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Why Is/Was Intermarriage Forbidden?
Back to the Text

Ethan Tucker - tucker@hadar.org
Intermarriage — Spring Lecture Series 2018

I Introduction and Key Questions

. Biblical Sources
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Exodus 34:11-16

" Mark well what | command you this day. | will drive out before you the Amorites, the Canaanites, the
Hittites, the Perizzites, the Hivites, and the Jebusites. > Beware of making a covenant with the
inhabitants of the land against which you are advancing, lest they be a snare in your midst. * No, you
must tear down their altars, smash their pillars, and cut down their sacred posts; '* for you must not
worship any other god, because the LORD, whose name is Impassioned, is an impassioned God. ** You
must not make a covenant with the inhabitants of the land, for they will lust after their gods and
sacrifice to their gods and invite you, and you will eat of their sacrifices. ** And when you take wives
from among their daughters for your sons, their daughters will lust after their gods and will cause your
sons to lust after their gods.
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Deuteronomy 7:1-4

'When the LORD your God brings you to the land that you are about to enter and possess, and He
dislodges many nations before you—the Hittites, Girgashites, Amorites, Canaanites, Perizzites, Hivites,
and Jebusites, seven nations much larger than you— *and the LORD your God delivers them to you
and you defeat them, you must doom them to destruction: grant them no terms and give them no
quarter. *You shall not intermarry with them: do not give your daughters to their sons or take their
daughters for your sons. *For they will turn your children away from Me to worship other gods, and the
LORD’s anger will blaze forth against you and He will promptly wipe you out.
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1 Kings 11:1-13

'King Solomon loved many foreign women in addition to Pharaoh’s daughter—Moabite, Ammonite,
Edomite, Phoenician, and Hittite women, *from the nations of which the LORD had said to the
Israelites, “None of you shall join them and none of them shall join you, lest they turn your heart away
to follow their gods.” Such Solomon clung to and loved. *He had seven hundred royal wives and three
hundred concubines; and his wives turned his heart away. *In his old age, his wives turned away
Solomon’s heart after other gods, and he was not as wholeheartedly devoted to the LORD his God as
his father David had been.
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Malakhi 2:11-12
*Judah has broken faith; abhorrent things have been done in Israel and in Jerusalem. For Judah has
profaned what is holy to the LORD—what He desires—and espoused daughters of alien gods. *May the
LORD leave to him who does this no descendants dwelling in the tents of Jacob and presenting
offerings to the LORD of Hosts.
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Ezra 9:1-10:3

'When this was over, the officers approached me, saying, “The people of Israel and the priests and
Levites have not separated themselves from the peoples of the land whose abhorrent practices are like
those of the Canaanites, the Hittites, the Perizzites, the Jebusites, the Ammonites, the Moabites, the
Egyptians, and the Amorites. >They have taken their daughters as wives for themselves and for their
sons, so that the holy seed has become intermingled with the peoples of the land; and it is the officers
and prefects who have taken the lead in this trespass.” * When | heard this, | rent my garment and robe,
| tore hair out of my head and beard, and | sat desolate...® and | said, “O my God, | am too ashamed
and mortified to lift my face to You, O my God, for our iniquities are overwhelming and our guilt has
grown high as heaven..."” “Now, what can we say in the face of this, O our God, for we have forsaken
Your commandments, '* which You gave us through Your servants the prophets when You said, ‘The
land that you are about to possess is a land unclean through the uncleanness of the peoples of the
land, through their abhorrent practices with which they, in their impurity, have filled it from one end to
the other. > Now then, do not give your daughters in marriage to their sons or let their daughters
marry your sons; do nothing for their well-being or advantage, then you will be strong and enjoy the
bounty of the land and bequeath it to your children forever.’ ** After all that has happened to us
because of our evil deeds and our deep guilt—though You, our God, have been forbearing, [punishing
us] less than our iniquity [deserves] in that You have granted us such a remnant as this— “shall we
once again violate Your commandments by intermarrying with these peoples who follow such
abhorrent practices? Will You not rage against us till we are destroyed without remnant or
survivor?...'*Then Shekhaniah son of Jehiel of the family of Elam spoke up and said to Ezra, “We have
trespassed against our God by bringing into our homes foreign women from the peoples of the land;
but there is still hope for Israel despite this. *Now then, let us make a covenant with our God to expel
all these women and those who have been born to them, in accordance with the bidding of the Lord
and of all who are concerned over the commandment of our God, and let the Teaching be obeyed.
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Nehemiah 10:1, 31

