The Seven Commandments of the Bnei Noah

Sapiens, A brief History of Humankind, Yuval Noah Harari — “The global vision”

From a practical perspective, the most important stage in the process of global unification occurred in
the last few centuries, when empires grew and trade intensified. Ever-tightening links were formed
between the people of Afro-Asia, America, Australia and Oceania. Thus Mexican chilli peppers made it
into Indian food and Spanish cattle began grazing in Argentina. Yet from an ideological perspective, an
even more important development occurred during the first millennium BC, when the idea of a universal
order took root. For thousands of years previously, history was already moving slowly in the direction of
global unity, but the idea of a universal order governing the entire world was still alien to most people.

Homo sapiens evolved to think of people as divided into “us’ and ‘them’. ‘Us’ was the group
immediately around you, whoever you were, and ‘them’ was everyone else. In fact, no social animal is
ever guided by the interests of the entire species to which it belongs. No chimpanzee cares about the
interests of the chimpanzee species, no snail will lift a tentacle for the global snail community, no lion
alpha male makes a bid for becoming the king of all lions, and at the entrance of no beehive can one find
the slogan: ‘Worker bees of the world — unite!” But beginning with the Cognitive Revolution, Homo
sapiens became more and more exceptional in this respect. People began to cooperate on a regular basis
with complete strangers, whom they imagined as ‘brothers’ or ‘friends’. Yet this brotherhood was not
universal. Somewhere in the next valley, or beyond the mountain range, one could still sense ‘them’.
When the first pharaoh, Menes, united Egypt around 3000 BC, it was clear to the Egyptians that Egypt
had a border, and beyond the border lurked ‘barbarians’. The barbarians were alien, threatening, and
interesting only to the extent that they had land or natural resources that the Egyptians wanted. All the
imagined orders people created tended to ignore a substantial part of humankind.

The first millennium BC witnessed the appearance of three potentially universal orders, whose devotees
could for the first time imagine the entire world and the entire human race as a single unit governed by a
single set of laws. Everyone was ‘us’, at least potentially. There was no longer ‘them’. The first
universal order to appear was economic: the monetary order. The second universal order was political:
the imperial order. The third universal order was religious: the order of universal religions such as
Buddhism, Christianity and Islam.

Merchants, conquerors and prophets were the first people who managed to transcend the binary
evolutionary division, ‘us vs them’, and to foresee the potential unity of humankind. For the merchants,
the entire world was a single market and all humans were potential customers. They tried to establish an
economic order that would apply to all, everywhere. For the conquerors, the entire world was a single
empire and all humans were potential subjects, and for the prophets, the entire world held a single truth
and all humans were potential believers. They too tried to establish an order that would be applicable for
everyone everywhere. During the last three millennia, people made more and more ambitious attempts
to realise that global vision. The next three chapters discuss how money, empires and universal religions
spread, and how they laid the foundation of the united world of today...



The Commandments given to the Bnei Noah

Read the following sections from Genesis chapters 6, 8 & 9 (Pages 2-4)

1. Are a coherent set of laws really given to the “Children of Noah” after the flood:?

2. What are those laws? (Make a list!)
3. What does God offer in return?

4. Why are these laws called the “Noachide laws”, the laws of the children of Noah?

Read the early rabbinic list compiled

by the “Tanna of the School of Menashe” (Page 5 below)

5. Compare your list with this early rabbinic list.

6. Do the lists line up?

7. Where do you disagree with those early rabbinic voices?

Genesis Chapter 6
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9 These are the generations of Noah. Noah was in his generations a
man righteous and whole-hearted; Noah walked with God.

10 And Noah begot three sons, Shem, Ham, and Japheth.

11 And the earth was corrupt before God, and the earth was filled
with violence.

12 And God saw the earth, and, behold, it was corrupt; for all flesh
had corrupted their way upon the earth. {S}

13 And God said to Noah: 'The end of all flesh is come before Me;
for the earth is filled with violence through them; and, behold, I
will destroy them with the earth.

