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The Testaments Of The Twelve
Patriarchs

Introduction

Deep within the vast landscape of ancient religious literature, certain texts quietly
hold  immense  influence,  bridging  the  gap  between  the  Old  and  New  Testaments.
Among these, The Testaments Of The Twelve Patriarchs stands as a remarkable
and often overlooked masterpiece. This collection of farewell speeches, attributed to
each  of  the  twelve  sons  of  Jacob,  offers  a  unique  blend  of  ethical  instruction,
prophetic vision, and deeply personal confession. Far from being merely a historical
curiosity, this text provides invaluable insight into the moral and spiritual world of
Second Temple Judaism and the formative context of early Christianity. Its themes of



sin,  repentance,  brotherly  love,  and  eschatological  hope  continue  to  resonate,
making  it  a  treasure  for  scholars,  theologians,  and  anyone  seeking  a  deeper
understanding  of  biblical  tradition.  In  this  article,  we  will  explore  the  origins,
structure,  key themes, and lasting legacy of The Testaments Of The Twelve
Patriarchs, revealing why this ancient work remains profoundly relevant today.

Origins and Historical Context

Understanding The Testaments Of The Twelve Patriarchs  requires placing it
within the turbulent and creative period of the Second Temple era (roughly 516 BCE
to 70 CE). This was a time of intense religious development, when various Jewish
groups produced a wealth of literature beyond the canonical Hebrew Bible. The text
belongs to a genre known as "testament literature," where a dying patriarch gathers
his sons to deliver final instructions, warnings, and prophecies. This genre is already
present in the Bible with Jacob’s blessings in Genesis 49 and Moses’ farewell speech
in Deuteronomy.
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Authorship and Dating

The question of authorship is complex. The text purports to be the actual last words
of  the  twelve  patriarchs,  written  down by  their  descendants.  However,  modern
scholarly consensus dates the original composition to the second century BCE, with
significant Christian interpolations added later, likely in the second century CE. Some
scholars argue for a Jewish authorship originating from a sectarian group, perhaps
the Essenes or a similar community focused on piety and ethical purity. Others see
multiple layers of redaction over centuries. What is certain is that The Testaments
Of The Twelve Patriarchs is a composite work, reflecting both Jewish and Christian
hands. The core Jewish material emphasizes moral dualism—a struggle between the
spirit of good and the spirit of evil—which is characteristic of the Dead Sea Scrolls
community. The Christian additions, such as explicit references to Jesus Christ and
his salvific role, were likely inserted to adapt the text for Christian audiences.

Textual History and Manuscripts

The  survival  of  The  Testaments  Of  The  Twelve  Patriarchs  is  a  story  of



transmission through various languages and cultures. The original language was
likely Hebrew or Aramaic, but the most complete surviving manuscripts are in Greek.
The  text  was  also  translated  into  Armenian,  Slavonic,  and  Latin,  indicating  its
widespread popularity in both Eastern and Western Christian traditions. The earliest
Greek manuscripts date from the 10th to 13th centuries CE. A major breakthrough in
textual criticism came with the discovery of Aramaic fragments among the Dead Sea
Scrolls  at  Qumran,  which  confirmed  the  Jewish  origins  of  parts  of  the  work.  These
fragments, particularly from the Testaments of Levi and Naphtali, show that the core
material existed before the Christian era, though the Christianized version became
the standard form. Modern editions carefully note these layers, allowing readers to
distinguish between early Jewish and later Christian elements.

Structure and Content of the Testaments

The Testaments Of The Twelve Patriarchs  is  organized as  twelve separate
testaments, each attributed to one of Jacob’s sons: Reuben, Simeon, Levi, Judah,
Issachar, Zebulun, Dan, Naphtali, Gad, Asher, Joseph, and Benjamin. Each testament
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follows a predictable pattern: the patriarch recalls his life, confesses a specific sin or
virtue, offers moral exhortation to his children, and then delivers a prophecy about
the future,  often concerning the coming of  a  Messiah.  This  structure creates a
powerful blend of autobiography, ethics, and eschatology.

The Testament of Reuben

The  first  testament  begins  with  Reuben,  the  eldest  son.  He  confesses  his  sin  of
sleeping with his father’s concubine Bilhah (Genesis 35:22). This honest confession
serves as a warning against sexual immorality and lust. Reuben exhorts his sons to
guard their hearts and minds, emphasizing that the spirit of fornication is a primary
enemy  of  the  soul.  This  testament  introduces  the  dualistic  theme  of  two
spirits—truth and error—that runs throughout the collection.

The Testament of Levi

The testament of  Levi  is  one of  the longest  and most  theologically  significant.  Levi
recounts his vision of the heavens, where he is anointed as priest. This testament



emphasizes the priesthood and its sacred duties, but also warns against pride and
corruption among priests.  It  contains a famous passage describing the heavens
being opened and an angel showing Levi the future ministry of a Messiah who will be
both priest and king. This has strong parallels with Christian ideas of Christ as the
ultimate high priest.

The Testament of Judah

Judah’s testament focuses on kingship and courage. He recounts his exploits in
battle and his relationships, including his unfortunate union with Tamar. He warns his
descendants against the love of money, drunkenness, and lust—the sins that led to
his own downfall. Judah prophesies the coming of a king from his line, a "Star from
Jacob," which early Christians read as a direct prophecy of Jesus, the Lion of the tribe
of Judah.

