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CHAPTER FIVE: THE RECHABITES IN JE\VISH TRADITION TO THE TIP'IE 

OF RABBI DAVID KIMHI 

Part One of this thesis was concerned with discover-

ing the historical Rechabites, by means of a careful reading 

of the relevant biblical texts, coupled with some insights 

drawn from the Social Sciences. A full picture of the sect 

of the Rechabites, which flourished in Israel in the period 

c.825-c.500 BCE, has now been drawn. The purpose of this 

second part of the study is to explore the various ways in 

which the· biblical texts that refer, or were thought to 

refer, to the Rechabites, primarily Jeremiah 35 and 1 Chron-

icles 2:55, were used in the writings of Early Judaism. 

Jacob Neusner has divided the literature of Early 

Judaism into four categories: the literature from Qumran; 

the Apocryphal and Pseudepigraphical writings; the pharis-

aic or rabbinic writings; and the documents of the New 

1 Testament and the Early Church. This seems to be the most 

convenient way of classifying the material, and it is 

adopted here. In practice, this means that there are three 

main sections in this chapter, a short one dealing with the 

Qumran literature, a long one dealing with the various rabb-

inic texts, arid then a third, again relatively short, one, 

dealing with the single relevant Pseudepigraphon. There is 

no section dealing with the Christian references, because 

the New Testament makes no mention whatsoever of the Rechab-

ites, and the few references to them to be found in the 

patristic writings are best considered in connection with the 



other traditions, rather than as a separate corpus of 

material. 

s 

It should be re-emphasised that we are here dealing 

with tradition, not with history. There is no evidence to 

support the claim that the historical Rechabites, mentioned 

in the Hebrew Bible, survived any much longer than the end 

of the sixth century BCE. That the biblical texts referring 

to the Rechabites were appropriated by other groups within 

Early Judaism seems unmistakeable, however, and it is the 

way that those texts were appropriated that is the concern of 

this chapter ,and part of the present study. 

5.1: THE RECHABITES, THE ESSENES AND THE QUtffiAN CO~~illNITY 

It h2s occasionally been proposed, most notably 

by Matthew Black, that the Essenes/Qumran Community
2 

were the 

descendents of the Rechabites. It should be admitted that 

this proposal has received little attention from scholars, 

but it does need to be investigated and analysed. The pur-

pose of this section, therefore, is to examine the material 

concerning the Essenes in Philo and Josephus, in the Qumran 

literature and in the Damascus Document, 3 in order to ascer-

tain whether there are indeed any links between the two 

groups and, if so, of what sort. 

Matthew Black's theory, first proposed in 1961 

and restated in 1965, 4 was that the Essenes developed out 

of the Hasid movement which emerged in Judaism at the time 
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of the Seleucid persecutions. The Hasidim, however, did not 

represent a complete innovation in the history of Israel. 

Rather, 

the basic elements in Hasidic Judaism 

which eventually crystallized into the 

sect or order of Essenes go very far 

back into Israel's religious past. I 

refer to their asceticism, which is 

undoubtedly to be traced to an ultimate 

origin in the ancient tribal asceticism, 

in particular that of the Rechabites or 

K 
. 5 en1tes. 

For Black, this "ancient tribal asceticism" stems ultimately 

from the desert origins of Yahwism, the Rechabites and the 

Kenites representing "reactionary revivals of 'old nomad 

tribal customs'". 6 

It is immediately apparent that, whatever his be-

liefs about the Essenes are, Black's opinions about the 

Rechabites rest on assumptions that have now been shown to be 

either unwarranted, or else highly questionable: the link 

between the Kenites and the Rechabites; the 'Nomadic Ideal' 

in Ancient Israel; the Rechabites being nomads; the Rechab-

ites being ascetics, with customs which were representative 

of a revival of ancient customs and practices. All these 

assumptions have been challenged in the course of this study. 

As it stands, Black's theory is untenable, because its 

characterisation of the Rechabites is inaccurate. 

It may, nevertheless, still be possible to find 

links between the Rechabites and the Essenes, but a method 



different from that proposed by Black is required. What is 

needed is a recalling of the distinctive Rechabite practices, 

and then an examination of the literature by and about the 

Essenes for possible parallels. 

At the start of this exercise it should be stated 

quite clearly that none of the Dead Sea Scrolls so far pub­

lished makes any reference to the Rechabites. Neither do the 

references in Philo and Josephus. Admittedly, Josephus makes 

mention of the ancient origins of the Essenes, as he does of 

the ancient origins of the Pharisees and Sadducees, but that 

is by no means equivalent to saying that they developed from 

the Rechabites. In his analysis of CD, Philip Davies argues 

that it reflects an origin for the pre-Qumran Essenes in the 

Babylonian Exile
7 - surely an 'ancient origin' from Josephus' 

point of view! 

This lack of explicit mention of the Rechabites in 

the Qumran Scrolls and in the Greek authorities should immed­

iately make us wary of asserting that the Rechabites were 

some sort of proto-Essene group, or that the Essenes used 

the biblical texts about the Rechabites as part of their own 

self-understanding. This caution is further borne out by a 

comparison of the practices of the Rechabites and those of the 

Essenes. 

The Rechabites were clearly married, and produced 

offspring within their community, as Jer. 35:6,8 demonstrate. 

The evidence of the Dead Sea Scrolls and of the Greek writers 

7 



on the Essenes is not unambiguous on this subject, however. 

1QSa and 1QM certainly imply married sectaries, and the 

community reflected by CD is also a married one, but 1QS is 

completely silent on the matter, and may reflect a celibate, 

male community. Josephus is of the opinion that there were 

8 

two orders of Essenes, one of which was celibate, the other 

of which practiSed marriage, but for the sole purpose of 

procreation. 8 There is no evidence that the Rechabites married 

solely to maintain their race. Philo also thinks that the 

Essenes were celibate. 9 

The Rechabites were commanded by Jonadab to live in 

tents. While it seems that all the buildings at Qumran were 

intended for communal use, and that the members of the comm­

unity there lived in caves, tents, huts or other temporary 

structures, the term b~~. 'tent', appears but rarely in 

the Scrolls, and when it does, it apparently does not refer 

to the dwelling places of the Essenes. The term ,7Jnn, 

'camp', is, however, fairly frequent as a designation of 

the community, so if a n:1nn was made up of tents, then 

its occurrence could be an indication that a tent-dwelling 

community was meant. It is, however, by no means certain 

that nJnn in the Dead Sea Scrolls implies tents. Helfmeyer 

argues that 11Jn1? in the Scrolls denotes "'communities' or 

'separa~e settlements' with their own specific rules'', and 

not 'collections of tents' . 10 Num. 13:19 presents a biblical 

usage of i1Jn)? in the sense of 'unfortified towns' . CD speaks 

off:l"'''l:i, 'cities', and.n-~. 'house', as well as r1Jnn, 

so it seems unlikely that the Essenes had a 'tent ideology' 



like the Rechabites. There is nothing in Philo or Josephus 

to contradict this conclusion. 

It is interesting to note that Abbot Nilus of 

Ancyra does seem to connect the Rechabites with the Essenes, 

on the basis of a common tent-residency and wine-avoidance, 

when he writes, 

Moreover, a group of Jews honoured this 

kind of life; they are the descendents of 

Jonadab. They approve of all who wish to 

live thus, and they introduce them to this 

polity, living in tents forever, abstain­

ing from wine and delicate food, leading a 

frugal life ... They therefore take special 

care of their moral conduct, remaining 

constant in contemplation to a very great 

extent, whence they are called Iessaioi 

( '!t65'o(l.O <..), this name indicating that 

they are skilled in words, 11 

9 

but whether this monk, Hho died c.430 CE, had access to any 

firm historical data is doubtful. More probably, he had 

access to much the same material as He do (though not the 

Dead Sea Scrolls) and concluded that, as the Rechabites and 

the Essenes both represented Jewish ascetical groups, they 

had to be connected Hith each other, and wrote his treatise 

on the origins of Christian monasticism accordingly.
12 

The Rechabites Here also prohibited the sowing of 

seed and the planting of vineyard, ie. they were non-

agricultural. Philo says that some of the Essenes labour on 

the land (.iJ\1 o~ 1"-tl/ "f£1 .• J7rol/ouv-rrs ) , 13 CD XIII 10 mentions 

threshing-floor and wine-vat ( l.s1~Y.'I IJ1l:A>71), and 1QS 



gives no indication that the community at Qumran did not 

practi$e agriculture so, once again, the practices of the 

Rechabites and the practices of the Essenes are different. 

The same appears to be the case with wine. The 

Rechabites Here commanded not to drink 1"'"", most probably 

'all intoxicants'. The term lA~ is very uncommon in the 

Scrolls. For instance, in CD it is only used in the quot-

ation of Deut. 32:33 and its explanation, VIII 9-lO=XIX 22-

23, which is related to the 'rebels', and so is not really 

14 a reference to literal \vine to be drunk at all. Vli""J\., 

'must', is, however, common in the Scrolls other than CD. 

\vhether ~!I"JT represents fermented or unfermented juice of 

10 

the grape in the Essene writings is still a matter for schol-

arly debate, but the general conSensus seems to be that it 

d ~ d 1. . d 15 enotes an unrermente lQUl . If the Qumran community \vas 

abstinent, then it can be explained as stemming from their 

evident self-conception as a priestly community, and need 

not be related in any Hav to the Rechabites. Philo's account 

of the Therapeutae of Egypt, who may have been related to the 

Essenes, speaks of their avoidance of Hine, and explicitly 

1 . . h d 16 re ates lt to prlest oo . 17 Despite Jerome's statement, 

it is not entirely clear whether Josephus intends to say that 

the Essenes abstained from meat and wine.
18 

The Rechabites and the Essenes also seem to stand 

at variance with each other in their attitudes to the Land, 

ylN;7/i7/?"TNI1. The Rechabites lived in it, Jer. 35:7,11, 

and not in the desert. 1QS VIII 13f, IX 20, lQl"l I 2f, 
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4QpPs37 II 1, however, all indicate that the Qumran comm-

unity deliberately chose to live in the desert, and 1QH IV 8 

and VIII 4 may also indicate this. I :J . ."T n, I desert I ' is' 

however, virtually absent from CD, being found only in III 7, 

which refers to the Israelites in the wilderness of Sinai. 

While Pliny speaks of the Essene encampment by the shores of 

19 the Dead Sea, Philo speaks of them being resident in vill-

ages, but not in the desert, 20 and Josephus says that they 

21 settle in large numbers in every town. 

The purpose of the Rechabite practices was, ace-

ording to Jer. 35:7, to secure long life in the land where 

the Rechabites were sojourners (~";?.). hlords associated with . .,. 
r il'?. are, hmvever, not common in the Scrolls. The stem 

is used in 'sojourning in the land of Damascus' in CD VI 5, 

cf. IV 6. There are two uses of the verb in 1QH, 22 but 

neither are very helpful. The noun l~ appears once in 4QF1 

and three times in CD, 23 where it denotes the 'alien' or 

the 'convert' - none of which provides much of a parallel with 

the Rechabites. 

It is clear that the material dealing directly 

with the Qumran community, ie. the Dead Sea Scrolls other 

than CD, offers little in the way of possible parallels to 

the Rechabites. It might have been thought that the non-

Qumran material, CD and the accounts in Philo and Josephus, 

would have been more fruitful, especially if Davies is 

correct in concluding that the original community represented 

b CD d h E '1 24 y came into existence uring t e Xl e, but this is 
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not the case. By isolating the distinctive features of Rech-

abite practice, marriage, tent-residence, non-agricultural-

ism, wine-avoidance and living in the Land as 'sojourners', 

and by comparing them in turn with the variegated material we 

have concerning the Essenes, the initial caution, voiced 

because of the lack of occurrences of 'Rechabites' in the 

Qumran literature, is further strengthened. Not one of the 

Rechabite practices is unambiguously found in the literature 

concerning the Essenes. In particular, evidence for Essene 

tent-residency and agriculture-avoidance is non-existent. 

Rather, there is evidence to the contrary. The Essenes were 

not influenced by the Rechabites or by the biblical texts 

dealing with the Recha~ites. 

Some scholars, such as Schoeps and Kohler, have 

attempted to find a connection between the Rechabites and the 

Essenes on the basis of the rabbinic literature. 25 Both 

these scholars, however, were writing before the impact 

of the discovery of the Dead Sea Scrolls was fully realised, 

so their information about the Essenes was severely limited. 

Th bb . . f h R h b. 26 . e ra 1n1c re erences to t e ec a 1tes rema1n, however, 

and a number of them stand markedly at variance with the bib-

lical data about them, yet at the same time seemingly very 

close to what we know about the Essenes. Hence, the views 

of Schoeps and Kohler are understandable, but it has been 

shown that a direct connection between the Rechabites and the 

Essenes is unlikely. Another possibility is that some of 

the rabbinic texts which mention the Rechabites are, in fact, 

alluding to the Essenes, but the following section of this 

study, which will be devoted to an examination of those 
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rabbinic references, will show that this is also unlikely. 

5.2: THE RABBINIC REFERENCES TO THE RECHABITES 

The term 'rabbinic' is usually applied to those 

works which are thought to have derived from the Rabbinical 

Schools which flourished in both Palestine and Babylon in the 

period following the destruction of the Temple in 70 CE. 

Scholars commonly close this period with the Yalkutim, the 

mediaeval rabbinic anthologies, which date from the period 

c.l200-c.l550 CE. Within this period, the following, 

roughly chronological, divisions of the vast corpus of mater-

ial are generally identified: Mishnah and Talmud; Tannaitic 

Midrashim; Midrash Rabbah; Homiletic Midrashim and the Yal-

kutim. Although Peter SchMfer has recently demonstrated the 

problems with studying rabbinic literature in general, and 

d • h • r • • • 1 27 atlng t e varlous parts or lt ln partlcu ar, this tract-

itional order will be followed in the ensuing investigation 

of the rabbinic traditions about the Rechabites, and an 

attempt will be made, not only to analyze, but also to date 

those traditions. In doing this, it is recognised that, 

compared with biblical studies, rabbinic/Second Temple studies 

are still very much in their infancy, as SchMfer, Grabbe 

and particularly Neusner have shown, 28 and that therefore 

much of what is argued here must be tentative, and open to 

revision as the study of rabbinics progresses. Despite its 

tentativeness, the present study is nevertheless of value, 

as it represents the first attempt to gather together in one 

place for study all the references to the Rechabites in the 
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rabbinic literature, which should present a reasonably clear 

picture of the various Jewish interpretations of our group in 

the period from the Mishnah to the Yalkutim, even if the pre-

cise dates of those various interpretations remain elusive. 

In locating the references to the Rechabites in 

the rabbinic literature, two works proved invaluable, 

A. Hyman's i111"0)?r"lt ;i:J../S\.),1 r1l!J1.29 and L. Ginzberg's Legends 

of the Jews. 30 Virtually all the references to the Rechabites 

or citations of scriptural texts concerning them mentioned in 

31 these two works are investigated here. Other than those to 

the specific chapters in the Hebrew Bible where the Rechabites 

appear, or were thought to appear, the Targumim have proved 

to be singularly devoid of references to the Rechabites. In 

the Tannaitic Midrashim, references to the Rechabites are 

found in the commentaries on Exodus 18:27, Numbers 10:29-32, 

24:21-23, Deuteronomy 12:5, 33:12. The Onkelos, Neofiti, 

Pseudo-Jonathan and Fragment Targumim to all these verses 

were consulted, but they were either not extant, or else 

did not mention the Rechabites, and so form no part of this 

enquiry. 

Within the rabbinic texts, the same, or very 

similar, traditions often appear more than once. When this 

occurs, the tradition is analysed only when it first appears 

in the present study. In the other instances, cross-refer-

ence is made back to it, thus avoiding unnecessary repetit-

ion. 
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Although the rabbinic era is generally closed with 

the Yalkutim, this survey is concluded by a consideration of 

two Jewish mediaeval commentators, Rashi and David Kimhi 

(Radak), who were roughly contemporary with the Yalkut 

Shimconi, but who in many ways mark the beginning of a new 

era of scriptural interpretation. 

Mishnah and Talmud 

There is but one reference to the Rechabites in 

the Mishnah. It is found in the list of families that 

brought the wood-offering to the Second Temple, Tacanith 

4:5: 

The Wood-offering of the Priests and the 

people was brought nine times [in the year]: 

on the 1st of Nisan, by the family of Arah 

of the tribe of Judah; on the 20th of Tammuz 

by the family of David of the tribe of Judah; 

on the 5th of Ab, by the family of Parosh of 

the tribe of Judah; on the 7th of the self­

same month by the family of Jonadab the son 

of Rechab; on the lOth, by the family of 

Senaah of the tribe of Benjamin; on the 15th, 

by the family of Zattu of the tribe of Judah 

together with the Priests and Levites and all 

whose tribal descent was in doubt, and the 

family of the pestle-smugglers and the family 

of the fig-pressers. On the 20th of the same 

month [it was brought] by the family of Pahath 

Moab of the tribe of Judah; on the 20th of 

Elul, by the family of Adin of the tribe of 

Judah; on the 1st of Tebet no Maamad assem­

bled at all since on that day there was 

appointed the Hallel, an additional offering 
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d d ff . 32 an a woo o er1ng. 

While both the Bavli and the Yerushalmi quote this 

Mishnah, their Gemara to it do not address themselves to the 

appearance of the family of Jonadab the son of Rechab among 

those who supplied the wood-offering for the Temple, ins­

tituted by Nehemiah. 33 

In the Mekhiltas, there appears a story about the 

'water-drinking sacrificers'. It seems that the analysis of 

this story affects the understanding of the tradition found 

in the Mishnah, so analysis of this Mishnah text will be 

found along with that of the 'water-drinking sacrificers' 

story on pages 72-73. 

There are a number of references to the Rechabites 

to be found in the Bavli. It will be convenient to start with 

the citation of 1 Chron. 2:55 in bSotah 11a, for it will be-

come clear, as this study progresses, that the Rabbis regard-

ed this scriptural verse as referring to the Rechabites. 

The relevant paragraph of the Talmud passage reads: 

R. ~iyya b. Abba said in the name of Rabbi 

Simai, There were three in that plan, viz. 

Balaam, Job and Jethro. Balaam who devised 

it was slain; Job who silently acquiesced was 

afflicted with sufferings; Jethro, who fled, 

merited that his descend~nts should sit in the 

Chamber of Hewn Stone, as it is said: And the 

families of the scribes which dwelt at Jabez; 

the Tirathites, the Shimeathites, the Sucath-



ites. These are the Kenites that came of 

Hammath, the father .2.f the House of Rechab; 

and as it is written, And the children of 
---- 34 

the Kenite, Noses' father-in-law, etc. 

17 

The plan in which Balaam, Job and Jethro were supp-

osed to have been involved was Pharaoh's plan to destroy 

Israel by drowning all the new-born male Israelites, as re-

counted in Exodus 1:15-16. The story is repeated in bSanhed­

rin 106a and in Exodus Rabbah 1:9, 35 where R. ~iyya is said 

to have spoken in the name of R. Simon, rather than in the 

name of R. Simai. Both ~iyya and Simai are traditionally· 

held to be of the sixth generation of Tannaim, ie. to have 

flourished in the period 200-220 CE although, of course, 

the fact that a saying is ascribed to a particular Rabbi is 

no guarantee that he actually said it, or that it origin-

ated with him. 

The tradition that, because of Jethro's activities, 

his descendents, the Kenites, were worthy to sit in the 

Chamber of He'.m Stone, Hebrew J(A'J'::\,7 1(:;0 ~. is found else-

where also, but with different reasons. In bSanhedrin 103b-

104a, which is cited in Yalkut Shimconi to the Prophets 130, 

36 R. Johanan, usually thought to be a first generation 

Palestinian Amora, is quoted as saying, 

As a reward for [Jethro's saying] 'Call 

him, that he may eat bread', his des­

cendents were privileged to sit in the 

Hall of Hewn Stone [as scribes], as it 

is written, And the family of the scribes 

which dwell at Jabez, the Tirathites, the 



Shimeathites and Sucathites. These are the 

Kenites that came of Hemath, the father of 

the House of Rechab, whilst elsewhere it is 

written, And the children of the Kenite, 

Moses' father-in-law, went up out of the 

city of palm trees with the children of 

Judah into the wilderness of Judah, which 

lieth in the south of Arad, and they Hent 

and dwelt among the people. 

The idea that Jethro's Herds to his daughters in Exod. 2:20, 

'Call him, that he may eat bread', occasioned his descend-

Allts' re\vard of places in the Chamber of HeHn Stone is also 

found in Tanhumah Jethro 4: 

As a reHard for 'Call him, that he may eat 

bread', and it Has said of Moses, 'because 

I dreH him out of the water', the descendents 

of Jethro Here worthy to sit in the Chamber of 

He\m Stone. 37 

Yet another reason for this reHard is found in one 

of the supplementary passages in the Pesikta de Rab Kahana, 

viz. Piska 3d, which reads, 

As soon as Jethro heard of all the miracles 

which the Holy One Hrought against Egypt and 

Amalek, he came at once and was converted. 

When thou smitest a scorner the simple Hill 

become prudent (Prov. 19:25). What Has Jethro's 

reward? His descendents had the privilege of 

sitting as judges in the Chamber of Hewn Stones 

and t"o be reckoned as part of Israel; thus it 

was said, Thev who sat before Jabez: the 

Tireathites, the Shimeathites, the Sucathites. 

These are the Kenites, etc. (1 Chron. 2:55) 38 

18 
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There are, then, three different explanations to 

be found in the rabbinic sources as to why Jethro's descend­

ents, the Kenites, were privileged to sit in the Chamber 

of Hewn Stone - because Jethro fled from Pharaoh's plan to 

destroy Israel; because he showed kindness to Moses in the 

wilderness; and because he repented at the sight of all the 

miracles which God wrought on Israel's behalf. The fact that 

the phraseology of the saying, 'His descendents were priv­

ileged to sit in the Chamber of He\vn Stone' , ie. I" J :1.... 1.)} 

Jt'i.li1 rrJ0~J. IJ.Il.J"'U, or something very similar indeed, is 

common to all three of these explanations strongly suggests 

that the tradition that Jethro's sons sat in the Chamber of 

Hewn Stone predates all the explanations of why they were 

worthy to be there. 

The Chamber of Hewn Stone, in which Jethro's 

descendents were worthy to sit, was, according to bSanhed­

rin 4la, the room in the Temple court Hhich Has used by the 

Sanhedrin up until forty years prior to the destruction of 

the Temple, ie. until 30 CE, cf. bRash Hashanah 3la. 'To 

sit in the Chamber of HeHn Stone' means 'to sit in the San­

hedrin', prior to 30 CE. Thus, the tradition is claiming 

that the Kenites Here members of the Sanhedrin in the decades 

around the turn of the era. 

The Kenites Here not the only descendents of Jethro 

in the rabbinic traditions. It was said earlier that the 

Rabbis regarded 1 Chronicles 2:55 as referring to the Rech-
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abites. As well as using this verse of scripture as a proof-

text for the claim that Jethro merited that his descend~ts 

should sit in the Chamber of Hewn Stone, the Rabbis also 

advanced it as a 'proof' that the Rechabites were identical 

with the Kenites. Thus, the Mekhilta of Rabbi Ishmael to 

Exodus 18:27, 39 Sifre Numbers 78, 40 and Yalkut Shimconi to 

the Prophets 38 all have the saying, 

And whence do we learn that the sons of 

Jonadab [ ie. the Rechabites] \vere from the 

descendents of Jethro? As it is said, These 

are the Kenites who came from Hammath, the 

father of the House of Rechab. 

The discussion of Exod. 18:27 in the Mekhilta of Rabbi Simeon 

bar Yohai also has a long passage about the Rechabites. In 

the course of it, the following question and answer are 

found: 

And who are these people? These are the 

Kenites who came from Hammath, father of the 

House of Rechab. And scripture says, And 

the sons of the Kenite, the father-in-law of 

Moses, went up from the City of Palm Trees. 

You should understand that the House of Rechab 

is from Jethro. 41 

The only piece of 'evidence' to be advanced in the rabbinic 

literature for the identification of the Kenites and the 

42 Rechabites is 1 Chron. 2:55 and, as will be shown below, 

there are even places where it is presumed before it is ex-

plicitly stated. The connection between the Kenites and the 

Rechabites is never denied in the rabbinic sources. The 

closest that anyone comes to such a denial is in the commen-

tary on 1 Chron. 2:55 ascribed to Rashi, which reads: 



These were the Keni tes - and where \vas their 

place? Were they not inhabitants of Kain? 

There was their place, as it is written, 

'Kain, Gibeah and Timnah' (Joshua 15:57). 

~.Jho came from Hammath the father of the House 

of Rechab - because they went forth from Hammath, 

for he was of the House of Rechab, and dwelt 

in Kain. 

In his commentary on Jeremiah 35, however, Rashi quite 

explicitly states that the Rechabites were of the sons of 
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Jethro. Whatever the historical truth of the matter, and it 

will be recalled that this study has concluded that 1 Chron. 

43 2:55 does not mention the Rechabites at all, the Kenites 

and the Rechabites are inextricably linked in rabbinic trad-

ition. 

And just as there are rabbinic traditions about the 

Kenites sitting in the Sanhedrin, so there are rabbinic 

traditions about the Rechabites sitting in the Sanhedrin. 

Jeremiah 35:7 terms the Rechabi tes b"'1?., 'sojourners'. By 
• -r 

the rabbinic period, however, 'z:1 "' 1 :A and )J., 1 ,._ had come to 
' -r ' .. 

mean rather 'proselytes'. Thus, in Sifre Numbers 78, Rabbi 

Joshua says of the Rechabites, 

Is it the case that proselytes enter the Temple? 

