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The Syriac term yaṣrā ( ܨܪܵܐ   ܝܼܿ ,  ,inclination’, ‘urge’, ‘wilfulness’, and its use in Syriac texts‘ ,(  ܝܰܨܪܳܐ  
has not until recently been the subject of any detailed study,1 and this is perhaps surprising not 
only because of its interest for an understanding of early Syriac Christian thought, but also for 
its potential contribution to discussions of the origins and development of Jewish concepts of 
the yetzer (יֵצֶר).  

As will be evident, Syriac yaṣrā is a cognate of Hebrew yetzer (yēṣer).2 But in Syriac, as in 
Aramaic more generally, there are no corresponding verbal forms from the root YṢR, which in 
Hebrew (Qal יָצַר) means ‘to form, fashion’. When the verbal root YṢR is used in the Hebrew 
Bible it is usually rendered in the Syriac Peshiṭta by GBL (‘to form, fashion’)3 or by BRʾ (‘to 
create’),4 although other verbal roots are also occasionally used.5 This led Nöldeke to conclude, 
as long ago as 1886,6 that Syriac yaṣrā and the targumic Aramaic yiṣrā (יִצְרָא) were both loan 
words from Hebrew, and Sokoloff’s various dictionaries of Aramaic and Syriac agree with this 
judgement.6F

7 It is less clear, however, whether Syriac yaṣrā was a direct borrowing from 
Hebrew, or was introduced via a Jewish Aramaic dialect, as were various other examples of 
Jewish religious terminology such as kāhnā (Levitical priest), kumrā (non-Levitical priest), and 
ʾorāytā (Torah). The existence of a small number of Hebrew and Jewish Aramaic loan words 
in Syriac should not be surprising, because not only was the Syriac Peshiṭta Old Testament 
translated from Hebrew by multiple Hebrew-reading scholars who also incorporated various 
haggadic and halakhic elements,7F

8 and who are thus likely to have been Jewish or of Jewish 
 

1  Since this paper was first delivered an excellent study of yaṣrā in the writings of Narsai has been published by 
Adam H. Becker, ‘The “Evil Inclination” of the Jews: The Syriac Yatsra in Narsai’s Metrical Homilies for 
Lent’, The Jewish Quarterly Review 106.2 (2016), 179–207. The term was briefly first studied by Sebastian 
P. Brock, ‘Jewish Traditions in Syriac Sources’, Journal of Jewish Studies 30 (1979), 212-232, see 221. 

2  The Hebrew term is transliterated as yetzer in conformity with the rest of this volume and common usage, 
rather than the expected yēṣer.  

3  For GBL rendering YṢR see: Gen 2.7, 8, 19; Isa 43.1, 7, (43.21 read GBL for GBʾ ?), 44.2, 21, 24, 45.7, 18, 
46.11, 49.5; Jer 40.2; Ps 93.20, 94.5.  

4  For BRʾ rendering YṢR see: Isa 43.10, 45.18; Zech 12.1; Ps 73.17, 93.9, 104.26.  
5  For example: ʿTD (‘to prepare’) in 2 Kgs 19.25; Isa 37.26; ʿBD (‘to make’) in Isa 44.9, 10; GLP (‘to engrave, 

fashion’) in Isa 44.12; Hab 2.18; TQN (‘to construct, equip’) in Isa 54.17; ṢWR (‘to fashion, depict’) in Jer 
1.5 (note ketiv and qere in the MT). 

6  Nöldeke, T., review of F. Delitzsch, Prolegomena eines neuen hebräisch-aramäischen Wörterbuchs zum Alten 
Testament, in ZDMG 40 (1886), 718-743, see p. 722. 

7  Sokoloff, M., A Dictionary of Jewish Babylonian Aramaic of the Talmudic and Geonic Periods (Ramat Gan: 
Bar Ilan University Press, 2002), 540; Sokoloff, A Dictionary of Jewish Palestinian Aramaic of the Byzantine 
Period (Ramat Gan: Bar Ilan University Press, 1990), 243; Sokoloff, A Syriac Lexicon: A Translation from the 
Latin, Correction, Expansion, and Update of C. Brockelmann’s Lexicon Syriacum (Winona Lake: Eisenbrauns / 
Gorgias Press, 2009), 580. It might be noted that there is no surviving evidence that yaṣrā was used in Christian 
Palestinian Aramaic (which is, perhaps, unsurprising, given that the CPA Bible translations were made from 
Greek, and almost all surviving CPA literature is also translated from Greek originals). See Michael Sokoloff, A 
Dictionary of Christian Palestinian Aramaic (Leuven: Peeters, 2014). 

8  Early Christian Hebraists were usually isolated individuals considered remarkable for their learning (as 
Origen, Jerome), rather than members of translation teams. 
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origin,9 but it is also evident that numerous Jewish exegetical traditions were early absorbed 
by Syriac-speaking Christianity in northern Mesopotamia, whether through conversion of 
Jewish individuals or communities to Christianity, or through intellectual contact.10 This raises 
the possibility, prima facie, that early Syriac Christian understanding of yaṣrā reflected 
contemporary Jewish use of the term in Mesopotamia. 

The starting point for a study of Syriac usage of yaṣrā is the small collection of biblical 
passages in the Peshiṭta that use the word, namely Gen. 6.5, 8.21b, and Deut. 31.21a (for the 
full texts and translations of these see the Appendix). In each of these passages Syriac yaṣrā 
renders Hebrew yetzer. It is also found in three passages in Ben Sira, which was included in 
the Peshiṭta biblical canon, and was translated into Syriac from Hebrew (rather than Greek).11 
In the first of these, Sira 15.14, the Hebrew text is preserved, and includes the term yetzer. In 
the other two passages, Sira 17.31 and 21.11, the Hebrew is now lost. However, the presence 
of yaṣrā in these passages is strong evidence that the lost Hebrew verses also contained yetzer. 
This is significant, not just because it adds a few more references to our list of citations, but 
also because these verses provided early readers with further information about the yaṣrā. 
While the Genesis passages emphasise the habitual and protracted wickedness of the human 
yaṣrā, Sira 17.31 introduces the possibility that the yaṣrā can be subdued (kbaš)—and this I 
presume is also the origin of the rabbinic tradition that the yetzer can be subdued (ׁכבש)—and 
Sira 21.11 states that the one who keeps the law restrains (ʾāleṣ) his yaṣrā.  

There are no passages where the Peshiṭta translates from Hebrew and uses yaṣrā without 
yetzer being found in the underlying Hebrew passage. However, there are several passages 
where the Hebrew biblical text has yetzer, but the Peshiṭta does not use yaṣrā. In Isa 26.3 the 
structure of the Hebrew proved problematic for the Peshiṭta and the Septuagint, and both took 
the opening words of the verse as a continuation of the previous verse, and made the necessary 
textual adjustments. In Isa 29.16, Hab 2.18, and Ps 103.14, yetzer is used in its primary sense 
as ‘fashioning, formation, makeup, thing fashioned’, and so the Syriac renders this in the first 
and last passage with the Syriac equivalent, gbiltā (from GBL), and in the second it paraphrases 
the Hebrew. Finally, in 1 Chr 28.9 and 1 Chr 29.18 yetzer is used in passages where the 

 
9  See M.P. Weitzman, The Syriac Version of the Old Testament: An Introduction (Cambridge: CUP, 1999), who 

argued that the translators were ‘non-rabbinic Jews’; Koster, M.D., ‘The Copernican Revolution in the Study 
of the Origins of the Peshitta’, in P.V.M. Flesher, ed., Targum Studies 2: Targum and Peshitta (Scholars Press; 
Atlanta, 1998), 15-54; Y. Maori, תרגום הפשיטתא לתורה והפרשנות היהודית הקדומה [The Peshitta Version of the 
Pentateuch and Early Jewish Exegesis], (Jerusalem, 1995). 

10  Brock, Sebastian P., ‘Jewish Traditions in Syriac Sources’, Journal of Jewish Studies 30 (1979), p. 212-232. 
Kronholm, Tryggve, Motifs from Genesis 1-11 in the Genuine Hymns of Ephrem the Syrian, with Particular 
Reference to the Influence of Jewish Exegetical Tradition, (Uppsala, 1978). Hidal, Sten, Interpretatio Syriaca. 
Die Kommentare des heiligen Ephräm des Syrers zu Genesis und Exodus mit besonderer Berücksichtigung 
ihrer auslegungs-geschichtlichen Stellung (Coniectanea Biblica. O.T. Series 6; Lund, 1974). Funk, Salomon, 
Die haggadischen Elemente in den Homilien des Aphraates, des persischen Weisen (Vienna, 1891). 

11  The origins of the Syriac vesion of Ben Sira are still a topic of keen debate: M.D. Nelson, The Syriac Version 
of the Wisdom of Ben Sira Compared to the Greek and Hebrew Materials (Atlanta: Scholars Press, 1988); 
W.T. van Peursen, ‘The Peshitta of Ben Sira: Jewish and/or Christian?’, Aramaic Studies 2 (2004), 243-262; 
idem, ‘Ben Sira in the Syriac Tradition’, in J.-S. Rey and J. Joosten, (eds), The Texts and Versions of the Book 
of Ben Sira: Transmission and Interpretation (Leiden: Brill, 2011), 143-165; R.J. Owens, ‘Christian Features 
in the Peshitta Text of Ben Sira: The Question of Dependency on the Syriac New Testament’, in Rey and 
Joosten, Texts and Versions of the Book of Ben Sira, 177-196.  
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translation ‘inclination’ would be justifiable, and so one might have expected to see Syriac 
yaṣrā. Instead, despite the fact that Weitzman has argued that the Syriac translation of 
Chronicles is heavily influenced by Jewish religious thought, the translator has very freely 
paraphrased the verses, in a way that is typical of his work.12  

The presence of yaṣrā in some Peshiṭta translations of Hebrew biblical books clearly raises 
the issue of the dating of these translations. The Peshiṭta versions of these books vary greatly 
in translation style, lexical choices, and competence, and close analysis led Michael Weitzman 
to argue persuasively that at least fifteen different translators were involved, and less 
persuasively that they all belonged to a single community or school.13 It is usually thought that 
the Pentateuch was translated first, and then the Prophets, and then the Writings, though the 
duration of this process is difficult to estimate. The earliest Peshiṭta manuscripts date to the 
fifth century, but all of the biblical books, including Ben Sira, are cited in their Peshiṭta form 
by Aphrahat, a bishop in the Iranian empire, who wrote his 23 treatises or “demonstrations” 
between 337 and 345 CE. This suggests that the Peshiṭta translations must have been completed 
by 300 CE at the latest. Michael Weitzman was himself persuaded by an article of Jan Joosten 
that the Gospel harmony of Tatian, usually dated to around 170 CE, and widely (but not 
universally) thought to have been composed in Syriac rather than Greek, quoted the Old 
Testament from the Peshiṭta version.14 Joosten’s arguments are problematic, however, since 
much of his evidence is drawn from the Persian and Arabic Gospel harmonies which are of 
much later date, and whose texts have been vulgatized,15 which leaves him only one Syriac 
Old Testament citation, Zech 9.9, which is extracted from the Diatessaron commentary of 
Ephrem (d. 373). Joosten’s evidence is far more convincing, however, when he argues that 
citations of the Old Testament in the Old Syriac Gospels (usually dated after 200 CE) are 
influenced by the Peshiṭta text, rather than following the underlying Greek.16 This suggests that 
the Peshiṭta translations of the Hebrew biblical books were produced in the late second or early 
third century, although we still lack the evidence necessary to provide greater accuracy. 

 
12  See Weitzman, The Syriac Version of the Old Testament, 111-121; idem, ‘Is the Peshitta of Chronicles a 

Targum?’, in P.V.M. Flesher, (ed.), Targum Studies. Vol. 2: Targum and Peshitta (Atlanta, Georgia: Scholars 
Press, 1998), 159-193; idem, ‘The Qaddish Prayer and the Peshitta of Chronicles’, in H. Ben-Shammai, (ed.),  
Hebrew and Arabic Studies in Honour of Joshua Blau (Tel Aviv: The Chaim Rosenberg School of Jewish 
Studies / Jerusalem: The Hebrew University of Jerusalem, 1993), 261-290; P.B. Dirksen, ‘Some Aspects of 
the Translation Technique in P-Chronicles’, in P.B. Dirksen and A. van der Kooij, (eds), The Peshitta as a 
Translation (Leiden: E.J. Brill, 1995), 17-23. 

13  See Weitzman, The Syriac Version of the Old Testament, 164-205. 
14  See Weitzman, The Syriac Version of the Old Testament, 248-258; J. Joosten, ‘The Old Testament Quotations 

in the Old Syriac and Peshitta Gospels: A Contribution to the Study of the Diatessaron’, Textus 15 (1990), 55–
76. 

15  See W.L. Petersen, Tatian’s Diatessaron: Its Creation, Dissemination, Significance, and History in 
Scholarship (Leiden: E.J. Brill, 1994), 133-138, 259-263; N.P. Joosse, ‘An Introduction to the Arabic 
Diatessaron’, Oriens Christianus 83 (1999), 72-129; idem, ‘An Introduction to the so-called Persian 
Diatessaron of Īwānnīs ʿIzz al-Dīn of Tabrīz: The Testimony of John 2:1-11 (The Wedding at Cana)’, Oriens 
Christianus 86 (2002), 13-45.  

