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PREFACE 
 
 
In its earlier life this book was a doctoral dissertation written under the 
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I am indebted to the other members of my dissertation committee, 
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sharpen my scholarly work considerably by his keen and incisive 
reading and his encyclopedic knowledge of the relevant primary and 
secondary literature. And Gene Ulrich has always been quick to offer his 
time and attention, and if I had his mind for fragment recall and textual 
reasoning this project would have been completed long ago and with 
greater acuity. 

I would also like to thank Hindy Najman of the University of 
Toronto, who encouraged me at an early stage to pursue the project and 
continued to help me through the various aporias of graduate student 
life. Joe Blenkinsopp has also shaped my thinking in important ways. 
His many writings have guided several generations of biblical scholars, 
and there is scarcely an aspect of the discipline to which he has not made 
a genuine and important—and often humane—contribution. It goes 
without saying that the people who have given their attention to my 
scholarly work are not responsible for any of its deficiences. 

While I was at Notre Dame I was fortunate to receive a dissertation 
fellowship from the University. Additionally, the Catholic Biblical 
Association awarded me the Memorial Stipend for four years, which 
provided extra monetary support and made it possible to conduct my 
research under considerably less financial pressure. 

Jarvis Streeter, as Chair of the Religion department at California 
Lutheran University, has consistently supported my teaching and 
scholarship and has extended himself in every way as a colleague and 
friend. I have been extraordinarily privileged to have wonderful 
colleagues in the Religion Department as a whole, people who cultivate 



PREFACE 

 

xvi

the spirit of “learned and leisurely hospitality” that Ivan Illich once 
identified as “the only antidote to the stance of deadly cleverness that is 
acquired in the professional pursuit of objectively secured knowledge.” 

California Lutheran University—through the Provost’s Office and 
the Hewlett Grant committee—has provided additional research support 
for which I am grateful. Kathy Horneck of the Pearson Library has been 
a resourceful and dependable partner in my research, making the 
Interlibrary Loan service as efficient as possible. If there are questions 
about whether I have done my research, she can testify that at least I 
checked out many books. Sue Bauer of Information Systems and Services 
graciously lent her expertise to the formatting of the manuscript.  

I had the benefit of having many people read drafts of the various 
sections that make up this book, several of which were freshly written or 
heavily revised from the dissertation. Julia Fogg, Paul Hanson, Alex 
Lemon, Dan Machiela, Alison Schofield, Michael Stone, Jim VanderKam, 
and Molly Zahn all generously read chapters and provided helpful 
criticism. My students Caitlin Ellrott, Micah Peterson, Katey Wade, and 
Amy Wayne hunted down errors and assisted with the indexes, and I 
look forward to seeing how these young scholars develop their academic 
and professional pursuits into their very bright futures. Art Coppel—
ever the sleuth even into his retirement—has been an exemplary 
proofreader and index-maker. 

I am grateful to Judith Newman and Billie Jean Collins for accepting 
this book for publication in the Early Judaism and Its Literature series, 
and for all their help along the way. Judith provided both 
encouragement and helpful criticism to make this a better book than it 
might have been. Bob Buller provided much needed and much 
appreciated technical assistance as I formatted the manuscript. I would 
also like to thank Leigh Andersen, managing editor of SBL publications, 
for her solid and efficient support (and her patience) throughout the 
duration of the revision and publication process. 

Many of the revisions to this manuscript took place in the children’s 
section at the Foster Public Library in Ventura, California—a place where 
myth and reality are often difficult to distinguish from one another. 
Remarkably, this was one of the quieter areas of the library, and as I 
worked I kept my own daughter Eleanor close to mind. She learned 
more words than I wrote during the summer of 2008. While I was in the 
process of finishing the book, Eleanor was joined by Cosmo James who 
became the youngest member of the family. However the scholarly 
reviews come in, this book pales in comparison to their brilliance, and I 
am far more proud of them than of anything I have produced here. 
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Finally, my deepest gratitude goes to my wife Christiana. Without 
her this book would not have been written, a situation that has put her in 
a bit of a bind. She is patient and generous beyond all measure, and has 
taught me a thing or two about the value of perseverance and good 
humor. 





 

 

 

 
-1- 

 
 

 
 
 

CHAPTER ONE 
 
 

INTRODUCTION 
 
 

Of course, we must keep in mind that two of the most 
famous discoveries of the [twentieth] century brought 
to light a number of documents emanating from 
secret or esoteric groups. I am referring to the Gnostic 
library of Nag Hammadi and to the manuscripts 
found in the Dead Sea caves. 

Mircea Eliade 
 
 
To investigate the topic of mystery language in the Dead Sea Scrolls is to 
venture into a hazardous proposition. The term “mystery” itself entails a 
denial of access to its meaning; it often denotes things not under-
standable by human imagination, things—in Elliot Wolfson’s words—
that are beyond “the spot where intellect falters before its own limit.”1 
Even if they are comprehensible, the contents of mysteries are often not 
                                                

The epigraph for this chapter is from Mircea Eliade, Occultism, Witchcraft, 
and Cultural Fashions: Essays in Comparative Religions (Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press, 1978), 54. 

1 Elliot Wolfson, “The Seven Mysteries of Knowledge: Qumran 
E/Sotericism Recovered,” in The Idea of Biblical Interpretation: Essays in Honor of 
James L. Kugel (ed. Hindy Najman and Judith Newman; JSJSup 83; Leiden: Brill, 
2003), 179. At the beginning of his article “Religious Secrets and Secrecy in 
Classical Greece” (in Secrecy and Concealment: Studies in the History of 
Mediterranean and Near Eastern Religions [ed. Hans Kippenberg and Guy 
Stroumsa; SHR 65; Leiden: Brill, 1995]), Jan Bremmer issues a similar statement: 
“It is of course trivial to stress that by their nature secret acts in antiquity are 
often difficult to discover, let alone study. There are few records of interrogation 
left and few documents allow a more extended analysis.” (61). But already here 
we might make an important distinction between Wolfson’s “mystery” as 
epistemological limit or conundrum and Bremmer’s understanding of secrecy as 
a social phenomenon. 
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meant for public exposition, and the dynamics of their revelation and 
concealment complicate any effort to sort out their epistemological and 
social dimensions. Nevertheless, I attempt in this book to describe how 
Jewish texts from the Second Temple period employ mystery language, 
and how Qumran texts in particular express concepts of mystery in a 
way that encompasses sectarian knowledge and the different modes of 
religious authority in which it operates. Instead of focusing the 
discussion only on the contents of such knowledge,2 this book 
investigates the use of mystery language in terms of its functions within 
the Qumran texts, and within the discourse(s) of the community/-ies 
responsible for their composition and preservation.3 

Of course, mysteries often have an element of secrecy—in the social 
and political sense—and secret knowledge bestows certain advantages 
upon the knower, especially if it is a theological kind of knowledge that 
ties its legitimacy to divine provenance and to notions of special 
revelation. Hugh Urban, one of the recent authorities on the social 
functions of secrecy, describes it this way: “secrecy is better understood 
… not in terms of its content or substance—which is ultimately 
unknowable, if there even is one—but rather in terms of its forms or 
strategies—the tactics by which social agents conceal or reveal, hoard or 
exchange, certain valued information.”4 In this way, the category of 
“mystery” has as much to do with authority and power—and with 
strategies for claiming, expressing, and asserting authority and power—
as it does with the special knowledge that falls within the esoteric 
domain. 

With respect to the social dimensions of mysteries, there are several 
important and related issues. In recent years there has been a growing 
body of work dedicated to sorting out the complicated nature of Jewish 
sectarianism during the Second Temple period, one that has increasingly 

                                                
2 As Guy Stroumsa has pointed out, “we witness a weakened emphasis on 

the ‘objective’ secret. When what counts most is the identity of those who know 
the divine secrets and the protection of their special status, the secrets themselves 
seem to loose [sic] some of their importance” (Hidden Wisdom: Esoteric Traditions 
and the Roots of Christian Mysticism [Numen 70; Leiden: Brill, 1996], 5). 

3  See pages 23–30 for discussion of the social history of the group(s) 
associated with the site of Khirbet Qumran. 

4 Hugh B. Urban, “The Torment of Secrecy: Ethical and Epistemological 
Problems in the Study of Esoteric Traditions,” HR 37 (1998): 210. Urban 
continues: “In this sense secrecy is a discursive strategy that transforms a given 
piece of knowledge into a scarce and precious resource, a valuable commodity, 
the possession of which bestows status, prestige, or symbolic capital on its 
owner.” 
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incorporated a wider and more sophisticated range of methodologies to 
tackle that difficult problem.5 In order to discuss early Jewish mystery 
language in terms of social-historical analysis, one must address the 
broad trend of sectarian formations in early Judaism, and the specific 
sectarianism of the group(s) associated with the Qumran Scrolls.6 An 
allied but methodologically somewhat distinct dimension is that of 
“esotericism,” which, as we will see in more detail in chapter 2, includes 
the concrete social exempla of sectarian group-formation but also 
incorporates the crucial aspect of special, and often secret, knowledge, 
which becomes, at least in part, both a justification for and a product of 
sectarianism. 

MYSTERY AND SECRECY IN EARLY JUDAISM AND IN QUMRAN TEXTS 

In Second Temple Judaism there are essentially two levels at which 
notions of mystery and secrecy appear to operate: the theological (or 
even mythological), which has to do with divine revelation and 
concealment; and the social or political, which has to do with the way 
certain persons or groups characterize, organize, and withhold or reveal 
certain kinds of knowledge (often of the theological or mythological 
kind) from other persons or groups. The present study is concerned with 

                                                
5 Important gains have been made with the use of social-scientific models 

and methods for understanding sectarian group-formation. Early studies include 
Bryan R. Wilson, Magic and the Millennium: A Sociological Study of Religious 
Movements of Protest among Tribal and Third-World Peoples (London: Heinemann, 
1973); idem, Religion in Sociological Perspective (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
1982); idem, The Social Dimensions of Sectarianism (Oxford: Clarendon, 1990); 
Rodney Stark and William S. Bainbridge, The Future of Religion: Secularization, 
Revival and Cult Formation (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1985); Roy 
Wallis, ed., Sectarianism: Analyses of Religious and Non-Religious Sects (London: 
Owen, 1975). For discussion of more recent works, see below pages 61–66. 

6 The term “Dead Sea Scrolls” properly refers to the manuscripts found at 
numerous sites around the Dead Sea region, including Wadi Daliyeh, Ketef 
Jericho, Khirbet Mird, Wadi Murabba(at, Wadi Sdeir (Nah [al David), Nah [al 
H 9ever, Nah [al Mishmar, Nah [al S 9e)elim, and Masada, and not just those found 
near the Khirbet Qumran site. I will usually use the term “Qumran Scrolls” to 
refer to the manuscripts recovered from the Qumran caves, even if some copies 
of those texts were also found elsewhere (e.g. the Songs of the Sabbath Sacrifice at 
Masada; Aramaic Levi and the Damascus Document in the Cairo Genizah, etc.). See 
Emanuel Tov, ed., The Texts from the Judaean Desert: Indices and an Introduction to 
the Discoveries in the Judaean Desert Series (DJD 39; Oxford: Clarendon Press, 2002). 
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both aspects: the theological dimensions of special knowledge; and the 
social dimensions of secrecy and esotericism. An investigation of both of 
these aspects of the problem can help us to understand much about the 
Qumran Scrolls and the self-presentation of the group(s) affiliated with 
many of those texts.7 

The main object of inquiry here will be the word zr raz—a Persian 
word borrowed into Aramaic and later into Hebrew,8 and usually 
translated into Greek as musth&rion, from which the English “mystery” is 
derived via the Latin mysterium. In addition to the word zr in its various 
forms, certain Hebrew words like dws sod and twrtsn / rts nistarot/s-t-r, 
are relevant to this study, though they have distinct valences within the 
broader sphere of secrecy and secret knowledge. While these terms have 
overlapping semantic ranges to some degree, they also have specific 
applications in the Qumran Scrolls. Though they have often been treated 
as pure synonyms in earlier studies, one should not assume that they are 
interchangeable even if there is some conceptual overlap. Because of its 
importance in the Qumran Scrolls, the primary task here is to elucidate 
the uses of zr and to tie Qumran notions of “mystery” into the larger 
framework of sectarianism, esotericism, and discourses of authority. 

The word zr is intriguing not only for what it signifies—or 
sometimes fails to signify—but also for where it appears in ancient 
Jewish texts: in extant manuscripts from the Second Temple period, it 
occurs in Aramaic in the book of Daniel,9 1 Enoch (Book of the Watchers 
[4Q201 1 iv 5]; Birth of Noah pericope, chapters 106-107 [4Q204 5 ii 26]), 
the Book of Giants (4Q203 9 3; possibly 1Q23), the Visions of Amram (4Q545 
4 16; 4Q546 12 4), the Genesis Apocryphon (1Q20, passim), and the so-
called “Elect of God” text (4Q534 1 i 7-8; 4Q536 2i+3 9, 12). In Hebrew it 
is witnessed in 4QInstruction (4Q415–18, 423; 1Q26),10 Mysteries 

                                                
7 Guy Stroumsa’s Hidden Wisdom is an attempt to provide a similar analysis 

for early Christianity in its various forms (Gnostic, Manichean, Orthodox, etc.). 
As a way to orient his Introduction he aptly quotes 1 Cor 2:6–7: “Yet among the 
mature we do speak wisdom, though it is not a wisdom of this age or of the 
rulers of this age, who are doomed to perish. But we speak God’s wisdom, secret 
and hidden [qeou= sofi/an e0n musthri/w| th_n a)pokekrumme/nhn], which God decreed 
before the ages for our glory” (NRSV translation). 

8 See the Appendix below for an extended etymological discussion. 
9  In fact, there are no extant manuscripts for the relevant portions of Daniel, 

but we may assume with some confidence that zr is attested there in its earliest 
stages of composition and transmission. 

10 This work was first known as 4QSapiential Work A, or 4QSapA, and is 
also referred to as Musar-le-Mevin; since the publication of the official edition, it is 
now customarily called 4QInstruction. 
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(1Q27/4Q299–300 [301?]), the Songs of the Sabbath Sacrifice (4Q401–407; 
11Q17; Mas1k), and many of the central Qumran sectarian texts 
(Community Rule, War Rule, Hodayot, and others). It is also probable that 
the word is attested in Isa 24:16b (part of the so-called “Isaian 
Apocalypse”), though this is a long-disputed identification, a somewhat 
notorious crux interpretum of biblical translation and scholarship. 

The word zr has received a significant amount of attention in recent 
years, due in no small part to the publication of the important Qumran 
wisdom composition 4QInstruction (4Q415–18, 423; 1Q26).11 The use in 
that text of the highly enigmatic phrase hyhn zr (“the mystery that is to 
be”) has been a source of great interest, and often frustration, for scholars 
throughout the last decade.12 This renewed interest picks up a latent 
fascination with Qumran “mystery” since the earliest stages of 
scholarship on the Qumran Scrolls. 

In the first two decades of Scrolls publication, the word zr received 
considerable attention, and commentators were quick to see it as an 
important link between many of the newly discovered texts. With the 
publication of the first scrolls from cave 1, namely the Community Rule 
(1QS), the Hodayot (1QHa), the War Rule (1QM), Pesher Habakkuk 
(1QpHab) and the fragments known early on as “un apocryphe” (1Q26)13 
and “Livre des mystères” (1Q27),14 scholars were confronted with what 
appeared to be an unusually high frequency of attestation in these 
Hebrew texts, especially given the relative paucity of “mystery” in non-
Qumran texts of the Second Temple period and earlier.15 

One of the first scholars to treat the use of zr in the Scrolls was J. T. 
Milik in the first volume of the Discoveries in the Judaean Desert series. 
Commenting on the justification for the title Mysteries selected for 1Q27, 
a “texte pseudépigraphique,” Milik wrote, “en s’inspirant de la 
fréquence du mot zr, on peut donner à cette composition le titre 
                                                

11 For the editio princeps of 4QInstruction see John Strugnell, Daniel 
Harrington and Torleif Elgvin, DJD 34. 1Q26, another fragmentary manuscript of 
the same composition, was first published in DJD 1 by J. T. Milik (see below, n. 
17).  

12 The phrase occurs over twenty times in 4QInstruction; see below for 
further discussion. 

13 It later became clear that this text was a manuscript of the same text as 
4QInstruction (4Q415–18, 23). See DJD 34:535–39. 

14 This manuscript was later associated with the composition now usually 
called Mysteries (1Q27; 4Q299–300 [301?]).  

15 The word zr occurs only in the book of Daniel (2:18, 19, 27, 28, 29, 30, 47; 
4:6), Sirach (8:18; 12:12), and as I argue below, in Isaiah (24:16). 
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‘Livre/Apocalypse des Mystères.’”16 Milik went on to identify the similar 
uses of zr in other cave 1 texts, but did not remark at any length about 
mystery language in Qumran writings generally. 

In his 1956 article in Latin, E. Vogt took note of the fact that mystery 
language, though relatively rare in early Second Temple texts, seemed to 
play a significant role in key non-biblical texts from Qumran.17 Of course, 
only the cave 1 materials were available for discussion at that point.18 In 
his eclectic approach Vogt surveyed all the Hebrew, Aramaic, and Greek 
evidence for mystery language in early Jewish texts.19 In all, however, 
this article lacked any major conclusions apart from the idea that all 
these texts formed the “background” for Christian ideas about 
“mystery” expressed in the New Testament. Despite its understandable 
limitations, Vogt’s study has been used primarily for its catalog of 
relevant literature and for his description of how mystery language 
enters into Aramaic and Hebrew usage during the Second Temple 
period. 

In a handful of works still cited often,20 Raymond Brown redoubled 
Vogt’s effort to link early Jewish mystery language to ancient Near 
Eastern traditions about the divine assembly and attendant notions of 
secrecy (i.e. dws), and took the extra step of placing the various references 
to mystery into helpful categories: (1) evil mysteries; (2) cosmic 

                                                
16 D. Barthélemy, O.P. and J. T. Milik, eds., DJD 1:103. A manuscript of the 

text that later came to be called 4QInstruction was also discovered in Cave 1, and 
was initially named “un apocryphe” (1Q26) in the DJD edition. Parts of 1Q27 had 
been previously published by Roland de Vaux in “La Grotte des manuscrits 
hébreux,” Revue Biblique 56 (1949): 605–609 (cf. J. T. Milik, Verbum Domini 39 
[1952]: 42), and commented on by I. Rabinowitz, “The Authorship, Audience, 
and Date of the de Vaux Fragment of an Unknown Work,” JBL 71 (1952): 19–32. 

17 E. Vogt, “Mysteria in Textibus Qumrân,” Biblica 37 (1956): 247–57. 
18 “Vox r z = ‘secretum, mysterium’ in manuscriptis Qumrân plus quam 

40ies occurrit” (Vogt, “Mysteria,” 247). We now know that the word is attested 
over 140 times in as many as twenty-nine different compositions, and new 
attestations are still trickling out from new readings of fragmentary manuscripts. 

19 In addition to the cave 1 texts he also adduced the Cairo Geniza Damascus 
Document, Daniel, Sirach, Wisdom of Solomon, Tobit, and 1 Enoch. 

20 Brown wrote his Johns Hopkins dissertation on “The Semitic Background 
of the Pauline Myst 8rion” (Ph.D. diss., Johns Hopkins University, 1958), which 
was followed by several short publications on the topic: “The Pre-Christian 
Semitic Concept of ‘Mystery,’” CBQ 20 (1958): 417–43; “The Semitic Background 
of the New Testament Mysterion,” Biblica 39 (1958): 426–48 and Biblica 40 (1959): 
70–87 (both republished together in The Semitic Background of the Term “Mystery” 
in the New Testament [Biblical Series 21; Philadelphia: Fortress, 1968]). 
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mysteries; (3) mysteries of God’s will and human action; (4) mysteries of 
the last times; (5) mysteries of divine providence; (6) mysteries of the 
Qumran sect’s interpretation of the Law. Brown’s work, though useful 
and insightful in many respects, is also rather incomplete and limited in 
its overall interpretive potential for gaining more depth of insight into 
important Qumran viewpoints. Brown’s studies were also undertaken 
with the aim of throwing light once again on early Christian mystery 
language, a tendency that can be found in nearly all early investigations 
of mystery language in the Qumran Scrolls.21 In any case, with the full 
publication of the cave 4 (and other) material in recent years, we are now 
in a better position to gain a more comprehensive and nuanced 
understanding of mystery language in the Scrolls.22 

More than twenty years elapsed between Brown’s work and the next 
significant study of mystery language in early Jewish texts. In 1982 
Christopher Rowland published his widely read book, The Open 
Heaven,23 in which he attempted a comprehensive re-evaluation of the 
nature of “apocalyptic”24 in early Judaism and Christianity by drawing 

                                                
21 See also B. Rigaux, “Révélation des Mystères et Perfection a Qumran et 

dans le Nouveau Testament,” NTS 4 (1958): 237–62; J. M. C. Ramírez, “El Tema 
‘Misterio’ divino en la ‘Regla de la Comunidad de Qumran,” ST 7 (1975): 481–97; 
idem, “Los ‘Himnos’ de Qumran y el ‘Misterio’ paulino,” ST 8 (1976): 9–56; idem, 
“El ‘Misterio’ divino en los escritos posteriors de Qumran,” ST 8 (1976): 445–75.  

22 The publication of the known Scrolls and fragments has been drawn to an 
official close with the appearance of Emanuel Tov’s final volume of the 
Discoveries in the Judaean Desert series (The Texts from the Judaean Desert). 
Volume 32 of that series that has yet to appear in print (Isaiah scrolls, edited by 
Eugene Ulrich and Peter Flint). 

23 Christopher Rowland, The Open Heaven: A Study of Apocalyptic in Judaism 
and Early Christianity (New York: Crossroad, 1982). 

24 This term, while still in use in some scholarship coming out of the U.K. 
and continental Europe, and in much New Testament scholarship, has fallen out 
of favor in North American research on Second Temple Judaism, which has 
tended to follow the distinctions (outlined in John J. Collins et al, Semeia 14 
[1979]) between “apocalypse” (a literary genre), “apocalyptic view of reality” (a 
worldview), and “apocalyptic movement” (a group of people with an 
apocalyptic worldview, who may or may not write apocalypses). See for example 
Klaus Koch, The Rediscovery of Apocalyptic (trans. M. Kohl; SBTh 22; London: 
SCM, 1972); Paul Hanson, The Dawn of Apocalyptic: The Historical and Sociological 
Roots of Jewish Apocalyptic Eschatology (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1975); Eibert J. C. 
Tigchelaar, Prophets of Old and the Day of the End: Zechariah, the Book of Watchers 
and Apocalyptic (OtSt 35; Leiden: Brill, 1996), 1–15; Lester L. Grabbe, “Prophetic 
and Apocalyptic: Time for New Definitions—and New Thinking,” in Knowing the 
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attention away from the eschatological (or “horizontal”) dimensions of 
apocalypticism and toward its revelatory or visionary (or “vertical”) 
dimensions. The visionary texts he examines are 

distinguished from other Jewish and Christian literature by the 
underlying conviction that they contain visions, or disclosure by 
heavenly envoys, which unfold various aspects of God’s will and other 
mysteries of the world and man’s life in it. … Truths which are beyond 
man’s capacity to deduce from his circumstances are revealed directly 
by means of the manifestation of the divine counsels.25 

Rowland underestimates the variety of modes in which mysteries come 
to be articulated in early Jewish traditions—especially in Qumran texts—
and does not address the ways in which these various modes function 
within a specific community setting. This is perhaps a result of his focus 
on literature that may properly be called “apocalyptic”—that is literature 
that narrates an “unveiling”—and not, for example, on texts that 
describe interpretive acts (Pesher Habakkuk), liturgical experiences (Songs 
of the Sabbath Sacrifice), or wisdom instruction (4QInstruction). One aim 
of the present book is to deal not only with apocalyptic literature so 
narrowly defined but also with those other texts in which mystery 
language plays a significant role.26 If Qumran was the site of an 

                                                
End from the Beginning: The Prophetic, the Apocalyptic, and Their Relationships (ed. 
Lester L. Grabbe and Robert D. Haak; London: T&T Clark, 2003), 107–33. See also 
John J. Collins, “Prophecy, Apocalypse, and Eschatology: Reflections on the 
Proposals of Lester Grabbe,” in Knowing the End from the Beginning, 44–52. 

25 Rowland, Open Heaven, 17. 
26 The Open Heaven succeeds to the degree that it reorients the question of 

“apocalyptic experience” toward the vertical dimension (cf. J. Carmignac, 
“Qu’est-ce que l’Apocalpytique? Son emploi à Qumrân,” RevQ 10 [1979]: 3–33; 
Hartmut Stegemann, “Die Bedeutung der Qumranfunde für die Erforschung der 
Apokalyptik,” in Apocalypticism in the Mediterranean World and the Near East: 
Proceedings of the International Colloquium on Apocalypticism, Uppsala, August 12–
17, 1979 [ed. David Hellholm; Tübingen: Mohr-Siebeck, 1983], 495–530), but it 
suffers from a lack of conceptual and lexical clarity as well as a from a somewhat 
arbitrary selection of source material. Additionally, Rowland’s distinction 
between “direct” and “indirect” revelation of the heavenly mysteries is neither 
helpful nor accurate. As Adela Collins stated in a review of The Open Heaven, 
“Rowland’s intention is to distinguish those ancient writers who explicitly 
claimed a divine origin for their texts from those who did not. The terms ‘direct’ 
and ‘indirect’ do not serve him well in making this distinction as the following 
statement shows: ‘What we are faced with in apocalyptic, therefore, is a type of 
religion whose distinguishing feature is a belief in direct revelation of the things 
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apocalyptic community, and if many of the Scrolls reflect an apocalyptic 
worldview, then we are justified in looking beyond those texts that 
might be classified within the literary genre of “apocalypse.”27 

Whatever the shortcomings of Rowland’s terminology and 
overarching categories, his book offers the first sustained, general study 
of the theme of mystery-revelation in Second Temple Jewish texts, and 
informs my own work to some degree, especially his notions of 
“vertical” and “horizontal” dimensions of mystery language. Rowland 
organized his work around the four topics whose consideration is 
proscribed in the Mishnah (“what is above, what is beneath, what was 
before, and what will be,” m. H [ag. 2.1), focusing in particular on “what is 
above” (the mysteries of the heavenly world) and “what will be” (the 
mysteries of what is to come). Whereas Rowland focused almost 
exclusively on elucidating the content of mystery-revelation, the present 
study considers more fully the processes and uses of mystery knowledge, 
i.e. the reception and transmission of “mysteries” in the context of 
Qumran esotericism. 

In 1990 Markus Bockmuehl published an important monograph with 
the title, Revelation and Mystery in Ancient Judaism and Pauline Christianity. 
The similarity in theme (and title) between this work and Rowland’s is 
evident, yet Bockmuehl offers a more cohesive account of the 
relationships between mystery language and the different modes of 
revelation in Second Temple Jewish religious expressions. He details the 
ways in which the themes of “mystery” and “revelation” are 
characterized in various collections of Jewish literature of the period 
(apocalyptic texts; Qumran compositions; wisdom literature; Targums 
and Greek translations of scriptural texts; Philo and Josephus; early 

                                                
of God which was mediated through dream, vision, or divine intermediary’ (p. 21; 
emphasis added). It does not make sense to speak of direct revelation being 
mediated. The term ‘direct’ better fits the oracle genre, through which divine 
secrets are simply announced, whereas ‘indirect’ is appropriate for the mediated 
revelation of the apocalypses” (Adela Yarbro Collins, review of The Open Heaven, 
JBL 103 (1984): 465–67, here 466). 

27 On Qumran as an apocalyptic community, see especially John J. Collins, 
Apocalypticism in the Dead Sea Scrolls (London: Routledge, 1997); Jörg Frey and 
Michael Becker, eds., Apokalyptik und Qumran (Einblicke 10; Paderborn: 
Bonifatius, 2007); Florentíno García Martínez, Qumran and Apocalyptic: Studies on 
the Aramaic Texts from Qumran (STDJ 9; Leiden: Brill, 1992); idem, 
“Apocalypticism in the Dead Sea Scrolls,” in Qumranica minora I: Qumran Origins 
and Apocalypticism (ed. Eibert J. C. Tigchelaar; STDJ 63; Leiden: Brill, 2007), 195–
226. 
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rabbinic literature), and concludes that “all … affirm at least a measure 
of continued divine revelation … revealed to inspired, skilled, and 
ethically qualified exegetes, [often] described in terms of divine 
‘mysteries.’”28 This insight—that mysteries are somehow connected to 
continued revelation—is an important one for understanding the dynamics 
of mystery language in the Qumran Scrolls.  

Indeed, as Bockmuehl briefly discusses, this notion of continued 
revelation allows for the full range of Qumranic attitudes regarding the 
relationship between scripture29 and interpretation: legal exegesis of 
torah, interpretation (pesher) of the prophets and writings, the role played 
by the Teacher of Righteousness in many of the Qumran compositions, 
and the status of texts such as the book of Jubilees and the Temple Scroll.  
However, Bockmuehl’s focus on mysteries as they relate to the technical 
categories of revelation—which, to be fair, is the proper subject of his 
book—precludes other, non-revelatory contexts in which mystery 
language is used in Qumran texts. As the present work will demonstrate, 
there are other important dimensions of mystery language in the Scrolls. 
While these are related to notions of concealment and revelation, a 
momentary bracketing of the customary ways of thinking about 
“revelation” within the usual categories of traditional Judaism and 
Christianity can help to crystallize several unique features of Qumran 
esotericism. 

Since the early 1990s—in the wake of the final push to publish all the 
Qumran Scrolls30—a great deal of scholarly attention has been paid to 

                                                
28 Markus Bockmuehl, Revelation and Mystery in Ancient Judaism and Pauline 

Christianity (WUNT 36; Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 1990; repr., Grand Rapids, 
Mich.: Eerdmans, 1997), 124–25. 

29 Given the rather evident fact that there was no “Bible” during the period 
under consideration, and that there were authoritative (scriptural) texts at 
Qumran that are not later “canonized,” I use this term in a loose sense 
throughout this book. See for example Eugene Ulrich, The Dead Sea Scrolls and the 
Origins of the Bible (SDSSRL; Grand Rapids, Mich.: Eerdmans, 1999); James C. 
VanderKam, “Authoritative Literature in the Dead Sea Scrolls,” DSD 5 (1998): 
382–402; idem, “Revealed Literature in the Second Temple Period,” in From 
Revelation to Canon: Studies in the Hebrew Bible and Second Temple Literature 
(Leiden: Brill, 2002), 1–30; Peter Flint, ed., The Bible at Qumran: Text, Shape, and 
Interpretation (SDSSRL; Grand Rapids, Mich.: Eerdmans, 2001). 

30 For a cogent account of the publication history of the Scrolls see 
VanderKam and Flint, The Meaning of the Dead Sea Scrolls: Their Significance for 
Understanding the Bible, Judaism, and Christianity (San Francisco: Harper 
SanFrancisco, 2002), 381–403. 



INTRODUCTION 

 

 

11 

 

4QInstruction and related compositions.31 4QInstruction has generated 
considerable excitement among scholars of early Judaism and 

                                                
31 Armin Lange, Weisheit und Prädestination: Weisheitliche Urordnung und 

Prädestination in den Textfunden von Qumran (STDJ 18; Leiden: Brill, 1995); idem, 
“Wisdom and Predestination in the Dead Sea Scrolls,” DSD 2 (1995): 340–54; 
idem, “In Diskussion mit dem Tempel: zur Auseinandersetzung zwischen 
Kohelet und weisheitlichen Kreisen am Jerusalemer Tempel,” in Qohelet in the 
Context of Wisdom (ed. Anton Schoors; BETL 136; Leuven: Leuven University 
Press, 1998), 113–59; John Strugnell, “The Sapiential Work 4Q415ff. and the Pre-
Qumranic Works from Qumran,” in The Provo International Conference on the Dead 
Sea Scrolls (ed. Donald W. Parry and Eugene Ulrich; STDJ 30; Leiden: Brill, 1999), 
595–608; Torleif Elgvin, “An Analysis of 4QInstruction” (Ph.D. diss., Hebrew 
University of Jerusalem, 1997); idem, “Admonition Texts from Cave 4,” in 
Methods of Investigation of the Dead Sea Scrolls and the Khirbet Qumran Site: Present 
Realities and Future Prospects (ed. Michael O. Wise et al; Annals of the New York 
Academy of Sciences 722; New York: New York Academy of Sciences, 1994), 
179–96; idem, “Early Essene Eschatology: Judgment and Salvation According to 
Sapiential Work A,” in Current Research and Technological Development on the Dead 
Sea Scrolls: Conference on the Texts from the Judean Desert, Jerusalem, 30 April 1995 
(ed. Donald W. Parry and S. D. Ricks; STDJ 20; Leiden: Brill, 1996), 126–65; idem, 
“’The Mystery to Come’: Early Essene Theology of Revelation,” in Qumran 
between the Old and New Testaments (ed. F. H. Cryer and T. L. Thompson; 
JSOTSup 290; Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 1998), 113–50; idem, “Priestly 
Sages? The Milieus of Origin of 4QMysteries and 4QInstruction,” in Sapiential 
Perspectives: Wisdom Literature in Light of the Dead Sea Scrolls. Proceedings of the 
Sixth International Symposium of the Orion Center, 20-22 May 2001 (ed. Gregory 
Sterling and John J. Collins; STDJ 51; Leiden: Brill, 2004), 67–88; Daniel 
Harrington, “The R z Nihyeh in a Qumran Wisdom Text (1Q26, 4Q415–18, 423),” 
RevQ 17 (1996): 549–53; idem, “Recent Study of 4QInstruction,” in From 4QMMT 
to Resurrection: Mélanges qumraniens en hommage à Émile Puech (ed. Florentino 
García Martínez, Annette Steudel and Eibert J. C. Tigchelaar; STDJ 61; Leiden: 
Brill, 2006), 105–23; idem, “Wisdom and Apocalyptic in 4QInstruction and 4 
Ezra,” in Wisdom and Apocalypticism in the Dead Sea Scrolls and in the Biblical 
Tradition (ed. Florentino García Martínez; BETL 168; Leuven: Leuven University 
Press, 2003), 343–55; Eibert J. C. Tigchelaar, To Increase Learning for the 
Understanding Ones: Reading and Reconstructing the Fragmentary Early Jewish 
Sapiential Text 4QInstruction (STDJ 44; Leiden: Brill, 2001); idem, “The Addressees 
of 4QInstruction,” in Sapiential, Liturgical and Poetical Texts from Qumran: 
Proceedings of the Third Meeting of the International Organization for Qumran Studies, 
Oslo 1998 (ed. Daniel Falk et al; STDJ 35; Leiden: Brill, 2000), 62–75; Darryl 
Jefferies, Wisdom at Qumran: A Form-Critical Analysis of the Admonitions in 
4QInstruction (Gorgias Dissertations, Near Eastern Studies 3; Piscataway, N.J.: 
Gorgias Press, 2002); Loren T. Stuckenbruck, “4QInstruction and the Possible 
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Christianity in part because it contains elements of both wisdom and 
apocalypticism and throws important light on these two trends and their 
corresponding literary genres—helping to clarify what has been a point 
of controversy since Gerhard von Rad first began to argue that 
apocalyptic circles were successors not to the prophetic tradition but to 
sapiential streams of thought.32 4QInstruction has a clear wisdom 
orientation, and yet it is different from earlier Israelite wisdom texts such 
as Proverbs and from roughly contemporaneous works such as Sirach. 
Most important for our purposes, 4QInstruction “often appeals to 
supernatural revelation in the form of the r z nihyeh (hyhn zr), which can 
be translated as ‘the mystery that is to be.’ The r z nihyeh is the main tool 
by which the addressee acquires wisdom”33 and it “constitutes an appeal 
to heavenly revelation that is at the core of 4QInstruction.”34 While the 

                                                
Influence of Early Enochic Traditions: An Evaluation,” in The Wisdom Texts from 
Qumran and the Development of Sapiential Thought (ed. Charlotte Hempel, Armin 
Lange and Herman Lichtenberger; BETL 159; Leuven: Leuven University Press, 
2002), 245–61; John J. Collins, “The Mysteries of God: Creation and Eschatology 
in 4QInstruction and the Wisdom of Solomon,” in Wisdom and Apocalypticism in 
the Dead Sea Scrolls and in the Biblical Tradition (ed. Florentino García Martínez; 
BETL 168; Leuven: Leuven University Press, 2003), 287–305; Matthew Goff, The 
Worldly and Heavenly Wisdom of 4QInstruction (STDJ 50; Leiden: Brill, 2003); idem, 
“The Mystery of Creation in 4QInstruction,” DSD 10 (2003): 163–86; idem, 
“Reading Wisdom at Qumran: 4QInstruction and the Hodayot,” DSD 11 (2004): 
263–88; idem, Discerning Wisdom: The Sapiential Literature of the Dead Sea Scrolls 
(VTSup 116; Leiden: Brill, 2007); Joshua Ezra Burns, “Practical Wisdom in 
4QInstruction,” DSD 11 (2004): 12–42; Bilhah Nitzan, “The Ideological and 
Literary Unity of 4QInstruction and Its Authorship,” DSD 12 (2005): 257–79; 
Benjamin G. Wold, Women, Men and Angels: The Qumran Wisdom Document 
‘Musar leMevin’ and Its Allusions to Genesis Creation Traditions (WUNT 2/201; 
Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2005); Émile Puech, “Les Fragments eschatologiques de 
4QInstruction (4Q416 I et 4Q418 69 ii, 81–81a, 127),” RevQ 22 (2005): 89–119 
Florentino García Martínez, “Marginalia on 4QInstruction,” DSD 13 (2006): 24–
37. 

32 Von Rad first began to make this argument in his Theologie des Alten 
Testaments (vol. 2; Munich: C. Kaiser, 1960), 315–37, an argument he refined in 
later editions and in Weisheit in Israel (Neukirchen–Vluyn: Neukirchener Verlag, 
1970), translated into English as Wisdom in Israel (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 
1972), 337–63. See also Magne Sæbø, On the Way to Canon: Creative Tradition 
History in the Old Testament (JSOTSup 191; Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 
1998), 232–47, which is the chapter, “Old Testament Apocalyptic in its Relation to 
Prophecy and Wisdom: The View of Gerhard von Rad Reconsidered.” 

33 Goff, Discerning Wisdom, 10. 
34 Ibid., 13. 
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precise meaning of this phrase will itself likely remain something of a 
mystery, I return to a more extensive discussion of the significance of 
hyhn zr in chapter 4. 

It will suffice for now simply to note that in all probability 
4QInstruction, along with Mysteries, is a text that was of great 
importance to the Yah [ad,35 and its use of “mystery” is thus an important 
piece of the overall puzzle. While discussion of the meaning of hyhn zr 
constitutes only a part of what follows, it is a salient reference point for 
any discussion of Qumran ideas about “mystery.” 

As might be expected, analysis of mystery language is often part and 
parcel of discussions about mysticism, mystagogy, mystical theology, 
theosophy, and similar topics. In recent years there have been several 
attempts to link Qumran mystery language—especially in texts like the 
Songs of the Sabbath Sacrifice—to mystical ideas and practices, which are 
then placed in continuity with later Jewish mysticism as refracted 
through texts like the Heikhalot literature (3 Enoch/Heikhalot Rabbati, 
Heikhalot Zutarti, etc.) and the Zohar. For example, in a recent essay Elliot 
Wolfson suggested a new category for thinking about Qumran 
“mystery,” namely, that zr has a trajectory of meaning that he calls the 
“onto-theosophic.”36 For Wolfson, the cosmological and eschatological 
dimensions of “mystery” are grounded in this third, ontological, 
dimension, wherein the participant in a heavenly liturgy—as in the Songs 
of the Sabbath Sacrifice—experiences a transformation resulting in special 
access to the imaginal37 realm of the eternal Temple. As such, the 

                                                
35 At least six manuscripts were discovered in the Qumran caves. See below 

for an explanation of how I understand and use the term “Yah [ad.” 
36 Wolfson, “The Seven Mysteries of Knowledge.” 
37 The term “imaginal” was originally coined by Henri Corbin in order to 

sidestep the connotation that something that takes place in the imagination, 
something that is “imaginary,” is also “unreal”; see for example his Spiritual Body 
and Celestial Earth: From Mazdean Iran to Shi’ite Iran (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton 
University Press, 1977): “The imaginal is everything that surpasses the order of 
common empirical perception and is individualized in a personal vision, 
undemonstrable by simple recourse to the criteria of sensory knowledge or 
rational understanding. … It is often completely misconstrued through the habits 
of the rational mind, which identifies it simply with the unreal” (87). See Eibert J. 
C. Tigchelaar’s recent article in the Florentino García Martínez Festschrift, “The 
Imaginal Context and the Visionary of the Aramaic New Jerusalem,” in Flores 
Florentino: Dead Sea Scrolls and Other Early Jewish Studies in Honor of Florentino 
García Martínez (ed. Anthony Hilhorst, Émile Puech, and Eibert J. C. Tigchelaar; 
JSJSup 122; Leiden: Brill, 2007), 257–70.  
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participant gains knowledge (t(d, a key term for Wolfson)—which itself 
is a designation for the divine pleroma, “the imaginal world of the 
chariot-throne”—and is united in worship with the angels, or the “sons 
of heaven.”38 Thus the unification of the members of the Yah [ad with the 
angels is the result of an ontic transformation, so that “heavenly ascent 
[of the community] and incarnational presence [of the angels] may be 
viewed as two ways of considering the selfsame phenomenon.”39  

While Wolfson’s observations were limited to only a small handful 
of texts, they suggest some potentially fruitful avenues of research. 
Nevertheless, one cannot escape the feeling that his assessment is 
overburdened by his desire to see in the Sabbath Songs a kind of 
precursor to later Jewish mystical traditions, and by his willingness to 
read neo-Platonic categories into Qumran texts without qualification.40 
Additionally, it still is not clear whether the evidence for inner 
transformation that he sees in a few liturgical texts from Qumran is 
descriptive of an individual experience or prescriptive for the Yah [ad as a 
whole. Despite these reservations, the connections with the temple and 
with worship—both heavenly and earthly—are important insights that 
will be developed at greater length in the following chapters. 

Philip Alexander has subsequently broadened the approach to 
Qumran mysticism, arguing that there was indeed a form of mysticism 
and/or mystagogy practiced by the Yah [ad. Drawing on a history of 
religions model for assessing the character of Qumran religious 
experience, Alexander finds that “if we apply both our indicative [i.e. 
cross-cultural parallels] and abstract criteria for the definition of 
mysticism, we can readily identify a corpus of Qumran texts that prima 
facie qualify to be called mystical.”41 While the present book is not 
primarily about Qumran mysticism, some of what I present below will 
corroborate Alexander’s overall formulation. In the process I also engage 
the work of other scholars who have commented on the question of 
Qumran mysticism. 

                                                
38 Wolfson, “The Seven Mysteries of Knowledge,” 206. 
39 Ibid., 213. 
40   See esp. the philosophical terms “ontological” or “onto-theosophic.” 
41 Philip S. Alexander, The Mystical Texts (LSTS 61; London: T&T Clark, 

2006), 10. Alexander examines especially the Songs of Sabbath Sacrifice, 
4QBlessings, 4QWords of the Luminaries, 4QPseudo Ezekiel, 11QMelchizedek, 
4QSongs of the Sagea, 4QDaily Prayers, and the Hodayot. See also Samuel 
Thomas, review of Philip S. Alexander, The Mystical Texts: Songs of the Sabbath 
Sacrifice and Related Manuscripts, Review of Biblical Literature [http:// 
bookreviews.org] (2008). 
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“MYSTERY” AND TRANSLATION 

I have opted to place the word “mystery” in quotation marks for the 
following reasons. First, the usual translation of the Hebrew/Aramaic 
word zr by the English word “mystery” is somewhat problematic. It is 
difficult enough to uncover the meanings of the word in its ancient usage 
without the extra baggage that the word “mystery” implies. It is true that 
the usual Greek translation of zr is musth&rion in texts like Daniel and 1 
Enoch, and this may help to explain the reflexive scholarly tendency to 
render the Aramaic term as such in English. Nevertheless, even if there is 
an affirmative semantic association between zr, musth&rion, and 
“mystery,” it will be important in the following study not to begin by 
assuming a one-to-one correspondence among these different terms. 

The second reason for the quotation marks is that the Aramaic zr is 
itself often understood to be a direct borrowing from the Persian raz. But 
as I have discussed in the Appendix at the end of this book, the textual 
and linguistic evidence invites us to use some caution—or at least to be 
clear about the assumptions that support this association. While the 
English word “mystery” is a convenient and customary translation of zr, 
one that is rooted in the Greek translation into musth&rion, it does not 
automatically indicate the meaning of raz in either its Persian or 
Aramaic/Hebrew uses. 

Finally, “mystery” in quotation marks indicates the specific reference 
to zr, while I will typically use other English words to translate the 
related dws (secret or council) and twrtsn/rts (hidden things). The 
semantic values of these different terms receive more treatment in 
chapter 4, in part to confirm one thesis of the project as a whole, namely 
that within the broader language of secrecy and esoteric knowledge in 
the Qumran Scrolls, the term zr has a specific function and appears to be 
an important technical term in the many texts in which it is used. 
Without quotation marks, the term mystery (or mysteries) can apply in 
general to the full range of mystery language. 

Throughout this book I operate with the notion that “mystery” is 
above all a “concept,” an idea that serves as a shorthand reference to a 
body of knowledge, to the inner transformative power of that 
knowledge, and to the epistemological and social dynamics of access to 
and exclusion from matters of “ultimate concern.”42 Yet there is an 

                                                
42 The term “ultimate concern” is from Paul Tillich, Systematic Theology (vol. 

1; Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1951). While Tillich used the term with 
reference to Christian theology, his definition applies in a limited way to 
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important methodological point that deserves to be clarified.43 In what 
follows I do not suppose by elucidating the various uses of zr in the 
Qumran Scrolls that I am saying anything final about the inherent value 
or meaning of the relevant terms. In fact, I do not even take it as a self-
evident presupposition that raz means “mystery,” but instead I am 
interested in testing the degree of equivalence of these two terms,44 
perhaps especially in order to sidestep the potential etymological fallacy 
that looms in the relationship between English “mystery” and Greek 
musth&rion, and so on.45 I wish to avoid falling prey to the tendency 
Jonathan Z. Smith calls to our attention: “Words are notoriously difficult 
and slippery affairs, yet, in recent years, we have seen them impeached, 

                                                
“Qumran theology”: “The religious concern is ultimate; it excludes all other 
concerns from ultimate significance; it makes them preliminary. The ultimate 
concern is unconditional, independent of any conditions of character, desire, or 
circumstance. The unconditional concern is total: no part of ourselves or of our 
world is excluded from it; there is no ‘place’ to flee from it.”  

43 I would like to thank the anonymous reviewer of an early draft of this 
manuscript. This reviewer called my attention to a shortcoming that, I hope, has 
been overcome in the final version of the book. This reviewer aptly noted that 
my former use of terms like “raz-concept” was problematic, not least because 
“there is no inherent concept, however dynamic, imbedded in any word.” The 
problem is reminiscent of James Barr’s forceful critique of the Biblical Theology 
movement in the 1960s, a movement whose proponents perpetuated the 
methodological flaw of identifying linguistic phenomena with theological 
thought, often for the purpose of contrasting “the Hebrew and Greek minds.” 
“As soon as evidence from linguistic phenomena is used in the contrast of 
Hebrew and Greek ways of thinking, a relation is being established between 
mental pattern and linguistic structure” (Barr, The Semantics of Biblical Language 
[Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1961], 21–45, here 25). Such was not my goal, 
of course, and I appreciate the redirection. 

44 “The test of explanations of words is by their contexts” (Barr, Semantics, 
113). See for example Jonathan Z. Smith, Drudgery Divine: On the Comparison of 
Early Christianities and the Religions of Late Antiquity (Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press, 1990), 74: “If one places [Daniel 2] within the wider context of 
such royal wisdom contests, the most adequate substitution for the ‘secret’ 
represented by r z or myst rion in Daniel would be something like ‘puzzle.’” 

45 As Barr states, “The main point is that the etymology of a word is not a 
statement about its meaning but about its history” (Semantics, 109). See also 
Arthur Gibson, Biblical Semantic Logic: A Preliminary Analysis (New York: St. 
Martin’s Press, 1981); J. P. Louw, Semantics of Biblical Greek (Philadelphia: 
Fortress, 1982). 
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by individuals within the field of religious studies, for their clarity and 
fixity.”46 

I am interested here in delineating the semantic diversity of mystery 
language in the Scrolls while also elucidating the conceptual frameworks 
in which this language is deployed. Words and concepts are not the 
same thing, but attending to the uses of zr in a given corpus will allow 
the contours of a dynamic concept to appear. After all, “words can only 
be intelligibly interpreted by what they meant at the time of their use, 
within the language system used by the speaker or writer.”47 My central 
aim is to animate the social history, the self-understanding, and the 
religious activities of the Yah [ad by paying sustained attention to the 
discursive unit of “mystery.” After all, there is always a specific, 
historical dimension to language use, as well as social-contextual shifts 
that must be taken into account in any given analysis. We should not 
expect a word like “mystery” in Yah [ad-composed texts to have the same 
meaning(s) in, for example, the Pauline corpus—and the act of 
comparison can blur important distinctions even while it may draw out 
useful parallels. 

“MYSTERIES,” GREEK LANGUAGE, AND HELLENISM 

The present study devotes limited attention to the use of mystery 
language in Greco-Roman literature and texts of early Judaism and 
Christianity written in (or translated into) Greek. Many studies have 
already attempted to tackle that vexed (and vexatious) problem.48 

                                                
46 Smith, Drudgery Divine, 54. 
47 Barr, Semantics, 140. 
48 The literature on ancient mystery religions in general is vast and will not 

be cataloged here. On Christian “mystery-terminology” in its Greco-Roman 
context, and for additional bibliography, see most recently Hans-Josef Klauck, 
The Religious Context of Early Christianity: A Guide to Graeco-Roman Religions (tr. 
Brian McNeil; Minneapolis: Fortress, 2003), esp. 81–89; A. E. Harvey, “The Use of 
Mystery Language in the Bible,” JThS NS 31 (1980): 320–36; G. Bornkamm, 
“musth/rion, mue/w,” TDNT 4.802–28; C. Riedweg, Mysterienterminologie bei Platon, 
Philon, und Klemens von Alexandrien (Berlin: de Gruyter, 1987); Smith, Drudgery 
Divine, 54–84. For studies on Jewish Greek mysteries see discussion and notes 
below. As Smith explains in detail, Isaac Casaubon was apparently the first to 
endeavor a scholarly comparative investigation (in 1614) of mystery-terminology 
in early Christian texts in his De rebus sacris et ecclesiasticis exercitationes XVI 
(Smith, Drudgery Divine, 55–56). Smith goes on brilliantly to uncover the 
methodological fallacies that often attended earlier philological/etymological 
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Additionally, there is in general little evidence of direct dependence 
between the content of the Qumran Scrolls and the religious values and 
practices of Hellenistic culture.49 In fact, it is possible that the Scrolls 
show signs of deliberate resistance to Greco-Roman cultural and 
linguistic incursions.50 Of course, all this is not to underestimate the 

                                                
work in religious studies, connecting the scholarly assessments of antiquity to 
contemporary Roman Catholic and Protestant theological preoccupations (see 
the entire third chapter, “On Comparing Words”), or to the desire to limit the 
sphere of influence on earliest Christianity to “Judaism” and its available 
theological concepts. See now recently Benjamin L. Gladd, Revealing the 
Mysterion: The Use of Mystery in Daniel and Second Temple Judaism and Its Bearing 
on First Corinthians (BZNW 160; Berlin: de Gruyter, 2008), esp. 8–15. 
Unfortunately, this work came to my attention too late in the process of revising 
this book for publication, and I have not been able to incorporate much of its 
salient commentary into this book. 

49 Some scholars have argued in favor of certain important parallels. For 
example, with respect to community structure, see Moshe Weinfeld, The 
Organizational Pattern and the Penal Code of the Qumran Sect: A Comparison with 
Guilds and Religious Associations of the Hellenistic-Roman Period (Göttingen: 
Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1986); M. Klinghardt, “The Manual of Discipline in 
the Light of Statutes of Hellenistic Associations,” in Methods of Investigation of the 
Dead Sea Scrolls and the Khirbet Qumran Site: Present Realities and Future Prospects 
(ed. Michael O. Wise et al; Annals of the New York Academy of Sciences 722; 
New York: The New York Academy of Sciences, 1994), 251–70; S. Walker-
Ramisch, “Graeco-Roman Voluntary Associations and the Damascus Document: 
A Sociological Analysis,” in Voluntary Associations in the Graeco-Roman World (ed. 
John S. Kloppenborg and S. G. Wilson; London: Routledge, 1996), 128–45; Albert 
I. Baumgarten, “Greco-Roman Voluntary Associations and Jewish Sects,” in Jews 
in a Greco-Roman World (ed. Martin Goodman; Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1998), 
93–111; John J. Collins, “Forms of Community in the Dead Sea Scrolls,” in 
Emanuel: Studies in Hebrew Bible, Septuagint, and Dead Sea Scrolls in Honor of 
Emanuel Tov (ed. Shalom M. Paul et al; VTSup 94; Leiden: Brill, 2003), 97–111. 

50 See, for example, Hannah Cotton, “Greek,” EDSS, 1.324–26. She states 
that “Qumran texts evince a deliberate and conscious avoidance of Greek 
loanwords. This runs counter to the prevailing trend in spoken and written 
Aramaic and Hebrew at the time” (324). Additionally, among the 930 
manuscripts recovered from the eleven Qumran caves, only twenty-seven of 
them were written in Greek (3%). Of these, only one is a documentary text—in 
marked contrast to the remains of other find-sites around the Judean desert—and 
the rest are literary (probably scriptural) texts. While there are other possible 
explanations, Emanuel Tov’s seems the most plausible: “The picture emerging 
from an analysis of the Greek texts from the Judean Desert is that the situation at 
Qumran differs totally from that of the other sites. At most sites, all the Greek 
texts (and in Wadi Murabba(at and Masada, the great majority) are 



INTRODUCTION 

 

 

19 

 

importance of the Greek sources for understanding Second Temple 
Judaism more broadly, or the claims that the Septuagint or Philo or the 
New Testament legitimately make for our attention, but for the most part 
consideration of the Greek texts has led to a tendency to read musth&rion 
into Qumran (often by way of the New Testament). This, I contend, is 
not an entirely helpful tendency, and it potentially obscures the 
distinction between “mystery-terminology” and “mystery religion.”51 

In 1935 Erwin R. Goodenough published his monumental tome, By 
Light, Light: The Mystic Gospel of Hellenistic Judaism, a study which for all 

                                                
documentary, showing that Greek was actively used among the persons who 
deposited the texts. … On the other hand, there is no proof that the Greek 
language was in active use among the inhabitants of Qumran. It is possible that 
at least some of them knew Greek, since fragments of Greek Scripture were 
found in caves 4 and 7. However, cave 4 probably served as a depository of some 
kind (not a library) in which the Qumranites placed all their written texts (mainly 
Hebrew and Aramaic literary works, but also a number of tefillin and mezuzot as 
well as brief notes and scribal exercises). This depository in cave 4 contained 
eight Greek texts, which may signify that the person(s) who brought them to 
Qumran had used them prior to their arrival, thus implying a knowledge of 
Greek. … Furthermore the small number of Greek texts found at Qumran is also 
in striking contrast to the large number from the other sites in the Judean Desert. 
The difference is partly chronological (most of the sites in the Judean Desert are 
from a later period than Qumran), but more so a matter of content since the 
Qumran Greek corpus is mainly religious” (Emanuel Tov, Scribal Practices and 
Approaches Reflected in the Texts Found in the Judean Desert [STDJ 54; Leiden: Brill, 
2004], 301). Of course, avoidance of Greek was not total, and we must remain 
cautious about drawing definitive conclusions about its use at Qumran. See 
James C. VanderKam, “Greek at Qumran,” in Hellenism in the Land of Israel (ed. 
John J. Collins and Gregory E. Sterling; CJAS 13; Notre Dame, Ind.: University of 
Notre Dame Press, 2001), 175–81; cf. A. R. C. Leaney, “Greek Manuscripts from 
the Judaean Desert,” in Studies in New Testament Language and Text: Essay in 
Honour of George D. Kilpatrick on the Occasion of His Sixty-fifth Birthday (ed. J. K. 
Elliott; Leiden: Brill, 1976), 283–300; Leonard Greenspoon, “The Dead Sea Scrolls 
and the Greek Bible,” in The Dead Sea Scrolls after Fifty Years: A Comprehensive 
Assessment (ed. Peter Flint and James C. VanderKam; 2 vols.; Leiden: Brill, 1999), 
1.101–27. One should also take note of the use of Greek signs in the cryptic 
scripts from Qumran (see S. J. Pfann, “298. 4QCryptA Words of the Maskil to All 
Sons of Dawn,” in DJD 20:1–31), as well as the in the Copper Scroll (3Q15) (see 
Judah Lefkovitz, The Copper Scroll: 3Q15: A Reevaluation. A New Reading, 
Translation, and Commentary [STDJ 25; Leiden: Brill, 2000], 498–504).  

51 For discussion of this issue see especially Gary Lease, “Jewish Mystery 
Cults Since Goodenough,” ANRW 20.2:858–80. 
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its erudition and sheer intellectual force did not carry the day among 
scholars of Judaism of the Greco-Roman period.52 Goodenough’s central 
thesis—that the widespread presence of a Jewish mystical theology (and 
corresponding liturgical activity) could be detected in the writings of 
Philo of Alexandria and in monumental art of the period, and that this 
“mysticism” was appropriated from Hellenistic and Egyptian mystery 
religions—could not be supported by the evidence, however thoroughly 
marshaled.53 Though Goodenough’s effort was focused on the question 
of Jewish mystical theology in its Hellenistic (especially Greek Egyptian) 
setting, his underlying aim was to redefine the nature of early Judaism in 
its entirety.54 Diasporic Judaism especially, he argued, was by the second 
century B.C.E. a thoroughly syncretistic religion, incorporating—and 
adapting into Jewish categories—elements from both the Greek and 
Egyptian mystical systems.55 He claimed that  

after Judaism had, at least in its own eyes, been recognized as a religion 
offering a way to mystic objectives in conscious comparison with the 

                                                
52 Erwin R. Goodenough, By Light, Light: The Mystic Gospel of Hellenistic 

Judaism (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1935). For criticism of Goodenough’s 
views in general see Morton Smith, “Goodenough’s Jewish Symbols in 
Retrospect,” JBL 86 (1967): 53–68; Jonathan A. Goldstein, “Review of 
Goodenough,” in Semites, Iranians, Greeks, and Romans (BJS 217; Atlanta: Scholars 
Press, 1990), 57–66; Lease, “Jewish Mystery Cults Since Goodenough.” See also 
Ernest S. Frerichs and Jacob Neusner, eds., Goodenough on the History of Religion 
and on Judaism (BJS 121; Atlanta: Scholars Press, 1986). Goodenough’s conclusions 
were formulated in conversation with another important work of the period, 
Richard Reitzenstein’s monumental Die hellenistischen Mysterien-religionen, ihre 
Grundgedanken un Wirkungen (Leipzig: Tübner, 1910). 

53 Goodenough also compiled some of the more impressive and erudite 
volumes in the history of all scholarship on ancient Judaism in his Jewish Symbols 
in the Greco-Roman Period (13 vols.; New York: Pantheon, 1953–68). In this work 
he continued to formulate and document the thesis he laid out in By Light, Light. 
See Samuel Thomas, “Goodenough, E. R.,” and “Judaism: Mystery Religion as,” 
in Dictionary of Early Judaism (ed. John J. Collins and Daniel Harlow; Grand 
Rapids, Mich.: Eerdmans, forthcoming). 

54 There is a passage in the preface to the final volume of Jewish Symbols that 
captures a kind of self-deprecating frustration: “Scholars have repeatedly said to 
me, ‘At least you will always be remembered and used for your collection of 
material.’ … I have not spent thirty years as a mere collector: I was trying to 
make a point.” 

55 A comprehensive review of Goodenough’s thesis cannot be provided 
here; for a more detailed synopsis see his By Light, Light, 11–47 and Lease, 
“Jewish Mystery Cults.” 
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other mysteries, it could go on to represent itself as the only true 
Mystery, and deal with its own mythology and the mystic philosophy 
with further reference to its competitors.56  

But as I contend in this book, one need not appeal to Greco-Roman or 
Egyptian conceptions of mystery to explain the use of such language in 
the Qumran Scrolls. In fact, if there is a body of material that can help to 
evaluate the Qumran texts, we might look to the East, i.e. Babylon and 
Persia, to find it. 

Of course, it cannot be denied that there is considerable overlap and 
hybridity among the religious systems of the Babylonian, Persian, and 
Greco-Roman periods. Such overlap has generated an enormous amount 
of speculation regarding the nature and direction of influences, 
similarities, and correspondences among the different traditions. In the 
last half-century, however, scholars of antiquity have generally become 
more cautious in the application of the older religionsgeschichtliche model 
for understanding the organization of religious concepts, words, motifs, 
and social realities. This is especially true in the case of parallels with 
broad reach, such as the presence of mystery language in religious texts. 
As James Davila has noted, “[i]n general, if a parallel or pattern of 
parallels between two texts or corpora or social groups turns out to be a 
shared element or pattern with much the same function in many texts, 
corpora, or social groups, one should be cautious of making much of the 
original comparison between just the two.”57 

This kind of caution restrains my own analysis: tempting as it may 
be to draw parallels between the use of mystery language in Philo and in 
Greco-Roman religious texts (or Palestinian texts in Aramaic and 
Hebrew), the fact remains that most religious systems employ this kind 
of language to express aspects of the relationship between humans and 
the divine and the difference between exoteric and esoteric religious 
knowledge and experience. As Jakob Petuchowski puts it, “[e]very 
religion professing belief in a super-human deity shows itself aware of 
the gulf separating the human from the divine, and of the truth that God 

                                                
56 Goodenough, By Light, Light, 7; cf. Max Radin, The Jews Among the Greeks 

and Romans (Philadelphia: The Jewish Publication Society, 1915), 153–72. 
57 James Davila, “The Peril of Parallels,” n.p. [cited 25 May 2008]. Online: 

http://www.st-andrews.ac.uk/~www_sd/parallels.html; see also S. Sandmel, 
“Parallelomania,” JBL 81 (1962): 1–13. 
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knows something which human beings do not.”58 Even if some influence 
of Greco-Roman or Egyptian mysteries upon Hellenistic Judaism might 
be found, Goodenough’s thoroughgoing identification between them 
would hardly seem warranted. Similarly, the presence of some Persian 
motifs and words (say, dualism, or raz) in certain Second Temple Jewish 
texts cannot wholly affirm the “influence” of Persian culture and ideas in 
post-Exilic Judaism, even if extended contact between religious Jews and 
Persians is demonstrable. 

Another tendency in the history of scholarship on Jewish mystery 
language is to appropriate the Qumran Scrolls (and other Jewish texts) as 
“background” for interpreting key New Testament passages. This can be 
a problematic procedure on linguistic and historical grounds, and while 
it may simply reflect a desire to construct Christian theological 
genealogies that can contextualize or illuminate Paul’s understanding of 
this or that theologoumenon—a laudable goal in certain cases (done 
correctly, such comparisons might throw light on Paul’s usage59)—the 
results of such an approach often do not eo ipso leave us with a better 
understanding of the Qumran Scrolls in and of themselves. Of course, 
there is the added danger that this approach might harbor a kind of 
Christian supersessionism that renders early Judaism relevant only 
insofar as it creates part of the context for the life of Jesus and the early 
Christian movement. 

SOME ADDITIONAL METHODOLOGICAL REMARKS 

Several additional qualifications need to be addressed before proceeding 
to the substantive parts of this book. The first involves the dating of texts 
and manuscript remains found at Qumran (both the dates of 
composition and of copying); the second concerns the relationships 
among texts, especially the distinctions between sectarian and non-

                                                
58 Jakob J. Petuchowski, “Judaism as ‘Mystery’—The Hidden Agenda?” 

HUCA 52 (1981): 148. 
59 For particularly good examples of this, see Jörg Frey, “The Notion of 

‘Flesh’ in 4QInstruction and the Background of Pauline Usage,” in Sapiential, 
Liturgical, and Poetical Texts from Qumran: Proceedings of the Third Meeting of the 
International Organization for Qumran Studies, Oslo 1998 (ed. Daniel K. Falk, 
Florentino García Martínez, and Eileen M. Schuller; STDJ 34; Leiden: Brill, 2000), 
197–226; and the essays in George J. Brooke, The Dead Sea Scrolls and the New 
Testament (Minneapolis: Fortress, 2005). See now also Gladd (Revealing the 
Mysterion, 2–16), who attempts to be methodologically scrupulous about this 
issue even as he uses early Jewish material to illuminate the use of mystery 
terminology in 1 Corinthians. 
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sectarian compositions; and the third has to do with the connections 
between the site of Khirbet Qumran and the contents of the nearby 
caves. All three of these points are subjects of continuing scholarly 
controversies, none of which I have attempted to resolve here. 
Nevertheless, as these items impinge either directly or indirectly upon 
the results of this investigation, some words about my methodological 
assumptions are in order. 

As James VanderKam and Peter Flint correctly note, “placing the 
Dead Sea Scrolls in their proper historical context is a crucial step in 
interpreting them.”60 Indeed, from the very beginnings of Qumran 
scholarship there has been an intense interest in establishing the dates of 
the various manuscripts (or fragments) and compositions, and, to be 
sure, relative datings often become the cornerstone for broader theories 
about the origins of the Scrolls and the history(-ies) of their author(s) and 
community(-ies). 

The issue of dating is not central to many of my proposals, though in 
some instances it is germane to how I treat a particular text. For example, 
4QInstruction is often thought to be “pre-sectarian,” a judgment which 
would have implications for understanding how this composition is 
related to the Yah [ad: Why was it brought to Qumran? How was it used? 
How does “mystery” language in this composition figure in presumably 
later sectarian writings of the Yah [ad itself? Is it possible and fruitful to 
posit a textual and social progression from the limited information 
available to us?61 

For the most part, my broad assumption is that any text preserved, 
copied, or composed at Qumran—regardless of its date or provenience—
was of some value to members (or a member) of the Yah [ad, and that its 
contents are therefore relevant to this investigation. While I give some 
attention to the diachronic dimension of “mystery” language in the 
Scrolls—to the question of whether the concept developed over the 
course of time—there is much uncertainty in this area and my 
conclusions can be only suggestive and tentative. I offer an interpretation 

                                                
60 The Meaning of the Dead Sea Scrolls, 20. 
61 For example see Lange, Weisheit und Prädestination; idem, “Wisdom and 

Predestination in the Dead Sea Scrolls.” Lange finds no “yahad-terminology” in 
4QInstruction (which he refers to by its previous title, 4QSap A), and concludes 
on that basis that it is a “non-Essene” text. 4QInstruction is an important part of 
Lange’s construction of a kind of intellectual genealogy from Qohelet to the 
Treatise on the Two Spirits, with 4QInstruction and Mysteries between them. 
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of the evidence that is generally synchronic while being sensitive to 
chronological relationships among the texts treated here. 

The question whether a given text is sectarian is a related and 
important issue, especially if one wishes to say something about the 
function of the texts within, or as an expression of, the life of a particular 
community. It is a very difficult and problematic task to determine 
whether a text is sectarian. Correlating textual data with a reconstructed 
background group or community is notoriously problematic and thus 
should be undertaken with some caution.62 Of course, chief among the 
dangers of using texts to determine or animate the contours of a social 
group is that of circular reasoning based on an arbitrary selection of 
representative compositions. Which texts are actually representative, and 
how would we know with any certainty? The criteria are difficult to 
establish, and in any case a general definition of “sectarianism” is far 
from universally agreed upon. Nevertheless, some important 
methodological guidelines have been offered, and there has been some 
recent progress in clarifying the issues involved.63 

For the sake of clarity and convenience, I organize the non-biblical 
texts from Qumran into four main categories. In the first place are the 
sect-composed works like the Community Rule, the Damascus Document, 
the Hodayot, the War Rule, and the pesharim, among others. There is little 
dispute that there is an organic relationship among these texts and that 
they have in common a particular group responsible for their 
composition and preservation—even if this group itself evolved over 
time or comprised several related social formations. In any case, it is 
widely agreed that there is a core of texts that were authored by 
members of the Yah [ad during one stage of its existence or another. 

The second category includes those compositions whose authorship 
by the Yah [ad is a matter of some dispute, e.g. the Mysteries texts from 
caves 1 and 4 (1Q27, 4Q299–300[301]) and the Songs of the Sabbath Sacrifice 
(4Q400–407; 11Q17; Mas1k). This category includes those texts which 
allegedly do not employ explicitly sectarian terminology yet display 
certain ideological affinities with the Qumran group, as well as texts 
whose distribution went beyond the site of Khirbet Qumran (for 
example, a copy of the Songs of the Sabbath Sacrifice was unearthed at 
Masada64). These texts may still have held some pride of place among the 

                                                
62  See, for example, the discussion in Wido van Peursen, “Qumran Origins: 

Some Remarks on the Enochic/Essene Hypothesis,” RevQ 20 (2001): 250–53. 
63 See chapter 2 for a more extensive discussion of Qumran sectarianism as 

it relates to this study. 
64  See Carol Newsom, Songs of the Sabbath Sacrifice: A Critical Edition (HSM 
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Yah [ad, though it is more difficult to form conclusions about their precise 
function within the community. Although some of these texts play an 
important part in the following discussion, it will serve to keep in mind 
that they were possibly not composed by members of the group that 
inhabited the Qumran site. In the case of several of these texts, I will treat 
them in the same way as the explicitly sectarian texts, in part because I 
do not find the lack of sectarian terminology to make them decisively 
non- or pre-sectarian. The presence or lack of sectarian terminology may 
have as much to do with the particular kind or genre of text as it does 
with the social context in which the text was produced.65 While I accept 
the argument that 4QInstruction differs from the sect-composed texts in 
terms of social location and date of composition, I am less convinced that 
the same is true for Mysteries and the Songs of the Sabbath Sacrifice. In fact, 
I treat these latter two texts in a way that is not appreciably different 
from the clearly sectarian compositions. 

The third basic classification consists of those texts that were 
definitively not authored by the Qumran group and yet were esteemed 
by the community and thus preserved as part of its collection of writings. 
This category includes primarily Aramaic works such as portions of 1 
Enoch, the Genesis Apocryphon, Visions of Amram, the Aramaic Levi 
Document, and others.66 Many of these texts were composed originally in 

                                                
27; Atlanta: Scholars Press, 1985), 1–4, for a discussion of the Masada copy of this 
text; see also Y. Yadin, “The Excavations at Masada: 1963–64. Preliminary 
Report,” IEJ 15 (1965): 105–108; C. Newsom and Y. Yadin, “The Masada 
Fragment of the Qumran Songs of the Sabbath Sacrifice,” IEJ 34 (1984): 77–88. 

65  On the other hand, I am aware of the fact that in some cases there appears 
to be a direct correlation between groups and their chosen genres and ideologies. 
See, for example, John J. Collins, “Genre, Ideology and Social Movements in 
Jewish Apocalypticism,” Mysteries and Revelations: Apocalyptic Studies since the 
Uppsala Colloquium (ed. J. J. Collins and J. H. Charlesworth; JSPSup 9; Sheffield: 
Sheffield Academic Press, 1991); Frances Flannery-Dailey, Dreamers, Scribes, and 
Priests: Jewish Dreams in the Hellenistic and Roman Eras (JSJSup 90; Leiden: Brill, 
2004), 111–19. 

66  Robert Kugler makes the interesting argument that some non-sectarian 
texts like the Aramaic Levi Document may have become sectarian in the process of 
reception and transmission; see his “Whose Scripture? Whose Community? 
Reflections on the Dead Sea Scrolls Then and Now, By Way of Aramaic Levi,” 
DSD 15 (2008): 5–23. Kugler argues that some works may have been “imported 
into the community and adapted for use among the covenanters, or ones 
composed de novo within the community from existing texts, traditions, and 
motifs. In either case, such texts, though made from material of non-Qumranic 
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Aramaic and as such their sectarian authorship is perhaps to be doubly 
doubted. However, the ways in which this congeries of Aramaic texts 
(and Jubilees and other related texts) employ mystery language may be 
suggestive about their inter-relationships, as they all seem concerned to 
present certain biblical heroes as ones who grasp “mysteries” (Enoch, 
Lamech, Methuselah, Noah, Amram, and so on), and who collectively 
form a chain of transmission of secret, esoteric knowledge.  

Finally, there are works from Qumran that appear to have been 
brought to the community and translated from Aramaic into Hebrew or 
transcribed from Aramaic or Hebrew into one of several cryptic scripts. 
In other words, these works were incorporated into the Yah [ad by way of 
adaptive translation or transcription. These are especially interesting for 
the present study because they attest to a conscious effort either to 
update or to conceal (or both) a given text. In this category scientific and 
divinatory texts predominate, as Jonathan Ben Dov has amply 
documented.67  

As will become apparent throughout the course of this study, it does 
not seem prudent to draw sharp lines between texts that may have 
preceded the formation of the Qumran group—such as the bulk of the 
Aramaic compositions—and those that were composed by members of 
the Yah [ad. Texts need not have been composed “at Qumran” to 
represent the views of, or to have been of some use to, its sectarian 
inhabitants. The word zr, for example, is a reliable feature of texts with 
other sectarian characteristics (Community Rule, Damascus Document, 
Pesher Habakkuk, War Rule, Hodayot), and indeed seems to be a central 
expression of the worldview found in those texts. Yet the word is neither 
limited to sectarian texts (1 Enoch, Genesis Apocryphon, 4QInstruction) nor 
does it occur in all such texts (e.g. 4QWords of the Maskil to All the Sons 
of Dawn [4Q298], Rule of the Congregation [1QSa], the Temple Scroll 
[11Q19a], etc.). Furthermore, so-called “Yah [ad-terminology” may not be 
directly linked to the sectarian authorship of a text, but rather to its genre 
or function. 

                                                
origin, were perhaps nonetheless unique to Qumran. As such they are hitherto 
unrecognized ‘sectarian’ compositions” (10–11). 

67  Jonathan Ben Dov, Head of All Years: Astronomy and Calendars at Qumran in 
Their Ancient Context (STDJ 77; Leiden: Brill, 2008); and especially his “Scientific 
Writings in Aramaic and Hebrew at Qumran: Translation and Concealment,” in 
Aramaica Qumranica: The Aix-en-Provence Colloquium on the Aramaic Dead Sea 
Scrolls (ed. Katell Berthelot and Daniel Stökl ben Ezra; STDJ; Leiden: Brill, 
forthcoming). 
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My use of terms like “Yah [ad” and “Qumran group” call for some 
explanation, even though I do not intend to resolve any of the larger 
questions about the history of the group(s) or about the relationship 
between the settlement of Khirbet Qumran and the manuscript remains 
of the Qumran caves. As VanderKam and Flint point out, “there are 
different theories about how the manuscripts in the eleven caves around 
Khirbet Qumran came to be there, and the theory one follows affects to 
some extent how one reads their contents.”68 This is one of the most 
disputed areas of Qumran research, generally pitting those who defend 
some form of the classic “Essene Hypothesis” against those who have 
sought to dismantle or revise this historical model on archeological, 
textual, or other grounds.69 Naturally, in terms of the Qumran site itself, 
the question of what group inhabited the site is secondary to whether a 
relationship can be established in the first place between Khirbet 
Qumran and the contents of the nearby caves. 

                                                
68 The Meaning of the Dead Sea Scrolls, 255. 
69 One of the first scholars to argue against the Essene Hypothesis was Karl 

Rengstorf (Hirbet Qumran und die Bibliothek vom Toten Meer [Stuttgart: 
Kohlhammer, 1960]), who asserted that the scrolls came from the Jerusalem 
Temple library. Norman Golb (Who Wrote the Dead Sea Scrolls? The Search for the 
Secret of Qumran [New York: Scribner, 1995], esp. 143–49) adapted Rengstorf’s 
idea to argue that the scrolls came not from one library but from several different 
ones. Recent refutations of the standard hypothesis are often based on alternative 
interpretations of the archeological site of Qumran. See esp. Yitzhak Magen and 
Yuval Peleg, “The Qumran Excavations 1993–2004: Prelimary Report,” (JSP 6; 
Jerusalem: Israel Antiquities Authority, 2007); various articles in K. Galor, J. -B. 
Humbert, and J. Zangenberg, eds., Qumran: The Site of the Dead Sea Scrolls: 
Archaeological Interpretation and Debates. Proceedings of a Conference Held at Brown 
University, November 17–19, 2002 (STDJ 57; Leiden: Brill, 2006); Yizhar Hirschfeld, 
Qumran in Context: Reassessing the Archaeological Evidence (Peabody, Mass.: 
Hendrickson, 2004); Robert Donceel, Synthèse des observations faites en fouillant les 
tombes des necropolis de Khirbet Qumrân et des environs, Qumran Chronicle 10 
(Kraków: Enigma Press, 2002); Jürgen Zangenberg, “Wildnis unter Palmen? 
Khirbet Qumran im regionalen Kontext des Toten Meeres,” in Jericho und Qumran 
(ed. B. Mayer; Regensburg: Friedrich Pustet, 2000), 129–64; Lena Cansdale, 
Qumran and the Essenes: A Re-Evaluation of the Evidence (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 
1997). For an assessment of what Josephus says about the Essenes, and how this 
relates to the inhabitants of Qumran, see Steve Mason, “What Josephus Says 
about the Essenes in His Judean War,” in Text and Artifact in the Religions of 
Mediterranean Antiquity: Essays in Honour of Peter Richardson (ed. Stephen G. 
Wilson and Michel Desjardins; Waterloo: Wilfrid Laurier University Press, 2000) 
423–52. 
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In short, I accept that there is a direct connection between the caves 
and the settlement, and that the community related to both was most 
likely Essene in character (or was related to an Essene “parent-group”). 
This group was responsible for the composing, copying, and preserving 
the manuscripts of the Qumran caves, and was most likely some version 
of the “Yah [ad,” whose Qumran contigent was an exclusive and esoteric 
community of priestly-scribal adherents.70 Nevertheless, I have opted not 
to dwell on the Essene identification—indeed it is not a crucial element 
of the overall project of this book, even if I do take the statements by 
Philo, Pliny, and Josephus into consideration—but rather I use the 
contents of the Scrolls themselves to describe aspects of the self-
understanding of the Qumran group. 

