Abraham Tal

Genesis VI-IX
THE “Sons oF Gob”, THE “GIANTS” AND THE FLooD

Genesis 6:1-4 has a strange, or at least an
uncommon story, which looks like taken
from a pagan folk tale:
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This is translated into English in a quite
satisfactory way by KJV as:

“And it came to pass, when men began
to multiply on the face of the earth, and
daughters were born unto them, that the
sons of God saw the daughters of men that
they were fair; and they took them wives of
all which they chose. And the LORD said,
My spirit shall not always strive with man,
for that he also is flesh: yet his days shall be
an hundred and twenty years. There were
giants in the earth in those days; and also
after that, when the sons of God came in
unto the daughters of men, and they bare
children to them, the same became mighty
men which were of old, men of renown”.

One may wonder about the marital
intermingling of divine beings with mortal
females, which recalls Greek mythology,
if not polytheistic tales. Indeed, the
expression “sons of God” has produced a
great deal of embarrassment, which led to
various evading translations. It is rendered
literally by the Septuagint, according to
the major editions: ot vioi Tod Ogod. May
be because the expression is not unique;
it occurs in Job 1:6; 2:1; 38:7, in Daniel
3:25 (in Aramaic: 177R 92). However,
codex Alexandrinus of the Septuagint
has oi dyyelot 10D Ogod, “the angels of
God”, a perception whose old age is
confirmed by Philo’s quotation: idovteg
d¢ ol dyyedot Tod Beod Tag Buyatépac TdV
avOporov, ot Kahai giow (Gigantes 6)
and by Joseph: moAhoi yap dyyelot Oeod
yovau&l ouviovieg VPplotag €yévvnoayv
TOI00G Kol TOVTOG VITEPOTTOC KAAOD St
TNV €7l 1) SuVApEL TETOiONGY Gpot Toig
VIO YIYAVT®V TETOAUT GO0 Aeyopuévolg e’
‘EAMvov kai odtot Spaoar mapadidovrar,
“for many angels of God accompanied
with women, and begat sons that proved
unjust, and despisers of all that was good,
on account of the confidence they had in
their own strength; for the tradition is, That
these men did what resembled the acts
of those whom the Grecians call giants”.
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(Antiquities 1:73). Aquila too translates
as ‘sons’: oi vioi, but the plural T®v fedv
“of the gods”, unmasks its relation to the
meaning “judges” attributed to 2°72X. Very
much in line with Jerome’s translation of

0’79 in the following case. The Book
of Enoch describes the coupling of “the
angels of the heavens” with the daughters
of “the children of men”, as the source
of every evil in the earthly world, since
it fathered the giants who taught men all
wickedness.'

Ex 21:6 rules in the case of a slave who
refuses to be freed after the sixth year
of slavery. The procedure that makes
him a permanent slave is: =28 1378 37
oo, translated by NRSV as: “then his
master shall bring him before God”. The
Septuagint renders the passage with a
noticeable expansion: mpoci&el adTOV O
KOPL0g A TOD TPOG TO KPLTHpLov Tod HBeoD,
“his master shall lead him to the tribunal
of God”. A hint to a similar interpretation
may lie within Jerome’s rendering in the
plural: offeret eum dominus diis, “his
master shall present him to the gods”,
which is in Luther’s translation: “so
bringe ihn sein Herr vor die Gétter”
(1912 edition). Clearly, Jewish exegesis
could not tolerate the slightest allusion
to anthropomorphism. Accordingly, the
old Halakhic Midrash Mekhilta d’Rabbi
Ishmael (sect. Mishpatim, ch. 2) says: 7
°9K87 (means) 23777 93X, “before the
judges”.