- do not all Israel not enter the Temple? -

rather they were sitting in the Sanhedrin and 

teaching words of Torah. 

Yalkut Shimconi to the Prophets 38 and 323 ascribe this saying 

to Rabbi Jonathan, rather than to Rabbi Joshua. Joshua is 

thought to have lived around the time of the Fall of the 

Temple and just after.Jonathan is held to have been a fourth 

generation Tanna, and so to have flourished around the middle 



22 

of the second century CE, and to have been of the school of 
I 

Rabbi Ishmael. 

The same idea, of the Rechabites sitting in the 

Sanhedrin, is found also in the Mekhilta of Rabbi Simeon to 

Exodus 18:27, and Sifre Zutta to Numbers 10:29, 44 although 

-
in both cases it is expressed in a way different from that in 

the passage in Sifre Numbers. The Mekhilta passage reads: 

Rabbi Simeon said: Was not the High Priest­

hood already cut off? What do I then under­

stand by 'There will not be cut off a man to 

Jonadab'if not that those who sit in the 

Sanhedrin will not be separated from him 

forever? 

And the one from Sifre Zutta: 

So, just as he acted out of love, so God 

gave back to him out of love, for thus God 

says to Jeremiah, !There will not be cut 

off a man to Jonadao the son of Rechab stand­

ing before me forever', so that there should 

not be separated from him dwellers of the 

Sanhedrin forever. 

These two quotes provide us with an important clue 

towards understanding the origin of the traditions currently 

under consideration. They represent attempts to explain the 

true meaning of the Promise to the Rechabites, found in 

scripture at Jer. 35:19, 'There will not be cut off a man 

to Jonadab the son of Rechab standing before me forever'. 

'Standing before Yahweh', i71r1" "'J~? {p::i, which, as has 

45 been shown, is found fairly frequently in the Hebrew Bible, 
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was understood by the Rabbis to denote primarily Temple Ser-

vice and, indeed, there are various traditions, both Jewish 

and Christian, that the Rechabites became priests. Thus, 

Sifre Numbers 78, again followed by Yalkut Shimconi to the 

Prophets 38 and 323, recounts an alternative view to the one 

that the Rechabites became members of the Sanhedrin: 

And others say that their daughters married 

priests and that their sons' sons offered 

sacrifice upon the altar. 

In the Hebrew Bible, only those who were able to trace their 

ancestry back to Aaron were eligible to become priests, so 

the only way that the Rabbis could explain their belief that 

the Rechabites, who were not only non-Aaronic but also, 

in their view, non-Israelite, became priests was by posit-

ing that there was intermarriage between the House of the 

Rechabites and the line of Aaron. 

The Targum to Jer. 35:19 also seems to show an 

awareness of the tradition that the Rechabites became priests. 

It renders the Promise to the Rechabites as, 'There will not 

cease a man to Jonadab son of Rechab ministering before me 

forever' . The Aramaic verb rendered 'minister' is 'lJ"f)V, 

which is regularly used of priestly service in the Targumim. 

The Church Historian Eusebius also knows of this 

tradition. In his Ecclesiastical History II.23.16-17, his 

account of the martyrdom of James the Just, we read: 

And while they were stoning him, one of the 

priests of the sons of Rechab, the son of 

Rachabim, who had witness borne to them by 



Jeremiah the prophet, cried aloud sayirrg, 

'Cease ye; what do ye? The just one is 
46 praying on your behalf'. 

This passage is apparently drawn from Hegesippus' 
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fifth Memoir, but although Hegesippus is to be dated to the 

mid-second century CE, it is by no means certain that the 

tradition that a Rechabite priest inte~ceded for James can be 

dated this early. It may have originated with Eusebius him-

self, who lived between c.263 and c.339 CE, for in the other 

witness to the martyrdom of James, ie. Epiphanius' Panarion 

78:14, this intercession is made by James' cousin and succ-

essor, Simeon son of Clopas. Like Eusebius, Epiphanius also 

drew on the work of Hegesippus, and H.J. Lawlor has argued 

that "Epiphanius had access to a better text of Hegesippus 

than Eusebius". 47 If this is indeed the case, and it is 

disputed, 48 notably by Hans von Campenhausen, Epiphanius 

is more likely to have preserved the original text of Hege-

sippus in the account of James' death. Given thaL it is thus 

uncertain whether the tradition that a Rechabite priest was 

present at James' death was known to Hegesippus or not, for 

the moment it is safest simply to state that, by the time 

that Eusebius came to compose his Ecclesiastical History, 

the Jewish tradition that the Rechabites became priests was 

already known in some Christian circles, and not to ascribe 

an earlier date for its appearance in Christian writings. 

This Jewish tradition, however, was not univers-

ally accepted in rabbinic circles. The passages in which it 
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is argued that the Rechabites became part of the Sanhedrin 

have already been quoted. Rabbi Joshua, in the passage in 

Sifre Numbers 78, argues that, as all Israel - which in-

eluded proselytes - were allowed into the Temple courts, Jer. 

35:19 must denote something different, something special: 

that they became members of the Sanhedrin. The implication 

behind Joshua's claim is that the Temple was still standing, 

and this is borne out by Urbach's observation that Joshua 

"1" d h "1 h T 1 "11 . . II 
49 lve w l e t e emp e was stl ln exlstence·. The 

saying of Rabbi Simeon, in the Mekhilta wh~ch bears his name, 

argues for the Rechabites' presence in the Sanhedrin in a 

rather different manner. The High Priesthood has been des-

troyed, so Jer. 35:19 could not have meant that the Rech-

abites became part of the priesthood, for scripture cannot 

fail. The Sanhedrin was still in existence, so they must 

have become part of that body. The implication behind this 

argument is that the Temple has been destroyed, and this is 

confirmed by the general opinion that Rabbi Simeon flourished 

in Palestine in the second half of the second century CE -

well after the Fall of the Temple in 70. 

The last place where the Rechabites are linked with 

the Sanhedrin is in the Targum to 1 Chronicles 4:12. As this 

has been dealt with elsewhere in this thesis, 50 no comments 

on it are required at this juncture. 

It is perhaps surprising to discover that there is 

only one text where the Rechabites are said specifically to 

have sat in the Chamber of Hewn Stone, despite that being 
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the place where the Kenites were said to have sat, and despite 

the Kenites and the Rechabites being identified with each 

other in the rabbinic literature. The text is Yalkut Shim-

coni to the Torah 771, \vhich is acknowledged as coming from 

51 Yelammedenu (=Tanhumah?). It reads: 

And he saw the Kenite (Numbers 24:21). When 

he [ie. Balaam] saw the 5ons of Jonadab the son 

of Rechab sitting in the Chamber of Hewn Stone, 

he exclaimed in astonishment, Only Priests and 

Levites and Israelites may sit in the Sanhedrin, 

but because he said, Call him, that he may eat 

bread, his sons were worthy to sit in the 

Chamber of He\m Stone, in the pm.;erful place. 

Can all these various traditions about the Kenites, 

the Rechabites, the Chamber of Hewn Stone and the Sanhedrin 

be given a date and setting for their origin? While Neusner's 

works rightly urge us to be cautious in matters of date and 

historical accuracy in rabbinic traditions, and while it 

may eventually transpire that the traditions under consid-

eration may simply be the result of rabbinic Bible exegesis 

attempting to reconcile what is said in Jer. 35:19 with what 

is said in 1 Chron. 2:55, it is nevertheless interesting to 

note that the New Testament52 and Josephus53 indicate that the 

centuries around the turn of the era were a time of massive 

conversion to Judaism. This scale of conversion decreased 

dramatically in the second and subsequent centuries CE, 

1 1 d h · · · fl f Ch . · · 54 arge y ue to t e rlslng ln uence o rlstlanlty. With-

in a context where there were many converts to Judaism, it 

would have been inevitable that some converts and their 

descendents would have ended up in the Sanhedrin. These con-
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vert members of the Sanhedrin would have needed some sort of 

justification for their presence in the Supreme Court. Jethro 

and his offspring, the Kenites and the Rechabites, were, 

along with Rahab and Ruth, viewed as the archetypal repre­

sentatives of proselytes in Jewish tradition, so it would 

have been natural for the proselyte members of the Sanhedrin 

to have been referred to as Kenites or Rechabites, and for a 

justification for their membership to have been sought in 

terms of the deeds of their 'ancestor', Jethro. This sugg­

ests that the traditions concerning the Kenites, the Rechab­

ites and the Sanhedrin may stem·from the period around the 

turn of the era, and may reflect disputes about the status 

of proselytes vis-~-vis membership of the Sanhedrin. In 

connection with this, it may be wondered whether the passage 

from the Yalkut to the Torah 771, despite its lateness, 

in fact reflects an ancient tradition, in which the older 

view concerning the composition of the Sanhedrin is charac­

terised as coming from Balaam, reflecting polemic against 

those who opposed the innovations. 

'Jethro merited that his descendents should sit in 

the Chamber of Hewn Stone' because, as a result of the large 

numbers of converts to Judaism in the last decades of the 

Second Temple, significant numbers of proselytes entered the 

Sanhedrin for the first time. These proselyte members of the 

Sanhedrin needed to be able to justify their position in the 

face of opposition. They did so by adopting as their ancestor 

Jethro, who had fled from Pharaoh's plan to destroy Israel, 

who had fed Moses in the wilderness, who had converted to 
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Judaism at the sight of God's saving acts, and who had 

taught Torah to Israel (Exodus 18) - and one of the principal 

functions of the Sanhedrin was to give instruction in the 

Torah. Indeed, there are various traditions about Jethro, 

the Kenites and the Rechabites being Torah scholars and Torah 

teachers, and these traditions may predate and may have in-

fluenced those about Jethro's descendents sitting in the 

Sanhedrin, as will be shown as this study of the rabbinic 

references to the Rechabites progresses. 55 

The next place iri the Bavli where a reference to the 

Rechabites is found is in bBaba Bathra 9lb. In this pass-

age, which occurs in the middle of a discussion about Ruth 

and her relatives, we find the following naggadic interpret-

ation of 1 Chronicles 4:23: 

These were the potters and those that dwell 

among plantations and hedges; there they dHelt 

occupied in the king's Hark. These were the 

potters refers to the sons of Jonadab the son of 

Rechab who kept the oath of their father. Those 

that dwelt among the plantations has reference 

to Solomon who in his kingdom was like a 

[constantly flourishing] plant. And hedges 

refers to the Sanhedrin who fenced in the breaches 

in Israel. There they dwelt occuPied in the 

king' s work refers to Ruth the i'!oabitess who 

saw the kingdom of Solomon, the grandson of 

her grandson; for it is said: And [Solomon] 

caused a throne to be set up for the king's 

mother; and R. Eleazar said 'to the mother of 

the dynasty'. 



As the Soncino translator correctly notes, the 

Talmud has taken ·1"1~~· 'they kept', as being from a root 

similar to that of 'rJ"'}~ ~~~. 'the potters' 56 
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The whole discussion about Ruth and her relatives, 

in which this tradition is found, also turns up in the 

passage from Sifre Zutta which has already been referred to. 57 

However, in the version in Sifre Zutta, 'These Here the 

potters' receives the interpretation 'This refers to Boaz and 

Ruth'. This Hould certainly fit the context of the passage 

in both Sifre Zutta and bBaba Bathra, but there is no irnmed-

iately obvious reason Hhy Boaz and Ruth should be called 'the 

potters', and there is no means of telling Hhich (if either) 

tradition reflects the original story, and Hhich the variant. 

The version of the story in the Bavli does, ho\.;-

ever, help to explain an otherwise somewhat obscure tradition 

to be found in the first recension of the Aboth of Rabbi ~ath-

an, chapter 35, which reads, 

How did the descendents of Jethro make their 

living? By pottery work, for it is said, 

And the families of the scribes that dwelt at 

Jabez ... these are the Kenites that came of ---- -----
Hammath the father of the House of Rechab (I 

Chron. 2:55), and it says, These are the 

potters, and those that dwelt among plantat­

ions, etc. (I Chron. 4:23). They had been 

people of importance, householders, owners 

of fields and vineyards, but for the sake of 

the service of the King of kings of kings, 

the Holy One, blessed be He, they gave up 

everything and went off.
58 
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The Hebrew text in fact finishes the quote from 1 Chron. 2:55 

at 'Jabez' .59 

At first sight, the contention that the sons of 

Jethro were provided for by pottery seems anything but proved 

by a simple citing of a part of 1 Chron. 4:23 alongside a part 

of 1 Chron. 2:55, but the train of thought in the mind of 

the author of this tradition in ARN can be reconstructed by 

means of the exegetical tradition in bBaba Bathra 91b. By 

quoting 'These are the scribes, the dwellers of Jabez' from 

1 Chron. 2:55 and 'These are the potters, and those that · 

dwell among plantations', or 'And those who dwelt at Netaim', 

from 1 Chron. 4:23, the author of the tradition in ARN has 

presented the following, in a compressed form: the Kenites, 

the sons of Jethro, were Rechabites (1 Chron. 2:55); be­

cause the Rechabites kept ( /1::5 J) the oath of their father, 

they ivere the potters Cr:r ""7'1/~ii), who lived at Netaim; there­

fore the Kenites were potters. 

This suggests that the author of the tradition 

found in ARN I, 35 '.-Jas aware of the one in bBaba Bathra 91 b. 

Judah Goldin, on the basis of the Rabbis named, language, 

idiom and teaching, places the composition of ARN to not 

"much later than the third or following century" 60 If he is 

correct in this conclusion, then the tradition found in the 

Bavli must predate this. 

The idea of the Rechabites leaving all that they 

owned will be explored further below, when the traditions 



31 

that they went to study Torah are investigated. 61 

The final place in the Bavli which uses a biblical 

text thought to be connected with the Rechabites appears in 

bKiddushin 30a. The sentence in question reads, 

The early [scholars] were called Soferim, 

because they used to count all the letters of 

the Torah. 

Compare the very similar jShekalim 5: 

R. Abbahu said, It is written, 'The families 

of the scribes, the inhabitants of Jabez'. 

Scripture·says Soferim, because they arranged 

the law by numbers. 

In his commentary on the Bavli text, Rashi quotes 

the portion of 1 Chron. 2:55 cited in the Yerushalmi text. 

According to the Soncino translator, Soferim 

is generally applied to the band of scholars 

from the Babylonian exile, who propagated know­

ledge of the Torah and interpreted it. 62 

The idea that the early scholars were called Soferim arises 

through a play on words on the term safer which, although 

generally meaning 'scribe', also originally meant 'one who 

63 counts'. Thus, the early scribes were seen as counting 

the letters of the Torah, in order to safeguard the correct-

ness of the text. 

This use of 1 Chron. 2:55 really has nothing to do 

with the Kenites or the Rechabites, although traditions con­

cerning their Torah scholarship do exist. 64 Here, only the 
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the first four words of the verse are cited by jShekalim and 

Rashi, because the rest of it is not significant for their 

purposes. Thus, no further analysis of this tradition is 

needed. 

There is one other place in the Yerushalmi where 

the Rechabites are mentioned. This is in jTacanith 4:2, 

which is paralleled by Genesis Rabbah 98:8. 

These two texts preserve a tradition of a saying 

ascribed to Rabbi Levi, generally held to be a second gener-

ation Palestinian Amora (c.279-c.320 CE), that a genealogical 

scroll was found in Jerusalem which gave the ancestry of vari-

ous Rabbis. The order of the names in the two recensions is 

not the same, and neither is the context of the saying 

(demonstrating that it is an isolated tradition, predating 

both jTacan.and Genesis Rabbah). For the purposes of this 

study, the significance of the tradition is that it claims 

that R. Jose ben R. Halafta was descended from Jonadab ben 

Rechab. Jose is usually ascribed to the fourth generation 

of Tannaim (c.l40-165 CE). 

It is normally claimed that this tradition reveals 

that Jose ben Halafta traced his lineage from Jonadab ben 
. 65 

Rechab. This is not so. It does not state that it was Jose 

himself who traced his ancestry such, but that the scroll 

found in Jerusalem traced his ancestry to Jonadab, just as 

it traced Hillel's to David, R. Jannai's to Eli, R. ~iyya 

the Elder'stoShephatiah ben Abitel, and so on. This suggests 



33 

that the link has been made typologically, rather than gen-

ealogically, and that it has been made by someone other than 

Jose ben ~alafta, because they felt that Jose exhibited 

traits similar to those of Jonadab and the Rechabites. 

The Jewish Encyclopaedia suggests that Jose had a 

d d E 
. 66 ten ency towar s ssenlsm, on the basis of the collect-

ion of his sayings preserved in bShabbath 118b. These 

sayings, however, with the possible exception of 'May my 

portion be with those who pray with the red glow of the sun', 

67 do not appear to be markedly Essene in character, so it 

is unlikely that the ascription of Jonadab to Jose as ances-

tor is a covert reference to any Essenism on Jose's part. On 

the other hand, there is no indication that Jose was actually 

descended from Jonadab, or that he followed Rechabite disci-

pline - there is no evidence that Jose avoided drinking wine, 

living in houses, sowing seed or planting vineyard, or that 

he ever felt inclined to live in a tent. In fact, another 

of his sayings in bShab. 118b suggests that he lived in a 

permanent dwelling: 'The beams of my house have never seen 

the seams of my shirt'. The reference to Jose ben Halafta 

having his descent traced from Jonadab ben Rechab remains 

mysterious and inexplicable. 

The Mekhiltas 

Although the Mekhilta Q[ Rabbi Ishmael and the 

Mekhilta of Rabbi Simeon are not completely identical, and 

the precise nature of the relationship between them is still 
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a matter for scholarly debate, it is nevertheless clear that 

the two works are closely linked with each other, so they are 

treated in parallel in this analysis of their exegesis of 

Exodus 18:27, where their treatment of the Rechabites is 

found. We are fortunate in having critical editions of both 

works, and a translation of one of them. 68 For the purposes 

of the present study, the Mekhilta of Rabbi Ishmael will be 

abbreviated as Mek. Ishmael and the Mekhilta of Rabbi Simeon 

as Mek. Rashbi. In what follows, Lauterbach's translation 

of Mek. Ishmael, Amalek IV, lines 98-182, is given in para-

llel with the author's own translation of Mek. Rashbi, 

Jethro 18:27. 

Mek. Ishmael 

AND J'v!OSES LET HIS FATHER-IN­

LAW DEPART. R. Joshua 

says: He sent him off 

with all the honors in 

the world. R. Eleazar 

of J'vlodicim says: He 

gave him along many gifts. 

From the answer which he 

gave J'vloses you can learn 

all this. It is said: 

"And he said, 

'Leave us not, I pray thee'" 

(Num. 10.31). J'vloses said to 

him, 'You have given us 

good advice, fair advice. 

And God agreed with your 

words. "Leave us not, I 

fvlek. Rash bi 

AND MOSES LET HIS FATHER-IN­

LAW DEPART. R. JOSHUA 

says: He sent him off 

with all the honours in 

the world. R. Eleazar 

of Modicim says: He 

gave him many gifts. 

He said to him, Behold, 

I shall go and convert 

the people of my district. 

From the answer which he 

gave them you should know 

what they said to him, 

'Leave us not, we pray' 

(Num. 10:31). They said to 

him, 'You have given us 

good advice, fair advice. 

And God agreea with your 

words. "Leave us not, we 



pray thee": But he69 said to 

him, "Is a lamp of any 

use except in a dark place? 

Of what use could a lamp 

be with the sun and the 

moon? You are the sun 

and Aaron is the moon. 

What should a lamp be doing 

where there are the sun and 

the moon? 

No! I shall go 

to my land and tell everybody 

and convert all the people 

of my country, 

leading them 

to the study of the Torah 

and bringing them nigh 

under the wings of 

the Shekinah. 

One might think that he 

simply went back and did 

nothing, 

but scripture says, And 

the children of the Kenite, 

Moses' father-in-law, 

went up out of the city 
70 of Palm Trees, etc. 

And he went and dwelt 

with the people. 
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pray". But he said to 

them, "Is a lamp of any 

use except in a dark place? 

Of what use could a lamp 

be with the sun and the 

moon? You are the sun 

and Aaron is the moon. 

No! I shall go 

and convert all the people 

of my country, 

leading them 

under the wings of 

heaven. 

One might think that he 

simply went back and did 

not return, 

but '"'scripture says, And 

the children of the Kenite, 

Moses' father-in-law, 

went up out of the city 

of Palm Trees with the 

children of Judah to the 

desert of Judah which is 

south of Arad, 

And he went and dwelt 

with the people. 

Up to this point, the two Mekhiltas have, despite 

one or two slight differences, stuck fairly closely to each 

other. There is nothing so far that appertains directly to 
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the Rechabites, or to the Kenites that requires comment. 

Mek. Rashbi now has a long passage (eight lines in 

Epstein and Melamed's edition) which discusses various other 

reasons why Jethro went back to his own country. Epstein and 

Melamed bracket this section, indicating that it is an addit-

ion. Mek. Ishmael continues, 

The term "people" here is but 

a designation for wisdom, as in 

the passage "No doubt but ye 

are the people and with you is 

the perfection of wisdom" (Job 

12.2) - do not read Tamut, 

'perfection', but Tumat, 

'cessation'. As long as the 

wise man is alive, his wisdom 

is kept alive with him. As 

soon as the wise man dies, 

wisdom is lost with him. 

his 

Thus 

we find that when R. Nathan died, 

his wisdom was lost \vith him -

They went and sat with 

those sitting before Jabez 

- for were there inhabitants 

of Jabez? There were only 

disciples of Jabez -

as it is said, 

And the families of the 

scribes who sat before 

Jabez, the Tirathites, 

the Shimeathites, the 

Sucathites. These are 

the Kenites that came 

from Hammath, the father 

of the House of Rechab 

(1 Chron. 2. 55) . 

They went and sat with 

those sitting before Jabez, 

as it is said, 

And the families of the 

scribes who sat before 

Jabez, the Tirathites, 

the Shimeathites, the 

Sucathites. These are 

the Kenites that came 

from Hammath, the father 

of the House of Rechab 

(1 Chron. 2: 55) 
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Lauterbach's footnote indicates that the passages marked off 

by dashes are regarded by him as parenthetical remarks, and 

"not part of the original ~lidrash about the Kenites". 71 

When this section of the two Mekhiltas is set out in 

parallel, it can be seen that, once the bracketed insertion 

in Epstein and Melamed is removed, Mek. Rashbi preserves the 

shorter, simpler and, hence, possibly more original read­

ing, for the section which begins by citing Judges 1:16 and 

ends by citing 1 Chronicles 2:55. For the compiler of Mek. 

Ishmael, the connection the two verses of scripture was 

not quite clear enough, so he resorted to a somewhat arbi­

trary interpretation of 'the people' at the end of Judg. 

1:16. He equates 'people' with 'wisdom', on the basis of 

Job 12:2, by means of which the compiler understands the 

last phrase of Judg. 1:16 to mean 'and they went and dwelt 

with wisdom'. This then enhances the link with 1 Chron. 2:55, 

because Jabez is regarded as the archetypal wise man in the 

rabbinic literature72 - because he had scribes sitting before 

him (1 Chron. 2:55), and because 1 Chron. 4:10 was interpret­

ed as meaning that Jabez requested study of the Torah. 

In connecting Judges 1:16 and 1 Chronicles 2:55, 

the Mekhiltas do not stand alone in claiming that when the 

sons of Jethro left the city of Palm Trees, they went and 

joined Jabez. The tradition is found also in Sifre Numbers 

78 (quoted in Yalkut Shimconi to the Prophets 38), Sifre 

Zutta to Num. 10:29, Aboth of Rabbi Nathan I, 35, Sifre 

Deuteronomy 12:5 and Tanhumah Jethro 4. 
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Before examining these texts to show how they make 

the connection between the Kenites going up from the City of 

of Palm Trees and their going before Jabez to study Torah 

(a fact not made completely clear in the Mekhiltas), it is 

important to remind ourselves of the two scriptural verses 

under discussion: 

Judges 1:16: 

~""/)'?JTil I"..::Jn t)~ n'<.Jn lS"Cn "''JP "'J::l.r 

-n~ "li\JJ. 10-N il"Tii1" IJ..In il"Tiil" ""J:l.. JUJ 

t:1.:1 i1 Ji >I :l.cO""r 1 ~"'I 

And the sons of Keni, father-in-law of Moses, 

went up from the City of Palm Trees with the 

sons of Judah to the Desert of Judah, which is 

south of Arad. And he went and dwelt with the 

people. 

1 Chronicles 2:55: 

1J"".rt~l.rt fJ...:i" 
'!:r>JJ.;? '1::l":::!"J>i7 

""J.IL/1~ "o"'lc::>t:> .rvn90n1 
;~ n;? 1:J "'.rt => 1"0 'iJ "'.rr.:;; n0 

:J..::;:,I J1":L "'J.N st'f'nn 

And the families of the scribes, inhabitants 

of Jabez, Tirathites, Shimeathites, Sucathites. 

These are the Kenites who came from Hammath, 

father of the House of Rechab. 

The first connection between these two verses is 

that they both mention Kenites. This makes it natural that 

the two should be linked. Secondly, Judg. 1:16 claims that 

'he (presumably a collective singular) went and dwelt', and 

1 Chron. 2:55 mentions 'dwellers of Jabez', so there is a 

also a verbal link. These Kenites, 'dwellers of Jabez', 

are also called 'families of scribes', and the scribal func-



tion was to study and teach Torah .. Hence, for the Rabbis, 

when the Kenites went up from the City of Palm Trees, they 

went and dwelt with Jabez and learnt Torah. 