16  J. Joosten, ‘The Old Testament Quotations in the Old Syriac and Peshitta Gospels: A Contribution to the Study 
of the Diatessaron’, Textus 15 (1990), 55–76; idem, ‘Tatian’s Diatessaron and the Old Testament Peshitta’, 
Journal of Biblical Literature 120 (2001), 501–523; idem., ‘The Old Testament in the New: The Syriac 
Versions of the New Testament as a Witness to the Text of the Old Testament Peshitta’, in Bas ter Haar 
Romeny, (ed.), The Peshiṭta: Its Use in Literature and Liturgy (Leiden: Brill, 2006), 99–106. 
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One further Syriac biblical passage needs to be mentioned here, 4 Maccabees 3.4, since it 

too includes yaṣrā, in the form ܝܨܪܐ  bitterness of yaṣrā’, which‘ ,(marirut yaṣrā) ܡܪܝܪܘܬ 
renders κακοήθειάν, ‘bad character, malignity’ (see the Appendix for the texts). 4 Maccabees 
was translated from Greek into Syriac, perhaps by the early fourth century,16F

17 and is included 
in the Syriac biblical canon in manuscripts such as 7a1.17F

18 4 Macc 3.4 observes that the yaṣrā 
cannot be removed, but the mind (reʿyānā) can help prevent it from overpowering the 
individual. 

So yaṣrā is not used in the Peshiṭta as a mechanical translation equivalent for Hebrew yetzer, 
but is only used in passages which involve mental activity or moral inclination. The Syriac 
translators of the books of the Pentateuch and of Ben Sira had access to other vocabulary to 
express such concepts, but have instead borrowed a technical term from Jewish anthropology, 
whether from Hebrew or from Jewish Aramaic. This is in stark contrast to the Septuagint’s 
translation of the same passages, where there is no consistent rendering of yetzer (reflecting 
the fact, no doubt, that the concept had only developed into a technical term in Jewish thought 
during the years that separated the two translations). When writing of the Hebrew usage of 
yetzer, Piet van der Horst stated: ‘The concept of an evil inclination is typically rabbinic. This 
notion does not occur in the Bible, but the rabbis did derive it from biblical texts (esp. Gen 2:7; 
6:5; 8:21)’.19 In the Syriac-speaking context, by contrast, the Jewish concept of yetzer does 
occur in their Bible, and its usage there will heavily influence subsequent interpretation by later 
Syriac Christian writers. We must be cautious, however, about asserting that yaṣrā in the 
Peshiṭta corresponds to a particular later stage of its development in rabbinic thought, since this 
cannot be discerned from the biblical passages under investigation.  

As the usage in 4 Maccabees suggests, the term yaṣrā was rapidly taken up by Syriac 
translators and writers, and used in contexts other than the translation of Hebrew. The following 
table provides an overview of its usage in Syriac literature.20  
 

 

 
17  It appears to have influenced the wording of Ephrem in his Sermon on Our Lord, XLIV, which is cited below. 
18  See R.L. Bensly and W.E. Barnes, The Fourth Book of Maccabees and Kindred Documents in Syriac First 

Edited on Manuscript Authority (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1895); R.J.V. Hiebert, ‘Preparing 
a Critical Edition of IV Maccabees: The Syriac Translation and Passio Sanctorum Machabaeorum as 
Witnesses to the Original Greek’, in F. García Martínez and M. Vervenne (eds), Interpreting Translation: 
Studies on the LXX and Ezekiel in Honour of Johan Lust (Leuven: Leuven University Press / Peeters, 2005), 
193-216. Hiebert adopts Bensly and Barnes’ description of the manuscripts and their dates. Their dating is far 
from accurate, and should be updated by reference to the Peshiṭta Institute’s List of Old Testament Peshiṭta 
Manuscripts (Preliminary Issue) (Leiden: Brill, 1961) 110, 114.  

19  P.W. van der Horst, ‘Evil Inclination יצר הרע’, in K. van der Toorn et alii (eds), Dictionary of Deities and 
Demons in the Bible (2nd ed.; Leiden, 1999), 317–319. For an examination of pre-rabbinic development of the 
concept of yetzer, see Eibert Tigchelaar, ‘The Evil Inclination in the Dead Sea Scrolls, with a Re-edition of 
4Q468i (4QSectarian Text?)’, in Alberdina Houtman, Albert de Jong, and Magda Misset-van de Weg (eds), 
Empsychoi Logoi — Religious Innovations in Antiquity: Studies in Honour of Pieter Willem van der Horst 
(AJEC 73; Leiden, 2008), 347-357.  

20  The ‘Church’ column indicates whether the text / author belonged to the ‘West Syriac’ Syrian Orthodox 
Church (W), or the ‘East Syriac’ Church of the East (E). The final column, ‘All?’, indicates whether the entire 
text / corpus has been searched, or not. 
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Table 1: Distribution of yaṣrā in Syriac sources: 
 

TEXT / AUTHOR DATE NUMBER OF USES NOTED CHURCH ALL? 

Peshiṭta O.T. c. II / III 7  (3 in Torah; 3 in Ben Sira; 1 in 
 4 Macc.)   

Acts of Thomas c. III 2   
Aphrahat fl. 337-345 7   
Ephrem d. 373 16  (3 in C. Gen.)21   
Liber Graduum late c. IV 4   
Titus of Bostra  (trans.) pre 411 2   
Eusebius, Martyrs of 

Palestine  (trans.) 
pre 411 1   

Persian Martyr Acts early c. V 3   
Isaac of Antioch c. V 9    
Life of Rabbula  c. V 1 W  
Barsauma of Nisibis c. V 1 E  
Narsai d. 502 255 E  
Jacob of Sarug d. 521 1  E  
Philoxenos of Mabbug d. 523 1 W  
Nestorius  (trans.) c. VI 1 E  
Kalila w-Dimna  (trans.) c. VI 1 E  
Cyrus of Edessa mid c. VI 3 E  
Ishoyahb III d. 659 1 E  
Shemun d-Taybuteh late c. VII 2 E  
Ioḥannan bar Penkayē late c. VII 1 E  
Jacob of Edessa d. 708 2 W  
Timothy I d. 823 10 E  
Ishodadh of Merw mid c. IX 8  (5 in C. Gen) E  
Anton of Tagrit c. IX 1 W  
Bar Salibi d. 1171 10  (3 in C. Gen, 2 in C. Ben Sira) W  
Michael the Syrian d. 1199 2 W  
John of Mosul d. 1281 2 E  
Barhebraeus d. 1286 4 W  
Abdisho bar Berika d. 1318 2 E  

 
I must emphasise that the figures provided in the column for the ‘number of uses noted’ are 

intended only to be indicative of the usage of yaṣrā, and are not absolute. In some cases I have 
been able to check through an entire text such as the Peshiṭta Old Testament or the Liber 
Graduum, or through the entire published corpus of a writer, such as Aphrahat, Ephrem, and 
Narsai.22 For other authors I have simply relied upon chance encounters in texts, or references 
in lexica which I have cross-checked with the critical editions. Some texts will have escaped 
my attention altogether.  

  The table also excludes other lexical forms which were produced as a result of the full 
integration of yaṣrā into Syriac. For example, an adjectival form ܨܪܵܢܵܐ  yaṣrānā, was produced ,ܝܼܿ
and used as early as the fifth century CE by the East Syriac poet Narsai (c.399-c.502). 22F

23 An 

 
21  Occurrences in commentaries (‘C.’) on Genesis, Ben Sira, etc, are clearly generated by the biblical text, and 

so are noted in the table, though included in the totals for each author. 
22  In the case of Narsai I have also examined a number of unpublished texts, still in manuscript. 
23  See A. Mingana, Narsai Doctoris Syri Homiliae et Carmina (Mosul, 1905), vol. 2, 94.6. The mid-tenth-century 

lexicon of Bar Bahloul includes the adjectival form  ܵܨܪ ܐܝܵ ܝܼܿ , yaṣrāyā (R. Duval, ed., Lexicon syriacum auctore 
Hassano Bar-Bahlule [Paris, 1888-1901] 849), but the apparatus of Duval reveals that other manuscripts of this 
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abstract noun ܨܪܵܢܘܼܬܵܐ  yaṣrānuṯā, was used in the acts of the Church of the East synod of the ,ܝܼܿ
catholicos Mar Ezekiel, held in 576.24 Again, in the thirteenth century, Bar Hebraeus (d. 1286) 
appears to have produced (or perhaps simply employed) a denominative verb, ܪ ܨܼܿ  ,ʾeṯyaṣar ,ܐܸܬܝܼܿ
(‘to act wilfully’, ‘to be inclined to act badly’).25 Finally, I have also excluded terminology 
which may be thought to parallel or reflect the influence of yaṣrā / yetzer, such as  ܠܝܵܢܘܼܬܵܐ  ,ܡܸܨܛܼܿ
meṣṭalyānuṯā, ‘inclination’, which is particularly common in texts translated from Greek, since 
these terms deserve a separate study.  

The table draws our attention to several noteworthy features of the use of yaṣrā in Syriac. 
First, there is continuous use of the term from the very beginnings of Syriac Christian literature, 
and the date of these texts is contemporaneous with the early Rabbinic texts that use yetzer. 
Second, although many scholars have argued convincingly that the ideology of yetzer lies 
behind various passages in the epistles of Paul, especially in his letter to the Romans,26 no 
Syriac New Testament text, in any version, includes mention of the yaṣrā. Third, with a few 
rare exceptions such as the profoundly hellenised Book of the Laws of the Countries written by 
a pupil of Bardaisan (d. 222), it is found in almost all early Syriac writers. Fourth, from the 
fifth century on there is particular interest in the term in East Syriac authors, that is, authors of 
the Church of the East writing in the Sasanian Empire, rather than the West Syriac, Syrian 
Orthodox, authors of the Roman Empire. The poet Narsai’s use of yaṣrā is particularly 
remarkable in its frequency, far outnumbering the use of the term in all other Syriac authors 
combined.27 By contrast, Narsai’s West Syriac contemporary Jacob of Sarug, who has a 
similarly voluminous poetic output, uses the term only once. I will argue below that this was 
for doctrinal reasons. Fifth, it should perhaps be mentioned, as will become self-evident in a 
moment, that only a small number of these occurrences are found in exegetical literature 
expounding the Biblical citations already mentioned. Sixth, as we have already seen with the 
citation in 4 Maccabees, the term is taken up and used in early Syriac translations of Greek 
texts such as the anti-Manichaean work of Titus of Bostra, and Eusebius of Caesarea’s Martyrs 
of Palestine, both preserved in a manuscript of 411 CE.28  

In some of the earliest Syriac uses of yaṣrā, the ‘inclination’ seems to be understood as 
being morally neutral. For example, the fourth-century writer Aphrahat seems to regard the 
yaṣrā as being subject to human control and self-discipline, and thus capable of being directed 

 
lexicon, and the earlier lexicon of Bar ʿAli (see G. Hoffmann, Syrisch-Arabische Glossen [Kiel, 1874], 171, 
#4492), read yaṣrānā. It seems likely that yaṣrāyā is simply a scribal error.   

24  See J.B. Chabot, Synodicon orientale, ou recueil de synodes nestoriens (Paris, 1902), 122.8. 
25  See R. Payne Smith, Thesaurus Syriacus, vol. 1 (Oxford, 1868), 1620. A citation is given (from the 1619 

manuscript lexicon of the Maronite George Karmsedinoyo) to one of Bar Hebraeus’ poems on the soul, but I have 
been unable to identify the source text in any of the editions available to me. 

26  See, for example, W.D. Davies, Paul and Rabbinic Judaism: Some Rabbinic Elements in Pauline Theology 
(London: S.P.C.K., 1962) ch. 2.          

27  See now Adam H. Becker, ‘The “Evil Inclination” of the Jews: The Syriac Yatsra in Narsai’s Metrical 
Homilies for Lent’, The Jewish Quarterly Review 106.2 (2016), 179–207.  

