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“Wisdom in the funerary inscription of Demas at Leontopolis: A lexical analysis of σοφία in Hellenistic 
Jewish sources” 
 
 

 
Image detail of line 4 of Demas’ epitaph from Bernand, Inscriptions métriques de l’Égypte gréco-romaine, Plate XIX. 

(Copyright permission request pending from Presses universitaires de Franche-Comté) 
 
Introduction 
 
An epitaph from the Jewish cemetery of Leontopolis (Tell el-Yahoudiya) describes its subject Demas as helping 
others in σο̣φ̣[…], usually reconstructed as σοφία, while other semantically close possibilities have been 
proposed.1 The reconstruction has led previously to suggestions for Demas’ probable occupation, which is not 
recorded. Demas died at the age of thirty-eight in 117 BCE, leaving behind a young family and his mother. This 
article explores three questions: on what basis may sophía be reconstructed, what does such an epithet say about 
Demas’ occupation, and what does the possibility of Demas’ sophía imply about Jewish “wisdom” in general? 
Indeed, this study explores whether such epithets are useful in reconstructing prosopographic data. 
 The damaged word in question, σο̣φ̣[…] (end of l. 4), has been reconstructed as sophía or possibly synetós 
or sthenarós. On the basis of sophía or synetós, researchers argue that Demas might have been a prominent leader, 
physician, magistrate, or scribe. Although it is tempting to place Demas in such learned roles, his occupation is still 
not clear from the semantics of sophía and Hebrew cognates in Hellenistic Jewish texts and inscriptions. However, 
problems arise if one then decides to translate sophía as “skill” instead of “wisdom.” Indeed, the meaning of 
“wisdom” more generally in late Second Temple Judaism might be better understood by looking at both epigraphic 
and literary contexts. This article will show firstly that sophía remains the most plausible reconstruction 
lexicologically and, secondly, that Demas’ occupation remains unknown even if sophía is likely. 
 Offering plenty of evidence for word usage, Hellenistic inscriptions in Greek often contain biographical 
details in Egypt, Cyrenaica, Italy, Greece, and Asia Minor.2 The importance of epigraphy and papyri for 
lexicography has been shown by Aitken.3 Standard formulas, themes, and epithets praise the deceased and their 
virtues.4 While Hellenistic inscriptions of the Eastern Mediterranean and Egypt are individualised  and detailed in 
comparison to those of Judea and Babylonia,5 they are still silent about some occupations in ways that can distort 

 
1 Demas’ inscription is catalogued as: JIGRE 30 / Inscr.Métr. 14 / CIJud 1490 / SB 3.6160 / SEG 8.483. JIGRE: W. Horbury 
and D. Noy, Jewish Inscriptions of Graeco-Roman Egypt: With an Index of the Jewish Inscriptions of Egypt and Cyrenaica 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1992); Inscr.Métr.: É. Bernand, Inscriptions métriques de l’Égypte gréco-romaine. 
Recherches sur la poésie épigrammatique des Grecs en Égypte, Annales littéraires de l’Université de Besançon 98 (Paris: 
Université de Besançon, 1969); CIJud: J.-B. Frey, ed., Corpus Inscriptionum Judaicarum, 2 vols. (Rome: Pontifical Biblical 
Institute, 1936); SB: F. Priesigke et al., eds., Sammelbuch griechischer Urkunden aus Ägypten, 18 vols., 1915-1993; SEG: J.E. 
Honduis et al., eds., Supplementum Epigraphicum Graecum, 50 vols. (Leiden: Brill, 1922-). Databases: Packhum Humanities 
Institute Greek Inscriptions: epigraphy.packhum.org/inscriptions/, and IG online: telota.bbaw.de/ig/. 
2 For a Hellenistic overview, see B.H. McLean, An Introduction to Greek Epigraphy of the Hellenistic and Roman Periods 
from Alexander the Great down to the Reign of Constantine (323 B.C.-A.D. 337) (Ann Arbor, Mi.: University of Michigan 
Press, 2002). For classical Greek and Latin epigraphy see M. Baumbach et al., eds., Archaic and Classical Greek Epigram 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2010); J.P. Bodel, ed., Epigraphic Evidence: Ancient History from Inscriptions, 
Approaching the Ancient World (London: Routledge, 2001); A.G. Woodhead, The Study of Greek Inscriptions, 2nd ed. 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1981); E.G. Turner, Greek Papyri: An Introduction (Oxford: Clarendon, 1980); 
G.C. Susini, The Roman Stonecutter: An Introduction to Latin Epigraphy (Oxford: Blackwell, 1973); G. Pfohl, Greek Poems 
on Stones, Vol 1: Epitaphs (Leiden: Brill, 1967); R. Lattimore, Themes in Greek and Latin Epitaphs (Urbana, Il.: University of 
Illinois Press, 1962); L. Keppie, Understanding Roman Inscriptions (London: Routledge, 1991); A. Cooley, The Cambridge 
Manual of Latin Epigraphy (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2012). 
3 J.K. Aitken, No Stone Unturned: Greek Inscriptions and Septuagint Vocabulary, Critical Studies in the Hebrew Bible 5 
(Winona Lake, IN: Eisenbrauns, 2014). 
4 Van der Horst, Ancient, pp. 40-60; McLean, Epigraphy, pp. 262-71. For biographical detail: Lattimore, Themes, pp. 266-300. 
5 Brevity is the case with Judean epigraphy. Hellenistic and Roman-era Judean ossuaries lack cognomen when is it a family-
owned loculi tomb: H. Cotton et al., ed., Corpus Inscriptionum Iudaeae/Palaestinae, 3 vols. (Berlin: de Gruyter, 2010). A first 
century CE wage-list (CIIP 693), and other accounts like it, record workers’ names without cognomen. Brevity may also relate 
to bereavement practices such as inscribing the deceased’s name several times. Rabbinic notions of burial modesty cite Gen 
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demographic and prosopographic information.6 In particular, Jewish-Greek epitaphs leave out many secular trades 
but celebrate status and religious roles.7 An inscription’s silence regarding occupation thus makes translation 
challenging, especially when abstract words like sophía occur. 
 
1. Demas’ epitaph in context 
 
The archaeological remains of Leontopolis, including the Jewish necropolis, are now mostly underwater in marsh-
farmland.8 The epitaphs are on rectangular stone stelae on pediments and written in Greek.9 The provenance of 
these epitaphs is reliable and unproblematic as being from Leontopolis, although Naville did not draw a detailed 
schematic map of where each epitaph was found in situ.10  
 Demas’ epitaph is not unusual in its length or style among inscriptions of the Jewish cemetery at 
Leontopolis. Twelve out of nearly ninety inscriptions at Leontopolis are metrical, the largest proportion of any 
Egyptian Jewish necropolis. The Jewish necropolis is identified as such due to the presence of many Jewish names, 
absence of Egyptian coffins and decorations, the mound’s name “Tell el-Yahoudiya,” and arrangement in loculi 
tombs with niches.11 Some doubt has been cast on the “Jewishness” of diasporic cemeteries, by the way of 
argument that positive identification of the deceased with the ethnic marker Ἰουδαῖος or similar explicitly Jewish 
terms or names, a method which by Ilan’s admission eliminates most Jewish inscriptions.12 That being said, such 
markers are for the most part absent from diasporic epitaphs, tax receipts, and name-lists, nor are they found on 
Palestinian epitaphs or name-lists, unless the bearer is unusually foreign. Where written ethnic labels are absent, 
other observable features such as funerary decoration, iconography, and references to deities can aid ethnic 
identification, as well as literary and documentary evidence pointing to a large Jewish community at Leontopolis.  

