1dolatry in Shul? The Second Commandment in History and Archaeology
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1) Hammat Tiberias and the Second Commandment

Nave Mosaic, Hammat Tiberias ITA (4™
century CE)

Exodus 20.2-4 (ca. 1250 BCE)
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2 I am the Lord your God, who
brought you out of the land of
Egypt, out of the house of
bondage. You shall have no
other gods before Me. 3 You
shall not make a graven image,
nor any manner of likeness, of
any thing that is in heaven
above, or that is in the earth
beneath, or that is in the water
under the earth; 4 you shall not
bow down unto them, nor serve
them; for I the Lord your God
am a jealous God, visiting the
iniquity of the fathers upon the
children unto the third and
fourth generation of them that
hate Me;

2 Kings 18.4 (edited ca. 6™ century BCE)
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4 He removed the high places, and
broke the pillars, and cut down the
Asherah; and he broke in pieces the
bronze serpent that Moses had made;
for unto those days the children of
Israel did offer to it; and it was called
Nehushtan.

2) Turn of the Era Perspectives
Josephus, Antiquities 3.91 (93/94 CE)
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And the second one commands [us that] we make
not a single image of a live [thing] to worship [it].

3) Aphrodite in the Mishnah

Mishnah, ‘Avodah Zarah 3.4 (ca. early 3" century CE)
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Proclus the philosopher asked R. Gamaliel in Akko, when he was
bathing in the bathhouse of Aphrodite; He said to him, “It is
written in your Torah: 'Let nothing that has been condemned [i.e.
by its association with idolatry] stick to your hand' (Deut 13:18)
Why then do you bathe in Aphrodite’s bathhouse?” [Rabban
Gamliel] replied...We do not say that the bathhouse is made an
adornment to Aphrodite, but rather Aphrodite is made an
adornment for the bathhouse. Another explanation: If [people]
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) [Moreover] the verse only says, “their gods” (Deut 7.25, 12.2-3) —
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treated as a god is permitted.

Mishnah, ‘Avodah Zarah 3.1
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4) R. Gamaliel's Astronomical Table

Mishnah, Rosh Hashanah 2.9
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Bavli, Rosh Hashanah 24 (ca. 6™ century CE)
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But it was taught in a beraita “you shall not make with me” (Ex. 20.20), you shall not make an image of my servants who
serve before me like the sun and moon, the stars and constellations. [The case of] R. Gamaliel is different in that others
made it for him. But others made [an image] for R. Yehudah and Shmuel said to R. Yehudah, “Sharp one, blind the eyes of
these!” [In that case] its signet image was protruding, and [Shmuel prohibited it] because of suspicion [of violation of the
Second Commandment]... But who is concerned about suspicion? Why, there was a synagogue of Shaf ve-Yativ in
Nehardea that had in it a statue, and Rav and Shmuel and Shmuel's and Levi would enter into it and pray there, and they
were not concerned about suspicion. In public is different. But R. Gamaliel was an individual. Since he was the patriarch,
and the public regularly frequented his residence [he was not concerned about suspicion]... Alternatively, he made it to
teach, and it is written “You shall not learn to do” (Deut. 18:9), but you may learn in order to understand and teach.

5) Issues to Confront

Tosefta, Kelim (Metsi'ah) 4.3 [4.8] (mid-late 3™ century CE)
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Beth Alpha Synagogue Mosaic Inscription [Gilboa region] (ca. 6™ century CE)
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