28  BL Add. 12,150. 
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towards the good through righteous behaviour. In his Demonstration 14 he describes an ideal 
wise and just individual:29 
 

  ,depicts wonderful things in his heart [Understanding] ܨܝܪܐ ܒܓܘ ܠܒܗ ܬܡܝܗ̈ܬܐ܂ 
 ,and the eyes of his senses see across the oceans ܘܚܙܝܢ ܥܝ̈ܢܝ ܪ̈ܓܫܘܗܝ ܥܒܪ ܝܡܡ̈ܐ܂

 ,and all creatures are enclosed within his thought ܚܒܝܫܢ ܒܡܚܫܒܬܗ ܟܠ ܒ�ܝܢ܂ 
 ,and his yaṣrā is wide open to receive ܘܪܘܝܚ ܗܼܘ ܝܨܪܗ ܕܢܩܒܠ܂

 ,and he is the great temple of his Maker ܗܝܟ� ܗܼܘ ܪܒܐ ܕܥܒܘܕܗ܂ 
 .and the King on High enters and dwells in him ܘܥܐܠ ܘܫܪܐ ܒܗ ܡܠܟ ܪܘܡܐ܂ 

 
Again, in his demonstration on fasting (Dem. 3), he writes:30  

  
 And one fasts from meat and wine ܘܐܝܬ ܕܨܐܿܡܿ ܡܢ ܒܣܪܐ ܘܚܡܪܐܼ 

 ;and certain foods ܘܡܐܟ̈ܠܬܐ ܡܕܡ ܡܕܡ܂
  ,and one fasts so as to make a fence for his mouth ܘܐܝܬ ܕܨܐܿܡ ܕܢܥܒܕ ܣܝܓܐ ܠܦܘܡܗܼ 

 ;so as not to speak hateful words ܕ� ܢܡܠܠ ܡ̈� ܣܢܝ̈ܬܐ܂
 ,and one fasts from anger ܘܐܝܬ ܕܨܐܿܡ ܡܢ ܚܡܬܐܼ 

 .and subdues his yaṣrā so as not to be defeated ܘܟܿܒܫ ܝܨܪܗ ܕ� ܢܙܕܟܐ܂ 
 

Here there is clear influence from Ben Sira 17.31. And in Demonstration 9, on humility, he 
echoes Sira 21.11:31 
 

 And all their thoughts are set on their Lord ܘܟܠܗܝܢ ܡܚ̈ܫܒܬܗܘܢ ܠܘܬ ܡܪܗܘܢ ܣܝܡܢ܂ 
 ,and they travel and journey on the way that is narrow and strait ܘܪܕܝܢ ܘܡܗܠܟܝܢ ܒܐܘܪܚܐ ܕܩܛܝܢܐ ܘܐܠܝܨܐ܂ 

 ,and they enter the strait gate of the kingdom ܘܥܐܠܝܢ ܒܬܪܥܐ ܐܠܝܨܐ ܕܡܠܟܘܬܐ܂ 
 .they restrain their yaṣrā to keep the Law ܠܡܛܪ ܢܡܘܣܐ  ܝܨܪܗܘܢ ܐܠܨܝܢ܂

 
Ephrem too (d. 373) is clearly aware of the Ben Sira passages. In the Nisibene hymns (HNis 

21.15) he writes:32  
 

  ,There is one who finds an opportunity and acts presumptuously ܐܝܬ ܕܐܫܼܟܚ ܐܬܪܐ ܘܐܫܝܚ  
 ,and there is another who resists and restrains his yaṣrā ܘܐܝܬ ܕܥܼܨܐ ܘܐܠܨ ܝܨܪܗ 

 ,one considers that judgement will be preserved ܚܕ ܪܢܿܐ ܕܢܛܝܼܪ ܕܝܢܼܐ 
 .and another that it will not even happen ܘܐܚܪܢܐ ܕܐܦ � ܗܿܘܐ 

 
Further influence from Ben Sira can be found in the anonymous late-fourth-century Liber 

Graduum:33 
 

ܝܟ ܕܒܳܥܶܐ ܠܳܟ:
ܰ
 .And everyone, to the extent that he seeks you, so he will find you ܗܳܟܰܢܳܐ ܡܶܫܟܰܚ ܠܳܟ.  ܘܟܽܠ�ܢܳܫ ܐ

 
29  J. Parisot, (ed.), Aphraatis Sapientis Persae Demonstrationes (Patrologia Syriaca 1.1; Paris: Firmin-Didot, 

1894), 661.13. 
30  Parisot, Aphraatis Sapientis Persae Demonstrationes, 100.1. 
31  Parisot, Aphraatis Sapientis Persae Demonstrationes, 416.17. 
32  E. Beck, (ed.), Des heiligen Ephraem des Syrers Carmina Nisibena, I (CSCO 218; Louvain: Secrétariat du 

CorpusSCO, 1961), 57.21. See also E. Beck, (ed.), Nachträge zu Ephraem Syrus (CSCO 363; Louvain: 
Secrétariat du CorpusSCO, 1975), IV.305, 58.22. 

33  M. Kmosko, Liber Graduum (Patrologia Syriaca 1.3; Paris: Firmin-Didot, 1926), 333.4. 
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ܪ ܢܳܡܽܘܣܳܟ: 
ܰ
ܨ ܝܰܨܪܶܗ ܕܢܶܛ

ܶ
 And to the extent that he restrains his yaṣrā to keep the Law, so he ܗܳܟܰܢ ܝܳܪܶܒ: ܘܰܐܝܟ ܕܳ�

will grow great. 
ܒܰܚ܀  ܘܰܟܡܳܐ ܕܢܰܣܓܶܐ ܢܡܰܟܶܟ ܢܰܦܫܶܗ:

ܰ
 And as much as he increasingly humbles himself, so he will be ܗܳܟܰܢ ܢܫܶܬ

glorified. 
 

And again:34  
 

ܢܬ̱ ܝܰܨܪܳܟ:
ܰ
ܨ ܐ

ܶ ܳ
ܢ ܕܶܝܢ �

ܶ
ܢܬ̱ ܥܰܠ   ܐ

ܰ
 ܐ

ܶ
ܡܰܢ ܕܡܳܚܶܐ  ܘܰܡܨܰ�
ܥܰܡܶܗ: ܢܬ̱ 

ܰ
ܐ ܝܰܢ 

ܰ
ܘܡܶܫܬ ܡܳܪܰܢ   ܠܳܟ  ܥܰܡ  ܢܬ̱ 

ܰ
ܐ ܫ 

ܶ
ܚܳܐ

ܢܬ̱ ܥܰܡܶܗ܀
ܰ
ܒܰܚ ܐ

ܰ
 ܘܡܶܫܬ

But if you restrain your yaṣrā, and pray for the one who strikes you, 
and make peace with him, you suffer with our Lord, and you will 
be glorified with him. 

 
This is not to suggest that the early Syriac writers underestimated the tendency of the human 

yaṣrā to incline towards evil. Ephrem, who wrote a commentary on Genesis and discussed the 
references to yaṣrā there,35 also regularly describes the ‘bitter yaṣrā’,36 or, using the wording 
of 4 Macc 3.4, the ‘bitterness of the yaṣrā’. In the Sermon on Our Lord, for example, he wrote:37 
 

ܟܕ ܝܕܥ ܗܘܐ ܗܟܝܠ ܡܪܢ ܕܒܝܫܬܐ ܐܬܚܫܒ  
ܗܿܘ ܦܪܝ ܒܣܝܡܐܝܬ ܐܪܥܗ ܗܘܐ    .ܫܐܥܠܘܗܝ 

ܚܠܝܘܬܐ ܓܝܪ ܢܚܬܬ ܡܢ ܪܘܡܐ    ܘ� ܩܫܝܐܝܬ.
 ܒܝܫܐ .  ܕܬܦܟܗ ܡܪܝܪܘܬܐ ܕܝܨܪܢ 

Although our Lord knew that that Pharisee had purposed evil 
against him, he refuted him gently and not harshly. For sweetness 
descended from on high to diminish the bitterness of our evil yaṣrā. 

 
Ephrem could even describe the yaṣrā as being like a serpent, coiled within each human 

being:38 
 

ܡܬܥܘܩܕ   ܒܓܘ  ܢܨܦ  ܝܨܪܗ  ܛܢܢܗ  ܟܠܫܥ 
 ܐܝܟ ܚܘܝܐ 

His yaṣrā is coiled up within, his jealousy hisses constantly like a 
serpent 

 
And yet for Ephrem this yaṣrā, which tended towards evil, and could be exploited by Satan, 

was not in itself evil. As he wrote in his commentary on Gen 6.7 and God’s statement 
concerning all living beings that ‘I am sorry that I have made them’:39 
 

ܐܠܘ ܕܝܢ ܡܘܡܐ ܐܝܬ ܗܘ̣ܐ ܒܬܘܩ̈ܢܝ ܐܠܗܐ܆ 
ܠܥܒܕܐ   ܘܠܘ  ܗܘܐ.  ܒܪܐ  ܚܕܬܐ  ܒܪܝܬܐ 

 ܕܐܬܘܝ ܠܥܒܘܕܗ ܒܓܘ ܟܘܝ� ܢ̇ܛܪ ܗܘܐ. 

For if there had been any blemish in the beings made by God, He 
would have created a new creation, and He would not have kept 
within the ark any work which had caused remorse for its Maker.  

 
It should not perhaps be a surprise that such classic and influential representatives of early 

Syrian asceticism as Aphrahat, Ephrem, and the Liber Graduum should have enthusiastically 
taken up the passages of Ben Sira that encourage self-restraint, discipline, and the subduing of 

 
34  Kmosko, Liber Graduum, 420.11. 
35  R.M. Tonneau, (ed.), Sancti Ephraem Syri in Genesim et in Exodum commentarii (CSCO 152; Louvain: L. 

Durbecq, 1955), VI.6, 57.21-31; VI.13, 62.9-12.  
36  See, for example: E. Beck, (ed.), Des heiligen Ephraem des Syrers Sermones, I (CSCO 305; Louvain: 

Secrétariat du CorpusSCO, 1970), III.45, 50.8; E. Beck, (ed.), Des heiligen Ephraem des Syrers Sermones, III 
(CSCO 320; Louvain: Secrétariat du CorpusSCO, 1972), IV.549, 46.21. 

37  E. Beck, (ed.), Des heiligen Ephraem des Syrers Sermo de Domino Nostro (CSCO 270; Louvain: Secrétariat 
du CorpusSCO, 1966), XLIV, 42.26. 

38  E. Beck, (ed.), Des heiligen Ephraem des Syrers Carmina Nisibena, II (CSCO 240; Louvain: Secrétariat du 
CorpusSCO, 1963), XL.4, 30.20. 

39  Tonneau, Sancti Ephraem Syri in Genesim et in Exodum commentarii, VI.7, 58.12. 
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the yaṣrā, and it perhaps provides another explanation for the popularity of this concept within 
Syriac literature. 

A similar understanding of yaṣrā can be found in an early-fifth-century Syriac translation 
of Titus of Bostra’s Contra Manichaeos, in a passage (IV.55) only preserved in Syriac. The 
context is Titus’ argument that God only blames those people who are wicked due to their will, 
and not wicked due to their nature, and hence Christ came to save those who would be healed 
in their will. The Syriac text then continues as follows:40 
 
ܕܐܦ ܒܫܘܪܝܐ ܒܒܪܝܬܐ ܐܡܼܪ ܕ� ܬܥܡܼܪ ܪܘܚܝ ܒܒܢ̈ܝ 

ܗܿ  . ܠܐܢܫܐ  ܗܘ   ܝܢ  ܘܕܣܝܡ  ܐܢܘܢ  ܕܒܣܪܐ  ܡܛܠ 
ܡܢ   ܒܝܫܬܐ  ܥܠ  ܚܦܝܛܐܝܬ  ܐܢܫܐ  ܕܒܪ  ܝܨܪܗ 

ܕܡܛܠ ܗܕܐ  .  ܛܠܝܘܬܗ ܘܝܨܪܐ ܚܠܦ ܨܒܝܢܐ ܫܡܗ
ܡܬܥܕܠ   � ܓܝܪ  ܠܓܡܪ  ܐܢܘܢ  ܥܼܕܠ  ܫܘܪܝܐ  ܡܢ 
ܗܘܐ ܒܗܘܢ ܐܠܘ ܡܢ ܩܛܝܪܐ ܡܕܡ ܡܬܕܒܪܝܢ ܗܘܘ 

 ܠܘܬ ܣܘܥ�ܢܐ ܒܝܫ̈ܐ

For also in the beginning, in Genesis, He said: ‘My Spirit 
shall not reside in these people, because they are of flesh’, 
and ‘the yaṣrā of man is intently fixed on wickedness from 
his youth’, and (here) He used the name yaṣrā instead of 
‘will’ (ṣebyānā). For this (reason) He blamed them from the 
beginning, for He would scarcely have blamed them if they 
had been led to evil actions by some compulsion. 

 
Titus was citing Gen 6.3 and Gen 8.21 from the Septuagint, and the Syriac translator mostly 

follows the distinctive wording of the Greek Bible (hence the inclusion of ܚܦܝܛܐܝܬ = ἐπιμελῶς, 
‘intently’). But as often with this translator, he was also influenced by his knowledge of the 
Peshiṭta,40F

41 and so rendered διάνοια, ‘mind’, by yaṣrā. Having done so, he then added a gloss 
explaining that yaṣrā was used here instead of ‘will’, the key word in this discourse. This would 
not have been necessary in the original Greek, and so this gloss must be the work of the 
translator, added either to keep the argument about ‘will’ coherent, or because he thought the 
reader might not understand this non-native word.  

At first glance a very similar equation of the two terms is to be found in the ninth- and tenth-
century Syriac lexicographers Ishoʿ bar ʿAlī42 and Abūʾl-Ḥasan ibn Bahlūl.43 The latter reads: 
 

 .yaṣrā i.e. will (ṣebyānā) that behaves wickedly and impudently ܝܬ ܘܓܽܘܡܕܳܢܳܐܻܝܬܗ̄. ܨܶܒܝܳܢܳܐ ܕܡܶܬܗܰܦܰܟ ܒܺܝܫܳܐܻ   ܝܰܨܪܳܐ
 

Closer examination, however, clearly reveals that there is a significant difference in their 
glosses. For the translator of Titus of Bostra yaṣrā appears to be a neutral term, a term that 
describes the human will that is not in itself wicked but is far too often set on wicked practices, 

 
40  Text: P.-H. Poirier, A. Roman, T. Schmidt, E. Crégheur, J. Declerck (eds), Titus Bostrensis. Contra 

Manichaeos libri IV graece et Syriace cum excerptis e Sacris Parallelis Iohanni Damasceno attributis (Corpus 
Christianorum Series Graeca 82; Turnhout: Brepols, 2013), 370-371; translation: A. Roman, T. Schmidt, P.-
H. Poirier, Titus de Bostra. Contre les manichéens (Corpus Christianorum in Translation 21; Turnhout: 
Brepols, 2015), 426-427. In this small passage I think the French translation is not quite right: ‘et il nomme 
penchant au lieu de volonté ce à cause de quoi il les a blâmés dès le commencement’.   

