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The Syriac term yasrd (<3 <, li2), ‘inclination’, ‘urge’, ‘wilfulness’, and its use in Syriac texts,
has not until recently been the subject of any detailed study,! 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 (1¥?).

As will be evident, Syriac yasra is a cognate of Hebrew yetzer (yéser).? But in Syriac, as in
Aramaic more generally, there are no corresponding verbal forms from the root YSR, which in
Hebrew (Qal 1¥?) means ‘to form, fashion’. When the verbal root YSR is used in the Hebrew
Bible it is usually rendered in the Syriac Peshitta by GBL (‘to form, fashion’)* or by BR’ (‘to
create’),* although other verbal roots are also occasionally used.’ This led Noldeke to conclude,
as long ago as 1886, that Syriac yasra and the targumic Aramaic yisra (X7¥?) were both loan
words from Hebrew, and Sokoloff’s various dictionaries of Aramaic and Syriac agree with this
judgement.” It is less clear, however, whether Syriac yasra 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 ka@hna (Levitical priest), kumra (non-Levitical priest), and

‘orayta (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 Peshitta Old Testament
translated from Hebrew by multiple Hebrew-reading scholars who also incorporated various
haggadic and halakhic elements,® and who are thus likely to have been Jewish or of Jewish
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origin,’ 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.'® This raises
the possibility, prima facie, that early Syriac Christian understanding of yasra reflected
contemporary Jewish use of the term in Mesopotamia.

The starting point for a study of Syriac usage of yasra is the small collection of biblical
passages in the Peshitta 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 yasra
renders Hebrew yetzer. It 1s also found in three passages in Ben Sira, which was included in
the Peshitta biblical canon, and was translated into Syriac from Hebrew (rather than Greek).'!
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 yasra 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 yasra.
While the Genesis passages emphasise the habitual and protracted wickedness of the human
vasra, Sira 17.31 introduces the possibility that the yasra can be subdued (kbas)—and this I
presume is also the origin of the rabbinic tradition that the yetzer can be subdued (¥25)—and
Sira 21.11 states that the one who keeps the law restrains ( ‘ales) his yasra.

There are no passages where the Peshitta translates from Hebrew and uses yasra without
yetzer being found in the underlying Hebrew passage. However, there are several passages
where the Hebrew biblical text has yetzer, but the Peshitta does not use yasra. In Isa 26.3 the
structure of the Hebrew proved problematic for the Peshitta 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, gbilta (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
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translation ‘inclination” would be justifiable, and so one might have expected to see Syriac
yasra. 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.'?

The presence of yasra in some Peshitta translations of Hebrew biblical books clearly raises
the issue of the dating of these translations. The Peshitta 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.'? 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 Peshitta manuscripts date to the
fifth century, but all of the biblical books, including Ben Sira, are cited in their Peshitta 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 Peshitta 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 Peshitta version.'* 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,'> 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 Peshitta text, rather than following the underlying Greek.'® This suggests that
the Peshitta 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.
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One further Syriac biblical passage needs to be mentioned here, 4 Maccabees 3.4, since it
too includes yasra, in the form 4 o Wowis (marirut yasra), ‘bitterness of yasra’, which
renders xaxoyfeiav, ‘bad character, malignity’ (see the Appendix for the texts). 4 Maccabees
was translated from Greek into Syriac, perhaps by the early fourth century,!” and is included
in the Syriac biblical canon in manuscripts such as 7al.'® 4 Macc 3.4 observes that the yasra
cannot be removed, but the mind (re yana) can help prevent it from overpowering the
individual.

So yasra is not used in the Peshitta 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
vetzer, 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)’." 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 yasra in the
Peshitta 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 yasra 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.?

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. Garcia Martinez 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 Peshitta Institute’s List of Old Testament Peshitta
Manuscripts (Preliminary Issue) (Leiden: Brill, 1961) 110, 114.

P.W. van der Horst, ‘Evil Inclination y7n 28>’ in K. van der Toorn et alii (eds), Dictionary of Deities and
Demons in the Bible (2™ 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.