The way this basic piece of exposition is worked 
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out varies from text to text. It has already been said that 

Mek. Rashbi may preserve the original form, and that Mek. 

Ishmael has made the connection by way of Job 12:2. In Sifre 

Numbers 78, in a clause by clause discussion of part of 

1 Chron. 2:55, the following appears: 

'The dwellers of Jabez', because they left 

Jericho and went alongside Jabez, to Edar, 

to learn. They believed the Torah, as it is 

said, 'And Jabez called on the God of Israel, 

etc. And God granted that which he asked' 

(ibid. [1 Chron.] 4:11). They were lacking some­

one from whom to learn, and he was lacking some­

one to teech. Those who were lacking came to 

learn alongside him who lacked someone to teach, 

as it is said, 'And the sons of Keni, father­

in-law of ~oses, went up from the City of Palm 

Trees' (Judg. 1:16). 

This is quoted in Yalkut Shimconi to the Prophets 38, albeit 

in quite a different (and also compressed) form: 

'They went up from the City of Palm Trees', 

for they left the fair portion of Jericho, and 

came before Jabez - to Arad - to learn Torah, as 

it is said, 'And Jabez called etc. And God 

granted that which he asked'. Hasidim came to 

learn alongside a Hasid. 

The opening and closing scriptural citations are different, 

because of the different use to which the Yalkut is putting 

the saying, viz. as an exposition of Judg. 1:16, rather than 
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of 1 Chron. 2:55. The insertion of 'the fair portion of 

Jericho' Ctn ... i" )0 ,7JVII) in the Yalkut has probably arisen 

because, as will be seen, the phrase appears in several 

other places in connection with this subject. The section 

following the citation of 1 Chron. 4:11 in the Sifre is a 

highly awkward piece of HebreH, using f-r'i?~ in both its senses 

of 'to teach' and 'to learn'. The same idea, but in com-

pletely different, and easier, language, is to be found in 

Mek. Ishmael, later in its exposition of Exodus 18:27. 73 

There are also textual variants in the manuscript tradition 

of the Sifre - NS I in Horowitz' apparatus reading I""'r1, 

'Hasid', and '!J~'"T"'"'Dn, 'Hasidim', for l()n, 'he who lacks', 

and n- I'T)n, I those who lack' . It would then seem that the 

text with which the Yalkut-compiler was familiar was of the 

I -family, from \vhich he has excerpted }J)?~:, 'u""T"TJn 1>-I::J... 

l'"un )::Sl'J, with his customary method of abbreviating the 

texts before him. 

This means that, in this case, no decision as to 

the textual priority between the text of the Sifre as repre-

sented in the critical edition, and that represented in the 

Yalkut, can be attempted without further investigation of 

the manuscripts. Nevertheless, it is still clear that this 

tradition in the Sifre to Numbers reinforces the connection 

between Judg. 1:16 and 1 Chron. 2:55 with the Jabez material 

in 1 Chron. 4:11f. 

The authors of ARN I, 35 and Sifre Deuteronomy 12:5 

74 both saw no necessity to provide any additional explanation 

for the claim that, when they left the City of Palm Trees, 



41 

the Kenites went before Jabez to study Torah, other than 

the citation of 1 Chron. 2:55. Sifre Zutta to Num. 10:29 and 

Tanhumah Jethro 4, however, reproduce a Midrash different 

from the base form found in Mek. Rashbi, and also different 

from the forms in Sifre Numbers and Mek. Ishmael. It is 

introduced differently in the two texts, in Sifre Zutta by 

'And there are those who.say that they were dwelling there 

all the time that Joshua was alive, but they went forth to 

study Torah after he died', and in Tanhumah Jethro by 'When 

he came into the land, they gave (him) the fair portion of 

Jericho'. The Midrash then continues in both texts: 

He said, I have not come with all my substance, 

but I have left all which belongs to me in 

order to learn Torah, but now I am sowing and 

reaping, and when shall I learn Torah? They 

said to him, There is a man teaching Torah in 

the city, and this is a dry place. It is a 

wilderness, and there is no wheat there. When 

he heard this from them, he went, as it is said, 

And the sons of Keni the father-in-law of 

Moses went up from the City of Palm Trees 

(Tanhumah completes the citation of Judg. 

1:16). They went and they found Jabez sitting 

in the school-house, and Priests and Levites 

and Kings were sitting with him - even all 

Israel were sitting there! They said, We 

are proselytes, how can we sit with these 

people? (Sifre Zutta adds: What did they do?) 

They sat in the gates of the school-house, 

and were listening and learning, as it is 

said, And the families of the scribes, the 

inhabitants of Jabez (Tanhumah continues the 

quotation to 'These are the Kenites'). 

The opening speaker is Jethro. 



The immediate concern is not with why the Kenites 

left the City of Palm Trees, which will be dealt with in 
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due course, but with where they went to. Correspondingly, 

at this stage in the enquiry, the only material of this Mid­

rash to be analysed is that concerning where the Kenites went 

to. 

As in the other texts considered here, the basic 

explanation is via 1 Chron. 2:55, but in this case another 

new element has been introduced. Instead of leaving Jabez' 

precise geographical location unconsidered, this Midrash 

specifically places him in 'the city', teaching Torah to 

Priests, Levites, Kings- and to 'all Israel' besides- in 

a school-house ( 0TTY-'t1-fT"':J.). This has probably been derived 

from the use of fn !>.:t in Judg. 1:16. The 'City of Palm Trees' 

was, for the Rabbis, Jericho, as will be shown below. Jeri­

cho was on the pilgrimage route to Jerusalem, as the journey 

of Jesus to Jerusalem in the Synoptic Gospels, for instance, 

demonstrates. -Fn )::J was used of pilgrimage to the Holy City, 

cf. the headings to Psalms 120-134, and Jerusalem is geo­

graphically a great deal higher than Jericho. If one was to 

'go up' from Jericho, the only place one could 'go up' to 

was Jerusalem. Hence, when the Kenites 'went up' from Jeri­

cho, they could only have gone to Jerusalem, the city. 

With Jabez now located inside the Holy City, the only place 

where he could possibly be teaching Torah was in a Beth 

Hamidrash. In this Midrash, his status is magnified still 

further: no longer has he a few disciples in an unnamed place; 

rather, 'all Israel' are sitting in his school-house learn­

ing Torah from him - forcing the Kenite proselytes Cb~;~) 
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to sit in its gateways. 

This Midrash does not seem to have any literary de-

pendence on the 'base text' observed in other rabbinic sources, 

so it could have developed separately, in a completely diff-

erent milieu. On the other hand, on the basis of the 

assumption that the simpler a tradition is, the earlier it is 

likely to be, it may be tentatively proposed that the earli-

est material arguing that Judg. 1:16 meant that the Kenites 

went to study Torah with Jabez is that where this is explained 

simply by a citation of 1 Chron. 2:55, without any further 

elaboration, and that the latest is the long Midrash con-

tained in Sifre Zutta and Tanhumah Jethro, even though this 

Midrash does contain other, more ancient, traditions. 

It is to be observed that, in this use of 1 Chron. 

2:55 to explain Judg. 1:16, the fact that 'House of Rechab' 

appears in 1 Chron. 2:55 is completely coincidental, and 

forms no part of the argument. It might be argued that this 

reflects circles where the link between the Kenites and the 

Rechabites was not maintained, but this is unlikely. It 

has already been shown that the Kenite-Rechabite link is 

75 never explicitly denied in the rabbinic texts, and it will 

be shown below that, on the contrary, the underlying ass-

umption is that the two groups Here connected, even when it 

. 1" . 1 d 76 lS not exp lClt y state . 

The foregoing analysis, starting from a passage in 

the Mekhiltas, has answered the last of the four questions 
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that the Rabbis asked of Judg. 1:16: where did the sons of 

Keni go up from? How did they come to be there in the first 

place? Why did they leave? Where did they go? In the course 

of answering this last question, the answer to the first, 

namely that the Kenites went up from Jericho, has been taken 

for granted. It is now appropriate to justify the claim 

that the 'City of Palm Trees' in Judg. 1:16 was indeed under-

stood to be Jericho by the Rabbis. 

The 'City of Palm Trees' is found as a designation 

for Jericho elsewhere in the Hebrew Bible at Deut. 34:3 and 

2 Chron. 28:15. The term 'City of Palm Trees' appears also 

in Judg. 3:13, where it almost certainly also means Jericho. 

Modern scholarship, however, has tended to see in the 'City 

of Palm Trees' in Judg. 1:16 a reference to some place other 

than Jericho, f M 77 d s . 78 £_. yers an oggln, who proposes that it 

here denotes either Socar, on the southern shore of the Dead 

Sea, or else Tamar, some 30 km further south. mYebamoth 

16:7 already makes the former identification, so it is quite 

ancient. The other references to Jericho in the i'lishnah 79 

do not call it 'City of Palm Trees', Judg. 1:16 is not cited 

in the Mishnah, and Zoar is found nowhere else in it. 

Despite this connection between the 'City of Palm 

Trees' and Zoar in mYebamoth, the other rabbinic authorities 

consulted in connection with this study unanimously agree that 

the 'City of Palm Trees' in Judg. 1:16 is Jericho. 80 This is 

also the opinion of Tar gum Jonathan, which reads Jn"' Y' Jolft,P, 

'city of Jericho', for 'City of Palm Trees' in both Judg. 
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1:16 and 3:13. This equation is no doubt drawn from the fact 

that it is made elsewhere in scripture. 

It is not yet appropriate to consider the second 

and third questions that the Rabbis asked of Judg. 1:16, as 

the Mekhilta passage under examination does not treat them. 

Rather, it is to the next passage in the Mekhilta to Exodus 

18:27 that we must now turn: 

Mek. Ishmael Mek. Rashbi 

Just as he [Jethro] loved 

the Torah, so his sons 

after him loved the Torah, 

for God says to Jeremiah, 

'Go to the House of the 

Rechabites and make them 

drink wine. And I set 

before the House of the 

Rechabites bowls full of 

wine and cups, and I 

said to them, Drink wine' 

(Jer. 35:2). Jeremiah 

said to them, 'God told 

me that you should drink 

wine'. They said to him, 

'Our father commanded us 

not to drink wine all the 

days that this house lies 

desolate. But it is the 

case that it was not yet 

destroyed, but he said 

to us, You should be 

mourning for it, for its 

destiny is that it should 

be destroyed. And he said 
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46 

to us, Do not anoint, 

and do not write, and do 

not live in houses, and 

we have done according to 

all which Jonadab our 

father commanded us.' 

passage, not found in Mek. Ishmael, opens 

that, just as Jethro loved the Torah, so did 

after him, with Jer. 35:2 as the proof-text 

The verb rendered 'loved' is ::~:l.n, and one 

of the names of Jethro was :2.:un, 'Hobab', explained in the 

rabbinic literature as 'because he loved the Torah', as will 

be shown below. 81 Jer. 35:2 is advanced as evidence to support 

the claim that Jethro's sons also loved the Torah not only in 

Mek. Rashbi, but also in Sifre Numbers 78 (quoted in a corn­

pressed form in Yalkut Shimconi to the Torah 169), and in 

Sifre Zutta to Nurn. 10:29. It is significant that, while Mek. 

Rashbi and Sifre Numbers 78 both have passages which 'prove' 

that the Rechabites and the Kenites were identical by citing 

l Chron. 2:55, 82 in both cases this 'proof' occurs later in 

the text than this implicit assertion of the identity of the 

two groups. This suggests that the identification of the two 

groups with each other was such a commonly held belief in 

'the rabbinic era that a 'proof' of it was not required to be 

set forth before using material concerning the Rechabites to 

explain material concerning the Kenites. 

It has already been observed that 1 Chron. 2:55 was 

used by the Rabbis to argue that the Kenites-Rechabites learnt 
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Torah from Jabez. Here it is claimed that they proved them­

selves faithful adherents of Torah by keeping their father's 

commands. This presumably means that the Rabbis regarded 

Jonadab's prohibitions as being consonant with the commands 

of Torah - although they do not seem to have therefore con­

cluded that Jeremiah's injunction to the Rechabites to drink 

wine was thus an injunction to break the Torah. Rather, as 

a later section in the passage of Mek. Rashbi on Exod. 18:27 

reveals, Jeremiah's proclamation of the imminent fall of the 

Temple was seen as the impetus which caused Jonadab to lay 

his prohibitions on his sons: 

Come and see how great is the righteousness 

which the sons of Jethro have, for lo, 

Jonadab son of Rechab heard from the mouth 

of the prophet that the Temple was destined 

for destruction, and he stood and commanded 

his sons three prohibitions: that they should 

not drink wine, and should not build houses 

and should not plant vineyards, as it is said, 

And they said, we do not drink wine because 

Jonadab our father commanded us saying, Do 

not drink wine, you or your sons forever, 

and do not build a house and do not sow seed 

and do not plant vineyard, but live in tents 

all your days, that you may live many days 

upon the face of the land wherein you are 

sojourners (Jer. 35:6-7). 

The same tradition is found in Tanhumah Shemini 5: 

Why did he reflect and say, Do not drink 

wine, you and your sons, except that he 

heard Jeremiah prophesying the destruction 

of the Temple, and began commanding his 

sons from then (Jeremiah 35), Do not drink 

wine, and do not build houses and do not 



sow seed and do not plant vineyard and 

have nothing, but live in tents all your 

days? And they mourned from then and 

kept their father's command, 
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which is reproduced in a slightly different form in Tanhumah 

Buber Shemini 14. 83 In Sifre Numbers 78 (again quoted in 

Yalkut Shimconi to the Prophets 38), the tradition appears 

in a shortened form: 

Because this house is destined to be 

destroyed, they (Yalkut: we) see it as 

if it were destroyed now: And a house 

you will not build and seed you will not 

sow, etc. And we have obeyed the voice 

of Jonadab, etc. And we have dwelt in 

tents and we have obeyed and we have done 

according to all which Jonadab our father 

has commanded us. 

There are two important features about the tradition 

reflected in these extracts from rabbinic sources: that the 

Rechabites observed their distinctive practices as mourning 

rites because the Temple was destined to be destroyed; and 

that they did so because Jonadab had heard Jeremiah the pro-

phet proclaiming this fate for the Temple. The first feature 

is also found in the rabbinic exegesis of the gentilics of 

1 Chron. 2:55, so a full analysis of it will be postponed 

0 1 ho 0 
0 0 d 84 untl t lS exegesls lS examlne . At this stage in the 

investigation, only the second feature will be examined: 

Jonadab placing his prohibitions on his sons because of 

Jeremiah's preaching. 

So far in this study of the rabbinic traditions 
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concerning the Rechabites, there has been little on their 

actual origin. This thesis has followed all modern commen-

tators in seeing the Jonadab ben Rechab in 2 Kings 10 as the 

'father' of the Rechabites named in Jeremiah 35. It has sought 

to place the origin of the Rechabites in a split in the North-

ern Prophetic Guild Movement, itself formed as a reaction to 

the evils of society under the Omrides. The explicit connect-

ion between the Jonadab of 2 Kings 10 and the Jonadab of 

Jeremiah 35 only occurs very late indeed in Jewish tradition. 

In Yalkut Shimconi to the Prophets 3, a passage of the Hekhil-

g of Rabbi Ishmael which discusses the importance of adding 

or subtracting a letter to or from someone's names appears. 

The last example of the change in spelling of a name reads: 

You see it also in the ease of Jonadab whom 

they originally called Jehonadab. But after 

he had come act as he did, they took off 

one letter from his name, so that he was 

called merely Jonadab. In this connection, 

the sages said: Let a man never associate 

with a wicked person, not even for the purposes 

of bringing him near to the Torah. 85 

Differences in the spelling of names were deemed 

significant by the Rabbis, and explanations were advanced 

for different spellings, especially if it involved the add-

ition or subtraction of a letter. In Sifre Zutta to Num. 10: 

29, therefore, the following discussion concerning Jethro 

is found: 

His name was called Jethro ( 11J7~), because 

he added (Hiph. of.[ '"']J{"") a command in the 

Torah. And what was the command that he added 



in the Torah? As he said to Moses, 

Choose from all the people (Exodus 18:21). 

Behold, just as he added a command in the 

Torah, so God added a letter to his name, 

for at first he was called Jether, but 

later he was called Jethro. 

Of particular interest for the purposes of this 

study is the fact that the passage from the Mekhilta cited 

in the Yalkut does not specify which J(eh)onadab is meant. 

The compiler of the Yalkut therefore adds a footnote of his 

own: 1 

And when he came to act as he did: This 

refers to when they encouraged Amnon to 

sleep with Tamar, or else it was alluding 

to Jehonadab ben Rechab, who conspired 

with Jehu, and was called Jonadab in Jere­

miah (35:10). So this is established even 

more. 

In 2 Samuel 13, the story of Amnon's rape of Tamar, Amnon 

is encouraged in his deed by one Jonadab ben Shimeah. In 

2 Sam. 13:3, 32, 35, he is called Jonadab, but in v.S his 

name appears as Jehonadab. The same variety of spelling is 
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found in the biblical material concerning Jonadab ben Rechab. 

In 2 Kings 10, his name is spelt Jehonadab. In Jeremiah 35 

(contrary to the opinion of the Yalkut), it appears as both 

Jonadab and Jehonadab. 

This tradition concerning Jonadab ben Rechab is 

important for two, no doubt connected, reasons. Firstly, 

the only other place in the rabbinic literature where Jonadab's 

'alliance' with Jehu is even mentioned is in David Kimhi's 



(Radak's) commentary on Judg. 1:16, where the following is 

found: 

In the days of Jehu, Jonadab son of Rechab 

was loved and honoured in Israel, and in the 

days of Jeremiah the prophet, the House of 

the Rechabites were in the midst of the sons 

of Israe1. 86 

Kimhi lived c.ll60-1235 CE, and the Yalkut was probably 
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compiled at roughly the same time. Thus, the idea that the 

Jonadab of 2 Kings 10 is to be linked with the Jonadab of 

Jeremiah 35 is a very late one in rabbinic writings. It 

appears much earlier in Christian circles. For instance, 

the connection is found in Questions on 4 Kings by Theodoret 

of Cyr (c.393-c.466 CE), chapter 33: 

Who was Jonadab the son of Rechab? A 

pious man- both him and his family. They 

continued living in tents and avoiding 

wine-drinking. The prophet Jeremiah also 

recounted their praise. This information 

also discloses their piety: for upon 

seeing him, he blessed, that is saluted, 

him. Then he answered, "Is your heart 

straight with my heart, as my heart is with 

your heart?" And he said, "It is. Jehu 

said to him, If it is, give me your hand." 

After that he spoke with him to take him 

with him in his chariot. "Come with me and 

see my zeal for the Lord. And he sat him in 

his chariot." And there are so reve~aled in the 

world a number of pious people amongst the ten 

tribes, through whom all the wise ones of the 

world bore with ruling. 87 

Besides its lateness in Jewish circles, the conn-
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ection between 2 Kings 10 and Jeremiah 35 in the Yalkut is 

important also because, unlike any of the other references 

to the Rechabites in the rabbinic literature, it presents 

Jonadab, and hence the Rechabites, in an unfavourable light. 

Just as the addition of a letter to someone's name was seen 

as the reward for something meritorious, so the subtraction 

of a letter was seen as the punishment for something repre­

hensible. 2 Kings recounts the association between Jonadab 

and Jehu. Even within the Bible itself, Jehu is condemned 

(Hos. 1:4), so it is clear that the Rabbis, who had a high 

esteem for the Rechabites, removed.any possible hint of a 

smear on their character by simply omitting any reference to 

their ancestor's dealings with the murderous king Jehu. Thus, 

2 Kings 10:15, 16, 23, are never cited anywhere in the rabb­

inic writings. 

As has been already noted, this tradition in the 

Yalkut is found in a footnote and not in the main text. 

Hence, while it is true that the Yalkut is an anthology of 

earlier Midrashim, this particular comment seems to have 

come from the compiler himself - who has indicated that it 

does so by placing outside his main text. 

Having shown that 2 Kings 10 was not linked with the 

Rechabites until the time of Radak and the Yalkut, the alter­

native, earlier proposal, which regarded Jonadab not as 

some dim and distant ancestor, but as a contemporary figure, 

who had heard Jeremiah's proclamation of the destruction of 

the Temple and reacted accordingly, may now be examined. 
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Precisely the same idea is found in a document 

which J.H. Charlesworth has recently classified among the 

Pseudepigrapha of the Old Testament. This document has been 

variously titled, but Charlesworth prefers to call it The 

History of the Rechabites. 88 It is extant in Greek, Syriac 

and Ethiopic, and its present form seems to be sixth-century 

and Christian. Charlesworth is of the opinion that it has 

an underlying Jewish core, contained in chapters 7:12-16:la. 89 

It is only in these chapters, and specific-

ally in 8-10, that mention is made of the 

Rechabites and their history in Jerusalem 

during the days of Jeremiah. At this stage 

in our work it is best to suggest only that 

sections of this document are Jewish or 

heavily influenced by Jewish traditions and 
90 that they may antedate the second century AD. 

In chapter 8, the Rechabites recount their origins 

in the following words: 

v.2: For, when Jeremiah the prophet 

proclaimed that the city Jerusalem shall be 

given into the hands of the destroyers, he 

tore his clothes, and girded himself with 

sackcloth around his waist, and sprinkled 

ashes upon his head, and put dirt upon his 

bed. And he exhoK~ all the people to turn 

away from its evil way. 

v.3: And our father Rechab, son of Aminadab. 

heard (Jeremiah's exhortation) and exhorted us, 

"Hear, 0 sons of Rechab and daughters of your 

father, and remove your clothes from your body, 

and do not drink a carafe of wine, and do not 

eat bread from the fire, and do not drink 

liquor and honey, until the Lord hears your 

petition. 



v. 4: And we said, "\vha t he has commanded 

us, let us do and obey. 

v.5: And we threw off our clothing from our 

body, and we did not eat bread from the fire 

and did not drink a carafe of wine, neither 

honey nor liquor, and we lamented a great lam­

ent, and we petitioned the Lord. 

v.6: And he heard our prayer, and turned 

away his anger from the city Jerusalem. And 

mercy from the Lord came to the city Jerusalem; 

and he was merciful to his people, and turned 

away his death-bearing anger. 

Compare also 9:8-10:3. 
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Obviously, this tradition is by no means identical 

with the ones from the rabbinic literature that are currently 

under consideration. However, it does have sufficient points 

of contact to suggest that it should not be divorced too 

readi~y from the rabbinic traditions. It too assigns the 

origins of the Rechabites' practices to their father's re-

action to Jeremiah's prophecies, albeit here of the des-

truction of Jerusalem, rather than of the Temple. The 

elements of mourning rites are found also, in that the 

Rechabites claim that they 'lamented a great lament' (a Semi-

tism). These points of contact are such that a common milieu 

must be assumed for the origins of the traditions in the 

document called The Historv of the Rechabites and in the rabb-

inic literature. If Charlesworth's contention is correct, 

then the rabbinic traditions could also be dated as possibly 

antedating the second century CE. There is, however, good 

reason to believe that there is something seriously wrong with 
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Charlesworth's analysis of The History of the Rechabites, as 

section 5.3 below will show, so it is unwise to use it to 

date anything at the present, early stage of research into it. 

91 
All that can be said at the present is that, sometime 

prior to the compiling of the Tannaitic Midrashim, the idea 

arose that the practices of the Rechabites were inspired by 

the preaching of Jeremiah. The idea, no doubt, stems from 

the fact that, once 2 Kings 10 is excluded, as it apparently 

was in Jewish tradition until the 12th century CE, the only 

'historical' data to be found about the Rechabites in the 

Bible is contained in the Book of Jeremiah.
92 

Mek. Ishmael and ~ek. Rashbi now each have passages 

which, although not identical with each other, nevertheless 

correspond to each other, in that they both offer explan-

ations of the three gentilics contained in 1 Chron. 2:55: 

Mek. Ishmael fvlek. Rashbi 

Thus they were called Tir­

athites, Shimeathites, 

Sucathites. Tirathites, 

because they were not 

willing to cut the hair. 

Sucathites, because they 

were not willing to anoint 

themselves. Shimeathites, 

because they obeyed the 

voice of their father. 

Another opinion is, Tir­

athites, because they 

heard the Terucah from 

Sinai. Another opinion is, 



Tirathites93 because when 

they sounded the horn in 

supplication they were 

answered. 

Shimeathites, because they 

heard the sound of the 

trumpet-blast at Sinai. 

Sucathites because they 
94 dwelt in tents, 

as it is said, 'But we 

have dwelt in tents95 and 

have hearkened, and done 

according to all which 

Jonadab our father 

commanded us' (Jer. 35.10). 
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Tirathites, because they 

used to sound the Terucah 

in their prayers and \.Jere 

answered. 

Shimeathites, because they 

obeyed the sound of the 

words of the Torah. Another 

opinion is, because their 

prayers were heard. 

Sucathites because they 

used to live in booths. 

Another opinion is, 

because they were cover­

ing Israel and protecting 

them. 

Discussion of the meaning of h~;r;)I"' 'o'JT.:i7?0 'o"J1.YIJ1', 

'Tirathites, Shimeathites, Sucathites', in 1 Chron. 2:55 

is widespread in the rabbinic literature, being found not 

only in the Mekhiltas to Exod. 18:27, but also in Sifre Num-

bers 78, Sifre Zutta to Num. 10:29, Tanhumah Jethro 4, 

Tanhumah Wayyaqhel 9 and Yalkut Shimconi !£ the Prophets 38. 

Outside rabbinic literature proper, the Targum to 1 Chron. 

2:55 preserves an exegesis of the three names also, and out-

side of Jewish literature altogether, St Jerome preserves 

exegetical translations of the three names in the Vulgate of 



1 Chron. 2:55, which provides an important external guide 

for helping to date this material. 

