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The Apocryphal book called Ecclesiasticus or Ben Sira has long been recognized as one
of the most important sources for dating the terminus ad quem or final limiting point in
time for the existence of the OT canon. Every introduction to the OT and every book
dealing with the subject of OT canon must wrestle with Ben Sira and its prologue. Since
both the book itself (190-180 BC), and the prologue written by Ben Sira’s grandson
(132-116 BC) are clearly datable, they provide one firm place to stand in a vast area of
uncertainty.

On the basis of three references in the prologue to “The law, the prophets and the rest of
the books” (ho nomos kai ai prophéteiai kai hai ta loipa ton biblion, Prol. 24-25; cf. 7-10,
1-2), a wide variety of conclusions have been drawn about the status of the OT canon at
the time the prologue was written. Arthur Weiser believed these references prove that the
Hebrew OT canon was as yet still undefined at this time.1 Many other scholars have
suggested that the prologue indicates that the law and the prophets were canonical at this
time but not the writings. In a different direction R. Laird Harris thought this same
passage may prove that the LXX translation was finished before 130 BC2

Roger Beckwith’s recent comprehensive study of the OT canon provides a good
overview of the issues. He convincingly argues that Ben Sira’s grandson had a threefold
canon, distinguished from all other writings, and that the grandson
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implies that such was the case in his grandfather’s time also.3 Beckwith acknowledges
that this reading of the data is not the way all scholars have read the passages in the past,
but he rightly complains that the clear evidence of the passages has often been tailored to
fit current critical hypotheses which is an obvious reversal of proper historical
procedure.4

Ben Sira is unique within the genre of wisdom literature in that it “is sprinkled with
explicit references and recognizable allusions to biblical persons and events...and the
actual quotation of scripture.”5 Solomon Schechter, whose name has been closely
associated with Ben Sira studies because he was the first to identify the recovered
Hebrew version of the book, said in his classic (but now hard to find) work The Wisdom
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of Ben Sira that “Ben Sira, though not entirely devoid of original ideas, was, as is well
known, a conscious imitator both as to form and as to matter, his chief model being the
book of Proverbs.”6 Schechter then proved this assertion by providing a list of 340
phrases, idioms, typical expressions, and even whole verses from the OT of which he said
that “there can be no reasonable doubt that they were either suggested to Ben Sira by, or
directly copied from the Scriptures.”7 A. Eberharter, a decade later, also searched Ben
Sira for the same information and found 66 allusions and 67 references to the Pentateuch,
21 allusions and 48 references to the former prophets, and 171 allusions and 125
references to the hagiographa—all totaled 327 allusions and 275 references to the OT.8
T. Middendorp conducted his own search of Ben Sira
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in 1973 and found 70 allusions to the Pentateuch, 46 allusions to the historical books, 51
allusions to the prophetical books, and over 160 allusions to the hagiographa—altogether
330 allusions to the OT.9 Schechter had expressed the view, later confirmed by these
independent investigations, that “the impression produced by the perusal of Ben Sira’s
original on the student who is at all familiar with the Hebrew Scriptures is that of reading
the work of a post-canonical author, who already knew his Bible and was constantly
quoting it.”10

These numerous references to the OT provide important information on specific biblical
books and their status at Ben Sira’s time. Isaianic authorship for the entire book of Isaiah
is indicated by Sir 48:17-25. C. Taylor, Schechter’s co-editor of The Wisdom of Ben Sira,
recognized that “from the end of chapter 48 it was sufficiently obvious that he [Ben Sira]
credited one author with the book of Isaiah as a whole.”11 E. J. Young also noted that the
Greek text of Ben Sira employs the same Greek word for “comfort” (parakalein) that is
used in the LXX of Isa 40:1 and 61:1-2. He also noted that the Hebrew of this passage
also uses the same Hebrew word (naham) as the Isaiah passages. Dr. Young found it
curious that the alleged “Second Isaiah” was unknown to Ben Sira, especially since this
“Second Isaiah” was supposed to be one of the greatest of the prophets, and Ben Sira
appears to have studied the prophets closely (see Sir 39:1, 7-8).12