In this way I accept the broad outlines—if not each and every 
historical detail—of the “Groningen Hypothesis” formulated two 
decades ago and subsequently refined by Florentino García Martínez 
and Adam S. van der Woude.71 The advantage of this hypothesis, in 

                                                
70 There are several possible theories about the relationships among the 

various groups evident from key sectarian texts such as the Damascus Document, 
the Community Rule, and the Rule of the Congregation (1QSa). See the following 
recent studies: Alison Schofield, From Qumran to the Yahad: A New Paradigm of 
Textual Development for the Community Rule (STDJ 77; Leiden: Brill, 2008); 
Sarianna Metso, “Whom Does the Term Yah [ad Identify?” in Defining Identities: 
We, You, and the Other in the Dead Sea Scrolls, Proceedings of the Fifth Meeting of the 
IOQS in Groningen (ed. Florentino García Martínez and Mladen Popovi ; STDJ 
70; Leiden: Brill, 2008), 63–84; idem, “Qumran Community Structure and 
Terminology as Theological Statement,” RevQ 20 (2002): 429–44;  John J. Collins, 
“Forms of Community in the Dead Sea Scrolls”; idem, “The Yah [ad and the 
‘Qumran Community,’” in Biblical Traditions in Transmission: Essays in Honour of 
Michael A. Knibb (ed. Charlotte Hempel and Judith M. Lieu; JSJSup 111; Leiden: 
Brill, 2006), 81–96; Eyal Regev, “The Yah [ad and the Damascus Covenant: Structure, 
Organization and Relationship,” RevQ 21 (2003): 233–62; Stephen Hultgren, From 
the Damascus Covenant to the Covenant of the Community: Literary, Historical, and 
Theological Studies in the Dead Sea Scrolls (STDJ 66; Leiden: Brill, 2007); cf. James C. 
VanderKam, “Identity and History of the Community,” in The Dead Sea Scrolls 
after Fifty Years: A Comprehensive Assessment (ed. Peter W. Flint and James C. 
VanderKam; 2 vols.; Leiden: Brill 1999), 2.487–533. 

71 Florentino García Martínez, “Qumran Origins and Early History: A 
Groningen Hypothesis,” FO 25 (1988): 113–36; Florentino García Martínez and 
Adam S. van der Woude, “A ‘Groningen’ Hypothesis of Qumran Origins and 
Early History,” RevQ 14 (1990): 521–41; Florentino García Martínez and Julio 
Trebolle Barrera, The People of the Dead Sea Scrolls (trans. Wilfrid G. E. Watson; 
Leiden: Brill, 1995), esp. 92–96. See also the discussion of the Groningen 
Hypothesis in the proceedings from the second Enoch Seminar in Venice, Italy, 
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terms of how I understand and characterize the issue of “mysteries” and 
esoteric knowledge in the Qumran Scrolls, is that it reconstructs a 
historical scenario that allows for the relative ideological diversity of the 
texts, and that it approaches the textual remains as the deposit of a 
particular community (the Yah [ad) that variously preserved, copied, and 
composed the manuscripts—and, apparently, valued them for a variety 
of reasons. Thus it attempts to explain how it is that such a “library” (or, 
as in cave 4, a “depository”) included non-sectarian, pre-sectarian, and 
sectarian texts, and attempts to retain the basic fact that these texts were 
found together and that even in their diversity they cohere in some 
important and interesting ways, even if they are not entirely internally 
consistent.72 

While it may remain an important task to investigate the “original” 
Sitze im Leben of the many individual compositions preserved among the 
Qumran remains (such as 1 Enoch, Aramaic Levi, 4QInstruction), insofar 
as we may understand the social history behind these texts without more 
concrete information, my approach here is compatible with what García 
Martínez has stated more recently about the Aramaic texts from 
Qumran: “the context we have … is the context provided by the 
collection in which they have been found.”73 With regard to the 
collection as a whole, I concur with García Martínez that the 
classifications “biblical/non-biblical” and “sectarian/non-sectarian” are 

                                                
July 1–4, 2003: Gabriele Boccaccini, ed., Enoch and Qumran Origins: New Light on a 
Forgotten Connection (Grand Rapids, Mich.: Eerdmans, 2005), especially “Part 
Four: The Groningen Hypothesis Revisited,” which includes contributions from 
Charlotte Hempel, Albert I. Baumgarten, Mark A. Elliott, Torleif Elgvin, Lester L. 
Grabbe, Benjamin G. Wright III, Timothy H. Lim, Shemaryahu Talmon, Émile 
Puech, Gabriele Boccaccini, and a response from Florentino García Martínez 
(pages 249–326). The work of Gabriele Boccaccini and his attempt to reconstruct 
“Enochic Judaism” is also relevant in this regard; see especially his Beyond the 
Essene Hypothesis: The Parting of the Ways between Qumran and Enochic Judaism 
(Grand Rapids, Mich.: Eerdmans, 1998); and Roots of Rabbinic Judaism: An 
Intellectual History, from Ezekiel to Daniel (Grand Rapids, Mich.: Eerdmans, 2002); 
see the discussion of his theories in Enoch and Qumran Origins, pages 329–425. 

72 See also Perluigi Piovanelli, “Some Archaeological, Sociological, and 
Cross-Cultural Afterthoughts on the ‘Groningen’ and the ‘Enochic/Essene’ 
Hypotheses,” in Enoch and Qumran Origins: New Light on a Forgotten Connection 
(Grand Rapids, Mich.: Eerdmans, 2005), 366–72. 

73 “Aramaica qumranica apocalyptica?” in Aramaica Qumranica: The Aix-en-
Provence Colloquium on the Aramaic Dead Sea Scrolls (ed. Katell Berthelot and 
Daniel Stökl ben Ezra; STDJ; Leiden: Brill, forthcoming). 
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not always helpful, and they tend to obscure the fact that most if not all 
the texts found at Qumran were appropriated in one way or another by 
the “apocalyptic community” of the Yah [ad.74 

Finally, there are several other topics that are closely related to this 
study. Given the focus of this book, however, and somewhat to my own 
regret, I have been able to treat them only occasionally and tangentially. 
While the results of my investigation are relevant to the study of the 
overlapping trends of ancient Jewish mysticism,75 astronomy and 
astrology,76 magic,77 physiognomy,78 and Gnosticism,79—and to later 
                                                

74 Florentino García Martínez, “¿Sectario, no-sectario, o qué? Problemas de 
una taxonomía correcta de los textos qumránicos,” RevQ 23 (2008): 383–394. 

75 For recent studies see especially Moshe Halbertal, Concealment and 
Revelation: Esotericism in Jewish Thought and Its Philosophical Implications (trans. 
Jackie Feldman; Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 2007); April D. 
DeConick, ed., Paradise Now: Essays on Early Jewish and Christian Mysticism (SBLSS 
11; Atlanta: Society of Biblical Literature, 2006); Alexander, The Mystical Texts; 
Andrei Orlov, The Enoch-Metatron Tradition (TSAJ 107; Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 
2005); Ra’anan Boustan, From Martyr to Mystic: Rabbinic Martyrology and the 
Making of Merkavah Mysticism (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2005); Rachel Elior, The 
Three Temples: On the Emergence of Jewish Mysticism (trans. David Louvish; 
Oxford: The Littman Library of Jewish Civilization, 2004); Vita Daphna Arbel, 
Beholders of Divine Secrets: Mysticism and Myth in the Hekhalot and Merkavah 
Literature (Albany: State University of New York Press, 2003); Naomi Janowitz, 
Icons of Power: Ritual Practices in Late Antiquity (University Park: Pennsylvania 
State University Press, 2002); James R. Davila, Descenders to the Chariot: The People 
behind the Hekhalot Literature (JSJSup 70; Leiden: Brill, 2001); Rebecca Lesses, 
Ritual Practices to Gain Power: Angels, Incantations, and Revelation in Early Jewish 
Mysticism (Harrisburg, Penn.: Trinity Press International, 1998); Ithamar 
Gruenwald, Apocalyptic and Merkavah Mysticism (Leiden: Brill, 1980). 

76 See especially Ben Dov, Head of All Years; James H. Charlesworth, “Jewish 
Interest in Astrology during the Hellenistic and Roman Period,” ANRW II 20.2: 
926–51. 

77 See recently Gideon Bohak, Ancient Jewish Magic: A History (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2008); Todd E. Klutz, ed., Magic in the Biblical World: 
From the Rod of Aaron to the Ring of Solomon (London: T&T Clark, 2003); Attilio 
Mastrocinque, From Jewish Magic to Gnosticism (STAC 24; Tübingen: Mohr 
Siebeck, 2005); Esther Eshel, “Genres of Magical Texts in the Dead Sea Scrolls,” in 
Demons: The Demonology of Israelite-Jewish and Early Christian Literature in Context 
of their Environment (ed. A. Lange, H. Lichtenberger, and K. F. D. Römheld; 
Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2003), 395–415; Florentino García Martínez, “Magic in 
the Dead Sea Scrolls,” in The Metamorphosis of Magic from Late Antiquity to the 
Early Modern Period (ed. Jan N. Bremmer and J. R. Veenstra; Leuven: Peeters, 
2002), 13–33; Michael Swartz, “The Dead Sea Scrolls and Later Jewish Magic and 
Mysticism,” DSD 8 (2001): 182–93; Armin Lange, “The Essene Position on Magic 
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Jewish textual traditions such as the Heikhalot corpora, the Slavonic 
pseudepigrapha,80 and other related works81—I do not attempt to offer a 
comprehensive synthesis of how the Qumran texts indicate the presence 
of related forms of knowledge and praxis among the Yah [ad. Each of 
these is an important and, for the most part, not well understood, 
phenomenon, and a full assessment of their interrelations remains a 
desideratum. 

THE STRUCTURE OF THIS BOOK 

Chapter 2 presents the theoretical and methodological foundations of 
this study. It comprises three main topics that are all interrelated, and 
each includes both general discussion as well as its specific relevance to 

                                                
and Divination,” in Legal Texts and Legal Issues: Proceedings of the Second Meeting of 
the International Organization for Qumran Studies, Cambridge 1995 (ed. Moshe 
Bernstein, Florentino García Martínez, and John Kampen; STDJ 23; Leiden: Brill, 
1997), 377–435; Philip S. Alexander, “Wrestling against Wickedness in High 
Places: Magic in the Worldview of the Qumran Community,” in The Scrolls and 
the Scriptures: Qumran Fifty Years After (ed. Stanley E. Porter and Craig A. Evans; 
JSPSup 26; Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 1997), 318–37; W. J. Lyons and A. 
M. Reimer, “The Demonic Virus and Qumran Studies: Some Preventative 
Measures,” DSD 5 (1998): 16–32. 

78 See most recently Mladen Popovi , Reading the Human Body: Physiognomics 
and Astrology in the Dead Sea Scrolls and Hellenistic-Early Roman Period Judaism 
(STDJ 67; Leiden: Brill, 2007); Philip S. Alexander, “Physiognomy, Initiation, and 
Rank in the Qumran Community,” in Geschichte—Tradition—Reflexion: Festschrift 
für Martin Hengel zum 70. Geburtstag (ed. H. Cancik, Herman Lichtenberger, and 
Peter Schäfer; Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 1996), 385–94. 

79 There have been few attempts in recent years to link Qumran with 
Gnostic texts and movements, though in earlier years there was more enthusiasm 
for such an endeavor. See for example Bo Reicke, “Traces of Gnosticism in the 
Dead Sea Scrolls?” NTS 1 (1954): 137–41; Menahem Mansoor, “The Nature of 
Gnosticism in Qumran,” in Le origini dello gnosticismo: Colloquio di Messina 13–18 
Aprile 1966 (ed. U. Bianchi; SHR 12; Leiden: Brill, 1970), 389–400; H. Ringgren, 
“Qumran and Gnosticism,” in the same volume, 379–84; Ithamar Gruenwald, 
From Apocalypticism to Gnosticism: Studies in Apocalypticism, Merkavah Mysticism 
and Gnosticism (BEATAJ 14; Frankfurt: Peter Lang, 1988); Birger Pearson, 
“Gnosticism,” EDSS 1.313–17. 

80 For a recent treatment and comprehensive bibliography of the Slavonic 
pseudepigrapha see A. Orlov, From Apocalypticism to Merkabah Mysticism: Studies 
in the Slavonic Pseudepigrapha (JSJSup 114; Leiden: Brill, 2007). 

81 Such as the Sefer ha-Razim, Sefer Yes [ira,  and the Asatir. 
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Qumran: (1) Esotericism as a useful heuristic framework for interpreting 
the contents and context of the Scrolls, especially with its emphasis on 
esoteric knowledge, secrecy, and transmission; (2) Sectarianism in early 
Judaism and in the Qumran Scrolls; (3) Discourse theory and the 
“discourses of Qumran,” with special attention to Carol Newsom’s 
recent book, The Self as Symbolic Space: Constructing Identity and 
Community at Qumran.82 

The third chapter provides an account of pre-Qumran conceptions of 
“mysteries” and secrets, in part to set the stage for the task of mapping 
out the relevant Qumran materials. I should state at this point that I have 
tried to avoid the genealogical fallacy that has often plagued studies of 
this sort, viz. that earlier concepts have a direct connection to later ones, 
and that we can simply “connect the dots” from one text to another. 
Moreover, I wish to contextualize the primary biblical and pseud-
epigraphical texts that bear on the investigation by calling attention also 
to important parallels in ancient Near Eastern and (some) Hellenistic 
works—especially when these pertain to ideas about “mystery,” secrecy, 
and esotericism. I have attempted to limit such comparative material to 
those examples that will help to illuminate the Qumran texts.83  

Turning in full to the Qumran manuscripts themselves in chapter 4, I 
deal with the lexicographical and philological issues attending the use of 
“mystery” in the Scrolls. For example, I ask questions such as, How are 
words combined to form new terms or ideas? Are phrases like hyhn zr 
technical terms? What verbs accompany the use of mystery terminology? 
The purpose of this section is to establish the conceptual values and 
semantic ranges of the various terms, and to present a catalog of word 
pairings, accompanying verbs, and syntactical patterns that can provide 
a sort of key to “mystery” language in the Qumran Scrolls. In short, this 
chapter forms the linguistic basis for the more constructive analysis that 
follows in chapter 5. 

In chapter 5 I apply the heuristic model of the three religious 
discourses—prophetic, sapiential, and priestly—toward an evaluation of 
                                                

82 Carol Newsom, The Self as Symbolic Space: Constructing Identity and 
Community at Qumran (STDJ 52; Leiden: Brill, 2004). 

83  I am aware that my use of cross-cultural material as “background” to 
Qumran carries the danger mentioned above in relation to using Jewish material 
to construct the “background” of earliest Christianity. Perhaps I wish to have it 
both ways, but I hope I have been clear and selective enough in the way I use 
these materials to avoid this methodological error. It is primarily the social 
contexts of late Babylonian and early Jewish priestly-scribalism that gives rise to 
the phenomenological comparison—and not merely the linguistic/conceptual 
parallels that can be found there. 
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the function of mystery language in the Qumran Scrolls, focusing 
especially on the undisputed sectarian texts like the Damascus Document, 
the Community Rule, the Hodayot, and the pesharim, as well as Mysteries, 
the Songs of the Sabbath Sacrifice, and others. While these different 
discourses provide helpful categories by which to characterize the 
various ways in which mystery language is deployed in the texts most 
closely related to the Yah [ad, the distinctions among them are, in the end, 
somewhat artificial given the generic and thematic boundary-crossing to 
be observed in late Second Temple Jewish texts and traditions. 

The final chapter provides a summary of my investigation and an 
attempt to integrate my findings into an overall idea of the “Vision, 
Knowledge, and Worship” of the Yah [ad This conclusion takes into 
account the functions of each of these themes in relation to Qumran ideas 
about “mystery,” attitudes toward secrecy, practices of religious ritual, 
and communal self-understanding as constituted by esoteric knowledge. 

 



 

 



 

 

 

 
-35- 

 
 
 

CHAPTER TWO 
 
 

ESOTERICISM, SECTARIANISM, 
AND RELIGIOUS DISCOURSES  

 
 

The book written in nature evokes the Tradition 
transmitted since the beginning and confided to the 
safekeeping of initiates: hidden and venerable book 
that shines in fragments scattered here and there. 

Maurice Blanchot 
 
 

ESOTERIC KNOWLEDGE AND SECRECY 

In recent years there has been increasing scholarly interest in secrecy and 
the social, political, and religious dimensions of secrecy and secret 
knowledge. In the words of Ann Williams Duncan, who published a 
bibliographic essay devoted to the topic in a special focus issue of the 
Journal for the American Academy of Religion,  

The events of the early twenty-first century have led to a resurgence of 
interest in the public and private expression of religion and the role of 
secrecy in religious traditions. In modern incarnations and throughout 
history, claims to secret knowledge, the limitations of knowledge of the 
divine, and private or secrete [sic] religious activities have existed in all 
types of religious traditions. From long-standing mystical traditions in 
Abrahamic faiths to smaller groups such as Theosophists, secrecy 
touches on many aspects of religious experience. Sociologists, 
anthropologists, political theorists, historians, and theologians have

                                                
  Epigraph is from Maurice Blanchot, “The Book to Come,” in The Book to 

Come (trans. Charlotte Mandel; Stanford, Calif.: Stanford University Press, 2003), 
228. 
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undertaken studies of religion and secrecy in general and in reference to 
particular traditions and localities.1 

Several recent studies have examined various aspects of secret 
knowledge in the broader context of ancient Near Eastern religious and 
cultural traditions, and some attempts have been made to trace out lines 
of continuity with biblical texts, the Qumran Scrolls and other Jewish 
and Christian corpora of antiquity.2 The category of “secret knowledge” 

                                                
1 Ann Williams Duncan, “Religion and Secrecy: A Bibliographic Essay,” 

JAAR 74 (2006): 469–82, here 469. Other recent contributions that are especially 
relevant to the present study include Hans G. Kippenberg and Guy Stroumsa, 
eds., Secrecy and Concealment: Studies in the History of Mediterranean and Near 
Eastern Religions (SHR 65; Leiden: Brill, 1995); Kees W. Bolle, ed., Secrecy in 
Religions (SHR 49; Leiden: Brill, 1987). 

2 Regarding the varieties and uses of secret knowledge in ancient Near 
Eastern literature, see Alan Lenzi, Secrecy and the Gods: Secret Knowledge in Ancient 
Mesopotamia and Biblical Israel (SAAS 19; Winona Lake, Ind.: Eisenbrauns, 2008) 
and the extensive bibliography cited there. See especially his first chapter for a 
lengthy review of the history of scholarship in this area, which includes 
discussion of the more recent controversies about secrecy and esotericism in 
ancient Mesopotamian texts and social contexts. See also Scott Noegel, Nocturnal 
Ciphers: The Allusive Language of Dreams in the Ancient Near East (AOS 89; New 
Haven, Conn.: American Oriental Society, 2007), esp. 11–88 and 113–82; Paul-
Alain Beaulieu, “New Light on Secret Knowledge in Late Babylonian Culture,” 
ZAVA 82 (1992): 98–99; Simo Parpola, “The Assyrian Tree of Life: Tracing the 
Origins of Jewish Monotheism and Greek Philosophy,” JNES 52 (1993): 169; 
idem, “Mesopotamian Astrology and Astronomy as Domains of the 
Mesopotamian ‘Wisdom,’” in Die Rolle der Astronomie in den Kulturen 
Mesopotamiens: Beiträge zum 3. Grazer Morgenländischen Symposium (23–27 
September 1991) (ed. H. D. Galter; GMS 3; Graz, 1993), 47–59; idem “Monotheism 
in Ancient Assyria,” in One God or Many? Concepts of Divinity in the Ancient World 
(ed. Bezalel N. Porter; TCBAI 1; Chebeague, Maine: Casco Bay Assyriological 
Institute, 2000), 165–209; H. Limet, “Le Secret et Les Écrits: Aspects du 
L’Ésotericisme en Mésopotamie Ancienne,” in Les Rites d’Initiation: Actes du 
Colloque de Liege et de Louvain-la-Neuve, 20–21 Novembre 1984 (ed. H. Limet and J. 
Ries; Louvain-la-Neuve: Centre d’Histoire des Religions, 1986), 243–54; J. G. 
Westenholz, “Thoughts on Esoteric Knowledge and Secret Lore,” in Intellectual 
Life of the Ancient Near East: Papers Presented at the 43rd Rencontre assyriologique 
internationale; Prague, July 1–5, 1996 (ed. J. Prosecky; Prague: Academy of Sciences 
of the Czech Republic Oriental Institute, 1998), 451–62; B. Pongratz-Leisten, 
Herrschaftwissen in Mesopotamien: Formen der Kommunikation zwischen Gott und 
König im 2. und 1. Jahrtausend v. Chr. (SAAS 10; Helsinki: The Neo-Assyrian Text 
Corpus Project, 1999); Alisdair Livingstone, Mystical and Mythological Explanatory 
Works of Assyrian and Babylonian Scholars (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1986). 
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is empirically ubiquitous in human social life, and it should not come as 
a surprise that we might find it also in biblical and biblically-related 
literature.3 Indeed, this may reflect a fundamental human reality that 
resides at the nexus between personal and social life, as “the repeated 
emphasis on the category of the mystery in the religious domain is an 
extension of the more general emphasis on concealment that is so 
essential to our disclosure in the realm of intersubjectivity.”4 

Given the fact that a secret, or secrecy itself, presumes some claim to 
special knowledge, there is always a corollary set of epistemological 
issues that need sorting out. Scholars of Second Temple Judaism have 
tended to counterpose the epistemologies found in various wisdom 
discourses, especially the more traditional empirical wisdom of 
observation, study, and contemplation (such as Proverbs, Ahiqar, Sirach)5 
and the revealed wisdom at home in priestly and apocalyptic milieux 
(Daniel, 1 Enoch, 4QInstruction, etc.).6 While such dichotomies are 

                                                
3 See for example Chaim Cohen, “Was the P Document Secret?” JANESCU 

1/2 (1968/69): 39–44, in which Cohen argues that the Priestly source shows clear 
similarities to a priestly ritual text from Babylon, which itself contains an explicit 
reference to the necessity of keeping the contents of the priestly knowledge 
secret. 

4 Elliot Wolfson, “Introduction,” in Rending the Veil: Concealment and Secrecy 
in the History of Religions (ed. Elliot R. Wolfson; New York: Seven Bridges Press, 
1999), 2. 

5 Even these categorizations have come under increasing scrutiny, and we 
may see, for example, that texts like Sirach are perhaps more closely aligned with 
portions of 1 Enoch and other texts than has usually been assumed. See Randall 
Argall, 1 Enoch and Sirach: A Comparative Literary and Conceptual Analysis of the 
Themes of Revelation, Creation and Judgment (EJL 8; Atlanta: Scholars Press, 1995); 
Annette Yoshiko Reed, Fallen Angels and the History of Judaism and Christianity: 
The Reception of Enochic Literature (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
2005). As Reed states, “in terms of socio-historical context, the Wisdom of ben 
Sira ironically exhibits more continuity with the Book of the Watchers than the Book 
of Dreams and Epistle of Enoch …” and that “ben Sira’s attitude towards 
apocalyptic epistemology is best seen as part of an internal debate within a single 
discourse of priestly scribalism” (60). See also Benjamin G. Wright III, “Putting 
the Puzzle Together: Some Suggestions Concerning the Social Location of the 
Wisdom of Ben Sira,” in Conflicted Boundaries in Wisdom and Apocalypticism (ed. 
Benjamin G. Wright III and Lawrence M. Wills; SBLSS 35; Atlanta: Society of 
Biblical Literature, 2005), 89–112, and the bibliography he cites in this article. 

6 See recently Matthew Goff, Discerning Wisdom; Reed, Fallen Angels and the 
History of Judaism and Christianity, chapter 1, “Angelic Descent and Apocalyptic 
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increasingly called into question—or at least further problematized—and 
need to be approached cautiously, it is the case that many of the texts 
from Qumran display elements of the latter category, insofar as special 
knowledge is often characterized as originating in a moment of 
revelation, whether in the form of a vision, a heavenly tour, a ritual 
experience, or the reception of books that convey heavenly knowledge. 
Such knowledge is often described by scholars as “esoteric,” as in the 
following: 

We know much about esoteric traditions in Palestinian Judaism, both 
among the Pharisees and the Essenes. … Jewish esotericism has its own 
roots in apocalyptic literature, in texts which often claim to reveal the 
divine secrets. It is further reflected in the Dead Sea Scrolls, in particular 
in their insistence on “secrets” (sod, raz).7 

Indeed, in apocalyptic discourses “lists of revealed things”8 play a 
central role, and constitute, at least in part, “esoteric knowledge 
concerning man, nature, and the cosmos [that] did not remain hidden for 
all of mankind but was revealed to some special individuals through 
heavenly mediation.”9 According to this broad distinction (however we 
may end up distributing the representative texts), empirical or 
observation-based modes of wisdom are by nature not secret or 
esoteric—they are in principle available to human beings generally—
whereas revealed wisdom holds the capacity for secrecy and esotericism 
in its very modes of apprehension and transmission.10 If we add to this 

                                                
Epistemology: The Teachings of Enoch and the Fallen Angels in the Book of the 
Watchers”; Collins, “The Mysteries of God.” 

7 Stroumsa, Hidden Wisdom, 4–5. Elsewhere Stroumsa makes a similar 
statement: “Such vocables as sod or raz, for instance, which appear time and 
again in the Qumran texts, seem to refer to a mysterium of sorts, difficult to define 
precisely, but in any case esoteric by nature” (“From Esotericism to Mysticism in 
Early Christianity,” in Secrecy and Concealment: Studies in the History of 
Mediterranean and Near Eastern Religions [ed. Hans G. Kippenberg and Guy G. 
Stroumsa; SHR 65; Leiden: Brill, 1995], 294). 

8 See the oft-cited article by Michael Stone, “Lists of Revealed Things in 
Apocalyptic Literature,” in Magnalia Dei: The Mighty Acts of God: Essays on the 
Bible and Archaeology in Memory of G. Ernest Wright (ed. Frank Moore Cross, 
Werner E. Lemke, and Patrick D. Miller, Jr.; Garden City, N.Y.: Doubleday, 1976), 
414–54 

9 Popovi , Reading the Human Body, 221–22. 
10 Ithamar Gruenwald, “The Jewish Esoteric Literature in the Time of the 

Mishnah and Talmud,” Immanuel 4 (1974): 37–46, which includes a discussion 
about the esotericism of Jewish apocalyptic literature. Some apocalyptic texts, 
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the more specific role of “mantic wisdom” in apocalyptic strains of 
Judaism, including those represented in the Qumran Scrolls, the 
specialized divinatory skills of the mantic sage further suggest an 
esoteric framework.11 

The social or ethical dimensions of secrecy are another crucial part of 
any attempt to explain the use of mystery language in the Scrolls. In this 
sense, a secret is information that is “intentionally hidden” to prevent 
those outside the in-group from “possessing it, making use of it, or 
revealing it.”12 But a secret in the religious sense is not merely some piece 
of information, but is, as Georg Simmel asserted in his seminal study of 
secrecy, “the hiding of realities by negative or positive means” in order 
to constitute a new and different reality, “a second world alongside the 
manifest world” where “the latter is decisively influenced by the 
former.”13 But surely even with this definition of a “secret” we may make 
a further distinction between religious secrets—what a given religious 
group may consider part of its private domain of knowledge, practice, 
and experience—and religious “mysteries,” which usually entail the 
conjunction of esoteric knowledge and ritual practice within a specific 
group of insiders. 

                                                
like chapter 2 of the book of Daniel, portray revealed wisdom in a way that is 
ostensibly not esoteric or secretive; see Alan Lenzi, “Secrecy, Textual Legit-
imation, and Inter-Cultural Polemics in the Book of Daniel,” CBQ 71 (2009): 330–
48. I would like to thank Dr. Lenzi for making this article available to me before 
its publication. 

11 On “mantic wisdom” in Second Temple Judaism see especially H. -P. 
Müller, “Mantische Weisheit und Apokalyptik,” in Congress Volume: Uppsala 1971 
(VTSup 22; Leiden: Brill, 1972), 268–93; idem, “Magisch-mantische Weisheit und 
die Gestalt Daniels,” UF 1 (1969): 79–94; James C. VanderKam, “Mantic Wisdom 
in the Dead Sea Scrolls,” DSD 4 (1997): 336–53; Andreas Bedenbender (“Jewish 
Apocalypticism: A Child of Mantic Wisdom?” Henoch 24 [2002]: 189–96) argues 
that there is very little solid evidence relating Jewish apocalypticism to the 
mantic practices of ancient Babylonian diviners; Bedenbender prefers the term 
“revealed wisdom” to “mantic wisdom.” See also the chapter on “Mantological 
Exegesis” in Michael Fishbane, Biblical Interpretation in Ancient Israel (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 1985), 445–505. 

12 Sissela Bok, Secrets: On the Ethics of Concealment and Revelation (New York: 
Vintage, 1989), 5, 6. 

13 The Sociology of Georg Simmel (tr. and ed. K. H. Wolff; Glencoe, Ill.: Free 
Press, 1950), 330. See also Michael Barkun, “Religion and Secrecy After 
September 11,” JAAR 74 (2006): 277, where he discusses this same topic. 
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Kees W. Bolle has rightly noted that there is nothing remarkable 
about secrecy insofar as “there are communities or persons who know 
something that another one does not know,” and that this in itself would 
hardly be worth investigating. “Communicating facts of information or 
the refusal to do so becomes interesting only to the extent that it reflects 
a mystery central to human existence” or a tradition that “as a whole 
preserves the recollection of the central mysteries of creation, of life and 
death, of initiatory rites, or purpose and meaning, of ‘ultimate 
assumptions.’”14 Even after its secrets are revealed, “a religion’s mysteries 
remain. … By contrast, a mystery remains a mystery in plain sight, im-
pervious to logic, common sense, and ordinary powers of observation.”15  

A mystery is not simply some piece of hidden information, and thus 
something to be merely disclosed (by a deity or another human being) or 
registered cognitively. Rather it is something that presumes some inward 
knowledge that comes from a combination of tradition, contemplation, 
and experience—in other words, it is knowledge of a “reality” that is not 
immediately manifest and is therefore not easily perceptible to those 
who are outside the fold. Such knowledge itself is constructed and 
cultivated in apocalyptic literature by appeal to symbolic, mythological 
language, insider exegesis, and, perhaps in some cases, mystical 
experience and theurgic praxis. 

All this is not to say that mysteries are not also potential secrets. It 
seems that no matter which cultural/religious tradition one considers, 
appeals to mystery language are inherently bound up in the complex 
dynamic of secrecy and disclosure, whether in the theological or in the 
interpersonal sense. There can be no such thing as a secret without the 
potential for its disclosure—or at the very least, a secret loses its potency 
and rationale if disclosure is not always possible or imminent. The very 
appeal to a divine or human “mystery” itself presumes an unveiling, and 
such an appeal is usually also a claim to knowledge that is restricted to a 
particular group. If “the best way to keep a secret is not to talk or write 
about it,”16 i.e., if a secret loses its potential for disclosure, it also loses 
much of its theological and social force. 

The present book is devoted to exploring and mapping the territory 
of Qumran ideas about secrecy, mystery, and esoteric knowledge, and 
seeing whether such characterizations as given above are appropriate or 

                                                
14 Kees W. Bolle, “Secrecy in Religion,” in Secrecy in Religions (ed. Kees W. 

Bolle; SHR 49; Leiden: Brill, 1987), 2–3. 
15 Barkun, “Religion and Secrecy,” 278. 
16 Werner Kelber, “Narrative and Disclosure: Mechanisms of Concealing, 

Revealing, and Reveiling,” Semeia 43 (1988): 3 
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adequate to describe the relevant Qumran material.17 My assertion is that 
the secrets most guarded by the Qumran group are the ones that pertain 
to “mysteries,” and that there are other kinds of secrets that are distinct 
from the epistemological domain of “mystery.” This latter category 
might include, for example, sectarian halakhah, which is often 
characterized under the rubric of “hidden things” (twrtsn), though even 
this distinction is perhaps somewhat artificial given the relatively 
seamless and dynamic relationship between scriptural interpretation, 
religious experience, and other expressions of knowledge claims in 
Qumran texts. 

There were apparently different levels at which secrecy was 
operative within the Yah [ad, starting with the basic distinction between 
“Israel” and the “community of the renewed covenant.” The Community 
Rule states that 

1QS 8:11–14 

#y)l w)cmnw l)r#ym rtsnh rbd lwkw … 11 
dxyl hl) twyhbw vacat hgwsn xwr t)rym hl)m whrtsy l) #rwdh 12 

l)r#yb 
M# twnpl rbdml tkll lw(h y#nh b#wm Kwtm hl)h Mynwktb wldby 13 

18)h)wh Krd t) 
19wnyhwl)l hlsm hbr(b wr#y ’’’’ Krd wnp rbdmb bwtk r#)k 14 

11 … And every matter hidden from Israel but which has been found 
out by the  

12 Interpreter, he should not keep hidden [from those holy ones in the 
midst of the council of the men of the community] for fear of a spirit 
of desertion. vacat When such men as these come to the Yah [ad in 

                                                
17 Jonathan Z. Smith has rightly cautioned scholars (perhaps especially of 

religion) not to equate the “maps” we make—our cartographies by which we 
navigate worlds we do not inhabit—with the “territories” they reflect, and to 
retain a healthy sense of the distance between ourselves and the thing we are 
attempting to describe. Only this can help us to avoid the tendency toward 
reification of our subject matter, subjects we know only as objects manipulated 
by our imaginations. See especially Smith’s “Map is Not Territory,” in Map is Not 
Territory: Studies in the History of Religions (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 
1993), 289–309. 

18 4Q259 (4QSe) has the variant tm)h Krd in this position. 
19 Text from Alison Schofield, From Qumran to the Yah [ad. A critical text that 

incorporates all the manuscripts can be found in an appendix at the end of her 
book. 
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Israel,   
13 they will separate, upholding these things, from among the dwelling 

of the men of iniquity, in order to go to the wilderness, there to 
prepare the way of truth,  

14 as it is written, “In the wilderness prepare the way of the LORD, make 
straight in the desert a highway for our God” (Isaiah 40:3). 

At the most elemental level there was knowledge shared by the entire 
community that was “hidden from Israel” at large.20 One puzzling aspect 
of this injunction is that it suggests a scenario in which knowledge was 
shared equally among the members of the group—i.e. that the 
epistemological domain of the sect was not internally exclusive or 
hierarchical but communitarian in nature, even if the organizational 
structure was hierarchical and internally exclusive.21 

Another passage from the Community Rule seems to convey the same 
idea, namely that knowledge was corporately derived and communally 
shared: 

1QS 6:8–10 

Mynqzhw hnw#rl wb#y Mynhwkh wnwktb #y) Mybrh b#wml Krsh hzw … 8 
r)#w tyn#b 

r#) rbdw hc( lwklw +p#ml wl)#y Nkw wnwktb #y) wb#y M(h lwk 9 
w(dm t) #y) by#hl Mybrl hyhy 

 … dxyh tc(l 10 

8 … This is the rule for the session of the Many. Each one by his 
measure (or rank): the priests will sit down first, the elders next, and 
the remainder  

9 of all the people will sit down in order of measure. And following the 
same system they will be questioned with regard to judgment, all 
counsel and any matter referred to the Many, so that each can impart 
his knowledge  

10 to the council of the community … 

                                                
20 Josephus says of the Essenes (J.W. 2.141) that they swear oaths “to conceal 

nothing from the members of the sect and to report none of their secrets to 
others, even though tortured to death” (kai\ mh&te kru/yein ti tou_v ai9retista_v mh&q’ 
e9te/roiv au0tw~n ti mhnu/sein, ka2n me/xri qana&tou tiv bia&zhtai). 

21 As Mladen Popovi  notes, “It is good group maintenance to erect 
boundaries against the outside world, but it seems improbable that nothing was 
kept hidden from other sectarians, although this ideal may have been held in 
high regard” (“Physiognomic Knowledge in Qumran and Babylonia,” DSD 13 
[2006]: 174). 
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On the other hand, there appear to have been levels of secrecy—or 
gradations of authority that corresponded to the degrees of esoteric 
knowledge attained by different members—within the community itself. 
Elsewhere the Community Rule states: 

1QS 5:23–24 

 #y) lwkh (m#hl 22wy#(mw wlk# ypl wh(r ynpl #y) Krsb Mbtkw 23 
twyhlw  lwdgl N+qh wh(rl 

Mwtw wlk# ypl #y) twl(hl hn#b hn# 23Mhy#(mw Mxwr t) Mdqwp 24 
wtyww(nk wrx)lw wkrd 

23 [Those who freely volunteer to join the community] will be enrolled 
by rank, one before the other, each according to his insight and his 
deeds, in such a way that each one obeys another, the junior and the 
senior.  

24 And their spirit and their deeds must be tested, year after year, in 
order to upgrade each one to the extent of his insight and the 
perfection of his path, or to demote him according to his failings. 

Furthermore, the Maskil is to have “acquired all insight (lk#h lwk) that 
has been gained according to the periods … and he should separate and 
weigh the sons of Zadok according to their spirits … and promote [each 
one] according to his intellect” (1QS 9:13–16). This passage culminates in 
what appears to be a kind of credo or epitome of the Maskil’s (and the 
community’s) purpose, a statement I discuss in additional detail in 
chapter 5: “He should lead them with knowledge and in this way teach 
them the mysteries of wonder and truth (tm)w )lp yzr) in the midst of 
the men of the community, so that they walk perfectly, one with another, 
in all that has been revealed to them” (1QS 9:18–19).24 

It appears then that while there may in fact have been hierarchies of 
knowledge within the Yah [ad—and opportunities to change positions 
based on the acquisition of new or superior levels of knowledge or 
insight—it was also the case that individual members were expected to 
contribute their own advances in understanding to the collectivity as a 
whole (but perhaps only under schematized and controlled 

                                                
22 4Q258 (4QSd) includes hrwtb to read “his works in/of torah” 
23 See previous note. The copyist of 4Q258 seems to want to clarify just what 

kind of works are being described. 
24 See chapter 4 for extended discussion of the Maskil and his/their role 

among the Yah [ad. 
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circumstances25). The resulting deposit of secret knowledge, all of which 
was to have been apprehended at least by the Maskil (if not by other 
community leaders), was the totality of those things known by the 
community and unknown to the world at large. Thus, this strictly 
hierarchical and secretive group could simultaneously have reinforced 
the internal structure of the community, given to its members each his 
own role in contributing to the collective task of learning and 
understanding, and solidified its position vis-à-vis the outside world.26 

The nature of the esoteric knowledge of the Yah [ad was manifold.27 
On the one hand, true knowledge was considered to be “revealed” in 
some fashion or another. Members of the community were actively 
involved in the derivation of new forms of understanding and insight—
they were interpreters of revelation, and, for them, it appears that to 
interpret correctly was itself a way of generating newly revealed 
knowledge. In other words, revelation, for them, could come in many 
forms, and they understood themselves to be in the business of 
“receiving” new revelations through study and interpretation. 

But the literary-prophetic task was not the only form of revelation 
embraced by the Yah [ad. Some representations of religious experience, 
whether related to liturgical praxis or not, reflect the tone of the 
prophetic tradition in which a solitary figure (an “I”) recounts his own 
experience of revelation—an experience of “seeing” or “hearing” (or 
having his “ears opened”) something otherwise unknown to the human 
world. In this regard some of the poetic-liturgical texts—like the Hodayot 
and Barkhi Nafshi—come to mind. In these texts it is perhaps the 
“experience” of revelation—or the revelation that comes with the 
experience—that leads to new knowledge.  

                                                
25 It is difficult to reconcile statements like this—statements that reflect the 

possibility of “upward mobility”—with the rather extreme brand of determinism 
also present in the sectarian scrolls, namely the “lot” (lrwg) of each individual 
member and the use of physiognomy to establish the distribution of parts of light 
and darkness. In any case, one’s position in the Yah [ad was likely not based on 
some predetermined system of hierarchy or ranking, but was based on one’s 
knowledge relative to other (non-Maskil) members (it was not as if one could 
move from being a “green belt” to a “black belt”—thanks to Molly Zahn for this 
perceptive analogy). 

26 “In the first place, esoteric secrecy serves to defend and strengthen the 
identity of a small, distinctive group. The more restricted and distinguishable a 
group, the more likely is the occurrence of esoteric secrecy. … Esoteric secrecy 
thrives in and on isolation” (Kelber, “Narrative and Disclosure,” 5). 

27 What follows here is just a brief description; these statements are 
elaborated more fully below, and in chapters 5 and 6. 
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Additionally there is the strong theme of esoteric wisdom in the 
Qumran Scrolls, of knowledge rooted in the reception of, reflection 
upon, and integration of specially revealed information about human 
nature, creation, cosmic structures, and so on. Such a theme takes up in 
various ways the traditions found in the Enochic works and the book of 
Daniel, as well as other Aramaic texts preserved in the Qumran caves 
including the physiognomic, astrological, and magico-medical texts 
(such as 4Q561, 4Q318, 4Q186, and 4Q510–11). 

ESOTERICISM 

Scholars of early Judaism often refer to certain aspects of Qumran and 
other apocalyptic literature as “esoteric,” but they typically do not give a 
clear definition of what they take “esoteric” to mean.28 The general usage 
implies a restricted or elite context in which recondite information is 
generated and preserved, but there are other associations with the term 
that require a more sustained attempt at a definition. Furthermore, we 
must inquire whether there is a distinction to be made between the 
category of “esoteric knowledge” and the social phenomenon of 
“esotericism.”29 
                                                

28 An example is Paul Owen, “The Relationship of Eschatology to Esoteric 
Wisdom in the Jewish Pseudepigraphal Apocalypses,” in Of Scribes and Sages: 
Early Jewish Interpretation and Transmission of Scripture. Vol. 1: Ancient Versions and 
Traditions (ed. Craig A. Evans; LSTS 50; London: T&T Clark, 2004), 122–33. 

29 The word “esotericism” was first used in French in 1828: “l’ésotérisme” 
was coined by Jacques Matter in his Histoire du gnosticisme; see Pierre Riffard, 
L’ésotérisme (Paris: Payot, 1990), 63–137. To be sure, matters of esoterica have long 
been pursued in the context of learning and scholarship, but it is only since the 
nineteenth century that an academic discourse regarding esotericism has existed. 
Esotericism as a social phenomenon has recently become an object of heightened 
scholarly inquiry, catalyzed in part by Edward Tiryakian’s essay “Toward the 
Sociology of Esoteric Culture,” American Journal of Sociology 78 (1972): 491–512. 
The term “esotericism,” however useful, is a scholarly construct to be used for 
heuristic purposes. “‘Esotericism’ does not exist as an object. ‘Esotericism’ exists 
only in the heads of scholars, who classify objects in [a] meaningful way to 
themselves, in order to analyse processes of European [or another] cultural 
history. Put differently: definitions are tools of interpretation; they should not be 
used essentially.” For this reason von Stuckrad prefers to speak of “the esoteric” 
rather than of “esotericism,” i.e. to avoid giving the impression that it represents 
a “coherent doctrine or clearly defined body of tradition,” yet he continues to use 
the category “esotericism” (Kocku von Stuckrad, Western Esotericism: A Brief 
History of Secret Knowledge [trans. N. Goodrick-Clarke; London: Equinox, 2005], 
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In his important essay, “Toward the Sociology of Esoteric Culture” 
Edward Tiryakian defined esoteric matters in the following way: 

By “esoteric” I refer to those religiophilosophic belief systems which 
underlie techniques and practices; that is, it refers to the more 
comprehensive cognitive mappings of nature and the cosmos, the 
epistemological and ontological reflections of ultimate reality, which 
mappings constitute a stock of knowledge that provides the ground for 
occult procedures. . . . But a crucial aspect of esoteric knowledge is that 
it is a secret knowledge of the reality of things, of hidden truths, handed 
down, frequently orally and not all at once, to a relatively small number 
of persons who are typically ritually initiated by those already holding 
this knowledge.30 

Nearly every aspect of this definition of esotericism applies to the textual 
material from Qumran, and to the supposed group/s responsible for the 
production and use of many of those texts. There is concern not only for 

                                                
10). Dr. von Stuckrad was kind enough to send to me several of his unpublished 
works, for which I am grateful. I am indebted to von Stuckrad for his abundant 
scholarship, which has guided me into the broader field of esoteric studies. In his 
wide-ranging body of work, von Stuckrad has begun to elaborate what amounts 
to a new program for the study of esotericism using (and reformulating) a 
history of religions approach. The objects of von Stuckrad’s study have included 
the history of Jewish and Christian astrology (including some discussion of 
Qumran texts), Renaissance paganism, and modern Western Neoshamanism, 
among other esotericisms, and with its broad comparativist perspective his work 
can help to frame some of the issues encountered in the present study. To be 
sure, von Stuckrad himself is interacting with a field of scholarship that is wide-
ranging and broader that I am able to engage in the present study; I draw upon 
his work with the knowledge that his voice is one among many in the study of 
esotericism, but one that I trust to speak with a confidently articulated synthesis 
of this field. See for example his “Jewish and Christian Astrology in Late 
Antiquity—A New Approach,” Numen 47 (2000): 1–40, here 10–15; Frömmigkeit 
und Wissenschaft. Astrologie in Tanach, Qumran und frührabbinischer Literatur 
(Frankfurt: Peter Lang, 1996); Das Ringen um die Astrologie. Jüdische und christliche 
Beiträge zum antiken Zeitverständnis (RVV 49; Berlin: de Gruyter, 2000; 
“Reenchanting Nature: Modern Western Shamanism and Nineteenth-Century 
Thought,” JAAR 70 (2002): 771–99; Schamanismus und Esoterik. Kultur- und 
wissenschaftsgeschichtliche Betrachtungen (GTI 4; Leuven: Peeters, 2003); Geschichte 
der Astrologie. Von den Anfängen bis zur Gegenwart (rev. ed.; Munich: Beck, 2007), 
which has been translated into Spanish, Portugese, Italian, and English; Was ist 
Esoterik? Kleine Geschichte des geheimen Wissens (Munich: Beck, 2004), translated 
into English as Western Esotericism. 

30 Tiryakian, “Toward the Sociology of Esoteric Culture,” 265. 
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cosmology and the structural components of the universe, but also for 
their connection with human moral and ontological meaning; there is 
great preoccupation with proper “occult”31—and also cultic—procedures 
and the divine rationales that underlie them; and many of the Qumran 
texts most certainly display an attitude of secrecy, i.e. that there are 
hidden truths known only to the members of the elect group, those 
initiated into the sectarian conventicle(s). This is a “relatively small 
number of persons” who receive the secret knowledge by a process of 
transmission that goes—or is imagined by the sectarians to go—all the 
way back to the primeval past and to the ancestral heroes of Israel’s 
covenant with its God.32 

Some may object to the use of “esotericism” as a way to describe 
Qumran texts and social realities. Admittedly, the term does carry some 
baggage that makes its use problematic in this context. The category 
itself is artificially constructed from areas of overlap and similarity 
among comparative materials, i.e. it is a construct that is built up by 
observing texts and social trends that come from (sometimes vastly) 
different cultural, historical, and social locations. This means that the act 
of comparison itself must be accepted as a legitimate procedure that 
reveals something new and true about each of the comparanda, something 
that may become helpful in the interpretation of one or another of 
them.33 

The present investigation is rooted in an approach that gives pride of 
place to philology and historical criticism. But these are simply the tools I 
use to say something about the functions of secrecy and esoteric 
knowledge within the “discourses” of the Yah [ad, discourses that 
appropriate sapiential, prophetic, and priestly language and attempt to 
form a new synthesis of self-understanding. The broader conclusions of 

                                                
31 Usually practices associated with the “occult” include magic, theurgy, 

exorcism, astrology, and physiognomy, nearly all of which are attested in the 
Qumran Scrolls. We shall inquire below, however, whether we should imagine 
the same social setting for such texts and those that evidence a cultic or priestly 
background.  

32 See discussion below and in chapter 3, especially the sections on the 
Aramaic literature from Qumran. 

33 Or, as Jonathan Z. Smith states the matter, “A comparison is a disciplined 
exaggeration in the service of knowledge. It lifts out and strongly marks certain 
features within difference as being of possible intellectual significance, expressed 
in the rhetoric of their being ‘like’ in some stipulated fashion. Comparison 
provides the means by which we ‘re-vision’ phenomena as our data in order to 
solve our theoretical problems” (Drudgery Divine, 52). 
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the study, therefore, also bring the Qumran material into conversation 
with other areas of inquiry. While the “esotericism” label does come with 
some potential pitfalls, overall it serves well to illuminate important 
aspects—both particular and general—of the Qumran Scrolls, and the 
thought and practice of the Yah [ad.  

It would be difficult to argue, for example, that the following 
description of “esoteric discourse” would not apply to much of the 
Jewish apocalyptic literature of the Second Temple period, and especially 
the sectarian material from Qumran: 

What makes a discourse esoteric is the rhetoric of a hidden truth, which 
can be unveiled in a specific way and established contrary to other 
interpretations of the universe and history—often that of the 
institutionalized majority. Mediation may be conceived as such a 
means: the link between hidden and revealed knowledge, between 
transcendence and immanence, is frequently attributed to specific 
authorities—for example Hermes or Zoroaster—who act as mediators 
and place a “perfect” knowledge at the disposal of human beings. That 
eternal knowledge, the philosophia perennis, can be achieved by some 
distinguished persons even without mediation, but the notion of a chain 
of “initiates” and sages, who determine the course of revelation, is a 
recurrent motif in the history of esotericism from ancient times up until 
the present. This claim to knowledge is often combined with an 
emphasis on individual experience, wherein a seeker attains higher 
knowledge through extraordinary states of consciousness.34 

Another reason why some might wish to resist the esotericism 
framework is that it carries perhaps too strong a suggestion that there 
may have been magic, mysticism, and other “occult” beliefs and 
practices among the Yah [ad. Scholars of the Dead Sea Scrolls might be 
rightly nervous about a direct comparison between the Qumran 
materials and those of neo-Platonism, Pythagoreanism, Hermeticism, 
Gnosticism, Renaissance paganism, and New Age theosophism—all of 
which might fall into the category of esotericism35—especially when lines 
of influence are drawn from one to another. And yet, the problem is not 
one of kind but of definition and of degree: the fact remains that certain 
tendencies manifest themselves among sectarian and/or esoteric groups, 
and approaches based in comparative work can help to illumine the 
                                                

34 von Stuckrad, Western Esotericism, 10; his emphasis. 
35 The proliferation of “-isms” is itself telling, and underscores the fact that 

all of these categorizations are provisional and limited constructs for modeling 
and understanding an objectified reality that is rather removed from the scholar 
in time, place, and culture. 
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contours and contents of any given body of evidence. Even so, it is 
important to keep in mind that undeniable parallels between the various 
exempla of different brands of esotericism do not carry any necessary 
implications for across-the-board comparison. In other words, and to 
give a specific example, the ostensible rejection of most forms of  
“magic” at Qumran36 does not render the Scrolls unfit for comparison 
with other esoteric traditions in which magic is highlighted—it merely 
means that esotericism is (and must be) a relatively fluid category of 
description, and we must resist any temptation to carry the comparison 
too far.37 

There is still the question whether esoteric knowledge necessarily 
implies secrecy, whether something that originates in an esoteric milieu 
is by nature secret (Latin secretus = “to separate, divide”). These are 
indeed two different ways of characterizing a given item of knowledge, 
overlapping and yet with apparently distinct social contexts and 
purposes. Esoteric knowledge is knowledge supposedly derived from an 
esoteric setting—a setting that includes “an innermost circle of advanced 
or privileged students.”38 In its moment of origination it may be 
considered previously “hidden” (from human view in general), but it 
may or may not be considered “secret,” i.e. restricted, apart from the 
bare fact that it happens to be limited to those capable of grasping and 

                                                
36 See Lange, “The Essene Position on Magic and Divination.” Lange 

judiciously concludes that “since neither magic nor divination were completely 
rejected, even by Essenes, it can be concluded that the various phenomena 
described today as magic or divination were not understood by them as 
belonging to the same group of practices which they judged to be part of the 
dominion of Belial” (435). See also Lyons and Reimer, “The Demonic Virus”: 
“For the Qumran sectarians who created, preserved, and cherished these texts, 
nothing in them resembled magic or sorcery. These were simply texts that 
allowed them to deal with threats to their community, much as community 
discipline and purification rites dealt with various threats” (32). 

37 The construction of a taxonomy that is not overly rigid yet still 
heuristically useful can be seen in the work of scholars who have labored to 
elucidate the contours of ancient Jewish and Christian “apocalypses,” 
“apocalypticism,” and “apocalyptic worldviews.” See especially the voluminous 
work of John Collins (and others) in this area, whose symbolic beginning has 
become “Apocalypse: Toward the Morphology of a Genre,” and the entire issue 
of Semeia 14 (1979). 

38 J. G. Westenholz, “Thoughts on Esoteric Knowledge and Secret Lore,” 
451–62, here 452. Westenholz notes that the word “esoteric” comes from the 
Greek e\swterik-, the comparative of e1sw “within.” 
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dealing with the knowledge. Whatever the original purpose or scope of 
esoteric knowledge, it is always potentially secret, but this is a question 
that is determined by the status and use of esoteric knowledge in a given 
social setting. For esoteric knowledge to become secret it must be self-
consciously and formally restricted to a highly defined social group such 
as the Yah [ad.  

To give a specific example, apocalyptic texts are often deemed by 
scholars to convey “esoteric” matters, even though these may not be 
intended to be kept secret—on the contrary they are often meant to be 
publicized and shared beyond the “conventicles” in which they arise. 
The book of Daniel is a good example of this type of esotericism. 
Possibly assembled by an esoteric conclave of pious elites (the 
ma kîlîm?39), “there is no evidence that anyone ever guarded the book 
from outsiders. In fact, given the general message of the book, keeping it 
secret would have worked against its purpose.”40 The book may indeed 
betray a polemical stance toward the secret-keeping practices of the 
various Babylonian diviners, making the point that not only their gods 
but also their methods are incapable of revealing anything worth 
guarding in the first place. But already here we have made a distinction 
between the product of a particular group—a “book”—and the group 
                                                

39 It has long been a scholarly theory that the group behind the redaction of 
Daniel is related to the several mentions of the “wise ones” (Mylk#mh), such as in 
Dan 11:33–35; 12:3, 10. See Philip R. Davies, “Reading Daniel Sociologically,” in 
The Book of Daniel in the Light of New Findings (ed. A. S. van der Woude; BETL 106; 
Leuven: Leuven University, 1993), 345–61; John J. Collins, Daniel with an 
Introduction to Apocalyptic Literature (FOTL 20; Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1984), 
53; idem, Daniel (Hermeneia; Minneapolis: Fortress, 1993), 66–70. 

40 Lenzi, “Secrecy, Textual Legitimation, and Inter-Cultural Polemics.” 
Lenzi goes on to explain this remark: “From a critical perspective, therefore, 
these injunctions [to seal the book and keep it secret; Dan 8:26, 12:4, 9] must be 
considered a literary-rhetorical ploy to gain authority for the book and to deal 
with the problem of transmission created by the book’s choice of pseudonym. 
Concerning the latter: a putative neo-Babylonian/early Persian period mediator 
of divine secrets somehow had to pass his knowledge down to a late Hellenistic 
audience without that knowledge having ever become public in the intervening 
years. An injunction to seal and hide the words of his book is the final redactor’s 
literary attempt to rectify this chronological problem. As for gaining authority, 
secrecy in the Book of Daniel seems to be a rhetorical means to display the 
revelatory abilities of the Jewish deity and his mediator and thereby create 
legitimation and gain authority for the revelatory corpus as a whole. Thus, even 
if the Hellenistic Jewish readers considered themselves privileged readers of a 
secret revelatory corpus, there is no evidence from a critical perspective to 
consider the Book of Daniel historically as such.” 
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itself, and along with it the implicit assumption that if the book was 
public then the group must not have been secretive. But what do we 
really know about this group? And why should we assume that the book 
of Daniel represents the extent of its teachings? Could it not simply be 
the publicly disseminated teaching that derives from a larger store of 
secret, guarded, esoteric knowledge?  

I should clarify at this point what I consider to have been within the 
“esoteric domain” of Qumran, i.e. the overall stock of esoteric knowledge 
of the Qumran group. This is a complicated question, and any brief 
answer runs the risk of over-simplification, but the following can serve 
as the basic outline whose details will be filled out during the course of 
the study as a whole. The variety of non-biblical material from the 
Qumran caves is difficult to synthesize into a coherent explanatory 
model, and yet upon careful inspection there are some unifying features 
by which one might characterize the Qumran material as “esoteric” in 
nature, a characterization that is of course related to the oft-issued 
statement that the inhabitants of Qumran constituted an “apocalyptic 
community.”41 In the case of the Qumran group(s), at least some of the 
esoteric knowledge was also apparently secret, given the explicit 
statements to that effect as well as the presence of material encoded into 
several different cryptic scripts.42 

I stress again that I am approaching the Qumran Scrolls not as if they 
represent a single group at a single moment in time, but as a collection of 
texts taken to be valuable (if not all immediately useful) by a particular 
group of people whom I consider to be the Yah [ad. I am not interested as 
much in the groups behind, say, 1 Enoch, Aramaic Levi, and other texts, 
but in why the Yah [ad would be interested in texts like these. The brand of 
apocalyptic thought at Qumran was a kind of priestly scribalism that 
integrated aspects of previously existing wisdom and apocalypticism 
with a torah-centered covenantal theology. The corresponding body of 
knowledge represented by the Qumran Scrolls was part of an effort to 
acquire and employ total knowledge of the cosmos and history. 

If we take a composite definition derived from Tiryakian’s and von 
Stuckrad’s descriptions of esotericism as a guide, the following features 
of the Qumran material are worthy of note—regardless of whether 
specific to Qumran or not. Indeed, there are other aspects of esotericism 
that will play into the discussion as it unfolds here, but this provides a 
good starting point. 

                                                
41 See pages 8–9, n. 28. 
42 See Stephen Pfann, DJD 36. 
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1. The rhetoric of a previously hidden truth delivered by mediation 
by a specific authority. Examples: 1 Enoch, Visions of Amram, 
Genesis Apocryphon, Aramaic Levi, Jubilees, Pesher Habakkuk. 

2. The notion of a chain of “initiates” and sages who determine the 
course of revelation. Examples: Visions of Amram, Genesis 
Apocryphon, Aramaic Levi, Jubilees, 4QInstruction, Community 
Rule 

3. The claim that knowledge is combined with individual religious 
experience. Examples: 1 Enoch (Book of the Watchers, Epistle of 
Enoch, Birth of Noah pericope), Daniel, Hodayot, Community Rule 
(esp. column 11), Songs of the Sabbath Sacrifice, Self-Glorification 
Hymn , 4QInstruction, Mysteries. 

4. Comprehensive cognitive mappings of nature and the cosmos, 
and of the ontological reflections of ultimate reality. 
Examples: 1 Enoch (Book of the Watchers, Astronomical Book), 
Hodayot, physiognomies and astrologies (4Q186, 4Q318, 4Q561), 
Jubilees, Ages of Creation (4Q180–81), Treatise on the Two Spirits 
(1QS 3–4; 4QpapSa; 4QSb; 4QpapSc). 

5. Ritual initiation of new members by those already holding 
esoteric knowledge. Examples: Aramaic Levi, Community Rule, 
Damascus Document, Hodayot. 

This basic framework can be compared with the summary of 
Qumran esotericism provided by Jey Kanagaraj in his study of the 
Jewish mysticism of the Gospel of John. While he is not entirely clear 
about how he defines “esotericism,” his statement is apt nevertheless in 
the way it anticipates much of the present study: 

In sum, the zr passages in Qumran literature bring out the following 
elements as esoteric, which, at the same time, reflect a “mystical” 
character: (1) the knowledge of the divine order of creation, hidden for 
an ordinary human being but revealed to the initiates; (2) the splendour 
of God’s glory as perceived in the heavenly council and the name and 
glory of God in creation; (3) the right interpretation of Scripture that is 
made known only to whom God wills; (4) and the whole system of evil 
that works against God now, but which will be dealt with … when God 
will reveal his eschatological plan to him.43 

                                                
43 Jey Kanagaraj, Mysticism in the Gospel of John: An Inquiry into Its 

Background (JSNTSup 158; Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 1998), 101. 
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To consider one part of the collection, the presence in much of the 
Aramaic literature of material—stories, teachings, traditions—that 
describe the processes of revelation and transmission of esoteric 
knowledge is one good reason why these particular Aramaic writings 
were of value to the Qumran group despite its ostensible predilection for 
Hebrew as the language of the elect.44 Additionally, scientific texts such 
as the astronomical and physiognomic writings may actually constitute 
some of the content of esoteric knowledge that is passed along from one 
generation to the next. But again it is important to stress the distinction 
between the origins (and “original intent” or even “original audience”) 
of the various Aramaic texts and their reception and use among the 
Qumran sectarians. It is also important to stress that not all of the 
knowledge would have been current, useful, or even accepted as 
legitimate or representative.45 While the early Enochic works, for 
example, may derive initially from a priestly-scribal group at home in 
the Jerusalem Temple, such a possibility does not finally determine the 
social setting of these works as they are transmitted and interpreted by 
successive apocalyptically-oriented groups.46  

                                                
44 See chapter 3 for additional discussion of this issue. 
45 See the fascinating discussion by Michael Barkun in his A Culture of 

Conspiracy: Apocalyptic Visions in Contemporary America (Berkeley: University of 
California Press, 2003), 26–29. Describing the intersections between modern 
apocalyptic and conspiratorial modes of thinking, Barkun asserts that there is 
such a thing as “stigmatized knowledge” that is embraced by apocalypticists—
knowledge that includes forgotten knowledge, superseded knowledge, ignored 
knowledge, rejected knowledge, suppressed knowledge. I have John Collins to 
thank for this reference. Regarding the Astronomical Book, for instance, several 
scholars have argued that it reflects an “outdated” understanding of astronomy 
with respect to the surrounding Hellenistic environment. See Michael Stone, 
“Enoch, Aramaic Levi, and Sectarian Origins,” JSJ 19 (1988): 159–70; Ben Dov, 
Head of All Years, 245-50. 

46 Gabriele Boccaccini, Beyond the Essene Hypothesis, 77–78; Reed, Fallen 
Angels, 69: “The most salient features of [the Book of the Watchers and the 
Astronomical Book] are their self-conscious scribalism and their development of a 
unique type of wisdom that combined ‘scientific,’ exegetical, mythic, and ethical 
components. One cannot underestimate the economic and social preconditions 
for the cultivation of such learning, nor for the continued transmission of 
Mesopotamian lore alongside Israelite traditions. Together with the priestly 
interests of both apocalypses, these factors suggest that the production of the 
earliest Enochic writings fits most plausibly with scribes in the orbit of the 
Jerusalem Temple.” 
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Even if a given text may not have been esoteric when composed or 
compiled,47 it can be “esotericized” in its later reception and 
interpretation. In this way it seems that even the non-sectarian/pre-
sectarian texts helped the people of the Damascus Covenant and the 
Yah [ad to interpret not only their sacred traditions, but also themselves, in 
light of the great cultural, political and religious vicissitudes of the third 
to the first centuries B.C.E. If, as is often claimed, these people comprised 
a priestly community of scribal-intellectual elites, their store of esoteric 
knowledge went well beyond the material they themselves were 
composing—and yet it was to some extent crystallized into their own 
(apparently secret) complex religious and intellectual system.48 

Before proceeding it is worth considering an important observation 
by Moshe Halbertal on the nature of Jewish esotericism in general. He 

                                                
47 Reed, Fallen Angels, 67: “‘Scientific’ interests of the circles responsible for 

the Astronomical Book and the Book of the Watchers were probably only ‘esoteric’ 
insofar as they were scribal.” 

48 Take for example Philip Alexander’s statement: “The standard 
explanation of Qumranian interest in Enoch is that the Qumranians, in 
opposition to the Jerusalem priesthood, had adopted the Enochic solar calendar, 
and needed both the Enochic science and the authority of the Enochic literature 
to sustain its position,” a view that is itself “not without its problems.” 
Nevertheless, “the calendar may have been retained as an ideal model of time—a 
kind of model not unknown to modern science. It may have come to represent 
how time ideally should run, and perhaps would run in the future, when the 
natural order was no longer disturbed by evil. It is, of course, possible that as a 
community of scholars, the Qumranians valued the Enochic texts for their own 
sake as learned, and, indeed, edifying literature, without being too deeply 
influenced by them. But the simplest explanation is surely that Enoch features at 
Qumran because the circles who founded Qumran were linked in some way to 
the circles that studied the Enochic tradition. Enoch was part of their intellectual 
baggage. The Jerusalem Temple in the Second Temple period was probably a 
locus not just of ritual, but of a vigorous intellectual life, and may have housed a 
school or schools. This should, in principle, cause no surprise: great temples had 
from hoary antiquity been centres of learning in the Near East. Qumran was 
founded by renegade Jerusalem priests. The founders of Qumran were 
associated with the school, or the circle, in the Jerusalem Temple which had 
preserved and studied the Enochic literature, and they brought copies of the 
texts with them from there to Qumran” (“Enoch and the Beginnings of Jewish 
Interest in Natural Science,” in The Wisdom Texts from Qumran and the 
Development of Sapiential Thought [ed. Charlotte Hempel, Armin Lange, and 
Hermann Lichtenberger; BETL 159; Leuven: Leuven University Press, 2002], 223–
43, here 239–40). 
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points out a paradox that lies at the heart of esotericism, one that can be 
found in its ancient, medieval, and modern manifestations: 

The justification for esotericism reflects an attempt to preserve part-
icular knowledge in a state of purity, without fault or distortion, as a 
protected, well-guarded realm. Because, however, the esoteric realm is a 
closed one, it cannot be effectively controlled. An esotericist may claim 
that a new body of knowledge is actually the transmission of an ur-
ancient esoteric Jewish tradition. In response to those who dispute him, 
claiming that they had never heard of such a teaching in Jewish 
tradition, he will claim: “This knowledge was kept secret; consequently, 
it left no trace in the traditions known to you.” Thus the most guarded 
realm is also the least restricted.49 

Perhaps the most salient example of this kind of Jewish esotericism in 
antiquity is the collection of Enochic writings, and the way in which the 
book of Jubilees writes the (secretly-transmitted) Enochic lore into the 
sacred (public) narrative of Moses and the reception of torah on Mount 
Sinai. But there are many examples of this kind of claim—especially in 
Aramaic texts of the mid-late Second Temple period—and these will be 
discussed in more detail in the next chapter. 

What Halbertal’s observation brings to the fore is the potential 
implicit deceit that lurks in claims to esoteric knowledge. Ironically, the 
very appeal to authority, which rests finally in the claim to antiquity and 
hiddenness, can also undermine the legitimacy of the text when it finds 
itself in a context outside of its authorizing or legitimating community. 
In this way it is perhaps not surprising that the majority of apocalyptic 
(and Gnostic and other) texts were not deemed authoritative by the 
mainstream religious bodies later responsible for biblical canonization, 
who on the whole apparently viewed such texts and their adherents to 
be hostile to the emerging Jewish and Christian orthodoxies. 

EXCURSUS: ESOTERIC KNOWLEDGE AND THE SCRIBAL CRAFT 

In general, ancient Near Eastern societies appear to show an interest at 
some level in mystery, secrecy, and esoteric knowledge. The revelation 
or acquisition of special knowledge from the divine realm is a ubiquitous 
aspect of ancient Near Eastern religious culture, and though its 
expressions and underlying practices vary from one context to another, 

                                                
49 Halbertal, Concealment and Revelation, 12. 



THE “MYSTERIES” OF QUMRAN 

 

56 

usually the Sitz im Leben of language about mystery and secrecy is 
predictably the temple or the royal court.50  

In various discussions about the Aramaic Levi Document (1Q21; 
4Q213, 213a, 213b, 214, 214a, 214b) and related Aramaic compositions 
such as the Visions of Amram and the Aramaic “testaments,” Henryk 
Drawnel has described some of these texts as “priestly didactic 
literature” that is concerned with the practice and transmission of the 
“scribal craft.”51 This craft involves much more than simply learning how 
to read and write, but also includes the acquisition of knowledge 
regarding metrological,52 astrological, and astronomical matters, as well 
as sacrificial and marital purity concerns. In these texts, the special, 
esoteric knowledge of a highly defined group of priestly (levitical) 
tradents informs the presentation of how the patriarchs receive and 
transmit sacred knowledge. Indeed, their acquisition of special 
knowledge represents a set of ideals that has been retrojected upon the 
earlier figures in ways that are echoed in many of the Qumran sectarian 
texts. 

                                                
50  For example, for discussion of the royal and cultic significance of the Epic 

of Gilgamesh (and the Atrahasis Epic), or at least Tablet XI of its later redaction (by 
Sîn-l qi-unnin , a kalû priest), see Paul-Alain Beaulieu, “The Descendants of Sîn-
l qi-unnini,” in Assyriologica et Semitica: Festschrift für Joachim Oelsner (ed. J. 
Marzahn and H. Neumann; AOAT 252; Münster: Ugarit-Verlag, 2000), 1–16; 
James R. Davila, “The Flood Hero as King and Priest,” JNES 54 (1995): 199–214; 
Scott Noegel, Nocturnal Ciphers, 69–76; Lenzi, Secrecy and the Gods, passim. 

51  See especially his An Aramaic Wisdom Text from Qumran: A New 
Interpretation of the Levi Document (JSJSup 86; Leiden: Brill, 2004); “Priestly 
Education in the Aramaic Levi Document (Visions of Levi) and Aramaic Astronomical 
Book (4Q208–211),” RevQ 22 (2006): 547–74; “Moon Computation in the Aramaic 
Astronomical Book (1),” RevQ 23 (2007): 3–41; “Some Notes on Scribal Craft and 
the Origins of the Enochic Literature,” paper presented at the Fourth Enoch 
Seminar, Camaldoli, Italy, July 8–12, 2007. Drawnel also refers to this document 
as the “Visions of Levi.” 

52  Robert Kugler critiques Drawnel’s reconstruction of the metrological 
section of the Qumran copies of Aramaic Levi. As Kugler notes, “no fragments of 
the metrological details reported in the G [Greek] and C [Cairo Geniza] (§§31–47) 
survive” (“Whose Scripture? Whose Community?” 10 n. 13). Drawnel, however, 
claims that such details can be found in 4Q214b 5–6 ii 6, which attests a t, the 
first letter of what Drawnel reconstructs to be rtwt, which is part of the first 
verse of the metrological section in Bodl. d 18; here Puech agrees. See Drawnel, 
An Aramaic Wisdom Text from Qumran, 189; Émile Puech, “Le Testament de Lévi en 
araméen de la Geniza du Caire,” RevQ 20 (2002): 532. 
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This notion of a “scribal craft” is found also in ancient Assyrian and 
Babylonian scribal circles.53 As Alan Lenzi persuasively demonstrates, 
this scribal craft in Mesopotamian traditions developed an association 
with secrecy, whereby “the attachment of secrecy to the scribal craft was 
an ideologically motivated move—it was part of their divine secret 
knowledge mythmaking strategy—intended to buttress the social 
position of a very select group of individuals and the authority of their 
knowledge.”54 One may cite texts such as “In Praise of the Scribal Art,”55 
which states, 

The scribal art is a “house of richness,” the secret of Amanki (Enki/Ea), 
Work ceaselessly with the scribal art and it will reveal its secret to you. 

The word for “secret” here is nis [irtu, which can also be found in other 
texts such as VAB VII 254:13, in which Ashurbanipal claims that “I have 
learned the hidden secret (nis [irtu), the entire scribal craft (tup arr tu); 

                                                
53  One might also note the similarities between Mesopotamian and Egyptian 

scribal cultures; see Karel Van der Toorn, Scribal Culture and the Making of the 
Hebrew Bible (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 2007), 51–73. 

54  Secrecy and the Gods, esp. 1–220. 
55  See A. W. Sjöberg, “In Praise of the Scribal Art,” JCS 24 (1972): 126–27, 

lines 7-8. Scott Noegel has also treated this text in his Nocturnal Ciphers (36–37). 
Noegel’s overall thesis is that punning is a ubiquitous and important feature of 
ancient Near Eastern scribal/divinatory culture, and the use of puns as a device 
witnesses to “the existence of a scribal perception in which the written word or 
‘sign’ has the potential to be a great deal more than what it signifies. Like the 
diviner who embodies his profession, it is a container of divine secrets. The 
exegetes who deciphered omens and texts via punning extrapolations clearly 
viewed their interpretive strategies as more than mere academic embellishment, 
for as many of the colophons to the commentaries explicitly state, the 
interpretive system in which we find this punning constituted am t nis [irti 
‘hidden word’ and piri tu a il  ‘secret(s) of the gods.’ Since the punning 
hermeneutic aims to reveal divine secrets hidden in texts, to some degree we 
must consider wordplays as containers of divine secrets and/or tools for 
revealing them” (37–38). Noegel proposes the possibility that the Sumerian signs 
KI.URÌ, translated into Akkadian as nis [irtu, can also make a reverse ligature 
(without the DINGIR sign) of NANNA(R), god of the new moon. As he asks, “Is 
this the secret to which the scribe draws attention?” (36). It strikes me that an 
investigation of the use of such punning in Qumran texts—especially the ones 
that display aspects of oneiromancy such as the Genesis Apocryphon, Aramaic Levi 
Document, and others—might be a fruitful path of study. 
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with my own eyes I have seen the tablets of heaven and earth,” or in 
Nabonidus’ Verse Account 8’-10’ in which the king proclaims, 
  

I stood in the assembly; I praised myself, (saying): 
“I am wise. I am learned. I have seen (‘read’?) secret things. 
(Though) I am illiterate, I have seen (‘read’?) secret knowledge.”56 

 
Many of these passages constitute “Geheimwissen colophons” that 
“designate a text as nis [irtu ‘restricted,’ or as piri tu ‘secret,’” and that 
pertain to the realm of priests, sages, diviners, scholars, and even kings,57 
or as Simo Parpola has described it, to the five scholarly crafts of the 
Neo-Assyrian court: exorcism, divination, lamentation-appeasement, 
astrology, and medical practices.58 In first millennium texts such 
colophons often take the following form: “The initiate may show the 
initiate. The uninitiated may not see.”59 In a Late Babylonian colophon 
we find the statement, “reading what has to do with the great gods is the 
secret lore concerning heaven and earth, reading commentary is the 

                                                
56 See Lenzi, Secrets of the Gods, 144. Nabonidus text is from H. Schaudig, Die 

Inschriften Nabonids von Babylon und Kyros’ des Großen samt den in ihrem Umfeld 
entstandenen Tendenzschriften: Textausgabe und Grammatik (AOAT 256; Münster: 
Ugarit, 2001), 569. From the mouth of Nabonidus this would seem a patently 
absurd claim to the minds of the priestly-scribal elite of the Neo-Babylonian 
empire (see Paul-Alain Beaulieu, The Reign of Nabonidus King of Babylon, 556–539 
B.C. [YNER 10; New Haven: Yale University Press, 1989]), and one can imagine 
that the reception of traditions about Nabonidus in early Judaism would have 
been accompanied by a similar evaluation. In the surviving Jewish references to 
Nabonidus the Babylonian king is confused with Nebuchadnezzar (Dan 4–5) and 
is subordinated to the God of Israel and his representative sage, for whom no 
“mystery” is too difficult (see also 4QPrayer of Nabonidus [4Q242]). Nabonidus 
certainly is not given to know mysteries or secrets, which in mid-late Second 
Temple Jewish literature is the prerogative of religious-intellectual elites. 

57 Beaulieu, “New Light on Secret Knowledge,” 98–99. 
58 Parpola, “The Assyrian Tree of Life,” 169; idem, “Mesopotamian 

Astrology and Astronomy as Domains of the Mesopotamian ‘Wisdom,’” 47–9; 
and “Monotheism in Ancient Assyria,” 165–209. Parpola’s views have been 
challenged within the Assyriological community, though Lenzi concurs with 
modifications; see discussion in Lenzi, Secrecy and the Gods, 19–21. See also H. 
Limet, “Le Secret et Les Écrits,” 243–54; Westenholz, “Thoughts on Esoteric 
Knowledge and Secret Lore”; and Pongratz-Leisten, Herrschaftwissen in 
Mesopotamien; Livingstone, Mystical and Mythological Explanatory Works. 

59  Beaulieu, “New Light on Secret Knowledge,” 98. 



ESOTERICISM, SECTARIANISM, AND RELIGIOUS DISCOURSES 

 

 

59 

 
 

secret of the scholar.”60 These colophons underscore at least two salient 
facts about the functions of secrecy and esotericism in Mesopotamian 
scribal circles: 1) special knowledge was controlled and limited to 
defined groups; 2) such knowledge was transmitted from one member 
(and generation) to another.61 

There are some important connections to be made between 
Mesopotamian and early Jewish scribal practices. To take but one 
important example, scholars have increasingly focused on the ways in 
which Babylonian materials can help to illuminate the scientific and 
mantic writings from Qumran, and to explain their presence among the 
other works represented in the caves.62 For example, as Mladen Popovi  
has demonstrated in his recent book, several Qumran Aramaic and 
Hebrew texts display an interest in physiognomic knowledge, or reflect 
more generally the “physiognomic consciousness” of mid-late Second 
Temple Judaism.63 While he is not the first to discuss the phenomenon,64 

                                                
60  H. Hunger, Babylonische und assyrische Kolophone (Neukirchen-Vluyn: 

Neukirchener Verlag, 1968), No. 519 r. 26; Noegel, Nocturnal Ciphers, 37 n. 128. 
61  Pongratz-Leisten argues in Herrschaftwissen in Mesopotamien that these 

areas of knowledge were kept secret largely to vouchsafe the power of the king 
(304–309). Compare 4QProto-Esther ar (4Q550) in which a “sealed scroll” of 
Darius is addressed to kings who will come after him. It contains some kind of 
warning against “oppressors” and “liars.” 

62  It is not possible to discuss in detail all of the Aramaic scientific texts. It 
must suffice to say that there is a diverse set of texts and areas of knowledge 
represented here. In his contribution to a recent conference, Jonathan Ben Dov 
put the Aramaic scientific texts into six categories: Astronomy; Geography; 
Metrology; Physiognomy; Astrology; Exorcism (“Scientific Writings in Aramaic 
and Hebrew at Qumran”). The scientific material is packaged in free-standing 
presentations (as in 4Q318, 4Q561) and is also embedded in narrative texts (as in 
Astronomical Book of 1 Enoch, the Genesis Apocryphon, Aramaic Levi Document, and 
others). 

63 Popovi , Reading the Human Body. The texts he discusses include 
4QZodiacal Physiognomy (4Q186), 4QPhysiognomy ar (4Q561), 4QBirth of Noah 
ar (4Q534–35), the description of the newborn Noah in 1 En 106, and the 
description of Sarai in the Genesis Apocryphon (1QapGen ar 20). 

64 See for example Menachem Brayer, “Psychosomatics, Hermetic Medicine, 
and Dream Interpretation in the Qumran Literature (Psychological and 
Exegetical Considerations),” JQR 60 (1969): 112–127; Florentino García Martínez, 
“4QMes. Aram. y el libro de Noé,” Salmanticensis 28 (1981): 195–232; Jonas C. 
Greenfield and Michael Sokoloff, “Astrological and Related Omen Texts in 
Jewish Palestinian Aramaic,” JNES 48 (1989): 201–214; Mark J. Geller, “New 
Documents from the Dead Sea: Babylonian Science in Aramaic,” in Boundaries in 
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Popovi  situates the physiognomic and astrological (zodiacal) texts from 
Qumran within the broader Babylonian and Greco-Roman cultural 
trends, and more particularly, demonstrates the ways in which 
Babylonian and Hellenistic scientific knowledge has been appropriated 
and modified in the relevant Qumran texts. As he states, the 
physiognomic and astrological texts “perhaps objectified the speculative, 
scientific interests of some of elite members of Hellenistic-Early Roman 
period Jewish society or of the Qumran community. The pursuit and 
possession of that knowledge may have confirmed that elite status.”65 
Such a scenario would likely mirror the social reality of physiognomic 
and astrological learning in ancient Mesopotamian scholarly/scribal 
circles, in which 

the interdiction against persons outside the circle of “knowers” reflects 
the efforts of a particular scribal body to maintain control over its 
tradition and to protect a particular body of knowledge. The special 
status of the tradition in the view of the scribes, however, is expressed 
in the claim that the knowledge contained in the tablets was transmitted 
from a divine source.66 

The interest in the Qumran texts in matters pertaining to physiognomy, 
astrology, astronomy, medicine, and other esoteric arts—all presumed to 
be given by divine revelation—points to a context in which these forms 
of learning and practice were cultivated in a way analogous to late 
Babylonian scribal circles.  