The texts in question are as follows: 

Yalkut to the Prophets 38: Tirathites, 

because they were shaved. Tirathites, 

because they sat in the gates of Jerusalem. 

Tirathites, because they sounded the Teru­

cah and were answered. Shimeathites, because 

they heard the sound of the Terucah on Sinai. 

Sucathites, because they did not anoint 

themselves with oil. Sucathites, because 

they dwelt in booths. 

Although the Yalkut is almost certainly the latest of the 
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rabbinic texts to be cited here, it has been given first be-

cause it appears that the compiler of the Yalkut has here 

primarily used Mek. Ishmael, only omitting the scriptural 

quotation, and adding two other explanations, both of which 

can be found in Sifre Numbers 78. 

Sifre Numbers 78: Tirathites, because 

they heard the Terucah from Mount Sinai. 

Tirathites, because they sounded the 

Terucah and were answered. Tirathites, 

because they did not cut the hair. Tir­

athites, because they sat in the entrance 

of the gates of Jerusalem. Shimeathites, 

because they obeyed the commandments of their 

father. Sucathites, because they did not 

anoint themselves with oil. Sucathites, 

because they dwelt in booths. 

It was said above that the explanations in the Yalkut not 

found in Mek. Ishmael were drawn from this passage in Sifre 
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Numbers. It should be noted that the Yalkut explains 'Tir-

athites' as meaning 'because they were shaved' or 'because 

they used to cut the hair' - the Hebrew ia~n~Anmay be pointed 

either as an active or as a passive - while in the Sifre the 

complete opposite is found, 'because they did not cut the 

hair'. Compare also Mek. Rashbi, which is also in the neg-

ative. The compiler of the Yalkut may simply have misread 

the Sifre text, or else the change may have been deliberate. 

This will be further investigated when the individual explan-

ations are examined below. 

Sifre Zutta: Tirathites, because they 

sat in the gate. Shimeathites, because 

they listened and learnt. Sucathites, 

because Israel was protecting them. 

Tanhumah Jethro 4: What does 'Tirathites' 

mean? That they were sitting in the gate. 

'Shimeathites', because they listened and 

learnt. 'Sucathites', because Israel 

covered them. Another explanation is, 

what does 'Tirathites' mean? In the time 

when Israel entered into distress, they 

sounded the Terucah and were answered. 

These explanations from Sifre Zutta and Tanhumah Jethro come 

at the end of the Midrash about Jethro and his sons going up 

to the city to study Torah in the school-house with Jabez 

96 that has already been quoted. Hence, the first three in 

each are basically the same. The fourth in Tanhumah Jethro 

takes the already existing tradition that the Rechabites were 

c called Tirathites because they blew the Teru ah and were 

answered and, as in Mek. Rashbi, expands it - Mek. Rashbi 



by adding 'in their prayers', Tanhumah by stating the cir-

cumstances in which they carried this out. 

Tanhumah Wayyaqhe1 9: Tirathites, because 

they sat in the Chamber of Hewn Stone. 

Shimeathites, because all Israel heard 

Halakah from their lips. Sucathites, 

because they were overshadowed by the 

Holy Spirit. 
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These three explanations are unique among the rabbinic explan-

ation of 'Tirathites, Shimeathites, Sucathites'. The 

passage in which they are found is paralleled by one in the 

97 Midrash Psalms, but there 1 Chron. 2:55 is cited without 

any explanation of these three names. Even if the passage in 

Midrash Psalms is regarded as the earlier, because it is the 

shorter, we are no nearer a date for the passage, as Midrash 

Psalms is a compilation of material dating, according to 

Braude, 98 from 300-1300 CE! 

The Vulgate of 1 Chron. 2:55: And the 

families of the scribes that dwell in Jabes, 

singing and making melody and abiding in 

tents. These are the Kinites who came of 

Calor, father of the House of Rechab. 99 

Jerome completed his Latin translation of the scriptures at 

the end of the fourth century CE. It has convincingly been 

demonstrated, most recently for example by C.T.R. Hayward, 

that Jerome was familiar with Jewish, and particularly Tar-

gumic, traditions, and that he reflected his knowledge of 

h . h. b. bl" 1 1 . d . 100 t ese ln lS l lca trans atlon an commentarles. This 

is evident in his rendering of 1 Chron. 2:55, where he has 
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attempted to explain the three gentilics, rather than trans-

liter~te them. In so doing, he appears to be drawing on 

traditions found both in the Midrashic literature and also in 

the Targum. 

reads: 

The relevant section of the Targum to the verse 

One called them Tirathites, because their 

voice, when they sang, was like a fanfare; 

Shimeathites, because they joyfully devoted 

themselves to the (study of the) traditions. 

Sucathites, because they were covered with 

a spirit of prophecy. 

If all the above traditions are analysed name by 

name, the following results are yielded. TI:rf.Y1.Jt, 'Tir-

a thi tes' , is explained in four ways: as coming from /~J{, 

101 102 'razor'; from the Aramaic .YIJ't(=Hebrew l.:Y0), 'gate'; 

from ~II, c 103 'to sound the Teru ah'; and from i1.Yii.J\, 

'T c h' 104 eru a . The Vulgate provides a positive indicator to 

the date - c.400 CE. Jerome's 'canentes' is derived from the 

rabbinic tradition that the Rechabites were called 'tJ"J(,Y1J'( 

because they sounded the Terucah and were answered. The 

c Teru ah in the Mishnah denotes a quavering blast blown upon 

h Sh f . h" h 1" 105 t e o ar Wlt ln t e lturgy. Thus, 'to sound the Teru-

cah' denotes a form of prayer, as the additions in Mek. Rashbi 

and Tanhumah Jethro demonstrate. The Targum has taken this a 

step further by intoducing the notion of singing, which is 

taken up in the Vulgate. This suggests that this explanation 

of D""'..11~1J1 is considerably older than 400 CE. It may even 
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stretch back to the first century. It will be recalled that 

the clans named 'u''.fDI"O 'll"s\.Jn0 tf''J1'~in 1 Chron. 2:55 are 

called tJ"""'1~"0, 1 scribes'. Robert Hayward has shown that the 

connection between scribes and praise in the Targumic liter-

ature is one that dates back at least as far as the first 

106 century CE, and that it "reflects faithfully the condit-

ions and institutions of later Second Temple times". 107 

The fact that 

the uttering of praise is not an activity 

associated with the scribes in the tractates 

of the Mishnah and Tosefta108 

also argues in favour of a date in the first century CE for 

scribes declaring praise. As the same idea has been pre-

served in the midrashic exegesis of 1 Chron. 2:55, it is 

likely that these midrashic traditions also stem back to the 

first century CE, and possibly even earlier. 

It is not impossible that the heading of Psalm 70 

in the LXX, 'rt.( ~o<vr.t£ · v~c..~\1 ~-..Jvo;(0<><../1 koi,<. l'c..~v 7Tpw-rc...rv 

c::~.lxfA.ol AI.J1(6 er.vTv "· also reflects the tradition connecting 

the Rechabites with praise. If this is so, the date of the 

tradition's origin should be pushed back at least as far as 

the second century BCE. Incidently, it seems rather unlikely 

that the LXX of Judg. 1:19 contains a deliberate mention of 

109 the Rechabites, as Kaminka argued, as it stands at vari-

ance with the other Jewish traditions about the Rechabites, 

which are uniformly positive. It is more likely that in 
( 

the reading f1X~P for the Hebrew ~~;. we have a case of 

accidental misvocalisation. 
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The explanation ofbJi.Yl.J\ as deri\·ing from the 

Aramaic ~IJC, 'gate', shows up very clearly that the Rabbis 

were equally at home in Aramaic, the venacular language of 

Jews in both Palestine and Babylon, and rabbinic Hebrew, 

the language of the academies. Explanations of words in one 

language by means of the meaning of a similarly spelled word 

in the other are relatively common in the rabbinic writings. 

Y n A . d . 110 1.,~, was a common rama1c wor 1n every age , but the 

fact that in all four of the places where this etymology 

occurs, 'the gate(s)' are either of Jerusalem or of a 

school-house in Jerusalem, suggests that it has a Pales-

tinian provenance. 

The derivation from i~J1, 'razor', may come from 

a supposed connection between the Rechabites and the Nazir-

ites, although it is unlikely that any such connection ever 

11 . d 111 actua y ex1ste . There is no biblical account of the 

Rechabites leaving their hair unshorn, but it was part of 

the vow of a Nazirite, Num. 6:5. It is more likely, how-

ever, that it derives from mourning rites. The regulations 

concerning mourners in the Talmud specify that it was oblig-
1,,., 

atory for mourners to let their hair grow, ~~ even if there 

is evidence that, in the biblical period, tonsure was the 

standard symbol of mourning. 113 As the Talmudic regulations 

became normative in Judaism, with regard to mourning customs 

at least, then if this is the correct background on which to 

see the explanation of 't:J".Jt.::n.n as coming from 1~11.., then the 

reading of the Yalkut must be seen as a simple error, omitt-

ing the negative, rather than a conscious change, reflecting 
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a change in practice. 

And there is other evidence to support this supp-

osition that part of the rabbinic understanding of the Rech-

abites and their practices was as mourners. As has already 

been shown, 114 the tradition that the Rechabites observed 

their practices because the Temple was destined to be des-

115 troyed was quite widespread. In some of these cases, the 

Recha bites are described as lJ/ l"' ~:2.14~7?, 'mourning' . 

Indeed, in the passage in the Tanhumahs, their practices, 

as recounted in Jer. 35, are specifically advanced in support 

of the claim that they were mourning - mourning for the 

destroyed Temple. That wine was to be avoided during a 

period of mourning and lamentation is evidenced by Dan. 10:3, 

where ~:J.NJl/? is also used, cf. Testament of Reuben 1: 9f. 

The prohibition on the conducting of manual labour by mourners 

116 may be seen as the origin of the idea that not building 

houses, sowing seed or planting vineyard were indicative 

of the Rechabites' status as mourners. There does not 

appear, however, to be any evidence of a tradition in 

Judaism which prescribed tent-residence for those in mourning. 

Mourners were also required to abstain from anointing them-

selves with oil, as Dan. 10:3 again demonstrates, and one 

of the explanations of b"'J\)It'>in 1 Chron. 2:55 is }'J)0 '0~ .);)' 

l F;0 i1 S\>l 1)1), 'because they did not anoint themselves 

with oil'. Finally, it is interesting to note that the 

Jewish army at Yeb (Elephantine) in c.408 BCE practised acts 

of mourning because of the destruction of their Temple. Their 

rites of mourning included sexual abstinence, the avoidance 
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of oil and the avoidance of wine. 117 

That certain groups of Jews practised excessive 

mourning rites because of the destruction of the Second Temple 

may be shown by bBaba Bathra 60b, where it is recounted that 

R. Joshua successfully persuaded these people to give up these 

practices. Given that the Rechabites are not condemned in the 

Midrashim for observing such mourning customs, it is possible 

to suggest that, if bBaba Bathra 60b faithfully reflects a 

problem of the immediate post-70 period, the tradition that 

their customs were observed as mourning rites for the loss 

of the Temple derives from a time and milieu where the more 

lenient view, propounded by R. Joshua in bBaba Bathra 60b, 

had not become dominant. Given that Joshua is thought to have 

lived around the time of the Fall of the Temple and just after, 

this again suggests a first century CE date for the origin 

of this tradition. More specifically, a date in the years 

immediately following the destruction of the Temple, ie. 

70-c.SO CE. 

Cumulatively, this evidence seems very strong in-

deed. The Rechabites were seen as mourning for the destroyed 

Temple. Their practices specified in Jer. 35:7f were seen as 

mourning rites, and 1J ".)(::/1ST and 'n "J\ :>I "'0 were also interpreted 

along similar lines, as denoting the non-shaving of the hair 

and the avoidance of anointing oneself with oil - both also 

rites of mourning and lamentation. It is plausible that the 

origins of this exegesis lie among groups who, after the Fall 

-
of the Second Temple, practi~Qd extreme mourning rites, and 
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who felt that they needed a scriptural precedent in order to 

justify their actions, and found it in the Rechabites. 

Tanhumah Wayyaqhel 9 explains bAft .. Yl.J\ as 

.r\""'t?.il 5(::du!:>~ lJ""~!lll...... It has already been demonstrated that 

there is a rabbinic tradition that the Kenites and, in one 

case, the Rechabites, sat in the Chamber of Hewn Stone, 118 

and this underlies this explanation. How b""fl~lJ\ is to be 

'etymologically' related to any of J..IIJ", il J0;, or J1"'"l""A 

must remain obscure, however. At least with the other ex­

planations of 'o ""fl'~ 1..11, there was at least some resemblance 

in letters between'n "".fnn.rt and the interpretation. No such 

resemblance is to be found here. 

All the explanations oftJ"'~~n0, 'Shimeathites', 

derive from .f~n0, 'to hear, obey' . In two cases, the 

explanation is drmm directly from Jer. 35: fvlek. Rashbi, 

'because they heard the voice of their father', and Sifre 

Numbers 78, 'because they heard the commands of their father'. 

These probably represent the earliest explanation. Derived 

from it is the explanation that they were called Shimeathites 

'because they heard the voice of the words of the Torah', 

also found in Mek. Rashbi. This is so because, as was shown 

above, 119 in Mek. Rashbi, Sifre Numbers 78 and Sifre Zutta, 

the saying 'Just as he [Jethro] loved the Torah, so his sons 

loved the Torah' is justified by reference to the Rechabites' 

refusal to accede to Jeremiah's command to drink wine in Jer. 

35, ie. at this stage in the tradition, Jonadab's commands 

are seen as having the force of Torah. The explanation, again 

found in Mek. Rashbi, that their prayers were answered 
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( ;l..Y)?0J l.stSsJ1 i7J{"n0), derives from the same circles as the 

explanation of Tireathites as being because they sounded the 

c 
Teru ah and were answered, and is probably contemporary with 

it, ie. first century CE or earlier. Jerome's use of 'atque 

resonantes', rendered 'and making melody' by the Douai trans-

lation, is slightly odd. 'Resono' does not seem an obvious 

rendering of r :::;)? ~. It means I to resound' re-echo I ' so it 

is possible that Jerome was attempting to convey the idea that 

~ )?0 means not only 'to hear' , but 'to hear and respond', ie. 

'to obey'. The explanations contained in Sifre Zutta=Tanhumah 

Jethro, Tanhumah \vayyaahel and the Targum, all link 'o-sr~.n0 

to the study and teaching of the Torah, albeit in different 

ways. Sifre Zutta=Tanhumah Jethro, 'because they were hear-

ing and learning' Torah from Jabez. Targum, 'because they 

joyfully devoted themselves to the (study of the) traditions 

(}.JsrJC..::IJ?rV)', which would logically, but not necessarily 

chronologically, precede Tanhumah Wayyaahel, 'because all 

Israel heard Halakah from their lips'. This last may be 

dependent on the traditions that the Kenites sat in the Cham-

ber of Hewn Stone, ·and that the Rechabites sat in the Sanhed­

rin, teaching words of Torah. 120 If the Rechabites were held 

to have sat in the Sanhedrin, and to have taught Torah, 

then who else but all Israel could have heard them, and what 

else but Halakah, Oral Torah, could have been heard from 

them? The final explanation is that contained in Mek. Ish­

mael and Yalkut Shimconi, 'because they heard the sound of the 

Teru c ah on Sinai' . The same explanation is given to 1:J"J1.Y 7Ji 

in Mek. Rashbi, so it could derive from the same source. 
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The explanations of 'tJ "'.rr.:wo, 'Suca thi tes' , can be 

divided into four. 'Because they did not anoint themselves 

with oil' (Mek. Rashbi and the Yalkut) has already been dealt 

with above. 'Because they dwelt in booths' (both Mekhiltas, 

the Yalkut and the Vulgate) derives from equating b "JTJI"'with 

511::>1"'0, 'booths', and then equating JTI::ll"t:> with 't:J"?i7N, 

'tents', and hence ivith Jer. 35:7, where the Rechabites are 

commanded to live in tents. 'Because they were overshadowed 

with the Holy Spirit' (Tanhumah \.Jayyaqhel) or 'with the 

Spirit of Prophecy' (Targum) reflects the equation between 

h h d .b f d 1 h · h .T · 121 t e prop et an scrl e oun e sew ere ln t e argumlm, 

1?7 
dated to the first century BCE by Hayward -- - it will be 

recalled that both the Targum and Tanhumah Wayyaghel found a 

meaning related to Torah scholarship for'rrsr.Y n0. The final 

tradition concerning U~.J\:;)1"'0 is preserved in two, mutually 

contradictory forms. Sifre Zutta=Tanhumah Jethro, 'because 

Israel was covering them', and Mek. Rashbi, 'because they 

were covering Israel and protecting them'. Obviously, two 

different ideologies are represented here, one which accepts 

that proselytes are able to protect Israel, the other which 

does not. On balance, it seems more likely that Mek. Rashbi's 

reading would have been ideologically less acceptable, esp-

ecially after the decline in the number of converts to 

Judaism in the second and subsequent centuries CE, and that 

it was changed, rather than vice versa. 

To conclude this investigation of the three clan 

names in 1 Chron. 2:55, as they are explained by the rabbinic 

literature, it may be re-emphasised that the Vulgate indi-
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cates that attempts to interpret 'Tirathites, Shimeathites, 

Sucathites' were already well-established by the fourth cent­

ury CE. It has been demonstrated that there are grounds for 

thinking that a number of these interpretations are consid­

erably older, some perhaps even predating the Fall of the 

Temple, some deriving from the period immediately post-70. 

However, it cannot be ascertained whether all the interpret­

ations found in the rabbinic literature are as old as the 

first century, or even whether they were all current in the 

fourth - Jerome may have been familiar with a broad range of 

· interp·retations, and have practised selectivity, but it is 

equally possible that the interpretations found in the Vul­

gate were the only ones that Jerome knew. The explanations 

found in the Jewish literature fall broadly into four cate­

gories: the Rechabites were mourning the loss of the Temple; 

they were learning and teaching Torah; they were praying and 

being answered; and they were being obedient to their 

father's commands, which were Torah. 

Both Rashi or, rather, one of his followers
123 

and David Kim~i eschew these Haggadic interpretations of the 

three gentilics. Rashi's commentary on 1 Chron. 2:55 says of 

these three words that 'all of these are names of their 

father's houses'. Radak is rather more outspoken, when he 

writes: 

Tirathites, Shimeathites, Sucathites -

names of families. There are many interpret­

ations of these names, but if we were to 

try to interpret the meanings of these names, 

it would be impossible, for we have nothing 
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beyond what is written. 

Radak avowedly rejects all attempts at explaining the meaning 

of these three names as being mere speculation, without any 

basis in fact. It is almost as if he is rejecting the whole 

Haggadic means of scriptural exegesis in favour of a more 

'literal' -or even 'critical'! -reading of the text. It 

was to be this method that won out in biblical exegesis, and 

in many respects Rashi and Radak stand closer to modern 

critical exegesis than they do to their Jewish predecessors. 

Mek. Ishmael 

It happened once that one 

said 

[mockingly] 

"Today there is a sacrifice 

of the sons of the water 

drinkers!" 

And a heavenly voice came 

forth from the Holy of 

Holies and cried out 

"He who received their 

offerings in the desert, 

He will also receive 

their offerings now". 

Mek. Rashbi 

And it happened once that 

one said 

"Today there is a sacrifice 

of the house of the water 

drinkers!" 

A heavenly voice came 

forth from the Holy of 

Holies and cried out 

to them 

"He who received your 

father's offerings in the 

desert, He will also re­

ceive your offerings now". 

This story of the 'water-drinking sacrificers' is 

found elsewhere in the rabbinic literature only in Yalkut 

Shimconi to the Prophets 323, where the footnote indicates 

that the Yalkut is citing the Mekhilta, ie. Mek. Ishmael. 

The critical editions of Mek. Ishmael indicate that it has a 

number of textual variants in this particular story, some of 
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which are reflected in the various readings to be found in the 

Yalkut. The critical edition of Mek. Rashbi, however, lists 

no variants for its reading of the text. It seems as if the 

Yalkut is drawing solely on Mek. Ishmael here for its trad­

ition. 

Despite the various readings, it is clear that the 

main thrust of the story is identical in all its versions, 

so the analysis of the contents of the story may proceed with­

out the need to attempt to ascertain its 'original form'. 

It is to be noted that the saying does not explic­

itly mention the Rechabites, and that the appellation 

~"'7? ilJ7.J0 "'":J~j Jl'""l. is not one that is applied to them in 

the Bible or elsewhere in the rabbinic literature. Indeed, 

'drinkers of water' is not a biblical phrase. Its only 

occurrence is in Ezek. 31:14, 16, '.vhere ll"/? "'$'0 !:>:;)appears, 

but there it applies to trees, so it is of little relevance 

here. Given that the tale has no actual mention of the Rech­

abites, and that the Rechabites are not called 'sons of a 

drinker of water' elsewhere, the possibility must be reckoned 

with that this tale did not originally refer to the Rechabites 

at all, and that it was only secondarily connected with them 

by the compiler(s) of the traditions underlying the Mekhiltas. 

It should be recalled that the Rechabites were not the only 

people in Israel to have abstained from all intoxicants. 

Serving priests and Nazirites were similarly abstinent, and 

there is no reason not to assume that this applied to other 

groups also, in the Second Temple period as well as during 
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the First. For instance, ~~azir 1:4 makes mention of a life­

long Nazirate, presumably in the late Second Temple period. 

The tale presumably derives from the period prior 

to the destruction of the Second Temple, although there is 

no other occurrence of it in the rabbinic literature. It 

ascribes an ancient origin to the water-drinking sacrificers 

- 'in the desert' surely means 'during the Exodus wanderings' 

- and it deals with the acceptability or otherwise of sacri-

fices offered by a group of people whose membership of Israel 

was being challenged in some quarters - Lauterbach's trans­

lation of the saying begins 'It happened once that one said 

[mockingly]'. The validity of the water-drinking sacrificers' 

offering is challenged, and is vindicated by the bath qol 

proclaiming that, like Israel, these people had offered 

sacrifice to God in days of old. 

If the supposition that the tale originally had no­

thing to do with the Rechabites is correct, what reasons can 

be adduced for its insertion into the material dealing with 

them that is now contained in the Mekhiltas? Neither in Mek. 

Ishmael nor in Mek. Rashbi is there any apparent contextual 

reason for the appearance of the tale - it has no direct conn­

ection with what precedes or what follows. It must therefore 

be concluded that it was inserted on the grounds that it was 

thought to refer to the Rechabites/Kenites, and an explan­

ation for that assumption must sought outside the immediate 

context of the saying in the literature. 
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The following explanation is put forward as a hypo-

thesis which, if it is substaniated, would demonstrate that 

the connection was made purely by way of biblical exegesis, 

rather than by way of any historical facts. Deut. 29:10 reads 

'your little ones, your wives, and the sojourner who is in 

your camp, both he who hews your wood and he who draws your 

water' (RSV), cf. Josh. 9:21, 23, 27. Jer. 35:7 terms the 

Recha bites 'c ""i':A, although its meaning is probably different 
•"f' 

from that of ~~in Deut. 29:10. Rabbinic tradition does, 

however, regard the Rechabites as being non-Israelites (but 

nevertheless proselytes), as has already been shown, on the 

basis of their being called garim. If Deut. 29:10, \vith its 

description of the gerim as 'he\vers of wood and drawers of 

water', was in the mind of certain Rabbis, it may well have 

led to the supposition that the story concerning the water-

drinking sacrificers \.fas about the Rechabi tes. Gerim gather 

wood and draw water. Rechabites were gerim. The Rechabites 

therefore gathered wood and dreH \vater. Water-drawers were 

also, no doubt, water-drinkers. Hence, an offering made 

by the sons of a drinker of water was one made by the Rechab-

ites. 

This hypothesis has the added advantage that it also 

goes some way towards explaining the appearance of the family 

of Jonadab ben Rechab among the list of people responsible 

for bringing the wood-offering for the Temple in mTacan 4:5. 

124 
Most of the rest of the families named in this Mishnah 

are drawn from the list in Nehemiah 7, so the appearance of 

the Rechabites is somewhat peculiar. However, if the Rabbis 
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viewed the Rechabites as the gerim par excellence, with res-

ponsibility not only for drawing water, but also for hewing 

and gathering wood for cultic purposes (cf. Josh. 9:23, 27), 

then their inclusion in a list of families responsible for 

bringing the Second Temple wood-offering is explicable. 

What remains obscure, however, is the reason for the date on 

which they were supposed to bring it: 7th Ab. This date may 

be connected in some way with the 'commemoration' of the 

destruction of the First Temple, which was believed to have 

happened on 9th Ab, but certainty in this matter is impossible. 

Mek. Ishmael Hek. Rashbi 

And who are these people? 

"These are the Kenites who 

came from Hammath, father 

of the House of Rechab". 

And scripture says, "And 

the sons of Keni the father­

in-law of Hoses went up 

from the city of Palm Trees" 

(Judg. 1:16). You should 

understand that the House 

of Rechab is from Jethro. 

This paragraph from Mek. Rashbi has already been 

quoted above, when the rabbinic identification of the Kenites 

and the Rechabites was discussed in connection with the mater-

ial concerning the Chamber of Hewn Stone and the Sanhedrin. 

