CHAPTER 8


The Chosenness of Israel in the
Apocrypha and Pseudepigrapha
Matthias Henze

The chosenness of Israel, God’s inscrutable and mysterious election
of Israel as the chosen people with whom God entered into a covenant,
is a recurring theme in the work of Jon D. Levenson. In a number of
publications Levenson has probed this central and seemingly obvious
topic of biblical theology to uncover its complexities and to argue for its
continuing relevance today. He has shown that the origins of the idea of
chosenness reach back all the way to the book of Genesis.1 He has fol
lowed the topic throughout the Hebrew Bible and into the New Testa
ment to discuss its implications for Jewish-Christian relations.2 And he
has written eloquently against the modern detractors of this ancient
biblical doctrine.3
This essay is intended as a supplement to this discussion. Rather
than turning my attention to the biblical or rabbinic literature, as Leven
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son has already done with characteristic acumen, my task will be to trace
the idea of chosenness through the Apocrypha and P
 seudepigrapha—
those Jewish texts that were composed as the biblical period was com
ing to an end and before rabbinic authority became widely accepted.4
The texts I have selected cover a period of about three centuries, from
the Apocalypse of Weeks of the second century b.c.e. to 2 Baruch of
the late first century c.e. Our brief survey shows that the election of
Israel continued to be a topic of considerable interest at the time. It
also shows that the idea of chosenness is a complex one and that it
could be employed in a variety of contexts and used to different ends.
In the midst of this variety of understandings we can detect three gen
eral interrelated themes, all linked to the chosenness of Israel, that tend
to recur in the apocryphal and pseudepigraphic writings. First, several
authors trace the election of Israel back to Abraham: God chose the
patriarch out of love and entered into a covenant with him. Abraham’s
faithfulness, in return, is seen as a merit to which his descendants are
eager to lay claim. Second, God freely determined that Israel should be
the chosen people, the people whom God loves. We are frequently re
minded that the initiative to elect Israel was God’s. Over time, dissident
groups claimed the title “the chosen” as a self-designation and assumed
a new identity as God’s chosen Israel. And third, chosenness does not
imply that Israel has been blameless. Israel’s unlawful acts, which in
some texts are compared to those of her oppressors, are the reason why
God delivered Israel into the hands of the enemy in the first place. Sev
eral authors express their longing for the eschatological reversal of for
tunes, when Israel will be elevated and her enemies condemned.
1 E NO C H

The first text to be considered, the Apocalypse of Weeks, is part of the
Epistle of Enoch (1 En. 91–105), the last of the five works included in
the Ethiopic Apocalypse of Enoch, or 1 Enoch. The Apocalypse of Weeks
(1 En. 93:1–10; 91:11–17) offers a good point of entry into our discus
sion because of its early date of composition, the second century b.c.e.,
and because of its conspicuous use of language of chosenness.5
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Following a brief introduction (1 En. 93:1–2), Enoch, the seventh
antediluvian patriarch, gives his sons an overview of Israel’s history
from his own time to the eschaton (1 En. 93:3–91:17). The overview
takes the form of a “prophecy,” in which Israel’s history is structured in
ten weeks.
Chosenness is mentioned no fewer than four times and at crucial
junctures in the Apocalypse: first in the introduction (1 En. 93:2), and
then in week three (1 En. 93:5, the time of Abraham), week six (1 En.
93:8, the preexilic period), and week seven (1 En. 93:10, from the exile
to the second century b.c.e.). Enoch opens with a brief preview of what
he is about to announce. He will speak
concerning the sons of righteousness,
and concerning the chosen of eternity,
and concerning the plant of truth. (1 En. 93:2)6

The three parallel expressions all designate a distinctive group within
Israel, whose election by God stands at the center of the Apocalypse in
week 7. The first expression, “the sons of righteousness,” makes clear
that God has set the members of this group apart because of their righ
teousness, a sentiment further emphasized in verse 10. Next they are
called “the eternally chosen ones” (Eth. xeruyāna ʿalām). This expres
sion, which is not found in the Hebrew Bible or elsewhere in 1 Enoch,
entails two more of the group’s attributes: they are the chosen ones;7 and
they are chosen for eternity, they will last forever.8
The third expression, finally, “concerning the plant of truth,” an
ticipates the use of the same motif of the plant in week three (1 En.
93:5). There we read of Abraham: “A man will be chosen as the plant of
righteous judgment.” Abraham was chosen by God from among the
Gentiles to be “the plant of righteousness” (Eth. takla s.edq). This is the
plant from which Israel will sprout. In the Bible, the chosenness of
Abraham, using the verb bh.r, is made explicit only in Neh 9:7, though
it may well be implicit much earlier.9 The dual notion that the election
of Israel has its origin in the chosenness of Abraham and that this elec
tion is eternal is also found in the book of Jubilees, another work from
the second century b.c.e. In Jub. 19:18 Abraham says about Jacob, “I
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know that the Lord will choose him for himself as a people who will
rise up from all the nations which are upon the earth.”
Week six (1 En. 93:8) describes the preexilic age as a time during
which “the whole race of the chosen root will be dispersed.” Israel
sprang from “the chosen root” (Eth. šerw xeruy) that is Abraham, hence
the designation “the race of the chosen root.” And yet, chosenness did
not make Israel immune to divine punishment, it did not prevent the
Babylonian exile. Loren Stuckenbruck comments: “While Israel is and
remains God’s special people, the fact that they descend from Abraham
has not provided any guarantee that they would not be punished for
their sins. Election must be confirmed through a further event of choos
ing.”10 That event is described in the next week.
With week seven (1 En. 93:9–10, 91:11) we have reached the cen
tral moment in Israel’s history according to the Apocalypse, the period
spanning from the exile to the real time of the author.
And at its conclusion, the chosen will be chosen,
as witnesses of righteousness from the everlasting plant of
righteousness,
to whom will be given sevenfold wisdom and knowledge. (1 En. 93:10)11

