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Jewish Extra Canonical Writings in Late Ancient Christianity 
Abstract 

The article deals with the use of Holy Scripture in ancient Christianity. With 
regard to their textual transmission, 'canonical' and 'extra-canonical' writings 
are not always strictly separated. More important, for Christian readers Old 
Testament texts as well as ancient Jewish sources referring to them were of 
particular importance for their own understanding of Holy Scripture, which for 
Christians consists of both Old and New Testament. The Syriac Sentences of 
Menander are introduced as a fascinating example for the combination of 
biblical Jewish wisdom traditions, Greek philosophical and ethical education, 
and the Christian transmission of an ethos common in Late Antiquity. 
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1. What is ‘Sacred Scripture’? 
If we speak about ‘Sacred Scripture’ we have to be aware that in our present times and in 

our western secular societies in Europe it has been not any longer obvious, which texts we are 
talking about. Of course, at a biblical conference in a Catholic University it seems to be clear 
that we have in mind the Bible. Nevertheless, even for biblical scholars it should be noted that 
it has not always been so clear what is ‘the Bible’ or even ‘the canon’ in Christian tradition, 
and not at all during the first centuries of the formative church. 

For me as a Lutheran Protestant it should be self-evident to attribute to the Bible a 
singular value and an exclusive significance with regard to theological reasoning. On the 
other hand, I have to take into account that even in Lutheran churches, today as well as in the 
past, the Bible never was read as a ‘pure text’. It always had been part of a tradition 
transmitted by the church, by families or even – for a long time – by the secular society. To a 
greater extent this may apply to a medieval Catholic knight, an Egyptian hermit in Late 
Antiquity, or a monk in the 11th century Kiev Monastery of the Caves. The Bible has always 
been more than a book, in particular for cultures which, much more than our own, were 
determined by oral or even non-verbal communication. The contents of the Bible, its stories 
about Jesus or its religious or theological meaning, were often transmitted to the people via 
non-verbal ‘language’, by visual arts, by sounds, or even by smells. 

Yet, even with regard to the contents of the ‘Sacred Scripture’, we must not limit our 
view to texts transmitted by a collection of writings like that printed in our modern Bible 
editions. To the Bible in use in the churches often much more belonged than only the texts of 
the canonical writings. A famous example for this is the medieval biblia pauperum, a 
collection of woodcarvings consisting of plates which illustrate biblical texts. Illustrations to 
biblical passages, usually scenes from the life of Jesus, are placed in the middle of each plate, 
with only brief texts or no text at all around of it. Words spoken by the pictured figures 
sometimes are written on scrolls which come out of their mouths. Combined with scenes or 
personalities from the gospels are illustrations to Old Testament or even apocryphal stories 
which seem to be related to the topic of the New Testament scene. Thus, the biblia pauperum 
appears like an illustrated biblical-theological commentary to the Gospel. Such a shape of the 
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Bible may have been more accessible for many people in the Middle ages than a written text. 
Until today there are many Bible editions which include illustrations, prayers, footnotes or 
comments as well as several appendices. This may be seen as an analogy to an understanding 
of the Bible in a broader sense as it was used and applied in pre-modern times. 

What is important for our topic of ‘Extra Canonical Writings in Late Ancient 
Christianity’ is that textual transmission of biblical writings in pre-modern times took place 
not in isolation from the church life and from the life of pious people. Biblical texts were 
transmitted not by reason of scholarly or historical interests only, but were read, copied and 
handed over from generation to generation by people who developed a personal relationship 
to the Bible. Therefore, those who transmitted biblical texts could not turn off completely 
their subjective understanding and knowledge about biblical figures or stories when they 
copied or illustrated biblical manuscripts. Sometimes we find ‘canonical’ together with ‘non-
canonical’ writings in the same manuscripts. More often inscriptions or subscriptions to the 
manuscripts give short comments about the author or the scribe, or add a doxology. By such 
additions to the biblical texts we may notice from the manuscripts itself that the copyists of 
biblical writings, usually in monastic circles, lived with their texts. 