14 Make you an ark of gopher wood; with rooms shall you make
the ark, and shall pitch it within and without with pitch.

15 And this is how you shall make it: the length of the ark three
hundred cubits, the breadth of it fifty cubits, and the height of it
thirty cubits.

16 A light shall you make to the ark, and to a cubit shall you finish
it upward; and the door of the ark shall you set in the side of it;
with lower, second, and third stories shall you make it.

17 And I, behold, I do bring the flood of waters upon the earth, to
destroy all flesh, wherein is the breath of life, from under heaven;
everything that is in the earth shall perish.

18 But I will establish My covenant with you; and you shall come
into the ark, you, and your sons, and your wife, and your sons’
wives with you.

19 And of every living thing of all flesh, two of every sort shall you
bring into the ark, to keep them alive with you; they shall be male
and female.
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Genesis Chapter 8
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Genesis Chapter 9
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15 And God spoke to Noah, saying:

16 'Go forth from the ark, you, and your wife, and your sons, and
your sons’ wives with you.

17 Bring forth with you every living thing that is with you of all

flesh, both fowl, and cattle, and every creeping thing that creeps
upon the earth; that they may swarm in the earth, and be fruitful,
and multiply upon the earth.’

18 And Noah went forth, and his sons, and his wife, and his sons’
wives with him;

19 every beast, every creeping thing, and every fowl, whatsoever
moves upon the earth, after their families; went forth out of the
ark.

20 And Noah built an altar to the LORD; and took of every clean
beast, and of every clean fowl, and offered burnt-offerings on the
altar.

21 And the LORD smelled the sweet savour; and the LORD said
in His heart: 'I will not again curse the ground any more for
human’s sake; for the imagination of human’s heart is evil from
his youth; neither will I again smite any more everything living,
as [ have done.

22 While the earth remains, seedtime and harvest, and cold and
heat, and summer and winter, and day and night shall not cease.’

1 And God blessed Noah and his sons, and said to them: 'Be
fruitful and multiply, and replenish the earth.

2 And the fear of you and the dread of you shall be upon every
beast of the earth, and upon every fowl of the air, and upon all

wherewith the ground teems, and upon all the fishes of the sea:
into your hand are they delivered.

3 Every moving thing that lives shall be for food for you; as the
green herb have I given you all.

4 Only flesh with the life of it, which is the blood of it, shall you
not eat.

5 And surely your blood of your lives will I require; at the hand of
every beast will I require it; and at the hand of human, even at the
hand of every human’s brother, will I require the life of human.

6 Whoever sheds human’s blood, by human shall his blood be
shed; for in the image of God made He human.

7 And you, be you fruitful, and multiply; swarm in the earth, and
multiply therein.’ {S}

8 And God spoke to Noah, and to his sons with him, saying:
3
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9As for Me, behold, I establish My covenant with you, and with
your seed after you;

10 and with every living creature that is with you, the fowl, the
cattle, and every beast of the earth with you; of all that go out of
the ark, even every beast of the earth.

11 And I will establish My covenant with you; neither shall all
flesh be cut off any more by the waters of the flood; neither shall
there anymore be a flood to destroy the earth.’

12 And God said: 'This is the token of the covenant which I make
between Me and you and every living creature that is with you,
for perpetual generations:

13 | have set My bow in the cloud, and it shall be for a token of a
covenant between Me and the earth.

14 And it shall come to pass, when I bring clouds over the earth,
and the bow is seen in the cloud,

15 that [ will remember My covenant, which is between Me and
you and every living creature of all flesh; and the waters shall no
more become a flood to destroy all flesh.

16 And the bow shall be in the cloud; and I will look upon it, that
I may remember the everlasting covenant between God and every
living creature of all flesh that is upon the earth.’