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 yasra in Syriac sources:

TEXT / AUTHOR DATE NUMBER OF USES NOTED CHURCH | ALL?
Peshitta O.T. c. II/1II 7 (3 in Torah; 3 in Ben Sira; 1 in v
4 Macc.)
Acts of Thomas c. 111 2 4
Aphrahat fl. 337-345 | 7 v
Ephrem d.373 16 (3inC.Gen.)?*! v
Liber Graduum late ¢. IV 4 v
Titus of Bostra (trans.) pre 411 2 v
Eusebius, Martyrs of pre 411 1 v
Palestine (trans.)
Persian Martyr Acts earlyc.V. |3 x
Isaac of Antioch c.V 9 x
Life of Rabbula c.V 1 W v
Barsauma of Nisibis c.V 1 E x
Narsai d. 502 255 E v
Jacob of Sarug d. 521 1 E x
Philoxenos of Mabbug d. 523 1 W x
Nestorius (trans.) c. VI 1 E x
Kalila w-Dimna (trans.) | c. VI 1 E x
Cyrus of Edessa mid c. VI 3 E x
Ishoyahb III d. 659 1 E x
Shemun d-Taybuteh latec. VI |2 E x
Iohannan bar Penkayé latec. VI |1 E x
Jacob of Edessa d. 708 2 W x
Timothy I d. 823 10 E x
Ishodadh of Merw midc.IX |8 (5inC. Gen) E v
Anton of Tagrit c. IX 1 W x
Bar Salibi d. 1171 10  (3inC. Gen, 2 in C. Ben Sira) W x
Michael the Syrian d. 1199 2 W v
John of Mosul d. 1281 2 E x
Barhebraeus d. 1286 4 W x
Abdisho bar Berika d. 1318 2 E x

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 yasra, and are not absolute. In some cases I have

been able to check through an entire text such as the Peshitta Old Testament or the Liber

Graduum, or through the entire published corpus of a writer, such as Aphrahat, Ephrem, and

Narsai.?? 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 yasra into Syriac. For example, an adjectival form ~3 o, yasrana, was produced
and used as early as the fifth century CE by the East Syriac poet Narsai (¢.399-c.502).% An
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so are noted in the table, though included in the totals for each author.
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In the case of Narsai I have also examined a number of unpublished texts, still in manuscript.
See A. Mingana, Narsai Doctoris Syri Homiliae et Carmina (Mosul, 1905), vol. 2, 94.6. The mid-tenth-century

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

lexicon of Bar Bahloul includes the adjectival form ~3 o, yasraya (R. Duval, ed., Lexicon syriacum auctore
Hassano Bar-Bahlule [Paris, 1888-1901] 849), but the apparatus of Duval reveals that other manuscripts of this




abstract noun ~%aii o, yasranuta, was used in the acts of the Church of the East synod of the
catholicos Mar Ezekiel, held in 576.2* Again, in the thirteenth century, Bar Hebraeus (d. 1286)
appears to have produced (or perhaps simply employed) a denominative verb, 1 wine, ‘etyasar,
(‘to act wilfully’, ‘to be inclined to act badly’).?* Finally, I have also excluded terminology
which may be thought to parallel or reflect the influence of yasra / yetzer, such as <fauly, o=,
mestalyanuta, ‘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 yasra 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,? no
Syriac New Testament text, in any version, includes mention of the yasra. 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 yasra is particularly
remarkable in its frequency, far outnumbering the use of the term in all other Syriac authors
combined.?’” 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.?

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

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

See J.B. Chabot, Synodicon orientale, ou recueil de synodes nestoriens (Paris, 1902), 122.8.

%5 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.

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

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.
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towards the good through righteous behaviour. In his Demonstration 14 he describes an ideal

wise and just individual:°
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[Understanding] depicts wonderful things in his heart,
and the eyes of his senses see across the oceans,

and all creatures are enclosed within his thought,

and his yasra is wide open to receive,

and he is the great temple of his Maker,

and the King on High enters and dwells in him.

Again, in his demonstration on fasting (Dem. 3), he writes:>°
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And one fasts from meat and wine

and certain foods;

and one fasts so as to make a fence for his mouth,
so as not to speak hateful words;

and one fasts from anger,

and subdues his yasra so as not to be defeated.

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

echoes Sira 21.11:3!
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And all their thoughts are set on their Lord

and they travel and journey on the way that is narrow and strait,
and they enter the strait gate of the kingdom,

they restrain their yasra to keep the Law.

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

21.15) he writes:*?
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There is one who finds an opportunity and acts presumptuously,
and there is another who resists and restrains his yasra,

one considers that judgement will be preserved,

and another that it will not even happen.

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

Graduum:*

RS SWEP I 17 L E T VA
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1894), 661.13.
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And everyone, to the extent that he seeks you, so he will find you.

