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Dedication 

To all those who openmindedly try to appreciate the great riches of haggadah / 

aggadah in early Judaism and the New Testament.  

That is an invitation, especially to those whose expertise lies elsewhere. As the 

essays in this volume demonstrate, you will be deeply rewarded. 



 



Preface 

Because I am deeply convinced of how haggadic sources are of major            
relevance to a much better understanding of New Testament texts, I proposed 
a volume dealing with various aspects of haggadah  in early Judaism and the 
New Testament to Professor Jörg Frey, the main editor of the WUNT series. I 
am deeply grateful to him for having accepted it. My thanks also go to Elena 
Müller, the program director of Theology and Jewish Studies at Mohr Sie-
beck, for her guidance during the publication process, as well as to Jana 
Trispel and Tobias Stäbler for their careful editorial remarks. Above all I 
thank my son, Dr. Jonathan Aus, who after formatting almost all my other 
volumes, has also done so with this, probably my final one. At the age of 
eighty, it could be time to stop writing and pay more attention to the insights 
of others (my wife, however, refuses to believe this will happen). 

I am grateful to the other seventeen authors who accepted my invitation to 
contribute an essay to this volume: women and men, Jews and Christians, all 
experts in their own fields. Because of the extended COVID-19 crisis, for 
many of them this has been a very trying time: having to teach via video, the 
library being closed, being shut in at home with kindergarten or school chil-
dren. Thus I take my hat off and salute them for submitting their essays in 
time for this publication. It has been a pleasure for me to edit them – in three 
languages.  

Some fifty years ago I became acquainted with the importance of hagga-
dah / aggadah while doing a Ph.D. in New Testament Studies at Yale Univer-
sity. Among other things I studied the Tannaitic commentary on Deuterono-
my, Sipre, with Judah Goldin and a small group of his students. There I 
learned to appreciate not only Judaic (early Jewish) halakhic interpretation, 
but also how haggadic elements are often employed to buttress arguments and 
to make them more easily “digestible.” For example, a parable is related in 
order to illustrate what an halakhic assertion means. Even today a rabbi or 
pastor when teaching or giving a sermon knows that stating a theological 
truth can indeed be correct but rather boring, and it will not be retained by the 
listener without the speaker’s illustrating it in a concrete way: “This is as 
if….” Haggadah (for a concise definition, see Günter Stemberger’s introduc-
tory essay here) adds flesh to the dry bones of a skeleton, making it much 
more attractive to view and to contemplate. And sometimes it simply enter-
tains, thus holding one’s attention. 



VIII Preface  

Having done a double major in English and German Studies at St. Olaf 
College in Northfield, Minnesota, I taught English for a year at a Protestant 
Gymnasium near Heidelberg before studying theology at Harvard Divinity 
School and Luther Seminary in St. Paul, Minnesota. During the latter, I 
served my vicar year in Geneva, Switzerland, in part as a research assistant in 
the Department of Theology of the Lutheran World Federation, in the same 
building as the World Council of Churches. Since then I have been greatly 
interested in ecumenism. My wife is German, and I am bilingual. While an 
ordained pastor of the Evangelical Lutheran Church in America, after my 
Ph.D. in 1971 I served three different German-speaking congregations in 
Berlin until my retirement. The Protestant Church here graciously granted me 
one short study leave in 1981, which I spent together with my annual vaca-
tion in Jerusalem. There I not only learned more Hebrew at the Hebrew Uni-
versity and used every available opportunity to travel throughout the country, 
from Eilat to the Golan Heights, but also had fine discussions with people 
such as David Flusser. In the course of the last five decades I have written not 
only articles for scholarly journals and Festschriften, but also fifteen volumes, 
almost all of which have been published in various series edited by Jacob 
Neusner, who in an ecumenical spirit kindly accepted them from a Christian 
pastor. Dealing with both the Gospels and Paul, these studies always eluci-
date specific New Testament passages on the basis of Judaic, primarily hag-
gadic sources. 

I wish the reader much interest in, and appreciation of, the many insights 
the contributors to this volume have provided in regard to the importance of 
haggadah in specific texts in early Judaism and the New Testament. May 
these studies encourage others to follow their fine example. 