A similar occurrence is Exod 22:6-7, in
cases of alleged dishonesty, when entrusted
property is lost or stolen: 7¥7=2% WX 10773

R¥72°"OR UPRT N°21 233) WS 20907 A9 )
27p31 2337 R¥R X9TOX W 0PY) 2333
nIRYN2 17 MY XD oK DoORITOR nhaTThva
27y, NRSV translates wordly: “When
someone delivers to a neighbor money or
goods for safekeeping, and they are stolen
from the neighbor’s house, then the thief,
if caught, shall pay double. If the thief is
not caught, the owner of the house shall be
brought before God, to determine whether
or not the owner had laid hands on the
neighbor’s goods” (NRSV). Apparently,
one cannot determine whether by “before
God” a tribunal is meant or a religious
institution. In any case, the Septuagint
has a similar wording: évémiov tod
Beod, though it makes matters clearer by
adding xoi opeiton, “and shall swear”,
which implies judicial procedure. This is
followed by the Vulgate’s plural: ad deos,
with the same addition: et iurabit. KJV,
however, is explicit: “the master of the
house shall be brought unto the judges”.
This legal process is still further extended
in v. 9: ¥YH=12772272Y, “upon every matter
of trespass” (i.e., unjust appropriation of
the property of another person), 27787 7
02 DY DOR WU WK D3P IYTI2T N2
17¥17, “the cause of both (parties) shall
come to the court; and he whom the
court shall pronounce guilty shall give
double (compensation) to his neighbour”.
Mekhilta d’Rabbi Ishmael (same section)
interprets 0°77X:1in the same way in other
cases of suspicion of theft too.

In Gen 6 the rendering “judges” is shared
by codex Neofiti of the Aramaic Targum:
X7 °13, in accord with Genesis Rabba
sect. 26, which quotes R. Simeon bar
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Yohay: .X°17 %32 1)77% *p 1 72 WAw 020
12 AR T R 9% Dhpn on 2 nvnw
X2R, “R. Simeon bar Yohay called them
X°1»7 °13, ‘the sons of the judges’, and
cursed those who call them R>79% °12, ‘the

%9

sons of gods’.

In the same spirit, Ongelos renders =32
0°7287 as X°2727 °13, “the sons of the
rulers”, which is related to the concept
of non-divine greatness, and is followed
by Symmachus’ translation: oi viol T@®v
duvaoTtevovimy, “the sons of the rulers”. It
is also the reading of a later manuscript of
the Samaritan Aramaic Targum: 7°107% *2.
Jerome sees no offense in translating filii
Dei, as he invokes Psalms 82:1: 098
vHYY O°7PR 2P PXTNTY2 281, “God has
taken his place in the divine council; in
the midst of the gods he holds judgment”.
This personification of the celestial
company allows him to accept 27287712
literally. Significantly, Peshitta uses the
Hebrew form 2°7%X °12 instead of the
Aramaic X2, perhaps trying to escape the
plain anthropomorphic meaning. Various
explanations for the collocation are offered
by Jewish medieval commentators.

The reason I made this long journey into
the realm of interpretations and translations
of 219X in the juridic parts of Exodus is to
show how they permit the interpretation of
0°n2R:1 212 in Genesis away from its literal
meaning.

Obviously, God is not satisfied with the
coupling related in Gen. 6. After all, he
created mankind “male and and female™:

ank X2 72p1 137 (ch. 1:27) in order to
procreate and “to fill up the earth™: 1379
YIRITNR M3 127 (ch. 1:28), without the
interference of D787 °32 in the process.
He therefore expressed His indignation:
T2 X7 D2 29YH o2 T TS,