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

Parisot, Aphraatis Sapientis Persae Demonstrationes, 100.1.
Parisot, Aphraatis Sapientis Persae Demonstrationes, 416.17.
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.), Nachtrige zu Ephraem Syrus (CSCO 363; Louvain:
Secrétariat du CorpusSCO, 1975), IV.305, 58.22.
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M. Kmosko, Liber Graduum (Patrologia Syriaca 1.3; Paris: Firmin-Didot, 1926), 333.4.



(ol B iy ..g\?, °‘£r: J&\,f 415 And to the extent that he restrains his yasra to keep the Law, so he
will grow great.

Bl O rom) yasy [uly asé  And as much as he increasingly humbles himself, so he will be
glorified.

And again:**

FETREIAS A 1}_;»0 o Jﬁ\ e\ | Butif you restrain your yasrd, and pray for the one who strikes you,

REJFS A wl el A Chasso & and make peace with him, you suffer with our Lord, and you will

ol Aol wihasso be glorified with him.

/lm Nv

This is not to suggest that the early Syriac writers underestimated the tendency of the human
yasra to incline towards evil. Ephrem, who wrote a commentary on Genesis and discussed the

=2 36

references to yasra there,* also regularly describes the ‘bitter yasra’,*® or, using the wording

of 4 Macc 3.4, the ‘bitterness of the yasra’. In the Sermon on Our Lord, for example, he wrote:*’

arsh heoy (i Jaam <om st an Although our Lord knew that that Pharisee had purposed evil

om maird Yurdums .eia ad ,mals  against him, he refuted him gently and not harshly. For sweetness

01 > Adsa by haals duhro o descended from on high to diminish the bitterness of our evil yasra.
- 2o (3 ) WhoLim canada

Ephrem could even describe the yasra as being like a serpent, coiled within each human
being:3®

2 o o), axls asas k> ano @i o His yasrd is coiled up within, his jealousy hisses constantly like a
e v serpent

And yet for Ephrem this yasra, 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’:°

R\ dahs Kom durd am ol For if there had been any blemish in the beings made by God, He
<1\ ala .wom s has «dis  would have created a new creation, and He would not have kept
.~am I\, s azo maaas) ,als 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), V1.6, 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), 111.45, 50.8; E. Beck, (ed.), Des heiligen Ephraem des Syrers Sermones, 111
(CSCO 320; Louvain: Secrétariat du CorpusSCO, 1972), 1V.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.

3 Tonneau, Sancti Ephraem Syri in Genesim et in Exodum commentarii, V1.7, 58.12.



the yasra, and it perhaps provides another explanation for the popularity of this concept within
Syriac literature.

A similar understanding of yasrd 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:*

»ino 301 s h (Ad i uins iiaes aa For also in the beginning, in Genesis, He said: ‘My Spirit

om mumio (i imon W= . o\ m  shall not reside in these people, because they are of flesh’,

o <hwmo s huddias e o1 @i e and ‘the yasra of man is intently fixed on wickedness from

<am 71 .ome us o als &3 o mdadl),  his youth’, and (here) He used the name yasra instead of

A A =] (i Mas iaw = ‘WIllY (sebyand). For this (reason) He blamed them from the

a0m gimahm B e & ol L oms om  beginning, for He would scarcely have blamed them if they
o isaom ol 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 .\ .au = EmpEA®G,
‘intently’). But as often with this translator, he was also influenced by his knowledge of the
Peshitta,*! and so rendered SiGvoia, ‘mind’, by yasra. Having done so, he then added a gloss
explaining that yasrd 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 Isho* bar ‘Ali*> and Abii’l-Hasan ibn Bahldl.** The latter reads:

Nlisage MLl 48805y Lis] .5 liZ  yasra i.e. will (sebyand) that behaves wickedly and impudently.

Closer examination, however, clearly reveals that there is a significant difference in their
glosses. For the translator of Titus of Bostra yasra 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 lohanni 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 a cause de quoi il les a blamés des le commencement’.

See A. Baumstark, ‘Das Problem der Bibelzitate in der syrischen Ubersetzungsliteratur’, Oriens Christianus
111.8 [30] (1933), 208-225; idem, ‘Die syrische Ubersetzung 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 a Alain Desreumaux (Paris: Geuthner, 2010), 373-382.