2. ‘Jewish’ and ‘Christian’ as disputed terms 

What I have spoken about so far refers to the Christian transmission of Bible manuscripts. 
But we have seen already that such Christian Bible copies or illustrated Bibles, like the biblia 
pauperum, could also include ‘non-canonical’ stories referring to biblical figures. This applies 
in particular to figures from the Old Testament. If we search for the origins of such ‘extra 
biblical’ traditions about Old Testament figures or topics we are faced with a very 
complicated issue. This is due on the one hand to the limited availability of sources, but, 
moreover, due to a problem of terminology on the other hand. What we are accustomed to 
distinguish so neatly from each other as either ‘Jewish’ or ‘Christian’ is not at all so blatantly 
separated in ancient texts, least of all in New Testament writings! The whole terminology of 
‘Judaism’ and ‘Christianity’, as referring to two different religions, belongs to the 4th and later 
centuries only and was developed by Christian theologians to protect the identity of their own 
groups over against ‘others’ who pursued a different way of life in accordance to the Torah.1 

On the other hand, these Christian theologians and their flocks read their Bible which 
consisted of the Old and New Testament. Therefore, Jews and Christians to some extent had 
similar interests in the same texts and stories, as far as they wanted to know more about 
biblical figures or other important theological or religious matters.2 Moreover, when 
Christians in Late Antiquity developed their interest in Old Testament themes and figures, 
they would ground their curiosity already in the New Testament writings itself. For, in the 
minds of Christian readers of the Bible, Abraham or David were not only figures from the Old 
Testament, but from the New Testament as well. Thus, David was not only the king of Judah 
in Jerusalem, but at the same time the ancestor of Jesus, and Abraham was not any longer 
only the father of the Jews, but the “father of many peoples”, as Paul had clearly expressed, 
and therefore the father of all who believe in Jesus Christ. Thus, for Christian readers the Old 
Testament was not a ‘Jewish’ book, but its contents were part of their own biblical traditions. 

                                            
1 Cf. J. D. G. Dunn, The Partings of the Ways: Between Christianity and Judaism and their significance for the 
character of Christianity, London: SCM Press, 1991; idem (ed.), Jews and Christians: The parting of the Ways 
A.D. 70 to 135. The Second Durham-Tübingen Research Symposium on Earliest Christianity and Judaism 
(Durham, September, 1989), Tübingen: Mohr, 1992; A. H. Becker, A. Yoshiko Reed, The Ways that Never 
Parted: Jews and Christians in Late Antiquity and the Early Middle Ages, Tübingen: Mohr, 2003. 
2 Cf. the rich material collected in R. Bauckham, J. R. Davila, A. Panayotov (eds.), Old Testament 
Pseudepigrapha: More Noncanonical Scriptures, Grand Rapids, Mich.: Eerdmans, 2013. 
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All this has to be in mind when we now turn to the huge amount of so-called ‘para-
biblical’ material from Greek speaking Late Antiquity. Almost every manuscript evidence for 
this material originated from Christian copyists. The Jewish tradition preserved in the 
Rabbinic literature is separated by language, and there are only limited overlaps between both 
circles of transmitters. Yet, at the time of Jesus and the New Testament authors, there lived 
already many Greek speaking Jewish communities around the whole Mediterranean. We can 
assume that these Greek speaking Jews had developed their own literary traditions and 
religious conceptions independently of Jesus and the Christian movement. But, apart from the 
Qumran findings and from a rather limited archaeological or epigraphic evidence, we almost 
completely owe our knowledge about them to ancient Christian transmission. 

Obviously, the Jews in the pre-rabbinic period took the Torah, grounded then already in 
‘the Law, the Prophets and the Writings’, as the basis for any of their religious traditions. 
These books had been compiled already as a collection authoritative for any Jewish group, 
even though the wording and the order had not yet been fixed completely in all of its parts. In 
any case, Jews at that time could refer to a limited treasure of religious writings with a 
particular character to ground and to develop their own religious, ethical or even literary 
ambitions. Since these biblical writings had been translated into Greek step by step already 
since the 2nd century BC (‘Septuagint’), this authoritative tradition for Greek speaking Jewish 
communities was available in their own language. Thus, the Septuagint formed the basis for 
any further literary production in the Greek speaking Jewish world. Yet, at the same time the 
Septuagint also became the first part of the Christian Bible. It was read by Christians on the 
basis of their own belief in Jesus Christ. Therefore, references to figures or texts of the 
Septuagint in writings from Late Antiquity cannot be taken for granted as a means to 
distinguish neatly between the Jewish or the Christian character of any ancient sources. 