In the last century, before the research of Gunkel and Mowinckel, and before the
discovery of the Dead Sea Scrolls, many scholars boldly rejected the traditional dating of
the Psalms by suggesting many of the Psalms were written in the Maccabean period.13
Hitzig in 1835 said all the Psalms from
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Psalm 73 onward were Maccabean. Oishausen in 1853 went further and referred most of
the Psalms to the Maccabean period. Gratz, Reyss, and Cheyne all wrote voluminous
commentary on the Psalms under the assumption that many of the Psalms were to be
dated in the Maccabean age.14 In 1899 B. Duhm published a commentary on the Psalms
that endeavored to substantiate the case for ascribing most of the Psalter to the
Maccabean age.15
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Right in the midst of all of these theories (1869) came a warning (largely unheeded) from
Carl Ehrt, who provided convincing evidence from Ben Sira that “the author of the Book
of Sirach had before him the Psalter in all its parts.”16 He produced evidence from Ben
Sira that should have produced caution among these scholars about Maccabean Psalms
since Ben Sira is pre-Maccabean. Ehrt also showed that Ben Sira’s grandson was
influenced by the Greek translation of the Psalter. In this latter particular, Ehrt’s work
provides evidence for Dr. Harris’ theory that the grandson in the prologue is indicating
that a Greek translation exists for the entire OT.17

Solomon Schechter immediately recognized that his discovery of a Hebrew Ben Sira in
1896 made the Maccabean dating of the Psalms completely untenable because he found
that the list of Ben Sira’s references to the Psalter “covered all the books or groups of the
Psalms.”18 Schechter, who says he was once an ardent believer in the possibility of
Maccabean Psalms, had to admit reluctantly that the discovery of an original language
Ben Sira made his previous hypothesis “a total
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loss.”19 Did this mean that all those volumes of learned commentary on the so-called
“Maccabean Psalms” were destined for the ash heap? For the most part, yes. Perhaps they
may have some value in revealing how a controlling paradigm enables one to find only
what one wants to find in a biblical text, but their value for serious study of the Psalter is
now surely past.

Schechter also demonstrated how scholars who dated the Book of Job to a time almost
contemporary with Ben Sira had made a major blunder. Simply because it appeared that
Job was not mentioned in Ben Sira’s list of biblical heros, some scholars felt free to infer
that the book was not yet written. But the discovery of the Hebrew Ben Sira showed that
the Greek translator had mistaken "iyo b (Job), for *ayab (to be an enemy) in 49:9. Where
the Greek translation had, “For surely he remembered the enemies in storm,” the Hebrew
reads, “and also he made mention of Job, who maintained all the ways of righteousness.”
This kind of thing should not be too surprising if we remember that Ben Sira’s grandson,
in his prologue, “prepared us for some of the remarkable errors which we find in his
version.”20 Schechter went on to say that Ben Sira’s “whole cosmography is based on
the last chapters of the Book of Job, from which he copied various passages.”21

More recently the book of Ben Sira has been employed to demonstrate more conclusively
the author’s knowledge of all the legal portions of the OT,22 while Brevard Childs has
drawn attention to the author’s knowledge of “all the prophetic
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books in a canonical order (46:1-49:13) and even the title of the Book of the Twelve.”23
We should add here that the twelve minor prophets are seen as a literary unity in 49:10,
most likely indicating that these twelve books were gathered together on the same scroll
before the time of Ben Sira.
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Still in most OT introductions, and surprisingly even in R. K. Harrison’s, Ben Sira is
thought not to know of Daniel, and this is considered an important factor for the dating of
Daniel. Since many less conservative scholars date the book of Daniel in Maccabean
times (168 BC), those scholars are not surprised to find no trace of Daniel in Ben Sira
since they believe that the Book of Daniel was not yet in existence. Harrison does not
accept this argument from silence, so he tries to provide an explanation for Ben Sira’s
failure to mention Daniel. He says that Ben Sira could have “deliberately excluded Daniel
from his list of notables for unknown reasons, as he did also with Job [but see the
discussion of the Hebrew Ben Sira above] and all the judges except Samuel, as well as
Kings Asa and Jehoshaphat, Mordecai, and even Ezra himself.”24

It seems that conservative scholars want it both ways. E. J. Young says Ben Sira’s failure
to mention a prophet (Second Isaiah) is significant because Ben Sira shows signs of
serious study of the prophets, while Harrison claims Ben Sira’s failure to mention Daniel
is not significant and the argument from silence should carry no weight when it comes to
Daniel.