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,

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

41

42
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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).** 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 yasra
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 yasra is raised by an examination of Syriac texts which touch
upon the topic of the origin of the human yasra. 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 yasrd was included in God’s creation of the first humans. He writes (in Hom. 7):%

el adxd ol Mnd o wendit oAl You created him from the dust, as it pleased You,
S8 iy MNAG AN cialar csade  and together with his clay You mixed the longings of the weak yasra.
{Cwand TS i3 5a% x93 2w Your (Divine) Command compounded the weak yasra with his dust,
+idA= o et AaSi\ s 1w 8a  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 YSR, and this provides an obvious link
with yetzer for rabbinic exegetes. In the Peshitta, 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 yasra and this description of the creation of man. So either Narsai’s belief that the yasra
has been an integral part of the human being since the creation led him to link the yasra 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 yasra 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 yasra 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.*® They needed to be prepared and educated for the existence

4 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: 548, Lis; &5 .z iz
S Jze Lakal Mefiles Medall Sledes Jhsaz Jinel Assls Abisage M © yasrd, yasre. i.e. will (sebyana) that
behaves wickedly and impudently, such as anger, rage, threatening, fraud, profiteering, calumny, fury, censure.

4 A. Mingana, Narsai Doctoris Syri Homiliae et Carmina (Mosul, 1905), vol. 1, 131.16.

4 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
Narsai 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.
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which would follow their expulsion from Paradise, an event which the omniscient God

anticipated. So he writes (Hom. 36):*

wouime o ;—.‘?"A & -m-é:l He created Adam from the dirt, and called him His image,

fewade
Si8enassy 1398 Aawad erdS crade
toaAd mleim Miax o cuad L
#ih Sdxa tlenousss Liel ik
HAM e HAGES 5 tisan o
s18as AL 1has A2 haad ala
Hfendsy liad mbs Hiiia
ST (BaadN MalaN gl il mé qder
ey 18w el e 1
+oRld Ahea\ o\ Mphd 135 thasiy
23l 1L Lsn o 0851 EY
»omaxeids e BN o 1388 Mile
teedaSsal malil iy fies ys
o:~i.‘|'=§9a Xs 0199:655 el toos 1N,
tmil X Gioed o 33 imies
voR \idedy LAay i o 185 i
roaxeaty 1intnd X8 6l xs
ronad ey 18 wall 2158y dactz

and He made his dust in the likeness of the dust of mortality.

He placed this in the composition of his body from the beginning,

that he might travel in the path of mortality so as to demand life.

He did not decree the curses and the pains of childbirth out of anger,
And He did not bring death to mortals out of remorse.

The natural properties which He placed in the nature of mortality

He reformulated them as a threat, for the aid of humans.

He knew the dust of Adam before it came into being,

that death would unbind and put an end to the composition of his body.
It was clear to Him that he would surely sin through desire of the fruit,
and He knew the evil yasra of his discernment.

Through testing He wished to make his reason wise,

so that his discernment would not lack exercise.

Through the commandment He devised a means to teach Adam,

that he should keep the statute of the commandment of his Lord.
Through the tree the veil of his discernment was removed,

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):%

98 tad oSy plaxem adadhia wiMs dng

cqiiaga 25% ginle Mead §ix 23k, ad

il o thxem TN Tuoudih wal S
FWIACIANTUN RS FE RN SR RN
S2hish oAb ety (BN ol b

My mind made me repent, for I remembered that your evil is not of
(your) nature.

The creator created you free, and made you the master of your will,

and these two things are yours, to discern truth from deceit.

Lord, do not reckon this against me, that I rashly complained,

and accused the evil yasra 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 yasra 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.*’ He was also determined

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

création, 548.355.

Mingana, Narsai Doctoris Syri Homiliae et Carmina, vol. 1, 236.1.

See T. Bou Mansour, La théologie de Jacques de Saroug. Tome 1: Création, Anthropologie, Ecclésiologie et
Sacrements (Kaslik: Université Saint-Esprit, 1993).

48
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to affirm the reality of the freewill (hiruta) given to humanity—who were created as adults,
not children—and indeed to Satan and the demons.’® 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.’! 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’ (hiruta), and the neutral term ‘will’
(sebyana), and avoids using yasra—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 yasra is thus very instructive. In a homily on the Theotokos,
Mary, he writes:>

tead. tAae 183 Xas eilaN exas  He sanctified her body and made her without hateful desire,
+aa ol 1A0NoAx 14l AGE Guila b just as the virgin Eve was before she desired.

sAal o X 13 G AXMa i The sin which entered the house of Adam through the motions of
desire,
+ualy M3 xaamy Wlea i wdi  the Holy Spirit removed from her when he came to her.
‘lm 28l Waw adM3 tAd&eA & That addition which the serpent made, the evil yasra,
s1iasasaie Lkaan eilsaa it 335 he cleared away from her, and filled her with holiness and innocence.