 
3:19 as a prooftext (Sotah 14a; Ketubot 8b; Berakhot 17a; MQ 27a-b). Thanks to ---- for pointing out Judean similarities with 
Babylonian and Persian practices, which lack individualised epigraphy except for royal tombs. Hellenistic Babylonia and 
Persia/Parthia similarly had rock-cut loculi tombs as in Judea. See IGIA: Georges Rougemont, Inscriptions grecques d’Iran et 
d’Asie centrale, CII (London: SOAS, 2012). 
6 Even so, documentary texts still offer valuable data: Fergus Millar, “Epigraphy,” in Michael H. Crawford (ed), Sources for 
Ancient History (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1983), pp. 111-2 (80-136); W. Clarysse and D.J. Thompson, 
Counting the People in Hellenistic Egypt, Cambridge Classical Studies (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2004); K. 
Vandorpe, et al., Graeco-Roman Archives from the Fayum, Collectanea Hellenistica KVAB 6 (Leuven: Peeters, 2015). 
7 “Hellenistic” denotes the chronological period spanning the Near East and Eastern Mediterranean from 323-31 BCE. Urban 
living, urban necropolises, evolving afterlife beliefs, and ruler-deification all contribute to the popularity of epigraphy in 
Hellenistic cities. For Hellenistic cities in general see A.H.N. Jones, The Greek City from Alexander to Justinian (Oxford: 
Clarendon, 1940); S. Dmitriev, City Government in Hellenistic and Roman Asia Minor (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
2005). P.W. van der Horst, Ancient Jewish Epitaphs: An Introductory Survey of a Millennium of Jewish Funerary Epigraphy 
(300 BCE-700 CE), Contributions to Biblical Exegesis and Theology 2 (Kampen: Kok Pharos, 1991), pp. 85-101. Another 
way that demographic data is skewed is in the avoidance of unflattering occupations for women. Local urban leadership is 
popular among inscriptions (McLean, Epigraphy, pp. 303-25) as is manumission (R. Saller, “The Family and Society,” in 
Bodel, ed., Epigraphic, pp. 107-113 (pp. 95-117). 
8 The Delta Survey Project reports that Tell el-Yahoudiya is underwater under marsh farm fields, destroyed or levelled by 
sebbakhin farmers, and the site has not been dug archaeologically since the 1950s. For a findings-summary, see S. Adam, 
“Recent discoveries in the Eastern Delta (Dec. 1950 - May 1955),” Annales du Service des Antiquités de l'Égypte 55 (1958): 
301-324. The last major excavation of Leontopolis as a whole, including Tell el-Yahoudiya, was in the late nineteenth century. 
Naville, City; Griffith, Antiquities. See the Delta Survey Project: https://www.ees.ac.uk/yahudiya311. 
9 JIGRE, xvii-xviii, notes claims by Lanzoni and by Sayce of finding Hebrew epitaphs but subsequently losing them in the 
Nile.  
10 To cast doubt on provenance seems unnecessary. Gravestones bought at markets are reported as such, but Demas’ stele, 
along with twenty-two others, were bought from local villagers at Leontopolis, sold by the dealer Tewfik Effendi Boulosm 
(JIGRE, Edgar). Other stelae were removed by Naville and other excavators. The site’s archaeological excavations are 
traceable, as noted above. The lack of a schematic map marking in situ positions of epitaphs is not uncommon for nineteenth 
century excavation standards. 
11 E. Naville, The Mound of the Jew and the City of Onias. Belbeis, Samanood, Abusir, Tukh el Karmus and F.L. Griffith, The 
Antiquities of Tell el Yahûdîyeh, and Miscellaneous Work in Lower Egypt during the Years 1887-1888, Egypt Exploration 
Fund 7, Extra Volume for 1888-9 (London: Kegan Paul, Trench, Trübner & Co, 1890), pp. 13-16. Other mounds near Tell el-
Yahoudiya contain older necropolises (Middle Kingdom, Hyksos, New Kingdom, Late Period). A. Ashmawy Ali, “Tell el-
Yahudia: New Information from Unpublished Excavations,” ÄL 20 (2010): 31-42; A. Ashmawy Ali, “Preliminary Report on 
the SCA Excavation at Tell el-Yahudia Season 2010-2011,” ÄL 26 (2016): 17-32. D; Noy, “The Jewish Communities of 
Leontopolis and Venosa,” in J.W. van Henten and P.W. van der Horst (eds.), Studies in Early Jewish Epigraphy, AGAJU 21 
(Leiden: Brill, 1994), pp. 162-182.  
12 Tal Ilan, “The New Jewish Inscriptions from Hierapolis and the Question of Jewish Diaspora Cemeteries,” Scr. Class. Isr. 
25 (2006): 71–86. 
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 A relevant parallel is a recently discovered solitary Jewish epitaph from Karanis in the Fayum, that of a 
deceased named “Jonathan.”13 Although traces of Jewish communities in Fayum papyri is considerable, this 
epitaph is the first identifiably Jewish name. The inscription reads, Ἰωναθῇ | χρηστὲ | χαῖρε. Two insights follow: 
firstly, that papyri and epigraphy often present divergent pictures of the realities of demographic makeup, often 
due to survival but also local practice; and secondly, that aside from an identifiably Jewish name, this epitaph does 
not bear explicit markers of foreign or ethnic status, such as Ἰουδαῖος, of the deceased. 
 Another similar Leontopolitan poetic epitaph is that of Abramos (JIGRE 39, between second century BCE 
to second century CE), now kept at the University of Göttingen.14 Abramos is described as πανδήῳ ἐθνικῇ 
ἐστέφετ᾽ἐν σοφίᾳ· (l.6), crowned in wisdom with a communal magistracy over all the people. On the basis of 
Abramos’ epitaph, Bernand proposed one possibility of magistrate for Demas, but leaves things open. However, 
magistrates and other officials are over-represented in funerary epigraphy. It is unlikely you would forget to make 
the status explicit on your tombstone.15 Significantly for our discussion, Abramos’ epitaph constitutes an epitaph 
with a positively Jewish name describing its bearer as having σοφία. Moreover, Abramos’ role of magistrate 
shows, at minimum, that other professions besides scribes have σοφία. 
 The usefulness of Leontopolitan epigraphy for Septuagint and cognate studies is clear. The nineteenth 
century idea of Egyptian Jewry as a heterodox “betrayal” of Judaism is no longer tenable.16 Indeed, Josephus 
writes neutrally of the origins of Leontopolis’ Jewish community, and rabbinic texts debate the legitimacy of its 
temple sacrifices, but neither casts them out as theologically or culturally beyond Judaism.17 More recently, Kratz 
and Ameling, incorporating the documentary and epigraphic evidence, have argued that Leontopolis was meant to 
point towards the Jerusalem Temple, not replace it.18 Thus, contextualising the meaning of Demas’ sophía within 
larger Hellenistic Judaism should be linguistically, theologically, and culturally unproblematic. 
 