 
Berlin, Germany, November 1, 2020                                     Roger David Aus 
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Introduction 

Roger David Aus 

My wife and I usually enjoy a glass of dry red wine in the evening. This re-
minds me of the wine mentioned in biblical and early Jewish sources, which 
was also almost always red. In the Song of Moses, for example, the author 
chides Israel for not acknowledging that the Lord provided for it in earlier, 
difficult times. Deut 32:14 states regarding this period: “you drank fine wine 
from the blood of grapes.” The Tannaitic interpreter of this verse in Sipre 
Deuteronomy aptly comments here: “these are haggadoth, which attract a 
man’s heart like wine.”1 

Almost everyone in the area of biblical scholarship knows and can state 
what halakhah is: the legal interpretation of Scripture. Yet when pressed to 
define haggadah / aggadah, most students of the New Testament, for exam-
ple, suddenly become quiet. This is in part due to a lack of solid exposure to 
early Judaism in their training, but also to the fact that the term is impossible 
to describe with only one expression. It is not simply everything which is not 
halakhah.2 Rather, it “includes narrative, legends, doctrines, admonitions to 
ethical conduct and good behavior, words of encouragement and comfort, and 
expressions of hope for future redemption.” It can consist of “parables and 
allegories, metaphors and terse maxims, lyrics, dirges, and prayers, biting 
satire and fierce polemic, idyllic tales and tense dramatic dialogues, hyperbo-
les and plays on words, permutations of letters,” and other subjects.3 In con-
trast to the “law” of halakhah, it is often labeled “lore.”4 

Haggadic interpretation of Scripture is very old. One could label it typical 
of haggadah, already in the Bible, when 1–2 Chronicles add details of names, 
places and times to what was thought to be lacking in 1–2 Samuel and 1–2 

 
1 Cf. Sipre Haʼazinu 317 on Deut 32:14 (Finkelstein 359; Eng. Hammer 324). See also                 

b. Yoma 75a (Eng. Soncino 362) regarding the gad (coriander) of Num 11:7 : “It was like 
haggadah, which attracts a man’s heart like water.” This comparison was especially true in 
the scorching summer sun of Palestine. 

2 This is carefully pointed out in the first essay of this volume by Günter Stemberger. See 
also Louis Ginzberg, The Legends of the Jews 1. IX: Haggadah is “a name that can be ex-
plained by a circumlocution, but cannot be translated.” 

3 Cf. the art. “Aggadah or Haggadah” in EncJud (2007) 1.456. 
4 Cf. Jacob Neusner, The Halakhah and the Aggadah. Theological Perspectives (Studies in 

Ancient Judaism; Lanham, MD, etc.: University Press of America, 2001) 28. 
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Kings. The Greek translation of the Hebrew Bible, the Septuagint, in its earli-
est parts from the third century BCE, also betrays different readings or vocal-
izations of the Hebrew text, at times interpreting its meaning in a major new 
way. Haggadic comments on Genesis in the pseudepigraphical book of “Jubi-
lees” were made already in the second century BCE,5 and the “Genesis Apoc-
ryphon” at Qumran also betrays such comment.6 The Palestinian work “Pseu-
do-Philo,” thought to be from “around the time of Jesus,” retells and expands 
in a major, haggadic way the biblical narrative from Adam to David.7 Essays 
on Philo and Josephus in this volume demonstrate the same tendency to retell 
and embellish the content of the Bible. 

It is thus puzzling why New Testament scholars do not employ the term 
“haggadah” when dealing with such elements in the Gospels, Paul, and else-
where. Nor do they often recognize and appreciate them as such. One recent 
example is the voluminous Jesus Handbuch of 2017.8 It has a section devoted 
to Jesus’ interpretation of the Torah and halakhah,9 yet nothing specifically, 
for example, on the use of Judaic haggadic traditions which inform his mira-
cles.10 The same applies to the Matthean and Lukan birth narratives, includ-

 
5 Cf. O. S. Wintermute in OTP 2.44 for 160–140 BCE. Chapters 1–46 deal with the Gene-

sis narratives. George Nickelsburg in Jewish Literature between the Bible and the Mishnah 
(Minneapolis, MN: Fortress Press, 20052) 73 thinks of “the early 160s [BCE].” 

6 Cf. 1QapGen ar in The Dead Sea Scrolls Study Edition, ed. Florentino García Martínez 
and Eibert J. C. Tigchelaar (Leiden, etc.: Brill; Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 2000) 1.28–49. 
On the relationship of this writing to 1 Enoch, see Nickelsburg, Jewish Literature 172–177. 
He considers it to have been composed “some time around the turn of the era” (177). 

