation of which I 
spoke: ' "After all these things, God 
~to Abram" (Gen . 15:1). 
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In this final section regarding Abraham, the words of 

the focussed text are applied directly to him, as is 

done in the pesharim. Psalm 45 : 8 is connected to the 

preceding exposition of Abrahan 's character by the themes 

of j ustice, mercy , innocence and guilt. Although it is 

implicit in the Genesis 18 source, the interpreter ex­

pan<ied Abraham ' s role as an intercessor t:; make it coin­

cide better with Psalm 45:8. 

The second petirah in this chain, LR 10:2, applies 

Psalm 45:8 to Isaiah. The elements of Isaiah's character 

that are expanded upon are: 1) his superiority as a 

rirophet over Micah and Amos, both of whose nar.ies are played 

upon (Micah--makah, struck; Amos--amoos, heavy tongue); 

and 2) his willingness to put up with physical and verbal 

abuse in order to serve as God ' s messenger to the people. 

The usage of the words in the first part of Psalm 45:8 is 

the same as it was with Abraham. The elevation over com­

rades in the second part of the verse is related to the 

fact that while l!lOSt prophets received their prophetic 

insight from other prophets, Isaiah is superior because 

he received prophetic insight direct from God. In addi­

tion, a number of verses f rom Isaiah containing the 

repetition of certain words like "Nahamu nahanu" (40:1) 

are used as proof texts for his being rewarded with a 
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double portion of prophecy. 

The fi nal application of Psalm 45:8 to Aaron is the 

last and longest petirah , LR 10:3, which leads us back to 

the pericope text {Lavit icus 8:2: "Take Aaron"). The appli-

cation to Aaron is set at the time of the building of the 

Golden Calf, which the Israelites first requested of hUr, 

Moses ' nephew , who was a leader along with Aaron . 1 When 

Hur r efused the people's request, they killed him. A proof 

text f rom Jeremiah 2:34 is then cited in which the phrase, 

"innocent blood, " is interpreted to mean Hur ' s blood which 

had been spilt. In addition, the use of the word eleh in 

Jer. 2:34 ("k i 'al kol eleh") is parallelled to eleh in 

Exodus 32 , when the Israelites said of the Golden Calf, 

"el eh elohekha Yisrael '' { 32: 4) . The ones that worshipped the 

Golden Calf thereby are implicated in the spilling of Hur's 

blood. In the following section , the proof text for Aaron's 

reaction to Hur's death is Exodus 32:5, and t~e word play 

is very clever: 

The people said to Aaron , "Make us a God!" 
When ~aron heard this, he was frightened 
(nityare) , as it is written , "And Aaron 
saw (vayar) and he built (vayeven ) an altar 
(mizb eiab) before hi~." And Aaron under­
stood (vayaven) from the slaughtered one 
(mezabuah) , i.e. , Hur, before him. (Ex . 32:5) 
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The change in vocalization of those three words , yar , yeven 

and mizbei ab , brings a whole new meaning to the verse and 

aligns it with the story of Hur. The rest of the 

ex?OSition relates Aaron ' s apprehension regarding the 

incident. He is afraid that if he refuses to build the 

Golden Cal f, they will kill him, too, and if they kill him , 

according to Lamentations 2 : 20 , they will be exiled. This 

petirah shows Aaron ' s unwillingness to allow the Israelites 

to be guilty of an illegal act for which they will be 

severely punished . Aaron' s desire to keep the I sraelites 

free from guilt plays thematically into the focussed verse 

of "You have loved righteousness and hated evil , " and is 

understood as, "You have loved to keep my children r ighteous 

and hated to allow them to be guilty." The end of the 

focussed verse, "God has anointed you with the oil of glad­

ness above your comrades," is interpreted as referring to 

the fact that from all the families in the Tribe of Levi , 

only Aaron's can be High Priests. This leads back to the 

pericope text, which states , "Take Aaron and his sons with 

him, h and concerns their annointing and consecration. 