From this passage it appears that Jacob considered that the yasra was a product of Satan’s
corruption of the original pure human nature.> In another passage> he refers to the serpent’s
venom corrupting the clay fashioned by God, and perhaps it is this that he has in mind.

iom mlay 1n0 L\ 3 i ,modued pa Adam was a vessel of clay, and when [God] had fashioned him,
<o) ool om ads lsa o ;s oy the serpent bit him, and since he was weak, he was corrupted.

Just as there was disagreement over the origins of the yasra, so also the exact location of the
yasra seems not to have been fixed in the Syriac tradition. The Genesis passages refer to ‘the
yasra of the thought of his heart’ (Gen. 6.5) and ‘the yasra 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:>?

Ao (ohrdn e da | e’ ouhs Forevil people are going to come to you after me,
oo o

K. Alwan, Jacques de Saroug. Quatre homélies métriques sur la Création (CSCO 508-509; Leuven: Peeters,
1989), 111.30.

Alwan, Jacques de Saroug. Quatre homélies métriques sur la Création, 11.115-144.

P. Bedjan, (ed.), S. Martyrii, qui est Sahdona, quce 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).

In one manuscript there is a minor textual variant, us 2igle], ‘and the evil yasra’.

Alwan, Jacques de Saroug. Quatre homélies métriques sur la Création, 1.1164.

5 E. Beck, (ed.), Des heiligen Ephraem des Syrers Sermones, IV (CSCO 334; Louvain: Secrétariat du
CorpusSCO, 1973) 59.565.

51
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they are dressed in the skin of lambs, but within they are
rapacious wolves.

0l K e bima L omuhaar s ol The words of their mouths are sweet, but the yasra of their

hearts is bitter.

R0 no L omudua A no aaa\ s They are wrapped in the habit of good people, but they are

like satans.

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

:z&ja%._- ..me-.}‘A walx Qdaa z.:.JA ..:l.:"{
> L;;‘.o J.Mo lML Aa LA

He who would give the peace to his brother in church
must cleanse his heart of all anger and rage and yasra.

However, in several places Narsai seems to state that the yasra is located within the soul,

rather than the mind. This is particularly clear in the following passage (Hom. 14):°’

L HY :&A: Aalaaan :..me&-l AN \’5:‘ 1Xai
+dadol Nax L:&.m: 2.'d.l:|a - Z.Ao::oas
3830 ofn 1N M adih o5 1k

Soiiag Magda 1% gl (AN o 1idda uge
Aeak Axe Mag fucudih ke tia

261 Aé': 1261 :s.nn) HCEWL | Q-J- 3-:1\ -cla

For neither does our yasra exist substantially apart from the soul,

it is the discernment within the soul that acts in all ways.

The soul is the mistress of man, for she rules over the emotions and
senses,

And she guides nature, as her will wishes.

In our soul these two are set equally, good and evil,

and she chooses, according to her testing, to do this rather than that.

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

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

choasatN =daa das fa 08 Suuse
Fopiha Lh AdsaN fwdxio 1 i e
hax oot AL ovmkuny Bl o8 e
iaN edl oRl foulng MRl 3 e
Szanhy lRen Wi lowad waws =g jde
Adlen MG e atie fowaX ol 1
Bma alge 1heind toeils dag Sk
hoaia BEL o 1Amd ada amag
coulmg a8 wAwse ted dga dia 288 1S
e it o 1ol g 15 e 1
coig b xhad 24 fiMNam Hatia des
coxlmg fedlea Hjm 1Aldew Mdwa\ =imse
ARLAEN asbdsge tapel o ida i
ima gl ML mie towine Sa i 1Ko

Mortal nature is too weak to approach perfection,

he who is of flesh and blood is not able to inherit the future life.

The yasra of his thought is set upon evil from the beginning,

and when his will desires the good, his yasra drags it to the evil.

And although two contrary thoughts are set in his nature,

his yasra conquers his nature, and drags it towards enticements.

His free will is enslaved to the service of the desire of the flesh,

and it is entirely led by force by the passions of mortality.

