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Babylonian Rabbanism 

 

It is instructive to examine the role that Babylon played qua the Jewish people in the post-exilic 

period.  In order to accomplish this recourse will be made to historical data, which is a valid 

undertaking as long as it is supplementary to intertextual study. The already/not yet format 

points to the characteristic short term/long term dualistic fulfilment of prophecy, indicating 

that prophets (and people) expected a short term (almost immediate) primary outworking. This 

was necessary in order to establish the prophet’s credentials. However, the short term (already) 

outworking did not make the prophecy redundant – instead it establishes a pattern, a prism 

through which the long term (not yet) accomplishment can be viewed. Such a prophecy, 

concerned with the return from Babylonian exile, is Zechariah 5 which relates to wickedness in 

Shinar (Babylon). 

Zechariah 5 

The visions in Zechariah 1-8 were probably received between 518 and 516 BC and are set during 

the return from Babylonian exile – the reestablishment or worship and rebuilding of the temple 

are the background to these chapters.  Andrew Perry1 understands the vision in Zechariah 5 

concerning the ephah transported to Shinar as describing resistance to the rebuilding of the 

Jerusalem temple such as the challenge issued by Tatnai et al (Ezra 5.6) who probably sent 

delegations to Babylon.2 The two unclean women with stalk wings represent two cities that 

wanted to retain their cultic duopoly and resented religious centralization in Jerusalem. 

Opponents such as Sanballat (best known from the Book of Nehemiah) were one of the chief 

opponents of the Jewish governor Nehemiah during the latter’s efforts to rebuild the walls of 

Jerusalem and carrying out his reforms among the Jews. In Jewish tradition, he was called “the 

Horonite,” (another possible “the Harranite”) and was associated with Tobiah the Ammonite 

and Geshem the Arabian. His home was evidently at Samaria. There was also a petition to 

Bagoas the Persian governor of Judea (Sayce-Cowley collection) in a letter written in 407 

appealing for assistance in rebuilding the Jewish temple in Elephantine (Egypt), which had 

recently been badly damaged. The Elephantine community also appealed for aid to Sanballat I 

(the Samaritan potentate), and his sons Delaiah and Shelemiah, as well as Johanan ben Eliashib 

(both Sanballat and Johanan are mentioned in the Book of Nehemiah, 2.19, 12.23).   

                                                           
1 Andrew Perry, The Vision of the Ephah, CEJBI, Vol. 9, No. 4, Oct 2015pp.25-30. 
2 The appeal was probably sent to the Persian king Darius I (Darius the Great 522-486) who established a new 
capital in Persepolis. Administration of the Achaemenian Empire was overseen from Susa, from Babylon or from 
Ecbatana during the cold seasons and it was most likely for this reason that the Greeks never knew of Parsa until it 
was sacked and looted by Alexander the Great in 330 BC. 
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It is therefore entirely feasible that the two unclean women represent the resistance of rival city-

temples such as those situated at Samaria and Elephantine. According to Perry the “base” 

(wickedness) established in Babylon by the two women symbolises the diplomatic pressure 

brought to bear to thwart the building of the Jerusalem temple.  Their attempt to sabotage the 

rebuilding efforts was cursed by the “flying scroll” and would ultimately fail.  This can be 

understood as the already or first fulfilment of the vision but application of the vision is by no 

means complete as it is reapplied by Jesus during his ministry (ca.30-33 AD). 

 

Not yet/long term fulfilment 

The Hebrew word used in Zechariah 5 for “establish” and “base” is closely related to the 

Jerusalem temple.3  The ephah with its lead cover and two women with stalk wings is a parody of 

the cherubim of Ark of the Covenant which contained within the law tablets – instead this “ark” 

contains “lawlessness” and is established at Shinar (Babylon).  Jesus’ condemnation of temple 

worship and his warning concerning the coming destruction (not yet) of the Jerusalem temple in 

AD 70 alludes to the vision of the ephah transported to Shinar:  

 

Zechariah 5 

 

Matthew 21-24 

v.4: The house of the thief  A den of thieves (21.13). 

Stealing (23.23-25). 

Corban (Mark 7.11). 

v.3: Swearing  Swearing (23.16-22). 

 

v.4:  Timber and stones of the house  

consumed  

Your house left desolate (23.28). 

Not one stone upon another  

(24.1-3). 

 

 

In the synoptic accounts Jesus’ alludes to the scapegoat wandering in “dry places” and returning 

from exile in a worse state than before expulsion. This in fact describes the state of the nation 

after the return from Babylonian exile. The nation (typified by Legion) was wearing the chains of 

Roman occupation, was ritually impure, and was driven completely insane by exacting “law 

keeping” (traditions of men) and  feared  further exile or extinction (John 11.49-52). The nation 

had in fact never left Babylon. 

                                                           
3 See the full article for the background: Paul Wyns, Wickedness in Shinar,  CEJBI,  Vol. 4, No. 1, Jan 2010:20-26. 
http://www.biblaridion.info/resources/shinar.pdf 
 

http://www.biblaridion.info/resources/shinar.pdf
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From Pharisaism to Rabbinism 

 

“There is one who accuses you, even Moses.... And if you do not believe his writings, how shall 

you believe my words?” (John 5:45-47). Showing that they only made pretence of following 

Moses, Jesus reproved them, saying, “Did not Moses give you the Law, and [yet] not one of you 

is [genuinely] practicing the Law?” (John 7:19). Moreover, on several occasions Christ upbraided 

the Pharisees for “teaching for doctrine the commandments of men.” He said, “Full well do 

you reject the commandment of God, so that you may observe your own tradition” (Mark 7:7-

9; also Matt. 15:3).4 

 

The famous Jewish Rabbi, Louis Finklestein, in the foreword to his book The Pharisees: The 

Social Background of Their Faith, said: “. . . Judaism . . . Pharisaism became Talmudism, 

Talmudism became Medieval Rabbinism and Medieval Rabbinism became Modern Rabbinism. 

But Through all these changes in name . . . the spirit of the ancient Pharisees survived 

unaltered . . . From Palestine, to Babylonia; from Babylonia to North Africa, Italy, Spain, France 

and Germany; from there to Poland, Russia, and Eastern Europe generally, ancient Pharisaism 

has wandered . . .” 