We have seen in this composite petirah a number of 

exegetic techniques , the most important of which was the 

play on words and names. The word plays, especially 

highlighted in the above oetirah regarding Aaron, are 
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similar to the word plays seen in the Qumran pesharim, 

in particular l QpHab 5:3, 8:1 and 11:8. Yet, while word 

plays may have bi:cn used throughout the petira~ to make 

connections between verses and interpretations, the im­

portant connections between the application and the 

focussed text, and lastly the pericope text, were estab­

lished on the basis of theme . 

This chain of petirot served to develo~ two specific 

themes based on a particular understanding of Psalm 45:8. 

At the outset , the petirah on Abraham gave us an under­

standing of the first part of the verse ("you have loved 

righteousness") which indicates a conscious effort to highlight 

the righteousness of people and undercut their guilt . This 

leads directly to Aaron and the building of the Golden Calf, 

and the rabbi ' s attempt to eradicate his sin. Then the 

petirah on Isaiah concentrates on the latter part of the 

verse ("God has anointed you " ), highlighting Isaiah ' s 

superiority regarding his divinely ordained prophetic skills. 

This leads to the emphasis on Aaror. and his sons being 

divinely ordained above all other Levites to be the High 

Priests. 
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B. Vayiqra Rabbah 11:1-4 

One of the most developed and concise examples of 

the petirah form and therefore a good candidat e for com­

parison with t he pesharirn is found in Vayiqra Rabbah 11:1-4. 

This is a chain of four petirot r e lating to Proverbs 9 :1- 4 

and bised on the pericope text, Leviticus 9:1 , "And it 

came to pass on the e i ghth day that Moses called Aaron and 

his sons ." 

In the opening section, the p r imar y application is 

to the creation of the world and is followed by an inter-

weavi ng of verse segments, interpretations and 9roof texts: 

"Wisdom has built her house" -- This is 
the Holy One, Blessed be He, who created 
the whole world with wisdom, as it is 
written, "The Lord established the earth 
with wisdom" (Prov. 3:19); "She has hewn 
seven pillars"--These are the seven days 
of creation, as it says, "For in six days 
God created" (Ex . 31:17); "She has pre­
par ed her meat" is an allusion to "Let 
the earth bring forth every kind of 
animal" (Gen . 1:24); "She has mixed her 
wine" is an allusion to "Le t the waters 
under the sky be gathered together " 
(Gen . 1:11) ; "She has sen t her young 
ones calling" - -this is Adam and Eve. 
"Up to the highest place i n the city'' - ­
for G:;;:! shook them and called them 
Gods , as it is written, "And you will 
be like Gods" (Gen. 3 : 5) . After all this 
praise (on man) ,--"one who is stupid shall 
turn away p r esently; " they forsook the 
advice of God and followed that of the 
serpent. For this, "She said to the 
heartless ones," "For dust you are and to 
dust you shall return" (Gen . 3:19) . 
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It seems apparent that the compiler of this text took 

Genesis 3:5 totally out of context, ~sociating the line, 

"You shall be as gods," with God ' s praise of Adam and Eve 

and not the deception of the serpent. Although the in­

tention of the interpreter is hard to determine, it seems 

unnecessary to have gone beyond the verse, "She has sent 

h!r young ones calling." In both the next and especially 

the last petirah, the focussed verse stops there, and in 

the last petirah, it l eads back to the pericope text . The 

additional verses and interpretations seem to weaken the 

original interpretation with extraneous data that is 

seemingly superfluous. The petirot of LR 11:1 and 3 may 

represent another tradition which involved Proverbs 9:4 

as well and was incorporated into the chain. This fi rst 

petirah, however, has shown the flexibility seen throughout 

this chain in interpreting the subject of the Proverbs 

message. The fact that the subject of the verses is 

femin i ne does not seem to affect the application to differ­

ent people , places and events. 