His will is not able to perform the good he wishes,

but his yasra compels him to perform the evil he does not wish.

He is constantly thrown into struggle, fighting with his yasra,

and battling against enticements, with the weapon of his free will.

Everyone is defeated by his yasra, and is enslaved by desires,

and his willpower does not withstand the onslaught of the desire
of the flesh.

6 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 yasra, nevertheless with God’s aid and mercy, the
yasrd can be controlled and defeated.”

(63 el toad, lxiag gdisah Muun By the strength of your aid [that] ravening tyrant, the yasrd, will be
defeated,
T Aedlua fgm lokdd SMdwme\ =ddasr  who battles against our soul, with the weapon of our free will.

SN 88 i el s X skt 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 yasra,
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 yasra, 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:°

ama ,mania <uila <ua\yms ,maaa\  The officers seized [Julianos] and took him before the judge. And
108 o ;i gs Wom arshed pa ~ua that judge commanded that which his evil yasra conceived, and
.Ram nle ol @ hisng <icala  they delivered this man also to a slow fire.

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

YT T z.n..\,ma 15 daxama They were tested through the evil yasra of the heretics
(fassién K 1hud o) wNAsd  who tear asunder the beautiful robe of the faith.

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

% Mingana, Narsai Doctoris Syri Homiliae et Carmina, vol. 1, 164.11.

% 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.

1" 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:%*

21 L0t e I\ Lidion msa) W o And Israel was not persuaded because of their evil yasra.

And it appears again in the following century in Aphrahat (Dem. 19):%3

.~ran (omi o Kl Fam ana W\ =a  And because God knew their evil yasra
oo & Laamin (i A\ he did not compel them to go up from Babylon.

This rather depressing use of yasra 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 yasra of the

Jews’ (a phrase that again clearly derives from 4 Macc 3.4) in one of his letters:*

Sl o halae Ltaxa o B Naxa el [fauthority over heaven and earth is due to the cross, yet the cross
o 18 Nax . Ladeua 2w Aokt e wa Ao is due to the bitterness of the yasra of the Jews, then the authority
Ladela 23 Aokita o hexsad Aa AN 232 of Christ over all was born from the bitterness of the yasra of the
wg 1AM Ladoua M 1A Aokt n2o .aMal  Jews. And if the bitterness of the yasrad of the Jews is the cause of
=2 Mhas Sldasd 1AM wa = o the cross, and the cross is the cause of death, and death is the cause
thaadtaa wor FAAM wa M Sl WA of the resurrection, and the resurrection is the cause of the kingdom
Aa 02 et dAmy, Ltaxa w3 HAaadse clsaxa  of heaven, and the kingdom of heaven is a good thing that is exalted
0 bamxa w6 wak 231 A% SL\see a3 and raised up above all, so then the bitterness of the yasra of the
Modita 1AM cuAul Ladeua 2w Aodisa sAa Jews is the cause of a good thing that is most glorious. The
.LaoAAMe duial lAma wa 2w bitterness of the yasrd 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, are reproached

by their Iranian judges for their stubborn and wilful yasra:

66

1) fusamt b wadein weamd 18 LASL kée - And now you [Martha], do not persist in your yasra like your father,
(S D 236 130 Mo 343 Mg wax but do the will of Shapur the King of Kings and Lord of all the
quarters [of the earth].

63
64

65

66

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.

Parisot, Aphraatis Sapientis Persae Demonstrationes, 848.21.

O. Braun, (ed.), Timothei patriarchae I epistulae (CSCO 74; Louvain: Secrétariat du CorpusSCO, 1914),
Letter 2.7, 70.21.

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 Ma ‘in (Piscataway: Gorgias Press, 2008), 77-125.

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 yasra 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. Yasra 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 yasra, 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 yasra 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 yasra 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.®” Only a single yasra is ever mentioned,
and no passage has yet been found in Syriac which mentions a ‘good yasra’, although the yasra
is sometimes said to be capable of effecting good behaviour.

5. The earliest Syriac texts regard this yasra 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 yasra provoked bad behaviour. By the medieval period the yasra
was normally treated as a source of evil.

6. There is no evidence that Syriac sources particularly linked the yasra to sexual
misbehaviour. %

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

7 See Ishay Rosen-Zvi, ‘Two Rabbinic Inclinations? Rethinking a Scholarly Dogma’, Journal for the Study of
Judaism 39 (2008), 513-539.