The argument from silence proves nothing if other things are equal, but in this case other
things are not equal. It is, much better to follow the approach of E. J. Young. Ben Sira
says that the ideal sopher or “scribe” (as Ben Sira envisioned himself) should seek out the
wisdom of the ancients and be concerned with all of the prophetic writings (39:1), since
he investigates God’s mysteries (39:7—-8). Because Ben Sira believes that God “will not
let any of his words fall to the ground” (47:22), he looks for a descendant of David to
usher in a Messianic era (47:22; cf. 1 Kgs 11:38-39). Ben Sira says
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Isaiah “saw by an excellent spirit what should come to pass at the last” so Ben Sira
envisions an eschatological future that involves the Gentiles (36:1-10). Ben Sira believed
that Isaiah “showed the things that should be at the end of time, and the hidden things
before they even came” (48:24-25). For Ben Sira, God’s promise, sworn on oath to
Abraham, means that Abraham’s descendants will one day gain an inheritance “from sea
to sea, and from the River to the ends of the earth” (44:21). Having read Mal 4:6, he
awaits the return of Elijah to “turn the hearts of the fathers unto the children” (48:10), and
interpreting Isaiah’s “Servant” as an individual rather than a corporate entity, he
considered it part of the messianic task “to restore the tribes of Israel” (48:10) which
Isaiah had said was part of the Servant’s task in Isa 49:6.

With all of this interest in Scripture and especially in eschatology and the Messiah, we
find it hard to believe that Ben Sira would show no acquaintance with Daniel and his
prophecies if that book had been available to him. After all, the grandson had bragged
that his grandfather “had greatly given himself to the reading of the law and the prophets
and the other books of the fathers,” and that he had “gained great familiarity therein”
(Prol. 6). It would be very odd after noting Ben Sira’s wide ranging biblical study not to
find at least something of Daniel reflected somewhere in his book. If Ben Sira does not
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mention Daniel, we must face the fact that the argument from silence should carry some
serious weight in this particular case.

Now the claim that Daniel is not mentioned in Ben Sira would lose all of its force (and
would in fact be turned on its head) if it could be demonstrated that Ben Sira does indeed
refer to passages in the Book of Daniel, and surprisingly enough, this now appears to be
the case. C. C. Torrey recognized that the Geniza Hebrew manuscript B of Ben Sira
referred to a passage in the Book of Daniel and noted this in his 1950 essay, “The
Hebrew of the Geniza Sirah.”25 He said that this Hebrew Ben Sira manuscript is “plainly
dependent on the Hebrew of Daniel” and he gave as evidence “cp 36:10

WTJ 49:2 (Fall 1987) p. 342

with Dan 8:19, 11:27, 35.” Torrey’s interesting observation calls for closer examination.

In chap. 8 of the Book of Daniel, the angel Gabriel is called upon to provide Daniel with
the meaning of his vision. The first thing the angel tells Daniel is, “Son of man,
understand that the vision concerns the time of the end” (Ky Imw*d gs). Later in chap. 11
two of the same key Hebrew words are used again in a slightly different order. Here
Daniel is receiving an explanation of what will happen to his people in the future (10:14).
In 11:27 the speaker says “for the end is still to come at the appointed time” (ky ‘wd qs
Imwd). Later in this chapter once again the same words are used a third time in a similar
manner in verse 35, “until the end time, because it is still to come at the appointed time”
(‘d gs ky ‘wd Imw"d).

The Hebrew words g&s (“time”) and mo ‘€d (“appointed time”) are found in collocation
on all three of these occasions and they become almost a technical phrase to refer to the
eschatological end of time.

Sir 36:8 (which corresponds to v 10 in the Greek translation, and 33:8 in Segal’s Hebrew
edition) occurs in the middle of an eschatological battle prayer.26 In v 8 Ben Sira writes,
“Hasten the end, and ordain the appointed time” (hhys s wpqwd mwd). Ben Sira’s use
of precisely the same words (again in collocation) with the very same meaning must be
seen as exceedingly strong evidence of literary dependence, as Torrey had noted.

