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From the Pages of Tradition

DON ISAAC ABARANEL:
WHO WROTE THE BOOKS OF THE BIBLE?

Premodern Jewish writers periodically explored questions surrounding the

formation, authorship, literary genre, and (less frequently) original histor-
ical setting of individual biblical books, at times with great subtlety, origi-

nality, and thoroughness.! One such writer was Don Isaac Abarbanel, the
celebrated financier, politician, theologian, biblical commentator, and
leader of Spanish Jewry at the time of the expulsion of 1492.2 In various
places, but most systematically in the introductions to his commentaries on
the books of the Former Prophets (Joshua, Judges, Samuel, Kings), Abar-
band raises new questions or offers fresh insights into issues broached by
predecessors concerning a range of literary and historical features of the
divine word, especially as these relate to its c'hurnan side.)) He wonders
about the authors of biblical books) the sources which they used, the charac-

teristics of books written through propheCy (nevu'a) compared to those com-
posed through the holy spirit (ru'ah ha-kodesh), and so forth.3

Abarband breaks new ground especially in his formulation and ex-
ploration of questions related to the structure and divisions of the biblical
canon as a whole and the interrelationship of its parts. Why, he asks, did
the sages name the canon)s main divisions ((Torah,)J ((Prophets,)J and
llritingsJJ? Why was the TorahJs name derived from its legal part (torah
= law) rather than its narrative or prophetic parts?" Why were the ((pro-

phecies and words of the holy spirit contained in the Prophets and Writ-
ings" not incorporated into the historical accounts found in the Former
Prophets with which they are contemporaneous and why, instead, were they
made into separate books (Isaiah, Jeremiah, and so on), unlike ((the pro-
phecies of Samuel, Gad, Nathan, Elijah, Elisha, and the rest of the prophets

(referred to) in the book of Samuel and book ofKingsJJ?5 Why is King
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DavidJs death recounted at the beginning of the book of Kings rather than
the end of the book ofSamuel?6 Why are the books of Judges, Samuel, and
Kings included in the Prophets, while Chronicles, which relates many of
the same stories, is included in the Writings t Why is the book of Ruth,
which took place in the time of the judges, not part of the book of Judges?
And ¡¡ for some reason, there was cause to set it off as a separate book, why
was this book placed in the Writings when it too, like Judges, was written
by Samuel?8 How are discrepancies in parallel biblical accounts-for
example, the descriptions of the reigns of King David and King Solomon
in the book of Samuel contrasted with the retellings of Chronicles-to be
understood? Why are such lat;ely overlapping narratives included at all?9
Abarbanel raises similar issues, albeit in lesser measure, regarding the
books of the Latter Prophets.1O While the full context for these queries and
the novel approaches that Abarbanel often brings to them remain to be
clarifed, it seems clear that some of AbarbanePs unprecedented exegetical
concerns, methods, and insights are traceable to humanist skills and sensi-
bilities absorbed by him from the larger turn of the sixteenth-century
Iberian and Italian milieus in which he worked.!!

The following translation of an excerpt from the general introduc-
tion to AbarbanePs commentaries on the Former Prophets offers a sample
of his biblical scholarshipJs literary-historical side. AbarbanePs subject is the
authorship of the books of Joshua and SamueL. While much could be said
about his discussion, perhaps its most striking general ftature is the freedom
of inquiry that Abarbanel permits himself therein while pursuing what he
clearly perceives might be a sensitive issue for his more traditionally mind-
ed readers-freedom up to and including rejection of rabbinic views on
biblical authorship as expressed in the main talmudic discussion of the
matter in Bava Batra 14b-15b. It is worth adding that even as he insisted
on the novelty of his inquiries into various literary and historical features

of the Former Prophets,!2 Abarbanel by no means considered his conclu-
sions the final word concerning them. At the end of his general introduc-
tion to the books of the Former Prophets, he states: ((As for what I have
understood of this, let the wise person pay heed and increase instruction

(yishma hakham ve-yosef lekah).))13 As other examples of AbarbanelJs
invocation of the first half of Proverbs 1:5 attest what he meant by this
was that beyond learning from his pioneering investigations, future stu.
dents should also build on them.!4 In what measure later Jewish writers did
learn from and build on Abarbanel~s discourses on biblical authorship and
related issues is a topic in need of investigation. It may be noted, however,

that a number of later figures (e.g., Samuel Laniado at the turn of the
seventeenth centurYJ Solomon Hanau in the eighteenth century, Meir Loeb
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ben Yèhiel MichaellMalbimj, and Zadok ha-Kohen Rabinowitz of Lublin
in the nineteenth century) took strong exception to some of AbarbanePs
more audacious suggestions regarding the origins and character of various
biblical texts.1S

The translation is based on the first edition of AbarbanelJs Perush al
Nevi'im Rishonim (Pesaro~ 1511) but conforms in all essentials to the text

found in the most recent and easily accessible edition.!6 Square brackets in-
dicate my own interpolations.!7

WHO WROTE THE BOOKS OF THE BIBLE?