2. Transcription and translation with notes 
 
Existing photographic plates of the epitaph are in CIJud, JIGRE, and Bernand. Additionally, I have included a 
close-up photo from Bernand’s plate. It was not possible to obtain a new photo of the epitaph from the Greco-
Roman Museum in Alexandria.19 
 The limestone stele and inscribed text are relatively complete with a few letters damaged on the right 
edges. Demas’ stele is relatively intact except for some damage on the right side. Crossing-out marks show the 
stonecutter’s first attempt halfway down the stele. The stele is undecorated and in Greek, as is the case with most 
other Delta-region Jewish epitaphs. Demas’ metric epigram is representative of pagan and Jewish epigrams alike, 
employing vocabulary and formulas typical of Hellenistic funerary epigram, such as referring to the stone as 
σπιλάδος.20 The script is dated paleographically to the Ptolemaic period. 
 A transcription, translation, and notes follow. The notes focus on reconstructions, rather than attempting to 
comment on individual words and contexts, which is reserved for later discussion. Another aim is to avoid 
reproducing what is already available in Bernand, JIGRE, CIJud, and other publications: 

 

 
13 L. Blumell, “A Jewish Epitaph from the Fayum,” JSJ 46 (2014), pp.182-197. 
14 Inscr.Métr. 16; CPJud 1530a. From a squeeze of the stone; Leontopolis origin is probable, given similarities to other 
metrical epitaphs, but not certain. 
15 Some wills and testaments stipulate the contents of one’s epitaph; others were drawn from formulae notebooks of 
stonemasons. Cuomo, Technology, p. 83; Susini, Stonecutter, p. 25. 
16 E. Schürer, The History of the Jewish People in the Age of Jesus Christ (175 B.C. -- A.D. 135), ed. Pamela Vermes, 2nd ed. 
(London: T&T Clark, 1986), p. III.1:47; L.H. Feldman, “The Orthodoxy of the Jews in Hellenistic Egypt,” JSS 22 (1960): pp. 
215-37; However, see: L.H. Feldman, Judaism and Hellenism Reconsidered (JSJSup 107; Leiden: Brill, 2006); V. 
Tcherikover, Hellenistic Civilization and the Jews (New York: Atheneum, 1977); M. Hengel, Judaism and Hellenism, 2 vols. 
(London: SCM, 1974). A recent assessment of the scholarly environment that led to this assessment: S. Goldhill, “What Has 
Alexandria to Do with Jerusalem? Writing the History of the Jews in the Nineteenth Century,” HJ 59.1 (2015), pp. 125-51. 
17 R. Hayward, “The Jewish Temple at Leontopolis: A Reconsideration,” JJS 33 (1982): pp. 423-43. 
18 R.G. Kratz, Historical and Biblical Israel: The History, Tradition, and Archives of Israel and Judah (Oxford, 2015), esp. 
pp. 190-1; Ameling, “Die jüdische Gemeinde.” 
19 The current location of the epitaph is the Greco-Roman Museum, formerly known as the Alexandria Museum. After 
correspondence, I found that it was not possible to obtain a new photograph at present, since the museum has been closed for 
renovation since 2011, and the epitaph is in storage. Plates are in CIJud, Bernand Inscr.Métr. (Plate XIX), and JIGRE (Plate 
X). 
20 Noted in JIGRE. I have found a few occurrences: SEG 30:284 (Ampelokipi, third century CE),  SEG 39:1278 
(Katakelaumene, 160 CE), IScM III 38 (Kallatis, second/third centuries CE), EAD XXX 476 (Delos, early first centuries 
BCE), BCH 36 (1912) 230,1 (Rhodos, ca. 220/210 BCE). 
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1   ὤδ᾽ ὑπὸ τὸ σπιλάδος μέλαθρον, ξένε, κε̣[ῖται - - - ] 
2   Δημᾶς, γῆρας ἀφεὶς μητρὸς ἐλεινοτά[της] |  
3   καὶ τέκνα νήπι᾽ἐλεινὰ καὶ αὐστηρὰν πα[ράκοιτιν], | 
4   πολλῶν ἀνθρώπων βοιθὸς ἐὼν σο̣φ̣[ίαι]· | 
5   κλαύσατε τὸν προλιπόντα τὸ σεμνότα[τον . . - .] |  
6   καὶ πόλιν, ἀνθρώπων δ᾽ ἤθεα καὶ φιλίαν. | 
vacat 

7   Δ̣η̣μ̣ᾶ̣ς̣ ὡς (ἐτῶν) λη´, |  
8   (ἔτους) νδ, Ἁθ̣[ὺ]ρ γ. | 
large vacat  

9    κα̣ὶ̣ σ̣ὺ̣ Ἀλέξανδρε | 
10  πασίφιλε καὶ ἀνέγ |  
11  κ̣λ̣ητε χρη[στ]ὲ χ[αῖρε].  
 
 

1   Here under the shelter of stone, stranger, lie[s . . .] 
2   Demas, leaving behind a most unhappy mother in her 
old a[ge]  
3   and unhappy children in their tender years, and a 
wife in bitt[erness],  
4   Many men he helped by his wis[dom].  
5   Weep for the man who has left the most augus[t . . .] 
6   and city, and the haunts and friendship of men.  
 
7   [D]emas, he (was) about 38 (years old). 
8   In the 54th (regnal year), Hath[y]r 3. 
 
9   And you, Alexander, 
10 Friend of all, without  
11 reproach, exce[len]t one, farewell. 

 
 
Line 1: The metric epitaph (l.1-6) is in elegiac couplets in pentameter, and the remainder (l.7-11) is in prose.21 
Note that κε̣[ῖμαι is also possible. Peek reconstructs κε̣[ῖται ἄωρος] (- . -),22 Lietzmann κε̣[ῖται ἄναυδος),23 and 
indeed a formulaic epithet would be more fitting here than Wilhelm’s reconstruction of “physician” (κε̣[ῖται 
ἰητρός]) which seems more conjectural.24 The use of σπιλάς is known from epigrams.25 
 
Line 4: This line contains the damaged word that may read σο̣φ[ίαι] or similar. Wilhelm, Bernand, and Horbury 
and Noy read σο̣φ[ίαι].26 Peek and Lietzmann read σο̣[βαρός] (pomp) or σθ̣[εναρός] (strength). Edgar and Crönert 
each read συ̣ν̣[έσει] (understanding).27 Though Wilhelm is quick to assemble examples of epigrams with wise 
physicians, Bernand counters that wisdom is not reserved only for physician, giving the example of magistrates (as 
in Abramos, discussed below). Horbury and Noy point to many crafts denoted as having sophía. Paleographically, 
Bernand is confident that both second and third letters after the initial σ are round letters in shape, and that the 
third letter seems to have a vertical stroke. More discussion is below. 
 
Line 5: Another line damaged with a few possibilities. Wilhelm reads σεμνότα[τον πολίτευμα] (most august city), 
connecting with l.6 πόλιν, which Bernand thinks too hypothetical. Horbury and Noy and Crönert read σεμνότα[τον 
ἕδος ἀρχῆς] (most august seat of magistracy). Lietzmann, Frey, and Edgar read σεμνότα[τον βιότευμα] (most 
august life). Peek reconstructs σεμνότα[τον φάος ἤδη]. Horbury and Noy argue that πολίτευμα remains too 
conjectural since it is unknown whether the Jews of Leontopolis called themselves such, but ἕδος ἀρχῆς seems 
rather hypothetical, as well. Because l.6 begins with καὶ πόλιν, suggesting that the last word of l.5 should be a 
synonym to πόλιν, I am inclined to agree with Wilhelm’s restoration of σεμνότα[τον πολίτευμα] with openness to 
semantic equivalents to “people” or “city.” 
 
