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Chapter 1 

General Introduction 

A. Why Is Ethics in the Qumran Community Worth Investigating? 

In antiquity as today, Jews and Christians were concerned with how they 
ought to live in the presence of God. Such a concern about the rightness or 
wrongness of one’s conduct in all aspects of life and of one’s inner character 
or motivations falls within the wider discussion of ethics. Although a fuller 
statement on what “ethics” and related words mean in this book will await 
Chapter Three, a preliminary working definition is apropos here. This book 
uses the word “ethics” in its broad sense, without a sharp distinction from, nor 
exact equivalence with, its synonym “morality.” “Ethics” can refer here to a 
moral code, the reflection on and study of morality, or to morality itself.1 Fur-
thermore, ethics is concerned with that which is normative, how good and evil 
are distinguished vis-à-vis personal choices – a distinction essential to all 
biblical religions. Thus, both Christians and Jews since antiquity have their 
own varied ethical systems, even when they do not explicitly describe them as 
such. Indeed, contemporary Jews and Christians have written about ethics in 
their own cultural contexts, drawing upon the resources of their sacred texts 
and religious traditions, while responding to the philosophical tradition of 
ethical discourse in the West.2 But did Palestinian Jews in the Second Temple 
period articulate ethics as a part of their socio-religious worldviews? If so, 
how and on what bases? 

Investigating ethics in the Qumran community as a special case of 
religious ethics among Jewish groups in Second Temple Palestine is one way 
to begin answering these questions. As Chapter Two will show, however, this 
                                                 

1 For the typical definition of ethics as “moral philosophy,” or “a consideration of the 
various kinds of questions that arise in thinking about how one ought to live one’s life,” see, 
Jack Glickman, ed., Moral Philosophy: An Introduction (New York: St. Martin’s, 1976), 1. 
However, defining ethics with reference to morality can be problematic as the definition for 
the latter is no less difficult. Nevertheless, this preliminary definition at least dispenses away 
with the overly strict definition of ethics as something that is other than morality and outside 
of religion. 

2 For examples of contemporary Jewish ethics, see Chapter Three. For examples of con-
temporary Christian ethics, from the social activism of Rauschenbusch to the communitarian-
ism of Hauerwas, see Stanley J. Grenz, The Moral Quest: Foundations of Christian Ethics 

(Downers Grove, Ill.: InterVarsity, 1997), 165–203. 
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subject has largely been ignored. Indeed, it has been the trend in Qumran 
studies since the 1980s to eschew categories and concepts that are not explic-
itly found in the Scrolls and to shun inappropriate systematization. Despite the 
risk of distortion that comes from using the category of ethics to read the evi-
dence of the Scrolls, if carefully done, such a reading will prove illuminating 
in many ways. For example, investigation of “Qumran ethics” promises a bet-
ter understanding of who the Qumranites were and their beliefs and practices. 
Thus, it is intrinsically valuable for Qumran studies itself. Moreover, it can 
elucidate the development of later Jewish and Christian ethics and even prov-
ide comparative cases for a better understanding of how ethics develops in 
contemporary religious communities that trace their roots ultimately to Sec-
ond Temple Judaism. 

B. What Aspects of Ethics in the Qumran Community? 

Inasmuch as the Qumranites’ writings exhibit a set of ethical norms, based on 
certain communally held values or principles, which reflect certain world-

views specific to the community and are shaped by various factors, all of 
these expressed in whatever degree of coherence and consistency, they dis-
play an ethical system in a minimal sense, though not one that is either static 
or monolithic. While each of these aspects is important and will be touched 
upon from time to time, this book will focus on the more fundamental ques-
tion: what are the factors that contributed to the ethics-shaping worldviews 
and principles at Qumran, and how did these factors work? It will pursue this 
two-fold question by examining four prime candidates for such contributing 
factors, to be introduced in the next section on methodology. 

Beyond this fundamental focus question, this book will also seek to clarify 
a number of other issues concerning Qumran ethics. These include identifying 
the terminology, concepts, and categories in the Qumran literature that belong 
to a contemporary discussion of the ethics of an ancient group. This involves 
some work of translation and mapping between what anthropologists call the 
emic and the etic perspectives. The term “emic” is derived from the linguistic 
category “phonemic” and denotes “the viewpoint, categories of thought, and 
explanations of the group being studied,” and the term “etic” is derived from 
the linguistic category “phonetic” and denotes “the perspective and classify-
ing systems of the external investigator.”3 

Related to this question of emic terminology for ethics is the question of 
the relationships between ethics and Jewish religious law, or halakhah. Al-
though halakhah is not an explicit emic category at Qumran, but is borrowed 
                                                 

3 John H. Elliott, What Is Social-Scientific Criticism? (GBS/NTS; Minneapolis: Fortress, 
1993), 37–40, 129. 
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from rabbinic studies, it has proven useful as an investigative category when 
applied to legal issues in the Scrolls.4 Specifically, this book will inquire 
whether there was ethics apart from halakhah, and vice versa, at Qumran. Can 
one be subsumed under the other? Are they coterminous? If not, where do 
they differ? 