But this was only one of three different passages in Schechter’s list which seemed to refer
to the Book of Daniel. Two other passages in his list paired Sir 3:30 (kn sdgh tkpr ht’t)
with Dan 4:24 (htyk bsdgh prq), and Sir 36:17 (tSm* tplt ‘bdyk) with Dan 9:17 (Sm"
‘Thynw tplt ‘bdk). It was Schechter’s claim that the discovery of the Hebrew Ben Sira
proves that Ben Sira was later than any biblical book with one possible exception.27

Yet even after providing such compelling evidence, Schechter left the matter in doubt as
to whether Daniel was to be dated earlier than Ben Sira. It was the one biblical book that
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he was reluctant to date before Ben Sira. But Schechter laid down a sound
methodological procedure which should have conclusively settled the question. His two
principles were as follows:

1. When the same phrases occur in one of the canonical writers and in Ben Sira, the
balance of probability is strongly in favor of the supposition that Ben Sira was the
imitator of the canonical writer and not vice versa.

2. Because clear examples of such imitation by Ben Sira can be found in the case of all
the canonical books, with the doubtful exception of the Book of Daniel, these books must
as a whole have been familiar to Ben Sira, and must therefore be anterior to him in
date.28

If Schechter had been completely true to his principles he would not have wavered with
regard to the Book of Daniel. But as it was, he already expected to receive enough heat
(which he did in fact receive) for his new discoveries, which threw a major monkey
wrench into “the assured results of modern criticism” regarding the date of such books as
Job, Ecclesiastes, Chronicles, and the so-called Maccabean Psalms. At the outset of his
work on Ben Sira Schechter accurately predicted that his study of the relation of Ben Sira
to the OT “will probably call forth a good deal of opposition,” but fortunately for later
scholars, he believed “this is no reason for suppressing views which are the result of
studies pursued for a long time with earnestness and devotion.”29

Th. Noldeke was one of the first to look at the passages which referred to Daniel that
Schechter had collected and declare that Schechter was going much too far. After all, he
said, we know that Ben Sira is pre-Maccabean and it is a known fact that Daniel was
written in 168-167.30 Looking at the first and most compelling example of dependence
that we have examined (Sir 36:8), he had to say, “One must acknowledge that one of
these two passages here is dependent on the other.”31 But his way of explaining the
dependence was to assert that the author of Daniel had used the book of Ben Sira. He
believed that these two writings originated in a similar
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period, so similar ideas and modes of expression were only what was to be expected.

In answer to Noldeke’s claim, it is interesting that these two words g&s and mo ‘&d are
used extensively in the Qumran literature. B. Roberts noted the use of gés 15 times in the
Damascus Rule (CD) and he commented that the word often takes on an apocalyptic
nuance.32 Yigael Yadin in his study of the War Scroll (IQM) noted the “enormous
influence of Daniel” both in style and in apocalyptic and eschatological terminology,
including the words gés and mo ‘€d.33 and mo ‘&d see pp. 258, 344.

In a similar vein, M. R. Lehman compared this passage in Ben Sira 36:1-17 (he followed
Segal’s numbering system) with the four battle prayers in IQM and noted such similarity
that he was led to postulate that either the Qumran author was influenced by Ben Sira or
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that both “paraphrased a common source.”34 Scholars such as Y. Yadin, J. van der
Ploeg,35 and G. Vermes36 have recognized that Daniel is the source for the War Rule.
Thus the common source for the War Rule and Ben Sira, which Lehman recognized,
must also be the Book of Daniel.

Recent studies on the Aramaic of Daniel indicate that it is closely akin to the fifth-century
Imperial Aramaic of Ezra and the Elephantine papyri,37 but very different from the later
Palestinian derivations of Imperial Aramaic witnessed by the Genesis Apocryphon and
the Targum of Job found among the Dead Sea Scrolls.38 It now appears that “the Genesis
Apocryphon furnishes very powerful evidence that the
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Aramaic of Daniel comes from a considerably earlier period than the second century
BC.”39 Of the fragments of Daniel that have been found at Qumran, the points in the
book where the language changes from Hebrew to Aramaic are attested.40 This means
the present structure of Daniel, with its changes between Aramaic and Hebrew, is very
ancient. With its early variety of Aramaic, Daniel is certainly earlier than the Aramaic
found in the Dead Sea Scrolls. For these reasons, no one today should assert that Daniel
is dependent on Ben Sira: the early Aramaic in Daniel precludes such a possibility. So
discoveries since Noldeke’s day make his suggestion that “Daniel” used Ben Sira highly
suspect.