Week seven begins with a reference to “a perverse generation,” that is,
Israel during the exilic and early postexilic period. The deeds of the Is
raelites will be so wicked that God will intervene and choose anew, this
time “the everlasting plant of righteousness.” The Apocalypse thus dis
tinguishes between “the chosen,” i.e., all of Israel as the progeny of
Abraham, and “the everlasting plant of righteousness,” a group that will
not include everybody but only “the chosen of the chosen,” the commu
nity of the elect. Whereas Israel’s chosenness stems from Abraham’s
special status, this group of the elect will be chosen only at the time of
the Apocalypse’s author. And whereas the rest of Israel is “perverse,”
this group will be endowed with wisdom and knowledge. The author
does not further reveal the exact nature of this special knowledge, but
the larger context of the Epistle makes clear that it concerns the proper
understanding of the divine law and the eschatological lore, a secret
knowledge about the end time that is deemed essential for obtaining
salvation.12
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A group called “the righteous and the chosen” also figures promi
nently in the Book of Parables (1 En. 37–71), the second and youngest in
the collection of five books of 1 Enoch, likely written at the turn of the
c.e. It has long been recognized that the authors of the Parables drew
their inspirations from earlier parts of 1 Enoch and particularly from
the Book of the Watchers.13 There “the righteous and the chosen” are
mentioned in the introduction to the book (1 En. 1:1–5:9). Enoch de
clares that he will speak “concerning the chosen” (1 En. 1:3; cf. 58:1):
they will enjoy special protection during the final tribulations (1 En.
1:8), on judgment day their sins will be forgiven, and they will inherit
the world to come (1 En. 5:6–7).14
The same idea of a group of elect who claim for themselves the title
“the righteous and the chosen” (or “the righteous and the holy,” or vari
ations thereof ) and who are singled out for their preferential treatment
at the end of days is picked up and developed further in the Book of
Parables.15 The text seems to suggest that the group has suffered from
persecution and that some of them have died (1 En. 47:1, 48:7, 53:7,
62:11–12). Now they are comforted and promised protection from
their oppressors, “the kings and the mighty” (1 En. 46:4, 62:1, 63:1).
The Parables say of the resurrection of the dead (1 En. 51:1; see in par
ticular 62:1), “the righteous and the chosen will have arisen from the
earth”), at which there will be a judgment scene (1 En. 46:4–8; 48:8–10;
60:2, 10), and “the righteous and the chosen” will be granted life eternal
and a restored earth (1 En. 45:4–6, 58:3, 61:4, 62:13–15). Enoch men
tions repeatedly that on his otherworldly journeys he has seen the place
where the chosen will dwell. (“There I saw the dwelling places of the
chosen”; and 60:8, “east of the garden where the chosen and righteous
dwell” [1 En. 41:2].)16
The central individual in the judgment scenes of the Parables is a
transcendent figure who sits on the throne for judgment. This figure
has many titles, among them “the Son of Man” (1 En. 46:2–4, 48:2,
etc.) and “the Messiah” (1 En. 48:10, 52:4). His titles “the Chosen One”
(1 En. 39:6; 40:5; 48:10; 45:3–4; 49:2–4; 51:3, 5, etc.) and “the Righ
teous and the Chosen One” (1 En. 53:6) correspond closely to the
group of “the righteous and the chosen.” Their close relationship is fur
ther reinforced by the composition of the Parables: the epithet “the
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Chosen One” (Eth. xeruy) is used particularly in connection with “the
chosen ones.” In the Hebrew Bible, the title “Chosen One” is used in
the Servant Songs in Second Isaiah (Isa 41:8, 9, 42:1, 43:10, 20, 44:1, 2,
45:4, 47, 49:7) to designate God’s Servant.17 In the Parables, this indi
vidual has been elevated to become a transcendent and preexistent fig
ure, who judges the world but spares “the chosen ones.”
To summarize, in the Apocalypse of Weeks God chooses twice,
first Abraham and through him all of Israel, and then again a group of
the elect, “the chosen of the chosen,” who lived at the time of the au
thor. Similarly, the Parables take the perspective of a group called “the
chosen.” Here the term may well have some “sectarian” connotations.
One of the epithets of the messianic figure who will spare them on the
day of reckoning is “the Chosen One.” Finally, it is noteworthy that in a
reasonably unified corpus like 1 Enoch the term “chosenness” is largely
confined to the first five chapters of the Book of the Watchers, the Apoca
lypse of Weeks, and the Parables. Elsewhere in 1 Enoch, the term “the
righteous” is preferred.
P S A LM S OF S OL O M ON

