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THE ASATIR AND JOSEPHUS1

The consensus of opinion of almost everyone who has 
studied the writings of Josephus and more particularly his 
"Antiquities," is that in addition to the apologetic character 
which he, of necessity, gave to a book adapted to a heathen 
or Greek public, he is accused of having introduced many 
legends and fantastic interpretations mostly of his own 
fabrication or borrowed from Hellenistic writers, all 
believed to have been of Egyptian origin. It will now cause 
no little surprise if we assert that many of these legends, far 
from being his own invention, were in fact drawn from a 
source closely approximating the Asatir. It must be borne in 
mind that there is a profound difference between the work 
of Josephus and the Asatir. The latter consists mostly of 
legendary glosses and tales added to the text of the Bible. 
The Bible is principally supposed to be known to the reader 
and therefore everything contained therein is entirely 
omitted in the Asatir, as already remarked before, neither is 
there in it any apologetic tendency, nor the desire of 
paraphrasing the text in such a manner as to make the story 
of the Bible more plausible or more acceptable to the 
Gentile reader. The Asatir has only one aim: to fill up the 
lacunae in the historical narrative, to supplement with a few 
more or less explanatory details the lives of the Patriarchs, 
and to emphasise the truth of the Samaritan claims to be the 
possessors of the genuine text of the Bible and the strict 
observers of the Law. With this exception the rest comes 
within the sphere of Agadic Midrash. Not so Josephus. He, 
like many of his predecessors, recounts anew the whole 
history of the Jewish people from the Creation down to his 
own time. His book is written for a wider circle: it has an 
apologetic tendency, since it was intended to present the 
Biblical narrative to the Gentile reader in the most alluring 
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form, and it glosses over every difficulty so as to make it as 
readable as could be done by the  skill of the writer, who 
was conscious at the same time that he was performing a 
sacred and patriotic task. In the comprehensive and 
consecutive writing which covers the whole period of the 
Bible and more, Josephus, while following the account 
given in the Sacred Books, weaves into it a mass of 
legendary matter. This was done with a definite purpose, 
and as will be seen, following more or less an older 
example. The Gentile reader had no necessity to recur to 
Josephus' works for a knowledge of the Bible as such, since 
he had at his disposal the Greek translation of the LXX, 
centuries older than Josephus, and in his time already 
invested with a special character of authority. Josephus, on 
the contrary, had another intention; he wanted to make a 
new presentation in a popular and acceptable form, and in 
the spirit of his time. At the same time he made use of 
legendary matter which had already won popularity among 
his countrymen. Anticipating here already the results of my 
investigation, I should like to formulate them at once into 
the statement that Josephus wrote a Greek Targum to the 
Pentateuch parallel to the Aramaic Targum then in vogue 
among the Jews. From this point of view a new light is 
thrown on the character of his work, and much that has 
hitherto appeared obscure and perplexing will be more 
easily explained, and Josephus' veracity vindicated. It will 
also explain his relation to the LXX of which he curiously 
enough makes so little use in the First Books of his 
"Antiquities." One example will suffice: the Chronology of 
the Patriarchs, in which he differs from the LXX as well as 
from the O. T. Hebrew text.2 It will also be shown that he 
also ignores genuine Egyptian Hellenistic literature. 
Hitherto, the sources of the legends have been sought, and 
to a large extent in vain, in the extant fragments of that 
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Hellenistic literature. Take for example the parallel story in 
the narrative of Josephus and that of Artapanos, in the story 
of Moses, and one can see how great the discrepancies are 
between the one and the other. They prove unquestionably 
that Josephus had not borrowed directly from this writer, 
and even if he did make use of a Greek translation of the 
Bible, it was not the LXX, which is the one now in our 
hands. I am speaking, of course, only of the Pentateuch and 
of the Book of Joshua. The alleged liberties which he took 
were quite in conformity with the character of his book. In 
his writings Josephus followed merely the examples set by 
others who did not scruple to take much greater liberties 
with the Biblical narrative than he did when they worked 
with the same apologetic tendency. For example, Pseudo-
Eupolemos, Artapanos, and other writers did not hesitate to 
mix Biblical stories even with Greek myths. Josephus, on 
the contrary, kept strictly to the Biblical narrative without 
any such admixture of Greek mythology and without any 
real attempt at such synchretism. He followed the example 
set by the synagogue itself. It is well known that long before 
his time the Midrashic homiletic exegesis was introduced 
into the public readings and even into the service of the 
synagogue. Therefore there was no reason for Josephus to 
refrain from introducing similar legendary matter into his 
own exposition of the Biblical narrative, which thus made it 
ever so much more attractive and to a large extent also 
much more instructive. It also served his apologetic 
purpose, for the legend always tries to exalt the personage 
round whom it is woven, and often transforms simple 
mortals into great heroes. 