 

Judaism traces its origin directly to the dominant sect of the Pharisees. “The Jewish religion as it 

is today traces its descent, without a break, through all the centuries, from the Pharisees 

[with their scribal leaders]. Their leading ideas and methods found expression in a [mass of] 

literature of enormous extent, of which a very great deal is still in existence [as the Talmud]”. 

(Universal  Jewish  Encyclopedia, “Pharisees,” p.474; emphasis added) 

 

Robinson writes that the Pharisees were the “foremost exponents of the idea of the Oral Torah, 

which would [by about 500 AD] become the Talmud, as an adjunct to the Written Torah.” 

Through their oral law, the Pharisees “brought the [ritual] purity laws, [which] previously applied 

only to the priestly caste, into the Jewish home  [and established] boundaries of behaviour, 

setting themselves apart from the general Jewish population in areas as diverse as food, dress, 

commerce, marriage and worship” (pp. 320-321). 

 

                                                           
4 Information in this paragraph is a summary from Philip Neal, Judaism-Revelation of Moses or Religion of Men? 
(York Publishing Company, 2010); recommended; available as a PDF download 
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In a rather telling comment, historian Paul Johnson writes that there “have been four great 

formative periods in Jewish history: under Abraham, under Moses, during and shortly after the 

Exile, and after the destruction of the Second Temple. The first two [under Abraham, then 

Moses,] produced the religion of Yahweh”—that is, the true way of life defined by God's laws 

and commandments—” the second two developed and refined it into Judaism itself” (A 

History of the Jews, pp. 83-84; emphasis added). Johnson admits here that Judaism dates from 

the time just after the Babylonian Exile, and differs from what he calls the original “religion of 

Yahweh” formed under Abraham and Moses.  

 

With a similar perspective, American rabbinical scholar Stephen S. Wise has stated, “The [Jews'] 

return from Babylon ..... [marked] the end of Hebrew-ism and the beginning of Judaism” (The 

Other End of the World, Roger Rusk, p. 182). 

  

Ernest L. Martin, widely recognized for his scholarly research on Judaism, writes: “History 

shows—and the Jews themselves admit—that their religion had drifted far away from the simple 

doctrines of Scripture, commonly called the 'Old Testament.' The Jews had modified God's law 

and even instituted laws and commandments of their own which were, in many instances, 

diametrically opposite of the precepts of Moses” (Is Judaism the Religion of Moses?, p. 1; 

emphasis added). 

 

In Exploring the World of the Jew, John Phillips writes that while Jewish life had for centuries 

revolved around the written Torah, by the first century AD the Law had been “buried beneath 

vast accumulations of tradition and encrusted with enormous deposits of human 

interpretation. The Torah itself has been largely superseded in Judaism by the Talmud. The five 

books of the Torah can be written out in 350 pages. The Talmud takes up 523 books printed in 

22 volumes” (p. 55; emphasis added). 

 

Phillips adds: “The Torah is clear and concise, part of the inspired Word of God. The Talmud is 

wordy, rambling, argumentative, inconsistent, sometimes witty, sometimes boring, sometimes 

brilliant, sometimes inane. The laws of the Talmud constitute cold concrete poured over Jewish 

life and hardened by time into a rigid prison for the soul.... [For the Jew] the chief instrument 

of ..... blindness to biblical truth has been the Talmud” (pp. 55 and 57; emphasis added). 
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Michael Hoffman has spent decades researching the Jews' religion. He concludes that 

“everything about Orthodox Judaism is either a distortion or a falsification of the Old Testament 

because it is based on ..... traditions that void the Old Testament.....” (Judaism Discovered, p. 

145). Jesus Himself noted that the Jews' orally-derived traditions had a nullifying effect on the 

Scriptures (Mark 7:13). Arguing that Judaism only poses as the “religion” of Moses, Hoffman 

adds: “Talmudic texts can be minefields of deception and pits of derangement and bogus 

reasoning, as befits those who would replace the Bible with their own authority. Most of the 

laws of the religion of Judaism have no biblical warrant; they contradict and nullify the Word 

of God”. (p. 146; emphasis added) Indeed, Judaism's predecessors had to violate the Scriptures 

in order to reject Jesus—for the Scriptures testified of Him as the Messiah (John 5:39). 

 

Rabbinism in the period 70CE -200 CE 

In the period 70-200 CE Babylonia had not yet emerged as a competitor to Palestine for pre-

eminence in the rabbinic world of late antiquity. Babylonia emerges as a major competitor only 

during the Amoraic period which refers to the Jewish scholars of the period from about 200 to 

500 CE, who “said” or “told over” the teachings of the Oral Torah.  The period that is of 

interest to us is the generation of Bar Kokhba’s revolt (3rd generation of Tannaim). The 

Tannaim were the Rabbinic sages whose views are recorded in the Mishnah, from approximately 

10-220 CE. The Tannaim lived in several areas of the Land of Israel and the third generation 

represents the generation of Rabbi Akiva and his colleagues.  

 

 Jacob Neusner observes, “Before the destruction of Jerusalem in 70 c.e., Babylonian Jewry may 

have had academies and learned men, but to our knowledge contemporary Tannaitic Judaism in 

Palestine was represented in the east only by Judah b. Bathyra (I) in Nisibis and Nehemiah of Bet 

Deli in Nehardea. It is entirely possible that Palestinian Tannaim such as Hillel and Nahum the 

Mede came from Parthia, but, as has been noted, we have no information about any education 

they may have received before migrating to Jerusalem. Between 70 and the Bar Kokhba war, 

Hananiah the nephew of Rabbi Joshua and Judah ben Bathyra (II) were the only Tannaim in 

Babylonia who are known to us. The real beginnings of the movement, therefore, date from the 