17 And God said to Noah: 'This is the token of the covenant
which I have established between Me and all flesh that is upon the
earth.” {P}



Joel’s extraction from the Babylonian Talmud of the original derivations of the Noachide laws of the

Tanna d’bei Menasheh, The Tanna of the School of Menasseh

NYIN 2T NINT

M3 722 NOX) MNN YaY
N9% NTIAY

NIy NI

DYNT MOV

5%

NN I TN

DD

DONYD

nMIY NN MY NTHIAY

N7

DOXNONN 7Y NIND NNYM
SNYRY 29 52T NI

PINNYNY 9INIY DIPN YOa
02219 NTIAYY MY 12T NON N
AMNIY NIY 92T

1997 NN WA YO NINYN YD

2>N5T ©MX9D NTAY

N DIPYY PNHPNYN 19

2NOT OMNDT MDY
N OTRD DT ToOW

NOTHN

95 NN DI XNM VY PO
N 19 DN

73) P70 XYY AWy P

2>N57 XN 13 IIN
IDONN N7 INT WL WA TN

2>NOT OO
N2 XINDINY

NOT OONDD
YNNI NIVIN

For a Tanna of the School of Manasseh taught:

Seven commandments were commanded to the Bnei Noah:
Idolatry,

adultery,

murder,

robbery,

flesh cut from a living animal,

castration

and forbidden mixtures.

Idolatry and adultery.

For it is written,

“The earth also was corrupt before God’ (Gen. 6:11)

And a Tanna of the School of R. Ishmael taught:

Wherever “corruption” is mentioned,

it must refer to sexual immorality and idolatry.

‘Sexual Immorality.’ as it is said,

“for all flesh had corrupted his way upon the earth.” (Gen. 6:12)
‘Idolatry,” for it is written,

“Lest you corrupt yourselves and make you a graven image, etc.”
(Deut. 4:16.)

‘Bloodshed’, as it is written,
“Whoever sheds man’s blood, etc.” (Gen. 9:6) .

Robbery, for it is written,

“As the wild herbs have I given you all things” (Gen. 9: 3)
upon which Rabbi Levi said

as the wild herbs, but not as the cultivated herbs.

Flesh cut from the living animal, as it is written,
“But flesh with the life of it, which is the blood of it, shall you not
eat.” (Gen. 9:4)

Castration, for it is written,
“Bring forth abundantly in the earth, and multiply therein.” (Gen.
9:7)

Forbidden mixtures, as it is written,
“Of fowls after their kind.” (Gen. 6: 20)




“Noachide” or “Adamite”?

The following three early rabbinic statements in the names of Rabbi Yehuda, Rabbi Yehuda Ben Beteira
and “there are those who say” root the Noachide Laws 10 generations before Noah!

1. Read them carefully. In order to understand them you will need to look at Genesis 2: 16 (below) very

carefully too.

2. This is not the simple meaning of the biblical verse. What is it then?

3. How and why do these rabbis do that to the bible?

4. Where do these rabbis think these few Noachide Laws really come from?

5. Does Rabbi Yehuda’s statement remind you of any important High Holyday liturgy?
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Genesis Chapter 2 Verse 16
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Rabbi Yehuda says:

Primordial Adam was only commanded

Solely on idolatry

As it says

“And commanded the Lord God (on) the human”
Rabbi Yehuda ben Bateira says

Also on blasphemy?!

And there are those who say

Also on “law” (setting up a legal system)

4 These are the generations of the heaven and of the earth when
they were created, in the day that the LORD God made earth and
heaven.

5 No shrub of the field was yet in the earth, and no herb of the
field had yet sprung up; for the LORD God had not caused it to
rain upon the earth, and there was not a human to till the ground;

6 but there went up a mist from the earth, and watered the whole
face of the ground.

7 Then the LORD God formed human of the dust of the ground,
and breathed into his nostrils the breath of life; and human
became a living soul.

8 And the LORD God planted a garden eastward, in Eden; and
there He put the human whom He had formed.

9 And out of the ground made the LORD God to grow every tree
that is pleasant to the sight, and good for food; the tree of life also
in the midst of the garden, and the tree of the knowledge of good
and evil.