The second petirah begins with the p r imary application 

of the Proverbs passage to Gog, Israel ' s g r eat enemy, 

who will be defeated at Armageddon before the coming of the 

Messiah. The phrase "Wisdom has built her house" (Proverbs 

9:1) is understood as r eferring to the Temple wi~h the 
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appropriate proof text drawn from Proverbs 24:3. Con­

sidering the primary application, the reference to the 

Temple must refer to the rabbinic view that it will be 

rebui l t when the MessiaL comes. The second part of 

Proverbs 9:1, "She has hewn seven pillars , " is applied to 

the seven years of Gog. Now the proof te~ts move from 

word for word parallels to thematic connections with the 

application a nd focussed text. R. Jonah, the attributed 

t radent, a fifth generation Palestinian Amora, tells us 

that these are the seven years in which the weapons of Gog 

will be burnt. The proof for this tradition of seven 

years regarding Gog is found in Ezekiel, chapters 38 and 39 . 

In these chapters, Gog is pictured as a foreign king who 

will wage war on Israel. Yet, by the time of R. Jonah, 

Gog is seen as an apocalyptic figure , the final enemy who 

will fight against God 's people seven years before the 

coming o f the Messiah . 

R. Jonah describes these seven years as the seven 

years of the w~dding preliminaries of the righteous in the 

days to come, and after the seven years, those who partook 

of the preliminaries can partake of the wedding feast . The 

symbolism of the wedding feast as referring to the coming 

of the Messiah, when God will be united with the 

Shekhinah, is well known in rabbinic sources and alluded to 
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in the Gospel of Matthew 9:15. The rest of the petirah 

concentrates on thematic connections between Ezekiel's 

prophecy on Gog and Proverbs 9:2- 3: 

"She has oreoared her meat" is an allu­
sion to "You- shall eat the flesh of the 
mighty" (Ezek . 39:18); "She has mixed 
her wine" is ar allusion to "And you 
shall drink th~ blood of the orinces" 
(Ezek . 39 :18 ); "She has prepa~ed her 
table" is an allusion to "And you shall 
be sated at my table with horses and 
drivers" (Ezek. 39 : 20); "She has sent 
her young ones calling" --t his is Ezekiel, 
"And you, son of man, says God , speak to 
111 kinds of birds and animals of the 
field" (Ezek . 39:17). 

We see from this petirah that although the phrase, "She has 

sent her young ones calling," is written in the feminine 

plural, it can be applied to a single male. 

The last petir~h of this chain, LR 11:4, which returns 

us to the pericope text of Lev. 9:1, is one of the most 

developed and yet concise petirot: 

R. Abba bar Kahana Cpetar qerei b') 
interprets the verse (Prov. 9:1-4) to 
apply to the Tent of Meeting: "Wisdom 
has built her house"--this is Bezalel, 
"And I will fill him with the divine 
spirit" (Ex. 31: 3); "She has hewn 
seven pillars,"--these are the seven 
days for consecration, as it is written, 
"You shall not leave the entrance of the 
Tent of Meeting for seven days .•. seven 
days are required for consecration ," 
(Lev. 8:33) "She has prepared her 



meat"--these are the sacrifices ; "She 
has mixed her wine"--these are the l ibation 
offerings; "She has set her table"-- this 
is the arrangement of the bread of display 
(on t~e 'l'able in the Tent of Meeting); 
"She has sent her young ones calling"-­
this is Moses . as it is written , "On the 
eighth day Moses called" (Lev. 9: 1) • 
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This chain of petirot has shown a connection between wisdom 

in Proverbs 9:1 with God's overall plan for the world . In 

addition, we have seen a strong sense of literary freedom 

among the rabbis, particularly in their ability to disregard 

the context of certain verses and the obvious gender identi-

fications in Proverbs 9:1-4 . We have also seen examples of 

both thematic and linguistic connections throughout these 

petirot, with the most obvious linguistic connection co~ing 

with the return to the pericope text in LR 11:4, which would 

not have been as feasible had not the rabbis already shown 

a flexibility in under standing Proverbs 9:1-4. 