Lines 7-8: The date is the fifty-fourth year of Ptolemy VIII Physkon Euergetes II, whose reign was fifty-five years. 
The date of 5 Hathyr corresponds to 22 November.28 Horbury and Noy state that this epitaph is unusually early in 
comparison to others from Leontopolis,29 which has led others to cast doubt on its dating altogether. Perhaps 
following the doubts of Lietzmann, Ameling proposes a date long after Actium (31 BCE) of 24 CE, arguing that 

 
21 JIGRE, Bernand, and Peek. 
22 W. Peek, “Zu Griechischen Epigrammen aus Ägypten,” Hermes 66, no. 4 (1931), p.319 (317-336). 
23 H. Lietzmann, “Jüdisch-griechische Inschriften aus Tell el Yehudieh,” Zeitschrift für die neutestamentische Wissenschaft 22 
(1923), pp. 280-281. 
24 A. Wilhelm, “Ärzte und Ärztinnen in Pontos, Lykien und Ägypten.” Jahreshefte des österreichischen archäologischen 
Instituts Wien 27 (1932): 72–95. 
25 Bernand. 
26 Wilhelm: σο̣φ[ίαι] or σο̣φ[ίαις]. 
27 C.C. Edgar, “Tomb-stones from Tell el Yahoudieh,” ASAE 19 (1920), pp.217. Crönert in SEG. 
28 JIGRE. Ptolemaic Egypt used the native Egyptian and the lunar Macedonian calendars, with an intercalary month added 
biennially, but soon switched to assimilated Egyptian-Macedonian months (by 31 BCE, the Egyptian new year (1 Thoth) had 
moved backwards from mid-November to 31 August). During the 53th year of Ptolemy VIII (119/118 BCE), a new system 
was introduced where Dios was no longer Pachon but Thoth, meaning that for Demas’ inscription, Hathyr was now Audnaios 
not Artemisios. See A.E. Samuel, Greek and Roman Chronology (Munich: Beck, 1972), pp. 145-151. 
29 JIGRE 30. 
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the older the date the greater the uncertainties.30 However, in fact, a third of Leontopolis epitaphs date to between 
mid-second century BCE to second century CE upon palaeographic or self-established (regnal year) grounds.31 
Therefore Demas’ inscription is not unusually early among Egyptian Jewish epitaphs in general. Out of over 120 
Jewish epitaphs identified in Egypt, a majority are from Leontopolis,32 many date explicitly to the first centuries 
BCE/CE.33  
 
 
3. Textual and Lexical Discussion 
 
Textual discussion 
 
Although McLean notes that most Leontopolitan Jewish epitaphs display “crude metrication,” Demas’ epitaph 
does not exhibit signs of crudeness. Sophisticated metric balance is reflected throughout the epitaph, for example 
using the spelling βοιθός instead of βοηθός.34 The reconstruction of σο̣φ[ίαι] is metrically balanced, not to mention 
being thematically appropriate. 
 Demas is rather eponymously named, given his local popularity. Ilan’s onomastic lexicon records nine 
extant occurrences of Jews named “Demas”: seven from Egypt, one from Cyrenaica, and one from Greece.35 While 
not as ubiquitous for Jews as Dositheos or Alexander (l.9), Demas as a name is not rare either. 
 As discussed above, Demas’ epitaph is also damaged at another place that might have hinted at an 
occupation, l.5, at least at first glance. If we consider a reconstruction of σεμνότα[τον ἕδος ἀρχῆς] in l.5 (JIGRE 
and Crönert), then Demas’ wisdom is due to his magistrate status. However, as argued above, I suggest a 
connection between the last word of l.5 and l.6: καὶ πόλιν, which goes on even further: ἀνθρώπων δ᾽ ἤθεα καὶ 
φιλίαν, in which case a people or city makes more sense at the end of l.5. Altogether, along with Wilhelm’s 
reconstructions of l.1 and others’ restorations of l.4, there are altogether three different places (lines 1, 4, 6) in 
Demas’ inscription where scholars have either inserted or conjectured epithets which may or may not comment on 
Demas’ occupation. Because the rest of the inscription further provides a thematic amplification of Demas’ 
community value, full of formulaic eulogy and kind words, it does not seem useful to conjecture occupations into 
the reconstructions of l.1 or l.6, nor to read too closely into the careers possible from l.4’s reconstructed sophía or 
similar epithet. 
  
 
Lexical Discussion  
 
A few of the epitaph’s words mentioned above deserve fuller lexicographic analysis to contextualise their meaning 
and relevance. These words may or may not indicate either ethnic or prosopographic information about Demas. 
The use of some surviving words, βοηθός in particular, have spurred further conjectures on Demas’ occupation. 
 
πα[ράκοιτιν] 
 
The phrase πα[ράκοιτιν] (in bitterness) here describes Demas’ widowed wife.36 Bitterness does not seem to 
collocate with mourning or death in pagan Greek texts, whether as παράπικρος, κατάπικρος, the common πικρός, 
or verbal forms of πικραίνω or παραπικραίνω.37 Oddly, bitter (πικρός) in reference to death never occurs among 

 
30 W. Ameling, “Die jüdische Gemeinde von Leontopolis nach den Inschriften,” in M. Karrer et al. (eds.), Die Septuaginta—
Texte, Kontexte, Lebenswelten (WUNT 219; Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2008), p. 123 (pp. 117-133). Lietzmann thought all the 
stelae with regnal years above 23 dated to Tiberius, but leaves possibilities open. 
31 JIGRE 31-39, 41-42, 44-54, 56-58, 62. Elsewhere in Egypt: JIGRE 24-25 (Alexandrian epitaphs), 121-125 (temple 
inscriptions). 
32 CIJud 1451-1530; JIGRE 29-105. 
33 CIJud, p. 2:381, about 51 BCE-41 CE. The date is considered “explicitly” Roman if the epitaph mentions the name of 
Caesar. 
34 McLean, Epigraphy, p. 365.  Citing P.W. van der Horst, “Jewish Poetical Tomb Inscriptions,” in van Henten and van der 
Horst (eds.), Studies in Early Jewish Epigraphy, pp. 129-147 (p.133 for Demas, i.e. CIJud 1490). Van der Horst here praises 
the metric balance of Demas’ epitaph. Noted also in Bernand Inscr.Métr. 
35 Ṭal Ilan, Thomas Ziem, and Kerstin Hünefeld, Lexicon of Jewish Names in Late Antiquity. Part 3: The Western Diaspora 
330 BCE - 650 CE, Texte Und Studien Zum Antiken Judentum 126 (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2002), 239–40. 
36 With thanks to ----------- for this suggestion. 
37 Sorrow, tears, and grief are bitter. Death is often cruel (e.g. Hymn to Apollo 3, 349), but only once bitter (Pindar, Isthmean 
I.7.40). 
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Greek pagan funerary epitaphs, out of eighteen extant occurrences. The closest approximant is an example from 
Egypt which refers to the goddess Fate as bitter (πικρὸς Μοιρῶν).38 By comparison, in Hebrew, bitterness רמ  and 
death תומ  are commonly collocated, perhaps encouraged by alliteration.39 Ben Sira calls the remembrance of death 
“bitter” to one who is at rest among one’s habitation ( רמ , πικρόν; Sir 41:1).40 Finally, in 3 Macc 6:31, the Judeans 
unite for a feast of deliverance rather than of bitter and mournful fate (πικροῦ καὶ δυσαιάκτου μόρου) at having 
escaped Hades. Here, the bitterness is associated more clearly with fate as death itself, whiel using “fate” to allude 
to Hades earlier in the verse. Thus, with few Greek pagan epigraphic examples, one might be able to say that 
“bitterness” with mourning or death, or fate as death, does seem to indicate a Jewish setting.  
 