“In view of all this, we make this pledge and put it in writing; and on the sealed copy [are subscribed]
our officials, our Levites, and our priests...**“Namely: We will not give our daughters in marriage to the
peoples of the land, or take their daughters for our sons.
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Nehemiah 13:1-3
'At that time they read to the people from the Book of Moses, and it was found written that no
Ammonite or Moabite might ever enter the congregation of God, *since they did not meet Israel with
bread and water, and hired Balaam against them to curse them; but our God turned the curse into a

blessing. *When they heard the Teaching, they separated all the alien admixture from Israel.
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Nehemiah 13:23-30

ZAlso at that time, | saw that Jews had married Ashdodite, Ammonite, and Moabite women; **a good
number of their children spoke the language of Ashdod and the language of those various peoples,
and did not know how to speak Judean. *| censured them, cursed them, flogged them, tore out their
hair, and adjured them by God, saying, “You shall not give your daughters in marriage to their sons, or
take any of their daughters for your sons or yourselves. *°It was just in such things that King Solomon
of Israel sinned! Among the many nations there was not a king like him, and so well loved was he by
his God that God made him king of all Israel, yet foreign wives caused even him to sin. *How, then, can
we acquiesce in your doing this great wrong, breaking faith with our God by marrying foreign women?”
*®0ne of the sons of Joiada son of the high priest Eliashib was a son-in-law of Sanballat the Horonite; |
drove him away from me. ?Remember to their discredit, 0 my God, how they polluted the priesthood,
the covenant of the priests and Levites. *| purged them of every foreign element, and arranged for the
priests and the Levites to work each at his task by shifts.

. Second Temple Sources

Jubilees 30

...And if there is any man who wishes in Israel to give his daughter or his sister to any man who is of
the seed of the Gentiles he shall surely die, and they shall stone him with stones; for he hath wrought
shame in Israel; and they shall burn the woman with fire, because she has dishonoured the name of
the house of her father, and she shall be rooted out of Israel...And to this law there is no limit of days,
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and no remission, nor any atonement: but the man who has defiled his daughter shall be rooted out in
the midst of all Israel, because he has given of his seed to Molokh, and wrought impiously so as to
defile it. And do thou, Moses, command the children of Israel and exhort them not to give their
daughters to the Gentiles, and not to take for their sons any of the daughters of the Gentiles, for this is
abominable before the Lord. For this reason, | have written for thee in the words of the Law all the
deeds of the Shekhemites, which they wrought against Dinah, and how the sons of Jacob spake,
saying: 'We will not give our daughter to a man who is uncircumcised; for that were a reproach unto
us.' And it is a reproach to Israel, to those who live, and to those that take the daughters of the
Gentiles; for this is unclean and abominable to Israel. And Israel will not be free from this uncleanness
if it has a wife of the daughters of the Gentiles, or has given any of its daughters to a man who is of any
of the Gentiles. For there will be plague upon plague, and curse upon curse, and every judgment and
plague and curse will come: if he do this thing, or hide his eyes from those who commit uncleanness,
or those who defile the sanctuary of the Lord, or those who profane His holy name, (then) will the
whole nation together be judged for all the uncleanness and profanation of this man. And there will be
no respect of persons [and no consideration of persons] and no receiving at his hands of fruits and
offerings and burnt-offerings and fat, nor the fragrance of sweet savour, so as to accept it: and so fare
every man or woman in Israel who defiles the sanctuary. For this reason | have commanded thee,
saying: 'Testify this testimony to Israel: see how the Shekhemites fared and their sons: how they were
delivered into the hands of two sons of Jacob, and they slew them under tortures, and it was
(reckoned) unto them for righteousness, and it is written down to them for righteousness. And the
seed of Levi was chosen for the priesthood, and to be Levites, that they might minister before the Lord,
as we, continually, and that Levi and his sons may be blessed for ever; for he was zealous to execute
righteousness and judgment and vengeance on all those who arose against Israel.