Another parallel exists at the level of writing practices. “A sub-
category of writing which embodies the principles of secrecy is that of 
cryptic writing systems” which are found in both Babylonian and 
Qumran scribal settings.67 The purpose of employing cryptic scripts is 
rather self-evident, even if the coded meanings are often difficult to 
reconstruct with real clarity. Information that was highly valued by—or 
was especially germane to bolstering the esoteric identity of—the group 

                                                
the Ancient Near Eastern World: A Tribute to Cyrus H. Gordon (ed. Meir Lubetski, 
Claire Gottlieb and Sharon Keller; JSOTSup 273; Sheffield: Sheffield Academic 
Press, 1998), 224–29; Barbara Böck, “An Esoteric Babylonian Commentary” 
Revisited, JAOS 120 (2000): 615–20; Alexander, “Physiognomy, Rank and 
Initiation,” 385–94. See now also Ben Dov, Head of All Years. 

65  Reading the Human Body, 231. 
66  Francesca Rochberg, The Heavenly Writing: Divination, Horoscopy, and 

Astronomy in Mesopotamian Culture (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
2004), 217. 

67  Westenholz, “Thoughts on Esoteric Knowledge and Secret Lore,” 457. 
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was concealed by means of encryption. While this is an aspect of the 
Qumran Scrolls that needs considerably more research, Jonathan Ben 
Dov has suggested that  

as legitimate descendants of the Mesopotamian scientific discipline, 
both the Hebrew and the Aramaic sages adopted the doctrine of secrecy 
into their teaching. However, while Aramaic-writing scribes only 
warned against the illicit distribution without taking any practical 
measure to prevent it, the circle of Hebrew-writing authors centered 
around the yahad devised some forms of encryption in order to 
reinforce the limitations on illicit distribution of knowledge. In the 
Hebrew-writing sectarian sphere, the doctrine of secrecy and 
concealment seems to have joined forces with the hierarchy of 
knowledge, which may have been the norm in the sectarian setting.68 

SECTARIAN THEORY AND QUMRAN SECTARIANISM 

Recently scholars have given renewed attention to the issue of Qumran 
sectarianism in an attempt to give further definition and nuance to the 
social history of the Qumran group(s) and its relationship to other Jewish 
groups of the period. Many have noted the “tendency toward 
sectarianism” in Second Temple Judaism, beginning with the Restoration 
and the allegedly schismatic movements behind Ezra-Nehemiah, 
Second-Third Isaiah, Enochic works (especially the earliest among them, 
the Book of the Watchers and the Astronomical Book), Jubilees, and other 
texts, and culminating in the varieties of Judaism manifested in the first 
centuries B.C.E. and C.E.69 At stake, it seems, has been an effort to tease 

                                                
68  Ben Dov, “Scientific Writings in Aramaic and Hebrew at Qumran.” 
69 Most recently see David Chalcraft, ed., Sectarianism in Early Judaism: 

Sociological Advances (London: Equinox, 2007), which includes illuminating 
essays by Chalcraft, Lester L. Grabbe, Philip R. Davies, Perluigi Piovanelli, Eyal 
Regev, Cecilia Wassen and Jutta Jokiranta, and Albert I. Baumgarten. The term 
“tendency toward sectarianism” is from Joseph Blenkinsopp, who was among 
the first of the contemporary scholars to deal with this issue in his “Interpretation 
and the Tendency Toward Sectarianism: An Aspect of Second Temple History,” 
in Jewish and Christian Self-Definition, Vol. 2: Aspects of Judaism in the Graeco-Roman 
Period (ed. E. P. Sanders, Albert I. Baumgarten and Alan Mendelson; 
Philadelphia: Fortress, 1981), 1–26. See also Blenkinsopp, “A Jewish Sect of the 
Persian Period,” CBQ 52 (1990): 5–20; Shemaryahu Talmon, “The Internal 
Diversification of Judaism in the Early Second Temple Period,” in Jewish 
Civilization in the Hellenistic-Roman Period (ed. Shemaryahu Talmon; Philadelphia: 
Trinity Press International, 1991), 16–43; idem, “The Emergence of Jewish 
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out of a limited number of sources (of the “dark” period of Achaemenid 
and early Hellenistic hegemony) the contours of the fractious mid-late 
Second Temple Jewish ethnos,70 and to account for the rise of apocalyptic 

                                                
Sectarianism in the Early Second Temple Period,” in Ancient Israelite Religion: 
Essays in Honor of Frank Moore Cross (ed. Patrick D. Miller, Paul Hanson, and S. 
Dean McBride; Philadelphia: Fortress, 1987), 587–616; Michael Stone, Scriptures, 
Sects and Visions: A Profile of Judaism from Ezra to the Jewish Revolts (Philadelphia: 
Fortress, 1980); Albert I. Baumgarten, The Flourishing of Jewish Sects in the 
Maccabean Era: An Interpretation (JSJSup 55; Leiden: Brill, 1997). See also the recent 
compilation of articles (both previously published and unpublished) by Moshe 
Weinfeld, Normative and Sectarian Judaism in the Second Temple Period (LSTS 54; 
London: T&T Clark, 2005). It is not clear why this particular title has been given 
to the collection; there is no preface or epilogue that explains it, and the articles 
deal with such a vast array of topics that it is difficult to discern which of them 
represent Weinfeld’s understanding of “normative” Judaism during the Second 
Temple period, and thus which of them deal with “sectarian” matters. He does 
seem to presuppose that certain later normative practices such as the Amidah 
were normative also during the Second Temple period. (I am not suggesting that 
such practices were not in existence, but rather that it remains to be seen whether 
they were normative.) Of particular interest are, “Prayer and Liturgical Practice 
in the Qumran Sect,” 53–67; and “The Crystallization of the ‘Congregation of the 
Exile’ (hlwgh lhq) and the Sectarian Nature of Post-Exilic Judaism,” 232–38. 
Unfortunately it was too late for this study when I came across what appears to 
be a helpful recent contribution to the topic of Jewish sectarianism: H. Newman 
and R. Ludlam, Proximity to Power and Jewish Sectarian Groups of the Ancient 
Period: A Review of Lifestyle, Values, and Halacha in the Pharisees, Sadducees, Essenes, 
and Qumran (Leiden: Brill, 2006), especially chapters 2 (“Jewish Groups in the 
Hasmonean Period and Their Proximity to the Regime”) and 5 (“Seceding 
Groups and Dissenting Groups: Theology and Ideology”). 

70 Articulating the nature of Second Temple “Judaism” is dogged even 
taxonomically: What is Judaism during this period? When does it begin? And 
does it include non-Judean elements of the people formerly constituted as 
“Israel” prior to the Babylonian conquest? If “Jewish” and “Judaism” are taxons 
derived from the ethno-geographic category “Judean,” what terminology might 
include “Jews” from Benjamin, Yeb/Elephantine, Samaria, and later, diasporic 
communities? For discussion of this problem see Philip R. Davies, “Sect 
Formation in Early Judaism,” in Sectarianism in Early Judaism: Sociological 
Advances (ed. David Chalcraft; London: Equinox, 2007), 133–55; Perluigi 
Piovanelli, “Was There Sectarian Behaviour before the Flourishing of Jewish 
Sects? A Long-Term Approach to the History and Sociology of Second Temple 
Judaism,” in Sectarianism in Early Judaism, 156–79. See also Shaye D. Cohen, The 
Beginnings of Jewishness: Boundaries, Varieties, Uncertainties (Berkeley: University 
of California Press, 1999); M. Hamilton, “Who Was a Jew? Jewish Ethnicity 
during the Achaemenid Period,” Restoration Quarterly 37 (2001): 102–17. 
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groups, the transformation of the wisdom schools, the nature and 
functions of the priesthood, and the internecine strife over the question 
of how properly to constitute the people Israel.  

One important problem, of course, is the way we may speak of 
“sects” or of self-consciously segregating groups in the context of a 
Judaism for which there may not have been a mainstream or normative 
manifestation.71 What then was the center from which such sects/ 
sectarians deviated?72 And how do our primary sources, if they reflect 
different strains of these segregating groups (or different historio-
graphical accounts of them, as in the case of the descriptions by 
Josephus, Philo, Hippolytus, and Pliny, among others73), help us to 
construct an accurate picture of the social and religious world of 
Palestinian Judaism during the Persian, Hellenistic, and early Roman 
periods?74 And finally, how does the phenomenon of early Jewish 

                                                
71 While there is by no means universal agreement on the question of 

whether there was such a thing as mainstream or normative Judaism during this 
time, scholars have tended in recent years to assume that there was not. See the 
summary of contemporary scholarly views in Boccaccini, Roots of Rabbinic 
Judaism, 8–14. 

72 Or, as Davies states, “The existence of a sect implies the existence of a 
‘parent,’ from which the sect obtains some of its identity but against which it 
matches its identity also. … What was that ‘parent’ Judaism?” (“Sect Formation,” 
133). Davies goes on in the article to provide a rich and nuanced discussion of 
scholarly approaches that have posited a “centrifugal” model for the varieties of 
early Judaism (groups that break away from a center), and those that have seen a 
“centripetal” process at work (various disparate groups overlapping to create a 
kind of consensus about what constitutes Judaism). The former category includes 
scholars like Paul Hanson (esp. his The Dawn of Apocalyptic) and Otto Plöger (esp. 
his Theocracy and Eschatology [trans. S. Rudman; Richmond: John Knox Press, 
1968]); the latter category includes most notably the work of E. P. Sanders, esp. 
Paul and Palestinian Judaism: A Comparison of Patterns of Religion (Philadelphia: 
Fortress, 1977) and Judaism: Practice and Belief 63 BCE to 66 CE (London: 
SCM/Philadelphia: Trinity Press International, 1992). In a different but related 
category would be the work of Jacob Neusner, “for whom ‘Judaism’ in any kind 
of normative sense, or expressing a coherent religious system, is hard to discern 
before the efforts of the rabbis to create it” (Davies, “Sect Formation,” 142). 

73 Josephus Ant. 18, J.W. 2; Philo Hypoth. 11, Good Person 75-91, Contemp. Life; 
Hippolytus Ref. 9.13-25; Pliny Nat. Hist. 5.17, 4. 

74 See the two cautionary treatments in The Early Enoch Literature (ed. 
Gabriele Boccaccini and John J. Collins; JSJSup 121; Leiden: Brill, 2007): James C. 
VanderKam, “Mapping Second Temple Judaism,” 1–20; Florentino García 
Martínez, “Conclusion: Mapping the Threads,” 329–36. 
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sectarianism reflect corollary claims to authentic and true knowledge, 
and in what ways is such knowledge held to be secret or esoteric? 

Since the beginning of Qumran scholarship there has been a concern 
to explain the nature of the sect(s) associated with the preservation and 
composition of the Qumran Scrolls.75 In recent years the overall picture 
has become more complicated, yet scholars have continued to use the 
language of “sect” and “sectarian” to describe the Qumran group(s). In 
general I agree with the mediating position of Albert Baumgarten: 

Ancient Jewish sectarianism as I understand it did not require the 
existence of a normative orthodoxy, from which a sect had split off, as a 
prerequisite. All it needed was the choice made by sectarians to declare 
war against significant aspects of the religious world in which they 
lived.76 

                                                
75 See most recently Eyal Regev, Sectarianism in Qumran: A Cross-Cultural 

Perspective (Religion and Society 45; Berlin: de Gruyter, 2007); John J. Collins, 
“Sectarian Consciousness in the Dead Sea Scrolls,” in Heavenly Tablets: 
Interpretation, Identity and Tradition in Ancient Judaism (ed. L. LiDonnici and A. 
Lieber; JSJSup 119; Leiden: Brill, 2007), 177–92; idem, “‘Enochic Judaism’ and the 
Sect of the Dead Sea Scrolls,” in The Early Enoch Literature (ed. Gabriele 
Boccaccini and John J. Collins; JSJSup 121; Leiden: Brill, 2007), 283–300; Gabriele 
Boccaccini, “Enochians, Urban Essenes, Qumranites: Three Social Groups, One 
Intellectual Movement,” in The Early Enoch Literature (ed. Gabriele Boccaccini and 
John J. Collins; JSJSup 121; Leiden: Brill, 2007), 301–28; Jutta M. Jokiranta, 
“‘Sectarianism’ of the Qumran ‘Sect’: Sociological Notes,” RevQ 20 (2001): 223–40; 
Schofield, From Qumran to the Yah [ad, 21–33. See also the important article by 
Carol Newsom, “‘Sectually Explicit’ Literature from Qumran,” in The Hebrew 
Bible and Its Interpreters (ed. William H. Propp, Baruch Halpern and David Noel 
Freedman; Winona Lake, Ind.: Eisenbrauns, 1990), 167–87; Devorah Dimant, 
“Qumran Sectarian Literature,” in Jewish Writings of the Second Temple Period: 
Apocrypha, Pseudepigrapha, Qumran Sectarian Writings, Philo, Josephus (ed. Michael 
Stone; CRINT 2.2; Philadelphia: Fortress, 1984), 483–550; Armin Lange, “Kriterien 
essenischer Texte,” in Qumran kontrovers: Beiträge zu den Textfunden vom Toten 
Meer (ed. Jörg Frey and Hartmut Stegemann, with the collaboration of Michael 
Becker and Alexander Maurer; Einblicke 6; Paderborn: Bonifatius, 2003), 59–69; 
idem, “Kriterien zur Bestimmung ‘essenischer Ver-fasserschaft’ von 
Qumrantexten,” in Qumran kontrovers, 71–85; idem, “Dream Visions and 
Apocalyptic Milieus,” in Enoch and Qumran Origins: New Light on a Forgotten 
Connection (ed. Gabriele Boccaccini; Grand Rapids, Mich.: Eerdmans, 2005), 27–
34. 

76 “Ancient Jewish Sectarianism,” Judaism 47 (1998): 388; compare 
Baumgarten’s “He Knew that He Knew that He Knew that He Was an Essene,” 
JJS 48 (1997): 53–61. 
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Perhaps the most comprehensive recent attempt to explain the 
phenomenon of Qumran sectarianism has been Eyal Regev’s Sectarianism 
in Qumran: A Cross-Cultural Perspective.77 In this work, which is an 
extension and elaboration of some of his earlier studies,78 Regev takes a 
broad comparative and sociological approach to elucidating the contours 
of Qumran sectarianism, and concludes that such an approach can help 
us identify the appropriate language—or nomenclature—with which to 
characterize the kind of sectarianism we find “in Qumran.”79 Drawing on 
the sociological models of both Bryan Wilson80 and Rodney Stark and 
William S. Bainbridge,81 Regev finds that the four main elements of 
“Qumranic ideology” are “introversion (separation), revolution 
(messianism and eschatology), atonement, and divine revelation.”82 And 

                                                
77 Regev, Sectarianism in Qumran. While the broad comparative dimension in 

Regev’s work is potentially somewhat problematic, he attempts to anticipate and 
answer possible objections (he has sections on “The Social Sciences,” 
“Postmodern History” [by which he may mean Historiography], and “The 
Comparative Method”), though the critical issue of comparability and the wide 
application of social-scientific methodology may remain a problem for some 
readers. 

78 These include his “Abominated Temple and a Holy Community: The 
Formation of the Concepts of Purity and Impurity at Qumran,” DSD 10 (2003): 
243–78; “The Yah [ad and the Damascus Covenant: Structure, Organization, and 
Relationship,” RevQ 21 (2003): 233–62; “Comparing Sectarian Practice and 
Organization: The Qumran Sect in Light of the Regulations of the Shakers, 
Hutterites, Mennonites and Amish,” Numen 51 (2004): 146–81. 

79 Regev is sensitive to the fact that “Qumran” is not a monolithic 
representation of the group(s) associated with the Qumran Scrolls; though not 
everyone will agree with the historical scenario he posits, he remains constantly 
attentive to the diachronic dimension of the Scrolls and to the fact that they 
represent different moments in the life of the Qumran group. Regev understands 
this group to have had two major phases and corollary textual corpora (in this 
chronological order): (1) the Yah [ad, represented by the Community Rule, the 
pesharim and other texts, and (2) the Damascus Covenant, represented by the 
Damascus Document. He also discusses at length his assessment of pre-sectarian 
and related texts and groups (1 Enoch, Jubilees, Temple Scroll, 4QMMT) as well as 
the classical descriptions of the Essenes, which group he takes to be an 
outgrowth of the Qumran movement. 

80 Especially The Social Dimensions of Sectarianism; Religion in Sociological 
Perspective. 

81 Especially The Future of Religion: Secularization, Revival, and Cult Formation 
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 1985). 

82 Regev, Sectarianism in Qumran, 33. 
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as he states, “Like most ideologies, [these aspects] reflect an aspiration 
for an ideal realization of cognitive and moral values, contained in the 
sacred, through the ‘total transformation’ of society.”83 

Following Stark and Bainbridge, Regev discusses Qumran 
sectarianism as being essentially “in tension” with the surrounding 
social environment. This tension has three markers: antagonism with 
respect to society as a whole (or certain segments of it); separation from 
society and the creation of a closed social world; and an insistence upon 
difference from others, a difference that is reinforced with considerable 
effort. While I cannot engage his complex study in detail here (and while 
I do not embrace all aspects of his use of the sociological models or his 
resulting historical reconstruction), his work is helpful for the way it 
illuminates both the ideological and social contexts of Qumran 
sectarianism. Especially important is the impact his study has upon the 
way we might characterize the functions of secrecy, esotericism, and 
appeals to special knowledge (of “mysteries”) in Qumran texts and 
within the sectarian milieu. 

With respect to the first of the three markers of sectarianism and 
social tension, antagonism is a constituent feature of Qumran sect-
arianism and of apocalyptic movements in general. If a signature 
element of an apocalyptic worldview is the motif of judgment after 
death,84 apocalyptic views of reality assume an essential antagonism 
between the righteous and the wicked, the saved and the damned. The 
constituents of these groups are defined in different ways depending 
upon the text in question (e.g. Jubilees compared to the Community Rule), 
but the basic pattern remains the same in “apocalyptic constructions of 
reality.”85  

Indeed this is what we find in key Qumran sectarian texts such as 
the Damascus Document and the Community Rule. For example, in the 
Damascus Document those who are not part of the in-group are 
characterized as a “congregation of traitors” who “depart from the way” 
(CD 1:12–13). This description is part of the opening section of the 
                                                

83 Ibid., 33. 
84 See John J. Collins, “Apocalyptic Eschatology as the Transcendence of 

Death,” CBQ 36 (1974): 21–42; idem, “Response: The Apocalyptic Worldview of 
Daniel,” in Enoch and Qumran Origins: New Light on a Forgotten Connection (ed. 
Gabriele Boccaccini; Grand Rapids, Mich.: Eerdmans, 2005), 60; idem, “Genre, 
Ideology, and Social Movements in Jewish Apocalypticism,” 15–17. 

85 The phrase is George W. E. Nickelsburg’s: “The Apocalyptic Construction 
of Reality in 1 Enoch,” in Mysteries and Revelations: Apocalyptic Studies since the 
Uppsala Colloquium (ed. John J. Collins and James H. Charlesworth; JSPSup 9; 
Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 1991), 51-64. 
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Damascus Document, the “historical prologue,” in which the rise of the 
Teacher of Righteousness is contrasted with the “Man of Mockery” (#y) 
Nwclh) who “turned aside from paths of righteousness” (CD 1:15–16). 
Throughout this text there is a preoccupation with those who have 
deviated and their impending judgment and destruction, all of which is 
linked in various ways to claims to “true” and “false” knowledge.86 

At a few points the Damascus Document is explicit about the 
relationship between knowledge of “hidden things” (twrtsn) and 
redemption, and about the atoning power of God’s “mysteries of 
wonder” ()lp yzr).87 Those who are “outside the wall” (CD 4:19) are 
finally people without any insight at all (hnyb Mhb Ny)).88 Correct 
knowledge—limited, special, esoteric knowledge—is presumed a 
necessary precursor to election and, by extension, to salvation. 

In the Community Rule we find a similar pattern of sectarian 
boundary-formation and identity-marking, one that accentuates the 
themes of social tension even more dramatically than the Damascus 
Document and also highlights the motif of cosmic tension between the 
heavenly forces of good and evil. The Community Rule repeatedly 
portrays the Yah [ad as arrayed against the Sons of Darkness (K#wx ynb), 
and those who volunteer to join the elect group are to bring “all their 
knowledge, strength, and wealth into the Yah [ad of God.” They will have 
their knowledge “purified” in the “truth of God’s statutes,” and they will 
live in a “covenant of mercy,” as a “society of God” that is to be separate 
from the works of Belial and from all evil (1QS 1:1–19). 

In this text, which itself has undergone several stages of transmission 
and redaction reflecting different moments in the life of the community 
that stands behind it, the Yah [ad is the locus of special, esoteric, indeed 
salvific, knowledge. As in the Damascus Document (and other texts), the 
appeal to such knowledge forms the basis for the sectarian self-
understanding, and informs the depiction of communal history, 
rationale, and practice. Even the central rites of passage described in the 
Community Rule—initiation and covenant renewal—presuppose 

                                                
86 Maxine Grossman has also discussed the way perceptions of “insider-

status” are reinforced by textual/scriptural “virtuosity” in her “Cultivating 
Identity: Textual Virtuosity and ‘Insider’ Status,” in Defining Identities: We, You, 
and the Other in the Dead Sea Scrolls: Proceedings of the Fifth Meeting of the IOQS in 
Groningen (ed. Florentino García Martínez; STDJ 70; Leiden: Brill, 2008), 1–11. 

87 CD 3:12–18. 
88 CD 5:16–17. Regev translates hnyb as “intelligence,” which is also an apt 

way to understand this passage (Regev, Sectarianism in Qumran, 35). 
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sectarian knowledge as a fundamental orienting and organizing 
principle. According to 1QS 5–6 new members are required to undergo 
periods of examination and incubation before being considered full 
members of the Yah [ad. The judgment rendered by the various 
community authorities was based on an assessment of the initiate’s 
knowledge and whether the “lot” fell in his favor: 

1QS 6:13–19 

If anyone of Israel volunteers to join with the Council of the Yah [ad, the 
man appointed as leader of the Many will examine him with respect to 
his understanding (wlk#) and his works (wy#(m). If he has the potential 
for instruction, he is to bring him into the covenant, returning to the 
truth and turning away from all iniquity. … When he has passed a full 
year in the midst of the Yah [ad, the Many will inquire regarding the 
matters pertaining to his understanding and his works of torah (wy#(m 
hrwtb). If the lot falls to him (lrwgh wl )cy M)) according to the opinion 
of the priests and the Many, he will be brought into the (secret?) council 
(dws) of the Yah [ad. 

If after the second year of provisional association the initiate was granted 
full membership in the Yah [ad, he would then be allowed to share his 
“counsel and judgment” with the rest of the group (1QS 6:21–23). His 
separation from the broader society would then be made complete. 

The rituals of initiation and covenant renewal were also boundary-
forming expressions of the Yah [ad’s attempt to separate from wickedness 
and from its enemies—which, to be sure, were understood to be 
manifestations of one and the same reality, i.e. the men who were under 
the dominion of Belial. The dualistic framework of good vs. evil (and its 
various permutations) is characteristic of sectarian religiosity. Further-
more, “as a voluntary sectarian community, Qumran had to develop 
ways to reconstruct a person’s identity, to separate them from their old 
identity within the mainstream of society, and create for them an identity 
that situated them within the Qumran community.”89 Claims to special 
knowledge of hidden matters and “mysteries” were also a crucial part of 
the group self-fashioning for which such rituals were effective vehicles.90 
And in the worldview of the Yah [ad these beneficent “mysteries” were 
placed in stark contrast and opposition to the “mysteries” of evil, thereby  

                                                
89 Russell C. D. Arnold, The Social Role of Liturgy in the Religion of the Qumran 

Community (STDJ 60; Leiden: Brill, 2006), 53 n. 7. 
90 See below, chapters 4 and 5, for a more detailed treatment of these texts 

and issues. 
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expressing also the perceived cosmic tension which was mirrored in the 
earthly social tension of the community. 

1QHa 12:28–29 

yzrb ynt(dwh yk rpsm Ny)l d( rbgtw Mybr ynp htwry)h ybw … 28 
ydm( htrbgh hk)lp dwsbw hk)lp 29 

28 … but by me you have illumined the face of many (i.e. the general 
membership of the Yah [ad) and have strengthened them countless 
times. For you have given me understanding in/of the mysteries  

29 of your wonder, and in the council of your wonder you have 
confirmed my standing. 

1QM 13:10–12 

ht)w … 10 
W wtc(bw wt[l#mm K]#wxbw hm+#m K)lm tx#l l(ylb hty#( 11 

yxwr lwkw My#)hlw (y#rhl  
dxy hmtq[w#t] wyl)w wklhty K#wx yqwxb lbx yk)lm wlrwg 12 

10 … You  
11 have made Belial to corrupt, a hostile angel—his dominion is in 

darkness and his counsel is for wickedness and guilt. All the spirits  
12 of his lot are angels of destruction. They walk in the laws of darkness 

and toward it; [darkness] is their only desire. 

1QM 14:8–10 

M(w wnytwb)l tyrb rmw#h Mydsxh l) hkm# [Kwrb] … 8 
l(ylb tl#mmb [hktlxn ty]r)#l hkydsx htlph wnytwrwd lwk 9 

[w]nwxydh )wl wtm+# yzr lwkbw 
 … hktyrbm 10 

8 … [Blessed] be your name, God of mercies, the one who guards the 
covenant of our fathers, and with  

9 all our generations you have wondrously [bestowed] your mercies to 
the remn[ant of your inheritance] during the dominion of Belial. But 
with all the mysteries of his enmity, they [the mysteries?] have not 
separated (us)  

10 from your covenant … 

An important aspect of the present study is the way it draws upon 
more general trends in the study of religion to help to illuminate the 
contours of Qumran esotericism, and to define further the nature of the 
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Qumran group in terms of its boundary-making social, religious, and 
intellectual stances. One particularly striking feature of the Qumran 
Scrolls that has received but scant attention in scholarship is the resem-
blance of the Yah [ad and its intellectual and religious interests to other, 
later trends in (Western) esotericism. Regev’s work, for example, though 
often helpful in its comparative approach to Qumran sectarianism, does 
not sufficiently (or explicitly) relate the sectarian outlook to its 
epistemological grounding in esoteric knowledge.91 While his cross-
cultural perspective elicits a more vivid picture of Qumran social 
practices and attitudes, it does not engage the closely related issue of 
esotericism despite the centrality of this way of thinking to the self-
understanding of the Qumran group as sectarians. 

DISCOURSE THEORY AND QUMRAN DISCOURSES 

In an excellent recent treatment of Qumran self-identity, which also 
delves into the issues of language, knowledge, “discourses,” and 
sectarianism, Carol Newsom has offered a theoretically—and even 
poetically—sophisticated account of the symbolic world of Qumran and 
the ideals it engendered within the community of the Yah [ad.92 Newsom 
does not, however, present her findings in the broader terms of 
esotericism (which, to be fair, is not the aim of her study), and does not 
dwell upon the important role of secrecy or the claim to knowledge of 
“mysteries” in Qumran identity- and community-formation. 

One extremely illuminating and helpful aspect of Newsom’s study is 
the way she orients her approach to the texts in terms of the “discourses” 
of the Qumran community.93 The word “discourse” itself has become a 
notorious—and often abused—terme technique of post-modernist literary, 
social, political, and philosophical work, and its definitions and/or 
functions can vary considerably from one school (or discourse) to the 

                                                
91 Regev does discuss these matters briefly; see especially pages 81–93 and 

351–76. 
92 Carol Newsom, The Self as Symbolic Space. 
93 I have become somewhat self-conscious about my own use of terms like 

“discourse,” “esotericism,” and “sectarianism” by reading Russell McCutcheon’s 
Manufacturing Religion: The Discourse on Sui Generis Religion and the Politics of 
Nostalgia (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1997). It is indeed the case that in 
scholarship on religion, the study of discourses—whether ancient or modern—is 
tied intimately to the discourse of academic culture, which itself has lately 
insisted on the importance of articulating the shape, nature and function of 
various discourses (without, I might add, consciously and deliberately 
attempting to reify its own discourses).   
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next.94 Despite potential pitfalls, several recent studies on early Jewish 
literature have appropriated this framework to good effect, using it to 
build heuristic models for interpreting the Qumran Scrolls and the works 
of Philo as well as the more general literary and cultural trends of 
Second Temple Judaism.95 Regarding the Scrolls, as Newsom puts it, 
“because the Qumran community reflected self-consciously on the 
nature of its life together and embodied those reflections in texts, we 
know a significant amount about that life and the way in which it 
formed a community of discourse.”96 

As the present analysis attempts to show, one may see in the 
Qumran references to “mystery” that this term was embedded in three 
distinguishable discourses—namely the prophetic, the priestly, and the 
sapiential—which were incorporated into (or which formed the 
discursive bases for) the social, intellectual and religious life of the 
Yah [ad. Once again, to quote Newsom: 

In Second Temple Judaism, of course, one can note the spread of several 
discourses that offer a perspective from which others might be 
dialogically engaged. The language of the Deuteronomic movement 
becomes broadly influential, as does sapiential discourse. In a 
somewhat different way the highly technical language of the priesthood 
also becomes a moral language of extended scope. An apocalyptic way 
of talking is encountered in a wide variety of texts. These do not remain 
radically separate discourses, of course, although their distinctiveness is often 
sufficient to allow one to identify them. But such questions as whether 
Qumran was an apocalyptic community or a priestly community or a 
sapiential community might be more fruitfully addressed by examining 
how the various discourses are dialogically related in Qumran 
literature. These would not be questions about whether the members 

                                                
94 See Newsom, Self as Symbolic Space, 1–21 for further discussion and 

bibliography. 
95 For example Newsom, The Self as Symbolic Space; Hindy Najman, 

Seconding Sinai: The Development of Mosaic Discourse in Second Temple Judaism 
(JSJSup 77; Leiden: Brill, 2003); see also the approach of Maxine Grossman, 
Reading for History in the Damascus Document: A Methodological Study (STDJ 45; 
Leiden: Brill, 2002); eadem, “Priesthood as Authority: Interpretative Competition 
in First-Century Judaism and Christianity,” in The Dead Sea Scrolls as Background 
to Postbiblical Judaism and Early Christianity: Papers from an International Conference 
at St. Andrews in 2001 (ed. James R. Davila; STDJ 46; Leiden: Brill, 2003), 117–31; 
eadem, “Reading for Gender in the Damascus Document,” DSD 11 (2004): 212–
39. 

96 Newsom, Self as Symbolic Space, 1. 
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were themselves priests or sages or seers but questions about the 
relationship of various discursive traditions within the speech 
community of Qumran.97 

Here I focus on a “discursive unit”—or a related set of them—that has to 
do with many of the same issues Newsom deals with such as 
knowledge, torah, identity, community, and worship. This discursive 
unit is the concept(s) of “mystery” and the related topics of secrets, 
secrecy, revelation, esoteric knowledge, and mysticism. 

In conversation with cultural and linguistic theorists such as those in 
the Bakhtin circle, Newsom also uses the term “ideological sign,” which 
is another apt way of describing the use of “mystery” terminology in the 
Scrolls. Other examples of such signs include words like “Israel,” “torah,” 
“covenant,” “righteousness,” words that can take on different accents 
when used by different communities of discourse (Newsom gives the 
example of the use of torah in Maccabean literature vs. the Qumranic 
“those who do torah” [hrwth y#(m] in texts like 1QpHab 7:11; 8:1). 
According to such a view of the discursive power of ideological signs, 
people usually use words that have already been charged with meaning 
in some context or another, and  

the characteristic of [such] used words is that they bear the traces of 
their previous use within them. … To use a word, but especially a word 
that is particularly weighted with past usage, is implicitly to respond to 
other utterances of the word. … As a community formed in significant 
measure by adult converts, the Qumran sect was not a closed 
community of discourse, but one that had to take account of a variety of 
conceptual horizons in establishing its own language. These are present 
in [for example, the Community Rule] in the way in which received 
language is incorporated, engaged, and reaccented.98 

There are essentially three overlapping modalities by which—or 
contexts in which—one gains access to or apprehends “mysteries” 
according to the Qumran literature, and these may be designated the 
prophetic, the sapiential, and the priestly.99 Each of these modalities is 
rooted in a more or less distinct social sphere in Israel’s history, and thus 
each carries its own discourse or set of discourses as an inheritance of the 

                                                
97 Newsom, Self as Symbolic Space, 9; my emphasis. 
98 Ibid., 11–12; Mikhail Bakhtin, The Dialogic Imagination (trans. C. Emerson 

and M. Holquist; vol. 1; Austin: University of Texas Press, 1981), 275–85 
99 I shall have much more to say about these modalities and their discourses 

in chapter 5; what follows here is a preliminary outline. 
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tradition to which it is tied. The first of these, the prophetic, has to do 
with claims of revelatory knowledge of the divine will—claims 
historically tied to specific figures endowed with a kind of charismatic 
authority. To be sure, the institutions and forms of prophetic 
communication would evolve during the Second Temple period, yet 
despite later claims that “prophecy ceased” with, say, Malachi, the 
discourse of prophecy itself did not recede into history. As mediating 
activity it became as much interpretive as proclamatory, but in any case 
prophetic discourse was extended into new religious, political, and social 
situations in Second Temple Jewish life.  

With respect to sapiential discourse, one may also chart an evolution 
during the Second Temple period, when the earlier (“traditional”?) 
wisdom of the Israelite sages underwent a social and epistemological 
transformation that included a reassessment of the relationship between 
reward and punishment, the limits and sources of human knowledge, 
and “the viability of earlier Wisdom, especially the gap between the 
promise of reliability and actual human experience.”100 Such a reassess-
ment led to increased “eschatologizing” of wisdom, and the blending of 
wisdom constructs with notions of prophetic revelation participated in 
the rise of apocalyptic modes of thought and literary expression. Such a 
move relocated the focus of wisdom discourse from the earthly realm of 
human action and the laws of nature toward concern with and 
speculation about the cosmic structures and the mythic principles of 
reality. Fusing with ideas imported from Babylonian, Persian, and Greek 
traditions, these new sapiential pursuits were also concerned with the 
identification of correspondences between heavenly and earthly realities, 
between the timeless empyrean and the unfolding human historical 
drama. A corollary of this development was a fundamental shift in the 
epistemological basis for knowledge, a reorientation toward divine 
revelation as a—perhaps as the—cornerstone of legitimate wisdom. It is 
nonetheless possible to identify features of the sapiential discourse 
reflected in the use of mystery language in the Qumran Scrolls.101 

                                                
100 See recently the excellent study of Samuel Adams, Wisdom in Transition: 

Act and Consequence in Second Temple Instructions (JSJSup 125; Leiden: Brill, 2008), 
especially the summary in pages 273–77; also John J. Collins, “Wisdom 
Reconsidered, in Light of the Scrolls,” DSD 4 (1997): 265–81. 

101 Collins (“Wisdom Reconsidered,” 269–70) points out, however, that the 
more traditional wisdom was also alive and well at Qumran, citing 4Q413, 
4Q420–21, and 4Q424 as examples. 
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Finally, the discourse surrounding the priestly tradition, or 
regarding the priesthood itself, is an important aspect of mystery 
language. To be sure, defining the nature and the limits of priestly 
concerns is a complex task, and in any case if the Yah [ad was a 
community of priests then in that sense everything in the sectarian texts 
must be considered “priestly.” Moreover, it would not be prudent to 
assume that texts/contexts that are liturgical therefore pertain 
necessarily to a priestly discourse. Thus, in my discussion in chapter 5 I 
limit my treatment of priestly “mysteries” to (1) passages that display 
concern with issues of calendar and cosmology, cultic festivals, ritual 
impurity, or atonement for iniquity, and (2) the use of mystery language 
in compositions that otherwise show a keen interest in priests or the 
priesthood. 

By the time of the mid- to late-Second Temple period we witness a 
high degree of boundary-crossing among these centers of intellectual 
and religious authority and the literary genres with which they were 
often associated.102 At issue, at least in part, was an attempt to work out 
the proper basis of religious and political authority in the post-exilic 
communities of Judea and the Diaspora, a process that was itself bound 
up with profound aporias about the nature of the continuation of God’s 
covenant, the definition of what (or who) constituted “Israel,” the status 
and delimitation of torah, and the possibility for continued revelation in 
the post-exilic era. 

All this, of course, is not to mention the difficulties brought on by the 
extreme vicissitudes of the Jewish polity within the larger framework of 

                                                
102 In 1960 R. B. Y. Scott observed in his SBL Presidential address: “In any 

case there is evidence for a certain mingling of the functions of prophet, priest, 
and sage, and of a common element in their teachings. This is so in spite of the 
fact that the classical prophets appear fundamentally critical of both priests and 
wise men, that the priests were unhappy about the intrusion of prophets like 
Amos and Jeremiah, and that the wise—at least as they are represented in the 
books of Proverbs, Job, and Qohelet—stand aloof from both. Prophets as well as 
priests gave torah, and they delivered many of their public oracles in the cult. 
Samuel and Elijah offered sacrifice. Jeremiah (possibly) and Ezekiel (certainly) 
were priests. Haggai and Malachi concerned themselves with the proper 
operation of the temple cult. … Isaiah and Jeremiah scorn the wise men of their 
time, yet they themselves adopt some of the language, forms, and ideas of the 
wisdom teachers. … Scribes were undoubtedly attached to the temple. … Yet for 
all their interaction, the ways to the knowledge of God represented by prophet, 
priest, and sage remain distinct. Each appears to claim priority, and they are held 
together in creative tension” (“Priesthood, Prophecy, Wisdom, and the 
Knowledge of God,” JBL 80 [1961]: 3–4). 
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power struggles among the Persians, Seleucids, Ptolemies, and 
Romans—in other words, the realpolitik of Jewish life in the Persian, 
Hellenistic, and early Roman periods. Not surprisingly, a concomitant 
struggle for religious authority—and all its corollary political, social, and 
fiduciary entanglements—became part of the reality of Second Temple 
Jewish life, as various groups sought to align themselves according to 
their own identities and goals. If the truism that “knowledge is power” 
holds any water, one way to trace out the lines of this picture is to 
investigate the use of key appeals to authority—or, in other words, the 
discursive claims to authoritative knowledge that are codified in literary 
and documentary texts. 

To return to Newsom’s notion of dialogically-related discourses in 
the Qumran literature, this is an extremely helpful way of explaining the 
presence of different religious ideas, traditions, languages, and genres 
among the recovered manuscripts. With such a model for understanding 
the contents of the Scrolls, it becomes unnecessary to be bound by the 
rigid frameworks that have customarily come into play when one labels 
the Qumran group to be an “apocalyptic community” or a “priestly 
community,” or other designations like these. It also can help to explain 
the Qumran library as a reflection of various overlapping discourses, 
ones that were encoded in texts that represent various religious 
sensibilities yet also have unifying features. In order to understand the 
dynamic use of mystery language in the Qumran Scrolls we must 
investigate the ways in which it is carried along in the discourses that 
make up the “community of discourse” of the Qumran group. 

As Newsom elucidates in her own way, these discourses all cast 
issues of knowledge in a central role; knowledge was, after all, the stock-
in-trade in the competitive intellectual and religious marketplace of 
Second Temple Jewish leadership. What one could claim to know, and 
how one could claim to know it, would say something important about 
that person’s place in the society.103 In the case of the Yah [ad, the 
acquisition and safeguarding of knowledge was perhaps the most salient 
rationale and guiding principle for the life of the community. Even 
central concerns like proper observance of torah or priestly ritual were 
understood in terms of the true and unique knowledge of the group. 

                                                
103 As Newsom rightly points out, however, there were indeed groups 

whose authority was not predicated upon the knowledge that comes with 
“scribal expertise.” Here she cites 1 Maccabees, in which the theme of knowledge 
is nearly absent altogether, and in which “zeal for torah” does not involve scribal 
intervention (Self as Symbolic Space, 59–60). 
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Of course, the prophetic, sapiential, and priestly discourses are 
themselves bound up—each in their own way—with that other emerging 
authoritative entity: scripture. Textually scripture was not yet a fixed 
quantity, but rather it was reflexively shaping and being shaped by these 
various traditions of religious authority during the course of the Second 
Temple period. Additionally the related issue of “scribalism,” that is, the 
roles, social locations, practices, and self-understanding of scribes, is also 
an important aspect of each of these modes of religious authority. Some 
scribes were more than copyists or workaday tradents of scriptural 
traditions: there was in all likelihood a kind of “priestly-scribal” 
tradition—along a continuum that would include the Yah [ad—that 
involved knowing (or at least claiming to know) the details of 
astronomical lore, medicine, eschatology, and other fields of knowledge.  

The characteristics of torah (its immutability, its numerological 
symmetries, its foundations in cosmic realia and primordial events, its 
uniting of heaven and earth) can only be adequately comprehended by 
those who understand the mysteries of cosmic structures and of history. 
Thus the speech of those who talk about torah without such 
comprehensive intellectual contexts is likely to be defective.104 

As Newsom argues, knowing how to understand scripture involved 
knowing lots of other things, too. In a section with the title “Qumran: 
How Knowledge of Torah Requires Knowledge of Other Things,” 
Newsom calls attention to both the diversity of materials and types of 
scribal activity at Qumran, as well as the curious fact that there is almost 
no “scribal self-consciousness” reflected in the Qumran sectarian 
compositions.105 While she does not really elucidate the contours of what 
this other knowledge might comprise (apart from knowledge of human 
nature and of history), she discusses the several statements about 
“revealed” and “hidden” matters of torah, and rightly notes that at 
Qumran “no longer is torah both a common possession and a special 
possession. True torah can be known only in the sect.”106 

                                                
104 Ibid., 54–55. Here Newsom is discussing Jubilees, but, as she states, “the 

priestly scribalism of Jubilees with its apocalyptic overtones is very close to that 
of the Qumran community.” 

105 Newsom, Self as Symbolic Space, 68–73; Christine Schams, Jewish Scribes in 
the Second Temple Period (JSOTSup 291; Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 1998), 
251, 257–60. Of course, this may suggest that such self-conscious identifications 
were not felt to be necessary, but rather the scribal self-awareness was taken for 
granted in the sectarian writings. 

106 Newsom, Self as Symbolic Space, 71. 
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One of the principle features of sectarianism of any stripe is the claim 
to possess (or at least to have access to) special knowledge available 
solely to a highly defined and restrictive group, often in the form of a 
religious conventicle (see discussion of sectarianism and esotericism 
above). Such a feature often arises among groups that have become 
isolated or marginalized from centers of real political and social power; 
their special knowledge is inherently “over-against” competing or 
prevailing constructions of reality. In this sense, on the one hand 
knowledge is not power, but often signals the lack of real power and the 
corollary desire for its possession.  

On the other hand, the restricted knowledge can lend to the sectarian 
group a different sort of power, the ideological and moral upper hand of 
those who exhibit (often by their own standards) the most stringent and 
pure form of religious practice and language—what Newsom and others 
have called “symbolic power.”107 Furthermore, in the case of the group 
responsible for the authorship and preservation of the Qumran Scrolls, it 
is possible (if not highly likely) that their removal from the center in 
Jerusalem was self–imposed—it was a retreat to the wilderness as a 
response to the perceived impurity in the temple and the expected “end 
of days.”108 

                                                
107 Ibid., 23. Here symbolic power is defined as “the social power that comes 

from the ability to define the meaning of common cultural symbols,” i.e. torah or 
covenant or priesthood. Newsom also quotes the work of Pierre Bourdieu, 
Language and Symbolic Power (trans. Gino Raymond and M. Adamson; 
Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1995): symbolic power is “a power 
of constituting the given through utterances, of making people see and believe, 
of confirming and transforming the vision of the world and, thereby, action on 
the world and thus the world itself, an almost magical power which enables one 
to obtain the equivalent of what is obtained through force (whether physical or 
economic), by virtue of the specific effect of mobilization” (170). 

108 For a clear review of the problems involved in this question see 
VanderKam and Flint, Meaning of the Dead Sea Scrolls, 275–92. For a discussion of 
a particular aspect of Qumran “priestly” sectarianism—that of the purity of the 
h [ullin—see Meir Bar-Ilan, “Reasons for Sectarianism According to the Tannaim 
and Josephus’ Allegation of the Impurity of the Oil for the Essenes,” in The Dead 
Sea Scrolls Fifty Years After Their Discovery, 1947–97 (ed. Lawrence Schiffman, 
Emanuel Tov, and James C. VanderKam; Jerusalem: Israel Exploration Society in 
Cooperation with The Shrine of the Book, Israel Museum, 2000), 587–99. On the 
retreat to the wilderness, see especially Shemaryahu Talmon, “The ‘Desert Motif’ 
in the Bible and in Qumran Literature,” in Biblical Motifs, Origins, and 
Transformations (ed. A. Altmann; Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 
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Whatever the exact reasons for separation in the case of the Yah [ad, 
Newsom is also correct to point out that as an “outsider” discourse, the 
apocalypticism of Qumran is a “language of those who elect a stance of 
marginality and seek to use that marginal status to find a place in the 
cultural conversation.”109 One text that demonstrates this rather well is 
the so-called Halakhic Letter (4QMMT or Miqs [at Ma(a e ha-Torah), in 
which the author, possibly an early leader of the Yah [ad (or of a parent 
group), issues a series of suggested “corrections” to the practices then 
engaged in the Jerusalem temple and apparently condoned by the 
“letter’s” recipient(s).110 In that text, it is from the place of marginality 

                                                
1966), 31–63; James C. VanderKam, “The Judean Desert and the Community of 
the Dead Sea Scrolls,” in Antikes Judentum und Frühes Christentum: Festschrift für 
Hartmut Stegemann zum 65. Geburtstag (ed. B. Kollmann, W. Reinbold, and A. 
Steudel; Berlin: Walter de Gruyter, 1999), 159–71; Alison Schofield, “The 
Wilderness Motif in the Dead Sea Scrolls,” in Themes in Biblical Narrative: Israel in 
the Wilderness (ed. K. Pomykala; Leiden: Brill, 2008), 37–53. Among Qumran texts 
see 1QS 8:12–14, 9:18–21; 1QM 1:2–3. 

109 Newsom, Self as Symbolic Space, 48; see also Robert R. Wilson, “From 
Prophecy to Apocalyptic: Reflections on the Shape of Israelite Religion,” Semeia 
21 (1981): 79–95 (esp. 84–85). 

110 See most recently Hanne von Weissenberg, 4QMMT: Reevaluating the Text, 
the Function, and the Meaning of the Epilogue (STDJ 82; Leiden: Brill, 2008), 
especially the discussion in the Introduction; also Elisha Qimron and John 
Strugnell, “An Unpublished Halakhic Letter from Qumran,” in Biblical 
Archaeology Today (Jerusalem: Israel Exploration Society, 1985), 400–407; 
Lawrence Schiffman, “The New Halakhic Letter (4QMMT) and the Origins of the 
Qumran Sect,” BA 53 (1990): 64–73. Von Weissenberg aptly writes that in the 
epilogue of 4QMMT, “the reader is addressed in the 2nd person singular and 
plural. It has been proposed that the 2nd person singular references and the 
kings mentioned in the epilogue suggest that the text was a letter and the 
addressee was a political and religious leader, possibly even one of the 
Hasmonean kings or high priests. However, the comparison with Semitic 
epistolary texts showed that 4QMMT lacks the formal features typical of a 
personal letter, such as a praescriptio and an epistolary conclusion. The text itself 
gives no explicit identification of either the author or the addressee, and it is 
important to remember that the title ‘Halakhic Letter’ was given to 4QMMT by 
its modern readers. … Even though the use of direct speech discourse is 
suggestive of the epistolary genre, it is not exclusive to this genre and cannot 
therefore be used as a sole criterion for genre identification. Rather than being a 
private letter, 4QMMT was a text that was meant to be circulated and studied by 
a wider, more general audience. Both the members of the community responsible 
for the copying of 4QMMT, and persons outside this community, for instance the 
priests of Jerusalem, could have been addressed by this text.” I would like to 
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that the author(s) exhorts his (their) audience to “reflect on all these 
[things] and seek from him that he might support your counsel and keep 
far from you the evil plans and counsel of Belial, so that at the end of 
time (t(h tyrx)b) you might rejoice in finding that some of our words 
were true” (4Q398 14–17 ii 4–6). From the periphery, or perhaps because 
of its peripheral status, the letter presumes the authority to instruct its 
recipient, an authority that must not derive from immediate association 
with the goings-on in the temple. 

SUMMARY AND CONCLUSION 

In this chapter I have provided the conceptual framework for the 
chapters that follow. “Esotericism” is a useful heuristic category not only 
for broad phenomenological comparison of socially analogous move-
ments, but also because it can help to crystallize many of the salient 
features of the Yah [ad’s interests, practices, and boundary-marking 
rhetorical expressions. Related to this, I have briefly discussed the issue 
of “sectarianism” as it pertains to Second Temple Judaism and to 
Qumran in particular. Finally, I offered an account of Carol Newsom’s 
work on Qumran discourse and argued that her characterization of the 
Yah [ad’s “group self-fashioning” is a helpful way to frame the present 
investigation of “mystery” in the Scrolls. 

This overall conceptual framework—unwieldy as it may be at 
times—draws on three interlacing ways of speaking about the 
ideological language of the Yah [ad. To be sure, the formation of this 
group was preceded by other social, intellectual, and religious trends in 
Second Temple Jewish society, and the Yah [ad and its related groups 
inherited a broad array of texts and traditions that it (they) shaped in its 
(their) own important ways. It is to some of this preceding material that 
we turn in the next chapter.  
 

                                                
thank Dr. von Weissenberg for making parts of the manuscript of her book 
available to me before publication. 
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CHAPTER THREE 
 
 

SECRETS, MYSTERIES, AND THE DEVELOPMENT OF 

APOCALYPTIC THOUGHT  
 
 

To map an apocalyptic world is to map a cognitive 
world. 

Leonard L. Thompson 
 
 
In this chapter I discuss a diverse, though by no means comprehensive, 
sample of ancient Israelite, ancient Near Eastern, and early Jewish 
(Second Temple) texts and traditions that bear importance for 
understanding the broad cultural and religious context of mystery 
language in the Qumran Scrolls.1 I should be clear that I am not 
suggesting a particular line of genealogical development, but rather that 
there are important analogs in earlier texts and social contexts, and these 
can help us to understand what we encounter in the Qumran Scrolls.2 

                                                
The epigraph is drawn from Leonard L. Thompson, “Mapping an 

Apocalyptic World,” in Sacred Places and Profane Spaces: Essays in the Geographics 
of Judaism, Christianity, and Islam (ed. Jamie Scott and Paul Simpson-Housley; CSR 
30; New York: Greenwood Press, 1991), 125. 

1  I have limited my treatment below to texts I think are helpful for 
illuminating the Qumran material in particular. I have not endeavored to 
provide an exhaustive analysis of texts from the Hebrew Bible, the ancient Near 
East, or early Jewish apocalyptic literature, but rather to provide a sketch of the 
broader discursive contexts regarding “mysteries” and secrets in early Judaism. 
For a broad treatment of secrecy in the ancient Near East and in the Hebrew 
Bible see Lenzi, Secrecy and the Gods. 

2 Maureen Bloom (Jewish Mysticism and Magic: An Anthropological Perspective 
[London: Routledge, 2007], 17) writes about ancient Mesopotamia as a 
“watershed” culture that can serve as the broad backdrop for understanding 
developments in ancient Israelite and early Jewish religion. This is especially true 
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THE “DIVINE COUNCIL” AND THE BIBLICAL SOD 

Scholars have long discussed the presence and meaning of ancient Near 
Eastern traditions about the divine council (or divine assembly), 
especially as they relate to biblical traditions regarding the dws sod, the 
heavenly assembly to which the Hebrew prophet gains special access for 
the purpose of delivering a divine message to a human community.3 The 
modern study of the divine assembly motif in ancient Near Eastern 
literature (especially as it relates to the Hebrew Bible) was initiated in the 
middle of the twentieth century by H. Wheeler Robinson in his essay 
“The Council of Yahweh.” Since Robinson’s publication scholars have 
continued to debate the nature of the correspondences in Hebrew, 
Sumerian, Akkadian, and Ugaritic texts that deal with this motif.4 
Although an exhaustive presentation of these traditions cannot be 

                                                
in the areas of wisdom and divination, or in other words, in the realm of 
religious knowledge and the forms and social contexts in which it operated.  

3  Theodore E. Mullen, Assembly of the Gods: The Divine Council in Canaanite 
and Early Hebrew Literature (HSM 24; Chico, Calif.: Scholars Press, 1980); H. 
Wheeler Robinson, “The Council of Yahweh,” JTS 45 (1944): 151–57; Frank Moore 
Cross, Jr., “The Council of Yahweh in Second Isaiah,” JNES 12 (1953): 274–77; G. 
Cooke, “The Sons of (the) God(s),” ZAW 76 (1964): 22–47; E. C. Kingsbury, 
“Prophets and the Council of Yahweh,” JBL 83 (1964): 279–86; R. N. Whybray, 
The Heavenly Counsellor in Isaiah xl 13–14: A Study of the Sources of the Theology of 
Deutero-Isaiah (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1971); Richard J. 
Clifford, The Cosmic Mountain in Canaan and the Old Testament (Cambridge, Mass.: 
Harvard University Press, 1972); Patrick D. Miller, “Cosmology and World Order 
in the Old Testament: The Divine Council As Cosmic-Political Symbol,” HBT 9 
(1987): 53–78; Robert Gordon, “From Mari to Moses: Prophecy at Mari and in 
Ancient Israel,” in Of Prophets’ Visions and the Wisdom of Sages: Essays in Honour of 
R. Norman Whybray on His Seventieth Birthday (ed. Heather McKay and David 
Clines; JSOTSup 162; Sheffield: JSOT Press, 1993), 63–79; Heinz-Dieter Neef, 
Gottes himmlischer Thronat: Hintergrund und Bedeutung von sôd JHWH im Alten 
Testament (Stuttgart: Calwer, 1994); Martti Nissinen, “Prophets and the Divine 
Council,” in Kein Land für sich allein: Studien zum Kulturkontakt in Kanaan, 
Israel/Palästina und Ebirnâri für Manfred Weippert zum 65. Geburtstag (ed. Ulrich 
Hübner and Ernst Axel Knauf; OBO 186; Freiburg: Universitätsverlag/ 
Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 2002), 4–19; Lenzi, Secrecy and the Gods, 
221–71. There are other words that are used to refer to the heavenly gathering: 
lhq (Ps 89:6), hd( (82:1), d(wm (Isa 14:13), though these do not usually carry the 
additional connotation of “secret.” 

4  See the discussion in Lenzi, Secrecy and the Gods, 221–71; cf. Neef, Gottes 
himmlischer Thronat, for comprehensive discussion of the word dws and its ancient 
Near Eastern cognates, as well as in later texts and translations. 
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offered here, several examples from the Hebrew Bible will suffice to 
demonstrate the antiquity of this theme and its relevance to later Jewish 
notions of secrecy, access to the heavenly reality, and divinely-revealed 
knowledge. As Alan Lenzi demonstrates in considerable detail, “the 
divine dws reflects several characteristics of a human dws, especially 
limited access, unity in loyalty or purpose, and secrecy with regard its 
plans.”5 

The word dws, though etymologically obscure,6 is an important term 
in the Hebrew Bible, having a fairly wide semantic range with both 
concrete and abstract connotations as well as both religious and secular 
applications. It can refer to various kinds of earthly assemblies (or 
“councils”), such as a gathering of tribes or clans (Gen 49:6), a “circle of 
youth” (Jer 6:11), a “circle of friends” (Job 19:19), or a council of the 
faithful (Ps 111:1). It can also refer in some of the earlier biblical texts to 
the council of Yahweh (Ps 89:8[7]; 1 Kgs 22:19–22; Jer 23:18–22; Amos 3:7; 
Job 15:8, etc.) in which heavenly decrees are decided and issued.  

It is often observed that there are fundamentally two separate, but 
related, meanings of dws in the Hebrew Bible. 

The word dws, as is known, is mentioned in the Bible in two different 
but closely inter-related meanings. In the opinion of most scholars, the 
concept of dws in the sense of something hidden and concealed, is not, 
contrary to first impression, the basic meaning of the word. Its basic 
meaning is derived from the other sense: a “secret council,” an inner, 
closed circle.7 

Perhaps as a natural outgrowth of the exclusive setting of the dws, the 
word developed also the connotation of something hidden or concealed, 
a “secret” whose origin and meaning derive from the council itself. The 
deliberations of a council (whether understood as an earthly or heavenly 
conclave) comprise knowledge that is inherently secret on the basis of its 
remove from the general public, even if some of the results are 
subsequently disseminated to a wider audience. 

                                                
5  Lenzi, Secrecy and the Gods, 236. 
6  Heinz-Joseph Fabry, “dws,” TDOT 12.171–78; idem, “dws. Der himmlische 

Thronrat als ekklesiologisches Modell,” Bausteine biblischer Theologie. FS G. J. 
Botterweck. BBB 50 (1977): 99–126. 

7  A. Malamat, “The Secret Council and Prophetic Involvement in Mari and 
Israel,” in Prophetie und geschichtliche Wirklichkeit im alten Israel: Festschrift für 
Seigfried Herrmann zum 65. Geburtstag (ed. Rüdiger Liwak and Siegfried Wagner; 
Stuttgart: Verlag W. Kohlhammer, 1991), 231–36. 
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This notion is likely rooted in the realm of royal politics and warfare, 
and its theological dimensions reflect an image of human social reality 
into the heavenly world.8 But to whatever extent political and social 
realities form the backdrop to the heavenly council idea in the ancient 
Near East, the connotation of a divine sodality finds purchase in ancient 
Israelite and early Jewish religious imagination. The rhetoric of both 
prophecy and later wisdom is linked in a fundamental way with ancient 
Near Eastern traditions about the divine assembly and the role of the 
human (and sometimes angelic or divine) messenger to communicate the 
verdicts of the heavenly council. Even insofar as the Israelite prophets 
may have participated in restricted human colloquies, their claims to 
genuine authority, and true knowledge, were based in part on the 
premise of their having access to the divine realm where the decisions 
regarding human affairs were deliberated. 

A few salient examples can demonstrate the use of this motif in 
ancient Israel’s prophetic tradition. As both the Hebrew and Ugaritic 
(Canaanite) material attest,9 an integral part of the divine council were 
the messengers who delivered the decrees of the assembly. These 
messengers often took the form of divine beings who were “sent” by the 
gods or by the LORD: for example, the xwr of 1 Kgs 22:19–23 is sent out to 
be a “lying spirit” in the mouths of the false prophets. Another example 
is the “angel of the LORD” (hwhy K)lm) who features in many biblical 
texts.10 As Mullen points out, there is a parallel here between the ways in 

                                                
8  But see Lenzi, Secrecy and the Gods: “there is no proof that prophecy, an 

intuitive form of divination, functioned as a state secret in the Israelite or Judean 
royal councils. That is not to say that the royal courts in the two ancient 
kingdoms did not actually utilize secret prophecies in their proceedings (for a 
hint of secrecy in general, see Isa 29:15 and 30:1–2); but, according to the biblical 
presentation prophecy is simply not represented in this manner. How then shall 
we understand the significance of the secret origin of prophetic messages in the 
Hebrew Bible, i.e. the occasional claim that these messages derive from the 
divine assembly? I would suggest that the secret origin of a prophetic message 
was part of a common mythmaking strategy to authorize prophetic statements 
and activities, both historically by individual prophets, to the extent that we may 
know about this, and literarily by various editors of prophetic material at our 
disposal” (266). 

9 For Ugaritic (and Phoenician) examples see E. Theodore Mullen, Jr., 
“Divine Assembly,” ABD 2.214. 

10 It is not always explicitly stated that the messenger goes out from the 
divine assembly, though this is usually the implied context. See Exod 3:2, 14:19, 
23:20; Num 20:16, 22:31; Josh 5:13–15; Judg 13:8; 2 Sam 24:16–17; Isa 44:26; Zech 
3:1; Pss 103:20, 104:4, 148:2; Job 4:18, 33:23, etc. The point is especially well made 
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which a divine messenger is “sent” (xl#) and the commissioning of a 
prophet who is dispatched with a message from the LORD.11 Indeed, it 
has long been observed that the Israelite prophet is called to proclaim the 
will of God from the assembly, and yet the prophet in the biblical 
tradition is somewhat sui generis in the ancient Near East. No exact 
parallel exists for the role of the Israelite prophet, who according to the 
tradition is not merely sent with a message or endowed with interpretive 
skill, but who actually stands among the council and participates in the 
assembly in a unique way. 

Let us examine a few key passages. There are three particularly good 
examples of this conception of prophecy in the Hebrew Bible, each with 
its own emphasis on the role and position of the prophet in the divine 
council. The first of these offers a clear formulation of this theme as it 
attempts to articulate the difference between false prophets and the 
genuine vehicle of God’s word: 

Jeremiah 23:16–18 

mh Mylbhm Mkl My)bnh My)bnh yrbd-l( w(m#t-l) tw)bch why rm)-hk 16 
.hwhy ypm )l wrbdy Mbl Nwzx Mkt) 

wrm) wbl twrr#b Klh lkw Mkl hyhy Mwl# hwhy rbd yc)nml rwm) Myrm) 17 
.h(r Mkyl()wbt-)l 

.(m#yw yrbd by#qh-ym wrbd-t) (m#yw )ryw hwhy dwsb dm( ym yk 18 

16 Thus says the LORD of hosts: Do not listen to the words of the 
prophets who prophesy to you; they speak in vain to you. They 
speak visions to you that are not from the mouth of the LORD.  

                                                
in Ps 103:20: wrbd lwqb (m#l wrbd y#( xk yrbg wyk)lm hwhy wkrb. G. E. Wright 
asserted that whenever a prophetic indictment is given, e.g. Isa 1:2 or Mic 6:2, the 
background must be that of the divine assembly (The Old Testament Against Its 
Environment [SBT 2; Naperville, Ill.: Allenson, 1957]). Additionally, Frank Moore 
Cross (Canaanite Myth and Hebrew Epic [Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University 
Press, 1973], 187) and Mullen (Assembly of the Gods, 216) have demonstrated that 
the addresses of the divine assembly are constituted by plural imperatives and 
first person plural indicatives. 

11  Exod 3:10, 15, 7:16; Deut 34:11; Josh 24:5; 1 Sam 15:1; 2 Sam 12:1, 25; Isa 
6:8–9; Jer 1:7, 7:25, 19:14, Ezek 2:3–4; Mic 6:4; Hag 1:12; Zech 2:12, 13, 15; Mal 3:23; 
Ps 105:26. The same word—xl#—is often used for the commissioning of the 
prophet, e.g. Ezek 2:3: l)r#y ynb-l) Ktw) yn) xlw# Md)-Nb yl) rm)yw. See also 
James Ross, “The Prophet as Yahweh’s Messenger,” in Israel’s Prophetic Heritage: 
Essays in Honor of James Muilenburg (ed. Bernhard W. Anderson and Walter 
Harrelson; New York: Harper & Row, 1962), 98–107. 
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17 They declare to those who despise me: “The LORD has said: ‘All will 
be well with you.’” And to all who stubbornly follow their willful 
hearts they say, “No evil will befall you.”  

18 For who [among them?] has stood in the council of the LORD so as to 
see and hear his word? Who has heeded my word and listened? 

Here a clear distinction is made between those who speak words from 
their own minds and those who (like Jeremiah) actually stand in the 
council of the LORD—whose authority thus comes from a direct 
encounter with God among the deliberative assembly. This claim is 
further refined a few verses later when the author exclaims on behalf of 
God,  

.w)bn Mhw Mhyl) ytrbd-)l wcr Mhw My)bnh-t) ytxl#-)l 21 
.Mhyll(m (rmw (rh Mkrdm Mwb#yw ym(-t) yrbd w(m#yw ydwsb wdm(-M)w 22 

21 I did not send the prophets, and yet they ran. I did not speak to them, 
and yet they prophesied.  

22 But if they had stood in my council, they would have proclaimed my 
words to my people; and they would have turned them away from 
their evil way, and from the evil of their deeds. 

In these passages, access to the divine assembly thus constitutes one 
important rhetorical feature of prophetic legitimation. False prophets do 
not have access to the council,12 whereas, presumably, Jeremiah speaks 
from the experience of one who has stood in the council and been sent to 
proclaim God’s word. 

Perhaps the most well known example of this scenario (though the 
word dws is not specifically used) is the famous call vision of Isaiah, in 
which the prophet receives his commission through a kind of angelic 
purification: 

Isaiah 6:1–8 

In the year that King Uzziah died, I the LORD sitting on a throne, high 
and lofty; and the hem of his robe filled the temple. Seraphs were in 
attendance above him; each had six wings: with two they covered their 
faces, and with two they covered their feet, and with two they flew. 
And one called to another and said: “Holy, holy, holy is the LORD of 
hosts; the whole earth is full of his glory.” The pivots on the thresholds 
shook at the voices of those who called, and the house filled with 

                                                
12  Unless they speaking words given by false (or “lying”) spirits who have 

been sent out of the assembly—see 1 Kgs 22:8–23. 
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smoke. And I said, “Woe is me! I am lost, for I am a man of unclean lips, 
and I live among a people of unclean lips; yet my eyes have seen the 
King, the LORD of hosts!” Then one of the seraphs flew to me, holding a 
live coal that had been taken from the altar with a pair of tongs. The 
seraph touched my mouth with it and said, “Now that this has touched 
your lips, you guilt has departed and your sin is blotted out.” Then I 
heard the voice of the LORD saying, “Whom shall I send, and who will 
go for us?” And I said, “Here I am; send me!”13 

In this text the prophet does not simply receive a commission; he actively 
answers the question posed by the LORD, and his participation becomes a 
central feature of the scene—indeed, he becomes indispensable for the 
dissemination of the divine message. God seems at a loss for a suitable 
herald, and having been purified Isaiah steps into the breach, ready to 
bear the news of the LORD’s wrath. As Mullen correctly notes, “the 
participant who brings the scene to its climax is the prophet himself.”14 
Of course, the scene described in this text becomes a foundational 
reference point for later elaborations of how one participates in, or gains 
access to, the “mysteries” of God, and along with Ezekiel’s Merkavah 
vision it becomes the basis for later Jewish mystical speculation in the 
circles responsible for the production of the Heikhalot and Zoharic texts. 
While the scene is not precisely analogous to other images of the divine 
council in the ancient Near East, it constitutes a reworking of this motif 
into a throne-room scenario, where specific ranks of angels attend to the 
deity and are perpetually poised to do his bidding.15 

The most apposite example of the use of dws in the Hebrew Bible is 
that found in Amos 3:7–8, which states even more boldly than the Isaiah 
passage that the role of the prophet is a sine qua non for divine 
communication. It is here, too, that we may see the most explicit use of 
dws as something to be revealed—as something that otherwise remains 
hidden or known only to God, i.e. as a “secret.” 

                                                
13  Translation from the NRSV. 
14  Mullen, Assembly of the Gods, 218. 
15  Max E. Polley, “Hebrew Prophecy Within the Council of Yahweh, 

Examinted in Its Ancient Near Eastern Setting,” in Scripture in Context: Essays on 
the Comparative Method (ed. W. W. Hallo, J. B. White, and C. D. Evans; Pittsburgh, 
Penn.: The Pickwick Press, 1980), 155, n. 31; Cooke, “The Sons of (the) God(s),” 
37-38. 
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Amos 3:7–8 
16.My)ybnh wydb(-l) 17wdws hlg-M) yk rbd hwhy ynd) h#(y )l yk 7 

.)bny )l ym rbd hwhy ynd) )ryy )l ym g)# hyr) 8 

7 Indeed, my lord YHWH does nothing without having revealed his 
(secret) purpose to his servants the prophets.  

8 A lion has roared, who can but fear? My lord YHWH has spoken, who 
can but prophesy?18 

Here the word dws takes on its secondary meaning (though often 
translated as “plans” or “purpose”), with the implication that God has 
made known to the prophet the secret deliberations of the divine 
assembly.19 Amos appears to claim not only that the prophets are allowed 
access to the divine reality, but, indeed, that God does nothing without 
revealing his purposes to his servants the prophets. Although this 

                                                
16  The phrase My)ybnh wydb( is characteristic of Deuteronom(ist)ic language 

(2 Kgs 9:7, 17:13, 23, 21:10, 24:2; Jer 7:25, 25:4, 26:5, 29:29, 35:15, 44:4), though it is 
found elsewhere as well (e.g. Ezek 38:17; Zech 1:6; Dan 9:6; Ezra 9:11). This 
phrase also surfaces in some important sectarian texts from Qumran (the 
Community Rule, Pesher Habakkuk, Pesher Hosea). 

17  This phrase often reflects the context of proverbial wisdom, i.e. where dws 
refers to a human gathering and the importance of not revealing secrets (see Prov 
11:13, 20:19, 25:9). 

18  Verse 7 is usually taken to be an editorial insertion on the part of a later 
(Deuteronomistic) redactor. It seems to break with the surrounding structure (it 
is a declarative sentence as opposed to the preceding series of interrogative 
couplets) and is a “dogmatic assertion (not a rhetorical question)” (Shalom Paul, 
Amos: A Commentary on the Book of Amos [Hermeneia; Minneapolis: Fortress, 
1991], 112). In any case, whether the statement is a literary addition or a natural 
extension of the logic set up in verses 3–6 (or both), it attests to an important 
tradition regarding the role and place of the prophet in conceptions of divine 
revelation in ancient Israel: the prophet is the spokesman for God par excellence, 
and his authority derives from his being made privy to the activity of the divine 
council. 

19  F. I. Anderson and D. N. Freedman (Amos: A New Translation with 
Introduction and Commentary [AB 24A; New York: Doubleday, 1989]) assert that 
Amos’s auditions with the LORD were likely private (398); elsewhere, however, 
they state that “Amos became a prophet with a message from God as a result of 
his vision of God in the divine assembly of which he, the shepherd and farmer, 
was an invited member” (399–400). Compare Lenzi, however: “The divine 
assembly as a body … is not in view in Amos 3:7 at all; rather, the verse treats the 
deliberations that take place there” (Secrecy and the Gods, 251). 
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potentially bold aspect of Amos’s claim is often simply overlooked in 
studies of this passage,20 F. I. Anderson and D. N. Freedman propose a 
compelling alternative to reading it in this way. They point out that the 
word rbd could mean “decree,” suggesting that the LORD will not issue a 
decree without first calling a prophet. 

In neither Jonathan’s [1 Sam 20:2] nor Amos’ case can d b r mean 
“anything.” Obviously God does most things without first telling a 
prophet. … In the context the d b r is a specific course of action in 
response to an unusual situation, one requiring forethought and 
planning—not a situation for a routine, predictable response, but a 
departure from the norm that needs to be identified and explained as an 
act of God.21 

In any case, “the communication of Yahweh’s secret to prophets is a 
legitimate, and theologically even necessary, activity,” a communication 
that stresses the moment and point of origination of a secret and not its 
transmission or dissemination.22 (As in other prophetic texts, the point is 
that this information will indeed be shared, that it will not be kept secret 
in the human realm.) Furthermore,  

even though the counsel-aspect of dws (Yahweh’s “secret plan”) in 
Amos 3:7 is in the forefront semantically so as to underline the secret 
and exclusive nature of prophetic knowledge, conceptually there can be 
little doubt that the Deuteronomistic commentator would have 
connected the secret plan (dws) to the divine assembly (the dws of Jer 
23:18, 22).23 

Therefore, as seems clear by now, dws in this instance carries both aspects 
of its definition: it is both the heavenly conclave and, by metonymy, the 
secret plan or purpose that the LORD decrees in the council.  There is thus 
some justification for seeing, as Raymond Brown and others have seen, 
an important connection between the biblical dws and the later use of zr 
in Jewish apocalyptic literature of the Second Temple period.24 Though 
Brown tends to present the dws-related material as if it is somehow 

                                                
20  See for example Shalom Paul, Amos. 
21  Anderson and Freedman, Amos, 398–99. 
22  Lenzi, Secrecy and the Gods, 253. 
23  Ibid., 254. 
24  Brown, “The Semitic Background,” 2–6; Bockmuehl, Revelation and 

Mystery, 12–16. 
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genetically linked with later uses of zr, I prefer to think of the 
relationship as a thematic or motific one. dws is not simply the Hebrew 
counterpart of the Aramaic zr, but it represents an idea that will later 
come to be expressed in partially analogous terms in the latter word (see 
below for additional discussion). 

Here I must return briefly to a qualification made above. As noted 
long ago by Yehezkel Kaufmann and reiterated by Lenzi, “a ‘word of 
God’ can be a ‘secret word,’ but according to its essence it is intended to 
be spoken openly and also to an audience of people.”25 Lenzi cites Isa 
45:18c–19 as good evidence of this: 
 

.dw( Ny)w hwhy yn) 18c 
ynw#qb wht bq(y (rzl ytrm) )l K#x Cr) Mwqmb ytrbd rtsb )l 19 

.Myr#ym dygm qdc rbd hwhy yn) 

18c I am the LORD, there is no other.  
19 I did not speak in secret, in a place of land of darkness. I did not say 

to the seed of Jacob, “Seek me in a void!” I, the LORD, speak the truth, 
proclaim what is right. 

Indeed, like some later apocalyptic literature whose authority is 
predicated upon the access its protagonists have to a restricted kind of 
knowledge (e.g. Daniel, 1 Enoch), there is no indication that prophetic 
knowledge was to remain secret. Nevertheless, the way authoritative 
(“biblical” or “pseudepigraphical”) texts render the moment of 
revelation as a delivery of otherwise restricted divine information does 
suggest that a notion of secrecy is often at work. 

The prophetic function in the Hebrew biblical tradition was 
postulated, at least in part, on the notion of having access to the divine 
realm through visions (or some other mode of perception) of the 
heavenly assembly, which itself generated knowledge that was 
understood to be a heavenly secret to be grasped by means of the 
prophetic mode. The word zr, then, whatever the precise mechanism by 
which it entered into Aramaic and Hebrew usage, was a suitable term to 
capture the secondary meaning of dws, yet without the potential 
association with a (often polytheistic) scenario of divine deliberation. In 
this way, too, perhaps it served to shift the notion of prophetic authority 
toward its epistemological side: prophecy was not solely the domain of 
those men of old who drew down fire from heaven or wandered in the 
hillsides in ecstatic conventicles; it was the domain of those who 
acquired the true knowledge of God’s realm and his purposes for human 
                                                

25  Lenzi, Secrecy and the Gods, 264. 
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history. The prophetic valence of dws would be taken up in later Jewish 
texts of the Second Temple period (and, it seems, downplayed in some 
wisdom contexts), and would find new expression along with what 
seems to have been a burgeoning interest in the goings-on of the world 
beyond the visible, manifest dimensions of human life. 

SOD, WISDOM, AND REVEALED KNOWLEDGE 

The word dws is also used in a wisdom context, especially in texts that 
display skepticism about the possibility of real human knowledge of the 
divine realm. The wisdom tradition—if we may reduce it to such a 
designation26—appears to have undergone a profound transformation 
during the Second Temple period, when earlier attitudes about human 
knowledge of the divine came increasingly into question under the strain 
of Israel’s various historical exigencies. Especially important was the 
question of theodicy—how the omnipotence of Israel’s God could be 
squared with the fact of Israel’s oppression by foreign rulers—but also at 
stake were the related issues of election, covenant, and salvation. Given 
the perhaps widespread perception of a Deus absconditus (Job 13:24: 
rytst Kynp hml “Why do you hide your face?”; Isa 45:15: l) ht) Nk) 
rttsm “Indeed you are a God who hides himself”) the literary products 
of sapiential pursuits—especially as in we find Job and Qohelet—display 
an increasingly skeptical disposition with respect to how and whether it 
is possible to know the nature of God and God’s workings in the world. 

Over the six centuries in which [wisdom] literature was produced the 
answer [to the question, “How did those who wrote wisdom literature 
think they gained access to God and his ways?”] changed from an 
emphasis on individual freedom and the use of the human natural 
resources of reason and experience to an emphasis on God’s special 
revelation obtainable only through the divine gift of wisdom that 
ultimately was seen to be embodied in the Torah (Ben Sira) or the Spirit 
of God (Wisdom of Solomon).27 

                                                
26  For a summary of the difficulty of defining and delimiting “the wisdom 

tradition,” see James L. Crenshaw, Old Testament Wisdom: An Introduction 
(Atlanta: John Knox, 1981), 1–19; John J. Collins, Jewish Wisdom in the Hellenistic 
Age (Louisville, Ky.: Westminster John Knox, 1997), 1–21. 

27  Leo Perdue, “Revelation and the Problem of the Hidden God in Second 
Temple Wisdom Literature,” in Shall Not the Judge of the Earth Do What Is Right? 
Studies on the Nature of God in Tribute to James L. Crenshaw (ed. David Penchansky 
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This rough schema, though it fails to account fully for the complexity of 
wisdom traditions in the Second Temple period, contains an important 
observation about at least one issue that seems to have been at stake: the 
role of revelation in the acquisition of true knowledge about the 
universe, human nature, and the goal and meaning of history. 

Against the tradition of the prophet being granted special access to 
the heavenly council (dws) stands the book of Job. Job is in a sense the 
anti-prophet: not only is he not an emissary of God, but his predicament 
functions throughout the text as an indictment and, finally, exaltation of 
God, whose justice, mercy, and supreme knowledge are affirmed at the 
end of the book. In any case, the book of Job is rather clear about the 
limitations of the human capacity to enter into God’s council and to 
comprehend the matters deliberated therein. As Eliphaz the Temanite 
rebukes Job for his presumption to question God and his motives for 
“punishing” Job, his rhetorical questions cut through to the heart of Job’s 
accusations: 

Job 15:6–9 

.Kb-wn(y Kytp#w yn)-)lw Kyp K(y#ry 6 
.tllwh tw(bg ynplw dlwt Md) Nw#y)rh 7 
.hmkx Kyl) (rgtw (m#t hwl) dwsbh 8 
 .)wh wnm(-)lw Nybt (dn )lw t(dy-hm 9 

6 Your own mouth condemns you—not I; your lips testify against you. 
7 Were you the first man born? Were you created before the hills?  
8 Have you listened in on the council of God? Have you sole possession 

of wisdom?  
9 What do you know that we do not know, or understand that we do 

not understand? 

The author of Job suggests that only the “first man born” (“Adam”) 
might be able to say anything more meaningful about hidden realities 
than the average person; though he seems to concede the possibility of a 
higher knowledge based on contact with heaven, the righteousness of 
Job is apparently not enough to merit an invitation to the heavenly 
council.28 The irony here is jarring: “Have you listened in on the council 

                                                
and Paul L. Redditt; Winona Lake, Ind.: Eisenbrauns, 2000), 201–222; J. C. 
Rylaarsdam, Revelation in Jewish Wisdom Literature (Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press, 1946); Collins, Jewish Wisdom in the Hellenistic Age, 80–131. 

