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Stories with a Twist
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Shebna Wrote a Note and Shot it with an arrow
(Insights into Babylonian Talmud, Sanhedrin 26a) 

Background to Our Story

Assyrian siege of Jerusalem

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Assyrian_siege_of_Jerusalem

In approximately 701 BCE, Sennacherib, king of Assyria, attacked the fortified cities of the 
Kingdom of Judah in a campaign of subjugation. Sennacherib besieged Jerusalem, but failed 
to capture it — it is the only city mentioned as being besieged on Sennacherib's Stele, of 
which the capture is not mentioned.

Isaiah 22:15-21

315 This is what the Lord, the LORD Almighty, says:

“Go, say to this steward,
    to Shebna the palace administrator:
16 What are you doing here and who gave you permission
    to cut out a grave for yourself here,
hewing your grave on the height
    and chiseling your resting place in the rock?
17 “Beware, the LORD is about to take firm hold of you
    and hurl you away, you mighty man.
18 He will roll you up tightly like a ball
    and throw you into a large country.
There you will die
    and there the chariots you were so proud of
    will become a disgrace to your master’s house.
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19 I will depose you from your office,
    and you will be ousted from your position.
20 “In that day I will summon my servant, Eliakim son of Hilkiah. 21 I will clothe him 
with your robe and fasten your sash around him and hand your authority over to 
him. He will be a father to those who live in Jerusalem and to the people of Judah.

According to the Book of Isaiah, what was Shebna’s position?

Shebna

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Shebna

Shebna (Hebrew: שֶׁבְנָא) was "treasurer over the house" (meaning comptroller or governor 
of  the  palace)  in  the  reign  of  king  Hezekiah of  Judah,  according to  the  Hebrew Bible. 
Because of his  pride he was ejected from his office, and replaced by  Eliakim the son of 
Hilkiah as recorded in Book of Isaiah (Isaiah 22:15–25). Shebna also appears to have been 
the leader of the party who favored an alliance with Egypt against Assyria

King Hezekiah

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hezekiah

Hezekiah (Hebrew: ּהו יָּ קִ זְ  was, according to the Hebrew Bible, the son of Ahaz and the 13th (חִ
king of Judah. Edwin Thiele concluded that his reign was between c. 715 and 686 BCE. He is 
considered a very righteous king by the author of the Books of Kings. He is also one of the 
most prominent kings of Judah mentioned in the Bible. According to the Bible, Hezekiah 
witnessed the destruction of the northern Kingdom of Israel by Sargon's Assyrians in c. 722 
BCE and was  king of  Judah during the  siege  of  Jerusalem by  Sennacherib in  701 BC. 
Hezekiah  enacted  sweeping  religious  reforms,  including  a  strict  mandate  for  the  sole 
worship  of  Yahweh and  a  prohibition  on  venerating  other  deities  within  the  Temple  of 
Jerusalem. Isaiah and Micah prophesied during his reign. 

Prophet Isaiah

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Isaiah

The first verse of the Book of Isaiah states that Isaiah prophesied during the reigns of 
Uzziah (or Azariah), Jotham, Ahaz, and Hezekiah, the kings of Judah (Isaiah 1:1). Uzziah's 
reign was 52 years in the middle of the 8th century BCE, and Isaiah must have begun his 
ministry a few years before Uzziah's death, probably in the 740s BCE. Isaiah lived until the 
fourteenth year of Hezekiah's reign (who died 698 BCE). He may have been contemporary 
for some years with Manasseh. Thus Isaiah may have prophesied for as long as 64 years.

So long as Ahaz reigned, the kingdom of Judah was untouched by the Assyrian power. But 
when Hezekiah gained the throne, he was encouraged to rebel "against the king of Assyria" 
(2 Kings 18:7), and entered into an alliance with the king of  Egypt (Isaiah 30:2–4). The 
king of Assyria threatened the king of Judah, and at length invaded the land. Sennacherib 
(701 BC) led a powerful army into Judah. Hezekiah was reduced to despair, and submitted 
to the Assyrians (2 Kings 18:14–16). But after a brief interval, war broke out again. Again 
Sennacherib led an army into Judah, one detachment of which threatened Jerusalem (Isaiah 
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36:2–22; 37:8). Isaiah on that occasion encouraged Hezekiah to resist the Assyrians (37:1–
7).

According to the account in 2 Kings 19 (and its derivative account in 2 Chronicles 32) an 
angel of God fell on the Assyrian army and 185,000 of its men were killed in one night. 
Sennacherib never recovered from the shock of the disaster in Judah. He made no more 
expeditions against either the Southern Levant or Egypt. 