7 Cf. Daniel Harrington in OTP 2.299–300 and 297. See also the critical Latin text with an 
introduction by Harrington in Pseudo-Philon, Les Antiquités Bibliques (SC 229; Paris: du 
Cerf, 1976) 1–2. In contrast, Nickelsburg in Jewish Literature would date the work in the 
vicinity of the Jewish-Roman War of 66–70 CE (269). The Palestinian writing “The Lives of 
the Prophets” may date to “the first quarter of the first century A.D.” See D. R. Hare in OTP 
2.381, and the contribution of Anna Maria Schwemer in this volume for somewhat later. 

8 Ed. Jens Schrӧter and Christine Jacobi (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2017). 
9 Cf. pp. 402–416 by Thomas Kagan. 
10 Cf. pp. 322–326 by Bernd Kollmann, who, including bibliography, nowhere refers to 

the haggadic traditions behind the Gospel narratives he analyzes, although I have elucidated 
some of these extensively elsewhere. See for example Water into Wine and the Beheading of 
John the Baptist. Early Jewish-Christian Interpretation of Esther 1 in John 2:1–11 and Mark 
6:17–29 (BJS 150; Atlanta: Scholars Press, 1988) 1–37; “Walking on the Sea. The Crossing 
of the Reed Sea in Exodus 14–15, and Jesus as the Second Moses and Messiah in Mark 6:45–
52, Matt 14:22–33, and John 6:16–21” in “Caught in the Act,” Walking on the Sea, and the 
Release of Barabbas Revisited (SFSHJ 157; Atlanta: Scholars Press, 1998) 53–133; The 
Stilling of the Storm. Studies in Early Palestinian Judaic Traditions (ISFCJ; Binghamton, NY: 
Global Publications, 2000) 1–87; Feeding the Five Thousand. Studies in the Judaic Back-
ground of Mark 6:30–44 par. and John 6:1–15 (Studies in Judaism; Lanham, MD, etc.: Uni-
versity Press of America, 2010); and “The Cursing of the Fig Tree in Mark 11:12–14, 20–21 
and Judaic Tradition on Ps 1:3” in Essays in the Judaic Background of Mark 11:12–14, 20–
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ing the “virgin birth” of Jesus and the story of the twelve-year-old Jesus in 
the Temple,11 as well as to the account of the empty tomb on Easter Sunday 
morning.12  

As noted in the Preface, it was my privilege to study for a short time dur-
ing my graduate work at Yale University with the professor of early Judaism, 
Judah Goldin, himself a student of Louis Ginzberg, author of the opus mag-
num The Legends of the Jews.13 When Goldin at one point described “Hag-
gadic Interpretation,” he aptly spoke of “imaginative dramatization,”14 and 
Isaac Heinemann also spoke in this regard of “creative historiography” as a 
major type of haggadah.15 The narratives noted above are such Jewish Chris-
tian imaginative dramatizations, primarily intended to glorify him whom his 
adherents now considered to be the Messiah, the Son of God. 

In light of their own Jewish tradition, it was very understandable that early 
Jewish Christians  retrospectively attributed to the historical Jesus miraculous 
capabilities.16 For them, he was more, for example, than Israel’s greatest 
miracle worker, Elisha (2 Kgs 4:42–44), more than the child prodigy Samuel 
in the Temple, and more than Israel’s first redeemer, Moses, whose birth and 
death, including his translation to heaven and his grave site’s never being 

 
21; 15:23; Luke 1:37; John 19:28–30; and Acts 11:28 (Studies in Judaism; Lanham, MD, 
etc.: University Press of America, 2015) 1–40. 

11 Cf. pp. 214–219 by Stephen Hultgren in the Jesus Handbuch. On these, see Matthew 1–
2 and the Virginal Conception in Light of Palestinian and Hellenistic Judaic Traditions on 
the Birth of Israel’s First Redeemer, Moses (Studies in Judaism; Lanham, MD, etc.: Universi-
ty Press of America, 2004); “Luke 1:37 in Light of Gen 18:14 and Judaic Traditions on the 
Wondrous Conception of Isaac by the Rejuvenated Virgin Sarah” in Essays in the Judaic 
Background 67–116; and “The Child Jesus in the Temple (Luke 2:41–51a), and Judaic Tradi-
tions on the Child Samuel in the Temple (1 Samuel 1–3)” in Samuel, Saul and Jesus. Three 
Early Palestinian Jewish Christian Gospel Haggadoth (SFSHJ 105; Atlanta: Scholars Press, 
1994) 1–64. 