Israel and Jerusalem play a prominent role in the eighteen psalms that
make up the Psalms of Solomon. The writers of the Psalms identify them
selves with “Israel” (Pss. Sol. 7:8–10, 8:23–34, 9:1–11, 10:4–8, 14:1–5,
18:1–5).18 They also call themselves “the devout” (Pss. Sol. 10:5–8,
13:10, 14:3–5) and “the righteous” (Pss. Sol. 3:5–8, 9:7, 10:1–4, 13:9,
14:1–5, 15:6–9, 16:15), who reach out to their God and long for salva
tion (Pss. Sol. 12:6, 14:5, 18:1–5). A teleological focal point in the col
lection as a whole is the eschatological vindication of Israel, as color
fully expressed in the last two poems (Pss. Sol. 17:26–29, 18:1–9).19
“The righteous” define themselves in relation to their God but
also vis-à-vis other groups in Israel. These are merely called “the sin
ners” (Pss. Sol. 3:9–12, 4:3–5, 13:6, 14:6–9, 15:10–12) and “the wicked”
(Pss. Sol. 12:1–6), and no further identification about them is given.20
In addition, some of the psalms express great hostility toward the na
tions (Pss. Sol. 1:2–4, 7:1–3, 6, 8:30). They were written in a situation of
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c onsiderable distress, when Jerusalem had been attacked, the population
killed, their sons and daughters led away into captivity, and the temple
desecrated by the enemy (Pss. Sol. 2:1–7, 8:14–21; also 1 7:11–18).21 It
has long been recognized that the attack on Jerusalem described in Pss.
Sol. 2 and 8 is Pompey’s conquest of Judea in 63 b.c.e. Josephus (Ant.
14:1–79) provides an account of the events during the reigns of Hyrca
nus and Aristobulus, of Pompey’s capture of Jerusalem, and of the de
portation of Aristobulus and his family to Rome (cf. War 1:117–59; also
4QpNah 3–4).22 Psalms of Solomon 2:26–27 relate the death of Pompey
in 48 b.c.e., and the collection of the Psalms of Solomon as a whole may
have been compiled in the decades thereafter, probably in or around
Jerusalem.
Pompey’s arrogant behavior in Jerusalem is described in Pss. Sol. 2
and 8.23 The author makes no secret of his loathing for the Roman gen
eral. According to Ps. Sol. 2, Pompey breached the temple walls, tram
pled on the altar, and took many Jews captive to Rome (Ps. Sol. 2:1–2, 6).
The events described in Ps. Sol. 8 are similar: Pompey captured fortified
Jerusalem, killed the Jewish leaders, and exiled their families (Ps. Sol.
8:18–21). But the story is remembered not simply for its historical
value. More than simply telling the story of Pompey, the author(s) of
the Psalms of Solomon emphasizes that the Roman general was only
acting on God’s behalf and that his actions, though deplorable, were
merely a response to the sins of the people of Jerusalem.24 Indeed, the
bulk of the poems is devoted to a description of these sins. They include
various moral and ethical violations such as sexual improprieties, but
the main charge is that the temple officials have polluted the temple
(Pss. Sol. 2:3–4, 8:11–13).25 It would be difficult to miss the paraenetic
purpose of the poems.
It is in this context that we must understand the language of cho
senness in the Psalms of Solomon. Right at the outset in Ps. Sol. 1, the
poem that serves as an introduction to the entire collection, Mother Je
rusalem laments over her arrogant children that their lawless acts ex
ceeded those of their Gentile conquerors (Ps. Sol. 1:8; that Israel’s sin
surpassed that of the nations is repeated emphatically in Ps. Sol. 8:13).
The poet compares Israel’s lawlessness to that of the nations and finds
that the attacks on Jerusalem, instigated by God, are fully justified. On
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the opposite end of the collection, in Ps. Sol. 17, the acknowledgment of
Israel’s sins is repeated (Ps. Sol. 17:5–20).26 But there we find also the
reminder that God chose David and his human descendants forever (Ps.
Sol. 17:4).27 The poet therefore calls on God to restore the Davidic dy
nasty: “See, O Lord, and raise up for them their king, the son of David,
at the time which you chose, O God, to rule over Israel your servant”
(Ps. Sol. 17:21). This is followed by a description of the advent of the
Messiah, a royal Davidic figure who will rule as king in Jerusalem and
drive out the nations (Ps. Sol. 17:22–46).28 Finally, in the last poem (Ps.
Sol. 18), the poet recalls God’s love for Abraham and his descendants.
The attributes that describe Israel recall the similar titles in Gen 22:2 of
Isaac—a potent allusion to Israel’s progenitor now bound but soon re
leased to new life.29 “Your judgments are over the whole earth with pity,
and your love is upon the offspring of Abraham, the sons of Israel. Your
discipline is upon us as on a firstborn, an only son, to turn back the obe
dient soul from ignorant stupidity” (Ps. Sol. 18:3–4).30
The chosenness of Israel is also the subject of Ps. Sol. 9. The poet
first recalls that God is a righteous judge who forgives those who repent
and confess their sins (Ps. Sol. 9:1–7), and then he turns his attention to
Israel.
And now, you are our God, and we are the people whom you have
loved.
Look, and be compassionate, O God of Israel, for we are yours,
And remove not your pity from us, lest they attack us.
9
And you chose the offspring of Abraham above all the nations,
and you placed your name upon us, O Lord,
and you will not reject us forever.
10
You made a covenant with our fathers concerning us,
and we shall hope in you when we turn our souls toward you.
11
The mercy of the Lord is upon the house of Israel forever and ever.
(Pss. Sol. 9:8–11)

8

The poet appeals to God to have mercy on Israel, as Israel fears an im
minent attack from the nations. The plea to be compassionate is based
on Israel’s chosenness: Israel is the people loved by God, a people who
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belong to God (v. 8); God has chosen Abraham and his descendants
from among the nations, he has called them by his name, and he has
promised not to reject them forever (v. 9); and the covenant with Israel
remains the foundation for Israel’s hope (v. 10).31
THE TE S TA ME N T O F MO S E S

