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This attempt to adapt Runciman to Old Testament purposes has done
scant justice to the analytical power of his book. Some of you may think
that Runciman is too demanding, and that life is too short to-accept the
rigour of his demands. Again, the whole approach is very British, owing
much to the analytical tradition of British philosophy. However, Run-
ciman advocates what seems to me to be essential at the present stage of
Old Testament study—a readiness to be open to a variety of sociological
methods, but a readiness tempered by intellectual and conceptual
discipline.
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I. MEDIEVALISM VERSUS MODERNISM IN BiBLicalL EXEGEsIs

As far as we know, Abraham Ibn Ezra (1089-1164) was the first to at-

_ tribute the second part of the book of Isaiah to an anonymous prophet

who began to prophesy in Babylon on the eve of the Persian conquest.
The veiled, enigmatic language in which Ibn Ezra hints at this is
evidence of the magnitude of the innovation which this position
represented and of the force of the contrast between it and the beliefs and
opinions held by his readers. But while Ibn Ezra trusted that ‘‘the wise
would understand’’ (Commentary on Isa. xl 1) these hints, his modern
readers find it very difficult to decipher them and even more difficult to
evaluate them. Ibn Ezra’s esoteric statements readily admit of both ar-
chaization (obscuration of the daring, innovative dimension for
apologetical purposes),? and modernization (exaggeration of their critical
character out of the common tendency to attribute our own views to our
predecessors).> We can avoid these opposing pitfalls only if we refuse to
content ourselves with the correct understanding of his views, but
endeavour also to discover his true motives. Only when we understand
why Ibn Ezra felt obliged to deny Isaiah’s authorship of chapters xI-Ixvi
of the book which bears his name, shall we be able to evaluate the com-
mentator’s place between medievalism and modernism.

For medieval man, the Bible was the immortal word of God addressed
directly to his own generation, just as to any other generation. Even
when a prophecy clearly refers to the affairs and needs of the prophet’s
contemporaries, it was included in Sacred Scripture because of its
message to every generation. Despite the general awareness of the great

1 This article was written while its author was a Fellow of the Institute for Advanced
Studies, The Hebrew University, Jerusalem.

2 Gf. M. Friedlaender, Essays on the Writings of Abraham ibn Ezra (London, 1877), pp.
60-9, 226, 229, 235.

8 Cf. B. Spinoza, The Theologico-Political Treatise (1670), Chapter viii. Nachman
Krochmal, Works (1831), edited by S. Rawidowicz (Berlin, 1924?), pp. 114-18 (Hebrew).
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conjecture, while Sennacherib marched on Judah during the reign of
Hezekiah. Only those prophecies which explicitly mention that they refer
to ‘‘the latter days’’ he felt compelled to interpret messianically,!? just as
he refrained from postdating those Psalms specifically attributed to
David. Thus, he interprets the prophecy ‘“There shall come forth a shoot
from the stump of Jesse’” (Isa. xi 1) as referring to Hezekiah, king of
Judah, relying inter alia uon the similarity between ‘‘him shall the na-
tions seek [pidrosi]”’ (xi 10), and the story of the visit to Jerusalem of the
envoys of Babylon after Hezekiah’s recovery ‘‘to inquire [lidrds] about the
sign that had been done in the land’’ (2 Chr. xxxii 31).

Ibn Chiquitilla’s persistent endeavours to see the prophecies as short-
range predictions constrained him to make excessive use of two methods:
a. making wild assumptions about supposed historical events for which
there is no evidence outside the prophecy itself, a kind of eventus ex
vaticinio, as, for example, his supposition that there was a restoration to
Zion in the reign of Hezekiah, based on Isa! xi 11-12, xxx 3-10;! and b.
the interpretation of supernatural eschatological promises as mere
metaphors in order to, adjust them to the natural conditions of the near
future; for example, the application of Zechariah’s promises to the time
of Nehemiah required him to explain the prophesied changes in the
natural order metaphorically.'? Nonetheless, Ibn Chiquitilla did not try
to bridge the time span between the eighth-century prophets Isaiah and
Micah and their prophecies of consolation which he quite naturally ap-
plied to the restoration to Zion in the sixth century. Thus he interprets
Micah iv 11 as a prophecy regarding the Second Temple period on the
basis of the linguistic similarity between ‘‘to be ruler [mésél] in Israel”’
(Micah v 1) and ‘shall sit and rule [@masal] upon his throne’’ (Zech. vi 13)
which obviously refers to Zerubbabel, and on the basis of the similarity
between the metaphor which follows in Micah iv 13, ‘‘Arise and thresh,
O daughter of Zion’’, and the one following in Zechariah, ‘“What are
you, O great mountain? Before Zerubbabel you shall become a plain’’
(Zech. iv 7).** And as he sees no objection to the fact that Micah is com-
forting his contemporaries with the prophecy of the restoration to Zion
from Babylon, he makes the same assumption regarding Isaiah. Ap-
parently, he was not at all bothered by the fundamental requirement that
prophecy be intelligible and meaningful to its original audience. Indeed,

1% See Ibn Ezra’s commentary on Joel iii 1. This was also his opinion regarding Mal. iii
23, as quoted by Ibn Bal‘am, ad loc. (edited by S. Poznanski, JQR, N.S. 15 [1924/5],
p. 53).