 
βοιθός (βοηθός) 
 
On the basis of the sometime medical context of βοηθός (helper), Wilhelm proposes physician for Demas’ 
profession.41 Most pagan occurrences of βοηθ- refer to general assistance, military, pharmaceutical, or financial 
aid, but restricting this word’s semantics to one or another profession seems to reflect a selective reading of 
lexicons. While not a specialist medical term, the word sometimes refers to antidotes and remedies helping patients 
(Dioscorides 4.83), for example by Theophrastus concerning pepper, poppy, and frankincense as antidotes (βοηθεῖ) 
to hemlock poisoning (Hist. plant. 9.20.1), and to a physician, in defence of criticism (Hippocrates, De prisca 
medicina 13). Another reference is that of Plutarch (Alex. 19.2), with the death of Alexander and physicians’ 
reluctance to give remedies (βοηθήσειν and βοηθεῖα), though Plutarch is not medical specialist and βοηθεῖα not the 
typical word for remedy. Considering other references across Greek pagan sources, however, βοηθ- refers more 
often to medicine itself than to physicians, and is just as likely to occur in general, financial, legal, or military 
contexts. On this basis alone, one might argue that Demas should just as likely be a banker or lawyer as a 
physician. 
 Furthermore, the argument is slim that a common lemma such as βοηθ- is “known” as medical, given that 
medical (and magical) texts often adopted common words for a (small) technical audience. Thus the use of 
βοηθεῖα as antidote is not surprising nor indicative of specialist terminology, particularly since the above uses are 
rare. In the case of antidotes and remedies, the more universal technical terms are ἀντίδοτος and φάρμακον, 
respectively.42 A few further examples of “generic” vocabulary adopted in medical use are τέμνω, χρίω, καπνίζω, 
ἔμπλασσω, and, for magical texts, δέω.43 None lost their original meanings.  
 As Horbury and Noy point out, βοηθ- occurs in petitions among documentary papyri,44 but again does not 
constitute any solid grounds for βοηθ- as a technical term in legal language either. 
 Moreover, these contexts are plainly not the case with βοηθ- in Septuagint and cognate texts.45 In different 
forms, βοηθ- can mean a range of divine or human assistance, guidance, or support. In 2Chr 26:15, βοηθηθῆναι 
does refer to the military engineering support of Uzziah’s court advisors.46 In addition, the personal name, βοηθός 

 
38 Inscr.Métr. 64 [SEG 15.853], second/first centuries BCE, l.4: ὧι σε πικρὸς Μοιρῶν ἐσφετέριξε μίτος. Another describes 
those critical of life as bitter: IMT Kyz LDascyl 2035, Mysia, first century BCE, l.3-4: ὁ πᾶσι θνητοῖς ἄκριτος βίου βραβεύς, | 
ὁ πικρὸς Ἅδης, ὃς τὰ σεμνὰ βασκαίνει. Three later inscriptions call demons bitter: IG II2 11530, Attica, second/third centuries 
CE, l.3: δαίμων ὁ πικρὸς τῷδ ἔθηκεν [ἐν τάφῳ]; IK Iznik 195 Bithynia, second/third centuries CE, l.11: τοῦτο [γὰ]ρ δαίμων 
πικρὸς (bitter demons); IK Heraclea Pont 47: [δ]αίμων πικρὸς ἐμεῖο φέρων [υἱ]ὸν εἷλε Κράτιππον. 
39 See L.A. Askin, Scribal Culture in Ben Sira, JSJSup 184 (Leiden: Brill, 2018), pp. 154-55. The “bitterness of death” is in 
Qoh 7:26, 1Sam 15:32, Isa 38:15, Sir 41:1, 3 Macc 6:31. References to “bitterness of soul” are associated with reflection on 
death (Job 3:20-21, 7:11, 10:1, 21:25). In Job 3:20-21, the bitter of soul שפנ ירמ( ) long for death. In Job 21:25, one who never 
tastes goodness dies in bitterness of soul ( הרמ שפנב ). 
40 For Ben Sira’s dating, see: L.A. Askin, “Beyond Encomium or Eulogy: The Role of Simon the High Priest in the Book of 
Ben Sira,” JAJ 9 (2018): 344–65. 
41 Wilhelm, “Ärzte.” Supported by JIGRE p. 57-58. 
42 LSJ. 
43 Verbs discussed in -------- forthcoming. 
44 JIGRE, p. 58. 
45 There are 26 occurrences of βοηθός in LXX Psalms, and numerous occurrences in other LXX and cognate texts: Gen 2:18, 
20; Exod 15:2, 18:4; Deut 33:7; Jdg 5:23; 1Sam 7:12; 2Sam 22:42; 1Chr 12:19; Est 14:3; Jdth 7:25, 9:4, 9:11; Tob 8:6; Job 
22:25, 29:12; 2 Macc 3:29; Sir 36:24, 51:2; Nah 3:9; Isa 7:10, 25:4, 50:7, 63:5; Ezek 12:14. Likewise βοηθέω occurs 
frequently. 
46 Itself interesting from technological perspectives, Uzziah here becomes famous for making military machines invented by 
his courtly mathematician (λογιστής), in Hebrew בשוח תבשחמ תונבשח . 
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( סותיב ), is found several times as a Jewish name in Josephus and rabbinic texts.47 However, given its frequency and 
application, there is little evidence for specific occupational preferences in Jewish contexts for βοηθός or 
βοηθέω.48 In sum, problems arise if one restricts the semantic range of βοηθ- too much, and little more than 
conjecture can be gleaned about Demas’ occupation from the epithet of “helper.” 
 
 
σο̣φ̣[…] 
 
Although reconstructed suggestion vary slightly, as discussed above, most attempts to address σο̣φ[…] in l.4 
remain focused on a word relating to either understanding or wisdom of some kind. The reconstruction of σο̣φ[ίαι] 
has never been an object of great dispute to palaeographers. The interest is rather on the resulting occupation of 
Demas on the basis of his having wisdom, usually: magistrate, scribe, or physician. It is not easy to distinguish 
between the epigraphist’s eye and the interpreter’s wishes, but in this case the reconstruction of Demas’ profession 
is more conjectural than the reconstruction of σο̣φ[ίαι]. 
 Among Jewish funerary epitaphs, σοφία is a relatively uncommon but not rare epithet, appearing 
elsewhere in Abramos’ epitaph more clearly (above). Besides this, a second-to-fourth century CE Jewish epitaph 
from La Bottaccia calls its bearer, whose occupation is also unknown, a God-fearer of the holy laws and 
knowledgeable in wisdom.49 Common epithets of Jewish funerary epigraphy include φιλόνομος and φιλόλαος.50  
 By comparison, among Greek pagan funerary inscriptions there survive a few more examples of σοφία. 
Many of these cases describe individuals of various different occupations and unknown occupation. For example, a 
late fifth century BCE dedicatory epigraph and stamp of an artisan named Dikon describe him as wise (ἔ[χ]ει 
σοφίαν, SEG 25:463).51 In light of the uncommon but not rare use of σοφία for a variety of individuals, it does not 
seem to follow that σοφία, in a Jewish context, must necessarily suggest a particular occupation. 
 While not known for descriptiveness, Jewish epitaphs from Palestine that mention scribes, officials, and 
priests do not describe them as wise.52 We are fortunate that in the case of Demas’ metric epitaph, the inscription 
offers plenty of detail that tells us something about the deceased’s qualities, as eulogising and formulaic as some 
epithets may be. The personality and virtues of Demas may make better sense of σο̣φ[ίαι] than a proposed 
occupation. 
 A full discussion of the context of σοφία in Jewish literary contexts follows. Because the other plausible 
reconstructions besides σο̣φ[ίαι] reflect alternative relatively close in meaning, such a discussion remains relevant 
whether the word is σο̣φ[ίαι] or the semantically close συ̣ν̣[έσει] (understanding). As stated above, however, I am 
in agreement with Bernand’s opinion that the second and third letters are round, and the third letter has a vertical 
stroke. 
 