12 Cf. pp. 495–497 by Christine Jacobi in the Jesus Handbuch, including interpretation of 
it as an early Christian “legend.” A concrete haggadic background to the narrative is offered 
in The Death, Burial, and Resurrection of Jesus, and the Death, Burial, and Translation of 
Moses in Judaic Tradition (Studies in Judaism; Lanham, MD, etc.: University Press of Amer-
ica, 2008). 

13 Goldin is well-known, for example, for his The Fathers According to Rabbi Nathan 
(Yale Judaica Series 10; New Haven / London: Yale University Press, 1955). Interestingly, 
Ginzberg wrote his 1898 Heidelberg dissertation on Jewish haggadah in the Church Fathers, 
later marrying a woman from Berlin. He taught at the Jewish Theological Seminary of Amer-
ica in New York from 1903 until his death in1953. See his encyclopedic The Legends of the 
Jews, 6 volumes with vol. 7, Index. 

14 Cf. his The Song at the Sea (Philadelphia / New York: The Jewish Publication Society, 
1971 / 1990) 27. 

15 Cf. the art. “Aggadah or Haggadah” in EncJud (2007) 1.462. 
16 This does not apply to his healings and exorcisms, which have a greater chance of hav-

ing an historical core. 
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found, were greatly embellished in Judaic tradition. This was considered by 
them as Jews to be a legitimate expression of their belief. 

The above tendency to embellish is also true, for example, for later Chris-
tian interpretation of the “wise men from the East” who came to pay homage 
to “the newborn king of the Jews” in Matt 2:1–12. In the course of time they 
became three on the basis of three gifts in the text (v. 11), although no num-
ber is given for the wise men. They now were also considered kings because 
of the costly gifts they brought, and they received concrete names: Caspar, 
Melchior and Balthasar. One is now usually portrayed as a Black, which is 
also not in the text. “Creative dramatization” has thus been at work here 
throughout the centuries. It continues even today in Christmas pageants and 
in new collections of Christmas stories, which sell especially well in the Ad-
vent season. If present-day Christians are capable of accepting and appreciat-
ing such much later embellishment of the Matthean birth narrative,17 they 
could also now learn to appreciate other haggadic elements in the Gospel 
narratives of the adult Jesus. There is in principle no difference, and New 
Testament pastors and scholars, properly trained in the nature of haggadah 
already at the seminary or divinity school level, could show lay persons how 
to gain such an appreciation. 

In addition, the questions of historicity and truth in haggadic narratives,18 a 
thorny issue for fundamentalists and some very conservative Evangelicals, 
would no longer be a major issue because the haggadic nature of narratives 
would then be recognized and acknowledged for what it is: not threatening 
for one’s faith.  

Haggadic elements were employed in early Judaism not only in the Arama-
ic translation (targum) of the Hebrew text read aloud in a worship service in 
order to make its present-day meaning better understood by the listeners. 
They also were used in sermons / homilies there, as well as in the study house 
(beth ha-midrash). The purpose was clear, as shown in the Tannaitic Sipre 
‘Eqeb 49 on Deut 11:22, “cleaving to Him” : “Expounders of haggadoth say: 
If you wish to know Him who spoke and the world came into being, study 
haggadah, for thereby you will come to know Him who spoke and the world 
came into being and cleave to His ways.”19 The study of haggadah can thus 
also lead to a better understanding of God’s dealing with man, and to man’s              
proper response to it. 

Finally, this volume of nineteen essays on various aspects of Judaic and 
early Jewish Christian haggadah can encourage pastors and prospective New 

 
17 Often it is even combined with the very different narrative of Luke 2:1–20. Many ex-

amples of the further development of a New Testament figure are found in the “New Testa-
ment Apocrypha.” 