3. Genres, topics and contents of Hellenistic-Jewish literature and their origins 

In recent research on Jewish-Hellenistic literature there has been a hot and ongoing 
debate about the quest of their origin.3 Since the end of the 19th century many extra-canonical 
writings had been discovered and were explored as testimonies for a pre-rabbinic milieu of 
Judaism heavily influenced by Hellenistic-Roman culture. Aside from the texts found in the 
Dead Sea Scrolls, almost all of these pre-rabbinic Jewish writings have been transmitted 
exclusively by Christian copyists and communities in Late Antiquity who obviously were 
interested very much in such texts as related to their Bible, in particular to the Old Testament. 
Numerous manuscripts of such allegedly Jewish works, nevertheless, show a Christian point 
of view on the surface, e.g. by explicit references to the crucifixion and resurrection of Jesus, 
to the final judgment by the risen Christ or to the Holy Trinity. Yet, in many cases such 
explicitly Christian confessional statements cannot be explained as later interpolations by 
copyists, or are missing completely. Therefore, we need additional evidence to distinguish 
between a Jewish or a Christian origin, since both groups in Late Antiquity are 
comprehensible candidates to produce such literature, as far as they rely on the same ‘biblical’ 
tradition. I cannot give an overview about the whole field of sources to be considered. I want 
to mention only a limited selection of examples which may illustrate the richness of religious 
literature related to the Bible in Late Antiquity and the complexity of the quest for their 
origins. 

- Joseph and Aseneth: This handsome story retells one episode out of the long biblical 
story about Joseph which there comprises only one verse: Joseph’s marriage to the daughter 
of an Egyptian priest (Gen 41:45).4 Yet, from this single verse the author of our work 
                                            
3 Cf. J. R. Davila, The Provenance of the Pseudepigrapha: Jewish, Christian, or other?, Leiden: Brill, 2005. 
4 Cf. E. Reinmuth (ed.), Joseph und Aseneth, Tübingen: Mohr, 2009. 
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develops something like a love story with every ingredients belonging to the genre of ancient 
novels (i.e. sex, crime, and religion). What is of interest for our question is the image of 
Joseph which is drawn in the narrative. Joseph appears not just like a beautiful and brilliant 
young man, but like a heavenly being. When Aseneth watches him for the first time at his 
arrival in her parents’ palace through a distant window he appears to her “like the sun from 
heaven coming to earth on her carriage” and like “the light above earth” (JosAs 6:2). Later, 
when another heavenly being (“a man from heaven”, 14:3), who altogether looks like Joseph, 
enters her locked cabinet and introduces himself as “the leader of the house of the Lord” and 
“the chief of the hosts of the Highest” (14:8), Aseneth converts from her idolatry to the one 
and single God of Israel. Is this ‘heavenly Joseph’ a ‘Christian’ imagination pictured 
according to the model of the heavenly Christ, like a typos for Jesus, or is he just a ‘Jewish’ 
Joseph drawn by the imagination of heavily ‘syncretistic’ or ‘mystic’ Jews in Late Antiquity? 

- The Testaments of the Twelve Patriarchs: This collection of twelve farewell discourses, 
given by the sons of Jacob to their offspring on the occasion of their imminent death, is 
preserved exclusively by Christian manuscripts.5 Only parts of it has been found also in pre-
Christian (Hebrew or Aramaic) sources. Nevertheless, the structure of any of the twelve 
testaments follows a pattern well known from early Jewish paraenesis: A brief 
autobiographical review is followed by ethical exhortations and by a prospect to the 
eschatological future, in particular to God’s last judgment. Whereas the autobiographical 
passages consist of biblical as well as extra-biblical Jewish traditions about the patriarch’s 
lives, and whereas the ethical sections follow the conventions typical for early Jewish Torah 
admonitions, the eschatological sections sometimes also include references to “a new priest”, 
a “star (who) will arise in heaven, as a king” (TestLev 18:2f.), or to “a man (who) will arise 
from my seed (i.e. Judah’s) like the sun of righteousness … to pour out the spirit of grace 
upon you … an in it a rod of righteousness will arise to the nations to judge and safe all who 
call upon the Lord.” (TestJud 24:1f., 6) Here, we obviously read specifically Christian 
predications. Yet, are they interpolated by Christian copyists or are they components of an 
originally composition which was ‘Christian’ from the outset? Textual criticism cannot 
answer this question. 