41  See A. Baumstark, ‘Das Problem der Bibelzitate in der syrischen Übersetzungsliteratur’, Oriens Christianus 
III.8 [30] (1933), 208-225; idem, ‘Die syrische Übersetzung des Titus von Bostra und das Diatessaron’, Biblica 
16 (1935), 257-299; Poirier, Paul-Hubert, ‘Pour une étude des citations bibliques contenues dans le Contra 
Manichaeos de Titus de Bostra’, in F. Briquel-Chatonnet and M. Debié, (eds), Sur les pas des Araméens 
chrétiens. Mélanges offerts à Alain Desreumaux (Paris: Geuthner, 2010), 373-382. 

42  G. Hoffmann, Syrisch-Arabische Glossen. Erster Band. Autographie einer Gothaischen Handschrift 
enthaltend Bar Ali’s Lexicon von Alaf bis Mim. (Kiel: Schwers’sche Buchhandlung; 1874, rpr. 1886), 171, 
#4491. 

43  R. Duval, ed., Lexicon Syriacum auctore Hassano Bar-Bahlule (Paris, 1888-1901), 849. 



10 
 

whereas for the medieval lexicographers it is by definition will which acts wickedly 
(apparently, particularly in relation to anger and aggression rather than sexual misbehaviour or 
theft).44 Similar developments are well known from rabbinic texts, but it is less easy to 
determine whether these are independent phenomena, due in part to reflexion upon the biblical 
source texts available to each community, or whether the Syriac understanding of yaṣrā 
developed in response to continued contact with Jewish thought.  

The possibility that influence from post-biblical Jewish thought did on occasion play a role 
in the Syriac understanding of yaṣrā is raised by an examination of Syriac texts which touch 
upon the topic of the origin of the human yaṣrā. The only clear statements I have found relating 
to this date to the fifth or early sixth centuries. The East Syriac writer Narsai (d. 502) is clear 
that the yaṣrā was included in God’s creation of the first humans. He writes (in Hom. 7):45 
 
 

 :ǃǄܵ Ǡ
ܿ
ܼǗ݂ǡ ǃƽ ܕܼܿ ƣƵܵƾܼƴ ܐܼܿ ƱƽǤܵǅܝ ǌǇ̣ ܕܼܿ ܿƧܼƩ̣ ܼܘǤ̄ܿǊ  ,You created him from the dust, as it pleased You ܐܼܿ

ƣܵƾǖ܀  ǜܪƥܵ ܪܼܿ ܿƽܼܕ ƤǤܹƴܼܵܬ ̈Ʋܼƴ ܿǤ݂Ƹ ܿǅܼƴ ܪܹܗƯǇܸܕ Ʊǈܹ ܿǓܼܘ and together with his clay You mixed the longings of the weak yaṣrā. 
 :ƱƵܹƾܼƴ ǉ ܕܼܿ ܿǓܼ ܟƳܵǇܸܟ ܪƯܼ ܿǇܼ ƣܵƾǖ ǜܪƥܵ ܪܼܿ ܿƽܼ Your (Divine) Command compounded the weak yaṣrā with his dust, 

ǃƽ܀  ܿƯܼǔܵǅƦܸ ǌǇ̣ ܪܹܗƯܼǇܸ ܼܬƲܼƾǖ ܿǠܼǄ ǜܸƾ ܿƵܼǇ ƤǜܸǇ ƣǄܵܘ and he cannot bind together the weakness of his clay without you. 
 

Narsai’s starting point here is clearly Gen 2.7 (see Appendix), which describes God forming 
Adam from the dust. In the Hebrew the verb used is YṢR, and this provides an obvious link 
with yetzer for rabbinic exegetes. In the Peshiṭta, however, as has already been mentioned, and 
also here in Narsai, the verb used is GBL, and so there is no etymological link in Syriac between 
the yaṣrā and this description of the creation of man. So either Narsai’s belief that the yaṣrā 
has been an integral part of the human being since the creation led him to link the yaṣrā with 
Gen 2.7, or alternatively Narsai (or his teachers) knew that contemporary Jewish thought linked 
the yetzer with Gen 2.7. Both alternatives are possible, but the latter seems to me a more 
plausible explanation.  

The proposition that the yaṣrā was of divine creation potentially raises many theological 
problems. Is God ultimately responsible for our sins? If humanity was created in God’s likeness 
and image (Gen 1.26), how does the yaṣrā fit into this model? What of free will? Narsai’s 
response is that God’s overriding purpose was to train and educate human reason and 
discernment. Narsai, following Theodore of Mopsuestia, believed that humans were created 
mortal by God, and childlike.46 They needed to be prepared and educated for the existence 

 
44  See the citation of the 1619 manuscript lexicon of the Maronite George Karmsedinoyo in R. Payne Smith, 

Thesaurus Syriacus, vol. 1 (Oxford, 1868), 1620, where there is an expanded definition:   ܝܰܨܪܳܐ. ܝܰܨܪܶ̈ܐ. ܗ̄. ܨܶܒܝܳܢܳܐ ܕܡܶܬܗܰܦܰܟ
ܐ.
ܳ
ܐ. ܥܽܘܫܳܩܳܐ. ܦܝܳܪܳܐ. ܟܳܐܬ

ܳ
ܐ. ܡܰ ܘܬܪܳܢܽܘܬ

ܳ
ܐ. ܥܳܠܽܘܒܽܘܬ

ܳ
 ܐ. ܠ�ܚܺ ܝܡܽܘܬ

ܳ
 yaṣrā, yaṣrē. i.e. will (ṣebyānā) that : ܒܺܝܫܳܐܻ ܝܬ ܘܓܽܘܡܕܳܢܳܐܻܝܬ ܟܐܡܬ ܪܽܘܓܙܳܐ. ܚܶܡܬ

behaves wickedly and impudently, such as anger, rage, threatening, fraud, profiteering, calumny, fury, censure.   
45  A. Mingana, Narsai Doctoris Syri Homiliae et Carmina (Mosul, 1905), vol. 1, 131.16. 
46  See J. Frishman, The Ways and Means of the Divine Economy: An Edition, Translation and Study of Six 

Biblical Homilies by Narsai (Ph.D. diss.; Leiden: Universiteit Leiden, 1992), 58;  P. Gignoux, Homélies de 
Narsaï sur la création (Patrologia Orientalis 34.3-4; Turnhout: Brepols, 1968), 449-452, 482-484, 488-492; 
A. Salvesen, ‘Infants or Fools in the Garden of Eden? An Ambiguity in Early Syriac Tradition’, in M.F.J. 
Baasten and W.T. van Peursen, (eds), Hamlet on a Hill: Semitic and Greek Studies Presented to Professor T. 
Muraoka (OLA 118; Leuven: Peeters, 2003), 432-440. 



11 
 

which would follow their expulsion from Paradise, an event which the omniscient God 
anticipated. So he writes (Hom. 36):47  
 
 

ƱƽܵẠ̇̄ǝܝ   ܘܼܿ  ƣƵܵƾܼƴ ܕܼܿ  ǌǇ̣ ƢܵǄܕܼܵܡ   Ƥ ܗ̄ܘ̣ܵ Ʊƽ̱ܵẠ̇̄Ʀܝ 
:ƱǈܹǄ  ܨܼܿ

He created Adam from the dirt, and called him His image, 

Ƥ܀ ƥǠܵǗ ܕƲܿƾǇ̇ܬܘܼܬܼܵ ܿǓܼ ܼܬƲܼǇƯܼ ܿƦܼ ܗǠܹǗ ܿǔܼǄ ܗ ܿƯܹ ݂Ƨܼ ܿǓܼܘ and He made his dust in the likeness of the dust of mortality. 
Ǡܹƪܼܗ:

ܿ
ǖܼ ƨܼǁܼܵܘǠƦ ƣܵƽܵܪƲܼǡ ǌǇ̣ Ʊ ܹǈ̣Ǎܵ ƥܹܕƱܵǄ He placed this in the composition of his body from the beginning, 

ƣܹ̈ƾ܀  ܿƴܼ ܠ ܿƢܼǢǊܸܕ Ƥ ƢƦ ƥܘܼܪƣƴܵ ܕƲܼƾǇ̇ܬܼܘܼܬܼܵ  .that he might travel in the path of mortality so as to demand life ܕǠǊܸܕܸܿ
:ƥ ܵƯܼǅ ܿƽܼܕ ƣ ̈ƦܹƢǁܹܘ Ƥ ܵǤܼƷܵƲ̈Ǆܵ ܪ ܿƳܼƩ Ƥ ܵǤܼǈƴܸ ǌǇ̣ ƣǄܵ He did not decree the curses and the pains of childbirth out of anger, 

Ƥ܀ ƲܿƾǇ̇ ǆܬܹ̈ ܿǓܼ ƤܵܬƲǇ̇ ǆǓܸܐ Ƥ ܬܼܵ Ǥܼܘܸܵ ܿƦܼ ƲǄܵܘ And He did not bring death to mortals out of remorse. 
:Ƥ ƣǋܵܵƾǂܼ ܕƲܿƾǇ̇ܬܘܼܬܼܵ ܿƦܼ ǉ̣Ǎܵܕ Ƥ ܵǤܼ̈ƾǋܵܵƾǁ The natural properties which He placed in the nature of mortality 

 ǉ̣Ǎܵ ǃ
ܿ
ܼǖ݂܀ܗƣǢܵǊ̄ܵܕܼܪܵܢ ܐƲܼǔǄ ƣǈܵƴܵƲܼǄ ǃƽ  .He reformulated them as a threat, for the aid of humans ܐǌƾǊܹܸ ܐܼܿ

 :ƤܸܘƱǊܸ ƣǄܵƯܼ ܿǓܼ ܗ ܕܐܵܕܼܵܡǠܹǗ ܿǔܼǄ ƱǄܹ Ƥ ܥ ܗ̄ܘ̣ܵ ܿƯܼ
̇ܵƽ He knew the dust of Adam before it came into being, 

Ǡܹƪܼܗ܀ 
ܿ
ǖܼ ƨܼǁܼܵܘǠǄ ƱǄܹ ǆƸܸ ܿƧܼǇ  .that death would unbind and put an end to the composition of his body ܕƲǇ̇ܬƥǠܹǡܵ Ƥܵ ܘܼܿ

:ƥܵܪƢǖܹ Ǥܼ
ܿ
ƩܼǠܸƦ ƣ ̇Ƹܹƴܵ ƣƸܵƵǇܸܕ ƱǄܹ ܼܬ  ,ƣܵƾǅƩܼ It was clear to Him that he would surely sin through desire of the fruit ܗ̄ܘ̣ܵ

ǠܘƲܼǡܿܬܹܗ܀
ܵ
ǖܕ ƣǢܵƾܼƦ ƥܵܪǜ ܿƾܼǄ ƱǄܹ Ƥ ܥ ܗ̄ܘ̣ܵ ܿƯܼ

̇ܵƽܘ and He knew the evil yaṣrā of his discernment. 
Ʋܼǅƾܼǅǈܬܹܗ: ܿǄܼ ǉǂܸ ܿƵܼǊ ƣ̣ ܕܼܿ ܵƦܼܨ ƣǋܵܵƾǎǊܸ Ưܼ ܿƾܼƦ Through testing He wished to make his reason wise, 

ǠܘƲܼǡܿܬܹܗ ܕƣǄܵ ܕܘܼܪƣǡܵܵ܀
ܵ
ǖ Ʊ̇Ǆܵ Ƥܸܬܸܗܘ ƣǄܵܕ so that his discernment would not lack exercise. 

 ƣǍܹǯƲܼǖ:ܐܵܕܼܵܡ ǘ ܿǄܼƢǊܹܕ ƣǊܵƯܵǝƲܼǖ Ưܸ ܿƾܼƦ ƨܼ ܿǁܸ  ,Through the commandment He devised a means to teach Adam ܪܼܿ
ƣǎܵǂܼ ܕǠܵǝƲܼǖܢ ǠܹǇ̇ܗ܀ ܿƷܼ Ǡ ܿƸܼǊܸܕ ƱǄܹ Ƥ  .that he should keep the statute of the commandment of his Lord ܕܙܵܕܹܩ ܗ̄ܘ̣ܵ

 Ƥ ܵǤܼƾܼǗƴ ƣ ܬܼܿ ܵǅ̣Ʃ ƣǋܵǅܵƽܼܐ Ưܼ ܿƾܼƦܬܹܗ܀ƲܼǡܿܘǠ
ܵ
ǖܕ Through the tree the veil of his discernment was removed, 

ƲܼǅƾܼǅǇܬܹܗ܀ ƣǅܵƾ ܕܼܿ ܿƴܼ ܼܝƲƴܵ ƥܵܪƢǖܹܕ ƱǅܹǁܼܼܘƢƦܼܘ through the eating of the fruit he demonstrated the power of his reason. 
 

Narsai is also keen to assert the freewill of humanity, and to deny that evil formed any 
natural part of human nature (Hom. 14):48 
 

 ƿǊܵܬܼܘ Ǡܹǁܼܬܼ: ܘܼܿ ƣǋܵܵƾǁܼ ܗ̄  ܪƿǋܵƾǓܸ ܕܐܸܬܿܕܼܿ ܟ ܕƲǄܵ ܕܼܿ  ƿܼ My mind made me repent, for I remembered that your evil is not of܀ ܕƲܼǢƾܼƦܼܬܼܵ
(your) nature. 