It was there said that there are even places in the literature 

where the connection between the two groups is presumed before 

l. t . 1" . 1 d 125 1s exp 1c1t y state . The places where this happens are 
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Mek. Rashbi and i"'ek. Ishmael to Exod. 18:27, Sifre Numbers 78 

and Sifre Zutta to Num. 10:29. The first three of these do 

have a consideration of how it is known that the Kenites are 

equal to the Rechabites, but in each case it appears after 

the connection has already been implicitly stated - as has 

been shown, Mek.Rashbi, Sifre Numbers and Sifre Zutta all 

use Jer. 35:2 to prove that, just as Jethro loved the Torah, 

d .d h" 126 so 1 1s sons, and Mek. Ishmael, whose explicit state-

ment of the connection comes later, has used Jer. 35:10 to 

explain 'Sucathites' as meaning 'dwelling in booths' . 127 

As well as coming in a later place, the explicit 

statement of the connection to be found in Mek. Ishmael is 

different from that in Mek. Rashbi. A translation of it has 

been given above on page 20. It is cited in Yalkut Shimconi 

to the Prophets, and is found in a virtually identical form 

in Sifre Numbers 78, which suggests that it had a currency 

prior to both Mek. Ishmael and Sifre Numbers, as neither 

looks to be dependent on the other. 

The link between the Kenites and the Rechabites in 

the rabbinic literature is always made by way of 1 Chron. 

2:55- the ::l:li Jl~:l.of that verse, in reality a place name, 

128 was seen to be identical Hith the O'"":l.Y'li1 J1":J., the comm-

unity of the Rechabites, in Jer. 35. That the text does not 

mention the Rechabites, or connect them with the Kenites, has 

129 already been demonstrated, so it is clear that He are here 

at the level of tradition and of biblical interpretation, and 

not at the level of history. 
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Mek. Rashbi now continues with the passage quoted 

above on page 47, which claims that Jonadab laid his pro­

hibitions on his sons as a reaction to the preaching of Jere-

miah. As this was fully dealt with above, no further comment 

is needed at this point. 

Mek. Rashbi now devotes three lines (in Epstein-

Melamed) to proving that abstinence from wine prolongs a 

man's days, by citing the examples of Cain, Noah, Lot and 

Uzziah, but strangely not the Rechabites, although their 

abstinence is clearly the reason for the insertion of this 

passage here. The use of the Rechabites as an example ex-

tolling teetotalism is not common in the rabbinic literature 

- it is found only Tanhumah Shemini 5, its parallel in Tan­

humah B Shemini 14, and in Radak's commentary on Jer. 35, 

so it is apparaently a comparatively late phenomenon. 

Mek. Ishmael 

R. Nathan says: The 

covenant with Jonadab the 

son of Rechab was greater 

than the one made with David. 

For the covenant made with 

David was only conditional, 

as it is said, "If thy children 

keep my covenant etc." 

Mek. Rashbi 

R. Nathan says: The 

covenant which the Holy 

One, blessed be He, made 

with the sons of Jethro 

was greater than the cove­

nant which he made with 

the sons of David. 

For the covenant which He 

made with David was only 

made conditionally, 

as it says, "If your sons 

keep my covenant and my 

testimonies which I shall 

teach them, their sons 

shall also sit upon your 
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throne forever" 

(Ps. 132.12) (Ps. 132:12). 

and if not, "Then I shall 

visit their transgression with 

the rod"(Ps. 89:33). 

But the covenant with Jonadab 

the son of Rechab was made 

without any condition, for 

it is said, "Therefore 

thus saith the Lord of Hosts 

the God of Israel, there 

shall not be cut off unto 

Jonadab the son of Rechab 

a man to stand before me 

for ever" (Jer. 35.19). 

But the covenant which was 

made with Jonadab the son 

of Rechab was not made 

conditionally, as it 

says, "Therefore, thus says 

the Lord of Hosts, God of 

Israel, there shall not be 

cut off unto Jonadab the 

son of Rechab a man to 

stand before me for ever" 

(Jer. 35: 19). 

The form of the saying found in Mek. Ishmael is 

reproduced in Yalkut Shimconi to the Prophets 38 and 323. 

Mek. Rashbi makes it clear that the two covenants in question 

were made by God, and prefers to cite the whole of Ps. 132:12, 

rather than only half of it and Ps. 89:33, thereby emphasising 

the blessing for obedience, rather than the punishment for 

disobedience. By reading 'sons of Jethro' for 'Jonadab son 

of Rechab', Mek. Rashbi also creates a neat pun, by also in-

If • t serting 1J1 ... , thus: 1" ]J\" fi.I{" "'"J::Z._;, i1 j':l.i7 RDIU .5\"i:l.,, :lli"A 

1 A II "'J:l.? J"(j;)ll./ J\"/:1,1. Deciding whether one of these 

traditions represents a 'modification' of the other is, how-

ever, impossible. 

Although the text of the critical editions of the 

Mekhiltas prefer the reading 'R. Nathan', there is some text-
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ual authority for the reading 'R. Jonathan'. Jonathan's name 

is found in a mutilated form in the Tosephta, 130 so it is 

perfectly plausible that he is meant by the name 'Nathan' 

here. Jonathan is traditionally held to have been a fourth 

generation Tanna. 

The saying is the result of biblical exegesis, rather than 

of any known historical fact. The statement derives from a 

comparison of Jer. 35:19 with Ps. 132:12. The similarities 

between the covenant made with the Rechabites and that made 

with David have been noted by J.D. Levenson, 131 who does not, 

however, note this rabbinic tradition. R. Jonathan has fail­

ed to consider Ps. 89:30,34, which both imply that the 

covenant with David and his sons was, in fact, as uncon­

ditional as that with Jonadab, and vice versa, that with 

Jonadab was as conditional as that with David and his sons, 

in that it was made with the expectation that Jonadab's sons 

would maintain their father's practices, and that they would 

be punished by Yahweh if they did not, even though Yahweh 

would not withdraw his blessing from them. 

As the saying itself contains no historical allusions, 

it is virtually impossible to date it. Even if R. Jonathan 

did say it, it need not necessarily have originated with him 

- he could have passed it on from someone else. Alternat­

ively, the saying may have originated later than Jonathan, 

and have been ascribed to him pseudepigraphically. 

Mek. Ishmael now has a longish passage dealing with 
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the three things that were given to Israel conditionally, 

and the three that were given unconditionally. It has appear­

ed here on the catchword principle - the catchword being ~~ 

"""Jol 'J.rt, 'conditionally' , which is found also in the dis-

cussion of the covenants with David and Jonadab. This passage 

has no mention of the Rechabites or the Kenites, so further 

examination of it is not required here. 

Mek. Ishmael follows this discussion with its vers-

ion of the 'proof' that the Rechabites and the Kenites were 

identical. As this passage has already been discussed above,-

132 no further consideration of it is offered here. 

Mek. Ishmael Nek. Rashbi 

They sought a teacher. And 

Jabez was seeking pupils, as 

it is said: "And Jabez called 

on the God of Israel, saying, 

'Oh that thou wouldst bless me 

indeed, and enlarge my border, 

and that thy hand might be with 

me and that thou wouldest work 

deliverance from evil, that it 

may not pain me'. And God 

granted him that which he requested" 

(ibid. [1 Chron.] 4:10). 

There has already been cause to mention this passage 

133 of Mek. Ishmael. The character of Jabez as the archetypal 

Torah scholar is examined below. 134 Mek. Ishmael then provides 

an exposition of 1 Chron. 4:10 in terms of Torah study and 
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disciples, but without mentioning the Rechabites by name. 

There is then a discussion of Prov. 29:13 and 22:2, followed 

by a second exposition of 1 Chron. 4:10, ascribed to R. Judah 

the Prince, in terms of family and health. 

Mek. Ishmael Mek. Rashbi 

R. Simeon said: \~as not 

the High Priesthood al­

ready cut off? What do I 

then understand by 'There 

will not be cut off a 

man to Jonadab' if not 

that those who sit in the 

Sanhedrin will not be 

separated from him forever? 

This saying has already been discussed in connection 

with the traditions about the Kenites and the Rechabites 

. . . h s h d . 135 Slttlng ln t e an e rln, 

here. 

Mek. Ishmael 

so nothing more need be said 

Mek. Rashbi 

If such is the case with 

one who was from the peoples 

of the lands and the tribes 

of the earth, because he 

acted out of love, that 

God gave back to him out 

of love, how much more 

is it so with those who 

are from Israel! 

This forms a sort of homiletic conclusion to the 
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whole passage, using the rabbinic exegetical technique known 

as Qal Vahomer, or ad minoriam ad majoriam. The saying is 

found also in the passage of Sifre Zutta that deals with the 

Rechabites, where it is used not only to conclude the mater-

ial about Jethro and his descendents, but also that about 

Rahab the Harlot, which suggests that it formed something 

of a refrain, concluding examinations of those Gentiles who 

had shown outstanding devotion to the God of Israel, such as 

Jethro, Rahab and Ruth. 

Sifre Numbers 78, quoted in Yalkut·Shimconi to the 

Torah 169 and to the Prophets 38, has a different Qal Vahomer 

conclusion: 

And if this is the case with those who brought 

themselves near, how much more will God bring 

Israel near when they do the will of God! 

A third way of expressing this concept is found 

in Tanhumah Bammidbar 26 and Numbers Rabbah 5:9, in different 

recensions. 

Tanhumah: Whoever fears me I shall glorify, 

and I shall not cut off his name forever. 

From whom do you learn this? From the sons 

of Jonadab. Because they did my will, what 

is written about them? "There will not lack 

a man to Jonadab son of Rechab standing before 

me forever." Now, if I have done such to prose­

lytes because they did my will, how much more 

is it the case with Israel, when they do my 

will, that they should not be cut off, nor 

their name kept from my presence, but they will 

live and be established forever, as it is said 



(Deut. 4), "but you who held fast to the 

Lord your God are alive this day". 

Numbers Rabbah: ••• will I honour all who 

fear me, and I will not cut off their name 

from the world. From whom do you learn this? 

From the children of Jonadab the son of Rechab. 

As a reward for having performed my will, what 

is written about them? There shall not be cut 

off unto Jonadab the son of Rechab a man to 

stand before me forever (Jer. xxxv, 19). 

Now if I have done so much to those that are 

proselytes, is it not all the more to be 

expected that Israel, who are my loving child­

ren, my dear children, should, provided that 

they act in accordance with my wish, stand 

before me forever? As it says: Oh that thou 

wouldest hearken to my commandments! Then would 

!!!y_ peace be as 2 river • . • His name would not 

be cut off nor destroyed from before me (Isa. 

xlviii, 18f), and it also says: But~ that 

did cleave unto the Lord your God are alive 

every one of you to this day (Deut. iv, 4). 

These three traditions all serve the same purpose. 
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They 'earth' what has been a somewhat academic discussion of 

a group very much on the fringe of Judaism into the life and 

experience of contemporary Jewish readers and hearers of the 

texts. The whole discussion of Jethro, the Kenites and the 

Rechabites becomes exhortatory, because of these texts. They 

did God's will and were blessed, even though they were not 

of Israel. You are of Israel. Do God's will yourselves, and 

your blessing will be even greater! 

Not that the passage of the Mekhiltas finishes with 
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this exhortatory conclusion. The closing passage of the ex-

position of Exod. 18:27 is found in both Mek. Ishmael and Mek. 

Rashbi. The passage does not mention the Kenites or the Rech-

abites, but rather provides a date for the events that have 

been narrated, assigning them to the second year of the 

Exodus. It should not be seen as the end of the Mekhiltas' 

exegesis of Exod. 18:27. Rather, it forms, in i"lek. Ish-

mael at least, the conclusion to the whole of the tractate 

Amalek, and serves to present some sort of date for the events 

described in that tractate. Because of that wider function, 

the passage has very little, if anything, to do with 

Exodus 18:27 and its interpretation. 

Sifre Numbers 78 

Most of the material dealing with the Rechabites 

to be found in Sifre Numbers 78, a commentary on Num. 10:29, 

has already been considered, as it has parallels in the 

Mekhiltas to Exodus 18:27. This section, therefore, will 

deal with the remaining sections of Sifre Numbers 78, and 

provide cross-references to the earlier discussions of the 

chapter. 

Sifre Numbers 78 

AND MOSES SAID TO HOBAB THE SON OF REDEL. Hobab 

was his name. Reuel was his name, because it 

is said, "And they came to Reuel their father" 

(Exod. 2:18), like it says, "And Heber the Kenite 

has separated from Cain, from the sons of Hobab 

the father-in-law of Moses"(Judg. 4:11). 

Hobab was his name and Reuel was not his name, 



and when scripture says, "And they came to 

Reuel their father", it means that the girls 

were calling their grandfather, "Abba". R. Sim­

eon ben Jllanasseh says, Reuel was his name -

'Friend of God' -as it is said, "And Aaron 

came, and all the elders of Israel, to eat 

bread with the father-in-law of Noses before 

God". R. Dosthai says, Keni was his name. And 

why was his name called Keni? Because he 

abstained from the action of jealousy in the 

incident 1vhen they provoked God to anger, as 

it is said, "They have moved me to jealousy with 

that which is not God" (Deut. 32:31), and it 

says, "There is the seat of the image of jeal­

ousy, which provokes to jealousy" (Ezek. 8:5). 

R. Jose says, Keni was his name. And why was 

his name called Keni? Because he acquired heaven 

and earth and the Torah. R. Ishmael in the 

name of R. Jose says, Reuel was his name. And 

why was his name called Reuel? Because he be­

friended God, as it is said, "Do not forsake 

your friend and the friend of your father" (Prov. 

27:10). R. Simeon bar Yo~ai says, He had two 

names, Hobab and Jethro. Jethro because he gave 

rise to an additional section in the Torah, as 

it is said, "And you shall provide from all the 

people" (Exod. 18:21). But were not these things 

in the hands of Moses from Sinai? As it is said, 

"If you should do this thing >vhich God has comm­

anded you". And why was it concealed from the 

eyes of Moses? In order to suspend merit upon a 

meritorious person. Hence, the matter which is 

suspended upon Jethro. Hobab because he loved 

the Torah, for we have not found concerning all 

83 

the proselytes that they loved the Torah like Jethro. 

The many names apparently ascribed to Jethro in the 
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Bible prompted much speculation amongst the Rabbis. Besides 

this passage in Sifre Numbers 78, see also, among the texts 

currently under investigation, Sifre Zutta to Num. 10:29, 

Tanhumah Jethro 4 and Yalkut Shimconi to the Prophets 38. 

The passage in the Yalkut seems to be drawn from Mek. Ishmael, 

Amalek III, 31f, 136 which is paralleled by Mek. Rashbi, Jethro 

18:1.137 

Examples of the rabbinic etymological explanations 

of Hebrew names have already be given above, \vhen the 'Tir-

athites, Shimeathites, Sucathites' of 1 Chron. 2:55 were 

. d 138 examlne . There is no need to provide such a detailed 

examination of Jethro's names. It is sufficient to note that 

these passages well reveal the rabbinic belief that different 

names belonging to the same person denoted different aspects 

f h . h 139 o lS. c aracter. 

The next paragraph of Sifre Numbers 78 is the one 

which describes the love of Jethro's sons for the Torah by 

citing Jer. 35:2. This has been discussed above on pages 

46 and 48. Sifre Numbers then continues: 

Because they obeyed the commands of Jonadab 

their father, God established scribes from 

them, as it is said, "The families of the 

scribes, the dwellers of Jabez, Tirathites, 

Shimeathites, Sucathites" (1 Chron. 2:55). 

This is the first place where the idea that the scribes mention-

ed in 1 Chron. 2:55 were raised up by God because of the 

Rechabites' obedience to Jonadab's commands has been met with. 

Elsewhere in the rabbinic literature, the survival of the 

Rechabites is usually debated with reference to Jer. 35:19. 
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later than that of Jer. 35. 
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There then follows the discussion of the three 

clan names quoted above on page 57. This in turn is suceeded 

by the paragraph dealing with the phrase ''The dwellers of 

Jabez" which was dealt with on page 39. Sifre Numbers then 

has the 'proof' that the Rechabites were Kenites quoted on 

page 20. 

Sifre Numbers 78 now has a discussion of the vari­

ous interpretations of the Promise to the Rechabites (Jer. 

35:19), consisting of a quotation of the Promise itself, 

the paragraph quoted above on page 21, and the one quoted 

on page on page 23. Its discussion of the Rechabites is con­

cluded with the Qal Vahomer saying cited on page 80. The 

rest of Sifre Numbers 78 deals with matters other than the 

Kenites and the Rechabites, so falls outside the scope of the 

present study. 

Sifre Numbers 81 

Sifre Numbers' comment on the last sentence of Num. 

10:29 is fairly short, but it introduces an important theme 

in the rabbinic traditions about the Rechabites. It was 

earlier suggested that the Rabbis asked four questions of 

Judg. 1:16: Where did the sons of Keni go up from? How did 

they come to be there in the first place? Why did they leave? 

Where did they go? The answers to the first and last of these 

questions have already been ascertained: from Jericho, to 
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the dwelling place of Jabez, to study Torah with him. Sifre 

Numbers 81 provides the answers for the second and third. 

AND IT WILL COME TO PASS, THAT IF YOU GO 

WITH US, THIS GOOD THING SHALL HAPPEN. And 

what was the good that they promised to him? 

They spoke when Israel divided the land, and 

they left the fat portion of Jericho, 500 

cubits upon 500 cubits. They said, Whoever 

should build the Chosen House in his portion, 

let him receive the fat portion of Jericho. 

They gave it - a choice portion - to Jonadab 

the son of Rechab, and they ate of it for 440 

years, as it is said, "And it came to pass 

in the 480th year after the sons of Israel 

came out of the land of Egypt" (1 Kings 6:1). 

Subtract from them the forty years which Israel 

spent in the wilderness, and we find them 

eating of it 440 years. And when the Shekinah 

came to dwell in the portion of Benjamin, the 

sons of Benjamin came to receive their portion, 

and they arose and turned it away from themselves, 

as it is said, "And the sons of Keni, the 

father-in-law of Moses, went up from the City 

of Palm Trees" (Judg. 1:16). 

The second and third questions, 'How did the sons 

of Keni come to be in Jericho in the first place?', and, 

'Why did they leave?', are considered elsewhere in the 

rabbinic literature in Sifre Zutta to Num. 10:29 (end), Sifre 

Deuteronomy 12:5, 33:12, Aboth of Rabbi Nathan I, 35, Tanhu­

mah Jethro 4 and Yalkut Shimconi to the Prophets 38 (which 

seems to have been drawn from Sifre Numbers 81). 
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The questicq; 'Why were the Kenites/Rechabites 

in Jericho in the first place?', receives two answers in 

these texts: at the division of the land following the con-

quest, Jericho was left unallocated, to be received as 

compensation by the tribe which had the Temple built in its 

territory, and the Kenites/Rechabites were given it in the 

meantime; and Jethro was given Jericho when he came into the 

land with Israel, in fulfillment of Moses' words in Num. 

10:29, 'Come with us and we will do good to you'. 

The latter tradition is found only once, in Tan-

humah Jethro, in the introduction to the i'lidrash also found 

in Sifre Zutta. All the sources just cited reflect the former 

tradition, but not in a uniform manner. In Sifre Numbers 81, 

one of the traditions in Sifre Zutta, and in Sifre Deutero-

nomy 12:5, Israel divides the land and leaves Jericho. In 

Sifre Deut. 33:12 and ARN I, 35, this is done by Joshua. 

Only Sifre Num. 81 and Sifre Deut. mention the size of the 

portion left unallocated (500x500 cubits). Sifre Num. 81, 

Sifre Zutta and probably Sifre Deut. 33:12, simply say that 

the portion of Jericho was left for the tribe that would have 

the Temple built in its territory, while Sifre Deut. 12:5 

and ARN I, 35 specify that it was left for the Benjaminites 

to receive when the Temple was built in their territory. 

Sifre Num. 81 and Sifre Deut. 33:12 say that it was given to 

the Rechabites in the meantime, Sifre Deut. 12:5 and ARN 1,35 

that it was given to the Kenites, and Sifre Zutta that it 

was given to Jethro himself! 
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Given this almost bewildering variety of details 

in the witnesses to the one basic tradition, a variety so 

diverse that no two instances of the tradition are the same, 

it is not possible, nor perhaps even methodologically 

correct, to attempt to push behind the witnesses, in an 

attempt to find the 'original' form of the saying. With some 

of the other sayings considered in this survey, it has been 

possible to do this, and secondary accretions have been 

identifiable, but this is not the case with the 'receiving 

and leaving of Jericho'tradition. 

The ultimate source of the tradition also remains 

a mystery. There is no biblical evidence for Jericho being 

left unallocated at the division of the land, to be received 

as compensation for land lost by the tribe which eventually 

had the Temple built in its territory. That Jericho might 

have been left out of the allocation of the land could perhaps 

have been inferred from Joshua's curse upon it, Josh. 6:26, 

cf. 1 Kings 16:34, but this can hardly have formed the 

foundation of the Midrashic tradition. Cursed land would 

hardly have been called a 'fat portion', 1wr~, or a 'choice 

portion', 0~1~ p~n, nor would it have been viewed as a 

very appropriate recompense for land lost as a result of the 

building of the Temple and, in any case, Josh. 18:21 

indicates that the Benjaminites owned Jericho right from the 

division of the land. K. Kohler was of the opinion that the 

connection between the Rechabites and Jericho was an allusion 

h E . E G d. 140 to t e ssene commun1ty at n e 1, but this suggestion 

may be discounted, as the Qumran Scrolls make no mention 
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of Jericho, and the Greek witnesses to the Essenes do not 

connect it with them either. 141 As noted above, the Qumran 

community saw themselves as living in the desert, not in the 

'fat portion of Jericho'. The Apocryphal, Pseudepigraphical, 

Targumic and other rabbinic literature all seem to be simi-

larly silent on the matter, so further progress on ascer-

taining the date and provenance of this tradition is diffi-

cult. 

· The idea that the 'fat portion of Jericho' that was 

left unallocated was 500 cubits square has nothing to do with 

the traditions about Jericho. It derives from the Temple 

traditions. Ezekiel 42:16-20 and 45:2 indicate that the 

Temple was to cover 500x500 cubits. The portion to be re-

ceived as compensation was thus the same size. 

The second tradition concerning the Rechabites/ 

Kenites being in Jericho, and their reasons for leaving it, 

. is found in Tanhumah Jethro 4 and Sifre Zutta. The passage 

. . h 1 d b . d 142 
1n quest1on as a rea y een c1te . Jethro, having 

received Jericho, complains that he never has any time to 

study Torah, because he spends all his time sowing and reap-

ing. He is told that there is a man teaching Torah in the 

city, so the Kenites leave Jericho and go and sit before 

Jabez, in order to learn Torah. A not dissimilar tradition 

is found in ARN I, 35, 143 where it is recounted that the 

sons of Jethro were potters, great men with houses, fields 

and vineyards, and in order to do the work of the King of 

kings of kings, they left it all, and went and studied Torah 
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with Jabez. 

These stories may reflect an ancient, possibly pre-

Christian, origin. They depict the Rechabites/Kenites as 

giving up manual labour in order to go and study Torah, 

whether that labour be sowing, or reaping, or pottery. 

The practices of the Rechabites, as recounted by Jer. 35, 

ie. not living in houses, not sowing seed or planting vine-

yard, seem to lie behind ARN's description of the former 

life of Jethro's sons. This abandonment of manual labour, 

in order to learn Torah, suggests that the tradition-here 

regards the activity of the Torah scholar as being the pre-

serve of the 'honourable idler'. This same picture is depicted 

in the work of Jesus Sirach (first quarter of the second 

century BCE), 38:24-39:11. The rabbinic literature, how-

ever, contains many injunctions to the effect that Torah 

scholars should also have a trade, cf. mAboth 1:10, 2:2, 

bpes. 113a. 144 B h d L f h . 1 h 1 ern ar ang says o t e scr1ptura sc o ars 

of the period 150 BCE-70 CE that, as in the case of Paul the 

Apostle, ''the ideal is to combine study of the Torah with the 

practice of a trade". 145 This is not what our traditions say, 

nor is it what Jesus Sirach says. The text of Ecclesiasticus 

mentions those who work in the field (38:25f) and potters 

(38:29f), as being those who are needed for the life of a 

city, but who have no time for scholarship (38:22f). 

This idea, of the Torah scholar as one who is free 

from worldly pursuits, seems to be the one underlying the 

Midrashim in Sifre Zutta, Tanhumah Jethro and ARN I, 35. 
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Given that this idea becomes replaced by that of the scholar 

also maintaining himself by a worldly trade, it seems evi-

dent that this tradition, presented in what are much later 

documents, may well have an ancient origin, possibly stemming 

originally from the second century BCE. 

Sifre Zutta to Numbers 10:29 

As with Sifre Numbers 78, much of this portion of 

Sifre Zutta has already been considered in connection with 

material found elsewhere in the rabbinic literature. This 

section will therefore provide the cross-references needed in 

order to read the chapter of Sifre Zuttc. as a complete \vhole. 

It opens with what is, in effect, a compressed 

version of the portion of Sifre Numbers 78 quoted above on 

pages 82-83. This is followed by the discussion of Jethro's 

name, which was quoted on pages 49-50. After this comes the 

claim that Jethro's sons loved the Torah c.s much as he did, 

using Jer. 35:2 as a proof-text. This was dealt with on page 

46. The next paragraph is the one which was argues that Jer. 

35:19 meant that the Rechabites became members of the Sanhedrin, 

quoted on page ~· This in turn is follO\ved by the Qal Va-

homer conclusion that was discussed on pages 79-80. 

