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BUT IS IT “HISTORY”? THE HISTORICAL 
ACCURACY OF TANAKH 

F ew issues are as sensitive as the question of the historical accuracy 
of the Tanakh, and particularly of the Torah. For many people, 
what is at stake can be simply stated: If the events that the Torah 

chronicles historically happened the way the Torah describes them, then 
the Torah is true. If the events in the Torah did not happen the way the 
Torah says they did, then the Torah is not telling us the truth; it is engag-
ing in fi ction masquerading as historical truth. Thus, many religious peo-
ple feel compelled to affi rm and demonstrate that the events of the 
Bible—all of them—are historically accurate. If even one event can be 
shown to have happened differently from the Bible’s portrayal, the claim 
that our Tanakh is historically accurate and therefore “true” will be 
severely undermined. The stakes could hardly be higher.

Consider this: If you take all of biblical literature and all of rabbinic 
literature through the Middle Ages, you will not fi nd anywhere a 
Hebrew term for “history.” Of course, you can fi nd innumerable discus-
sions of the events of the past, but you will never fi nd these referred to 
as “history”; you will never fi nd one who discusses the past called “a 
historian.” Or, consider this even more surprising observation: There is 
no Hebrew equivalent in biblical or rabbinic writings for the words 
“fact” or “fi ction.” This is astonishing, because the rabbis were clearly 
attuned to the moral values of truth (emet) and falsehood (sheker). When 
a word in one culture has no precise translation in another culture, it 
is a sign that the two cultures exhibit not only a lexical gap, but a con-
ceptual one as well. There is no word, and hence no clearly defi ned 
concept, in biblical and talmudic writings of a realm of statements or 
compositions that have the quality of representing “fact” as opposed to 
other statements or writings which receive the downgraded characteris-
tic of “fi ction.” 
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The near total absence of the conceptual categories of history, fact, 
and fi ction from the biblical and rabbinic record speaks volumes about 
how far we as moderns stand from the world of our ancestors during 
those periods. It means that we are likely to fi nd genres of writing where 
these categories appear to us as blurred. When we speak of history, fact, 
and fi ction, we must realize that we are utilizing modern categories of 
thought; that these are categories that the modern mind has constructed. 
We think that “history” simply means a discussion of past events with 
factual accuracy. We assume that this “history” has existed for, well, all of 
history. But it has not. The concept of “history” itself has a history and 
we need to understand how it came to be. Only by doing this can we 
understand how our sacred sources—biblical and rabbinic—relate the 
events that befell our ancestors. Put differently, before we seek to under-
stand the Tanakh, we must seek to understand ourselves.

In what follows, we will fi rst lay bare the assumptions we make about 
the genre of writing what we term “history,” and how those assumptions 
deviate from those that guided the way pre-modern authors and readers 
viewed authoritative accounts of the past. We will then illustrate this type 
of writing by looking at a few examples of biblical accounts of the past—
the story of Rahab and the spies, passages that showcase the use of num-
bers in Tanakh—and what they signal to the reader about these events. 
From there we examine the concept of “myth,” and discuss why very few 
episodes in the Tanakh can be classifi ed under that category. Our exami-
nation of modern constructs about historical writing, myth, metaphor, 
and meaning will lead us to conclusions about the ways in which the 
Tanakh presents to us the events of the past.

Reading History: Basic Assumptions 

Let us examine the unspoken assumptions we make when we engage a 
concrete piece of modern history writing. To help illustrate my point, 
here is a short excerpt from Michael Oren’s account of the June 1967 
war, Six Days of War, which was published by Oxford University Press in 
2002 and was a New York Times bestseller. In this passage, Oren details 
the arrival of the paratroopers at the Western Wall:

[General Mordecai] Gur received a delegation of Arab notables who 
proffered him the city’s surrender, along with arms that had been stored 
in the mosques. To their surprise, the general released them and allowed 
them to return to their homes. But neither he nor any of his staff knew 
how to get to the Western Wall, and were forced to ask an old Arab man 
for directions. He guided Gur through the Mughrabi Gate, exiting just 
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south of the wall. A retaining structure of giant ashlars erected by King 
Herod, the wall was the only remnant of the Second Temple destroyed 
by the Romans in the year 70. Jews had not had access to the shrine, their 
holiest, for nineteen years.

As Gur descended, men from both the Jerusalem Brigade and the 71st 
paratroopers converged on the Wall, ecstatic and all but oblivious to the 
persistent sniper fi re. [IDF Chief] Rabbi Goren broke free of the three 
soldiers Gur had designated to restrain him, and ran headlong to the wall. 
He said Kaddish—the mourner’s prayer—blew his shofar, and proclaimed, 
“I, General Shlomo Goren, chief rabbi of the Israeli Defense Forces, have 
come to this place, never to leave it again.” Crammed into the narrow 
space between the stones and the ramshackle dwellings of the Mughrabi 
Quarter, the soldiers broke into spontaneous songs and prayers. Above 
them, the Star of David was hoisted.1

When we as moderns read a passage of historical writing such as 
this, we do so with a set of presuppositions that we rarely think about or 
acknowledge. The presuppositions I draw attention to here may seem 
banal, perhaps even obvious. But they are important to identify because 
they are at odds with how people—including those living during the 
periods of the Tanakh and the Talmud—read accounts of the past before 
the modern age. Only by grasping that difference can we understand how 
the Tanakh presents to us the events of the past. 

 When you read a history book like Oren’s Six Days of War, you do so 
with three sets of presuppositions. First, you harbor presuppositions 
about the nature of the content you will fi nd in such a history book. Sec-
ond, you have presuppositions about the author, the fi gure dubbed the 
“historian,” even if his or her name is entirely unfamiliar to you. Finally, 
you maintain presuppositions about yourself as the reader of a modern 
history book. Let us unpack these presuppositions one at a time. 

First, you harbor presuppositions about the content you will fi nd in a 
history book. You know that Oren, like any writer, presents an interpreta-
tion of the material. No writer ever writes from a fully objective vantage 
point. But you assume that even while providing an interpretation of 
events, he provides you with exclusively factual information. If you give 
Oren the benefi t of the doubt, you take as fact that the paratroopers really 
did reach the Western Wall via the Mughrabi Gate and that the fl ag of 
Israel really was hoisted above the Wall. You assume that Oren has based 

1 Michael Oren, Six Days of War: June 1967 and the Making of the Modern Middle 
East (Oxford University Press, 2002), 245–246.
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his account on reliable sources. In fact, it is no coincidence that in the 
passage above Oren chose a direct quotation from Rabbi Goren. Rabbi 
Goren composed his account of the event, and that account represents a 
documentable, fi rst-person source, written relatively close to the time of 
the event. Had Oren decades later interviewed a soldier who had been 
there, and that soldier had “quoted” what someone had said, that would 
not have been nearly as credible as a historical source written much closer 
to the event itself. 