 :ƣܵƽܿܘǠƦܵ ܟǠܵƦ̣ ƥ Ƣƴܹ Ǡܪܹ̈ ܿƦܼ.ǃǋܵܵƾƦܼܸܕܨ ƥǠܵǇ̇ ܟƯܵƧܼ ܿǓܼܘ The creator created you free, and made you the master of your will, 
ƣ܀ 

ܵ
ǖܙܹܐ ǌǇ̣ ƤǤܵǡƲܼǝ ܫ ܿǠܼǗǈܸǄ :ǌƽƱܹƽ ǯܬܼܿ   .and these two things are yours, to discern truth from deceit ܘܕǃǅܵƽܼܸ ܐǌƾǊܹܸ ܬܼܿ

.ǤܼƽܼƢƴܵǠܵ ܿǇܼ ǤܼǄܹƯܿ ܿǓܼܼܕܐܸܬ :ƥܹܗܵܕ ƿܼǄ ǜǝܸ   ,ǠǇ̇ ƣǄܵ Lord, do not reckon this against me, that I rashly complainedܝ ܬܼܿ
ƥǠܵƽܼǠ܀  ܿǇܼ ǉܵǎܵƴ ƣǓܸƲǇ̇ܕ :ƣǢܵƾܼƦ ƥܵܪǜ ܿƾܼǄ ܗ ܿǤܹƩܼǠܸƸ ܿǝܼܘ and accused the evil yaṣrā which causes bitter envy to grow. 

 
Narsai may wish to affirm the key Christian doctrine of human freewill, and the sovereignty 

of the human soul, but as he admits rhetorically in this passage, his first instinct is always to 
blame the yaṣrā for human wrong-doing.  

A striking contrast with Narsai’s thought can be found in the writings of his contemporary 
Jacob of Sarug (d. 521), who was writing in the Roman Empire and belonged to the non-
Chalcedonian miaphysites, the Syrian Orthodox. Jacob believed that Adam and Eve were 
created both mortal and immortal, that is, with the potential for both. In this he was following 
the teachings of Ephrem, rather than Theodore and the Antiochenes.49 He was also determined 

 
47  Mingana, Narsai Doctoris Syri Homiliae et Carmina, vol. 2, 203.14; Gignoux, Homélies de Narsaï sur la 

création, 548.355. 
48  Mingana, Narsai Doctoris Syri Homiliae et Carmina, vol. 1, 236.1. 
49  See T. Bou Mansour, La théologie de Jacques de Saroug. Tome 1: Création, Anthropologie, Ecclésiologie et 

Sacrements (Kaslik: Université Saint-Esprit, 1993). 
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to affirm the reality of the freewill (ḥīrutā) given to humanity—who were created as adults, 
not children—and indeed to Satan and the demons.50 He argues that it is blasphemous to 
suggest that Adam’s fall was predestined by God, or that he commissioned Satan to tempt 
Adam and Eve.51 Their transgression of the commandment was a consequence of their exercise 
of adult freewill in response to Satan’s decision, made through his freewill and envy, to tempt 
them. So Jacob frequently makes use of ‘freewill’ (ḥīrutā), and the neutral term ‘will’ 
(ṣebyānā), and avoids using yaṣrā—presumably because this latter would imply that God was 
responsible at best for human moral frailty, and at worst for an evil inclination within human 
nature. His one use of the term yaṣrā is thus very instructive. In a homily on the Theotokos, 
Mary, he writes:52  
 

ƯܵƧܗ̇: ܿǓܼ ƤǤܵƾܼǋǍ ƤǤܵƩܸܪ ƣǄܵܕ Ǡܵƪܗ̇ ܘܼܿ
ܿ
ǗܼǄ ƱǡܹƯ ܿǝܼ He sanctified her body and made her without hateful desire, 

ܓ܀ ƣǄܵƯ ܬܹܐܪܼܿ ܿǓܼ ƤǤܵǄܼܘǤƦ ƤƲܵƴܵ ܗ̄ܘܵܬ Ʊ̇ƽǤܹƽܼܕܐ ǃƽ  .just as the virgin Eve was before she desired ܐܼܿ
ǤƾƦܹ ǆ ܿǓܼ ƤǤܵƩܸܕܪ ƣǓܹ̈ܘƳܵƦ Ǥ ܿǅܼǓܸܕ ƤǤܵƾܼƸƴ :ܐܵܕܵܡ The sin which entered the house of Adam through the motions of 

desire, 
Ʊ̇ǋܵǇܸ ǟǖܸ ܪܘƣƴܼܵ ܕƲܼǝܕƣǡܵ ܕܐܸܬƤܵ ܨܹܐܕƱ̇ƽܹ܀  .the Holy Spirit removed from her when he came to her ܐܼܿ
:ƣǢܵƾܼƦ ƥܵܪǜ ܿƽܼ ƣܵƽƲƴܸ Ư ܿƧܼǓ ƤǤܵǗ ܕܼܿ ܿǍܼܗܵܝ̇ ܬܵܘ That addition which the serpent made, the evil yaṣrā, 

 ƣǡܵܕƲܼǝ Ʊ̇ǅܵǇ Ʊ̇ǋܵǇܸ Ǡ ܘܼܿ
ܿ
Ǘܼ ܿǁܼ܀ƤܵܬƲܼǈƾܼǇ  .he cleared away from her, and filled her with holiness and innocence ܘܬܼܿ

 
From this passage it appears that Jacob considered that the yaṣrā was a product of Satan’s 

corruption of the original pure human nature.53 In another passage54 he refers to the serpent’s 
venom corrupting the clay fashioned by God, and perhaps it is this that he has in mind.  
 

 ,Adam was a vessel of clay, and when [God] had fashioned him ܓ̇ܒܠܗ ܗܘܐ:   ܘܟܕ  ܕܛܝܢܐ  ܡܐܢܐ  ܐܝܬܘܗܝ   ܐܕܡ
 .the serpent bit him, and since he was weak, he was corrupted ܐܬܚ̇ܒ̣ܠ ܠܗ܀ܢܩ̣ܒ ܒܗ ܚܘܝܐ ܘܥܠ ܕܪܦܐ ܗܘܐ 

 
Just as there was disagreement over the origins of the yaṣrā, so also the exact location of the 

yaṣrā seems not to have been fixed in the Syriac tradition. The Genesis passages refer to ‘the 
yaṣrā of the thought of his heart’ (Gen. 6.5) and ‘the yaṣrā of the heart of man’ (Gen. 8.21), in 
which the Hebrew / Syriac ‘heart’ corresponds to the mind. Unsurprisingly, this location is 
repeated by many subsequent Syriac writers and texts, such as the Testament attributed to 
Ephrem:55 
 

ܒܬܪܝ   ܕܢܐܬܘܢ  ܒ̈ܝܫܐ  ܓܝܪ  ܐܢܘܢ  ܥܬܝܕܝܢ 
 ܨܐܕܝܟܘܢ  

For evil people are going to come to you after me, 

 
50  K. Alwan, Jacques de Saroug. Quatre homélies métriques sur la Création (CSCO 508-509; Leuven: Peeters, 

1989), III.30. 
51  Alwan, Jacques de Saroug. Quatre homélies métriques sur la Création, II.115-144. 
52  P. Bedjan, (ed.), S. Martyrii, qui est Sahdona, quæ supersunt omnia (Paris / Leipzig: Otto Harrassowitz, 1902), 

634.21; Jacob’s poems were reprinted separately as Cantus seu homiliae Mar-Jacobi in Jesum et Mariam 
(Paris / Leipzig: Harrassowitz, 1902), 22.21; and again as P. Bedjan, Homilies of Mar Jacob of Sarug, vol. 6 
(Piscataway: Gorgias Press, 2006). 

53  In one manuscript there is a minor textual variant, ƣǢܵƾܼƦ ƥܵܪǜ ܿƽܼ[ ܘ], ‘and the evil yaṣrā’. 
54  Alwan, Jacques de Saroug. Quatre homélies métriques sur la Création, I.1164. 
55  E. Beck, (ed.), Des heiligen Ephraem des Syrers Sermones, IV (CSCO 334; Louvain: Secrétariat du 

CorpusSCO, 1973) 59.565. 
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 they are dressed in the skin of lambs, but within they are ܕܠܒܝܫܝܢ ܡܫܟܐ ܕܐܡ�ܐ ܘܡܢ ܠܓܘ ܕܐܒ̈ܐ ܚ̈ܛܘܦܐ
rapacious wolves. 

 The words of their mouths are sweet, but the yaṣrā of their ܚ̈ܠܝܢ ܡ̈� ܕܦܘܡ̈ܝܗܘܢ ܘܡܪܝܪ ܝܨܪܐ ܕܠܒ̈ܝܗܘܢ 
hearts is bitter. 

 They are wrapped in the habit of good people, but they are ܛܢ̈ܐܥܛܝܦܝܢ ܐܣܟܡܐ ܕܛܒ̈ܐ ܘܐܝܬܝܗܘܢ ܐܝܟ ܣ
like satans. 

 
Narsai too can refer to the heart / mind as the locus of the yaṣrā (Hom. 17):56 

 
:ƤܵܬƯܿǔܹƦ ܗܝƲܼƴ ܿƢܼǄ ƣǈܵǅܵǡ ܠ ܿǤܸǊܸܕ ƣǋܵƽ ܿƢܼǄ ܙܵܕܹܩ He who would give the peace to his brother in church 

ǜܪƥܵ ܀ ܿƽܼܘ Ƥ ܵǤܼǈƴܸܘ Ƥ ܵǤܼǁܿ ǆǁ ǌǇܼ Ʊ ܐܼܿ ܿƧܹǄܸ ƫܼƾܼǢǊ  .must cleanse his heart of all anger and rage and yaṣrā ܕܼܿ
 

However, in several places Narsai seems to state that the yaṣrā is located within the soul, 
rather than the mind. This is particularly clear in the following passage (Hom. 14):57 
 

ܘܗܝ: ܵǤܼƽܼܐ ƣǄܵ ܢ ǜܪܼܿ ܿƽܼ ƣǅܵǖܵܐ .ƣǢܵǗ ܿǊܼ ƯܼǔܵǅƦܸ ǤܼƽܼƢǇ̇Ʋܿǋǝ For neither does our yaṣrā exist substantially apart from the soul, 
:ƣǢܵǗ ܿǋܼƦܼ Ƥ ܗ̄ܝܼ ܕܼܿ ǠܘƲܼǡܿܬܼܵ

ܵ
ǖ ܀ǌ̈ƾܼǈ ܿǂܹǍܸܐ ǆǂܼƦ ƥǠܵǓ ܿǤܼǎǇܸܕ it is the discernment within the soul that acts in all ways. 

:ƣǢܵǊܵǠ ܿƦܼܗ ܕ ƣǢܵǗ ܗ̄ܝܼ ǠǇ̇ܬܹܿ ܿǊܼ  .ƣǢܹƩܼ ƣ ܘܪܸ̈ ̈ǓܹܘƳܵƦ ƣƸܵƾܼǅ ܿǡܼܕ The soul is the mistress of man, for she rules over the emotions and 
senses, 

ƣǋܵܵƾǂܼ:ܘ ܿǄܼ ƱǄܹ ƥǠܵƦܿ ܿƯܼǇ ܀ ܗ̤ܝƱ̇ǋܵܵƾƦܼܸܨ ƣƦ̇ܵܕܨ ƣǇ̇ ǃƽ  .And she guides nature, as her will wishes ܐܼܿ
:ǌƽƱܹƽ ǯܬܼܿ ǌǈ̈ܵƾܼǍ ǌ ܬܼܿ ܿǢܼǗ ܿǋܼƦ  .ǤܼƽܼƢܵƽƲ ܿǡܼ ƤǤܵǢƾܼƦܼܘ Ƥ ܵǤܼƧܼƷܵ In our soul these two are set equally, good and evil, 
:Ʊ̇ǊܵǠܵƴƲܼƦ ǃƽ ƣܵƾ ܐܼܿ ܿƧܼ

ܵ
Ʃ ܘܗ̤ܝ ǎǈܸǄ ܼܿǔ܀ƥܹܗܵܕ ǆ ܿǓܼ ƥܹܗܵܕ Ǡ and she chooses, according to her testing, to do this rather than that. 