Similarly, the relationship between ethical norms and ritual norms needs to 
be clarified. As noted in earlier studies, purity is a major concern at Qumran. 
Did the sectarians distinguish between moral purity and ritual purity? Previ-
ous research on this question needs to be re-examined in the context of this 
broader study. 

Other questions to be addressed include the following. Did the Qumranites 
have a natural law ethics, versions of which are found in the writings of the 
Stoics, Philo, and later Jewish and Christian ethicists? If so, how did they 
understand natural law? Where did they stand with respect to determinism 
and freewill? What kind of changes can be detected in their ethics during the 
time they occupied Qumran? 

C. How Will This Book Investigate Ethics  
in the Qumran Community? 

This book will use an eclectic and interdisciplinary methodology to answer 
the diverse questions outlined above. This methodology can be adumbrated 
by a delineation of the scope and an overview of the chapters of this book. 

I. Scope 

By focusing on the sectarian community that most scholars believe resided at 
Khirbet Qumran, as Chapter Four will elaborate, this book will work with a 
plausible historical reconstruction that locates this community at Qumran 
from around 100 B.C.E. to 68 C.E. This sociological, geographical, and chrono-
logical specification will help avoid conflating different communities and 
confusing the distinctions between their ethics.5 

As a result of this focus on the Qumran community, as opposed to their 
sectarian predecessors or affiliated groups located elsewhere, this book will 
prioritize as evidence texts that are more assuredly Qumranic, without exclud-
ing non-Qumranic texts that are clearly influential at Qumran. Since there is 
often no simple answer to which texts are Qumranic or sectarian, the group of 

                                                 
4 See Chapter Two and Three for details. 
5 See the cogent argument for not using the term “Qumran Community” to refer to the 

movement as a whole in John J. Collins, “Beyond the Qumran Community: Social Organiza-
tion in the Dead Sea Scrolls,” DSD 16 (2009): 351–69. 
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texts used in this book is a centred set and not a strictly bounded set. Further-
more, a diversity of genres will be chosen as a control over the evidence, lest 
too much attention to a particular genre distort the picture. However, space 
limitation precludes the examination of all genres in every chapter. 

Finally, as mentioned above, this book will focus primarily on the question 
of how ethics was shaped at Qumran rather than on the particular ethical 
views of the Qumranites. The book will argue that four sets of factors contri-
buted to the shaping of Qumran ethics in a complex and interrelated way. 
These factors are scriptural tradition(s), identity formation, cultural/political 
contexts, and eschatology. While these four factors are not meant to be ex-
haustive, they are proffered as representative of other factors that may also 
have contributed to the processes of formulating ethics at Qumran. 

Nevertheless, these contributing factors are not randomly selected, but 
commend themselves, not only for the study of Qumran ethics, but, with 
proper adjustments, also for the ethics of other comparable religious commu-
nities. First, the importance of tradition, whether written or oral, in the con-
struction of ethics in religious communities is evident. For the Qumranites, 
appealing to their authoritative texts was one of the main strategies for ex-
plaining or justifying their ethics. Second, the communal character of the 
Qumran sect invites a sociological approach to gauge the link between the 
social constructions of its identity and ethics. Third, since all ethical systems 
are to some extent products of their time and reflect their cultural and political 
contexts, an examination of the contextual factors in Qumran ethics is neces-
sary despite the sect’s isolationist reputation. Finally, ethics in religious com-
munities often reflects at least some aspects of their theologies.6 Qumran 
scholarship has long recognized eschatology as a key aspect of the expressed 
beliefs of the Qumranites. Therefore, it is reasonable to attend to the effects 
eschatology in particular had on Qumran ethics. 

II. Overview 

After this introductory chapter, Chapter Two will begin setting up the stage 
for this study by reviewing the state of scholarship. This review will not only 
note the partial treatments this subject has received, but also observe the ma-
jor trends in Qumran scholarship that are relevant to this investigation, pro-
viding tools for this book to fill the gaps in the scholarly discussion. 

