
The Writings 
 
The third section of the Tanakh is the Writings (ketuvim). It includes a variety of materials from 
outside the Torah and the historical and prophetic books of the Tanakh’s first two sections. 
 
Psalms (Tehillim): 150 brief poems or songs in praise of God, of lament, or of thanksgiving. 
They were recited or sung in association with the Temple, traditionally by the Levites. The 
psalms are a major source of liturgical quotations. They are traditionally read when one is 
guarding a body between death and burial, in memory of the dead, and at other times. 
Traditionally subdivided into five sections, which are read in small groups as a communal 
reading. Attributed as a whole to King David (ca. 1000 BCE), though some psalms mention 
other authors. 
 
Proverbs (Mishlei): With Job and Ecclesiastes, a book of wisdom literature, seeking to instruct 
readers in proper belief, values and behavior. Unlike the Torah or prophetic works, Proverbs is 
rooted in human reason. As with Song of Songs and Ecclesiastes, traditionally ascribed to King 
Solomon. Proverbs date to a wide range of period, possible as early as the 8th cen. BCE and as 
late as the 2nd cen. BCE.  
 
Job (Iyov): A wisdom book that deals with the problem of theodicy, the existence of evil and 
suffering in God’s world. Job was a man who was righteous and wealthy. God and Satan argue 
over Job’s piety, with Satan claiming it is due only to Job’s God-given blessings. Together they 
agree to test Job’s piety by taking away his wealth and children. Job’s wife and friends urge him 
to curse God, but he refuses. Job demands an accounting by God; God responds by reminding 
Job of divine power and of God’s inscrutability to human beings. Job is ultimately restored to 
health, wealth and a new family. Dated most likely to the 6th cen. BCE.  
 
Song of Songs (Shir haShirim): In modern editions of the Tanakh, the first of five scrolls 
(megillot), each of which is read publicly during a religious service. Its content is love poetry, 
including some sexually charged images. The Song of Songs is read on the Shabbat that falls 
during Passover, as it is seen as an allegory about the loving relationship between God the Jews. 
Among Sefardim it is chanted communally on every Shabbat eve. Traditionally ascribed to 
Solomon, modern scholarship suggests a wide range of dating from the 10th-2nd cen. BCE. 
 
Ruth (Rut): The story of Ruth of Moab, who marries a Jewish man, but whose husband, brother-
in-law and father-in-law all die. Her sister-in-law returns to her family, leaving Ruth and her 
mother-in-law Naomi together, with Ruth famously choosing to remain with Naomi, as a Jew, 
forever, binding herself to the Jewish people. Ruth comes to the field of her kinsman Boaz, who 
intends to marry her, but must first yield to another who is closer in line to do so. Levirite 
marriage is at issue. Ultimately Ruth and Boaz marry, and the genealogy of Ruth extends down 
to her great-grandson David, the greatest of Israel’s kings. The book is read publicly on Shavuot. 
Dating is probably to the 6th-4th cen. BCE. 
 
Lamentations (Eicha): A series of poetic laments over the destruction of Jerusalem, probably 
written after the city’s conquest in 586 BCE. It has an interesting structure: Chapters 1, 2 and 4 
are each made of up 22 verses, each one beginning with the letters of the Hebrew alphabet in 
order, an alphabetic acrostic. Chapter three is a triple acrostic, with three verses for each letter. 



The fifth chapter is not in these forms. The book is read on the 9th of Av (Tishah b’Av), the date 
of the destruction of both the first and second Temples. 
 
Ecclesiastes (Kohelet): Dated to the 5th-3rd cen. BCE. A book of wisdom literature, 
Ecclesiastes is a bit of a puzzle, as it contradicts some basic Jewish ideas, as well as itself. It 
makes a series of arguments about what is truly worthwhile in life, and concludes repeatedly that 
life is ultimately good, but meaningless, and that the best we should strive for is to enjoy simple 
pleasures. It emphasizes that since the lives of the wealthy and poor, wise and stupid all end in 
death, there is no higher meaning to life than to enjoy what God has given us. The book is read in 
association with Sukkot. 
 
Esther: The story of its title character, which is read on Purim. The events of the book take part 
in Persia, where King Ahashverosh rules. He banishes Queen Vashti, calls for a beauty contest to 
choose the next queen, which Esther enters on the advice of her cousin Mordecai. She is chosen 
to be the new queen, but does not reveal her identity as a Jew. The king’s viceroy Haman takes 
offense at Mordecai’s refusal to bow down to him; Haman then develops a hatred of all Jews and 
plots to destroy them. After various twists in the story, Esther reveals her identity to the King, 
Haman and his sons are killed, and the Jews survive. Dated to the 4th cen. BCE.  
 
Daniel: A book of apocalyptic (dealing with a revelation from God in a time of destruction) and 
eschatological (dealing with the end of days) content. Dated to the 2nd cen. BCE (the time of the 
Maccabees) and, along with Ezra, one of two books of the Tanakh that include significant 
sections in Aramaic. After Nebuchadnezzar takes control of Jerusalem, Daniel and three others 
are sent to Babylon to be trained in that culture. Nebuchadnezzar has a dream that only Daniel 
can interpret, and Daniel is raised above the other wise men. Daniel’s companions Shadrach, 
Meshach, and Abednego are thrown into a fiery furnace, but they emerge unscathed. Among 
other events, Daniel is later thrown into a den of lions, where God protects him from being eaten. 
Daniel has a number of visions, including one of the end of time. The book also explicitly states 
the belief in immortality and of the resurrection of the dead. 
 
Ezra/Nehemiah: A historical book which describes events of the 6th cen. BCE; possibly written 
in the 4th-2nd cen. BCE. Two books that together relate the story of the return to Israel/Judah of 
the diaspora community in Persia during the period of the building of the second Temple in 
Jerusalem. The Persian king sends Ezra to teach the law to Jews in Israel/Judah. When he arrives 
he is shocked at the number of intermarriages, and he forces Jewish men to divorce their foreign 
wives. The Persian king appoints Nehemiah as the Jewish governor of Israel/Judah. The people 
reinstitute the celebration of Sukkot, and the law of Moses is read publicly to the entire people. 
 
I Chronicles/II Chronicles (Divrei haYamim): A form of history book, structured largely as 
genealogies from Adam down to the time of the Persian decree allowing the re-establishment of 
Jewish control of Israel/Judea in the 6th cen. BCE, probably written in the 4th-3rd cen. BCE. 
Emphasizes God’s active role in history, a special relationship between God and the Jews, the 
centrality of the Temple in Jerusalem and the re-establishment of the Davidic monarchy.  
 
 