 
For Narsai the adversary of the yaṣrā appears to be the human will (ṣebyānā), and he has an 

entire homily that recounts their struggle (Hom. 9). It begins:58 
 

:Ƥ ǆƾܼƵǇ  .Ƥ ܗ̄ܘ̣ ƲܿƾǇ̇ ƣǋܵܵƾǁܬܼܵ Ǡƾܼǈƪܼܘܼܬܼܵ ܿǄܼ ܼܒ ܿǠܼ ܿǝܼǤܼǊܸܕ Mortal nature is too weak to approach perfection, 
:ƶ ܿǂܼǢǇܸ ƣǄܵ ƣǇ̇ܕ ƣܹ̈ƾ  ܕƥǠܵǎƦܸ ܘܼܿ ܿƴܼ ܼܬ  .he who is of flesh and blood is not able to inherit the future life ܕǌƽܼƯܼƽܼǤܼǓ܀ ƢǈܹǄܪܼܿ

ǤܹƧܼܗ: ܿǢܼƵ ܿǇܼܕ ƥܵܪǜ ܿƽܼ ̣ܗ̄ܘ ǉƾܼǍ  :ƣܵƽܵܪƲܼǡ ǌǇ̣ ƤǤܵǢƾܼƦ ǆ ܿǓܼ The yaṣrā of his thought is set upon evil from the beginning, 
:ƱǋܹܵƾƦܼܸܨ Ƥ ܵǤܼƧܼƷܵ ܼܓ ǜܪܹܗ ǢƾܼƧܼǄܵ  ܘƣǇ̇ ܕܪܼܿ ܿƽܼ ܗ ܿƯܹƪܼ ܿǊܼ.Ƥ ܵǤܼ and when his will desires the good, his yaṣrā drags it to the evil. 
:Ʊǋܹܵƾǂܼ ܿƦܼ ǌƾܼǈƾܼǍ ƨܼƷܵ Ưܼ ܿǁܼܘ  .ƣǅܵƦܼƲܼǞܼǄ ƣ ܕܼܿ ̈ƧܹǡܵƲܼƴ ǌƽܹܬܪ And although two contrary thoughts are set in his nature, 

 :Ʊǋܹܵƾǂܼ ܿǄܼ ܪܹܗǜ ܿƽܼ ƣ ̇ǁܹܵܬܼ   ܙƲܵǄ ƱǄܹ Ư
ܿ
ܹƪǊܵܘ.Ƥ ̈ǤܹƴܼܵܬƲܼƴ his yaṣrā conquers his nature, and drags it towards enticements. 
Ưܼ ܨƢƴܹ ǌܵƾƦܼܸܪܘܼܬܹܗ: ܿƧܸǔ ܿǢܼǇ .ƥǠܵǎƦܸ Ǥܼ

ܿ
Ʃܼܸܕܪ Ƥ ƯܿƧܼܘܼܬܼܵ ܿǔܼǄ His free will is enslaved to the service of the desire of the flesh, 

:ƥǠܵƾܼƸǞ ܿƦܼ Ʊǅܹǁ ǠƾܼƦܼܕ ƣ ܕƲܿƾǇܵܬܼܘܼܬܼܵ  ܘܼܿ ̈Ǣܹ ܿƴܼ ǌǇ̣.Ƥ and it is entirely led by force by the passions of mortality. 
:Ʊ̇Ʀܵ ƣ ̇Ʀܹܵܕܨ Ƥ ܵǤܼƧܼƸܵǄ Ƥ Ǡ ܨƣǄܵ  .ƱǋܹܵƾƦܼܸ ܗ̄ܘ̣ܵ ݁ܿǔܼǍܵ ƶ ܿǂܼǢǇܸ His will is not able to perform the good he wishes, 

:ƣ ̇Ʀܹܵܨ ƣǄܵܕ ƤǤܵǢƾܼƧܼǄ ƣǄܸܵܐ  .Ǡ ܿǔܼǎǈܸǄ ܪܹܗǜ ܿƽܼ ƱǄܹ ƤǜܹǓܵ but his yaṣrā compels him to perform the evil he does not wish. 
ǜܪܹܗ.  ܪƯܼǔܸǅǂܸƦ ƣǊܵƲܿƩܼƢܵƦ ƣǇܸܵܢ: ܿƽܼ ǉ ܿǓܼ ܫ ܿǤܼ ܿǁܼǤܼǇܸ Ưܼ ܿǁܼ He is constantly thrown into struggle, fighting with his yaṣrā, 

:Ƥ ̈ǤܹƴܼܵܬƲܼƴ ǆ ܿƧܼǝƲܼǄ ܼܒǠܸǞ ܿǇܼܘ .ƱǋܹܵƾƦܼܸܪܘܼܬܼ ܨƢƴܹܕ ƣǋܵƽ ܿƳܼƦ and battling against enticements, with the weapon of his free will. 
ǜܪܹܗ: ܿƽܼ ǌǇ̣ ǣǋܵǅǁ ܼܒ ̇Ƣܹƴܵ  .Ƥ ܵǤܼ

ܵ
ƪܼƾܼƩܼǰ ܿǄܼ Ưܼ ܿƧܼǓ ܿǤܼǢǇܸܘ Everyone is defeated by his yaṣrā, and is enslaved by desires, 

:ƱǋܹܵƾƦܼܸܨ ǆƾƴܹ ƤƳ̣ ܿǔܼǇ ƣǄܵܘ  .ƥǠܵǎƦܸ Ǥܼ
ܿ
Ʃܼܸܕܪ ƣ

ܵ
ǖƢƴܹ ܵܡƯܼǝ and his willpower does not withstand the onslaught of the desire 

of the flesh. 
 

 
56  Mingana, Narsai Doctoris Syri Homiliae et Carmina, vol. 1, 278.1. 
57  Mingana, Narsai Doctoris Syri Homiliae et Carmina, vol. 1, 236.8. 
58  Mingana, Narsai Doctoris Syri Homiliae et Carmina, vol. 1, 149.15. 
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After this rather bleak start to his homily, Narsai goes on to say that whilst our freewill is 
powerless when it stands alone against the yaṣrā, nevertheless with God’s aid and mercy, the 
yaṣrā can be controlled and defeated.59  
 

:ƨܼ ܿƾܼ ܿƴܼǤܼǊܸ ǃǊܵܵܕܼܪƲܼǓ ǆƾƵܹƦ  .ƣƴܵܿܘǠǍܵ ƥܵܪǜ ܿƽܼ ƣǊܼܵܘǠƷ By the strength of your aid [that] ravening tyrant, the yaṣrā, will be 
defeated, 

:ǌ ܿǢܼǗ ܿǊܼ ǆ ܿƧܼǝƲܼǄ ܫ ܿǤܼ ܿǁܼǤܼǇܸܕ .ǌ ܿǋܼܵƾƦܼܸܪܘܼܬܼ ܨƢƴܹܕ ƣǋܵƽ ܿƳܼƦ who battles against our soul, with the weapon of our free will. 
 ܵƾƸ ܿǄܼ ܝǠǇ̇ ǌƾǋܹǗ ܿǊܼ:ƣܹ̈ƾ ܿƴܼ Ǡ  .ƥ ̈ǠܹƾܼƦܿ ܿƢܼǄ ƣ ̇ǔܹƦܵ ǃǋܵǋܵƴ 

 
May your grace, Lord, which seeks out the lost, return us to the 

fold of life! 
 

This is not in total contrast to the passages discussed earlier from Aphrahat, Ephrem, and 
the Liber Graduum, in which the righteous individual is able to subdue and restrain his yaṣrā, 
and yet there is a clear shift towards the need for divine grace to defeat this evil inclination. In 
the Latin west in the early fifth century such issues had been at the heart of the fierce disputes 
over the teachings of Pelagius (d. 418), who was famously refuted by Augustine. Although 
Pelagius was condemned at the Council of Ephesus in 431 (following an earlier condemnation 
at Carthage in 418, during his lifetime), the controversy over his ideas appears to have had little 
impact among the eastern Christian communities. And yet it is hard not to think that some 
ripples must have spread east across the Mediterranean, and that in the writings of Narsai we 
see the traces of a general shift in Christian theological approach which increasingly placed an 
emphasis on the individual’s need for divine grace, and the inadequacy of unaided human acts 
of righteousness.  

As we have seen, Narsai in particular is interested in the consequences of humanity as a 
whole possessing and struggling with an innate yaṣrā, but some other texts mention it in 
association with perceived enemies of the church. The Syriac translator of Eusebius’ Martyrs 
of Palestine—a translation produced before 411 CE—used it of a pagan judge putting 
Christians to death:60 
 

ܘܗ̣ܘ   ܩܪܒܘܗܝ.  ܘܠܕܝ̇ܢܐ  ܩܣܛܘܢ�ܐ  ܠܒܟܘܗܝ 
ܕܝ̇ܢܐ ܡܕܡ ܕܐܬܚܫܒ ܗܘܐ ܝܨܪܗ ܒܝܫܐ ܦܩܕ  

 ܘܠܢܘܪܐ ܢܓܝܪܬܐ ܐܦ ܠܗܢܐ ܐܫܠ̣ܡ ܗܘܐ.  

The officers seized [Julianos] and took him before the judge. And 
that judge commanded that which his evil yaṣrā conceived, and 
they delivered this man also to a slow fire.  

 
Narsai himself applies it to heretics in his homily on the Evangelists:61 

 
ܘ: ǌƾܼǞ ܗ̄ܘ̣ܵ ܿƦܼǤܼǇܸ ƣǞܹƾܼƷ

ܵ
ǯ ǜܪƥܵ ܕܗܼܿ ܿƽܼ ܼܬƲܼǢƾܼƧܼƦ They were tested through the evil yaṣrā of the heretics  

ǤǇ ƣܵƽƢܼܿ ܕܼܿ 
ܿ
ǖܼ ƤǤܿƵ ܿǊܼ ƱǄܹ ǌƾܼƵǄ.Ƥ Ʋܼǋǈܵƽܬܼܵ  .who tear asunder the beautiful robe of the faith ܕܗܼܿ

 
A far more common use is to apply it to the Jews, both the Israel of old, and the opponents 

of Jesus. To some extent this simply echoes Deut. 31.21, but of course it also went hand in 
 

59  Mingana, Narsai Doctoris Syri Homiliae et Carmina, vol. 1, 164.11. 
60  W. Cureton, History of the Martyrs in Palestine, by Eusebius, Bishop in Caesarea, Discovered in a Very 

Ancient Syriac Manuscript (London: Williams and Norgate, 1861), 47.20. 
61  Mar Eshai Shimun XXIII, (ed.), Homilies of Mar Narsai (San Francisco: Patriarchal Press, 1970), 231. The 

homily is no. 9 in Mingana’s list of Narsai’s homilies: see Mingana, Narsai Doctoris Syri Homiliae et 
Carmina, vol. 1, 26. 
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hand with a Christian polemic which claimed that the Jews wilfully refused to acknowledge 
that Jesus was the Messiah and the Son of God, an act which was itself seen as just one episode 
in a long history of continuous rebellion against God. The earliest example of this in Syriac is 
to be found in the third-century Acts of Thomas:62  
 

 .And Israel was not persuaded because of their evil yaṣrā .ܘ� ܐܬܛܦܝܣ ܐܝܣܪܐܝܠ ܡܛܠ ܝܨܪܗܘܢ ܒܝܼܫܐ 
 

And it appears again in the following century in Aphrahat (Dem. 19):63 
 

  And because God knew their evil yaṣrā . ܘܡܛܠ ܕܝܕܥ ܗܘܐ ܐܠܗܐ ܝܨܪܗܘܢ ܒܝܫܐ
 .he did not compel them to go up from Babylon .� ܐܠܨ ܐܢܘܢ ܕܢܣܩܘܢ ܡܢ ܒܒܠ

 
This rather depressing use of yaṣrā in anti-Jewish polemic clearly became such a standard 

trope that it could lend itself to whimsical satire. The learned Church of the East catholicos 
Timothy I (d. 823) made unexpected play with the concept of ‘the bitterness of the yaṣrā of the 
Jews’ (a phrase that again clearly derives from 4 Macc 3.4) in one of his letters:64 
 
ܨƣƧƾǄ܇    ǌǇ̣  ƣǓܘܕܐܪ  ƣƾǈǡܕ  ǌǇ̇  ƣǋƸǄƲǡܕ ܐƱܼǊܘ 
 ǌǇ̇ ƣǋƸǄƲǡ .ƣƽܘ̈ܕƱƽܕ ƥܪǜƽ ܘܬǠƽǠǇ ǌǇ̣ ǌƽܕ ƣƧƾǄܨ
  ƣƽܘ̈ܕƱƽܕ  ƥܪǜƽ ǠƽǠǇܘܬ   ǌǇ̣  ƣƵƾǢǇܕ  ǆǁ ǆǓܕ ƥܐܪ
ܐܬƯǅƽ. ܘܐܢ ǠƽǠǇܘܬ ǜƽܪǌǇ̇ ƥ ܕƱƽܘ̈ܕƤǤǅǓ ƣƽ ܗ̣ܝ  

  ƤǤǅǓ  ǌƽܕ  ƣƧƾǄܨ ܕǌƽ  ܕܨƣƧƾǄ܇   ƤܬƲǇ ܕƲǇܬƤ܇ 
  ƤܬƲǂǅǇܗ̣ܝ ܕ ƤǤǅǓ ǌƽܕ ƤǤǈƾǝ ܇ƤǤǈƾǝܕ ƤǤǅǓ
 ǆǁ ǌǇܼܗܼܝ ܕ ƤǤƧƷ ƣƾǈǡܕ ǌƽܕ ƤܬƲǂǅǇ ܇ƣƾǈǡܕ
  ǌǇ̣  ƣƵƾƧǡܕ ܗ̇ܝ   ǌƽƯǇܿ  ƥܐܪ  ƤǤƧƷܕ ܘƣƾǅǔǇ܇   ƣǇܪ
ǆǁ܇ ǠƽǠǇܘܬ ǜƽܪƥ ܕƱƽܘ̈ܕƣƽ ܐǠƽǠǇ .ƤǤǅǓ Ʊ̇ƽǤƽܘܬ  

 .ƣƽܬܘܕǤǇܘ Ʊ̇ƽǤƽܐ ƤǤǢƾƦ ǌƽܕ ƥܪǜƽ 

If authority over heaven and earth is due to the cross, yet the cross 
is due to the bitterness of the yaṣrā of the Jews, then the authority 
of Christ over all was born from the bitterness of the yaṣrā of the 
Jews. And if the bitterness of the yaṣrā of the Jews is the cause of 
the cross, and the cross is the cause of death, and death is the cause 
of the resurrection, and the resurrection is the cause of the kingdom 
of heaven, and the kingdom of heaven is a good thing that is exalted 
and raised up above all, so then the bitterness of the yaṣrā of the 
Jews is the cause of a good thing that is most glorious. The 
bitterness of the yaṣrā then is an evil, and one to be praised! 