Chapter Three will explore the language and discourses in the Qumran 
texts first, then in the roughly contemporary writings of Philo of Alexandria 
as a representative of Hellenistic Jewish ethics, then in rabbinic literature, 
finally in the debates of modern ethicists, particularly Jewish ethicists. This 
wide-ranging exploration will seek to identify what constitute ethical dis-

                                                 
6 Cf. the statement that Christian ethics is “theology in action” in Grenz, Moral Quest, 19. 
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courses in the Qumran texts in a way that is faithful to the texts and their Jew-
ish roots, while still commensurate with modern philosophical ethics. Fur-
thermore, it will expose a number of issues about Qumran ethics that will be 
addressed in later chapters. 

Chapter Four will complete the stage setting by giving an account of the 
history of the Qumran community that will serve as the historical framework 
for this book. Although the details of this history are not conclusive, this his-
torical realism justifiably emphasizes the reality of the community, one that is 
collaborated in part by archaeology and classical sources. Moreover, it high-
lights that the Qumran texts are historical products developed over time. This 
chapter will therefore aid the discussion in the later chapters by providing a 
way of locating texts within their historical contexts. 

Chapters Five through Eight will contain the main exploration of the four 
contributing factors of Qumran ethics. Chapter Five will tackle scriptural tra-
dition(s) and explore how the Qumranites understood and appropriated the 
various genres of their authoritative texts, especially laws and narratives, to 
determine the demands of God. The most influential and authoritative biblical 
books will be selected for separate analysis to show how texts from each book 
variously influenced Qumran ethics. Chapter Six will turn to identity forma-
tion, drawing most heavily on the social sciences, and will highlight that eth-
ics was socially constructed at Qumran. Chapter Seven will examine the 
political and cultural contexts of the Qumranites and demonstrate that the 
formulation of their ethics was not done in a vacuum, but was sensitive and 
responsive to their political and cultural environments. Chapter Eight will 
consider eschatology as a salient aspect of the Qumranites’ theology and will 
show that Qumran ethics was also theological. 

Chapter Nine will tie the discussion together by demonstrating how these 
four tributaries of Qumran ethics flow together and mingle with each other in 
their effects on Qumran ethics. This will be done by taking example texts 
from four different genres. In the process, some dominant underlying prin-
ciples will be identified. 

The book will conclude with a review of its objectives, methodology, and 
major findings, and will present a synthesis of principles uncovered through-
out the book and especially in Chapter Nine. 





 

 

Part II 

Setting the Scene 

 





 

 

Chapter 2 

Literature Review 

The research on ethics in the Qumran community has never been sustained, 
focused, or comprehensive. Tracing the historical development of this re-
search will confirm that although various scholars have made their contribu-
tions to this subject, their collective effort has yet to produce an adequate ac-
count of ethics in the Qumran community. A review of the literature on this 
subject can be divided into three periods: before the discovery of the Dead 
Sea Scrolls, from their initial discovery to 1990, and from 1990 to the pres-
ent.1 

A. “Qumran Ethics” before the Discoveries at Qumran  
(before 1947) 

Prior to the discovery of the Scrolls, much learned work had already been 
done to set the stage for how Scrolls researchers would study and discuss 
ethics in the Qumran community. These “pre-Qumran” studies included 
works on the ethics of the Essenes, the ethics of the apocryphal and pseud-
epigraphic literature, and the ethics of the Damascus Document. 

I. The Ethics of the Essenes 

Almost immediately after the initial discovery of the Scrolls, scholars began 
to identify the group responsible for them as the Essenes,2 partly on the basis 
of the correspondence between how the classical witnesses described the 

                                                 
1 This trichotomous approach to reviewing the literature is not original in recent Qumran 

research. See, e.g., Catherine M. Murphy, Wealth in the Dead Sea Scrolls and in the Qumran 

Community (STDJ 40; Leiden: Brill, 2002), 3–21; see a more elaborate version of this ap-
proach in George J. Brooke, “The Scrolls and the Study of the New Testament,” in The Dead 

Sea Scrolls at Fifty: Proceedings of the 1997 Society of Biblical Literature Qumran Section 

Meetings (ed. Robert A. Kugler and Eileen M. Schuller; SBLEJL 15; Atlanta, Ga.: Scholars 
Press, 1999), 61–76. 

2 E.g., Eleazar L. Sukenik, twzwng twlgm I (Jerusalem: Bialik, 1948), 16, later concurred by 
Józef T. Milik, Dix ans de découvertes dans le Désert de Juda (Paris: Les Editions du Cerf, 
1957) and André Dupont-Sommer, Les écrits esséniens découverts près de la mer Morte 
(BHis; Paris: Payot, 1959). 
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Essenes, sometimes in ethical terms, and how the Scrolls described the 
practices and perspectives of their authors. Therefore, what scholars had said 
about the ethics of the Essenes became relevant for the study of Qumran eth-
ics after the discovery of the Scrolls. 