 
4. Wisdom in Contemporary Sources: םכח  and σοφία  
 
To show how σοφία is articulated in Hellenistic epigraphy, papyri, and literary sources, this section gives a brief 
analysis of σοφία and Hebrew and Aramaic uses of םכח , followed by Jewish-Greek and pagan Greek sources 
which concern σοφία. Here we will explore whether contexts of Jewish “wisdom” supports a reconstruction of 
σοφία in Demas’ epitaph.  
 
Hebrew and Aramaic sources 
 

 
47 Ṭ. Ilan, T. Ziem, and K. Hünefeld, Lexicon of Jewish Names in Late Antiquity. Part 1: Palestine 330 BCE - 200 CE, TSAJ 
91 (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2002), 269–70. 
48 Relatedly, Sirach does not attribute wisdom but knowledge (ἐπιστήμη 38:3) to the physician. 
49 JIWE 12. JIWE: David Noy, Jewish Inscriptions of Western Europe, 2 vols. (Cambridge, 2005). 
50 McLean, Epigraphy, p. 278-9; P.W. van der Horst, Ancient, pp. 41-42; ibid., “Das Neue Testament und die jüdische 
Grabinschriften aus hellenistisch-römischer Zeit,” BZ 36 (1992): pp. 161-178. 
51 While not exhaustive, other examples include: IG I3 1393; IG II2 3411, 3632, 3639, 3709, 3790, 4261, 11387, 13086; SEG 
13:181, 13:206; CIG III 5904.  
52 Most occupations are priest, scribe, or rabbi; in two rare cases: artisan (CIIJ 173) and perfume-seller (CIIJ 556). Descriptive 
inscriptions are extremely uncommon (out of approx. 600) and tend towards consolations or warnings, (such as CIIJ 25, 55, 
76, 93, 98, 287, 359, 375, 385, 392, 393, 394-397, 411, 439, 440, 451, 460, 466, 556, 602, 605). For a general treatment of 
practices, see R. Hachlili, Jewish Funerary Customs, Practices, and Rites in the Second Temple Period (Leiden: Brill, 2005).  
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Forms of םַכָח  occur frequently in classical Hebrew texts.53 Many times, forms of the word are collocated with ןיב , 

עדי , or לכׂש , as in wisdom literature. In translation and commentary, many biblical and extrabiblical occurrences of 
wisdom, however, disappear. The wisdom of artisans is rendered in translations as skill or craft, not as intellect, 
even though collocated words are similar. Semantic distinctions in modern languages between wisdom and skill 
may be one reason why modern researchers associate Hebrew wisdom more exclusively with scribes and sages. In 
most cases, a םָכָח  is a general person of advice and authority, “wise” being a quality or status rather than an 
occupation (e.g. Gen 41:8, 33; Ex 7:11; Deut 1:13, 15; 4:6; 16:19), with one antonymic םָכָח  (“senseless” in Deut 
32:6).54 However, in Exodus םָכָח  always refers to artisans,55 often with בֵל :56 
 

 ׁשֶדֹּקַה תַדֹבֲע תֶכאֶלְמ־לָּכ־תֶא תֹׂשֲעַל תַעַדָל הָּמֵהָּב הָנּובְתּו הָמְכָח הָוהְי ןַתָנ רֶׁשֲא בֵל־םַכֲח ׁשיִא לֹכְו בָאיִלֳהָאְו לֵאְלַצְב הָׂשָעְו
׃הָוהְי הָּוִצ־רֶׁשֲא לֹכְל  (Ex 36:1) 

Bezalel and Oholiab and every skilful one to whom the Lord has given skill and understanding to 
know how to do any work in the construction of the sanctuary shall work in accordance with all 
that the Lord has commanded. (NRSV) 

 
 The Pentateuch is useful as an example of artisanal uses of םַכָח , while the use of the word in wisdom 
literature is well known. In Exodus alone, הָמְכָח  occurs commonly with forms of אלמ ןתנ , , and ןיב ,57 and ַחּור  and  בֵל  
occasionally.58 Activities associated with הָמְכָח  are general manufacture ( הַׂשָע ), weaving, smithery, stonemasonry, 
carpentry, embroidery, and tailoring.59 An associated dynamic verb is movement of the heart, compelling action 
(Ex 31:26, 36:2). The associated senses of הָמְכָח  in Exodus include both bausanic trades and intellect, for example 
in the set expression “ הָכאָלְמ־לָכְבּו תַעַדְבּו הָנּובְתִבּו הָמְכָחְּב ” in Ex 31:3, 31 and 36:1. In Deut 4:6, הָמְכָח  describes the 
Israelites (with ןיב ). Joshua is filled with a spirit of הָמְכָח  (Deut 34:9). 
 In the former and latter prophets, םַכָח  and related words continue use across bausanic and intellectual 
contexts.60 In Psalms and wisdom texts, the use of םַכָח  is usually in a more intellectual context, often collocated 
with ןיב עדי , , or לכׂש . In Proverbs, Job, and Qohelet, wisdom constitutes piety and fear of the Lord, with its location 
in the Temple and correct behaviour among society. Notably, Proverbs and Qohelet do not advise their audiences 
to become scribes. Proverbs 28, for example, pertains to righteousness and wickedness in humans as barometers of 
wisdom and discernment (Prov 28:4-5). The concerns of the wise in Proverbs are piety, justice, and social 
behaviour (e.g. Prov 25:9-10, 18). The tone of Proverbs, as a call to philanthropy and etiquette, resonates in the 
characterisation of Demas as one who helped many in his community. Ben Sira’s use of םַכָח  largely reflects that of 
Proverbs and other biblical wisdom uses, but also the balanced contexts of bausanic knowledge and intellect, as in 
the physician’s wisdom from the Lord: אפור םכחי לא תאמ  (Sir 38:2 Heb). Thus, even Ben Sira acknowledges non-
scribal professions’ ability to become Lord. Despite the persuasiveness of the scribe’s wisdom (Sir 38:24–39:11), 
it would be a mistake to suggest that the definition of wisdom be limited to scribes purely on the basis of Ben Sira. 
After all, the exclusion of more administrative and less glamorous duties of the scribe tell us that Ben Sira is 
putting “best foot forward” in his words advocating the scribal profession. 
 Interestingly, 4QInstruction, which bears the highest concentration of mentions of wisdom among Dead 
Sea Scrolls non-biblical texts, does not presume an elite or scribal background of its audience.61 The text’s advice 
includes how to take out and repay loans and how to behave towards one’s superiors. If 4QInstruction is oriented 
towards the lower economic classes, not a literary or cultural elite, then the raz niyeh ( היהנ זר ) may be more 
oriented towards the ethical discernment (of the “understanding one,” ןיבמ ) between good and evil on an everyday 
basis, regardless of education. Thus, the “understanding one” in 4QInstruction and other texts may be simply a 
conscientious person who lives life with full awareness of divine justice, avoiding hypocrisy and acting 
accordingly in alignment with divine truth, not a scribe or sage.62  