28  Lenzi connects the reference to the “first man” to the widespread myth of 
the Primal Human, which “posits that the first human was present at creation 
and thus privy to the secret knowledge of the creation of the cosmos” (Secrecy 
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of God?” Of course not! is the implied answer. Lenzi again summarizes 
the matter quite nicely: 

The irony of this discussion [between Job and Eliphaz] of the divine dws 
in Job 15 lies, of course, in the fact that it would not be taking place at all 
had Eliphaz and Job known about the activities and discussions of the 
divine assembly recounted in Job 1–2. The disputants may know about 
the existence of the divine assembly, but they certainly do not know of 
its proceedings.29 

Indeed, the depiction of the heavenly council in the opening chapters 
of Job consists only of heavenly figures engaged in debate about human 
nature and behavior. There is no prophet who comes bearing the results 
of the divine deliberations; there is only silence until God himself 
decides to speak directly to Job in answer to his challenges. And when 
God finally answers (esp. Job 38–42), he echoes the rhetorical charges 
issued by Eliphaz, saying, 

Job 38:2–4 

.t(d-ylb Nylmb hc( Ky#xm hz ym 2 
.yn(ydwhw Kl)#)w Kyclx rbgk )n-rz) 3 

.hnyb t(dy-M) dgh Cr)-ydsyb tyyh hpy) 4 

2 Who is this that darkens counsel by words without knowledge?  
3 Gird up your loins like a man, I will question you, and you will 

declare to me.  
4 Where were you when I laid the foundation of the earth? Tell me, if 

you have understanding.30 

In the text cited above (Job 15:6–9) the author makes an association 
between standing in the council of God (hwl) dwsb) and the possession of 
wisdom (hmkx), an association not made by any prophetic texts, or, for 
that matter, any other wisdom text from the Hebrew Bible.31 For the 

                                                
and the Gods, 245). See also Dexter E. Callendar, Jr., Adam in Myth and History: 
Ancient Israelite Perspective on the Primal Human (HSS 48; Winona Lake, Ind.: 
Eisenbrauns, 2000), 137–76. See below for further discussion of this issue. 

29  Lenzi, Secrecy and the Gods, 246. 
30  NRSV translation. 
31  The closest analogy is Amos 3:3–8, where the style of a wisdom teacher is 

adopted to demonstrate the authority and inherent causality of the prophetic 
commission. See Paul, Amos, 104–105; Hans Walter Wolff, Joel and Amos: A 
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author of Job, the source of all true wisdom is indeed God himself, and 
yet this is a God whose knowledge remains obscure, hidden from the 
sight of human beings. “[T]he real obstacle to obtaining divine 
knowledge in these texts is not necessarily, or at least obviously, the 
exclusive nature of the divine dws; rather, it is the great chasm that exists 
between humans and the location of that knowledge.”32 

Elsewhere, the statement of Zophar the Naamathite makes explicit 
that the relationship between wisdom and the divine is one of 
concealment and human incomprehension: 

Job 11:5–6 

.Km( wytp# xtpyw rbd hwl) Nty-ym Mlw)w 5 
. … hy#wtl 33My)lp-yk hmkx 34twml(t Kl-dgyw 6 

 
5 If only God would speak, and open his lips to you! 
6 Then he would tell you the secrets of wisdom—indeed, of the wonders 

that accompany understanding. … 

This passage also reveals something interesting about the underlying 
assumptions of its author(s). God’s ways are imponderable, yet humans 
desire knowledge that surpasses understanding—knowledge that can 
only come by bridging the cosmographical divide between humans and 
the all-knowing deity. 

It is this same impulse that animates the later apocalyptic twist on 
the wisdom tradition, namely that essential knowledge—knowledge of 

                                                
Commentary on the Books of the Prophets Joel and Amos (trans. Waldemar Janzen et 
al; Hermeneia; Philadelphia: Fortress, 1977), 91–100; for a refutation of the idea 
that this section of Amos is associated with the wisdom tradition, see Lenzi, 
Secrecy and the Gods, 252. 

32  Lenzi, Secrecy and the Gods, 246. Lenzi calls this “cosmographical 
distance,” an apt term for this idea. 

33  The Masoretic Text reads here Mylpk-yk, which has bred no shortage of 
confusion for interpretation (NRSV translates “For wisdom is many-sided”). Here 
I follow the judicious argument made by Lenzi: “The kaf may have arisen via 
dittography of the pe which was then made intelligible when ‘corrected’ to a kaf. 
The alef was simply omitted” (Secrecy and the Gods, 233). As it turns out, this 
emendation meshes nicely with the statement Job makes at the end of the book: 
“I have uttered things I did not understand, things too wonderful for me (tw)lpn 
ynmm), which I did not know” (Job 42:3); cf. David Clines, Job 1–20 (WBC; Dallas: 
Word, 1989), 254, n.6.a. 

34  For analogous uses of the term hml(t as “secrets,” see Ps 44:21 and Job 
28:11. 
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the cosmos and of the historical world, which includes the future—is 
revealed by means of mediating figures who are worthy vehicles for 
otherwise hidden information. In some ways the book of Job hints at this 
notion of “revealed wisdom,” but does not embrace it the way the 
author(s) of, say, the Book of the Watchers will do in a subsequent 
century.35 

FROM SOD TO RAZ: REVEALED WISDOM AND APOCALYPTICISM 

There are several trajectories of Jewish wisdom tradition in Second 
Temple period, and there is a long-standing scholarly awareness of the 
tensions in early Jewish wisdom literature regarding the sources of 
knowledge about the imperceptible God and God’s activity in the 
perceptible world. If writings such as Job and Qohelet convey a certain 
reticence regarding human knowledge of God’s ways, there are also 
wisdom texts that affirm the human capacity to know God and the 
divine will for humanity through more the more “traditional” 
epistemological modes of observation and inquiry. Ben Sira, for example, 
famously embraces the study and contemplation of prior revelation as it 
is enshrined in scriptural texts (Sir 1, 24) while shunning the pursuit of 
matters hidden or otherwise unseen (Sir 3:21–24): 

21  Things too marvelous for you, do not investigate,36 
 And things too evil for you, do not research. 
22 On what is authorized, give attention, 
 But you have no business with secret things (twrtsn)37. 
23 And into what is beyond you, do not meddle, 
 For that which is too great has been shown to you. 
24 For many are the thoughts of the sons of men, 
 Evil and erring imaginations.38 

                                                
35  For example, while overall the content of the book of Job expresses 

skepticism about what humans can know about “ultimate realities,” the whole 
story builds up to the climactic confrontation between Job and God—a 
confrontation in which God reveals himself to Job (if only long enough to 
upbraid him for his unknowing)! 

36  Compare Job 42:3; see below chapter 4 for discussion of the use of 
)lp/tw)lpn in combination with mystery language in the Qumran Scrolls. 

37 See chapter 4 for a brief discussion of the term twrtsn in the Qumran 
Scrolls. 

38  Translation is from Argall, 1 Enoch and Sirach, 74. 
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As Benjamin Wright recommends, it is best to see this passage not as a 
polemic against Greek philosophical inquiry,39 but to read it “against the 
backdrop of the mysteries revealed to Enoch [in 1 Enoch] and Levi [in 
Aramaic Levi], especially cosmological speculation and eschatological 
realities, and together with others that seem to address similar kinds of 
inner-Jewish concerns.”40 Elsewhere in Ben Sira there are statements that 
incorporate secrecy or mystery language explicitly, though not in the 
way usually implied in apocalyptic contexts.41 In these passages, secrecy 
functions in an ethical capacity to encourage the withholding of guarded 
personal information—an ancient Jewish equivalent of the old Spanish 
proverb, “Cautious silence is where prudence takes refuge.”42 It reflects a 
kind of folk wisdom that is concerned with what is customarily proper 
and not with the cultivation and restriction of sacred, arcane knowledge. 

One way of understanding wisdom traditions and their develop-
ment is in terms of interest in causality—in finding and expressing 
suitable ways to speak about cause-and-effect and to integrate such 
knowledge into a monotheistic system that posits an omnipotent deity 
who differentiates between the good and the wicked. A related way to 
understand wisdom is in terms of what Dexter Callendar has called 
“effective knowledge,” which is 

knowledge of the laws and constituents of the cosmos. … Discovery and 
knowledge of natural laws (order and causation) leads to the practical 
articulation or application in technology. The ancient mind had no 
reason to separate natural and spiritual causes; all phenomena operated 
in accordance with the cosmos—the order of which was not always 
possible to trace. … The practical outcome of wisdom is potentiality. … 
To have h [okmâ is to have power over something.43 

Here we may cite an important passage from the Wisdom of Solomon, a 
first century B.C.E. (C.E.?) text that shows some alignment with both 
“traditional wisdom” and with developments in later “revealed 
wisdom.” The passage is Wis 7:15–22: 

                                                
39  As proposed by Patrick Skehan and Alexander Di Lella, The Wisdom of Ben 

Sira (AB 38; New York: Doubleday, 1987), 160–61. 
40  Wright, “Putting the Puzzle Together,” 97. Wright refers to these 

mysteries as “esoteric matters.” 
41 For example Sir 8:18; 27:16–17. 
42  Baltasar Gracián, The Art of Worldly Wisdom (trans. Christopher Maurer; 

New York: Doubleday, 1991). 
43  Callendar, Primal Human, 149–50. 
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15  May God grant me to speak with judgment, 
and to have thoughts worthy of what I have received; 
for he is the guide even of wisdom and the corrector of the wise. 

16  For both we and our words are in his hand, 
as are all understanding and skill in crafts. 

17  For it is he who gave me unerring knowledge of what exists,  
to know the structure of the world and the activity of the elements; 

18  the beginning and the end and middle of times, 
the alternations of the solstices and the changes of the seasons,  

19  the cycles of the year and the constellations of the stars, 
20  the natures of animals and the tempers of wild animals, 

the powers of spirits and thoughts of human beings, 
the varieties of plants and the virtues of roots; 

21  I learned both what is secret and what is manifest, 
22  for wisdom, the fashioner of all things, taught me.44 

Callendar also adduces this passage in his discussion of the way the 
ancient Near Eastern motif of the “primal human” is appropriated      
and deployed in different ways in biblical and apocryphal/pseud-
epigraphical texts. This is an important point that is relevant not only to 
the texts he discusses but also for the development of Enochic traditions 
and for the rise of apocalypticism in general. Such a primal human, as 
reflected variously in Gen 1:26–28, Gen 2–3, Ezek 28:11–19 (the King of 
Tyre pericope), Job 15:7–16, and Prov 8:22–31, has its counterpart in 
Mesopotamian figures such as Adapa, Enmeduranki, Utnapishtim, and 
others. 

The first of these, Adapa, was a priest of Eridu and a devotee of Ea, 
and in the Mesopotamian traditions was “a sage who brings higher 
knowledge to humanity” after cursing the wind (and thereby “breaking 
its wing”) and being summoned by the high Anu to explain his behavior. 
He is depicted as a culture-bringer by Berossus, the third-century 
Babylonian historiographer writing in Greek, who stated that Adapa (or 
U’an/Oannes) “gave to men the knowledge of letters and sciences and 
crafts of all types … [and] taught them how to found cities, establish 
temples, introduce laws and measure land.”45 In the Myth of Adapa, the 
protagonist is said to be “perfect in wisdom,” knowing the “designs of 
the land,” i.e. the plan or order of the cosmos. He is the first of the apkall  
sages, one who sets the standard for others who follow, and whose 

                                                
44  NRSV translation. 
45  Stanley Burstein, Berossus the Chaldean (SANE 1,3; Malibu, Calif.: Undena, 

1977), 13–14; Callendar, Adam in Myth and History, 82. 
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knowledge is associated with magic, astrology, and priestly purificatory 
ritual.46 He is, in other words, a paradigmatic mediator figure who is 
understood also to be an important bearer of culture and religious 
knowledge. As Callendar notes, 

An interesting part of the Adapa myth comes in the fragment from 
Amarna. Upon discovering Adapa’s ability to break the wing of the 
south wind, Anu asks, “Why did Ea disclose what pertains to heaven 
and earth to an uncouth mortal?” This concern over the revelation of 
divine information to a human recalls Ea’s disclosure of divine 
knowledge to Utnapishtim, called Atrahasis, in the flood tablet of the 
Gilgamesh Epic, and the subsequent decision with which the gods were 
faced—what to do with a human who had attained divine knowledge 
(cf. Gen 3:11, 22–24). 

Early traditions about Utnapishtim present the protagonist as a 
worthy prophet- and sage-like figure who is granted total knowledge 
and has access even to the secret and hidden aspects of the world. In his 
eponymous tale, Gilgamesh seeks information about the time before the 
flood—knowledge of the antediluvian (primordial?) nature of creation—
from Utnapishtim, who himself has been invited into the assembly of the 
gods and has been granted eternal life at the “source of the rivers,” or in 
other words, in Paradise. As one who has gained insight into the secret 
things of the divine habitation, Utnapishtim is transformed into an 
eternal being and purports to transmit his knowledge to Gilgamesh, 
who, despite his desire to gain access, is not admitted into the council of 
the gods.  

Tablet I of the Epic of Gilgamesh opens with this dramatic statement:  

1 [He who saw the Deep, the] foundation of the country, 
2 [who knew … ,] was wise in everything! 
3 [Gilgame , who] saw the Deep, the foundation of the country, 
4 [who] knew [… ,] was wise in everything! 
5 [ … ] … equally [ … ,] 
6 he [learnt] the totality of wisdom about everything. 
7 He saw the secret (ni-s [ir-tu) and uncovered the hidden, 
8 he brought back a message from the antediluvian age.47 

                                                
46  Ibid., 82–83; see also text sources and bibliography cited there. See also P. 

Michalowski, “Adapa and the Ritual Process,” RO 41 (1980): 77–82. 
47 Text and translation from A. R. George, The Babylonian Gilgamesh: 

Introduction, Critical Edition, and Cuneiform Texts (2 vols.; Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2003), 1.539. 
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In Tablet XI there are two passages in particular that hint at both the 
concept of divine disclosure of secrets and at the ambivalence that often 
goes along with the problem of human attainment of sacred knowledge. 
In the first part of the tablet, Utnapishtim says that he will convey to 
Gilgamesh information that is both secret and mysterious: 

8 ta-napi ti spoke to him, to Gilgame : 
9 “I will disclose to you, Gilgame , a secret matter . …” 
10 and I will tell you a mystery of the gods.48 

Later in the same tablet, Ea declares that 

196 I did not myself disclose the great gods’ secret; 
197 I let Atra-h ~as s see a dream and so he heard the gods’ secret. 

And according to the Epic, Atrahasis [Utnapishtim] “obtained entrance 
to Paradise only by the decree of the divine assembly. Gilgamesh, 
lacking such a decree, would be unable to remain.”49 Several of these 
themes are echoed in later Jewish formulations about Enoch the sage, as 
well as in other Aramaic texts that depict various antediluvian biblical 
figures and their acquisition of special (heavenly) knowledge.50 

                                                
48  Ibid., 1.703. 
49  Mullen, Assembly of the Gods, 153. 
50 It deserves mention here that the figures Gilgamesh and Hobabish 

(Humbaba)—and possibly Atambish = Utnapishtim—were known to the 
author(s) of the Book of Giants preserved among the Qumran Scrolls. This does 
not mean that the author(s) were conversant with the entire body of Sumerian 
and Akkadian traditions about these figures, but that they were at least aware of 
some of them. See Loren Stuckenbruck, The Book of Giants from Qumran (TSAJ 63; 
Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 1997), 24–40; idem, “The ‘Angels’ and ‘Giants’ of 
Genesis 6:1–4 in Second and Third Century BCE Jewish Interpretation: 
Reflections on the Posture of Early Apocalyptic Traditions,” DSD 7 (2000): 354–
77; idem, “Giant Mythology and Demonology: From the Ancient Near East to the 
Dead Sea Scrolls,” in Demons: The Demonology of Israelite-Jewish and Early Christian 
Literature in Context of their Environment (ed. Armin Lange, Hermann 
Lichtenberger, and K. F. Diethard Römheld; Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2003), 318–
38; John Reeves, Jewish Lore and Manichaean Cosmogony: Studies in the Book of 
Giants Traditions (MHUC 14; Cincinnati, Ohio: Hebrew Union College Press, 
1992), 51–164; idem, “Utnapishtim in the Book of Giants?” JBL 112 (1993): 110–15; 
R. V. Huggins, “Noah and the Giants: A Response to John C. Reeves,” JBL 114 
(1995): 103–10; É. Puech, DJD 31:28–30; 74–78. 
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James VanderKam and Helge Kvanvig have demonstrated that the 
depictions of Enoch in the earliest Jewish apocalyptic traditions (the Book 
of the Watchers and the Astronomical Book) show clear affinities with 
Mesopotamian traditions about both Utnapishtim and Enmeduranki.51 
Especially important here is the fact that these heroes have mediatorial 
roles, that they learn “the secrets of the gods” and transmit those to 
humanity after spectacular journeys to otherwise inaccessible regions of 
the cosmos. As for the choice in the Enochic lore to endow Enoch with 
the role of the one who brings knowledge of the divine secrets (and not, 
say, Noah, the actual flood hero in Genesis, who, unlike Utnapishtim, is 
not made immortal), VanderKam writes that for the author of 1 Enoch 
106–107, 

The concept of a man who lives among divine beings, who has access to 
their choicest secrets, but who nevertheless remains somewhat 
accessible … [was] attached to Enoch who also associated with celestial 
beings according to the tradition but about whose paternity there could 
be no question. The writer managed to have it both ways:  he retained 
the idea of an accessible human being in divine company but avoided 
any danger that his readers would infer a divine status for the Jewish 
survivor of the flood. … With his unparalleled knowledge of the 
cosmos, history, and the eschaton, Enoch was the ideal preacher of hope, 
comfort, and warning to the last generations. While his words echo the 
language of ancient prophecy, Enoch appears preeminently as the 
supreme Jewish sage whose wisdom knows no bounds and whose 
message rests on unfailing divine revelation.52 

Writing now fifty years ago P. Grelot made the association between 
the Mesopotamian hero Enmeduranki and the Jewish sage Enoch.53 
Drawing heavily on Berossus’ account in the Babyloniaka, Grelot 
demonstrated that Enoch inherited from the ancient king the attributes 
of both divinely-inspired culture-bearer and transmitter of antediluvian 

                                                
51  James C. VanderKam, Enoch and the Growth of an Apocalyptic Tradition 

(CBQMS 16; Washington, D.C.: The Catholic Biblical Association of America, 
1984); Helge Kvanvig, The Roots of Apocalyptic: The Mesopotamian Background of the 
Enoch Figure and of the Son of Man (WMANT 61; Neukirchen-Vluyn: 
Neukirchener Verlag, 1988); H. Ludin Jansen, Die Henochgestalt: Eine vergleichende 
religionsgeschichtliche Untersuchung (Oslo: Dybwad, 1939); P. Grelot, “La légende 
d’Hénoch dans les apocryphes et dans la Bible: Origine et significance,” RSR 46 
(1958): 5–26, 181–210; idem, “La géographie mythique d’Hénoch et ses sources 
orientales,” RB 65 (1958): 33–69. 

52  VanderKam, Enoch and the Growth of an Apocalyptic Tradition, 176–77. 
53  Grelot, “La légende d’Hénoch”; “La géographie mythique d’Hénoch.” 
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wisdom, wisdom that encompasses “the beginnings and the middles and 
the ends of all writings,” which itself may be another way of saying 
“everything.” For his part, Enoch was indeed depicted in the Enochic 
collection as knowing and teaching about creation, the course of history, 
and eschatology, topics that would each receive varying emphasis as the 
traditions about this figure evolved over the centuries.54 

There are many examples from the ancient world of similar kinds of 
culture-bringer figures. In fact, it appears that such a motif was even a 
kind of international trend during a several-hundred year period, during 
which various human characters took on mythological significance in 
Babylonian, Hellenistic, and Egyptian cultures. One may cite U’an/ 
Oannes of the Berossus account, Prometheus of classical lore,55 and 
Taautos, who, according to Philo of Byblos’ Phoenician History, is to be 
identified with Thoth, the Egyptian (Alexandrian) god who invented 
arts, sciences, writings, and other aspects of human culture.56 This latter 
figure is also equated by the Phoenician Philo with Hermes who, in 
Greek (and Latin) traditions, is endowed with similar characteristics. 
Later this Thoth/Hermes syncretism would form the basis for the 
esoteric founder par excellence of the Hermetic tradition, Hermes 
Trismegistus, who himself was understood to be the master of 
astronomy, astrology, magic, alchemy, medicine, and other esoteric 
arts.57 

The presentation of Enoch as culture-bringer connects also with the 
ancient myth of the primal human, as one who gains “knowledge of 
everything” by virtue of his special status as Urmensch, as one who 
bridges the gap between the human and the divine.58 The primal human 

                                                
54  Grelot, “La légende d’Hénoch,” 6–25; VanderKam, Enoch and the Growth of 

an Apocalyptic Tradition, 17–18. 
55  See especially Aeschylus’ Prometheus Bound in H. W. Smyth, Aeschylus I 

(LCL; Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1922). 
56  See VanderKam, Enoch and the Growth of an Apocalyptic Tradition, 181–84. 
57  See for example Florian Ebeling, The Secret History of Hermes Trismegistus: 

Hermeticism from Ancient to Modern Times (trans. David Lorton; Ithaca, N.Y.: 
Cornell University Press, 2007); Garth Fowden, The Egyptian Hermes: A Historical 
Approach to the Late Pagan Mind (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1986); 
A. -J. Festugière, La revelation dHermès Trismégiste (3 vols.; Paris: Les Belles 
Lettres, 1981); Antoine Faivre, The Eternal Hermes: From Greek God to Alchemical 
Magus (York Beach, Maine: Phanes Press, 1995). 

58  For the idea of Enoch as a culture-bringer see VanderKam, Enoch and the 
Growth of an Apocalyptic Tradition, 182; Alexander, “Enoch and the Beginnings of 
Jewish Interest in Natural Science,” 223–42; Paul Hanson, “Rebellion in Heaven, 
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functioned as a tool for exploring a host of ideas. Among these are the 
question of the relation between “humanity” and “deity,” and the place 
of individuals in “elevated” ritual positions of intermediation (e.g. the 
king, priests, prophets). Authors invoked the symbol of the primal 
human to engage these questions in various ways. The questions 
comprise not only the task of discerning the essential boundaries 
between humanity and the divine, but ultimately the very task of 
defining humanity and the divine.59 

In the Second Temple period in particular, the quest for knowledge of 
the universe and of history was part of a theological revaluation brought 
on in part by the experience of national rupture and cultural incursions, 
but also by the intellectual renaissance resulting from contact with 
neighboring Babylonian, Persian, Greek, and Roman cultural traditions. 
In this period “the yearning to breach the gap to the transcendent God is 
also the desire to live in consonance with the constitution of the universe 
and to make the life of man and the course of the cosmos whole.”60 

The Jewish interest in the primal human is also doubtless related in 
the fourth and third centuries B.C.E. to oncoming Hellenism and its 
cultural traditions about the pr tos heur tes.61 The third century (?) Jewish 
Samaritan author of the Pseudo-Eupolemos fragments, writing in Greek, 
connected this idea to Enoch through the figure of Abraham: 

Abraham excelled all in nobility and wisdom; he sought and obtained 
the knowledge of astrology and the Chaldean craft, and pleased God 
because he eagerly sought to be reverent. … Abraham lived in 
Heliopolis with the Egyptian priests and taught them much: He 
explained astrology and the other sciences to them, saying that the 
Babylonians and he himself had obtained this knowledge. However, he 
attributed the discovery of them to Enoch. … The Greeks say that Atlas 
discovered astrology. However, Atlas is the same as Enoch. The son of 

                                                
Azazel, and Euhemeristic Heroes in 1Enoch 6–11,” JBL 96 (1977): 195–233; Davila, 
“Flood Hero as King and Priest.” 

59  Adam in Myth and History, 17. 
60  Michael E. Stone, “Three Transformations in Judaism: Scripture, History, 

and Redemption,” Numen 32 (1985): 229. 
61  See A. Kleingünther, PRWTOS EURHTES: Untersuchungen zur Geschichte 

einer Fragestellung (Leipzig: Dietrich, 1933; repr. New York: Arno, 1976); R. Netz, 
“The First Jewish Scientist?” SCI 17 (1998): 27–33. 
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Enoch was Methuselah. He learned everything through the angels of 
God, and so knowledge came to us.62 

Early Jewish apocalyptic writings such as 1 Enoch thus participated 
in a more widespread cultural trend in which Jewish writers were 
engaged in the appropriation and use of mythic/mythological motifs in 
the reproduction and elaboration of scriptural traditions. As mentioned 
above, some scholars have tried to see in this development an attempt to 
reconcile an understanding of God’s historical relationship with Israel 
with the post-exilic experience of a Deus absconditus whose self-
communication and continued presence have been called into question. 
One way of accomplishing such a theological renovation was to find new 
ways of expressing the relationship between myth and history, new 
formulations that attributed to biblical figures superhuman wisdom and 
knowledge that transcended the mere observation of “the way things 
are,” or, at least, the way things seem. 

Though it would be a mistake to assume that all apocalyptic texts 
reflect this synthesis equally and in the same way, there is much to be 
gained in the insight that apocalyptic texts—and apocalyptic groups—
display a concern to know about both the cosmic and the earthly realms, 
and that claims to knowledge are expressed in terms of both “vision” 
and “reality,” which, in spite of Paul Hanson’s assessment, turn out to be 
two sides of the same coin.63 As Hanson states, 

                                                
62  Text and translation from Robert Doran, “Pseudo-Eupolemus,” OTP 

2.880–81. Doran asks the pertinent question: To whom does this “us” refer? 
Given the widespread interest in the transmission of knowledge as itself an 
authorizing principle, I would have to answer (if tentatively) that the “us” in 
question is the author and his audience. 

63  Hanson draws on work in the sociology of religion for his categories of 
“visionary” and “realistic” elements in Second Temple Judaism; see Max Weber, 
The Sociology of Religion (trans. E. Fischoff; Boston: Beacon Press, 1963); Karl 
Mannheim, Ideology and Utopia: An Introduction to the Sociology of Knowledge (trans. 
L. Wirth and E. Shils; New York: Harcourt Brace, 1936). I do not agree with 
Hanson’s conclusion that the transformation that took place in the institution of 
prophecy in the early Second Temple period was due to a conflict between 
“visionary” (prophetic) and “realistic” (hierocratic) groups. Such a model, 
though elegant in certain respects, has not been able to stand and does not 
account for much of what we now can say about the social location(s) of 
apocalyptic groups. Furthermore, it is becoming increasingly clear that 
developments within the apocalyptic tradition also took place within the priestly 
(hierocratic) and sapiential milieux. 
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The realm of the cosmic vision is the world of myth, whereas the realm 
of mundane reality is the sphere of human history. The tension between 
vision and reality, between myth and history, was not universal in the 
Ancient Near East, for such a tension could result only when the 
historical realm assumed a position distinct from the realm of the 
gods.64 

According to Hanson, this is precisely the case with respect to ancient 
Israel, whose own historiographical traditions (esp. the Deuteronomic 
and Priestly traditions) presented cosmogony in terms of the unfolding 
relationship between two distinct entities: YHWH who inhabits the 
uncreated (“mythic”) realm, and the people Israel, who come into being 
and inhabit the created, historically-contingent world. Thus, for Hanson, 
in such patterns of thought, “for the first time in the Near East, the 
cosmic realm and the realm of the real world are recognized as two truly 
distinct realms,” and it is this situation that creates the conditions for the 
apocalyptic synthesis in which the two “realms” would be reunited 
under the right historical and cultural conditions.65 Though Frank Moore 
Cross is probably more correct about the way “myth” and “history” are 
interwoven into “epic” even in ancient Israel’s sacred historiographical 
traditions (and as such they were not viewed as strictly distinct), 
Hanson’s characterization of the early stages of apocalypticism retains 
some of its value.66 

Whatever the problems with Hanson’s overall assessment of the 
origins of apocalypticism, he is correct to link the development of 
apocalyptic ways of speaking to a Jewish domestication of ancient 
mythological language in order to express ideas about the cosmic, 
“mythic” dimensions of divine reality. Of course this way of speaking 
was in fact a way of speaking also about time and history, as the interest 
in cosmic mythoi was tied to an intense desire to read the future, to place 
the (then) present in terms of both the past and the future, and to know 
how God’s cosmic mastery would be translated into his mastery in the 
world. From the perspective of apocalyptic writers, this translation 
would naturally be expressed most fully in his redemption of Israel, 
which, with some variation based on the particular view of any given 
apocalyptist, would itself have final and complete world-historical 
ramifications. The beginning of such an Urzeit und Endzeit preoccupation 

                                                
64  Paul Hanson, “Jewish Apocalyptic Against Its Near Eastern Environ-

ment,” RB 78 (1971): 31–58.  
65  Ibid., 41. Whether indeed this is the “first time” such a distinction is made 

is probably impossible to say, but this does not mitigate his overall point. 
66  Cross, Canaanite Myth and Hebrew Epic. 
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appears to be rooted in Jewish cultural and political conditions during 
the fourth–third centuries B.C.E., and becomes a well-known feature of 
Jewish (and Christian) apocalypticism down through the ages. With his 
characteristic clarity, Michael Stone has aptly summarized the situation 
obtaining in post-exilic Judaism in general: “It is the balance between the 
mythical and the historical elements that changes in the Second Temple 
period. … There was a remythologization of cosmology as well as of 
history.”67 

One result of this shift was the emergence of a new kind of figure in 
the landscape of apocalyptic Judaism: the figure who knows everything. 
Seen most clearly in the representations of Enoch, such a figure served as 
the human counterpart to another emergent locus of the “knowledge of 
everything” during the Second Temple period, viz. the heavenly tablets 
(Jubilees; 1 En 93:2, 103:2). In the case of Enoch (especially the Book of the 
Watchers) we may see evidence of an attempt to synthesize (even 
systematize) knowledge of the cosmos—to the point that it becomes 
difficult to distinguish between natural science and religion, astronomy 
and divination, geography and eschatology.68 VanderKam demonstrates 
that 

as a sage, Enoch reveals information about the Urzeit during which he 
lived, periodizes history, learns and teaches astronomical lore, and 
divulges the cosmological details that he has discovered on his 
remarkable journeys . … When Enoch is pictured as a divine figure, he 
appears as the one who in effect saves Noah from the flood by 
disclosing salvific information to him, as Ea did to Utnapishtim, the 
Babylonian flood hero.69 

There are other ways in which the depictions of Enoch’s knowledge 
reflect a Babylonian background, and we may venture to guess at a 
loosely analogous “priestly-scribal” tradition in which early Enochic 
literature took shape in antiquity.70 The sources of the “knowledge of 
everything” in 1 Enoch include angelic mediation, cosmic journeys, 
consultation of the heavenly tablets, and, finally, in later traditions, 
taking up residence in the divine abode itself, from which Enoch 
mediates and vouchsafes the transmission of perfect knowledge to 
needful mortals (e.g. 1 En 106). 
                                                

67  “Three Transformations in Judaism,” 24, 27. 
68  Tigchelaar, Prophets of Old and the Day of the End, 253–54. 
69  VanderKam, Enoch and the Growth of an Apocalyptic Tradition, 13. 
70  See Reed, Fallen Angels. 
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RAZ IN PRE-QUMRAN TEXTS 

Because of its late entry into the biblical lexicon, the word zr is not 
widespread in the Hebrew Bible. In fact, it occurs definitively only in the 
Aramaic portions of the book of Daniel, though there is also a likely 
attestation in the book of Isaiah. Outside the Hebrew Bible, the word is 
attested in the Book of the Watchers and in a handful of other non-
sectarian Aramaic texts from Qumran. Because many of these Aramaic 
compositions likely pre-dated the establishment of the Yah [ad (and were 
preserved and copied by its members), I will discuss several of them 
briefly in this section. Because it continues to be difficult to ascertain 
precise dates for many of these texts, have have had to be somewhat 
selective in my approach to them. 

ISAIAH 24:16B 

One disputed but potentially important early reference to zr is in the late 
addition to Isaiah known as the “Isaiah Apocalypse” (chapters 24–27).71 
In Isa 24:16b we encounter the phrase, yl-yzr yl-yzr, which is embedded in 
its broader context as follows: 

Isaiah 24:14–16 

.Mym wlhc hwhy Nw)gb wnry Mlwq w)#y hmh 14 
.l)r#y yhl) hwhy M# Myh yy)b hwhy wdbk Myr)b Nk-l( 15 

yl-yzr yl-yzr rm)w qydcl ybc wn(m# trmz Cr)h Pnkm 16 
.wdgb Mydgwb dgbw wdgb Mydgb yl yw) 

14 They will lift up their voices, they will sing for joy; they shout from 
the west about the majesty of the LORD 

15 So in the east give glory to the LORD; in the coastlands of the west 
glorify the name of the LORD the God of Israel. 

16 From the end of the earth we hear singing: Glory to the Righteous 
One! But I say, “I have my mystery,’ I have my ‘mystery!’ Woe is me, 
for the faithless have acted faithlessly, the faithless have broken 
faith!” 

 

                                                
71 The designation of these chapters as an “apocalypse” was first made by 

Bernhard Duhm in his famous commentary, Das Buch Jesaja (Göttingen: 
Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1922). While this label has been rightly criticized in 
subsequent generations of scholarship, his late dating of the material in chapters 
24–27 has been generally embraced. 
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The phrase yl-yzr yl-yzr has been parsed and translated in various ways. 
For example, in the Jewish Publication Society version of the Tanakh, the 
editors take yzr to derive from the root hzr (to become lean) and translate 
accordingly: “I waste away, I waste away!” This is not an uncommon 
position to take, and indeed some lexicons offer yzr as a masculine noun 
meaning “leanness” or “wasting,” thus rendering yl-yzr literally as “to 
me, wasting.”72 In this case the word would be a hapax legomenon (it 
occurs twice here, but nowhere else), it would be something of a 
grammatical oddity, and it would fit somewhat awkwardly in its 
context. Additionally, there is little support for this reading from the 
other ancient versions. 

As Joseph Blenkinsopp notes, this phrase is a “notorious crux, 
simply omitted by the [Old Greek] LXX,” and he goes on to point out 
that most of the early versions support reading yzr as “my mystery” or 
“my secret” (Blenkinsopp prefers the latter).73 On the one hand, the fact 
that the Old Greek of Isaiah simply fails to acknowledge the presence of 
the yl-yzr couplet might suggest that it is a late interpolation (or gloss?) in 
the Hebrew.74 On the other hand, it is also possible that the Greek 
translator simply did not know what to make of this passage, a position 
that Ron Troxel appears to endorse: “The translator’s path in the first 
half of v. 16 is traceable from the MT, but he seems to have been at a loss 

                                                
72 See BDB, 931. See also A. S. Herbert, The Book of the Prophet: Isaiah 1–39 

(CBC; Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1973), 147: “But I thought, 
Villainy! Villainy!” (he provides no additional comments on this translation); 
Christopher Seitz, Isaiah 1–39 (Louisville, Ky.: John Knox, 1993), 184: “I pine 
away. I pine away”; George Buchanan Gray, A Critical and Exegetical Commentary 
on the Book of Isaiah Volume 1 (ICC; Edinburg: T&T Clark, 1912), 418: “I have 
leanness, I have leanness.” Gray also notes that “zr is in Aramaic a loan word 
from Persian … and may well have been used by some glossator here” (419). 

73 Blenkinsopp, Isaiah 1–39: A New Translation with Introduction and 
Commentary (AB 19; New York: Doubleday, 2000), 353–54.  

74 This is the view that Blenkinsopp takes. Such a possibility would limit the 
interpolation of this phrase to some time between the production of the Old 
Greek of Isaiah (250 B.C.E.?) and the copying of the Great Isaiah Scroll (1QIsaa), 
the oldest extant manuscript witness, which includes the phrase yl-yzr yl-yzr. If 
Eugene Ulrich is correct that 1QIsaa “preserves the original text most often” 
compared to LXX and MT (“The Developmental Composition of the Book of 
Isaiah: Light from 1QIsaa on Additions in the MT,” DSD 8 [2001]: 18), this would 
logically entail that the phrase first makes its way into the textual tradition 
behind 1QIsaa and thereby into MT, and that the Vorlage for LXX either did not 
contain the phrase or the translator(s) did not know what to make of it. 
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for what to do with the second half, particularly yl yzr yl yzr, which he 
omits, perhaps reckoning it ‘implied by the interjection’ [yl-yw)], as Ottley 
inferred.”75 

Other early translations usually dealt with this difficult phrase by 
(apparently) assuming a connection with the word zr. Other Greek 
versions such as Symmachus and Theodotion employ musth&rion in their 
translations, possibly taking their cue from the use of zr in the book of 
Daniel. (Would the original translators of Old Greek Isaiah not have had 
the benefit of knowing the text of Daniel? This might explain their 
confusion about the phrase, and their reticence on this passage.) 

Picking up on the apocalyptic and eschatological themes of Isaiah 
24–27, Targum Jonathan later understands Isa 24:16b to mean, “The 
prophet said, ‘The mystery of the reward for the righteous is visible to 
me, the mystery of the retribution for the wicked is revealed to me!’”     
(yl ylgt) )y(y#rl wn(rwp zr yl yzxty) )yqydcl rg) zr). Thus in this version 
the eschatological theme of reward and retribution is given to the 
prophet as a visible revelation, which is perhaps a way of reading Isa 24 
in light of the call narrative and the famous vision of Isa 6. After all, the 
Targum connects the sparse utterance yl-yzr yl-yzr with the mode of its 
revelation: it is visible, or in other words, it is a vision (using )zx). The 
obscure double utterance of zr also seems to have triggered for the 
Targumist the notion that there are “good mysteries” and “bad 
mysteries,” that yl-yzr yl-yzr conceals a reference to the two different 
kinds of “mysteries” that unfold as part of God’s final reckoning. 

When we turn to the larger context of the Isaiah passage, we see that 
in contrast to the ones lifting up their voices joyfully to sing of God’s 
majesty, Isaiah has his own vision, his “mystery,” and he knows that the 
euphoric refrain comes from a false understanding of God’s plan of 
judgment. Despite the rejoicing of the people from East to West, Isaiah is 
unable to join the liturgy; his “mystery” tells him that destruction is yet 
to come, that there is yet a final punishment of the wicked and a 
vindication of the Lord’s “elders” (whoever they may be). 

                                                
75 Ron Troxel, LXX-Isaiah as Translation and Interpretation: The Strategies of the 

Translator of the Septuagint of Isaiah (JSJSup 124; Leiden: Brill, 2008), 235. The 
reference to Richard Ottley is to his The Book of Isaiah According to the Septuagint (2 
vols.; Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1904–06), 2:223. Troxel continues 
in a footnote: “The translator was probably perplexed by yzr, judging from his 
rendering of Nwzr wynm#mb tw)bc hwhy Nwd)h xl#y by a)postelei= ku&rios sabawq ei0j 
th_n sh_n timh_n a)timi/an in 10:16 and of hzry wr#b Nm#mw by kai\ ta_ pi/ona th~j do&chj 
au0tou~ seisqh&setai in 17:4” (235, n. 145). 



SECRETS, MYSTERIES, AND APOCALYPTIC THOUGHT 

 

 

109 

 

This “mystery” is clearly a special kind of revelation to which only 
Isaiah has access (at least according to the redactor[s] of this passage). 
Isaiah mediates the significance of this revelation for understanding 
God’s plan for history and for the cosmos, and yet the content of the 
revelation remains concealed. Contrary to, say, Dan 2, there is no 
explanation, in the context of the passage, of how and by what authority 
Isaiah “sees” this “mystery.” As I suggested above, though there is 
scarcely a way to prove the point, I am tempted therefore to read this 
passage in light of Isaiah’s call narrative and throne vision in chapter 6, 
and to see it also in connection with the proclamation that God is 
“creating a new heaven and a new earth” in Third Isaiah (Isa 65:17–
66:24)—a new reality that is both cosmic and eschatological. The vision 
of chapter 6 is perhaps itself interpreted in Isa 24 as Isaiah’s “mystery,” 
the vision that allows him to see not only the divine imperium but also 
the horizontal dimension of earthly history. 

It is interesting that the content of the “mystery” of Isa 24 seems to 
involve both the consummation of history as such, i.e. the history of false 
worship (whether Israelite or pagan) and the reigns of earthly kings, and 
also the judgment of the cosmos—the “hosts of the high heavens” and 
the moon and the sun. To be sure, other apocalyptic writings include 
both heavenly agents and earthly rulers among those who will be 
punished, and in some cases the actions of both are causally linked.76 
First Enoch 18–19 is rather explicit about this:  

1 Enoch 19:1–2 

And Uriel said to me, “There stand the angels who mingled with the 
women. And their spirits—having assumed many forms—bring 
destruction on men and lead them astray to sacrifice to demons as to 
gods until the day of great judgment, in which they will be judged with 
finality.”77 

                                                
76 Alexander Toepel makes a compelling case that the Qumran fragments 

4Q552–53 and the Testament of Reuben 2:1–3:7 demonstrate an association 
between earthly rulers or kingdoms and planetary demons in his “Planetary 
Demons in Early Jewish Literature,” JSP 14 (2005): 231–38; as he points out, there 
is a strong correlation between these Qumran fragments and Danielic traditions 
regarding the scheme of four succeeding nations (e.g. Dan 2, 7). For other 
examples see 1 En 89:59–70; Dan 10:13; 1QM 12–13. 

77 Translation is from George W. E. Nickelsburg and James C. VanderKam, 
1 Enoch: A New Translation (Minneapolis: Fortress, 2004), 39. 
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Another theme this part of 1 Enoch shares with Isa 24 is the motif of 
imprisonment: when Enoch inquires of Uriel about the “desolate and 
fearful” place beyond the angels, he replies, “This place is the end of 
heaven and earth; this has become a prison for the stars and the hosts of 
heaven” (1 En 18:14). Though this theme of celestial rebellion is a typical 
part of ancient cosmogonies and theogonies (cf. Enuma Elish, Hesiod’s 
Works and Days), it is at least conceivable that there is a more directly 
shared tradition between 1 En 18–19 and Isa 24. 

Whatever the “original” sense of the construction yl-yzr in Isaiah, 
understanding it to be a reference to Isaiah’s “mystery” makes 
considerable good sense of the context in which it occurs, and offers an 
intriguing possibility for outlining the development of the apocalyptic 
tradition in Jewish texts of the latter half of the Second Temple period. 
This section of Isaiah as a whole (Isa 24–27) displays characteristics 
typical of an apocalyptic worldview, and thus is usually dated to some 
time in the third (or as late as the second) century B.C.E.78 Though it 
should not be taken as conclusive evidence of a late date for this section, 
the word zr is otherwise attested only during and after the third century 
B.C.E., and almost exclusively in apocalyptically-oriented texts such as 1 
Enoch, Daniel, and many of the Aramaic and sectarian texts from 
Qumran. As Blenkinsopp suggests, this section of Isaiah indicates “the 
uneven progress of the Isaian tradition in the direction of the apocalyptic 
world view familiar from the book of Daniel and therefore raise[s] the 
question in an acute form regarding the bearers of that tradition and the 
social situation in which it came to final expression.”79 While this 
statement necessarily over-simplifies the problem as a whole, 
Blenkinsopp is not the only one to see an important connection between 
Isa 24 and the book of Daniel.80 

Whether the phrase yl-yzr yl-yzr in Isaiah reflects deliberate use of the 
word for “mystery” is, finally, impossible to know with certainty, even if 
the available evidence does point in that direction. What is clear is that 
                                                

78 See Blenkinsopp Isaiah 1–39, 346–49. 
79 Ibid., 355. In his more recent book Blenkinsopp elaborates on the 

possibility of an Isaiah-Daniel trajectory, and offers some speculation on the 
place the Yah [ad might occupy along the extended continuum of such a trajectory 
(Opening the Sealed Book: Interpretations of the Book of Isaiah in Late Antiquity (Grand 
Rapids, Mich.: Eerdmans, 2006), esp. 1–27. 

80 See also J. F. A. Sawyer, “’My Secret Is With Me’ (Isaiah 24:16): Some 
Semantic Links between Isaiah 24–27 and Daniel,” in Understanding Poets and 
Prophets: Essays in Honor of George Wishart Anderson (ed. A. Graeme Auld; 
JSOTSup 152; Sheffield: JSOT Press, 1993), 307–17; Jeffrey Niehaus, “R Z-PE AR 
in Isaiah XXIV,” VT 31 (1981): 376–78. 
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later interpreters understood it to have this meaning, and it is perhaps 
simply an unfortunate accident of (un)preservation that we do not know 
how Isa 24:16b was interpreted among the Yah [ad. The closest we may 
come is in the Damascus Document’s exposition of the next verse in Isaiah, 
Cr)h b#wy Kyl( xpw txpw dxp “Terror, and the pit, and the snare are 
upon you, O inhabitant of the earth,” which is itself a famously 
enigmatic passage: 

CD 4:14–19 

wr#p … 14 
bq(y Nb ywl Mhyl( rm) r#) l(ylb twdwcm t#wl# 15 

ynym t#wl#l Mhynp Mntyw l)r#yb Mhb #pt )wh r#) 16 
ty#yl#h Nwhh tyn#h twnzh )yh hnw#)rh qdch 17 

#pty hzm lcynhw hzb #pty hzm hlw(h #dqmh )m+ 18 
… hzb 19 

14 … Its interpretation: 
15 the three traps of Belial which Levi son of Jacob told them  
16 that he [Belial] would catch Israel in, and so he directed them to three 

kinds of  
17 righteousness. The first is illegal marriage; the second is wealth; the 

third is 
18 defiling the sanctuary. Whoever gets out of one is caught in another; 

and whoever gets out from that one is caught 
19 in yet another. … 

Even here there is possibly an implicit association between the 
“mystery” of Isa 24 and the “mysteries” known by those of the members 
of the Damascus Covenant. According to the logic of the Damascus 
Document, this knowledge provides for the proper preemption of the 
“three nets of Belial,” the avoidance of which is a defining feature of 
those who belong to the continued (or new) covenant. 

THE BOOK OF THE WATCHERS 

Because I am concerned here to describe the use of “mystery” in Second 
Temple Jewish texts before the advent of the Yah [ad, I have for the sake 
of convenience restricted the investigation of 1 Enoch to those sections 
whose pre-Maccabean composition are beyond dispute, namely the Book 
of the Watchers (zr is not used in the Astronomical Book). Though much of 
what we find in the other books of the collection (especially the Parables 
of Enoch, the Birth of Noah and, less so, the Epistle) is indeed relevant to 
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the broad study of “mystery” language, these will not figure in the 
present discussion. The relationship between the groups responsible for 
the production of the Qumran sectarian texts and the later compositions 
of the Enochic corpus remains an open yet elusive question. 

In the Book of the Watchers, we can identify a tradition of “mystery” 
revelation that bears some similarity to Isa 24. In this case, the good 
“mysteries” granted to the scribe Enoch are set against the illicit, or evil, 
“mysteries” of the Watchers. It is difficult to speak with certainty about 
exactly where the word zr occurs in the Book of the Watchers. One may cite 
the Aramaic fragments found in Qumran cave 4, in which only one 
attestation of zr remains, namely that of 1 En 8:3. But the Greek and 
Ethiopic recensions indicate the likely presence of at least three other 
appearances in the Book of the Watchers: 9:6, 10:7 and 16:3 (twice). Despite 
general reservations about retro-translating from Greek and Ethiopic to a 
presumed Aramaic Vorlage (which is probably not represented in a 
pristine way even by the Qumran manuscripts), I will proceed with the 
assumption that zr is a term known to several parts of the Book of the 
Watchers, and that it functions in a special way in the text. 

The famous section of mythic materials in 1 En 6–11 offers an 
account (or several intertwined accounts) of evil in the world, focusing 
on the activity of the Watchers and their dealings with humankind. In 
this narrative, the “sons of heaven” conspire to takes wives from among 
the “daughters of men,” and the result of their unions is the birth of 
obscure “giants,” Nephilim, and Elioud (successively), as well as the 
proliferation of evil upon the earth. In short, the Watchers and their 
offspring violate the boundary between heaven and earth, and proceed 
to devastate the creation. The four archangels take note of the disaster 
unfolding on earth, and despite Enoch’s intercessory commission, they 
proceed to imprison and punish the Watchers for their transgressions. 

The traditional core of the narrative—centered around the Watcher 
Shemihazah—is complemented, scholars generally agree, by a 
secondary, “instruction motif” associated with the Watcher Asael.81 
Included in the instruction motif are various kinds of teachings: the 
fabrication of war implements and bodily ornaments; magic arts such as 
sorcery and charms and the cutting of roots and plants; and the 
interpretation of different kinds of omens (lightning flashes, shooting 
stars, and the movements of celestial bodies). It is with respect to these 
teachings that “mystery” is invoked as an important reference point in 
the Book of the Watchers. 

                                                
81 Nickelsburg, 1 Enoch, 171–72; 190–93. 
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Nickelsburg reconstructs the schematic history of this motif in the 
following way: the parallel notices at 1 En 7:1 and 9:8 are the initial 
interpolations into the Shemihazah story, reflecting interest only in the 
magical arts; the list in 8:3, with Shemihazah at its head, reflects the 
hierarchy of 6:7—which means that it predates the Asael material—and 
is an elaboration and extension of 7:1 and 9:8, including new material on 
the interpretation of omens; the material about Asael constitutes the final 
interpolation, including 8:1–2, 9:6 and 10:4–8, and is concerned primarily 
with instruction in the arts of killing and self-ornamentation. These 
stages perhaps reflect the changing interests of the authors as the 
tradition developed over the period from ca. 300 B.C.E. to ca. 165 B.C.E.  

If Nickelsburg’s reconstruction is correct, we can detect something of 
a dichotomy between the “occult arts” (cutting of roots and plants, 
reading the heavenly signs) and the “artifactual arts” (fashioning of war 
implements, jewelry, cosmetics, etc.). In terms of the contents of the 
various “mysteries,” then, the occult arts involve some form of 
divination, while the artifactual arts are concerned with the application 
of knowledge to the production of material goods. Indeed, both kinds of 
knowledge are presumed to be illicit and evil, but the dichotomy seems 
to be present throughout these chapters of 1 Enoch. 

The first reference to the instruction motif comes in 1 En 7:1: “And 
they [the Watchers] began to go in to [their wives], and to defile 
themselves through them, and to teach them sorcery and charms, and to 
reveal to them the cutting of roots and plants.” “Mystery” is not 
specifically used here, but is tied into this theme at the end of 8:1–3: 

1 Enoch 8:1–3 

Shemihazah taught spells and the cutting of roots. 
Hermani taught sorcery for the loosing of spells and magic and skill. 
Baraqel taught the signs of the lightning flashes. 
Kokabel taught the signs of the stars. 
Ziqel taught the signs of the shooting stars. 
Arteqoph taught the signs of the earth. 
Shamsiel taught the signs of the sun. 
Sahriel taught the signs of the moon. 
And they all began to reveal mysteries to their wives and to their children.82

 

                                                
82 4Q201 1 iv 5–6: Nhy#nl Nyzr h[ylgl wyr# Nhlkw]; “and to their children” is 

attested in the Greek version of Syncellus, perhaps as a later gloss to explain why 
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The last line of 8:3 could be read either as a summary of all that the 
Watchers taught or as something extra, viz. “in addition to all these 
things, they taught them mysteries,” though the former sense seems 
more likely. So what begins as a reference only to magical arts in 7:1—
sorcery, cutting of roots, and so on—later encompasses the occult arts in 
general, including the interpretation of celestial omens. Yet, presumably, 
the community behind the production of these Enochic motifs was not 
entirely hostile to omen-interpretation; throughout the entire collection 
there is intense interest in the movements of the sun and moon, and in 
the laws of the stars (the Astronomical Book, among others); and the Book 
of Parables declares that Enoch knows the secrets of lightning, thunder, 
and the luminaries (1 En 59). As Nickelsburg and others have suggested, 
perhaps “the references to prognostication from signs in the heavenly 
bodies … may be a foil to Enoch’s ‘true’ astronomical revelation.”83 In 
other words, it is only because it comes from an unauthorized source 
that it is in any way proscribed. 

In any case, in 1 En 6–11 the problem seems to be primarily the 
transmission from heaven to earth of information not authorized by 
God.84 In 1 En 8:3, the Watchers begin to teach “mysteries” to their wives 
and children under the auspices of Shemihazah; in 9:4, it is Asael who 
reveals the “eternal mysteries that are in heaven” (note also in 9:16, 
“which men were striving to learn” is a possible reference to the futility 
of humans striving to learn God’s secrets—cf. Dan 2). And in 10:7 the 
angel Raphael is sent to heal the earthly destruction caused by the 
“mystery that the Watchers told and taught their sons.” Finally, in 
chapter 16, Enoch is told to say to the Watchers in response to their 
petition: “You were in heaven, and no mystery was revealed to you; but 
a stolen mystery you learned; and this you made known to the women in 
your hardness of heart; and through this mystery the women and men 
are multiplying evils upon the earth” (1 En 16:3). But again, surely not all 
revelations of “mystery” were thought to be illicit: throughout the 
narrative—and this is perhaps one of the primary points of the entire 1 
Enoch collection—the evil “mysteries” that the Watchers reveal is set 
against the good and authorized “mysteries” revealed to Enoch. The 
mystery “stolen” by the Watchers is set up as a foil to the mystery 

                                                
the Giants also possessed knowledge of evil things by which they led human 
beings astray. 

83 Nickelsburg, 1 Enoch, 191. 
84 H. Bietenhard, Die himmlische Welt im Urchristentum und Spätjudentum 

(WUNT 2; Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 1951), 268. 
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revealed intentionally to Enoch by God and the angels. The explanation 
for rampant destruction and idolatry is tied to the revelation of the 
Watchers’ mysteries, while the mysteries made known to Enoch provide 
the basis for understanding what will happen at the end regarding the 
judgment of the wicked and the vindication of the righteous.  

Though Enoch himself is not explicitly tied directly to knowledge of 
Nyzr in the Book of the Watchers, we are to understand from later 
developments of the tradition that the information derived from Enoch’s 
contact with heaven constituted just such “mysteries.” For example, in 
the Birth of Noah narrative in chapters 106–107, Enoch assures his son 
Methuselah that despite the iniquity of the Watchers and the subsequent 
destruction of the earth, Methuselah’s grandson Noah will be saved from 
all corruption. But Enoch also knows that the cleansing of the flood will 
only give way to ever greater iniquity, generation after generation of 
evil, until the final reckoning. “For,” Enoch says, “I know the mysteries 
that the holy ones have revealed and shown to me, and that I have read 
in the tablets of heaven” (106:19). 

One additional consideration here is the status of the recipients of 
Nyzr. On the one hand are Enoch and his progeny, to whom he reveals an 
esoteric teaching about the contents of the tablets of heaven. On the other 
hand are the recipients of the dangerous knowledge imparted by the 
Watchers, namely, all the other inhabitants of the earth. Enoch’s family 
line is portrayed not only as the carrier of divine knowledge, but also, in 
the figure of Noah, as the vehicle for righteousness and salvation. 
Indeed, Noah’s status is a salient feature of several Second Temple 
Jewish compositions which involve the revelation of “mysteries” (1 
Enoch, Jubilees, Genesis Apocryphon); he does not participate in the 
multiplication of evils upon the earth, and he is something of a savior 
whose righteousness comforts the earth after all its corruption. 
Furthermore, Noah seems to be depicted as a foil to the Watchers 
themselves: the narratives about Noah’s birth85 in 1 Enoch and the Genesis 
Apocryphon describe that event in almost miraculous terms, in which the 
child has supernatural characteristics. He had a body “whiter than snow 

                                                
85 See James C. VanderKam, “The Birth of Noah,” in Intertestamental Essays 

in Honor of Jósef Tadeusz Milik (ed. Z. J. Kapera; Kraków: The Enigma Press, 1992), 
213–31; idem, “The Righteousness of Noah,” in Ideal Figures in Ancient Judaism: 
Profiles and Paradigms (ed. John J. Collins and George W. E. Nickelsburg; SBLSCS 
12; Chico, Calif.: Scholars Press, 1980), 13–32; D. Dimant, “Noah in Early Jewish 
Literature,” Biblical Figures Outside the Bible (ed. Michael E. Stone and T. A. 
Bergren; Harrisburg, Penn.: Trinity Press International, 1998), 123–50. 
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and redder than a rose”; hair “like white wool”; “when he opened his 
eyes the house shone like the sun”; he spoke words of praise almost 
immediately after being born. Indeed, Lamech was afraid, because his 
son was not like other human beings, but was “like the sons of the angels 
of heaven.” When Methushelah went to the ends of the earth to inquire 
of Enoch regarding the strange child, Enoch recounted to him the story 
of the Watchers and assured him that Noah’s role was in fact to outlive 
the iniquity of the fallen angels and their “stolen mysteries.”86 

THE BOOK OF DANIEL 

Turning now to the book of Daniel, we find another perspective on how 
one gains access to the “mysteries,” and what the contents of the 
mysteries entail. The word zr occurs in chapters 2 and 4, in both places in 
the context of Daniel’s interpretation of Nebuchadnezzar’s dreams. 
These chapters fall into the genre of the ancient Near Eastern “court-
tale,” and they likely reflect fourth- or third-century B.C.E. traditions 
about Daniel the sage.87 These tales are literary records of the practice of 
what has often been called “mantic wisdom,” by which a diviner or sage 
is given to know divine truths by the practice of dream-interpretation or 
other mantic arts.88 In any case, the underlying motive of the stories is to 

                                                
86 Several centuries later, the connection between Noah and special 

revelation of “mysteries” is made complete: the Sefer ha-Razim claims to be one of 
the books of “mysteries” given to Noah (Kml Nb xwnl Ntn# Myzrh yrpsm rps hz). 
Like in 1 Enoch, in Sefer ha-Razim a connection is made between possession of 
“mysteries” and knowledge of astrological signs; here, as in 1 Enoch, the 
knowledge of such matters that comes down to Noah is cast in a positive light (as 
opposed to the knowledge of the Watchers). But unlike Enoch, Noah does not 
gain access to the “mysteries” by direct experience, as in a vision or journey; 
instead, he receives them in a book, or perhaps by instruction. See Michael 
Morgan, trans., Sefer ha-Razim: The Book of Mysteries (SBLTT 25; Chico, Calif.: 
Scholars Press). 

87 See especially Collins, Daniel, 38–52; idem, “The Court-Tales in Daniel 
and the Development of Apocalyptic,” JBL 94 (1975): 218–34; Susan Niditch and 
Robert Doran, “The Success Story of the Wise Courtier,” JBL 96 (1977): 179–93; 
Lawrence M. Wills, The Jew in the Court of the Foreign King (HDR 26; Minneapolis: 
Fortress, 1990). 

88 James C. VanderKam, “The Prophetic-Sapiential Origins of Apocalyptic 
Thought” in A Word in Season: Essays in Honour of William McKane (ed. James D. 
Martin and Philip R. Davies; JSOTSup 42; Sheffield: JSOT Press, 1986), 163–79; 
idem, “Mantic Wisdom in the Dead Sea Scrolls”; Müller, “Magisch-mantische 
Weisheit und die Gestalt Daniels.” 
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demonstrate the effectiveness of God’s revelation and inspiration over 
against the futile divinatory methods of Babylonian occult artists, 
reflecting a similar dichotomy as in the Book of the Watchers between 
authorized and unauthorized revelation, between the genuine article of 
God-given knowledge and the bankrupt wisdom of illicit “mysteries.” 

In Dan 2:17–19, Daniel urges his companions to seek God’s 
compassion—in other words to pray—that the “mystery” of 
Nebuchadnezzar’s dream might be revealed. Accordingly, the “mystery” 
was given to Daniel in a “vision of the night,” that is, in a dream: 

17 Then Daniel went to his house and informed his companions, 
Hananiah, Mishael, and Azariah, of the matter, 18 that they might 
implore the God of Heaven for help regarding this mystery (hnd hzr), so 
that Daniel and his colleagues would not be put to death together with 
the other wise men of Babylon. 19 The mystery (hzr) was revealed to 
Daniel in a night vision ()ylyl-yd hwzxb) then Daniel blessed the God of 
Heaven. 

It is significant that at this point in the narrative, the singular zr is used 
in reference to the “mystery” of Nebuchadnezzar’s dream. The 
“mystery” of its interpretation is one of a different kind, one that Daniel 
himself will reveal by the wisdom granted to him through his prayer in 
2:20–23: 

20 Daniel spoke up and said: “Let the name of God be blessed forever 
and ever, for wisdom and power are His. 21 He changes times and 
seasons, removes kings and installs kings; He gives the wise their 
wisdom and knowledge to those who know. 22 He reveals deep and 
hidden things ()trtsmw )tqym(), knows what is in the darkness, and 
light dwells with Him. 23 I acknowledge and praise You, O God of my 
fathers, You who have given me wisdom and power, for now You have 
let me know what we asked of You; You have let us know what 
concerns the king.” 

As a preface to Daniel’s description of the dream he says to the king, “it 
is not because of wisdom that is in me beyond all living things that this 
mystery was revealed to me but so that the interpretation should be 
made known to the king …” (2:30). And in the coda to the episode, just 
after Daniel has expounded the dream, the king says to Daniel, “Truly 
your God is God of gods and Lord of kings and revealer of mysteries, 
since you have been able to reveal this mystery,” which mystery is the 
interpretation of the dream (2:47). The plural Nyzr is used only in 



THE “MYSTERIES” OF QUMRAN 

 

118 

reference to God’s general ability to maintain and reveal “mysteries” 
(2:28, 29, 47), whereas the singular can be used either for the content of a 
direct revelation or for the interpretation of that revelation. This 
possibility is reinforced in Dan 4:6: Nebuchadnezzar does not bother to 
ask Daniel for the content of the dream, only for its interpretation; he 
knows that a “divine spirit” is in Daniel, and that “no mystery is too 
difficult” for him. “Mystery” here can only refer to the interpretation of 
the dream; no direct revelation to Daniel is recounted, but only his 
inspired exegesis of the dream. 

In chapter 2, Daniel’s prayer immediately after receiving the dream-
revelation includes several characteristic features of apocalyptic writings: 
reference to God’s control over “seasons and times” as well as the 
enthronement and deposition of kings; and dualistic language of 
darkness and light. Furthermore God is said to reveal “deep and hidden 
things.” Here the word for “hidden” is )trtsm, perhaps in order to 
distinguish the generic category of “hidden things” from the specific 
technical meaning of zr which the author seems to employ. In any case, 
all of these things are related to the work of Daniel the sage, to whom 
practical wisdom is given to understand visionary revelation. In other 
words, the episode involves both the (passive) reception of a vision, and 
the (active) work of an interpreter endowed with divinely enhanced 
skill—and the content of each of these aspects is to be considered a 
“mystery.” 

Surely there is more one could say about Daniel’s use of “mystery,” 
but most of it has already been said and it would not help to rehearse 
what several recent studies have documented.89 My aim here has not 
been to provide an exhaustive treatise on revelatory functions in Daniel, 
but to highlight certain features of the text that will be relevant to the 
latter portions of this study. 

OTHER ARAMAIC LITERATURE FROM QUMRAN 

There are quite a number of Aramaic texts that accentuate the 
transmission of a special stream of knowledge in prediluvian and 
patriarchal times. Indeed, this seems to be one of the salient and uniting 
features of the Aramaic narrative compositions, a feature also found in 
the book of Jubilees. Often such special knowledge takes the form of 
“books” that ostensibly contain “hidden” or “sealed” knowledge that is 
available to the elect. In 4Q534, which is one of the fragmentary Aramaic 

                                                
89 For example, Gladd, Revealing the Mysterion, 17–50. 
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texts dealing with the birth of Noah,90 there is a clear association between 
eternality or immortality and the books or scrolls that are at issue in that 
passage. The text begins with a description of Noah, stating, “In his 
youth he will be adept and like a man who does not know anything until 
he knows the three books (ttlt )yrps). Then he will be wise … 
prudence will be with him, and he will know the mysteries of men (yzr 
)#n)), and his wisdom shall come to all peoples, and he will know the 
mysteries of all living things ()yyx lwk yzr) … his purposes will last 
forever.”91 And later, “Would that someone would write these words of 
mine in a book that will not wear out and keep my utterance in a scroll 
that will not pass away.” Though the text places Noah's acquisition of 
“mysteries” in the future—after he has read the books—it also presumes 
that he has already done so and has duly learned such “mysteries.” He 
not only learns them, but according to this text “he will reveal mysteries 
like the Most High ones” (4Q536 2i+3 8), and will pass them along in a 
line of transmission among the remnant elect (4Q536 2i+3 13). 

Throughout the Noah materials there is an association between 
special knowledge and election, which is interesting especially in light of 
one of the known etymologies of Noah’s name: that of “being left,” i.e. as 
a righteous “remnant” (xwn). As both Devorah Dimant and James 
VanderKam have argued, this may well underlie the fact that many of 
the Aramaic texts show an interest in Noah as a kind of precursor to all 
such remnant elect.92 Like Levi, who retroactively becomes a symbolic 
representative of the levitical priestly-scribal craft, Noah (like Enoch) 
becomes a primeval synecdoche for those who receive and adhere to a 
special kind of revelation—revelation that is salvific perhaps by simple 
virtue of its possession. 

In the Visions of Amram “the transmission of teaching to Amram 
from Abraham, via Isaac, Jacob and Levi is stressed,”93 and the group of 

                                                
90 For the history of scholarship on this text see Dorothy Peters, Noah 

Traditions in the Dead Sea Scrolls: Conversations and Controversies in Antiquity 
(SBLEJL 26; Atlanta: Society of Biblical Literature, 2008), 101–106. 

91 1 En 106:19. 
92 Dimant, “Noah in Early Jewish Literature,” 125–26; VanderKam, “The 

Birth of Noah,” 220–21. 
93 Michael Stone, “The Axis of History at Qumran,” in Pseudepigraphic 

Perspectives: The Apocrypha and Pseudepigrapha in Light of the Dead Sea Scrolls (ed. 
M. E. Stone and E. Chazon; STDJ 31; Leiden: Brill, 1999), 140. 
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texts with which the work is associated94 are concerned with the 
“generations of Levi down to Aaron, the direct father of the priestly line 
of Israel.”95 This is especially important to the present topic because at 
one point this text declares that “concerning A[aron and the (high) 
priesthood] [I] will tell you the mystery of his work (hdbw( zr): he is a 
holy priest [to God Most High, for] his descendents will be holy to him 
for all the generations of e[ternity …]” (4Q545 4 15–17). 

It would appear that Amram and Aaron are associated with 
“mysteries” because they are descendants of Levi, who is understood to 
be the first priest and the father of all priests. The incipit to the Visions of 
Amram states that what follows in the text is a “copy of the book of ‘The 
Words of the Vision of Amram son of Kohath son of Levi.’96 It contains 
everything that he told his sons and everything that he commanded 
them on the day he died. …” In this text Aaron is elevated even above 
Moses, who is barely mentioned. This cluster of Aramaic texts wishes to 
say something important about priests and the kind of knowledge they 
possess and the authority in which such knowledge is grounded. Levi 
takes a special place as the recipient of special teaching that goes back to 
Enoch, and presumably goes forward all the way to the readers and 
interpreters of the priestly-scribal tradition.97 

To return to the figure of Noah, it may be a peripheral connection, 
but in a fragmentary portion of 4QInstruction there is a passage that may 
refer to “the mystery that is to be and he made it known to Noah.”98 Is 

                                                
94 Aramaic Levi Document, Testament of Qahat, and Visions of Amram were 

possibly understood to be a collection; see Michael Stone, “Levi, Aramaic,” EDSS 
1.486–88. 

95 Drawnel, Aramaic Wisdom Text, 31. 
96 Mrm( twzx ylm btk Ng#rp 
97 See also 4QTestament of Jacob ar (4Q537); 4QTestament of Qah [at ar 

(4Q542); 4QBiblical Chronology ar (4Q559). 
98 xn l) (ydwyw hyhn zr—4Q418 201 1 (reconstructed by T. Elgvin along with 

4Q416 1 3); cf. 4Q253 1 4. See Torleif Elgvin, “Wisdom, Revelation and 
Eschatology in an Early Essene Writing,” in SBL Seminar Papers 1995 (ed. E. H. 
Lovering; Atlanta: Scholars Press, 1995), 459; Moshe Bernstein, “Noah and the 
Flood at Qumran,” in The Provo International Conference on the Dead Sea Scrolls: 
Technological Innovations, New Texts, and Reformulated Issues (ed. Donald W. Parry 
and Eugene Ulrich; STDJ 30; Leiden: Brill, 1999), 217–18. The DJD editors of 
4QInstruction did not accept Elgvin’s reconstruction here, based in part upon the 
fact that elsewhere in the Dead Sea Scrolls the name Noah invariably has the 
plene spelling, xwn, making Elgvin’s suggestion “orthographically very unlikely 
in this manuscript” (DJD 34:422–23). See also Peters, Noah Traditions in the Dead 
Sea Scrolls, 64–65; Peters notes here that Elgvin has since changed his position on 
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the author of 4QInstruction familiar with these traditions about Noah’s 
esoteric knowledge? While I do not wish to dwell here on the meaning 
and shape of the referent in its various extant uses,99 it is significant that 
an important Hebrew text displays the association between Noah and 
the “mystery that is to be.” Even if 4QInstruction is not a strictly 
sectarian composition, it is written in Hebrew and was clearly an 
important text for the Yah [ad. I take the references to the hyhn zr in 
4QInstruction (and elsewhere) to indicate a special body of teaching, a 
compendium that itself was perhaps (but need not have been) written. 

It is well known that several of the Aramaic compositions from 
Qumran participate in a tradition about primordial “Watchers” and 
“giants” who transmit illicit knowledge.100 Their primary transgression 
appears to be a crossing of boundaries, an unauthorized mixing of 
heavenly and earthly forms of being and knowing. While one of the 
functions of the Watchers story is to provide an etiology for the presence 
of sin and evil in the world, another is to provide a suitable antithesis to 
the true nature of Enoch’s knowledge and the knowledge of the group 
associating itself with him.101 While there are several possibilities for the 
social setting in which such traditions took shape, what is of interest here 
is the representation of competing claims to knowledge and the 
presentation of the antagonists as bankrupt, corrupt, and damned. 

In addition to the oft-cited passages in the Book of the Watchers (e.g. 1 
En 6–11; esp. 8:1–3, 9:5–8), there are other passages that attest to an 
interest in both illicit and esoteric knowledge. In 1Q23—a fragment of 
the Book of Giants—there is perhaps a reference to zr / Nyzr, though this is 
a best-guess reconstruction based on the presence of [ -- ]r w(dyw [ -- ] in 
the context of a passage that is apparently about the proliferation of sin 
on the earth and the begetting of Giants. In the first column of the Genesis 
Apocryphon the story of the Watchers is loosely recounted along with 
reference to the “instruction motif,” in order, it seems, to introduce the 

                                                
this reconstruction, and yet Peters argues that there are other indications in the 
text that might suggest a Noachic context. 

99  Goff, Worldly and Heavenly Wisdom, 54-61. 
100  As Annette Reed has recently shown, the “instruction motif” in the Book 

of the Watchers itself has a complex history that includes both the embrace and the 
rejection of the idea of illicit angelic conveyance of heavenly knowledge. See her 
Fallen Angels and the History of Judaism and Christianity, esp. chapters 1–3. 

101  See Samuel I. Thomas, “‘Riddled with Guilt’: The Mysteries of 
Transgression, the Sealed Vision, and the Art of Interpretation in 4Q300 and 
Related Texts,” DSD 15 (2008): 155–71. 
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birth of Noah trope. In this text it is Noah who serves as the foil to the 
Watchers, and in col. 6 Noah himself learns (“in a vision” Nwyzxb) of the 
descent and transgression of the “Sons of Heaven,” knowledge that he in 
turn keeps hidden in his heart (ybblb Nd )zr trm+w htywx) )l #wn) lwklw). 
This particular locution, “to hide X in my heart,” is interesting and it is 
attested also in one of the Aramaic Levi manuscripts from Qumran 
(4Q213b 3; CTL Bodl. a). The phrase “I [hid] this (vision) too in my heart 
and [I revealed it] to nobody” (Nd P) t[rm+w htylg] )l #n) lklw ybblb) 
occurs in the context of a dream vision, just prior to Jacob’s tithing and 
Levi’s elevation to the “head of the priesthood” of the “God of 
eternity.”102 (If indeed Aramaic Levi is cited in the Damascus Document 
[“words of Levi, son of Jacob,” CD 4:15 / ALD 6:3], as Jonas Greenfield 
has argued, it is interesting that the citation occurs as part of a reference 
to the “three nets of Belial” and in the broader context of the Admonition 
which underscores the special revelation of “hidden matters” (twrtsn) 
that are limited to those who inhabit the “safe home in Israel” [CD 3:13–
19]).103 

These texts do not state why it is important to hide such knowledge 
in the heart, but this same impulse is present in the Hodayot. In one of the 
hymns the speaker refers to the “mysteries of [God’s] wonder” (K)lp yzr) 
by which he has come to understand the “depth of [God’s] insight” and 
the “paths [of truth] (and) the works of evil” ((r y#(m [tm)] ykrd).104 
Such knowledge is apparently proper to the “men of truth” (tm) yn#)) 
or the “men of Your vision” (hknwzx y#n)),105 men who are part of the 
Yah [ad and thus the “council” of the speaker (y#n) lwk dxyb yt#gwh Nkw 
ydws).106 Yet the special knowledge, the “mystery,” was apparently also a 
vehicle of betrayal by some members of the community: 

1QHa 13:26–29 

Even those who share my bread have lifted up their heel against me, 
and all those who have committed themselves to my counsel speak 
perversely against me with unjust lips. The men of my council rebel and 
grumble about. And concerning the mystery which You hid in me, they 
go about as slanderers to the children of destruction. Because You have 

                                                
102  See Jonas C. Greenfield, Michael Stone, and Esther Eshel, Aramaic Levi 

Document: Text, Translation and Commentary (SVTP 19; Leiden: Brill, 2004), 66–69. 
103  Greenfield, “The Words of Levi Son of Jacob in Damascus Document 

IV.15-19,” RevQ 13 (1988): 319–22. 
104  1QHa 5:19–20. 
105  1QHa 6:13; 6:18. 
106  1QHa 6:29. 
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exalted Yourself in me, and for the sake of their guilt, You have hidden in 
me the spring of understanding and the counsel of truth. But they devise 
the ruination of their heart and with the words of Belial they have 
exhibited a lying tongue; as the poison of serpents it bursts forth 
continuously. 

A similar sentiment is encountered in an Aramaic fragment (PAM 
41.590) that has been associated with 4QPhysiognomy (4Q561).107 Indeed, 
there is considerable terminological overlap between this fragment and 
other key Qumran Aramaic texts such as the Book of Giants, Genesis 
Apocryphon, the testaments of Judah, Jacob, and Qahat, Aramaic Levi, the 
Birth of Noah, and the Astronomical Book (though, curiously, not with 
fragments 1–6 of 4Q561). The fragment represents an apparently 
apocalyptic (or more properly, eschatological) section of the text in 
which the phrase “and you shall walk … you shall hide in [your] heart” 
(K]blb )#+t[w] Kltw) occurs in proximity to “teaching” (Pl)) and 
“writing” (M#r) and a reference to “eternal” or “eternity” ()ml(). 

Finally, one could cite the presence of an exorcism, or “Incantation 
Formula” among the Aramaic texts from Qumran (4Q560). As Philip S. 
Alexander notes, the “magical” character of this text “has been 
demonstrated beyond reasonable doubt,” and it reflects a complex 
demonology that “fits in well with the ethos of 4Q510–11 and 11Q11,” 
which display other incantatory material.108 While 11QApocryphal 
Psalmsa (11Q11) is not definitively sectarian, 4QSongs of the Maskila-b 
(4Q510–11) represent a Qumran sectarian application of the idea of 
efficacious, apotropaic incantation/adjuration in the form of prayer. 

                                                
107  Søren Holst and Jesper Høgenhaven “Physiognomy and Eschatology: 

Some More Fragments of 4Q561,” JJS 57 (2006): 26–43. The authors conclude that 
the fragments in question (9–11) are probably not part of the Aramaic 
Physiognomy, even if they come from a text written by the same scribe on the 
same manuscript. “Whilst an ultimate verdict should, of course, await the final 
publication of 4Q561 by É. Puech, the evidence at the present state of research 
points to the original editors being right in considering 4Q561 frgs 9–11 as an 
independent text distinct from ‘Aramaic Horoscope’ or ‘Aramaic Physiognomy’” 
(43). Popovi  does not treat this fragment in his Reading the Human Body, 
presumably because he does not take it to be part of 4Q561. Puech has confirmed 
in a private conversation that he does not take fragments 9–11 to be part of 
4Q561; they were merely photographed together. 

108  Philip S. Alexander, “‘Wrestling against Wickedness in High Places,’” 
329–30; see also D. L. Penney and Michael O. Wise, “By the Power of Beelzebub: 
An Aramaic Incantation Formula from Qumran (4Q560),” JBL 113 (1994): 627–50. 
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(Curiously, the word zr is likely extant in both 4Q511 and 11Q11.) And 
one should not overlook the fact that several other Qumran Aramaic 
texts display concern with spiritual healing that involves the expulsion 
of demons and evil spirits, texts that include Tobit (Tob 6:16–17; 8:3; cf. 
4Q196–197), Genesis Apocryphon (1QapGen 20:16–22), and the Prayer of 
Nabonidus (4Q242).109 

If we may assume that the people behind the production and 
preservation of the Qumran texts wrote only in Hebrew—and 
presumably valued and reclaimed Hebrew as the primordial language of 
God110—we might ask why so many Aramaic works were also preserved 
and/or copied.111 And why were some of them apparently authoritative 
in some way? And is it significant that the book of Jubilees is written in 
Hebrew when it has such close affinity with, say, the Genesis Apocryphon, 
the Enochic literature, and other Aramaic compositions, several of which 
could very well precede the composition of Jubilees? Might this suggest 
something about the relationship between Jubilees and the Hebrew 
sectarian literature? If we are to think of Aramaic-speaking adherents 
bringing their own Aramaic texts to Qumran (which is one possibility for 
explaining their presence there), how then should we think about the 
rather high level of correspondence in themes, styles, and motifs among 
the various Aramaic compositions? Is this mere coincidence? Is this 

                                                
109  Alexander, “‘Wrestling against Wickedness in High Places,’” 328–29. To 

these I might add Jub 10:12–14, which makes reference to Noah writing in a book 
“all kinds of medicine” that apparently preclude “evil spirits”; and Aramaic Levi 
Document’s “book of Noah concerning the blood” (10:10). For the latter see 
Greenfield, Stone, and Eshel, Aramaic Levi Document, 90–91, 180; this portion is 
extant only in the Greek: e0n th~| grafh~| th~j bi/blou tou~ Nw~e peri\ tou~ ai3/matoj. 

110  For discussions about the use of Hebrew at Qumran, see esp. S. Segert, 
"Die Sprachenfragen in der Qumran Gemeinschaft," in Qumran-Probleme: Vorträge 
des Leipziger Symposions über Qumran-Probleme vom 9. bis 14. Oktober 1961 (ed. 
Hans Bardtke; DAWBSSA 42; Berlin: Akademie-Verlag, 1963), 315–19; William 
Schniedewind, "Qumran Hebrew As an Antilanguage," JBL 118 (1999): 235–52; 
idem, "Linguistic Ideology in Qumran Hebrew," in Diggers at the Well: Proceedings 
of a Third International Symposium on the Hebrew of the Dead Sea Scrolls and Ben Sira 
(ed. T. Muraoka and J. F. Elwolde; STDJ 36; Leiden: Brill, 2000), 245–55; Steven 
Weitzman, "Why Did the Qumran Community Write in Hebrew?" JAOS 119 
(1999): 35–45; S. Schwartz, "Language, Power and Identity," Past and Present 148 
(1995): 21–31; M. Stone and E. Eshel, “The Holy Language at the End of Days in 
Light of a Qumran Fragment,” Tarbiz 62 (1993): 169–77 (Hebrew). This 
“fragment” is 4Q464; cf. Jub 12:25–26. 

