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It's Greek to Them
The Apocrypha in the Eyes of the Sages

Source Sheet
By Rabbi Hillel Hayyim Lavery-Yisraeli

1. Mishnah, Sanhedrin X, 1

All Israelites have a share in the World to Come, as is written,
(Isaiah LX, 22) "And your people are all righteous, they will
inherit the land forever, the branch of My planting, the work
of my hands that | may be glorified." But these have no
portion in the World to come: one who says 'The resurrection
of the dead is not mentioned in the Torah,' one who says ‘The
Torah did not come from heaven," and an Epicurian. Rabbi
Akiva says: also, one who reads the external books, and one
who whispers an incantation over a wound saying (Exodus
XV, 26) "All afflictions which I brought to Egypt I will not
bring to you, for | am God your healer." Abba Sha'ul says:
also, one who pronounces The Name according to the way it
is spelled.

2. Babylonian Talmud, Sanhedrin 100b

"Rabbi Akiva says: also, one who reads the external books
[Apocrypha]™ etc.

A Tanna taught: [This means], the books of the Minim.

Rav Yosef said: it is also forbidden to read the book of Ben
Sira.

Abaye asked him: Why? ...[The Talmud now goes to great length to
compare verses from Ben Sira with similar verses in Proverbs, as proof
that it can’t be that bad. - HHLY]

Rav Yosef said: We may learn the good parts of it.
3. Jerusalem Talmud, Sanhedrin X, 1

"Rabbi Akiva says: also one who reads the external books" —
for example, Ben Sira and Ben La'anah. But the books of
Homer and all the other books written thereafter, one who
reads them is like one who reads a letter.

What is the reason for this? (Ecclesiastes XII, 12) "And more
than these, my child, be careful” etc. — They were given for
reading, but weren't given for toiling over.

4. Kohelet Rabbah XII, 12
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"And more than these, my child, be careful [not to make many
books without end". [Don't read 'mehemah’ — 'from these’, but]
'mehumah’ — 'tragedy’, for anyone who brings into their house
more than twenty-four books [the 24 books of the Bible]
brings tragedy into their house: such as the book of Ben Sira
and the book of Ben Tagla.

"...And much reading is a weariness of flesh" — they were
intended for reading, not for weariness of flesh.

Questions for further study (Sources 1-4):
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1. What are included in "Sefarim Hitzonim" — "External Books", according to the Bavli, the
Yerushalmi, and the Midrash? What is the status of the Books of Maccabees?

5. Babylonian Talmud, Sotah 49b

Our Rabbis taught [in a Baraita]: When the kings of the
Hasmonean dynasty fought one another, Hyrcanus was
outside and Aristobulus within. Each day they used to let
down denarii in a basket, and haul up for them [animals for]
the daily sacrifices. An old person there, who was learned in
Greek wisdom, spoke with them in Greek wisdom, saying: As
long as they carry on the Temple-service, they will never
surrender to you. The next day they let down denarii in a
basket, and hauled up a pig. When it reached half way up the
wall, it stuck its claws [into the wall] and the land of Israel
was shaken over a distance of four hundred parsas. At that
time they declared: cursed be a person who raises pigs, and
cursed be a person who teaches his child Greek wisdom! ...

6. Mishnah, Sotah 1X, 14

During the war with Vespasian, they decreed against the
crowns of bridegrooms and the [use of the] drum.

During the war of Titus [most manuscripts read Quietus] they
decreed against the crowns of brides and that a person
shouldn't teach their child Greek.

7. Babylonian Talmud, Sotah 49b

But is this so? Did not Rabbi [Yehudah HaNassi] say: Why
use the Syrian language in the land of Israel? Either use the
holy tongue or Greek! And Rav Yosef said: Why use the
Aramaic language in Babylon? Either use the holy tongue or
Persianl — The Greek language and Greek wisdom are
different.

But is Greek wisdom forbidden? Did not Rav Yehudah say
that Shemuel said in the name of Rabban Shim'on b. Gamliel:
... There were a thousand students in my father's house; five
hundred studied Torah and five hundred studied Greek
wisdom, and of these the only survivors are me, here, and the
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son of my father's brother, in Assiar — It was different with
the household of Rabban Gamaliel because they had close
associations with the government, for it has been taught: ...
They permitted the household of Rabban Gamaliel to study
Greek wisdom because they had close associations with the
Government.

Questions for further study (Sources 5-7):
2. What exactly was forbidden in the time of the Hasmoneans and in the time of Quietus, according
to the Tannaitic sources (Baraita and Mishnah), and according to the Talmud?
3. What was the reason for these prohibitions, and when were exceptions made to these rules? What
implications might these exceptions have for us, today?

8. Babylonian Talmud, Menahot 99b

R. Yohanan said in the name of R. Shim'on b. Yohai: even if
a person [read no Torah, but] read the Shema morning and
evening, they have fulfilled the commandment of (Joshua I, 8)
"[This book of the Torah] must not depart [from your mouth,
and you must study it day and night]”. It is forbidden,
however, to say this in the presence of unlearned people. But
Rava said, It is meritorious to say it in the presence of
unlearned people!

Ben Damah the son of R. Yishmael's sister once asked R.
Yishmael: may someone like me, who has already studied the
whole Torah, learn Greek wisdom? He responded with the
following verse:

"This book of the Torah must not depart from your mouth,
and you must study it day and night." Go find a time that is
neither day nor night and learn Greek wisdom then.

This opinion, however, disagrees the view of R. Shemuel b.
Nahmani. For R. Shemuel b. Nahmani

said in the name of R. Yonatan: this verse is neither obligation
nor command, but a blessing. For when the Holy One, blessed
be He, saw that the words of the Torah were most precious to
Yehoshua, (as it is

written: (Exodus XXXIII, 11) "His servant Yehoshua, the son
of Nun, a young man, never departed out of the tent". He said
to him: Yehoshua, since the words of the Torah are so
precious to you, [I promise you,] "this book of the Torah shall
not depart from your mouth"!

9. Jerusalem Talmud, Pe'ah 1, 1

Rabbi Yehoshua was asked: may one teach his son Greek? He
said to them: let them teach him at a time that is neither day
nor night, as it says "And you must study it day and night".
But if so, it would be forbidden to teach one's son a trade, as it
says "And you must study it day and night"?! Did not Rabbi
Yishmael teach that (Deuteronomy XXX, 19) "Choose life"
refers to a trade?!
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Rabbi Ba the son of Rabbi Hiyya b. Va said in the name of ITNNIN N 7O»Na NNy (19
Rabbi Hiyya, who said in the name of Rabbi Yohanan: [the s34 Ny 92 N»N 197 792 X2 )
prohibition is only] because of the traitors. NONN 97 : PNY 727 DV KON
Rabbi Abahu said in the name of Rabbi Yohanan: It is p1nY 9mn PNY 297 OWA MNAN 13
permissible for someone to teach their daughter Greek, since \y»wom NINW 290 NI 1IN NN THYY
it's an adornment for her. o

Questions for further study (Sources 8-9):
4. What are the different opinions mentioned in the longer version of this story, the Bavli's version?
5. What seems to be the Bavli's conclusion?
6. What is the opinion in the Yerushalmi?
7. Can these two sources be reconciled?
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