1t See Ibn Ezra’s commentary on Isa. xi 11, xxxv 3.

12 See Ibn Ezra’s commentary on Zech. ix 9, xiii 1.

13 See Ibn Ezra’s commentary on Micah iv 11.
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not only is there not a single expression of this ‘‘modern’’ criterion in the
citations from his commentaries, but his identification of the Servant of
the Lord in Is. lii 13-liii 12 with Hezekiah!* is clear evidence that the idea
of attributing the chapters of consolation in Isaiah to a late prophet never
occurred to him.

The scope of Ibn Chiquitilla’s innovational approach is clearly
reflected in the accusations levelled against him by his younger contem-
porary, Ibn Bal‘am. On the one hand, he censures ‘‘his misleading,
perverse views’’ expressed in his rationalistic tendency to play down the
degree to which miracles violate the laws of nature. On the other hand,
he attributes to Ibn Chiquitilla the intent to undermine the belief in the
coming redemption expressed in his method of applying nearly every
prophecy to historical events which had since occurred rather than to the
messianic era.!> However, from our modern vantage point, Ibn Chi-
quitilla’s historical approach is still anchored in an obviously medieval at-
titude. He assiduously makes quasi-historical identifications based on
stylistic analogy and the uncritical reconstruction of the events from the
expounded prophecy itself. And he does not at all take seriously the ques-
tion of the meaning of the prophecy for its original audience. Indeed, his
motives are rationalistic, but, even more than he seeks to understand the
prophecy in relation to the needs of the period, he tries to present it in as
natural and realistic a way as possible in order to make it more reasonable.

III. Ien Ezra’s CriTIQUE OF IBN CHIQUITILLA

~ In quite a few of Ibn Ezra’s references to his predecessor’s interpreta-
tions, we detect his admiration for their interpretative virtuosity and in-
novative qualities. At the same time, he has his reservations about Ibn
Chigquitilla’s excessive conclusions, although he never rejects his critical
suggestions for dogmatic reasons. Ibn Ezra has two main complaints
against the drastic reduction in the number of messianic prophecies.
First, prophecies which have obviously not yet been fulfilled (such as the
splitting of the Mount of Olives in two [Zech. xiv 4]) must refer to the
future. Second, although many promises were not fulfilled because they
were conditional from the very beginning upon Israel’s total respon-
siveness to the prophetic call (see his Commentary on Joel iv 17, 20;
Hagg. ii 9), promises accompanied by the oath of the Lord were not sub-

¥ Quoted by Ibn Bal®am in his Arabic commentary on Isa. lii 13 (RE] xxiii [1892], p.
209); Poznanski, pp. 101, 146.

15 See Ibn Bal‘am’s commentary on Josh. x 12-13 (published by S. Poznanski in 4.
Berliner’s Festschrift [Frankfurt A.M., 1903], p. 103 (Hebrew section), and his commentary
on Zech. ix 9 (quoted by Poznanski, pp. 157-8).
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ject to such conditioning. The prophecy acquires absolute validity on the
strength of that oath and for this reason we may expect its complete fulfil-
ment with the coming of the messiah (see his Commentary on Isa. lii 1).
These arguments were not innovated by Ibn Ezra, since they had already
been presented systematically by Saadia in the tenth century (7he Book of
Doctrines and Beligfs, VIII 7-8). We may suppose that Ibn Chiquitilla could
have ignored them by resorting to his favourite method—radical inter-
pretation in terms of metaphor, which reduces eschatological promises to
natural dimensions and makes it possible to view the oath of the Lord as
nothing more than rhetorical emphasis. By contrast, Ibn Ezra took these
arguments very seriously, and was guided by them also in his commen-
tary on the prophecies of consolation in the book of Isaiah.