Further, you assume that Oren has done nothing to embellish the 
account in any way. By way of fact, the paratroopers arrived at the West-
ern Wall in the late hours of the morning. Imagine if Oren had written in 
his account, “and as the paratroopers reached the Wall, the morning sun 
rose above the highest layer of its ancient stones.” There would be great 
symbolism in that—the conquest of Jerusalem really did open a new 
chapter in Israeli history—but a rhetorical fl ourish like this would be en-
tirely out of place in what we consider to be a reliable work of history. 
Indeed, you correctly assume that were it to be discovered that he had 
embellished—“fabricated” would be a better word—even the slightest 
detail of the event, he should immediately be disbarred from the scholarly 
guild. That is because in your mind you categorize this book as a work of 
history. You make a sharp divide between a work such as this, which must 
be fully factual, and other genres that use accounts of the past, such as 
historical novels like Leon Uris’ Exodus about the founding of the State 
of Israel, or ballads such as Naomi Shemer’s Yerushalayim Shel Zahav. 
You presume that Oren’s book belongs to the genre of fact, not fi ction. 
You live in a culture in which those terms are often value-laden. Things 
assigned to the category of fact are true and valuable. Things deemed to 
be merely fi ction are false, even mendacious. You assume that Oren’s 
presentations are his conclusions on the basis of careful scrutiny of origi-
nal sources and the pertinent scholarship to those sources. You expect 
that he will advance his argument on the basis of evidence, citing those 
primary sources and the scholarly works that have shed light upon them. 
Put differently, you assume that there is a discipline called history that has 
well-established rules of inquiry that determine how this work was re-
searched and written. In this case, that means you trust that Oren knew 
how to access the various diplomatic and military archives in several coun-
tries, and that he knew how to compare and cross-validate the claims 
made by a wide array of actors. Because a historian like Oren must cite his 
sources, you know that he subjects himself to critique and examination; 
other scholars can review the evidence he marshals and either critique or 
confi rm his fi ndings. 
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You also assume that you will fi nd no preaching or moralizing in his 
account. Oren is an ardent Zionist, but even if you share those same sen-
timents you would fi nd it disconcerting to fi nd in a work of history such 
as his a concluding remark: “and therefore all Jews should mark 28 Iyar 
each year as Yom Yerushalayim.” That is not his mandate in a work of his-
tory and the work would be tainted in your mind had he done so. As a 
work of academic history, his presentation is expected to be an interpreta-
tion of facts. There is no room in such a work to preach explicit religious, 
moral, or civic lessons to you as a reader. 

Second, when reading a book such as Six Days of War, you harbor 
implicit presuppositions about Michael Oren as the author of this book. 
You may know his name because he served as Israel’s ambassador to the 
United States during the Obama presidency, but let us assume that his 
name meant nothing to you. You would still give him the benefi t of the 
doubt as a reliable authority by dint of the degrees he holds; because of 
the standing he has in the academic community; because a panel of out-
side experts vetted his work; and because a prestigious publisher has cho-
sen to commit its name to it. You assume that he has mastered the 
discipline of history and its critical methods. And those presumptions 
would be justifi ed in this case. Prior to his political and diplomatic career, 
Michael Oren was a historian. He holds a doctorate in Near Eastern Stud-
ies from Princeton University and his book was published by Oxford Uni-
versity Press. Yet, for all of his bona fi de merits, his authority in our eyes is 
limited. In our milieu, these qualifi cations certify him solely to present 
before you, the reader, an interpretation of events past. They do not au-
thorize him to ask anything of you, to command you, or even to recom-
mend a course of action. Moreover, his background—his religious 
denomination, the community in which he was raised—are of ancillary 
interest, at most, in terms of determining his qualifi cations to compose a 
work of history. Historians’ personal backgrounds are so irrelevant that 
when they submit a study for publication in a scholarly journal, their 
name as author is kept from the experts who judge the work. Arguments 
in a work of historical scholarship, we presuppose, should be evidence-
driven and independent of the author’s identity.

Finally, you bring to your reading of a book such as Oren’s presup-
positions about yourself as a reader. Unwittingly, you see yourself as a 
consumer of this work. You read the book volitionally, for the purpose of 
your edifi cation. As this work is sold commercially, you or someone else 
paid the publisher for this opportunity. What you are doing is an exercise 
in inquiry and understanding; you wish to learn something about the his-
tory of modern Israel. But beyond coming to the book as a consumer, 
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you also come to it as a judge. You know that many other competent 
scholars have written about this critical episode in Israel’s history and you 
know that you can easily access their fi ndings and opinions should you 
choose to do so. Implicitly, you will ask yourself, “Do I believe this is a 
compelling argument?” Most importantly, as the reader you reserve for 
yourself the right to determine the ultimate meaning of what you are 
reading. Do Oren’s fi ndings mean that we should recite Hallel on Yom 
Yerushalayim? Do they substantiate the claims of those who believe that 
Israel illegally occupies East Jerusalem? You reserve for yourself the right 
to incorporate the author’s account within a larger web of meaning and 
signifi cance, as you see fi t. In our world, the historian or journalist pro-
vides the facts; the reader determines the meaning.

History vs. Exhortation: Two Different Genres

If these presuppositions all seem quite obvious, they were not to pre-
modern writers and readers, such as the Roman readers who read the 
so-called “historical” works of Cicero and Livy, or to the medieval readers 
who read the “historical” accounts of the monk, the Venerable Bede. 
History then and history now are alike in name only. In fact, to properly 
distinguish between accounts of the past that are read today, such as 
Oren’s Six Days of War, and accounts of the past that were written and 
read in pre-modern times, we would do well to employ two different 
terms. In modern times we read works of history. This “history” employs 
all of the presumptions laid out above. In pre-modern times, however, it 
would be more correct to say that when people read accounts of the past, 
they were reading exhortation. That term captures many of the differ-
ences between accounts of the past written in the modern period and 
seemingly similar exercises from the pre-modern age. To understand what 
I mean by calling this genre of writing exhortation, let us return to the 
same three categories of assumptions that I laid out before: What was 
the nature of the content readers expected to fi nd in these accounts of 
the deeds of the past? What did they assume about the authors of these 
works? What presuppositions did they make about their place as readers 
of these works? The answers to these questions are key to understanding 
how the Tanakh presents to us the events of the past. 

First and foremost, pre-modern readers harbored expectations about 
the content they read or heard. Works such as Cicero’s De Republica or 
Livy’s The History of Rome or, in medieval times, the Venerable Bede’s 
History of the English Church were works of exhortation. These writers 
never wrote with the disinterested aim of chronicling the past for its own 
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sake. Rather, the deeds of the past were harnessed for rhetorical effect to 
persuade readers to take action in the present, to believe in the powers of 
a deity to deliver salvation, to exhibit bravery or other civic virtues.2 For 
the historians of Rome, the deeds of the past were retold to instruct and 
to inspire. It was expected that writers would not only narrate the deeds 
of the past but evaluate them as well, offering praise or blame. The lessons 
from the past were intimately connected to the public life of the state and 
had an educative purpose.3 It was in this sense that Cicero remarked, 
Historia magistra vitae, “history is a teacher of life.”4 

The essential nature of these compositions as exhortation leaves us 
today trapped by our modern binary categories of fi ction and non-
fi ction.5 As one modern scholar of these so-called “histories” noted:

We have no useful category for the realm inhabited by ancient historical 
texts: rather than being “literature,” the works of ancient historians came 
far closer to the modern genres of non-fi ction novel or popular, non-
academic history, where a degree of embroidery and imagination is layered 
upon a basis of fact.6 

While history and fi ction were conceptually distinct in the Middle 
Ages, medieval accounts of the past are full of what we today would con-
sider fi ctional elements: invented material (speeches, secret conversations, 
letters, and battle scenes), miracles, and type-scenes where the same ordered 
sets of activities seem to recur across works.7 The Roman “historian” 

2 Gerald Press, “History and the Development of the Idea of History in Antiq-
uity,” History and Theory 16 (1977), 290.

3 John Marincola, “Ancient Audiences and Expectations,” in Cambridge Com-
panion to the Roman Historians, ed. Andrew Feldherr (Cambridge University Press, 
2009), 19–22; Andrew Feldherr, “Introduction,” Cambridge Companion to the 
Roman Historians, 4.

4 See similar sentiments for medieval history writing in Robert Bonfi l, History and 
Folklore in a Medieval Jewish Chronicle: The Family Chronicle of Aḥima’az ben Paltiel 
(Brill, 2009), 28–29; John Burrow, A History of Histories: Epics, Chronicles, Romances 
and Inquiries from Herodotus and Thucydides to the Twentieth Century (Knopf, 
2008), 160.

5 J.E. Lendon, “Historians without History: Against Roman Historiography,” in 
Cambridge Companion to the Roman Historians, 57.

6 Ibid. See a similar appraisal of medieval materials in Suzanne Fleischman, “On 
the Representation of History and Fiction in the Middle Ages,” History and Theory 
22 (1983), 278–310.