18 See the essay “Historicity and Truth in Haggadic Texts” in this volume. 
19 Cf. Finkelstein 115; Eng. Hammer 106, who omits one phrase. 
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Testament scholars during their professional training (and even later) not only 
to master Greek, but also to study Hebrew, including rabbinic Hebrew, as 
well as Aramaic, which is especially relevant for the targums. By so doing 
they will have much easier access to the great riches found in Judaic haggadic 
sources, will appreciate these riches, and will learn to better understand how 
the New Testament writers employed such materials. With such training, they 
will greatly improve their abilities as theologians to interpret the biblical 
message for today, and they will also be much better equipped to participate 
in meaningful Jewish-Christian dialogue.20 

 
20 On the Jewish side it may be noted that a German Jew who emigrated to Palestine in 

1935 and thus escaped the Holocaust, Schalom Ben Chorin (b. 1913 as Fritz Rosenthal, d. 
1999) wrote, for example, a trilogy on Jesus, Mary and Paul, including there many insights 
from the haggadah. He also graciously participated actively in “Kirchentage” and other ecu-
menical meetings in Germany. Over coffee and cake in his Jerusalem apartment, after a very 
long discussion of the relevance of haggadah to the Gospels, he once kindly called me a ba‘al 
aggadah. 



 



Haggadah in Rabbinic Literature 

Günter Stemberger 

It is notoriously difficult, if not impossible, to define the rabbinic term Hag-
gadah or Aggadah, in its alternative spelling influenced by Aramaic, or its 
Aramaic equivalent Aggadah or Aggadeta, translated by Marcus Jastrow as 
“tale, story, lesson, esp. Agadah, that class of Rabb. literature which explains 
the Bible homiletically,”1 or similarly by Michael Sokoloff “homiletical in-
terpretation”2 or “homiletic story.”3 The word is derived from the Hebrew le-
haggid (hiph’il of nagad), to tell, to narrate. It has become common to define 
the term in a negative way, contrasting it with halakhah. In its more special 
meaning, Haggadah is the text of the Passover Seder, the recitation of the 
story of Israel’s redemption from Egypt. 

I. “Haggadah” in Tannaitic Literature4 

The term occurs only once in the Mishnah. If somebody is prohibited by               
vow from deriving benefit from his friend, the friend nevertheless “teaches     
him midrash, halakhot and aggadot. But he does not teach him Scripture 
-As the Palestin .(m. Ned. 4:3) ”(ומלמדו מדרש הלכות ואגדות. לא ילמדינו מקרא )
ian Talmud explains this passage, for teaching Scripture one may receive pay, 
but not so for teaching midrash, halakhot and aggadot. Therefore being taught 
these subjects does not imply any benefit. The sequence  מדרש הלכות ואגדות is 
thus opposed to Scripture, although not independent from it, as the term mid-

 
1 Marcus Jastrow, A Dictionary of the Targumim, the Talmud Babli and Yerushalmi, 

and the Midrashic Literature 11, or s.v. Haggadah, “homiletics, popular lecture” (330). 
2 Michael Sokoloff, A Dictionary of Jewish Palestinian Aramaic of the Byzantine Peri-

od (Ramat Gan: Bar Ilan University Press, 20022) 34. 
3 Michael Sokoloff, A Dictionary of Jewish Babylonian Aramaic of the Talmudic and 

Geonic Periods (Ramat Gan: Bar Ilan University Press, 2002) 78. 
4 Rabbinic texts are quoted according to the manuscript versions available in the 

Ma’agarim of the Historical Dictionary Project of the Academy of the Hebrew Language. 
Biblical texts are quoted according to the New Revised Standard Version, unless the rab-
binic context requires a more literal rendering. Where for rabbinic texts I use an existing 
translation, I quote their authors, but frequently the context requires a more literal render-
ing. 
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rash makes clear. As Paul D. Mandel understands this passage, “the singular 
[midrash] is used as a collective noun to indicate a collection of transmitted 
teachings, as distinguished from the collections indicated by the words hala-
khot, and haggadot; together, these comprise the major corpora of the trans-
mitted collections of the ‘Oral Law.’”5 The contrast with Scripture makes it 
clear that midrash is connected with it, biblical traditions, but different from 
the Bible it is “Oral Law.” Yet it is not quite clear if halakhot and aggadot 
are part of midrash, or rather independent of it. At any rate, aggadot are in the 
plural, not yet in the abstract or rather collective singular, aggadah. 