111  There are approximately 129 Aramaic manuscripts from Qumran, and 
about 87 of them are well enough preserved for modern study. 
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merely a random sample of literary and documentary texts available in 
general to Aramaic-speaking (reading) Jewish scribes? Or do these 
manuscripts represent something more? And finally, why would the 
Qumran scribes (or those of related communities) continue to copy these 
Aramaic texts if they were not considered “sectarian” in some way? 

In short, in addition to any other reasons these texts were valued, it 
appears that many of the Aramaic compositions contain a number of 
important features of what we might call the “esoteric knowledge” that 
was constitutive of the Yahad’s own social and religious self-
understanding. In many of the Aramaic compositions we find the kind of 
material that corresponds with what the Qumran group(s) apparently 
understood to be within its own special epistemological domain. This 
includes the transmission of special “books” and interpretations, 
scientific knowledge about astronomy, astrology, physiognomy, etc., as 
well as the possibility for personal, revelatory religious experience made 
possible for those whose righteousness merited it. 

SUMMARY AND CONCLUSION 

This chapter has covered a wide range of material in an attempt to set 
the stage for a detailed discussion of Qumran (especially) sectarian texts. 
I have treated material from the ancient Near East, the Hebrew Bible, 
and biblical and non-biblical Aramaic texts, with several objectives in 
mind. One goal was to demonstrate that the functions and conceptual 
values of mystery language in the Qumran Scrolls are both in continuity 
with previous manifestations and yet represent a new development in 
the traditions and practices of ancient Judaism. In particular, we have 
charted the use of dws in the Hebrew Bible as it developed from ancient 
Near Eastern and prophetic to wisdom-oriented texts and contexts, 
noting along the way the changing cultural conditions in which such 
developments took place. By the time of the third century B.C.E., the 
word zr had been introduced into the Aramaic lexicon,112 and while it 
expressed a number of meanings parallel to the uses of dws, it also 
appears to have taken on specialized meanings within apocalyptic 
strains of thought. 

Another aim of this chapter was to highlight the parallel social 
contexts for secrecy, “mystery,” and esoteric knowledge in the ancient 
Near East and in early (Palestinian) Judaism. We observed in chapter 2 
that in Mesopotamian cultures, the “house of wisdom”—the realm of 

                                                
112  For discussion see the Appendix at the end of the book. 
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scholars, priests, and kings—was a place where esoteric knowledge of 
divination, astronomy, astrology, and other “mantic arts” was cultivated 
and guarded. In the present chapter it became evident that appeals to 
revealed, restricted, recondite knowledge in the “biblical tradition” are to 
be found in early (pre-exilic) prophetic works—whose connections with 
Mesopotamian divination have been well-documented—and also in 
certain strains of the wisdom tradition of the early-mid Second Temple 
period. With respect to the use of zr in pre-Yah [ad literature, we noted the 
affiliation with prophetic, sapiential, and priestly kinds of texts and 
discourses, and that “mystery” terminology was embedded within social 
contexts compatible with secrecy and esotericism. In addition, zr is also 
used in texts that reflect esoteric practices such as astronomy and 
astrology, divination, and exorcism. 

While some caution is in order, the following conclusion presents 
itself for further consideration. The Mesopotamian (esp. Babylonian, and 
later, Persian) heritage of certain aspects of early Jewish apocalypticism 
presupposes not mere literary or cultural “borrowing.” There is likely a 
(shared?) social sphere in which traditions and practices were 
transmitted and shaped in analogous ways, and in which these 
Mesopotamian reflexes could have been worked into the fabric of 
emerging Jewish apocalyptic thought. This invites the possibility that 
apocalypticism was a relatively broad movement that was integrally tied 
to, or derived from, the intellectual center of Second Temple Judean 
society—namely the temple and its scribal apparatus, which itself was 
already a restricted, esoteric realm in which the mantic arts and cultic 
machinery were preserved, elaborated, inscribed, and guarded. 

Thus, even while some of the conceptual potential for “mystery” was 
already framed in the earlier (Hebrew) prophetic and sapiential 
traditions, it was in the context of an Aramaic-speaking priestly-scribal 
guild that apocalyptic themes were developed and zr was introduced 
into the lexicon during the late Achaemenid or early Hellenistic period. 
From this point forward, “mystery” would come to take on a new range 
of uses and meanings as it made its way beyond Aramaic and into the 
Hebrew of the Yah [ad—a “temple community,” a “house of wisdom,” 
and, for its members, a place of ongoing prophecy. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 
 
 

A LEXICOLOGY OF MYSTERY IN THE QUMRAN SCROLLS 
 
 

The “real world” is to a large extent unconsciously 
built up in the language habits of a group. … The 
worlds in which different societies live are distinct 
worlds, not merely the same world with different 
labels attached. … We see and hear and otherwise 
experience very largely as we do because the 
language habits of our community predispose certain 
choices of interpretation. 

Edward Sapir 
 
 
Having considered the general context of mystery language and 
concepts of secrecy in the ancient Near East and in early Judaism, and 
with a basic outline of the uses of mystery language in apocalyptically-
oriented literature of the Second Temple period, we may now focus our 
attention on the Qumran Scrolls themselves. After briefly describing the 
uses of dws and twrtxn in the Scrolls, this chapter will turn to the various 
uses of zr in the Scrolls, including word combinations and accompanying 
verbs. The goal of this chapter is to provide an overall semantic map for 
zr, and to lay the foundation for what follows in chapter 5. While there is 
some conceptual overlap among these three terms in the Qumran 
corpus, the decision to center on zr stems from its centrality in the 
ideological self-communication of the Yah [ad and from its broader 
conceptual range.1  

                                                
The epigraph for this chapter is taken from Edward Sapir, Culture, Language 

and Personality (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1970), 69. 
1 There are some attestations of zr that are too fragmentary to allow for any 

contextual evaluation. For obvious reasons these will not be dealt with in detail 
here: 1Q36 9 1; 1Q40 1 2; 4Q385a 3a–c 8; 4Q464a 3. 
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The impetus for this part of the study has come in part from a small 
note by Devorah Dimant in her widely cited article, “Qumran Sectarian 
Literature”: “That the term ‘the mysteries of God’ refers to the divine 
plan is evident from passages like 1QS 3:23, 4:18; 1QM 3:9; 1QpHab 7:5, 
8, 14. The term may have a wider application according to the various 
combinations of terms (cf. )lp yzr, lk# yzr,  (#p yzr).”2 To be sure, one of 
the first things to notice about the use of zr in the Scrolls is that it is most 
often used in construct,3 that it is usually deployed in ways that indicate 
a broader range of application. This is in contrast to its use in 1 Enoch and 
in Daniel (and in other Aramaic compositions such as the Genesis 
Apocryphon), where it occurs in the absolute form without any qualifying 
words. This may indicate a development in the use of the term in the 
Qumran sectarian texts, a topic we will take up again below. All this has 
important implications for how we should understand the function of 
mystery language (and in particular, zr) within the worldview of the 
Yah [ad. 

Whether a general concept or a specific category, wherever 
“mystery” shows up in the Scrolls it must do something, or someone 
must do something with it. There are certain verbs that tend to provide 
for the action associated with mysteries, and these can also help to 
illuminate aspects of “mystery” and its corresponding religious and 
social functions. The verbal associations with “mystery” include verbs of 
revelation, of knowledge acquisition and understanding, and of 
concealing, among others. The subjects of these actions vary according to 
the contexts of the relevant passages. 

Of course, immediate literary context is not the only way to 
determine the meaning or significance of a word. One must also take 
into account the genre of the text as a whole and its overarching formal 
purposes. It is possible, for example, that the word zr conveys subtle but 
important differences in meaning depending on the type of literature in 
which it is employed. As we might expect, a “mystery” in the context of 
a wisdom-oriented composition could carry connotations that are 
different from a “mystery” in the context of a rule book, a liturgical text, 
or a calendrical document. To take another example, the use of dws may 
also shift from one kind of text to another: in texts that deal with 
community life and structure the valence of “human council” will 
outweigh the connotation of “heavenly council” that might be found in 
liturgical texts. For this reason, I will consider the matter of genre 

                                                
2 Dimant, “Qumran Sectarian Literature,” 536 n. 256. 
3 Or, for example, in a phrase like hyhn zr, which is a noun + participle; see 

below. 
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wherever such distinctions can provide help in interpreting a given 
passage. 

As we will see, a “mystery” can have either good or evil 
connotations. In addition to the many examples of “mysteries” that are 
cited in the positive sense, there are several interesting statements about 
“mysteries of transgression” ((#p yzr) or “mysteries of Belial” (l(ylb yzr). 
Such language corresponds closely with the kind of dualistic thought 
prevalent in the Qumran Scrolls,4 and it is perhaps significant that the 
sectarian texts in which dualism is especially highlighted also contain 
“mystery” language. This “cosmic dualism” finds its counterpart in the 
social (or ethical) dualism that underlines the strict delineation between 
the elect and the wicked.5 Such social dualism is in turn related to the 
rhetoric and practices of concealment among the Yah [ad. In my view, 
while we may profit from the idea that Qumran dualism is indebted in 
part to Persian or Greek influences, the most immediate roots of its 
association with mystery language can be found in Isaiah, 1 Enoch, and 
the book of Daniel. 

From a statistical point of view, “mystery” language is rather 
prominent in the Qumran Scrolls, comparable in frequency to other 
characteristically sectarian expressions (or to words and concepts that 
appear to have been especially important to the Yah [ad).6 The word zr 
occurs at least 140 times in at least twenty-eight different non-biblical 
compositions, including all of the major sectarian texts and many of the 
otherwise well-attested compositions. While we cannot make too much 

                                                
4 As both Devorah Dimant (“Qumran Sectarian Literature,” 533–34) and 

Shaul Shaked (“Qumran and Iran,” 433–34) are careful to note, the word 
“dualism” can be misleading insofar as it may imply the opposition of good and 
evil forces that are equal in scope or power, as in the Zoroastrian system—which 
is manifestly not the sense of “dualism” found in the Qumran texts. 

5 Often these forms of dualism are called “cosmic dualism” and “ethical” or 
“psychological dualism,” respectively, though Dimant is correct to point out that 
both may be “understood as aspects of the same basic cosmic dualism, which 
have a necessary counterpart on the moral and psychological level” (“Qumran 
Sectarian Literature,” 535). See also John G. Gammie, “Spatial and Ethical 
Dualism”; Peter von der Osten-Sacken, Gott und Belial: Traditions-geschichtliche 
Unter-suchungen zum Dualismus in den Texten aus Qumran (SUNT 6; Göttingen: 
Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1969), 239–40.  

6 For example: lrwg (111 times); xy#m (30 times); l(ylb (105 times); dxy (141 
times); Nwh (109 times). These numbers are derived by a simple count of entries in 
the Dead Sea Scrolls Concordance: Martin Abegg et al, The Dead Sea Scrolls 
Concordance: The Non-Biblical Texts from Qumran (2 vols.; Leiden: Brill, 2003). 
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of the frequency of a given word—the evidence is fragmentary and 
therefore potentially misleading, some words are simply more common 
and useful than others, etc.—at the very least we can say that the word zr 
is an important term that relates to “the theological and metaphysical 
outlook of [the Yah [ad],” which itself is clearly linked in some important 
ways to the writings of 1 Enoch, the book of Daniel, and other relevant 
texts.7 While we find the word in compositions not limited to Qumran, in 
my view it is employed as “sectually explicit” language in the sectarian 
texts of the Yah [ad.8 

EVOLUTION IN THE USE OF SOD—THE QUMRAN SCROLLS 

Heinz-Josef Fabry sees an overall evolution in the use of dws from the 
pre-exilic to the post-exilic periods: the Canaanite and Mesopotamian 
mythological elements were adopted by Israelite tradents and conformed 
to a more purely monotheistic framework in which “Yahweh becomes 
the monopotentate within a polytheistic council of the gods”; the 
possibility that human beings might belong to the heavenly council was 
opened up by the definition of its members (mostly prophets) as qedô îm 
(1 Kgs 22:19–22; Isa 6, 40:1–8; Jer 23:18–22; Amos 3:7, etc.); and finally in 
the post-exilic period “every limitation is suspended, and Yahweh’s 
throne council is democratized to the point that every person ‘who fears 
Yahweh’ is able to participate in his sôd” (Ps 25:14). During this latter 
period, the word dws refers almost exclusively to the religious-cultic 
community centered in the Jerusalem temple (Pss 111:1; 55:15[14]); the 

                                                
7 Devorah Dimant, “The Qumran Manuscripts: Contents and Sig-

nificance,” in Time to Prepare a Way in the Wilderness. (ed. Devorah Dimant and 
Lawrence Schiffman; STDJ 16; Leiden: Brill, 1995), 27–28. Dimant lists words that 
reflect “terminology connected to the Qumran community,” which itself includes 
several categories: (1) words that pertain to community organization (Krs, dxy, 
etc.); (2) words that reflect the community’s history and circumstances (twqlx, 
qdch hrwm, etc.); (3) words that convey the community’s theological/ 
metaphysical outlook (references to the spirits of light and darkness, hdw(t, zr, 
etc.); and (4) words that deal with the particular exegesis of the community (r#p, 
etc.). Dimant rightly cautions that the third category is potentially problematic 
given that certain characteristics of such an “outlook” are shared by other texts 
that are not specific to the Yah [ad, such as Jubilees, 1 Enoch, and others (27–28). But 
this concern reflects perhaps an inordinately strict application of the rule that we 
may only count as sectarian those usages that are not found elsewhere. I think it 
is fruitful also to see how sectarian texts remake pre-existing usages into 
sectarian contexts. 

8  The term is Newsom’s: “’Sectually Explicit’ Language.” 
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“council of the holy ones” is now not simply composed of the members 
of God’s heavenly entourage, but is the cultic community assembled in 
the fear of God and the most upright conduct.9 

Fabry’s point is suggestive of an important development in Second 
Temple Jewish ideas: that the members of the cultic community ritually 
enact in the temple service the earthly liturgy that mirrors or participates 
in some way the activity in heaven. The participants are, in this respect, 
recipients of a special kind of knowledge grounded in the cultic 
experience itself. Fabry goes on:  

Not only can one evaluate the notion of Yahweh’s throne council as a 
hermeneutical model addressing the specific quality of the sôd 
congregation, one can also attribute at least a remnant perspective to its 
etymological connotation in the abstract meaning “secret.” A confluence 
of the two semantic levels, however, is first visibly actualized only in 
the esotericism of the Qumran community.10  

This is another way of saying that a liturgical function of the word 
dws gains in importance as (presumably temple-based) worship 
appropriates the idea of a heavenly congregation arrayed in service to 
the God of Israel, yet the valence of secrecy that derived from the 
restrictive nature of the dws remained a latent meaning that could be 
deployed in certain circumstances. Perhaps we may see a connection 
here with the claim by the Chronicler that the activity of the levitical 
singers in the sanctuary was itself “prophecy” (1 Chron 25:1–8), which 
may reflect a post-exilic priestly co-option of prophetic authority 
whereby the exclusive claim of the prophet to gain access to the heavenly 
assembly is transferred to the worshiping community.11 Fabry is correct 
that the cultic, temple-oriented understanding of dws (among a few other 
meanings) can be found in the Qumran texts: 

1QS 8:4–6 

l)r#yb hl) twyhb t(h Nwktbw tm)h tdm( )b lwk M( klhthlw … 4 
W l)r#yl #dwq tyb Mlw( t+(ml vacat (l) tm)b dxyh tc((h) hnwkn 5 

12… Nwrh)l My#dwq (6)  #dwq dwsw 
                                                

9  Fabry, “dws,” TDOT 12.175. 
10  Ibid., 176. 
11  See W. Schniedewind, The Word of God in Transition: From Prophet to 

Exegete in the Second Temple Period (JSOTSup 197; Sheffield: Sheffield Academic 
Press, 1995), 174–88. 

12  Text from Schofield, From Quman to the Yah [ad, appendix. 
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4 They are to walk with all by the standard of truth and the measure of 
the age. When these men come to be in Israel,  

5 the assembly of the Yah [ad will be established in truth vacat an eternal 
planting, a holy house [temple] for Israel, and a council of the holy of 

6 holies to Aaron. …  

1QHa 19:7–8 

ynw#lbw twdwh ypm Nttw hk)lp y#(mb ynlyk#tw hktm) dwsb yntw[nybh] 7 
… hnr Nwkmb ytp# lzmw h[lht] 8 

7 [You have enlighten]ed me in the council of your truth, and you have 
given me insight into your works of wonder. You put praises in my 
mouth, and on my tongue  

8 [a psal]m; the utterance of my lips is at the foundation of exaltation. … 

It is worth noting that these texts also associate being in the dws with the 
acquisition of wisdom, true knowledge, and enlightenment. Here the 
social connotation of a defined circle of people “in the know” is 
combined with the religious imagery of temple worship, imagery that is 
also well-known from later Jewish mystical texts (e.g. Heikhalot 
literature). Several Qumran texts are even more explicit about this 
imagery. For example, in a text widely thought to be part of the annual 
covenant renewal ceremony among the Yah [ad,13 there is what appears to 
be a description of the heavenly sanctuary, which is itself a mirror of the 
earthly temple: 

4QBerakhota (4Q286) 1ii2–8 

[hmh]ydws lwkw hmhynpw)w hmhybwrk hkdwbk twbkrmw … 2 
)lp yrw)mw Myrw) y[rw]hn dwh yrhzw hgwn ybyb#w #) ydswm 3 

[)l]p tr)pt Mwrw rhw[z rw]qmw #dwq dws dwbk Mwrw rdhw d[wh] 4 
[ -- t]w)prw tw)rwn lwdgw twxwb#t rdh twrwbg hwqmw tw[dwh] 5 

hmr( rwqm 14hnybm rwqmw h(d tynbtw )mkwx dws My)lp y#(mw 6 
[br r]#wy ynwkmw qdc ynbm lk# rcw) tm) dwsw #dwq tc(w 7 

15Mymlw( ymxrw tm) ydsxw bw+ twn(w Mydsx 8 

                                                
13  See Bilhah Nitzan, “4QBerakhot (4Q286–90): A Preliminary Report,” in 

New Qumran Texts and Studies: Proceedings of the First Meeting of the International 
Organization for Qumran Studies, (ed. George J. Brooke and Florentino García 
Martínez; STDJ 15; Leiden: Brill, 1994), 53–71. 

14  There is a cancellation dot over the mem; according to Bilhah Nitzan, “the 
scribe intended to write hnyb rwqmw” (DJD 11:12). 
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2 … and chariots of your glory, with their cherubim and their wheels 
and all [their] councils:  

3 their bases of fire, flames of brightness, illuminations of splendor, 
luminescent lights, luminaries of wonder,  

4 splendor and majesty, glorious height, holy council and [sh]ining 
fou[nt], height of beauty and wonder,  

5 [prais]es, a reservoir of powers, a majesty of glorifications, a greatness 
of fears and heali[ngs  --]  

6 works of wonder, a council16 of wisdom, a pattern of knowledge, a 
fount of understanding, a fount of prudence,  

7 a holy assembly, a council of truth, a storehouse of insight, structures 
of righteousness, foundations of uprightness, greatness  

8 of mercies, genuine humility, mercies of truth, and acts of everlasting 
compassion. 

This text shows some affinity with another important liturgical text from 
Qumran, the Songs of the Sabbath Sacrifice, in which dws is also used in a 
way that captures the various levels of its meaning. In this text, the 
conjunction of the heavenly and earthly temples is clear, and while it is 
not explicit that the human worshipers are part of the heavenly dws, one 
may infer as much from the overall context of the text, from fragmentary 
references such as [ -- My]l) dwsb wdwbk “his glory in the council of the 
heavenly beings,” and from passages like the following: 

4QShird (4Q403) 1 ii 18–20 

wllh yn#h #dwxl Myr#](w h#wl#b tynym#h tb#h tlw( ry# lyk#ml 18 
[y#wdq lwk -- m lwk yhwl)l 

[y(wdy lwkb --](b#b )lp Nw(mb yn# dws brwq ynhwkb Myyn# Mymlw( 19 
 (b# Myhwl) l)l ]wllh wy)lp hnmb My)y#n y#)r whwmmwrw Mymlw( 20 

[ -- wbrwq tnwhk 

18 For the Instructor: song of the sacrifice for the eighth Sabbath, on the 
tw[enty-]third [of the second month. Praise the God of all … all who 
are holy  

19 forever, the second ones among the priests who draw near,17 the 

                                                
15  The text continues here with reference to Myl)p yzr “mysteries of 

wonders/wondrous mysteries,” a passage we will discuss in detail below . 
16  Here and in line 7 Nitzan translates dws to “foundation,” based on 

analogy with 1QHa 2:10 and 5:26, whereas she renders the plural in line 2 as 
“councils” (DJD 11:13). 

17  Carol Newsom translates the phrase brwq ynhwkb as “priests of the inner 
sanctum” (DJD 11:282); also v. 20. 
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second council in the wondrous abode among the seven [ … among 
all those who know]  

20 eternal things. Exalt him, leaders of princes, among (or with) the 
portion of his wonders. Praise the [God of gods, the seven 
priesthoods who are near him …  ]. 

Whether dws is used explicitly to connote secrecy or something like 
“mystery” in the Qumran Scrolls is another matter. dws does not often 
carry the overt tone of secrecy in Qumran texts, but insofar as it tends to 
denote a restricted human colloquy we might assume that some measure 
of secrecy is implied. But apart from a couple instances in which dws and 
zr are used in parallel with one another, the two terms often have distinct 
valences and semantic ranges in most of the Qumran texts. 

twrtsn—“HIDDEN THINGS” 

In a famous passage, the book of Deuteronomy proclaims that “the secret 
things (trtsnh) belong to the LORD our God, but the revealed things 
(tlgnh) belong to us and to our children forever, to observe all the words 
of this law” (Deut 29:29). This passage relates itself explicitly to the torah 
which Moses himself is depicted as delivering (t)zh hrwth), making the 
distinction, apparently, between aspects of torah that cannot be known 
(they belong to the LORD) and those that are to be promulgated and 
passed down from one generation to another. While the passage 
suggests implicitly that one ought not inquire about those hidden 
matters, the very distinction indicates a Deuteronomic awareness of the 
potential for “reading beyond the text”—which Deuteronomy as a whole 
apparently strives to discourage. Indeed, the passage occurs in the 
middle of a discourse on the curses that will visit wayward generations 
when they fail to uphold the covenant, and thus the implication is clear: 
the only thing one needs to know about torah—and thus about divine 
purposes—has been made public, and attending to hidden matters does 
not curry divine favor. 

By the time the book of Daniel was compiled, however, its authors 
could state, perhaps in direct contradiction of the Deuteronomic 
theology, that God “reveals deep and hidden things ()tqym( )lg 
)trtsmw)” (Dan 2:22), and indeed one of the basic points of the court 
tales in Daniel is that God reveals “mysteries” (Nyzr) to worthy recipients 
such as Daniel himself. This theme is of course a central tenet of 
apocalyptic literature in general, and finds important analogs in the 
Qumran Scrolls. 

The juxtaposition of concealment and revelation is a prevalent 
feature of Qumran sectarian texts, and for several decades scholars have 
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written about the development of ideas regarding trtsnh and tlgnh in 
Jewish literature of the late Second Temple period in general. In his 
important monograph on sectarian halakhah at Qumran, Lawrence 
Schiffman argued that these two rubrics were used to classify sectarian 
halakhah on the one hand (twrtsnh) and laws given to all Israel on the 
other (twlgnh). The hidden things were thus equivalent to those matters 
“found out” ()cm, #rd, etc.) by the sect and its leaders by a process of 
intensive study; they represent “the correct legal interpretations known 
only to the sect.”18 

Subsequent studies have tended to confirm or to nuance Schiffman’s 
pioneering work, focusing as well on the relationship between text, 
interpretation (or “exegesis”), and the process of generating new 
standards of normativity in the face of changing circumstances 
(halakhah).19 There is general agreement that while the twrtsn refer in 
part to things hidden “in” the law (and therefore they need to be 
discovered by a process of inspired inquiry), this rubric also suggests 
that the hidden matters were themselves guarded by the sect from the 
rest of Judean society. 

Going beyond this basic distinction, Paul Heger also argues that the 
category twrtsn had two important dimensions or applications: on the 
one hand were the halakhic norms known by the sect as a whole, and on 
the other hand were those things known only by the Maskil—knowledge 
that was guarded even from other members of the community.20 While 
this point may remain a matter of some speculation, what is clear from 
the use of twrtsn in the Scrolls is that it does pertain especially to legal 
matters, and that even while the rhetoric of concealment and disclosure 
attends both terms, there is a distinction to be made between twrtsn and 
zr. The latter term had a wider application, denoting not only legal 
rulings but also knowledge of history and of the cosmos as a whole. 

                                                
18  Lawrence Schiffman, The Halakhah at Qumran (SJLA 16; Leiden: Brill, 

1975), 23. 
19  See especially Aharon Shemesh and Cana Werman, “Hidden Things and 

Their Revelation,” RevQ 18 (1998): 409–27; Paul Heger, “The Development of 
Qumran Law: Nistarot, Niglot, and the Issue of ‘Contemporization,’” RevQ 23 
(2007): 167–206; cf. Israel Knohl, “twrtsnw twlgn—Revealed and Hidden Torah,” 
JQR 85 (1994): 103–108. 

20 Heger, “The Development of Qumran Law.” 
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“MYSTERIES OF WONDER” 

Judging by the use of the root )lp in the Qumran texts, and the apparent 
willingness to contemplate the “mysteries of wonder,” members of the 
Yah [ad seem not to have internalized the psalmist’s confession: “I do not 
aspire to great things, or to wonders that are beyond me (ytklh-)l                    
ynmm tw)lpnbw twldgb)” (Ps 131:1). One of the most prominent constructs 
with zr in Qumran texts is with some form of the word )lp, or 
“wonder.” There are several different possibilities for understanding 
how this term functions. It is often translated as “wonderful mysteries,” 
a translation that captures neither the variability in usage nor the fact 
that there are several grammatical possibilities for understanding the 
phrase.21 “Wonderful mysteries” is analogous to the substantive + 
attributive adjective formation, but this translation—while perhaps 
warranted grammatically—does not always represent the best semantic 
possibility for the phrase. A more straightforward reading of the 
construct-genitive might be “mysteries of wonder,” wherein )lp (in a 
few different grammatical forms) is taken to be not simply a modifier of 
zr but is a thing in and of itself—it is a “wonder.” 

The meaning of )lp in biblical texts can throw some light on its use 
in construct with zr. The former is most often found in narratives or 
poetic texts (especially psalms) that describe God’s dealings with his 
people, and, more specifically, God’s acts of judgment and redemption. 
Such acts of God were evidently understood to be the “wonders” 
themselves.22 As Rainer Albertz states, 

                                                
21 See for example the edition of Florentino García Martínez, The Dead Sea 

Scrolls Translated: The Qumran Texts in English (trans. Wilfred G. E. Watson; 2nd 
ed.; Leiden: Brill, 1996). 

22 See Conrad, “)lp, pl),” TDOT 11.533–46. Conrad asserts that “the word 
group p l ) does not describe the act or effect as such, but rather qualifies it as 
transcending human knowledge or power. In other words, we must distinguish 
between the basic meaning and its application to specific subjects. The former 
requires a stative definition such as ‘be inscrutable, incredible.’ … Primarily, 
then, an observation is made concerning a line that human beings cannot cross 
but that can be crossed from the other side.” It strikes me that this distinction is 
rather unnecessary: in its nominal or participial forms, )lp nearly always refers 
to the acts of God and not the acts of human beings; it therefore seems redundant 
to insist that “the word group thus also marks the contrast between the finitude 
of what is possible on one side of the line and the infinite range of what is 
possible on the other side” (535). In any case, Conrad later seems to endorse the 
view that this word group does in fact refer to the very acts of God themselves: 
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The language of pele) is the language of joyous reaction (praise). The 
wonder, the astonishment, includes the recognition of the limits of one’s 
own power to conceptualize and comprehend. Since the pele) event 
signifies a transcendence of customary, normal expectations, it is 
predominantly understood as God’s activity.23 

There are two forms in which the word occurs with this meaning: in 
the niphal feminine plural participial form (tw)lpn) and in the nominal 
singular or plural ()lp or My)lp / tw)lp). The semantic differences 
among these different forms appear to be somewhat negligible, though 
the former is more common in the biblical corpus.24 It is possible that in 
the Qumran non-biblical texts there is a more clear distinction between 
the two basic forms. The following are a few specific examples of both 
forms; these are more or less representative of the Hebrew Bible as a 
whole, though a few exceptions will be noted. 

Exodus 3:20: 

Nk-yrx)w wbrqb h#() r#) yt)lpn lkb Myrcm-t) ytykhw ydy-t) ytxl#w 
Mkt) xl#y 

So I will stretch out My hand and smite Egypt with all my wonders 
which I will work in his midst; after that [Pharaoh] will let you go. 
 
Joshua 3:5: 

tw)lpn Mkbrqb hwhy h#(y rxm yk w#dqth M(h-l) (#why rm)yw 

And Joshua said to the people, “Purify yourselves, for tomorrow the 
Lord will perform wonders in your midst.” 

                                                
on page 540 he writes that “the nominalized ptcp. nipl )ot refers to mighty acts of 
God that are humanly inexplicable and indescribable, but are experienced as 
extremely efficacious events that shape human lives.” The participial form 
tw)lpn is used solely with nominalized connotations, and always refers to the 
activity of God. 

23  “pele),” TLOT 2.932. 
24  The participial form occurs only in the plural. This form occurs in the 

following texts (orthography varies between plene and defectiva): Exod 3:20, 34:10; 
Judg 6:13; Josh 3:5; Jer 21:2; Mic 7:15; Pss 9:2, 26:7, 40:6, 71:17, 72:18, 75:2, 78:4, 
78:11, 78:32, 86:10, 96:3, 98:1, 105:2, 105:5, 106:7, 107:8, 107:15, 107:21, 107:24, 
107:31, 111:4, 119:18, 119:27, 119:129, 131:1, 136:4, 139:14 
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1 Chronicles 16:8–9, 12–13: 

wytlyl( Mym(b w(ydwh wm#b w)rq hwhyl wdwh 8 

… wyt)lpn-lkb wxy# wl-wrmz wl wry# 9 

whyp-y+p#mw wytpm h#( r#) wyt)lpn wrkz 12 
wyryxb bq(y ynb wdb( l)r#y (rz 13 

8 Praise the Lord; call on his name; make known His deeds among the 
peoples.  

9 Sing to Him; make music to Him; muse upon all His wonders. …  
12 Remember His wonders that He has done—His portents and the 

judgments He has pronounced,  
13 seed of Israel, His servant, descendents of Jacob, His chosen ones. 

Psalm 77:12–16 

K)lp Mdqm hrkz)-yk hy-yll(m [rwkz)] rykz) 12 

 hxy#) Kytwlyl(bw Kl(p-lkb ytyghw 13 

Myhl)k lwdg l)-ym Kkrd #dqb Myhl) 14  
 Kz( Mym(b t(dwh )lp h#( l)h ht) 15 

 hls Pswyw bq(y-ynb Km( (wrzb tl)g 16 

12 I recall the deeds of the Lord; I recall Your wonder(s) of old.  
13 I recount all Your works, and I speak of Your acts.  
14 God, Your ways are holiness—what god is as great as God?  
15 You are the God who works by wonder(s). You have made Your 

strength known among the peoples.  
16 By Your arm You redeemed Your people, the children of Jacob and 

Joseph. Selah. 

It is clear from these few examples that a “wonder,” as an act of 
judgment or deliverance, can also be an act of war in the Hebrew Bible. 
In fact, with few exceptions the word has martial connotations, most 
often with respect to the activity of God on behalf of Israel. It is 
interesting that several occurrences of the word )lp are in older texts 
that share with other ancient Near Eastern traditions the themes of 
cosmic warfare (Pss 77, 89), and yet there appears to be no direct 
semantic parallel to this usage in non-biblical texts.25 Thus while it is 
possible that, in terms of its ancient associations, the “wonders” of God 
are tied to the idea of a primordial victory over celestial powers, the use 
of )lp in the Hebrew Bible is restricted to the results of God’s work as 

                                                
25 The etymology of )lp is uncertain, and its only reliable cognates are in 

later languages like Syriac and Arabic. 
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they pertain to the fate of Israel within the framework of redemption 
history. In the theology and cosmology of ancient Near Eastern cultures 
in general, however, this theme of divine warfare was also inextricably 
linked to ideas about the creation of the heavens and the earth (for 
example, the Enuma Elish and the Baal Cycle). Though this tendency is 
subverted in the creation stories of Genesis in order to present a God 
who creates by simple divine prerogative rather than by some 
primordial struggle, the association of the root )lp with creation 
imagery is evident in both the Hebrew Bible and in the Qumran Scrolls. 

This association is presented most vividly in the book of Job, where 
the reader is challenged to come to terms with the knowledge that God 
does marvelous things that humans cannot comprehend. According to 
the book as a whole, the work of God in the making and sustaining of 
creation is fathomless and the proper response to it is solely awe and 
wonder (esp. Job 37–41; cf. Jer 32:17). The wonderful things God does in 
creation are called tw)lpn and are considered to be part of the inscrutable 
ways of God. The book of Job insists upon the limits of human 
knowledge as it pertains to the will of God, and underscores the radical 
discontinuity between the conditioned and compromised nature of the 
human realm and the majestic life of divine autonomy (esp. Job 37–38). 
After the lengthy series of rhetorical questions God poses to Job about 
the wonders of creation, Job capitulates and says meekly, “I have uttered 
what I did not understand, things too wonderful for me, (which) I did 
not know” (d) )lw ynmm tw)lpn Nyb) )lw (Job 42:3).26 

The association between wisdom, creation, and cosmology is 
apparent here, and as Albertz writes, 

Theological wisdom links the astounded observation of nature with the 
hymnic praise of God’s wondrous acts. Only here do God’s wonders 
lose their association with the historical acts of deliverance and are seen 
in his mysterious activity in “natural processes” and in the amazing, 
wise arrangement of his creation.27 

As we will see in the following pages, this understanding of “wonders” 
as they pertain to knowledge of creation is also present in the Qumran 
Scrolls. Indeed, in the Hodayot, for example, the hymnist often meditates 
on the “wonders” of creation and asks about himself, “But I, a creature of 

                                                
26  Compare Prov 30:18; Zech 8:6. 
27  Albertz, “pele),” 935; see also Gerhard von Rad, Old Testament Theology, 

1.449. 
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clay, what am I? Mixed with water, like whom should I be considered? 
What is my strength?” (1QHa 11:23–24). 

In the book of Daniel, on the other hand, the salvific “wonders” of 
God made an important transition from describing the works of the past, 
and taking on eschatological dimensions began also to point forward to 
God’s future acts of deliverance.28 In this historiologic reorientation, the 
hymnic recollection of God’s historic acts in a cultic setting was perhaps 
translated to a mantic-wisdom setting by which knowledge of a future 
deliverance could be mediated: 

Daniel 12:5–7 

dx)w r)yh tp#l hnh dx) Mydm( Myrx) Myn# hnhw l)ynd yn) yty)rw 5 

-d( r)yh ymyml l(mm r#) Mydbh #wbl #y)l rm)yw 6 r)yh tp#l hnh 
ymyml l(mm r#) Mydbh #wbl #y)h-t) (m#)w 7 29tw)lph Cq ytm 

Myd(wm d(wml yk Mlw(h yxb (b#yw Mym#h-l) wl)m#w wnymy Mryw r)yh 
hl)-lk hnylkt #dq-M(-dy Cpn twlkkw ycxw 

5 Then I, Daniel, looked and saw two others standing, one on one bank 
of the river, the other on the other bank of the river. 6 One said to the 
man clothed in linen, who was above the water of the river, “How long 
until the end of (these) wonders?” 7 Then I heard the man dressed in 
linen, who was above the water of the river, swear by the Ever-Living 
One as he lifted his right hand and his left hand to heaven: “For a time, 
times, and half a time; and when the breaking of the power of the holy 
people comes to an end, then shall all these things be fulfilled.” 

If this use of tw)lp is consistent with its occurrence in Dan 8:24 and 
11:36—which seems likely—these “wonders” appear to be a reference 
not directly to the work of God, but to that of Antiochus Epiphanes IV. 
Given the context and the presumed outcome of the events in the 
background of the passage, it is certainly possible that tw)lp here refers 
to the events that take place within the framework of the overall triumph 
of God over Israel’s enemies. The most straight-forward conclusion, 
however, is that here tw)lp should be read not as the “wonders” of God, 
but as the “awful things” to be done by Antiochus as part of the 

                                                
28  The root )lp is not attested in the Aramaic sections of Daniel (or in 

Biblical Aramaic in general); instead the word hmt is employed to denote a 
similar idea (Dan 3:33; 6:28). 

29  Symmachus omits “wonders.” Theodotion:  #/Ewj po&te to_ pe/raj w{n 
ei1rhkaj tw~n qaumasi/wn; Old Greek: Po&te ou]n sunte/leia w{n ei1rhkaj moi tw~n 
qaumastw~n kai\ o9 kaqarismo\j tou/twn. 
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unfolding eschatological drama.30 Nevertheless, at least one ancient 
Greek translator understood this to be part of a larger process by which 
God redeems his people, adding to these “awful things” the phrase “and 
their purification” (kai\ o9 kaqarismo\j—Old Greek). 

An eschatological dimension of “wonders” is reflected also in some 
Qumran texts such as the War Rule and some of the hymns from the 
Hodayot. As Conrad points out, it is only rarely that the Scrolls “mention 
God’s mighty acts in the early history of Israel (1QM 11:9; cf. 11:1–10). 
What is critical is instead God’s work in the community itself, since only 
within it does true salvation begin; for it is there that God mysteriously 
and unfathomably takes away sin and guilt.”31 While this latter 
statement may well be true, it may obscure the degree to which the 
Yah [ad’s eschatological hope entailed real, historical and physical 
deliverance. 

There is a variation on the use of )lp in the Hebrew Bible that is not 
reflected in the Qumran Scrolls. In Isa 29:14 the author employs the term 
to refer not to Israel’s deliverance but to God’s judgment of Israel itself. It 
is not clear in the passage, however, just what the threat might entail: 
because of Israel’s unfaithfulness of heart, God will cause the people to 
marvel at his wondrous works against them. 

Isaiah 29:11–14 

rpsh (dwy-l) wt) wnty-r#) Mwtxh rpsh yrbdk lkh twzx Mkl yhtw 11 

)wh Mwtx yk lkw) )l rm)w hz-)n )rq rm)l 

rps yt(dy )l rm)w hz-)n )rq rm)l rps (dy-)l r#) l( rpsh Ntnw 12  
ynmm qxr wblw ynwdbk wytp#bw wypb hzh M(h #gn yk N(y ynd) rm)yw 13  

hdmlm My#n) twcm yt) Mt)ry yhtw 
wymkx tmkx hdb)w )lpw )lph hzh-M(h-t) )ylphl Pswy ynnh Nkl 14  

rttst wynbn tnybw  

11 The vision of all these things has become for you like the words of a 
sealed book. When they hand it to one who knows how to read 
saying, “Read this,” he replies, “I can’t, for it is sealed.”  

12 When they hand the book to one who cannot read saying, “Read 
this,” he replies, “I don’t know how to read.”  

13 The Lord says: Because this people approach me with their mouths 
and honor me with their lips, while their hearts are far from me, and 
their reverence for me is a human commandment, learnt by rote,  

                                                
30  See for example Collins, Daniel, 369. 
31  Conrad, “)lp, pl),” 545. 
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14 I will perform yet more strange and wonderful things with this 
people; the wisdom of their sages shall vanish, and the discernment 
of their knowing ones shall disappear.32 

It is interesting that this passage is part of a broader statement about the 
bafflement of the people as a part of the plan of judgment and 
redemption. God will make his ways hidden before revealing them at a 
later time. Those who might have read the signs are foreclosed any 
understanding—they can no longer read, for “the book” has been sealed 
to them.33 In this passage the object of the “wonder” that God will work 
is transferred from Israel’s enemies to Israel itself—not all Israel but only 
those who are not given to proper understanding. The passage is yet 
another reflection of the growing tendency toward sectarianism in post-
exilic Judaism, and highlights the motif of special knowledge given to 
the elect found so prominently during this period.34 

In the Qumran Scrolls, the vast majority of the occurrences of )lp (in 
any form) are found in the Hodayot and in the Songs of the Sabbath 
Sacrifice, as well as other important liturgical and hymnic texts—a fact 
which reflects similar preponderance of the term in the Psalms and 
related compositions from the Hebrew Bible.35 The simplest explanation 
for both of these observations is that the term has primarily poetic uses, 
and that the language of “wonder” most aptly belongs in a hymnic or 
laudatory setting. The rehearsal of God’s activity on behalf of Israel, after 
all, would have been proper to either a cultic or a prayer setting in which 
such remembrances were collectively and ritually called to mind. In 
addition, these kinds of poetic/hymnic texts often deal with matters 
pertaining to creation and cosmology, and thus the “wonders” could 
also refer to the particular works of God in creating and sustaining the 

                                                
32  Translation is from Blenkinsopp, Isaiah 1–39, 403. 
33  For additional treatment of this passage as it pertains to Mysteries 

(especially 4Q300), see my “’Riddled’ with Guilt”; see also below in chapter 5. 
34  This passage has been treated elsewhere by Blenkinsopp, often in 

conjunction with other texts such as Isa 8, Dan 12, and key Qumran texts. See 
especially his Opening the Sealed Book, 1–27. 

35  While the participial form is more common than the nominal form in the 
Hebrew Bible, the opposite is the case in the Qumran Scrolls, where the nominal 
form predominates by a rather large margin. It is not clear what this discrepancy 
might suggest, and it probably unwise to overinterpret the observation. One 
point worth noting, however, is that with the exception of the Hodayot there is 
very little overlap in the texts that employ the word; the various scribes or 
authors seem to prefer one or the other form. 
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world, motifs which often connect in varying degrees of directness with 
ideas about the heavenly and earthly temples in some Qumran texts. 

Both aspects of God’s works of “wonder”—salvation and creation—
are proper to the textual and presumed social setting of many of the 
Qumran compositions, and it is perhaps these things that the psalmist of 
the Hodayot has in mind when he writes that “I give thanks, Lord, 
according to the greatness of your strength and the abundance of your 
wonders [Kytw)lpn] from eternity and for eternity [Mlw( d(w Mlw(m]” 
(1QHa 6:23). The hymnist continually underscores his earthly, lowly 
nature (“I am but dust”), but he also regularly claims to know about the 
“wonders” God has taught him despite his unimpressive station vis-à-
vis the transcendent deity. “And I, what am I that you have taught me 
the basis of your truth, and have instructed me in your works of 
wonder?” (1QHa 19:3; cf. 1QS 11:17–22). 

For the author(s) of the Hodayot, the acts of creation and deliverance 
are made manifest simultaneously in his inner, psychological landscape 
(or are intended to be made so in the mind of the reader, depending 
upon the use to which a given psalm may have been put). The 
thanksgiving is a heartfelt and natural expression of the internal 
conviction that God “saves” both in fashioning the creation and bringing 
it to its ultimate destination. Such a sentiment is uttered also in the 
prayer known as Barkhi Nafshi: “Bless, my soul, the Lord for all his 
wonders [wytw)lpn], forever. And blessed be his name, because he has 
saved the soul of the poor” (4Q434 1 i 1). Thus, in terms of knowledge of 
the tw)lpn, there is an apparent and continuous counterposition of both 
their utter remove from the realm of the knowable and their 
intelligibility in the mind of the speaker(s). 

In other texts one finds similar connotations as in the Hodayot. For 
example, 4QTanh [umim (4Q176)36 exhorts God to follow through on his 
promise of deliverance and invokes the language of Isaiah 40: “Perform 
your wonder [hk)lp], do your people justice and  …  […] your temple … 
Argue with kingdoms over the blood of […] Jerusalem. See the corpses 
of your priests […] there is no one to bury them. And from the book of 

                                                
36  As John Strugnell pointed out in his famous book-length recension of DJD 

V (“Notes en marge du Volume V des <<Discoveries in the Judaean Desert of 
Jordan>>,” RevQ 7 [1970]: 229), “J. M. Allegro nous présente quelques grands 
fragments d’un ouvrage qu’il appelle <<Tanhûmîm>>, un titre cependant qu’on 
pourrait hésiter à appliquer à tout l’ouvrage.” In other words, though the text 
cites from Isaiah’s “words of consolation,” the other passages in the composition 
“sont plus difficiles à caractériser.” 
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Isaiah [quotes Isa 40:1-5]” (4Q176 1–2 i 1–4).37 In this prayer text, the 
eschatological dimensions of God’s “wonders” are brought to bear in a 
work that imagines the restoration (or perhaps reconsecration) of the 
temple, Jerusalem, and the priesthood, through an extended exegetical 
meditation on select passages from Isaiah.38 Though the text is 
fragmentary and its reconstruction controversial,39 it is possible that 
toward the end of the extant portions of the composition the 
predestinarian cosmology found in other sectarian texts emerges: 

Because he created every [spirit] of the eternal [generation]s, and 
[according to] his judgment [he established] the paths of them all. The 
ear[th] he cre[ated with] his [rig]ht (hand) before they existed, and he 
con[tinually superv]ises everything th[ere is in it. And in] his mystery 
(wzrbw) he causes the lot (lrwg) to fall on man in order to give […]. 

In this text, then, the “wonders” of God’s creation and deliverance of 
humanity are both seen as part of God’s “mystery,” by which the leaders 
of the Yah [ad are able to assess the spirits of the candidates for entrance 
into the community.40 The way in which this idea functions within the 
broad corpus of the Qumran Scrolls will be taken up again in chapter 5. 

Given these preliminary considerations about the use of )lp in the 
Qumran Scrolls, we may now turn to the )lp zr construct. We have seen 
that the word )lp most often denotes a “wonder” that is an act of God 
on behalf of a subject, or an act of God in creation. It is usually used to 
recount some moment of deliverance (for Israel) or judgment (against the 
nations) in the past, the memory of which can be invoked toward the 
hope of similar acts in the future. In other words, it is a term of 
salvation—with respect to both past and future—and as such it plays an 
important role in the vocabulary of redemption in the Qumran Scrolls. 
But in some cases, as we have seen, the “wonder” is a phenomenon of 
creation whose ultimate explanation or understanding is beyond the ken 
of the human observer. 

                                                
37  The imagery in this passage also seems to reflect or draw upon Ps 79:2–3 

(cf. 1 Macc 7:17). Elsewhere (1QS 8:14–15), the “preparing the way of the ****” is 
likened to studying the law “in order to act in compliance with all that has been 
revealed from age to age.” 

38  C. D. Stanley, “The Importance of 4QTanh [umim (4Q176),” RevQ 15 
(1992): 569–82. 

39  The reconstruction used here essentially follows the one offered by 
Strugnell (“Notes en marge,” 234). 

40  Compare, for example, 1QS 3:13ff. 
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In some cases it may appear that zr and )lp are roughly synony-
mous, especially when it comes to categories of special knowledge 
attained by members of the community of the elect. Again, as Conrad 
demonstrates, the noun )lp 

emphasizes on the one hand that human beings cannot understand the 
mighty acts of God by their own power (1QHa 7:32). On the other hand, 
it attests that God has nevertheless given understanding of them to 
those who belong to the community, thus incorporating them into the 
salvation bestowed on the community (1QHa 11:4; nipl )ôt, 10:4).41 

To be sure, in terms of the interplay between the hidden and manifest 
dimensions of God’s overall plan for creation, there is some degree of 
parallel meaning. Nevertheless, in light of the frequent combination of 
the two words in a construct chain, they must also be able to signify 
different referents. While a zr and a )lp may display similar aspects, 
their combination must signal a connotation of a different kind. 

As Craig Evans has noted, the notion of God’s “wonders” might also 
reflect a revelatory context in some Qumran texts.42 All the passages 
which he includes in this category also make reference to “mystery” 
(though there are certainly more examples than he lists in his article), 
and it is perhaps this association he has in mind—though he is not 
explicit about it. In other words, it is not the “wonder” itself that is 
revelatory, but the “mystery of wonder,” and it is revelatory only insofar 
as there is a connotation of revelation that often accompanies notions of 
“mystery” in Jewish texts of the period.43 As noted above, the 
epistemological nature of a “wonder” is that while its effects can be 
known, its causes often are understood to remain hidden in the “mind” 
of God unless they are revealed to the knower. 

While the particular combination of zr and )lp in the Qumran 
Scrolls attests to the notion that there are hidden things that God reveals, 
the “mysteries of wonder” are also thought to be efficacious in some 
way—as seen most clearly in the historical prologue of the Damascus 
Document. This text presents a sweeping overview of the long series of 
Israel’s failures to live up to the demands of the covenant, culminating in 
the argument that the successive stages of Israel’s covenantal life reach 

                                                
41  Conrad, “)lp, pl),” 545. 
42  Craig A. Evans, “A Note on the ‘First-Born Son’ of 4Q369,” DSD 2 (1995): 

196. 
43  See especially Bockmuehl, Revelation and Mystery. 
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their apogee in the community of the Damascus Covenant, those who 
inhabit the “safe home in Israel” (CD 3:19). The whole history of Israel is 
collapsed into a story of God’s repeated preservation of the covenant 
relationship, which is concentrated into an ever smaller and more 
consecrated group of people who inherit the mantle of election. All of 
this is accomplished in the “mysteries of [God’s] wonder”: 

CD 3:12–20: 

l) twcmb Myqyzxmbw … 12 
twlgl Mlw( d( l)r#yl wtyrb t) l) Myqh Mhm wrtwn r#) 13 

yd(wmw w#dq twtb# [ -- ] l)r#y lk Mb w(t r#) twrtsn Mhl 14 

h#(y r#) wnwcr ycpxw wtm) ykrdw wqdc twdy( wdwbk 15 

Mybr myml r)b wrpxyw Mhynpl xtp [ -- ] Mhb hyhw Md)h 16 

hdn ykrdbw #wn) (#pb wllwgth Mhw hyhy )l Mhys)wmw 17 

M(#pl )#yw Mnw( d(b rpk w)lp yzrb l)w )yh wnl yk wrm)yw 18 

d(w Mynplml whmk dm( )l r#) l)r#yb Nm)n tyb Mhl Nbyw 19 
)wh Mhl Md) dwbk lkw xcn yyxl wb Myqyzxmh hnh 20 

12 … And when they held firm to the commandments of God— 
13 those who yet remained—God held firm his covenant with Israel 

forever, revealing 
14 to them hidden things in which all Israel had erred […] his holy 

Sabbaths, his glorious festivals, 
15 his righteous laws, his true ways, the delights of his will which 

humanity should practice,  
16 so to live by them […] he disclosed [these things] to them and they 

dug a well of plentiful water; 
17 and whoever spurns them will not live. But they had defiled 

themselves with human sin and unclean paths, 
18 and they said, “This is ours.” But God, in the mysteries of his  

wonder, atoned for their iniquity and pardoned their sin. 
19 And he built for them a safe home in Israel, such as there has not 

been since ancient times, not even until 
20 now. Those who remained steadfast in it will acquire eternal life, and 

all the glory of Adam is for them. 

These “mysteries of wonder” were apparently known to the 
leadership of the sect, and were passed on to “those who who choose the 
path.” This was, it seems, primarily the job of the Maskil (lyk#m), who 
was “to lead them with knowledge and in this way teach them the 
mysteries of wonder and of truth (tm)w )lp yzrb Mlyk#hl) in the midst 
of the men of the community, so that they walk perfectly, one with 
another, in all that has been revealed to them” (1QS 9:18–19). Similarly, 
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the psalmist of the Hodayot proclaims that God has “set me like a banner 
for the elect of justice, like a banner for the elect of justice, like a mediator 
of knowledge of the mysteries of wonder ()lp yzrb t(d Cylmw)” (1QHa 
10:13).44 

It is quite possible in view of these passages that the “wonder” here 
envisioned is salvific in a way that is different in at least one respect from 
God’s wondrous works of old. The “mysteries of wonder” might here 
refer not only to the enactment of some miraculous feat of physical 
deliverance, but to the provision of additional revelation which itself was 
salvific insofar as it allowed for the continuation of the covenant in the 
face of ongoing iniquity. In other words, it is the special, esoteric 
knowledge of the “true” meaning and scope of revelation that is the 
“wonder,” and it provides for the deliverance of those who inhabit the 
“safe home in Israel.” Although this seems to be the direction in which 
column 3 of the Damascus Document is moving, this possibility should 
not eclipse the equally likely expectation of a natural, physical 
deliverance of the community from those it understood to be its 
“earthly” foes.45 

In a different but related vein, the term )lp yzr may have yet another 
valence: it may refer to the “wondrous” aspects of a kind of mystical 
temple setting whose architecture accords with the structures of the 
created order. This notion can be detected to varying degrees in several 
different texts, all of them sectarian or closely related texts. For example, 
in the eighth song of the Songs of the Sabbath Sacrifice, there is a reference 
to the “seven mysteries of knowledge in the mystery of the wonder of 
the seven regions of the holy of holies ()lph zrb t(d yzr (b#          
My#dq #dwq ylwbg t(b#l).”46 This passages points rather clearly to the 

                                                
44  Compare 1QHa 12:27: “Through me you have enlightened the face of the 

Many, you have increased them, so that they are uncountable, for you have 
shown me the mysteries of your wonder.” This passage goes on to declare that 
God has “strengthened the position” of the hymnist, and “worked wonders in 
the present of the Many on account of your glory, and to show your powerful 
acts to all living things” (1QHa 12:28–29). 

45 I do not intend to give the impression that I am collapsing the Damascus 
Document and the Community Rule into a single social context. I recognize that 
they reflect different historical moments and social arrangements, but I take them 
to express a relatively consistent ideology. 

46  4Q403 1 ii 27. 
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notion that the “wonder” here imagined is associated with a temple-like 
setting.47  

In another passage of the Songs of the Sabbath Sacrifice that is perhaps 
part of the second Song, there is a fragmentary mention of wytw)lpn yzr 
“mysteries of his wonders” followed by the statement that “they [the 
angels?] make known hidden things (twrtsn)” (4Q401 14 ii 6–8). As I will 
discuss further below, it may be possible to gain from this fragment an 
important insight into one function of “mystery” language in the 
sectarian scrolls. In a recent article on the Songs of the Sabbath Sacrifice, 
Judith Newman stated about this passage that 

it seems significant that raz with its esoteric connotations seems here to 
be entirely a possession of God and it is the priestly angels who are 
acquiring instruction in holy mysteries as a kind of specialized 
catechesis.48 

In a similar passage in the War Rule, a worship scenario is presented 
as part of the eschatological vision; the “remnant of [God’s] people” 
(1QM 14:8) will enact the true and cosmically ordained order of temple 
worship according to the “eternal edicts”: 

1QM 14:12–15 

hkm# hllhn hktm) y#(mb hk#dwq M( wn)w 12 

Mymlw( twdw(t yd(wmw Myt( [lwkb hktr)]pt hmmwrn hkytwrwbgbw 13 

hlylw Mnwy )[wb]m M( 
hkytw)lpn yzrw hkd[wbk tb#x]m hlwdg )yk rqwbw br( y)cwmw 14 

rp(m hkl M[yrh]l [hk]ymwrmb 
Myl)m lyp#hlw 15 

12 We, your holy people, will praise your name for your works of truth,  
13 for your mighty deeds we will extol [your splendor at every] moment 

                                                
47  See below for additional discussion of this passage and of the “mysteries 

of knowledge.” 
48  Judith Newman, “Priestly Prophets at Qumran: Summoning Sinai 

through the Songs of the Sabbath Sacrifice,” in The Significance of Sinai: Traditions 
about Sinai and Divine Revelation in Judaism and Christianity (ed. G. J. Brooke, H. 
Najman, and L. T. Stuckenbruck; TBN 13; Leiden: Brill, 2008), 49. Newman 
further suggests that “it seems that the appearance here and in the eighth song of 
raz without the verbal qualification [of nihyeh] would support the idea that the 
Songs portray the mystery’s realized eschatological revelation to the angelic 
priests and their imitators through the liturgical practice on the first thirteen 
Sabbaths of the year” (48). 
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and (during) the fixed times of the eternal t (ûdôt: with the coming of 
day and night, 

14 at the fall of evening and morning. For great is the plan of your glory, 
and the “mysteries” of your wonders in your heights, that you might 
raise up to yourself (those) from the dust  

15 and bring low (those) among the divine beings. 

The “mysteries” of God’s wonders in this case pertain to a different 
realm in which the covenanters may participate in proper worship 
according to the correct reckoning of time.49 Even more interesting is the 
possibility that the phrase “the plan of your glory” (hkdwbk tb#xm) 
refers to a kind of (imagined) temple setting in which the human 
participants meet the angelic retinue in a mutually transformational 
worship experience.50 This explanation would also render the rest of the 
passage more intelligible, though it would not be without its difficulties. 

The zr-)lp couplet in the Qumran Scrolls is perhaps an emblem of a 
particular way of understanding past events within their broader salvific 
context, and of projecting similar significance onto an interpretation of 
the present and future acts of God. But in many of the Qumran texts, the 
notions of judgment and deliverance also take on a particular, re-
concretized meaning. The “mysteries of wonder” therefore pertain to the 
contemporary predicaments of the Yah [ad and their historical resolution 
by God who is expected to perform acts of wonder on behalf of the “true 
Israel.” The “mysteries of wonder” also point to another kind of God’s 
work in the world, namely that of creating and sustaining the structures 
of the created order. This intersection of eschatological and cosmological 

                                                
49  Compare 1QS 3:9–10: “May [one who enters the community], then, steady 

his steps in order to walk with perfection on all the paths of God, as he has 
decreed concerning the appointed times of his assemblies (yd(wml hwc r#)k 
wytdw(t) and not turn aside, either right or left. …” 

50  dwbk is an important term in the Hebrew Bible, and has a number of 
different applications. See Moshe Weinfeld, “dwObk%f k bôd,” TDOT 7.22–38. The 
association of God’s “glory” with the tabernacle and the temple (or in other 
words God’s dwelling place) is well-known, and has its roots in ancient Near 
Eastern traditions. In the Hebrew Bible this can be seen especially in the P source 
of the Pentateuch, in Ezekiel, and in Isaiah (esp. chapters 4 and 6), where in some 
passages it takes on eschatological connotations. In the Qumran Scrolls, nearly 
half of the (almost 400) occurrences of the word are in the Hodayot, though it is 
also common in the War Rule, the Community Rule, and in the Songs of the Sabbath 
Sacrifice. As noted by Weinfeld, the occurrences in the Sabbath Songs “extend the 
notion of k bôd found in Ezekiel” (37). 
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concerns in the phrase )lp yzr is a good example of how these ideas 
often come together in the thought world of the Yah [ad.  

One other compelling aspect of this phrase is that the “mysteries of 
wonder” may have something to do with a temple setting, or at least 
with an ideal temple whose cosmic proportions are understood and 
experienced by the members (or at least the leaders) of the Yah [ad. There 
is in this way a mystical element to the “mysteries of wonder” that could 
have served as a locus for integrating ideas about the relationship 
between the cosmic order of creation, the march of historical time, and 
the ritual re-creation of space and time in the context of heavenly 
worship. It is possible, as Newman has argued, that this ritual enactment 
may itself have had a revelatory effect insofar as the participating priests 
would be rendered capable of new oracular performance. 

 “THE MYSTERY THAT IS TO BE”51 

As noted in the Introduction, the phrase hyhn zr has garnered a 
considerable amount of attention and no shortage of speculation about 
its meaning. The phrase is not a very frequent one, but it is used in 
several important texts and appears to have been a significant point of 
reference for the group(s) associated with the Qumran Scrolls. It is 
especially prominent in the text now known as 4QInstruction, which has 
been the object of much scholarly investigation in recent years, and is 
also attested in Mysteries (1Q27/4Q299–300 [301?52]), and in the 
Community Rule.53 

In his work on 4QInstruction, Matthew Goff correctly noted that the 
phrase hyhn zr is “difficult to interpret.”54 This difficulty is evident in the 
array of translations that have been offered for the phrase:  “mystery of 

                                                
51  I have adopted here Matthew Goff’s translation of hyhn zr as “the mystery 

that is to be”; see especially his Worldly and Heavenly Wisdom, passim. 
52  For discussion about whether 4Q301 might be a Mysteries manuscript, see 

Matthew Goff, Discerning Wisdom, 71–73, and bibliography cited there. 
53  See pages 11–13 for bibliography and brief history of scholarship. The 

phrase occurs more than twenty times in 4QInstruction: 4Q415 6 4; 4Q416 2 i 5 
(par 4Q417 2 i 10); 4Q416 2 iii 9, 14, 18, 21 (par 4Q418 9 8, 15; 4Q418 10 1, 3); 
4Q417 1 i 3, 6, 8, 18, 21 (par 4Q418 43 2, 4, 6, 14, 16); 4Q417 1 ii 3; 4Q418 77 2, 4; 
4Q418 123 ii 4; 4Q418 172 1; 4Q418 184 2; and 4Q423 4 1, 4 (par 1Q26 1 1, 4). 
According to Goff (Discerning Wisdom, 13), “the phrase is reasonably 
reconstructed in 4Q415 24 1; 4Q416 17 3; 4Q418 179 3; 4Q418 190 2–3; 4Q418 201 
1; 4Q418c 8; 4Q423 3 2; 4Q423 5 2; and 4Q423 7 7.” The phrase also occurs in the 
Community Rule (1QS 11:3–4) and in Mysteries (1Q27 1i3, 4 [par 4Q300 3 3, 4]). 

54  Goff, Worldly and Heavenly Wisdom, 30. 
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what has passed”;55 “mystery of existence” or “mystery of being”;56 
“mystery of becoming”;57 “mystery to come”;58 “mystery of that which 
was coming into being”;59 “mystery of the future”;60 and “mystery that is 
to be.”61 This is to name just the most prominent translations. The 
different senses captured in these translations reflect the various 
opinions of the grammatical form and function of hyhn, which is usually 
taken to be a nifal participle, the precise meaning of which is open to 
debate.  

                                                
55  My translation of Roland de Vaux’s “le mystère passé” in his “La Grotte 

des manuscrits hébreux,” 605; here de Vaux was commenting on the fragments 
of 1Q26 and 1Q27, both of which contain the phrase hyhn zr.  

56  See Florentino García Martínez and Eibert J. C. Tigchelaar, The Dead Sea 
Srolls Study Edition (2 vols.; Leiden: Brill, 1997–98), passim; Robert Eisenman and 
Michael Wise, The Dead Sea Scrolls Uncovered: The First Complete Translation and 
Interpretation of 50 Key Documents Withheld for Over 35 Years (Shaftsbury: Element 
Books, 1992), passim; Giovanni Ibba, “Il ‘Libro dei Misteri’ (1Q27, f.1): testo 
escatologico,” Henoch 21 (1999): 73–84. Ibba makes the point that Mysteries and 
4QInstruction convey different senses for hyhn zr: while in the former it should be 
translated eschatologically as “mistero futuro,” in 4QInstruction it has a more 
existential connotation as “mistero dell’estistenza.” See also Goff, Discerning 
Wisdom, 77–80. 

57 Lange, Weisheit und Prädestination, 97; and “Wisdom and Predestination in 
the Dead Sea Scrolls,” 341. In my view, Lange’s “Geheimnis des Werdens” (“the 
mystery of becoming”) reflects a slight misreading of the evidence. Lange’s 
translation (and corresponding conception) is based in part on a comparison of 
hyhn with the twyhn of Sir 42:19, which is translated in the Greek (LXX) as ta\ 
e0so/mena. On the contrary, it seems that on both linguistic and contextual grounds 
ta\ e0so/mena should be understood to mean “the things that will be/happen.” See 
for example H. W. Smyth, Greek Grammar (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard 
University Press, 1920), 455–56, for an explanation of the Greek substantive 
participle. 

58  See especially Elgvin, “The Mystery to Come,” 132. 
59 Lawrence Schiffman, 4QMysteriesa: A Preliminary Edition and 

Translation,” in Solving Riddles and Untying Knots: Biblical, Epigraphic, and Semitic 
Studies in Honor of Jonas C. Greenfield (ed. Ziony Zevit et al; Winona Lake, Ind.: 
Eisenbrauns, 1995), 210; idem, “4QMysteries,” in DJD 20. 

60  “Le mystère future,” which is J. T. Milik’s translation of the phrase in 
1Q26 and 1Q27 (DJD 1). 

61  Goff, Worldly and Heavenly Wisdom, passim; Collins, “Wisdom 
Reconsidered, in Light of the Scrolls,” 272; idem, “The Mysteries of God”; Daniel 
Harrington, Wisdom Texts from Qumran (London: Routledge, 1996), e.g. 49. 
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Having comprehensively reviewed the evidence from the Hebrew 
Bible and the Qumran literature, Matthew Goff has argued that the nifal 
participle is used in this construction in order to overcome the temporal 
restrictions of other verb forms, so that that the choice of hyhn reflects an 
underlying theological and cosmological claim in the way 4QInstruction 
(and Mysteries) uses the phrase. It is worth quoting Goff in full on this 
issue: 

The temporal meaning of the word [hyhn] makes translating this phrase 
inherently problematic. I doubt whether any translation can fully 
convey its temporal sense. Any translation of hyhn must specify a single 
tense—past, present, or future. The word itself, however, is trying to 
convey the fact that hyhn zr extends throughout all of history. … While 
no translation is fully adequate, this rendering of the phrase [“the 
mystery that is to be”] is better than other choices that have been 
suggested.62 

Goff does not attempt to remove a strictly temporal sense from hyhn (as 
do those translators who prefer “existence” or “being”), but seeks to 
articulate the nature of its temporality and corollary conceptual value. 
According to Goff, then, this phrase implicitly denotes the claim  

that divine mastery extends throughout the entire chronological scope 
of the created order. 4Q417 1 i 3–4 and 4Q418 123 ii 3–4, for example, 
connect the mystery that is to be with the past, present and future. This 
mystery gives the addressee the ability to understand the full 
chronological extent of God’s deterministic framework.63 

Goff’s own translation of hyhn zr to “the mystery that is to be,” while 
giving due favor to the evidence for an eschatological connotation, 
reflects the difficulty of finding an English expression to correspond with 
the sense of the Hebrew he attempts to draw out. His (and any) English 
translation undermines to some degree his interpretation of the phrase in 
4QInstruction as having a broader temporal meaning than the phrase 
“the mystery that is to be” might indicate.64 Additionally, while the 
temporal dimension of the phrase is indeed prominent, the word zr itself 

                                                
62  Goff, Worldly and Heavenly Wisdom, 34. 
63  Ibid., 33; see also 54–61. 
64  In his review of Goff’s book [CBQ 67 (2005): 118], James C. VanderKam 

states that the “meaning of the indefinite expression hyhn zr continues to be 
difficult. It does have something to do with the ‘big picture,’ and the verbs used 
with it leave open the possibility that it was written.” See below for further 
discussion of this issue. 
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often points to the perception of an existential reality that transcends 
time—or in other words to the fullness of spatio-temporal reality. 

In any case, Goff goes on to offer an extended and rather convincing 
exposition of the significance of the phrase in 4QInstruction, including a 
comprehensive review of the relevant recent scholarship. For this 
reason—and because I largely agree with Goff’s presentation of the 
scholarship and his treatment of the relevant issues—it will not be 
necessary to duplicate his efforts in detail here.65 While Goff’s 
investigation of the phrase hyhn zr is directed toward his analysis of 
4QInstruction, he also offers a brief general account of the significance of 
zr as an expression relating to esoteric (revealed) knowledge in late 
Second Temple Jewish literature.66 In a subsequent work, Goff continued 
his treatment of 4QInstruction and expanded his investigation to include 
analysis of Mysteries and other related texts.67 

Given his focus on 4QInstruction, Mysteries, and their relationship to 
wisdom and apocalypticism, however, he is concerned primarily to 
understand the use of zr in epistemological terms.68 In other words, he 
discusses zr as it relates to knowledge, but does not address its function 
in different kinds of literature and the various modes by which one gains 
access to “mysteries.” In this regard his discussion is limited to the 
acquisition of knowledge by contemplation of revealed content, i.e. 
“mysteries” or the hyhn zr as it appears in the relevant texts. 

Goff isolates seven major themes that intersect with and are 
influenced by the notion of the hyhn zr in 4QInstruction. These are: (1) 
temporal dominion of God; (2) eschatology; (3) creation; (4) determinism; 
(5) torah; (6) instruction for daily life; and (7) ethical dualism.69 The 
phrase hyhn zr has been of particular interest to scholars because of the 
way in which it serves as a focal point in texts that display the concerns 
of both wisdom and apocalyptic literature—concerns more or less 
represented by Goff’s list above. Some scholars have asserted that 
4QInstruction as a whole provides a heretofore unavailable bridge or 
missing link between these two worldviews and their corresponding 
literary genres. Often at issue is the question of how each tradition 
grounds its understanding of the sources of knowledge: in traditional 
wisdom, knowledge is gained by observation and perception; in 

                                                
65  Goff, Worldly and Heavenly Wisdom, 30–79. 
66  Ibid., 30–42; 47–51. 
67  Goff, Discerning Wisdom. 
68  Collins, “The Mysteries of God.” 
69  Ibid., 42. 
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apocalypticism, appeals to special revelation form the basis for 
knowledge claims. Often the distinction between the two trends has been 
cast in terms of a tension that necessarily exists between these two ways 
of thinking about the acquisition of knowledge regarding matters both 
divine and mundane. 

In recent years, however, scholars of ancient Judaism and 
Christianity have become increasingly aware of the ways in which the 
blending of sapiential, prophetic, and apocalyptic (and, I would argue, 
priestly) concerns led to new forms of Jewish thought and literature 
during the Second Temple period.70 It is therefore somewhat surprising 
that some continue to advance the argument that any co-existence of 
wisdom and apocalypticism in a single composition must be due to 
successive historical and literary stages.71 As I argue, however, it is just 
this kind of juxtaposition that characterizes the flexibility with which 
“mystery” language is employed in Qumran texts. In other words, 
notions of “mystery” find purchase in a variety of texts and literary types 
associated with different kinds of religious authority and expression 
which are often brought together in Qumran texts. In my view it is not at 
all surprising that we might find ideas typically associated with 
apocalypticism or apocalyptic eschatology alongside ideas typically 
associated with traditional wisdom, even despite Ben Sira’s well-known 
dictum, “What is committed to you, attend to; for what is hidden is not 
your concern” (Sir 3:21).72 

 Goff summarizes in the following way his own assessment of 
4QInstruction as it pertains to these issues: 

4QInstruction should be considered a wisdom text because it draws on 
traditional wisdom in terms of form and content. Yet its appeals to 

                                                
70  See for example the recent volume Conflicted Boundaries in Wisdom and 

Apocalypticism (ed. Benjamin G. Wright III and Lawrence M. Wills; SBLSS 35; 
Atlanta: Society of Biblical Literature, 2005), a collection of essays reflecting some 
of the recent work of the Wisdom and Apocalypticism Group of the Society of 
Biblical Literature. See also the stimulating essay by Carol Newsom, “What Do 
We Mean by Genre? A Report from Genology” (paper presented at the annual 
meeting of the SBL, San Antonio, Tex., November, 2004), where she provides a 
helpful review of the ways in which scholars of early Judaism and Christianity 
have talked about genre and generic theory. 

71  Elgvin, “An Analysis of 4QInstruction,” 80–81. 
72  It seems that scholars have cast the relationship between wisdom and 

apocalypticism in oppositional terms in part based on Sirach’s attitude toward 
the possession of “special” revelation claimed in apocalyptic circles. See for 
example Argall, 1 Enoch and Sirach. 
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revelation distinguish it from older wisdom. Biblical wisdom promotes 
the acquisition of knowledge through perception of the natural order. 
The address of 4QInstruction, however, learns about the world through 
the contemplation of revealed knowledge. In terms of pre-Christian 
Jewish literature, the epistemology of 4QInstruction has its closest 
parallels in the apocalypses. … Israel’s sapiential tradition was both 
conservative and flexible. Great value was placed on wisdom that was 
handed down from generation to generation. Yet the wisdom tradition 
was able to merge with other ideas and new developments. As Ben 
Sira’s reception of traditional wisdom incorporates covenantal theology, 
4QInstruction combines practical wisdom with an apocalyptic 
worldview. … It is not required to attribute 4QInstruction’s wisdom to a 
crisis in the sapiential tradition or to assume that its author considered 
traditional wisdom in need of revision. 4QInstruction’s apocalyptic 
worldview is more simply understood as a consequence of the reception 
of older wisdom in the late Second Temple period in light of 
perspectives and traditions common to this era. 

Though he does not state it explicitly, Goff correctly hints that we should 
not be too rigid in our categorizations of late Second Temple Jewish 
writings. Generic classification can be a helpful way to organize and 
interpret material from the ancient world, so long as it does not then 
determine what we might (or might not) expect a given text to contain. If 
there is anything we can say about late Second Temple Judaism, it is that 
religious traditions and social realities were in a state of considerable 
flux. The literary conventions of the time mirror this social and religious 
fluidity.  

In any case, the hyhn zr couplet is one of the more intriguing 
combinations of zr + X in the extant texts from Qumran, and because it 
occurs in 4QInstruction and Mysteries, and in the final column of the 
Community Rule (1QS 11:3–4), it has been interpreted as an important 
bridge between those texts, representing as it does a measure of 
ideological continuity.73 I will present and briefly discuss several 
important passages in what follows.74 

In 4QInstruction, the phrase “constitutes an appeal to heavenly 
revelation that is at the core” of the work.75 It is a multivalent reference to 
                                                

73  As, for example, in Lange, “Wisdom and Predestination in the Dead Sea 
Scrolls.”  

74  Given that the focus here is on the use of mystery language, I will not 
provide extensive commentary on the full texts. For such commentary and 
exhaustive, relevant bibliography, see Goff, Discerning Wisdom. 

75  Goff, Discerning Wisdom, 13.  
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a particular locus of knowledge that encompasses the full range of what 
the authors of 4QInstruction thought it worthy to know about. By means 
of the hyhn zr God brings the cosmos into being and maintains and 
governs it (4Q417 1 i 8–9). By means of the hyhn zr the addressee may 
understand the nature of creation, the workings of (and the difference 
between) good and evil, and the course of history from beginning to end. 
The hyhn zr is not equivalent to the Torah, but, like much of the early 
Enoch literature, is ostensibly compatible with it.76 It is esoteric insofar as 
it is available only to the members of the elect group envisioned in the 
text—a group that should not be identified with the Yah [ad but that 
shares important ideological and religious values with it. 

In each of the texts in which the hyhn zr is mentioned, the phrase 
functions as an important boundary-marker between those who have 
access to it and those who do not. The verbs most often used in 
conjunction with the phrase have to do with knowledge or perception, 
the possession of which relates to issues of election, salvation, and 
eschatology—and, by implicit or explicit extension, to inclusion and/or 
exclusion from the community of the righteous. For example, in 
Mysteries there is an emphasis on the contrast between those who grasp 
the hyhn zr and those who adhere to the evil “mysteries” (or the 
“mysteries of transgression”), and a focus on the eschatological 
reckoning that will take place between them.  

The following is a composite text of Mysteries reconstructed from 
1Q27, 4Q299, and 4Q300:77 

[ -- ]tm[)l rq# Nybw (r Nybw bw+ Nyb w(dy rwb(b …] 02 
)wl twynwmdqbw hyhn zr w(dy )lw Mtmkwx lk (#p yzr [wnybyw] 03 

hyhn zrm w+lm )l M#pnw Mhyl( )wby r#) hm w(dy )lw wnnwbth 04 
qdch ynpm (#rh hlgw hlw( ydlwm rgshb hyhy yk tw)h Mkl hzw 05 

                                                
76  In Weisheit und Prädestination, Lange argued that the hyhn zr and the Torah 

should be identified with one another (for example, page 58); cf. Goff, Discerning 
Wisdom, 28–29. In my opinion the identification is not warranted by the contents 
of 4QInstruction. Even if there are several interesting shared themes between the 
hyhn zr and the Torah, overall the similarities are too vague and difficult to 
interpret adequately. Furthermore, it is important to use caution when using 
terms like “the Torah” in the context of the Dead Sea Scrolls. 

77  The reconstruction and translation is from Schiffman, “4QMysteriesa,” 
DJD 20:35–36. While this is an edition of 4Q299, the numbering (02, 03, etc.) 
reflects the composite nature of the reconstruction, since the text reproduced here 
precedes the portions where 4Q299 is extant. This part of the text is preserved 
mostly in 1Q27 (with overlaps in 4Q300), the first edition of which can be found 
in DJD 1. 
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d(l (#rh Mty Nk dw( w[nny])w N#( Mwtkw rw) ynpm K#w[x] twlgk 06 
dw( hmny) [78(#p] yzr ykmwt lwkw lbt Nwkt #m#k hlgy qdchw 07 

02 [in order that they might know (the difference) between good and 
evil, and between falsehood and truth,] 

03 [and that they might understand] the mysteries of transgression, 
(with) all their wisdom. But they did not know the mystery of that 
which was coming into being, and the former things they did not 
consider. 

04 Nor did they know what shall befall them. And they did not save 
their lives from the mystery that was coming into being. 

05 And this shall be the sign to you that it is taking place: When the 
begotten of unrighteousness are delivered up, and wickedness is 
removed from before unrighteousness, 

06 as darkness is removed from before light. (Then,) just as smoke 
wholly ceases and is no more, so shall wickedness cease forever, 

07 and righteousness shall be revealed as the sun (throughout) the full 
measure of the world. And all the adherents of the mysteries [of 
transgression] will be no more. 

This passage underscores the contrast between those who—in their 
success in understanding the “mysteries of transgression”—fail to grasp 
the “mystery that is to be” and therefore forfeit any claim they might 
have to salvation at the moment of judgment. The contrast between those 
who have access to the hyhn zr and those who do not is set in relief 
against other dualistic formulations in the text: wickedness and 
righteousness; darkness and light; and (later) knowledge and folly. Like 
in other esoteric trends of antiquity, knowledge of special revelation is a 
key to redemption. And like in other esoteric trends, the rhetoric of 
special knowledge affirms a social boundary-marker intended not only 
to exclude the unworthy but also to gird up the self-understanding of the 
in-group as the elect whose understanding will be vindicated. 

Elsewhere in Mysteries, we see a similar dichotomy between those 
who are “skilled in transgression” and those who apparently are learned 
in the “eternal mysteries,” and in this passage there are the added 

                                                
78  Contrary to the reading given by Milik in DJD 1 ()lp yzr), Schiffman 

suggests that )lp here be emended to l(ylb (in both parallels), which certainly 
makes more sense of the context. See his treatment in DJD 20:37, 105–106. I 
propose, however, that (#p may be the most suitable reconstruction given both 
context and available space, and given the fact that this construct also occurs 
elsewhere in Mysteries, e.g. 1Q27 1 i 2 (cf. 1QHa 13:38, 24:9). 
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elements of hidden wisdom and a sealed, secret vision, all of which seem 
to be equated with the “mysteries.” 