7 Justin Lake, “Current Approaches to Medieval Historiography,” History Compass 
13:3 (2015), 90. For a full-length treatment of modes of embellishment in medieval 
historiography, see Ruth Morse, Truth and Convention in the Middle Ages: Rhetoric, 
Representation, and Reality (Cambridge University Press, 1991).
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Cicero claimed that the facts as known to the writers were subject to rhe-
torical amplifi cation and invention. This heritage of classical antiquity re-
mained infl uential throughout the Middle Ages. Far from detracting from 
the veracity of a work, plausible fi ctional embellishments endowed an 
account with credibility. Often, these embellishments would give an ac-
count greater depth, enabling an author to probe the thoughts and mo-
tives of historical actors. They contributed to the value of the piece as 
exhortation. Such embellishments ensured that the piece would achieve 
what all assumed was its purpose: to inspire and instruct.8 This is why 
many scholars of these materials question whether we can reconstruct 
fully accurate histories of these periods on the basis of these accounts.

One thing that readers did not expect to fi nd in the historical ac-
counts of Rome was a detail of the historian’s sources. Roman “histo-
rians” are notoriously silent about the sources of their accounts.9 This 
further underscores the fundamental truth that these accounts of the 
deeds of the past do not represent a sustained effort to arrive at fully fac-
tual truth. Rather, they are a harnessing of accepted historical details for 
the sake of exhortation. “History is written for telling, not proving,” 
wrote the fi rst-century Roman rhetorician, Quintilian.10

Pre-modern readers of these works of exhortation also harbored cer-
tain presumptions about the authors of these works, which differ from 
those we harbor concerning modern writers of history. Such readers 
would never have assumed that these writers had special research training 
that qualifi ed them to compose “historical” accounts. Livy was trained 
in rhetoric. Cicero famously described history as “a job for a public 
speaker.”11 In Roman times there was no systematic study of history and 
no methodology for doing so.12 Even in medieval times, history was not 
a discipline that was taught; there was no option for a student to enroll 
himself in a course entitled “history” or to be examined in a fi eld called 
“history.”13 Indeed, the fi rst faculty in a fi eld called “history” was estab-
lished in Berlin in 1810.14 It is only with the rise of the academic disci-
pline of history in the nineteenth century that the practice of annotation 

8 Lake, “Medieval Historiography,” 91.
9 Marincola, “Ancient Audiences and Expectations,” 19. 
10 Institutes of Oratory 10.1.31, as translated in Lendon, “Historians without His-

tory,” 55.
11 De Oratore 2:62, cited in Feldherr, “Introduction,” 4.
12 Marincola, “Ancient Audiences and Expectations,” 18. 
13 Beryl Smalley, Historians in the Middle Ages (Scribner, 1975), 11.
14 Frederic Beiser, The German Historicist Tradition (Oxford University Press, 

2011), 22.
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and citation of sources becomes de rigueur.15 These pre-modern writers 
were authorities not on account of their mastery of sources or extensive 
training in the methodology of historiography. Instead, the authority of 
these writers stemmed from their standing in the community. The stature 
and status of the historian in classical Rome was gained by dint of the of-
fi ces he held, or the armies he commanded. Practical experience, not the 
mastery of research methodology, was what made one worthy of writing 
of the deeds of the past.16 Their mandate was not to sift sources and to 
paint as accurate a picture of the past as possible, but rather to use what 
was known about the past to inspire and instruct. 

Finally, pre-modern readers of historical accounts differed from today’s 
readers in the presumptions they had about themselves as readers. As I 
noted, contemporary readers are consumers, or even judges, of the works 
they read. Modern historians give readers a way to verify information and 
to formulate different opinions by citing primary sources and referencing 
other scholarly works. The making of meaning for modern readers is a task 
left to the discretion of the reader. By contrast, ancient and medieval histo-
rians rarely presented sources for cross-reference; the interpretation these 
writers offered and the lessons they exhorted were stated in absolute 
terms.17 The making of meaning concerning the events of the past was a 
task entrusted to the authors who composed these works. Few readers or 
listeners would have been equipped to even begin to question the accuracy 
of the presentations they were reading or hearing. The works were held to 
be basically true. But their value was not measured in terms of how accu-
rately their depictions accorded with fact. Indeed, readers would have had 
no way of ascertaining those facts. Rather, the works were held in high es-
teem because of the standing and authority of the authors who had penned 
them. For the pre-modern reader of the deeds of the past, facts about the 
past were subsumed within a hortatory exhortation. 

But how then have we come to where we are today? What changed 
the way that Western culture viewed the study and representation of the 
events of the past? 

In 1687 Sir Isaac Newton published his Philosophiæ Naturalis Prin-
cipia Mathematica, which formulated the laws of motion and universal 
gravitation. Newton’s work had a profound impact on eighteenth-century 

15 See discussion in Paul Veyne, Did the Greeks Believe in Their Myths?: An Essay 
on the Constitutive Imagination, trans. Paula Wissing (University of Chicago Press, 
1988), 11.

16 Charles W. Fornora, The Nature of History in Ancient Greece and Rome (University 
of California Press, 1983), 54; cf. Marincola, “Ancient Audiences and Expectations,” 18.

17 See discussion in Veyne, Did the Greeks Believe, 10.
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thought. Previously, nature was largely considered unpredictable and im-
penetrable. Newton’s work proffered an understanding of nature as a 
well-ordered realm, subject to laws that could be expressed elegantly and 
succinctly through mathematical formulae. Most importantly, nature was 
now considered open to human observation as never before. This para-
digm shift would infl uence all realms of inquiry. Eighteenth-century 
thinkers sought to match this science of nature with a science of human 
nature. Just as in the natural world, the world of the affairs of men, it was 
thought, must also be orderly and subject to laws. These areas of inquiry, 
no less than the natural world, were open to human observation and 
comprehension.18 There emerged an attitude of confi dence in the compe-
tence of human understanding. 

This takes us to the birth of the modern idea of “history.” Indeed it 
is only in the late eighteenth century, in the wake of the scientifi c revolu-
tion, that the idea takes hold that the truth behind the past could be 
discovered through a scientifi c method; that the “facts” of history could 
be nailed down.19 In earlier centuries, events of the past were retold for 
the purpose of illustrating morals and teachings, but the past had not 
been the subject of critical study in its own right. The end of the eighteenth 
and beginning of the nineteenth centuries witnessed a profound awareness 
of the need to critically assess the received traditions about past events.

One of the hallmarks of nineteenth-century historicism was intro-
duced by Barthold Georg Niebuhr and Leopold von Ranke, who asserted 
that history would earn its status as a science by basing its fi ndings on 
original, authentic sources. This, they believed, would provide the facts of 
what had really happened—the raw data. Tradition had passed down tales 
about the past, but only by returning to primary sources, contemporane-
ous with the events under study, could the historian attain a clear view of 
events past. Primary sources were viewed as bearing greater objectivity 
than secondary sources to the same account.20 This was a thoroughly new 
way of thinking and representing the events of the past.

18 See Christopher Fox, Roy Porter, and Robert Wokler (eds.), Inventing Human 
Science: Eighteenth Century Domains (University of California Press, 1995).

19 Iain Provan, “Knowing and Believing: Faith in the Past,” in Craig Bartholomew 
et al (eds.), “Behind” the Text: History and Biblical Interpretation (Zondervan, 2003), 
229–266, here 231–232.