Bar Kokhba war, when numerous Palestinian Tannaim were forced to flee the country because 

of the war and consequent danger to their lives...Between 70 and the bar Kokhba war, Hananiah 

the nephew of Rabbi Joshua and Judah ben Bathyra (II) were the only Tannaim in Babylonia 

who are known to us.  
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The real beginnings of the movement, therefore, date from the Bar Kokhba war, when 

numerous Palestinian Tannaim were forced to flee the country because of the war and 

consequent danger to their lives. Two groups fled to the east. The students of Rabbi Akiba went 

to Nisibis, where they remained for a time with R. Judah b. Bathyra (II) before returning to 

Palestine after the cessation of the war and subsequent pacification of the country. The students 

of Rabbi Ishmael went to Hual, where they settled permanently. During the time of Rabbi Judah 

the Prince, several Tannaim came to Palestine from Babylonia, having already received part of 

their education at home, and by the end of the Tannaitic period, as we shall see, Babylonia 

contained several resident Tannaitic teachers and at least one permanent academy.”5 

 

However, until the Bar Kochba War the Palestinian Rabbi’s remained dominant, particularly in 

the region of Galilee (where Jesus cast out the unclean spirit of Legion into the Abyss), even 

after the last revolt Palestinian Rabbi’s remained influential, but their influence gradually waned 

and was overtaken by Babylonian acadamies of Torah learning.  The entry in the ISBE states 

that, “Since Josephus was a general of Jewish forces located in “both Galilees” (BJ ii.20.4 [568]), 

we could easily lose our objective if we were to track down his many references. Furthermore, 

for this article it would serve no useful purpose. Suffice it to say that Vespasian quickly 

conquered Galilee, taking Josephus prisoner in the process. Jotapata, Sepphoris, and Gischala 

were already important Jewish cities. After the destruction of Jerusalem in a.d. 70, the religion of 

the Jews might have come to an end. But Johanan ben Zakkai escaped from Jerusalem, 

according to tradition smuggling a copy of the Holy Scriptures with him, and obtained 

permission from Vespasian to set up an academy at Jabneh (Jamnia, the OT Jabneel in the 

Sharon plain). He organized a Beth Din to take the place of the Sanhedrin, which had ceased to 

exist. After the defeat of Bar Cochba in a.d. 135 the council moved to Sikhnin N of Jotapata, and 

due to the persecution under Hadrian other schools that had developed moved to Galilee, with 

locations at Usha, Peqi’in, Sepphoris, Beth-shearim, and Tiberias. Galilee thenceforth became a 

strong center of Judaism. The teachings of the Tannaim were gathered, the codification of the 

Mishnah was accomplished by Judah ha–Naśi, and the traditional pronunciation of the Hebrew 

Bible was preserved by the Tiberian masoretic pointing. Thus the foundations of modern 

Judaism were securely laid — in Galilee of the Gentiles.”6 

 

 

                                                           
5 Jacob Neusner, A History of the Jews in Babylonia, (Brill, Leiden,1969),122 
6 International Standard Bible Encyclopedia, Revised ed., Geoffrey W. Bromiley (ed), Eerdmans:1979 
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Schiffman summarises, “As if history were repeating itself, recovery and the reinstitution of 

Jewish self-government ensued once again. With the accession of the emperor Antoninus Pius 

(138-161 C.E.), virtually all of Hadrian's decrees were rescinded. The patriarchate and the high 

court were reconstituted at Usha, in the Galilee. Indeed, the two revolts contributed greatly to 

encouraging the Jewish population of Palestine to move from Judea to the north, settling 

primarily in the Galilee. Under Rabban Simeon ben Gamaliel II, (first half of the second century 

c.E.) and later under Rabbi Judah the Prince (latter half of the second and beginning of the third 

century c.E.), the editor of the Mishnah, the patriarchate and the other institutions of the Jewish 

community reached their height. Taxes poured into the patriarchal coffers even from the 

Diaspora, where the emissaries of the rabbis of Palestine attempted to foster the spread of 

tannaitic Judaism. …7 

 

Cohen says, “The center of Jewish life moved from Judea to towns and villages in Galilee that 

had survived the war unscathed. … With the emergence of Galilee as a major center of Jewish 

life, the rabbinic leaders also moved there. From places like Yavneh and Lydda in Judea, they 

migrated north. Indeed, the first rabbinic literary works were redacted (that is, compiled and 

edited) in Galilee, not Judea.”8 

 

Rabbi Akiva lived from ca. 50CE to 136 CE in the Tannaic period. This makes R. Akiva a 

contemporary of the apostles. During this period Palestinian Rabbi’s still had supremacy over 

their Babylonian counterparts although travel ensured exchange of knowledge and influence 

between Palestinian and Babylonian Tanaim. The Sifre Deuteronomy (and other tannaitic 

literature) uses the word (u) kevar to introduce accounts of rabbis gathering or travelling together 

(sections 38, 43, 118).  Catherine Hezser states that, “It seems that at least some segments of the 

Jewish population of Roman Palestine and Sasanian Babylonia were quite mobile. Rabbinic 

scholars’ mobility seems to have increased from tannaitic to amoraic times. Rabbinic narratives 

present rabbis as travelling within the Land of Israel and — less often — to Diaspora locations 

such as Syria, Egypt, Babylonia and Rome….In Judaism the development from a centralized to a 

decentralized system was mainly brought about by the destruction of the Jerusalem Temple, that 

is, the loss of the central holy place.  

                                                           
7 Lawrence H. Schiffman, From Text to Tradition: A History of Second Temple & Rabbinic Judaism, 
KTAV:1991,174 
8 Cohen in Christianity and Rabbinic Judaism: A Parallel History of Their Origins and Early Development, Hershel 
Shanks (ed.), Biblical Archeology Society: 1992,196f  
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What remained and even increased in significance was the Torah and its study and application to 

daily life. This practice united post-70 scholars at various locales. The exchange of halakhic 

knowledge enabled them to become aware of each other and see themselves as part of a 

movement. This exchange was possible on the basis of mutual visits and hospitality only”9.   