A similar sequence occurs in t. Ber. 2:12:  

Zabim and zabot, and menstruating women, and women after childbirth are permitted to read 
[aloud] (לקרות) from the Torah, the Prophets and the Writings, and to study (לשנות) Mishnah, 
midrash, halakhot and aggadot במדרש במשנה  ולשנות  ובכתובים  בנביאים  בתורה  לקרות    )מותרין 
 but those who have had a seminal discharge are forbidden [to engage] in all ,(בהלכות ובאגדות
[of the aforementioned activities]. R. Yosé says, “But one may study routine halakhot                          
 .as long as he does not cite the Mishnah” (transl. Jacob Neusner) (בהלכות הרגילות )

This passage allows people affected with certain forms of impurity to read the 
Bible and to study Mishnah, midrash, halakhot and aggadot, thus viewing 
aggadot as belonging to the Oral Torah ( לשנות)6 and associating them in some 
way with the Bible, last in the continuum beginning with the Torah. They are 
the object of a kind of religious learning, accessible even to women, who 
normally would not be mentioned in such a context and are excluded in later 
formulations of this tradition. This religious learning is not affected by minor 
forms of impurity, but is not allowed to people having suffered a seminal 
discharge.7 (This, however, is not the place to discuss the reasons behind this 
differentiation between forms of impurity.) Aggadot are associated with Bi-
ble, Mishnah and midrash; they belong to the religious sphere and participate 
to some extent in its holiness. This passage is cited in y. Ber. 3:4, 22a (cf. y. 
Šabb. 1:4, 3d), where R. Abba bar Aḥa in the name of Rabbi allows a person 
with seminal discharge more generally to learn halakhot, but not to learn 

 
5 Paul D. Mandel, The Origins of Midrash. From Teaching to Text (JSJS 180; Leiden: 

Brill, 2017) 265. He argues that up to the second century CE the term “midrash” means 
instruction in the law; only later does it become more and more the interpretation of a text, 
as we see it in m. Nedarim: “Only when combined with the two categories, halakhot and 
aggadot, is the word midrash used as a collective singular noun” (265, n. 109). 

6 Louis Finkelstein, “Midrash, Halakhot, and Aggadot” (Hebrew), in Salo W. Baron et 
al. (eds.), Yitzhak F. Baer Jubilee Volume (Jerusalem: Israel Historical Society, 1960) 28–
47, derives from the common verb  לשנות, which also includes the study of midrash, hala-
khot and aggadot, that the term mishnah here includes them all (28–29); aggadah is part of 
the study of halakhah and its culmination (31).  

7 Y. Moʿed Qaṭ. 3:5, 82d forbids, among other things, these same activities of religious 
learning to mourners.  
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haggadot ( ואינו שונה הגדות). Does this imply that aggadot have a higher de-
gree of holiness, or simply that learning halakhot is so essential that even 
higher forms of impurity cannot keep a person from it? We cannot know. 

T. Soṭah 7:21 offers several interpretations of Prov 24:27: “Prepare your 
work outside, get everything ready for you in the field; and after that build 
your house,” referring the three parts of the verse to several possibilities of 
three parts of study, as e.g. Scripture, Mishnah and midrash. One sequence 
has midrash, laws and aggadot, another starts with halakhot, to be followed 
by aggadot, and finally by talmud. If we do not consider the different se-
quences as haphazard and inconsequential, one interpretation considers mid-
rash as the basis of all learning, with aggadot as its final consummation              
(“after that build your house”), whereas the other takes halakhot and aggadot 
as the two preliminary steps to the study of talmud, the comprehensive              
mastering of religious learning. In the next and last interpretation talmud is 
followed by a good deed ( מעשה הטוב), which leads to interpretation and re-
ward ( וטול שכר דרוש    בא  ). As frequently in such sequences of “another mat-
ter” ( אחר   דבר  ), they are not to be read as alternatives, but rather as panels of a 
polyptychon, to be seen together. All study should finally lead to good deeds 
and their reward. But where in the course of study the aggadot are placed is 
significant. They are always based on midrash, together with the halakhot, 
and (as in so many other texts) they always follow the halakhot. In one case 
they may be regarded as secondary to the halakhot, in the other as their final 
consummation. 

Here we may also quote the anecdote of the Roman soldiers who are sent 
to Rabban Gamaliel, feigning to be proselytes, to learn the whole Jewish 
religious tradition and to know its value ( טיבה מה  ישראל  של  תורתם   .(וראו 
There “they read Scripture and learnt (orally) Mishnah, midrash, halakhot and 
aggadot” ( והגדות הלכות  מדרש  המשנה  את  ושנו  המקרא  את   .Sipre Deut :וקראו 
344; the parallel y. B. Qam. 4:3, 4b adds talmud after Mishnah). Here too the 
full spectrum reaches from Scripture to aggadot as part of midrash; they all 
belong together. 