As for the agent18-that is, who was the writer (kotep) and compiler

(mehabber) of these books-behold, our sages investigated ths general-
ly in the first chapter of Bapa Batra, where they said:

Who wrote them (the Scriptures)? Moses wrote his book and the por-
tion of Balaam and Job. Joshua wrote his book (i.e., the book bearing
his name) and (the last) eight verses of the Torah. Samuel wrote his
book and the book of Judges and Ruth. David wrote his book, which is
the book of Psalms, including in it the work of the ten elders, namely,
Adam, Melkhitsedek, Abraham, Moses, Heman, Yeduthun, Asaph, and
the three sons of Korah. Jeremiah wrote his book, the book of Kings,
and Lamentations. Hezekiah and his colleagues wrote Isaiah, Proverbs,
the Song of Songs and Ecclesiastes. The Men of the Great Assembly wrote
Ezekiel, the twelve (minor) prophets, Daniel and Ahasuerus (the Scroll
of Esther). Ezra wrote his book and the genealogies of the book of
Chronicles up to his own time. This confirms the opinion of Rab, since
Rab Judah has said in the name of Rab: Ezra did not leave Babylon to
go up to nrets Yisrael until he had written his own genealogy. Who
then finished it (Chronicles)? Nehemiah the son ofHacaliah.19

Behold, in ths dictum, our sages explained that Joshua wrote his book

and that Samuel wrote the book of Judges, his book, and Ruth, and that
Jeremiah wrote the book of Kings. However, they objected there (Bava
Batra 15a): "Did Joshua wrte his book? Behold, it is wrtten, Joshua
son of Nun the servant of the Lord died (Josh. 24:29). Eleazar finished it.
But behold it is written, Eleazar the son of Aaron died (Josh. 24:31)?
Phieas and the elders finished it," and so on.

When I probed the verses, though, I saw that the opinion that
Joshua wrote his book was highly unlikely, not on account of what is
said at its end (that) Joshua died-tis alone being the difficulty that
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they (the rabbinic sages) raised in the Gemara-but rather because of
(other) verses which attest to the fact that Joshua did not write them. It
says, regarding the setting up of the stones in the midst of the Jordan,
And they are there unto this day (Josh. 4:9). It says, regarding the matter
of circumcision, Wherefore the name of that place was called Gilgal unto
this day Uosh. 5:9). It says with respect to Akan, Wherefore the name of
that place was called the valley of Akhor unto this day (Josh. 7:26). Re-
garding the Gibeonites it is said, And Joshua made them that day hewers
of wood and drawers of water for the congregation and for the altar of the
Lord unto this day Uosh. 9:27). It says, Hebron therefore became the

inheritance of Caleb the son of Jephunneh the Kenezite unto this day (Josh.
14:14). Regarding the inheritance of Judah it says, As for the Jebusites,
the inhabitants of Jerusalem, the children of Judah could not drive them
out; but the Jebusites dwell with the children of Judah at Jerusalem unto
this day (Josh. 15:63). So too, it is said with respect to the inheritance
of Ephraim, But the Canaanites dwell under the Ephraimites unto this
day, and serve under tribute Uosh. 16:10). Now, if Joshua wrote all of
this, how could he have said unto this day regarding them? For (if so),
the writing (of them) would have followed immediately after the occur-
rence of these events, whereas the force of the expression unto this day
indicates necessarily that it was written a long time after the events hap-
pened. In addition, you will find with respect to the inheritance of the
chidren of Dan that it says, And the coast of the children of Dan went out
¡too little) for them; therefore the children of Dan went up against Leshem

Uosh. 19:47). And it is known that this was in the days of the graven
image of Mikha at the end of the (period of the) Judges.20 This is deci-
sive evidence that this statement was not written until many years after
Joshua's death, which proves that Joshua did not write his book.

The verses indicate that Samuel did not write his book in the very
same way. For it is said there with respect to the ark in the land of the
Phiistines which was in his time, Therefore neither the priests of Dagon

nor any that come into DagonJs house tread on the threshold of Dagon in
Ashdod unto this day (1 Sam. 5:5). It is said likewise when the Phiis-
tines returned the ark, Even unto the great stone of Abel whereon they set

down the ark of the Lord, which stone remains unto this day in the field of

JoshuaJ the Bethshemite (1 Sam. 6:18). Now if these events occurred in

the days of Samuel, how did he say unto this day, which indicates the
passage of a long time? In addition, you will find that when Saul comes
to him to ask regarding the donkeys, it says there: Beforetime in Israel,
when a man went to inquire of God, thus he said: ((Come and let us go to
the seer)); for he that is now called a prophet was beforetime called a seer
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(1 Sam. 9:9). And ths verse indicates of necessity that Samuel did not
write it; for Saul was his contemporary and so how could he say with
respect to him: Beforetime in Israel (. . .) for he that is now called a
prophet was beforetime called a seer? But ths demonstrates by evident
certainty that ths was written a long time after Samuel's death, when
the (linguistic) habits had changed.21 In addition, you will find that it
says, And it came to pass that while the ark abode in Kirjath-JeJarim, that

