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The Book of Books is a fitting title for both the exhibit at the 
Bible Lands Museum Jerusalem, and this book that accompanied its 
opening. 

From the time of Moses to the present, the Bible continues to be 
the most-read text in history in spite of various attempts to prohibit 
or extinguish it. It has been banned and burned in many communities, 
along with multitudes of adherents to its teachings. However, for 
both Jewish and Christian believers, the more adversity the stronger 
the Bible’s appeal. Oftentimes, when physical copies were rare, the 
entire text was memorized. Today we have numerous early copies of 
the texts that comprise the Old and New Testaments, and we can be 
reasonably certain of the Bible’s original message. From the silver 
amulet with the Priestly Code dating to the 7th century BCE, the 
Dead Sea Scrolls, Cairo Genizah leaves and Masoretic texts to the 
thousands of early papyri and manuscripts of the New Testament 
dating to the first few centuries of the Common Era, the Judeo-
Christian religious texts have solid evidence of their early role among 
Bible Lands communities. 

Through a large network of scholars, such as those associated 
with the Green Scholars Initiative and the Bible Lands Museum, we 
can trace the historic spread of the Bible and its impact on those 
societies. Our extended family has committed both time and 
resources to telling this story in exhibits like The Book of Books, 
and in a permanent museum in Washington, DC (projected opening 
in the spring of 2017). We believe like millions of others that the 
Bible’s history, story and impact provide insight into how God is at 
work in this world, and the truth found in the words themselves. 
From our perspective, we find divine intervention both in the text, 
from the Creation account to the eschatological prophecies, to how it 
plays out in history to the present. But that is our perspective, and we 
respect your right to form your own. 

We trust that this book, like the various exhibits associated with 
the Green Collection and the research of the Green Scholarship 
Initiative, help you in that process. At the least, it is easy to conclude 
that the Bible has changed the world, and continues to do so.

Steve Green
President, Hobby Lobby Stores, Inc. 
Oklahoma City, Oklahoma

PREFACE 
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Jewish Biblical Interpretation in the Middle Ages

D a n i e l  J .  L a s k e r

The first Jews to write verse-by-verse commentaries on the Bible lived in Islamic 
countries, wrote in Arabic in Hebrew script, generally provided Arabic translations 
in addition to explications, and partially used Quranic exegesis as their model. Some 
belonged to the majority Rabbinate community, most prominently Saadia Gaon 
(882-942 CE, who wrote in Iraq), whose comments ref lected both rabbinic tradition 
and contemporary theology. Other exegetes were members of the Karaite minority, 
whose interpretations were marked by close adherence to Hebrew grammatical 
principles, a scripturalist interpretation of Jewish law, and the reading of 
contemporary events into the books of prophecy. The major Karaite exegete was 
Yefet Ben Eli (late 10th century) who lived in the Land of Israel and who wrote 
commentaries on the entire Bible.

The pioneering commentaries from the Middle East made their way to Andalusia 
(Iberia/Sepharad) where they influenced both grammarians and exegetes. The leading 
representative of the Sephardic School was Rabbi Abraham Ibn Ezra (1089-1164), 
whose commentaries were composed after he left Iberia for Christian Europe. Ibn Ezra, 
who wrote in Hebrew, attempted to expose northern European Jewish communities to 
the grammatical method which had developed under Islam, emphasizing the peshat (the 
simple or contextual meaning) and generally eschewing rabbinic midrash (often non-
contextual exegesis). Ibn Ezra’s commentaries had an impact on the works of Benedict 
(Baruch) Spinoza (1632-1677) and on modern biblical scholarship.

French Jews began writing biblical commentaries in the 11th century, starting 
with Rabbi Solomon ben Isaac, known as Rashi (France, 1040-1105), who combined 
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what he considered peshat (including glosses with translations into the French 
vernacular) with a large admixture of rabbinic legendary material. Although Rashi 
often distinguished between peshat and more fanciful rabbinic comments, at other 
times he seems to have considered the Midrash to be the accurate interpretation of 
the text. This popular mixture, and Rashi’s pellucid style, led to authoritative, 
canonical status for his commentaries which became the benchmark against which 
later commentaries were to be compared. 

Rashi’s peshat method was extended by the generation of his grandchildren (mid-
12th century), most notably his daughter’s son Rabbi Samuel ben Meir (Rashbam), 
who regularly took an even more contextual view of the Biblical text, ignoring the 
midrashic material which makes Rashi’s commentaries so appealing. Although 
Rashbam’s peshat approach often led him to understand laws in the Pentateuch at 
variance with the rabbinic traditions, he was fully committed to observing normative 
Jewish law. Rashbam’s methodology, as well as that of his colleagues, Rabbi Joseph 
Kara, Rabbi Eliezer of Beaugency, and Rabbi Joseph Bekhor Shor, may have been 
inf luenced by the biblical studies of Victorine Christian scholars, with whom they 
were in close contact; if so, they represent a Jewish response to the Christian 
“Twelfth-Century Renaissance.” This exegetical movement was no longer active 
after the end of the 12th century.

Another method of biblical interpretation was the inclusion of mystical teachings, 
often hinting at esoteric doctrines which were considered embedded in the biblical 
text even if not stated explicitly. The first major commentary to include mystical 
material was by Rabbi Moses Ben Nahman, known as Nahmanides (Catalonia, 
1194-1270). Nahmanides was critical of Rashi, usually in regard to his use of 
midrashim, but he saved most of his ire for Ibn Ezra’s literalism. He was especially 
acerbic when reacting to Ibn Ezra’s rationalistic rejection of rabbinic traditions. 
Nahmanides himself often hinted to a mystical content in the text, an approach 
which was developed further by Rabbi Bahya ben Asher (Aragon, f l. 1291). Mystical 
exegesis of the Bible reached its apogee at the end of the 13th century in the Zohar’s 
quasi-midrashic running commentary to the text.

Although the foremost Jewish philosopher Rabbi Moses Ben Maimon 
(Maimonides, 1138-1204) did not write commentaries, his works are full of 
allegorical interpretations of the Bible. Subsequently, Provence became a center of 
philosophical Biblical exegesis written by authors who were inf luenced by 
Maimonides in one way or another. Rabbi David Kimhi (Radak, 1160-1235) tried 
for a balance between peshat and midrash, presenting a moderate conservative view 
of the Bible, rejecting overtly literal readings of some supernatural passages. Rabbi 
Levi Ben Gerson (Gersonides, 1288-1344), Rabbi Nissim of Marseilles (early 14th 
century), Rabbi Joseph Ibn Caspi (first half of 14th century), and other Provençals 
interpreted the biblical text in a rational manner, treating both anthropomorphisms 

and many supernatural events as allegorical. Their radical interpretations were often 
criticized by traditionalists.

The last great medieval exegete was Don Isaac Abarbanel (1437-1508) who started 
his career in Portugal, f led to Spain, and went to Italy after the expulsion of 1492. 
Although his verbose biblical commentaries were marked by conservative rationalism, 
and he maintained a great respect for rabbinic tradition and his Jewish exegetical 
predecessors, one can already detect in his works stirrings of modernity ref lecting a 
Christian Renaissance environment. His sensitivity to issues of context, authorship 
and chronology are ref lected in conclusions about the text which were seen by some 
contemporaries and successors as beyond the pale of accepted Jewish beliefs.

R e c o m m e n d e d  R e a d i n g
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