In the context of the trial of property cases before the Sanhedrin, m. Sanh. 
4 and its parallel, t. Sanh. 7, discuss the right order of arguments. “[If there 
is]… a law and an exegesis ( הלכה ומדרש) ‒ they attend to the law, an exege-
sis and a tale ( מדרש ואגדה) ‒ they attend to the exegesis; an exegesis and an 
argument a fortiori ‒ they attend to the argument a fortiori; an argument a 
fortiori and an analogy ‒ they attend to the argument a fortiori” (t. Sanh. 7:7). 
It is not quite clear how much these arguments still pertain to a trial and not 
to the determination of the halakhah. What is clear, however, is the opposi-
tion of midrash to halakhah and to aggadah; they are not both regarded as part 
of midrash. Aggadah is here the weakest argument. If it is simply a “tale,” as 
translated by Neusner, is thus not quite clear. Much closer is the connection 
with the explanation of Scripture, midrash, in the two remaining occurrences 
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of aggadah in the Tosefta. In t. Soṭah 7:9 two rabbis visit R. Joshua in Peqiin. 
He wants to know what R. Eleazar ben Azariah taught in the school-house 
המדרש ) הגדה ) ?Whence was the aggadah“ :(בבית  היתה   Assemble the‘ (היכן 
people – men, women, and children’ (Deut 31:12). He said to them, ‘What 
did he explain in this connection’ ( מה דרש בה)?” This is the reading of MS 
Vienna; MS Erfurt reads: “What did he explain” ( ובמה דרש)? Both versions 
continue that R. Eleazar expounded Deut 31:12. Aggadah and derash here are 
clearly equivalent to the interpretation of a biblical text, explaining the need 
to include women and children in the commandment to assemble the people 
every seventh year for a public reading of the Torah. In t. ʿEd. 1:14 R. Aqiva 
is said to interpret five matters in form of aggadah ( דורש כמין אגדה): “In five 
aspects does the father endow the son.” The discussion with the rabbis on this 
matter involves the meaning of “generation” in several biblical texts (Isa 
41:4; Gen 15:16, etc.). The text does not go into details of the interpretation; 
but it is clearly not the literal meaning of the texts.8 

The occurrences of the term haggadah in the halakhic midrashim confirm 
what we found in Mishnah and Tosefta. In Sipre Deut. 306 (ed. Finkelstein 
339), one of several interpretations of Deut 32:2 reads: 

Another interpretation: My doctrine shall drop as the rain: Just as rain falls on trees and 
infuses them with the particular flavor (of their fruit) – the grapevine according to its 
flavor, the olive tree according to its flavor, the fig tree according to its flavor – so also 
words of Torah are all the same ( דברי תורה כולן אחת), yet they comprise Scripture, Mish-
nah, Midrash, Halakhot, and Haggadot ( והגדות והלכות  ומדרש  ומשנה  -transl. Ham) (מקרא 
mer, slightly adapted). 

It may astonish one that this passage considers halakhot and aggadot in the 
same way as words of Torah, as Scripture itself: “they are all the same,” at 
least as God’s doctrine, which may be accessible to man in different ways. 
Not everybody may directly understand the word of the Torah, yet the                     
outcome of its interpretation in halakhot and aggadot. All depends on the 
person who receives the doctrine. The midrash warns the student that he 
should not be content to master difficult scriptural lessons and to neglect               
the easy ones: “This is no trifling matter for you, but rather your very life” 
(Deut 32:47). “Something which you say is worthless is your very life.” 
Therefore one must study everything, “Midrash, halakhot, and aggadot”     
( והגדות   ת למוד מדרש הלכו  ). And similarly, “one does not live by bread alone, 
but by every word that comes from the mouth of the Lord” (Deut 8:3), refers 
to halakhot and aggadot ( אילו הלכות והגדות) (Sipre Deut. 48). Commenting on 
Deut 32:2, Sipre Deut. 306 states: “Just as rain cannot be anticipated in ad-
vance…, so is a disciple of the wise – you do not know what his character is 

 
8 The parallel m. ʿEd. 2:9 does not refer to haggadah. 
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