c. Comparison between Petirah and Pesher 

~ow that we have seen a well - developed 9etirah with 

all the necessary components, includins focussed text, 

secondary application and transition to a pericope text , we 

are in a nuch better position to compare the petirah form 

with that of a pesher . For the sake of a close com~arison, 

let us compare the above petirah with lQp Hab 12:1-10, which 

reads: 



"For the pillage of Lebanon will overwhelm 
you. A ravager will take livestock by shed­
ding a man's blood runic the pillages of the 
land, the city and all its inhabitants" 
(Hab 2:17). The interpretation of these 
words (P.eshe r hadabar) concerns the Wicked 
Priest who will receive his just reward, 
the same as he gave to the poor. For (ki) 
"Lebanon" applies to (hu) this community 
and the "livestock" applies to (hem) the 
simple ones of Judah, the doers of Torah, 
for he has been condemned by God to be de­
stroyed just as he planned to destroy the 
poor. As he said (ve asher amar), "From 
the blood of the city and the pillages of 
the land" (Hab. 2:17--emended)--the in­
t erpretation (pishro) of the "city " is 
Jerusalem where the Wicked Priest oerforf!led 
acts of abomination and defiled God ' s sanc­
tuary and "the pillages of the land"--
they (hemah) are the cities of Judah where 
he robbed ~~e possessions of the poor. 

74 

Eve n in regards to the source o f the interpretati on, the 

pesher and the petirah clearly differ. For the compiler 

o f the peshe r, the source of the interpretation is God who 

has i mplanted t he interpretation within t he biblical ve rse. 

In this pesher , the interpretation is i mplicit in Habakkuk 

2:17. For the rabbis who compiled the petirah, however, it 

was the tradent who was the source of the interpretation of 

Prove rbs 9:1-4. 

Yet, a simjlarity exists between the pesher and 

petirah r e gard i ng the f orrnulary introduction to the ap~lica-

tion. The terms "oetar oere i " and "pesher hadabar" are 

analogous in func tion, i f not i n language, in that both 

---
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formulae introduce an application upon which the verse is 

interpreted. The application is usually to people or 

places. In our case , the pesher appl ication is to the 

Wic ked Priest , while the peti r ah application is to the 

Tent of Meeting. 

The methou of interpretation employed after the 

appl ication is m~de is also fairly similar. The pesher 

follows the application with an exposition or expansion 

on the application giving it a broader context, which 

helps to connect it with the verse and its secondary ap­

pl ications. Petirah follows the primary application with 

a segment of the focussed text which necessitates a 

secondary interpretation designed to relate to the overall 

application. This secondary interpretation is validated by 

a verse from Torah . While the oesher contains a secondary 

interpretation with thematic and linguistic connections to 

the verse or primary application with the petirot, there 

is no use of Torah verses to validate these secondary in­

terpretations . ~his is not due to an absence of Torah 

from the books at Qurnran, but that the Qumranians held the 

i nterpre tation to be divinely inspired, much like the 

rabbis viewed the Torah. 

In both lQpHab 12:1- 10 and LR 11:4, the focussed verse 

is then s egmented and secondary interpretations are given for 

it . In the pesher , the words "Lebanon" and "livestock" are 
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taken from the verse and applied to the congregation at 

Qumran and the "simple ones of Judah" respectively. These 

secondary interpretations do not r efer to t h e primary appli­

cation , unlike the secondary i nterpretations of the petirah, 

however they do sup~~rt the correlation of the verse to the 

world of the Qurnranians . One may assume that there is a 

considerable amount of "oral tradition '' regarding "the Wicked 

Pr. est ," "the simple ones of Judah " and "the poor " wh ich 

is not spelled out in the pesher , but is implicit in it . 

In t he petirah, all the secondary applications refe r 

to the people of Israel and the actions are directly re­

lated to t he Tent of Meet ing , t he primary appl ication . In 

aadit ion, all of the connections between the focussed verses, 

interpretations and p r oof texts are spel led out very clearly. 