 
53 HALOT; DCH; BDB. 
54 Eric D. Reymond, Intermediate Biblical Hebrew Grammar: A Student’s Guide to Phonology and Morphology (Resources 
for Biblical Study 89; Atlanta: SBL, 2017), pp. 11-12. 
55 Ex 28:3; 31:6; 35:10, 25; 36:1, 2, 4, 8. 
56 Ex 28:3, 31:6; 35:10, 25; 36:1, 2, 8. 
57 For אָלָמ : Ex 28:3; 31:3, 31, 35. For ןַתָנ : Ex 31:6; 36:1, 2. 
58 For בֵל : Ex 35:35. For הָכאָלְמ : Ex 31:3, 31, 35; 36:1. For ַחּור : Ex 28:3, 31:3, 31, cf. Deut 34:9. 
59 For הַׂשָע : Ex 31:6, 35, 36:1. For weaving: Ex 28:3; 31:26, 35. For “all crafts,” including smithery, stonemasonry, carpentry, 
embroidery, and tailoring: Ex 28:3, 31:3, 6, 31, 35. 
60 For example, as “skill” in: Isa 10:13, 29:14; 1 Kgs 2:6, 3:28, 5:9-26, 7:14, 10:4-24; Jer 49:7. In Chronicles, 1 Chron 9:3-23; 
28:21; 2 Chron 1:10-12. 
61 M. Goff, “Searching for Wisdom in and beyond 4QInstruction,” in H. Najman, J.-S. Rey, and E.J.C. Tigchelaar (eds.), 
Tracing Sapiential Traditions in Ancient Judaism (JSJSup 174; Leiden: Brill, 2016), pp. 119-37. 
62 Cf. 1QS 5:2-3. 
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 Targumic texts often render forms of עדי  with םכח  instead, including in Targum Proverbs, and sometimes 

לכׂש  (e.g. Tg.Onq. Gen 48:14). Most cases of  are preserved unchanged, including the above discussed cases in  םכח
Exodus, as in אָביִל יֵמיִכַח  .63 Thus, uses of  in the Targums remain flexibly balanced as in Hebrew texts.64  םכח
Aramaic uses of  .do not seem to diverge from those in Hebrew  םכח
 
Jewish-Greek sources 
 
Jewish-Greek texts that might have been available during and shortly after Demas’ time include the Jewish-Greek 
scriptures, Sirach (132 BCE), Wisdom of Solomon, Tobit, Judith, and the fragmentary Jewish-Greek authors such 
as Artapanus, Ezekiel the Tragedian, and Theodotus. Jubilees and 1 Enoch are also contemporary but their Greek 
translation is unknowable. The literary lives of Hellenistic-era people also included contact with monuments, 
contracts, tax documents, literature, poetry, and, though rarely, letters. The role of literacy is perhaps not here a 
pre-condition for the attribute of “wisdom,” owing to the popularity of proverbs and moral sayings in Hellenistic 
societies, where places for writing and reading are still limited but schooling makes use of authors and quotable 
proverbs that were familiar and traditional.65 Overall, the uses of σοφία in Jewish epitaphs may shed light on 
Septuagint translation methods and provide a firmer footing for denoting the meaning of wisdom in Second 
Temple Judaism.66 
 Ben Sira mentions wisdom in connection with its divine origins (Sirach 24) but also professional 
intelligence and skill mastery. Even in describing the wisdom of the scribe, Ben Sira is toying with the similarities 
of the wisdom of artisans, and the wisdom which is particular to scribes (Sir 38:15). Moreover, while Ben Sira’s 
scribe is more learned than artisans and labourers, the chief allure of the scribal career is fame and court 
membership (Sir 39:1-5). As mentioned above, elsewhere Ben Sira says of the physician: אפור םכחי לא תאמ  (Sir 
38:2 Heb). Sirach allows that God gives physicians knowledge (ἐπιστήμη, Sir 38:3), though not σοφία. Ben Sira 
takes for granted that physicians possess knowledge, instead wishing to emphasize the divine origin of that 
knowledge (cf. Sir 38:4-5). Yet Ben Sira’s praise of medicine has only persuaded researchers to include physicians 
in the “club of the wise,” disconnected from the bausanic trades, rather than to extend the meaning of wisdom that 
to the attainment of technical knowledge.67 
 Wisdom of Solomon describes wisdom as pre-existent and pre-eminent, but also a teacher of humanity 
(Wis 7:22-9:4, et al.), an aide to humanity in times of danger (Wis 10:1-11:20, et al.). As well as the “wisdom of 
the craftsperson” (τεχνῖτις δὲ σοφία, Wis 14:2), wisdom as attained gives the author honour and reputation for just 
counsel (Wis 7:1-21, cf. Sir 50:13-30, Wis 8:10-13). The antitheses of wisdom are cowardly fear, lawlessness, and 
ignorance (Wis 17:1-21, especially verses 6-12). Throughout, the cosmic and political responsibility of wisdom is 
on a larger scale than scribal wisdom alone. 
 Tobit’s speech to his son Tobias (Tob 4:1-21) summarizes the just and charitable behaviour of the wise 
person. The advice of Tobit resonates with Israelite wisdom literature. Notably, Tobit’s advice is not just tethered 
to scribes or education: Tobias is asked to observe major ethical practices integral to the functioning of 
community. Tobias must seek the counsel of “everyone who is wise/prudent” (φρονίμου, 4:18), leaving the 
occupation open.68 
 Philo describes how the Jews open up their synagogues on the Sabbath for all to occupy themselves with 
learning (Philo, Mos. I.215-6; Spec. Leg. 2.60-62). Wisdom as the pursuit of piety and righteousness permits 
anyone to become wise. Similarly, one may consider the unknown or multiple occupations of the Pharisees and 

 
63 Tg.Onq. Ex 28:3, 31:6; 35:10, 25; 36:1, 2, 8. 
64 Jastrow. 
65 R. Cribiore, Gymnastics of the Mind: Greek Education in Hellenistic and Roman Egypt (Oxford: Princeton University Press, 
2001); R. Cribiore, Writing, Teachers, and Students in Graeco-Roman Egypt (Atlanta: Scholars Press, 1996); C. Hezser, 
“Private and Public Education,” in C. Hezser (ed.), The Oxford Handbook of Jewish Daily Life in Roman Palestine (Oxford, 
2010), 465-81; T. Morgan, Popular Morality in the Early Roman Empire (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2007). For 
an earlier example, see E. Eshel, E. Puech, and A. Kloner, “Aramaic Scribal Exercises of the Hellenistic Period from Maresha: 
Bowls A and B,” BASOR 345 (2007), pp. 39-62. 
66 For a different approach with more exegetical focus, see H. Najman, J.-S. Rey, and E.J.C. Tigchelaar, eds. Tracing 
Sapiential Traditions in Ancient Judaism, JSJSup 174 (Leiden: Brill, 2016). 
67 Such attainment need not be oral-only, as in manuals of surviving priestly rituals from the ancient Near East, or for 
example, the lost manuals of artisans. Aristotle (Polit. 1.4.3-4) acknowledges written technical (bausanic) manuals, no longer 
extant. 
68 Such advice is significant, because Tobit is a “bookish” text: Tobias’ journey is to retrieve some loaned money left in Persia 
with a receipt. There is also a marriage contract and assumed literacy throughout for most characters. 
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scribes of the New Testament, or the early rabbis. In Greek and Roman epitaphs, a dualised persona: a civic or 
public role plus a trade, forms the personality of the deceased.69  
 