20 Frederick C. Beiser, The German Historicist Tradition (Oxford University Press, 
2012), 276. For a broader discussion of the intellectual forces that have created—and 
corrupted—the critical study of the Bible, see my Inconsistency in the Torah: Ancient 
Literary Convention and the Limits of Source Criticism (Oxford University Press, 
2017), 201–226.
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Here we come to the fundamental difference between modern com-
positions of history and pre-modern compositions of history. In our 
world, the primary encounter is between the reader and the facts he or 
she reads. In the pre-modern world, the primary encounter is between 
the reader and the authority of the exhorter. When that exhorter or 
preacher is an esteemed man of letters, or an office holder in classical 
Rome, or a church father in the histories composed by the early Church, 
the reader does not approach these works as a consumer, or judge, the 
way a contemporary reader would. Such readers or listeners encounter 
accounts of the past from within a hierarchy in which the reader is subor-
dinate to the exhorter, the preacher. The reader comes to learn not what 
factually transpired in times of yore. Rather, in a spirit of submission, the 
reader or listener engages with these texts to learn the lessons that the 
texts come to teach, via the lived example of individuals in the past. 

The Tanakh as Exhortation

The books of the Tanakh were written and read along the lines of 
exhortation. These are works in which a degree of embroidery and rhe-
torical embellishment is layered upon a base of fact. The primary interest 
of all books of the Tanakh is to bring Israel to greater covenantal piety in 
its relationship with the Almighty. The Tanakh assumes that readers and 
listeners approach the biblical text in submission, with a desire to learn its 
lessons. The Tanakh assumes that readers leave it to the Almighty or to 
God’s Divinely inspired authors of the texts to determine the most effec-
tive way to cast the events of the past in order to transmit its lessons. 

This can be very threatening for some on religious grounds, because 
it suggests that some aspects of the biblical accounts are not fully factual, 
but rather rhetorical. But this is threatening only if we allow ourselves to 
fall into the trap of buying into what our modern environment tells us. 
The environment in which we live tells us that the more factual an ac-
count is, the truer it is, and hence the more valuable it is. By contrast, the 
Tanakh—and indeed the entire rabbinic tradition—proceeds on different 
assumptions. The Tanakh is a valuable account of the past, not because all 
it records is fact. It is a valuable account of the past because of the Divine 
authority behind it; it is valuable because it casts the events of the past in 
a way that ensures that we come away with the most important messages 
that those events have to teach. Our modern environment tells us we 
should read the news or learn about past events and then process the facts 
for ourselves, determining their meaning on our own. Our sacred sources 
insist that we come to the sacred texts in submission, with the belief and 
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commitment that this alone is the best way to understand the meaning 
and lessons of the events that are portrayed. This is how God has autho-
rized that we relate to these events.

For many this sounds new, and unintuitive. Why are there no rabbinic 
sources that lay this all out? Why are there no rabbinic sources that tell us 
how to determine what is fact and what is fi ction? My answer is that for 
millennia the sages of Israel were entirely unaware of the underlying 
tenets of modern historicism that I have laid out. They certainly believed 
that the events reported in the Tanakh had occurred. But they could not 
envision writing about the past that aimed solely for factual representa-
tion and not exhortation and instruction. They had no notion of a writer 
trained in the methodology of sifting sources. They had no notion of a 
reader reading an authorized text and then judging its meaning for him- 
or herself. To foist these categories on these earlier generations of our 
sages is to insist that they conceptualize in a way entirely foreign to them. 
Our way of thinking about the writing of history came about through a 
conceptual revolution that postdated their time.

Let us move now from a broad and theoretical discussion to look at 
examples of passages in the Tanakh which appear to simply detail a factual 
account. Upon closer inspection, however, we will be able to discern that 
these passages cannot be fully factually accurate; they employ a degree of 
rhetorical embellishment. These illustrations will allow us to appreciate 
what is gained when the Tanakh expresses these events of the past in the 
way that it does, rather than sticking to a realistic presentation of facts alone.

The Story of Rahab (Joshua 2) 

Imagine you are asked to begin a dialogue with someone and instructed 
that you must weave references to the fi rst fi ve of the Ten Command-
ments into your speech. Would you be able to do it? Would you be able 
to do so effortlessly? The chances are slim. And yet, this is what we fi nd 
that Rahab does when she speaks to the spies on the roof of her house, 
reported in Joshua 2:9–13. Let us see how she does this, and what it tells 
us about the relationship between realism and embellishment in the way 
the Tanakh reports historical events. 

In her soliloquy of verses 9–13, Rahab professes her belief in the po-
tency of the God of Israel, seen through His delivery of Israel from Egypt 
and against the kings, Sihon and Og. She concludes that the townsfolk of 
Jericho are dispirited, “because the Lord your God is God in the heaven 
above and on the land below” (Joshua 2:11). Her words echo language 
found three times in the Torah. Deuteronomy 4:39 proclaims that God 
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reigns “in the heavens above and on the earth below,” while the same 
language is used in Exodus 20:4 and Deuteronomy 5:8, proscribing the 
fashioning of graven images of anything “in the heavens above and on 
the earth below.” The story of Rahab reaches for this phrase in a call to 
the reader to engage with one of those texts: the Ten Commandments. 
The immediate impression is that Rahab affi rms God’s sovereignty over 
the heavens and earth, just as Israel does through the instruction of the 
second commandment. 

Other elements of terminology and motifs from the Ten Command-
ments are also tightly woven into her speech. Rahab affi rms the fi rst com-
mandment (Exodus 20:2; Deuteronomy 5:6): “I am the Lord your God 
who has taken you out of Egypt, the house of bondage.” Rahab sees 
God’s role in the Exodus in similar terms (Joshua 2:10): “For we have 
heard that the Lord dried up the waters of the Red Sea before you, as you 
came out of Egypt.” 

Furthermore, her request to the spies for shelter in verse 13 expressly 
mentions both her father and her mother. No other fi gure in the Tanakh 
performs an action for the good of his or her parents, where the words 
“father” and “mother” both appear. This seems to invoke the language of 
Exodus 20:12 (cf. Deuteronomy 5:16), “Honor your father and mother.” 
Rahab is seen here performing what the Ten Commandments would con-
sider a fulfi llment of one’s duties to one’s father and mother. Indeed, the 
reward to a person who honors one’s father and mother, “so that you 
lengthen your days in the land” (Exodus 20:12; Deuteronomy 5:16), is 
Rahab’s reward (Joshua 6:25): “And Joshua delivered Rahab the harlot, 
her father’s house, and all that was hers, and she dwelled in the midst of 
Israel to this very day.” 

Rahab’s behavior also implicitly affi rms the injunction of the third 
commandment against taking God’s name in vain (Exodus 20:7; Deuter-
onomy 5:11). She asks the spies to swear in the name of God that they 
will protect her and her family, putting all of her stock in the belief that 
the name of God is so sacrosanct that they would not dare take God’s 
name in vain and fail to abide by their oath (Joshua 2:12). The language 
of that commandment is echoed further on in the story. The Decalogue 
states that one who does not uphold their vow and takes God’s name in 
vain shall not be “cleared” or “exonerated” (Exodus 20:6). The spies 
express their understanding that they will be “clear” of the oath, only if 
they uphold it (Joshua 2:20): “And if you divulge our plan with you, we 
shall be clear [exonerated] of your oathְ” (cf. Joshua 2:17).

Finally, Rahab demonstrates her fi delity to the spirit of the mitzva of 
Shabbat, the fi fth commandment. To be sure, Rahab is not “Shabbat 
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observant.” Alone, however, among the Ten Commandments the com-
mandment of Shabbat is the only one offered a rationale for its obser-
vance, an explanation of its commemorative function. While Rahab may 
not refrain from work on Shabbat, she does display a keen appreciation of 
the events that the day is meant to commemorate. In the Decalogue in 
Exodus, the Shabbat is commanded “because in six days the Lord your 
God created the heaven and the earth” (20:10). Rahab, as we already saw 
in Joshua 2:11, affi rms God’s sovereignty over the heaven and earth: “be-
cause the Lord your God is God in the heaven above and on the land 
[earth] below.” 