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 (Tiibingen: 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.

68
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unsurprising that there seems to have been no attempt to personify the yasra as in some Jewish
texts.®

9. From the fifth century on yasra was far more popular in East Syriac writers than in West
Syriac writers. Particularly notable in the former group is Narsai, for whom yasra 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, sebyana, rather than

yasrda.

% 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 yasra 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.



18

Appendix: Key Biblical Citations

A. Yasra in the Peshitta

Genesis 6.5:

MT

SyrP

LXX

SyrH"°

1DV ¥ P12 NIYND 170 NN DTRD DY) 13102 M) X
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.
20 das yao ala Khareen i e Jao i ara Khes luawy ais wa
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.
"Towv & xUptog 6 Bedg 8Tt emAnbivbnoay ai xaxiat Tév Gvlpwmwy Eml T yijs xal més
Tig davoeltat &v 7§ xapdia adtol EmueAds el T& movypa TATAS TAS NUEPAS.
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.
L e o als arshos plao i Ls ruing iEs A\ @1 Kol is K el
.~ a=mds \oml; ¥
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

SyrP

LXX

SyrH

CPA™!

VI Y DTND 22 132 0D DTRD MY MRINNN TV DR GONRND 12700 M) MmN
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...’

101 mala @i oo . 1o Moo ik e s ook amad ) Lpals /uis ima
.mk\cuﬂv A o
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...’
Kai elmev kKOprog O O£dg Sravondeic OV mposHicm &1t T0d KatapdcacOar TV Yijv
ow td Epya TOV AvBpdTv, 8Tt EyKettar 1) dibvola ToD AvOp®OTOV EMUEADS Eml TA
ToVNPA €K VEOTNTOG:
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...’
D> crinmy aas Moo i ook s awa ) aredi 1n Kol /e o
ey haall) o0 e AL Keiiod odusid o0 oo
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...’
~ioi ¢ rainy ( aoninas M) i ol amas i dunrehi ¢ Kol s ia
~:~mX'\C\.J§v ga ~hwao \o X\.‘rﬁ..j.» ~2riny mhars ,m

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
(Géttingen, 1892).

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, A4 Palestinian Syriac Lectionary containing
lessons from the Pentateuch, Job, Proverbs, Prophets, Acts, and Epistles (Studia Sinaitica V1; London: Cambridge

71
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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

SyrP

LXX

Ben Sira
Heb.

SyrP

LXX

Ben Sira
Heb.
SyrP

LXX

Y71 290 NIYN N9 YD TYY P99 NNID NPYD NNIYY NIIY) NI37 NIV INK INRNOD 1)
DPR NYY NIN WK T INONYT 9D
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.
1 .hoinm\ (ooumin i hwanedh ik A\ o» Khro (o N> &ala
s aim einsd dao Lomi o MK w1 W= . (oo ina naa > <\ ohd
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.
xal AVTIXATAoTACETAL %) 0% alTy xate Tpéowmov uaptupoloa, ob yap wy) émAnabi
Gmd oTépatos alTEY xal 4md oTéuatos Tol omépuatos alT@YV- Eyd ydp olda THY
movnplay adTédv, Soa moolow Gde afuepov
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

15.14:

2198 X2 3NN HIBMIN T2 INPNYN DTN NI MHYNRIIN DNION
God created man from the beginning, and put him into the hand of his plunderer,
and gave him into the hand of his inclination.

O o 10 L plrra Ko Kis duris o Kol

God created men from the beginning, and handed them into the hand of their
inclination.
adTos €5 dpxiis émoinaey Gvbpwmov xal ddijxev adTov év yetpt dtafovAiou adTol.
He made man from the beginning, and left him in the hand of his counsel

17.31:
LAC
Aay> . ;i o 123 Ay Eniis 0 Miam - aars Ml Ko o A Krr b s inana
<10 am ' imol
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.
i dwTewdTepov NAlov; xal ToliTo éxdelmet- xal movnpdv évbuunbnoetar oapf xal alpa.
What is brighter than the sun? Yet this fails, and flesh and blood will ponder evil.

Ben Sira 21.11:

Heb.
SyrP

LAC

o0 o i A\ Kl Luaaa mﬁ_s...jlk ~oas ﬁvn

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. Miiller-Kessler and M.
Sokoloft, 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 yasra was used in CPA.
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LXX O ¢vidoowv vépov xataxpatel Tol éwonuatos adtol, xal cuvtéleia ol ddfou
xuplov codla.
He who keeps the law controls his thought,’? and the perfection of the fear of the
Lord is wisdom.