This sentence has the aspect of a riddle.
What exactly does 7i7> mean? The
Septuagint apparently reads 7177, “shall
abide”, rendering the word as xatapeivy.
So does the Vulgate: permanebit, and
the Peshitta: i=<2. The same is attested
in Jubilees 5:8 and in a paraphrastic
fragment 4Q252 from Qumran which
says clearly: >m 217 R 0R 2°07%)
oo o783, “and God said ‘My spirit
will not reside in man forever’.” In his
Quaestiones in Genesim Jerome is aware
of 117, meaning “to judge”, and makes
efforts to put forward the idea that the
judgment implies divine mercy and
accepts “repent” (by reference to Hosea
4:14 and Ps 89:32-35). Nevertheless, he
does not overlook “endurance”, which
he not only put in his translation, but also
hinted at in his Quaestiones. The other
interpretation attributes the word to the
root N7, “to judge”, which is mirrored in
Symmachus’ rendering kpivel. It reflects
the interpretation of e.g., Rabbi Yudan B.
Betera (2nd century): 717 P72 77 PR TW
” 0%w? I shall never again punish by this
punishment”, which connects this passage
with Gen 9:8-12 (Genesis Rabba, sect.
26). In fact, the rabbis are aware of the two
interpretations, and, having in mind the
story of the generation of the Flood, which
follows the episode immediately, they
yield homilies in both senses: 117°, “shall
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punish” and M7, “shall abide” (ibid., and
Jerusalem Talmud, tract. Sanhedrin, 10:3).

Ongelos interprets the word in a similar
way, but shifts the subject of the verb from
God to the the generation and extends it:
277202¥7 TP TTIRYARITORN K7 P N
RN TI7 20 ROIN PY2 ITT2IY] K702 PIRT
72307 aR 1Y oY), “The Lord said: this evil
generation shall never subsist before me,
because they are flesh and their deeds are
corrupt; (however) prolongation is given
to them, one hundred and twenty years,
if they repent”. Thus, Ongelos stresses:
“this” (1777) connecting the passage with
the following narrative on the corruption
of mankind, but specifies that it does not
concern future generations, therefore,
repentance may abolish punishment.
Codex Neofiti of the Targum phrased
this perception in a much expanded way,
combining 7°7, “judgment” and N2> "M,
“I placed My spirit” in one homily, after
the model of the midrash. To be sure,
Samaritan sources attest to two competing
versions in their Aramaic Targum. The
medieval Samaritan Aramaic glossary,
Hammelif3, juxtaposes v, “will hide”,
and 012, “will assemble”, both equivalents
of 77 (its lemmata are collected from
manuscripts of the Samaritan Targum,
which its compiler had before his eyes).?
On the other hand, Hammelif also features
in the same place o1pn°, “will be punished”,
which is paired by Luther’s strafen
lassen, both reflecting the Masoretic Text.
However, one may be inclined to admit
that o782 >mM7 N7 K2, “My spirit shall
not abide in man”, is a better alternative,
considering God’s disgust in the presence

of the undesirable coupling of humans with
semi-divine creatures.

At any rate, this important case shows
that various forms co-existed, even if not
“officially” recognized.

k

Now we are faced with the 0°9°93, creatures
issued from the alliance of the humans with
the superhuman “sons of God” (v. 4). In
the same verse they are surnamed 023,
“heroes” and even aw: Wi, “renowned”
(Luther: berithmte Méanner). They appear
again in the negative account given by the
spies whom Joshua sent to scout the land.
In Num 13:33 they are depicted as huge
creatures: ~1» PiY 12 D°7°017°NK K oYY
APy N7 19 00202 WPV RN 00905,
“And there we saw the Nephilim, the sons
of Anak, who come from the Nephilim; and
we seemed to ourselves like grasshoppers,
and so we seemed to them”.

Arguably, this has prompted the Septuagint
and the Vulgate to render 0°7°9] as “giants”:
yiyavteg and gigantes respectively. It is
noteworthy to mention that the Septuagint
uses the same yiyavteg for rendering o°Ra1,
the people 11572775 struck down in Genesis
14:5. The translations of Symmachus, ot
Bioto, “the violent ones”, of Peshitta X723
and of the Targumim X>12%, “strong ones”
do not differ basically, although they do not
necessarily imply immensity.