 
Occasionally, as in the acts of the Persian Martyrs, this hostile sense is played with by 

Christian authors, so that Christian martyrs, such as Martha daughter of Pusai,65 are reproached 
by their Iranian judges for their stubborn and wilful yaṣrā:66 
 
  ƣǄܸܵܐ :ƿǁܼƲܼƦܼ ǃܼƽ ܐܼܿ ǜܪƿǁܼܹ ܐܼܿ ܿƾܼƦ ƿܼǇƲܼǝܬ ƣǄܵ ܝǤ̄ܿǊ ܘܗƣǡܵܵ ܐܼܿ

  ǆǁܼܕ ƥǠܵǇܵ :ƣ ̈ǂܹǅ ܿǇܼ ǃܼǅܸǇ ܪƲܿƧܼǡܵܕ ƣǋܵܵƾƦܼܸܝ ܨƯܼƧܸǓ.ǌܵƾǋ̈ǖܸ 
And now you [Martha], do not persist in your yaṣrā like your father, 
but do the will of Shapur the King of Kings and Lord of all the 
quarters [of the earth].  

 

 
62  W. Wright, (ed.), Apocryphal Acts of the Apostles, Edited from Syriac Manuscripts in the British Museum and 

Other Libraries (London: Williams and Norgate, 1871), 240. 
63  Parisot, Aphraatis Sapientis Persae Demonstrationes, 848.21. 
64  O. Braun, (ed.), Timothei patriarchae I epistulae (CSCO 74; Louvain: Secrétariat du CorpusSCO, 1914), 

Letter 2.7, 70.21. 
65  The martyrdom of Martha occurred in the late fourth century, and was known in Greek to the historian 

Sozomen (d. ca. 450). The oldest surviving Syriac manuscripts to contain the text date to the eleventh and 
twelfth centuries. See Sebastian Brock, ‘A Guide to the Persian Martyr Acts’, in his The History of the Holy 
Mar Maʿin (Piscataway: Gorgias Press, 2008), 77-125.   

66  P. Bedjan, (ed.), Acta martyrum et sanctorum, vol. 2 (Paris / Leipzig: Otto Harrassowitz, 1891), 235.4. 
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In attempting this introductory survey to the concept and use of yaṣrā in Syriac literature, 
including numerous authors and texts spread over a thousand years, there is clearly a danger of 
overlooking key passages and themes, and regional or temporal variations. Nevertheless, it 
seems reasonable to draw several provisional conclusions from the material presented.  

1. Yaṣrā is a loan word in Syriac that ultimately derives from Hebrew, and was first 
introduced into Syriac by biblical translators of Jewish origin, for whom this was a key concept 
that could not be expressed in native Syriac vocabulary.  

2. In addition to Gen 6.5, 8.21, and Deut 31.21, the Syriac translation of the Hebrew of Ben 
Sira 15.14, 17.31, 21.11, and of the Greek of 4 Macc 3.4, also played a key role in establishing 
the early Syriac understanding of yaṣrā, including the possibility that it could be restrained or 
subdued through righteous behaviour.  

3. The prolonged contact of Syriac Christian scholars with Jewish exegetes, and the 
occasional conversion of Jews to Christianity in Mesopotamia, leaves open the possibility that 
Syriac Christian understanding of yaṣrā did not develop in total isolation from the developing 
Jewish ideology of yetzer, but evidence for this specific influence is limited (perhaps to one 
passage in Narsai). Nevertheless, within Syriac texts yaṣrā has its own distinctive development 
within the context of Christian exegesis and theology.  

4. There is no evidence in Syriac sources that Syriac writers knew of the possibility of there 
being two yetzarim, a good yetzer and an evil yetzer.67 Only a single yaṣrā is ever mentioned, 
and no passage has yet been found in Syriac which mentions a ‘good yaṣrā’, although the yaṣrā 
is sometimes said to be capable of effecting good behaviour.   

5. The earliest Syriac texts regard this yaṣrā as being morally neutral, capable of inspiring 
good or bad behaviour, and subject to restraint. This appears to have been combined with the 
belief that most commonly the yaṣrā provoked bad behaviour. By the medieval period the yaṣrā 
was normally treated as a source of evil. 

6. There is no evidence that Syriac sources particularly linked the yaṣrā to sexual 
misbehaviour.68  

7. Ironically, the Jewish concept of yetzer was later frequently used by Syriac Christians in 
polemical contexts to explain the wilfulness of the Jews in not accepting Jesus as the Messiah 
and Son of God.  

8. Syriac Christians believed strongly in the negative role played in the world by Satan and 
a great variety of demons, with no attempt to demythologize them, and so it is perhaps 

 
67  See Ishay Rosen-Zvi, ‘Two Rabbinic Inclinations? Rethinking a Scholarly Dogma’, Journal for the Study of 

Judaism 39 (2008), 513-539. 
68  Although Narsai’s negative attitude towards women leads him close to this: see Becker, ‘The “Evil 

Inclination” of the Jews’, 189. But compare Pieter W. van der Horst, ‘A Note on the Evil Inclination and 
Sexual Desire in Talmudic Literature’, in his Jews and Christians in their Graeco-Roman Context: Selected 
Essays on Early Judaism, Samaritanism, Hellenism, and Christianity (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2006), 59-
65; Ishay Rosen-Zvi, ‘Sexualising the Evil Inclination: Rabbinic ‘Yetzer’ and Modern Scholarship’, Journal 
of Jewish Studies 50 (2009), 264-281. 
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unsurprising that there seems to have been no attempt to personify the yaṣrā as in some Jewish 
texts.69  

9. From the fifth century on yaṣrā was far more popular in East Syriac writers than in West 
Syriac writers. Particularly notable in the former group is Narsai, for whom yaṣrā was a key 
anthropological and philosophical concept which helped to explain humanity’s tendency from 
the beginning to do that which was forbidden, and to explain why this tendency could not be 
overcome except with the aid of divine grace. By contrast, West Syriac writers such as Jacob 
of Sarug rejected any concept which undermined the autonomy of human free will and divine 
justice, or which suggested that in God’s creation of humanity He inbuilt a tendency for humans 
to sin. Jacob, and others in his tradition, thus prefer to talk of human will, ṣebyānā, rather than 
yaṣrā.  
 
 

  

 
69  In poetic texts Ephrem, for example, was perfectly happy to personify Sin and Death for rhetorical purposes 

(see HNis 41, 53), and Narsai could portray his own yaṣrā speaking against him in a lawsuit: see A. Mingana, 
(ed.), Narsai Doctoris Syri Homiliae et Carmina, vol. 1, 167.10; and for an English translation of the opening 
passage, see Becker, ‘The “Evil Inclination” of the Jews’, 184. 
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Appendix: Key Biblical Citations 
 
A. Yaṣrā in the Peshiṭta 
 
Genesis 6.5: 
MT וַיַּרְא יְהוָה כִּי רַבָּה רָעַת הָאָדָם בָּאָרֶץ וְכָל־יֵצֶר מַחְשְׁבֹת לִבּוֹ רַק רַע כָּל־הַיּוֹם׃ 
 And the LORD saw that the wickedness of man was great in the earth, and every 

inclination of the thoughts of his heart was only evil all the day. 
SyrP  ̣ܝܘܡ  ܒܟܠ  ܒܝܫ  ܕܠܒܗ ܕܡܚܫܒܬܐ ܝܨܪܐ  ܘܟܠ .ܒܐܪܥܐ ܕܐܢܫܐ ܒܝܫܬܐ  ܕܣܓܝܬ ܡܪܝܐ ܙܐܘܚ . 
 And the Lord saw that the wickedness of man had increased in the earth, and every 

inclination of the thought of his heart was evil on every day. 
LXX Ἰδὼν δὲ κύριος ὁ θεὸς ὅτι ἐπληθύνθησαν αἱ κακίαι τῶν ἀνθρώπων ἐπὶ τῆς γῆς καὶ πᾶς 

τις διανοεῖται ἐν τῇ καρδίᾳ αὐτοῦ ἐπιμελῶς ἐπὶ τὰ πονηρὰ πάσας τὰς ἡμέρας. 
 And the Lord God, having seen that the wicked actions of men were multiplied 

upon the earth, and every one in his heart was intently brooding on evil things all 
the days. 

SyrH70   ܒܠܒܗ ܝܨܝܦܐܝܬ ܥܠ    ܡܬܚܫܒܟܕ ܕܝܢ ܚܙܐ ܡܪܝܐ ܐܠܗܐ ܕܣܓܝ ܒܝܫ̈ܬܐ ܕܒܢ̈ܝܢܫܐ ܥܠ ܐܪܥܐ܆ ܘܟܠܢܫ
 ܒܝܫ̈ܬܐ ܟܠܗܘܢ ܝܘ̈ܡܬܐ. 

 And the Lord God, having seen that the wicked actions of men were multiplied 
upon the earth, and every one in his heart was intently brooding on evil things all 
the days. 

 
Genesis 8.21b: 
MT ֹאָדָם וַיּאֹמֶר יְהוָה אֶל־לִבּו אֲדָמָה בַּעֲבוּר הָֽ  כִּי יֵצֶר לֵב הָאָדָם רַע מִנְּעֻרָיו  לאֹ־אֹסִף לְקַלֵּל עוֹד אֶת־הָֽ
 And the LORD said in his heart, ‘I will not yet again curse the ground because of 

man, for the inclination of man’s heart is evil from his youth...’ 
SyrP ܕܒܪ   ܕܠܒܗ   ܕܝܨܪܐ  ܡܛܠ .  ܐܢܫܐ  ܒܪ   ܡܛܠ  �ܪܥܐ  ܠܡܠܛܗ̇   ܬܘܒ  ܐܘܣܦ  �   .ܒܠܒܗ  ܡܪܝܐ   ܘܐܡ݂ܪ  

 . ܛܠܝܘܬܗ  ܡܢ  ܒܝܫ ܐܢܫܐ
 And the Lord said in his heart, ‘I will not yet again curse the ground because of 

man, for the inclination of man’s heart is evil from his youth...’ 
LXX καὶ εἶπεν κύριος ὁ θεὸς διανοηθείς Οὐ προσθήσω ἔτι τοῦ καταράσασθαι τὴν γῆν 

διὰ τὰ ἔργα τῶν ἀνθρώπων, ὅτι ἔγκειται ἡ διάνοια τοῦ ἀνθρώπου ἐπιμελῶς ἐπὶ τὰ 
πονηρὰ ἐκ νεότητος· 

 And the Lord God having deliberated, said, ‘I will not yet again curse the earth 
because of the works of men, because the mind of man is intently fixed upon evil 
things from youth...’ 

SyrH   ܡܛܠ ܕܒܢܝ̈ܢܫܐ܇  ܥܒ̈ܕܐ  ܡܛܠ  �ܪܥܐ  ܬܘܼܒ  ܠܡܠܛ  ܐܘܣܦ   � ܐܬܚܫܒ  ܟܕ  ܐܠܗܐ  ܡܪܝܐ  ܘܐܡܪ 
 ܕܒܪܢܫܐ ܥܠ ܒ̈ܝܼܫܬܐ ܡܢ ܛܠܝܘܼܬܐ ܕܝܠܗ. ܬܪܥܝܬܗܕܣܝܼܡܐ ܗܝܼ 

 And the Lord God having deliberated, said, ‘I will not yet again curse the earth 
because of the works of men, because the mind of man is fixed upon evil things 
from his youth...’ 

CPA71   ܘܐܡ� ܡܪܐ ܐܠܗܐ܀ ܐܬܚܫܒܝܬ ܕ� ܝܘܣܦ ܕܝܠܘܛ ܐܪ̈ܥܐ ܠܓܠܠ ܥܘܒܕܝܗܘܢ ܕܒܢܝܢܫܐ܀ ܕܡܬ̇ܩܢܐ
 ܕܒ�ܢܫܐ ܝܨܝܦܐܝܬ̇ ܥܠ ܒܝܫܬ̇ܐ ܡܢ ܛܠܝܘܬ̇ܗ܀ ܚܫܒܬ̇ܗܗܝ 

 
70  The Syro-hexaplaric translation was produced by Paul of Tella and other West Syriac scholars around 617 CE. 

Many books of this translation have been totally or partially lost. This passage is cited from P. de Lagarde, 
Veteris Testamenti graeci in sermonem syriacum versi fragmenta octo, included in his Bibliothecae syriacae 
(Göttingen, 1892).  

71  This passage from the Christian Palestinian Aramaic Old Testament version (translated from the Septuagint) 
is the only one of these key passages to survive. See A.S. Lewis, A Palestinian Syriac Lectionary containing 
lessons from the Pentateuch, Job, Proverbs, Prophets, Acts, and Epistles (Studia Sinaitica VI; London: Cambridge 
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 And the Lord God said, ‘I have deliberated that I will not again curse the earth 
because of the works of men, because the mind of man is intently fixed upon evil 
things from his youth...’ 

 
Deuteronomy 31.21a: 
MT   כִּי לאֹ תִשָּׁכַח מִפִּי זַרְעוֹ   לְפָנָיו לְעֵדוְעָנְתָה הַשִּׁירָה הַזּאֹת    וְהָיָה כִּי־תִמְצֶאןָ אֹתוֹ רָעוֹת רַבּוֹת וְצָרוֹת

 כִּי יָדַעְתִּי אֶת־יִצְרוֹ אֲשֶׁר הוּא עֹשֶׂה הַיּוֹם 
 And when many evils and troubles come upon him, this song will speak up before 

him as a witness, because it will not be forgotten from the mouth of his offspring, 
for I know his inclination which he does today. 