Whence, then, did Josephus obtain his legendary matter? 
The difficulty of tracing it back to more ancient sources is 
indeed very great, inasmuch as no other parallels can be 



80

found in the hitherto known literature, but if we turn now to 
the Asatir, we shall find a surprising number of close 
parallels between- Josephus and the traditions embodied in 
the former. 

It must, however, at once be emphazised that Josephus has 
not borrowed directly either from a Samaritan source or 
from Pseudo-Eupolemos the incidents connected with 
Abraham in Egypt in spite of many points of agreement. 
Josephus never disguises his profound hatred of and 
contempt for the Samaritans; it is spread over all his 
writings, and occasionally he shows his strong bias when he 
touches upon Samaritan history, for example, in the dispute 
in Egypt before King Ptolemy, not to speak of other more 
important occasions (cf Gaster, Schweich Lectures, Sam. p. 
n8f.). It is, therefore, out of the question that Josephus, 
writing his Antiquities of the Jews, should have gone to the 
hated Samaritans for legendary matter. The nearest source 
would be the Palestinian Midrash, especially the one that 
flourished in the north of Palestine, in Samaria as well as in 
Galilea. It is there, no doubt, that much of this legendary 
matter had been simultaneously evolved, perhaps under the 
influence of mutual rivalry between the various sects of the 
community, each one selecting the same weapons for its 
polemic and borrowing from the armoury of a Midrashic 
exegesis common to both. This may also point to the 
original home of the Palestinian Targum, for all go back to 
the same common anterior source. The value of the 
Josephus legends, therefore, lies in the fact that we have in 
a Jewish writing definite proof of the existence of such 
northern Palestinian Midrash, of which, otherwise, only a 
few traces have been preserved in Hellenistic writings. 
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The parallels between Josephus and the Asatir are very 
numerous. They will be referred to regularly in the 
footnotes accompanying the translation, but a number of 
them may be grouped here, since they go a long way to 
show how close is the parallelism between the two. In some 
cases, as will be seen, there is even literal agreement, but 
still more in the general character and in peculiarities which 
may in themselves be of little consequence, but which yet 
offer cumulative evidence for the close relation between the 
Josephus traditions and those embodied in the Asatir and 
other Samaritan writings. 

We find Josephus describing the Patriarchs down to the 
period of Noah inclusive as ruling the world and delivering 
the government to their sons (Ant. I. 3. 4. 83 and ib. 87, cf 
Asatir I, I and passim). 

"Astronomical and geometrical discoveries" (Ant. I. 4. 9. 
106). This is a paraphrase of Asatir IV 15, where Adam, 
Enoch and others are possessors of the Book of Signs, 
evidently astronomical sciences. 

"He sent colonies abroad" (Ant. I. 4. I. no. 112. As. IV. 26; 
As. IV. 32ff.) We may mention here again the whole 
description of Nimrod which tallies exactly with the Asatir 
in many details. He is described as the builder of Babel, the 
man who incites the people to rebel and who raises the 
Tower. The Geomeria differs to some extent, but there are 
certain points of similarity.3 Notable are the boundaries of 
Egypt, which he traces quite specially, and the inclusion of 
the Philistines, to whom prominence is given, thus agreeing 
in the main with the narrative in the Asatir (Ant. I. 6. 2. 
136; As. V, 11). Again, in both narratives the story of the 
destruction of the seven nations is mentioned in connection 
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with the kingdom of Egypt, and the war to which allusion 
has already been made before. There the confusion has been 
explained into which Josephus has fallen. 

Josephus (Ant. I, 6. 4. 143. 147) places the sons of Joktan 
near the Indian Ocean, substituting geographical names 
better known to him for the Biblical ones. The Asatir (V. 
13) also translates curiously the name of the place 
mentioned in Gen. X. 30, evidently with the desire of 
avoiding identification of the mountain of the East  
with Mount Garizim, which the Samaritans call by that 
name, and substitutes Timnata for it, the place in the South 
of Palestine, known from Gen. XXXVIII, 12. 

Josephus, curiously enough, ignores entirely the legend of 
the birth of Abraham, and his trial by fire, so fully 
developed in the Asatir, but both have one feature in 
common of great importance. Terah is not described as an 
idolater, a theme fully developed in all the Abraham 
legends both in the Jewish Agada and the pseudepigraphic 
literature. It is also found so in the Koran. Now his 
omission is very significant. It is not a mere oversight, but 
has its origin in the same set of traditions which the 
Samaritans possess. The Jewish legend which describes 
Terarji as a maker or worshipper of idols rests ultimately on 
the words of Joshua, where he says (Joshua XXIV, 20 
"Even Terafr, the father of Abraham and the father of Nahor 
served other gods." One might argue that Josephus, for 
apologetic reasons, did not wish to refer to Terah as a 
worshipper of idols, but in the Samaritan Book of Joshua 
this very chapter is entirely missing, and Meshalma, in his 
commentary, protests energetically against the Jewish 
tradition which makes Terah an idol worshipper. The 
parallelism shown by me between Josephus' description of 
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Joshua and that of the Samaritans, finds here again an 
important corroboration, and on the other hand, indicates 
the high antiquity of the Samaritan Book of Joshua 
discovered and published by me. The writer of the Asatir 
did not find in his source any allusion to Terab. as an idol- 
worshipper. Consequently Josephus also omits any 
reference to the cause of Haran's death. 