The Testament of Moses as we have it today, a work otherwise known as
the Assumption of Moses, dates from the turn of the c.e.32 Its beginning
and ending are lost, but the general contours of the text are clear. The
narrative frame of the book (T. Mos. 1:1–9 and 11:1–12:13) tells of an
encounter between Moses and and his successor, Joshua (the scene is
modeled after Deut 31:23–30, 34:9). Moses is about to die and sum
mons Joshua to give him his last instructions. The book thus presents
itself as the written record of Moses’s oral testament.
Framed by the narrative are Moses’s instructions to Joshua (T. Mos.
1:10–10:15). They consist largely of an ex eventu prophecy of the his
tory of Israel (the historical review proper begins in T. Mos. 2:1). The
historical overview begins with the taking of the land and ends in the
eschaton. The Mosaic “prophecy” of Israel’s past is selective, however.
Rather than aiming for completeness or historical accuracy, a principal
motivation behind the recasting of Israel’s past in the Testament of
Moses is to retell the events in light of the Deuteronomic scheme of
history. Specifically, history is divided into two cycles (chs. 2–4 and
5–10), each following the same sequence of sin (2; 5:1–6:1), punish
ment (3:1–4; 6:2–8:5), a turning point/repentance (3:5–4:4, 9), and sal
vation (4:5–9, 10).33
The idea of chosenness is attested in the narrative frame of the
book, that is, in the first cycle, and again (though less so) in the escha
tological hymn of the second cycle, in chapter 10. Specifically, there
are four aspects of chosenness that are emphasized in the Testament of
Moses: the notion that God created the world for Israel; Jerusalem as
the chosen place; Israel as the chosen people; and the eschatological
elevation of Israel above all nations.
First, we begin with creation. Moses begins by calling on Joshua to
be strong. Then he goes on to reveal to him a mystery. “He [God] cre
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ated the world on behalf of his people” (T. Mos. 1:12). In pseudepi
graphic literature this is the first attestation of the idea that God created
the world for his people, an idea that will be repeated in 4 Ezra and
2 Baruch, two works of the late first century c.e.34 The idea may well
derive from the Song of Moses in Deut 32, a text that stands in the
background of the Testament of Moses.35 Johannes Tromp puts it well:
“This concept should not be taken as some kind of metaphysical con
viction about the reasons and motifs for creation, but rather as a strong
expression of the idea of Israel’s election.”36 Moses does not leave it
with that, however. He adds that God kept the purpose of his creation
a secret so that the nations “might abjectly declare themselves guilty”
(T. Mos. 1:13) by their ill-informed deliberations—we are not told what
the deliberations are about, but probably they concern the meaning of
creation. God created the world for Israel, though this has not yet been
revealed publicly. The implied scope of the Mosaic statement is re
markable: the election of Israel effectively precedes creation.37 This will
finally be made manifest at the end of time, which is imminent.
Moses returns to the topic of creation at the end of the book in
chapter 12. There he assures Joshua that history, including the history
of Israel’s interaction with the nations, will unfold according to God’s
predetermined plan, which was put into place at the beginning of time.
Once again, the overtones of Deut 32 are unmistakable. “God has cre
ated all nations on earth, and he foresaw us, them as well as us, from
the beginning of the creation of the earth until the end of the world.
And nothing has been overlooked by Him, not even the smallest detail”
(T. Mos. 12:4).
Second, we turn to Jerusalem. After Moses revealed to Joshua the
secret of creation, he appoints him chief archivist of the written tradi
tion (T. Mos. 1:16–17). He gives Joshua “this writing,” presumably a
copy of the core of the Testament (now T. Mos. 2:3–10:10), so that later
Joshua will know “how to preserve the books which I shall entrust to
you” (T. Mos. 1:16; cf. 10:11 and 11:1), presumably a reference to the
Torah. More significant than the mode of preservation for our purposes
is the place where Joshua is to put the book. Moses tells him to deposit
it “in earthenware jars in the place which he [God] has chosen from the
beginning of the creation of the world” (T. Mos. 1:17). The formulaic
language implies that the locus where Joshua shall deposit the precious
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jars is none other than Jerusalem—and, more specifically, the place
where the temple in Jerusalem will be, even though Joshua could hardly
have been aware of the true significance of the place. The same lan
guage of God’s choosing a place is used in Deuteronomy in the context
of the centralization of the worship (Deut 12:5, 11, 14; 14:23; 15.20,
etc.; see also Neh 1:9 and 2 Chr 7:12).38 Moses then continues to ex
plain to Joshua that in this place “his [God’s] name may be called upon
until the day of recompense when the Lord will surely have regard for
His people” (T. Mos. 1:18). The place will retain its significance until
the end-time. In other words, the Mosaic designation of the locus as
the place chosen by God where the Testament is to be stored not only
anticipates the building of the Jerusalem temple centuries after Joshua
but even looks to the eschaton.39
Third, let us examine the chosen people. Toward the end of his first
cycle of historical “prophecies,” Moses refers to an anonymous inter
cessor who will arise at the time of the exile and pray on behalf of the
exiles (T. Mos. 4:2–4). The intercessor will appeal to God for Israel’s re
lease from captivity on two grounds: first, because God himself has
chosen Israel; and second, because God entered into a covenant with
the Israelites.
Lord, King of All on the throne on high, who rulest the world, who
wanted this people to be your chosen people. Then you wanted to be
called their God, according to the covenant which you made with their
fathers. (T. Mos. 4:2)

The doxology lays the ground for the plea for mercy that follows. It was
God who wanted to choose Israel, and it was God who wanted to be
called their God. The election of Israel was then sealed by the cove
nant, the guarantor for Israel’s salvation (“Heilsgarantie”).40 It is on
these grounds that the anonymous intercessor pleads with God to have
regard for the Israelites and to bring the exile to an end. A little later
Moses assures Joshua that God will hear the prayer “because of the
covenant which he had made with their fathers” (T. Mos. 4:5).41
Fourth, Israel will be exalted in eschatological time. The second
cycle in the Testament of Moses culminates in an eschatological hymn
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(T. Mos. 10:1–10). The introduction to the poem declares that God will
establish his kingdom and avenge the Israelites against their enemies
(T. Mos. 10:1–2). There follows a description of a theophany: God
leaves his heavenly throne, the earth trembles, and the natural order is
thrown into disarray (T. Mos. 3–7).42 The purpose of the theophany, fi
nally, is revealed in the last part of the hymn. God will raise Israel to the
heavens, so that they will see their enemies from on high and praise
God (T. Mos. 10:8–10). There is no explicit language of chosenness in
this hymn, but the idea is related: at the end of time, God will work
vengeance on the enemies of Israel, destroy their idols, and exalt Israel
to the stars.43 The eschatological vindication of Israel and the punish
ment of her enemies is a recurring motif in pseudepigraphic writings,
including our next two works.
FO URTH E Z RA

The last two books to be discussed are two apocalypses of the historical
type, 4 Ezra and 2 Baruch. Both were composed a couple of generations
after the Roman destruction of the Jerusalem temple in the year 70 c.e.
It has long been observed that 4 Ezra and 2 Baruch are linked to each
other by a number of features: both texts are set fictitiously at the time
of the fall of Jerusalem in 587 b.c.e., a historical moment of paradig
matic, even revelatory significance; both apocalypses are attributed to a
biblical scribe of renown from the exilic and early postexilic periods;
and both compositions share a number of generic, thematic, and lin
guistic traits.44
4 Ezra opens with a long prayer in which Ezra, who is greatly dis
tressed over the desolation of Jerusalem, first recounts Israel’s history
from Adam to the Babylonian Exile (4 Ezra 3:4–27) and then com
pares the current fate of Babylon—standing in for Rome—with that of
Israel (4 Ezra 3:28–36). The historical review that occupies the first
part of the prayer sets the stage for Ezra to make his point in the sec
ond: even though Israel has hardly been blameless in the past, Babylon
has not been any better, and yet God allows Babylon, not Israel, to be
prosperous. The idea of chosenness plays a role in both parts of Ezra’s
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prayer. In his historical review, Ezra dwells at some disproportionate
length on the time of the patriarchs as it is related in the book of
Genesis. Adam and the consequences of his transgression are of great
concern to Ezra, and so are Noah and “the many nations” (4 Ezra 3:12)
that lived after him.45 After the flood these generations continued to do
evil, and so God chose Abraham from among them.
And when they were committing iniquity before thee, thou didst
choose for thyself one of them, whose name was Abraham; and thou
didst love him, and to him only didst thou reveal the end of the times,
secretly by night. (4 Ezra 3:13–14)