\Then the last of the focussed verse segnents and secondary 

interpretations have been reached, Moses has become the 

subject and is connected t o the verse . "She has sent her 

young ones calling ." The reference to ' calling ' and ils 

application leads us to the pericope text, "And on the 

eighth day Moses called , " at the conclusion of the petirah . 

The pesher turns out to be a composite , like the 

petirah. It r epeats part of t he focussed vers e , but i nverts 

the word order , elirainates the word "adarn" (man) and pro­

vides us with two more secondary interpretations for the 

focus sed verse . 

In contrast to the petirah , however, the pesher does 

not end clearly. I t has no validation of the application, 

nor does it return to the Habakkuk text , but instead 
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concludes with a reference to what the Wicked Priest did to 

the poor. While the rabbis drew upon the whole Tanach tc 

validate their applications, the Qumranians did not use 

Torah texts to s 11ppurt their interpretations. 2 Though 

secondary interpretations and expositions utilizing words 

fron the focussed verses oay have been sufficient proof for 

the Oumranians , it was not adequate for the rabbis who 

shaped the petirah. 

In pesher and petirah , connections are made both 

thematically and linguistically . The thematic connections 

i n pesher are generally based on unfamiliar Qurnran tradi-

tions , while those in the petirah are based on better known 

rabbinic traditions. For example, in the petirah of LR 11:2, 

where Gog was the subject, an obvious thematic connection 

is made between the application of the Proverbs 9:1- 4 text 

to Gog and the passages in Ezekiel 38-39 . However, thenatic 

connections of a different variety are established in the 

pesharim. Note for example lQpHab 10:9: 

"Woe to the one that builds a city with 
blood and sets up an assembly through de­
ceit. It is not from the Lord of Hosts 
that the peoples have laborec for fire 
and the nations have grown weary invain " 
(Hab . 2:12-13). The interpretation of 
this applies to the Preacher of the Lie 
who misled many to build the city of 
his vanity with blood and to set up a 
congregation by falsehood. For the sake 
of its glory, many people labored i n the 
work of his vanity and were filled with 
acts of falsehood, so that their work will 
be in vain . For this they will enter the 

-



judgen1-=nt of fire, since they have reviled 
an insulted the e lect of God. 
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Linguistically , we can see the words from the verse in the 

interpretation, yet we ,'an not comprehend the thematic 

connection between the ve rse and the Preacher of the Lie. 

We co not know nor can we determine accurately what event, 

real or imagined , which involved the Preacher of the Lie, 

is referred to in the pesher. This limitation on our part 

and the lack of secondary development with proof texts on 

the part of the writers of pesher cause it to appear 

unclear and less developed in comparison to petirah . 

We have seen that even a highly developed pesher with 

secondary interpretations and repetition of phrases fro~ the 

focussed verse does not have a clear beginning , middle and 

e nd as we find in the oetirah. There is no sense of devel-

opment with i n the pesher and no conclusive end . !n the 

pesher, all we really have i s a verse that is interpreted, 

which is marginally supported by further interpretations . 

Although there arc many petirot that do not have all the com­

ponents outlined above, 3 ye t the majority of them have a 

clear and consistent direction and they return to the pericope 
.1 

text at the end . · This sense of direction and closure is 

absent from even the most highly developed oesher . 



CH..11.PTER VI 

CONCLUSIONS 
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We have seen that the terms pesher and petar, which 

are found i n the Bible , Dead Sea Scrolls and Rabbinic 

Literature, refer to some sort of interpretation. In the 

Bible, they refer to the i nterpretations of dreams or 

puzzling riddles which are revealed to human beings by God . 

God reveals the secret meaning of the dream or riddle to 

one man and it i: then declared in public. In the Dead Sea 

Scrolls , pesher connotes the same kind of interpretation, but 

instead of a dream or riddle containing the secret meeting, 

it is found in verses from the Bible, particularly those 

f~om Prophets and Psalms. Finally, in certain types of 

midrashim, petar refers to the application of a biblical 

verse to people, places or events. The interpreter, though 

not endowed with secret knowledge by God, as in Qumran and 

Daniel, is aware , however, of a special understanding of the 

verse which he relates to the p ublic through a homily. 

we can compare these last two sources in which oesher 

and petar are used, the Qumran pesharim and the rabbinic 

petirot . Of course, they emanate from different times. 