Early medieval hermeneutics asserts
that 0°%°93, the frightening creatures of
gigantesque dimensions, hurled down
from heavens, bear seven names, as
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Genesis Rabba (sect 26, §7) puts it: 7vaw
L0 2%, DORDT DMK , 072701 109 WP MY
DY N9 INARY DONCR LD ,D0PIV ,DOMImAT
JMYWD 71971 TR AR O 7OW 008D .93
SR 170 N7 0O IARDY NP L0020
PO ...7°120 Py ytalyirlalRlolohb Y/ M ak/a}lva):
DR TXAY MY ...0%P1Y °23 Sy PV PN
02w, “They were named by seven names:
0°701, R (Deut 2:10)....., for their dread
falls on everyone,® o957 (Deut 2:11), for
anyone seeing them becomes weak like
wax,* 0°12°) (Gen 6:4 etc.) ..., for the
femur of one of them is 18 cubits long,
o mrnt... because they are great in war
(= uéywotor ?), o°pw (Deut 1:28) rulers,
adorned, for they were adorned with many
necklaces...,” 2w (Deut 2:23) because
they devastated the world”.®

Aquila too resorts to etymology:
gmmintovteg, “the fallen ones”, following a
homily that plays on the root” 751 to fall”,
very popular in the Jewish hermeneutics
QW 12 19911 DWW DR 1990w 00991
QoW MATT 1 0993 22N DR XA, they
are named 01701 (because they let the
world fall (into immorality), and fell off
the world, and filled the world fetuses
(%93) by their harlotry” (Genesis Rabba,
ibid.). The Samaritan Pentateuch has
a conjunction 2°7°5131, and so has the
Syriac Peshitta ,~ia1\ o, apparently to
explicitly connect the passage with the
previous verse (0¢ in the Septuagint),
joined implicitly by the Masoretic Text.
It is probably intended to emphasize the
connection between these creatures and the
immoral conduct previously narrated, and
condemned in v. 3: the appearance of the
“giants” is the result of the intercourse with

the “sons of God” with human females.
This is in accord with the aversion towards
them, as expressed in the Jewish midrash.

The position of the “giants™ story at the
head of the narrative of the Flood gives
the impression that it was placed here as
a transitional piece between chapter 5,
which describes the implementation of
God’s blessing: 1271 179, “be fruitful and
multiply” (1:28), and the destruction of
the outcome of human multiplication.
Thus, verses 1-4 exhibit the cause of
the destruction: improper intercourse of
humans with non-humans, which strays
from the universal rule: 7] iAYR2 P27
708 2%, “and he cleaves to his wife and
they become one flesh” (Gen 2:24). The
result of this transgression was human
wickedness and corruption: 7272 717 XM
782 0787 Ny, “And the Lord saw that the
wickedness of the man was great on the
earth” (Gen 6:5). And so he decided to
do away with the evil by a radical action:
X0 RTRT *32 2YR "DXIITIWR DINT NN RN
DmYa Aiv=TY Wty anoatty a7, <1 will
blot out man whom I have created from
the face of the ground, man and beast
and creeping things and birds of the sky”
(v. 7). Not only humans deserve capital
punishment, but also all living creatures.
This is somewhat embarrassing, because
no blameful behavior has been attributed
to animals previously. Perhaps one may
find an allusion to predation in Gen 9:5: )
WYITN M2 T WATY D DWDI7 DNT IR T,
“For your lifeblood I will surely require a
reckoning; of every beast I will require it”.

STUTTGARTER THEOLOGISCHE THEMEN - Band/Vol. XI (2016) 59



In spite of this extreme plan, God made
one exception because: °°¥y2 17 X¥» 1)
M, “but Noah found favour in the eyes
of the Lord” (v. 8). Attention should
be paid to the structure of the previous
sequence. Our sentence comes after
three sentences which open with a verb
connected to a waw consecutivum, the
habitual Hebrew narrative instrument to
express the predicate, which precedes the
noun:

v. 5: M XM, “the Lord saw*,

v. 6: M on the Lord regretted®,

v. 7: M R0 “the Lord said*®.