Sifre Zutta now moves to a consideration of the two 

other leading examples of proselytes in rabbinic thought, 

Rahab and Ruth. The passage concerning Ruth is partially re­

produced in bBaba Bathra 91b. 146 It then returns to a direct 

consideration of Num. 10:29-32, with the ~idrash concerning 
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the 'fat portion of Jericho' that was mentioned on pages 86-

90. This is followed by the story of Jethro living his 

labours in order to go and study Torah in the city. This was 

quoted on page ~· The passage concludes with the discussion 

of the three clan names of 1 Chron. 2:55 that was quoted on 

page 58. 

Sifre Deuteronomy 

There are two places in the Sifre to Deuteronomy 

where the Rechabites are mentioned,· 12:5 and 33:12. Both 

these texts were considered in connection with Sifre Numbers 

81, on pages 86-88. The end of the passage in Sifre Deut. 

12:5 was also discussed on pages 37 and 40-~. 

The Midrash Rabbah 

There are four places in the Midrash Rabbah, where 

there is either a mention of the Rechabites, or else a cit-

ation of Jeremiah 35 or 1 Chronicles 2:55. Genesis Rabbah 

98:8 was dealt with on pages 32-33; Exodus Rabbah 1:9 on 

page 12; and Numbers Rabbah on pages 80-81. Thus, only 

Genesis Rabbah 97 (New Version) needs to be considered here. 

This chapter of Genesis Rabbah is a Midrash on Jacob's 

blessings (Gen. 49), which appears in most manuscripts of 

the work, but not in the Vatican or Temanite MSS. It is 

printed at the end of the current Wilna edition, was included 

by Theodor and Albeck in their critical edition, 147 and by 



the Soncino translation, which is given here: 

THE SCEPTRE [STAFF] SHALL NOT DEPART FROM 

JUDAH (xlix, 10). This alludes to the 

Exilarchs in Babylon who chastise the people 

of Israel with the staff. NOR A U.I~GIVER 

FROM BETWEEN HIS FEET. This alludes to the 

House of Rabbi, who publicL~ teach Torah 

in Eretz Israel. Another interpretation: 

THE SCEPTRE [STAFF] SHALL NOT DEPART FROM 

JUDAH alludes to the Messiah, son of David, 

who will chastise the state with a staff, as 

it says, Thou shalt break them with~ rod 

[staff] of iron (Ps. ii, 9). NOR A LAWGIVER 

FROM BETWEEN HIS FEET alludes to the inhabi-

tants of Jabez, the Tirathites, Shimeathites, 

Sucathites, who gave legal rulings to Israel 

in the Great Sanhedrin, which sat in the 

Chamber of Hewn Stones in the territory of Judah, 

as it says, And the families of scribes that 

dwelt at Jabez etc. (1 Chron. ii, 55). 

This passage is quoted in Yalkut Shimconi to the 

Torah 160, where 'descendents of Hillel' appears, rather 

than 'patriarchs of the House of Rabbi'. Jabez is named as 

Rabbi's grandson in Derek Eretz Zutta 1:18, 148 which might 

suggest that the text in Genesis Rabbah is the one that has 
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been changed, to bring the two interpretations into parallel 

with each other. Hillel was also chronologically prior to 

R. Judah the Prince, and was alive when the Temple was still 

standing, when the Great Sanhedrin was still meeting in the 

Chamber of Hewn Stone, in the Court of the Temple. It has 

already been shown that the tradition that the Kenites/Rechab-

ites sat in the Sanhedrin may plausibly be dated to the first 
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149 century CE. Certainty over the correct reading is, how-

ever, impossible. 

The Homiletic Midrashim 

A number of the relevant texts from the Homiletic 

Midrashim have already been considered in the course of this 

study. Thus, the Aboth of Rabbi Nathan I, 35 was discussed 

on pages 29-30 and 86-2l, Derek Eretz Zutta 1:18 on page 93, 

Pesikta de Rab Kahana 3d on pages 18-~, Tanhumah Jethro 4 

on pages ..!.§., 37, ~. 43, 56-~, 66-67, 84, and 86-91, Tanhumah 

Bammidbar 26 on pages 80-~, Tanhumah Hayyaqhe1 9 and Midrash 

Psalms 1: 18 on page 59. There are, ho1.Jever, a number of 

other texts from the Pesikta de Rab Kahana, Pesikta Rabbati, 

Midrash Aggadah, l Alphabet of Ben Sirach, Tanhumah Shemini 

and Tanhumah Tezzaveh which have not yet been examined. These 

texts form the subjct of the present section. 

Yalkut Makiri, like the better-known Yalkut Shim-

coni, is a late collection of Midrashim, dated by EJ to 

1300-1400 CE. 150 Ginzberg referred to its exposition of 'How 

beautiful upon the mountains are the feet of the messenger of 

good tidings' , Is. 52:7, as an "unkn01m Mid rash quoted in 

Makiri on Is. 52".
151 

Subsequent scholarship has revealed, 

however, that the Midrash in question is anything but un-

known. It is, in fact, Supplement 5:2 to the Pesikta de 

Rab Kahana. Only the end of this section is relevant for the 

purposes of this study. It reads: 

And who will be the ones bringing the good 



tidings? They will be, said R. Joshua, 

the descendents of Jonadab the son of Rechab, 

who will be the first with good tidings to 

Israel, for it is said, There shall not be 

cut off unto Jonadab the son of Rechab a man 

to stand before me forever (Jer. 35:19). 

Indeed, Jonadab's descendents will go up [to 

Jerusalem], where they will be the first to 

bring an offering, since of them it is said, 

~man~ stand before me forever, words 

which include an allusion, one may infer, 

to the days of the Messiah. 

This idea, that those bringing the good tidings 

to Israel are the sons of Jonadab, is also found in PRK 

Supp. 5:4, where Jer. 35:19 is the prooftext for the claim 

that the Rechabites would be the heralds, 

who upon entering the Temple will bring 

offerings, procure expiation and bring 

tidings of redemption to Israel. 
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There are two ideas contained in this tradition. 

Firstly, that the Rechabites will announce the good tidings 

of salvation, and secondly, that in so doing they will 

exercise a priestly ministry. It has already been shown that 

the origin of the tradition that the Rechabites became priests 

lies in the interpretation of '""::l~~ 1)?.:1 in Jer. 35:19. 152 

This holds true for this tradition also, even though this 

phrase of the verse does not actually appear in the Hebrew of 

either PRK Supp. 5:2 or 5:4. As Lauterbach has pointed out, 

rabbinic scriptural citations are often not given in full, 

yet the crucial word or words for the interpretation lies in 

that part of the verse that has not been cited. This has been 
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recognised by the English translation of PRK, which has ex­

tended the quotation in both Supp. 5:2 and 5:4. 

That the Rechabites would be those bringing the 

good tidings of salvation seems to have been deduced from the 

fact that Jer. 35:19 promises that the Rechabites will endure 

in perpetuity ( b~~~~-~~), which PRK understands to mean 

'until the days of the Messiah'. 

The date of the tradition is problematic. It is 

ascribed to R~ Joshua, who lived around the time of the Fall 

of the Temple, in Supp. 5:2, but whether the ascription is 

genuine is open to debate. According to Sifre Numbers 78, 

R. Joshua taught that Jer. 35:19 meant, not that the Rechab­

ites entered the Temple, but that they were members of the 

Sanhedrin. Whether the two PRK passages presuppose that the 

Temple has fallen is also debateable. Supp. 5:2 is silent on 

the matter. Supp. 5:4 speaks of the New Jerusalem coming 

down from heaven to earth, before it speaks of the Rechabites 

entering the Temple with the good news - does this passage 

presuppose that the events of 70 CE have happened or not? 

Whatever the date of this tradition, it may be safely point­

ed out that this is the first instance of an 'eschatological' 

interpretation of the Promise to the Rechabites in Jer. 35:19. 

The traditions that they became priests and that they became 

members of the Sanhedrin are more 'this-worldly', and it 

has been argued that they reflect a concrete historical situ­

ation in the first century CE. The traditions in PRK, and 

those in Pesikta Rabbati, Midrash Aggadah, 2 Alphabet of 
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Ben Sirach and the History of the Rechabites are more 'other­

worldly' - though recognition of this is not in itself an 

aid towards dating these traditions: 'other-worldly' tradit­

ions are not necessarily later than 'this-worldly' ones; the 

reverse may be true, or else they could have emanated from 

different sources. 

Ginzberg lists Pesikta Rabbati 31, 153 Midrash 

Aggadah to Num. 24:22 and l Alphabet of Ben Sirach 28 toget­

her, as all dealing with the future abode of the Rechabites. 

154 

The passage from Pesikta Rabbati reads: y-u·ln ri'JNI 

~:::>1 1~ J.i'JI"' ":J:li'J"N('rl0) 'n~J""', 'And these from the 

land of Sinim (ibid. [Is. 49:12]). These are the sons of 

Jonadab the son of Rechab'. The context suggests that the 

Rechabites are here viewed as exiled Jews who will be brought 

back to Jerusalem in the messianic age. The connection of 

the Rechabites with the age of the Messiah has already been 

encountered in the supplements to PRK, but there the trad­

ition was rather different. Here, the question that iS being 

addressed is: Given that Jer. 35:19 promises that the Rech-

abites will last forever, and that scripture cannot fail, 

the Rechabites must be still alive today somewhere. They are 

nowhere to be found in the 'Known World', so their existence 

must currently-be in some remote place, referred to under 

the biblical name Sinim, from whence they will eventually 

return to Jerusalem. Braude places the redaction of Pesikta 

Rabbati to the seventh century CE.
155 
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156 The 11th century CE Midrash Aggadah to the Penta-

157 teuch contains a similar idea in its consideration of 

Num. 24:22: "In the destruction of the Temple, the sons 

of Jonadab the son of Rechab were not exiled, because they 

were of the sons of Keni, for the Holy One, blessed. be He, 

sent them to the dark mountains". 

The "dark mountains", as one of the abodes of the 

Exiles, along with the region beyond the River Sambation, 

is found also in Numbers Rabbah 16:25, but without any 

mention of the Rechabites. 

l Alphabet of Ben Sirach, dating from after the rise 

158 of Islam, tackles the same problem in a rather different 

way. In chapter 28 of this work, the following sentence is 

found: "The descendents of Jonadab live in Paradise where 

they entered alive". 

Ginzberg rightly compares these three traditions 

with the one found in the History of the Rechabites, 159 

where the Rechabites describe how they were brought to the 

Isles of the Blessed Ones, and how they live there. Before 

these traditions of the abode of the Rechabites can be further 

analysed, further study on the History of the Rechabites 

d b . d 160 nee s to e carr1e out. 

At this stage, however, it may be said that these 

traditions about the Rechabites presumably derive from a time 

and a place where there were no 'ready-made' candidates who 
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fitted the description of the Rechabites as always existing, 

and hence the scriptural promise had to be 'dehistoricised', 

in order for it not to be proved false. The tradition that 

the Rechabites were members of the Sanhedrin was able to use 

the increasing number of proselytes being incorporated into 

first-century CE Israel as examples of contemporary 'Rechab-

ites', still very much 'standing before the Lord'. 

The tradition in Tanhumah Shemini 5/Tanhumah Buber 

Shemini 14 has already been noted in passing. 161 The two 

versions of the one Midrash are largely, but not completely, 

identical. It is a discussion of the merits of abstinence 

from wine, and is found in the middle of a larger discuss-

ion of Lev. 10:9, where serving priests are commanded not 

to drink wine. The Midrash opens with the statement, ~l~N 

l""ll 1n,.J C?1ti? IJ">-10 'oiN, 'Blessed is the man who is not 

anxious for wine', which it then proceeds to illustrate by 

way of the example of the Rechabites, who were banned from 

drinking wine by their father, because he had heard Jere­

miah prophesying the destruction of the Temple. Unlike 

Israel, the Rechabites have obeyed what was commanded them, 

and so they have received the promise of eternal survival. 

This the first occasion where the example of the 

Rechabites has been adduced as an argument in favour of the 

practice of temperance in the consumption of alcohol. The 

other Midrashim, as has been seen, have focussed on very 

different themes. Admittedly, Mek. Rashbi to Exodus 18:27 

includes a claim that abstinence from wine prolongs one's 
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days, but it is argued from the examples of Cain, Noah, 

Lot and Uzziah, but not from the example of the Rechabites, 

even though it occurs in the middle of a passage dealing with 

th 
,162 

em. This suggests that this tradition derives from a 

date and milieu where the ethics of alcohol were deemed to be 

more important than more abstract speculation about the 

Kenites and the Rechabites and how their example of fidelity 

should serve as a paradigm for Israel. This is a signifi-

cant shift in emphasis, away from the example of fidelity 

to the example of abstinence, but when and where it happened 

cannot be determined without further investigation into the 

history of Judaism. The Tanhumah was probably compiled in 

the period 775-900 CE, and there is no evidence for the use 

of the Rechabites in this way before this date - in the mater-

ial considered here, it is only found elsewhere in Radak's 

commentary on Jer. 35, where a homily extolling the virtues 

of abstinence appears, citing Prov. 20:1, Is. 5, 28:1. 

The other passage in the Tanhumah which cites 

1 Chron. 2:55 is Tanhumah Tezzaveh 9. It has been noted 

several times in the course of this survey that Jabez was 

regarded by the Rabbis as the Torah scholar par excellence. 

This passage of the Tanhumah provides the most succinct 

summary of this belief: 

AND THIS IS THE THING THAT YOU SHALL MAKE 

FOR THEM. This is what scripture says, 'The 

wise will inherit honour'(Prov. 3). Glory 

befits the wise who labour in the Torah. 

Torah says, 'Strength and honour are with me, 

substantial property and righteousness'. And 



so you find 36 generations from Adam to 

Jabez. And it is not written of any of them 

except Jabez that they were honourable 

(1 Chron. 4). 'And Jabez was more honourable 

than his brothers'. And why is it written of 

him that he was honourable? Because he was 

a Torah scholar, assembling congregations and 

expounding the arguments of Torah to many, 

as it is written (1 Chron, 2), 'And the 

families of scribes, the inhabitants of 

Jabez, Tirathites, Shimeathites, Sucathites. 

These are the Kenites who came from Hammath, 

father of the House of Rechab'. 
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The understanding of Jabez as the Torah scholar ~ 

excellence stems in part from a pun on his name, as bTemurah 

16a shows: 'He was called ..• Jabez, because he counselled 

and fostered Torah in Israel'. The word rendered 'counselled' 

is r..j", which is similar to r::.::J", I Jabez I • Compare the 

proposed etymology of his name in the MT of 1 Chron. 4:9f, 

as if from J"::J.j~, 1 sorrow', which is just as forced an ex-

planation as the rabbinic one. The idea of Jabez as the Torah 

scholar is also derived from 1 Chron. 2:55, where the 1 inhab-

itants of Jabez' are the 'families of scribes' -and scribes 

are teachers of Torah. That the Jabez of 1 Chron. 2:55 was 

a place and that of 4:9f a person was immaterial to this exe­

gesis. C.T.R. Hayward has shown that the connection of scribes 

with Torah teaching "is likely to be as old as the first cen­

tury AD, possible[?] older still". 163 This would imply that 

at least some of the traditions concerning Jabez may be very 

ancient. 
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The '36 generations from Adam to Jabez' is the other 

interesting feature of this passage from the Tanhumah. It is 

unlikely that the number 36 derives from an attempt to count 

the generations from Adam to Jabez, as detailed in 1 Chron. 

1-4. 1 Chron. 4:9f is an isolated fragment, unconnected with 

what precedes or with what follows, and Jabez' parents are 

unnamed. It is more likely that the '36 generations' is 

linked in some way to the tradition that there was, in each 

generation, 36 hidden just men, who preserved the world 

and daily received the divine countenance. While the idea 

of the hidden just men is older, Gershom Scholem assigns the 

number 36 to the fourth century Babylonian teacher Abbaye, 

but unfortunately he does not name his source. 164 Scholem 

goes on to argue that, as the scriptural basis for this is 

patently forced (it is derived via Gematria), Abbaye 

took an idea known to him from other sources 

or views and in this way read it into 

Scripture in order to find further support 

for it there. 

He is of the opinion that Abbaye derived it from the fact that 

ancient astrology divided the 360 degrees of a circle into 36 

deans, each with its own master, whom he appropriated for 

Judaism as the 36 hidden just men. 

If Scholem is right, and if the '36 generations 

from Adam to Jabez' is dependent on this tradition, ie. 

that the thirty-sixth group of thirty-six hidden just men 

would produce a highly important figure, then this part of 

the Jabez tradition, which seems to be found only here is, 

in contrast with his fame as a Torah scholar, late - post-
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fourth century CE. 

The Yalkutim 

Yalkut Shimconi to the Torah has been dealt with 

as follows: Indication 160 on pages 93-94; Indication 169 

on page 80; and Indication 771 on page 26. To the Prophets 

3 was discussed on page 49 and 130 on pages 12-~. To the 

Prophets 1074 is Yalkut Shimconi's treatment ad. loc. of 

1 Chron. 2:55. It cites the passages from bSotah lla and 

jShekalim, both already considered, acknowledging them as 

sources. Yalkut tvlakiri to Isaiah 52:7 was considered on page 

94. 

The two remaining passages are both found in Yalkut 

Shimconi to the Prophets. Indication 38 is part of the Yal-

kut's discussion of Judges 1, and Indication 323 deals with 

Jer. 35. The former passage is the longest passage dealing 

with the Rechabites in the Yalkut. Despite its length, it 

may be divided up into eleven different sections, as follows: 

(1) The seven names of Jethro. See page 84; 

(2) When they went up from the City of Palm Trees, 

the sons of Keni left Jericho and went before Jabez 

to study Torah. Pages 39-40; 

(3) For when the land was divided, the Israelites 

left the fat portion of Jericho as compensation 

for the tribe which would have the Temple built in 

its territory. For 440 years, the Rechabites ate 

its produce, until the Benjaminites came and took 

it over. Page 86; 

(4) They went and sat before Jabez, proved by 

1 Chron. 2:55. Pages 39-40; 
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(5) An exposition of the clan names in 1 Chron. 

2:55. Page 22.; 
(6) The Rechabites observed their practices be­

cause the Temple was destined to be destroyed. Page 

48; 

(7) The saying of R. Nathan that the covenant with 

Jonadab was greater than that with David. Page 76; 

(8) The saying of R. Jonathan that Jer. 35:19 

meant that the Rechabites became members of the 

Sanhedrin. Page 11; 
(9) The anonymous saying that the daughters of 

the Rechabites married priests. Page 23; 

(10) 1 Chron. 2:55 used to prove that Jonadab's 

sons were of the sons of Jethro. Page 20; 

(11) The Qal Vahomer conclusion. Page 80. 

Indication 323 may also be divided, this time into 

six parts, other than the opening citation of Jer. 35:7: 

(1) An anonymous saying concerning the accept­

ance of a sacrifice offered in the Temple by the 

sons of the drinkers of water. See pages 69-70; 

(2) The saying of R. Jonathan that the covenant 

with Jonadab with Jonadab was greater than that 

with David; 

(3) A second saying from R. Jonathan to the effect 

that Jer. 35:19 meant that the Rechabites became 

members of the Sanhedrin; 

(4) An alternative opinion, that the daughters 

of the Rechabites married priests; 

(5) 1 Chron. 2:55 cited to prove that Jonadab's 

sons were of Jethro's sons; 

(6) The Qal Vahomer conclusion. 

When this anthology is compared with that in Indi-

cation 38, just listed, it becomes clear that 323 is another 
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instance of the end of 38, except that the 'water-drinking 

sacrificers' have been inserted. Other variations between 

the passages are so slight as to be negligible. 

This fundamental similarity between 323 and the end 

of 38 is capable of three explanations: that 323 formed the 

basis of 38, and the compiler omitted the 'water-drinking 

sacrificers' for some reason; that 38 is the Vorlage of 323, 

and the sacrifice of the water drinkers has been inserted; 

or that in 38 and 323 we have two recensions of an earlier 

collection of traditions about the Rechabites. 

The first possiblity, that the compiler already 

had 323 before him whem he composed 38, founders on the water­

drinking sacrificers story. This appears nowhere in 38, yet 

if the compiler had had it before him, in the collection re­

flected by 323, when he was creating 38, surely he would 

have retained it? No good reason can be adduced for its 

omission. 

That 38 is the Vorlage of 323 is also a remote 

possibility. If the compiler were consciously using material 

he had already used elsewhere in the same work, would he 

really have gone to the trouble of writing it all out again? 

The answer to this question must be in the negative, as there 

is evidence in the Yalkut Shimconi of the compiler directing 

his readers to another Indication where a particular subject 

is discussed, rather than repeating himself. Thus, in 38, 

immediately after the passage which is identical to 323, the 
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compiler continues his discussion of Judges 1 with ~NI 

(n'':l "l'.>?l:::t :l.ISl;)) "'"'IJ..""'i7, "'And the Jebusites' (written 

about in Indication 28)". By analogy, it must be concluded 

that if the compiler had had his discussion of Judg. 1:16 

before him when he was preparing his discussion of Jer. 35, 

rather than repreat all his material again, he would have 

written the citation from Jer. 35:7, the 'water-drinking 

sacrificers' story, and then have abbreviated the rest to 

something like n"l;, 'r)?i:l.. :LISTJ, '\rritten about in Indication 

38". 

This leaves the third option: that there is evi­

dence here for an earlier collection of traditions about the 

Rechabites, consisting of a citation of Jer. 35:7, R. Jon­

athan's saying that the covenant with Jonadab is greater than 

the one with David, his second saying, that Jer. 35:19 means 

that the Rechabites became part of the Sanhedrin, the anon­

ymous saying that the daughters of the Rechabites married 

priests, the 'proof' that the Rechabites were Kenites, and 

a Qal Vahomer conclusion. 

All these elements are found elsewhere in the rabb­

inic traditions about the Rechabites but, while internal com­

parison of the Yalkut reveals that the compiler has adopted a 

pre-existing collection of sayings, there is no evidence for 

this collection elsewhere in the material under study. The 

closest parallel is in Sifre Numbers 78, where three of the 

elements appear together: the saying that the Rechabites sat 

in the Sanhedrin (there ascribed toR. Joshua!), the one 
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concerning their daughters marrying priests, and the Qal 

Vahomer conclusion. The question and answer about the Rech­

abites being Kenites is found a few lines earlier. Evidently, 

the Sifre to Numbers represents a stage where some of the 

traditions that had eventually coalesced by the time of the 

Yalkut had already come together, but others were still 

floating independently. It is also evident that the compiler 

of the Yalkut Shimconi was not completely original in his 

selection of material for his anthology, but that he was in 

part guided by earlier, smaller collections of Midrashim. 

The i''lediaeval Commentators: Rashi and Radak 

At various points in this discussion about the 

rabbinic traditions concerning the Rechabites, mention has 

been made of the commentaries of Rashi (R. Solomon ben Isaac, 

1040-1105 CE) and Radak (R. David Kim~i, c.1160-c.1235 CE) 

on the Bible. To round off this survey, consideration of 

the material which these two commentators offer in their 

commentaries on Judg. 1:16, Jer. 35 and 1 Chron. 2:55 is 

here provided. 

Judges 1:16 

Rashi reflects the common rabbinic traditions here, 

that the fat portion of Jericho was given to the sons of 

Jethro, to eat of it until the Temple should be built, when 

the tribe who had had it built in its territory would receive 

Jericho as compensation. The sons of Jethro ate of it for 
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440 years, then their disciples left it and went alongside 

Othniel ben Kenaz, ie. Jabez, to study Torah. Rashi ex­

plains 'And he went and dwelt with the people' as 'People are 

the disciples who were sitting before him'. 

Radak's exposition of the verse is much longer. 

Jericho is the City of Palm Trees because it has many palms. 

We are not told why they went from the City of Palm Trees, or 

whether they were resident there with the Canaanites. This 

is possible, because at the time Jethro was not with the 

Israelites, as it is written, 'And he went to his own land'. 

Because Jethro did good to Israel, the Holy One did good to 

Jethro throughout all generations. They lived in Israel in 

tents, and used to move around from place to place, cf. 

Saul's words to them in 1 Samuel 15. Radak next mentions the 

Rechabites explicitly: 'Behold, the righteousness which is 

kept for them forever: in the days of Jehu, Jonadab son of 

Rechab was loved and honoured in Israel, and in the days of 

Jeremiah the prophet the Rechabites were in the midst of the 

sons of Israel, and scripture says "There will not lack a 

man to Jonadab son of Rechab standing before me forever". 

And the House of the Rechabites are of the sons of Jethro, 

as it is said, "These are the Kenites which came from Hammath, 

father of the House of Rechab"'. Radak later mentions that, 

in fulfi L ment of the promise to Jethro, "Come with us and 

we will do you good", his sons were given the fat portion of 

Jericho, 500 by 500 cubits, which was left for the tribe 

which would have the Temple built in its portion. They owned 

it for 440 years, until the Temple was built in Benjamin. 



109 

'They went up from the City of Palm Trees', for they left 

their substance and went to study Torah in the wilderness of 

Judah with Othniel (ie. Jabez), as 1 Chron. 2:55 proves. 

All of what Rashi, and much of what Radak, says 

is found elsewhere in the rabbinic literature. There are one 

or two features of Radak's exposition that are worthy of 

note, however, such as the connection between the Jonadab 

of 2 Kings 10 and the Jonadab of Jer. 35, which has already 

165 been remarked upon. The idea of living in a tent, and 

being able to move around from place to place, is evidently 

one that appealed to Radak, as will be seen when his expos-

ition of Jeremiah 35 is examined. 

Jeremiah 35 

Again, Radak's commentary is longer than Rashi's. 

The main features of Rashi's exposition are that the Rechab-

ites were of the sons of Jethro, that they lived in tents 

because, as sons of Jethro, they had no share in the land, 

that they kept pasture-animals ( n1~1~1~), and that they 

came unwillingly to Jerusalem and were now living in houses. 