The eminent nineteenth-century Hebraic scholar C. D. Ginsburg, for ex-
ample, aimed to present an impartial account of the Essenes by reading past 
the biases of the classical witnesses and consulting the rabbinic sources.3 
Nevertheless, Ginsburg’s study illustrates clearly the way many pre-Qumran 
scholars had an idealized and romanticized view of the Essenes as a sup-
remely ethical group of people, a view that can be traced directly to the clas-
sical witnesses upon whom they necessarily depended.4 Despite Ginsburg’s 
claim of impartiality, his portrayal of the ethical characteristics of the Essenes 
is largely an uncritical reflection of his ancient sources, along with some con-
trived harmonization with Christianity.5 This is a typical example of how 
commentators grasped the ethics of the Essenes up to the middle of the nine-
teenth century.6 They tended to see in the Essenes ethical values that post-
Enlightenment Christendom and Haskalah Jewry considered praiseworthy. 

Indeed, Ginsburg’s survey of scholarship provides what amounts to an an-
notated bibliography of very early Essene scholarship, citing works that are 
not otherwise readily accessible today.7 Thus, his work provides a valuable 
glimpse into how the Western scholarly community in the mid-nineteenth 
century thought about the Essenes and highlights a few issues applicable to 
this study, such as the need to read the ancient sources with care, to avoid 
linking the Qumran community to other groups too closely, and to exclude 
value-laden biases in the analysis of its ethics. 

                                                 
3 This essay was first published in 1864 and republished with another one of his works 

almost a century later in, Christian David Ginsburg, The Essenes: Their History and Doc-

trines; The Kabbalah: Its Doctrines, Development and Literature (London: Routledge & 
Kegan Paul, 1955). Ginsburg was born a Jew and converted to Christianity in his teens. He is 
perhaps best known for the many articles he contributed to various encyclopaedias, including 
the Encyclopædia Britannica. 

4 E.g., as Ginsburg quotes Philo, “They leave the logical . . . and the natural part [of phi-
losophy to others] . . . but the ethical part they thoroughly work out for themselves, using as 
their guides the laws which their fathers inherited.” Ginsburg, Essenes, 33–34. 

5 E.g., Ginsburg, Essenes, 9–10, describes the Essenes using Christian terms such as “bap-
tism” and “sacrament.” On page 11 he stretches the implications of the classical witnesses 
and links Josephus’ report – that the Essenes adopted others’ children – with Jesus’ charge to 
let children come to him. 

6 E.g., Hall’s 1847 article in The Biblical Repository and Classical Review, cited in 
Ginsburg, Essenes, 74–75. 

7 E.g., De Rossi’s sixteenth-century work in Meor Enajim and Frankel’s 1853 article in 
Monatschrift für Geschichte und Wissenschaft des Judenthums. 
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II. The Ethics of the Apocryphal and Pseudepigraphic Literature 

The early studies of the ethics contained in the Jewish apocryphal and pseud-
epigraphic literature, though dated, are valuable precursors to the study of 
Qumran ethics. First, they describe a segment of the cultural-religious milieu 
and the ethical thought of part of the Jewish world in which the Qumranites 
lived. Second, some of the apocryphal and pseudepigraphic literature, such as 
parts of 1 Enoch and Jubilees, are found among the Scrolls and were likely 
influential in sectarian ethics. Finally, these studies provide possible models 
for and raise important issues regarding the study of Qumran ethics. 

One such early work is H. M. Hughes’ doctoral thesis published in 1910.8 
In this book the British Wesleyan Methodist minister provided an analysis of 
the content and development of ethical doctrines found in the Jewish apocry-
phal and pseudepigraphic literature, based on the pioneer critical research of 
R. H. Charles. Hughes did so by dividing the pertinent literature into docu-
ments of Palestinian or Alexandrian origin, and grouping them chronologi-
cally by the century in which they were supposedly written. Using this geo-
graphical/chronological grid, Hughes described and traced the development of 
ethical thought under four subject headings derived largely from Christian 
ethics as developed in the West – the moral ideal, moral evil, the will, and 
moral sanctions. 