15 And the LORD God took the human, and put him into the
garden of Eden to work it and to preserve it.

16 And commanded the LORD God
(on) the human, saying:
'Of every tree of the garden you must surely eat;

17 but of the tree of the knowledge of good and evil, you shall not
eat of it; for in the day that you eat of it you shall surely die.’




The later (Amoraitic) version of the Noachide laws and their derivation

Below you will find the later, and now talmudically “authoritative”, version of the Noachide Laws.

1. It differs in a few places from the list of the “Tanna of the school of Menashe” that we have already

looked at.
2. Spot the differences!

3. Which version is closer to the Bible’s account of the laws given to the Children of Noah in Genesis 6-

9

4. Look at Rabbi Yochanan’s derivation of the new list. How does this new derivation work?
5. What verse in the bible are all the Noachide laws now derived from?

6. Are you “convinced” by Rabbi Yochanan’s method? Where do you think he got it from?
7. What might have motivated Rabbi Yochanan to write this way?

Joel’s extraction from the Babylonian Talmud of the new list and the Amora Rabbi Yochanan’s

derivation of the list
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Our Rabbis taught:

Seven precepts were the Bnei Noah commanded:
Law [setting up a legal system]

and blasphemy

idolatry

adultery

and bloodshed

and robbery

and a limb cut from a living animal

Rabbi Yochanan said:

For the Torah says:
“And commanded the Lord God (on) the human saying,
of every tree of the garden you must surely eat.”(Gen. 11, 16.)

“And [He] commanded’, refers to law in general (setting up a
legal system), and thus it is written, “For [ know him, that he will
command his children and his household after him, and they shall
keep the way of the Lord, to do justice and judgment.” (Gen.
XVIII, 19)

“The Lord’ - is [a prohibition against] blasphemy, and thus it is
written, “and he that blasphemes the name of the Lord, he shall
surely be put to death.” (Lev. XX1V, 16)

“God” - is [an injunction against] idolatry, and thus it is written,
“You shall have no other gods before Me” (Ex. XX, 3.)

“The human” - refers to bloodshed [murder], and thus it is
written, “ Whoever sheds the human’s blood, by the human shall
his blood be shed.” (Gen. IX, 6.)

“Saying” - refers to adultery, and thus it is written, “ They say, if a
man put away his wife, and she go from him, and became another
manvs.” (Jer. 111, 1)

“Of every tree of the garden” - but not of robbery.

“You must surely eat’ - but not flesh cut from a living animal.




Israelite Pre-Sinaitic Law — What happened at Mara?

Exodus Chapter 15
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Deuteronomy Chapter 5
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20 And Miriam the prophetess, the sister of Aaron, took a timbrel
in her hand; and all the women went out after her with timbrels
and with dances.

21 And Miriam sang to them: Sing ye to the LORD, for He is
highly exalted: the horse and his rider hath He thrown into the
sea. {S}

22 And Moses led Israel onward from the Red Sea, and they went
out into the wilderness of Shur; and they went three days in the
wilderness, and found no water.

23 And when they came to Marah, they could not drink of the
waters of Marah, for they were bitter. Therefore the name of it was
called Marah.

24 And the people murmured against Moses, saying: 'What shall
we drink?’

25 And he cried to the LORD; and the LORD showed him a tree,
and he cast it into the waters, and the waters were made sweet.
There He made for them a statute and an ordinance, and there He
proved them;

26 and He said: ’If you will diligently hearken to the voice of the
LORD your God, and will do that which is right in His eyes, and
will give ear to His commandments, and keep all His statutes, I
will put none of the diseases upon you, which I have put upon the
Egyptians; for I am the LORD that heal you.’ {S}

27 And they came to Elim, where were twelve springs of water,
and three score and ten palm-trees; and they encamped there by
the waters.

11 Observe the shabbat day, to keep it holy, as the LORD your
God commanded you.

12 Six days shall you labour, and do all your work;

13 but the seventh day is a shabbat to the LORD your God, in it
you shall not do any manner of work, you, nor your son, nor your
daughter, nor your man-servant, nor your maid-servant, nor thine
ox, nor thine ass, nor any of your cattle, nor your stranger that is
within your gates; that your man-servant and your maid-servant
may rest as well as you.

