






THE MARTYRDOM OF ISAIAH 

brings us, if the last reference is trustworthy, to the first century A, D. And this appears to ~ the 
right date; for it is unlikely that works written by Jews in the second century should attam to 
circulation in the Christian Church. 

~ 7. AUTHORSHIP AND ORIGINAL LANGUAGJ<:. 

The author was a Jew. The details as to the death of Isaiah at the .hands of Manasseh.~ 
found in the Talmud (Yebnmoth 49 b) in a form closely related to that m our text. !bus 1t 1s 
told that Rabbi Simeon ben 'Azzai found in Jerusalem an account of the death of Isaiah at the 
hands of Manasseh. Manasseh condemned Isaiah to death because he had claimed to see God 
(Isa. vi , sqq.), whereas according to the Law it was declared that no man could see God and live 
(Exod. xxxiii. 20). The same passage tells also of Isaiah taking refuge in a cedar tree, and of the 
cedar being sawn in sunder and Isaiah within it. ~nother version of~ same legend is giv~n in th~ 
Jerusalem Talmud (Sanh. x), and still another m Targum on Isaiah quoted by Jolowacz (Du 
llimmeifaltrt tmd Visiott des Prophets 7esaj'as, p. 9). See Yewish Encyc., viii. 636. 

It is very probable that the original was written in Hebrew. The Jewish origin of the legend 
points in this direction, and particularly its recurrence in the Talmud. The following facts also lend 
confirmation to this hypothesis. In ii. 1 there is a paronomasia of the words 'Manasseh .•• did 
not remember' = when retranslated into Hebrew: i'W'l nc,Jt,. Again in i. 8 Malchira is probably 
a transliteration of 31'"1.,.:>,t> or 31'"1.,.:>K,c as S. A. Cook has pointed out. In iii. 2 we have the familiar 
Hebraism ,ca, t)'EIIETo ,11 T'f' i>.Bli11 ••• «al. Finally, 'wooden saw', i.e. 7rplw11 fv>.u10r in v. 11, 14, 
appears to be a mistranslation of y31 '"llC't>, which means a saw for sawing wood. In the Greek Legend 
iii. 14 it is described as 1rµiw11 uil>11po~. 

§ 8. THE MARTYRDOM OF ISAIAH I:S JEWISH AND CHRISTIAN LITERATURE 
:\ND THE ORIENTAL INFLUENCES APPARENT IN IT. 

The legend of the Martyrdom of Isaiah took its origin most probably in 2 Kings xxi. 16. 
Although Josephus docs not mention it. it was certainly a Jewish tradition. In Sanh. 103 /J it is said that 
Manasseh put Isaiah to death ; and in J ebamoth 49 b that Isaiah was put to death by Manasseh because 
he declared that he had seen God. There, as in our text, Isaiah is charged with contradicting 
the words of Moses in Exod. xxxiii. 20. His death also by being sawn in sunder is also recounted. 
This account is probably drawn ultimately from the Semitic original of our texL Another form of 
the Legend appears in Jerusalem Talmud (Sanh. x). 

The legend was known in the Apostolic age, if, as is generally assumed, we have in Heb. xi. 37 
(i1tplcrfhrcra.,,) a reference to the specific mode of Isaiah's martyrdom. But, even if this is doubtful, 
there is the evidence of the Ascension (i. 1, 2a, 6-iii. 12, v. 1 b-14) which cannot be much later than 
the middle of the first century A. o. In the next century Justin Martyr most probably quotes from 
our text (see note 011 v. 1 , ), while somewhat later frequent references and quotations are found 
in Origen. 

But though the legend is undoubtedly Jewish, it appears to have been derived from Eastern 
sources. According to the Zamyid Vast 46 (S.B.E. xxiii. 297~ Bundahis xxxi. 5, xxxiv. 4 
(op. cit. v. 1.11, 150) Yima reigned 616,l years and was then dethroned for his blind pride in accepting 
divine worship and sawn in two by the serpent of three heads, Azhi DahAka. In the Persian work 
'The History of King Djemchid and the Devas' which Larionofl' translated into French from the 
Persian (7ournal Asiat. pp. 59-83, 1889) we find a nearly related legend. When Djemchid's throne 
was seized by Zohak, the man of serpents, he fled into the wilderness. One hundred years later 
Ahriman and Biver (i.e. Zohak) having come upon him there, God caused a tree to open itself. in 
order that Djemchid might conceal1 himself therein. Notwithstanding, through the heJp of lblia they 
discovered his hiding-place and had the tree sawn in twain, and so Djemcbid was killed. This legend 
appears to have directly influenced the Talmudic accounts of the martyrdom of Isaiah exactly in 
the points wherein they differ from that in our text. 
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