All these are questions that are often addressed by 

modern commentators. Were the Rechabites Kenites? Were they 

shepherds? Did they abandon their distinctive lifestyle once 

they came to Jerusalem? The findings of Part One of this 

study suggest that the answer to each of these questions is, 

in fact, 'no', but Rashi's explanation of the Rechabite 
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tent-dwelling, as being connected with landlessness, 

reflects the conclusions of this study concerning their desig­

nation as garim, even if Rashi's reasons are different. 

Radak's exposition of Jer. 35 also has a number of 

distinctive features about it. He observes that, when the 

Rechabites call Jonadab their father, they must mean their 

ancestor, as Jonadab flourished in the days of Jehu, the 

Rechabites in the days of Jehoiakim. 166 Radak then explains 

the Rechabite practices as enabling the Rechabites, because 

they had nothing committing them to one location, to flee 

from evil and draw near to good, thus ensuring long life, 

which is denied to someone with houses, fields and vineyards, 

who must stay in one place, even in time of dearth. Radak 

draws a parallel between the Rechabites and the Patriarchs, 

with their itinerant lifestyle. He then presents a homily 

extolling the virtues of abstaining from wine. Dealing with 

Jer. 35:19, Radak presents three opinions: that of Targum 

Jonathan, that which claims that the daughters of the Rech­

abites married priests, and the one which claims that they 

sat in the Sanhedrin- all familiar traditions! 167 

Once again, Radak, and here also Rashi, has in­

troduced an exposition markedly different from that found in 

the Midrashim. Only Radak in the Jewish literature compares 

the Rechabites with the Patriarchs - something which this study 

has also done - and only Radak has held up the itinerant life­

style as being worthy of commendation. Other than Radak, 

only Tanhumah Shemini has used the example of the Rechabites 
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to extol the virtues of teetotalism. Radak and Rashi have 

refrained from the more fanciful speculation about the fate 

of the Rechabites, as reflected by Pesikta Rabbati, Midrash 

Aggadah and l Alphabet of Ben Sirach, restricting themselves 

to the (probably) older material found in the Targum and the 

Tannaitic Midrashim. All this reflects a new soberness and 

care which mark out Rashi and Radak as a turning point in 

Jewish scriptural exegesis. We are approaching the realms 

of 'scientific' exegesis. 

1 Chronicles 2:55 

Our commentators' expositions of 1 Chron. 2:55 show 

the same restraint and soberness that was noted in their 

expositions of Jer. 35. They are worth quoting in full here. 

Rashi: AND THE Fill~ILIES OF SCRIBES, INHAB­

ITANTS OF JABEZ. The company of Jabez, for 

he was managing them, as it is written below, 

'Jabez was more honourable than his brothers'. 

TIRATHITES, SHIMEATHITES, SUCATHITES. All 

these are names of their father's houses. 

THESE ARE THE KENITES. And where was their 

place? Were they not inhabitants of Kain? 

There was their place, as it is written, 

'Kain, Gibeah and Timnah'(Joshua 15:57). \VHO 

CAME FROM HAMMATH FATHER OF THE HOUSE.OF RECHAB. 

Because they went forth from Harnrnath, for he 

was of the House of Rechab, and dwelt in Kain. 

Another opinion is that Jabez is the name of 

a city in Issachar, as it is written, 

'Rabbith, Kishion, Ebez'(Joshua 19:20). 

It is almost as if 'Rashi'
168 

is deliberately shunn-
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ing the old Haggadic exegesis of this verse which, as has 

been seen in this survey of the rabbinic traditions, have 

been fairly fanciful at times, especially concerning Jabez 

and the Tirathites, Shimeathites and Sucathites. Rashi also 

seems to eschew a genealogical meaning for Sfnnn 'o"J>JJ.,i, in 

preference for a spatial one - as this study has also done. 

This preference for a more sober method of exegesis 

is found also in Radak's commentary on the verse: 

AND THE FAMILIES OF THE SCRIBES, INHAB-

ITANTS OF JABEZ. As it says, these families 

were also of the sons of Salma. SCRIBES, 

because they were scribes and teachers, and 

inhabited a city which 1vas called Jabez. 

Perhaps Jabez built it, and it was called by 

his name. TIRATHITES, SHIHEATHITES, SUCATHITES. 

Names of families. There are many inter­

pretations of these names, but if we were to 

try to interpret the meanings of these names, 

it would be impossible, for we have nothing 

except what is lvritten ... THESE ARE THE KENITES 

... Our sages, of blessed memory~ said that 

they were from the sons of Keni, the father­

in-law of Moses, and that they were mixed 

with the families of Judah and were counted 

with them. FRm1 HAHHATH FATHER OF THE HOUSE 

OF RECHAB. And they .are the families of the 

House of the Rechabites mentioned in the book of 

Jeremiah, and the name of the father of that 

family is Hammath. 

Radak's exposition of the three clan names has 

already been considered, in the examination of the "many 

• • 11 f h 169 1nterpretat1ons o t ose names, and what was said there 
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bears repeating here. It is almost as if Radak is avowedly 

rejecting the whole Haggadic means of scriptural exegesis in 

favour of a more 'literal' reading of the text. It was to be 

this method that was to become dominant in biblical exegesis 

and, in many respects, Solomon ben Isaac and David Kimhi 

stand closer to modern critical scholars than they do to their 

Jewish predecessors, whose work is reflected in the Mishnah 

and Talmuds, Tannaitic Midrashim, Midrash Rabbah, Homiletic 

Midrashim and Yalkutim. As Rashi and Radak form such a marked 

turning in the Jewish traditions concerning the Rechabites, 

they form a fitting close to this study of those traditions. 

Conclusion 

The foregoing survey of the rabbinic references to 

the Rechabites has worked through the literature in its 

'traditional' order, but it has become clear that the date 

of a tradition does not necessarily correspond with the date 

of the work in which it first appears. Many of the traditions 

identified in this analysis have been seen to be considerably 

older, and it is important, by way of conclusion, to pre­

sent the data in what seems to be its chronological order. 

The earliest tradition concerning the Rechabites 

seems to be the one that they practised Torah scholarship as 

a full-time pursuit, free from worldly interests. Because 

this is held up as an ideal in Ecclesiasticus, but is not 

held to be commendable in the first centuries of the Common 

Era, this tradition has nothing preventing the ascription 
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of a second century BCE date to it. 

A number of traditions were seen to have nothing 

in them which urged a date later than the first century CE, 

despite Neusner's cautions about this period in Jewish hist-

170 
ory. The traditions concerning the Kenites, the Rechabites 

and the Sanhedrin plausibly reflect disputes over the com-

position of the Sanhedrin after the mass conversions to 

Judaism of the late pre-Christian/early Christian period. The 

c ones which understand the Tirathites as Teru ah-blowers, the 

Sucathites as being overshadowed by the Holy Spirit, the 

Shimeathites as Torah scholars, Jabez as a Torah scholar and 

the story of the water-drinking sacrificers all seem to 

reflect the period prior to the Fall of the Temple. 

To the period immediately following the Fall, and 

among groups which felt that it was right to observe harsh 

mourning customs, and which required a scriptural precedent 

for this belief, belong the traditions that the Rechabites 

observed their practices as mourning rites for the loss of 

the Temple, instigated by the preaching of Jeremiah. 

There are also a number of traditions without a date 

beyond the possible date of the document in which they appear. 

In these cases, it is unwise to speculate about earlier dates 

for their origin. 

This applies to the tradition found in ARN that the 

Rechabites were potters (3rd-4th century CE), and to those 



115 

in the Tannaitic Midrashim for which no earlier date can be 

assigned: the one that the Kenites/Rechabites went up from 

Jericho and studied Torah with Jabez; the one that the Kenites 

and the Rechabites were identical; the one that the cove-

nant with Jonadab was greater than the one with David; and 

the one that the Rechabites received Jericho. There is no­

thing in these traditions which forces us to assign a pre-400 

CE date to them. ~luch of the material very possibly is 

older than this date, but there is no way of demonstrating 

it. 

For the same reason, the connection between Jose 

ben ~alafta and Jonadab ben Rechab cannot be dated any 

~arlier than the probable date of the compilation of the 

Yerushalmi, ie. once again c.400 CE. The tradition that there 

were 36 generations from Adam to Jabez seems to be later than 

this date. 

There is no firm evidence that the tradition that 

the Rechabites were the heralds of the good tidings of the 

redemption predates the compilation of PRK (5th-6th century 

CE); nor that the tradition that they were exiled to the land 

of Sinim predates the compilation of PR (7th century CE). 

Similarly, the shift in emphasis, away from the 

Rechabites' example of fidelity to their example of abstinence, 

appears first in the Tanhumah, and there is no certain evi­

dence that it predates the compilation of this work (c.775-

c.900 CE). 
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The date of connection between the Jonadab of 2 

Kings 10 and the Jonadab of Jeremiah 35 is easier to ascertain 

- it is found only in Radak and in Yalkut Shimconi, and may 

be dated to c.1200 CE. At this time also, the first hint 

of a negative evaluation of the Rechabites appears, again in 

the Yalkut. Up until this point, the rabbinic evaluation 

of our group has been uniformly high. 

At approximately the same time, Rashi and Radak 

begin to move away from Haggadah to a more literal reading 

of the text, marking the ~lose of the period under discuss-

ion. 

Undoubtedly, many of the traditions for which there 

is no firm evidence for an earlier date are considerably 

older than the documents in which they first appear. But 

without any firm evidence, as has been adduced for the mater­

ial dated to the period 200 BCE-100 CE, it is impossible to 

ascertain precisely how much older those traditions may be. 

Hence, it is methodologically safer not to assign a date 

earlier than the date of the documents in which they appear 

to them, until new external evidence should appear. With 

the external evidence available, however, it is clear that 

rabbinic exegesis of the material concerning the Rechabites 

has, in some cases, a very ancient origin. This is conso­

nant with Weingreen's thesis that the roots of rabbinic 

exegesis are to be found within the Old Testament itself. 171 

The portraits of the Rechabites in the writings of 
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rabbinic Judaism are anything but uniform. Rather, they re-

present many and varied applications of a single set of 

biblical data to changing contemporary situations. They served 

as a model for scholars of Torah in the time of Jesus Sir-

ach. They served as a model for proselyte members of the 

Sanhedrin in the decades around the turn of the Era. They 

served as a model for those Jews who practiced severe rites 

of mourning and lamentation for the Temple after its des-

truction. They provided a ready example for those who 

wished to extol teetotalism. And so on. Throughout the 

literature, there is no unified conception of who they were 

or what they represented, and this diversity of outlook 

is preserved in almost compendious style. 'Rabbinic' exegesis 

of scripture was evidently not a monolithic entity. Despite 

172 having fixed rules, it adapted the biblical traditions 

it had at its disposal to contemporary persons, situations 

and events. 

5.3: THE HISTORY OF THE RECHABITES 

As well as the numerous rabbinic references and the 

few Christian references to them, the Rechabites also appear 

in a narrative which in recent years has been classified 

among the Pseudepigrapha of the Old Testament. This narrative, 

in its present form, is found in t\-Jo principal recensions, 

the Greek and the Syriac, and in a third, the Ethiopic, 

which seems to be derivative, as well as in numerous trans-

lations and/or redactions into Armenian, Arabic, etc. 
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The two principal recensions, while varying in 

points of detail, share the same basic story. The holy 

monk Zosimus spent forty years dwelling in the desert, 

praying that God would show him where the Blessed Ones dwelt. 

His request is finally granted, and he is led out from his 

cave for forty days, after which he collapses from exhaust­

ion, and spends a further three days praying. Then a wild 

animal appears, and carries him further on his journey -

in the Syriac, it brings him all the way to the Ocean, in 

the Greek it carries him only to the edge of the desert. 

After more prayer, Zosimus is brought to the river Eumeles 

by a storm of wind. 

Once beside the water, a voice comes out of it, 

telling Zosimus that he cannot cross it. He immediately 

prays again, and two magnificent trees spring up, one 

on each side of the water. Zosimus is picked up by the tree 

on his side, and is passed to the tree on the other, which 

sets him down in a beautiful land. 

Travelling through the land, he meets a seated 

naked man who, as Zosimus learns through conversing with 

him, is one of the Blessed Ones. The Blessed One takes him 

to an assembly of his fellows, who think that, because a 

man from the world has been able to enter into their abode, 

the end must have arrived. Two angels then appear, and 

reassure them that Zosimus has been sent by God, and that 

his stay will not be permanent. 
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Zosimus is then delivered into the hands of an attend-

4nt, but his arrival stirs up great excitement among all the 

Blessed Ones, who eagerly question their visitor to such an 

extent that Zosimus, wearied by it all, instructs his attend­

~nt to tell the Blessed Ones that he is not there, so that 

he can rest. The attendent is so shocked by this that he 

has Zosimus brought before an assembly of the Blessed Ones, 

who seek to send him away. Zosimus, however, begs forgive­

ness, and receives it. He then tells them his story, and 

asks to be told theirs. 

The Blessed Ones then tell how their father, Jona­

dab the son of Rechab (Greek: Rechab the son of Aminadab), 

when he heard Jeremiah prophesying the destruction of Jeru­

salem, had commanded them not to eat bread, or drink wine, 

or wear garments, and to lament a great lament, until the 

Lord should hear their petition. They did so, and the Lord 

turned away his anger from the city. But then a new king 

arose, who commanded the Rechabites to turn away from their 

practices. When they refused, he imprisoned them. By angelic 

intervention, the Rechabites were rescued from gaol, and 

brought to their present abode. 

There then follows a long description of the curr­

ent life of the Blessed Ones. They are nourished by what the 

natural habitat of their abode produces. They spend their 

whole life in prayer, and maintain a severe sexual disci­

pline. They have no counting of time, and are not naked as 

Zosimus thought, but are clothed with the garment of immortal-
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ity. They eat but once a day, and the angels dwell with them. 

The Syriac now has a passage describing how the 

angels announce to them the events of the Incarnation. Both 

recensions then have a description of Lent in the Abode of 

the Blessed Ones, during which time they are fed with Manna. 

The Blessed Ones then recount how they suffer no 

mental or physical privations, but are nevertheless not 

immortal. When the time for a Blessed One to die has come, 

it is announced by an angel; All the Blessed Ones gather 

together rejoicing, the angels dig the grave, and the one 

who is to die enters the grave saluting his fellows, before 

his soul is carried by the angels to heaven, where it is 

received by the Son of God, and brought to the Father, at 

which point the Blessed Ones remaining on earth worship God. 

At the conclusion of this Life of the Blessed Ones', 

Zosimus is dismissed, and returns to his original dwelling 

in the same way as he arrived - the trees lift him over the 

water, and the wind and the animal bring him back to his home. 

The Syriac ends at this point, but the Greek con­

tinues with various other narratives about the life, death 

and burial of our hero. 

This summary of the narrative in question plainly 

reveals why it has received numerous titles, both in the 

headings of the various Greek and Syriac manuscripts of the 
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work, and in modern editions of the text and secondary liter-

ature. James H. Charlesworth has conveniently gathered 

together all the titles from the MSS. 173 M.R. James, who 

first edited the Greek version, titled it simply the 'Story 

of Zosimus' or 'Narratio Zosimi' . 174 This title is drawn 

from Greek MS A (Cod. Par. Gr. 1217). F. Nau produced the 

first edition and translation of the Syriac, and entitled 

it 'La Ltgende in~dite des fils de Jonadab, fils de Rechab, 

A / 175 
et les Iles Fortunees'. Zanolli called it 'La Leggenda 

dl. z . 1 176 
OSlmO • Picard and Nikiprowetzky termed it 'La Narr-

ation de Zosime', an title also found in English in an article 

by Brian McNeil. 177 Charlesworth himself originally called 

. h I.\ 1 f z . 1 178 1t t e ~poca ypse o os1mus , but later changed his 

mind and called it the 'History of the Rechabites' , 179 the 

title under which the work appears in the new Old Testament 

P d · h 180 d · h SBL T d T 1 . . seu ep1grap a an 1n t e exts an rans at1ons ser1es. 

181 Charlesworth's research student, E.G. Hartj n, called it 

simply the 'Account of the Blessed Ones•.
182 

This wide variety of nomenclature has inevitably 

caused confusion, which has been compounded by the fact that 

Zosimus was a relatively common Christian name in the first 

centuries of the Common Era. 183 It does seem, however, 

best to retain James' title, Story of Zosimus, for the 

present, for in its current form that is precisely what the 

document is, even though, as Charlesworth points out, the 

h . . 184 apocryp on 1s compos1te. The document is also, in its 

present form, a Christian work, probably dating from the 

185 fifth or sixth century. Charlesworth's preferred title, 
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which "draws attention to the Jewish character of the earli­

est section of the work", 186 is dependent on Charlesworth 

and Martin's reconstruction of the redactional history of 

the text, and cannot be accepted until that redactional 

history has been examined and subjected to critique. 

There is also a problem with the chapter divisions 

in the text. James divided the Greek recension into 22 chap-

ters. Charlesworth, following Martin, divided the Greek 

into 23 chapters, added the versification, and divided the 

Syriac similaraly. However, this division into 23-chapters 

was not made until 1979, and Charlesworth's own work on the 

document prior to this date used James' divisions. This 

creates some difficulty in using Charlesworth's work, and 

care is needed if his argument in The Pseudepigrapha and 

Modern Research is to be followed by using the modern trans-

lation and edition. For the purposes of this study, Charles-

worth's chapter and verse divisions are followed, as his 

work is the most readily accessible and as his verse divisions 

allow for greater precision in citations than James' division 

. h 1 187 1nto c apters a one. 

It is not proposed to offer here a full analysis 

of the Story of Zosimus (henceforth, StorZos) and its redac-

tional history. For the present purposes, the important 

section is chapters 8-10. It is only in these chapters 

(other than in the title in 1:2 in the Syriac) that the Rech-

abites are named, and it is these chapters that have been 

identified by Charlesworth and Martin as being the oldest 
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section of the work, stemming from the Palestinian Judaism 

of the first century CE.
188 

According to Charlesworth and 

Martin, the rest of the document was built up by various 

additions at the beginning and at the end of the text, 

coupled with various interpolations. This process of redac-

. . d b b h J d Ch · . 189 t1on was carr1e out y ot ews an r1st1ans. Charles-

worth has elsewhere indicated that he regards the Christian 

activity on the text as postdating the Council of Nicaea. 190 

As well as claiming that StorZos 8-10 is the 

ancient core ·of the text, to which everything else was grad-

ually added, Charlesworth and Martin have made numerous 

other claims, an examination of Hhich Hill form the bulk of 

the present study of the document. They regard the passage 

in StorZos 8-10 as being very heavily dependent on Jer. 35, 

and regard the text as shoHing evidence that it Has originally 

composed in a Semitic language, although neither Charles-

Horth nor Martin come to any firm conclusions about the 

original language of the document, or about the precise 

nature of the relationship betHeen the Greek and Syriac 

recensions. James, 
191 

Nau 
192 

and !>kNei1193 all follow the 

lead given by the heading to Syriac r!S D (Brl Add. 12174) 

and regard the Story as having been originally Hritten in 

HebreH, then translated into Greek, and then from Greek 

into Syriac. 

These claims of CharlesHorth and Martin give rise 

to three questions Hhich Hill be considered here: can Stor 

Zos 8-10 be read as a complete text on its own in either 



124 

Greek or Syriac? What is the precise relationship between 

StorZos 8-10 and Jer. 35? \Vhich Version of Jer. 35 was used 

by the author of StorZos 8-10? Answering these questions 

will give rise to some observations on a serious methode-

logical problem in the study of Early Judaism. 

Fundamental to the arg~ment of Charlesworth and 

Martin is the contention that StoZos 8-10 can be isolated as 

a separate unit, forming the heart of the document, to which 

everything else was later attached. The logical conclusions 

of this claim are two-fold: that chapters 8-10 can be read 

on their own as a self-contained unit, and that the rest of 

the document makes no sense without them. A closer reading 

of the text, however, suggests that while chapters 8-10 may 

plausibly be read as an independent document, the rest of 

StorZos still makes good, and arguably better, sense with-

out them. If this observation can be proved to be correct, 

it would deal a serious blow to what may be called the 

Charlesworth-Martin theory of the text's redactional history. 

If the end of chapter 7 and the beginning of chap-

ter 8 are compared in the Greek and Syriac recensions, it 

will become clear that the Greek represents an awkward join, 

which has been 'ironed out' in the Syriac: 

Greek 7:14: And I said to them, "I wish 

to apprehend from you your places-of­

sojourning". 

8:1 And they rejoiced a great joy, 

taking tablets of stone they insc,.Lbed (them) 

with their fingernails thus: "Hear, hear, 
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because we are also from you". 194 

The rest of chapters 8-10 do not, in fact, deal with the 
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'places-of-sojourning' of the Blessed Ones, about which Zosi-

mus wished to learn, but rather with their history prior 

to their arrival at those 'places-of-sojourning', in which 

Zosimus shows no interest whatsoever. The account of the 

Blessed Ones' abode begins in chapter 11, not chapter 8. 

Compare now the Syriac of 7:14, which forms a 

highly suitable introduction to chapters 8-10: 

Then I said to them, "I beg (you) from your 

blessedness to write for me a history of (how) 

your entrance here (was possible) so that your 

history may be a good introduction and a 

beautiful example for everyone who wishes 

to be guided by the fear of God. 195 

Turning now to the end of chapter 10 and the begin-

ning of chapter 11, we again find evidence of a sharp break 

in the Greek that has been eliminated in the Syriac. The 

end of chapter 10 in the Greek reads, "And he did not scatter 

us all over the world, but gave us this country", which 

hardly connects at all with the opening of chapter 11, "Hear, 

hear, (0) sons of men (about) the place-of-sojourning of 

the Blessed Ones". The Syriac, however, leaves out the last 

verse of chapter 10, and for 11:1 reads, "We did not sow 

(any seed) in the whole land; but God placed us as holy 

beings in this land". The Syriac flows better, which 

strongly suggests that the Greek represents the more primitive 
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form of the text, which has been redacted by the Syriac 

d . 196 e 1tor. 

This investigation of the 'joins' between chapters 

7 and 8 and chapters 10 and 11 thus reveals that there are 

some very rough transitions from one chapter to the next in 

the Greek, whereas in the Syriac this abruptness is not 

found. If chapters 8-10 of the Greek, other than the first 

half of 8:1, are dropped from the narrative, nothing is 

lost in terms of the flow of the story, and arguably quite 

a lot is gained. Zosimus' request to learn about the Blessed 

Ones' present lifestyle, to which their prior history is 

strictly superfluous, is answered immediately, instead of 

three chapters later. Charlesworth has elsewhere argued that 

one sign of an interpolation into a text is that when the 

passage in question is removed, "the flow of thought is 

f 1 . f. d . d" 197 o ten c ar1 1e or 1mprove . Applying Charlesworth's 

own methodology to StorZos 8-10 suggests that, far from 

being the 'ancient core' of the document, it is, in fact, 

an interpolation. If one was to read StorZos 1-7, 11-end 

in the Greek recension, a completely coherent narrative would 

remain - a narrative that is more coherent than one read with 

chapters 8-10 retained. 

But what about the better-flowing Syriac narrative? 

Surely this must be seen as the creation of a redactor/trans-

lator who, aware of the inconsistencies in the text he had 

before him, which included chapters 8-10, tidied it up into 

a better-flowing narrative by rewriting the end of chapter 7/ 
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start of chapter 8 and the end of chapter 10/start of chapter 

11. 

This conclusion, that chapters 8-10 are an insert-

ion into an already existing narrative, is borne out by the 

fact, 198 noted already by Charlesworth, that the Blessed 

Ones are only called the Rechabites in these chapters. Else-

where in StorZos, they are invariably called the Blessed 

Ones. If chapters 8-10 had formed the basis for the whole 

of the rest of the narrative, then it would be reasonable 

to expect that the Blessed Ones would have been called Rech- . 

abites elsewhere in it as well, taking the lead from the 

core of the narrative. But they are not, a situation which 

is easily explained by the proposal to see chapters 8-10 as 

a later insertion into an already existing narrative recount-

ing the travels of Zosimus to the Island of the Blessed Ones. 

It is not impossible that the Ethiopic version of 

StorZos reflects a text without chapters 8-10. The Ethiopic 

version has received even less critical attention than the 

Greek and Syriac versions, so the comments made here must be 

regarded as being extremely tentative indeed. The document 

entitled the History of the Blessed Ones in the Time of Jere-

. h199 b d f h 1 m1a seems to e compose o t ree separate e ements: the 

story of the flight of the Holy Ones to the Blessed Isles in 

the time of Jeremiah, and the visit of Alexander the Great 

200 to them; this appears to be a self-contained text, to 

which has been added an account of the journey of the monk 

Gerasimus (=Zosimus?) to the Island of the Blessed Ones, 
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which seems to be a narrative drawing heavily on StorZos 1-

18, seemingly without chapters 8-10, but it is hard to be 

certain - the Ethiopic document has already included an 

account of the arrival of the Blessed Ones (who are not 

called Rechabites) at their island, so it would not have 

needed to have included it again. Within this second section, 

a long passage has been inserted into the speech of the 

201 Blessed Ones, designed to show that the Blessed Ones are 

Christians, and thus to justify their ascent to heaven at 

death. 

The foregoing suggests the following redactional 

history for StorZos. The earliest recoverable form is the 

Greek of chapters 1-7, 11-18. The Ethiopic translation used 

in the History of the Blessed Ones in the Time of Jeremiah was 

taken from this Greek text. After the Ethiopic translation 

had been made, chapters 8-10 were inserted into the Greek 

text. The Syriac translation of chapters 1-18 was then made, 

after which chapters 19-23 were added to the Greek. Each 

translation was not simply a literal rendering of the text 

from one language to another, but was rather a full-scale 

redaction. Whether, as Syriac MS D would have it, there 

was ever a Hebrew text underlying the Greek is something 

which it is now impossible to ascertain. There is also no 

sure way in which this original Greek story can be dated. 