4 Maccabees 3.4:
LXX  xaxonbeiav Tig budv ob dVvatal éxxdbat, GAAL T6 wi) xapdbijvar t§ xaxonfeia dbvart’
av 0 Aoytopog cuppayijoat-
No one of you can cut down malice, but reason can fight alongside to prevent (your)

yielding to malice.
SyrP RETO T A\ i K ) A us i o> A .<ian ousn I o> =\ i o ot

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. TRTRIY 1Y DTN NN DTN MN? 1PN
And the LORD God formed [YSR] man/Adam, dust from the earth
SyrP Rho > e o) Kol is day o

And the Lord God formed [GBL] man/Adam, dust from the earth

LXX kol é&mhacev 6 00g 1OV dvBpmmov yodv amd g Y1g
And God formed man, dust from the earth

CPA" + AR > waoi Koial Kol Loy o
And God formed man, dust from the earth

Isa 26.3a:
Heb. DYDY XN TIND 1Y
The steadfast yetzer you will keep in peace
SyrP ale A AN . <iies i (Rhasum it .o s dasa . 2)

(%... The righteous people will enter in who keep the faith), 3 who keep (it) in truth.
You will keep peace for us...

LXX (%.. elosh@ato A0dC QUAGGCmV  Sikolochvy Kol @uAdccov  dAideiov,)
avtilauBavopevoc aandeioc kol puAAGGOV Eiprvny.
(%... 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. 0N 982 7wy ND MY Nvyn 1N 2PN 8D INNITON 02970 16 (:nYTH M) ... 1)
1120 ND INDY
... or who knows us ?”’) 1® 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 ias i oala . odurd gmurs Risan ), verd cqusamhon i 0 (anam o L )
.,.:).d:n\ A\ S mXc\:;Q ~ i r(k\.\.;:n\o sanias A\ maaa

(15 13

2 Or ‘grasps its concept’ ?
3 Lewis, A Palestinian Syriac Lectionary, 83.
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(15 «... or who knows) !¢ 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 (1 ..xoi tig (uag yvoostar §| 6 fueic mooduev;) ¢ ody g 6 Ao tod kepapémg

royoOnoece; un €pel to mAdopa @ mhdcavtt OV oV pe Enlacag; T T0 moinpa Td
momooavtt OV cuVeET®G e €moinoag;
(*>«... or who knows us or what we are doing?”) '° 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. DNPR DIPIN NIVY2 PRY 1Y ¥ NV D
For the fashioner trusts in his fashioned thing to make dumb idols!
SyrP .rin iaha 1nas\ ;als ousards ol lahhes

For the heart of its craftsman trusts in it to make a dumb idol!
LXX 61 wénobev 6 TAdcog €ml 10 TAAGHO 00TOD TOD TOHGOL EIOMAN KOA.
For the fashioner trusts in his fashioned thing to make dumb idols!

Ps 103.14:
Heb. NN YD DT M YT KIND
For he knows our fashioning, he remembers that we are dust.
Ser Qe iasa faahe \k\\.-.:n\ Al ama ‘“v”

For he knows our fashioning, he remembers that we are dust.
LXX 61t avtog Eyve 10 TAdoUo UGV pviobntt 8Tt yodg EGEV.
Because he knew our fashioning. Remember that we are dust!

1 Chr 28.9b:

Heb. PR NMAYND YD) MN? YT NI127D2 0D
for the LORD searches all hearts, and understands every inclination of the
thoughts.

SyrP Aok (o is Kos @i o s als ur N\ »

for the LORD knows everything that is in the heart, and understands everything
which humans think in their thought.

LXX &t mhoag kapdiog £Talet kOpLog kol mav EvOOUN U YIYVOOKEL
for the Lord searches all hearts, and knows every thought

1 Chr 29.18:
Heb. SN D27 1901 TRY 227 MIYND 1327 D7 INFNIRY
(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 el ©ONKa caia rdv.u_\ ~\1 e > .\_—A ~aa ala é duiahe s T.cnlc\a .\_Jm ‘Xv
am Ao fuis Loy A A il

(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  o@oia&ov tadta &v dwovoig Kapdiog Aaod Gov €ig Tov aidva kol katehbuvov Tag
Kapdiag avT®V TPOG GE.
(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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