Ezra interprets the election of Abraham against the backdrop of the
iniquities committed by the postdeluvian nations. They were even more
ungodly than their ancestors (here the author may well have in mind
the Tower of Babel story in Gen 11:1–9), and so God responded by
choosing one of them, Abraham. Not much is said about the act of
Abraham’s election, but the text does provide a few clues. First, we learn
that it was at God’s initiative that Abraham was chosen. The short
phrase “you chose for yourself one of them (elegisti tibi ex his unum, cui
nomen erat Abraham)” underscores the inscrutability and arbitrariness
of the divine act (cf. Neh 9:7; 1 En. 93:5). God chose Abraham for himself.46 Second, the subjective nature of the divine choice is further un
derscored by the affirmation that God had a particular affection for
Abraham: “you loved him” (et dilexisti eum). The scriptural anchor for
this claim is found outside the book of Genesis, in Isa 41:8 and 2 Chr
20:7, where Abraham is the one “who loved Me,” or simply “My
friend.”47 Third, and more unusual, is Ezra’s first remark about Abra
ham once he was chosen: God revealed to him “the end of times,
secretly by night.” The latter part of the phrase implies that the revela
tion took place during the covenant ceremony in Gen 15, which oc
curred at night (Gen 15:17). Whereas according to the biblical account,
the covenant is important mostly because of the promise of descen
dants to Abraham, Ezra emphasizes an aspect we do not find in
Genesis: Abraham was the first human being to whom God revealed
the eschatological secrets, the patriarch who was given insight into the
end of times.48
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Following his historical review, Ezra turns to the current fates of
Israel and the nations to underscore how they diverge (4 Ezra 3:28–36).
The seer makes his point emphatically: God has seen the deeds of the
Babylonians, and they are no better than Israel. On the contrary, it was
Israel who believed in the covenants and kept the commandments. And
yet, at present Israel lies subdued, whereas Babylon—that is, Rome—
triumphs, or, in Ezra’s accusatory words to God, “you have destroyed
your people and protected your enemies” (perdidisti populum tuum et
conservasti inimicos tuos [4 Ezra 3:30]). Any idea that Israel’s misery can
be justified because of Israel’s sins, as for example in Pss. Sol. 1, is here
soundly rejected, if only because the other nations are no less sinful
than Israel.
It is this last aspect in particular that continues to trouble Ezra.
In the next chapter he bemoans that every day he has to witness Israel’s
misery. He wants to know from God “why Israel has been given over
to the Gentiles in disgrace; why the people whom you loved has been
given over to godless tribes, and the law of our ancestors has been
brought to destruction and the written covenants no longer exist”
(4 Ezra 4:23). If in the previous chapter it was Abraham whom God
loves, here it is Israel.49 Ezra is distraught that God would surrender
Israel to the Gentiles in an act of disgrace, in spite of the “Torah of our
fathers,” thereby effectively declaring the covenant to be obsolete. Ulti
mately it is the reliability of the divine promise that is at stake.
The longest and most explicit meditation in 4 Ezra on the election
of Israel comes in Ezra’s second prayer in 5:23–30, a poetic reflection on
the nature of chosenness. The prayer readily falls into two parts: the
first part (vv. 23–27) consists of eight biblical images that symbolize
God’s election of Israel; the language is repetitive and formulaic (“from
all . . . thou hast chosen for thyself one”), with a recurring contrast be
tween the many (standing in for the nations) and the one (which is Is
rael).50 The eighth contrast relates how God chose Israel from among
“the multitude of peoples” (ex omnibus multiplicatis populis [5:27]). This
serves as the transition to the second half of the prayer (vv. 28–30), in
which Ezra wonders why God has scattered Israel among the nations
and handed Israel over to her enemies. It remains incomprehensible to
the seer why Israel’s enemies are given the upper hand, even though
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Israel remained faithful to the covenants. And why does God punish
Israel by means of the sinful nations?51
Ezra’s accusations become noticeably more poignant in 6:55–59.
There Ezra returns once again to the contrasting comparison of the na
tions and Israel, but now the point of comparison is no longer loyalty
versus disloyalty to the covenant but rather the complex, if enigmatic,
interrelationship of creation, election, and, ultimately, redemption.
All this I have spoken before thee. O Lord, because thou hast said
that it was for us that thou didst create this world. 56 But as for the other
nations which have descended from Adam, thou hast said that they are
nothing, and that they are like spittle, and thou hast compared their
abundance to a drop from a bucket. 57 And now, O Lord, these nations,
which are reputed as nothing, domineer over us and trample upon us. 58
But we thy people, whom thou hast called thy firstborn, only–begotten,
kin, and dear one, have been given into their hands. 59 If the world has
indeed been created for us, why do we not possess our world as an
inheritance? How long will this be so? (4 Ezra 6:55–59)
55