In addition, it should be recalled, as Schechter and others have emphasized, that Ben Sira
was a conscious imitator, while the author of the Book of Daniel must be seen as a highly
creative and original thinker. We expect Ben Sira to rely on others, but not the author of
the Book of Daniel. So for a couple of reasons, Noldeke’s explanation will not work
today.

As was the case in the reference to Job, the Greek of Ben Sira 36:10 had gone astray, so
the dependence on Daniel could not be recognized until the Hebrew came to light. Once
the similarities between the Hebrew Ben Sira and Daniel were recognized, some scholars
were reluctant to draw the necessary conclusions. Their controlling paradigm (that Daniel
is to be dated after 168 BC) forced them to seek for other explanations. Israel Levi
recognized the dependence on Daniel in his 1904 edition of Ben Sira’s Hebrew text.41
But his apparent answer, and the more explicit answer of C. C. Torrey, was that the
Geniza Hebrew manuscripts of Ben Sira were later retroversions from the Syriac42 or
Arabic.43 So the de-
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pendence on Daniel was only more evidence, for Torrey and Levi, that the Geniza

Hebrew was late and expansionary. For a time this theory about the nature of the Geniza
Hebrew gained many followers.44
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But this theory about the nature of the Geniza Hebrew Ben Sira was dealt a serious blow,
first when some fragments of a Hebrew Ben Sira were found in the small cave 2 in the
Judean desert near Qumran in 1952.45 M. R. Lehman immediately recognized that the
discovery of these Hebrew Ben Sira fragments at Qumran vindicated the champions of
the originality of the Geniza Hebrew text of Ben Sira and he observed that the fragments
showed the same arrangement of hemistiches as the B Manuscript of the Geniza text.46
He also recognized that Ben Sira and the Qumran literature shared many similarities in
terminology since they originated about the same time. He was able to adduce numerous
parallels in Hebrew terminology and phraseology between the Qumran documents and
Geniza Ben Sira. He thus provided more evidence against the theory that the Geniza
manuscripts were later retroversions.

This new footing for the Geniza Ben Sira texts was even further strengthened when
Yigael Yadin excavated Masada between 1963 and 1965 and found extensive portions of
another Hebrew Ben Sira.47 Like the Qumran fragments,48 the Masada texts could be
dated very early on the basis of their script, even to the first half of the first century BC
making them very close in time to the Greek translation done by Ben
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Sira’s grandson.49 Enough of the Masada Hebrew text exists for a detailed comparison
with the Geniza manuscripts and such a comparison reveals a very close correspondence.
Any controversy about the originality of the Geniza Hebrew texts could then be
considered resolved.50 The book of Ben Sira was surely originally written in Hebrew and
the Geniza manuscripts of Ben Sira (five different manuscripts have been identified)51
can no longer be viewed as retroversions from other languages and most importantly for
our purposes, the kind of expansionary tendencies that Torrey and Levi envisioned could
no longer be considered plausible. In fact, there are some good reasons to suggest that the
Ben Sira manuscripts from the Cairo Geniza may reflect texts that originally came from
the Qumran caves.

Paul Kahle considered this a “very likely” possibility and Alexander A. Di Lella called it
“more than probable.”52 Their evidence can be summarized by the following facts:

1. Shortly before AD 800 a great deposit of Hebrew manuscripts was discovered in a
cave near Jericho. The Nestorian Christian patriarch Timotheos I reports this discovery,
telling of the existence of books of the OT and other books in Hebrew script.53

2. There is a close connection between the document Schechter called the Zadokite
Fragments also discovered in
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the Cairo Geniza and the texts found at Qumran called the Damascus Rule (CD). The “A”
recension of the Zadokite document is substantially identical to the Damascus Rule. The
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sectarian nature of this document seems also to have influenced Karaite teaching54 in the
ninth or tenth century AD55

By the way, this explains why some scholars (notably Solomon Zeitlin) were at first led
to believe that the Dead Sea Scrolls belonged to the Middle Ages. They recognized the
similarities to this much later Karaite literature. However, the similarities were much
better explained as derived from the fact that some of the scrolls were discovered earlier
at the end of the eighth century, which then influenced the Karaite literature.