In short, we have seen that Rahab interweaves references to the fi rst 
fi ve of the Ten Commandments within the space of her fi ve-verse solilo-
quy in verses 9–13. It seems unlikely that this is actually a verbatim tran-
script of what transpired. After all, Rahab—a Canaanite harlot—could 
hardly have known Hebrew, let alone the Ten Commandments. And even 
if she somehow was familiar with them as a text, it seems unlikely that 
under the pressure of the moment she could coincidentally weave all of 
these allusions into her address to the spies. Realistically speaking, it seems 
much more likely that Rahab and the spies spoke in a Northwest Semitic 
dialect intelligible to both sides, and that she spoke in the manner of 
simple folk and negotiated the terms of their rescue, and then hers. If we 
hear in the text references to the Ten Commandments, this is because the 
author of the story embellished the bare facts because he sought to incul-
cate a message that would be lost by merely recording a Hebrew tran-
scription of their dialogue. What message and instruction are gained by 
casting this exchange in embellished fashion? Why weave dialogue with 
Decalogue? 

According to the Torah (Deuteronomy 20), all Canaanites were to be 
killed. However, Rahab saved the spies and essentially, through them, the 
rest of Israel. But how could she be spared if the Torah had decreed she 
should be killed? The author of our story responds by showing that she is 
no ordinary Canaanite. By portraying her actions and her speech in ways 
that echo the fi rst half of the Ten Commandments, the author demon-
strates that Rahab is not merely acting out of opportunism to save her 
own skin, but that she in fact believes deeply in the God of Israel. Through 
her “observance” or alignment with the Ten Commandments, she dem-
onstrates that she is worthy of being spared and eventually taking up resi-
dence within the people of Israel (Joshua 6:25).

The book of Joshua could have presented a “historically accurate” 
version of the story. But the story would have been greatly impoverished. 
It would have told us exactly what happened and the manner in which 
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things were precisely said. But it would have failed to give us the primary 
message: that Rahab was a righteous woman, not only an opportunist, 
and thus fully worthy of being spared the fate of the other Canaanites. It 
is precisely the artifi ce of her monologue, the embroidery layered upon 
the base facts of the story, which gives us the truest presentation of the 
events: Rahab was worthy of being saved. Put differently, we see that the 
author of Joshua had two choices: He could present the truest version of 
the bare facts, but at the risk of losing the true message of the story. Or 
he could ensure that we come away with the true lesson of her actions, at 
the expense of factual accuracy. 

Numbers in the Tanakh 

Throughout the writings of the ancient Near East we fi nd that numbers 
are often unrealistically large, especially when reported in a military con-
text, such as army size or the detail of booty taken from an enemy.21 In the 
Tanakh as well, numbers may be used to refl ect something other than 
what we would defi ne as a quantitative reality. Below we see three exam-
ples in which numbers appear to function as markers of meaning.

1. The armies of Judah in the book of Chronicles 

In the second book of Chronicles we fi nd troop fi gures for the armies 
of many of the kings of Judah. Figures concerning the fi rst four 
of these kings are listed over six chapters. The army of Rehoboam, we 
are told, numbered 180,000 (II Chronicles 11:1). The army of his son, 
Abijah, numbered 400,000 (13:3). The army of Asa was comprised of 
two units, one of 300,000 and the other of 280,000. Finally, the armies 
of Jehoshaphat, his son, consisted of fi ve units. Those units numbered 
300,000, 280,000, 200,000, 200,000, and 180,000 men (17:14–18). 
These numbers are all quite large and cannot conform to any realistic 
picture of what we know about life in the Land of Israel at the time. In 
fact, the armies of Jehoshaphat totalled over a million soldiers! When we 
look at these numbers a little more closely, though, we see two trends. 
One is that some of the numbers are what we would term large round 
numbers: 200,000, 300,000, and 400,000. The other numbers we might 
term “semi-rounded” fi gures—180,000 and 280,000—each of which ap-
pears twice. Put differently, the fi gures that are semi-rounded, of which 

21 See David M. Fouts, “A Defence of the Hyperbolic Interpretation of Large 
Numbers in the Old Testament,” Journal of Evangelical Theological Studies 40 
(1997), 377–387.
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there are four, all end with 80,000. That seems a bit odd. After all, if the 
armies are presented as rounded to the nearest 10,000, one would not 
expect that all four examples of armies that are not rounded to the nearest 
100,000 all happen to round to 80,000. For all of these reasons, it is dif-
fi cult to read these fi gures as refl ective of quantitative realities.

One perceptive scholar has recently discerned a clear pattern that points 
to the meaning inherent in these numbers. The sum of Jehoshaphat’s 
armies totals 1,160,000. This fi gure is exactly double the size of his father 
Asa’s armies. The fi gure is also exactly equivalent to the sum of all the 
armies of the three kings of Judah that preceded him, recorded above.22 
The narrative of II Chronicles casts Jehoshaphat as the most righteous of 
the kings of Judah—more so than any of his predecessors, or those that 
immediately followed him. The author of Chronicles uses troop numbers 
to convey that idea in keeping with an ancient convention of employing 
non-realistic numbers. As a reward for his righteousness, Jehoshaphat 
commanded not only the largest army but, rhetorically speaking, an army 
so large that it doubled the size of his father’s armies and equaled the 
total of all those who preceded him. Put differently, Chronicles depicts 
troop numbers not to convey reality but to convey meaning. There are 
many other numerical fi gures in Chronicles that do not seem realistic and 
for which we cannot yet explain in symbolic terms. However, the obser-
vation that Jehoshaphat’s armies equaled the total of his predecessors 
surely cannot be coincidental. It represents a literary use of numbers in a 
way that is not intuitive for us today.

2. Seventy descendants of Jacob went down to Egypt 

The Torah explicitly states that seventy descendants of Jacob went down 
to Egypt and lists the names of each (Genesis 46:8–27). The number of 
names listed and the fi nal tally fi gure cross-validate each other and cer-
tainly give the impression that this is a full and quantitatively realistic 
census. However, a closer look at the name list and the summary fi gures 
it offers for each of the matriarchs reveals several problems. The greatest 
of these is that the census indeed includes seventy named individuals, but 
only two of these are women. It is inconceivable that the ratio of Jacob’s 
male to female descendants was 34:1.23 Had the census listed male mem-
bers only, one might have concluded that the Torah was counting men 
alone. But by listing two women, it implies that women are also considered 

22 Neriah Klein, “The Chronicler’s Code: The Rise and Fall of Judah’s Army in the 
Book of Chronicles,” Journal of Hebrew Scriptures 17:3 (2017), 1–20.

23 As noted in Ha-Amek Davar, Genesis 46:7.
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in this count. Moreover, the Torah emphasizes that Jacob went down to 
Egypt with all his daughters-in-law (46:5, 15) and all his daughters and 
granddaughters (46:7). Second, we see that the Torah states that Leah 
had thirty-three sons (46:15), and yet there are only thirty-two names 
listed. Finally, a compound problem emerges when we contrast this cen-
sus with that recorded in Numbers 26. When we compare the listing of 
the descendants of Benjamin in Genesis 46:21 with the data recorded in 
the census of Numbers 26:38–40, we discover discrepancies of every 
imaginable type: The number of descendants is different; the names dif-
fer; the birth positions differ; and some of the names listed in Genesis as 
sons of Benjamin appear in Numbers as grandsons. Other tribes exhibit 
similar discrepancies, but the greatest degree of discrepancy is found with 
regard to the genealogies for the tribe of Benjamin. If the census of Genesis 
46 is taken as a realistic and factual account of how many souls descended 
to Egypt, it fails to provide names and numbers that are internally consis-
tent; it fails to provide details that easily dovetail with other such lists, 
such as those in Numbers 26; and it fails to count those who actually 
descended according to one consistent rule, counting some women but 
not others. How may we account for all of these uneven details?