Greek pagan sources 
 
In pagan Greek literature, σοφία denotes any “practical mastery” distinguishing an expert, from builders to 
politicians. Within Greek philosophy, though, σοφία is more oriented towards the internal qualities of virtues and a 
balance of practical and theoretical knowledge.70 The Greek aristocratic prejudice against the bausanic (technical) 
industries are worth mentioning in this light (e.g. Herodotus, Hist. 2.167; Xenophon, Oec. 4.2-3). While Greek 
philosophy had a more limited view of σοφία, documentary sources reveal more possibilities of meaning. 
 Greek papyri contain a number of occurrences of σοφ-. Some occurrences are in more ordinary contexts of 
correspondence and advice (SB 20.14621), or medical advice (P.Tebt.Tait 42), while others simply have σοφ- as 
part of a person’s name (P.Lond 3.1213, 3.1214; P.Ryl 2.150; SB 3.6315). One case describes Lysimachus, a 
(Jewish?) sage belonging to a dining club (O.Edfou 3.368/CPJud I.139), although the reconstruction is problematic 
(Λυσίμαχος σο[φός(?)]). One pseudo-Hippocratic treatises describes the author’s word as wise (P.Oxy 9.1184 
letter 6a). 
 Lastly, Greek inscriptions include common examples of the root in personal names, descriptions of 
artisanal or technical mastery,71 and mentions of divine wisdom.72 One interesting Roman-era pagan epitaph 
describes the father of the dead Didyme as, the sage and gymnasiarch Arion (ᾗ σ(ο)φὸς ἔσκε πατὴρ καὶ 
γ[υ]μ̣νασίαρχος Ἀρίων) (Inscr.Métr. 91, l.3). Bernand argues that the defective spelling of σφὸς can be 
reconstructed justifiably as σ(ο)φὸς. Another Greco-Roman third century BCE Hermopolis inscription describes 
Petosiris, as “sage, among the sages” (Inscr.Métr. 125, l.2), though whether Petosiris is actually a legendary figure 
rather than a person is debated. Altogether, the range of contexts for “wisdom” in Greek papyri and inscriptions 
remains an expected mix of personal names, the odd ambiguous title, artisanal or technical mastery, and, in the 
case of inscriptions, divine wisdom.  
 
 
5. Analysis 
 
Altogether, the civic and emotive details of Demas’ metric epitaph belie a socially-charged context of loss rather 
than a subtle hinting at occupation. Demas’ epitaph contains lamentations of social and familial responsibility that 
are rather distinct from the civic honours and achievements listed in Abramos’ epitaph (JIGRE 39). Where 
Abramos held double posts as a magistrate, Demas was clearly a family man. Therefore, inferring a specific 
occupation from the epithet of wisdom may, in Demas’ case, be unwarranted.  
 In Second Temple sources, wisdom on the ground among humans is found in social contexts, even while 
theologically strident in heaven. Tobias is not a scribe but is advised to aspire to wisdom. Daniel, though not a 
scribe, is deemed wiser than Nebuchadnezzar’s Babylonian sages by juxtaposition (Daniel 2). Ben Sira, Wisdom 
of Solomon, and 4QInstruction likewise plant themselves firmly within the wisdom tradition, but advise generally: 
discernment, justice, ethics, interrelationships, honour, and behaviour. Ben Sira may write for scribes-in-training 
and/or for the education of aristocratic and priestly elites, but his advice gears his audience towards pragmatism, 
civic duty, and community service. 
 Regardless of occupation, the above evidence points to a common understanding of Second Temple Jewish 
wisdom, across textual sources literary and documentary, as generically focused on attaining, and exercising, the 
cognitive skill of moral discernment. With the exception of Ben Sira, most contexts of Jewish wisdom might be 
read as ethically rather than educationally oriented, particularly since studying the Law certainly helps one live 
ethically. Furthermore, the strict vertical organisation of scribal wisdom above technical skill is perhaps 
unwarranted not just philologically but also, as we have shown, culturally. Modern studies rightly cite the 
importance of scribes for the transmission of texts or the keeping of accounts. Yet, such attention to scribes and 
textuality risks monopolising the definition of wisdom in Hellenistic Judaism. The cultic setting and priestly 
tradition of Leontopolis is certainly unique from that of Palestinian Judaism at the time, but one commonality is 
that there actually are no major differences as far as who is considered wise or what wisdom consists of in practice.  

 
69 Cuomo, Technology, pp. 94-95. 
70 F. Volpi, M. Heimgartner, E. Hollender, and I. Toral-Niehoff. “Wisdom,” in Brill’s New Pauly, edited by Hubert Cancik 
and Helmuth Schneider, translated by C.F. Salazar and F.G. Gentry (Leiden: Brill, 2006). 
71 Inscr.Métr. 23, 142, 148. 
72 Inscr.Métr. 82, 168; SEG 32.1608; IGR I.5.1228; Temple de Kalabchah 285.5. 
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Demas’ epitaph reminds us that Hebrew wisdom is not as stratified as the Aristotelian prejudice between the 
bausanic trades’ “technical skill” and the real wisdom of philosophers.  
 The insights for Second Temple values from documentary sources, as here experimented, call for future 
research on the Jewish epitaphs of Leontopolis in wider textual context, integrating documentary and literary 
textual evidence. When contextualised with other textual and documentary sources, more useful information about 
Demas’ epitaph is possible. Clearly, exclusive focus on “scribes’ wisdom” is to the accident detriment of the 
memory of Jews like Demas. To label Demas as “wise but not a sage” may detract from the flexible working labels 
of who was considered a sage in antiquity. As we know from the epitaph of Abramos, wisdom is already 
applicable to magistrates (civic service). From the New Testament and rabbinic sources, we know of learned 
Pharisees and rabbis who earned their living in other occupations entirely while being considered wise and 
respected by their communities. From papyri, we know of ad hoc or part-time legal professionals and witnesses. 
The step taken from wisdom to occupation, in the case of Demas, is shaky at best. 
 Demas’ and Abramos’ epitaphs take us beyond the notion, largely owed to the eclipsing witness of Ben 
Sira, that Jewish wisdom only reached its fullest embodiment in a scribe, or that Jewish sages can be found only in 
scribal circles. Instead, an approach to Jewish wisdom(s) as praxis, and the wise as “consultants” or ad hoc 
participants from ordinary corners of working life, is fully recognisable in Hellenistic Jewish wisdom and 
inherently within the flexible meanings of המכח  as wisdom of either technical skill or discernment. Demas is not 
wise because he was highly educated, though he might have been so. He may have been considered wise simply 
because he was helpful, virtuous, discerning, reliable, and friendly. Additionally, he may have offered his 
community ad hoc advice and help of the kind noted by Ben Sira and found in papyri. 
 
6. Conclusion  
 
In sum, the reconstruction of Demas’ occupation seems more conjectural than the reconstruction of σο̣φ[ίαι] (or 
semantic equivalents). Given eight lines, five of which are in metre, the opportunity to highlight an explicit 
occupation is neglected by Demas’ memoralisers. Though reconstructions have proposed to remedy this at lines 1, 
4, and 6, each reconstruction poses problems of some kind. The omission of Demas’ occupation is all the more 
glaring since the trades proposed by scholars are also, ironically, the most statistically likely to be included 
explicitly and prominently on Jewish epitaphs. That so many studies, including this one, have felt the need to 
discuss Demas’ occupation is certainly testament to the fact that frameworks of Jewish “wisdom” can be 
restrictive. 
 Indeed, the omission of an occupation indicates that Demas was most likely not of a prominent profession 
as a physician, scribe, judge, leader, or magistrate—jobs and titles that are overrepresented in funerary epigraphy. 
Even in the situation that σο̣φ[ίαι] should be rendered as “understanding” (συ̣ν̣[ετός]), the inscription remarks 
overall that Demas was valued in his community. The “family man” description of Demas, mourned by his family 
and community, contrasts with the career-driven tone of Abramos’ epitaph. The inscription’s overall themes of 
societal value and familial mourning point firstly to the idea that the epitaph is more concerned with lamentation 
than commemorating lifetime achievement, and secondly to the need for a more flexible understanding of Jewish 
wisdom and the figure of a “sage.” To be memorialised at such length, without much hint of a named occupation 
or title, demonstrates that Demas was seen as a person who was wise and valuable beyond a single occupation, 
educational level, or status. Demas was certainly beloved and wise as a family man, but what he did for a living 
must remain a mystery. 
  
 
 
 
 