 

Rabbi Akiva (Akiba) 

 

Rabbi Akiva journeyed from Israel to Nehardea10 and as far as Gazaka in Medes and visited the 

exilarch.11 The Jewish Encyclopedia comments, “Rabbi Akiba's journeys to Nehardea (Yeb., end) 

and Gazaka (Gen. R. xxxiii.5) were undoubtedly connected with preparations for revolt 

(Rapoport, in “Bikkure ha-'Ittim,” 1823, p. 70), and it is a fact that Jews of the Diaspora enrolled 

themselves under Bar Kokba (“Gola,” in Saadia ibn Danan, in “Pe'er ha-Dor,” No. 225).12 

 

Holtz sums up Akiva’s foundational importance to Judaism as follows; “As important as these 

early sages were, I suspect that if today you asked someone with even a moderate connection to 

Judaism to name one rabbi from ancient times, it is unlikely that he or she would come up with 

any name aside from Akiva...He is the interpreter of Torah so acute that every detail of the text 

holds secret meanings. If he was not the very first to push interpretation to such heights, he 

surely was one of the first, and he is certainly the most well-known and imaginative. He becomes 

the model for Jewish intellectual creativity, at least in its religious form, for almost two thousand 

years. More than that, Akiva is the teacher par excellence, the image of what it means to be a rabbi. 

And, finally, in the manner of his dying -tortured to death by the Roman authorities for his 

insistence on teaching Torah in public - he became the model for the rest of Jewish history of 

what it means to be a martyr”.13 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
9 Catherine Hezser, Jewish Travel in Antiquity, (Mohr Siebeck,2011),113 
10 Nehardea or Nehardeah was a city of Babylonia, situated at or near the junction of the Euphrates with the Nahr 
Malka. As the seat of the exilarch it traced its origin back to King Jehoiachin. It became one of the earliest centres of 
Babylonian Judaism 
11 m. yebam.16:7; b.Yebam. 115a ,122a; Gen. Rab.33:5 (Theodor and Albeck,310); b. Ta'an. 11b  b.Abod. Zar. 34a,  39a. 
On this and later textual variants see, Gafni,The Jews of Babylonia,81-6. 
12 BABYLONIA. By: Morris Jastrow, Jr., Robert W. Rogers, Richard Gottheil, Samuel Krauss, in The unedited full-
text of the 1906 Jewish Encyclopedia. 
13 Barry W. Holtz, Rabbi Akiva: Sage of the Talmud, (Yale University Press, 2017),p., 3-4 
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The situation in Shinar (Babylon) 

 

It is important to examine the post-exilic history of the Jewish Diaspora in Babylon. In the first 

century AD, Judea, and those who lived there who had become known as Jews, were under 

Roman control, and Babylonia was a province in the Persian (Iranian) Empire.14 But the day-to-

day governing of the Jewish people was left in the hands of a Jewish authority who, when 

holding the title, was called the exilarch. The Greek term has continued to be applied to the 

position, notwithstanding changes to the position over time, which was at most times purely 

honorific. The origin of this dignity is not known, but the princely post was hereditary in a family 

that traced its descent from the royal Davidic line.15 It was recognized by the state and carried 

with it certain prerogatives. This meant he was the ruler of the Jewish community while they 

were in exile from the Holy Land. He was recognized by the Parthians and the Romans because 

he served the purposes of Rome.  

 

Not everyone accepted the authority of the “sages” and the Babylonian Talmud – the Jewish 

Karaites16 sect is distinct from mainstream Rabbinic Judaism, which considers the Oral Torah, as 

codified in the Talmud and subsequent works, to be authoritative interpretations of the Torah. 

Karaites maintain that all of the divine commandments handed down to Moses by God were 

recorded in the written Torah (Old Testament) without additional Oral Law or explanation. 

As a result, Karaite Jews do not accept as binding the written collections of the oral tradition in 

the Midrash or the Babylonian Talmud.  

 

Meira Polliack concludes; - In sum: the Karaites attempted to redefine the Jewish canon and 

reform Jewish religious practice by reviving the unhindered, direct, and individual study of the 

Hebrew Bible, and by rejecting the interpretive authority of oral tradition, as codified in the 

Mishnah, Talmud, and midrashim. A balanced expression of their ‘credo’ is reflected in the  

                                                           
14

 Rome never conquered Parthia and diaspora Jews who never returned home after the exile made Babylon their 
base establishing religious academies that rivalled and eventually superseded the Palestinian schools. See the maps 
appended to the article from Dan Cohn-Sherbok, Atlas of Jewish History, (Routledge:NY, 1994),62-63  
15 Wikipedia contributors, 'Exilarch', Wikipedia, The Free Encyclopedia, 29 September 2016, 09:16 UTC, 
<https://en.wikipedia.org/w/index.php?title=Exilarch&oldid=741731900> [accessed 3 October 2016] 
16 Gill traces the Karaite sect to the split between the schools of Hillel the Elder and Shammai in 30 BCE. Gill noted 
that in the times of John Hyrcanus, and Alexander Janneus his son, sprung up the sect of the Karaites, in opposition 
to the Pharisees, who had introduced traditions, and set up the oral law, which these men rejected. In the times of 
the said princes lived Simeon ben Shetach, and Judah ben Tabbai, who flourished AM 3621, these two separated, 
the latter from the former, because he could not embrace his inventions which he formed out of his own brain; and 
from him the Karaites sprung, who were first called the society or congregation of Judah ben Tabbai, which was 
afterwards changed into the name of Karaites. Gill, John. A Collection of Sermons and Tracts...: To which are 
Prefixed, Memoirs of the Life, Writing, and Character of the Author, Volume 3. London: George Keith, (1778): 
538-542, 529 

https://en.wikipedia.org/w/index.php?title=Exilarch&oldid=741731900
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commentary on Zechariah 5: 7-8, by the Karaite exegete Yefet ben Eli, who lived in Jerusalem 

during the second half of the tenth century. Yefet offers an allegorical reading of the prophet’s 

vision of a wicked woman who is thrust into the ’ephah (= a container), which is then sealed by a 

leaden weight and carried to the land of Shin’ar, where its house will be built. The wicked 

woman entombed alive in the ’ephah is interpreted as a complex symbol for rabbinic Judaism and 

its destiny:  

 