This brief pericope is framed by a reference to creation (vv. 55 and 59):
Ezra claims that God created the world for Israel but that Israel does
not possess the world.52 Worse still, the nations rule over and “trample
on” Israel. What distinguishes this from previous passages in 4 Ezra
is the harsh, ontological language in which Ezra pitches the nations
against Israel. God has proclaimed that the nations are “nothing,” “like
spittle” (dixisti eas nihil esse, et quoniam salivae adsimilatae sunt),53 and
that they should be compared to “a drop from a bucket” (Isa 40:15, 17).
Israel, on the other hand, is God’s “firstborn,” the “only begotten,” who
is “zealous” for God and “most dear”—epithets that describe Isaac in
the Akedah in Gen 22:2.54
In a recent article on the idea of election in 4 Ezra, John Collins
has made much of this passage.55 Collins takes offense at 4 Ezra’s belief
in election because of its disparaging treatment of non-Israelites. He
grants that the book presumes a situation in which Israel has just been
defeated and hence is in no position to mistreat anyone. “Nonetheless,
Gentiles can scarcely fail to find Ezra’s language of election offensive.”56
Ezra’s harsh words in 4 Ezra 6:56 in particular reflect what Bruce Lon
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genecker has dubbed “ethnocentric covenantalism.”57 Collins agrees.
“The ‘ethnocentric covenantalism’ of Ezra regards the nations as spittle;
the eschatological wisdom of Uriel seems to care only whether they
keep the law; the apocalyptic visions consign them to destruction.”58
Collins’s critique of the concept of election as ethnocentric is hardly
new.59 But is it an appropriate characterization of 4 Ezra’s theology?
Taken out of context, Ezra’s derogatory statement that the nations are
like “spittle” would indeed be damning. But there is a specific context
here that cannot be ignored: the book responds to the recent demoli
tion of Jerusalem. 4 Ezra is not a theological treatise that ruminates in
general terms about of the eschatological fate of all nations, and Ezra
does not speak about “Gentiles” vs. Jews in general. The seer is con
cerned about Babylon—a cipher for Rome—and he expresses his hope
for the eschatological turning of the tables, as it were, when the de
feated will be set free. What is more, even the Jews will find little
comfort in 4 Ezra’s apocalyptic program. To brand 4 Ezra’s theology
“ethnocentric covenantalism” suggests, erroneously, that according to
4 Ezra those who are part of the covenant will be saved at the end of
time whereas those who stand outside the covenant will be condemned
to eternal damnation. This notion has already been dismantled in the
Enochic Apocalypse of Weeks, as we saw, where it is made clear that
belonging to “the whole race of the chosen root” (1 En. 93:8) did not
save “the chosen” from divine punishment, nor is it what we find in
4 Ezra either. Uriel stresses over again that only a few of the righteous
will be saved in the end: “Let many perish who are now living, rather
than that the law of God which is set before them be disregarded!”
(4 Ezra 7:20). Ezra is forced to concede: “And now I see that the world
to come will bring delight to a few, but torments to many” (4 Ezra
7:47).60 The covenant is no longer the operative principle, let alone a
guarantee for salvation, as many in Israel are doomed to perish. We can
discuss what the purpose of such an admittedly pessimistic outlook
might be—one possible explanation would be that these passages are
essentially paraenetic, i.e., that they call on the faithful to return to the
covenant now so that they will be counted among the righteous then—
but to find in 4 Ezra a simple division between Israel, for whom salva
tion is guaranteed, and the Gentiles, who are destined to perish, is
missing the point.
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Once Ezra has taken Uriel’s message to heart, his tone changes
noticeably, and he moves from accusation to plea. In a short but strongly
worded appeal toward the end of the third vision, the seer turns to
his angelic interlocutor and says: “But spare your people and have
mercy on your inheritance, for you have mercy on your own creation”
(4 Ezra 8:45).
S E C O ND B A R U C H