- Sibylline Oracles: This work is a collection of roughly a dozen of books containing 
prophetic oracles which were mostly versed in hexameters and attributed to a prophetess (or 
several prophetesses) called Sibylla who (resp. which) was (were) very popular in Hellenistic-
Roman times.6 The textual transmission of the Sibylline books is rather chaotic and late (15th 
century). In its conveyed shape the collection is apparently Christian. An acrostic verse in 
book VIII reads as “Jesus – Christ – Son of God – Soter – Cross” (217ff.). However, parts of 
book III, IV and V are thought to be Jewish by origin since they consist predominantly of 
apocalyptic conceptions and announcements of the eschatological judgment, including 
traditional admonitions to a way of life as required by the Jewish Law, but without any 
references to Jesus Christ. Therefore, we can assume that ancient Jews well accustomed to 
Sibylline oracles in their Hellenistic-Roman environment had adopted this literary form 
already from ‘pagan’ prophecies to express their own paraenetical intentions and their 
eschatological expectations. And later, Christian readers who obviously shared at least part of 
the paraenetical and eschatological convictions pronounced in the Jewish Sibylline Oracles, 
took over its literary form and much of its contents to express their specific belief in Jesus 
Christ. This is typical for much of the Jewish-Hellenistic literature preserved only by 
                                            
5 Cf. H. W. Hollander, M. de Jonge, The Testaments of the Twelve Patriarchs: A Commentary, Leiden: Brill, 
1985; M. de Jonge, The Testaments of the Twelve Patriarchs: A Critical Edition of the Greek Text, Leiden: Brill, 
1978. 
6 Cf. J.-D. Gauger, Sibyllinische Weissagungen: Griechisch-deutsch. Auf der Grundlage der Ausgabe von Alfons 
Kurfeß neu übersetzt, Düsseldorf: Artemis & Winkler, 1998. 
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Christian readers and copyists in Late Antiquity. And again, it is very hard and often quite 
impossible to separate exactly which of the lines or even parts of the Sibylline books can 
demonstrably be identified as Jewish by origin. 

4. Pseudo-Menander as a test case 
If we want to gain insight into the milieu where the texts introduced here very briefly 

were read and used (and copied) in Late Antiquity, perhaps, it may be wise not to distinguish 
too exactly between a ‘Jewish’ or a ‘Christian’ origin. Probably, it will be more appropriate to 
observe and to describe the field of overlaps where Christians and Jews shared religious 
interests, like in ethics, in some of their eschatological expectations, or in the belief in the one 
and only God, notwithstanding their fundamental dissents or even conflicts of opinion with 
regard to other theological or religious matters, as, for instance, Christology or Ecclesiology. 
Let me introduce to you for this aim a rather unknown, but fascinating piece of ancient 
literature, the so-called Syriac Menander. 