And he [= the prophet] said: ‘This is wickedness’ [Zech. 5: 8] and he 
compared it (= the ’ephah ) to a wicked woman in order to demonstrate 
that they [the Rabbanites] are sinners before God, for they composed 
these [talmudic] books, and compelled the nation to believe in them and 
to act according to them, and condemned to death those who disagreed 
with them. They did not say: ‘so we reason and so it occurred to us and 
search yourselves O Israel as we have searched’. Had they done so, they 
would have been saved from the condemnation of the Lord of the 
Universe. For this is what ‘Anan did, who said: ‘search diligently in the 
Torah and do not rely on my opinion’ and Benjamin said in concluding 
his words: ‘I Benjamin am one of thousands and scores of thousands 
and am not a prophet (nor a) son of a prophet’ etc. So all the Karaite 
scholars used this method and established what appeared to them as the 
truth and encouraged people to search [= for themselves], so much that 
a man is entitled to disagree with his father and the father will not say to 
him: ‘why have you disagreed with me’ and a student with his Rabbi. 
This is why God forgave them when error befell some of their opinions, 
and they were absolved because they opened the eyes of men and 
brought them out of darkness into light. 17 

 

 

Polliack18 comments, “The sayings reflect, therefore, the Karaite self-perception and historical 

consciousness, as it was consolidated during the tenth century. They are quoted in support of 

Yefet’s overall rebuke of the ‘sealing’ of the live, inquisitive, and open tradition in the 

interpretation of the Hebrew Bible, and its replacement with what he sees as a fixed, transmitted 

tradition, whose ‘house’ (i.e. establishment) was installed in Babylonia”.  

 

 

 

 

                                                           
17 Meira Polliack, Redefining the Major Impetus Behind Karaism in The Oxford Handbook of Jewish Studies, (ed. Martin 
Goodman, Jeremy Cohen, David Sorkin,  Oxford University Press, 2004),113-114 
18 Ibid, 315 
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Daniel Boyarin19 observes, “With the exile of Jeconia20 in 597 BC, the Jews took with them 

stones and sand from the destroyed Temple in Jerusalem and used them to build their synagogue 

in Babylonia. According to the Talmud, this synagogue was where the Shekhina21 dwelled in 

Babylonia. Babylon replaces Palestine, and this synagogue is the new Temple, albeit a reduced 

one, “The Synagogue that Slid and Settled”22, which, as Elhanan Reiner has pointed out, is 

not mere metaphor. A striking text from the late geonic period23 evinces this point in the context 

of an argument of one of the last geonim for maintaining the absolute primacy of the Babylonian 

centre over-against the new ones in the West, as figured in the story of the four captives […] ;  

 

 

Several matters support this: The legacy of the parents is the merit of 
the ancestors [the parents leave to their children their own merits; that 
is, my illustrious ancestors render me worthy to be the leader of the Jews 
worldwide]. And also the place [where it is said] that the Shekhina 
removed to Babylonia provides support, as it is said: “For your sake, I 
sent to Babylonia” [Isa. 43:14], and the Sages interpreted: Beloved is 
Israel that in any place to which they are removed, the Shekhina is with 
them. And now she is in Babylonia, standing on her foundation, as it is 
written: O Zion, save yourself, O dweller with the daughter of Babylon 
[Zech. 2:7=11, in Hebrew]. Behold the Talmud testifies to you [when it 
asks]: In Babylon, where is the Shekhina? Rav said, in the synagogue of 
Hutzal; and Shmuel said, in the Synagogue That Slid and Settled in 
Nehardea. And don’t say that it is [only] here or [only] there, but 
sometimes it is here and sometimes there. And there [in Babylon], the 
yeshiva is established to augment the Shekhina. They bless always also in 
the Synagogue the Prophet Ezekiel and Daniel the greatly beloved and 
Ezra the Scribe and Barukh ben Neria and the rest of the Sages of the 
Talmud [all Babylonian Jewish luminaries], the memory of all of them 
for a blessing.  

 

 

                                                           
19 Daniel Boyarin, A Traveling Homeland: The Babylonian Talmud as Diaspora,(University of Pennsylvania Press: 
Philadelphia,  2015),34-35 
20 Jeconia, Jeconiah or Jehoiachin, according to the chronology of the exilarchate, the last of the Davidic kings of 
Judah mentioned in Jer.29.2 
21 Shekinah, Shechinah, or Schechinah (Biblical Hebrew: שכינה), is the English transliteration of a Hebrew noun 
meaning "dwelling" or "settling" and denotes the dwelling or settling of the divine presence of God and his cosmic 
glory. 
22 I have omitted the Hebrew in this citation and  substituted Boyarin’s English translation of the Synagogue name 
23 The period of the Geonim began in 589 CE (Hebrew date: 4349), after the period of the Sevora'im, and ended 
in 1038 (Hebrew date: 4798). The first gaon of Sura, according to Sherira Gaon, was Mar Rab Mar, who assumed 
office in 609. 
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One of the last of the geonim, the leaders of the Babylonian yeshivot,24 defends here the 

proposition that Babylonia is the Holy Land—that the Divine Presence, the Shekhina, came with 

them to Babylonia, settled there (like the synagogue itself), and established it as a new Holy 

Land.  Zion is now in Babylon, and detaching from Babylon is detaching from the Holy Land. 

The proof from Zechariah is brilliant. Simply from the fact that “Zion” personified as the 

Shekhina is called “dweller with the Daughter of Babylon,” we see that the Shekhina moved with 

the Jews to that place and selection of Babylonian Jewish holy men going back to Ezekiel and 

Jeremiah’s scribe and forward to the men who produced the Talmud. In indicating that the 

Shekhina, the Divine Presence in the world, came with them to Babylonia and established herself 

…….in a holy place there, the Talmud and its Babylonian rabbinic tradents are reorienting our 

sense of what a diaspora  is, providing us with a new conception of diaspora, transforming it in 

our conceptual apparatus from a contrast between centre and periphery, from homeland and 

exile, to a process of the establishment of ever-new centres and locating it in cultural practice—

not ancient trauma or loss. It is the study—the yeshiva—that augments the presence of the 

Shekhina in Babylonia. The legend of the building of this synagogue out of actual sand and 

stones brought by Jeconia from the Temple in Jerusalem renders graphic the status of this 

building as a new Temple.”  Boyarin also refers to Pirkoi’s argument25 based on Micah 4.10: 