The remaining years of Hezekiah's reign were peaceful (2 Chr 32:23–29). Isaiah probably 
lived to its close, and possibly into the reign of Manasseh. The time and manner of his death 
are not specified in either the Bible or other primary sources. The Talmud [Yevamot 49b] 
says that he suffered martyrdom by being  sawn in two under the orders of  Manasseh. 
According to rabbinic literature, Isaiah was the maternal grandfather of Manasseh.

The Text: Babylonian Talmud Sanhedrin 26a

נָא בְ וָה שֶׁ ישׁ הֲ רֵ ר דָּ יסַ לֵ תְ א בִּ ותָ וָ בְּ יָּה. רִ זְקִ וָה חִ ישׁ הֲ רֵ ד דָּ חַ א סרָ בְּ תָ וָ בוְּ  .רִ

י א כִּ תָ יב אֲ רִ נְחֵ ר סַ צַ הּ וְ לָ יִם עֲ לַ ירוּשָׁ ב, דִּ נָא כְּתָ בְ א שֶׁ קָ תְ א, פִּ דָ א שְׁ גִירָ נָא: בְּ בְ תוֹ ״שֶׁ יעָ סִ ימוּ וְ לִ שְׁ  ;הִ
יָּה זְקִ תוֹ חִ יעָ סִ ימוּ״ לֹא וְ לִ שְׁ ר. הִ מַ נֶּאֱ י: שֶׁ נֵּה ״כִּ ים הִ עִ שָׁ רְ כוּן הָ רְ ת יִדְ שֶׁ ם כּוֹנְנוּ קֶ צָּ ל חִ ר״ עַ .יֶתֶ

וָה א הֲ י קָ פֵ תְּ סְ יָּה מִ זְקִ ר. חִ א: אָמַ מָ ילְ ס, דִּ לוֹם חַ יָה, וְשָׁ יהּ נָטְ תֵ עֲ א דַּ שָׁ קוּדְ יךְ דְּ רִ ר הוּא בְּ תַ א בָּ ן, רוּבָּ יוָ  כֵּ
א רוּבָּ י דְּ רִ סְ ימְ ינְהוּ, מִ י אִ י נַמִ רִ סְ ימְ א. מִ יא בָּ ר נָבִ אֹ: לוֹ וְאָמַ רוּן ״ל אֹמְ ר ת שֶׁ כֹל קֶ  ר לְ שֶׁ ר אֲ יֹאמַ ם  עָ  הָ

זֶּה ר״ הַ שֶׁ ר. קָ ר: כְּלוֹמַ שֶׁ ים קֶ עִ שָׁ ר, הוּא רְ שֶׁ קֶ ים וְ עִ שָׁ ינוֹ רְ ן אֵ נְיָן מִ מִּ .הַ

ךְ לַ צֹב הָ  חְ ר לוֹ לַ בֶ י קֶ רֵ בְ קִ ית בְּ ד בֵּ וִ א. דָּ יא בָּ ר נָבִ ה: לוֹ וְאָמַ ךָ ״מַ פֹה לְּ י  ךָ וּמִ פֹה לְ י,  תָּ כִּ בְ צַ ךָ חָ פֹּה לְּ  
ר בֶ נֵּה? קָ ךָ ה׳ הִ לְ טֶ לְ טַ טְֵלהָ מְ ל בֶָּר״ טַ ג
.…

נוֹף ךָ ״צָ נָפְ ה יִצְ נֵפָ ל כַּדּוּר צְ ץ אֶ רֶ ת אֶ בַ חֲ יִם״ רַ נָא ׳ .וגו יָדָ שׁ הוּא: תָּ יקֵּ לוֹן בִּ ית קְ נָֹיו בֵּ ד יכָךְ – אֲ פִ  לְ
ךְ פָּ לוֹן כְּבוֹדוֹ נֶהְ קָ לְ

י וָה כִּ יק הֲ יהוּ נָפֵ א, אִ תָ ל אֲ יאֵ רִ יהּ גַּבְ דֵ א אַחֲ שָׁ דַ יֵּ לְ פַ יה משַׁ באְּ ייָתֵ רְִ .ּ D
רוּ יהּ אָמְ ךְ: לֵ יָיתֵ ירְ שִׁ יכָא מַ ר? הֵ מַ רוּ: אֲ דַ י הֲ רוּ. בִּ יהּ אָמְ ם: לֵ י, כֵּן אִ א אַחוּכֵ תְּ קָ יַּיכְ חַ ן מְ בוּהוּ! בָּ  נְקָ

יו בָ קֵ עֲ אוּהוּ בַּ לָ י וּתְ זַנְבֵ ם בְּ יהֶ יוּ סוּסֵ הָ ין וְ רִ גָרְ ל אוֹתוֹ מְ וֹּציִם עַ לַ הקַ ניִן הבַ ועְ קָ רְַּ

Shebna  would  teach  Torah  to  an  audience  of  130,000  followers,  whereas  King 

Hezekiah would teach Torah to an audience of merely 110,000 followers.