Like 4 Ezra, 2 Baruch is set at the time of the Babylonian destruction of
Jerusalem, even though it was composed at the end of the first century
c.e. Baruch, erstwhile the secretary and close confidant of the prophet
Jeremiah, now has become a prophet in his own right who has effec
tively succeeded Jeremiah. As 2 Baruch continues to tell the story that
began in the Hebrew Bible, it remains firmly anchored in the tradition
of Jeremiah: in form it closely follows its biblical predecessor, and in
content it relates the events that surround the sacking of Jerusalem.61
Much of what we find in 2 Baruch regarding the concept of cho
senness resembles 4 Ezra, though the author of 2 Baruch likes to give
the familiar ideas his own interpretive twist. Above we observed, for ex
ample, that early on in 4 Ezra the seer challenges God and wonders
“why the people whom you loved has been given over to godless tribes”
(4 Ezra 4:23). 2 Baruch begins with a narrative frame that sets the scene
for the book: it relates how on the eve of the Babylonian destruction of
Jerusalem God calls on Baruch to leave the city (2 Bar. 1:1–9:1). Visibly
distraught, Baruch seeks to dissuade God from delivering Jerusalem up
for destruction and, like Ezra, begins to argue with God. His argumen
tative strategy, too, revolves around a contrasting view of Israel and her
enemies: the Babylonians are those who hate God, whereas God loves
Israel. Says Baruch: “So then I am responsible for Zion, for they who
hate You will come to this place and pollute Your sanctuary, and lead
Your inheritance into captivity, and make themselves masters of those
whom You have loved” (2 Bar. 5:1; cf. 3:5, 8:2). The motif of Israel as
the people whom God loves reappears a few times throughout the
book. In chapter 21, in a prayer which Baruch says while sitting in the
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Kidron Valley, Baruch reminds God: “On account of Your name You
have called us a ‘Beloved people’” (Syr. ʿamāʾ h.abîbāʾ [2 Bar. 21:21]).
And in chapter 48, another lengthy prayer, Baruch pleads with God in
moving language not to reject His people: “And do not cut off the hope
of our people, and do not abridge the times of our aid. For this is the
people which You have chosen, and these are the people to whom You
have found no equal” (2 Bar. 48:19b–20).62
The idea of chosenness appears in 2 Baruch in three larger contexts:
one is the integrity and preservation of the land of Israel at the end of
time as the place chosen by God; the second is the righteousness of the
sages and the merit of their deeds for later generations; and the third is
the eschatological orientation of 2 Baruch in general that dominates the
book and defines its conceptualization of the relationship between Is
rael and the nations.
We have seen the first aspect, the significance of space as the cho
sen locale for God’s activities, already in the Testament of Moses. In
T. Mos. 1:17 Moses orders Joshua to hide certain books “in the place
which He [God] has chosen from the beginning of the creation of the
world,” an obvious reference to the privileged status of Jerusalem, sin
gled out by God already at the moment of creation. The same motif of
Jerusalem as the chosen city is also attested in 2 Baruch, in the context
of the advent of the Messiah. In 2 Bar. 40:1–3, a scene highly reminis
cent of Dan 7, the Messiah appears in Jerusalem, summons the last
wicked ruler to Mount Zion, indicts him and his entourage for their
wicked deeds, pronounces judgment, and puts him to death.63 Then the
Messiah protects the rest of the people, as God explains to Baruch,
“those found in the place that I have chosen” (Syr. haw dmeštkah. bʾatrāʾ
dagbît [2 Bar. 40:2]). In other words, the Messiah protects the pro
phetic remnant in Israel in the age of the eschaton (see also 2 Bar. 77:4).
In an important study, Liv Ingeborg Lied has underscored the abiding
importance of space in the eschatology of 2 Baruch and of early Jewish
apocalyptic literature in general.64 Far from becoming obsolete at the
end of time, the Land of Israel maintains its chosen status. Lied’s insis
tence to broaden our understanding of Jewish eschatology to find in it a
combined conceptualization of space and time receives additional sup
port from the other messianic pericopes in 2 Baruch. According to the
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first messianic passage in 2 Bar. 29:2–30:5, the Messiah will appear in
Israel, protect its inhabitants and provide them with an abundance of
food. Indeed, the messianic presence will initially be felt only in Israel.
And according to the third and longest description of the Messiah, it is
the Land of Israel itself that will guard those who live in it. At the visi
tation of the Messiah, “the Holy Land will have mercy on its own and
protect its inhabitants at that time” (71:1).65
The second aspect of chosenness in 2 Baruch concerns the righ
teousness of the sages. Like Ezra, Baruch is quick to admit that Israel
has not been blameless before God and that many in Israel have sinned.
But he also points out that those who were righteous in the past were
able to live their lives in confidence. They even interceded before God
on behalf of others because they trusted in their deeds (2 Bar. 85:2), and
they were saved by their deeds (2 Bar. 52:7), the very deeds that are now
preserved in the heavenly reservoirs (2 Bar. 14:12). And so, Baruch rea
sons, their righteousness should have outweighed Israel’s sins and pre
vented the destruction of Jerusalem. “And lo, they strove, and not even
for them did You have mercy on Zion. And if others did evil, Zion
should have been forgiven on account of the deeds of those who did
good deeds and should not have been destroyed on account of the deeds
of those who committed iniquity” (2 Bar. 14:6–7; cf. 21:11).66
In addition to the righteous, Baruch also remembers the patriarchs
and God’s promises to them, which, our author is adamant, persist,
even though the recent violent events in Jerusalem may call their power
into question. After reminding God that he has called Israel his “Be
loved People” (2 Bar. 21:21), Baruch goes on to evoke the memory of
Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob specifically.67 “It is for them, You said, that
You created the world” (2 Bar. 21:24). The claim that God created the
world for Israel is already familiar from the Testament of Moses and
4 Ezra.68 The same claim is also made in 2 Baruch, albeit with some
variation. According to 2 Bar. 14:18–19, God made the world for all
human beings, not just for Israel;69 according to 2 Bar. 15:7 the world
was created specifically for the righteous;70 and according to 2 Bar.
21:24–25, as we just saw, God made the world for the three patriarchs
in Genesis and those who were like them. Such a juxtaposition of diver
gent concepts may irritate the modern reader in search of a single point
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of view, but it is hardly at odds with the nature of early apocalyptic
writings in general, which are by nature composites—intellectual amal
gams of diverse traditions. In spite of this diversity of viewpoints, the
divine interlocutor is able to answer all of Baruch’s concerns—that God
should have saved Zion because of the righteousness of the sages,
and that the world was created for the righteous—with a single prom
ise of the new world. “And with respect to the righteous about whom
you said that because of them the world has come [into existence], so
also that [world] which is to come will come [into existence] because
of them. For this world is to them a struggle and a labor with much
trouble, but that which is coming is a crown with great glory” (2 Bar.
15:7–8).71
The divine insistence on the ephemeral nature of this world and
the repeated promise of the world to come leads us finally to the third
aspect of chosenness in 2 Baruch, the eschatological outlook that per
vades the book. 2 Baruch’s perception of Israel’s status vis-à-vis the na
tions is inextricably bound up with the hope for Godly intervention
and the expectation that the divine defeat of Israel’s enemies is immi
nent.72 Whereas Ezra dwells at some length on the fact that at present
the nations are prospering whereas Israel lies in ruins, Baruch soon
comes to realize that God is about to overthrow Israel’s opponents. And
so the seer abandons his complaint about the nations and turns to his
fellow mourners and asks them, “Why are you looking for the decline
of those who hate you?” (2 Bar. 52:6; cf. 83:5)—there is no need to hope
for the downfall of the enemy since the eschaton will soon make right
what is wrong now. This should not be interpreted as yet another proof
of the vengeful nature of apocalyptic writings, a class of texts which
modern readers love to think of as the enfant terrible of early Jewish
literature, if only because apocalypses allegedly incite violence against
the nations. Quite to the contrary, Baruch calls on his audience not to
look for the demise of Israel’s foes and to leave the matter to God, who
is sure to intervene soon. This hardly means that the wrong that Israel’s
enemies have done will be forgotten. In the last of 2 Baruch’s three
messianic pericopes, the Messiah is said to assume the role of an escha
tological warrior king: he summons all nations to Jerusalem and anni
hilates many of them. Then he sits down to pass judgment on those
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who remain. It is telling that the nations will be judged not based on
their behavior in general but specifically on how they have treated Israel
in the historical past (2 Bar. 72:2–6).73
Perhaps the most poignant passage in this respect comes in the
epistle toward the end of the apocalypse. The seer comforts his address
ees, telling them that God will avenge Israel on her enemies “according
to all that they have done to us” (2 Bar. 82:2) and that the divine judg
ment is not far off. There follows in 2 Bar. 82:3–9 a poem on the escha
tological fate of the nations. The poem is made up of seven verses, each
devoted to a false impression Israel currently has of the nations. Each
verse in the poem consists of three lines: first what Israel beholds, then
an accusation of the nation’s wrongdoing, and finally a damning predic
tion of their demise.
Lo, for now we see the multitude of the prosperity of the nations,
while they act wickedly.
But they resemble a breath.