Among the manuscripts in Syriac preserved by the British Library, stemming from the 
Dayr as-Suryan monastery in Egypt, but originating from Mesopotamia in Late Antiquity, a 
collection of wisdom sayings has been transmitted which is attributed to ‘Menander the 
wise’.7 The longest version (BL Add. 14658, the ‘florilegium’) consists of nearly 500 lines in 
about 100 textual units, depending on division and arrangement of the text. A shorter version 
of about 40 lines (BL Add. 14614, the ‘epitome’) is almost identical with correspondent 
verses in the florilegium in content, wording and order, but subdivided into shorter textual 
units (one to four lines each). A third witness to the same gnomologium has been identified 
most recently by Y. Arzhanov on the (now badly damaged) fly-leafs of another manuscript 
from the same stock (BL Add. 14598, in sum nearly 100 lines).8 The Syriac manuscripts date 
from the 7th (BL Add. 14658), 8th (BL Add. 14614) as well as the 7th and 9th centuries (BL 
Add. 14598, but the script on the fly-leafs is from 10th to 13th century). The manuscript 
which includes the longest version predominantly consists of Greek philosophical works in 
Syriac translation and theological or philosophical works by Sergius of Reshaina (a Syriac 
physician and priest who died 536 AD), but also of other texts such as the letter of Mara bar 
Serapion. The volume to which the fly-leafs belong contains works of Philoxenus of Mabbug 
(another Syriac theologian from the 6th century who died 523 AD). Here, the collection is 
attributed to ‘Amrus the Greek philosopher’ (i.e. Homer). Nevertheless, an analysis of 
handwriting, order and content shows that this text can be understood as another version of 
the Sentences of the Syriac Menander, based either directly on the florilegium or on a lost 
copy. 

The ethical topics of the sayings collection are manifold and widespread, as is common in 
ancient wisdom collections. Nevertheless, the florilegium shows an intention to organize the 
ethical material in some respect. Instructions are plotted along the trajectory of the lifespan of 
a human being, framed by birth and death and including different stages of life as childhood, 
puberty, youth, marriage, family, maturity and old age.9 Death is a core issue in the collection 
(2-3, 17, 19, 22, 38, 54-56, 64-67, 69, 73) and bears weight at its climax (92-101).10 However, 

                                            
7 D. G. Monaco, The Sentences of the Syriac Menander: Introduction, Text and Translation, and Commentary, 
Piscataway: Gorgias Press, 2012; Y. N. Arzhanov,“Archäologie eines Textes: Die Menander-Sentenzen in 
syrischen Spruchsammlungen,” ZAC 19, 2015, 69-88. 
8 Y. N. Arzhanov, AMRUS PHILOSOPHUS GRAECUS: A New Witness to the Syriac Sentences of Menander, 
Le Muséon 130/2, forthcoming (2017). 
9 Cf. A. Kirk, “The Composed Life of the Syriac Menander,” SR 26, 1997, 169-183. 
10 Paragraphs according to the translations of F. Schulthess, “Die Sprüche des Menander, aus dem Syrischen 
übersetzt,” ZAW 32, 1912, 199-224, and T. Baarda, “The Sentences of the Syriac Menander,” in: J. H. 
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almost every area of human life is touched, with a focus on the living conditions of a well-off 
family in a civilized urban society. Instructions throughout are directed to men, but refer to 
relationships between men and women (20, 59), children and parents (1-2, 5-7, 17-18, 38, 64), 
young and old (3, 19, 66, 70), rich and poor (42, 47-48, 56, 71, 87-91). Life takes place in a 
household to which belong family and slaves (41, 62), and is characterized by friendship (6, 
39-40, 64, 73), dealing with property (25, 36, 63, 65), business (24, 26, 36, 56) or even 
lawsuits (23-24, 35, 55, 57). Love and quarrel (22-24, 33, 37, 60-61, 72, 78, 84), anxiety (67), 
illness (75, 92, 96, 98), drunkenness and gluttony (10-14), theft and murder (4, 25, 28, 44, 
50), sex and crime (8-9, 43), witchcraft (49), arrogance and meanness (45-46, 74) belong to 
everyday life, but also youth, wealth, health, rest, joy and delight (70-75, 87, 90-92, 101). The 
way of life shall be mastered by ‘fear of God’ (2, 21, 68). More frequently, instructions are 
motivated by explicit references to God (3, 5, 8, 19, 29, 32, 38, 42, 67, 98, 101). Others refer 
to wisdom (7, 79), at one place even to the ‘law’ (51), as criteria to assess ethical behaviour. 
Polemical references towards ‘priests’ and ‘their gods’ (45-46, cf. 49) may be directed against 
‘pagan’ (i.e. neither Jewish nor Christian) religious practices. The forms of the textual units 
differ, ranging from single line sayings (monostichoi, 68-97) via chreiai (17: on violence 
against elder people, referring to a dialogue between Homer and his friends) and shorter 
compositions of instructional sayings (15-16: idleness and industry, 52-54: loquacity and 
silence) to clusters of sayings dealing with related topics (e.g. 18-19: conduct to parents and 
older people, 27-32: dealing with slaves, 52-66: drinking and eating). 