Chapters 8-10 must now themselves be briefly exam-

ined, to see whether they present a self-contained unity. 

While they do contain one or two oddities in their narrative, 
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it is probable that the chapters do represent a complete 

whole, which existed independently of the rest of StorZos, 

and which was inserted en bloc into the Story at some unknown 

date. Being in the first person plural, and being placed 

in the mouth of the Rechabites, chapters 8-10 are truly 

pseudepigraphical and may be, as fvlartin suggests, "an attempt 

t . h 1 . 1 f . . II 202 o g1ve a psyc o og1ca means o res1stance to oppress1on . 

There are almost certainly some Christian inter-

polations in chapters 8-10, which is not surprising if the 

chapters represent a Jewish text that has been incorporated 

into a Christian document, which seems to be the best way of 

explaining chapters 8-10 and 1-7, 11-18 respectively. Martin 

argues that 9:3, 7, 9, 10:6 and parts of 8:1, 2, 3, 6, 

9:10, 10 5 9 Ch . . . . 203 : , represent r1st1an 1nsert1ons. More work 

needs to be done on this aspect of chapters 8-10, but it 

may be wondered whether the Rechabites' command to cast away 

their clothing in 8:3, 5, 9:9 does not stem from a Christian 

hand. Martin, following a lead given by McNeil, thinks 

that the nudity of the Rechabites represents a desire to 

return to the pre-lapsarian state. A positive evaluation of 

nudity is very uncommon in Judaism, however. Indeed, 

Jubilees 3:31 says, 

It is commanded in the heavenly tablets, to 

all who will know the judgment of the law, 

that they should cover their shame and they 

should not be uncovered as the gentiles are 

uncovered.
204 

In some circles in the Early Church, however, nudity was 
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highly esteemed as an ascetical practice. For instance, at 

his trial, Priscillian, the fourth century bishop of Avila, 

was said to have claimed that he was "accustomed ... to pray 

in a state of nudity". 205 If it is supposed that StorZos 

originally emanated from Christian ascetic circles, then both 

the insertion of chapters 8-10 and the Rechabites' nudity 

commandment are explicable. The Rechabites Here seen as 

J 0 h f Ch 0 0 k 206 ewls precursors o rlStlan mon s, and the nudity 

commandment represents a Christian addition to the Jewish 

text, made in order to bring that Jewish text more into line 

with the Christian document, which exalted nudity, cf. 

4:1, 5:2-4, 12:3. 

If chapters 8-10 did circulate independently of the rest of 

StorZos, then we have no means of ascribing an early or 

late date to it by way of a redactional-critical theory, 

as Charlesworth and Martin have sought to do. The caution 

that was expressed earlier about folloHing CharlesHorth in 

entitling the Hhole document the History of the Rechabites 

has proved well-founded. Those chapters which mention the 

Rechabites form no part of the original text. They are in-

trusive into the story, the narrative flow of which is 

improved by their removal. They may be earlier in date than 

the rest of the Story, but on the other hand they may not -

once the Charlesworth-Hartin redactional-critical theory of 

the document's origins is rejected, there is no way of 

determining the relative dates of the tHo parts. The form-

ation of StorZos was not by successive authors/redactors/ 

translators adding sections before and after the 'Rechabite 
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Text' of chapters 8-10. On the contrary, this 'Rechabite 

Text' was only inserted into StorZos once the story of Zosi-

mus' travels to the Island of the Blessed Ones was in a more 

or less coherent form. 

Charlesworth and Martin have seen a very close re-

lationship between StorZos 8-10 and Jeremiah 35, describing 

the former as a "midrashic expansion of Jeremiah 35", 207 

208 as following "the biblical account closely", and as being 

"based directly on the account of the Rechabites in Jeremiah 

35", 209 the only differences being the addition of the 

nudity commandment and the introduction of the confrontation 

0 h h k" 210 Wlt t e lng. However, it is debateable whether StorZos 

8-10 is as closely dependent on Jer. 35 as Charlesworth and 

Martin like to think. 

There are two places in the major recensions of 

StorZos where the origin and nature of the practices of the 

Rechabites are recounted, viz.8:3-5 and 9:8f. 

Greek 8:3-5: And our father Rechab, son of 

Aminadab, also heard (Jeremiah's exhort­

ation) and exhorted us, "Hear, 0 sons of 

Rechab and daughters of your father, and 

remove your clothes from your body, and do 

not drink a carafe of wine, and do not eat 

bread from the fire, and do not drink liquor 

and honey until the Lord hears your petition. 

And we threw off our clothing from our body, 

and we did not eat bread from the fire, and 

did not drink a carafe of wine, neither 

honey nor liquor, and we lamented a great 

lament and petitioned the Lord. 
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The Syriac of these verses is much the same, except that it 

has 'Jonadab, the son of Rechab' for 'Rechab, son of Amin-

adab'. 

Greek 9:8f: "And when our father, your 

servant, heard (the decree), he commanded 

us, saying, "Do not drink a carafe of wine, 

and do not eat bread from the fire until the 

Lord hears your petition''. And we listened to 

the command of our father, and made our 

bodies naked, and did not drink wine, and 

did not eat bread from the fire, and we 

prayed to (the) Lord for the city Jerusalem. 

The Syriac only represents 9:8, and includes a command to 

the Rechabites not to dwell in houses. 

In StorZos, the Rechabites' practices are inspired 

by the preaching of Jeremiah. This is not the case in Jer. 

35 but, as has been shown, there is a fairly strong motif 

in the rabbinic traditions about the Rechabites of Jonadab 

laying his prohibitions on his followers because of what Jere-

. h 1 . ' 211 m1a proc a1mea. In Jer. 35, the Rechabites' practices 

are designed to ensure that the Rechabites enjoy long life 

in the land where they are 'sojourners', but in StorZos 8-10, 

their practices form part of their prayer and lament to God to 

avert his wrath from the city of Jerusalem. This feature of 

StorZos again has a parallel in the rabbinic traditions, where 

212 
the lamentation is over the Fall of the Temple. StorZos 

10:3 (Greek: But we said, "We do not disobey God"; Syriac: 

But we answered the king, "We shall neither break our promise 

to God; and we shall not cease from (obeying) the covenant 

with him forever".) is also reminiscent of the rabbinic esteem 
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213 for Jonadab's commands as Torah, something which again 

is not explicitly found in Jer. 35. 

Charlesworth and Martin are correct to note that 

there is nothing in Jer. 35 about the Rechabitesremoving their 

clothing, or about the new king, or about the Rechabites 

meeting him. But they do not note that there is nothing in 

Jer. 35 about not eating bread from the fire, found in Stor 

Zos 8-10. This is not found in the rabbinic traditions about 

the Rechabites either, but it should be noted that in Dan. 

10:2f, ·the avoidance of bread is part of the rites of mourn-

ing and lamentation, and that Dan. 10:12 indicates that it 

was a way of imploring the Lord. Thus, the command not to 

eat bread can be seen as a logical extension of the view, 

common to both the rabbinic literature and StorZos 8-10, 

that the Rechabites carried out their practices because they 

were mourning and lamenting, either for the Temple or for 

Jerusalem as a whole. It is interesting to note that, in 

StorZos 1:1, Zosimus also does not eat bread or drink wine, 

as a means of imploring the Lord. 

There are also a numbers of features in Jer. 35 

which are not found in StorZos 8-10. The biblical narrative 

commands the sons of Jonadab not to sow seed or plant vine-

yard or have anything, but to live in tents. These are not 

found in StorZos 8-10: only 9:8 Syriac mentions anything 

about not living in houses, but not living in houses is not 

the same as living in tents. StorZos 11:5, outside of the 

section dealing with the Rechabites, comprises a list of 
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those things not found among the Blessed Ones. Admittedly, 

it includes vineyards, cultivated fields and houses, but 

as it also contains wood, iron, fire, swords, silver and 

gold, it is likely that any similarity with Jer. 35 is com-

pletely coincidental. 

The rabbinic references to the Rechabites demon-

strate a concern with showing how Jer. 35:19, which promises 

that Jonadab son of Rechab will never a lack a man 'standing 

before' Yahweh, was being fulfilled in the present. As 

scripture cannot fail, the Rechabites must be still exist­

ing in some way. As Charlesworth and Martin note,
214 

there 

are some rabbinic texts which take a similar line to that 

taken by StorZos 8-10, but there are also numerous other 

rabbinic traditions which argue that the Rechabites became 

. d . h " h d . . 1.. p . h d 215 
1ncorporate 1nto t e ::>an e r1n or 1nto t:,e r1est oo . 

These observations about StorZos 8-10 and its depen-

dence on Jer. 35 give rise to some comments about a serious 

methodological problem in the study of Early Judaism, part-

icularly in the study of the rabbinic literature and of the 

Pseudepigrapha. It has been shown that there are numerous 

points where StorZos 8-10 has much in common with various 

rabbinic traditions, not only in the idea of the Rechabites 

being taken to some Blessed Abode, but also in several details 

of the practices of the Rechabites and the reasons for those 

practices. Yet, beyond the similarity between StorZos 8-10 

and the three rabbinic passages which speak of the Rechabites 

being translated to a Blessed Abode,
216 

these parallels have 



135 

not been noted by Charlesworth or Martin. Both Charles-

worth and Martin make use of Ginzberg's Legends of the Jews, 

217 but between them have only come up with one reference 

218 to this work, which not only gives a distorted picture 

of what the rabbinic literature says about the Rechabites, 

but is also unfair to Ginzberg who does, in fact, include 

references to most of these rabbinic traditions. A fuller 

use of Ginzberg's index, coupled with a consultation of 

Hyman's list of scriptural references in the rabbinic liter­

ature,219 would have revealed this rich rabbinic tradition 

in its fullness. 

This neglect of the rabbinic parallels is not un-

common in Pseudepigrapha studies. The reverse is also true. 

Paul Trebilco, in his recent review of Jacob Neusner's 

Judaism in the Beginning of Christianity, a work dealing 

with the rabbinic material, has commented, 

Unfortunately, the book does not deal with 

the literature of the Pseudepigrapha, and 

thus focusses on only one of the strands of 

J d . h" . 220 u a1sm at t 1s t1me. 

There has been a tendency to regard the Judaism 

represented by the rabbinic literature and that represented 

by the Pseudepigrapha as being almost separate entities with, 

at best, only minor points of contact between them. The 

insufficient use of the reference works to one of the 

bodies of material by those working on the other body has 

heightened this tendency. Yet, this examination of StorZos 

8-10 has revealed many points of sometimes quite detailed 
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contact between the two, strongly suggesting that the 

Judaism of the Pseudepigrapha and the Judaism of the Talmud 

and Midrash were, in fact, a lot less remote from each 

other than modern scholarship sometimes seems to think. 

Once the study of StorZos 8-10 is informed by the 

rabbinic traditions about the Rechabites, it becomes imposs-

ible to describe these chapters as being directly based on 

Jer. 35. They reflect rather those rabbinic traditions, and 

must therefore be placed within the Sitz im Leben of those 

traditions. That the rabbinic traditions contain ancient 

material is undisputed, but that in itself is no guide to 

the date of a particular text. StorZos 8-10 is a unity, 

with a small number of interpolations, but it may not have 

been compiled, using ancient material, until a relatively 

late date. Indeed, the fact that it deals with Jer. 35:19 

by placing the Rechabites in some remote abode may even argue 

for a late date - it must reflect a time when there were no 

actual groups known to the author who called themselves, or 

could be called, Rechabites. As has been shown, it seems 

that there were within the first century CE several groups 

for whom the title 'Rechabite' would have been appropriate. 

Charlesworth and Martin's redactional-critical 

theory of StorZos has been turned on its head. Far from being 

the ancient core of the document, dating from before the 

Fall of the Temple in 70 CE, chapters 8-10 have been shown 

to be a later insertion into an already existing narrative, 

an insertion which, while drawing on early traditions, may 
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in fact have only been composed at a late date, at a time 

when there were no actual groups in Palestinian Judaism 

called the Rechabites. 

If these conclusions are correct, then a serious 

question mark must be raised against the inclusion of StorZos 

- even under the title History of the Rechabites - amongst 

the Pseudepigrapha. A case could be made for the inclusion 

of chapters 8-10, which certainly are Jewish, pseudepig-

raphical and related in form or content to the Old Testament, 

thus meeting three of Charlesworth's five criteria for the 

. 1 . f k h p d . h 221 1nc us1on o a wor amongst t e seu ep1grap a. It does 

not claim to be inspired, but this is not such a serious 

problem as the fact that chapters 8-10 of StorZos cannot be 

dated prior to 200 CE with any certainty. Given this uncert-

ainty about dating this Jewish material, it seems best to 

reclassify the History of the Rechabites: CharlesHorth in-

eluded the whole of the Story of Zosimus under this title in 

h . d f p d . h 222 1s secon category o seu ep1grap a. This should be 

revised. Only chapters 8-10 should be called the History of 

the Rechabites, and only these chapters have any claim for 

inclusion, as the rest of the document is not dependent on 

them in any way, and they should be included in Charlesworth's 

third category - those works which might be included, but 

are really beyond the chronological limits, or are included 

because of the default of other categories. 

One implicit assumption in Charlesworth and Martin's 

work on StorZos 8-10 is that its author worked directly with 
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the Massoretic Text. Given its close connections with the 

rabbinic traditions about the Rechabites, as noted above, 

it is of course possible that there was no written biblical 

Vorlage of StorZos 8-10 at all, that it was created without 

any direct reference to the Bible. But it is interesting to 

note that StorZos 8:3, 5, 9:8, 9 Greek use the phrase Kl:f«j-i.l 0 V 
., 

O<.vou translated by Charlesworth as 'a carafe of wine'. 

' The Syriac in these verses reads simply )~. 'wine'. 

Neither Charlesworth, nor anyone else, hotes that the phrase 

is in fact drawn from L'C( Jer. 42:5, not 

from MT J er. 35: 5, which reads r"' ~"' N ~ ~ 'n "'..:f:tJ... Charles­

worth has also argued that phrases such cs 'lamented a great 

lament' betray the fact that StorZos was originally written 

223 in a Semitic language, but in his edi~ion and translation 

of the Greek recension he notes that 'rejoiced a great joy' 
-?4 

is used in Matt. 2:10- a Greek document:-- Thus, like most 

of the documents of the New Testament, t~e original language 

of StorZos 8-10 need not have been HebreK or Aramaic, but 

Greek, written by a Hellenised Jew, familiar with both the 

LXX and the rabbinic traditions. 

The fact that the author of StorZos 8-10 was familiar 

with the LXX and the rabbinic traditions ~bout the Rechabites 

does not necessarily mean that he had written copies of these 

documents in front of him. This is suggested in particular 

by the fact that the Greek text of StorZos 8-10 is very con-

fused about the titles of the Rechabites. In 8:3, their 

founder is referred to as P"1X«~ u~~ o<.JA-c.Vo<,~o~, f3 , and he 

( (' Q 
addresses his offspring as u'-ou f1Xo{r-. In 9:5, he is called 
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f '1X«~ v[ov ~'-.Jv«£oc.p_ Neither of these titles for the founder 

of the Rechabites, nor this title for the Rechabites them­

selves, are found anywhere in the Text and Versions of the 

Old Testament. The Syriac also manages to come up with a 

unique title in the part of 8:1 not found in the Greek: t ~:) 

This investigation of the Story of Zosimus has not 

taken the form of a full-scale investigation of the whole of 

the document. In particular, beyond isolating chapters 8-10 

as a late insertion into the text, the question of the growth 

of the document has not really been examined. Further work 

needs to be carried out on the portion of the document, 

excluding chapters 8-10, which is common to both the Greek 

and the Syriac recensions, ie. chapters 1-7, 11-18, taking 

the Ethiopic version into account. These chapters form a 

coherent narrative, which was probably originally composed 

by a Christian, but it is possible that there have been 

additions and interpolations into this narrative. Chapters 

8-10, apart from the few Christian insertions, are thorough­

ly Jewish, but do not form the basis of the rest of the docu­

ment. An examination of 7:14-8:1 and 10:9-11:1 reveals that 

both these sections contain awkward joins in the Greek, which 

have been tidied up in the Syriac, and that the narrative 

flows better if 8:1b-10:9 is omitted altogether. The fact 

that the Rechabites only appear in chapters 8-10 and that the 

Ethiopic seems to have no knowledge of these chapters support 

the contention that Story of Zosimus once existed without 

chapters 8-10. 
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These chapters, however, do seem to form a coherent 

unity. They show familiarity with both the LXX translation 

of Jeremiah and the rabbinic traditions about the Rechabites. 

They were thus probably composed, in Greek, by a Hellenised 

Jew. As they seem to reflect conditions when no group called 

the Rechabites was known to their author, the chapters should 

probably be given a late date, even though some of the rabbinic 

traditions which they seem aware of are undoubtedly ancient. 

A more precise date or provenance cannot be given but, as 

there is no firm evidence for dating these chapters prior to 

200 CE, and as they do not form the basis of the rest of the 

document, Story of Zosimus should be called Story of Zosimus, 

and not History of the Rechabites, which should be used to 

denote chapters 8-10 alone. It is only these chapters which 

should be included in the Pseudepigrapha, and in the third, 

not the second, category. 

5.4: CONCLUSION: THE RECHABITES IN JEHISH TRADITION TO THE 

TIME OF RABBI DAVID KIMHI 

The material gathered in the foregoing pages has 

shown that the biblical texts about the Rechabites were used 

in many different ways in Jewish tradition. Investigation of 

the texts dealing with, and stemming from, the Essenes has 

yielded a conclusion that is perhaps surprising: the Rechab­

i tes did not serve as a model for the Essen:es or, if they did, 

no trace of that model can be found in the literature. It 

seems rather unlikely that the Qumran documents yet to be 

published will alter this conclusion. The New Testament con-
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tains no references to the Rechabites at all, and the Pat­

ristic citations are few and far between: for Eusebius, the 

Rechabites were Second Temple priests; for Nilus of Ancyra, 

and for the compiler of Story of Zosimus, they were fore­

runners of Christian monks; but otherwise the Church Fathers 

seem to have had little interest in them. The Apocrypha and 

Pseudepigrapha of the Old Testament yielded a single, short 

document, the History of the Rechabites, truly pseudepig­

raphical, yet closely related to the rabbinic traditions about 

the Rechabites, probably quite late, and now embodied in a 

Christian apocryphon. By contrast, the rabbinic literature 

contains many references to them, a fact which is not simply 

to be attributed to the larger size of the rabbinic corpus. 

Their supposed descent from Jethro, the prototypical convert 

in Jewish tradition, no doubt did much to enhance their 

position, but is not the sole reason for their importance. 

They were seen as biblical precursors for various groups who 

who eventually became part of rabbinic Judaism. The early 

Torah scholars used the model of the Rechabites, to justify 

their full-time study of the Torah. Those proselytes who 

became members of the Sanhedrin called themselves Rechabites, 

to justify their position. Those people who responded to the 

Fall of the Temple in 70 CE by practising extreme rites of 

mourning called themselves Rechabites, to justify their 

practices. Those who wished to commend abstinence found a 

ready-made example in the biblical Rechabites. Later, when 

all those groups calling themselves Rechabites had disappeared, 

the Promise to the Rechabites was reinterpreted. Our group 

were now living in some remote, blessed, and yet still 
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earthly, place. The sheer variety of all these traditions 

bears witness to a fundamental Jewish belief - that scripture 

is not out-of-date or irrelevant, but speaks anew, through 

Haggadah and Halakah, to each generation, with as much life 

and as much freshness as it did to its first hearers. It is 

the Word of God, ever vibrant, ever new, ever applicable 

to new situations. That so many groups in the Judaism of the 

period c.200 BCE-c.l200 CE were able to identify with, and 

draw inspiration from, the Rechabites of Jeremiah 35 (and 

of 1 Chronicles 2:55, in Jewish belief), bears eloquent 

testimony to the way in which that belief was realised in 

practice. 
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PROSPECTS FOR FUTURE RESEARCH AND SOME CONTEMPORARY 

APPLICATIONS 

No research project can ever cover a subject com-

pletely. This is particu(~rly true when the subject in 

question is, like the Rechabites in the Bible and in Jewish 

tradition, one that has received little scholarly attention 

in the past. This study has attempted to be full-scale and 

systematic, but there are nevertheless areas which have been 

left unexplored. In addition, the study has raised several 

new questions, 1vhich are worthy of further research. It is 

important, then, at the end of this thesis, to offer some 

suggestions as to how it may serve as a springboard for 

further investigation in both biblical and Jewish studies. 

To deal with the areas left unexamined first. The 

topics selected for study in Chapter Four were, to a certain 

extent, a personal choice. Another researcher, with diff-

erent interests, may have come up with a completely differ-

ent set of subjects. In particular, possible pre-Islamic 

Arabic parallels to the Rechabites is an area which deserves 

1 to be explored. In addition, the use of other Social 

Science models may produce some interesting results. For 

instance, Mary Douglas' work on consecration2 may shed some 

further light on precisely how Jonadab's commands were thought 

to have ensured the Rechabites' long life in the land, and 

the common anthropological interest in leaders as creative 

ideal models may provide insights into the person of Jonadab 

from another direction. 
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The material in Chapter Five was deliberately rather 

circumscribed in two respects. Firstly, by not treating 

the Patristic material as a separate entity, and secondly 

by finishing the survey with David Kimhi. It would be an 

interesting exercise to see whether the Biblia Patristica 

lists any citation of the relevant texts other than those 

cited here, 3 and whether they are capable of being analysed 

as a collection in their own right. An examination of the 

mediaeval and modern Jewish uses of the traditions about the 

Rechabites would also be desired. For instance, Benjamin 

of Tudela claimed that he had found Rechabites in Arabia in 

1160 CE, the English missionary Wolff claimed the same in 

1828 CE, and Judah L5w b. Bezaleel, in 1599 CE, argued that 

the Jews in China were descended from the Rechabites. 4 

Furthermore, the section on the~ of Zosimus 

and the History of the Rechabites was nothing more than an 

introduction to these two texts. Much more work needs to be 

done on both, especially on the formation of StorZos and 

on Christian interpolations in HistRech. There are also a 

number of interesting affinities between HistRech and the 

biblical narrative of the Exodus from Egypt, which are 

worthy of exploration. 

The new questions which this study has raised 

are many and varied. The form-critical study of Jeremiah 35 

has suggested that the Hebrew prophets were not simply speak­

ers of poetic oracles, but were also capable of publicising 

their views by means of prose tracts. This calls for further 
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investigation into the forms of the prophetic message and its 

means of dissemination. 

It has been shown that the best way of understand­

ing the Rechabites is as a prophetic group which originated 

in a schism in the Northern Prophetic Guild Movement. This 

raises questions about the nature of the prophetic protest in 

Ancient Israel, about the social setting of prophecy, about 

prophetic groups and about conflict within these groups. 

The connection between the Rechabites, Elijah and Elisha and 

the ancient Yahwistic chariot imagery suggests that this 

imagery may be one of the sources of later Jewish Merkabah 

mysticism. All these subjects are worthy of further attention. 

The conclusions reached concerning 1 Chronicles 

2:55, 4:12 call for a renewed investigation into the bib­

lical genealogies and their function, with particular 

attention to the language used. 

Above all, at the level of method, this study 

has demonstrated the importance of attempting to carefully 

consider and evaluate all the evidence available about a 

particular feature of Old Testament religion, before coming 

to any conclusions about that feature. Time and again in 

these pages, it has been shown how the various theories 

that have been advanced about the biblical Rechabites have 

either failed to utilise all the data, or else have failed 

to critically evaluate that data, and so have produced dis­

torted pictures. It is hoped that the results of this study 
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will commend themselves simply because they have attempted 

to critically take account of all the data. 

The study of the rabbinic references to the Rechab-

ites has revealed various ways in which the biblical material 

about them was applied in the period 200 BCE-1200 CE. Sugg-

esting some contemporary applications of the material must, 

of necessity, be a brief, inevitably culture-conditioned, 

affair. 

In some modern Christian circles, the title 

'Rechabite' has been adopted by a society of total abstain-

ers. This is one, rather limited, way of applying the 

material to contemporary society. The biblical Rechabites 

were much more than just total abstainers, and were not 

teetotal because they were opposed to alcohol in principle. 

Perhaps it is better to look to what the Rechabites stood for, 

rather than to what they actually did, for hints at an 

example for today. Their lifestyle was a prophetic, sect-

arian one, teetotal because alcohol would have impaired 

their prophetic ability, itinerant because they were pro-

testing at the evils of urban society. Perhaps the example 

of the biblical Rechabites is calling those of us who are in 

the Western Church to rethink our lifestyle and our outlook, 

to be aware of the social evils in our society, as the 

Rechabites were aware of the social evils in theirs, and to 

protest against those evils, as much by the way we live as 

by what we say; to be aware of the importance of the family 

. . h 1' . l'f 5 group1ng 1n t e re 1g1ous 1 e, and to be tolerant and 

supportive of those who seek to live in this way, even if 
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such groups appear to have little to do with 'mainstream' 

Christianity, just as the Rechabites seemed to have little 

to do with 'mainstream' Yahwism. In this way, we will be 

being more true to the spirit of the commands of Jonadab ben 

Rechab than if we were to shun wine, houses, fields and 

vineyards and were to live in tents. The Rechabites do have 

a message for today, but it lies more in their ideals than 

in their practices. 
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