4Q300 1a ii-b 

z)w rbdn Mr+b hdyxh wdyghw l#mh wrm) (#p ydmlm Mym+[rxh   ] t[  ] 1 

Mt+bh M) w(dt 
)l d( yzrbw Nwzxh Mt[x ]Mkm Mwtx yk hmklsk[ --   My]m#h twdw(tw 2 

Mtlk#x )l hnybbw Mt+bh 
wxtpt M)w hmkwx #rw#b Mt+bh )l yk[ -- ]ymhw h [ -- ]l wrm)t[ z]) 3 

Nwzxh  
hmkx )yh h[m ]yk wm# [ -- ] mh Mkl yk M[k]tmkwx lk[ -- Mkm M]tst 4 

[ -- ]hyht )l d[w( --]tdxkn 5 

[ -- ] Nwz[h] 6 

1 [ … ] [the mag]icians who are skilled in transgression utter the parable 
and relate the riddle before it is discussed, and then you will know 
whether you have considered, 

2 and the signs of the heav[ens … ] your foolishness, for the [s]eal of the 
vision is sealed from you, and you have not considered the eternal 
mysteries, and you have not come to understand wisdom. 

3 The[n ]you will say [ … ] for you have not considered the root of 
wisdom,79 and if you open the vision 

4 it will be kept secr[et from you … ]all [yo]ur wisdom, for yours is the  
[ … ] his name, for [wh]at is wisdom (which is) 

5 hidden[ … sti]ll there will not be [ … ] 
6 the [vis]ion [of … ] 

As I discuss in the next chapter, I see good reason to relate the 
“magicians” in this passage with those who “understand the mysteries 
of transgression” in the text cited above.80 The specific use of the 
language of “magicians” (Mym+rx) connects this passage also to the 

                                                
79  The term “root of wisdom” can also be found in the first chapter of Ben 

Sira: “The root of wisdom—to whom has it been revealed?” (1:6). It is probable 
that here Ben Sira is situating his text—and the kind of wisdom it represents—
vis-à-vis both apocalyptic schools of thought and the Greek scientific traditions 
of Aristotle, Aristarchus, Archimedes, and Eratosthenes; see Jeremy Corley, 
“Wisdom Versus Apocalyptic and Science in Sirach 1, 1–10,” in Wisdom and 
Apocalypticism in the Dead Sea Scrolls and in the Biblical Tradition (ed. Florentino 
García Martínez; BETL 168; Leuven: Leuven University Press, 2003), 269–85. See 
also the term hnyb y#rw# “roots of understanding” in 4Q301 1 2, 4Q301 2b 1, and 
4Q418 55 9. 

80  See also my “’Riddled’ with Guilt.” 
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apocalyptic scenarios in Daniel and 1 Enoch in which illegitimate 
revelations are contrasted with those of the respective protagonists (see, 
for example, Dan 2:2, 10, 27; 4:4, 6; 5:11; 1 En 8:3 [4Q201 1 iv 2]).  

Of course, we may also note that the theme of special “mysteries” 
revealed to the elect figures prominently in each of these apocalyptic 
texts, and that in each case these “mysteries” are contrasted with 
divinatory or interpretive practices of those in opposition to the hero. In 
the case of Mysteries, however, the foil group appears likely to be not 
from a foreign guild but from among Israel itself. The “magicians” of 
Mysteries thus represent the wayward interpreters of Israel’s own sacred 
traditions. The author(s) of Mysteries define themselves by reference to 
an internal “other” whose distance from the in-group is highlighted with 
the use language normally reserved for the interpretive agents of “the 
nations.” The hyhn zr is not simply a container of content—or a way of 
referring to a specific body of teaching—but is also a way of insinuating 
a boundary by appeal to a highly figured pattern of speech. 

There is emerging consensus that 4QInstruction and Mysteries are 
not, strictly speaking, sectarian texts.81 While the fragmentary nature of 
Mysteries (and 4Q301) might ultimately foreclose a definitive conclusion 
regarding its sectarian status, it is rather clear that 4QInstruction 
assumes a social situation that is different from the majority of the 
Qumran rule texts and associated literature like the pesharim. Even so, 
there is much in both texts that would have likely been appealing to a 
sectarian reader, including notions of special revelation entrusted to the 
elect and post-mortem reward for the righteous, and the role of 
pedagogy in the transmission of sacred teachings. 

Armin Lange has argued that the Treatise on the Two Spirits, a free-
standing work which was later incorporated into the Community Rule 
(1QS 3:13–4:26),82 was based in part on Mysteries and other related 
dualistic sapiential traditions.83 The Treatise also uses the language of 

                                                
81  For a review of the relevant issues and scholarship, see Goff, Discerning 

Wisdom, esp. 61–68 and 99–103. 
82  The Treatise was incorporated only into two extant manuscripts of the 

Serekh—1QS and 4QSc (4Q257). There are no significant extant variants between 
the two manuscripts. 

83  Lange, Weisheit und Prädestination, 168; idem, “Wisdom and Pre-
destination in the Dead Sea Scrolls”; idem, “Die Weisheitstexte aus Qumran: Eine 
Einleitung,” in The Wisdom Texts from Qumran and the Development of Sapiential 
Thought (ed. Charlotte Hempel, Armin Lange, and Hermann Lichtenberger; 
BETL 159; Leuven: Leuven University Press, 2002), 13. 



THE “MYSTERIES” OF QUMRAN 

 

160 

“mystery”84 and other shared terminology, and reflects an important 
development in the ideology of the Yah [ad. It serves as a reference point 
for the teaching of the Maskil, who probably also figures prominently in 
the final column of 1QS in a series of first-person declarations that 
closely mirrors material from the “Teacher Hymns” of the Hodayot and 
also from the composition known as Barkhi Nafshi (both of which also use 
zr terminology). It is in the context of this passage in 1QS 11 that the 
phrase hyhn zr is incorporated. 

The use of the phrase hyhn zr in 1QS is somewhat analogous to its 
appearance in 4QInstruction and Mysteries, though in this different 
context it also takes on a distinct function as the object of a special claim 
made by the speaker to have gazed upon the “mystery that is to be”: 

1QS 11:3–4 

zrb ybbl trw)w yny( h+ybh wytw)lpnbw yrw) xtp wt(d rwqmm )yk … 3  
… hyhn 4 

3 … For from the fount of [God’s] knowledge my light has gone forth; 
upon his wonders my eye has gazed, and the light of my heart upon 
the mystery 

4 that is to be. … 

This bold assertion marks an crucial aspect of the Yah [ad’s ideas about 
“mystery,” as the speaker goes on to claim that his special access to the 
divine reality gives him wisdom, knowledge, and prudence hidden from 
others (#wn)m hrtsn) (1QS 11:6). All this is given as an “eternal 
possession” to those united in assembly with the angels, those of the 
special covenant, the “Council of the Yah [ad” (dxy tc() (1QS 11:7–8). But 
for good measure—as if to back off just a little from these bold 
assertions—the column concludes with a soliloquy on the smallness of 
the human being and the statement that no one born of flesh can hope to 
penetrate the full depth of God’s “mysteries” (1QS 11:19). 

 “MYSTERIES” OF KNOWLEDGE 

Deutero-Isaiah makes the claim that the God of Israel will perform 
wonderful deeds “so that all may see (w)ry) and know (w(dyw), all may 

                                                
84  For example t(d yzr; see discussion below. According to the Treatise on the 

Two Spirits, even the promptings of the Angel of Darkness (K#wx K)lm) are 
“allowed” to occur in keeping with the “mysteries of God” (l) yzr ypl) until “his 
era” begins (1QS 3:21–23). This passage is discussed in more detail in chapter 5. 
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consider (wmy#yw) and understand (wlyk#yw), that the Lord has done this, 
the Holy One of Israel has created it” (Isa 41:20). This passage appears to 
subsume all the possible varieties of human knowledge under the 
banner of God’s redemptive mastery over creation: “Seeing, knowing, 
considering, and understanding … do not always point to a deliberate 
distinction between sensory and intellectual apperception; more 
generally the totality of human knowledge is addressed,” and, according 
to Isaiah, is only available by way of revelation from God.85 

The emphasis on knowledge in the Qumran Scrolls has been noted 
since the earliest stages of research.86 As we have already seen, the claim 
of possession of special knowledge is a hallmark of esoteric discourse, 
and for its part the Yah [ad apparently had a keen interest in accessing, 
mastering and controlling the available sources of authoritative 
knowledge. There are several different combinations of zr + X wherein X 
is a word with connotations of knowledge: t(d (knowledge), lk# 
(understanding), hmkx (wisdom), hb#xm (thought), and hmr( 
(prudence). While some differences can be detected among these various 
combinations, there is enough conceptual overlap that we may consider 
them together under the same heading. Nevertheless, we should not lose 
sight of the fact that different modes of perception may be connoted by 
the choice of one word or another. 

t)d yzr 

The phrase t(d yzr finds expression in two interesting and possibly 
related texts from Qumran.87 In general, forms of (dy in the Dead Sea 
Scrolls refer to “special knowledge in the realm of anthropology, cosmo-
logy, and especially soteriology. Since sôd and r z often appear as objects 
[of the verb], yd( frequently stands for the secret esoteric knowledge of 
the sect.”88 This is in line with what we may observe about the use of t(d 
generally and in its more specific combination with zr in the Scrolls. 
                                                

85  Botterweck, “(dy,” TDOT 5.462. 
86  For example see André Dupont-Sommer, The Dead Sea Scrolls: A 

Preliminary Survey (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1952), 42 and 65 n. 1. 
87  On the use of t(d in the Hebrew Bible and in Qumran texts see 

Botterweck, “(dy”; W. D. Davies, “’Knowledge’ in the Dead Sea Scrolls and 
Matthew 11:25–30,” in Christian Origins and Judaism (London: Darton, Longman 
& Todd, Ltd., 1962), 120–44, esp. 124–34. 

88  Botterweck, “(dy,” 475. Botterweck also cites the opinion of K. G. Kuhn, 
who understands all this to be an incipient form of “Gnosticism” introduced into 
late Jewish apocalypticism. See Kuhn, “Die in Palästina gefundenen Hand-
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As noted in the section on hyhn zr, the phrase t(d yzr is part of a 
larger meditation on the character of sectarian knowledge in the Treatise 
on the Two Spirits. In this passage, the “paths in the world” of the sons of 
light are described according to what this knowledge allows them to 
discern. The knowledge is rooted in, or perhaps provides the possibility 
for, true understanding of the commandments (My+p#m) and of one’s 
disposition toward God. The text reads in full as follows: 

1QS 4:2–8 

tm) dqc ykrd lwk wynpl r#ylw #y) bblb ry)hl lbtb Nhykrd hl)w 2 

y+p#mb wbbl dxplw 
tmkxw hnybw lk#w Mymlw( bw+w Mymxr bwrw Myp) krw)w hwn( xwrw l) 3 

lwkb tnm)m hrwbg 
t)nqw h#(m tb#xm lwkb t(d xwrw wdsx bwrb tn(#nw l) y#(m 4 

tb#xmw qdc y+p#m 
ylwlg lwk b(tm dwbk trh+w tm) ynb lwk l( Mydsx bwrw kwms rcyb #dwq 5 

tkl (nchw hdn 
… t(d yzr tm)l )bxw lwk tmr(b 6 

2 And these are (to be) their paths in the world: to enlighten the heart of 
man, straighten out in front of him all the paths of true justice, 
establish in his heart respect for the precepts 

3 of God; it is a spirit of meekness, of patience, generous compassion, 
eternal goodness, intelligence, understanding, potent wisdom which 
trust in all 

4 the works of God and depends on his abundant mercy; a spirit of 
knowledge in all the plans of action, of enthusiasm for the decrees of 
justice, 

5 of holy plans with firm purpose, of generous compassion with all the 
sons of truth, of magnificent purity which detests all unclean idols, of 
careful behavior 

6 in prudence concerning everything, of concealment concerning the 
truth of the mysteries of knowledge. … 

This recitation of the various purposes and values of hallowed 
knowledge uses poetic repetition and variation to describe the contours 
of the sectarian “spirit.” Different terms are called forth to underline the 
notion that the sectarian has multifaceted access to all those things worth 
knowing, and to reinforce the identification between knowledge and 
goodness. This short passage, which is largely about “intelligence, 

                                                
schriften und das NT,” ZThK 47 (1950): 203–205; idem “Die Sektenschrift und die 
iranische Religion,” 306–315. 
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understanding, potent wisdom,” declares that the sons of truth have 
prudence concerning every relevant matter, and culminates with the 
statement that they keep hidden the “mysteries of knowledge.” This 
presentation may be contrasted with that of 1 En 8:1–3, which catalogs 
the various forms of illicit knowledge taught by the named Watchers and 
culminates with the summary that these were the “mysteries” that the 
heavenly beings revealed to their wives. The contraband “mysteries” are 
revealed unlawfully, and the “mysteries of knowledge” proper to the 
elect must be carefully guarded. 

This notion of keeping the “truth of the mysteries of knowledge” 
hidden can be compared to expressions found in other sectarian texts. In 
a characteristically self-deprecating passage of the Hodayot, the speaker 
confesses that “in the mystery of your wisdom (hktmkx zrb) you have 
reproved me, you have hidden the truth (tm) )bxt) until the period of 
[… until] its appointed time” (1QHa 17:23–24). This statement seems to 
infer that the truth has been hidden from the speaker until the appointed 
time, i.e. that the hiding of knowledge is something God also does—even 
hiding it from the righteous. 

These two passages reflect views about esoteric knowledge from an 
anthropological perspective (there are good and evil people, and the 
good possess knowledge and truth that is superior to the evil ones) and 
from a theological perspective (God knows things that even the members 
of the Yah [ad do not know). Yet another passage from the Hodayot 
implies the synthesis of these two kinds of knowledge and concealment, 
namely that the knowledge of the sect is superior and yet still only 
partial until the eschatological unfolding of God’s universal plan has 
been accomplished: 

1QHa 16:5–9, 11–14 

5 I g[ive thanks to you, my Lord, for] you placed me by a source of 
flowing (waters) in a dry land, a spring in a parched territory, a 
watered 6 garden [and a pool … ] You [plan]ted a stand of juniper 
and elm along with cypress for your glory, trees 

7 of life in the spring of mystery, hidden in the midst of all the trees by 
the water in order that a shoot might spring forth as an eternal 
planting (Mlw( t(+m). 

8 Taking root before they shoot up, they extend their roots to the 
strea[m] that its trunk might be open to the waters of life 

9 and become an eternal source. … 
11 The shoot of holiness springs forth as a planting of truth (t(+m 

tm)), hiding (rtws) 
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12 and not accounted. And not being known, its mystery is sealed ()lbw 
wzr Mtwx (dwn). Vacat But you, [G]od, protect its fruit by the mystery 
of warriors of strength (xwk yrwbg zrb), 

13 holy spirits, and whirling flames of fire. No one will [come to] the 
spring of life and with the trees of eternity  

14 drink the waters of holiness. … 

Here the sealed mystery is understood to exist hidden within the 
“planting of truth,” which itself is a “shoot of holiness” which is also 
eternal. It is not clear whether in this passage the “mystery” is “not 
known” to the sect itself, to the broader society, or to humanity in 
general. It seems likely, given the broader context of the passage, that 
knowledge of this “mystery” is indeed available to the sect, and that 
“hiding,” the “eternal shoot” keeps it sealed from those outside the 
group. This passage alludes to a cultic context with references to garden 
imagery, flaming fire, waters of holiness, and holy spirits—language that 
is reminiscent of other sectarian texts such as the Damascus Document, the 
Songs of the Sabbath Sacrifice, and other compositions. 

The other passage in which the phrase t(d yzr is attested bears a 
connotation that is, at first glance, quite different from its use in the 
Treatise. In one of the cave 4 manuscripts of the Songs of the Sabbath 
Sacrifice (4Q403 1 ii 27), the phrase occurs in the context of the song for 
the eighth Sabbath: 

4Q403 1 ii 23–2789 

[ -- ] (b#l Mtnyb t(dw … 23 
[ -- ] lhqb Klmh td( y#)rl brwq Nhwkm #wr 24 

[ -- yhw]l[)] ldgmw dwbkh Klml Mmwr twxb#tw 25 
[ -- ] Mhynw#l tmwrtw rwh+h Klm Myl) l)l 26 

[ -- My#dq #]dwq ylwbg t(b#l )lph zrb t(d yzr (b# 27 

23 And the insightful knowledge of the seven [ … ] 
24 chief, from the priest of the inner sanctum. And the chiefs of the 

congregation of the King in the assembly [ … ] 
25 and praises of exaltation to the King of glory, and magnification of  

the [G]o[d of …] 
26 to the God of the elim, King of purity. And the offering of their 

tongues [ … ] 
27 seven mysteries of knowledge in the wondrous mystery of the 

seven [most] holy precincts [ … ] 

                                                
89  Text and translation are from Newsom, Songs of the Sabbath Sacrifice, 226–

27; English translation, 230. 
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Several commentators have wrestled with this passage and found it to be 
obscure. Carol Newsom states that “the text aptly describes the passage 
as a ‘mystery,’ for it is extremely difficult to construe.”90 At first glance 
the reference to the “seven mysteries of knowledge” is difficult to place, 
but the following “in the mystery of the wonder of the seven regions of 
the holy of holies” does qualify the phrase in an intriguing way. The 
latter “mystery” is perhaps a reference to the “wonder” of the heavenly 
temple, in which case the former “mysteries”—of knowledge—
correspond to the kinds of knowledge proper to the seven different 
regions of the holy of holies. 

The word t(d occurs with marked preponderance in the Songs of the 
Sabbath Sacrifice. Elliot Wolfson has presented a wide-ranging treatment 
of the theme of knowledge in the Songs and in the sectarian literature, 
especially as it pertains to the kind of “transformational mysticism” he 
sees in these texts. He correctly notes that 

To explicate this passage responsibly, and particularly the key 
expression razei da’at, it is obviously necessary to consider the meaning 
of two terms, raz, “mystery,” and da’at, “knowledge.” What kind of 
knowledge, what kind of mystery? … Before approaching these philo-
logical and philosophical clarifications, it would be beneficial to situate 
the text better in its literary setting, a move that will shed light on the 
symbolic significance of the number seven, which will, in turn facilitate 
a better understanding of the mysteries of knowledge.91 

Wolfson goes on to conclude that this term for knowledge (t(d) should 
be understood most accurately as a technical onto-theosophic 
designation for the contemplative meditation on “God’s knowledge” 
(Myhwl) t(d) performed by the priests of the Yah [ad (whom he refers to as 
ma kîlim) in the desert of Judah.92 Accordingly, the “seven mysteries of 
knowledge” ought to be interpreted as “seven potencies that constitute 
the substance of da’at ‘elyon.”93 

                                                
90  Newsom, Songs of the Sabbath Sacrifice, 243. 
91  Wolfson, “Seven Mysteries of Knowledge,” 194. For the term “trans-

formational mysticism,” and additional discussion of the Sabbath Songs, see 
Christopher R. A. Morray-Jones, “Transformational Mysticism and the 
Apocalyptic-Merkabah Tradition,” JJS 43 (1992): 1–31; William F. Smelik, “On 
Mystical Transformation of the Righteous into Light in Judaism,” JSJ 26 (1995): 
122–44. 

92  Wolfson, “Seven Mysteries of Knowledge,” 203. 
93  Ibid., 204. 
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Though his argument is much more complex than is fitting to review 
here, and though several of his assertions seem to derive from the 
framework of later Jewish mysticism through which he interprets the 
Songs of Sabbath Sacrifice,94 Wolfson offers a compelling (if not always 
entirely clear) way to understand the phrase t(d yzr. These seven 
“mysteries” or “potencies” may well reflect a broader tradition about the 
number seven in ancient Jewish and early Christian thought,95 but the 
use of this phrase in the Sabbath Songs highlights some important 
connections among the Songs, the Community Rule, and the Hodayot 
regarding the acquisition and use of esoteric knowledge of the 
“mysteries.” Citing two important passages, Wolfson argues that in 
these compositions we can see that “knowledge of divine truth is 
equated with visually gazing at the glory, which occasions the recitation 
of God’s mysteries.”96 These two texts are the following: 

1QHa 18:22–23 

hrps) hkdwbkb y+ybhbw[ -- hk]tm)b yt(d ypl yn)w 22 

… hkytw)lpn 23 

22 And I, according to my knowledge of [your] truth [ … ] and when I 
gaze upon your glory, I recount 

23 your wonders. … 

1QS 11:3–4 

zrb ybbl trw)w yny( h+ybh wytw)lpnbw 97yrw) xtp wt(d rwqmm )yk … 3  
… hyhn 4 

                                                
94  For brief discussion of this problem, see Newman, “Priestly Prophets at 

Qumran,” 33 n. 9. 
95  See Smelik, “Mystical Transformation,” for a helpful review of this 

tradition. 
96  Wolfson, “Seven Mysteries of Knowledge,” 208. 
97  The manuscript appears here to read wrw) “his light,” though the vav and 

yod are sometimes indistinguishable in some Qumran manuscripts, and the 
reading yrw) “my light” probably makes better sense of the passage. Compare 
1QHa 17:26–27: “and through your glory, my light (yrw)) becomes visible, for 
from darkness you make a light shine for [me].” In 1QHa 23:1–2 there are two 
instances in which hkrw) “your light” seems to refer to the notion that God 
established the luminaries out of his own light. 
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3 . . . For from the fount of [God’s] knowledge my light has gone forth; 
upon his wonders my eye has gazed, and the light of my heart upon 
the mystery 

4 that is to be. … 

Wolfson wishes finally to end up at the following statement, which 
deserves to be quoted in full: 

[The priests] come to know the seven mysteries of divine knowledge 
through the exercise of their own knowledge though the actualization of 
their own knowledge is facilitated by apprehension of the seven 
mysteries of knowledge. The duty to discourse poetically about the 
splendor of divine kingship is predicated on being incorporated into 
this kingship, to become god-like and glorious, to be illumined by the 
soteric esotericism that affords one the opportunity to be assimilated 
into the divine potencies.98 

Being assimilated into the divine potencies—or “mysteries”—is another 
way of talking about what it means to “gaze upon” the “mystery of 
wonder” ()lp zr) in the 4Q403 lines adduced above. The “seven 
mysteries of wonder” are apparently, according to Wolfson, to be 
understood in direct relation to a parallel passage in the same text that 
depicts the presence of priests in the “seven wonderful regions” and 
refers to “the comprehensive knowledge of the seven” (4Q403 1 ii 21–23). 

This passage occurs within the broader context of the middle section 
of the thirteen Sabbath Songs, namely songs 6–8.99 This central section 
exhibits a “formulaic and repetitious literary structure which stresses the 
number seven.”100 Songs 6–8 serve as a fulcrum for the progression of the 
entire sequence of songs from the first, more concrete and uniform 
section (songs 1–5) to the final, climactic thirteenth song in which “the 
angel-like priests with the maskil at their head [are] fully vested and 
equipped for their oracular performance.”101 By this progression the 
                                                

98  Wolfson, “Seven Mysteries of Knowledge,” 207. 
99  The Sabbath Songs are usually thought to comprise three major sections 

consisting of columns 1–5, 6–8, and 9–13. These sections may be differentiated in 
terms of both content and style. For discussion see Newman, “Priestly Prophets 
at Qumran,” 35–37. 

100  Newman, “Priestly Prophets at Qumran,” 38. 
101  Ibid., 39; cf. Arnold, The Social Role of Liturgy, 146–48. According to 

Newman, the eighth song is the point “in which the divine King and Creator is 
made manifest in the throne room of the Temple” (“Priestly Prophets at 
Qumran,” 48). 
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priests themselves are gradually initiated into the divine presence and 
thereby appropriate divine knowledge as a priestly prerogative gained 
through ritual transformation. According to Newman’s reading of the 
text (with which I largely concur), the priests are thus prepared to issue 
new revelation after a climactic moment in the liturgical cycle, namely 
the festival of Shavu(ot which memorialized both the Sinaitic revelation 
and the renewal of the covenant and provided the annual occasion for 
evaluation and initiation of new members to the Yah [ad.102 

lk# yzr 

The phrase lk# yzr “mysteries of understanding” which is found in the 
Community Rule, the Hodayot, and in the Songs of the Sabbath Sacrifice, 
carries connotations of both “knowledge” and of “wisdom.”103 The noun 
lk# “understanding” is fairly common in Qumran texts, especially in the 
explicitly sectarian (or sect-composed) literature. It is from the same root 
as the titular well-known from various rule scrolls, the lyk#m who is 
known throughout this literature as the Instructor (or Maskil) who 
causes learning or insight to increase.104 Some commentators have seen 

                                                
102  See James C. VanderKam, “Shavu(ot,” EDSS 2.871–72. Newman’s 

suggestion that the “new scriptural interpretation through oracular means” 
possibly took place especially in the “calendrical cultic aftermath” between the 
end of Shavu(ot and the summer solstice is plausible and compelling (“Priestly 
Prophets at Qumran,” 30). 

103  See Koenen, “lk#,” TDOT 14.112–28 for a full discussion of the use of 
the word lk# in biblical and Qumran Hebrew and Aramaic. Wolfson suggests 
that lk# and t(d are interchangeable in the Qumran Scrolls, and this does seem 
to be more or less the case. He states that “both [terms] refer to the cognitive 
faculty by means of which the enlightened priest apprehends divine truth” 
(“Seven Mysteries of Knowledge,” 200). 

104  References to the Maskil can be found in the Damascus Document, the 
Community Rule, the Rule of the Congregation, the Songs of the Sabbath Sacrifice, the 
Hodayot, and other texts. For important discussions of this term and its referent 
see especially Carol A. Newsom, “The Sage in the Literature of Qumran: The 
Functions of the Ma kîl,” in The Sage in Israel and the Ancient Near East (ed. John G. 
Gammie and Leo G. Perdue; Winona Lake, Ind.: Eisenbrauns, 1990), 373–82; 
Sarianna Metso, The Textual Development of the Qumran Community Rule (STDJ 21; 
Leiden: Brill, 1997), 135–40; Dwight D. Swanson, “4QCrypA Words of the Maskil 
to All the Sons of Dawn: The Path of the Virtuous Life,” in Sapiential, Liturgical, 
and Poetical Texts from Qumran: Proceedings of the Third Meeting of the International 
Organization for Qumran Studies, Oslo 1998 (ed. Daniel K. Falk, Florentino García 
Martínez, and Eileen M. Schuller; STDJ 35; Leiden: Brill, 2000), 49–61; L. Kosmala, 
“Maskil,” JANESCU 5 (1973): 235–41; Lawrence Schiffman, “Utopia and Reality: 
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here some kind of connection with the book of Daniel—or at least its 
final redactors—whose background protagonists seem to be the Mylyk#m 
“Maskilim” mentioned in the latter chapters of the book (11:33; 12:3).105 
In any case, Maskil in the Qumran Scrolls is most likely a technical term 
for the leader of the group whose primary responsibility is to lead 
members into knowledge and wisdom pertaining especially to spiritual 
matters, and also to conduct certain liturgical enactments of the Yah [ad. 

The Community Rule states about the Maskil that “he should acquire 
all the understanding (lk#) that has been gained according to the 
periods (Myt(h ypl)” (1QS 9:13). Not only should the Instructor acquire 
this understanding, but he should make it known to (at least some of) the 
members of the Yah [ad. This broader passage about the role of the 
Instructor culminates with the statement that “he should lead them with 
knowledge and in this way teach them (Mlyk#hl) the mysteries of 

                                                
Political Leadership and Organization in the Dead Sea Scrolls Community,” in 
Emanuel: Studies in the Hebrew Bible, Septuagint, and Dead Sea Scrolls in Honor of 
Emanuel Tov (ed. Shalom M. Paul et al; VTSup 94; Leiden: Brill, 2003), 423; 
Nathan Jastram, “Hierarchy at Qumran,” in Legal Texts and Legal Issues: 
Proceedings of the Second Meeting of the International Society for Qumran Studies, 
Cambridge 1995 (ed. Moshe Bernstein, Florentino García Martínez, and John 
Kampen; STDJ 23; Leiden: Brill, 1997), 358–60. The precise function of the Maskil 
and his relationship to other religious leaders at Qumran (e.g. the dyqp, the rqbm) 
remains a matter of some dispute. The sources (especially the extant copies of the 
Damascus Document and the Community Rule) do not present a clear and 
consistent picture. For the word lyk#m in 4QInstruction, see Tigchelaar, To 
Increase Understanding for the Learning Ones, 245–46, where he discusses his 
proposal that it may be possible to locate this word in the first column of the 
composition. 

105  For example F. F. Bruce, “The Book of Daniel and the Qumran 
Community,” in Neotestamentica et Semitica: Studies in Honor of Matthew Black (ed. 
E. Earle Ellis and Mat Wilcox; Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 1969), 221–39, esp. 228–30; 
P. Wernberg-Moeller, The Manual of Discipline Translated and Annotated with an 
Introduction (STDJ 1; Leiden: Brill, 1957), 66; Otto Plöger, Das Buch Daniel (KAT 
18; Gütersloher Verlagshaus, 1965), 165; Friedrich Nötscher, Zur theologischen 
Terminologie der Qumran-Texte (BBB 10; Bonn: P. Hanstein, 1956), 56–57. Bruce 
states most directly that the “Qumran community appears to have stood in the 
direct succession of those faithful ma k l m [of the book of Daniel]” (228). There is 
another interesting connection here with the book of Daniel, 4QFlorilegium 
(4Q174) and the Community Rule: there seems to be a corresponding word play 
between the roots lk# and l#k, one which possibly reflects the social situation of 
the Yah [ad and its opponents. See James E. Harding, “The Wordplay between the 
Roots lk# and l#k in the Literature of the Yahad,” RevQ 19 (1999): 69–82. 
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wonder and of truth (tm)w )lp yzr) in the midst of the men of the 
Community, so that they walk perfectly, one with another, in all that has 
been revealed to them” (1QS 9:18–19). Here the understanding and 
knowledge attained by the Maskil is indirectly equated with “mysteries,” 
knowledge of which leads to perfection of “the way.” We should not fail 
to note here the concluding claim that all of this “has been revealed to 
them,” presumably by some special process of revelation to which only 
they have access.106 The nominal and verbal forms of lk# in the sectarian 
texts most often connote the idea that “God has established the plan of 
history in the mysteries of his understanding (1QS 4:18; 1QHa 13:13; 
4Q405 23 ii 13) and reveals to the Maskil the mysteries of that 
understanding (1QHa 9:31; 12:13).”107All this is another reflection of the 
notion that the members of the Yah [ad participated in a brand of wisdom 
that held a place for special revelation alongside the general human 
capacity to observe and understand the natural world—a wisdom of 
numina and of phenomena.108 

In the Community Rule, the degree to which a member of the Yah [ad 
has gained or increased in lk# determines, at least in part, whether and 
to what degree he will advance within the ranks of the community.109 At 
times this sort of knowledge or wisdom is mentioned in parallel with the 
phrase hrwtb wy#(m, as in the following statement: 

1QS 5:20–22 

w#rdw #dwq td(l dxyhl hl)h Myqwxh lwkk tw#(l tyrbb )wby )ykw … 20 

Nwrh) ynb yp l( hrwtb wy#(mw wlk# ypl wh(rl #y) Nyb dxyb Mwxwr t) 21 

Myqhl dxyb Mybdntmh 

                                                
106  An alternative reading might be that what has been “revealed to them” 

is precisely what the Maskil has taught them, or in other words it is his teaching 
itself that is the thing being revealed. This strikes me as a possibility, but is 
probably not the best way to understand the passage. 

107  Koenen, “lk#,” 127. 
108  Rylaarsdam asserted long ago that Jewish wisdom was always, at some 

fundamental level, concerned with “the manner and means in and by which men 
come to possess a knowledge both of the true goals of life and of the way by 
which they can attain them,” and that this was itself rooted in sorting out the 
complex relationship between the “aid or grace of a special nature” and the 
“natural creaturely endowments” (Revelation in Jewish Wisdom Literature, vi). 

109  Compare 1QHa 18:27–28: Mt(d yplw d( [ -- ] lk# httn hktm) ynblw 
wh(rm #y) wdbky “but to the sons of your truth you have given understanding,     
[ … ] everlasting; and to the extent of their knowledge they are honored, one 
more than another.” 
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l)r#y bwr yp l(w tw#(l hwc r#) wyqwx lwk t) dwqplw wtyrb t) 22 

wtyrbl dxyb bw#l Mybdntmh 

20 … When anyone enters the covenant to live according to these 
statutes proper to the Yah [ad, to the congregation of holiness, they 
will investigate 

21 his spiritual qualities as a community, each of them (participating). 
(They shall investigate him) according to his understanding and his 
works in torah, in accordance with the sons of Aaron who together 
have freely offered to uphold 

22 his covenant and to observe all the statutes that he commanded to do, 
and in accordance with the multitude of Israel, who have freely 
offered to return as a community to his covenant. 

The gaining of wisdom is here, as in other texts from this period, 
associated with the proper understanding, interpretation, and practical 
application of torah.110 However, with respect to the lk# yzr, there is no 
clear association with proper knowledge of torah as the sole underlying 
content of the “mysteries.” In fact, as several scholars have pointed out, 
the esoteric teachings of the Yah [ad on matters of torah interpretation are 
usually referred to not as “mysteries” but as “secrets” (twrtsn).111 

As Lawrence Shiffman has observed, the Maskil, as the presumed 
medium or locus of lk# within the community, was both master of the 
sectarian legal tradition and the one who was responsible for teaching 
the broader ideology and theology of the Yah [ad to its various 
members.112 In addition to these responsibilities, he also apparently had 
liturgical leadership roles, as seen in the Sabbath Songs and in the Songs of 
the Maskil (or Songs of the Sage, 4Q510–11). Overall, “even though the 
search for the true interpretation of the Torah was central to the life of 
the community, that quest did not take place in a vacuum but in a social 
and cosmological context” which included understanding “something 
about the origin, nature, and destiny of human existence in the world.”113 
Perhaps in this broader context we can better understand the use of the 
phrase lk# yzr in Qumran texts. While these “mysteries of 
understanding” may indeed have dealt with matters of torah and its 

                                                
110  In some traditions torah and wisdom are identified with one another, for 

example in Sirach 24; see Collins, Jewish Wisdom in the Hellenistic Age, 23–61. 
111  See pages 134–36 above for discussion. 
112  Schiffman, “Utopia and Reality,” 423; Schiffman, The Halakhah at 

Qumran, esp. chapter 1. 
113  Newsom, “The Sage in the Literature from Qumran,” 377. 
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proper interpretation and application, the range of sectarian knowledge 
went beyond what might be satisfactorily accounted for as “torah-study.” 

With recourse to the book of Nehemiah it is possible to make another 
suggestion about the connection between lk# and torah. In a famous 
scene Ezra stands atop a wooden tower accompanied by elders and 
Levites, and, in Mosaic fashion, reads from the book of the torah of 
Moses. With an apparently innovative twist, however, the elders and the 
Levites offer an interpretation (or translation) of the text, too: 

Nehemiah 8:7–8 

Nnx dbzwy hyrz( )+ylq hy#(m hydwh ytb# bwq( Nymy hybr#w ynbw (w#yw 7 

Mdm(-l( M(hw hrwtl M(h-t) Mynybm Mywlhw hy)lp 
)rqmb wnybyw lk# Mw#w #rpm Myhl)h trwtb rpsb w)rqyw 8 

7 Also Jeshua, Bani, Sherebiah, Jamin, Akkub, Shabbethai, Hodiah, 
Maaseiah, Kelita, Azariah, Jozabad, Hanan, Pelaiah, the Levites, 
helped the people to understand the law, while the people remained 
in their places. 

8 So they read from the book, from the law of God, with interpretation. 
They gave the sense,114 so that the people understood the reading. 

If, as John Levison has suggested, the lk# in this passage can be related 
to the gift of the spirit Mlyk#hl “in order to instruct them” in Neh 9:20a, 
it becomes possible to see the whole scenario as a description of the 
process of inspired interpretation of authoritative text.115 Such an idea 
also appears to have been operative among the Yah [ad, as the famous 
passage about the Teacher of Righteousness in the Habakkuk pesher 
attests. That text claims about this figure that God has made known to 
him “all the mysteries of the words of his servants the prophets” 

                                                
114  The word here for “sense” is #rpm, “which was equivalent to the 

Persian term (h)uvarisûn and describes the unique method invented in the 
Persian chanceries for translating a document [i.e. from Hebrew to Aramaic]” 
(William M. Schniedewind, “Aramaic, the Death of Written Hebrew, and 
Language Shift in the Persian Period,” in Margins of Writing, Origins of Cultures 
[ed. Seth L. Sanders; OIS 2; Chicago: Oriental Institute of the University of 
Chicago, 2006], 139). See also J. Naveh and J. C. Greenfield, “Hebrew and 
Aramaic in the Persian Period,” in The Cambridge History of Judaism 1: 
Introduction: The Persian Period (ed. W. D. Davies and L. Finkelstein; Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1984), 116. 

115  John R. Levison, The Spirit in First-Century Judaism (Leiden: Brill, 2002), 
195–96. 
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(1QpHab 7:4–5) which pertain to the “men of truth, the doers of torah 
whose hands will not cease from the service of truth” (1QpHab 7:10–12). 

hmkx zr 

In one instance the phrase hmkx zr appears in the Hodayot (1QHa 17:23) 
to refer to God’s wisdom in “reproving” the speaker in the right ways 
and at the right times. Here the “mystery” appears to refer to God’s own 
patterns of revelation and concealment, which are made known to the 
speaker in due time. The reproofs become for the speaker the mechanism 
by which God instructs him and delivers him from the sufferings of his 
soul. This “mystery” is also related to deliverance from the speaker’s 
opponents and adversaries, who plot and complain against him. 

1QHa 17:23–25 

yb htxkwh hktmkx zrb yk ybyr [           d](wml yl) ht) yk 23 

Nw##w hxm#l yl hktxkwt yhtw wd(wm [           ]Cql tm) )bxyw 24 

trwbhl ynwl#kw dwbk lylkl yl yrc zwbw xcn[  Mwl#w Mlw]( )prml y(ygnw 25 
Mlw( 26 

23 For you, my God, at the appointed t[ime  ] you defend my cause. For 
in the mystery of your wisdom you reprove me, 

24 and you conceal truth until (its) time[   ] its appointed time. Your 
reproof will become a matter for joy and rejoicing to me, 

25 and my afflictions a matter of et[ernal] healing [and] everlasting 
[well-being], and the contempt of my foes will become a crown of 
glory for me, and my stumbling, (26) eternal strength. 

While the “mystery” here does not appear to carry overtly esoteric 
connotations, it conveys a sense of theological concealment whose 
revelation will be known—in due time—only to the speaker and those 
with whom he participates in the covenant community. 

hmr( yzr 

There is a passage in the Self-Glorification Hymn that mentions wtmr( yzr 
“mysteries of his cunning” (4Q491c 11 i 3), referencing the means by 
which God has determined His truth throughout the generations.116 The 

                                                
116  For a more extensive discussion of this composition, see chapter 5, 

pages 218–21. 
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word Mr(/Mwr(/hmr( has a range of connotations in the Hebrew Bible, 
signifying prudence, cleverness, or shrewdness.117 Yet there are also 
several instances in which the word is applied to express a negative 
connotation of craftiness: in Gen 3:1 the serpent is more “crafty” than all 
the other animals; and in Job (5:12; 15:5) God frustrates the aims of those 
who are crafty in deed and in speech. In the Self-Glorification Hymn, 
however, the word is used in its positive sense to indicate God’s 
fashioning of truth and distribution of righteousness: 

4Q491c 11 i 3–4118 

[ -- rwdw rwd l]wkb wtmr( yzrw wtm) z)m hnykh l)r#[y -- ] 3 

[ -- ]Mymlw( td(l Mynwyb) tc(w Mym[ -- ] 4 

3 [ … I]srael. He established his truth of old, and the mysteries of his 
prudence throughout all [generations … ] 

4 [ … ]and the council of the humble for an everlasting congregation. 

As the text continues, it becomes clear that the “mysteries” of prudence 
here are related to the speaker taking his seat in heaven, being reckoned 
“among the angels (Myl))” and issuing a steady, unequalled flow of 
righteous teaching.  

tb#xm yzr 

The phrase tb#xm yzr “mysteries of the thought (or plan) [of God]” is 
attested only once in the Qumran Scrolls in 1QHa 5:17. In contrast to the 
more varied Semitic connotations of the root b#x in earlier literature, all 
related to the general meaning “to think,” in the Qumran literature it 
takes the primary meaning of “plan” or “purpose,” i.e. purposeful 
thought.119 The use of the nominal forms of b#x in these texts refers to 
the purposes or plans of human beings, God, and, in some cases, the evil 
plans of Belial and his lot (1QM 13:4). When it is conjoined with the deity 
the word bears eschatological overtones that perhaps have roots in 
earlier prophetic traditions that deal with God’s plans of judgment, 
punishment, and deliverance (Isa 55:8; Jer 29:11). 

In the relevant passage the “mysteries of the thought (or plan)” are 
cited in the context of a Song for the Maskil (lyk#ml rwmzm) which recounts 

                                                
117  This is especially the case throughout the book of Proverbs. 
118  Numbering and text according to Eshel, “4Q471b: A Self-Glorification 

Hymn,” RevQ 17 (1997): 184. 
119  Seybold, “b#x,” TDOT 5.228–45. 
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the various and glorious features of the created order, all of which God 
has established “before the centuries” and apportioned “by the mysteries 
of your [his] understanding” (hklk# yzrb) in order that his “glory may 
be known” (1QHa 5:17–19). All this has been made available to the elect 
in the form of esoteric knowledge: 

1QHa 5:17–21 

htwnyk[h -- ]ty#)rw tb#xm yzrw [rsw]mw hnyb lwk t[ -- ] 17 

My#wdq [ -- ht]l)wh ht) d( ymlw(l[w Mlw]( Mdqm #dwq [ -- ] 18 

)l Ktnyb[ Ny(m -- ] qmw(bw Kdwbk dwb[(b ynt](dwh K)lp yzrbw [ -- ] 19 

 
qdc [ -- ]tlw)w hmkwx (r y#(mw tm) ykrd htylg ht)[ -- ] 20 

… tlw)w h[ -- ] tm) Mhy#(m [ -- ] 21 

6 [ … ]t all insight and in[struction] and the mysteries of the plan, and 
the beginning [ … ] you [God] have established 

7 [ … ] holiness from before the a[ges] of old [and] to everlasting ages 
you resolved [ … ]holy ones 

8 [ … ] And in the mysteries of your wonder [you] have taught [me for 
the s]ake of your glory and in the depth of [ … from the source of] 
your insight not  

9 [ … ] You have revealed the paths of truth and the works of evil, 
wisdom, and folly [ … ]righteousness 

10 [ … ] their works, truth [ -- ]h and folly … 

“MYSTERIES” OF EVIL 

Given the dualistic disposition of the Yah [ad, it is not surprising that 
there are references to malevolent or evil “mysteries” in several Qumran 
texts.120 This is part of a much larger scope of ideas about the agents of 
evil or destruction in Second Temple Jewish literature, ideas that grew at 
least in part out of biblical traditions. There are primarily two related 
ways in which “mysteries” are associated with evil in Qumran literature. 
The first, the l(ylb yzr “mysteries of Belial,” probably reflects a broader 
development in late Second Temple Judaism in which evil becomes 
personified by characters such as Belial, Mastema, Melkiresha(, and 
others.121 The second, the (#p yzr “mysteries of transgression,” usually 
                                                

120  Brown, Semitic Background, 13–14; Bockmuehl, Revelation and Mystery, 
40–41. 

121  See Philip S. Alexander, “The Demonology of the Dead Sea Scrolls,” in 
The Dead Sea Scrolls after Fifty Years: A Comprehensive Assessment, Volume 2 (ed. 
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refers to a similar set of ideas in the abstract, and is perhaps at some 
points interchangeable with the other formulation. 

In biblical texts the dominant use of the word l(ylb connotes the 
idea of “worthlessness” and does not appear to represent a 
personification of evil.122 In some cases, the word retains this sense in 
Qumran usage, though the personified sense is more common.123 Some 
scholars have suggested a gradual development from abstract to 
concrete sense during the life of the Yah [ad, a supposition which cannot 
really be proven one way or the other given the ambiguous nature of 
some of the references and the unlikelihood that such a development 
would have taken place during such a short period of time.124 The most 
clear and consistent use of the term in Qumran texts is with respect to a 
personified figure whose actions and raison d’être are cast in 
anthropomorphic terms. This is especially true in the securely sectarian 
texts (even when compositional history is taken into consideration). 

For example, many texts refer to the rule or dominion (tl#mm) of 
Belial (1QS 1:18, 2:19; 1QM 14:9; 4Q177 1–4, 8, 12–13 i 6; 4Q491 8–10 i 6); 
the lot (lrwg) of Belial (1QS 2:5; 1QM 1:5); or the counsel (tc() of Belial 
(4QMMT [4Q398] 14-17 ii 5). Elsewhere the word l(ylb is placed in 

                                                
Peter W. Flint and James C. VanderKam; Leiden: Brill, 1999), 331–53; Maxwell J. 
Davidson, Angels at Qumran: A Comparative Study of 1 Enoch 1–36, 72–108 and 
Sectarian Writings from Qumran (JSPSup 11; Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 
1992), 293–300; Paul J. Kobelski, Melchizedek and Melchire a( (CBQMS 10; 
Washington, D. C.: Catholic Biblical Association of America, 1981), 75–83. We 
may detect this tendency in texts like T. Levi 19:1, T. Ash. 1:8, T. Jos. 7:4, T. Dan 
1:7, where the character is often referred to as Beliar or the Spirit of Beliar. Belial 
is the only character who appears in conjunction with “mysteries” in the Qumran 
Scrolls (and is by far the most frequently attested personification of evil in those 
texts). 

122  See D. Winton Thomas, “beliyya‘al in the Old Testament,” in Biblical and 
Patristic Studies in Memory of Robert Pierce Casey (Freiburg: Herder, 1963), 11–19; 
Victor Maag, “Belija’al im Alten Testament,” TZ 21 (1965): 287–99; von der Osten-
Sacken, Gott und Belial; J. A. Emerton, “Sheol and the Sons of Belial,” VT 37 
(1987): 214–19; S. D. Sperling, “Belial,”DDD, 323; Benedikt Otzen, “l(ylb,” TDOT 
2.131–36. 

123  Corrado Martone, “Evil or Devil? Belial Between the Bible and 
Qumran,” Henoch 26 (2004): 115–27, esp. 110; see also Annette Steudel, “God and 
Belial,” in The Dead Sea Scrolls Fifty Years after Their Discovery. Proceedings of the 
Jerusalem Congress, July 20–25, 1997 (ed. Lawrence Schiffman, Emanuel Tov, and 
James C. VanderKam; Jerusalem: Israel Exploration Society in Cooperation with 
the Shrine of the Book, Israel Museum, 2000), 332–40; Michael Mach, “Demons,” 
EDSS 1.189-92. 

124  Davidson, Angels at Qumran, 196. 
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juxtaposition with other known agents and is given a personified, active 
role (and a personal pronoun to go along with it), as in the Damascus 
Document: 

CD 5:17–19 

dm( Mynplm yk … 17 

t)w hnxy t) l(ylb Mqyw Myrw)h r# dyb Nrh)w h#m 18 

hnw#)rh t) l)r#y (#whb wtmzmb whyx) 19 

17 … For in ancient times arose 
18 Moses and Aaron by the hand of the Price of Lights, and Belial raised 
Jannes and  
19 his brother by his cunning during the first deliverance of Israel. 

As Corrado Martone observes, “in this text Belial appears and acts at a 
crucial point of the history of Israel, and is explicitly quoted as the 
counterpart of the Prince of Lights ( r h’wrim), another evidence [sic] 
toward an identification of the Prince of Darkness of 1QS with Belial.”125 
This association hints at the degree to which various epithets for a figure 
du mal seem to be united under the banner of Belial or Mastema, who 
may themselves be identified with one another in certain compositions 
among the Qumran remains.126 

The War Rule is the composition in which Belial’s character is most 
consistently and vividly rendered as the malevolent ringleader of the 
sect’s heavenly and earthly opponents. For example: 

1QM 13:11–12 

wtc(bw wt[l#mm K]#wxbw hm+#m K)lm tx#l l(ylb hty#( (ht)w) 11 

yxwr lwkw My#)hlw (y#rhl 
… dxy hmtq[w#t] wyl)w wklhty K#wx yqwxb lbx yk)lm wlrwg 12 

11 (And you) have made Belial to corrupt,127 an angel of malevolence; in 
dark[ness is his domin]ion, and his counsel is to cause wickedness and 
guilt. All the spirits 

                                                
125  Martone, “Evil or Devil?” 124. 
126  Mach states: “The functional equivalence of Belial and Mastemah can be 

seen by comparing Jubilees 15.33 (Belial [or Beliar]) with the Damascus Document 
(CD xvi.3–6; the angel of Mastemah)” (“Demons,” 190). 

127  tx#l may also be read as a reference to “the Pit”; see Martínez and 
Tigchelaar, Dead Sea Scrolls Study Edition, 1.135: “You have made Belial for the 
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12 of his lot are angels of destruction; they walk in accordance with the 
statutes of darkness, and it is their sole [de]sire … 

Here Belial acts not only in isolation but commands an army of wicked 
spirits whose corrupting tendencies are seen as a direct foil to the spirits 
of the “lot of [God’s] truth” (1QM 13:12–13). Elsewhere in this scroll, the 
final confrontation between those of Belial’s lot and the armies of God’s 
elect is described in vivid detail (1QM 1:5; 15:2–3). 

The personification of evil in the figure of Belial functions not only as 
a locus for the sect’s thinking about the efficacy and effects of evil (and I 
will have more to say about this), but it also serves as a way to explain 
the presence of sin in the context of a larger, overarching narrative about 
the justification of the righteous and the consummation of God’s 
covenant with Israel through the activity of the elect.128 In other words, 
ideas about personified evil become part of the sect’s theodicy, its way of 
understanding the relationship between God and sin in the world. The 
answer is that the work of evil—of Belial and related characters—is 
subsumed under the broader category of God’s plan for the universe and 
is allowed by special provision within the created order.129 But God has 
also provided the sect solely with the means of avoiding the snares of 
Belial and his associates (cf. CD 4:12–19). A new covenant in the form of 

                                                
Pit. …” See also Isa 51:14. It seems to me that it makes more sense to read this as 
an infinitive rather than a preposition + noun. In other texts Belial is associated 
with “the Pit,” though different terminology is used. See CD 4:12–19, and below 
for discussion. 

128  “CD attests the idea that Belial is loosed against Israel for a period 
which overlaps that of the existence of the sect” (John J. Collins, “Was the Dead 
Sea Sect and Apocalyptic Movement?” in Archaeology and History in the Dead Sea 
Scrolls: The New York University Conference in Memory of Yigael Yadin [ed. 
Lawrence Schiffman; JSOTSup 8. Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 1990], 43). 
This has been identified by Devorah Dimant as “the very heart of sectarian 
thought” (“Qumran Sectarian Literature,” 493). 

129  This is in part an extension of the already well-developed ideas about 
theodicy that came about in wisdom circles as a response to the so-called “crisis 
of wisdom” reflected in writings like the books of Job and Qohelet. On this 
development see for example H. -P. Müller, “Tun-Ergehens-Zusammenhang, 
Klageerhörung und Theodizee im biblischen Hiobbuch und in seinen 
babylonischen Parallelen,” in The Wisdom Texts from Qumran and the Development 
of Sapiential Thought (ed. C. Hempel, A. Lange and H. Lichtenberger; BETL 159; 
Leuven: Leuven University Press, 2002), 373–93; Shannon Burkes, God, Self, 
Death: The Shape of Religious Transformation in the Second Temple Period (JSJSup 79; 
Leiden: Brill, 2003); Jack T. Sanders, “Wisdom, Theodicy, Death and the 
Evolution of Intellectual Traditions,” JSJ 36 (2005): 263–77. 
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the community is established with strict guidelines for the avoidance of 
transgression. This community is bound to a certain way of living that 
alone can counteract the effects of sin and evil. 

In a passage that very likely deals with the annual covenant renewal 
ceremony performed by the members of the Yah [ad, the Community Rule 
states: 

1QS 1:16–20130 

tw#(l l) ynpl tyrbb wrwb)y dxyh Krsb My)bh lwkw 16  
Prcmw hmy)w dxp lwkm wrx)m bw#l )wlw hwc r#) lwkk 17 

Mynhwkh wyhy tyrbb Mrbw(bw l(ylb tl#mmb Mywsn 18 
lwkw wtm) y#(m lwk t)w tw(w#y l) t) Mykrbm Myywlhw 19 

vacat Nm) Nm) Mhyrx) Myrmw) tyrbb Myrbw(h 20 

16 All who enter the rule of the Yah [ad will be initiated into the covenant 
before God, in order to act 

17 according to everything he has commanded and not to turn away 
from him because of any fear, terror, and persecution 

18 that test (them)131 during the dominion of Belial.132 And when they 
pass into the covenant, the priests  

19 and the Levites will bless the God of deliverance and all the words 
of his truth. All  

20 those passing into the covenant will say after them, “Amen, amen.” 
vacat 

And in the manifesto whose raison d’ecrire seems to have been to 
persuade authorities in Jerusalem to reconsider their errant ways, the 
author of 4QMMT implies that Belial stands behind the violations of the 
sect’s opponents: “Consider well all these things and seek from him (his 
presence) so that he may support your counsel, and keep far from you 
the evil plans and the counsel of Belial—so that at the end of time you 
may rejoice in finding that some of our words are confirmed” (4Q398 14–

                                                
130  There are a few places in these lines where the scribe has used medial 

forms instead of final forms for some letters (cf. 4QSb [4Q256], where this is not 
the case); I have reverted to the final forms. There is also a letter marked by the 
scribe for deletion, which I have not included here. 

131  Another possibility here is to read Myyhn instead of Mywsn, and some 
editions prefer this option; see Martínez and Tigchelaar, Dead Sea Scrolls Study 
Edition, 1.70; Martone, “Evil or Devil?” 120. 

132  See CD 6:11–14 for a passage that uses slightly different language to 
express a similar point. 
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17 ii 4–6). Taken together, all of these prominent references to Belial 
underscore the way in which evil functioned for the Yah [ad as a reified 
presence or force in the world with its own kind of “mysteries.” 

As indicated above, the “mysteries of Belial” are presented as 
efficacious, or at least potentially so, save for the opposition of God who 
overcomes the works of evil in his adherence to the covenant 
relationship, which itself is acknowledged in at least one way by the 
community in the form of torah-regulated daily worship. The War Scroll 
is explicit about this, as the “mysteries of Belial” are contrasted with the 
divine “mysteries of God’s wonders”: 

1QM 14:8–10, 12–15 

M(w wnytwb)l tyrb rmw#h Mydsxh l) hkm# [Kwrb … ] 8 

lwkbw l(ylb tl#mmb [hkm( ty]r)#l hkydsx htlph wnytwrwd lwk 9 

[w]nwxydh )wl wtm+# yzr 
… hktyrbm 10 

hkm# hllhn hktm) y#(mb hk#dwq M( wn)w … 12 

M( Mymlw( twdw(t yd(wmw Myt( [lwkb hktr)]pt hmmwrn hkytwrwbgbw 13 

hlylw Mmwy )[wb]m 
hkytw)lpn yzrw hkd[wbk tb#x]m hlwdg )yk rqwbw br( y)cwmw 14 

rp(m hkl M[yrh]l [hk]ymwrmb 
vacat Myl)m lyp#hlw 15 

8 [ … Blessed] is your name, O God of kindness, the one who kept the 
covenant of our fathers, and with 

9 all our generations you have made your mercies wondrous for the 
remnant of your people during the dominion of Belial. With the 
mysteries of his enmity they have not driven us away 

10 from your covenant. … 
12 … We, your holy people, will praise your name by your works of 

truth. 
13 Because of your mighty acts we will exalt [your] spl[endor in all] eras 

and appointed times of eternity, with the coming of day, night, 
14 and the going of evening and morning. For great is the p[lan of ]your 

glor]y, and the mysteries of your wonders are in [your] heights—to 
raise up for yourself from the dust 

15 and to bring low from the divine beings. 

The main issue here seems to be that there is an ever-present danger that 
those who participate in the covenant will be led astray, but that God has 
provided for this contingency. One implication of the second part of this 
quote is that this provision for staying on the “path” during the reign of 
Belial involves correct worship (which surely extends beyond the Tamid 
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services alluded to in lines 13–14) and a humble disposition toward the 
“God of mercies.” The reference to the twdw(t yd(wm “appointed times” 
has a parallel in the Community Rule (1QS 1:9) and likely has calendrical 
or cultic significance.133 There is a similar idea at work in 4QWords of the 
Maskil to All the Sons of Dawn (4Q298 3–4 ii 8)—a sectarian composition 
written in Cryptic A script—which declares that the Sons of Dawn are to 
“add knowledge of the days of the appointed time” (hdw(t ymy) whose 
interpretation (Mhyrtp) the Maskil will make known to them in order 
that they may give proper heed to the end (Cq).134 

Taking all of the elements of this passage together, and switching 
fully to a cultic frame of reference, it might also be the case that the 
phrase “mysteries of Belial” is an allusion to the improper application of 
cultic regulations of an oppositional priestly group, i.e. in the Jerusalem 
temple, whereas the members of the (renewed) covenant participate in 
“mysteries” that are a legitimate expression of the cosmically-ordained 
order of worship. They are separated from the temple, but not from 
proper worship—and thus not from the covenant. 

This connection of “mysteries”—both in positive and negative 
terms—with the issue of calendar and cultic performance is to be seen 
elsewhere as well, and is perhaps related also to the “mysteries” of 
various creation phenomena which are discussed below. The “mys-
teries” are then not only the phenomena themselves but also consist in 
the ways in which these phenomena are understood or interpreted by 
the knowing community. 

In other passages the association with evil is expressed by the 
formulation (#p yzr “mysteries of transgression.” As discussed earlier, a 
similar phrase occurs in Aramaic in the Genesis Apocryphon, a text that 
may have served as an important source of ideas for members of the 
Yah [ad. The passage, which is very fragmentary, appears to occur in the 
context of an introduction to the story of Noah’s birth. The reference to 
the )(#r zr “mystery of wickedness” follows the (fragmentary) 
statement )tbqn M(w N[y]txn )[wwh -- ] “[ … wer]e descend[in]g, and with 

                                                
133  Schiffman argues that this phrase in the Community Rule does not refer 

to a sectarian calendar but “to the changing of the law in accord with the stages 
of history” (Halakhah at Qumran, 27). In other words the law changes in its 
rightful stages as it is received and interpreted properly by the community. In 
the case of the passage in the War Scroll, however, the context makes it clear that 
liturgical and calendrical issues are behind the statement. 

134  See S. Pfann in his official edition of 4Q298, DJD 20:1–30; here 25–28; cf. 
Dwight Swanson, “4QCrypA Words of the Maskil,” 49–61. 
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women” (1:2), which suggests that the passage is concerned with the 
Watchers (or “sons of God”) and their illicit “mystery.” This fits well 
with other roughly contemporaneous manifestations of the Enochic 
tradition (cf. 1 En 6–7; Jub 4:15; 6:1–3). 

In addition to these examples, the book of Mysteries includes several 
mentions of illicit “mysteries” in its juxtaposition of and differentiation 
between the righteous and unrighteous. I have discussed these passages 
above and in chapter 5. It is clear from all these examples that both good 
and evil kinds of “mysteries” are effectual—they matter—but what is less 
clear is just how they are to be understood relative to one another. The 
relationship between these two kinds of “mysteries” is clarified to a 
degree by a passage in the Treatise on the Two Spirits: 

1QS 3:20–23 

K)lm dybw wklhty rw) ykrdb qdc ynb lwk tl#mm Myrw) r# dyb 20 

tw(t K#wx K)lmbw wklhty K#wx ykrdbw lw( ynb tl#mm lwk K#wx 21 
wtl#mmb Mhy#(m y(#pw Mtm#)w Mtwnw(w Mt)+x lwkw qdc ynb lwk 22 

… wcq d( l) yzr ypl 23 

20 And in the hand of the Prince of Darkness is dominion over all the 
sons of justice; they walk along paths of light. And in the hand of the 
Angel of 
21 Darkness is total dominion over the sons of deceit; they walk along 
paths of darkness. From the Angel of Darkness stems the corruption of 
22 all the sons of justice, and all their sins, their iniquities, their guilts, 
and their offensive deeds are under his dominion 
23 in compliance with the mysteries of God until his time. … 

This last phrase is remarkable in many ways, not least of which is its 
claim that God has organized the world in such a way that the Angel of 
Darkness rules in his realm in accordance with God’s overall “plan” for 
the universe. The activities of personified evil and all its functionaries 
thus find their rightful place within the broader economy of salvation as 
it was conceived by the members of the Yah [ad. This broader economy is 
referred to as the “mysteries of God,” which is evidently at the same 
time both hidden and manifest to the members of the community. 

“MYSTERIES OF GOD” 

In addition to the specialized ways in which zr is joined with other terms 
to form adjunct concepts in Qumran texts, there are also instances of a 
generalized usage in which the category of “mystery” expresses, 
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essentially, the will and knowledge of God. These references usually 
involve some action on the part of God that is related to his 
“mysteries”—in other words, the “mysteries of God” are effectual, they 
are active and real, and are not merely things about God that the human 
mind does not comprehend. 

For example, in the War Scroll there is a command that “on the 
trumpets of ambush they shall write God’s mysteries to destroy 
wickedness” h(#r tx#l l) yzr wbwtky br)mh twrcwcx l( (1QM 3:8–9). 
This command is part of the series of statements involving the use of 
trumpets (and later, banners)135 in the formation for war, and it reflects 
both the influence of Roman military convention and, probably by 
extension, some association with the military practices of the Maccabees 
in the revolt against the Seleucids.136 Thus, the reference here to God’s 
“mysteries” participates in the kind of dualistic framework elucidated 
above, and here “mysteries” are—as elsewhere—associated with an 
eschatological reality that is to come (or was already then underway). It 
is apparently the “mysteries” that are themselves to destroy wickedness, 
and the statement operates as some kind of slogan for the triumph of 
God’s purposes for Israel.  

It is interesting here that the act of writing is also efficacious—or 
perhaps prophetic—in a way that is reminiscent of the prophetic 
traditions in which an inscription functions as a proleptic enactment or 
realization of the future reality being envisioned. Such an idea is met in 
Isa 8:1–4, where God commands the prophet to “Get yourself a large 
table and write on it in ordinary script, ‘concerning Mah r-Sh l l-H 9 sh-
Baz,’” which inscription serves as a forecasting of both the name of 
Isaiah’s child and the message the child represents to Israel—that 

                                                
135  These are likely called respectively the “rule for the trumpets” and the 

“rule for the banners.” Though the beginning of the “trumpets” section is 
missing, the series of “banners” regulations begins with “Rule of the banners of 
the whole congregation according to their formations” hd(h lwk twtw) Krs 
Mtwrwsml (1QM 3:13); thus by analogy the introduction to the “trumpets” series 
can plausibly be restored as “Rule of the trumpets” twrcwcxh Krs (1QM 2:16). 

136  See especially Russell Gmirken, “The War Scroll and Roman Weaponry 
Reconsidered,” DSD 3 (1996): 89–129, esp. 125–26; idem, “Historical Allusions in 
the War Scroll,” DSD  5 (1998): 174–214; Jean Duhaime, “The War Scroll from 
Qumran and Graeco-Roman Tactical Treatises,” RevQ 13 (1988): 135–51. On the 
use of trumpets by the Maccabeans see 1 Macc. 4:13; 5:31, 33; 7:45; for different 
kinds of trumpet calls that correspond to Maccabean military operations see 
1QM 3:1–11; 7:12–13; 8:1–19; 9:1–6; 16:3–13). 
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Assyria will soon overtake Syria and Samaria. We also see this basic 
pattern in other texts like Isa 30:8–11, Hab 2:2–4, Ezek 4:1–3, and Jer 36.137 

We may also pause to note that there appear to be 13 successive 
trumpets whose inscriptions together comprise a movement in the 
direction of eschatological fulfillment. The number 13 is important 
liturgically because of its connection to other texts like the Songs of the 
Sabbath Sacrifice and the use of the solar calendar among the Yah [ad—a 
calendar which was evidently perceived to reflect both the cosmic 
structures of creation and the eschatological alignment of heaven and 
earth.  

Elsewhere God’s “mysteries” regulate the behavior of the Angel of 
Darkness whose “guilt and offensive deeds” are “in compliance with the 
mysteries of God” (1QS 3:23), a statement that is reminiscent of the 
general theodicy of the Qumran Scrolls. According to Pesher Habakkuk, 
these divine “mysteries” stand behind the prophecy of Hab 2:3 (“For the 
vision has an appointed time, it will have an end and not fail”): it 
proclaims that the proper understanding of this verse is l) yzr )yk  
hlphl “the mysteries of God cause wonderful things” (1QpHab 7:8),138 
which will come to pass at the right moment—a moment apparently 
understood by the sect to be imminent. 

VERBS USED IN CONJUNCTION WITH RAZ 

An assessment of the semantic range of “mystery” in the Qumran Scrolls 
requires some attention to its verbal associations. The following verbs 
accompany the use of zr, demonstrating further that it was a 

                                                
137  Hindy Najman, “The Symbolic Significance of Writing in Ancient 

Judaism,” in The Idea of Biblical Interpretation: Essays in Honor of James L. Kugel (ed. 
Hindy Najman and Judith Newman; JSJSup 83; Leiden: Brill, 2004), 139–73. 

138  García Martínez and Tigchelaar (Dead Sea Scrolls Study Edition, 1.17) 
translate this as “the mysteries of God are wonderful.” The verb, however, is 
likely a hiphil infinitive construct, and thus should retain a causative sense. The 
spelling here is anomalous: it is the only instance in which a h substitutes for an 
) in all occurrences of this word. This kind of substitution is otherwise a 
common feature of Qumran Hebrew; see Y. Kutscher, The Language and Linguistic 
Background of the Isaiah Scroll (1QIsaa) (STDJ 6; Leiden: Brill, 1974), 174. See also 
Maurya P. Horgan, Pesharim: Qumran Interpretations of Biblical Books (CBQMS 8; 
Washington, D.C.: Catholic Biblical Association of America, 1979), 38; Horgan 
takes the form to be a niphal infinitive construct (which appears to be a relatively 
common way to read this word). It does seem to me, however, that a causative 
meaning is not only possible but is the preferable reading given the overall 
context of the passage. 
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multifaceted construct that was a locus for ideas about revelation, 
wisdom, cultic practice, and the proper location of esoteric knowledge. 
The verbs employed in conjunction with zr include the following: 

Category Verb Citations 
Verbs of 

Revealing 
hlg 

 
(hiphil) (dy 

#rp 
xtp 

1QHa 9:21; 1Q26 1 4; 4Q270 (4QDe) 2 ii 13; 4Q416 2 
iii 18 [4Q418 10a-b 1]; 4Q418 123 ii 4; 184 2; 190 2 
1QpHab 7:5; 1QHa 12:27 
4Q417 1 i 8 
1QHa 20:13 

Verbs of 
Concealing 

)bx 
Mtx 
rts 
rm# 
Kmt 

1QS 4:6; 1QHa 13:25 
1QHa 26:1 [4Q427 7 i 9]; 4Q428 11 2 
1QHa 16:11 
1QHa 3:7; 1Q36 16 2; 4Q416 2 ii 8 
1Q27 1 i 7; 4Q300 8 5; 4Q301 1 2 

Verbs of 
Perceiving 

or Knowing 
 
 
 
 
 

Nxb 
Nyb 

hgh 
(dy 

 
Cyl 

xql 
+bn 

 
lk# 
(m# 

4Q415 6 4 
4Q417 1 i 25 
4Q418 43–45 i 4 
1QHa 15:27; 1Q27 1 i 3; 4Q405 3 ii  9; 4Q417 1 i 13; 
4Q418 177 7a; 4Q511 2 ii 6 
1QHa 10:13 
4Q418 77 4 
1QS 11:3 (5), 19; 4Q300 1aii-b 2; 4Q416 2 i 5; 4Q417  
1 i 2, 18 [4Q418 43–45 i 14] 
1QS 9: 18 [4QSd8:3; 4QSe 3:17]; 1QHa 19:10; 20:20 
1QM  16:16 [4Q491 11 i 13] 

Other hky 
rpk 
+lm 
tx# 

1QHa 17:23 
CD 3:18 (zr is indirect object) 
1Q27 1 i 4 [4Q300 3 4] 
1QM 3:9 

By a rather wide margin the majority of verbal formulations attests to the 
fact that the conceptual field of zr is associated with the contents of 
esoteric knowledge—with the unveiling, knowing, and concealing 
matters of ultimate concern. Verbs of perceiving or knowing tend to 
predominate in wisdom-oriented compositions like 4QInstruction, 
whereas verbs of revealing and concealing have a slightly wider 
distribution in sectarian texts. Each of these verbal uses deserves a 
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detailed study in its own right, though for reasons of space such 
discussion will not be offered here.  

SUMMARY AND CONCLUSION 

In this chapter I have attempted to establish the overall semantic range of 
the word zr in the Qumran Scrolls by means of a detailed examination of 
its various contexts, constructs, and verbal associations. The results of 
this investigation have demonstrated that the use of “mystery” in the 
Scrolls is multifaceted, and that it is used with cosmological, 
eschatological, and theological connotations. It typically denotes 
something that falls within the domain of esoteric knowledge—
something that is known to the elect and hidden to those outside the 
group—and reflects the dynamic interaction of revelation, knowledge, 
and concealment. The range of texts in which zr occurs corresponds 
rather well with the broader sectarian interests, and many of these texts 
appear to have played a central role in the life of the Yah [ad at one point 
or another in the several stages of its existence. We have already begun 
to see how the various motifs and tropes that are clustered around the 
word zr are suggestive of the various discourses that will provide the 
framework for interpretation in the next chapter. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 
 
 

PROPHETIC, SAPIENTIAL, AND PRIESTLY “MYSTERIES” 
 
 

In the first place, one form of specialization clearly 
occurs in those religious organizations which have an 
establishment of learned men, especially when these 
practitioners in some sense control knowledge 
derived from the book, at least from the religious 
Book. … With writing a new situation arises since the 
priest has privileged access to the sacred texts of 
which he is the custodian and prime interpreter. As a 
mediator he has a unique link to God, whose Word 
only he is often able to read. 

Jack Goody 
 
 
The previous chapters have addressed the uses and dimensions of 
mystery language in Jewish texts of the Second Temple period and 
especially in the Qumran Scrolls. In what follows, I offer an account of 
how mystery language functions within the prophetic, sapiential, and 
priestly discourses that together constitute the “community of discourse” 
of the Yah [ad.1 For each of these I provide an interpretation of how we 
might characterize the discourse and the ways in which it fits into the 
broad social, religious, and intellectual contours of Second Temple 
Judaism. I should reiterate that this framework is not meant to imply 
some real, on-the-ground, and absolute differentiation between the 
different discourses, but instead my purpose is to construct a heuristic 
device for exploring the ways in which appeals to these discourses may 
have contributed to the rhetorical shaping of the Yah [ad’s presentation of 
its ideas, ideals, and practices.  

                                                
The epigraph is from Jack Goody, The Logic of Writing and the Organization of 

Society (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1986), 155–56. 
1  See chapter 2 for a more detailed discussion of the Yah [ad as a 

“community of discourse.” 
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PROPHETIC DISCOURSE AND “MYSTERY” 

This part of the study will take for granted that there was in fact some 
notion of continued “prophecy” or prophetic authority and activity in 
the Judaism of the late Second Temple period.1 Despite earlier traditional 
and scholarly assertions about the cessation of prophecy in ancient Israel 
or early Judaism, it has become quite clear in recent years that—however 
transformed by and adapted to the changing circumstances of Jewish life 
in the exilic and post-exilic periods—prophetic activity continued as an 
operative mode of religious authority and as a resource for religious 
creativity within certain strands of Second Temple Judaism.2 Likewise, 
                                                

1  This position appears to have gained ground and is perhaps now the 
dominant position in the relevant scholarship. See especially John Barton, Oracles 
of God: Perceptions of Ancient Prophecy in Israel After the Exile (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 1986; Rebecca Gray, Prophetic Figures in Late Second Temple 
Jewish Palestine: The Evidence from Josephus (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
1993); David Aune, Prophecy in Early Christianity and the Ancient Mediterranean 
World (Grand Rapids, Mich.: Eerdmans, 1983); Louis H. Feldman, “Prophets and 
Prophecy in Josephus,” JTS 41 (1990): 386–422; Y. Gitay, Prophecy and Prophets: 
The Diversity of Contemporary Issues in Scholarship (Semeia Studies 33; Atlanta: 
Scholars Press, 1997); Lester Grabbe, Priests, Prophets, Diviners, Sages: A Socio-
Historical Study of Religious Specialists in Ancient Israel (Valley Forge, Penn.: 
Trinity Press International, 1995); and most recently, Alex P. Jassen, Mediating the 
Divine: Prophecy and Revelation in the Dead Sea Scrolls and Second Temple Judaism 
(STDJ 68; Leiden: Brill, 2007). Jassen’s book is the most comprehensive treatment 
of prophecy in the Dead Sea Scrolls, and drawing on some of the same material I 
discuss in the present work, he makes a similar and convincing case that 
prophecy was an ongoing activity among the Yah [ad. 

2  For the traditional rabbinic view regarding the cessation of prophecy, see 
t. Sota 13:2; y. Sota 24b; b. Sota 48b; b. Sanh. 11a; b. Yoma 9b. The rabbinic locution 
for the drying up of prophecy is usually that “the spirit withdrew from Israel” 
after the death of Haggai, Zechariah and Malachi (though after this point, 
according to this tradition, the Bath-kol, an “echo/daughter of a voice” was still 
an available source of revelation, even if it did not carry the same weight as 
previous revelation [see the well-known story of the tanur Achnai, b. Baba Metzia 
59b]). On this point there is some variation, though in general the cessation is 
linked to the distinction between the first and second temples (in some texts 
Jeremiah is the last of the prophets). The texts usually marshaled to explain or 
corroborate the rabbinic views include 1 Macc 4:46; 9:27; 14:41; Josephus Ag. Ap. 
1.40–41; 2 Bar 85:3. For a summary of older scholarly views about the demise of 
prophecy see Rex Mason, “The Prophets of the Restoration,” in Israel’s Prophetic 
Tradition: Essays in Honour of Peter R. Ackroyd (ed. R. Coggins, A. Phillips and M. 
Knibb; Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1982), 137–54; E. Urbach, 
“When Did Prophecy Cease?” Tarbiz 17 (1955): 1–11 (Hebrew). Recent scholarly 
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prophecy or prophetic activity—contrary to some early sources—was 
not universally imagined to be in a latent phase until the coming of the 
eschatological age, during which the prophetic gift would be restored 
and even consummated.3 (And even if a consummate prophetic figure 
was thought to herald the coming of the Messiah, such a claim does not 
inherently require the cessation of prophecy in the meantime.) In other 
words, even if older models of prophecy did cease to function in this 
period, new forms emerged to take their place. 

Even within scriptural texts, interpretative writing had already made 
purchase as a mode of receiving and articulating divine revelation,4 and 
early apocalypticism was at least in part a recipient of the mantle of 
Israelite prophecy in the Persian and Hellenistic periods. Thus it is 
perhaps most appropriate to think in the terms offered by Thomas 
Overholt: “We cannot correctly say that prophecy ended with the exile, 
either in the sense that it ceased or that it was transformed into 
something else” but “we ought to conceive of prophecy as a continuing 
potentiality in a given society.”5  

This point about the continuation of prophetic activity is extremely 
important for understanding the intellectual and religious world of mid-
late Second Temple Judaism. Bracketing for the moment any sort of 
agonistic theories about the struggle for power among various Jewish 

                                                

work has successfully challenged the older view by reevaluating the relevant 
material. In addition to those works list above in n. 39, see for example Frederick 
Greenspahn, “Why Prophecy Ceased,” JBL 108 (1989): 37–49; John Levison, “Did 
the Spirit Withdraw from Israel? An Evaluation of the Earliest Jewish Data,” NTS 
43 (1997): 35–57; William Schniedewind, The Word of God in Transition; Naomi 
Cohen, “From Nabi to Mal’ak to ‘Ancient Figure,’” JJS 36 (1985): 12–24; and the 
recent volume edited by Michael Floyd and Robert Haak, Prophets, Prophecy, and 
Prophetic Texts in Second Temple Judaism (LHBOTS 427; London: T&T Clark, 2006). 
See also Jacob Neuser, “What ‘the Rabbis’ Thought: A Method and a Result. One 
Statement on Prophecy in Rabbinic Judaism,” in Pursuing the Text: Studies in 
Honor of Ben Zion Wacholder on the Occasion of His Seventieth Birthday (ed. J. C. 
Reeves and J. Kampen; JSOTSup 184; Sheffield: JSOT Press, 1994), 303–20. 

3  On this see, for example, Kobelski, Melchizedek, passim. 
4  Michael Fishbane, Biblical Interpretation in Ancient Israel, esp. the section 

on  “Mantological Exegesis,” 443–505; Hindy Najman, “The Symbolic Sig-
nificance of Writing,”; Schniedewind, The Word of God in Transition. 

5  Thomas Overholt, Channels of Prophecy: The Social Dynamics of Prophetic 
Activity (Minneapolis: Fortress, 1989), 161; cf. Stephen B. Reid, “The End of 
Prophecy in Light of Contemporary Social Theory,” SBLSP 24 (1985): 515–23; 
David Petersen, “Israelite Prophecy: Change Versus Continuity,” in Congress 
Volume Leuven 1989 (ed. J. A. Emerton; VTSup 43; Leiden: Brill, 1991), 190–203. 



THE “MYSTERIES” OF QUMRAN 

 

190 

groups in the Second Temple period6—and the corollary claims to 
authority rooted in appeals to right knowledge and praxis—the 
prophetic tradition (if not exactly the figure of the prophet per se) seems 
to have played a major role in the restoration of the exilic community, 
the shaping of the biblical canon,7 and the emergence of apocalypticism, 
not to mention the self-understanding of John the Baptist, Jesus, and 
other early Christian figures.8 Though the ancient sources offer a portrait 
of prophetic activity in the post-exilic period that is less clearly drawn 
than we might wish, and thus they do not allow for a final and definitive 
conclusion to the issue, they allow at the very least for the provisional 
assumption that in the minds of some religious Jews of the Second 
Temple period God continued to make known his will, his “plans,” by 
means of some modified forms of prophetic activity.9 

It will be helpful at this point to clarify the definition of “prophetic 
activity” or “prophecy” under consideration here, and why it might be 
appropriate to speak in this way about certain material found in some 
biblical and pseudepigraphical works and in the Qumran Scrolls. If older 
scholarly distinctions between “classical” and other forms of prophetic 
behavior still have any purchase in our imaginations,10 there is good 
reason to be cautious in this area, especially since prophecy, properly 
speaking, was thought in some circles to have ceased with the last of the 
classical or “writing” prophets. To be sure, we do not find in the mid-late 

                                                
6  For example those theories posited by Plöger, Theocracy and Eschatology, 

and Hanson, Dawn of Apocalyptic. 
7  Joseph Blenkinsopp, Prophecy and Canon: A Contribution to the Study of 

Jewish Origins (Notre Dame, Ind.: University of Notre Dame Press, 1977), esp. 
124–52. 