 
“……go out from the city and dwell in the open country; you shall go to Babylon. There you 
shall he rescued; there the Lord will redeem you from the hand of your enemies” [Mic. 4:10]. 
The redemption comes first to the yeshiva in Babylon, for just as Israel will be redeemed owing 
to their virtue, therefore shall the redemption come first to them; for this reason, it says, “There 
you shall be rescued; there the Lord will redeem you from the hand of your enemies.” (Text 
apud Brodie) 
 
 

 This remarkable utterance (extreme and controversial even in its day, to be sure) simply replaces 

the Land of Israel with Babylonia as Zion via a pun in which cion (Zion) is read etymologically 

as the place of excellence (mecuyyan). Moreover, it is the Talmud that is taught and studied in the 

yeshivot (talmudic academies) of Babylon that confers this status on the place and on the 

community. It is the daughter of Zion who, according to the prophet, will go to Babylon and 

there shall she be rescued, there shall she be redeemed. Those Jews who stayed behind in 

Palestine will have to wait their turn for redemption, after the Jews of Babylonia, who are the 

reason for the redemption; because of their Talmud, which they have created and studied, 

they will be rescued and redeemed first. (emphasis mine) 
 

                                                           
24 yeshivot "sitting"; pl. ישיבות, yeshivot (or yeshivos) is a Jewish institution that focuses on the study of traditional 
religious texts, primarily the Talmud and Torah study. Study is usually done through daily shiurim (lectures or 
classes) and in study pairs called chavrutas (Aramaic for "friendship" or "companionship"). 
25 Ibid, 45 
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The last point is the most extreme and controversial of Pirkoi’s argument. The Jews of late 

antiquity had built Jerusalem in Babylonia’s green and pleasant land; but for most, their 

orientation toward the old Zion was vital through all of late antiquity.  Indeed, the same passages 

of the Talmud that tell us of the synagogue that had literally slid from the Holy Land to 

Babylonia, bringing the Shekhina with it, also informs us that all the synagogues of Babylonia will 

return (this time, for sure, miraculously) to Palestine when the Messiah comes”.  

Mystery Babylon 

The history (so far) can be summarised (and simplified) as follows-; When the Jews returned 

from Babylonian exile (deported 586 BC) they brought back the seeds (Pharisaism) that would 

develop into a virulent strain of Rabbinism that placed the authority of the Babylonian Talmud 

above that of Torah (Scripture), effectively making the commandment of God of none effect by your 

tradition (Matt.15.6).  This was already a problem in the first century as attested by Jesus but 

would (as Jesus warned) become much worse; “Then goeth he, and taketh to him seven other 

spirits more wicked than himself; and they enter in, and dwell there: and the last state of that man 

is worse than the first” (Lk.11.26). They had established their “base” in Shinar (Babylon) and 

would poison the well for centuries to come. Even the removal of the temple in AD 70 did not 

hinder “progress” as they had a new “house” in Babylon.  

 

If anything, apostasy accelerated over time as novel doctrines (such as Kabbalism) supplemented 

Babylonian Rabbinism as it expanded to the global Diaspora; “The Kabbalists developed a form 

of Jewish Magic. Demonology […] occupies an important position in the works of many 

Kabbalists; for the imps are related to those beings that are generally designated as demons, 

being endowed with various supernatural powers and with insight into the hidden realms of 

lower nature, and even occasionally into the future and the higher spiritual world. Magic may be 

practised with the help of these beings, the Kabbalists meaning white magic in contrast to the 

black arts.” (Jewish Encyclopaedia).The true character of “Babylonian religion” emerged in the 

in the thirteenth century when the Zoar was published by a Jewish writer named Moses ben 

Shem-Tov de Leon (though often attributed to Moses the same as the “oral law” recorded 

centuries later in the Talmud). This despite the warnings of the Old Testament and in 

Revelation-; “Let no one be found among you who . . .  practices divination or sorcery, interprets 

omens, engages in witchcraft, or casts spells, or who is a medium or spiritualist or who consults 

the dead. Anyone who does these things is detestable to Yahweh” (Deut. 18. 10-11) --- “For 

without are dogs, and sorcerers, and whoremongers, and murderers, and idolaters, and whosoever 

loveth and maketh a lie” (Rev.22.15).  
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The “holy book” (the Zohar) of the Kabbalists promises hidden knowledge and the unlocking of 

mysteries. The Zohar is a mystical commentary on Torah which purports to give the Torah’s 

true meaning. This ‘true meaning’ was deemed only worthy of being taught to a select few. 

Scholem points out that in some Zohari texts there is some degree of fusion between the figure 

of “Shekhinah” and “Lilith” (Adam’s first wife according to some, who later became demonic). 

Likewise there is at least one text of the Zohar (page 190-191) wherein the figure of Shekhinah 

is, at least partially, fused with the whorish “alien woman” (—who in Proverbs stands in stark 

contrast to Lady Wisdom—) of Proverbs.26 They have exchanged the indwelling glory of 

Yahweh (Shekhinah) for a whorish woman (Rev 17.1). 

 

Mother of Harlots 

Few realise that the Babylonian influence of Rabbinism goes beyond the corruption of the Old 

Testament but like any disease it spreads its malignancy and corruption as everything it touches 

becomes unclean.  In 1833 Abraham Geiger (who was a Rabbi) wrote the essay, “What did 

Muhammad borrow from Judaism?27 As the title Suggests, Geiger believed that the Quran was a 

human rather than divine product and that much of it was a reshaping of Judaism. Of 

Wansbrough’s work the author observes; “He (Wansbrough) correctly notes the much greater 

overlap with Jewish scriptural rather than Christian scriptural references, an observation that had 

been explained previously by Islamic tradition through the history of Muhammad’s interaction 

with the Jews of Yathrib/Medina”. 28 Safiy Al-Rahman Al-Mubarakfoury writes of the Jews in 

Medina (Yathrib), Taima’a and Khaibar, that their religion arrived in Arabia during the 