the time was long; for it was twenty years (1 Sam. 7:2). Now, if Samuel
wrote ths as it was in his days, how could he say that the ark abode
there twenty years? Behold, according to our sages,22 in Samuel's days

the ark had abode there but thirteen years, and it was seven years after
his death that it was brought up from there by King David. It says
regarding David as well, Then Akhish gave him Tsiklag that day; where-
fore Tsiklag belongs unto the kings of Judah to this day (1 Sam. 27:6).
And in Samuel's day, there were kings only over Judah. And it is said
with respect to Uzza, And he called the name of the place Perets-Uzza to
this day (2 Sam. 6:8). And it is impossible to say that Nathan the
prophet or Gad the seer wrote this (as the sages affrm regarding those
parts of the book that relate events after Samuel's death),23 since it was
in their days; hence, how could they say unto this day? Behold, all that I
have said indicates that Samuel also did not write his book.

In consequence of all of this, I came to think that Joshua did not
write his book, but rather that Samuel the prophet wrote it and that he
also wrote the book of Judges. For this reason, you wil not find it said
in Joshua that he (Joshua) wrote it, as the Torah testifies with respect to
Moses our master by saying, Moses wrote this law (Deut. 31:9) and, And
it came to pass when Moses had made an end of writing the words of this
law in a book until they were finished (Deut. 31:24). Now Scripture stat-
ed at the end of the book of Joshua that he (Joshua) wrote down all
those things which he said to the people (in the ceremony at Shekhem;
cf. Josh. 24:26). If he wrote (the rest of) his book, how is it that
Scripture did not testify to this as well? Rather, it is as I suggested:
Scripture testified to what Joshua wrote and Scripture did not testify to
what he did not write. And being as the book of Joshua was written by

Samuel, it says the sorts of things that I mentioned-unto this day and
the mention of the conquest of Leshem by the children of Dan-be-
cause that which is written (like the conquest) had already occurred at
the time of the book's writing. The meaning, however, of that which he
(Samuel, in his capacity as author of Judges) said with respect to the
graven image of Mikha until the day of the exile of the land (Jud. 18:30)
is not with respect to Israel's general exile (in 587 B.C.E.), but rather
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with respect to the exie of the ark taken by the Philistines in the war
that occurred in Samuel's day, as I wi explain in the proper place.24

Do not be amazed that I have deviated from the opinion of our
sages in ths matter, since even in the Gemara, they did not agree on
these matters. They disagreed there as to whether Moses wrote the
book of Job (Bava Batra I5a-ISb) and whether Joshua wrote (the last)
eight verses of the Torah (Bal'a Batra ISa). Given that our sages them-
selves exhibited doubts in a part of the dictum (concerning biblical
authorship), it is not inadmissible for me also to chose a more plausible
and satisfyng approach as regards a part in accordance with the nature
of the verses and their straightforward purport.25

Now who wrote the book of Samuel? Behold, beyond what our
sages wrote concerning this, as I noted, it says in Chronicles, after re-
counting David's death, Behold the acts of King David, first and last,
behold, they are written in the words of Samuel the seer and in the words of
Nathan the prophet and in the words of Gad the seer, etc. (1 Chron.
29:29), and ths indicates that Samuel wrote his book and that it was
completed by Nathan and Gad in accordance with their (the sages')
words. Indeed, I am surprised that our sages did not adduce this verse
to buttress their opinion.

What I think correct concerning this matter is that Samuel record-
ed the events that occurred in his time and similarly (that) Nathan the
prophet recorded on his own (what happened in his time) and similarly
Gad the seer on his own, each one what occurred in his time. And these
writings (ketuvím) were (eventually) gathered and compiled together
(kibbetsam ve-hibberam yahad) by Jeremiah the prophet, who arranged
(sidder) the book as a whole on their basis. For if this is not so, then
who gathered these discourses (maJamarim), which were the work of
diverse agents? For Scripture does not say that they wrote their words
one after the other, but rather that each wrote a book on his own. It
seems, though, that Jeremiah, when he wished to write the book of
Kings, prepared the book of Samuel that precedes it, and it was he who
gathered the discourses of the aforementioned prophets into a book.
There is no doubt that he (then) added thngs to clarifY the discourses
as he saw fit-hence its saying, unto this day, and it was he who wrote,
Beforetíme in Israel . . . he that is now called a prophet was beforetime
called a seer, and the rest of the verses which I mentioned that indicate a
later date. All of these were the work of the editor (metakken) and
assembler (mekabbets).

N ow, if you wish to say that Joshua wrote his book to conform to
the words of our sages, say, then, that Jeremiah also (as in the case of
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the book of Samuel) or Samuel gathered these discourses and made
them into a book and that it was he who added to them according to the
good hand of his God (upon him--.e., prophetically; (Ezek. 7:9)), as I
say with respect to the book of Samuel. This is what I wished to explain
with respect to the agent and writer of these books.
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