The 120 years (Ant. 1. 6. 5. 152) mentioned in Gen. VI, 3 
before the Flood are thus explained by Josephus that God 
fixed that number because it was the length of Moses' life. 
The connection of 120 years with Moses rests on the well- 
known Samaritan interpretation of the numerical value of 
the word  (ibid.) which is identical with that of the 
name of Moses, namely 345. This is absolutely Samaritan. 

"Noah departed from the land where he lived," (Ant. I. 3. i. 
74). More precisely given in the Asatir (IV. I. 3). 

"He turned dry land into sea," (Ant. I. 3. 2. 75). "The earth 
became humid and broke open," (As. IV. 9). 

Josephus, in deliberate opposition to the Samaritans, and 
agreeing with the Palestinian Targum, calls the second 
month in which the Flood started Marheshvan (Ant. I, 3.3. 
80), but according to the Samaritans it was the second 
month after Nisan.

"The animals were sent into the ark," (Ant. I. 3. 2. 77). 
Meshalma's Commentary: God sent the animals into the 
ark. It is already thus in the Sibyl I, 208. This is according 
to Samaritan interpretation. 
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Special stress is laid on the fact that Noah was the tenth 
from Adam. (Ant. I, 3. 2. 79). So also in the Samaritan 
Chain of High Priests. 

"Whence it is that they have not written down his (Enoch's) 
death?" (Ant. I, 3. 4. 85). As the words stand, Josephus 
may. have believed that Enoch died. In the Asatir, the death 
of Enoch is fully described (As. IV. 32 ff.). 

"The ark rested on a certain mountain in Armenia," (Ant. I. 
3. 5. 90). Josephus does not mention Ararat, though it is 
distinctly mentioned in the Bible(Gen.VIII,4). Asatir (IV, i) 
also gives a name different from that of the Bible, which is 
not found in the Samaritan Targum. It is a name which does 
not agree with that in any of the other Apocryphal books. 
Here again, Josephus prefers a vague expression to the more 
definite form of the Asatir, but both agree in so far that 
neither mentions the Biblical name. 

The order of the sons of Noah is Shem, Japhet and Ham 
(Ant. I. 4. i. 109). So also the Asatir (IV, 14). 

The story of Nimrod, which has already been fully dealt 
with above, is in complete agreement with the Asatir in the 
main features, especially in those details where Josephus 
amplifies the Biblical narrative. 

"He (Noah) prayed for the prosperity of his two sons," (Ant. 
I. 6. 3. 142), cf. Asatir (IV, 33 34), where Noah appoints 
Shem King giving him the preference in the kingdom. 

Abraham was tenth from Noah (Ant. I. 6. 5. 148). The 
importance attached by Josephus that Abraham was the 
tenth, agrees with the Samaritan practice down to this very 
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day, so also in their genealogical Chain, where special 
attention is drawn to the seventh and tenth among the 
Patriarchs. 

Terah hating Chaldaea (Ant. I. 6. 5. 152). The Bible gives 
no reason for Terah leaving Chaldaea. Josephus says "he 
hates Chaldaea on account of his mourning for Haran." The 
Asatir gives the reason for this hatred: he had been 
imprisoned by Kedar Laomer (Asatir VII, 12) and freed by 
Abraham. 

"(Abraham was) the first to publish this notion that there is 
one God," (Ant. I. 7. i. 155). This is not given in the same 
words in the Bible, although it is implied so; it is, however, 
specifically mentioned in the Asatir that he proclaimed the 
faith first before Nimrod (As. V, 27) and later on before 
Pharaoh (As. VI, 23). 

"The Chaldaean and other people of Mesopotamia raised a 
tumult against him," (Ant. I. 7. I. 157). Nothing of this is 
found in the Bible. It is merely a paraphrase of the definite 
statement in the Asatir, where it says that Nimrod was 
angered with him and threw him into the fire (As. V, 27). 

"Skilful in celestial sciences" (Ant. I. 7. 2. 158) which 
Josephus mentions in the name of Berosus is another proof 
that he did not use Hellenistic writings, and as for Berosus, 
the authenticity of his authorship is open to great doubt. 
Abraham's knowledge of astronomy, etc. has already been 
discussed. 

"The fame of his wife's beauty was greatly talked of" (Ant. 
I. 8. i. 163). "The women saw Sarah and told their husbands 
of her beauty, who told the king," (As. VI, 13) 