8  Otto Plöger, with some justification, reflects that the canonization of the 
prophetic corpus was related to an apocalyptic, eschatological group associated 
with the conventicle behind the production of the book of Daniel: “I [have come] 
to regard it as increasingly probable that the gradual collection of the products of 
the prophetic spirit into a canon parallel to the Pentateuch was not led primarily 
by the representatives of the official Jewish community; rather—to express it 
somewhat vaguely in the first place—it was directed by groups that had a 
definite eschatological interest and lived on the spirit of prophecy into paths 
which may perhaps be regarded as an earlier stage of the Hasidim” (Theocracy and 
Eschatology, 23). Blenkinsopp, on the other hand, sees in the later redactional 
stages of Isaiah the precursors to the ma kîlîm and the rabbîm of the book of 
Daniel and the Qumran community (Isa 52:11, 13; Dan 11:32–33; Damascus 
Document, Community Rule); see his Opening the Sealed Book, 18–28. 

9  Philo, Cher. 27; Migr. 34–35; Josephus, J.W. 1.68–69; Ant. 20.97. 
10  See for example S. Paul, “Prophets and Prophecy,” EncJud 10.1150–76. 
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Second Temple period the kinds of prophetic figures and their associated 
roles as once existed in the earlier life of Israelite society,11 and again we 
must emphasize the fluid nature of prophetic activity and be clear about 
what we do find in the period under investigation. Even while we do 
this we must bear in mind that during the earlier life of ancient Israel, 
prophets came in many forms and under varying circumstances.12 In any 
case, it is clear that for some groups during the Second Temple period, 
the Spirit did not depart from Israel. 

In his book The Word of God in Transition: From Prophet to Exegete in 
the Second Temple Period, William Schniedewind demonstrates several 
ways in which Israel’s prophetic tradition experienced a dramatic shift 
after the Babylonian Exile. Focusing on the work of the Chronicler, 
Schniedewind traces the transition from prophet to “inspired 
messenger” to show how various messengers, “moved by the spirit, 
become prophetically inspired exegetes.”13 He applies this model of 
transition also to the evolution and growth of prophetic literature such 
as Jeremiah and Isaiah, arguing that “it is through the inspired voice (or 
inspired messenger) who collects and edits that we hear the voice of the 
historical Isaiah.”14 About the book(s) of Chronicles he argues that it is 
“an interpretation of prophecy [that is, the Deuteronomistic History] and, 
on the other hand, a reflection of postexilic prophecy itself.”15 Perhaps the 
same could be said of, say, the Qumran pesharim or the rewritten biblical 
texts among the Qumran Scrolls, a point to which we will return below. 

The idea that prophecy continued in the form of inspired 
interpretation of existing texts has been well documented. Armin Lange 
and others have called this Schriftprophetie, by which the exegetical 
creation of new meaning “can be described as an act of prophecy in 

                                                
11  See for example Robert R. Wilson, Prophecy and Society in Ancient Israel 

(Philadelphia: Fortress, 1980); Joseph Blenkinsopp, A History of Prophecy in Israel 
(rev. and enl. ed.; Louisville, Ky.: Westminster John Knox, 1996), 26–72. 

12  Even the nomenclature assigned to biblical prophetic figures underlines 
this point (even if there was some functional overlap among the different titles). 
See David L. Petersen, The Prophetic Literature: An Introduction (Louisville, Ky.: 
Westminster John Knox, 2002), 5-8; Wilson, Prophecy and Society in Ancient Israel, 
21–28; idem, “Prophecy and Ecstasy: A reexamination,” JBL 98 (1979): 321–37. 
The variety of types of prophecy is also emphasized by VanderKam in “The 
Prophetic-Sapiential Origins of Apocalyptic Thought.” 

13  Schniedewind, Word of God in Transition, 238. 
14  Ibid., 241. Schniedewind perhaps has the work of Michael Fishbane in 

mind here. See Fishbane’s treatment of what he calls “mantological exegesis” in 
his Biblical Interpretation in Ancient Israel, 441–524. 

15  Schniedewind, Word of God in Transition, 22 (italics his). 



THE “MYSTERIES” OF QUMRAN 

 

192 

itself.”16 This is, of course, but one trajectory of prophetic activity as it 
continues into the Second Temple period. In addition to this kind of 
Schriftprophetie we might also say something about apocalypticism, 
mantic wisdom, and priestly forms of divination and revelation—and 
again, we must keep in mind the dynamic and interpenetrating nature of 
the various religious discourses and practices under consideration here. 
(For example, while we may discuss prophetic and priestly dimensions 
as separate categories, they may also at times overlap in interesting 
ways, as in the broad category of “divination.”) 

With respect to the views about prophecy and prophetic activity 
among the inhabitants of Qumran, there are two primary types of 
sources for this question: the texts recovered from Qumran, and the 
Greek historiographical accounts of Josephus, Philo, and Hippolytus. 
Given that the members of the Qumran group were Essenes of one kind 
or another, the ancient Greek sources indicate that prophetic activity 
would have been part of the normal course of community life. Josephus 
corroborates this possibility in several places in his writings. He seems to 
have no problem assuming that prophecy was in some way ongoing, 
and that it even flourished among the Essenes.17 Josephus appears to 
make some important distinctions among different kinds of prophets or 
prophetic figures, and is somewhat sparing in his application of the term 
profh&thv to noncanonical prophets of the Second Temple period.18 But 

                                                
16  Armin Lange, “Reading the Decline of Prophecy,” in Reading the Present in 

the Qumran Library: The Perception of the Contemporary by Means of Scriptural 
Interpretations (ed. Kristin De Troyer and Armin Lange; SBLSymS 30; Atlanta: 
Society of Biblical Literature, 2005), 190; idem, Vom prophetischen Wort zur 
prophetischen Tradition: Studien zur Traditions- und Redaktionsgeschichte 
innerprophetischer Konflikte in der Hebräischen Bibel (FAT 34; Tübingen: Mohr 
Siebeck, 2002); see also O. H. Steck, Die Prophetenbücher und ihr theologisches 
Zeugnis: Wege der Nachfrage und Fährten zur Antwort (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 
1996), 166–86. 

17  For an especially lucid and helpful account see Gray, Prophetic Figures in 
Second Temple Jewish Palestine; cf. Todd S. Beall, Josephus’ Description of the Essenes 
Illustrated by the Dead Sea Scrolls (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1988); 
George J. Brooke, “Prophecy,” DSSE 2.694–700; Millar Burrows, “Prophecy and 
Prophets at Qumrân,” in Israel’s Prophetic Heritage: Essays in Honor of James 
Muilenburg (ed. Bernhard W. Anderson and Walter Harrelson; New York: 
Harper, 1962), 223–32. 

18  As David Aune points out in a short note (“The Use of PROFHTHS in 
Josephus,” JBL 101 [1982]: 419–21), scholars have in recent years tended to accept 
the assertion that Josephus applies the term only to canonical OT prophets. 
Aune, however, goes on to demonstrate that there are at least two cases in which 
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given the widespread use of this term in other Jewish and Christian 
literature of the period, it was probably not generally restricted to the 
technical designation of a “canonical prophet,” even if Josephus seems to 
prefer the distinction.19 Furthermore, Hippolytus says in his Refutation of 
All Heresies that the Essenes cultivated “the practice of prophecy and the 
prediction of future events” to_ profhteu&ein kai\\ prole&gein to_ e0so&mena.20 
It is not clear here whether Hippolytus means to be redundant, or 
whether we may take his words as an indication that there was an 
important distinction to be made between “prophesying” and 
“predicting,” between prophecy and divination, or whether he means to 
employ hendiadys to suggest that prophesying is inherently the 
foretelling of the things to come. 

In any case, it is true that Josephus’s depictions of Essene prophecy 
fall solely into the category of predictive pronouncements; the figures he 
portrays do not generally go about the business of proclaiming the will 
of God in the way of the early canonical prophets, namely by bringing 
forth the covenant traditions to bear witness to the contemporary social, 
political, and religious situation. Instead, they predict what will happen 
within the social, political, and military spheres of Jewish and Roman 
life, and do not, as Josephus tells it, deal with the ethical and religious 
demands of the covenant. With respect to the Essenes, Josephus uses 
only ma&ntiv-terminology in connection with the prophetic figures he 
mentions (Judas, Menahem and Simon), a fact which is intriguing for 
what it might suggest about Essene divinitory practices, at the same time 
that it does little to clarify just how Josephus thought about these figures 
and their practices.21 

                                                

Josephus uses profh&thv to refer to “persons in the late second temple period 
whom he describes as prophetically gifted (or so regard themselves). …” In one 
of these (Ant. 1.15), Josephus seems to accept the appellation given to one 
“Kleodemos the prophet, also called Malchos,” whose prophetic authority was 
apparently linked to his status as a historian (also Ag. Ap. 1.37–38). Josephus also 
apparently considered his own historiographical work to be in line with the 
tradition that identified history-writing with prophecy. Interestingly, Josephus 
also makes the claim that from an early age Samson, who in Judg 13:5 is called a 
ryzn (a “Nazirite”), “clearly was to be a prophet” dh~lov h}n profhteu&swn (Ant. 
5.285). I have Eugene Ulrich to thank for this reference. See his The Qumran Text 
of Samuel and Josephus (HSM 19; Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 
1978), 165–66. 

19  See Aune, Prophecy in Early Christianity, 103–52. 
20  Refutatio 27; this reference is taken from VanderKam, “Mantic Wisdom in 

the Dead Sea Scrolls,” 340. 
21  It is also of interest that Josephus recounts an episode concerning a dream 
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The Hebrew texts from Qumran would appear to align at least in 
part with Josephus’s distinctions between profh&thv- and ma&ntiv- 
terminology, especially regarding the possible distinctions between 
different forms of prophetic activity. As Blenkinsopp notes, “the men of 
Qumran avoid using the word n bî’ while clearly claiming for 
themselves, and for the m reh hassedeq in superlative measure, the gift of 
prophecy in the sense of direct access to revelation.”22 In other words, the 
activity of prophecy is present even if the dominant biblical term for 
prophet (n bî’) is not.23 To affirm his conclusion Blenkinsopp marshalls 
texts such as the Hodayot (passim), the Community Rule (1QS 9:3), and 
Pesher Habakkuk (1QpHab 2:9; 7:5), most of which present the prophetic 
figure as one who somehow has access to “mysteries.” Since the present 
work is on “mystery” in the Qumran Scrolls, and not strictly the question 
of prophecy among the Qumran group, it would be helpful if a more 
direct link could be established between the use of mystery language vis-
à-vis the Essenes and the status and nature of prophetic activity among 
them.  

                                                

of Archelaus, an episode that closely resembles the dream-interpretation 
sequences found in the Joseph cycle and in the Danielic court-tales. In this 
passage (J.W. 2.111–13), Josephus claims that Simon the Essene, with “various 
interpretations being given,” offered his own (presumably correct) view of the 
dream and its interpretation. Elsewhere (J.W. 3.352) Josephus presents himself in 
a similar fashion, namely as a priest with knowledge of scripture and the ability 
to interpret dreams. 

22  Joseph Blenkinsopp, “Prophecy and Priesthood in Josephus,” JJS 25 
(1974): 245. Of course this may also be due to the general trend away from the 
use of the term )ybn in the post-exilic period. As Naomi Cohen demonstrates, 
“though this is perhaps often overlooked, in the exilic and post-exilic prophetic 
works the term mal’ak [“messenger”] comes to be used as a synonym for the 
word nabi, eventually virtually replacing it completely” (“From Nabi to Mal’ak to 
‘Ancient Figure,’” 13). 

23  See also George Brooke, “Prophets and Prophecy in the Qumran Scrolls 
and in the New Testament” (paper presented at the Ninth Annual Orion 
Symposium, Hebrew University, Jerusalem, Israel, January 2004), http:// 
orion.mscc.huji.ac.il/symposiums/9th/papers/BrookePaper.html: “The weight 
of explicit use of the terms [for prophets and prophecy] is in the past, but there is 
enough to suggest that continuities with scriptural prophets and prophecy were 
maintained in the community’s present and for the future. The strength of 
identifying and describing those continuities rests chiefly in a more 
phenomenological approach in which it is possible to see that the communities 
[sic] interest in the exposition of the law, its interpretation of the prophets and its 
creative poetic activities were very much consistent, coherent, and continuous 
with the activities of prophets of earlier generations.” 
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One helpful way to clarify this issue is to appeal to the category of 
mantic wisdom that has received an increasing amount of attention in 
recent years.24 This broad category provides a useful conceptual 
framework for understanding the development of prophecy and 
apocalypticism in the late Second Temple period—or in other words 
how apocalyptic ways of thinking and writing were extended from 
earlier notions of both Israelite prophecy and wisdom. As VanderKam 
has shown, “certain kinds of mantic wisdom and late prophecy were 
closely related phenomena, and both clearly contributed to the thinking 
of the apocalyptists,”25 of which the Qumran group appears to have been 
a good example.26 

While there was likely at least a partial association between 
prophecy and divination at Qumran, there were clearly preferred forms 
of divination that were licit and authoritative means of deriving the 
kinds of esoteric knowledge specific to the Yah [ad. And there were also 
perhaps forms of prophetic activity that would not properly be classified 
as “divination” in the context of the contemporary ancient Near Eastern 
and Hellenistic cultures, as well as forms of divination that were not 
historically associated with the prophetic mode of revelation—such as 
casting of lots, which was a divinatory practice restricted to the priestly 
domain.27  

George Brooke advocates a full view of prophetic activity reflected in 
the Qumran Scrolls. Though for the sake of the structure of my argument 
I discuss priestly divination in a separate section, I am in substantial 
agreement with Brooke’s assessment: 

Once the term prophecy is not narrowly restricted to those in the Bible 
who are labeled as prophets (especially navi’), then the study of 

                                                
24  Müller, “Mantische-Weisheit”; VanderKam, “Mantic Wisdom in the Dead 

Sea Scrolls”; Lange, “The Essene Position on Magic and Divination.” 
25  VanderKam, “Mantic Wisdom in the Dead Sea Scrolls,” 338. 
26  But see Carol Newsom, “Apocalyptic and the Discourse of the Qumran 

Community,” JNES 49 (1990): 135–44. In this article (which seems to lay the 
groundwork for her later book, The Self As Symbolic Space), Newsom cautions 
against making the straightforward assumption that the Qumran community 
was an “apocalyptic community”: “Judgment about the role of apocalyptic 
should be reserved until we can assess the specific ways in which apocalyptic 
motifs figure in that discourse [about what most interests the Qumran sectarians] 
and are combined with other distinctive vocabularies of motive and meaning” 
(136). Also Collins, “Was the Dead Sea Sect an Apocalyptic Movement?” 

27  Burke O. Long, “The Effect of Divination upon Israelite Literature,” JBL 
92 (1973): 489–97. 
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prophecy in the Dead Sea Scrolls should consider all the means of 
divine communication that are hinted at in the scrolls: the transmission 
and interpretation of visions and dreams (as in the Enoch literature and 
Daniel), the use of lots and priestly means of divination, such as the 
Urim and Thummim, the writing down of angelic discourse (as in 
Jubilees), inspired interpretation of authoritative oracles (as in the 
pesharim), and the symbolic activity of the community as a whole and of 
its individual members.28 

In the category of divinatory literature from Qumran we may place, 
along with VanderKam, those texts that deal with astronomical and 
astrological phenomena on the one hand, and on the other hand those 
texts that present other divinatory methods rooted in dream 
interpretation and the “mantic manipulation of prophetic texts 
(understood broadly).”29 The former category includes texts like 
4QHoroscope (4Q186), 4QPhysiognomy/Horoscope ar (4Q561), 4QBron-
tologion ar (4Q318), and perhaps 4QBirth of Noah (or “Elect of God”) ar 
(4Q534–36), though only the last of these employs the word zr in its 
extant portions and is a non-sectarian text. In the latter category we find 
a broader range of texts, including those that preceded (or were, in 
VanderKam’s words, “inherited by”) the Yah [ad as well as those that 
were composed by the Qumran group or its predecessors, texts like 1 
Enoch, Daniel, Aramaic Levi, Jubilees, the Genesis Apocryphon, and the 
Qumran pesher literature. Again, because this is a study of “mystery” and 
not of the full range of divinatory practices among the Qumran group,30 
we shall limit the investigation to those texts that employ zr while 
referring to others where appropriate. 

Returning to the discussion of prophetic discourse, there are 
essentially two different ways to characterize prophetic aspects of the 
use of zr in the Qumran Scrolls: the experiential, including those texts in 
which a speaker (an “I”) recounts or celebrates the revelation of 
“mystery” or “mysteries” to him by God; and the exegetical, including 
those texts which participate in the kind of Schriftprophetie mentioned 
above, the inspired reinterpretation (“mantic manipulation”) of existing 
prophetic texts. Both of these prophetic modes were revelatory insofar as 

                                                
28  Brooke, “Prophecy,” DSSE, 2.695. 
29  “Mantic Wisdom in the Dead Sea Scrolls,” 350. By “mantic manipulation” 

VanderKam means a kind of divination that derives new (inspired) meaning 
from the authoritative exegesis of existing texts—meaning that often has a 
predictive value. 

30  For a detailed and lengthy study of magic and divination at Qumran, see 
Lange, “The Essene Position on Magic and Divination.” 



PROPHETIC, SAPIENTIAL, AND PRIESTLY “MYSTERIES” 

 

197 

 
 

 

they resulted in what the Yah [ad took to be new understanding of the 
nature of the cosmos and God’s purposes, as well as the transmission of 
that new understanding to those “in the know.” As we will see, 
however, because of the complex nature of the relationship between 
textuality, performance, and experience, it is often difficult to distinguish 
between the exegetical and the experiential in the texts we will address. 
Perhaps the present study will contribute to an increasing appreciation 
for the ways in which both textual traditions and ritual experiences are 
often simultaneous and mutually informing and reinforcing. 

EXEGETICAL PROPHECY AND “MYSTERY” 

The exegetical interests of the Qumran community are well known and 
have been studied with great care. The Qumran library exhibits not only 
pluriform biblical text-types with possibly different, independent 
exegetical tendencies,31 but also newly discovered forms of biblical 
interpretation such as the pesher literature,32 rewritten biblical texts,33 and 

                                                
31  This is the most recent theory along the trajectory of the “text-type” 

theory initiated by W. F. Albright (“New Light on Early Recensions of the 
Hebrew Bible,” BASOR 140 [1955]: 27–33) and championed by Frank Moore 
Cross (“The History of the Biblical Text in the Light of the Discoveries in the 
Judaean Desert,” HTR 57 [1964]: 281–99; idem, “The Contribution of the Qumrân 
Discoveries to the Study of the Biblical Text,” IEJ 16 [1966]: 81–95). This theory 
has been modified and developed over the past couple decades by Eugene Ulrich 
in a series of articles and books on the “successive literary editions” of biblical 
texts. See The Dead Sea Scrolls and the Origins of the Bible; “The Dead Sea Scrolls 
and the Hebrew Scriptural Texts,” in Scripture and the Scrolls (ed. James H. 
Charlesworth; vol. 1 of The Bible and the Dead Sea Scrolls: The Princeton Symposium 
on the Dead Sea Scrolls, ed. James H. Charlesworth; Waco, Tex.: Baylor University 
Press, 2006), 77–99; “The Qumran Scrolls and the Biblical Text,” in The Dead Sea 
Scrolls Fifty Years after Their Discovery: Proceedings of the Jerusalem Congress, July 
20–25, 1997 (ed. L. H. Schiffman, E. Tov and J. C. VanderKam; Jerusalem: Israel 
Exploration Society and the Shrine of the Book Museum, 2000), 51–59. Flint and 
VanderKam have offered a concise summary of this theory: “[T]hese different 
[successive] literary editions occurred later in the compositional process of the 
Scriptures, which took place in several stages that were different for each book or 
set of books. Each new edition resulted from the creative efforts of some author 
or scribe who intentionally revised the edition (or passages) current in his time in 
the light of a new religious outlook or national challenge. … As they developed 
over time (i.e. diachronically) Ulrich labels the variant editions text traditions, and 
when considered at the same time (i.e. synchronically), he calls them text types” 
(The Meaning of the Dead Sea Scrolls, 144). 

32  In addition, J. J. M. Roberts has noted the similarities and continuities 
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other types of commentary whose aim is to interpret, update, harmonize, 
and correct or otherwise to interact with the emerging body of 
authoritative scriptures.34 The type of exegesis most germane here is the 

                                                

between “inner-biblical exegesis” and Qumran exegesis, taking the development 
of Isaiah and its Qumran pesher as an illustration: “[O]ne should recognize that 
there are many points of continuity between Qumran exegesis and the internal 
development of the very biblical texts that the Qumran exegetes were 
interpreting” (“The Importance of Isaiah at Qumran,” in Scripture and the Scrolls 
[ed. James H. Charlesworth; vol. 1 of The Bible and the Dead Sea Scrolls: The 
Princeton Symposium on the Dead Sea Scrolls, ed. James H. Charlesworth; Waco, 
Tex.: Baylor University Press, 2006], 280). 

33  The category of “rewritten Bible” has received a notable share of scholarly 
attention in recent years, in part because of the important contribution these texts 
make to textual criticism and to understanding the canonical history of the Bible, 
methods of biblical interpretation and transmission, and the literary and 
hermeneutical creativity of religious Jews in the Second Temple period. But the 
category is also the subject of some terminological controversy, given the fact 
that during the period concerned there was not yet a “Bible” and that there were 
multiple editions of scriptural texts in circulation. It is thus anachronistic to use 
such a term, because there was as yet no “consensus text”; the “Bible” that had 
apparently been rewritten was not itself established until centuries later. The 
term “rewritten Bible” was first coined by Geza Vermes in the second chapter of 
his Scripture and Tradition in Judaism: Haggadic Studies (SPB 4; Leiden: Brill, 1974). 
For subsequent discussion see George J. Brooke, “Rewritten Bible,” EDSS 2.777–
81; Moshe Bernstein, “4Q252: From Re-Written Bible to Biblical Commentary,” 
JJS 45 (1994): 1–27; George W. E. Nickelsburg, “The Bible Rewritten and 
Expanded,” in Jewish Writings of the Second Temple Period: Apocrypha, 
Pseudepigrapha, Qumran Sectarian Writings, Philo, Josephus (ed. Michael E. Stone; 
CRINT 2.2; Philadelphia: Fortress, 1984), 89–156; Craig Evans, “The Genesis 
Apocryphon and the Rewritten Bible,” RevQ 13 (1988): 153–65; Devorah Dimant, 
“Use and Interpretation of Mikra in the Apocrypha and Pseudepigrapha,” in 
Mikra: Text, Translation, Reading and Interpretation of the Hebrew Bible in Ancient 
Judaism and Early Christianity (ed. Martin J. Mulder; CRINT 2.1; Minneapolis: 
Fortress, 1990), 379–419. For discussion about the terminological infelicities, see 
Sidnie White Crawford, “The Rewritten Bible at Qumran,” Scripture and the 
Scrolls (ed. James H. Charlesworth; vol. 1 of The Bible and the Dead Sea Scrolls: The 
Princeton Symposium on the Dead Sea Scrolls, ed. James H. Charlesworth; Waco, 
Tex.: Baylor University Press, 2006), 131–47, esp. 131–34. See recently Crawford, 
Rewriting Scripture in Second Temple Times (SDSSRL; Grand Rapids, Mich.: 
Eerdmans, 2008); Daniel K. Falk, The Parabiblical Texts: Strategies for Extending the 
Scriptures among the Dead Sea Scrolls (LSTS 63; T&T Clark, 2007). 

34  See Moshe Bernstein, “Interpretation of Scriptures,” EDSS 1.376–83; 
George J. Brooke, Exegesis at Qumran: 4QFlorilegium in Its Jewish Context (JSOTSup 
29; Sheffield: JSOT Press, 1985); William Brownlee, “Biblical Interpretation 
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pesher, though other forms are also relevant in an indirect way insofar as 
they attest to the capacity of the Qumran group to produce and guard 
esoteric knowledge based on its own exegetical activities. Thus, while I 
will discuss only the texts directly dealing with the use of “mystery,” 
perhaps we may consider the whole body of Qumran exegetical 
literature to exist within the community’s domain of special (secret) 
knowledge.35 The overall task of interpretation seems to have been 
directly related to the community’s self-understanding as true guardians 
of torah in terms of both belief and practice; “the books of what is now 
known as the Hebrew scriptures frequently functioned as both the 
source and the framework for what the Qumran writers wanted to say 
and the way in which they said it.”36 

The pesher genre is one of the more interesting and frequently 
employed forms of interpretative writing found in the Qumran caves.37 It 
is a specific, Qumranic adaptation of a divinatory form that was 
evidently widespread in the ancient Near Eastern world, and that was 

                                                

among the Sectaries of the Dead Sea Scrolls,” BA 14 (1951): 54–76; Michael 
Fishbane, “Use, Authority, and Interpretation of Mikra at Qumran,” in Mikra: 
Text, Translation, Reading, and Interpretation of the Hebrew Bible in Ancient Judaism 
and Early Christianity (ed. Martin J. Mulder; CRINT 2.1; Minneapolis: Fortress, 
1988), 339–77; Henri Gabrion, “L’Interprétation de l’Ecriture dans la littérature de 
Qumrân,” ANRW 19.1 (1979): 779–848; Matthias Henze, ed., Biblical Interpretation 
at Qumran (SDSSRL; Grand Rapids, Mich.: Eerdmans, 2005); Daniel Patte, Early 
Jewish Hermeneutic in Palestine (SBLDS 22; Missoula, Mont.: Scholars Press, 1975); 
Otto Betz, Offenbarung und Schriftforschung in der Qumransekte (WUNT 6; 
Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 1960); J. Maier, “Early Jewish Biblical Interpretation in 
the Qumran Literature,” in Hebrew Bible/Old Testament: The History of Its 
Interpretation, vol. 1: From the Beginnings to the Middle Ages (Until 1300) (ed. M. 
Sæbø; Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1996), 108–29; Geza Vermes, “Bible 
Interpretation at Qumran,” in Yigael Yadin Memorial Volume (ed. A. Ben-Tor, J. C. 
Greenfield, and A. Malamat; Jerusalem: Israel Exploration Society, 1989), 184–91. 

35  The compositions included in the Exegetical Texts volume of Brill’s genre-
specific Dead Sea Scrolls Reader are almost entirely sectarian texts. The volume 
includes both the “thematic” and the “continuous” pesharim, the commentaries 
on Genesis (4Q252–54a) and Malachi (4Q253a), the so-called 4QTanh [umim 
(4Q176) and 4QTestimonia (4Q175), the Midrash Sefer Moshe (4Q249) written in 
the Cryptic A script, and several other pesher-like texts. See Donald W. Parry and 
Emanuel Tov, eds., Exegetical Texts (DSSR 2; Leiden: Brill, 2004). 

36  Moshe Bernstein, “Interpretation of Scriptures,” 1.376. 
37  Horgan, Pesharim; Shani Berrin, “Qumran Pesharim,” in Biblical 

Interpretation at Qumran (ed. Matthias Henze; SDSSRL; Grand Rapids, Mich.: 
Eerdmans, 2005), 110–33; George Brooke, “Qumran Pesher: Toward the 
Redefinition of a Genre,” RevQ 10 (1981): 483–503. 
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used, in perhaps its most famous example, in the Danielic court tales to 
provide the dream-interpretation sequence with its core structure and 
rationale. The word pesher itself is related to the Akkadian pa ru, which 
was used in the context of omen-interpretation to signify interpretations 
of enigmatic and symbolic vision-dreams, which often had the 
therapeutic and even prophylactic function of dissipating the evil 
consequences revealed in the dream.38  

It is worth noting that in the ancient material—and especially in Dan 
2 and 4—the interpretation or pesher is as much a part of the revelation as 
is the sign which it interprets.39 The interpretation “is not an exposition 
but is the revelation of the message of the deity addressed to the dreaming 
person concerning the future.”40 Thus, in a text roughly 
contemporaneous to the Qumran literature, we find that revelation and 
interpretation are intertwined in such a way that the latter becomes part 
of the former—a reflex not unlike the scripture-interpretation scenario 
described in the “visions” section of the book of Daniel (Dan 9:2–27). 
There, after Daniel reads and reflects upon the writings of Jeremiah and 
the meaning of the “seventy weeks” (Jer 25:11, 12; 29:10), the angelic 
interpreter Gabriel comes to him “at the time of the evening sacrifice” 
and reveals the “true” meaning of Jeremiah’s prophecy.41 The 
                                                

38  A. Leo Oppenheim, The Interpretation of Dreams in the Ancient Near East. 
With a Translation of an Assyrian Dream-Book (TAPS 46; Philadelphia: The 
American Philosophical Society, 1956), 217–25; Horgan, Pesharim, 231–37. 

39  Anne Marie Kitz calls attention to the relationship between Israelite and 
Mesopotamian divination that leads her to the conclusion that “in general, 
Mesopotamian texts do not distinctly state that diviners ever provided 
interpretations that were themselves divinely inspired. By the Neo-Assyrian 
period, competing interpretations were of such concern that the kings began to 
work out their own explanations. … Those responsible for the received texts of 
the Hebrew Bible prefer a different emphasis. Sometime during the evolution of 
Israel’s religion, the interpretation of a divine sign became its divinely inspired 
interpretation, which, in turn, became an integral element of the initial sign itself, 
whether this was received as word, vision, dream, or deed” (“Prophecy as 
Divination,” CBQ 65 [2003]: 41). Strangely, she does not include Daniel among 
the biblical texts she treats in her essay. 

40  Horgan, Pesharim, 231; italics mine. 
41  The angelus interpres, or an angelic mediator in general, is a common 

feature of late prophetic and apocalyptic writing, and has been studied at length 
in the scholarly literature. What is noteworthy here is that in the prophetic 
writings of the post-exilic period, the angelic mediator becomes an element 
almost sine qua non for revelatory experience. See for example James L. Kugel and 
Rowan A. Greer, Early Biblical Interpretation (LEC 3; Philadelphia: Westminster 
Press, 1986), 13–39; Hindy Najman, “Angels at Sinai: Exegesis, Theology and 
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interpretation of the prophecy (by means of an angelic mediator) 
becomes the new prophecy. 

The pesharim represent one way in which prophecy—or a prophetic 
statement—could be “updated” using the analogy of the Danielic raz-
pesher sequence, in which both the “mystery” and its interpretation were 
considered inseparable parts of the revelation as a whole. The mechanics 
of this comparison have been studied at some length,42 and it is not 
necessary to recapitulate the arguments here. As I discussed in chapter 3, 
we must note that both the dream and its interpretation are part of the 
“mystery”: Dan 2:28 states that “there is a God in heaven who reveals 
mysteries, and He has made known to King Nebuchadnezzar what is to 
be at the end of days. This is your dream. …” Daniel must recount both 
the dream and its meaning—not simply interpret a dream narrative that 
has already been recounted. Daniel goes on in the story to claim that 
“not because my wisdom is greater than that of other creatures has this 
mystery been revealed to me, but in order that the meaning should be 
made known to the king …” (Dan 2:30). It is built into the logic of the 
story that both the thing to be interpreted and its interpretation are given 
together to Daniel, who is uniquely qualified (despite his own humility 
about his wisdom43) to receive and understand the message and its true 
meaning. This appears also to be the principle underlying the Danielic 
updating of Jeremiah’s “seventy weeks” prophecy (Dan 9:2–27). 

All this can help us to understand the hermeneutical reasoning 
behind the task of pesher interpretation, namely that in the minds of the 
Qumran community members the prophetic scriptures were always 
subject to authoritative interpretation based on the special, esoteric 
knowledge of the Teacher of Righteousness and his inheritance.44 While 

                                                

Interpretive Authority,” DSD 7 (2000): 313–33; James C. VanderKam, “The Angel 
of the Presence in the Book of Jubilees,” DSD 7 (2000): 378–93. 

42  Asher Finkel, “The Pesher of Dreams and Scriptures,” RevQ 4 (1963–64): 
357–70; Blenkinsopp, Opening the Sealed Book, 14–27. 

43  This is itself perhaps a reflex of the convention of prophetic humility—i.e. 
that the prophet is not a specialist or a technician, but one who is chosen for his 
lack of preparation. See, for example, Exod 3:11, 4:10–13; Isa 6:4–7; and Jer 1:6–7. 
Alternatively, it may simply be attributable to the fact that by the mid-Second 
Temple period certain strands of Jewish wisdom had embraced the notion that 
the only true wisdom comes by revelation from God, and thus Daniel’s humility 
serves to underscore that point. 

44  See S. D. Fraade, “Interpretative Authority in the Studying Community at 
Qumran,” JJS 44 (1993): 46–69; C. Hempel, “Interpretative Authority in the 
Community Rule Tradition,” DSD 10 (2003): 59–80. In recent years it has become 
more and more clear that we should think in terms of the evolution or 
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there is only one pesher from Qumran (1QpHab) that employs in extant 
portions the word zr, it does so in a way which appears to include the 
interpretative activity found in the other pesharim. In a famous passage in 
the seventh column of Pesher Habakkuk, the text declares the true 
meaning of the lemma in Hab 2:2, “So that the one who runs45 may read 
it” wb )rwqh Cwry N(ml: 

1QpHab 7:4–5 

t) l) w(ydwh r#) qdch hrwm l( wr#p 4 
My)bnh wydb( yrbd yzr lwk 5 

4 Its interpretation concerns the Teacher of Righteousness, to whom 
God has made known 

5 all the mysteries of the words of his servants, the prophets. 

In a gloss on Habakkuk, in other words, the writer claims for the Teacher 
“all the mysteries” of the words of the prophets.46 Perhaps we may take the 
series of plurals here to refer to all those writings that for the Qumran 
community would have fallen into the category of “the prophets.”47 In 

                                                

development of the Qumran community over time, beginning with the early 
stages of the Yah [ad before the Qumran settlement and ending with the Roman 
destruction of the site. The redactional history of the Community Rule traditions, 
for example, suggests such a development over the life of the Yah [ad. In any case, 
1QS states that it is the Maskil who takes on the task of guiding the people of the 
community “with knowledge and thus instruct them in the wonderful and true 
mysteries … in all that has been revealed to them” (1QS 9:18–19). 

45 MT does not include the definite article prefixed to the participle )rwq. The 
phrase )rwq Cwry has been interpreted in different ways; while “one who runs [or 
a runner] may read it” is a common enough translation (e.g. NRSV), others have 
rendered it along the lines of “so that a reader may run with it,” which may be a 
specific reference to a social category of the “town crier”—i.e. one who 
announces crucial information in a public setting. 

46  Elsewhere in Pesher Habakkuk it states, “when they hear all that is going to 
come upon the last generation from the mouth of the priest into whose heart God 
has put understanding to interpret all the words of his servants the prophets” 
(1QpHab 2:7–10; Horgan, Pesharim, 229). 

47  George Brooke notes an interesting discrepancy in the treatment of the 
prophetic literature at Qumran, one that may have interesting implications 
which I will take up in a later study. Brooke points out that only Isaiah and the 
Twelve are the subject of sectarian pesher-like commentaries in extant works, and 
that Jeremiah and Ezekiel evidently did not receive such treatment. On the other 
hand, the latter two exist in several (non-sectarian) rewritten forms (Apocryphon 
of Jeremiah A-E; Pseudo-Ezekiela-c), but Isaiah and the Twelve do not. Brooke 
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any case, it is especially interesting here that the implied subject of Cwry in 
Hab 2:2 can “read” the vision the prophet has “written on the tablets.” 
Elsewhere in a prophetic text, the same word is used to suggest the 
inauthenticity of false prophets who do not hear a genuine word of God 
but who “run” all the same: “I did not send the prophets, yet they ran; I 
did not speak to them, yet they prophesied. But if they had stood in my 
council (dws), then they would have proclaimed my words to my    
people …” (Jer 23:21–22). 

Though it may constitute a rumination from silence (or material 
degradation), I have wondered why the word zr occurs in column 7 of 
Pesher Habakkuk and yet has not surfaced in any of the other pesharim. 
One possible answer is that unlike any other biblical passages that are 
the objects of pesher interpretation in the Qumran corpus, the lemmata 
being glossed here deal fairly explicitly with reading what is written and 
then awaiting or seeking additional revelation. It seems to be understood 
almost as a brief manifesto of at least one aspect of prophetic revelation 
at Qumran. The text of Habakkuk states that the prophet is to “write the 
vision and make it plain upon the tablets so that the one who runs may 
read it” (Hab 2:2), but that “there is yet a vision (Nwzx dw() for the 
appointed time; it speaks of the end and does not lie …” (Hab 2:3a). In 
the same way for the members of the Yah [ad, perhaps they understood 
their own interpretations to be an inherent part of the revelation that was 
initiated with the “biblical” prophets, and that their own readings of the 
“written vision” constituted the Nwzx dw( of Habakkuk’s prophecy—not 
just the continued vision of Habakkuk but all the legitimate 
interpretations of all the prophets. 

                                                

forms the following conclusion, which I quote in full: “The rewritten forms of 
Jeremiah and Ezekiel include both narrative and visionary material, the former 
perhaps suggesting that they were viewed as legendworthy men of God like 
Elijah and Elisha, the latter indicating that subsequent scribal transmission and 
adjustment of the earlier prophetic text was considered part of prophetic activity. 
The lack of rewritten forms of Isaiah and the Twelve Minor Prophets may be 
entirely accidental, since it does not mirror what was previously known [about 
other rewritten forms of these books]. … Or it may be that the remains of the 
prophetic literature at Qumran signal something particular about the place of 
Isaiah and the Twelve in the community’s self-understanding” (Brooke, 
“Prophecy,” 2.696). Blenkinsopp makes the interesting observation that the book 
of Isaiah, as a book, “as a collection of many ‘scraps’ and several compilations 
differing in linguistic character and theme,” has more in common with the 
Dodekapropheton than with Jeremiah and Ezekiel (Opening the Sealed Book, 6). 
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Pesher Habakkuk continues to expound Habakkuk’s statement, 
declaring that the additional “vision” that “speaks of the end” suggests 
that the “last end-time will be prolonged, and it will be greater than 
anything of which the prophets spoke, for the mysteries of God are 
wonderful” )lphl l) yzr (1QpHab 7:8). This is an extraordinary state-
ment that makes a rather strong claim not only about the unfolding 
eschatological drama, but also about the capacity of the Teacher of 
Righteousness (and his group) to have even greater insight into God’s 
“mysteries” than the earlier prophets themselves had. 

The next scriptural text in the running commentary advises the 
reader that “if it tarries, wait for it, for it will surely come, and it will not 
be late” (Hab 2:3b), a passage that the Qumran sect easily related to itself 
and its contemporaneous context. The interpretation of the passage 
makes yet another striking claim about its ultimate meaning: 

1QpHab 7:10–14 

tm)h y#n) l( wr#p …10 
tdwb(m Mhydy wpry )wl r#) hrwth y#w( 11 

)yk Nwrx)h Cqh Mhyl( K#mhb tm)h 12 
qqx r#)k Mnwktl w)wby l) ycyq lwk 13 

… wtmr( yzrb Mhl 14 

10 … Its interpretation concerns the men of truth, 
11 the doers of the law, whose hands do not drop away from the service 
12 of the truth when the last end-time drags on for them—for 
13 all of God’s ends will come according to their measure, as he decreed 
14 for them by the mysteries of his prudence. …48 

                                                
48  Compare 4Q491c 11 i 10, which states, “He established his truth from of 

old, and the mysteries of his prudence in eve[ry...]” wtmr( yzrw wtm) z)m hnykh     
[ -- l]wkb. The context of this passage is difficult to discern, and the fragment 
itself has been assigned to different compositions such as the War Rule and also 
the Hodayot. For a history of the scholarship on this text, see Michael Wise, 
“Myl)b ynwmk ym: A Study of 4Q491c, 4Q471b, 4Q427 7 and 1QHa 25:35–26:10,” 
DSD 7 (2000): 173–219. See also Morton Smith, “Ascent to the Heavens and 
Deification in 4QMa” in Archaeology and History in the Dead Sea Scrolls (ed. 
Lawrence Schiffman; Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 1990), 181–88; M. 
Abegg, “4Q471: A Case of Mistaken Identity?” in Pursuing the Text: Studies in 
Honor of Ben Zion Wacholder on the Occasion of His Seventieth Birthday (ed. J. C. 
Reeves, and J. Kampen; JSOTSup 184; Sheffield: JSOT Press, 1994), 136–47; Eshel, 
“4Q471b: A Self-Glorification Hymn”; D. Dimant, “A Synoptic Comparison of 
Parallel Sections in 4Q427 7, 4Q491 11 and 4Q471B,” JQR 85 (1994): 157–61. We 
will return to a discussion of this text below. 
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The text reassures its audience that despite appearances to the contrary, 
God’s plan is unfolding according to the pre-existent pattern he has 
established for the world, a pattern that the Teacher of Righteousness has 
come to understand so that his interpretation fulfills (even supplants!) 
the prophecy of Habakkuk. 

In spite of what we have observed so far about the hermeneutical 
strategies in play here and what they accomplish for the authorization of 
inspired interpretation among the Yah [ad, these observations do not get 
us much closer to understanding the precise content of the “mysteries” 
and how the Teacher of Righteousness (and anyone else) came to know 
them. In other words, if we may say that the exegetical work of the 
Qumran group was a prophetic activity because of its being rooted in, or 
bringing to light, the “mysteries” of God, whence the knowledge of those 
“mysteries”? Maurya Horgan puts it this way: “These texts do not give 
any clues as to how the Qumran interpreters characterized or 
experienced this revelation.”49 Perhaps a slightly more nuanced way to 
formulate the problem is this: there are no extant texts which clearly 
spell out the process or experience of revelation or the precise contents of 
the resulting knowledge, and so the difficulty is in ascertaining the 
direction of flow.  

Does knowledge of “mysteries” follow from revelatory experience, 
and then provide the basis for authoritative interpretation? Or does 
knowledge follow from the interpretative task, which eventually 
becomes authoritative and provides the basis for (or becomes) new 
revelation? I agree with Horgan that this is not evident in the pesharim, 
but I suggest that we may look elsewhere to gain a better understanding 
of the relationship between the experience of revelation and the act of 
interpretation among the Yah [ad. In the end, though the sources do not 
allow for a crystal clear picture of the dynamics of this relationship, we 
may say more about it than so far has been said. 

Although we may not hope to resolve this difficulty definitively, it 
serves to point out again the role that interpretation has played in the 
long history of biblical revelation,50 and the fact that we must be wary of 
positing too great a distinction between the experiential moment of 
revelation and the act of textual interpretation—as if there was always a 
pristine moment of “revelation” that later gave way to a derived text 

                                                
49  Horgan, Pesharim, 229. See also Betz, Offenbarung und Schriftforschung in 

der Qumransekte, 82–86. 
50  Michael Fishbane, “Hermeneutics of Scripture in Formation,” in The 

Garments of Torah: Essays in Biblical Hermeneutics (ISBL; Bloomington, Ind.: 
Indiana University Press, 1989), 3–46; idem, Biblical Interpretation in Ancient Israel. 
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which could then be “interpreted.” As Hindy Najman noted in her paper 
“Revelation as Interpretation,” 

in recent years some scholars have taken steps to reject the dichotomy 
between interpretation and the production of scripture by demon-
strating that scripture production is part of a long and ancient process 
of biblical interpretation so that interpretation is already active or 
effective within scripture production.51 

While the present task is not further to illuminate the process of scripture 
production, but to understand the relationship between revelation and 
interpretation among the Qumran sectarians, the former may help us 
with the latter. By dispensing with the dichotomy between revelation 
and interpretation, we are able to sidestep the problem—at least for the 
moment—of the direction of flow among revelatory experience, 
knowledge of the “mysteries,” and exegetical work. 

With some risk of anachronistically applying a later development in 
Jewish tradition to an earlier time, I quote Elliot Wolfson’s remarks about 
revelation and interpretation in Medieval kabbalistic texts: 

It is sometimes assumed by scholars of Jewish thought that the modal-
ities of revelation and interpretation are mutually exclusive. An appeal 
to exegesis thus arises specifically in a situation wherein access to divine 
revelation has ceased, for were such a revelation forthcoming there 
would be no need to derive truths out of a fixed canon. Midrash, in a 
word, presupposes a distance from God due to the cessation of 
prophetic or revelatory states. Yet, it can be shown that within the 
Judaic tradition, particularly in the apocalyptic and mystical literature, 
that there is an intrinsic connection between the study of a text and 
visionary experience. Far from being mutually exclusive, the visionary 
experience itself may be interpretative in nature, drawing upon prior 
visions recorded in a written document, while the exegetical task may 
originate and eventuate in a revelatory state of consciousness.52 

                                                
51  “Revelation as Interpretation” (paper presented at the annual meeting of 

the Association for Jewish Studies, Los Angeles, Calif., December 15–17, 2002), 1. 
52  Elliot R. Wolfson, “The Hermeneutics of Visionary Experience: Revelation 

and Interpretation in the Zohar,” Religion 18 (1988): 312. See also his Through a 
Speculum that Shines: Vision and Imagination in Medieval Jewish Mysticism 
(Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 1994). I have Hindy Najman to thank 
for calling my attention to Wolfson’s work. See her “Revelation as 
Interpretation,” 2. Wolfson’s comments also serve to call to mind that midrash, as 
an exegetical or hermeneutical phenomenon, only becomes possible at the 
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Such a relationship between revelation and exegesis has already been 
posited from both directions by some scholars of the Qumran Scrolls, i.e. 
that there is possibly a revelatory aspect to pesher-type exegesis, and that 
there is likely a textual basis for the kinds of mystical or visionary 
experiences described in some of the Qumran liturgical texts.53 If 
knowledge of “mystery” seems to be related both to exegesis and to 
visionary experience in the Qumran (especially sectarian) literature, 
Wolfson’s suggestion may indeed be a helpful way of characterizing 
what we find to be the case among the Yah [ad. 

EXPERIENCE OF “MYSTERY” REVELATION 

In a number of sectarian compositions there are indications of a 
prophetic kind of visionary or otherwise revelatory experience. As might 
be expected, these are found especially in some of the first-person 
statements in texts associated with the Teacher of Righteousness and/or 
the Maskil, texts such as the “Teacher Hymns” of the Hodayot,54 Barkhi 

                                                

moment at which a text becomes “fixed”—and as such can no longer be changed, 
elaborated, or adapted to new circumstances—and in this way perhaps it is 
anachronistic to speak of midrash in the Qumran literature. The advances that 
have been made in the understanding of both the history of the biblical 
text/canon and the hermeneutical strategies of midrash provide a corrective to 
earlier ways of characterizing the Qumran finds, such as William Brownlee’s 
designation of Pesher Habakkuk as a midrash (The Midrash Pesher to Habakkuk; 
SBLMS 24; Missoula, Mont.: Scholars Press, 1979). This is not to denigrate earlier 
scholarship on the Qumran Scrolls, but to suggest that the contours of early 
Judaism look different with several decades of new perspective and research. 

53  On the one hand see George Brooke, “Qumran Pesher”; idem, Exegesis at 
Qumran, esp. 149–56. On the other hand see Seth Sanders, “Performative 
Exegesis,” in Paradise Now: Essays on Early Jewish and Christian Mysticism (ed. 
April DeConick; SBLSymS 11; Atlanta: Society of Biblical Literature, 2006), 57–82. 

54  I do not intend to enter into the controversies surrounding either the 
differentiation between Teacher Hymns and Hymns of the Community, or the 
relationships among the various copies and recensions, of the Hodayot. While I 
recognize that the identity of the first person subject, and thus perhaps also the 
purpose and genre, of these hymns may vary, the important thing for the present 
argument is that certain statements are made about the “mysteries.” For recent 
work on the editorial history and shaping of the Hodayot see Angela Kim 
Harkins, “Observations on the Editorial Shaping of the So-Called Community 
Hymns from 1QHa and 4QHa (4Q427),” DSD 12 (2005): 233–56; eadem, “The 
Community Hymns Classification: A Proposal for Further Differentiation,” DSD 
15 (2008): 121–54. 



THE “MYSTERIES” OF QUMRAN 

 

208 

Nafshi (4Q434–38), and in the final column of the Community Rule.55 These 
texts display a significant amount in common with some of the liturgical 
texts that witness to a kind of “performative exegesis”56—and thus what 
we observe here may also be of some use in the following discussion 
about the priestly aspects of “mystery” discourse. 

The first-person figures of several of these works employ prophetic 
tropes to relate experience and revelation. According to several passages 
in the Hodayot, the speaker, like the prophets before him, makes 
reference to having participated in a heavenly gathering which has 
resulted in his apprehension of the “mysteries,” which in turn has 
prepared him to “illumine the face of many”:  

1QHa 12:28–30 

yzr ynt(dwh yk rpsm Ny)l d( rbgtw Mybr ynp htwry)h ybw … 28 
(ydwhlw hkdwbk rwb(b Mybr dgnl )lphw ydm( htrbgh hk)lp dwsbw hk)lp 29 

… hkytwrwbg Myyxh lwkl 30 

28 Through me you have illumined the faces of many [or the Many], 
and you have increased them beyond number. For you have made 
me understand the mysteries of 

29 your wonder, and in the council of your wonder you have shown 

                                                
55  Émile Puech places most of these texts in a long list of compositions that 

should be seen “in comparison with one another”: “1Q36–40, 3Q6, 6Q18, 8Q5, 
11Q15–16, the end of 1QRule of the Community ix.26–xi, the Hymns that are 
scattered throughout the War Scroll (1QM xii–xix) and the parallels in War 
Scrollb (4Q492), War Scrolle (4Q495) and particularly War Scrolla (4Q491 11), 
which attest to some overlaps with 4QHodayota, the Prayer of Michael, and 
1QHodayota xxvi. More broadly, they ought to be related to the Songs of the 
Sagea-b (4Q510–511), the Songs of the Sabbath Sacrificea-h (4Q400–407, as well as 
11Q17), the Words of the Luminariesa-c (4Q504–506), the Blessings (Berakhot), and 
the Noncanonical Psalms (4Q380–381, 11Q5a, 4Q88f, 4Q448, 4QPsApa among the 
most notable Qumran compositions), as well as to the Psalms of Solomon, the 
Psalms, and Song of the Hebrew Scriptures, as well as the Benedictus and 
Magnificat (Lk. 1) or some passages from the Gospel of John (the Prologue of Jn. 1) 
in the New Testament” (“Hodayot,” EDSS 1.367). It is of some interest that 
among the Qumran texts listed here, most employ the word zr in some fashion or 
another. 

56  Seth Sanders defines this term as having to do with a “process that is 
quintessentially exegetical, yet turns the stereotypical relationship of exegete to 
text inside out. Rather than reading elements of life into a sacred text, elements of 
preexisting texts are used to forge new roles in ritual and thus lay the foundation 
for new experiences in life” (“Performative Exegesis,” 79). 
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yourself strong to me and working wonders before many for the sake 
of your glory and in order to make known 

30 to all the living your mighty deeds. … 

Here the hymnic figure draws upon the older notion of the prophet 
“standing” in God’s council and thereby roots his authority in the 
prophetic idiom. The structure of the passage underlines its overall 
message: the reception of “mysteries” is set off in parallel to the 
“council,” and “understanding” is identified with “standing.” This 
parallel is offered as a proof or explanation (“for/because you have …”) 
for the speaker’s religious and moral authority in the community, where 
his “standing” is thus also affirmed. 

This entire passage is juxtaposed to the earlier part of col. 12 in 
which the opponents of the speaker are described using language 
reminiscent of Jer 23. These opponents do not properly understand the 
t(d Nwzx “vision of knowledge” and will be judged accordingly by God 
who will cut them off from the covenant. In their error they are in league 
with Belial and his corrosive plans. The text states: 

1QHa 12:14–18 

l(ylb twmz Myml(n hmhw … 14 
hn(lw #wr hrwp #rw# hktm)b wnwkn )lw blw blb hkw#rdyw wbw#xy 15 

Mtwb#xmb 
Mhynp dgnl wm# Mnww( lw#kmw Mylwlgb hkw#rdyw wrwty Mbl twryr# M(w 16 

w)byw 
trx) Nw#lw hp# g([w]l[b] Mhw tw(t ytwpm bzk y)ybn ypm hk#rwdl 17 

Km(l wrbdy 
… Mhy#(m lwk hymrb llwhl 18 

14 But they, the deceivers, hatch the plans of Belial 
15 and seek you with a divided heart. And they are not established in 

your truth. The root growing poison and wormwood is in their 
thoughts, 

16 and with a stubbornness of their heart they look around and seek you 
among idols. The stumbling block of their iniquity they have placed 
before themselves, and they come 

17 to seek you by the mouth[s] of lying prophets, those corrupted by 
error. With mocking lips and a strange tongue they speak to your 
people 

18 only to mock with deceit all their works. … 

Elsewhere in the Hodayot the protagonist is called upon to translate or 
interpret his own experience to those under his tutelage. In one passage, 
the speaker characterizes himself using an intriguing turn of phrase to 
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capture a double meaning which differentiates him from his enemies: 
“For you have set me up as a standard for the elect of righteousness, as a 
mediator of knowledge (t(d Cylm)  in mysteries of wonder” (1QHa 
10:15). This word, Cylm, a hiphil participle of the root Cyl, is deployed 
several times in the surrounding context with its other connotation in 
mind: the same word can also mean “one who scorns or scoffs,” or may 
be combined with negative words like tw(t or bzk or hymr to yield 
“mediators of error” or the like, and it is with this in mind that the 
composer of the hymn contrasts the first-person speaker with his 
enemies.57 It is especially interesting that in biblical usage the word is 
found generally to have a negative sense, even when it carries the sense 
of “mediator/interpreter,”58 and yet here, the author claims that his 
superior intermediation—his interpretation—is a function of his place 
within the community and is directly opposed to the other Mycylm, the 
ones who “mediate error” or “scorn.”  

Such a sentiment is mirrored in the pesher to the Psalms 
(4Q171/4QpPsa), in which the lemma “Be silent before the LORD and 
wait for him, do not be annoyed with the one who has success, with 
someone who hatches plots” (Ps 37:7) is interpreted in the following 
way: 

4QpPsa 1–2 i 18–19 

yrm)b Mybr h(th r#) bzkh #y) l( w[r#p] … 18 
… t(d Cylml [w(]m# )wlw twlqb wrxb )yk rq# 19 

18 … Its [interpretation] concerns the Man of the Lie, who deceived 
many with words 

19 of falsehood, for they have chosen dishonorable things and did not 
listen to the mediator of knowledge. … 

This “mediator of knowledge” may be a reference to the same figure 
represented as the speaker in many of the Hodayot, which is a further 
indication that we should read these passages alongside one another. 

                                                
57  BDB proposes an etymology that might explain both meanings: that the 

word is related to the Phoenician word for “interpreter,” as well as an Arabic 
cognate that means “to turn aside”; “hence, perh. prop. speak indirectly or 
obliquely” (539). 

58  See Isa 43:27: “Your first ancestor sinned, and your ambassadors (?) 
transgressed against me” yb w#(p Kycylmw )+x Nw#)rh Kyb). An exception is in 
the Joseph cycle, in which Joseph and his brothers communicate through an 
interpreter, Mtnyb Cylmh yk (Gen 42:23). 
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Despite the speaker’s elevated status in the council, and his duty to 
mediate the “mysteries of knowledge” to the elect, he complains about 
those around him and their inability to follow him in acting justly: 

1QHa 13:25–28 

ymxl ylkw[) M]g … 25 
Myrrws ytc( y#n)w ydws ydmcn lwk lw( tp#b yl( wzylyw bq( wlydgh yl( 26 

N(mlw yb [hkr]ybgh rwb(bw twwh ynbl lykr wkly yb htbx zrbw bybs Mybylmw 27 
… tm) dwsw hnyb Ny(m trts Mtm#) 28 

25 … Ev[en those] who eat my bread 
26 have lifted the heel against me, and all who joined my council have 

mocked me with evil lips. And the men of my congregation are 
stubborn, 

27 and they go around muttering. And about the mystery you have 
hidden in me they go slandering to the sons of destruction. Because 
[you] have exal[ted yourself] in me, and for the sake 

28 of their guilt you have hidden [in me?] the spring of understanding 
and the foundation of truth. …59 

Nevertheless, the “I” of these hodayot knows that God “will soon raise 
up survivors among Your people … and refine them so that they may be 
cleansed from guilt” (1QHa 14:8). The text continues with an intriguing 
reference to the “men of Your council and in the lot together with the 
angels of the presence”: 

1QHa 14:16–18 

by#h[l -- ]ql Mynb Cylm Ny)w Mybp yk)lm M( dxy lrwgbw hktc( y#n) lwkl 16 
M[(zgw Mlw( l]rwgb hkyr# wyhyw hkdwbk ypb wbw#y [ -- ] yk xwrk 17 

… Mlw( t(+m ypw(l rcn l
d
gl Mlw( dwh[l Cycy ]Cyck xrp 18 

16 (to) all the men of Your council, in the lot together [or of the Yah [ad] 
with the angels of the presence and without a mediator for your 
[holy ones?] [to] return [or to answer?] 

                                                
59 See also 4QAges of Creation B, which reflects perhaps a similar 

recognition that there were those in the ranks who had betrayed the covenant as 
it was conceived by the Yah [ad leadership: “[ … ] for guilt in the Yah [ad with the 
coun[cil] of shame[fulness] ([hw]r( [d]ws) to wa[l]low in the sin of humankind, 
and for great judgments and severe diseases in their flesh … according to their 
uncleanness caused by the council of the sons of h[eaven] and earth, as a wicked 
Yah [ad (h(#r dxyl) until the end” (4Q181 1 3–4). For discussion of the 
interpretation of this text see Peters, Noah Traditions in the Dead Sea Scrolls,      
154–58. 
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17 according to the spirit, for [ … ] They will return [repent?] according 
to your glory, and they will be your rulers in the [everlasting] lo[t.] 
Their [stem] 

18 sprouts like a flower [that blooms for] eternal splendor, to raise up a 
shoot as branches of an eternal planting. …60  

In this striking image, the men of the council are bound up with the 
angels of the presence, but there is no mediator for (between?) the “holy 
ones.” It is not exactly clear how the word Cylm is to be understood here, 
but it shows up in a similar context in another copy (or recension) of the 
Hodayot from cave 4. In this case, the text appears to draw upon the 
tradition found in some of the creation Psalms (Pss 8, 92, 104) and in the 
book of Job (Job 26, 38–41), in which the vast chasm that separates the 
creature (“of dust”) from God is emphasized. This text acknowledges 
that separation, and yet affirms that God has chosen “the poor” to join 
with the “sons of heaven” in some kind of union: 

4Q427 7 ii 16–22 (partial overlap with 1QHa 26:35–38)61 

[rp)w rp( b]#xy hmw … 16 
[M( dxyb )wblw hkynpl ]dm(mb bcythlw Cql Cqm hl) rpsl 17 

[ -- hkypk rbd ]by#hl Cylm Ny)w Mym# ynb 18 
[rwc(nw -- hknw]crl wntdm(h )yk hkl 19 

    62[ -- ]hkytw)lpn (m#  20a 

                                                
60  The trope “eternal planting” is fairly common in the sectarian literature as 

a reference to the Yah [ad, but is found in other, related literature such as 
4QInstruction (4Q418 81 13); 1 En 10:16 (“plant of truth”), 84:6 (“plant of the 
eternal seed”), 93:5, 10; Jub 1:16, 16:26, 21:24, and 36:6. See Patrick Tiller, “The 
‘Eternal Planting’ in the Dead Sea Scrolls,” DSD 4 (1997): 312–35, and the 
bibliography he provides. Tiller concludes that the phrase “eternal planting” is 
“a relatively fixed metaphor which functions within certain variable limits of 
meaning and application, and that we must therefore assume a common cultural 
matrix in which the documents were first composed and transmitted” (313). See 
also Paul Swarup, The Self-Understanding of the Dead Sea Scrolls Community (LSTS 
59; London: T&T Clark, 2006) and his discussion of the “eternal planting” motif. 

61 This is possibly the “missing beginning” of a composition called the 
Canticle of Michael (4Q491) by Maurice Baillet in his editio princeps in DJD 7; for 
discussion see Wise, “Myl)b ynwmk ym,” 173–193, 205–16. This composition is 
perhaps related to the “Self-Glorification Hymn”; see below for additional 
discussion. 

62  Lines 20a–20 reflect scribal corrections in 4QHa. Eileen Schuller explains 
as follows: “As far as the process can be reconstructed: in 4QHa 7 ii 20, after xwk, 
the scribe wrote hkl by#hl; this was expunctuated by dots above all the letters. 
The scribe corrected with an interlinear addition, hkytw)lpn (m#. Having written 
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[ -- hl)]k hkl by#hl 20 
[hty+hw -- Myn]yb #y)l )wlw hkl wnrbd 21 

 … wntyp# )cwml[ N]zw) 22 

16 … How is [dust and ashes to be reckoned]  
17 in order to recount these things continually, and take a stand in 

place[ before You, and come into community with]  
18 the sons of heaven? There is no mediator to ans[wer at Your 

command … ] 
19 to You. For You have established us at [your good ]pleas[ure … and 

we possess strength  
20 to hear wonders such as [these … ] 
21 We speak to you and not to an inter[mediary … You have inclined 
22 an ear to the utterance of our lips. …63 

It is difficult to reconcile the statements made here with those of the 
previous citations. Perhaps the latter two texts describe an unmediated 
communal kind of visionary experience in which there is no need for a 
mediatory figure, or they reflect a time in the life of the community when 
there was in fact no Cylm and yet the community still spoke to God and 
not to an Mynyb #y).64 While these two statements pose a challenge to 
understanding the mediatorial function of the t(d Cylm attested in the 
Hodayot and the Psalms pesher, they do not necessarily undermine the 
claim that the Teacher and his followers understood his participation in 
God’s council—however construed—to instill in him the knowledge that 
informed the community’s interpretative work, which in turn 
undergirded his experience and knowledge of the true nature of God 
and God’s creation. This notion is reinforced elsewhere in the Hodayot: 

                                                

hkytw)lpn, the form of the word that is most common in the Hodayot, the scribe 
then changed this to tw)lpn with dots above hky to delete these letters. In 4QHb 
21 1, (wm#l xwk[ is preserved. In 4QHa, we could read (ym#l, a Hip’il infinitive, 
which fits perhaps better with tw)lpn, but in the 4QHa interlinear correction, 
(m# seems to be a Qal infinitive.” Schuller suggests that given all the evidence 
the phrase should be restored to read hl)k tw)lpn (wm#l xwk rwc(nw “and we 
possess strength to hear wonders such as these” (Schuller, DJD 40:299–307). 

63  See 1QS 11:8, where a similar scenario is envisioned: “He unites their 
assembly to the sons of the heavens in order (to form) the council of the 
Community and a foundation of the building of holiness to be an eternal 
plantation throughout all time to come.” 

64  The only biblical use of this phrase is with reference to Goliath in 1 Sam 
17:4, 23, where it is often translated as “champion.” There it appears as -#y) 
Mynbh, which BDB defines as “the man of the space between two armies” (108). 
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1QHa 23:11–14 

ynw#lbw hkdb( ypb htxtp rw[qm )yk … ] 11 
hl)b Cylmlw wtnybm rcyl (ym#[ml +p#]m wq l( htqqx 12 

dwly t{w}m#)w wkrd rmx rcyl xykwhl[ rw]qm xtptw ynwmk rp(l 13 
hkzw(b htkms r#) rcyl hktm) r[wq]m xtplw wy#(mk h#) 14 

11 [For] you open [a foun]tain in the mouth of your servant, and upon 
my tongue 

12 you have engraved ju[dgment] according to the measuring line [for 
the one who pro]claims his understanding to a creature, and for one 
who interprets [or mediates] these things 

13 to a being of dust like me. You open a foun[tain ]in order to reprove a 
creature of clay with respect to his way and the guilt of the one born 

14 of woman according to his deeds, and (you) open the f[oun]tain of 
your truth to the creature whom you have sustained by your        
strength . … 

The Cylm is appointed to stand before God, and his tongue has been 
“engraved with a measuring line” so that he will know how to declare to 
the “human vessel” some of his understanding—“that he might open a 
fountain of truth” to the one who receives the reproving. This 
“measuring line”65 is apparently installed to guide the interpreter in his 
“choice” of words, so that what he speaks will be in precise conformity 
with the predetermined order of the cosmos. This image, perhaps as 
much as any notion of prophecy found in the Hebrew Bible, depicts the 
speaker as one who has no choice but to speak the words pre-ordained 
for him to convey (Amos 3:8: “the Lord has spoken—who can but 
prophesy?”), and picks up on the presentation of (for example) Moses, 
who receives the words to speak which he otherwise would be incapable 
of uttering (Exod 4:10–16). In an earlier column such speech is also 
associated with knowing and recounting the “mysteries”: 

1QHa 9:29–33 

ht)rb ht) … 29 
wq l( Myrbd M#tw Mtwyh Mr+b Mytp# yrp Nktw hyrbd (dtw Nw#lb 30 

                                                
65  The word wq is used in interesting ways in the Hebrew Bible, often in 

reference to the “measuring” involved in creation—either of the world or of the 
(real or imagined) temple (1 Kgs 7:23; Ezek 47:3; Zech 1:16; Jer 31:39; Job 38:5)—
or to the marking off distribution land (Isa 34:17), or even for marking an area for 
destruction (2 Kgs 21:13; Isa 34:11). In any case, it is a word that always connotes 
the task of measuring in preparation for some kind of constructive or destructive 
activity. 
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(ydwhl Mnwb#xl twxwr y(bmw Mhyzrl Mywq )cwtw hdmb Mytp# xwr (bmw 31 
hkqdc y[+]p[#]mw hktm) y#(m lwkb hkytw)lpn rpslw hkdwbk 32 

hkm# llhlw 
 … M[ymlw]( ymlw(l hkwkrby Mlk# ypl hky(dwy lwk hpb 33 

29 … You yourself created  
30 breath for the tongue. You know its words, and you determine the 

fruit of the lips before they exist. You set the words according to a 
measuring line  

31 and the utterance of the breath of the lips by measure. You bring 
forth the line according to their mysteries and the utterances of the 
breath according to their calculus, in order to make known  

32 your glory and to recount your wonders in all your faithful deeds 
and your righteous j[ud]gm[ents], and to praise your name  

33 with the mouth of all who know you. According to their insight they 
bless you for ev[erlasti]ng ages. …66 

This passage is part of a larger and magnificent soliloquy in which the 
speaker meditates on the total mastery of God over creation, drawing on 
biblical creation language and emphasizing the predetermined nature of 
everything—not only “everything under the sun” but the sun (perhaps 
especially the sun) as well. The luminaries, stars, and the heavenly 
storehouses—all of these have been established “according to their 
mysteries,” which the speaker also has come to know and understand. In 
fact he declares that he knows these things through God’s knowledge, 
and addressing God, says that it is “because you have opened my ears to 
the mysteries of wonder” (1QHa 9:9–21).67 

This phrase “opened my ears to the mysteries” )lp yzrl ynzw) htylg 
brings us to one more way in which the apprehension of “mysteries” is 
cast in terms reminiscent of the prophetic tradition, as it links the 
moment of understanding with a revelatory function.68 The phrase hlg 
Nzw) is an idiomatic expression that has the sense of “to reveal,” perhaps 
in an auditory fashion, and is found in passages dealing with the 
receiving of a prophetic word (1 Sam 9:15; 2 Sam 7:27).  

Yet in one passage, in the context of Elihu’s rebuke of Job for 
(apparently) not understanding God’s ways, the book of Job declares, 
“For God speaks in one way, and in two, though people do not perceive 
it. In a dream, in a vision of the night … then he opens their ears …” (Job 

                                                
66  Compare 1QS 9:9, 25–26. 
67  See 1QHa 5:5–8. 
68  Primarily in 4QInstruction and related texts: 4Q416 2 iii 18; 4Q418 123 ii 4; 

4Q418 184 2; 4Q423 4 4; 4Q423 5 1; and 4Q423 7 6. 
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33:15–16). This passage is intriguing for the way in which it combines 
vision and hearing into a description of the reception of divine reality. 
Even though the book itself is usually characterized as a wisdom 
composition, this is an example of how it occasionally reflects 
apocalyptic and even prophetic kinds of language and structure.69  

One final way in which we might consider the prophetic aspects of 
the use of “mystery” language in the Qumran texts is through the use of 
the phrase “to gaze upon the mysteries.” The word +bn is used in several 
cases in the Hebrew Bible in connection with Moses and his encounters 
with the God of Israel, as well as in (at least) one instance in which the 
word is associated with (presumably licit) magical practice. In Moses’ 
first encounter with God at the burning bush, Moses “hid his face, for he 
was afraid to look at God” Myhl)h-l) +ybhm )ry yk wynp h#m (Exod 3:6); 
but in the famous passage in Num 12 in which Moses’ prophetic 
authority is asserted over that of Miriam and Aaron, a rather bold claim 
is made about him: “With him I speak mouth to mouth, plainly and not 
in riddles, and he gazes upon the likeness of the Lord” wb-rbd) hp-l) hp 
+yby hwhy tnmtw tdyxb )lw h)rmw (Num 12:8). In a strikingly different 
episode, when the people have suffered God’s punishment for their 
complaint in the wilderness—a punishment of seraph serpents with fatal 
bites—Moses is commanded to fashion such a seraph figure and attach it 
to a standard as a kind of salubrious antidote (and perhaps as an 
apotropaic device?). “And when anyone was bitten by a serpent, he 
would look at (+bn) the copper serpent and recover” (Num 21:4–9).70  

In these texts the function of “gazing” has a certain performative 
quality, and it seems to be efficacious in some way or another. The act of  
“gazing” itself comes with certain results, which explains both Moses’ 
reluctance to look at God in the burning bush episode (he was afraid of 
what might happen) as well as the superiority of his prophetic status (he 
is the only human who is allowed to see God). The implication of his 
“gazing upon the likeness of the Lord” is that he knows more and thus 
his authority is not to be questioned. As a result of his authority, his 

                                                
69  See the interesting paper by Timothy J. Johnson, which is derived from 

his recent Marquette University dissertation: “Job as Proto-Apocalypse: A Fresh 
Proposal for Job’s Governing Genre” (paper presented at the annual meeting of 
the Society of Biblical Literature, San Antonio, Tex., 22 November, 2004). 

70  The copper or (often) bronze serpent is an interesting artifact from the 
ancient Israelite cult. See 2 Kgs 18:4, in which Hezekiah, as part of his cultic 
reforms, broke into pieces the “bronze serpent that Moses had made, for until 
those days the people of Israel had made offerings to it. …” See Karen Randolph 
Joines, “The Bronze Serpent in the Israelite Cult,” JBL 87 (1968): 245–56. 
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mediatorial function also involves crafting the figure of the serpent 
whose power was also to transform the state of the gazer. While all this 
may seem to have but marginal relevance to the present study, it helps at 
least to make the point that in the Qumran texts we find the adoption of 
a similar use for +bn, one that is also performative, efficacious, and 
transformative. 

The final column of the Community Rule states: “By his righteousness 
my transgression is blotted out. For from the fountain of his knowledge 
my light has gone forth (opened up), and upon his wonders my eyes 
have gazed—the light of my heart upon the mystery that is to be”        
yny( h+ybh wytw)lpnbw yrw) xtp wt(d rwqmm )yk y(#p xmy wtwqdcbw        
hyhn zrb ybbl trw)w (1QS 11:3–4). The subject here claims that there is a 
direct causal relationship between the reversal of his transgressions, his 
gazing upon the wonders and mysteries, and his “light” going forth 
from the source of God’s knowledge. It is interesting here that it is the 
“light of his heart” that does the gazing upon the “mystery that is to be,” 
insofar as such language of “light” is a typical element of apocalyptic 
and mystical discourses in which the “righteous ones” are transformed 
into light by a process of angelification or deification.71 Of course, this 
reflex also calls Moses to mind as the one who, in his close encounter 
with God, descends the mountain with a “mask of light” which itself 
becomes a source of “enlightenment” for his followers. 

Such a possibility for mystical transformation reaches its ultimate 
expression in a text whose genre, title, and affiliation have been a matter 
of some dispute, but one that is intimately related to other sectarian 
liturgical hymns like the Hodayot and the Songs of the Sabbath Sacrifice. In 
this so-called Self-Glorification Hymn (which has at least two different 
recensions72) there is yet another association between the “mysteries” 

                                                
71  This motif is complex, widespread in ancient Judaism and Christianity, 

and has been treated in a number of important studies. See Smelik, “On Mystical 
Transformation of the Righteous,” 122–44; Sanders, “Performative Exegesis,” 64–
79; Crispin T. Fletcher-Louis, “Heavenly Ascent or Incarnational Presence? A 
Revisionist Reading of the Songs of the Sabbath Sacrifice,” and Christopher 
Morray-Jones, “The Temple Within: The Embodied Divine Image and Its 
Worship in the Dead Sea Scrolls and Other Early Jewish and Christian Sources,” 
both published in Society of Biblical Literature Seminar Papers (SBLSP 37; Atlanta: 
Scholars Press, 1998), 367–99 and 400–431, respectively. 

72 According to Eshel, “4Q471b: A Self-Glorification Hymn,” Recension A is 
reflected in 4Q471b (= 4Q431—see Wise, “Myl)b ynwmk ym,” 194–203), 4Q427 7 i 5–
23, and 1QHa 26:6–16; and Recension B is reflected in 4Q491c. It is difficult at this 
stage to be certain about the redactional history and relationship of these 
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and the claim that the subject has taken his place in God’s heavenly 
council. The presumed answer to the series of rhetorical questions is “no 
one else but God.” In this text, the speaker—perhaps modeled on the 
Teacher of Righteousness, if not that very figure himself73—issues several 
astonishing statements whose effect is to elevate his status beyond the 
normal limits of humanity.74 I present here the two most salient passages 
from the different recensions: 

                                                

recensions, but both possibly derive from an earlier hymn that circulated 
independently of its inclusion in other contexts like the Hodayot. 

73 The identity of the speaker of this hymn has long been debated since 
Baillet first identified him as the archangel Michael. Morton Smith critiqued 
Baillet’s view and concluded that the speaker was a human being (and not an 
angel) who had ascended to heaven (“Ascent to the Heavens,” 181–88; “Two 
Ascended to Heaven—Jesus and the Author of 4Q491” in Jesus and the Dead Sea 
Scrolls [ed. J. H. Charlesworth; New York: Doubleday, 1992], 290–300); Eshel 
(“4Q471b: A Self-Glorification Hymn”), John Collins (The Scepter and the Star 
[New York: Doubleday, 1995], 136–53), and Devorah Dimant (J. J. Collins and D. 
Dimant, “A Thrice-Told Hymn: A Response to Eileen Schuller,” JQR 85 [1994]: 
154) agree that the speaker is to be understood as a human being; Émile Puech 
argues that there is a collective use of the text in which each member of the 
sectarian community speaks for himself or herself (Puech, “Une apocalypse 
messianique (4Q521),” RevQ 15 [1992]: 489–90). While the question must remain 
open given the inconclusive nature of the textual evidence, I side with those who 
see this as a human speaker, and I tend to agree with Alexander’s comment that 
“if we assume that the original Self-Glorification Hymn was composed by the 
Teacher of Righteousness, who, in the manner of his ancestor Levi, established 
his priestly and prophetic credentials within the community by an ascent to 
heaven, then it would make sense to see each successive Maskil as reaffirming 
the Teacher’s experience, and as demonstrating in his own right his fitness to 
lead the community” (The Mystical texts, 89). I would add to this conclusion a 
reference to the Songs of the Sage (4Q511 8 6–8), lines presumably spoken by the 
Maskil: “God [has made] me [dwell] in the shelter (rtsb = “in the secret place”) 
of the Most High [ … ] [in the shadow of] his [hand]s He hid me [ … ] [He has 
concea]led me with His holy ones [ … ] [togeth]er (dxy) with [His] holy ones         
[ … ].” Eshel reconstructed the first word in line 6 (ynb[y#wh]), which is missing in 
Baillet’s edition in DJD 7; see “4Q471b: A Self-Glorification Hymn,” 197. 

74  The text and translation are from Eshel, “4Q471b: A Self-Glorification 
Hymn,” 184. The text is from 4Q491c, which has parallels with 4Q471b, 4Q427 7, 
and 1QHa 26; the history of reconstruction and interpretation of these fragments 
is also discussed by Wise, “Myl)b ynwmk ym.” 
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Recension A—4Q471b (= 4Q431) 1–2 (par. 4Q427 7 i; 1QHa 26:6–16)75 

[td(b ynw(mw b]#xt[) Myl) M( yn) vacat] 1 
[ymw y]nwmk hzbn[ ymw yb b#xn zwbl y]m #dwq 2 

[)wl hyrwhw y]b hmdy (r[ lwbsy ymw My#y) ]ldx ynwmk 3 
[Mym#k -- yt]b#y yn)[yk] ytwrhb hmdt 4 

[lzmw yp yxtpb yndwny ym] Myl)b ynwmk ym 5 
[yn) yk y+p#mb hmdyw ynd(wy Nw#lb] ym lyky ym yxp# 6 

[ydwbklw yb )by )wlw My#w]dql (r Klmh dydy 7 
[)wl Klmh ynb M( ydwbkw ydm(m Myl) M( yn]) yk hmdy )wl 8 

[)wl Myrypw) Mtkw yl ry]tk()) zpb 9 
… Mydydy ]wrmz [ ] 10 

1 [vacat I am ]recko[ned with the angels, my dwelling is in] the holy 
2 [council.] Wh[o has been accounted despicable like me? And who] has 

been despised like m[e? And who] 
3 has been shunned [by men] like me? [And who] compares to [me in 

enduring ] evil? [No teaching] 
4 compares with my teaching. [For ]I sit [in heaven] 
5 Who is like me among the angels? [Who would cut me off when I 

open my mouth? And] who 
6 could measure [the flow] of my lips? Who [can associate with me in 

speech, and thus compare with my judgment? For I] 
7 am the beloved of the King, a compansion of the ho[ly ones, and no 

one can accompany me. And to my glory] 
8 no one can compare, for I [have my station with the angels, and my 

glory with the sons of the King. Neither] 
9 with gold will (I) cro[wn myself, nor with refined gold] 
10 [ ] Sing, [O beloved ones … 

Recension B—4Q491c 6–876 

ymwd )[wl … ] 5 
ytk#y yn) )yk )yb )wby )wlw ytlwz Mmwry )wlw {{ hmdy }} )yl ydwbk[l] 6 

Ny)w My[m#b )#n Mwr]b 
M) )yk yt]w)t r#bk )wl #dwq td(b ynwkmw b#xy) Myl) M( yn) Myby[bs] 7 

dwbkb yl[dwn 
… )yl hmdy ydwbkb )ymw )yb b#xn zwbl )y[m] #dwqh Nw[(m] 8 

 
5 [ … No]ne can compare 
6 [to] my glory; none has been exalted save myself, and none can 

oppose me. I sit on [high, exalted in hea]ven, and none 

                                                
75 Text from Eshel, DJD 29:428. 
76 Text and translation are from Wise, “Myl)b ynwmk ym,” 182–83. 
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7 [su]rround (me). I am reckoned with the angels, my dwelling is in the 
holy council. [My] desi[re] is not of the flesh; [rather,] my [por]tion 
lies in the glory of 

8 the holy [hab]itation. [W]ho has been accounted contemptible like me, 
yet who is like me in my glory? 