Babylonian and Ashorian conquests in Palestine and the pressure and persecution of the Jews 

there, which made them flee to various areas. A similar migration by the Jews came to Arabia 

from Palestine when the Romans destroyed Jerusalem. Judaism spread amongst the Arabs of 

Hijaz from the contact they had with the Jewish tribes that settled in Arabia. Judaism also 

entered into Yemen through Tabban Asad Abi Karb. The Jews set up villages in the areas that 

they inhabited and worked in agriculture and some trades.29  

 

                                                           
26 Gershom Scholem, On the Mystical Shape of the Godhead: Basic Concepts in the Kabbalah (Schocken, 
1962/1991/1997), 182- 194. 
27 It was subsequently translated into English by F. M. Young in the hopes that it would draw Muslims closer to 
Judaism and therefore Christianity with title Judaism and Islam (1898: repr., New York: Ktav, 1970). For a recent and 
excellent summary of Geiger’s personal history and his contribution to the field of Islamic studies, see Jacob 
Lassner: Abraham Geiger, “A Nineteenth-Century Jewish Reformer on the Origins of Islam”, in The Jewish Discovery 
of Islam: Studies in Honor of Bernard Lewis (ed. M. Kramer; Tel Aviv: Tel Aviv University. 1999), 103—35.  
28 See, Bible and Qurʼān: Essays in Scriptural Intertextuality, (ed. John C. Reeves Brill: Leiden, Boston: Brill, 2004), 
page 7, page 20 also footnote on Geiger above. 
29 Safiy Al-RahmanAl-Mubarakfoury,Al-Raheeq Al-Makhtoom (1418 A.H.)  
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Maududi writes: “In the matter of language, dress, civilization and way of life they had 

completely adopted Arabism, even their names had become Arabian. Of the 12 Jewish tribes that 

had settled in Hejaz, none except the Bani Zaura retained its Hebrew name. Except for a few 

scattered scholars none knew Hebrew. In fact, there is nothing in the poetry of the Jewish poets 

of the pre-Islamic days to distinguish it from the poetry of the Arab poets in language, ideas and 

themes. They even inter-married with the Arabs. In fact, nothing distinguished them from the 

common Arabs except religion (my emphasis). Because of this Arabism the western orientalists 

have been misled into thinking that perhaps they were not really Israelites but Arabs who had 

embraced Judaism, or that at least majority of them consisted of the Arab Jews.” 30 For obvious 

reasons many Muslim apologists downplay the importance and the number of the Jews of 

Medina. They are often portrayed as treacherous and hypocritical but the only source available 

for these claims is the Qur’ān and early Muslim writings.  

 

It is important to understand that the evolution of shari’ah, similar to the evolution of Islamic 

theology, did not occur in a vacuum or in isolation from other religious movements. It was 

particularly during the flourishing Abbasid caliphate that the Islamic post-scriptural oral 

tradition was formed, and Muslim jurisprudence, theology and science made significant 

advances. It is generally acknowledged that Islamic theology was influenced by Greek philosophy 

transmitted by the Nestorian churches, but few realize the influence that Talmudic Judaism must 

have exercised on the formation of shari’ah. The Persian Empire became the place of learning 

and codification of the Jewish law, not only was the institution of the exilarch to be found there, 

but also the various geonim; the heads of the famous law academies. The final edition of the 

2,500,000 words Babylonian Talmud was completed in the fifth century. The era following the 

conclusion of the Talmud until shortly before the Arab, conquest is known as the Savorite era. 

According to Jewish tradition, the scholars (savoraim) who lived during this period were 

concerned with explaining Jewish law. The Jewish obsession with law, manifested in centuries of 

debate and codification must have influenced the Islamic view of law. Early Muslims whole-

heartedly followed the lead of their Jewish counterparts establishing law schools and a scribal 

class; the fuqaha (experts on the Shari’ah) and the ulama (the Muslim religious scholars, or 

literally “those who know”). The Jews had Moses as their prophet-lawgiver the Muslims had 

Mohammed. The Old Testament prophets and Jesus himself warned against the very human 

need to self-justify on the grounds of law.  

 

                                                           
30 Maududi, in his comments on the Surah 59 of Quran reporting from Kitab al-Aghani, [a book of songs, an 
important source for information on medieval Islamic society, vol. xix, p. 94, by Abu al-Faraj Ali of Esfahan (897-
967)]  
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Even more subtle and subversive is the influence of Judaism (Rabbanism) on Christianity. There 

was a concentrated Judaist effort in the first century to undermine the primitive church as 

witnessed by the writings of Paul. It was particularly the introduction of the Gentiles and issues 

around Halakha31 that forced the matter. The greatest point of difference and the most divisive 

issue separating Jews and Christians is the doctrine of the Trinity. If one could design a doctrine 

to drive a wedge between Jews and Christians, one could do no better than Trinitarianism. In the 

teaching of Maimonides and other medieval sages, unlike the Judaism of other eras, belief in 

correct doctrine was what ensured a Jewish person of life in the world to come.32 The origins of 

the Trinity doctrine are sought in Neo-Platonism and Hellenism largely ignoring the fact that the 

Trinity is a perversion of Jewish doctrine.   

 

Rhodes et al comments,33 “There is one further set of considerations that is important for our 

assessment of the degree to which Judaism was paganised in the first century. It is argued that 

certain intertestamental texts demonstrate that significant portions of Second Temple Judaism 

had embraced a “flexible monotheism” that allowed for mythological figures to play a God-like 

role next to Yahweh. We find many examples of high-ranking angels (e.g., Michael, Metatron), 

exalted patriarchs (e.g., Enoch, Moses), and personified divine attributes (e.g., Wisdom, etc.) 

being spoken of in terms what were commonly associated with Yahweh himself. All indications 

are that these texts were circulated widely and reflect general Jewish sentiments in the century 

leading up to the time of Jesus. On top of this, we have a number of examples of Jews referring 

to various heroes as supernaturally empowered “divine men” (theios aner), a concept that was 

sometimes used in Greco—Roman contexts to refer to people who were believed to be both 

human and divine”.  