Collections of sentences in Syriac like those ascribed to Menander serve as witnesses to 
the reception of the system of Greek general education (enkyklikos paideia) in Christian 
monasteries in Late Antiquity. Moral values and ethical admonitions originating from ancient 
Greco-Roman as well as from Old Testament and Jewish wisdom traditions had been received 
in Christian circles (in monastic communities in particular) and were passed down to 
medieval and even modern European civilization, oftentimes also via Arabic transmission. 
But there are no indications for any specific ‘Christian’ influence in the Sentences of the 
Syriac Menander. 

Therefore, the issue of an ‘original version’ of such ancient wisdom collections and of 
their religious and cultural provenience often cannot be resolved with certainty. For the 
Sentences of the Syriac Menander, a Greek original seems probable, given the otherwise well 
attested use of a name of a classical Greek author, as a basis for ethical maxims, even though 
no textual tradition in Greek exists for the Syriac Menander. Several collections of single line 
sayings in Greek (monstichoi) in Late Antiquity were attributed to the Greek comedian 
Menander (4th/3rd c. BC), but there is almost no textual overlap to our wisdom collection at 
hand, aside from some affinities to common ancient wisdom traditions. Much closer are 
connections to a hexametrical wisdom poem attributed to Phocylides which almost certainly 
originated in educated Hellenistic Jewish circles of Alexandria (probably 1st century AD). 
Like this ‘Pseudo-Phocylides’, the Sentences of the Syriac Menander thus may also testify to 
ancient Jewish wisdom traditions which combined biblical piety, Hellenistic education and 
common ethical values. For copyists living in Christian monasteries this combination seemed 
to be a perfect basis to express their own ethical convictions well-founded in their Bible. 

5. Conclusion 
With regard to the reception of the Bible, there cannot be made a clear-cut distinction 

between ‘canonical’ and ‘extra-canonical’ writings. The Bible as read, understood, and 
applied in the life of its readers – whether church members or not – is more than a book. 
                                                                                                                                        
Charlesworth (ed.), The Old Testament Pseudepigrapha, Vol 2, Garden City/New York: Doubleday, 1985, 583-
606. 



7 
 

There is an inherent diversity about the exact order and contents of the ‘canons’ effective 
already in the different confessions. Moreover, if we take into account the reception of 
biblical texts we also have to reckon with traditions of understanding of the Bible which not 
always have found entrance into the textual tradition of the biblical manuscripts. Often such 
interpretive traditions were preserved only in extra- or non-biblical texts produced and 
transmitted by the reading communities of the Bible. Therefore, extra-canonical texts may 
open our minds for the ‘real’ understanding of the Bible in the life of its readers. 

For Christian readers, the Bible consisting of the Old and the New Testament, offered the 
basis for their Christian belief and their way of life. Thus, biblical figures or ideas from both 
parts of the Bible were read and interpreted as the living word of the one God, the Father, the 
Son and the Holy Spirit. Figures or contents of the Old Testaments were received in the 
Christian reception history of the Bible from the point of view of their interpretation in the 
New Testament and on the basis of the faith in Jesus Christ, even though this Christian 
confession not always had been expressed explicitly in the extra-biblical sources. Therefore, 
today it is not easy sometimes to distinguish exactly between a ‘Jewish’ or a ‘Christian’ text 
with regard to their origins or their reception and transmission in ancient periods of time. 

If we study extra-canonical sources from Late Antiquity, it may be more important to 
observe such overlaps between a ‘Jewish’ and a ‘Christian’ understanding of biblical texts and 
figures, than to distinguish definitely between their origins and their reading communities. 
May be, there existed more options of understanding of the same biblical texts and, perhaps, 
even more agreement between different readers who kept either ‘Jewish’ or ‘Christian’ 
convictions, than we may imagine today. In any case, both, Jewish and Christian readers 
shared a common interest in the same texts which formed the basis for their beliefs and for 
their pious way of life. 