3. Nearly all trace of the Hebrew of Ben Sira disappears from the historical record after
the time of Jerome (d. 420) and does not reappear until the latter part of the ninth century
when Saadia Gaon employed several quotations from Ben Sira that correspond exactly to
the Geniza text. It is unlikely that manuscripts of the Hebrew Ben Sira were available in
the time of the Talmud and Midrash since the later rabbis who mention Ben Sira seem to
have quoted from it at second hand, from older authorities.56

4. The Cairo Geniza Ben Sira fragments appear, because of Persian notes in the margins,
to have been copied some time between the ninth and twelfth centuries.

These facts were combined and explained in the fairly reasonable theory of Paul Kahle,
later refined by Alexander Di Lella, regarding the textual history of the Geniza
manuscripts. According to their complicated but ingenious theory, very ancient
manuscripts of Ben Sira were discovered around AD 800 in a Qumran cave. These
manuscripts were then carefully
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copied (even noting variant readings in the margin) and some descendants of these
manuscripts, along with the Damascus Rule, eventually found their way into the Cairo
Geniza. This explains the presence of this Qumran sectarian document in the Cairo
Geniza in the Middle Ages when all the other traces of the document were lost, and it
explains the long silence regarding the Hebrew Ben Sira between the fifth and the ninth
centuries and its later complete obscurity.

Whether this theory of the textual transmission of the Geniza Hebrew manuscripts is
accepted in its entirety or not, it must now be universally acknowledged that the Geniza
Ben Sira manuscripts show all the earmarks of very ancient texts. These manuscripts,
which Levi and Torrey once regarded as late retroversions, must today be seen as very
careful copies57 of very early manuscripts, perhaps even copies of manuscripts found in
a Qumran cave around AD 800, originally written in the first half of the first century BC.

But what of the references to the Book of Daniel in manuscript B of the Geniza Ben Sira?
It is now nearly impossible to conceive of these references to Daniel in Ben Sira as later
glosses since there is every reason to believe, because of the similarity between the
Masada manuscripts and the Geniza manuscripts, that these references to Daniel existed
in @ manuscript written in the first half of the first century BC. So we have something


http://www.galaxie.com/article.php?article_id=9580#G87B0354#G87B0354
http://www.galaxie.com/article.php?article_id=9580#G87B0355#G87B0355
http://www.galaxie.com/article.php?article_id=9580#G87B0356#G87B0356
http://www.galaxie.com/article.php?article_id=9580#G87B0357#G87B0357

remarkably close to the autographs with the Masada Ben Sira. This leaves little time for
later glosses to come into the text. But even more importantly, as M. R. Lehman points
out, the passage which provides the most convincing evidence (Sir 36:10) fits beautifully
into the context of what Lehman calls Ben Sira’s “battle prayer” into chap. 36.58 If it is a
later gloss, it was very skillfully woven into the context of Sir 36, in fact too skillfully to
be considered a gloss.

With the Masada Ben Sira providing support for the originality of the Geniza Hebrew
text and confirming the great antiquity of the B manuscript from the Cairo Geniza, that
manuscript would now seem to provide clear literary evidence
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for the existence of, at least portions, of the Book of Daniel in 190-180 BC. This means
that standard OT introductions which deal with the Book of Daniel should now give this
190-180 BC date as a new terminus ad quem to at least portions (and interestingly
enough, to the latter Hebrew portions)59 of the Book of Daniel.

Realistically, it is unlikely that the authors of new introductions to the OT will
immediately accept these arguments. There is simply too much at stake. Evangelical
scholars have long complained that the same Qumran evidence that has been allowed to
push back the dating of the Psalms, Eccleslastes, and Chronicles exists for Daniel, but
because of the issue of predictive prophecy, equivalent manuscript finds have not been
allowed to do the same thing for Daniel.60

We will be content if these references to Daniel in Ben Sira are seen as one more piece of
evidence in a growing body of evidence which should lead to a wider general recognition
among scholars that the Book of Daniel most certainly deserves to be dated earlier than
165 BC, the date it is traditionally given. Perhaps one day still more new evidence will
vindicate the champions of an early date for Daniel even more fully.
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