 

The Jews of the first century (mostly descendants of Babylonian exiles) were wont to personify 

and mythologize aspects of the divine. For example, the Jewish Targums34 speak of the “Memra” 

(literally the speech or voice) creating the world in Gen.1.1 and this is picked up in John 1.1-3 

with the use of “Word” (i.e., Memra) although it is usually attributed to Philonic  Platonism the 

Jews had a long pedigree of personification, manifestation and agency (not incarnation). The 

angel of the Exodus personified Yahweh and acted as his agent (Ex.23.21).   

                                                           
31 Halakha is the collective body of Jewish religious laws derived from the Written and Oral Torah. 
32 See especially Menachem Kellner, Dogma in Medieval Jewish Thought: From Maimonides to  Abravanel 
(Oxford; Portland, OR: Littman Library of Jewish Civilization, 1986). 
33 Paul Rhodes Eddy, Gregory A. Boyd, The Jesus Legend: A Case for the Historical Reliability of the Synoptic Jesus 
Tradition,(Baker Academic, 2007),106 
34 The expression is used 314 times in Targum Neofiti 
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However, the Jews took this to extremes and in the second century. Gieschen35 sums the 

situation up as follows; “…..Alan Segal has carefully documented evidence of the controversy 

that the existence of a second enthroned being or “Power” brought to early rabbinic circles. He 

points to the following second or third century CE rabbinic text involving Rabbi Akiba (ca. 

110-135 c) that sheds more light on the controversy that Daniel 7 and a second figure on God’s 

throne could cause:  

 
[b. Hag. 14a] One passage says: “His throne was fiery flames’ (Dan. 7:9); and another passages 
says: ‘Till thrones were placed, and One that was ancient of days did sit—there is no 
contradiction: One (throne) for Him, and one for David. This is the view of Rabbi Akiba. Said 
Rabbi Yosi the Galilean to him: Akiba, how long will you treat the Divine Presence as profane! 
Rather, one for justice and one for grace. Did he accept (this explanation) from him or did he 
not accept it—come and hear: One for justice and one for grace; this is the view of R. Akiba [cf. 
b. Sanh. 38b].  

 

This text shows that Rabbi Akiba had linked Dan 7.13 with the enthronement of the Davidic 

Messiah in Ps 110.1. However plausible this may have been, Akiba’s colleagues did not agree”.   

 

Akiba’s apostasy demonstrates that the move towards Binitarianism or, “Two Powers” was 

already surfacing in Judaism at the same time as primitive Christianity was being formed. 

Apparently under pressure Akiba retracted his position. It was Akiba who supported the false 

messiah during the ill fated bar Kochba revolt.  We note that the texts (Dan.7 and Ps.110) are 

alluded to by Jesus who even challenged the Pharisees (forerunners of the Rabbi’s) with a 

question concerning the relationships in Psalm 110 (in Matt.22:41-46) with the conclusion  that 

no man was able to answer him a word, neither durst any man from that day forth ask him any 

more questions. Jesus was not promoting Binitarianism but simply pointing out that their own 

Scriptures emphasised a special relationship between the Father and the Son (Davidide) 

promised in 2 Samuel 7. Although Judaism rejected Binitarianism it is but a small step to develop 

Trinitarian doctrine by including the Spirit. The Fourth Gospel is the most Jewish of the Gospels 

and employs Jewish idiom (personification, manifestation and agency) current in John’s day - it is 

not based on Neo-Platonism. The sublime language of the Fourth Gospel and Pauline pre-

existence idiom provided fertile ground for Judaists to deliberately twist the interpretation of the 

New Testament (especially for novice Gentile converts) in order to introduce a Trinitarian 

doctrine that they knew would cause a schism.  Paul warned against those preaching “another 

Gospel” (2 Cor.11.4). 

 

                                                           
35 Charles A. Gieschen, Angelomorphic Christology: Antecedents and Early Evidence (Brill ,1998),86 
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 If the goal was to stop the haemorrhage of Jews to the new “sect” of Christianity, what better 

way than to espouse a doctrine among Christians that was anathema to monotheistic Jews?  The 

first attempt at destabilisation was to introduce law keeping (Jewish Halakah) into Christianity. 

When this was unsuccessful due to Paul’s push-back, the second attempt was to make 

Christianity doctrinally unpalatable to Jews. The Judaist (Rabbinic) strategy of constructing 

“another gospel” was largely successful and gave birth to false Christianity leading to a 

predominantly Gentile Trinitarian church. 

 

Conclusion 

 
The contention of this chapter is that Rabbinism which was established in Babylon (and 

originated with first century Phrasaism) had corrupted the interpretation of the Jewish Old 

Testament. It seeded the birth of the Islamic obsession with law (Shariah)36 and most likely 

initiated the corruption of monotheistic Christianity --- centuries later Judaism expanded to 

incorporate hidden interpretations (sorcery and magic known as cabbalism37) and truly became 

“Mystery Babylon”.  Rabbi Akiva (Akiba) is acknowledged as a foundational figure of Rabbinical 

Judaism – he had extensive contacts with Babylon and supported the Bar Kochba revolt, even 

recognising Kochba as the “messiah”.  Akiva was partially contemporary with the apostles. He 

would have been aware of their preaching and witnessing. 

 

                                                           
36 Shariah is the law of the Qur'an and literally means “A path to life giving water.” In fact, the word Yarrah (i.e. the 
root of the Hebrew word Torah) means precisely the same thing. Therefore, Shariah is actually ingrained in 
Abrahamic tradition. http://www.huffingtonpost.com/qasim-rashid/shariah-law-the-five-things-every-non-
muslim_b_1068569.html (top Google search of term Shariah, retrieved March 2017) 
37 1520s, from Medieval Latin cabbala, from Mishnaic Hebrew qabbalah "reception, received lore, tradition," 
especially "tradition of mystical interpretation of the Old Testament," from qibbel "to receive, admit, accept." Cf. 
Arabic qabala "he received, accepted." Define Cabbalism at Dictionary.com (top Google search of the term 
Cabbalism retrieved March 2017) 

http://www.huffingtonpost.com/qasim-rashid/shariah-law-the-five-things-every-non-muslim_b_1068569.html
http://www.huffingtonpost.com/qasim-rashid/shariah-law-the-five-things-every-non-muslim_b_1068569.html
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