14 And you shall remember that you was a servant in the land of
Egypt, and the LORD your God brought you out thence by a
mighty hand and by an outstretched arm; therefore the LORD
your God commanded you to keep the shabbat day. {S}

15 Honour your father and your mother, as the LORD your God
commanded you; that your days may be long, and that it may go
well with you, upon the land which the LORD your God giveth
you. {S}

16 You shall not murder. {S} Neither shall you commit
adultery. {S} Neither shall you steal. {S} Neither shall you bear
false witness against your neighbour. {S}

8
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Our Rabbis taught:

Seven precepts were the Bnei Noah commanded:
Law [setting up a legal system];

and blasphemy,

idolatry;

adultery;

and bloodshed;

and robbery;

and a limb cut from a living animal.

R. Hanania ben Gamaliel says:
Also on blood from a living animal
Rabbi Chidka says

Also on castration.

Rabbi Shimon says

Also on sorcery.

Rabbi Yose says:

Everything that is mentioned in the parasha on sorcery

the Bnei Noah are warned about it

“There shall not be found among you

one, that makes his son or daughter to pass through the fire,
or that uses divination,

or an observer of times, or an enchanter, or a witch,

or a charmer, or a consulter with familiar spirits, or a wizard,
or a necromancer.

[For all that do these things are an abomination fo the Lord]:
and because of these abominations

the Lord your God

does drive them out from before you.” (Deut. XVIII, 10)
Now He does not punish without first warning.

Rabbi Eleazar says

Also on forbidden mixtures [kila’im]

Bnei Noah are permitted to wear kila’im [of wool and linen] and
to sow kila’im [diverse seeds together];

they are only forbidden

to hybridize heterogeneous animals

and graft trees of different kinds.

From where do we know this? —

Rabbi Yochanan says:
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When Rabbi Isaac came,
he taught a reversed interpretation.

Now ‘ God’may rightly refer to the legal system,

as it is written,

“And the master of the house shall be brought to the Elohim [i.e.,
the judges].” (Ex. XXII, 7)

But ‘and He commanded’ connoting idolatry
How does that work?

Rav Hisda and Rav Isaac bar Avdimi [answered that]

One cited the verse,

“They have turned aside quickly

out of the way which I commanded them:

they have made them a molten calt; etc.” (Ex. XXXII, 8)

And the other cited,

“Ephraim is oppressed and broken in judgment,

because he willingly walked after the commandment.” (Hos. V,
11, referring to idolatry)

How do they differ [practically]?
They differ regarding

a gentile who made an idol

but did not worship it:

On the view [that the prohibition of idolatry is derived from] “they
have made them a molten calf”,

guilt is incurred as soon as the idol is made [even before it is
worshipped];

but according to the opinion that it is from, “because he willingly
walked after the commandment’,

there is no liability until the gentile actually follows and worships
it.

Rava objected:

Does anyone really maintain
that an gentile who made an idol
and did not worship it is liable?

Surely it has been taught with respect to idolatry,
Such acts for which a Jewish Court

decrees sentence of death [on Jewish delinquents]
a Son of Noah is warned about them

Those for which a Jewish Court

inflicts no capital penalty [on Jewish delinquents]
a Son of Noah is not warned about them

Now what does this come to exclude?
Presumably the case of a gentile
who made an idol

10
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without worshipping it!

Rav Papa answered:
Not!
It comes to exclude the embracing and kissing [of idols].

Of which idols do you say this?

If you would say — it is of those whose normal worship is in this
manner;

but in that case he is surely liable to death?

Rather it excludes the embracing and kissing of idols which are
not usually worshipped thus.