Anthropologists have long known that genealogies in pre-modern 
cultures are not merely records of birth order. They are dynamic records 
of status and hierarchy within the tribe. Thus, in one period the tribe will 
recall its ancestors as having been “born” in one order, while at a later 
period, some of the names will migrate within a given level of the geneal-
ogy, or even “move” up or down a generation, all depending on the 
merits and demerits of the that individual’s descendants.24 If this sounds 
entirely foreign, it should not. This is, in fact, what we fi nd with our own 
“memory” concerning the order and identity of the tribes of Israel. When 
Jacob’s children were born, Joseph counted as one son. However, in 
time, Joseph essentially assumed the position of fi rstborn and received a 
double portion. Menashe and Ephraim then assumed the status of “sons” 
of Jacob, equal to his other genealogical sons. The narrative of Genesis 
48 and Jacob’s blessing to Joseph’s sons establishes this to be so. Thus, 
the lists in both Genesis 46 and Numbers 26 refl ect something other than 
mere genealogy by birth order. 

The numbers in Genesis 46 are designed to refl ect status, and this is 
seen most clearly with regard to the seeming “discrepancy” between the 
descendants of Leah; they are said to tally thirty-three, while the Torah 

24 John A. Barnes, Models and Interpretations (Cambridge University Press, 1990), 
227–228.
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lists only thirty-two names. Some might be tempted to write off the dis-
crepancy as a scribal error. Yet all the ancient translations of the Bible, 
such as the Septuagint—which often seeks to correct seeming “errors” in 
the text—maintains the version of the text preserved here in our Masoretic 
Text. When we look at the actual names listed in Genesis 46, as opposed 
to the summary tally fi gures for each of the four matriarchs, a clear pattern 
emerges: The number of descendants of Rachel (fourteen; 46:20–21) is 
double the number of descendants of her handmaid, Bilhah (seven; 46:23–
24). Similarly, the number of Leah’s descendants (thirty-two; 46:9–14) is, 
likewise, double of that of her handmaid, Zilpah’s (sixteen; 46:16–17). 
This is achieved, though, only by applying different “rules” to the ques-
tion of who is counted as a descendant of each of the wives. Rachel’s 
descendants, for example, include grandsons—Menashe and Ephraim—
whereas no other grandsons are included in this census, even though the 
Torah states that grandchildren were among those who descended to 
Egypt with Jacob (46:7).

However, when we examine not the actual number of names listed 
for Jacob’s descendants, but rather the summary tally totals, a different 
axis of signifi cance emerges. The numbers form multiples of seven. There 
is a grand total of seventy descendants (46:27). The descendants of 
Bilhah are seven (46:25). Those of Rachel total fourteen (46:22). Those 
of Leah (thirty-three; 46:15) and of Zilpah (sixteen; 46:18) total forty-
nine. The message that emerges from an examination of these fi gures 
is that the “whole” of Israel represented a “signifi cant” contingent—it 
“counts” seventy individuals.25 Moreover, it is signifi cant because its sub-
divisions are multiples of seven as well. Factually, there were far more than 
seventy members of Jacob’s family who descended to Egypt, as claimed 
by Netziv.26 But the point of the list in the fi rst place was never to offer a 
roll call. We call the list a census, but that label represents little more than 
our construction of what we think it is telling us. It is, in fact, an encoded 
way of demonstrating God’s blessing to Jacob and his family as they de-
scended to Egypt. There is no reason to doubt that there was a fi gure 
named Jacob, nor any reason to doubt that his extended clan descended 
to Egypt in a time of famine in the land of Canaan, an oft-occurring 
event, well documented in Egyptian records of the second millennium 
BCE. But when we insist on viewing all of the details of an account as a 
record of facts, we are misleading ourselves, as we misread the text. For 

25 See Ha-Amek Davar, Genesis 46:7, who also sees symbolism in the fi gure of 
seventy descendants.

26 Ibid. 
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Scripture, a presentation of all the true facts down to the last detail is the 
surest way to guarantee that the true message of the historical event will 
be misrepresented. Like the literature of all ages, the texts of the Torah 
and the Tanakh are composed with literary conventions in mind. Only by 
understanding how those literary conventions utilize fi gures and numbers 
to embellish a text and further bring out its teachings can we be assured 
of reading the text according to its intended peshat meaning.

3. Four-hundred-and-eighty-years in I Kings 6:1 

Figures and numbers can serve as the bearers of meaning outside of 
census lists and troop counts as well. I Kings 6:1 reports that King Solomon 
began work on the Temple 480 years after the Exodus from Egypt. That 
number is problematic because it is diffi cult to reconcile this time span 
with the total number of years that seem to be chronicled in the book of 
Judges. It is also problematic because if it is assumed that Solomon 
reigned in the tenth century BCE, then the book of Kings places the Exo-
dus in the fi fteenth century BCE. However, there is abundant archaeo-
logical evidence from within the Land of Israel that Egypt retained control 
of Canaan until the thirteenth century BCE. It is not possible to reconcile 
a conquest of the land by Joshua on any scale before that. 

The fi gure of 480 years indeed measures time, but in a non-literal 
way. In the third century BCE the Tanakh was translated into Greek in 
Alexandria, producing what is known as the Septuagint. The Septuagint 
is largely similar to our Tanakh, known as the Masoretic Text, but at many 
points we fi nd differences between the two. At the junctures where we 
fi nd a discrepancy between the two versions, it is often diffi cult to know 
whether the Greek translators possessed a version of the passage that dif-
fered from the Masoretic Text, or whether those translators were working 
with a version highly similar to the Masoretic Text but for various reasons 
elected to translate certain words or phrases differently (as related in 
Megilla 9a). One way or another, we discover that in I Kings 6:1, the 
Septuagint states that King Solomon commenced work on the Temple 
440 years after the Exodus from Egypt. How may we explain the differ-
ence between the Masoretic Text and the Septuagint? Why would a dif-
ferent version of the Tanakh read 440 years rather than 480? Alternatively, 
what might have driven a translator to make such a change? 

Insight can be gained when we look at the priestly genealogies in I 
Chronicles 5:30–36:

The sons of Aaron:
Nadav, Avihu, Eleazar, and Itamar.
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Eleazar was the father of Phineas,
Phineas the father of Avishua,
Avishua the father of Buki,
Buki the father of Uzi,
Uzi the father of Zerahia,
Zerahia the father of Merayot,
Merayot the father of Amaria,
Amaria the father of Ahituv,
Ahituv the father of Zadok,
Zadok the father of Ahima’az,
Ahima’az the father of Azaria,
Azaria the father of Yohanan,
Yohanan the father of Azaria (it was he who served as kohen in the Temple 
Solomon built in Jerusalem).

Based on this list, how many generations elapsed between the Exodus 
and the building of the Temple? We know that Phineas was born in Egypt 
(Exodus 6:25). This means that Phineas’s son, Avishua, was the fi rst gen-
eration born after the Exodus. Counting the generations from there, on 
the basis of I Chronicles 5:30–36, it emerges that Azaria ben Yohanan, 
who served as the kohen in Solomon’s Temple, was the twelfth generation 
following the Exodus. The fi gure of 480 years between the Exodus and 
the beginning of work on the Temple may be a way of stating that twelve 
generations had passed, where forty years stands as a trope for a genera-
tion. This would well explain an anomaly found in Judges: While there 
are various tallies offered for the length of the rule of the different judges, 
a highly disproportionate number of them ruled for either forty or eighty 
years. This could be the book’s way of stating that they ruled for a genera-
tion. The Septuagint may have believed that although Azaria served as 
the kohen gadol when the Temple was completed, work on the Temple 
commenced during the lifetime of Azaria’s father, Yohanan, which is to 
say eleven generations after the Exodus, which would be expressed as 440 
years. Here, too, we may see how the Tanakh embellishes a text by using 
numbers in a non-literal fashion.

Looking at all the evidence provided above, some may ask: Why does 
the Tanakh not express its messages more clearly? Why not simply record 
Rahab’s words more accurately and state that her belief was genuine? 
Why engage in the artifi ce of embellished dialogue? If the point of the 
census of Genesis 46 is to tell us something about the signifi cance of the 
matriarchs, Rachel and Leah, over their handmaids, then just say it. Why 
list quantitative fi gures that are inaccurate? And why not state in I Kings 
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6 simply that Solomon built the Temple twelve generations after the 
Exodus? 