3

We behold the multitude of their power,
while they act unjustly.
But they resemble a drop.
4

We behold the firmness of their strength,
while they resist the Mighty One every hour.
But they shall be accounted like spittle.
5

We ponder the glory of their greatness,
while they do not keep the commands of the Most High.
But like smoke they will pass away.
6

We meditate on the fairness of their beauty,
while they are led by the pollutions.
But like grass that withers they will dry up.
7

We consider the force of their cruelty,
while they do not remember the end.
But like a wave that passes they will be broken.
8
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We remark the pomp of their strength,
while they deny the beneficence of God, who gave [it] to them.
But like a cloud that passes they will pass. (2 Bar. 82:3–9)
9

 The texts we have discussed present only a slim excerpt of a signifi

cant library of Jewish books written toward the end of the biblical pe
riod and beyond. More books could be added but the main picture
would not change: the apocryphal and pseudepigraphic writings testify
to a dynamic and intellectually engaging debate— rooted in the He
brew Bible and among diverse Jewish circles—at a crucially important
moment in the history of early Jewish thought. Throughout the debate
the chosenness of Israel recurs frequently, and in various mutations, as a
topic of concern. We should be wary of any overly facile understanding
that can only think of this ancient biblical idea as an expression of Is
rael’s superiority and a condemnation of the “Gentiles.” The picture is
considerably more complex, and the Apocrypha and Pseudepigrapha
contribute immeasurably to our understanding of this complexity.
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tion of the world (kaqwvß ejxelevxato hJmaı ejn aujtw`/ pro; katabolh`ß kovsmou)to be
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at the Start of the Common Era (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press,
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Abraham the future course of history; see Stone, Fourth Ezra, 71. In addition, see
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Second Baruch in Context (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2011), 275–78.
49. Cf. Jer 31:3 and Hos 11:1.
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people. Stone, Fourth Ezra, 126–27.
51. Ezra’s language is harsh and uncompromising: “If thou didst really
hate thy people, they should be punished at thy own hands” (4 Ezra 5:30; cf. Mal
1:2–3).
52. Cf. T. Mos. 1:12, “He [God] created the world on behalf of his people.”
See also 4 Ezra 6:59, 7:11; and 2 Bar. 14:19.
53. The closest parallel, once again, comes from 2 Baruch: “But they shall
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55. John J. Collins, “The Idea of Election in 4 Ezra,” JSQ 16 (2009):
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Israelites?” HTR 96 (2003): 397–425; and his Yet I Loved Jacob: Reclaiming the
Biblical Concept of Election (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 2007), 107–19.
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example, 4 Ezra 8:3: “Many have been created, but few shall be saved.” Cf. 8:1,
8:55, and 9:15–16. Note also the poignant passage in 9:21–22: “So let the multi
tude perish that has been born in vain, but let my grape and my plant be saved.”
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(Stone, Fourth Ezra, 300).
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livre de Jérémie: Aux origines du livre de Baruch,” BIOSCS 7 (1974): 19–21;
idem, L’Apocalypse syriaque de Baruch: Introduction, traduction du syriaque et commentaire (2 vols., SC 144–45; Paris: Cerf, 1969); and more recently J. Edward
Wright, “Baruch: His Evolution from Scribe to Apocalyptic Seer,” in Biblical Figures outside the Bible (ed. Michael E. Stone and Theodore A. Bergren; Harrisburg,
Pa.: Trinity Press International, 1998), 264–89.
62. Similarly, Baruch begins his epistle to the exiles with the words: “I re
member, my brothers, the love of Him who created us, who loved us from of old,
and never hated us” (2 Bar. 78:3).
63. For a discussion of this important scene, see David Edward Aune,
with Eric Stewart, “From the Idealized Past to the Imaginary Future: Eschato
logical Restoration in Jewish Apocalyptic Literature,” Restoration: Old Testament,
Jewish, and Christian Perspectives (ed. James M. Scott; JSJSup 72; Leiden: Brill,
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here 110–11.
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in 2 Baruch (JSJSup 129; Leiden: Brill, 2008), esp. 185–241.
65. In 2 Bar. 29:2, God protects the inhabitants of Israel, in 40:2 it is the
Messiah who protects them, and in 71:1 the Land itself. Robert Henry Charles,
“II Baruch: I. The Syriac Apocalypse of Baruch,” in The Apocrypha and Pseudepigrapha of the Old Testament (ed. Robert Henry Charles; 2 vols.; 1913; repr., Oxford:
Clarendon, 1998), 497, has found here three different sources, but this is forced.
On the term “Holy Land” (2 Bar. 63:10, 71:1, 84:8), see Daniel J. Harrington,
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Fields; VTSup 94; Leiden: Brill, 2003), 661–72; and Lied, Other Lands of Israel,
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L.A.B. 35:3: “But he [God] will have mercy, as no one else has mercy, on the
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geltung: Zur optionalen Struktur rabbinischer Soteriologie,” NTS 45 (1999):
108–26.
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67. According to T. Levi 15:4, the merit of the three patriarchs saved Is
rael from total annihilation by the Babylonians: “And unless you had received
mercy through Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, our fathers, not a single one of your
descendants would be left on the earth” (cf. T. Asher 7:7).
68. Cf. T. Mos. 1:12; 4 Ezra 6:59 and 7:11.
69. Cf. 4 Ezra 8:44.
70. Cf. 4 Ezra 8:1 and 9:13.
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(SBLDS 78; Atlanta: Scholars Press, 1985), 31–67.
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rendering of Israel’s relationship with the nations, the Torah. In his final public
address to the people, Baruch reminds his hearers solemnly that God has singled
out Israel from among the nations by giving them the Torah. “To you and to your
fathers the Lord gave the Torah above all nations” (2 Bar. 77:3). Ever since, the
Torah has been a source of trust for Israel (see 2 Bar. 48:22). But there is another
side to the coin. Since with the Torah Israel has had full knowledge of the divine
intent, Israel can no longer plead ignorance. In harsh language God speaks to Ba
ruch about the impending judgment: “But My judgment exacts its own, and My
Torah exacts its right” (2 Bar. 48:27).
73. Cf. 4 Ezra 13:25–52. Michael E. Stone, “The Concept of the Messiah
in IV Ezra,” in Religions in Antiquity: Essays in Memory of Erwin Ramsdell Goodenough (ed. Jacob Neusner; SHR 14; Leiden: Brill, 1968), 295–312, here 302; and
John J. Collins, “A Shoot from the Stump of Jesse,” 52–78, here 77–78. The
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