Josephus, Antiquities VIII

But although Solomon was become the most glorious of kings, and the best beloved by God, and had
exceeded in wisdom and riches those that had been rulers of the Hebrews before him, yet did not he
persevere in this happy state till he died...He grew mad in his love of women, and laid no restraint on
himself in his lusts; nor was he satisfied with the women of his country alone, but he married many
wives out of foreign nations; Sidontans, and Tyrians, and Ammonites, and Edomites; and he
transgressed the laws of Moses, which forbade Jews to marry any but those that were of their own
people. He also began to worship their gods, which he did in order to the gratification of his wives, and
out of his affection for them. This very thing our legislator suspected, and so admonished us
beforehand, that we should not marry women of other countries, lest we should be entangled with
foreign customs, and apostatize from our own; lest we should leave off to honor our own God, and
should worship their gods.

Philo, Special Laws 111, 5

Moses commands, do not either form a connection of marriage with one of another nation, and do not
be seduced into complying with customs inconsistent with your own, and do not stray from the right
way and forget the path which leads to piety, turning into a road which is no road. And, perhaps, you
will yourself resist, if you have been from your earliest youth trained in the best possible instruction,
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which your parents have instilled into you, continually filling your mind with the sacred laws. And the
anxiety and fear which parents feel for their sons and daughters is not slight; for, perchance, they may
be allured by mischievous customs instead of genuine good ones, and so they may be in danger of
learning to forget the honour belonging to the one God, which is the beginning and end of extreme
unhappiness.

I Corinthians 7

2To the rest | say this (I, not the Lord): If any brother has a wife who is not a believer and she is willing
to live with him, he must not divorce her. * And if a woman has a husband who is not a believer and he
is willing to live with her, she must not divorce him. **For the unbelieving husband has been sanctified
through his wife, and the unbelieving wife has been sanctified through her believing husband.
Otherwise your children would be unclean, but as it is, they are holy.

Iv. Classical Rabbinic Sources

A. When does a ban on Jewish-Gentile intimacy come into effect?
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Mishnah Shabbat 1:4

And these are some of the regulations enacted in the attic of Hananiah ben Hizkiyah ben Guryon when
[the rabbis] went up to visit him. They called the roll and found that [members of] Beit Shammai
outnumbered those of Beit Hillel, and they decreed eighteen regulations on that day.
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Talmud Yerushalmi Shabbat 1:3

It was taught: They made eighteen decrees, they outnumbered them on eighteen, and they divided on
eighteen. And these were the decrees: on Gentile bread, and on their cheese, and their oil, and their
daughters...R. Shimon b. Yohai taught: On that day [when Beit Shammai outnumbered Beit Hillel]
they banned their bread, their cheese, their wine, their vinegar, their secretions, their brine, their
marinades, their cooked foods, their salted foods...their language, their testimony, their gifts, their
sons, their daughters...
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Talmud Yerushalmi Shabbat 1:4

“Their daughters.” Said R. Elazar: In seven places it is written “Do not marry them!” Said R. Abin: That
[only] forbids the seven nations [who were indigenous to the land of Israel].

R. Yehoshua Onaya taught: It comes to forbid their eggs. A teachingin the name of R. Yishmael: “The
daughter of the ostrich”: this refers to ostrich eggs.
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Mishnah Sanhedrin 9:6

...One who has intercourse with an Aramean woman is killed by zealots.
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Talmud Bavli Sanhedrin 81b-82a

The Mishnah teaches that one who engages in intercourse with an Aramean woman is among those
liable to be killed by zealots. Rav Kahana asked of Rav: If zealots did not strike him, what is the
halakhah? Rav forgot that which he learned through tradition concerning this matter. They read this
verse to Rav Kahana in his dream: “Judah has dealt treacherously and an abomination is committed in
Israel and in Jerusalem, as Judah has profaned the sacred of the Lord, which he loves, and has
engaged in intercourse with the daughter of a strange god” (Malakhi 2:11). Rav Kahana came and said
to Rav: This is what they read to me in my dream. Rav then remembered that which he learned
through tradition and said: “Judah has dealt treacherously,” this is a reference to the sin of idol
worship...“And has engaged in intercourse with the daughter of a strange god,” this is a reference to
one who engages in intercourse with a gentile woman. And it is written thereafter with regard to those
enumerated in the verse: “May the Lord excise the man who does this, who calls and who answers
from the tents of Jacob, and he who sacrifices a meal-offering to the Lord of hosts” (Malakhi 2:12). The
Gemara interprets the verse: If he is a Torah scholar, he will have neither one among his descendants
who calls and initiates discourse among the Sages, nor one who answers among the students. If heis a
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priest, he will not have among his descendants a son who sacrifices a meal-offering to the Lord of
hosts.