Then verse 8 starts with the subject
connected to the waw adversativum: 1)
A PYR 0 RN

Of course, a non-semitic language has
no waw adversativum, therefore the
translators, who understood the intention
of the different word-order, rendered
properly: The Septuagint placed the
conjunctive ¢ after Noah: Noe 8¢ edpev
xbprv. The use of 6¢ reveals the difference.
And so did Jerome: Noe vero invenit
gratiam, and so the modern translations:
“But Noah found favour”. And Luther:
“Aber Noah fand Genade”.

And why did Noah find favour in the eyes
of the Lord? The answer is given in the
following verse: 1°0972 727 220 P78 WOR 73,
The Septuagint seems to divide the verse
the same way, though with a shadow of
ambiguity: Noe dvOpwmog dikatog, Téhelog
@v év 1§ yeved avtod, “Noe was a just
man; being perfect in his era” (NETS). The
Vulgate puts a conjunction between the two

adjectives: Noe vir iustus atque perfectus
fuit in generationibus suis. “Noah was a
just and perfect man in his generations”,
making clear the close connection between
the two adjectives. The Peshitta is even
more explicit, adding a waw conjunctivum:
,MOiID Kam Tamha ol n | way, “Noah
was a just and a blameless man in his
generations.*

As the Masoretic Text has no conjunction,
and, according to its punctuation and
cantillation marks (accents) the entire
phrase is divided into two members,
?°7% and o°pn are formally unconnected
adjectives that refer to Noah: “Noah was
a righteous man [comma] blameless (was
he) in his generation”. The difference
lies in the structure of the statement.
For the Septuagint, the Vulgate and the
Peshitta 7% and o°»n are two qualities
that qualified Noah to be saved from
destruction: “righteous” and “perfect”,’
while according to the Masoretic Text
onn “perfect” is separated from p°7¥
“righteous” by the disjunctive accent
tevir.® Thus, o°nn belongs to a second
segment of the hemistich: 1"0972 77 2,
as JPS translates: “he was blameless in his
age”. As far as Noah is concerned, p>7% ¥°X
is undoubtedly, a very flattering title for a
human being, though limited by 777 o°»n
1"D9732, “perfect within his generations”.
Le., not within eternity, but “perfect”
within his own environment, which, as the
story says, was totally corrupt.

Naturally, the Jewish Aramaic Targumim
are committed to the Masoretic Text, and
therefore have no conjunction. For example
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Ongelos says: *T1772 M7 ©%W 37 123 M.
Pseudo Jonathan is slightly expanded: 12
"7 M PV 1Tava oW oY 12, “Noah
was a righteous man; perfect in good deeds
was he in his generations”, and so is the
Targum of Cod. Neofiti 1. The latter even
expands the previous verse, rendering 1)
1T 1Y 10 KD as 7172 PUTX M XD DY
™ Q7R T0m I NowR, “but Noah, because
there was no (other) righteous man in his
generation, found favour in the eyes of the
Lord”. Thus, the limited righteousness of
Noabh is established d’a capo.

It is this understanding of the verse, that
the Masoretic system of accents intends
to convey.

Indeed, the following chapter opens with
the recompense granted to Noah. God
announces him that he and his family
will be spared from the imminent flood.
Moreover, God gives him the reason: =3
77971727197 227X R A0K, “for [ have seen
that you are righteous before me in this
generation”. p>7% alone, without 2°nn, as
the Bible characterized Noah in 6:9. Why
is God less generous here in characterizing
Noah? Jewish homiletics has the answer:
NOW 12107 1°192 DTN M2W N¥PR DOINIRY 11087
1192, “One praises somebody only partly
in his presence, and fully in his absence”
(Genesis Rabba sect. 32, §1). When the
Bible praised Noah (6:9) he wasn’t present,
therefore his full praise is told: a»n P 7X.
When God spoke to Noah directly, He
limited the praise. To prevent arrogance.
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