Law [in general i.e. setting up a legal system]

Were the children of Noah really commanded to observe this?
Surely it has been taught:

The Israelites were given ten commandments at Mara,

seven which had already been accepted by the Bnei Noah,
and they added in addition to them

“law” and shabbat and honouring one’s parents

“Law”

for it is written, “ There he made for them a statute and an
ordinance” (Ex. XV, 25)

‘Shabbat and honouring one’s parents’

for it is written,

“As the Lord your God commanded you!” (Deut. V, 11 and 15)

And Rav Yehuda Said;
As he commanded you at Marat

Rav Nachman replied in the name of Rabbah bar Abbuha:
The [addition at Mara] was only required
For assembly, witnesses, and formal legal warnings

If so, why does it say

“and they added in addition to them ‘law’”
Rather Rava said

The [addition at Mara] was only required
For the laws of fines.

But still -
‘additions were made to the law’
should it not have said?

Rather Rav Aha bar Ya’akov said

The [addition at Mara] was only required

to set up law courts in every single district
and every single town.

But were not the Bnei Noah likewise commanded to do this?
Surely it has been taught:

Just as the Israelites were commanded

to set up law courts

in every single district and every single town,
so were the Bnei Noah commanded

to set up law courts

in every single district and every single town.

Rather Rava said thus:
The author of this Baraita [which states that “law” was added at

11
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Mara]

is a Tanna of the School of Manasseh,

who removed “law” and blasphemy [from the list]

and added castration and the forbidden mixtures [kila’m]

For a Tanna of the School of Manasseh taught:

Seven commandments were commanded to the Bnei Noah:
Idolatry,

adultery,

murder,

robbery,

flesh cut from a living animal,

castration

and forbidden mixtures.

Rabbi Yehuda says:

Primordial Adam was only commanded

Solely on idolatry

As it says

“And commanded the Lord God (on) the human”

Rabbi Yehuda ben Bateyra says
Also on blasphemy?!

And there are those who say
Also on “law™

With whom does the following statement agree
of Rav Yehuda in the name of Rav?

“IGod said to Adam,] I am God - do not curse Me;
I am God, do not exchange Me for another;

I am God, let My fear be upon you?”

With whom
Like the “there are those who say’t

Now, what about the Tanna of the School of Manasseh?

If he interprets the verse, And the Lord God commanded etc.
he should include these two [“law” and blasphemy] also,

and if he does not interpret And the Lord God commanded etc
from where does he derive the other ones?

In truth, he does not interpret ‘ And the Lord God commanded etc.
Each of these [which he includes] one by one
On its own is written

Idolatry and adultery.

For it is written,

“The earth also was corrupt before God’ (Gen. VI, 11)

And a Tanna of the School of R. Ishmael taught:

Wherever “corruption” is mentioned,

it must refer to sexual immorality and idolatry.

‘Sexual Immorality.’ as it is said,

“for all flesh had corrupted his way upon the earth.” (Gen. VI, 12)
‘Idolatry,” for it is written,

“Lest you corrupt yourselves and make you a graven image, etc.”
(Deut. 1V, 16.)

And the other teacher [who deduces this from the verse “and the
Lord God commanded etc.]”?

He maintains that this verse [sc. the earth also etc.] merely reveals
their way of living.

12
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‘Bloodshed’, as it is written,

“ Whoever sheds man’s blood, etc.” (Gen. IX, 6)
And the other?

This verse merely reveals the manner of execution.

Robbery, for it is written,

“As the wild herbs have I given you all things” (Gen. IX, 3)
upon which Rabbi Levi said

as the wild herbs, but not as the cultivated herbs.

And the other?

He will hold that this verse is written to permit animal flesh, [but
not to prohibit robbery].

That’s what it is coming for

Flesh cut from the living animal, as it is written,

“But flesh with the life of it, which is the blood of it, shall you not
eat.” (Gen. IX, 4)

And the other?

He may hold that this verse teaches that flesh cut from live
reptiles is permitted.

That’s what it is coming for

Castration, for it is written,

“Bring forth abundantly in the earth, and multiply therein.” (Gen.
IX, 7)

And the other?

He may regard this merely as a blessing.

Forbidden mixture, as it is written,

“Of fowls after their kind.” (Gen. VI, 20)

And the other?

He will maintain that this was merely for the sake of mating.
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