Rabbi Hiyya bar Avuya says: With regard to anyone who engages in intercourse with a gentile woman it
is as though he married the object of idol worship itself, as it is written: “And has engaged in
intercourse with the daughter of a strange god.” Does a strange god have a daughter? Rather, this is a
reference to one who engages in intercourse with a gentile woman...

When Rav Dimi came from Eretz Yisrael to Babylonia, he said: The court of the Hasmoneans issued a
decree that one who engages in intercourse with a gentile woman is liable...
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Talmud Bavli Avodah Zarah 36b

- Said Bali said Avimi Nota’ah in the name of Rav: Their bread, their wine, their oil and their daughters
are all part of the 18 things...

- And Geneivah in the name of Rav said: They were all banned on account of idolatry, for when R. Aha
b. Ada came he reported in the name of R. Yitzhak: They banned.. .their bread and oil on account of
their wine, and their wine on account of their daughters and their daughters on account of another
thing and another thing because of another thing.

“Their daughters”—This is Biblical, for it is written, “Do not marry them” (Devarim 7:3)!

- The Biblical ordinance is restricted to the seven nations and does not include other
Gentiles/idolaters; [the Houses of Hillel and Shammai] came and decreed against these also.

- But according to R. Shimon b. Yohai who held that the words, “For he will turn your son away from
following me” (Devarim 7:4) come to include all women who would turn [their husbands aside], what
is there to say?

- Rather, the Biblical ordinance is against intercourse through marriage, and [the Houses of Shammai
and Hillel] banned even casual intercourse.

- But the decree against such casual intercourse had already been made by the Court of Shem, for it is
written, “And Yehudabh said, Bring her forth, and let her be burnt” (Bereishit 38:24)!
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- Rather, the Biblical ordinance refers to a female Jew having intercourse with a male Gentile/idolater
since she would be drawn after him, but not against a male Jew having intercourse with a female
Gentile/idolater. [The Houses of Shammai and Hillel] banned even the latter.

- But [the prohibition against] a male Jew having intercourse with a female Gentile/idolater is a law of
Moses from Sinai, for [the Mishnah says]: If [a male Jew] has intercourse with a heathen woman,
zealots may attack him!

- The Biblical ordinance refers to a public act as was the case [in the story of Zimri]; [the Houses of
Shammai and Hillel] banned even a private act.

- But the Court of the Hasmoneans had already banned a private act; for when R. Dimi came [from the
land of Israel] he reported: The Court of the Hasmoneans decreed that a male Jew who had
intercourse with a female Gentile/idolater is liable...

- The Court of the Hasmoneans banned intercourse but not being in private seclusion; [the Houses of
Shammai and Hillel] banned even this.

Talmud Bavli Avodah Zarah 36b’s synthetic summary according to R. Shimon:

TEXT APPLICATION
D1 |NNNN N7 Bans intermarriage with “all who lead
“You shall not marry them” astray”—seems to include all non-Jews
DY 7¥ 1N TN N Bans Jewish women from casual intercourse with
Ancient, pre-Torah ban non-Jewish men
12 D'YAID |'NIf? Bans Jewish men from casual intercourse with
Story of Zimri and Pinhas non-Jewish women in public
"Niamwn 7w TN Bans Jewish men from casual intercourse with
Hasmonean Court non-Jewish women, even in private
72T WY NI 970 n/'knw na o ) ) )
Decrees of Beit Shammai and Beit Hillel Bans being in private seclusion with Gentiles
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R. Abin (Yerushalmi) and Possible Majority View in Avodah Zarah 36b

TEXT

APPLICATION

D2 [NNNN X7
“You shall not marry them”

Bans intermarriage with the seven indigenous
nations of Canaan

12 D'WAID |'NKI?
Story of Zimri and Pinhas

Possibly authorizes vigilante action with respect to
casual intercourse with non-Jews (in public?)

12T WY DAY L9770 na/'knw N
Decrees of Beit Shammai and Beit Hillel

Bans intermarriage and all sexual contact with all
Gentiles
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