Hughes’ method of analyzing the literature by dividing it into two geo-
graphic regions and three centuries is significant. For example, his study 
shows broadly that Palestinian literature reveals evidence of Sadducean ac-
commodation to the influence of Hellenism as well as Hasidic rejection of it, 
while Alexandrian literature displays a creative adaptation of the Hellenistic 
influence.9 Furthermore, Hughes’ thesis indicates that Second Temple Jewish 
ethical thought developed in a very complex way from their roots in Jewish 
Scriptures in response to the historical experience and interactions with for-
eign powers and ideas. Thus, for example, with the destruction of the Jeru-
salem Temple, at least some Jewish writers turned from a focus on political 
Messianism back to a focus on the law. What this suggests for the present 
study is the need to discern as much as possible the diachronic theological 
development of the Qumran community. Moreover, Hughes’ work reveals at 
least two of the contributing factors of Jewish ethics in the Second Temple 
period – scriptural traditions and political/cultural contexts. 

                                                 
8 Henry Maldwyn Hughes, The Ethics of Jewish Apocryphal Literature (London: Robert 

Culley, 1910). 
9 For a more recent analysis of how Jews in this period “negotiated” around their cultural 

environment, especially in the Alexandrian context, see John M. G. Barclay, “Using and 
Refusing: Jewish Identity Strategies under the Hegemony of Hellenism,” in Ethos und Iden-

tität: Einheit und Vielfalt des Judentums in hellenistisch-römischer Zeit (ed. Matthias Konradt 
and Ulrike Steinert; SJC; Paderborn: Ferdinand Schöningh, 2002), 13–25. 
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Another key issue that Hughes raises for this study is the appropriate cate-
gories to use in the investigation of Qumran ethics. While Hughes’ choice of 
ethical categories in his analysis is debatable,10 there is no denying that cate-
gories foreign to much of Second Temple Jewish literature are needed in 
order to talk about its ethics. Appeals to various philosophical traditions, as 
the next chapter will show, are necessary to clarify what is meant by ethics in 
the Qumran community. 

One last issue that Hughes’ thesis highlights is once again the problem of a 
value-laden reading of ethics that he and his contemporaries tend to exem-
plify.11 Hughes’ implicit Christian and modernist perspective on ethics, most 
probably rooted in his British Methodist background, frequently led him to 
approve and prefer certain ethical positions. This book, however, will avoid 
making such value judgments. 

III. The Ethics of the Damascus Document 

The discovery of the Damascus Document quickly sparked a series of excited 
scholarly responses.12 These pre-Qumran studies were very significant fore-
runners to the Scrolls research which began half a century later, not only by 
providing later scholars with some prior, albeit limited, knowledge of the 
content of Qumran sectarian literature, but also by developing methodologies 
for theorizing about the histories and origins of the sect(s) behind the texts.13 

                                                 
10 To paraphrase the four categories Hughes used, they are the understanding of good, 

evil, choice, and consequence. The implication is that these matters are what ethics is about. 
11 This tendency to relate the sectarian ethics to the Jewish mainstream on the one hand, 

and to Christianity on the other, is also observable even after the discovery of the Scrolls, as 
illustrated by the first essay devoted to Qumran ethics: John G. Harris, “Aspects of the Ethi-
cal Teaching of the Qumran Covenanters,” EvQ 37 (1965): 142–46. Despite the problem of 
this approach, it corrects the opposite tendency to put the Qumran community in the margins 
of Second Temple Jewish society. 

12 The responses are described as “a flurry of reaction and speculation” by Philip R. Da-
vies, The Damascus Covenant: An Interpretation of the “Damascus Document” (JSOTSup 
25; Sheffield: JSOT Press, 1983), 5. Joseph A. Fitzmyer, in his prolegomenon to the 1970 
reprint of Solomon Schechter’s original 1910 publication of CD, Fragments of a Zadokite 

Work, gives the date of Schechter’s journey to Cairo as 1896, Solomon Schechter, Documents 

of Jewish Sectaries (New York: Ktav, 1970), 10, while Stefan C. Reif, in his account of 
Schechter’s pioneer contribution to CD research, reports that Schechter brought CD from 
Cairo in 1897, “The Damascus Document from the Cairo Genizah: Its Discovery, Early Study 
and Historical Significance,” in The Damascus Document: A Centennial of Discovery: Pro-

ceedings of the Third International Symposium of the Orion Center for the Study of the Dead 

Sea Scrolls and Associated Literature, 4–8 February, 1998 (ed. Joseph M. Baumgarten, 
Esther G. Chazon, and Avital Pinnick; Leiden: Brill, 2000), 113. 

13 Cf. the assessment of the significance of early research of CD in Lawrence H. Schiff-
man, “Zadokite Fragments (Damascus Document),” ABD, 6:1037–38. 