One form, the pesh~r at Qumran, was written by a secluded 

sect in the Judean desert during the years after the 

Maccabean revolt and before the destruction of Jerusalem 

by the Romans. The other, the petirah, was complied by 

Palestinian Amoraim toward the end of the Amoraic period 

-
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(4 - 6th century CE). However, we have seen a similarity 

in the nature of the application of the biblical verses 

and in the techniques of interpretation in the two forms . 

In both , the application of the verse is usually to people , 

places or times, and is introduced b y set formulae which 

are analogous. The exegetic techniques that these forms 

share include plays on words as '~11 as the use of secondary 

interpretations and applications. Yet , not ~ithstanding 

these similarities, we have seen several marked di~ferences 

be tween the pesher and the peti rah. One difference is the 

lack of proof texts for the interpretations in the pesher. 

Another is the attribution of the petirah interpretation 

to the rabbi , while the pesher interpretation is attributed 

to God . There is also a lack of direction and closure in 

the pesher, in contrast to the petirah wh i ch flows directly 

to the pe r icope text. 

Since their methods of interpretation are so different, 

a close relationship between these two forms is not clearly 

discernible . Yet , in order to determine if a close rela­

t ionship exists between the pesher and petirah, one develop­

i ng out of the other, one would have to examine more 

critically Tannaitic uses of biblical texts being applied 

to certain people or events and the use o : biblical texts 

in the original Greek version of the New Testament. While 

....... 
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a developmental relationship can not be clearly shown at 

this time, the similarity between the pesher and the 

petirah, particularly regarding the opening formula and 

application, must indicate a relationship greater than 

mere coincidence. 

The comparison made between examples of pesher and 

petirah, as w~ll as my analysis of numerous petirot, have 

led me to another conclusion regarding the nature of the 

rabbinic petirah form. The formulaic trademark of the 

petirot, the petar qerei, seems appended in ~any cases to 

earlier midrashim as a form of introductory headline and 

does not indicate a unique form of biblical interpretation . 

Most of the petirot are really composite oetibtot with 

petar qerei tacked on at the outset. Almost all of the 

basic components and key terms of the petirah cited above 

are identical to the components and key terms in the classic 

. "b 1 composite peti ta. In addition, several oetirot do not 

even fol low the classic petibta model, but still open with 

"petar qerei ." For example, in LR 23 :3, petar qerei is the 

heading for a mashal larnelekh (king parable) attributed to 

R. Judah bar Simon, a fourth generation Palestinian Amora. 

Similarly, most of the petirot in LR 16 : 5 and LR 23: 1, 2, 

and 4 do not conform to the petirah model. I would speculate 

that the petar qerei formula was simply added later by the 

-
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redactor of the homily as a form of introductory heading. 

If this view is correct, we must attempt to explain 

why the redactors used oetar oerei as the formulaic heading. 

It would seem that there are several possible explanations 

for this development. 

One possible explanation is that petar qerei was a 

widely known formula among the Palestinian academies, 

though it was little used until the fourth century c~. This 

seems highly unlikely, since formulae such as petar qerei, 

if they were widespread, woul d have been included in Tannaitic 

sources as well as in the Palestinian Talmud. 

Another possibility is that the term pesher milta 

of Daniel or pesher hadabar of Qumran was borrowed directly 

and transformed into a more acceptable and contemporary 

Aramaic formulation. This explanation is problematic as 

well, since there is no proof that the Rabbis had access to 

the Dead Sea Scrolls or that they consciousl y copied the 

form in Daniel. 