When Sennacherib came and besieged Jerusalem, Shebna wrote a note and 

shot it over the wall with an arrow. It read: Shebna and his camp have appeased 

Sennacherib and are ready to surrender; Hezekiah and his camp have not appeased 

Sennacherib.  As it is stated  in  alluding to this  incident:  “For behold, the wicked 
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bend the bow, they have made ready their arrow upon the string”  (Psalms 

11:2).

Hezekiah was afraid. He said: Perhaps, God forbid, the opinion of the Holy 

One, Blessed be He, will  follow the majority;  and  since the majority have 

submitted  to  the  Assyrians,  even  those  who  have  not  submitted  will  also  be 

delivered into their hands. The prophet Isaiah then came and said to him: “Say 

not: A conspiracy, concerning all  of which this people say: A conspiracy” 

(Isaiah 8:12). Meaning, it is a conspiracy of wicked people, and a conspiracy of 

wicked people  is  not  counted.  Therefore,  although  they  are  many,  they  are  not 

considered the majority.

Shebna went to carve out a grave for himself among the graves of the house 

of David, as he thought that the kingship would be given to him.  The prophet Isaiah 

then came and said to him: “What have you here, and whom have you here, 

that  you have carved out a grave for  yourself  here?  You,  who  have  carved 

yourself out a grave on high, and hollowed a habitation for yourself in the rock? Behold, 

the Lord will make you wander like the wandering of a man; and he will wind 

you round and round” (Isaiah 22:16–17).

….

“He will violently roll and toss you like a ball into a large country; there you 

shall die, and there shall be the chariots of your glory, with shame of your lord’s house” 

(Isaiah 22:18). A  baraita  taught: He,  Shebna,  desired shame for his master’s 

house; therefore, his glory turned to shame. 

This is what happened to him:  When he was going out  of the gate of Jerusalem to 

submit to the Assyrians, the angel  Gabriel came and held the gate in front of his 

camp so they could not follow him. 

Consequently,  he  went  out  by himself.  The Assyrians  said to him: Where is your 

camp? 

Shebna  said:  They  backed  out  on  me.  They  said  to  him:  If  so,  you  are 

mocking us; you led us to believe that behind you stands a large camp of supporters. 
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They punched holes in his heels and hung him by the tails of their horses, 

and dragged him on the thorns and on the bristles.

Explaining the Story -  What’s going on in our story? (The sequence of 

events)

Comprehension and Analysis Questions

According to our story, what was Shebna’s greatness?

What was written in the note Shebnah shot to Sennacherib? 

 “Shebna  and  his  camp  have  appeased  Sennacherib  and  are  ready  to 

surrender;  Hezekiah  and  his  camp have  not  appeased  Sennacherib.” Who  was 

“Shebna’s camp”? Who was “Hezekiah’s camp”?

What makes Shebna believe that he is “made for bigger things”?

What was King Hezekiah’s concern?

Extra Bonus What  was  Shebna’s  altruistic  plan  when  he  shot  a  note  to 

Sennacherib?

Extra Bonus What was Shebna’s less altruistic plan when he shot a note to 

Sennacherib?

How did it happen that Shebna was disgraced?

Extra Bonus Why was Shebna disgraced?

“The Twist” – Or the Lessons We Can Learn from These Texts

 Arrogance and betrayal: A disastrous recipe which won’t get you very far.
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According to the biblical story, Shebna is a very high officer, only second to 

the  king  himself.  According  to  our  Talmudic  story,  he  is  a  great  Torah 

scholar as well. When Shebna sees his popularity rising, he plans to betray 

the king by defecting to the enemy. His motivation, as we soon see, is not to 

save the nation or to provide a better alternative to King Hezekiah’s action 

plan, but to gain the favor of the enemy in order to usurp the throne. While 

everybody is busy trying to survive the siege, he is busy carving out for 

himself a grave among the graves of the house of David, counting on the 

success of his plot.

While Shebna’s demise comes through the miraculous intervention of the 

Angel  Gabriel,  the  message  of  our  story  is  anything  but  supernatural: 

arrogance and betrayal won’t get you very far and will lead you through a 

path of shame, alienation, and loneliness.
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