SyrP ܕ�.  ܠܣܗܕܘܬܐ  ܩܕܡܝܗܘܢ   ܗܕܐ  ܬܫܒܘܚܬܐ  ܬܩܪܐ  ܐ ̈ܣܓܝܐܬ  ܝܫܬܐ̈ܒ  ܐܢܘܢ  ܕܡ݁ܛܝ  ܘܠܡܐ  
 . ܝܘܡܢܐ ܗܪܟܐ  ܕܥܒܕܝܢ ܘܟܠ ܝܨܪܗܘܢ ܐܢܐ  ܕܝܕܥ݁  ܡܛܠ .ܕܙܪܥܗܘܢ ܦܘܡܐ ܡܢ  ܬܬܛܥܐ

 And when many evils come upon them, this song will cry out before them as a 
witness, because it will not be forgotten from the mouth of his offspring, for I know 
their inclination and all which they do here today. 

LXX καὶ ἀντικαταστήσεται ἡ ᾠδὴ αὕτη κατὰ πρόσωπον μαρτυροῦσα, οὐ γὰρ μὴ ἐπιλησθῇ 
ἀπὸ στόματος αὐτῶν καὶ ἀπὸ στόματος τοῦ σπέρματος αὐτῶν· ἐγὼ γὰρ οἶδα τὴν 
πονηρίαν αὐτῶν, ὅσα ποιοῦσιν ὧδε σήμερον 

 And this song will resist, bearing witness before (them), for it will not be forgotten 
from their mouth or from the mouth of their offspring, for I know their evil, what 
they do here today 

 
Ben Sira 15.14: 
Heb. אלהים מבראשית ברא אדם וישתיהו ביד חותפו ויתנהו ביד יצרו׃ 
 God created man from the beginning, and put him into the hand of his plunderer, 

and gave him into the hand of his inclination. 
SyrP ܝܨܪܗܘܢ ܒܝܕ  ܐܢܘܢ ܘܐܫܠܡ  ܒܢܝܢ̈ܫܐ ܒܪܐ  ܒܪܫܝܬ  ܡܢ ܐܠܗܐ 
 God created men from the beginning, and handed them into the hand of their 

inclination. 
LXX αὐτὸς ἐξ ἀρχῆς ἐποίησεν ἄνθρωπον καὶ ἀφῆκεν αὐτὸν ἐν χειρὶ διαβουλίου αὐτοῦ. 
 He made man from the beginning, and left him in the hand of his counsel 

 
Ben Sira 17.31: 
Heb. LAC 
SyrP ܡܛܘܠ   .ܝܨܪܗ  ܟ̇ܒܫ  ܕ�  ܒܪܢܫܐ  ܗܟܢܐ ܗܘ  ܚܫܘܟܐ܆  ܠܗ  ܗ̇ܘܐ  ܘܗ̣   ܫܡܫܐ ܐܦ  ܕܥ̣ܒܪ ܐܝܡܡܐ ܡܢ  ܡܐ  

 ܘܕܡܐ ܗܘ ܕܒܣܪܐ
 When the daytime moves beyond (the time of) the sun, even it will possess darkness; 

so also that man who does not subdue his inclination, because he is flesh and blood. 
LXX τί φωτεινότερον ἡλίου; καὶ τοῦτο ἐκλείπει· καὶ πονηρὸν ἐνθυμηθήσεται σὰρξ καὶ αἷμα. 
 What is brighter than the sun? Yet this fails, and flesh and blood will ponder evil. 

 
Ben Sira 21.11: 
Heb. LAC 
SyrP ܡܕܡ  ܠܗ ܢܚܣܪ � �ܠܗܐ ܘܕܕܚܠܪܗ ܝܨ ܠܨܐ̇  ܢܡܘܣܐ ܕܢ̇ܛܪ 
 He who keeps the law restrains his inclination, and he who fears God will lack 

nothing. 
 

University Press, 1897), 94. The standard critical edition of the CPA Old Testament, C. Müller-Kessler and M. 
Sokoloff, The Christian Palestinian Aramaic Old Testament and Apocrypha Version from the Early Period 
(CCPA I; Groningen, 1997), excludes all texts copied after the eighth century, and so excludes the majority of 
the evidence for the CPA Old Testament. There is no surviving evidence that yaṣrā was used in CPA. 
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LXX Ὁ φυλάσσων νόμον κατακρατεῖ τοῦ ἐννοήματος αὐτοῦ, καὶ συντέλεια τοῦ φόβου 
κυρίου σοφία. 

 He who keeps the law controls his thought,72 and the perfection of the fear of the 
Lord is wisdom. 

 
4 Maccabees 3.4: 
LXX κακοήθειάν τις ὑμῶν οὐ δύναται ἐκκόψαι, ἀλλὰ τὸ μὴ καμφθῆναι τῇ κακοηθείᾳ δύναιτ᾿ 

ἂν ὁ λογισμὸς συμμαχῆσαι· 
 No one of you can cut down malice, but reason can fight alongside to prevent (your) 

yielding to malice. 
SyrP  ܪܥܝܢܐ ܕܢܬܠ ܠܗ ܐ̣ܝܕܐ ܕܡܢܗ � ܢܬܚܣܢ ܐ ܐ� ܡ̣ܨ  ܐܢܫ ܕܡܢܗ ܢܢܟܪܐ. ܐ � ܡ̣ܨ ܝܨܪܐ ܡܪܝܪܘܬ. 
 No man can remove from himself bitterness of inclination, but the mind can give 

him a hand so that he not be overpowered by it. 
 
 
 
B. Other passages 
 
Gen 2.7: 
Heb. אָדָם אֱ�הִים יְהוָה וַיִּיצֶר  מִן־הָאֲדָמָה עָפָר אֶת־הָֽ
 And the LORD God formed [YṢR] man/Adam, dust from the earth 
SyrP  ̣ܐܕܡܬܐ ܡܢ  ܥܦܪܐ �ܕܡ ܐܠܗܐ ܡܪܝܐ  ܠܘܓܒ. 
 And the Lord God formed [GBL] man/Adam, dust from the earth 
LXX καὶ ἔπλασεν ὁ θεὸς τὸν ἄνθρωπον χοῦν ἀπὸ τῆς γῆς 
 And God formed man, dust from the earth 
CPA73 ܐܠܗܐ ܠܒ�ܢܫܐ ܪܒܘܚ ܡܢ ܐܪܥܐ܀ ܘܓܒܠ 
 And God formed man, dust from the earth 

 
Isa 26.3a: 
Heb. שָׁלוֹם  תִּצֹּר סָמוּ� יֵצֶר 
 The steadfast yetzer you will keep in peace 
SyrP )2...  ܠܡܐܫ ܠܢ ܛܪܬ . ܒܫܪܪܐ ܛܪܕܢ̇   3 )ܗܝܡܢܘܬܐ ܛܪܕܢ̇ . ܙܕܝܩܐ ܥܡܐ ܢܥܘܠ . 
 (2... The righteous people will enter in who keep the faith), 3 who keep (it) in truth. 

You will keep peace for us... 
LXX (2... εἰσελθάτω λαὸς φυλάσσων δικαιοσύνην καὶ φυλάσσων ἀλήθειαν,) 3 

ἀντιλαμβανόμενος ἀληθείας καὶ φυλάσσων εἰρήνην. 
 (2... a people will enter that keeps righteousness and keeps the truth), 3 that lays 

hold of truth and that keeps peace 
 
Isa 29.16: 
Heb. )15    ...י נוּ׃ וּמִ֥ ב הַיֹּצֵר אִם־כְּחֹמֶר הַפְכְּכֶם  16  )יוֹדְעֵֽ  אָמַר וְיֵצֶר עָשָׂנִי לאֹ לְעֹשֵׂהוּ מַעֲשֶׂה כִּי־יאֹמַר יֵֽחָשֵׁ֑

 הֵבִין׃ לאֹ לְיוֹצְרוֹ
 (15 “... or who knows us ?”) 16 Your perversity shall be reckoned as the potter’s clay, 

for shall the work say to its maker, “He did not make me”, or shall the thing 
fashioned say to its fashioner, “He had no understanding”? 

SyrP )15...   ܕܐ ܥܒ̇  ܪܐܡ̇  ܕܠܡܐ. ܐܢܬܘܢ ܚܫܝܒܝܢ  ܕܦܚܪܐ ܛܝܢܐ  ܐܝܟ. ܗܦܟܝܢܢܡܬ ܡܢܐ 16  )ܕܥܝ̇  ܘܡܢ̣  ܐܘ 
 .ܓܒܠܬܢܝ � ܕܚܟܝܡܐܝܬ. ܠܓܒܘܠܗ̇  ܪܐܐܡ̇  ܘܓܒܝܠܬܐ. ܥܒܕܬܢܝ � ܠܥܒܘܕܗ

 
72  Or ‘grasps its concept’ ? 
73  Lewis, A Palestinian Syriac Lectionary, 83. 
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 (15 “... or who knows) 16 what we are doing?” You shall be reckoned as the potter’s 
clay, for shall the work say to its maker, “You did not make me”, or shall the thing 
fashioned say to its fashioner, “You did not fashion me with wisdom”? 

LXX (15 ...καὶ τίς ἡμᾶς γνώσεται ἢ ἃ ἡμεῖς ποιοῦμεν;) 16 οὐχ ὡς ὁ πηλὸς τοῦ κεραμέως 
λογισθήσεσθε; μὴ ἐρεῖ τὸ πλάσμα τῷ πλάσαντι Οὐ σύ με ἔπλασας; ἢ τὸ ποίημα τῷ 
ποιήσαντι Οὐ συνετῶς με ἐποίησας; 

 (15 “... or who knows us or what we are doing?”) 16 Shall you not be regarded as the 
potter’s clay? Shall the thing fashioned say to the one who fashioned it, “You did 
not fashion me”, or the thing made to the one who made it, “You made me with no 
understanding”? 

 
Hab 2.18b: 
Heb. אִלְּמִים׃ אֱלִילִים לַעֲשׂוֹת  עָלָיו יִצְרוֹ יֹצֵר בָטַח כִּי 
 For the fashioner trusts in his fashioned thing to make dumb idols! 
SyrP ܐܚܪܫ ܦܬܟܪܐ ܠܡܥܒܕ. ܥܠܘܗܝ ܕܐܘܡܢܗ ܠܒܐ  ܕܐܬܬܟܠ. 
 For the heart of its craftsman trusts in it to make a dumb idol! 
LXX ὅτι πέποιθεν ὁ πλάσας ἐπὶ τὸ πλάσμα αὐτοῦ τοῦ ποιῆσαι εἴδωλα κωφά. 
 For the fashioner trusts in his fashioned thing to make dumb idols! 

 
Ps 103.14: 
Heb. ּכִּי־הוּא יָדַע יִצְרֵנוּ זָכוּר כִּי־עָפָר אֲנָֽחְנו 
 For he knows our fashioning, he remembers that we are dust. 
SyrP ܚܢܢ ܕܥܦܪܐ ܕܟܪܐܬ ܓܒܝܠܬܢ܂ ܕܥ ܝ̇  ܘܕܗ̣  ܡܛܠ. 
 For he knows our fashioning, he remembers that we are dust. 
LXX ὅτι αὐτὸς ἔγνω τὸ πλάσμα ἡμῶν· μνήσθητι ὅτι χοῦς ἐσμεν. 
 Because he knew our fashioning. Remember that we are dust! 

 
1 Chr 28.9b: 
Heb. מֵבִין מַחֲשָׁבוֹת ־יֵצֶרוְכָל  יְהוָה דּוֹרֵשׁ כָל־לְבָבוֹת כִּי 
 for the LORD searches all hearts, and understands every inclination of the 

thoughts. 
SyrP ܡܣܬܟܠ ܒܪܥܝܢܗܘܢ ܢܫܐ ̈ܒܢܝ ܕܡܬܪܥܝܢ ܘܟܠ. ܡܪܝܐ ܕܥܝ̇  ܒܠܒܐ ܕܐܝܬ ܕܟܠ ܡܛܠ. 
 for the LORD knows everything that is in the heart, and understands everything 

which humans think in their thought. 
LXX ὅτι πάσας καρδίας ἐτάζει κύριος καὶ πᾶν ἐνθύμημα γιγνώσκει· 
 for the Lord searches all hearts, and knows every thought 

 
1 Chr 29.18: 
Heb. לְבַב מַחְשְׁבוֹת לְיֵצֶר לְעוֹלָם שֳׁמְרָה־זּאֹת � י�׃ לְבָבָם וְהָכֵן עַמֶּ֑  אֵלֶֽ
 (O LORD God...) keep this for ever in the inclination of the thoughts of your 

people’s heart, and direct their heart toward you. 
SyrP ܠܒܢ  ܘܐܬܩܢ. ܩܕܡܝܟ ܢܚܛܐ ܕ�  ܒܝܫܬܐ ܡܢ  ܠܒܢ  ܘܐܦܢܐ. ܠܥܠܡ ܠܢ  ܕܐܫܬܘܕܝܬ ܟܘܠܗܝܢ ܗܠܝܢ  ܛܪ 

 . ܗܟܢܐ ܘܐܡܪܬ ܥܢܝܬ ܕܘܝܕ ܐܢܐ . ܠܕܚܠܬܟ
 (O Lord God...) keep all these things that you have promised us for ever, and turn 

our heart away from evil so that we might not sin before you, and direct our heart 
toward fear of you. I, David, answered and spoke thus. 

LXX φύλαξον ταῦτα ἐν διανοίᾳ καρδίας λαοῦ σου εἰς τὸν αἰῶνα καὶ κατεύθυνον τὰς 
καρδίας αὐτῶν πρὸς σέ. 

 (O Lord God...) keep these things for ever in the thought of your people’s heart, and 
direct their hearts toward you. 
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