A better explanation for the development of this 

particular form and its usage centers on the crystallization 

over time of the term petar as the Palestinian ~ramaic 

equivalent for the Hebrew pesher. Petar oerei, therefore, 

became analogous to pesher hadabar and /or oesher milta with 

which the rabbinic community of Palestine might have been 



84 

familiar . In addition , since the Jewish community was 

heavily persecuted by Byzantine authorities and this might 

have given rise to ~essianic and apocalyptic speculation, 2 

midrashic redactors, bJ using the petar qerei formula, might 

have attempted to allude to the eschatology at Qumran and in 

Dar>iel. l·1hile it was not uncommon among Tannaim and 

Amora im to interpret biblical verses and apply them to certain 

people,
3 

the use of the form~la petar qerei , as an editorial 

term to introduce such an interpretation and application, 

clued the reader or listener into possible apocalyptic and 

messianic connotations. 

Finally, we should add that a thorough analysis of 

literary forms used by the surrounding cultures at that time 

~ight give us added insight into the reasons for the appear­

ance of t he petirah form in rabbinic rnidrashim . Though it 

is not a totally new form of midrashic interpretation, the 

use of the petar qerei application might reflect foreign 

influences on the rabbis. This comparison, however , is one 

of the things that remains to be done which would buttress 

further the woLk of this thesis. 
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APPENDIX A 

Sources for Petirah 

Bereshit Rabbah - 99:1 . 

Vayiqra Rabbah - 4:1, 6 : 4, 6 : 5, 10 : 1-3, 11 : 1- 4 , 16:5, 
19:2-4 , 21 : 1-4, 23 : 1-5 , 30:3 , 32:8 . 

Pesiqta de- Rav Kahanna - pisqa 4 (Para~) 

Shir Kashirim Rabbah - 2:2 , 2:14. 

Qohe let Rabbah - 4:1, 5:5, 12:8. 

Numbers Rabbah - 9:33, 19 : 2 . 
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APPENDIX B 

Cited Tradents 

R. Abba bar l(ahanna - 4th generation Amora 

R. Abbahu - 3rd generation Palestinian Aiilora 

R. Akiva - 3rd generation Tanna 

R. Al exancer 2nd generation Palestinian Amora 

R. Azariah - 5th generation Palestinian Amora 

R. Benjanin - 4th generation Palestinian A.tlora 

R. Berachiah - 5th generation Palestinian Amora 

R. :Cliezer bar Kappara - 5th generation Tanna - teacher 
of Joshua b . Levi 

R. Haninah of Sepphoris - 5th generation Palestinian 
Amor ah 

R. Isaac - 3rd generation Palestinian Amora 

R. Jeremiah - 4th generation Palestinian Amora 

R. Jonah - 5th generation Palestinian Arnora 

R. Jose bar Hanina - 2nd generation Palestinian Amora 

R. Jose the Galileean - 3rd generation Tanna 

R. Joshca b. Levi - 1st generation Palestinian Aroora 

R. Judah bar Simon - 4th generation Palestinian l\rnora 

R. Mani - 5th generation Palestinian Ar.Iara 

R. Pini1as - 5th generation Palestinian Amora 

R. Tanhurr.a - 5th generation Palestinian Arnora 

R. Yudan - 5th generation Palestinian Amora 
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3. Ibid. , p. 235. 

4. Ibid, p . 236. 

5 . B. Grossfeld , "Bible : Translations , the 
Targumim ," Encyclopedia Judaica (Jerusalem, 1972) 
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6 . See, in this regard, Daniel 2:16-20. 
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7. In contrast to Paul , the Teacher of Righteous­
ness at Qwnran, while bl'?ing the teacher and often the 
subject of the pesharim, never claimed to "fulfill " 
the text . See W. LaSor, The Dead Sea Scrolls and the 
New Testament (Grand Rapids, Michigan, 1972), p. 120. 

8 . The Jerusalem Bible translation renders 
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9. A term commonly used in the petirot to present 
the s ituational context of the application, if its not 
inherent in the application, is besha'ab she (at the 
time that) or in o ther words, "when." 

10. J. Heinemann, "The Froem in the Aggadic 
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1 . See Exodus 24 :14 in this regard. 
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