Ralbag on Torah and Literary Conventions

We can gain insight into these troubling questions from a passage in 
the commentary to the Torah by Ralbag (Gersonides, 1288–1344). The 
fi nal two weekly parashot of the book of Exodus raise a well-known ques-
tion: The parashot of Teruma and Tetzaveh lay out in great detail the 
component parts of the Tabernacle that Betzalel is to construct. Why 
does the Torah repeat all of these details, nearly verbatim, in its narration 
of the construction of the Tabernacle in the parashot of Va-yak’hel and 
Pekudei? Ralbag raises this question at the conclusion to his commentary 
on Exodus and his answer is fascinating on a number of levels:

We ought to attend to a most puzzling issue here in this account, and in 
many of the Torah’s accounts, and that is, that owing to its perfection, 
the Torah should not contain anything repetitious or extraneous. Yet we 
see here [in these last two parashot of the book of Exodus] repetitious-
ness without purpose. It would have been suffi cient for the Torah to 
state, “And Bezalel the son of Uri the son of Hur made the Tabernacle, 
as commanded by the Lord….”27

Moreover, we encounter such repetitiousness at many junctures in 
the Torah, and to this day, we have not found a compelling explanation. 
Perhaps we may say that it was the convention at the time of the giving of 
the Torah to fashion literature in this way and that the prophet expresses 
himself through the conventions of the times. 

Ralbag displays a remarkable degree of cultural humility. He realizes 
that aesthetics are not universal. He understands that the mark of literary 
perfection for one age may not be held in the same regard by another. No 
less striking is his realization that even the Torah could not express itself 
in some form of “Divine Esperanto,” whereby the Divine Word would 
communicate with equal clarity to all human listeners throughout all 
times. Ralbag recognizes that it is the limitation of humans that precludes 
this. He does not expect that the Torah would communicate according to 
the conventions of fourteenth-century Provence, nor should we expect 
the Torah to communicate according to the canons of modern Western 
literature, whose roots are in the thought of Aristotle. Ralbag expects the 
Torah to communicate according to the conventions of the ancient Near 

27 The translation is my own.
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East. What is most remarkable about Ralbag’s remarks is that, without 
any exposure to the compositions of the ancient Near East, his conjecture 
is precisely on the mark. One of the hallmarks of composition—of many 
types of genres—in the ancient Near East is a predilection for what ap-
pears to contemporary tastes as unaesthetic repetition.28 No doubt, Ral-
bag would have rejoiced to know this as a fact. It is only by letting the text 
speak to us on its own terms, rather than on ours, that we can properly 
engage the meaning expressed to us by our holy texts.

How Much of the Tanakh is Factual? Is the Tanakh Just Myth? 

If the Tanakh deliberately portrays events in a way that is not always fully 
factual, how can we know that the Tanakh intends any of its depictions to 
be taken as factual in any way? Put differently, perhaps everything in the 
Bible is written to be myth—that is, a fi ctional metaphor composed 
entirely to inculcate ideas, but without reference to actual historical 
persons and events. 

This understanding of how the Tanakh communicates should be re-
jected. To be clear, I say this notion should be rejected not because there 
is historical evidence for many of the Tanakh’s claims, even though that 
may be so. Similarly, my rejection of this notion is not a religious one, 
even though overwhelmingly our classical rabbinic sources relate to the 
events depicted in the Tanakh as having actually occurred. Rather, we 
should reject the notion that the Tanakh was composed as an extended 
metaphor or fable on academic grounds. A few notes are in order here, 
concerning what we know about myth in the ancient world and the ways 
in which the Tanakh presents us with a genre of writing that is distinct in 
style and content. These observations, in turn, lead us to the conclusion 
that the Tanakh intends for its accounts to be taken as having actually 
occurred. 

What are the hallmarks of myth in the ancient world?29 

1.   Myths depict events as occurring outside of historical time (in our 
terms, the types of stories that begin, “Once upon a time, long, 
long ago…”), and have no reference to known fi gures and events 
that can be plotted on a timeline. Oftentimes, they are depicted as 
having transpired in the earliest days of humanity.

28 Jerrold S. Cooper, “Symmetry and Repetition in Akkadian Narrative,” Journal 
of the American Oriental Society 97 (1977), 508–512.

29 Mary Magoulick, “What Is Myth?” (2004; 2015), https://faculty.gcsu.edu/
custom-website/mary-magoulick/defmyth.htm 
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2.   Myths depict events as having transpired in a locale that might be 
named but does not correspond to a place that the reader or listener 
can readily locate.

3.   Myths typically mediate inherent, troubling dualities, reconcile us to 
the realities of human existence, or establish the patterns for life as 
we know it. They focus on basic human attributes: lust, greed, valor, 
relations with the gods, and so on.

4.   Myths typically relate an isolated episode or a set of closely related 
episodes and tell of the actions of a small number of personalities 
and fi gures. Myths do not encompass many actors over many gen-
erations.

5.   Myths typically employ supernatural events and fi gures, and present 
humans and gods as in direct communication with one another.

These characteristics are all closely related to one another. Because 
myth in the ancient world seeks to tell us some fundamental and un-
changing truth about ourselves and the world in which we live, it is placed 
outside of recognizable time and place. Because it wishes to highlight 
certain very clear messages, it limits its scope to a small number of key 
individuals over a relatively limited time frame.

Most of the Tanakh, however, does not conform to these parameters. 
The majority of the events in the Tanakh take place entirely in the human 
realm. They take place within known geographic settings. They are set in 
a timeline in relation one to the other. Put differently, although myth was 
the normal way in the ancient world to convey ideas about humans and 
their relationships to the gods, the Tanakh strove to create a new and dif-
ferent genre. This is no accident. The Tanakh is nothing if not a record of 
how God responds to Israel’s actions across the history of their relation-
ship in covenant. Biblical history traces the evolution of this relationship, 
and looks forward to future developments. The surrounding cultures of 
the ancient Near East believed that there was no single force that unilater-
ally controlled world events; the gods were in tension with one another, 
and this tension played out in the chaotic turns of world events. By con-
trast, the Tanakh posits that the world is controlled by a God who pur-
posefully directs human—that is to say historical—affairs according to 
God’s will. Moreover, we see that throughout the Tanakh the deeds and 
interactions of one generation of the people of Israel have implications for 
later generations as well. Things said to Abraham and actions taken by 
him have direct consequences for Isaac, and indeed for the rest of the 
people of Israel; the actions of one generation in the desert have conse-
quences for the next. If, indeed, the Tanakh was written to be read as 
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myth, why does it go out of its way to break from ancient convention and 
cast its stories within a historical continuum? Why does it emphasize over 
and over the interconnectedness of all generations of the people of Israel? 
Writing in this new convention makes sense only if the Tanakh assumes 
that it is telling us about individuals that really lived and events that really 
happened.

Whereas myth focuses on unchanging realities, in the Tanakh we see 
that God’s interaction with Israel changes over the course of her history. 
The Torah speaks at several junctures about the theoretical possibility of 
exile from the Land (e.g., Leviticus 18:28, 20:22), yet we see that within 
the history of the people in the land, this idea develops, and precisely in 
accordance with Israel’s history. Early in the arc of this history, God is still 
relatively sparing in giving punishment. Thus, during the period of the 
Judges, Israel is wayward. But notice the limits of God’s threats: There 
can be partial foreign conquest, but the specter of exile is nowhere seen. 
Later, in the book of Kings, as Israel continues to sin, God’s patience has 
run its course and this ends in exile. Or consider another example: Earlier 
in the Bible, God performs many miracles; later in the Bible, far fewer. 
God’s interaction with Israel changes as her history progresses. But telling 
us that God’s interactions with Israel changes across history—as witnessed 
in the frequency of miracles and the severity of national punishment—
only has coherence if, in fact, Israel really does have a history and it really 
does unfold along the lines of how the Tanakh reports it. 