In his elucidation of the heading of the book of Isaiah (i 1), Ibn Ezra
says that the first part of the book consists ‘‘mostly of his prophecies
about the cities of Judah which the king of Assyria had captured, and
about Jerusalem which had escaped him’’. Indeed, in the body of the
commentary, he applies most of the prophecies in Isa. i-xxxix to Sen-
nacherib’s campaign and his defeat before the walls of Jerusalem.!¢ It is
obvious that he adopts Ibn Chiquitilla’s method of contemporary ap-
plication, although he considers it unnecessary to note this. On the other
hand, Ibn Ezra informs us of an exegetical controversy raging over four
prophecies (or sections of prophecies) of salvation: 1. Isa. xi-xii; 2. xxiv-
xxvii 6; 3. xxx 19-26 (presumably); 4. xxxiv-xxxv. Ibn Chiquitilla ap-
plied all these to the rescue from Sennacherib; ‘‘most of the commen-
tators’’ applied them to the messianic era; while Ibn Ezra does not decide
the issue, preferring to offer two parallel interpretations of each prophecy
based on these two methods.

In addition to the short-range prophecies (which represent the majori-
ty), and the long-range prophecies (only one of which, he says, refers
with certainty to the messianic era), Isa. i-xxxix contains three medium-
range prophecies which, Ibn Ezra tells us, are also controversial: the
destruction of Jerusalem and Tyre by Nebuchadnezzar, king of Babylon
(xxii-xxiii), the overthrow of Belshazzar by the Persians and Medes and
the restoration of the Babylonian exiles to Zion (xiil 1-xiv 27, xxx 1-10).
Not only does Ibn Ezra (and probably Ibn Chiquitilla as well) not see any
objection to the fact that Isaiah, who announces the rescue of Jerusalem

- from Sennacherib, also prophesies, without any attempt at a transition or
explanation, the destruction of Jerusalem by the Babylonians, but he
even finds obviously prognostic allusions in his prophecies: ‘‘and though

16 See e.g. Ibn Ezra’s commentary on Isa. i 8, vii 17, 20, viii 8, ix 4-5, x 11, 24, xi 1,
xvii 3,5,12, xviii 3-6, xx 1, xxiv 14, xix 4-7, xxx 18, xxxi 3-4, xxxii 15, xxxiii 14.
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a tenth remalns in it”’ (vi 13) shows that ‘‘ten kings will yet reign over
Judah before the exile’’, and ‘‘an uproar of kingdoms, of nations gather-
ing together’” (xiii 4) shows ‘‘that the king of Persia who is Cyrus, and
the king of Media who is Darius, both joined together against Babylon,
as is stated explicitly in Daniel (v 28)”’. It thus seems that the application
of the majority of the prophecies to the immediate future can, in the mind
of medieval commentators, be reconciled quite naturally with the foretell-
ing of quite specific information, which in our view can have no real
meaning for the prophet’s audience. "

- The remarkable similarity of Ibn Ezra’s and Ibn Chiquitilla’s opinions
on the first part of Isaiah by no means prevails when we come to the sec-
ond part, as Ibn Ezra states in his elucidation of x1 1:

Comfort, Comfort my People: This chapter has been attached to the preceding
one because above it was mentioned that all the treasures of the king, and
even his sons, will be exiled to Babylon. Thus, after this prediction should
follow the consolations. The first consolations with which the second part of
the book begins refer, in the opinion of R. Moses Hakkohen, to the
rebuilding of the Second Temple, but, in my opinion, everything refers to
the coming redemption from our present exile. There are, it is true, also
prophecies concerning the Babylonian exile; they have been included only
in order to state that Cyrus released the exiles.!” In the last section of the
book all the prophecies surely refer to a period yet to come, as I shall ex-
plain.

This passage is rather obscure, though not intentionally so, for in the
widespread controversy over whether the prophesied promises applied to
the restoration from Babylon or from the present exile there is nothing
that need be concealed. At any rate, Ibn Ezra and his predecessor agree
that, as a counterbalance to the bleak end of the first part of the book, the
second part begins with consolations. But while Ibn Chiquitilla stresses
the close connection between Isaiah’s prediction of the exile of the
treasures of the king of Judah and his sons fo Babylon and the consolations
of the restoration of the exiles from Babylon, Ibn Ezra thinks that the con-
solation is even greater since the consolations bring tidings primarily of
the last and final redemption. However, does Ibn Chiquitilla really apply
only ‘‘the first consolations from the second part of the book’’ to the Sec-
ond Temple period? It would seem so, since Ibn Bal®am informs us in his
Commentary on Isa. lii 13 that Ibn Chiquitilla identified the Servant of
the Lord in the prophecy ‘‘Behold, my servant shall prosper’” (lii 13-liii

17 The obviously faulty text has to be emended through conjecture, as the seven extant
MSS and the editio princeps (Venice, 1525) offer no better reading. The minimal emenda-
tion would be the erasure of the dittographical § in ses$alaf since it creates 2 meaningless
incomplete subordinate clause.



