
The Targum of Jonathan Ben Uzziel on the
Pentateuch: Unraveling the Tapestry of
Ancient Jewish Interpretation
The Targum of Jonathan Ben Uzziel, an ancient Aramaic translation of the
Pentateuch, offers a captivating window into the religious and cultural
landscape of the Jewish people during the Second Temple period.
Composed between the 3rd century BCE and the 1st century CE, this
venerable text has played a pivotal role in shaping Jewish thought and
exegesis for centuries.

Origins and Historical Significance

The Targum of Jonathan Ben Uzziel emerged during a transformative era in
Jewish history. As the influence of Hellenistic culture grew, the Aramaic
language gained prominence as the lingua franca of everyday life in Judea.
The need for an Aramaic translation of the Torah arose to facilitate
accessibility and understanding among the Jewish populace.
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Tradition attributes the authorship of this Targum to Jonathan Ben Uzziel, a
renowned scholar and disciple of Hillel the Elder. While historical evidence
suggests that the Targum was likely a collaborative effort by multiple
scholars over time, the association with Jonathan Ben Uzziel underscores
the esteem in which this translation was held.

Literary and Exegetical Features

The Targum of Jonathan Ben Uzziel is not merely a literal rendering of the
Hebrew text; it is an interpretive work that expands and embellishes upon
the biblical narrative. The Targum employs a variety of literary devices,
including:

Paraphrase and Expansion: The Targum often provides more
detailed explanations of biblical passages, elucidating obscure or
ambiguous phrases.

Midrashic Interpretation: The Targum incorporates elements of
midrash, adding homiletic and didactic material to enhance the
teachings of the Torah.

Folklore and Legends: The Targum occasionally weaves in popular
folklore and legends, enriching the biblical stories with cultural and
historical context.

Poetic Language: The Targum employs lyrical and poetic language in
certain passages, elevating the emotional impact of the biblical
narrative.
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Insights into Ancient Jewish Thought

The Targum of Jonathan Ben Uzziel provides invaluable insights into the
religious and cultural beliefs of the Jewish people during the Second
Temple period.

Belief in Angels and Heavenly Beings: The Targum frequently
introduces angels and heavenly beings into the biblical narrative,
reflecting the prevalent belief in the supernatural realm.

Emphasis on Divine Mercy and Compassion: The Targum
emphasizes the themes of divine mercy and compassion, highlighting
God's forgiveness and willingness to reconcile with his people.

Messianic Expectations: The Targum contains passages that allude
to messianic figures, reflecting the hope and anticipation for a future
redeemer.

Halakhic Guidance: The Targum sometimes includes halakhic
(Jewish legal) interpretations, providing practical guidance on religious
observances.

Influence on Jewish Exegesis

The Targum of Jonathan Ben Uzziel has had a profound influence on
Jewish exegesis throughout history:

Exegetical Tradition: The Targum became an indispensable tool for
Jewish scholars, providing a framework for understanding and
interpreting the Hebrew Bible.

Midrashic Literature: The Targum's midrashic interpretations became
incorporated into later midrashic collections, enriching the Jewish



tradition of storytelling and homiletics.

Liturgy and Prayer: Passages from the Targum were incorporated
into Jewish liturgy, including the daily prayers and the Haftarah
readings during synagogue services.

The Targum of Jonathan Ben Uzziel on the Pentateuch is a timeless
masterpiece that encapsulates the religious and cultural heritage of ancient
Judaism. Its rich tapestry of literary devices, exegetical insights, and
illuminating narratives offers a unique window into the world of the Second
Temple period. As a foundational text in Jewish exegesis, the Targum
continues to inspire and inform scholars and practitioners alike, providing a
vital connection to the living tradition of Torah interpretation.
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