But let us assume that the narratives of the Tanakh—and all of the 
prophetic censures of Isaiah, Jeremiah, Ezekiel, and the rest of the proph-
ets of Israel—do not refer to actual events, but were intended as mere 
metaphor. To what would this metaphor point? What would be the les-
sons of all these “fables”? Presumably, the lessons would be that God re-
wards Israel for proper behavior, and punishes her for improper behavior. 
Put differently, we would be asked to believe that the Tanakh teaches that 
God will guide Israel through history in the future, even though the 
proof text for this—the Tanakh itself—was never founded on Israel’s ac-
tual history in the past in the fi rst place. 

Moreover, the claim that the Tanakh was composed as myth, and 
therefore does not address historical reality, is actually predicated on an 
anachronistic misunderstanding of how ancient peoples related to their 
myths. Today we associate the word “myth” with fi ction and fable. But 
for the ancients, myth was not symbolic knowledge.30 Myths were not 

30 James Barr, “The Meaning of Mythology for the Old Testament,” Vetus 
Testamentum 9:1 (1959), 1–10.
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understood as metaphor, where various elements of the constructed story 
corresponded to something in the real world of human events. The an-
cients understood their myths as accounts of real events that either trans-
pired in the past, or transpire continually in the struggles between the 
gods and in the ongoing relationships between the gods and humans. 
Those that claim that the events of the Tanakh do not depict reality be-
cause they were composed as “myth” engage in a fundamental category 
error. The term “myth” in its meaning as metaphor and symbolic knowl-
edge is entirely a modern notion. We have no compositions from the 
ancient Near East in which individuals wrote narratives about the interac-
tion between the human and divine realms that were intended as sym-
bolic knowledge.31 To refer to these compositions and to the texts of the 
Bible as “myth” in its modern sense of metaphor or fable is to take mod-
ern categories of thinking and writing and superimpose them upon the 
cultures of the past. 

A Brief Overview of Rabbinic Sources on Fact vs. Embellishment 

As a whole, rabbinic sources presume that the accounts of the Tanakh 
tell of real events. Not surprisingly, it is in the rationalist tradition of rab-
binic exegesis that we fi nd authorities with an interest in parsing the facts 
of a story from its rhetorical embellishments. This tradition includes, fi rst 
and foremost, Rambam, but also later medieval exegetes such as Ralbag, 
Abarbanel, and Seforno. Many twentieth-century fi gures also share this 
orientation by virtue of living in an age in which Enlightenment empiri-
cism and rationalism are so thoroughly entrenched. Within this tradition 
we fi nd opinions that understand the account of the Garden of Eden and 
the story of Job as metaphors. The Garden of Eden takes place at the 
beginning of time, in a place that is diffi cult to identify geographically. It 
focuses on such basic issues as obedience to God, relationships between 
the sexes, and temptation. It features a small number of characters, in-
cluding a talking serpent and a God who “walks” in the Garden. It is no 
wonder that fi gures such as Rambam and Rabbi Abraham Isaac HaKohen 
Kook ascribed enormous importance to this account, but read it as meta-
phor and not as history, seeking out its instruction on that basis.32 Like-
wise, we can well understand the opinion in Bava Batra 15a that Job 
never lived, and that his story is a mashal, which is to say an instructional 

31 Johan Deganaar, “Discourses of Myth,” Myth & Symbol 4:1 (2007), 1–14.
32 Rambam, Guide for the Perplexed, I:2; II:30; Rabbi Abraham Isaac HaKohen 

Kook, Igrot ha-Ra’aya 1, #134 (Mossad Harav Kook, 1985), 163–164; in English in 
Rav A.Y. Kook: Selected Letters, trans. Tzvi Feldman (Ma’aliot, 1986), 11–15.
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tale. In this story, as well, we have a limited number of characters 
worked into a story across a limited time frame, devoted to a single 
issue—theodicy—in which God and humans speak to each other directly, 
and in which we fi nd heavenly fi gures such as Satan. Other expositors, 
such as Abarbanel, Ralbag, and Seforno, maintained that the account of 
the Garden of Eden was a historical event, but sought to limit its super-
natural elements, and in various ways referred to those as allegorical in 
nature. Rabbi David Zvi Hoffman, the greatest halakhic decisor of early-
twentieth-century German Jewry, maintained that the story of the Flood 
recorded an actual event, but that the fl oodwaters covered only the plains 
of Mesopotamia, not the entire face of the earth.33 Rambam maintained 
that several of the Torah’s accounts of encounters between humans and 
angels were not historical events, but visions to which the biblical fi gures 
were privy. He included in this category the account of the visits of the 
angels (Genesis 18), the struggle between Jacob and the angel at the 
Jabok River (Genesis 32), and the story of Balam and his donkey (Num-
bers 22).34 In his posthumously published work, The Emergence of Ethical 
Man, Rabbi Joseph B. Soloveitchik writes an intriguing section about 
miracles generally and the plagues of Egypt specifi cally.35 Many have un-
derstood that Rabbi Soloveitchik maintained that the plagues were natu-
ral events whose timing caused historical metamorphosis. Implicit in this 
understanding is that the simple reading of the plagues as supernatural is 
a literary embellishment. 

The notion that rhetorical embellishment is an integral part of how 
the Tanakh relates the events of the past to us is explicitly adopted by the 
Midrash in its characterization of the information conveyed in Chroni-
cles. Chronicles I 4:18 identifi es Moses’ mother as a descendant of the 
tribe of Judah, while according to the Torah (Exodus 2:1), she was from 
the House of Levi. The Midrash proposes the following resolution:

“His wife the Judean woman” (I Chronicles 4:18)…. The Book of Chroni-
cles was given solely for the purpose of deriving exhortation (lidaresh). 
His wife the Judean woman refers to Yokheved. But was she indeed from 
the tribe of Judah (Yehuda)? Was she not from the tribe of Levi? Rather, 
she is thus named for she raised many Jews (Yehudim) in the world.36

33 D.Z. Hoffman, Sefer Bereshit (Netzah, 1969), 140–141.
34 Rambam, Guide for the Perplexed, II:42, 47.
35 Joseph B. Soloveitchik, The Emergence of Ethical Man (KTAV, 2005), 187–188. 

For a rationalist defense of miracles in the Bible, see the classic work by C.S. Lewis, 
Miracles (HarperCollins, 2015).

36 Yalkut Shimoni, I Chronicles 4. 
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Several other midrashim likewise claim that “the book of Chronicles 
was given solely for the purpose of deriving exhortation,”37 with regard 
to other discrepancies found between it and other books of the Tanakh. 
There is here an explicit recognition that even a text that “looks” like his-
tory is actually primarily hortatory. Earlier we saw that a variety of biblical 
texts could employ rhetorical embellishment that departs from a fully re-
alistic depiction of the events as they happened. These midrashim give us 
permit, particularly with the book of Chronicles, to seek out this license 
even more.

To conclude, when we approach our sacred texts, we do not do so in 
a vain search for the real facts behind the narrative so that we may then 
determine their meaning. We take it as axiomatic that the reporting of an 
event stripped down solely to its factual components will not accurately 
convey the message that we need to take from the event. Instead, we ap-
proach our texts seeking how the Almighty has authorized that these 
events be told. We welcome whatever embellishment may be added upon 
the basic factual dimension of the event, for we take it as religiously axi-
omatic that this is the only way to grasp how the Almighty wished for the 
event to be remembered and meditated upon by the ages. Viewing the 
Torah in an ancient context allows us to appreciate the fi ne line between 
“history” and the recording of a real event adapted for the purpose of 
hortatory writing.

37 Leviticus Rabba, 1:3; Ruth Rabba, 2:1; Pesikta Zutra Shemot 2:5; Sekhel Tov 
(Buber ed.) 2:10.