These fascinating texts push to the extreme what other Qumran texts 
suggest in a more circumspect manner, namely the experience of the 
process of deification or angelification that accompanies participation in 
the heavenly liturgy. In such a context the speaker of this hymn comes 
(apparently) to know the “mysteries of his devising/plan,” which 
includes knowledge of the heavens and the council, and thus his 
teaching attains superlative status so that he can claim, somewhat in the 
manner of Job’s God, “who can measure my speech?” 

These passages have important thematic and linguistic parallels in 
other Qumran texts such as Berakhot (4Q286–90), the Songs of the Sage 
(4Q510–11), 4QMysteriesc (4Q301), 11QMelchizedek (11Q13), and the 
Songs of the Sabbath Sacrifice (4Q400-407; 11Q17; Mas1k).77 There are 
doubtless additional texts one might adduce to reinforce the fact that one 
of the important aspects of the use of “mystery” language in the Qumran 
scrolls was the use of prophetic tropes and motifs. I have tried to present 
a sufficiently clear argument that this was the case. Even if it has been 
difficult at times to differentiate the prophetic from the priestly or 
sapiential in this regard, I hope to have contributed to at least two 
current scholarly discussions: (1) the nature of prophetic activity attested 
in the Qumran scrolls and (2) one function of the concept of “mystery” 
therein.78 

                                                
77 Alexander has discussed these at length in The Mystical Texts, 13–72; see 

also Esther Eshel, “The Identification of the ‘Speaker’ of the Self-Glorification 
Hymn,” in The Provo International Conference on the Dead Sea Scrolls: Technological 
Innovations, New Texts, and Reformulated Issues (ed. D. W. Parry and E. Ulrich; 
STDJ 30; Leiden: Brill, 1999), 619–35. 

78 Several scholarly works on the nature of prophecy and mystery in the 
Dead Sea Scrolls have been published too recently for me to incorporate them 
here. I wish it would have been possible to interact with them in this section, 
especially Martti Nissinen’s “Transmitting Divine Mysteries: The Prophetic Role 
of Wisdom Teachers in the Dead Sea Scrolls,” in Scripture in Transition: Essays on 
Septuagint, Hebrew Bible, and Dead Sea Scrolls in Honour of Raija Sollamo (ed. Anssi 
Voitila and Jutta Jokiranta; JSJSup 126; Leiden: Brill, 2008), 513–33; and George 
Brooke’s “The Place of Prophecy in Coming out of Exile: The Case of the Dead 
Sea Scrolls,” in the same volume, pages 535–50. 
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SAPIENTIAL ASPECTS OF “MYSTERY” 

The presence of wisdom-related compositions at Qumran has been a 
topic of great interest to scholars of early Judaism and the Dead Sea 
Scrolls. In terms of the longstanding question about the relationships 
among wisdom, prophecy, and apocalypticism and their corresponding 
literary genres, the strong interest in wisdom themes among several of 
the Qumran texts—and often in the context of apocalyptically-oriented 
compositions—has been frequently noted, and has helped to establish a 
kind of “missing link” in discussions about the generic and ideological 
relationships among wisdom, prophecy, and apocalyptic worldviews. 

Because so much scholarly attention has been paid in recent years to 
the wisdom compositions from Qumran—and especially to the “revealed 
wisdom” of 4QInstruction and related texts—this section will not dwell 
at length on them. As I have indicated throughout the present work, the 
primary locus for expressions of “mystery” in the wisdom-oriented 
compositions is in the term hyhn zr. Such a “mystery that is to be” itself 
becomes the object of revelation, study, and contemplation, as well as the 
subject matter for pedagogical instruction. Often the verb accompanying 
the phrase hyhn zr is a form of hlg, and in the Qumran Scrolls the subject 
of the verb is most often God, so that it is God who does the 
“uncovering” or “revealing,” with the result that the recipient of the 
revelation comes to know the “mystery” in the process. Not as frequent, 
though equally interesting, are the cases in which the one doing the 
“uncovering” is a human being, for example in 4QInstruction: 

4Q416 2 iii 17–19 (par. 4Q418 10 1–2) 

r#)kw Mdbw( Nk xwrh l( rcyw hkb hmly#mh r#)k … 17 
hmhynp rdh[   ]bw hkdwbk N(ml Mdbk hyhn zrb hknzw) 79hlg 18 

vacat hkymy Kwr)w hkyyx N(ml 19 

                                                
79  According to the editors of this text (Strugnell and Harrington, DJD 

34.122), the singular hlg is to be read as a plural: “The structure and thought here       
… do not require ‘God’ as subject of the verb, or ‘one,’ but demand a plural 
subject instead, ‘they’ (sc. the parents); therefore correct to wlg (cf. Mdbk, Mdbw(, 
etc. and wwcyw in line 17 supra). But the fixed use of a singular subject may have 
attracted the wlg, needed here, into an easier hlg; the parents’ actions are 
compared with God’s, as in the context.” I am not sure that the context demands 
this emendation; the recipient of the hyhn zr, having had his ears uncovered by 
God, may simply then be able to direct his attention in the proper way toward his 
parents. 
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17 … And just as He has set them [parents] in authority over you and 
fashioned you according to the Spirit, so you should serve them. And 
as  

18 they have uncovered your ear to the mystery that is to be, honor 
them for the sake of your own honor and with [reverence] before 
them, 

19 for the sake of your life and the length of your days. vacat 

In this case, then, it is apparently the parents who have the divinely 
appointed task of uncovering the hyhn zr to their offspring, who himself 
is evidently counted among the elect. It is somewhat difficult to 
understand the role of the parents depicted here, in part because the 
social arrangement presumed by the composition as a whole is not 
family-oriented but rather seems to reflect a school-like setting involving 
sage and disciple or student. Indeed, elsewhere in this composition it is 
clear that the hyhn zr is esoteric knowledge appropriated or available 
only to those among the in-group of 4QInstruction.  

Benjamin G. Wright III attempts to resolve this problem by noting 
that elsewhere in this composition God is compared to one’s parents 
(“For as God is to a man, so is his own father; and as the Lord is to a 
person, so is his mother” [4Q416 2 iii 16]), and that by directly address-
ing the mevin [the instructee] as “son,” the sage inserts himself into that 
relationship, effectively claiming the same authority that he has urged 
between the mevin and his “real” parents. At the same time, the linkage 
of the sage to the mevin’s parents and to God essentially grounds the 
sage’s teaching in the divine order. “Your father is like God to you, and I 
am a father to you,” says the sage. How could one fail to listen?80 Thus 
even if the addressee’s parents—or the mevin—are said to be involved in 
“revealing” the hyhn zr to the instructee, it is ultimately God who is 
understood to be the source of the content of such a “mystery.” Both the 
divine and mundane uses of the phrase are here employed 
simultaneously. 

The other verbs that are associated with the phrase hyhn zr include 

xql, hgh, #rd, and #rp, all of which are found in compositions with 
prominent wisdom themes and associations. It is interesting that each of 
these terms may presuppose an already existing form of revelation 
(something that is amenable to “searching” or “interpreting”), but that 
the results of such activities are often characterized as additional 

                                                
80  “From Generation to Generation: The Sage as Father in Early Jewish 

Literature,” in Biblical Traditions in Transmission: Essays in Honour of Michael A. 
Knibb (ed. Charlotte Hempel and Judith M. Lieu; JSJSup 111; Leiden: Brill, 2006), 
383. 
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revelation, or at the very least as constituting an epistemological 
transformation that is accompanied by new forms and objects of 
knowledge which are somehow divinely inspired. Some passages, 
however, do appear to reflect a more experiential and even mystical 
connotation. 

Regarding the first of these verbs, +bn, which occurs in the 
Community Rule (1QS 11:3 and 19—a section often thought to have some 
affinities with 4QInstruction and other wisdom compositions), Mysteries 
(4Q300 1aii–b2), and 4QInstruction (4Q416 2 i 5; 4Q417 1 i 2), the action 
of “gazing” is related in some way to the hyhn zr and its contents. It is 
possible, however, that this referent is understood or applied in slightly 
different ways in these texts. In the Community Rule passage, the speaker 
claims that “from the source of [God’s] knowledge (wt(d rwqmm) he has 
opened up my light, and my eye has gazed upon his wonders and the 
light of my heart (has gazed) upon the mystery that is to be” wytw)lpnbw 
hyhn zrb ybbl trw)w yny( h+ybh (1QS 11:3). And later in the same column 
the speaker declares, in a somewhat parallel fashion, that “my eye has 
gazed upon what is eternal—even the wisdom hidden from men, the 
knowledge and wise prudence hidden from humanity” (1QS 11:5–6). 
Even “in 4QInstruction the frequency of +bn with regard to the mystery 
that is to be underscores a more visual understanding [and] … this 
suggests that gazing upon the mystery that is to be might have been a 
type of visionary experience.”81 But in this passage, the broader context 
often suggests that “contemplation of the mystery that is to be probably 
involved reflection upon teachings that had already been given.”82 This 
is also true of the other passages in which the “mystery that is to be” is 
studied, searched, interpreted, grasped, and so forth. 

In other passages there are more direct appropriations of sapiential 
discourse in the form of combinations of zr + words denoting wisdom, 
knowledge, and prudence. The Hodayot hymnist claims that “by the 
mysteries of your wonder you have given insight” (1QHa 19:10), and “in 
the mystery of your wisdom (hktmkx zrb) you have reproved me”  
(1QHa 17:23). And as I have demonstrated in chapter 4, throughout the 
Qumran Scrolls the use of “mystery” is entirely bound up with concepts 
and terms pertaining to knowledge and wisdom, all of which might be 
described as being part of the sapiential discourse of the Yah [ad. Of 
course, if we are to speak about a sapiential discourse in the Qumran 
literature, it must be with full awareness of the fact that by this time in 
the Second Temple period certain strains of Jewish thought had already 

                                                
81  Goff, Worldly and Heavenly Wisdom, 38. 
82  Ibid., 39. 
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transformed the notion of “wisdom” into something like what we 
encounter in the Qumran Scrolls themselves.  

Wisdom had already been linked to revelation, which itself was only 
available to sage-like figures whose moral and religious dispositions 
were pure enough to merit divine favor—ideal figures like Daniel and 
Enoch—so that we are not surprised to find important “Qumranic” 
figures like the Maskil and the Teacher of Righteousness presented in an 
analogous fashion.83 The use of “mystery,” then, is one way in which the 
Qumran texts participate in this broader discourse, and in the process 
they make their own contribution to the array of depictions of how the 
fullness of divine wisdom can be revealed to select people whose 
righteousness makes them worthy to receive it and whose capacity for 
understanding makes the whole proposition worthwhile. 

1Q/4QMYSTERIES84 

One particularly good example of a text that brings together many of the 
themes developed in the present study is Mysteries (1Q27; 4Q299–300 
[301]85).86 As Lawrence Schiffman stated in one of his preliminary 
publications of 4QMysteries, 

                                                
83 For discussion of “revealed wisdom” in the Second Temple period see 

George W. E. Nickelsburg, “Revealed Wisdom as a Criterion for Inclusion and 
Exclusion: From Jewish Sectarianism to Early Christianity,” in To See Ourselves as 
Others See Us (ed. J. Neusner and E. S. Frerichs; Atlanta: Society of Biblical 
Literature, 1985), 73–91; Argall, 1 Enoch and Sirach, 15–98; Collins, Jewish Wisdom 
in the Hellenistic Age; A. Rofe, “Revealed Wisdom from the Bible to Qumran,” in 
Sapiential Perspectives: Wisdom Literature in Light of the Dead Sea Scrolls. Proceedings 
of the Sixth International Symposium of the Orion Center for the Study of the Dead Sea 
Scrolls and Associated Literature, 20–22 May 2001 (ed. J. J. Collins, G. E. Sterling, 
and R. Clements; STDJ 51; Leiden: Brill, 2004), 1–12; Grant Macaskill, Revealed 
Wisdom and Inaugurated Eschatology in Ancient Judaism and Early Christianity 
(JSJSup 115; Leiden: Brill, 2007). 

84  The following section is adapted from my article “’Riddled’ with Guilt.” 
85 There is some scholarly disagreement regarding whether 4Q301 is part 

of—or is a different recension of—the same composition as the other Mysteries 
manuscripts; in any case, it contains some important parallels and is related in 
some way to them. For discussion of this issue see E. Tigchelaar, “Your Wisdom 
and Your Folly: The Case of 1–4QMysteries,” in Wisdom and Apocalypticism in the 
Dead Sea Scrolls and in the Biblical Tradition (ed. F. G. Martínez; BETL 168; Leuven: 
Leuven University Press, 2003), 69–73. 

86 Ibba has argued that Mysteries is not a wisdom text in his “Il ‘Libro dei 
Misteri,’”; but see Matthew J. Goff, “Discerning Trajectories: 4QInstruction and 
the Sapiential Background of the Sayings Source,” JBL 124 (2005): 666. 
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The mysteries texts … open before us a new genre of wisdom literature. 
Hidden secrets spell out the future based on the proper understanding of 
the past. But these secrets are available only to a select group of people 
who are endowed with an ability to interpret the signs. What we have 
here is a wedding of wisdom and prophecy, not only a new literary 
genre, but further testimony to the religious creativity of Second Temple 
Judaism.87 

The following passage from 4Q300 is especially germane in the way that 
it blends “wisdom” and “prophecy” into a “new literary genre” and also 
a new ideological mode of expression: 

4Q300 1a ii–b 1–688 

z)w rbdn Mr+b hdyxh wdyghw l#mh wrm) (#p ydmlm Mym+[rxh   ] t[  ] 1 
 Mt+bh M) w(dt  

)l d( yzrbw Nwzxh Mt[x ]Mkm Mwtx yk hmklsk[ __ My]m#h twdw(tw 2 
  Mtlk#h )l hnybbw Mt+bh 

M)w hmkwx #rw#b Mt+bh )l yk[ __ ]ymhw h[ __ ]l wrm)t[ z]) 3 
Nwzxh wxtpt 

hmkx )yh h[m ]yk wm# [ __ ]mh Mkl yk M[k]tmkwx lk[ __ Mkm M]tst 4 
[ __ ]hyht )l d[w( __ ]tdxkn 5 

[ __ ] Nwz[x] 6 

1 [   ] [the mag]icians who are skilled in transgression utter the parable 
and relate the riddle before it is discussed, and then you will know 
whether you have considered, 

2 and the signs of the heav[ens     ]your foolishness, for the [s]eal of the 
vision is sealed from you, and you have not considered the eternal 
mysteries, and you have not come to understand wisdom. 

3 The[n ]you will say [    ] for you have not considered the root of 
wisdom, and if you open the vision 

4 it will be kept secr[et from you    ]all [yo]ur wisdom, for yours is the   [    
] his name, for [wh]at is wisdom (which is) 

5 hidden[    sti]ll there will not be [    ] 
6 the [vis]ion [of   ]  
 

                                                
87 Schiffman, “4QMysteries: A Preliminary Edition,” 235. 
88 Text and translation are from the official publication by Schiffman in DJD 

20:102–103. In this study I focus my attention on 4Q300 not to the exclusion of the 
other Mysteries manuscripts, but simply because 4Q300 is the manuscript that 
contains the passages most relevant to my purpose. The text above represents a 
composite of frags 1a ii and 1b, for which see Schiffman, DJD 20:100–103. 
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Several prominent questions (among many) readily emerge from a 
reading of this text: (1) Who are these “magicians,” or whom do they 
represent? (2) What is this “vision” and in what way is it sealed? (3) 
What are the “mysteries” and how do they come to be known? And in 
what ways are these “mysteries” related to the “root of wisdom”? 

As Schiffman pointed out in his DJD publication of this text, the 
language of 4Q300 is strongly reminiscent of the book of Daniel, 
especially in its use of the “sealed vision” motif (Nwzxh Mtx), in its 
reference to “magicians” (Mym+rx), and in the notion of revealed wisdom 
associated with the apprehension of “mysteries” by a worthy figure.89 
There are additional scriptural reflexes in Mysteries, such as from the 
Pentateuch and the book of Isaiah, and these have been explored by T. 
Elgvin in a recent publication on Mysteries.90 What has not been 
adequately registered in the literature, however, is the affinity that 
Mysteries has with the book of Habakkuk and its Qumran pesher 
(1QpHab), as well as other Qumran sectarian literature such as the 
Hodayot.91 

THE MAGICIANS  In the book of Daniel the magicians are those whose skill 
and knowledge prove inadequate to the task of recounting and 
interpreting the dreams of the king (Dan 1:20; 2:2, 10, 2:27; 4:4, 6; 5:11). 
Daniel’s knowledge is a foil to that of the Mym+rx/Nym+rx; he has the 
requisite understanding and wisdom to do what the king requests, 
though he defers to God as the source of his knowledge—to the “God in 
heaven who reveals mysteries” Nyzr )lg )ym#b hl) (Dan 2:28). In the 
ancient Near East and in Egypt, these Mym+rx are related to a certain 
class of diviners whose primary task was to interpret dream-signs or 
dream-visions and, in some cases, to preempt the realization of the 
dream with the use of therapeutic magic.92 Where they are not explicitly 
denounced in the biblical tradition, they are at best ineffective and 
unreliable.93 

                                                
89 Schiffman, DJD 20:102; Tigchelaar, “Your Wisdom and Your Folly,” 75. 
90 T. Elgvin, “The Use of Scripture in 1Q/4QMysteries,” in New Perspectives 

on Old Texts: Proceedings of the Tenth Annual International Orion Symposium, 
January 9–11, 2005 (ed. E. Chazon et al; STDJ; Leiden: Brill, forthcoming). 

91 A. Lange points out some of the parallels between Mysteries and the 
Hodayot in chapter 3 of his Weisheit und Prädestination, but does not draw the 
same conclusions as I offer below. 

92 See discussions and bibliographies in Collins, Daniel, 128, 145, 155–56; 
Nickelsburg, 1 Enoch, 198–99. 

93 Other biblical texts using this root include Exod 32:4 (in which Aaron uses 
a M+rx [“graving-tool”] to fashion the molten calf); Gen 41:8, 24; Exod 7:11; 8:3, 
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In addition to 4Q300, the only other texts from Qumran that witness 
to the use of the word M+rx are the Book of the Watchers of 1 Enoch (4Q201 
1 iv 2), 4QReworked Pentateuchc (4Q365 2, 3–4 [Exod 8:14–15]), as well as 
an unidentified fragment from cave 4 (PAM 43.676 23 1). In the case of 
the Aramaic fragments of 1 Enoch (4Q201 1 iv 2), the word (wm+rx, a 
noun) represents one of the illicit practices taught by the watcher 
Hermoni, though the textual data are rather jumbled for this passage.94 
At any rate, it is likely that here 1 Enoch attests to a tradition, also found 
in Daniel and in the Joseph stories of the book of Genesis, that 
distinguishes different kinds of dream interpretation: those authorized 
and inspired ones of the divinely-sanctioned expositors, and those of the 
transgressive, unauthorized, or simply lame imposters. In all cases 
including 1 Enoch, the revelations given to the protagonist are contrasted 
with the bankrupt divinations of the foil group.95 If one of the purposes 
of the Watchers story is to provide an etiology for the presence of sin and 
evil in the world, surely another purpose is to provide a suitable 
antithesis to the true nature of Enoch’s knowledge, and the knowledge of 
the group associating itself with him. As we know from other parts of 1 
Enoch and the biblical accounts,96 divination in the form of dream 
interpretation is not inherently evil in the minds of their authors—only 
when the wrong people are doing the divining does it become 
anathema.97 Indeed, as Armin Lange has demonstrated, dream 
interpretation was likely among the forms of “magic” or divination 
performed among the Yah [ad.98 

To return to 4Q300: the magicians or interpreters are said to be 
skilled in transgression ((#p ydmlm); their activities (divinations) are 
bankrupt and in the end amount to sins. This charge would indeed 
correspond with what we have already adduced from other sources, and 

                                                

14, 15; 9:11. As Nickelsburg points out (1 Enoch, 198–99), in the Joseph story “LXX 
translates [Mym+rx] with e2cegh5tai” (“interpreters”). In the Exodus story M+rx 
denotes the magicians who attempt to explicate Moses’ and Aaron’s miracles. 

94 See Nickelsburg, 1 Enoch, 189; 198–99; J. T. Milik, The Books of Enoch: 
Aramaic Fragments from Qumran (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1976), 160. 

95 For pertinent discussion of the dream visions in 1 Enoch see Nickelsburg, 
1 Enoch, 32; 198–201. 

96 1 En 13:7–16:4; 83–84, 85–90. 
97 As VanderKam expresses it, “biblical opposition to certain mantic arts 

was based less on qualms about divination itself than on the pagan milieu within 
which Israel’s neighbors and conquerors practiced them” (“Prophetic-Sapiential 
Origins of Apocalyptic Thought,” 247). 

98 Lange, “Essene Position on Magic and Divination.” 
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might suggest that a similar literary and social strategy is here at work.99 
If we may take a clue from other parts of Mysteries, (1Q27 1 i 2–3, 7; 
4Q299 43 2; 4Q300 8 5; 4Q301 1 2) it is likely that these magicians/ 
interpreters are the same ones who participate in the “mysteries of 
transgression” ((#p yzr) or “mysteries of Belial” (l(ylb yzr), terms found 
also in other compositions stemming from the Yah [ad.100 To quote 
Schiffman again, the magicians are challenged to explain the hidden 
meaning of the parable or riddle to see whether they have properly 
understood the signs. The text makes clear that they cannot, since the 
true vision, perhaps that of prophecy, is hidden from them, and they do 
not understand the mysteries of God.101 

This identification of the “true vision” with an esoteric prophetic 
insight is an important key for understanding this text. Indeed, 
according to Mysteries, because they grasp the wrong kind of 
“mysteries,” which are in turn related to transgression, these interpreters 
do not understand the signs and are unable to unlock the riddle: they are 
“riddled with guilt.”102 

THE VISION—DREAM OR TEXT?  The word Nwzx “vision” is often used in the 
special sense of seeing some revelation from God; it occurs most often in 
the context of a prophetic witness account, and is perhaps a technical 
term proper to the domain of a )ybn. In his entry “Visions” in the Dead 
Sea Scrolls Encyclopedia, Erik Larson draws the same conclusion, asserting 
that the word retains this specialized meaning in the Qumran corpus.103 
Nevertheless, it is interesting that typically what is “seen” or received by 
a prophet is not a visual image but a word from God. As for why this 
Aramaic word may have entered into and been retained by Hebrew 
usage, it is possible that it was a technical term for a particular kind of 
experience of the divine word: a nocturnal vision or seeing of the word, 

                                                
99 See also A. Klostergaard Peterson, “Wisdom as Cognition: Creating the 

Others in the Book of Mysteries and 1 Cor 1–2,” in The Wisdom Texts from Qumran 
and the Development of Sapiential Thought (ed. C. Hempel, A. Lange and H. 
Lichtenberger; BETL 159; Leuven: Leuven University Press, 2002), 410–20. 

100  1QM 14:9; 1QHa 13:36; 24:5; cf. 1QGenAp 1:2 ()(#r zr). 
101  Schiffman, DJD 20:102. 
102  The use of the word hdyx “riddle” also poses several interesting 

questions, but they will not be elaborated here. For the use of this word in other 
contexts, see A. Yadin, “Samson's HÎDÂ,” VT 52 (2002): 407–26. 

103  Larson, “Visions,” EDSS 2.957–58. 
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but one that is distinct from other kinds of visions like a h)r/h)rm or a 
Mwlx.104 

The book of Habakkuk begins )ybnh qwqbx hzx r#) )#mh (“The 
oracle which the prophet Habakkuk envisioned”); here the prophet 
“sees” or envisions a )#m or an oracle/utterance. In Hab 2:2, the prophet 
declares wb )rwq Cwry N(ml twxlh-l( r)bw Nwzx bwtk rm)yw hwhy ynn(yw 
(“Then the Lord answered me and said, ‘Write the vision, engrave it on 
the tablets so that the one who runs may read it’”). These passages 
suggest that the oracle, or the utterance, is, or at least becomes, the 
vision, and that the vision is text, or at least has the capacity to become 
text. As we know from the pesher to Habakkuk, the “one who runs” is 
identified by Qumran sectarians as the Teacher of Righteousness who, 
knowing the “mysteries of the words of the prophets,” is endowed with 
the authority to read and understand that vision/text in its truest sense. 
He is capable, in other words, of interpreting a vision-as-text instead of a 
vision-as-dream. Though there is not necessarily a direct or continuous 
sociological relationship between Mysteries and Pesher Habakkuk, it is at 
least somewhat clear that they display a similar understanding of the 
dynamic that involves prophetic “vision,” the ability to “read the signs,” 
and the esoteric knowledge that leads to wisdom. 

The book of Isaiah offers additional help in making some sense out 
of what we find in 4Q300: 

Isaiah 29:10–12 

For the Lord has poured out upon you a spirit of deep sleep; he has 
closed your eyes, you prophets, and covered your heads, you seers. The 
vision of all this [lkh twzx] has become for you like the words of a sealed 
document. If it is given to those who can read, with the command, “Read 
this,” they say, “We cannot, for it is sealed.” And if it is given to those 
who cannot read, saying, “Read this,” they say, “We cannot read.”  

Joseph Blenkinsopp has recently suggested that we should understand 
verses 11–12 to be an editorial comment on the reception of the book of 
Isaiah in the form in which it existed at the time these verses were 

                                                
104  A. Jepsen, however, suggests that by the time of the mid-late second 

temple period and the composition of the book of Daniel, the distinction between 
a night vision (twzx/Nwzx) and a dream (Mwlx) had been somewhat eroded 
(“Chazah, Chozeh, Chazon,” TDOT 4.280–90); but such a change in usage does 
not foreclose the possibility that an earlier distinction might have been 
deliberately retained in some writings. 
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included—a book described here as the “vision of all these things.”105 As 
he further notes, it is the committing to writing and then sealing of the 
prophecies that are acts of authentication. Those who are unable or 
unwilling to read properly will not be able to “open the vision.” But 
presumably Isaiah, and those who are the inheritors of his prophetic 
legacy, can read the vision, and accordingly they can understand the true 
nature of what is inscribed there, much like the “one who runs” may 
read and understand the vision of Habakkuk.106 

Perhaps the Mym+rx of Mysteries perform an analogous function with 
respect to a vision—however we might construe it—as did those 
magicians in the context of the dream scenarios in the book of Daniel. 
The magicians of 4Q300 fail in their foolishness to interpret the vision 
correctly. In other words, the same language is used to make a similar 
point, but the referent has changed: it is not a dream but a vision—or the 
text of a vision, or perhaps the vision-report itself. The objects of scorn in 
4Q300—the diviners who are unable to open and properly interpret the 
vision—do not only lack comprehension, but they are also “guilty” 
insofar as they undertake interpretations (of the parables and riddles) 
without proper access to the vision. They know only the “mysteries of 
transgression”; because they lack access to the vision, the mysteries they 
understand are not the eternal mysteries contained in the vision, the ones 
identified with the roots of true wisdom. While this may not get us any 
closer to knowing exactly what the content of those mysteries was 
conceived to be,107 at least we can say something about the social 
dynamic of the rights and denial of access to special knowledge. The way 
this is expressed in Mysteries is rather analogous to what we find in 
much of the Qumran sectarian literature. 

Those magicians who are skilled in transgression, according to the 
text, also seem to have trouble comprehending correctly the “signs of the 
heavens”—the Mym#h twdw(t. It is possible that this is a reference to the 
proper interpretation of heavenly bodies as a function of esoteric 
knowledge in the form of celestial divination or astronomical/ 

                                                
105  Most recently, Blenkinsopp, Opening the Sealed Book, 11–14. 
106  Another famous passage comes to mind: “But you, Daniel, keep the 

words secret, and seal the book until the time of the end. Many will range far and 
wide and knowledge will increase” (Dan 12:4). 

107  Lange posits that the term zr in Mysteries designates the “hidden 
preexistent order of the world,” and thus that the Myzr ykmwt (the opposition 
group in Mysteries) use divination in an attempt to discover this preexistent 
order. See his Weisheit und Prädestination, 57–69; 103–109; “Wisdom and 
Predestination,” 343–46; “Essene Position on Magic and Divination,” 405–408. 
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astrological studies for the purpose of predicting the future.108 
Alternatively, this could allude to the proper interpretation of heavenly 
bodies for the purpose of the correct reckoning of the calendar. Both 
possibilities are perhaps reinforced by 4Q298 (4QWords of the Maskil to 
the Sons of Dawn)—certainly a sectarian composition written in the 
Cryptic A script109—which declares that the Sons of Dawn are to “add 
knowledge of the hdw(t ymy,” whose interpretation (Mhyrtp) the Maskil 
will recount in order that proper heed may be given to the end (Cq).110 
Was such knowledge itself also derived from a proper reading of the 
contents of the “vision”?111 

There is another possibility regarding the character of this “vision” 
and its relationship to another crux of Qumran studies, the ywgh rps 
familiar from the Damascus Document (CD 10:6; 13:2–3; 14:6–8), and the 
Rule of the Congregation (1QSa 1:6–7).112 In most cases where this term 
occurs, it is in one of the forms given above (i.e. in construct with rps). 
But in one instance in 4QInstruction, the reference is to wghh Nwzx (4Q417 1 
i 16). If we are to equate the two different constructions based on the 
presence of the word y/wgh, it might serve to reinforce the notion that the 
“vision” referred to in 4Q300 is in fact a book, perhaps even that of y/wgh 
whatever that may have been.113 Or possibly it is a vision that has 
become a book, as the context of 4Q417 1 i 13–18 may also imply: 
                                                

108  Lange, “The Essene Position on Magic and Divination,” 387–92; 399–
408. 

109  See Pfann, DJD 29:1–30, esp. 25–28; Swanson, “4QCrypA Words of the 
Maskil to All Sons of Dawn,” 49–61. 

110  1QpHab 7:5–8: “‘For the vision has an appointed time, it will have an 
end and will not fail’ [Hab 2:3]. Its interpretation: the last age will be extended 
and go beyond everything the prophets have said, for the mysteries of God are 
wondrous” Nwrx)h Cqh Kwr)y r#) wr#p bzky )wlw Cql xypy d(wml Nwzx dw( )yk 
hlphl l) yzr )yk My)ybnh wrbd r#) lwk l( rtyw. 

111  There is of course the added complexity—and interest—that the use of 
the word hdw(t/twdw(t brings to any discussion. For a survey and discussion of 
this word see C. Werman, “The hrwt and the hdw(t Engraved on the Tablets,” 
DSD 9 (2002): 75–103. 

112  For discussions of this term see esp. Goff, Worldly and Heavenly Wisdom, 
82–94, and the bibliographies given in 82 n. 8 and 83 n. 10; D. Steinmetz, “Sefer 
HeHago: The Community and the Book,” JJS 52 (2001): 40–58; C. Werman, “What 
is the Book of Hagu?” in Sapiential, Liturgical, and Poetical Texts from Qumran: 
Proceedings of the Third Meeting of the International Organization for Qumran Studies, 
Oslo 1998 (ed. D. Falk et al; STDJ 35; Leiden: Brill, 2000), 125–40. 

113  Contra Werman (“What is the Book of Hagu?”) who argues that 
4QInstruction does not know anything such as a book of Hago/u, but rather the 
“meditated vision” found there later becomes written down and is known to the 
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4Q417 1 i 14–16 

Engraved is the statute, and ordained is all the punishment, because 
engraved is that which has been ordained by God against all the 
in[iquities of] the sons of Sheth. The book of remembrance [Nwrkz rps] is 
written before him for those who keep his word—that is, the vision of 
Hagu for the book of remembrance. 

The fact that this “book” or “vision” is called upon in 4QInstruction, the 
Damascus Document, and the Rule of the Congregation would serve to link 
the ideas in these texts to the sectarian worldview even more, and 
underscore the points made above, even if it gets us no closer to 
knowing for certain what the “vision” or “book” of y/wgh may have 
contained.114 

As a final note on this issue, though the word Nwzx is relatively rare in 
the Qumran texts, we do find a couple of curious phrases in the Hodayot 
that would seem to corroborate the previous suggestions. In col. 6 of 
1QHa there is a reference to the “men of your vision,” whose “ears have 
been opened” to the truth (1QHa 6:2–7). These are later contrasted in col. 
12 with those men of Belial who say that the “the vision of knowledge is 
not certain!” (1QHa 12:17–20). Once again, it is difficult not to relate such 
passages to the ones we have considered in 4Q300. In light of all the 
above, I would characterize the “vision” of the Yah [ad as an esoteric 
insight that integrates prior notions of prophecy and wisdom and is 
connected also to a set of ritual practices (not now well understood) by 
which the reflexive relationship between exegesis (or study) and 
experience generates authentic and authoritative knowledge (or 
“wisdom”) for the members of the group. 

KNOWLEDGE OF THE “MYSTERIES”  Perhaps the most persistently intriguing 
part of Mysteries and related texts is the word zr and its various 

                                                

Yah [ad as a book or sefer. This strikes me as no more likely than the possibility that 
it was already known in 4QInstruction as a written source. 

114  Though I agree with Goff’s caution in discussing the sectarian affiliation 
of 4QInstruction and Mysteries, the important thing here is that they were 
obviously important to the Qumran community and helped to shape communal 
self-understanding and expression; see his Worldly and Heavenly Wisdom, 219–28; 
Discerning Wisdom, 69–103. “Mysteries has affinities with the Treatise on the Two 
Spirits, and the latter probably appropriated and elaborated motifs in the former. 
Although Mysteries was not written by a member of the movement associated 
with the Teacher of Righteousness, the text has a sectarian mindset. … The book 
of Mysteries can be understood as a wisdom text with an apocalyptic 
worldview” (Discerning Wisdom, 103). 
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associations. One of the frequent phrases involving zr in the Qumran 
sectarian literature states that God has “uncovered the ears” to the 
“mystery.” This is sort of a curious phrase, insofar as uncovering (from 
hlg) uses language of revelation; but it is in any case either a reference to 
some kind of auditory communication or to a general opening of the 
mind. Elsewhere, however, and primarily in the context of didactic 
literature like 4QInstruction and the Community Rule, one is called to 
gaze upon (+bn) the “mystery” to internalize its contents in a way that 
apparently involves seeing.115 Whether hearing or seeing, one cannot 
help but wonder whether the implied object of either phrase is the Nwzx, 
the prophetic word that is open and unsealed to those who are worthy to 
receive it, the prophetic word that has become text, whose 
internalization leads to wisdom, and whose interpretation in turn 
becomes a new prophetic—or sapiential—act.116 

Like other texts from Qumran, 4Q300 seems to posit identification 
between the “eternal mysteries” and the “roots of wisdom” (both objects 
of the verb +bn in this case), and perhaps the easiest way to summarize 
the point being made by 4Q300 1a ii–b is this: the root of wisdom = the 
eternal “mysteries” = the vision. In other words, there is a prophetic kind 
of revelation, namely the Nwzx, which provides access to the eternal 
“mysteries” which in turn are the basis for all legitimate wisdom. The 
other mysteries—those of transgression, or of Belial—do not derive from 
the authorized vision, and thus do not lead to wisdom. 

Thus what we can begin to see in Mysteries is one way in which the 
prophetic and sapiential discourses have been woven into a rhetorical 
tapestry by which the group associated with the text expresses its claim 
to true wisdom and constructs boundaries around those who possess it. 
With its language of concealment and “mysteries,” and its interest in 
ultimate matters and speculative wisdom, it conveys a clearly esoteric 
point of view. While many of its particular expressions derive from 
prophetic modes of speech, these have been adapted to a new context in 
which revealed wisdom is the main object of commentary. 

There are several other related passages in which sapiential 
discourse is employed in connection with “mystery.” They all revolve 
around the theme of God’s wisdom, which God has used to 
predetermine the order of creation and the unfolding of the divine plan 
and has communicated in some way to the members of the sect. They 
can be roughly summarized by citing Pesher Habakkuk: “for all the times 

                                                
115  1QHa 9:21; 1Q26 1 4; 4Q416 2 iii 18 [4Q418 10a–b 1]; 4Q418 123 ii 4. 
116  1QS 9:3, 19; 4Q300 1a ii–b 2; 4Q416 2 i 5; 4Q417 1 i 2, 18. 
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fixed by God will come at their proper time just as he has decreed for 
them by the mysteries of his insight (twmr( yzrb)” (1QpHab 7:13–14). 

PRIESTLY ASPECTS OF “MYSTERY” 

In any discussion of the sectarian literature from Qumran there is a very 
real sense in which everything found there is “priestly,” insofar as it was 
in the domain of a group made up of, or at least led by, priests. But for 
the purpose of discerning the particular priestly inheritance of the 
Qumran use of “mystery,” I will limit the following discussion. Also, 
because I have already addressed elsewhere a number of texts which 
could be qualified as liturgical texts that depict priestly kinds of activities 
(esp. Berakhot, the Songs of the Sabbath Sacrifice, and the War Scroll), the 
following will deal with (1) those passages that display concern with 
issues of calendar and cosmology, cultic festivals, ritual impurity, or 
atonement for iniquity and (2) the use of zr in compositions that 
otherwise show a keen interest in priests or the priesthood. 

Priestly issues are also related to the dynamics of revelation and 
interpretation. As James VanderKam has noted,  

revelation and scriptural interpretation … communicated the true 
calendar and the properly ordered times in which to celebrate the 
festivals. Sun and moon operated according to strict, schematic laws 
that the covenanters understood, but others, who followed the ways of 
the gentiles, did not.117 

Many of the priestly concerns, in other words, were expressed in terms 
of esoteric, sectarian knowledge about the true nature of the cosmos, the 
correct meaning of authoritative texts, and the proper application of 
human effort to God’s plan for the universe, most of which was wrapped 
up in a complex system that seems to have sewn the sources for correct 
knowledge and practice into a rather seamless religious garment. Many 
of these things we have already discussed in connection with the 
prophetic and sapiential dimensions of “mystery” in the Qumran texts, 
and yet we may still look at them profitably from the perspective of the 
priestly dimension. 

                                                
117   James C. VanderKam, The Dead Sea Scrolls Today (Grand Rapids, Mich.: 

Eerdmans, 1994), 114. As VanderKam goes on to note, several texts deal with 
related issues such as the coordination of the mishmarot and the celebration of 
three extra (Qumranic?) festivals of New Wine, New Oil and Wood, which 
“appear to have been a product of biblical interpretation” (114–115). 
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CALENDAR AND COSMOLOGY, FESTIVALS, AND ATONEMENT 

One is not surprised to find in many of the texts from Qumran a marked 
interest in issues of calendar, cosmology, the proper observance of 
festivals, purity laws, and practices of atonement. These are all stock-in-
trade of priests and the priesthood, and are part of a long priestly 
tradition in the life of ancient Israel and Second Temple Judaism. What 
has not been noted in the scholarly literature is the several associations 
between these loci of religious knowledge and practice and concepts of 
“mystery” in the Qumran scrolls. In several texts, there are connections 
being made—either explicitly or implicitly—between knowledge (or 
experience) of “mysteries” and the proper understanding and 
observance of proper cultic practices. Some of these texts are somewhat 
fragmentary, and thus in some cases we may venture only brief 
speculations about the significance of the passage in question. 

As was evident in some of the passages above, such as the Hodayot, 
the Community Rule, and others, there was a rather profound interest in 
the correct understanding of the order of the cosmos. We saw how the 
kind of determinism that informed the self-understanding, organization, 
and language of the Yah [ad was also extended to (or was an extension of) 
their understanding of cosmic order, of both the visible and invisible 
celestial realms. One effect of such a way of thinking about the various 
phenomena of creation was to link the activity of the empyrean with that 
of the earthly realm, so that the proper conduct of priestly affairs was in 
perfect correspondence with the order governing all of the cosmos. Such 
harmony between the celestial and cultic spheres was understood also to 
be associated with the “mysteries,” and often with the )lp yzr. Given the 
broader associations of this phrase as discussed in chapter 4, this comes 
as little surprise. 

Though the exact nature and function of the calendar at Qumran is a 
matter of continuing dispute,118 what is clear is that many of the texts 
from Qumran witness to the high value placed upon structuring the 
liturgical life of the community (and of Israel) according to the solar 
calendar, or perhaps more precisely, a sabbath-oriented calendar of 364 
days. What is more, such a conformity to the pre-ordained structure of 

                                                
118  James C. VanderKam, Calendars in the Dead Sea Scrolls: Measuring Time 

(London: Routledge, 1998); S. Talmon, “The Calendar of the Covenanters of the 
Judean Desert,” in The World of Qumran from Within: Collected Studies (Jerusalem: 
Magnes Press, 1989), 147–85; Uwe Glessmer, “Calendars in the Qumran Scrolls,” 
in The Dead Sea Scrolls after Fifty Years, Volume 2 (ed. Peter Flint and James C. 
VanderKam; Leiden: Brill, 1999), 213–74; Ben Dov, Head of All Years. 
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the universe is understood as a matter of esoteric knowledge that God 
has revealed to those who “remained steadfast in his precepts: his holy 
sabbaths and his glorious feasts, his just stipulations and his truthful 
paths, and the wishes of his will …” (CD 3:13–15). But even these 
“defiled themselves with human sin and unclean paths … but God, in 
the mysteries of his wonder, atoned for their iniquity and pardoned their 
sins” (CD 3:17–18). 

It is not clear from the text exactly in what the “human sin and 
unclean paths” consisted, but their effacement is accomplished by God in 
the “mysteries of his wonder,” which are, as the passage continues to 
relate, somehow associated with the “safe home” in which those who 
remain steadfast will live perpetually and will gain “all the glory of 
Adam” (CD 3:18–20).119 Such a future reality is justified by appeal to 
Ezekiel’s prophecy that the “priests and the levites and the sons of 
Zadok who maintained the service of my temple when the children of 
Israel strayed far away from me—they shall offer me the fat and the 
blood” (Ezek 44:15). It is possible that here we have encountered a motif 
that has some affinity with that found in the Songs of the Sabbath Sacrifice 
and in the War Rule, namely that the “mystery of wonder,” as a function 
or expression of a liturgical and cosmic reality, efficaciously atones for 
the misguided application of human effort toward religious ends, and 
the ones responsible for understanding and participating in the 
“mystery” of the cosmic order are the ones the text seeks to grant 
ultimate knowledge and authority (cf. 1QM 3:9; 16:11–16; 4Q403 1 ii 27). 

In a text affiliated with a Qumran covenantal ceremony,120 the 
“mysteries of wonder(s)” are tied to the strict divisions, dates, and 
festivals of the proper cultic calendar: 

4Q286 1 ii 8–11 

[My)]lp yzrw … 8 

[       ] My#dwx ylgdw hmnwktb #dwq y(wb#w h[mtw)]rhb 9 

                                                
119  For a lengthy and comprehensive treatment of this phrase and its 

broader Qumranic context, see Crispin T. Fletcher-Louis, All the Glory of Adam: 
Liturgical Anthropology in the Dead Sea Scrolls (STDJ 42; Leiden: Brill, 2002). 

120  Compare 1QS 1:16–3:12. See Bilhah Nitzan, Qumran Prayer and Religious 
Poetry (trans. Jonathan Chipman; STDJ 12; Leiden: Brill, 1994), 119–71; eadem, 
“Blessings and Curses,” EDSS 1.95–100; eadem, “4QBerakhot (4Q286–90): A 
Preliminary Report”; Sarianna Metso, “Shifts in Covenantal Discourse in Second 
Temple Judaism,” in Scripture in Transition: Essays on Septuagint, Hebrew Bible, and 
Dead Sea Scrolls in Honour of Raija Sollamo (ed. Anssi Voitila and Jutta Jokiranta; 
JSJSup 126; Leiden: Brill, 2008), 497–512. 
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[   hm]twdw(tb dwbk yd(wmw hmtwpwqtb Myn[# y#)r   ] 10 
[  r]wrd yd([wmw hmtwq]lxmb Cr) twtb#w[               ] 11 

8 … And mysteries of won[ders] 
9 when th[ey app]ear and holy weeks in their fixed order, and divisions 
of months, [ … ] 
10 [beginnings of y]ears in their cycles and glorious festivals in [their] 
ordained times 
11 [ … ]and the sabbatical years of the land in [their] divi[sions and 
appo]inted times of relea[se  ] 

The notice about “mysteries of wonder(s) when they appear” is an 
intriguing turn of phrase, and it is difficult to know what it means in this 
context. But it is possible that here again a correlation is being made 
between the “mysteries” and the celestial bodies (beings) that govern, 
reflect, and participate in the structures of the created world. The 
“mysteries when they appear” may thus be a somewhat oblique 
reference to the cycles of the supernal array, the knowledge of which has 
profound relevance to the activities and cycles of Qumran cultic life. 

PRIESTLY DIVINATION AND “MYSTERY” 

One final text to consider is the so-called 4QTanh [umim commentary 
(4Q176), the bulk of which contains sections of the book of Isaiah 
interspersed with comments that are intended to provide words of 
“divine comfort” “to a readership distressed by the present 
downtrodden state of the holy city Jerusalem and its Temple … in a day 
when the Temple stood defiled (in their eyes) by an illegitimate 
priesthood and the land continued to chafe under pagan domination.”121 

                                                
121  Stanley, “The Importance of 4QTanh [umim, 576–77; Jesper Høgenhaven, 

“The Literary Character of 4QTanhumim,” DSD 14 (2007): 99–123. Stanley says 
further about this composition, “What we see … is a written record of one 
person’s progressive reading through a limited portion of Scripture (Second 
Isaiah) in which certain passages that appeared to speak to the concerns of the 
reader and/or his broader community were copied down for later reference. So 
far as I am aware, this is the only document of its kind in the Qumran corpus” 
(576). Høgenhaven has demonstrated the textual affinity of 4Q176 with 1QIsaa, 
which might suggest, if Tov is correct that the latter is characteristic of the 
“Qumran scribal school” (Emanuel Tov, “The Text of Isaiah at Qumran,” in 
Writing and Reading the Scroll of Isaiah: Studies of an Interpretive Tradition. Volume 2 
[ed. C. C. Broyles and C. A. Evans; VTSup 70.2; Leiden: Brill, 1997], 477–80), that 
4Q176 has a Qumran sectarian provenance. 
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In the surviving portions of the fragmentary text, the quotations from 
and musings on Second Isaiah are preceded by a prayer “calling upon 
God to perform his wonder, and to act vigorously on behalf of his 
sanctuary.”122 In the section that is of present concern, in the fifth column 
of the composition, we encounter a phrase that is sui generis in the 
Qumran corpus: “mysteries of the casting of the lot” lrwg lyph yzr (4Q176 
16 2). The phrase occurs within the broader context of a statement about 
the creation of “eternal generations,” a “holy house” (#dwq ty[b), and a 
reward for those who keep the commandments and the covenant. In 
other fragments of the composition there are references to an angel (17 
4), the temple (?—#wdqmb), and Zion Nwyc.  

These themes reflect a mythological characterization of a divinatory 
practice, in which God is (presumably) imagined to predetermine the 
fates of human beings which become known by casting the lot, the 
“mystery” of which, according to the logic of priestly divination, is also 
knowable. This is a cluster of motifs similar to what we have already 
seen in the texts we have analyzed, and the determinism of the phrase 
lrwg lyph is reminiscent of other Qumran texts in which the fate of each 
individual is weighed according to his “lot,” which has been assessed 
according to the authority of the priests and of the Many.123 

The phrase lrwg lyph is a reflex of a more ancient application in 
priestly divination, namely the “oracle of the lot,” in which lots were cast 
as a way of discerning the divine will.124 In other Qumran texts, it is 
clearly established that the lot is a constituent part of the process by 

                                                
122  Høgenhaven, “The Literary Character,” 107. 
123  See esp. 1QS 5:1–4 and 1QS 6:16–23. 
124  See J. Lindblom, “Lot-Casting in the Old Testament,” VT (1962): 164–78; 

Edward Robertson, “The ’ r m and Tumm m; What Were They?” VT 14 (1964): 
67–74; A. Lange, “The Determination of Fate by the Oracle of the Lot in the Dead 
Sea Scrolls, the Hebrew Bible and Ancient Mesopotamian Literature,” in 
Sapiential, Liturgical and Poetical Texts from Qumran: Proceedings of the Third 
Meeting of the International Organization for Qumran Studies, Oslo 1998, Published in 
Memory of Maurice Baillet (ed. Daniel K. Falk, Florentino García Martínez and 
Eileen Schuller; STDJ 35; Leiden: Brill, 2000), 39–48. As Lange notes (“Essene 
Position,” 395), the oracle of the lot was still in practice during the Second 
Temple period, as attested in texts such as Lev 16:8–11; 1 Chr 24–26; Ezra 2:63; 
11QTa 58:18–21; Sir 14:15; and Jub 8:11, 10:30. It is interesting that in Neh 11:1 the 
very phrase twlrwg lyph is used to describe the selection process by which 
residents of the restored Jerusalem were to be chosen: “Now the leaders of the 
people lived in Jerusalem; and the rest of the people cast lots to bring one out of 
ten to live in the holy city Jerusalem, while nine-tenths remained in the other 
towns.” 
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which the novice was allowed to remain and to advance within the 
community (1QS 6:16–23): “Thus in addition to the examination 
stipulated in 1QS 6:15–16 the yahad’s administrating body ascertained 
how to act according to the will of God concerning whether or not an 
applicant was to be accepted as a new member of the yahad by means of 
the oracle of the lot.”125  

Such a practice, it was believed, was a way to reveal the manner in 
which each individual fit into the predetermined structure of the 
universe and thus either belonged to the #dwq td( or to the h(#r dxy 
(4Q181 1 5; cf. the Treatise on the Two Spirits, 1QS 4:26).126 And as Lange 
summarizes, the “preponderance of priestly elements in the 
organizational pattern of the yahad may suggest that the use of the oracle 
of the lot by the Essenes was of priestly origins.”127 In column 5 of the 
Community Rule, the ultimate authority in such matters appears to fall to 
the “sons of Zadok,” who, presumably, were the priestly leaders of the 
entire community, the ones “who safeguard the covenant” (1QS 5:2–3). 
Thus what we have in this small, fragmentary reference to casting the lot 
“according to his mysteries” is part of a larger, priestly discourse that 
reflects the practice of determining by divination the divine will for 
humanity and for the cosmos, a practice that is used for the structuring 
and patterning of the community. It is a point of overlap between 
sapiential ideas about the pre-existent order of the universe and a 
priestly commitment to discerning and applying such knowledge to the 
maintenance of the sacred regulations 

                                                
125  Lange, “Essene Position,” 409. 
126  Perhaps also association with this assessment of the “lot” of each 

individual member of the community was the astrological/physiognomical 
descriptions found in the so-called Horoscope, 4Q186. P. S. Alexander says about 
this text that “strictly speaking the text is not a horoscope, or series of 
horoscopes, but a piece of astrological physiognomy based on the common 
astrological doctrine that a person’s temper, physical features, and luck are 
determined by the configuration of the heavens at the time of his birth” 
(“Incantations and Books of Magic,” in The History of the Jewish People in the Age of 
Jesus Christ (175 B.C - A.D. 135) by Emil Schürer. A New English Version Revised and 
Edited [ed. G. Vermes, F. Millar, and M. Goodman; 3 vols.; Edinburgh: T&T 
Clark, 1973–87], 3.1.369). See also Francis Schmidt, “Ancient Jewish Astrology: 
An Attempt to Interpret 4QCryptic (4Q186),” in Biblical Perspectives: Early Use and 
Interpretation of the Bible in Light of the Dead Sea Scrolls (ed. Michael Stone and 
Esther Chazon; STDJ 28; Leiden: Brill, 1998), 189–205; and more recently Popovi , 
Reading the Human Body. 

127  Lange, “Essene Position,” 423. 
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SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS 

There are three primary modes or discourses of religious authority in 
which concepts of “mystery” operate in the Qumran Scrolls. Though 
there is much more that could be said about these different discourses 
and their broader associations and implications for understanding the 
function of esoteric knowledge in the Qumran Scrolls, I hope to have 
sketched out the contours for a fruitful path of additional study. 

The functions of esoteric knowledge in the Qumran Scrolls have 
been addressed in terms of the general strategies for claiming religious 
authority, but it is perhaps another thing to relate such functions to a 
concrete historical reality (or a series of concrete historical realities), in 
which such claims to knowledge can help us to understand the inter-
group dynamics of the Second Temple period.  

It is also important to point out that our talk here of “discourses” 
brings the speech practices of the Yah [ad (or any discursive community) 
into the foreground, thereby potentially downplaying the fact that 
“communities” are much more than their habits of language. While I 
have focused here on the discursive world of the Yah [ad, we may well 
expect to find that textual representations of certain forms of religious 
speech do in fact presuppose corresponding activities. The Yah [ad did 
not merely speak in priestly terms but also embodied priestly practice—
which as we have seen included more than the observance of cultic 
ritual. Likewise, participation in sapiential discourse was not simply a 
co-option of wisdom language but a product of the active cultivation of 
effective wisdom, and so on. 

Finally, it is also likely that the contents, and therefore the use, of 
ideas about “mystery” changed over time, and thus it may be possible, in 
a different project, to chart the evolution of the use of “mystery” over the 
life of the Yah [ad. One might begin, for example, by noting the general 
use of the word zr in the Damascus Document, in which “God, in the 
mysteries of his wonder, atoned for their iniquity” (CD 3:18); i.e. the yzr 
)lp are understood at this point to refer to God’s grace in delivering the 
community to a “safe home in Israel,” a deliverance which itself is 
understood and presented in the paradigmatic terms of Exodus and 
Exile. Later, perhaps, once the community was well-established and 
inhabiting the site of Qumran, they may have developed the notion of 
the )lp yzr with its more cultic and eschatological associations (4Q403 1 
ii 27; 1QM 3:9; 14:8; and other texts). To make a compelling case for such 
developments, however, would require a more stable scholarly 
assessment of the dates of composition and redaction of the relevant 
texts, as well as the relationships among the different texts. 
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CHAPTER SIX 
 
 

CONCLUSION: VISION, KNOWLEDGE, AND WORSHIP 
 
 
I will begin to end this book where it started, with a quote from Elliot 
Wolfson on the nature of the “mystery” or the secret: 

What is so engaging about the secret is that it remains enigmatic in spite 
of the concerted effort on the part of many very fine scholars to clarify 
the issue through logical analysis. To be what it is the secret must 
persist as a secret. In many different cultural settings, the notion of 
secrecy structurally embraces the paradox of the hidden and the 
manifest even though the specific content of these may vary from one 
tradition to another. In the lived experience of encountering the 
mystery, the disclosure and the concealment are not polar opposites. On 
the contrary, what is disclosed is disclosed because it is concealed, and 
what is concealed is concealed because it is disclosed.1 

While this kind of paradoxical language itself can conceal more than it 
reveals, it suggests something important about the relationship between 
any “objective” construction of knowledge about a long-lost group in a 
bygone era and their own experience of the lives they lived—or at least 
the experience from which they composed and transmitted the texts that 
mattered to them. Their “lived experience” was much more than we 
might ever hope to enter into and describe, and their living interaction 
with their own practices and symbols was a complex cultural reality that 
conceals much of itself from the gaze of the modern scholar of religion. 
As they encountered the “mystery” so central to their own under-
standing of reality, the members of the Yah [ad left only traces of this 
encounter—but traces they left! 

I have tried in this study to crystallize a salient feature of the 
discursive world of the Yah [ad, if only long enough to say something 
helpful about the ways in which members of this group constructed 
social boundaries, characterized the knowledge they possessed, and 
interpreted their received traditions through their intellectual work, 

                                                
1 Wolfson, “Introduction,” 10. 
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communal and ritual practice, and scribal activity. The object of my 
attention here has been to construct a heuristic frame by which we can 
meaningfully organize an approach to understanding not simply the 
contents of “mysteries”—what they thought they knew (or did not 
know)—but also the effective functions of appeals to “mystery” in the 
social and ideological world of the Yah [ad. I have been interested all 
along in exempting myself from the charge made by Timothy Fitzgerald 
that modern scholars of religion 

construct a notion of human relations divorced from power. One of the 
characteristics of books produced in the religion sector is that they 
present an idealized world of so-called faith communities—of worship, 
customs, beliefs, doctrines, and rites entirely divorced from the realities 
of power in different societies. 

In some loose sense we might speak of the Yah [ad as a “faith community” 
and attempt to describe all these aspects of its “religious life.” But any 
such description will fall short if it fails to appreciate the ways in which 
the particular manifestations of the Yah [ad’s religiosity were tied to its 
own power relationships—both internal and external. The use of 
“mystery” language is one way its members went about claiming 
priority and authority, and such use reflects also the boundary-making 
activities of the Yah [ad and its attempts to assert control over its members 
and its world. I have argued that the discourses in which it 
participated—and by which its members fashioned their own new 
discursive world—included the prophetic, sapiential, and priestly modes 
of speech. Each of these discourses was the language of a particular kind 
of religious authority that made normative claims over its constituents, 
and by the mid-late Second Temple period the elements of these 
discourses were being fashioned into new ways of speaking, writing, 
and acting religiously. 

Of course, for the Yah [ad control rested ultimately with the God of 
Israel, who in their view concealed and disclosed certain matters and 
constructed divinely-ordained boundaries. With the proper kinds of 
insight, the “men of the vision” understood themselves to be capable of 
possessing and cultivating diverse and esoteric knowledge about the 
reality of God, the order of the cosmos, and the meaning of historical 
time—things normally beyond the ken of the average human and 
therefore “mysterious.”  

But this knowledge did not exist in a vacuum. The “Qumran library” 
was neither a warehouse of dust-collecting scrolls (at least not while in 
use) nor a container of free-floating “information.” Rather, the contents 
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of the Qumran Scrolls reflect a concrete and active engagement with the 
traditional material of Israel and other cultures, as well as a kind of 
reflexivity between knowledge, ritual practice, and other forms of 
communal life. Interpretation, ritual, “magic” and other religious 
activities were thoroughly bound up with one another into a set of 
practices that were informed by the ideological persuasions of the Yah [ad 
even as their actions in turn shaped their “beliefs.” The discourses out of 
which they fashioned their own peculiar modes of speech were—to some 
degree or another—pre-existing conceptual patterns that became 
situated in the particular context of the Yah [ad, which I take to have been 
a priestly scribal group that understood itself to be the locus for 
transmitting and transforming scriptural traditions (torah), cultivating 
esoteric knowledge for the purpose of ritual application, and receiving or 
even generating divine revelation in various forms. The deposit of all 
this was for the Yah [ad a kind of priestly-prophetic wisdom that was 
limited to and guarded by the group as its own unique inheritance. 

I have described how the precursors to the Yah [ad’s use of mystery 
language could be found in Israel’s prophetic and sapiential traditions, 
especially as these coalesce in the Second Temple period and find 
expression in the later stages of composition and redaction of the book of 
Isaiah, the court-tales of Daniel, and the Book of the Watchers of 1 Enoch. It 
is at this stage in the textual record (roughly the third–second centuries 
B.C.E.) that we begin to encounter use of the word zr in Jewish texts, and 
especially in compositions of an apocalyptic orientation.  

If we may understand apocalypticism and apocalyptic literature as 
entailing an attempt to synthesize the “horizontal” march of historical 
time with the “vertical” or cosmic realm of eternal and divine being—as 
a way of grappling with the intellectual, social, political and theological 
problems of the day—then we may begin to see why “mystery” became 
an important expression in the context of apocalyptically-oriented 
groups like the Yah [ad and its predecessors. In this way, too, we may see 
how such a useful and dynamic concept, in the context of the mid-late 
Second Temple period, may have become associated with the priestly 
domain, which had its own well-developed notions about the derivation 
and application of revealed knowledge. 

It is by appeal to special, esoteric knowledge of God’s true nature 
and purposes—and of the correct manner in which to worship God in 
order to vouchsafe his continued favor and self-disclosure—that the 
members of the Yah [ad grounded their own claims to special status 
within the community of Israel. It has been important in this study to 
investigate the related social constructs of esotericism and sectarianism, 
especially since one of the conditions of knowledge of the “mysteries” 
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appears to have been secrecy. Such knowledge was almost invariably 
characterized as divinely revealed wisdom, and thus the integrity and 
authority of the knowledge—and its knowers—could hardly be 
questioned or undermined by its opponents.  

Esoteric knowledge usually functions at least in part to grant a kind 
of symbolic power to those “in the know,” and in the life of the Yah [ad it 
also contributed to the establishment of boundaries between itself and 
the broader world, undergirded the structure and rationale of the group, 
and reinforced the self-understanding of the group as the “eternal 
planting,” the “men of the vision” who alone understood the ways of 
God and the world, the order of the universe, and the proper application 
of knowledge to the ritual life of the community. The Yah [ad grasped and 
guarded their “mysteries,” and like so many esoteric groups from 
antiquity they did not leave a systematic account of what this meant to 
them.  

Scholarship on the Dead Sea Scrolls has always dealt in fragments 
and reconstructions. The present effort has proven no different, yet 
perhaps out of the many pieces a broader view has begun to take shape. 
This book has addressed some questions about “mystery” in the Qumran 
Scrolls—and perhaps raised many more without definitively answering 
them—and more work remains to be done on this elusive, enigmatic, 
and persistently alluring problem. The concealment of the Yah [ad and the 
opacity of its writings have not yet deterred us from striving to 
understand them.  
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APPENDIX: ON THE PERSIAN ETYMOLOGY OF RAZ 
 
 
The prevailing scholarly opinion regarding the etymology of zr is that it 
is ultimately of Persian origin, and that its meaning in Aramaic and 
Hebrew is akin to what we may find in ancient Iranian compositions. In 
general, and despite the fact that questions of dating remain rather open, 
there has been a rather lively scholarly literature on the nature of the 
ancient Zoroastrian belief system and its relationship to other religious 
worldviews with which it came into contact. In particular, the influence 
of Zoroastrian ideas on the development of early Judaism and 
Christianity has been a subject of investigation and debate, especially in 
light of the prolonged contact between Judeans and Persians of the 
Achaemenid Empire and the continued interaction between 
Zoroastrians, Jews, and Christians into the Parthian period.1 Scholars 
have most often noted the affinities between the Avestan material and 
early Jewish apocalyptic texts, especially in the areas of dualism, 
eschatology, and cosmology. Even more specifically, the question of 

                                                
1  The relationships among Zoroastrianism, Judaism and Christianity have 

been topics of debate for two centuries. For recent contributions see, for example, 
Mary Boyce and F. Grenet, A History of Zoroastrianism. III, Zoroastrianism under 
Macedonian and Roman Rule (Leiden: Brill, 1991); Shaul Shaked and A. Netzer, 
Irano-Judaica: Studies Relating to Jewish Contact with Persian Culture throughout the 
Ages (5 vols.; Jerusalem: Ben-Zvi Institute Press, 1982–2003); John R. Hinnells, 
“Zoroastrian Influence on Judaism and Christianity: Some Further Reflections,” 
in Zoroastrian and Parsi Studies: Selected Works of John R. Hinnells (Aldershot: 
Ashgate, 2000) 73–92; Norman Cohn, Cosmos, Chaos, and the World to Come: The 
Ancient Roots of Apocalyptic Faith (2nd ed.; New Haven: Yale University Press, 
1993), 77–104; Shaul Shaked, “Iranian Influence on Judaism: First Century B.C.E to 
Second Century C.E.,” in The Cambridge History of Judaism (ed. W. D. Davies and 
L. Finkelstein; 2 vols.; Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1984), 1.308–25; 
James Barr, “The Question of Religious Influence: The Case of Zoroastrianism, 
Judaism and Christianity,” JAAR 53 (1985): 202–35; Edwin M. Yamauchi, Persia 
and the Bible (Grand Rapids, Mich.: Baker Book House, 1990); J. Duchesne-
Guillemin, “Apocalypse juive et apocalypse iranienne,” in La Soteriologia dei Culti 
Orientali nell’ Impero Romano (ed. U. Bianchi and M. Vermaseren; Leiden: Brill, 
1982), 753–59; and most recently A. Hultgård, “Persian Apocalypticism,” in The 
Continuum History of Apocalypticism (ed. Bernard McGinn, John J. Collins, and 
Stephen J. Stein; New York: Continuum, 2003), 30–63, which contains a summary 
statement of Hultgård’s work on the topic. 
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Persian influence among the manuscript remains of Qumran—and the 
groups represented by them—has been quietly but consistently 
addressed by a handful of scholars.1 In short, the Persian (or more 
properly Avestan) etymology of zr is part of a broader issue, namely the 
question of Zoroastrian influence on early Judaism and Christianity. 

With respect to the Persian background of the word, M. Ellenbogen 
states the following: 

It is generally recognized that this word is a borrowing from Iranian. 
Scheftelowitz assumes an Old Persian raz “secret,” a cognate of Avestan 
razah and Sanskrit rahas “solitariness, secret,” as the word from which 
the Aramaic zr … arose. No such Old Persian word occurs, however, in 
the extant texts, but some such form would seem to be guaranteed by 
the existence of Pahlavi râz, Parthian r)z, beside the Modern Persian râz, 
and which would be the source also of the Samaritan zr and the 
Mandaean )z)r.2 

As Ellenbogen indicates, though there is somewhat ample later 
attestation of the word in Persian literature, especially in Pahlavi, 
Parthian and Modern Persian, the word does not occur, or is not extant, 
in the largely secular language of the Old Persian.3 The earliest extant 
textual attestation of raz in any language is thus in a copy of an Aramaic 

                                                
1 See especially K. G. Kuhn, “Die Sektenschrift und die iranische Religion,” 

ZT(h)K 49 (1952): 296–316; A. Dupont-Sommer, “Le problème des influences 
étrangères sur la secte juive de Qumrân,” RHPR 35 (1955): 75–94; R. J. Jones, “The 
Manual of Discipline (1QS), Persian Religion, and the Old Testament,” in The 
Teacher’s Yoke: Studies in Memory of Henry Trantham (ed. E. J. Vardeman and J. L. 
Garret, Jr.; Waco, Tex.: Baylor University Press, 1964), 94–108; David Winston, 
“The Iranian Component in the Bible, Apocrypha, and Qumran: A Review of the 
Evidence,” HR 5 (1966): 183–216; Shaul Shaked, “Qumran: Some Iranian 
Connections,” in Solving Riddles and Untying Knots: Biblical, Epigraphic, and Semitic 
Studies in Honor of Jonas C. Greenfield (ed. Ziony Zevit, Solomon Gitin and Michael 
Sokoloff; Winona Lake, Ind.: Eisenbrauns, 1995), 277-81; Geo Widengren, Anders 
Hultgård and Marc Philonenko, Apocalyptique iranienne et dualisme qoumrânien (RI 
2; Paris: Adrien Maisonneuve, 1995); Jörg Frey, “Different Patterns of Dualistic 
Thought in the Qumran Library: Reflections on Their Background and History,” 
in Legal Texts and Legal Issues: Proceedings of the Second Meeting of the International 
Organization for Qumran Studies, Cambridge 1995 (ed. Moshe Bernstein, Florentino 
García Martínez and John Kampen; STDJ 23; Leiden: Brill, 1997), 275–335. 

2 M. Ellenbogen, Foreign Words in the Old Testament: Their Origin and 
Etymology (London: Luzac & Company, 1962), 153. 

3 See R. G. Kent, Old Persian: Grammar, Texts, Lexicon (New Haven: Yale 
University Press, 1953). 
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text stemming from the third century B.C.E., namely the Book of the 
Watchers of 1 Enoch.4 

In a way, this is exactly what we might expect given the fact that the 
word raz has invariably religious or cosmological connotations in Persian 
texts. Old Persian—the language of the Achaemenid Empire—was 
essentially a secular language which has been preserved in only a 
handful of inscriptions, and Persian “religious works were handed down 
orally; it was not until probably the fifth century [C.E.] that they were at 
last committed to writing, in the ‘Avestan’ alphabet, especially invented 
for the purpose.”5 We do not find religious texts, and thus any mention 
of raz, during the Achaemenid period, because those texts did not exist as 
written texts until much later. 

Indeed, while this does not foreclose the possibility—or even the 
likelihood—that the word crossed over into Aramaic as a result of 
religious interaction, or by the adoption of a foreign word to express a 
Jewish idea in a new way, there is no evidence that can verify how and 
when this may have happened. How the word might have entered into 
use in Aramaic, and just what connotations it carried, remain open 
questions. 

All this makes it considerably more difficult to be certain whether 
the conceptual value or semantic range of the Persian raz was the same 
during the first half of the Second Temple period as it was later during 
the Parthian period (third century B.C.E. to third century C.E.), or whether 
its meaning drifted from one context to another. It is at least conceivable 
that the semantic value “mystery” is an undue projection of a later 
meaning upon an earlier usage. For that matter, it is at least conceivable 
that this connotation was in fact influenced by the use of zr as it was 
taken up in Jewish (and possibly Christian, esp. Syriac) literature before 
the Iranian sages went about their work of recording in writing the 
ancient traditions of Zoroaster.6 

                                                
4 The Book of the Watchers and the Astronomical Book are usually dated to the 

third c. B.C.E. Milik dated 4Q201 (4QEna), which contains 1 En 1–10/12, to the 
first half of the second century B.C.E., but thought it may possibly have been 
copied from a third century manuscript (The Books of Enoch, 140–141); see also 
Nickelsburg, 1 Enoch, 9.  

5 Mary Boyce, Textual Sources for the Study of Zoroastrianism (Totowa, N.J.: 
Barnes & Noble, 1984), 3. Old Persian and Avestan are the two preserved Old 
Iranian languages, Avestan being primarily the religious language of the 
Zoroastrian tradition.   

6 Hultgård states that there is a “growing tendency to argue that 
Hellenistic, Jewish, and Gnostic ideas have influenced anthropological, 



THE “MYSTERIES” OF QUMRAN 

 

248 

Moreover, “we do not know to what extent the Zoroastrian priests 
composed new texts in Avestan during the Parthian and Sassanian 
periods,” i.e. during a time after Zoroastrianism had already come into 
contact with early Judaism (and Christianity). However appealing and 
correct it may be to assume considerable antiquity for the Persian 
traditions in which raz occurs, the fact that the earliest Iranian textual 
witnesses date from the Sassanian period ought to encourage a bit of 
caution. 

Despite these reservations, we may indeed see some important 
parallels between the use of zr in early Jewish apocalyptic literature and 
in Zoroastrian texts. Perhaps the most relevant material is to be found in 
the Denkard (Madau), a tenth century C.E. summary of the now lost 
Great Avesta, itself the canonical product of seventh century C.E. 
Sassanian high priests.7 Many of the traditions of the Great Avesta are 
presumed to be pre-Pahlavi and perhaps reflect the most ancient 
Zoroastrian works. In his work on 4QInstruction,8 Matthew Goff called 
our attention to two important passages: 

Denkard 598.20 

pad nimez i az wax  ewarzed o razig gyag ku padi  amarg da tar <i> tan ta 
fra gird pad dadar kam. 

By order of the spirit, his immortal preserver moves his body to a secret 
place (where it is kept) until the (eschatological) Renovation, according 
to the Creator’s will.  

Denkard 6.214 

arzanig bawi n pad harw raz [i pay] gar i yazd ud yazdan ‘dyn’y . . . ‘dynyx i 
yazdan ud raz i paygar i xwe  az kas-ez nihan nest . . . ud raz i xir i xwe  awe  
nimayend. 

One ought to be worthy with regard to every mystery of the battle of 
the gods and with regard to the gods’ secrecy (?) . . . The secrecy (?) of 
the gods and the mystery of their battle are not hidden from any one . . .  
and they [the gods] show him the mystery of their things.  

                                                

cosmological, and apocalyptic ideas of the Pahlavi books” (“Persian 
Apocalypticism,” 59). 

7 Boyce, Textual Sources, 3. 
8 The text and translation of these citations comes from Goff, Worldly and 

Heavenly Wisdom, 30–31. Goff does not discuss the problem of the date of these 
texts, but simply offers them as extant witnesses to the occurrence of the word 
raz in Iranian texts. 
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At first glance one can see the affinities these texts have with Jewish 
apocalyptic texts of the late Second Temple period. The first text seems to 
describe the (hidden) process by which resurrection takes place at the 
eschaton, emphasizing the work of the spirit in accordance with the will 
of the Creator. The second text displays the themes of divine battles, 
secrecy, and the necessity to be “worthy” of divine matters. While the 
first text indicates that the word raz can in fact have the meaning of 
“secret” (razig = adj. “secret”), a place that is hidden from view, the 
second text is perhaps the richer one for the present study. There the raz 
is nominal—it signifies a thing or a concept, something to be grasped 
and known. Beyond this, however, there are only marginal associations 
with early Jewish texts (such as, for example, “the mystery of the battle 
of the gods,” which may share some ideas with the War Rule from 
Qumran). Unlike in Jewish apocalyptic texts, the mysteries here are said 
not to be hidden—they are available to everyone, and thus one might 
wonder in what way they are secrets or mysteries.9 In this last respect, 
these passages differ markedly from what we find in the Qumran texts 
concerning the relationship between divine election and access to 
esoteric knowledge. 

To the passages cited above I would add another excerpt discussed 
by Shaul Shaked in his article “Esoteric Trends in Zoroastrianism,”10 a 
passage that is even more germane to the present inquiry. In this text 
and others, as Shaked demonstrates, there are references to a certain 
restricted element of religious knowledge, an aspect of teaching that was 
accessible only by “a small group of reliable people” who are capable of 
grasping and remembering it.11 The relevant text is as follows: 

Denkard 6.254 

u- n n-ez a’ n d t ku t h ud mihr andar harw d m dahi n, kirbag  harw 
kas g wi n, ud zand pad abest n c i n, ud r z  stw r n g wi n. Ud 

                                                
9 Shaul Shaked (“Esoteric Trends in Zoroastrianism,” in Proceedings of the 

Israel Academy of Sciences and Humanities [1969]: 175–200) notes that the word raz 
“does not necessarily designate in many of its occurrences a secret piece of 
knowledge or a doctrine which must be kept hidden; it seems often to denote a 
hidden cause, a latent factor, a connection which is not immediately evident. 
Such is the use of the term, for example, when it is said that the ‘secret’ why the 
Jews rest on the Sabbath is the fact that God rested on the seventh day of 
creation” (193; here he cites GV xiii:14). 

10 See note 92. 
11 Shaked notes several Avestan texts that already display an interest in 

secret doctrines; e.g. Yasna xlviii:3; Ya t iv:9; and xiv:46. 
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sr g h ud d dest n g h andar anjaman d ri n, ud r mi n andar myazd g h, 
ud yazi n  yazd n pad k yi n kuni n. 
 
They held this, too, thus: One should instruct peace and love in every 
creature, speak good deeds to every person, teach Zand in the 
household, and tell the secret (r z) to reliable people. One should keep 
obedience and lawfulness in the assembly, joy in the place of the myazd 
[ritual], and perform the worship of the gods in confinement (?).12 
 

As Shaked goes on to discuss, “the word r z is used several times in the 
Pahlavi books in connection with a group of religious mysteries, which 
seem to be usually related to the fields of creation and eschatology as 
well as to the knowledge of the proper way of fighting the demons.”13 
While wishing to avoid the implication that there is an obligatory 
genealogical connection between “Qumran and Iran” in this regard, this 
statement could well apply also to the use of “mystery” in the Scrolls. 
When coupled with our earlier observations about the esoteric 
tendencies—indeed, the esotericism—reflected in the Qumran texts, 
there is perhaps good reason to assume a connection of some kind 
between Persian and Jewish religious specialists during the Second 
Temple period. 

In any case, the Persian origin of the word seems likely given the fact 
that the oldest attestations of zr in Aramaic are in texts clearly associated 
with neo-Babylonian and Persian cultural and religious traditions.14 The 

                                                
12 Text and translation from Shaked, “Esoteric Trends,” 185. 
13 Ibid., 193. 
14 A. E. Cowley has reconstructed a lacuna in the Aramaic Wisdom of Ahiqar 

to read Kym[hr] Mdq ylgt l) Ky[zr] “thy secrets reveal not before thy friends” 
(Aramaic Papyri of the 5th Century B.C. [Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1923; 
repr. Osnabrück: Otto Zeller, 1967], 243). This decision derives in part from 
Cowley’s assertion that the Aramaic version was translated from Persian, or was 
under Persian influence, a conclusion which is based on the stylistic and 
idiomatic similarity between Ahiqar and, e.g., the Behistun Inscription. As J. M. 
Lindenberger (“Ahiqar,” OTP 2.482) notes, however, “Since the Imperial 
Aramaic of the Persian period and later shows a great many Persian words, the 
absence of such Persian loans in Ahiqar suggests a date of composition before the 
mid-sixth century.” In the other words, he sees little or no Persian influence in 
this text, and thus disagrees with Cowley that a Persian translation serves as the 
source for the Aramaic Ahiqar. I am not a specialist in this area of research, but it 
seems to me that here Lindenberger’s arguments are persuasive. The absence of 
Persian loan words is better evidence than stylistic and idiomatic similarity, 
especially when reconstructing missing words as in the present case. While 
Lindenberger also suggests the translation “your secrets,” he does so on the basis 
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book of Daniel and the Book of the Watchers—both very important texts 
for the Yah [ad—provide the only known bridges for this word from 
Persian to Aramaic (and, subsequently, Hebrew).15 These texts hold a key 
place in the discussion of mystery language in the Second Temple 
period, and are treated at substantial length above. 

To summarize, there is in fact very little historical evidence to 
demonstrate a clear Persian etymology of the Aramaic/Hebrew word zr. 
Later Persian texts, however, do deploy the word in a way that is 
somewhat compatible with its use in early Jewish apocalyptic literature, 
though not it a way that is perfectly parallel or exhaustive. We are 
therefore left to take up the general—and more or less prevailing—
position that while the Persian “background” cannot be proven 
definitively, neither can it be denied that the existing parallels are 
compelling, and that the problem rests in deciding upon the direction 
and degree of “influence” of one tradition on another. While some 
connection with ancient Iranian religious concepts and vocabulary does 
seem plausible, a functional meaning of zr cannot be derived from it. To 
assert that it has something to do with “secrecy” or “mystery” is not to 
say very much at all, and thus we have been pressed to look to other 
sources to refine our understanding of the use of zr in early Jewish texts. 

 
 

 

                                                

of the reconstructed Aramaic Kyrts. Indeed, other proposals have been made for 
the lacuna which also do not presuppose Persian influence: for example, M. 
Seidel suggests reading Ky[)+x] “your sins,” a reading that is perhaps even more 
suitable to the context than “thy secrets” (“Bemerkungen zu den aramaïschen 
Papyrus und Ostraka aus Elephantine,” ZAW 32 [1912]: 292). The desire to read 
“secrets” in some form is probably due to the assumption that there is a parallel 
here with Prov 25:9b and Sir 8:18–19. In any case, this usage would be secular 
and would not necessarily have sociological or theological ramifications. 

15 Daniel 2:18, 19, 27, 28, 29, 30, 47 (2x); 4:6; 1 En 8:3 (and other instances are 
likely, though not extant; see below). On the Babylonian/Persian background of 
the Daniel and Enoch traditions, see esp. Collins, Daniel, 12–71; and VanderKam, 
Enoch and the Growth of an Apocalyptic Tradition, passim. Elgvin states that “The 
word raz, ‘mystery,’ enters the Jewish and apocalyptic tradition through the book 
of Daniel. Both books [Daniel and 4QInstruction] could derive from related 
circles which characterized divine mysteries with this Aramaic word” (“The 
Mystery to Come,” 138). But it is not clear to me that Daniel (or 1 Enoch, for that 
matter) constitutes the necessary vehicle by which zr comes into use in Jewish 
apocalyptic literature. These are simply the earliest extant texts that employ this 
term in Aramaic. 
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       10:12–14 124 
  Book of the Watchers 4, 52–54, 61,      10:30 238 

105, 106, 111–15, 226, 250      15:33 177 
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