Other Testaments (Simeon, Issachar, Zebulun, Dan, Naphtali,
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Gad, Asher, Joseph, Benjamin)

Each of the remaining testaments contributes a unique ethical emphasis. Simeon
warns  against  envy,  confessing  his  role  in  the  plot  against  Joseph.  Issachar
celebrates  simplicity  and  agricultural  labor,  uprightness.  Zebulun  emphasizes
compassion, recalling his generosity to the poor. Dan warns against anger and lying,
though some manuscripts contain an addition about the antichrist. Naphtali speaks
of the natural law and the goodness of creation. Gad confesses his hatred for Joseph
and warns against the spirit of hatred. Asher presents a clear dualism of two ways,
good and evil. Joseph is presented as the ideal virtuous man, resisting temptation
and  forgiving  his  brothers.  Benjamin  offers  prophecies  of  a  trinitarian  nature  and
exhortations to purity.

Key Themes and Theological Insights

Beneath the narrative of The Testaments Of The Twelve Patriarchs lies a rich
theological framework that profoundly influenced later Christian thought. The text is



not just a story; it is a manual for holy living.

Sin and Virtue

One of the most striking features is the detailed examination of sins. Each patriarch
confesses a primary flaw: lust (Reuben), envy (Simeon), pride (Levi), love of money
(Judah), hatred (Gad), and anger (Dan). This psychological depth is rare in ancient
literature.  The  text  prescribes  specific  virtues  as  antidotes:  chastity,  humility,
compassion, truth, patience, and love. The patriarchs model repentance, showing
that even great sinners can turn back to God. This emphasis on personal moral
struggle makes the work surprisingly accessible to modern readers.

Ethical Monotheism and the Two Spirits

The Testaments Of The Twelve Patriarchs presents a clear ethical dualism. It
teaches that God has set before humanity two spirits—the spirit of truth and the
spirit of deceit. This concept, also found in the Dead Sea Scrolls and later in the
writings of the early Church, argues that human beings must choose which spirit to
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follow. The text encourages a rigorous examination of one’s motives and actions,
urging believers to "love truth and peace" (Testament of  Gad 6:1).  This ethical
monotheism is the bedrock of the patriarchs’ final instructions.

Eschatology and Messianic Expectation

The  prophetic  sections  of  The  Testaments  Of  The  Twelve  Patriarchs  are  filled
with messianic hope. The patriarchs repeatedly speak of a future savior from the
tribe of Levi (priestly) and Judah (kingly). In the Testament of Levi, a priest-Messiah
is described who will "open the gates of paradise" and "bind Belial" (the devil). In the
Testament of Judah, a king-Messiah is foretold who will reign over all nations. These
prophecies are clearly Christian additions,  but they build on a Jewish messianic
expectation that combined royal and priestly roles. The text also describes a general
resurrection  and  final  judgment,  with  the  righteous  entering  eternal  life  and  the
wicked  being  consumed.  This  eschatology  is  more  detailed  than  many  Old
Testament texts and helped shape later Christian doctrines of the afterlife.



Influence on Early Christianity and Judaism

The impact of The Testaments Of The Twelve Patriarchs  on early Christian
literature and theology is substantial. Though not included in the biblical canon, it
was widely read and cited by Church Fathers.

References in the New Testament

Several passages in the New Testament show striking parallels to the Testaments.
The most famous is the "Two Ways" teaching in the Didache and the Epistle of
Barnabas, which echoes the dualism of the Testaments of Asher and Naphtali. The
concept of believers being "temples of the Holy Spirit" (1 Corinthians 6:19) may
resonate with the Testament of Benjamin 8:2, which speaks of honoring the spirit of
God. The idea of a "binding of Belial" appears in Revelation 20:2, similar to the
Testament  of  Levi  18:12.  While  direct  dependence  is  debated,  the  Testaments
clearly  represent  a  stream of  thought  that  fed  into  early  Christian  ethical  and
eschatological teachings.
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Role in Patristic Literature

Early  Christian  writers  such  as  Origen,  Tertullian,  and  Athanasius  quoted  The
Testaments Of The Twelve Patriarchs  as a respected, though non-canonical,
work. The text was used to support arguments about free will, the nature of sin, and
the identity of  Christ.  In the Middle Ages,  it  was part  of  monastic libraries and
influenced the development of moral allegory. The survival of so many manuscripts
testifies  to  its  enduring  popularity  in  both  Greek  and  Latin  Christianity.  However,
because it contained Jewish teachings, some Christian authorities later questioned
its orthodoxy, leading to its gradual neglect in the West after the Reformation.

Modern Scholarship and Relevance

In the modern era, The Testaments Of The Twelve Patriarchs has experienced a
renaissance of scholarly interest, driven largely by the Dead Sea Scrolls discoveries.
This renewed attention has shed light on its complex composition and profound
insights.



Textual Criticism and the Dead Sea Scrolls

The discovery of Aramaic fragments of the Testament of Levi at Qumran in the
1950s  was  a  pivotal  moment.  It  confirmed  that  the  core  material  predated
Christianity by at least a century. Scholars now work to reconstruct the original
Jewish text and differentiate it from later Christian additions. This work is crucial for
understanding the development of ethical dualism and messianism in early Judaism.
Current research focuses on the Testaments’ relationship with other pseudepigrapha


